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Abstract
The field of youth cultures’ studies has experienced intense academic discussions in the last three decades, notably because of the increasing importance of the leisure practices as the primary focus of young people for their quests for belonging.   This has considerably distorted the established subcultural model explaining the formation of peripheral social groups through placing emphasis on the yet outdated elements such as socio-economic position, collective rejection of dominant values and foundation of alternative normative guidelines.   Furthermore, the arrival of the Internet and new technologies has widened the spectrum of leisure habits and lifestyle preferences, as these technologies have enhanced the grassroots creative practices and enabled a relatively easy distribution of the cultural products.   In terms of music, such participatory cultural production has allowed for a development of an ‘online Do-It-Yourself (DIY) industry’, the existence of which subsequently adds to the diversification of overall contemporary cultural production.   Yet increasingly diversified popular culture then poses a significant challenge to understanding of minor youth socio-cultural groups.   This thesis examines the nature of a peripheral, music-centered socio-cultural phenomenon called ‘witch house’ and the role of the new technologies in the processes of its formation, further development and dissemination to the young audiences.   The thesis simultaneously attempts to position the phenomenon within the cluster of other music-related youth cultures and point out consequent theoretical shortcomings that the field of youth cultures yet needs to take into consideration.  
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Introduction


The contributor to The Guardian’s music section Tom Ewing has dropped a couple of thought-provoking ideas when indicating that discovering new music nowadays means “following other people’s breadcrumb trails of discovery” (2010, n.  p.) and that the diverse social networking platforms serve as a perfectly useful tool for doing so (2012).  Moreover, the tech-savvy music enthusiasts will probably not be disappointed as, according to the Chicago Reader’s contributor Miles Raymer, the fact that myriad musical microgenres can be found in the online environment these days is apparently old news (2012).  
The abovementioned thoughts gain in value once we realize that music actually stands for one of the crucial ways people define who they are, affirm group membership and collectively distinguish themselves from others (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 1).  And perhaps even more if we assume that the leisure, often music-related practices have turned into an important element for young people in their quests for belonging to the extent that they have arguably overcome the importance of the role of traditional sources of identification such as class, ethnicity or gender (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15). 
The shift in focus from rigid socio-cultural determinants to the unstable and changeable factors such as musical taste and stylistic preferences posed a significant challenge to the studies of peripheral social formations and their cultural practices; a field which was, in fact, for long dominated by sole theoretical concept – the ‘subculture’.  Thus, in the 1990s, a certain ‘anti-subcultural’, or post-subcultural position was developed within this academic field, marked by a competition to bring the most suitable and comparably all-encompassing analytical concept that would allow for an accurate analysis of the late-modern, culture-related groups of young people (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  While apparently similar and overlapping, the diverse analytical concepts elaborated throughout 1990s still tend to be used interchangeably to denote and put forward diverse aspects of contemporary youth cultural formations.  
Despite its vast internal diversification and profound elaboration, the contemporary theory on youth cultures seems to be evincing several shortcomings and ‘uncertainties’, notably with respect to the recent technological developments and their effects on popular culture.  As indicated before, common tastes, interests and aesthetic and stylistic preferences have turned into catalysts of the formation of late-modern youth collectives.  However, the arrival of new media and technologies has somehow transformed the access to and the overall relationship of young people towards cultural products: these digital technologies, in effect, enable their users to recontextualize previously used cultural material as much as they allow for a further dissemination and circulation of the subsequently created cultural products (Jenkins, 2006, p. 135-136) of, however, redefined cultural value (Navas, 2013).  In terms of popular music production, for instance, this participatory cultural production, particularly popular among young, tech-savvy generation in the Western societies, has led to the development of a certain ‘Do-It-Yourself’ music industry (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 6).  It goes without saying that this sort of youth collective practices then find a remarkably fertile ground for their growth in the corresponding online environment, where they tend to be concentrated on the content-related digital platforms and social networking sites.  
What, however, seems to be particularly striking about these new-media enhanced creative practices are their executors.  Involved in a collective activity of contributing to the contemporary cultural production in a relatively authentic way and under an identifiable aesthetic pattern, these rather young participants somehow simultaneously tend to end up forming concrete, minor, socio-cultural groups – the groups that can be arguably referred to as ‘youth cultures’.  These youth cultures, formed directly and existing predominantly in the online environment, represent the central point of reference of this thesis.  In the thesis I discuss an example of a recently emerged, specific kind of youth culture gathered around electronic music genre called witch house and developed from the grassroots music-production practices happening in the online environment.  While in the journalistic discourse witch house tends to be classified as a music genre, with this thesis I aim to indicate that its accompanying, profoundly elaborated visuals  disclose its secondary dimensions which subsequently enable to position witch house within the broader category of youth cultures.  Taking into account the aforementioned cluster of diverse analytical concepts that emerged in 1990s, I put forward that the most suitable theoretical framework for studying the selected phenomenon seems to be the concept of ‘neo-tribes’, the concept termed by the French sociologist Michel Maffesoli and further elaborated by the British cultural researcher Andy Bennett.  Adopting the neo-tribal perspective, I understand witch house as a form of music-centered youth culture with a rather temporary nature of group affiliation and thus with highly fluid and transient mode of collective identity.  
While I attempt to demonstrate that approaching witch house through the use of the concept ‘neo-tribes’ provides a more accurate and comprehensive understanding of the whole witch house phenomenon, it needs to be mentioned that the theory elaborated in the late 1990s mainly as a reaction to the postmodern condition does not yet represent an entirely suitable tool for analyzing an occurrence happening in the utterly different ‘digital era’.  What, in fact, makes witch house particularly interesting and distinguishable from the neo-tribes in the postmodern times is that it “wouldn’t survive or even exist really if the Internet didn’t pimp out our world now” (Floyd, 2011, n. p.).  Furthermore, the fact that it was followed by a strikingly comparable occurrence – ‘seapunk’, which I briefly outline and discuss in the end of the thesis, designates that there might be a potential for a wider phenomenon currently happening in the online environment.  Thus, through putting the emphasis on the circumstances of the formation of witch house and the subsequent implications on its nature I aim to investigate the question of how the recently emerged, technologically mediated minor socio-cultural youth groups develop and renegotiate the postmodern concept of neo-tribes.  
In order to try to answer my research question, I use the story of formation and development of the witch-house’s aesthetic substance and its further dissemination as outlined by the community insiders (music journalists, bloggers) in diverse online lifestyle journals and on the music-focused webplatforms.  Through conducting a textual analysis of discourses on witch house per se that occur primary in the online environment, I explore its musical form, but simultaneously pay attention to its somehow underemphasized visual and social dimensions.  As such, I conclude that rather than existing in a purely musical form, witch house stands for a multifaceted phenomenon that needs to be analyzed from a broader, youth-cultural perspective.  Furthermore, taking into consideration the practices of participatory cultural production incorporated in the processes of formation of its aesthetic substance, I attempt to evaluate a selected part of the theory on youth cultures.  In consequence, I point out that the mode of developing an authentic neo-tribal youth collective that witch house embodies might require further adaptations of the obsolete but yet still useful theoretical concept of neo-tribes.  My purpose in writing this thesis is simultaneously to contribute to the ongoing debate on the role of new media technologies in relation to the patterns of developing collective groups among contemporary youth (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 16). 





1. Literature Review: Diverse Perspectives on Understanding the Youth Cultures


In the opening chapter of the anthology Youth cultures: Scenes, Subcultures and Tribes Paul Hodkinson has nailed it down perfectly well when pointing out that the so-called youth cultures have so far served as a subject of a truly vivid academic debate and extensive research (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 1).  Even though it seems that the term ‘youth culture’ officially emerged with the release of the aforementioned book (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 3), it has already turned into a truly useful overarching category for the contemporary cluster of diverse adolescent social groups denoting their collective socio-cultural practices.  Indeed, adolescence as a transit period marked by instability and uncertainties of moving between childhood and adulthood gained attention of psychologists and sociologists already in the first half of the 20th century (see e. g.  Hall, 1904, or Parsons, 1949), and the studies related to this age group were further developed by exploring various cultural processes and patterns of young people (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 2).  Originating an ethnographic research tradition within the field of youth studies, the University of Chicago placed a significant focus on attempting to explain deviant activities and delinquency of young people in economically or ethnically marginalized areas (Thrasher, 1927; Whyte, 1943).  The seminal socio-cultural theory dealing with the period of adolescence then came in 1970s from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham.  Introducing the perspective of “working-class youth subcultures ‘heroically’ resisting subordination through ‘semiotic guerilla warfare’” to the study of minor, culture-related youth groups, CCCS is acknowledged for elaborati a substantial theoretical framework against which all the subsequent theoretical developments still tend to be marked out (Weinzierl & Muggleton, 2003, p. 4) - the concept of subculture.  The significant contribution of CCCS consisted in the fact that with the publication of their research, the emphasis in studying marginal youth groups moved away from the previously mentioned young gangs of the underprivileged neighborhoods and was put rather on those youth groups which simultaneously demonstrated distinctive music and style - such as teds, mods, skinheads, punks or bikers.  The result of this shift in focus was that these rebellious collective actions started to be perceived from a new, style-centered perspective: as an enactment of stylistic resistance of working-class youth to the structural changes of post-war era (Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1979). 
Despite bringing arguably essential insights into the assessment of the relationship between youth and peripheral cultural activities through focusing on the distinctive stylistic and cultural preferences and patterns the diverse youth groups embodied, in the 1980s the British subcultural theory became subject to major criticisms.  This was mainly due to the fact that the CCCS’ approach overemphasized the role of factors such as socio-economic position (class) and clearly bounded collective groupings while, however, in the 1980s the Western societies were already experiencing a growing breakdown of previous forms of certainty, stability and community alongside the simultaneous expansion and diversification of media and consumer culture (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 8-9).  Thus, throughout the 1990s a certain ‘post-CCCS position’ was developed and progressively organized into the academic field of post-subcultural studies.  Unsurprisingly, the newly developed concept of post-subculture was basically grounded in the premise that “a [simple] focus on [stylistic or criminal] collective deviance is insufficient in itself to make sense of the complexities of identities, values and practices which make up youth culture” (Weinzierl & Muggleton, 2003, p. 8). 
On the contrary, the focus on the expansion of leisure industries in the studies of youth groups turned out to be an interesting indicator of how young people make sense of their everyday life in an otherwise liminal period of life on the watershed of 20th and 21st century.  For Andy Furlong and Fred Cartmel, for instance, the entertainment industries together with the consumer culture of the 1990s caused that the young people were suddenly seen as “attempting to find self-fulfillment and ways of identifying with other young people through their consumption of goods” rather than through the “traditional sources of social differentiation based on social class and communities” (as cited in Hodkinson, 2007, p. 9).  In addition to this, the increasingly diversified and complex entertainment industries offered a wide range of temporary and partial sources of identification which, in turn, cause that the so-called ‘post-subcultures’ were suddenly seen as significantly different from the former ‘subcultures’ - as fragmented and internally diversified rather than strictly coherent, and consequently also as fluid, unstable and externally overlapping with other, comparable groups (see e. g.  Redhead, 1997; Bennett, 1999).  
The abovementioned changes in the perception of the character of youth socio-cultural collectives have spawned a wave of attempts within the field of post-subcultures to get over the practically sole and at the same time overly rigid subcultural conception, which subsequently led to the development of a genuinely remarkable plethora of new concepts and explanations.  Such, somehow urgent tendency to come up with a substitutive expression that would simultaneously enable to overcome the ‘cliché’ of the heroic working-class notion of subcultures can be recognized among the studies particularly focused on clustering of young people around shared musical preferences and on their collective, music-related practices.  The noteworthy post-subcultural researchers Steve Redhead and Sarah Thornton, for instance, proposed the concept of ‘club culture’ to at least supplement the traditional subcultural approach.  The authors believed that the use of ‘club cultures’ would allow for a more adequate analysis of and reference to the leisure activities which primary reflect common musical taste, style and the related activities of the young people who, however, may come from various backgrounds (Redhead, 1997; Thornton, 1996).  Another notable, a rather journalistic term that managed to penetrate also academic research with the aim to denote the diverse socio-musical practices of young people is ‘scene’.  A scene in this context essentially signifies the clusters of musicians and fans who share common musical tastes and collectively distinguish themselves from others (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 1).  Unlike ‘club culture’, the ‘scene’ is perceived as an inclusive term that could be easily applied to the musical practices happening also outside of the dance clubs, as it is e. g.  in the case of a jazz scene or a serious ‘yaddo’ music scene (Bennett & Peterson, 2004). 
Perhaps the mostly disputed suggestion, surrounded by a vibrant academic discussion, was the call for the use of the term of ‘neo-tribes’.  In his quest for a concept that would sufficiently contrast the aforementioned, overly rigid and deterministic notion of subculture, another post-subcultural writer Andy Bennett argued that ‘neo-tribes’ would reflect particularly well the fluid and unstable nature of the youth groupings at the end of the 20th century (Bennett, 1999).  As already indicated, the accuracy of this concept has been largely discussed, and this discussion is also outlined in more details further in this thesis.  Nevertheless, as Hodkinson has put it, “there is a little doubt that the term has gained considerable currency within youth cultural studies” (2007, p. 10).   
Last but not least, it equally needs to be mentioned that some scholars remain cautious about putting forward the increased individualism of young people and rather argue that their culture-related social bounding and collective practices may still evince certain level of a group commitment or rather demarcating boundaries.  Centering their studies on the contemporary metal fans (Brown, 2007) or goths (Hodkinson, 2003), these scholarly pursuits have served as a reminder that the collective bounds rooted in common cultural preferences of young people even now tend to retain the elements of a stable collective identity.  In particular, this research material serves as opposed to the implications of aforementioned studies that the individual identities of young people in the last two decades have become too fluid and changeable for the development of a group identity in subcultural terms.  As such, these analyses simultaneously advocate the use of an (although reworked) notion of subculture. 
This ‘list’ of attempts aiming to overcome the shortcomings within the theory on youth cultures is yet far from being complete; this enumeration rather puts forward several new perspectives that caused a stir within academia (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  Nonetheless, perhaps they may already illustrate a certain ‘competition’ to coin the best replacement for the outdated, CCCS’ concept of subculture that the post-subcultural field was undergoing during the 1990s.  Consequently, it may seem that the post-subcultural position failed to provide a viable alternative to the once established subcultural tradition (Martin, 2002, p. 85).  Indeed, a more detailed study of the abovementioned terms/concepts would most likely reveal the elements of overlap between one replacement and other, while simultaneously showing that a number of areas in these analytical frameworks remained under-theorized (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  However, the situation changes dramatically once, as David Muggleton and Rupert Weinzierl have summed up, we acknowledge that these different conceptualizations are not necessarily incompatible and may be used interchangeably to abstract different aspects of social reality (Muggleton & Weinzierl, 2003, p. 6).  Then, as they continue, the opportunity to choose any of those conceptual frameworks may allow for a more specific and better-targeted analysis when dealing with a cluster of  truly diverse kinds of contemporary culture-, and especially music-related youth groups (ibid). 




2. Theoretical Framework: Youth Cultures within the Context of the New Technologies and Participatory Culture


Yet it is clear that the contemporary youth socio-cultural groups are considerably different from the ‘authentic’ subcultures of the 1970s, as much as it seems that these ‘youth cultures’ are nowadays inconsistent to the extent that practically restrains from approaching them through a single analytical concept.  As indicated before, the shifting and unstable spheres of leisure and consumption have gained on significance and often stand for a vital focus for the quests of young people for belonging and fulfillment (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  
The increased importance of leisure and entertainment industries’ products as means of identifying oneself with other young people merits particular attention with respect to the analysis I present in this thesis.  Rapid technological advancements have altered profoundly the structure and functioning of leisure and entertainment industries, as the new digital technologies allow for an appropriation and subsequent recontextualization of practically all sorts of goods and cultural products they generate (Jenkins, 2006, p. 135-136).  The tendency to experiment with the technological affordances with respect to the cultural and artistic material can be noticed especially in the Western societies, where it has contributed to the development of the so-called participatory culture (Jenkins, 2009, p. 25). 
The new technologies together with the phenomenon of participatory culture have had a particularly altering effect on popular music.  Here the technologies have facilitated and hence ‘democratized’ the overall music-production process (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 5), causing that what once used to be a cohesive and powerful corporate music industry (Leyshon, 2005, p. 177) now has a certain ‘younger brother’, its parallel and to a large extent also self-governing version that tends to be referred to as a “Do-It-Yourself” (DIY) industry (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 6).  
Interestingly enough, such DIY’ industry which emerged from somewhat amateur grassroots experiments rather than from a commercially-oriented music production and whose existence is to a significant extent enabled precisely by the aforementioned digital technologies seems, in effect, to be finding a truly fertile ground for its growth especially in the corresponding, technologically-mediated environment.  This is also due to the fact that the intense Internet connectivity allows for an efficient circulation of an unprecedentedly diverse cultural content (Jenkins, 2006, p. 180).   
Nevertheless, this increasingly diversified range of cultural (in our case musical) products poses a significant challenge to the understanding of the nature of youth socio-cultural bounds once these bounds have been identified as centered on the leisure habits, cultural sensibilities and stylistic preferences (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  Furthermore, the state of affairs might get even more precarious when the role of new technologies is involved, meaning when the nature of this sort of youth cultures actually becomes affected by a complex intersection of two factors: the diversified culture industries and the new technologies.  In effect, when it comes to the impact of technologies on the character of present-day youth groups and their patterns of identity and community, the academic field of youth cultures undertakes the standard, twofold tendency: ‘the positive-negative effect’ dichotomy.  In the case of the relationship between young collectives and digital technologies this means that the studies emphasizing increasing individualization and fluidity of collective identities (e. g.  Castells, 2001) are balanced by others indicating the facilitation by the Internet of relatively bounded, committed groupings (e. g.  Hodkinson, 2003) (in Hodkinson, 2007, p. 16).  
In this thesis I aim to put forward that when dealing with the new type of technologically mediated, youth socio-cultural formations and inherent collective identities, it might be equally possible to adopt a position right in between.  On the one hand, I take the part of the studies suggesting the fluid and temporary nature of the common identities in such groupings.   Through outlining the birth of a recent youth group centered on a shared penchant for an occult-theme, dark electronic music genre called witch house, I suggest that the currently emerging, culture-related and technologically-mediated youth collectives seem to stand for rather short-lasting phenomena than for consistent socio-cultural groups.  On the other hand I attempt to point out that the Internet and the new technologies can equally serve as a catalyst for the formation of new, youth socio-cultural collectives, while this bounding can be further developed, toughened and intensified through the interactions happening almost exclusively in the online environment. 


3. Methodology


In the study presented in this thesis I examine the nature of a relatively new and specific kind of youth culture gathered around electronic music genre called witch house and developed from the grassroots music practices happening in the online environment from the perspective of youth cultures studies.  Using the story of the formation, development and dissemination of the aesthetic substance of ‘witch house phenomenon’ to the young, tech-savvy audience as outlined by the community insiders and circulated in the online journals during the time of its existence (2009-2012), I  build on the existing literature on youth, music and lifestyle.  As such, the aim of this qualitative research is to evaluate a selected part of the existing theory on the contemporary youth cultures, the aforementioned concept of neo-tribes.  While taking into account a change in the empirical evidence which the theory might have not considered yet (Oost, 2006, p. 25) – meaning the formation of a youth culture through the processes of human interaction with the digital technologies and directly in the online environment – I  draw attention to the necessity for renegotiation and further adjustments of the discussed theoretical concept. 
I start this study with introducing witch house as an internet-seeded musical genre accompanied by elaborated visual aesthetics and a solid fan base spread all over the online environment in the section 4.  Here I conduct a textual analysis of diverse discourses occurring in the online journals and music-centered webplatforms and investigate the insights that the musicians as well as the community insiders (music journalists, bloggers) disclose in their articles, interviews and music reviews.  I focus mainly on how these people perceive and understand witch house per se, its musical form, the modes of its production as well as its accompanying iconography and fashion-based stylistic preferences of its fans and aficionados.  I understand the latter ones as the indicators of the witch house’s visual and social dimension and as such, I suggest that instead of being labeled as a musical genre, witch house should rather be interpreted as a multifaceted occurrence that needs to be approached from a broader perspective.  In consequence, I categorize it as a contemporary collective socio-cultural phenomenon centered on music and affecting a not-insignificant part of the today’s tech-savvy young generation in the Western world, thus as a form of youth culture.  Subsequently, in the section 4. 1 I attempt to position this phenomenon within the cluster of other music-related youth cultures (Hodkinson & Deicke, 2007).  Through a brief outline of the major shortcomings of the main conceptions dealing with the music-centered youth groups within the field of youth cultures (Hodkinson & Deicke, 2007) as well as of discrepancies within the case study which may limit the applicability of certain concepts to the discussed case, in the section 4. 2 I suggest to turn into the concept of ‘neo-tribes’ used in the late 1990s as an analytical tool for studying comparable music-related youth collectives (Bennett, 1999). 
In the following part of the thesis I focus on a justifying that the selected concept is the most suitable of the terms and analytical tools that appear within the theory of youth cultures that can be relatively fruitfully applied to the case study of this thesis.  Thus, in the section 4. 3 of the study I point out the core resemblance between the chosen concept and the observed phenomenon through highlighting those features of witch house which enable to characterize it through this theoretical concept (Bennett, 1999).  
In the section 5 I look at witch house from the perspective of participatory cultural production and as such, I discuss the specificities of witch house making it qualifiable for a ‘new’ and so far perhaps even unprecedented phenomenon within the yet recognized and documented youth cultures through putting forward the features that differentiate it from equivalent music-related youth groupings (Oost, 2006, p. 35).  I highlight the specific means of its emergence as well as of its further development and dissemination to the adherents (Bennett & Peterson, 2004).  Through the emphasis on the circumstances of its formation and the subsequent implications on the nature of the whole phenomenon of witch house I point out a certain shortcoming of the analytical concept of neo-tribes (Oost, 2006, p. 21). 
Following up with a brief outline of a strikingly comparable occurrence – ‘seapunk’ – in the section 6, I attempt to indicate a potential for a wider phenomenon currently happening in the online environment to which the analytical concept of neo-tribes might be especially applicable.  However, with the thesis simultaneously I point out that certain adjustment might be irrevocable in order for the concept to remain useful for the analysis of contemporary empirical evidence and thus call for it renegotiation.  Despite the fact that the overall usefulness of this concept has been questioned (Hodkinson, 2003; Hesmondhalgh, 2007), I consider a number of its aspects as remaining valid for analyses of similar phenomena.  Nevertheless, as already indicated, at the same time I suggest that a more interdisciplinary approach might be needed and particularly useful when dealing with youth cultures in the increasingly ‘digital’ era. 


4. Witch House, “Yet-Another Music Genre”.  But How Does It Looksound?


Before starting off with the discussion of witch house per se outlined in the previous section, a summarizing and yet informative illustration of how witch house tends to be perceived might be useful.  Thus, through investigating diverse discourses on witch house that appeared on different online platforms, in the section that follows I aim to provide an overview of how ‘the witch house phenomenon’ is understood and interpreted by various community insiders. 
Searching for a simple and at the same time explanatory definition of ‘witch house’ is far from being an easy task.  The reason has been summed up more than well by the musician, music-label co-founder, web-editor and overall community insider Bram E.  Gieben who yet in the very beginning of his editorial for the online magazine Dangerous Minds has alerted that “witch house is nothing like a traditional genre.  It is not defined by a tempo, a style of production, a specific group of artists, a region or country or city, or any of the things one could use to pigeonhole” (“Enter the Witch House”).  However, unlike a vast number of endless blog posts trying to capture the essence of witch house, Wikipedia provides a concise while comprehensive ‘definition’ that categorizes witch house as “an occult-themed dark electronic music genre and visual aesthetic that emerged in late 2000s”(Wikipedia, ‘Witch house (music genre)’).  
Interestingly enough, what actually makes witch house obscure as the title itself suggests is its emergence.  In effect, the whole witch house phenomenon seems to have originated, almost literally, from nowhere.  In its early beginnings, the term was nothing more than a joke Travis Egedy came up with in 2009 when trying to find an appropriate verbal description for the sounds he had been putting together with his friend Jonathan Cowards.  Similar to  the other common reference of this particular musical/sound aesthetics, ‘drag’, the name was concocted by the genre’s prototype band Salem to describe music they were making and that was becoming more popular in late 2007, and still tends to be considered the most suitable of all the monikers associated with this aesthetics for its musical form (Wright, 2010).  
Perhaps it might be already clear that music is going to be a central part of this rather murky and hard-to-classify  phenomenon; however, as I point out in this study, music is actually only one of the features upon which this contemporary culture-related occurrence has been built.  Nevertheless, when referring to the musical expression, witch house music is most commonly described as “chopped” and “screwed” sound, creating a dark, murky and eerie atmosphere.  Conceivably the most accurate description of witch house in its sonic essence has been made by the Pitchfork’s contributor Joe Colly, who described it as a slow-moving electro-pop which “with its purposely sluggish bpm and manipulated vocals, chopped and screwed turned no-nonsense street rap into something moodier and more psychedelic” (Colly, 2010). 
It is, however, difficult to determine to what extent music and sound around witch house can be considered ‘new’, or perhaps even unique.  On the contrary, its rather hybrid form is signified by a number of critics who point out similarities between the ‘unique’ sound of witch house and older, well-established musical styles.  Music columnists Scott Wright and Jon Carmanica, for instance, have indicated that the witch house’s sound is largely influenced by hip-hop, and by the hip-hop producer DJ Screw in particular.  In the late 1990s, this Houston-based DJ pioneered classic hip-hop beat into the psychedelic by starting to pitch them down.  The result of this innovative practice in hip-hop music was that the sound subsequently became chopped and screwed, exactly as it was later in case of witch house’s sound (Wright 2010).  Another noticeable influence in the discussed genre is deemed to come from recently developed sound of a formerly ‘underground’ dubstep producer William Bevan, performing under the name Burial (Colly 2010).  Although still categorized as dubstep, Bevan’s work became notoriously known for making the club dubstep sound somber and surreal (ibid). 
While Bevan has received critical acclaim for transforming the usual speedy metronome to the extent that makes dubstep music sound unusually sad and gloomy; the sound of the witch house scene might be considered as taking such melancholy of beats to another level.  According to Joe Colly, a contributor to the online music magazine Pitchfork. com, musicians producing under this genre often add spooky synths and eerie vocals, what subsequently makes witch house music sound moodier, heavier and even psychedelic.  Nevertheless, neither Burial’s nor DJ Screw’s musical traits are the single noticeable influences.  The atmosphere that the witch house sounds create has been also compared to the atmosphere of similar musical genres such as industrial, minimal synth, krautrock, coldwave and goth in particular, and to the latter one particularly due to the movement’s appropriation of interest in occultism.  In effect, the heavy use of occult symbols like triangles, pentagrams, hexagrams, crosses or double-crosses is simultaneously one of the significant traits which seem to push witch house beyond the boundaries of yet another musical micro-genre is precisely the heavy use of occult symbols like triangles, pentagrams, hexagrams, crosses or double-crosses.  This might be seen as another important identifier of the witch house phenomenon.  The aforementioned occult symbols, in fact, appear frequently in songs’ titles, musicians’ names, on their websites, Internet music magazines and music blogs etc.  Furthermore, the witch house’s heavy use of symbols such as crosses, crucifixes, the overall religious iconography or typographic elements as those listed above together with psychedelic imagery, dark color palette and 1980s’ glamour-and-grunge influences have made its way also to the fashion, where these key elements are translated into prints, dramatic silhouettes or jewelry (Dress Me Mag, 2012).  Additionally, the visual impression of witch house is further reinforced to a greater extent by a footage present in the accompanying witch house music video clips, often taken from the early 80s Italian  low-budget zombie “B movies”.  According to the MTV Iggy, the entire genre is actually deemed to owe its existence to the Italian horror auteur Dario Argento, whose thriller Suspiria was accompanied by a soundtrack with a musical trait comparable to what was further developed by the witch house genre.  

4.1. Witch house phenomenon - a new challenge for the field of youth cultures?

What might have captured one’s attention when looking at the diverse discourses summed up in the previous section is the way the narrators tend to categorize witch house.  The examination of the sources has indicated that witch house often tends to be regarded as a purely musical genre.  However, the illustration of its own sound in conjunction with an accompanying visual imagery equally outlined above suggests that witch house might extend the boundaries of yet-another-music-genre.  In effect, with such juxtaposition of sounds, visuals and styles, witch house rather stands for a complex aesthetic and quasi-artistic movement that was developed upon a principle of  “recombining or recontextualizing material that already has cultural value to emphasize such value in the form of [its further] aesthetic exploration” (Navas, 2013). 
Nevertheless, rather than in the cultural or artistic value of the creative production involved in the development of the whole witch house phenomenon, this thesis is more interested in its fans, or rather adherents.  Coming back to the attempt of categorizing this recently emerged phenomenon, yet it has been mentioned that witch house stands for a rather ambiguous occurrence and thus a definition as much as classification remain problematical.  However, being centered on music while its essence can be equally captured and expressed visually, we can now speak of an arguably authentic aesthetics which was developed through the processes of a bottom-up cultural production and which is reflected and articulated by witch house per se both musically and visually.  Furthermore, and more importantly for the purpose of this thesis, authentic cultural production is regarded as one of the crucial elements upon which the focus of this thesis - the youth cultures - are built (Huq, 2007, p. 80).  
Considering witch house a broader socio-cultural phenomenon than a music genre that falls better under the previously discussed overarching category of youth cultures, it needs to be stressed that what makes witch house stand out also from the framework of youth cultures is its - almost purely - ‘digital existence’.  For instance, Michael Floyd, the contributor for  the platform for contemporary art criticism Temporary Art Review, has pointed out that “witch house wouldn’t survive or even exist really if the Internet didn’t pimp out our world now.  YouTube and other social networking sites are the lifeblood of this music“ (2011, n. p.).  Similarly, the pop-music critic for The New York Times Jon Caramanica refrains from referring to witch house as to a ‘music scene’ simply because – as the musician Bryan Kurkimilis has indicated – “there’s no center for it, it’s definitely Internet-based” (as cited in Caramanica, 2010, n. p.).  These insights, in effect, are of particular importance for the issue of contemporary youth cultures I deal with in this thesis since they open up the space for analyzing and interpreting the role of the new technologies in respect to the youth cultures from an atypical perspective: instead of questioning whether they consolidate the involvement of the young individuals in particular music and style related groupings (Hodkinson, 2006) or foster the fragmentation of identities and as such have a counterproductive effect on the stability and cohesion of collective bounding (Castells, 2001), the case of which house may serve as an example to show that the interaction ‘itself’ with the new technologies can actually be the means of development of a minor, culture-related youth group.
Prior starting to approach witch house a rather specific type of youth culture, it needs to be mentioned that the whole witch house happening was far from being a mass phenomenon.  On the contrary, its adherents rather seem to evince a tendency to demarcate themselves from ‘the mass’.  Such inclination is put forward by the contributor to the music section of The Guardian Tom Ewing, who has noticed the endeavors to create somewhat artificial scarcity around witch house.  Ewing suggests that the aforementioned use of occult iconography, such as ▲,▼,∆ or †, and also in the bands‘ names, e. g.  Gr†llGr†ll or †‡† (the latter one pronounced Ritualz), at the same time expresses the intention to make the witch house acts hard to google (2010) and thus accessible predominantly through the blogs or social networks.  
Following up the assumption that witch house stands for a new and rather specific type of a youth culture centered on music-related activities of young people in particular, it might be worth questioning what its position within the cluster of youth cultures would be, meaning what term - or analytical tool - might be employed to refer to it in a manner as adequate as possible.  However, the previously outlined internal theoretical fragmentation within the youth cultures’ studies causes that the field currently comprises several diverse and yet somewhat overlapping conceptions that deal with the music-related youth groups comparable to the case study (Hodkinson & Deicke, 2007).  While practically all of them attempt to deal with the late, more or less peripheral and music-centered groups of young people, it can be equally noticed that each of them puts an emphasis on a different aspect of these groupings and consequently decreases the extent of its applicability on the case of witch house.  For instance, the term ‘club-culture’ draws on the increasing role of media in the construction of youth culture as opposed to the previously mentioned structural.  socio-economic determinants which were stressed by subcultural theorists of CCCS (Thornton, 1995).  While the conception is acknowledged for bringing insights to the processes of formation youth cultures with the help of media technologies (Stahl, 2003, 31), her ethnographic research was particularly focused on the happening in the British dance clubs in the 1990s.  This fact is also largely reflected in the term ‘club culture’ itself.  The concept bears the connotation that the collective act of an essentially consummative practice of clubbing in the leisure industries’ zones is somehow naturally assumed to be the central practice of any youth culture to which this concept is applied to, whereas what needs to be emphasized in the case of witch house is that here the essence of collective acts lies in a rather proactive practices of producing music within the growing ‘Do-It-Yourself industry’ on the Internet (Colly, 2010). 
Taking the aspects of the grassroots music production as well as of the online environment into consideration, the concept that may perhaps come to one’s mind is the ‘virtual music scene’.  The concept was developed by the cultural sociologists Andy Bennett and Richard A.  Peterson with the aim to reflect upon the increasing connectivity of fans of a particular musical genre but who are widely separated geographically.  While this concept might offer a useful analytical tool to study how a common interest and penchant for a particular musical genre can be fruitfully nurtured in the online environment (Lee & Peterson, 2004), ‘virtual scenes’ seems to remain in line with the use of a more established term in the academic discourse - the ‘scene’.  The problem with the ‘scene’, however, is that it aims to be an overly inclusive concept that tends to be employed to refer to both the musical practices in any genre within a particular locality or, inversely, to a cultural space in a broader sense that transcends the locality (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 42).  The concept of ‘virtual scene’ then not only does not get this ambiguity much further, but in this contexts understands the scene simply as a sort of electronic communication between the fans of the same, already existing musical genres.  As such, the term principally denotes the ‘space’ where “virtual scene participants around the world come together in a single scene-making conversation via the Internet” (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 10).  Furthermore, as the its conceptualization assumes that the activity of the virtual scene’s participants relies in the communication of fans through the ‘typed’ words (Lee & Peterson, 2004, p. 194), the identity’ markers are identified as absent and thus the notion of certain collective identity among the members is in the case of virtual music scene a priori rejected (ibid).  The lack of theoretical substantiation for this aspect of a music-related group consequently makes the concept of ‘virtual scene’ useless for the analysis of the case of witch house where, on the contrary, a clearly recognizable, idiosyncratic collective identity reflected in the accompanying aforementioned occult-themed visuals is central to this music genre and present despite the virtuality of the environment in which the music-related practices are performed. 
Despite its yet indicated, doubtful validity, a brief discussion of the potential for the usability of the concept of ‘subculture’ for the selected case study cannot be omitted.  Paul Hodkinson, for instance, has elaborated  an extensive and persuasive research targeted on arguing against the complete abandoning of the CCCS’ traditional concept of subculture (2002, 2003, 2006).  Using the group of goths as an illustrative example, he claims that it is necessary to “differentiate those groupings which are predominantly ephemeral from those which entail far greater levels of commitment, continuity, distinctiveness, or, to put in general terms, substance” (as cited in Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 43).  Consequently, the subcultural theory may still remain a relevant analytical tool for studying contemporary youth groups, as long as the group evinces the features he has identified, such as sense of like-mindedness with others of the same group, commitment to the group, its autonomy from wider social and economic relations and a consistent distinctiveness of a group over time (ibid).  Some of these criteria, in effect, do apply to the manner in which the witch house’ group is constellated.  For example, the recognizable yet specific sound trajectory that the witch house’ acts have all adopted, then their congruent incorporation of typographic elements in the bands’ and tracks’ names as well as the fact that the whole genre is actually built on a grassroots, in this context called ‘bedroom’ music production (Macpherson, 2012) may perhaps qualify witch house as a certain form of a late-modern version of subculture, somehow untangled from the socio-economic factors acting as crucial determinants for the membership in the group but still exhibiting a certain level of group distinctiveness, identity and relative autonomy.  The main problem with such categorization of the witch house phenomenon, however, would arise once the ‘consistent distinctiveness of the group over time’ is examined.  Hodkinson has argued that one of the predispositions that a culture-related group needs to evince in order to be qualified as a subculture is “the existence of a set of shared tastes and values which is distinctive from those of other groups and reasonably consistent, from participant to the next, one place to the next and year to the next” (2002, p. 30).  The subcultural involvement then, as Hodkinson has equally stated, should reflect “complex processes of cultural choice and coincidence rather than an automatic shared reaction to circumstances” (ibid).  However, despite the shared penchant for its profoundly elaborated and relatively individual and authentic musical-visual aesthetic in which the source of identification and the related collectivism are grounded, witch house is, or to be more precise, was a fad.  While originated in 2009 and reaching the peak of its popularity among the tech-savvy teenagers in 2010, in 2011 the Internet already conveyed the signs that witch house was coming to its end:

“Sure, 2010 was the year of Witch House.  But it’s 2011.  Embrace the term and move on.  You know how music genres evolve, so once you’ve mastered Witch House, claim you’re already over Witch House and onto the next thing” (Jovanovic, 2011, n. p.). 
The quotation above is taken from a post on the website called Flavorwire. com, one of the myriads of websites targeted at covering (and in the case above also satirizing) the contemporary peripheral artistic and cultural production, and principally indicates that in terms of social action, witch house rather corresponds to the fad, a form of spontaneous collective behavior that tends to be short-lived and is “pursued with enthusiasm by large numbers of people once they are said to ‘catch on’, but then fade on as people begin to see [it] as ‘not the newest thing’” (Kornblum & Smith, 2008, p. 213).  Fads are deemed to be particularly popular among the young, and this is due to the fact that they often tend to cast about for new ways of expressing themselves and asserting their unique identities (ibid).  Assuming that witch house had been an up-to-three-years lasting phenomenon before, as  I show in the section 6 of this thesis, its aficionados developed a comparably intense penchant for a structurally similar but aesthetically different musical and visual occurrence, it questions to a significant extent the applicability of the even reworked concept of subculture, especially because the latter one was designated particularly with the purpose to denote and reference to a rather atypical, unusually consistent socio-cultural group of goths with a long-lasting tradition of over thirty years (Hodkinson, 2002, p. 5). 
While witch house now may seem to be nothing more than a temporary ‘trend’, the fact that this phenomenon “made some of the biggest waves in the indie world in 2010” (Nutting, 2010) might still make it worthy further investigation, especially because its aforementioned relatively autonomous cultural production resulting in an ‘authentic’ and idiosyncratic aesthetic and style which was immediately adopted by a number of geographically dispersed youngsters pushes witch house far beyond the borders of a music genre.  Considering this broader substance that extends a purely musical form, it can be argued that assessing witch house from a larger, socio-cultural perspective might provide a more accurate insight into the nature of this newly developed occurrence.  The following section thus attempts to suggest that turning to the concept of ‘neo-tribes’ might illuminate certain aspects of witch house and thus might enable to understand it as a yet minor, distinctive and relatively coherent socio-cultural group but still rather ephemeral than consistent in time and thus without persistent commitment of individual members to its aesthetic substance.  

4.2.  Postmodern Neo-Tribes: When Collective Bounding is Rooted in Common Consumption Patterns

Developed largely in opposition to the previously discussed, CCCS’ subcultural tradition from the 1970s, the ‘neo-tribes’ represent an alternative theoretical framework within the field of youth cultures that aims to emphasize that the youth culture-related groups of the end of the 20th century are less focused upon a commitment to a single grouping, as suggested by the subcultural theory of the CCCS.  On the contrary, the late modern socio-cultural groups of young people consist more of social networks of various complexions, as well individual sets of tastes of interests which to some degree crosscut genres, styles and activities (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15) 
In 1999, Andy Bennett, at the time the lecturer in sociology at the University of Kent, published a somewhat academic-world-shattering article where he ostentatiously argued that ‘neo-tribalism’, a concept he had derived from the French sociologist Michel Maffesoli, provided a much more adequate framework for the cultural relationship between youth, music and style than did the former subcultural theory elaborated by the CCCS (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 38).  Putting forward the shifting nature of the young culture-related groups in the late 1990s, Bennett drew upon the postmodern interpretation of the social relations developed by Maffesoli and concluded that the particular musical and stylistic sensibilities exhibited by youth collectives needed to be seen rather from the perspective of consumption patterns instead of being tied to the emancipatory issues of social class as suggested by the CCCS (1999). 
Bennett’s concept of ‘neo-tribes’ as an analytical tool for the study of youth cultures draws heavily on the postmodern interpretation of social reality.  It follows the assumption of another sociologists Rob Shields of a “‘postmodern persona’ which moves between a succession of ‘site-specific’ gatherings and whose multiple identifications form a dramatic personae - self which can no longer by simplistically theorized as unified” (as cited in Bennett, 1999, p. 605).  Bennett then suggests that this point of view subsequently changes the perspective on the role of the group in individual lives - that the group is thus no longer a central focus of the individual but rather one of the series of transient ‘sites’ within which an individual moves during a life cycle (ibid).  The reconsidered standpoint towards the social groups and their place in human life should be, as he follows, equally taken into account when studying youth social groups, while Maffesoli’s postmodern sociological conception of a ‘tribus’ (1996) is identified as providing sufficient background for the renegotiation of the theoretical framework on youth culture-related groups and subsequent dethronement of the yet clichéd term ‘subculture’. 
With his concept of ‘tribus’ Maffesoli has argued that in the end of the 20th century the group identities are no longer formed along traditional structural determinants such as class, gender or religion, but that the consumption patterns and practices enable individuals to create new, diametrically different forms of sociality - small-scale social configurations that operated beyond modernist class borders (Weinzierl & Muggleton, 2003, p. 12).  According to Maffesoli, the tribe denotes a late-modern social group “without the rigidity of the forms of organizations with which we are familiar, it refers more to a certain ambiance, a state of mind, and is preferably to be expressed through lifestyles that favor appearance and form” (as cited in Bennett, 1999, p. 605).  
What makes these postmodern social configurations - tribes - particularly dissimilar from their previous forms in the modern society is that the traditional structural determinants are in the case of tribes replaced by ‘aesthetic’ (Maffesoli, 2007, p. 28).  ‘Aesthetic’ in this context refers to a certain passion for life, which subsequently serves as “the glue of the world” and manifests itself through the “atmosphere of insouciance” (ibid).  The tribes are thus more of somewhat affective, self-constructed communities where their single members do not foster the community as a priority but use it to satisfy their individual needs.  Interestingly and importantly enough, the latter mention of the focus on individualism already indicates that there is space for a certain level of group ‘promiscuity’, meaning that it is possible for an individual to participate in the activities of such network socialities without stable, long-lasting devotion to one concrete group or network (Weinzierl & Muggleton, 2003, p. 12). 
Developed largely in the era of postmodernism and mainly as a reaction to the fact that the societies in that time tended to be perceived as increasingly marked by consumption, the concept of neo-tribes draws heavily on the notion of ‘lifestyle’ and interprets it as the new core element which brings and binds together young people from different locations and social backgrounds at the end of the 20th century.  In this context, lifestyle is used to “describe the sensibilities employed by the individual in choosing certain commodities and patterns of consumption and in articulating these cultural resources as modes of personal expression” (Bennett, 1999, p. 607).  Neo-tribes thus can be understood as affective rather than given groups where people are bounded together by certain ambiance, while the ambiance is perceived as to a large extent co-created by ‘the aesthetics of participation’ in chosen patterns of consumption.  That being said, the shared preference for and selection of the same commodities, which is then reflected in the young people’s stylistic preferences - or same or similar ‘lifestyle’, is deemed to be the  Maffesoli’s aforementioned ‘glue of the world’, or the bond that binds together young people of the late 20th century. 
The perception on common lifestyle as a source around which the late modern collective associations are built is particularly important with respect to the purpose of this thesis, as it enables to understand and interpret witch house as a form of the 21st century’s neo-tribal youth grouping.  In effect, the common lifestyle derived particularly from the participation in the same leisure activities and shared musical and stylistic preferences now may be regarded as an expression of common identity’ markers of the witch house adherents.  The examples of the elements of the identity of the ‘witch house crowd’ have been very well outlined by the art writer Rozalia Jovanovic in her article in the aforementioned online magazine Flavorwire who, while principally mocking at the extent to which the crowd takes itself seriously, has given sarcastic instructions on how to behave in order to ‘fit’ to the witch house crowd (2011).  According to Jovanovic, common stylistic preferences in terms of fashion stand for one of the scene’s recognizable features, while the main trait consists in putting oversized top over tight, skinny jeans.  Here again, the dark color palettes and also cross-shaped jewelry or other religious iconography points indicates Gothic influence, whereas witch house fashion is at the same time expected to create a washed-up, almost ‘trashy’ look, adding to the scene’s style a notion of nostalgia, co-creating the previously discussed, overall gloomy feeling proper to the witch house sound.  Jovanovic’s text has also indicated there is a notion of specific group behavior.  For instance, although still satirizing, she has denoted common (and expected) manners individuals have and follow on common (music) occasions and events:“Throw around Robert Disaro’s name in conversation, using ‘Disaro’ alternately to mean the label or the man behind the label.  Call Robin Carolan, of Tri Angle records, simply ‚Robin‘“ ( Jovanovic, 2011, n. p.).  The movement even seems to have its own ‚philosophy‘, making an individual expected to share and express common attitude when it comes to particular issues or topics for discussion.  This, according to Jovanovic, includes e. g.  acknowledging that witch house is not a mere musical genre but a broader aesthetic phenomenon, also being firm in one’s position towards the movement’s cult figure Salem (‚love it or hate it‘ attitude), or denying if his or her devotion to the dark music eventually arose just because of the arrival of the witch house wave and its growing popularity. 
The heavy draw on the shared preference for the same consumer goods as the origins of the processes of constructing a collective bounding makes the concept of neo-tribes a useful tool to approach an internet meme that actually appeared to set a trend which - subsequently and somewhat surprisingly - turned into a certain form of ‘cultural’ movement proclaiming recontextualization of the idea of occultism and calling for its implementation into myriads of aspects of young people’s lives.  As pointed out in this section, the phenomenon witch house was born as a joke which was meant to denote particular musical ‘products’.  The genre within which those products fell, however, was further elaborated and amplified to the extent that it became a – although temporary - lifestyle for a group of young, digital-media saturated audience who got intrigued by the sound and vibe of  demonology (Louv, 2013).  
The neo-tribal perspective on young socio-cultural groupings then allows for “a recognition of instability and the temporary nature of group affiliation” (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 38), as it understands these groupings through focusing on the shifting, changeable and unstable stylistic preferences and lifestyle and puts them forward as the main sources of identification to the individuals.  As such, the concept of neo-tribes enables to consider this type of groupings as extending the borders of an average trend and credibly makes them worthy of further academic research. 
Nevertheless, it needs to be mentioned that the same concept has simultaneously spawned a wave of critical writings whose authors remain reluctant to emphasize the importance of the aspect of a shared lifestyle when analyzing the late-modern collective associations (Hodkinson, 2003, 2007; Hesmondhalgh, 2007).  These authors tend to refrain from using the concept of neo-tribes and rather argue that considering the shared stylistic preferences and lifestyle as the origin of youth socio-cultural groups – and consequently acknowledging the implication that the young people’s identities have become self-constructed as opposed to rigidly determined by the conditions of class (Bennett, 1999, p. 607) – provides a voluntaristic conception of identities.  Such conceptualization is, in the end, deemed to only uncritically celebrate consumerism (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 39) and subsequently leads to rather under-theorized assertions that young people’s identities are complicated and changeable (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  The latter question of changeable selves of young people, in fact, becomes particularly interesting and up-to-date especially with respect to the new technologies and the increasing cultural diversity of contemporary era which they have enhanced (Jenkins, 2006, p. 180).  Assuming that the stylistic preferences of young people are shifting as they are derived from the range of available cultural products, the increasing complexity of contemporary cultural production might make it unlikely that young people will commit themselves to the stable and long-lasting socio-cultural groups (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 9).  These assumptions then, as indicated by Hodkinson, seem to be easily leading to the oversimplified conclusions that today’s involvement of young people in the culture-related collectives somewhat reminds of “an ongoing playful process of trying on and casting off multiple styles and selves” (2003, p. 287).  These suggestions of decentralized and multiple selves are, in effect, of particular importance for the purpose of this thesis since the field of youth cultures’ studies tends to identify them as especially relevant issues when discussing the effect of new technologies on the nature of contemporary youth cultures (Hodkinson, 2007, p.  9).  This is mainly because the alleged instantaneity of access and anonymity within the online environment are considered to have the potential to only further enhance the fluidity of collective boundaries and multiplication of selves of young people (Hodkinson, 2007, p.  285).  Nevertheless, as I attempt to suggest with this thesis, neither cultural diversity nor the Internet and digital technologies necessarily have to be seen as contributing to the fluidity of identities as the neo-tribal perception on the contemporary youth culture-related collectives in conjunction with these factors implies.  On the contrary, the shift from spectatorial culture towards participatory culture which has been happening for the last two decades (Jenkins, 2006) provides a strikingly different perspective on the style- and pop-culture-based groupings.  The following section thus aims to indicate that the specific type of neo-tribe that witch house represents may not only enable the further use of this concept regardless its - yet arguably out-dated - postmodern connotation, but may also suggest that a neo-tribe can be actually born from the processes of a participatory cultural production rather than simply reflecting a somewhat profligate and capricious consumerist appropriation of commodities. 


5. ‘Do-It-Yourself Style’: A shift from Consumption to Production


Yet it has been indicated that the witch house aficionados, even though ‘born’ as musical fans, progressively elaborated the witch house’ aesthetic substance to the extent that music, in the end, seemed to be only one of the aesthetic elements of a broader (pop-)cultural phenomenon.  Catching on a momentary fad and developing it into a relatively authentic and idiosyncratic common style surrounded by the collective social practices, the witch house adherents ultimately evinced characteristics of a somehow short-lived youth culture that within the terminological context of youth-culture studies might be arguably labeled as a form of ‘neo-tribe’.  In the previous section, however, I have disclosed several key concerns which question the validity of neo-tribes as a theoretical concept and simultaneously imply its position within a rather outdated context of postmodern explanations of social reality, privileging individual choices in the culturally-saturated consumer society and consequently claiming dissolution of collective boundaries while, however, giving an impression of somehow understating - if not yet completely ignoring - the existence of collective identities of these late modern social and cultural forms. 
What makes the witch house phenomenon particularly interesting with respect to the abovementioned postmodern debates and grants it permission to ‘stand out’ of this discourse is the way this neo-tribe was formed.  Coming back to the previously outlined beginnings of witch house, it might be helpful to remind the yet-quoted sidelight of a group-insider Michael Floyd who has illuminated aptly the essence of the origins of phenomenon by simply stating that “witch house wouldn’t survive or even exist really if the Internet didn’t pimp out our world now” (2011, n. p.).  However, in order to position the birth as well as its further elaboration and dissemination of its aesthetic substance within the recognized processes of contemporary cultural production, perhaps a broader picture of recent technological developments that have transformed these processes and affected its outcomes to a considerable extent might be needed.  The part that follows thus deals with the impact of digital technologies on the processes of musical production and distribution with the aim to cast the light on the development and dissemination of aesthetic substance happening directly in the online environment and under the form of what Bennett and Peterson have referred to as a “Do-It-Yourself industry” (DIY industry) (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 5).  
However, before we move to another section of the thesis, a brief clarification of the terminological nuances within the context of people’s active engagement with technologies is necessary.  In effect, Henry Jenkins has raised an interesting issue when it comes to the widely employed term “Do-It-Yourself” (see e. g.  Knobel & Lankshear, 2010).  Jenkins has fairly stated that when it comes to these so-called DIY media practices, they rarely refer to the activities that one would be doing alone (Jenkins, 2010).  On the contrary, DIY usually involves reliance on the mutual support networks which are often irreplaceable in the completion of a particular action.  This is, in fact, especially true in the case of the technological advancements that considerably transformed and enhanced the grassroots music production.  The development of the ‘online DIY music industry’, playing crucial role in the fact that witch house’ could be reached by the young people from practically all over the world, involved collective engagement of like-minded enthusiasts who actively participated in the distribution processes within the online environment, but also significantly contributed to the elaboration of its aesthetic substance and enabled its development into a form of minor youth cultural movement.  That being said, these DIY grassroots musical practices should be understood as a another illustrative example of the results of participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006). [footnoteRef:2] In the section that follows I indicate that the technological advancements of the last two decades have enhanced the grassroots creative practices and experimentations to the level that there is not only an opportunity to invent and reinvent ‘neo-tribes’ such as witch house but, as I point out in the section 6, this opportunity somehow seems to have already been grasped by the young digital-technologies’ users.  [2:  The thesis will, however, continue to use the term ‘Do-It-Yourself’, as it allows for a better understanding of the demarcation of grassroots musical practices from those executed by the large corporations. ] 




5.1. Digitization of Music Production: Making Music from a Bedroom

In recent times, a number of discussions have arisen and a much research has been done on the challenges that the world of popular music currently faces.  Since the emergence of the music industry as a relatively separate and independent economic sector in the middle of the 20th century, popular music production and distribution were long dominated by four large corporations - AOL-Time Warner Music Group, BMG/Sony Music Entertainment, Universal Music Group and EMI Group (Leyshon, 2005, p. 177).  Besides the oligopolistic control over popular music, music consumption at that time was also limited to buying physical records or attending live performances.  However, the digitization of music files in the mid-1990s together with growing Internet connectivity has altered the way music is being produced, disseminated and consumed. 
According to Bennett and Peterson in Music Scenes: Local, Translocal, and Virtual, the impact of digital technologies upon the nature of the music production and the recording practices was that they have facilitated and hence democratized the overall music making process (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 5).  The authors have pointed out that prior to the first wave of digital revolution in the 1980s, the high-quality recording facilities used to be possessed exclusively by the professional studios.  Perhaps needless to say that the recording industry held a monopoly over access to these studios and therefore musicians were largely depending on the patronage of record companies.  However, the invention of digital programs enabled also yet-amateur artists to make their own music directly from their homes.  One of the crucial steps in this respect was the invention of MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital Interface).  MIDI was a relatively inexpensive digital program which allowed for a musical instrument or sound to be electronically connected to a computer so that sounds could be manipulated and combined with an infinite number of samples sounds made by other instruments or generated electronically (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 5).  But more importantly, because of its affordability and simple arrangement, MIDI started to serve exactly the aforementioned, inexperienced music enthusiasts who wanted to make their own music but lacked backing from the record companies (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 6). 
While the main merit of MIDI was that it spread the possibility of music-making practices to the broader audience, the introduction of digital audio workstation (DAW) in the late 1980s has further deepened the emerging transformations in music production.  DAW stands for a high-quality environment, a software program with comparable but improved features, integrates with computer hardware and functional applications in order to create a compelling and high-quality audio production environment (Huber & Runstein, p. 2001).  As such, DAWs have not only survived the technological innovation, but still remain an important equipment for non-professional music production.  This is very much due to the fact that they are able to incorporate also up-to-date, inexpensive, computer-based audio recording software.  And the result?  DAW took home-based amateur music production to another level: together with widely and freely accessible music software, it became possible for practically any individual to make their own high-quality music simply by ‘playing’ with sound samples from their computer and while sitting in their bedroom. 
When it comes to the distribution of music, the first considerable effect on spreading new music is associated with the proliferation of peer-to-peer (P2P) file-sharing systems (Leyshon, 2001, p. 71).  The invention of Napster, the first file-sharing software created in 1999, marked a completely new era in music distribution practices because of the fact that it enabled its users to copy digitized music material from other computer devices running the same P2P program and connected to the Internet.  This remarkably easy way of ‘distributing’ music from one listener to another was soon after boosted by the sudden eruption of comparable peer-to-peer networking services - e. g.  Gnuttella, Morpheus or KaZaA - to a rather extreme level (Voida, Grinter, Ducheneaut, Edwards & Newman, 2005, p. 193).  Andrew Leyshon, the professor of Economic Geography at the University of Nottingham, has pointed out that in 2002, somewhere around the peak of downloading era, there were almost 1 billion music ﬁles available to be downloaded on the Internet.  More importantly, findings on the sites offering downloadable musical content revealed that 27 percent of Americans and 13 percent of Europeans regularly downloaded music through P2P networks (2005, p. 179).     
The file-sharing networks had severe consequences for the mobility of music material and the overall circulation of music.  Firstly, these networks provided the user with a convenient access to massive volumes of various musical content for practically zero or zero-approaching cost.  Secondly, they equally allowed for a further spread of digitized music files all over the online environment in a comparably easy way, turning the former oligopolistic distribution of music into a rather hard-to-control sharing, and hence raising issues of intellectual property rights and lost sales (Bhattacharjee, Gopal & Sanders, 2003, p. 107).  Regardless of the critical response from the music industry’ representatives (Leyshon 2001, p. 51), the P2P file-sharing mechanism clearly spawned what can rightfully be called a ‘digital revolution’ which goes beyond popular music distribution-consumption practices.  According to the PEW report that has summarized the state of contemporary popular music over the last decade, music file-sharing is also responsible for a broader ‘digital literacy’ of today’s consumers. [footnoteRef:3] The report has suggested that this mechanism has actually routinized the practices such as downloading, uploading and sharing and consequently helped lay not only the foundation for broader public engagement with music in digital format, but also with a wide range of comparable, currently-available participatory media devices (Madden, 2013, p. 5).  [3:  Digital literacy in a broader sense denotes the ability to understand and transform multimedia content through the use of interactive technologies (Jenkins 2009). 	] 


5.2. ‘Consuming’ music online

The continuing rise of awareness and familiarity of listeners with music in digital format reflects well in the profound transformations that once-standardized distribution and consumption processes are currently undergoing.  Music fans today are familiar with technology to an unprecedented level, and together with the fact that they also swiftly adapt to the innovations, it actually happens to be the trigger for relentless experimentation with digital technologies on the part of music industry.  According to the industry’s insiders, a growing demand from listeners to access music across multiple devices and platforms has resulted in a vast diversification of ways to distribute and consume music (IFPI, 2011).  The following part thus attempts to illustrate the complex system of diverse mechanisms, which mediate music consumption in the digital era.  The aim of this part is to provide sufficient ground for a discussion of contemporary social practices surrounding popular music. 
A comprehensive understanding of a cluster of currently available mechanisms to disseminate and listen to digitized music might be gained through looking at this phenomena from a standard economic standpoint.  An economic differentiation of diverse digital music mechanisms subsequently reveals that digital music could be delivered to a listener either by corporate services – commercially, or it could be disseminated by the listeners themselves and then be available for free (non-commercially and often illegally).  
Commercial distribution is currently experiencing a steady growth of its mechanisms and their further, noticeably intense internal diversification.  The extent to which the music listeners nowadays embrace digital technology caused, in fact, that the record companies have started to reinvent and transform their operating models.  As mentioned before music products were offered mostly in the same - physical - format (vinyl, tapes, CDs, DVD music videos).  By today, on the contrary, the record labels and music have developed a range of digitally-available services that could be broadly segmented into two main distribution-consumption models: ownership of either single tracks or whole albums in digitized form (‘ownership model‘) or ubiquitous access to comprehensive digital music libraries through streaming mechanisms (‘access’ or ‘subscription model‘) (IFPI, 2011).  The former one – ownership model – is based on selling concrete audio files.  This model has been, in effect, available for over a decade, and the todays’ online stores dispose of libraries which contain up to 20 million different tracks while consistently broadening the contents of their catalogues in order  to respond adequately to the steadily growing hunger for their services (IFPI, 2013).  Unlike the ownership model, the second – streaming – model offers partial or full listening of music for a monthly fee, meaning without actually owning the source MP3 file or ability to store it in the user‘s workstation.  Users are thus enabled to stream any of the tracks available in the service provider’s catalogue through the use of a downloadable application or a Web client.  The streaming model experiences enormous popularity among listeners (Haupt, 2013, p. 132) and is currently offered by several key corporate providers such as Spotify, Deezer, Rhapsody or the newer but already critically acclaimed services like Rdio or Google Play Music All Access.  
When discussing the digital consumption of music through legal, corporate services, it has to be mentioned that the companies are only slowly driving the consumers towards paid digital services.  According the British Recorded Music Industry (BPI), the digital music revenues have so far overtaken physical music revenues only in the US, Sweden, South Korea and the UK (BPI, 2012).  Nevertheless, the constantly developing advancements in music consumption, such as comfortable Internet-based delivery systems or diverse applications and digital media device’s features which offer new, complex ways of experiencing music, altogether contribute to the fact that listeners are more and more drawn towards the digital format (ibid).  
The brief outlook on the recent transformations within the music industry is useful to demonstrate the extent to which listeners have already embraced the consumption of music in digital format in order to subsequently suggest that accessing music digitally is progressively becoming a mainstream practice.  This, in effect, has been equally stated by the International Federation of the Phonographic Industry, whose findings across nine markets have showed that two-thirds of internet users surveyed (62%) engaged in some legitimate digital music activity in the past six months, whereas this is no longer only a question of the generation of so-called Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 2000), but of a cluster of consumers aged 16-64 (IFPI, 2013).  More important for the purpose of  this is, however, the dissemination of music in the online environment non-commercially.  This is done by the already mentioned P2P networks and torrent sites then by ad-free YouTube music video streaming, podcasts or niche non-profit radio stations, (Razlogova, 2013, p. 63), but recently also by niche music bloggers and their websites or social-media profiles.  Mainly the latter ones are interesting with respect to the case I discuss in this thesis, as they stand for the aforementioned ‘lifeblood’ of the dissemination of witch house’ aesthetics. 

5.3. Music of the Online Environment and ‘Crafting’ a Pop-Cultural Phenomenon

In his book on the star system in the American film industry, the Senior Lecturer in Film and Television Studies Paul McDonald has discussed how the World Wide Web has affected the production of star discourse, meaning the circulation of information that identified and promoted the images of an individual performer and consequently produced an identity of Hollywood movie stars (McDonald, 2000, p. 29).  McDonald has noticed that with the emergence of the Internet, the production of star discourses has become more decentralized, as it offers the users the opportunity for an interactive construction of star discourse through participating in the discussions in the diverse chat rooms or posting on the message boards (McDonald, 2000, p. 15).  As such, the film-enthusiastic Internet users actually structure popular knowledge about the Hollywood actors.  
A similar tendency then can be observed within the field of contemporary music production, but with the diverse blogging platforms, social networks’ and commenting features and smoothly-running file-sharing systems discussed in the section 5. 2 actually taking the discourse beyond the co-production of individual identities and more towards the complete invention of new pop-cultural terms and categories as well as their practically simultaneous dissemination to the like-minded audience.  Such inclinations among the users of digital technologies has already gained attention of the popular press, where the contributor to The Guardian Tom Ewing has spoken of the music bloggers as being increasingly entwined with the music distribution, criticism and tastemaking (Ewing, 2012).  The increasing influence of amateur commentators over the trends within popular culture is, indeed, possible especially due to the increased interconnectedness and integrations of the music sharing features to the social platforms.  For the most part, social media are deemed to stand for an especially powerful tool.  For instance, the BPI findings have reported that they help to drive overall digital music engagement as they mediate a practically ‘direct’ interaction between musicians and their fan base.  But what is more, they equally play an essential role in the process of discovering new music.  This is due to the integration of social networks to many of the previously mentioned digital music services - Facebook, for instance, has already established partnerships with Spotify, Deezer and Rdio, which resulted into implementing a ‘Listen With’ as well as a ‘Share Music’ options to its features (BPI, 2012).  Integrating social networks thus allows for such a comfortable, immediate and simultaneously ‘frictionless’ listening and at the same time sharing of music files with vast amounts of people that it seems to be somehow right to say that “the gap between listening and broadcasting narrows to zero” (Ewing, 2012).  It perhaps needs to be stressed that a number of today’s digital music services dispose of a vast number of social features themselves, meaning they permit sharing music content among the users of the same service without a third-party involvement.  
Coming back to the effects of interaction with digital technologies with respect to shaping the popular-culture’ aesthetic narratives, the newly emerged and vastly diversified ways of sharing digital music files might be considered as remarkably useful in the development of a certain ‘online version’ of the Do-It-Yourself (DIY) industry.  DIY industry per se represents a specific sort of music industry evolved around miscellaneous, independent music-production activities, and operating largely on the basis of reliance on informal networks, volunteer work and help of fans (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 5-6).  The use of blogging platforms in conjunction with the social networks’ platforms and features for sharing music as outlined above thus might be understood as a replacement for informal networks and promotional activities that enable the existence and flourishing of comparable DIY music industry in the online environment. 
Besides the blogs and social media’ sharing features there are, however, several more ways how such volunteer while often unintentional ‘promotional’ activities can come into being and thus contribute to the dissemination of the cultural material and aesthetic substance coming from grassroots’ creative production all over the online environment.  Yet it has been pointed out that witch house as a culture-related youth collective was formed around the shared penchant for its aesthetics of dark and gloomy atmosphere, evoked both sonically and visually, while this aesthetics was developed through the grassroots experimentations with digital technologies.  This can be, in effect, equally noticed in the comments on one of the countless websites which bear either ‘witch house’ or aforementioned typography elements or Unicode symbols in their URLs, www.witch-house.com/forum, where the obviously inexperienced visitors of the site ask for advice and tips for producing proper witch-housey sounds:

k1tty: what programs, methods, experiments you use?  only slowdown is not enough, how to make this special zombie-rhythms and percussions?  Can I get some advice?

Other users, on the contrary, come to the site to promote their already-made products falling under the category of with-house aesthetics and get support and acknowledgement from the others:

ferco: images taken while listening to witch house & walking down the street
http://ferco. tumblr. com/
Ray:This looks kinda awesome. 
\▼/\▼/: pretty interesting stuff, following!

Needless to say that besides participating in the discussed topics, the witch house’ enthusiasts set up myriads of blogs on tumblr and employed tags and ‘hashtags’ bearing witch house’ connotations such as ‘triangles’, ‘witches’, ‘crosses’, ’black’, ‘darkness’ or names of the concrete music acts and artists.  As the originator of the phenomenon Travis Egedy has explained himself, suddenly “different people started posting about it on blogs, and it sort of became an internet meme”(as cited in Nguyen, 2010, n. p.). 
When it comes to the question of how witch house could actually stir the waters of cyberspace, it needs to be emphasized that the elements of witch house aesthetics were equally spread primary within the online environment and, more importantly, outside of the corporate music industry activities but by its aficionados themselves.  The moment witch house music was named was, as stated before, the moment when Travis Egedy made a joke about the music he was making with a friend of him.  However, the moment when the term already bearing some aesthetic substance got to the audience was, according to the group insider Todd Brooks of Ekstatic Vision magazine and Pendu NYC, when a user of the online music library Last. fm took an advantage of the website’s feature that enabled individual users “to tag artists with literally whatever tag they want” and started arbitrarily adding ‘witch house’ to the column of music genre to an assortment of music acts that he felt were fitting the atmosphere witch house’ connoted (Brooks, 2010).  Additionally, the same user is deemed to be responsible for posting the links to Myspace’ profiles of these artists on diverse forums (ibid).  Regardless his motives or partiality when selecting the concrete artists ‘worthy’ of this tag, what is interesting to note here is the impact that his activities had on the segment of listeners used to accessing music digitally: the same tag has been further applied by countless of users on Youtube (Floyd, 2011).  As such it can be concluded that a new, yet only a music genre was born and spread virally while starting by one person using a social network’ feature as a method to define a genre (Brooks, 2010).  


6. Seapunk: Yet Another ‘Digital Neo-Tribe’?


I have already indicated in this thesis that despite the apparent and arguably profound fervor for the witch house’ particular and relatively authentic aesthetics manifested in diverse aspects of lives of a digitally-savvy segment of contemporary youth, witch house was far from being a stable grouping whose members would feel the need to commit or surrender themselves to the lifestyle and stylistic sample anchored in this particular pop-cultural movement.  On the contrary, the following post found on the group’s aforementioned forum reaffirms that what captured the attention of virtually connected youngsters from practically all over the world to such a remarkable extent was rather a certain short-lasting infatuation than a solid basis for a stable and persisting-in-time community:

✝SLAVERY✝: I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but WITCH HOUSE IS OVER.  I’m so done with this garbage.  #seapunk is where it’s at.  Witch house is so 2009, there’s no way of getting around it.  See yall at the board #seapunk. com

This outstandingly easy shift from an engagement in one stylistic pattern to a different one suggests the temporary nature of the witch house’ group affiliation. Such character of a group commitment subsequently enables its categorization under the neo-tribal theoretical framework emphasizing particularly such “essential fluidity of [this kind of] youth cultural groups (Bennett, 1999, p. 614).  Moreover, the rather determined and somewhat doubtless suggestion of ‘✝SLAVERY✝’ to focus on another, comparably oddly-sounding phenomenon – ‘seapunk’ – merits further attention.  The following section thus provides a brief description of the ‘seapunk phenomenon’ as it was illustrated in the online journals with the emphasis on the features that were observed and highlighted in the case of witch house. 
Similarly to witch house, seapunk equally stands for an internet-based aesthetic phenomenon that was initially built on a subgenre of electronic dance music but was further elaborated into a fashion trend and design style (“The Seapunk Movement”, n. d.).  The contributor to the Chicago Reader’s music column Miles Raymer, in effect, managed to provide a quite all-encompassing and simultaneously sense-making explanation of this yet-another-new-musical-visual occurrence by stating that seapunk is „an aesthetic-slash-philosophy built around ocean imagery, the color turquoise, the rave-era ideals of ‘peace, love, unity, and respect’ […] and a cyber-utopian outlook that updates that distinctly 90s concept for the era of the animated GIF” (2012, n. p.). 
Describing its musical aesthetic is comparably difficult as it was with the case of witch house, which only emphasizes the same appropriating and reconfigurating practices implemented in the production of this pop-cultural material.  Seapunk incorporates elements of house and techno from the 1990s, but also from pop and R&B or sounds from the so-called ‘southern trap rap’, which in the end results in “twinkly, narcotic energy that recalls new-age music and chopped-and-screwed hip-hop mix tapes in roughly equal measure” (ibid).  In terms of its visual aesthetic, however, the seapunk producers took a significantly different path from the witch house enthusiasts.  Seapunk’s iconography is much more joyful and rather comical, which seems to go in line with the fact that the movement was actually born from a another joke that managed to capture the attention of tech-savvy youngsters (Detrick, 2012), which subsequently rose in popularity and in turn became another trend in the ‘online aesthetics’ as much as it happened in the case of witch house.  Nonetheless, seapunk’s rather nonsensical graphics and visual imagery include neon flashing colors and geometric shapes rotating above computer-generated waves of brilliant blue and green colors, or even “dolphins jumping through pyramids [and] aquamarine-haired mermaids with SpongeBob T-shirts” (Dietrick, 2012, n. p.).  The same motives have subsequently made their way to fashion, where they manifest themselves by, unsurprisingly, a heavy use of the turquoise color schemes, but also in aquatic animal tattoos, mirrored circle sunglasses or also in dyeing one’s hair blue or green and adding a matching make-up (“The Seapunk Movement”, n. d.).  Needless to say, the popular journals soon started to refer to the seapunk’ phenomenon as to a “fully fledged lifestyle” (Ganfield, 2012, p. 26) ‘embodied’ by the seapunk’s aficionados participating in the thematic parties whose location varied from Berlin to Los Angeles, but even more intensively through the collective creation of sampled-aesthetic’ memes, imagery, videos and bedroom music production above all that suddenly flooded the online platforms such as Tumblr or vimeo (Raymer, 2012). 
The ‘aesthetic sample’ that floats all over the online environment is, in effect, what makes seapunk considerable for positioning it next to the witch house, yet identified as a form of late modern, predominantly digital youth culture with neo-tribal qualities.  Additionally, and perhaps even more importantly, its emergence strikingly reminds of the way how witch house came into existence and was further developed and disseminated.  In fact, this considerably odd term was originally concocted by a Brooklyn musician known under his twitter handle ‘@LILINTERNET’, who first used this conjunction in June 2011 after having a surreal dream where he ‘spotted’ a leather jacket which had barnacles instead of studs.  He immediately tweeted about it by typing nothing more than “Seapunk leather jacket with barnacles where the studs used to be” (@LILINTERNET 2011), which was followed by his friends starting a tracked conversation through adding a hashtag to the conjunction seapunk, and “a trend was born, like Aphrodite from the foam” (Detrick, 2012, n. p.).  Furthermore, even in the case of seapunk, the binding in this case seems to be of a rather unstable, emotional nature rooted in a common penchant for creating the ‘quasi-cultural’ products of the same aesthetics.  This community aspect was nailed down more than well by Ben Dietrick from the New York Times, who reported that the real joy driving one to participate in this movement actually remained in „tagging and sharing the trippy nautical images“ (2012, n. p.), and further underpinned by one of the seapunk’ co-creators Albert Redwine, producing under the name Fire for Effect:

“all of us were really attached to this, like, digital kind of paradise, ocean-themed aesthetic, and we're making music and art based off of it, and seapunk just was a name and a way to unify everybody"  
(Albert Redwine for Chicago Reader, 2012)
7. ‘Digital Neo-Tribes’: From Collective Consumption towards Collective Production


The striking similarity between the two examples of fluid youth cultures that were formed around shared musical and stylistic preferences and, literally, ‘emerged’ from – and to a large extent also existed only – in the online environment may raise the question of a potentially wider phenomenon yielding from grassroots tendencies to experiment with the new technologies in remarkably creative ways.  As I aim to indicate with this thesis, the fleeting nature of these collectives enables to categorize them as a new and specific form of neo-tribes, the theoretical concept that was developed by Andy Bennett with the aim to allow for a more appropriate analysis of late-modern culture-related groups of like-minded young people who shared the penchant for the same leisure and especially music-related activities in the late 1990s.  As I have equally mentioned earlier in this thesis, despite gaining considerable currency within academia, the same concept has faced criticisms claiming that a focus on the stylistic preferences with respect to the cultural products leads to a rather uncritical celebration of consumerism and the conclusions that the lack of consistent commitment to such groupings makes the modern group identities temporary and fluid (Hesmondhalgh, 2005, p. 24). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Speaking from the point of asserting the collective identity, what the ‘digital neo-tribes’ I introduce in this thesis may teach us about the neo-tribal conceptualization of the contemporary youth cultures is exactly the need for a shift in perspective on the group identity of this type of groups.  One noteworthy difference that may be spotted between the neo-tribes that Bennett aimed to define at the end of the 20th century and the ones that are formed nowadays is in their nature: while the 20th-century’ neo-tribes were born from the cultural consumption, the contemporary ‘digital neo-tribes’ are born from its construction.  Bennett argued that the essential fluidity of youth cultural groups he analyzed was derived from the musical and stylistic preferences of young people (Bennett, 1999, p. 614).  That being said, once the collective bounding is rooted in nothing more than shifting and often changing lifestyle which reflects consumer choices, it might be easy to assume that the collective identity of such groups a priori needed to be unstable and temporary (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 38) and thus hard to grasp, which subsequently creates the impression that the neo-tribal conception will automatically understate and under-theorize the aspect of common identity of youth groups (Hodkinson, 2007, p. 15).  The digital neo-tribes, on the contrary, are rooted in the collective practice of constructing the very substance of the musical and stylistic sensibilities which simultaneously binds the creators together.  With respect to the collective, creative and culture-related practices, Henry Jenkins has spoken of an ‘operative identity’, the yet recognizable and complementary aspect of individual identity that is shared with the other group members participating in the creative co-production (Jenkins, 2010).  Jenkins has, indeed, attributed this identity aspect specifically to structurally very similar groups of fans whose use of the new technologies “to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recirculate media content” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 1) corresponds to the manner the witch house’ and seapunk’ members have engaged with and used the technologies for the development of their own aesthetics.  Because of this, positioning the members of both groups under an overarching category of ‘fandom’ thus might seem to be an easier way how to deal with the social dimension of the technologically-mediated grassroots creative practices.  Nevertheless, the contemporary cultural production that, in turn, seems to flourish exponentially to my mind deserves its further internal diversification.  As I have shown in my analysis in which the story of witch house serves as an example of the formation, further development and dissemination of a particular aesthetic substance to the audiences all over the online environment, the human interaction with digital technologies has affected the contemporary cultural production to a truly remarkable extent.  The technological advancements seem to have enhanced the grassroots tendencies to experiment with existing cultural content.  As such, the contemporary culture is being diversified through the contribution and inputs of amateur digital-media users.   Thus, as  I attempt to suggest with this thesis, the concept of neo-tribes may serve as a particularly useful analytical tool for approaching and analyzing the ‘groups of aficionados’ of the identifiable and repetitive aesthetic patterns and samples that emerge from the online environment.  However, a more interdisciplinary method seems to be needed, as the elements of common identity of these groups should not be neglected.  Hence, combining the youth studies with participatory culture and new media studies perhaps might be a way to go.  














Conclusion


In this thesis I have introduced a recently emerged type of youth socio-cultural group centered upon technologically mediated participatory music production – witch house, while the primary goal of my qualitative research was to follow up the ongoing debate on the role of new media technologies in relation to the patterns of development of youth collectives.
Through conducting a textual analysis of the discourses of the community insiders referring to witch house in the online magazines and diverse digital platforms I have found out that its musical origins have somehow pigeonholed it as an essentially musical phenomenon.  However, as I attempted to show in this thesis, once we start paying closer attention and take its accompanying visual form into consideration, then another, social dimension of witch house is disclosed.  Scrutinizing its manifold dimensions (besides musical also visual and social), my aim has been to put forward its socio-cultural features and demonstrate that witch house actually evinces signs of youth cultures.  As such, I have concluded that the phenomenon might need to be approached from a broader than musical perspective and proposed to turn into the theories on youth cultures, and into the concept of neo-tribes in particular.
As I state with this thesis, what to my mind makes witch house a particularly interesting research topic is the fact that a it was followed by a structurally strikingly similar occurrence – seapunk.  Thus, through attempting to highlight their common features I have aimed to designate that these groups of tech-savvy young people might actually represent a wider development currently occurring in the online environment.  Nevertheless, as I have endeavored to point out with the subsequent discussion of applicability of the aforementioned concept, neither the neo-tribal perspective seems to provide a satisfactory alternative for making sense out of these newly emerged youth groups.  Being developed as a reaction to the postmodern condition, the concept understands the late-modern youth collective associations, which were built around shifting and unstable musical and stylistic preferences, as the results of mass consumerism and a sheer range of commercially available ‘products’ of the entertainment industries.  The problem with such conceptualization, as I have equally put forward, is its voluntaristic interpretation of collective identities that the members of this type of music- and style-based groups are deemed to share.  The analysis of the processes of formation of witch house as a socio-cultural group has, however, showed that this digitally-mediated collective was actually not rooted in the common consumption patterns as the original theory of neo-tribes assumes.  On the contrary, the aspect of collectivity in the case of witch house consists in the cooperative practice of producing the very substance of the musical and stylistic sensibilities which simultaneously binds the creators together.  My examination of the texts dealing with the modes of production and dissemination of the witch house’s aesthetics has led me to a twofold conclusion: firstly, the analysis has showed that the recent technological advancements have enhanced the grassroots creative practices and experimentations which, in turn, led to the development of the witch house’s aesthetic substance.  Secondly, my findings have demonstrated that the increasingly popular digital music consumption and the frictionless sharing of music files through diverse digital music services together with social networking platforms and websites enabled a relatively easy dissemination of this aesthetics to the audiences of tech-savvy music enthusiasts from practically all over the world. 
Considering the fact that a collective bounding rooted in the shared musical and stylistic preferences and sensibilities does not necessarily have to only reflect the similar consumption patterns but can equally be a result of the production of their very substance, a shift in perspective on the common identity of the members of these new youth groups seems to be irrevocable.  As I put forward with this thesis, these collective practices of participatory cultural production somehow simultaneously equip their executors with a certain ‘operative identity’ they share with each other as parts of the community of ‘active participants’ on the further development and dissemination of witch house’ aesthetics.  In consequence, the understanding of collective identity in this case to my mind needs to be significantly different from what the original concept of neo-tribes propose. Instead of being consumption-based and thus shifting, unstable and practically undertheorized, the identity that the members of ‘digital neo-tribes’ share needs to be understood, I propose, first and foremost as operative.  Thus, the seemingly outdated post-modern concept might still remain in game, however, in order to make it fully applicable, its further adaptation now seems to be irrevocable. Hence, as I have aimed to demonstrate, an interdisciplinary approach between youth cultures’ studies and the theory of participatory culture perhaps might turned out as particularly fruitful.
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