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It's like finding home in an old folk song
That you've never ever heard
Still you know every word
And for sure you can sing along
Devendra Banhart “A Sight to Behold” from Rejoicing in the Hands (2004)
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INTRODUCTION
This thesis sets out to explore how myths and cultural are expressed in twelve American indie
albums released during the Bush Jr. presidency. Indie, short for independent, is an alternative
music genre defined primarily by its attitude. Originally, indie artists released their records
through independent record labels and distributors. The term indie has become rather vague,
as many indie artists are not wholly independent anymore; yet, a spirit of independence is
still present. This spirit exists in the artists’ distaste for commercialized music and the
presence of experimental elements in the music. Contemporary American indie has an ability
to move freely between popular culture and high art, this ability has had a distinct influence
on indie’s cultural identity.
The selection of the George W. Bush Presidency as the period of focus is threefold.
Firstly, the eight years that Bush Jr. was in office were marked by a socio-cultural upheaval.
The 9/11 attacks, the War on Terror, the War in Iraq, and deteriorating domestic standards
form the foundation for this turmoil. This has also intensified the friction between on the one
hand an adherence to a traditional American identity and other hand the acknowledgment of
the existence of no single American identity, but of a multitude of identities. Thirdly, the
notion of American indie came into being in the late 90s and blossomed in the early 2000s.
Previously, American alternative music either had strong connections to British indie, or was
categorized as alternative, college, or underground.
Indie during the Bush presidency features a less idealistic and exclusive attitude than
British indie and alternative American music from the 1980s and 1990s. This pragmatic shift
to a more inclusive genre has led to a fragmented and multifaceted musical genre with a
similar cultural identity. Therefore, indie’s multifaceted cultural identity shows both elements
of the static unique American identity and other (American) identities. Within indie, artists
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allow themselves and are allowed the freedom to construct their own cultural identity through
cultural syncretism. In a way similar to David Hollinger’s concept of post-ethnicity, in which
individuals have the freedom to affiliate with diverse communities of choice. During the Bush
Jr. presidency, both liberal and conservative scholars questioned the American identity,
which makes it an interesting to see how the American identity finds expression in indie music
during that period.
The following introduction outlines the theoretical framework that leads up to the
main hypothesis. First, the introduction discusses the differences between structuralist and
poststructuralist thought on the connections between myth, the American narrative, and the
American people. Then, the shift from the belief in a unique American identity to the belief in
a multi-faceted and dynamic American identity is explained. This multi-faceted identity
provides American society with an element of many-voicedness.
The introduction continues by explaining how social movement functions in the
expression of American society’s diversity. Through cultural expression and cultural
syncretism new forms of knowledge are being produced. These new forms of knowledge more
accurately reflect the “habits, mores, customs, and rituals, symbolic representations” of the
contemporary America and some of its post-ethnic elements.1 The theory of post-ethnicity,
despite it being a largely utopian ideal, does find expression in contemporary indie music.
This thesis argues that indie artists during a turbulent time in American history, such as the
Bush Jr. Presidency, are able to create new forms of knowledge in which they reflect on the
notion of American identity through their expression of myths and cultural identity.
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Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison, Music and Social Movements: Mobilizing Traditions in the
Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 22.
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According to Timothy E. Scheurer, the Myth of America explains America as a “vast, rugged,
and plentiful land, whose destiny is guided by the hand of god, and where, because of the
noble sacrifices of pilgrims and patriots in the cause of liberty and freedom, we enjoy
unlimited opportunity, equality and freedom.”2 Because the United States is thought to have a
relatively short history as a nation, a belief in a myth that stresses the American character of
the nation is of great importance for the American people. For many Americans, this national
monomyth underlines the origins, future, and perhaps the exceptionalism of the United States.
The national monomyth’s flaw is that it does not apply to every American, as many do not
enjoy unlimited opportunity, equality, and freedom. Regardless of this flaw, many Americans
still adhere to the Myth of America as it offers a narrative that provides meaning to the
unanswerable questions of origin, or the mysteries of life and death.
Philosophers have shifted in their approach of myths, as they moved from seeing
myths as static essences holding an absolute truth that provides meaning to language, to the
view that myths are dynamic constructions that can be influenced through its use. Claude
Lévi-Strauss is an adherent of the latter view. Lévi-Strauss has defined myths as structures
through which human societies encode certain universal problems. Lévi-Strauss believed that
myths reflected mental patterns, which he expressed in binary oppositions, such as culture
versus nature. Furthermore, Lévi-Strauss argued that myths find new ways of formulating
questions of the origin, future, and exceptionalism in a seemingly logically way, he claimed
that myths do not answer these unanswerable or contradictorily questions. Rather, the solution
that a myth offers is never fully logical, but an imitation of logic.3
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Timothy E. Schreurer, Born in the U.S.A.: The Myth of America in Popular Music from Colonial
Times to the Present (Jackson & London: University Press of Mississippi, 1991), 9-10.
3
Translated quote from Claude Lévi-Strauss in Jean-Michael Rabate, The Cambridge Companion to
Lacan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 38-39.
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If the problem were capable of a purely logical solution, there would be no need to
have to recourse to myth. But myth can do what logic cannot, and so it serves as a
kind of a cultural trouble-shooter. Rather than thinking of it as a kind of placebo,
which creates the mere impression of solution to a problem, it may be regarded as a
mechanism for relieving anxiety.4
In the view of structuralists the ‘unanswerable’ question “What is an American?”, first asked
by J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, finds its solution in the Myth of America. In order to
relieve the anxiety raised by the question “What is an American?” the myth offers a set of
beliefs that all American could share. Mythology offers a framework, a set of beliefs, through
which a unique American narrative is constructed.
For Roland Barthes, myth acts as an ideology in the construction of such a narrative,
“a body of ideas and practices which defends the status quo and actively promotes the values
and interests of the dominant groups in society.”5 Myths function as stories that tell certain
people in a given community who they are, and in the process, they cover up differences
between the groups and contradictions in society. Barthes argues that myths shape a culture’s
consciousness and gives an individual the opportunity to establish a relationship with the
world and life in general. As a result, the truthfulness of myths, values, and interests of the
dominant white Anglo-Saxon protestant group are in Barthes’ words “sustained and
authenticated”6
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Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 226.
John Storey, An Introductory Guide to Cultural Theory and Popular Culture, (London: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1993), 78.
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The basic error in the analysis of American myths lies in the effort to identify a
distinctive and uniform American cultural identity through these myths.7 This would lead to
the use of myth in an explanatory fashion to explain the behavior of all Americans. Moreover,
as myths are constructed to cover up contradictions in society by presenting a uniquely
American narrative, they simultaneously address contradictions in culturally diverse society.
Levi-Strauss looked at binary antagonistic oppositions within myths, whereas in
society these oppositions are not defined as purely antagonistic but actually engaged in a
dialectic relationship. This leads to a middle landscape in which myths influences people in
different ways, and wherein people reinterpret and express myths through cultural
expressions. By undoing the binary oppositions and presenting a picture that is much more
complex the myth is deconstructed, which leads to the contestation of the supposedly platonic
American narrative. The internal metaphysical character, bias, and power relationship the
myth assumes is subsequently questioned. Myths are thus both constructed and deconstructed
in cultural expressions, which leads to both reinforcement and contestation of myths. Some
American artists are aware of the disparity between the narrative the myth creates and the
American society and its cultural identity as they experience it. This awareness can be
expressed in a variety of cultural expressions, such as music.
According to Joseph Campbell, myth has four functions that influence an individual’s
cultural consciousness. The changing character of myths through the deconstruction of myths
renders the influence of these functions contingent. The mystical function helps us to make “a
connection between our waking consciousness and the whole mystery of the universe.” The
cosmological function gives us a “map or picture of the universe.” More specifically, myths
put man in relationship to nature in order to elucidate the connection. The sociological
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Bruc Kucklick, “Myth and Symbol in American Studies” in Lucy Maddox (ed.) Locating American
Studies, The Evolution of a Discipline, 71-91 (Baltimore and London : John Hopkins University
Press), 83.
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function supports and validates a certain social and moral order for man. In other words, myth
determines the order in which humans place issues of morality or values. Some people belief
that God has moral authority over men, others reject such authority. The psychological
function consoles us during the various states of life from birth to death.8
Timothy E. Scheurer merged Campbell’s four functions into two megafunctions. The
first megafunction of myth is its role in reconciling conflicting cultural ideologies, beliefs,
and philosophies. Myth’s other megafunction is that it fills one with a sense of transcendence,
a spiritual state that transcends the psychical and empirical.9 The deconstruction of myth
exposes its internal contradictions and strips it of its metaphysical characteristics, thus a high
level of deconstruction would decrease the myth’s ability to convey transcendence. Within the
realm of popular culture, myths are crucial because they provide a deeper level of meaning
than history would normally accord certain activities.10 This is similar to Antonio Gramsci’s
idea of “organic ideology,” a worldview that is comprehensive and enables individuals to
reconcile their own quest for identity with the demands of society.11 In other words, myths
assist individuals in different ways in their construction of identities and in their identification
with cultural identities.
As previously mentioned, a society’s dominant cultural consciousness does not
resonate in the same way with every individual within a society. A dominant consciousness
through which people understand the world is a typical structuralist, static, and a-historical
concept. The solution to Crevecoeur’s question “What is an American?” would be to conclude
that there exists no single static American, but rather an interplay between multiple
Americans identities.
8
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Contemporary American society is highly diversified and dynamic with many voices
contributing to their own American narrative; hence, the Myth of America, which deals with
elements of the American narrative, such as the land itself, individuality, progress, youth, and
self-reliance, is constantly constructed and deconstructed in many different ways. Thus, one
can state that multiple cultural identities exist in American society, all distinctively influenced
by different interpretations of myth. Contemporary poststructuralist thought rejects the
structuralist notion of an independent myth that structures our world. Poststructuralists reject
the claim that a myth can hold absolute facts or truths about the world. Instead, they state that
myths and society are inseparable and dialectically engaged. Through this dialogue, myth and
society can influence each other in both directions.
Through construction, the classic elements of myths endure in cultural expressions
because of the reconciliation of societal contradictions, while at the same time deconstruction
through the contestation of the binary oppositions within myths highlights the inability of
myths to provide a singular narrative to all Americans.
This thesis approaches myths as dynamic concepts in order to expose the different
ways in which indie artists construct and deconstruct myths as an expression of their cultural
identity. The next section describes the notion of cultural identity in American society.
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C ULTURAL I DENTITY
In order to understand the concept of cultural identity, it is necessary to address a few
important aspects of identity. Both individuals and groups have multiple identities, which are
for the major part dynamic constructions. One’s self, the cognitive representation of one’s
identity, constructs the identities a person holds, even if they are the product of interaction
between the subject and others.12 The creation of identities is thus a product of external
factors, actively and consciously mediated by the individual or group to which the identity
belongs.
Over the years, the number of multiracial and multiethnic identities has steadily
increased within American society. The belief in the supposed existence of a singular
American cultural identity has waned along with the belief in a single American narrative and
static Myth of America. Electronic mass media have accelerated this process by enabling
complex cultural flows. These flows made it possible for people to have similar experiences
in different locations and circumstances.
In the essay “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” Walter
Benjamin foresaw how the production and distribution of cultural texts under circumstances
of mechanical reproduction and commodity distribution would lead to an alienated world in
which cultural objects are received outside of the communities and traditions that initially
gave them shape and meaning.13 The mass production of vinyl and compact discs had already
enabled albums to cross communities; blues music originated in African American
community, but found it ways to a large white community through vinyl. The Internet and the
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Samuel Huntington, Who are We (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004), 36-37.
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rise of mp3 as a digital medium further blended cultural objects from diverse backgrounds
and made them accessible outside of their original communities.
As this thesis analyzes the dialectic between myths and American cultural identities,
the tension between the supposedly unique American national identity and the myriad of
cultural identities within the United States comes into play. The dominant and unique
American national identity originated at the penning of the Declaration of Independence. The
identity reflected both influences from Puritanism and Enlightenment. The most prominent
enlightened idea that the founding fathers wrote down in the Declaration of Independence, is
that “all men are created equal.”14 The law and the people of America have interpreted this
seminal sentence differently throughout history, as equality did not always apply to men and
women of all races.
Another enlightened idea that scholars often link to this exceptional American Identity
is the principle of consensus, which the conservative scholar Sacvan Bercovitch describes as
the need for ideological harmony in the United States. Through the day-to-day ‘uses’ of myth
Americans supposedly create such an ideological harmony. Bercovitch argues mythology
gains substance from its relation to facts, its reflection and affection of particular social needs,
and its capacity to influence people in history.15 Despite, the fact that history has shown that
ideological harmony cannot be achieved through the adherence to myths that have a static
relationship to facts, Bercovitch argues that the national belief in its own exceptionalism, the
rhetoric of the American dream, and the utopian hope inscribed in the vision of America
remain distinctive for him. Bercovitch claims that ‘classic’ American values such as liberty,
individuality, anti-elitism, equality, laissez-faire, self-reliance, and Protestantism survived in
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Thomas Jefferson et al., Declaration of Independence.
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America’s collective consciousness.16 He overlooks that fact that these values are not static
essences, but constructions influenced in different ways by (American) people and their
cultural identities.
Yet, these ‘classic’ American values helped create and still sustain an imagined
community based on an American narrative, in which members (not per definition the
citizens) imagine the United States as a community with a shared feeling of nationhood and
belonging. Benedict Anderson came up with the term imagined community in order to
distinguish between the nation-state the United States of America defined by its geographical
border and the imagined America, a nation that is imaged by people who perceive themselves
as part of the community.17 Moreover, these ‘classic’ American values do not exclusively
belong to citizens of the United States, as Jaap Kooijman argues, these static ‘American’
values can even cross America’s geographical borders producing strains of Americanness in
global contemporary pop culture.18 Critics often describe television programs, such as Big
Brother, as American. This goes to show that non-American individuals can reproduce strains
of Americanness outside of the United States, highlighting the constructiveness of the
concept.
The invented narratives that constitute myths have long since fueled American
nationalistic feelings. By focusing on communities consisting of people that also see
themselves as Americans; it has become clear that the classic American values do not always
have the same function in communities. Thus, Bercovitch’s classic American values or strains
of Americanness that survived in the collective consciousness of the archetypical American
are not exemplary for all the members of the imaged community: the United States. The
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Ibidem.
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classic construction of myth fails to provide the solution to the question “What is an
American?” and more consequently raises societal anxiety rather than suppresses it.
This process is of great interest to scholars in the field of American studies. When the
field first developed, it focused extensively on the notion of a unique American identity.
Later, liberal scholars scrutinized the essentialist notion of an exceptional or uniquely
American identity. They believe that a distinct and static American identity inevitably
excludes marginalized voices and subservient narratives in American society; hence, liberal
scholars discard the existence of static American identity and argue that individuals can
dynamically construct their own identities by affiliating with different communities.
One of these scholars is David A. Hollinger, who has argued against the
exceptionalism of America, but instead for the existence of a post-colonial America, in which
there exists no single homogenized America. In this post-ethnic America, a multitude of
voices can express themselves bound together by the notion of a civic society.19 Hollinger
criticizes monoculturalism’s goal of amalgamating cultures into a single monolithic American
identity, in which each of the constituent parts makes its contribution. In line with
contemporary notions of identity, post-ethnic theory argues that a person can hold multiple
identities at the same time. In addition, he criticizes multiculturalism’s identity politics that
construct race and ethnicity as static and essential concepts based on descent.20 Post-ethnic
theory, on the contrary, argues that race is a social construct established through consent and
communities of choice, rather than a natural category. In addition, Hollinger points out that
“multiculturalism has fostered a sensitivity to diversity so acute that the deep differences
between the various groups and subgroups are now being addressed with unprecedented
ethnographic detail and theoretical sophistication.”21
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David A. Hollinger, Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism (Michigan: Basic Books, 2006).
Ibidem, 29-31.
21
Ibidem, 101.
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Two main currents within multiculturalism are pluralism and cosmopolitanism, both
of which promote tolerance and diversity in a society, although pluralism is more concerned
with protecting and perpetuating particular, existing cultures, whereas cosmopolitanism is
“willing to put the future of every culture at risk through the sympathetic but critical scrutiny
of other cultures”.22 Hollinger believes that a post-ethnic perspective can help resolve the
tension between “cosmopolitan’s impatience with some of the pluralist tendencies within
multiculturalism”.23
Hollinger’s perspective allows an individual to actively shift between the common
grounds, or ‘we’s’, he/she shares with a multitude of groups.24 Hence, post-ethnicity prefers
voluntary to prescribed affiliations, as individuals should be free to choose the extent of their
link to their own community of descent, whilst associating based on consent with other
available and appealing “non-descent” communities.25
The tension between the exceptional unique American identity and existence of
multiple (post-ethnic) cultural identities takes place in a globalized urban landscape in which
a

process

takes

places

that

the

anthropologist

Arjun

Appadurai

has

dubbed

‘deterritorialization’. This process reflects the immigrant experience and effects cultural and
ethnic identities of urbanites in similar ways.26 Consequently, contemporary cultural and
ethnic identities are not mere reflections of the unique American identity created by the first
immigrants; instead, cultural syncretism has produced new identities and cultural expressions.
The post-ethnic American many-voicedness deconstructs traditional myths and reshapes
rituals that create consensus in a complicated system of values, symbols, and beliefs. Through
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deconstruction of the ‘classic’ myth, it becomes clear what the narrative the ‘classic’ myth
provided left out or overlooked.
Hollinger’s post-ethnic America is for a large part a utopian ideal, as there still exists
great inequality based on class, race, and ethnicity, however, post-ethnicity find expression in
artistic communities, such as Jewish American Fiction, in the United States. Derek Rubin
argues that the cultural expression of post-ethnicity in Jewish American fiction takes place on
a continuum with on the one hand a emphasizes on the sense of inescapability of inherited
identity, and on the other hand a focus of cultural identity as a construct, “as a matter of
voluntary affiliation rather than of primordial ties.”27 In the description of cultural identity in
indie music, this thesis looks for the existence of a similar continuum, as the position indie
holds between high art and popular culture is similar to the position of ethnic minorities and
marginal subcultures. Because of this position, there is a struggle for political power and
cultural recognition.
Another interesting element of music’s cultural identity, Rehan Hyder describes as the
ability to express the positive potential of ethnic and cultural pluralism balanced with the
“need to reassert and reinterpret a sense of ethnic identity, bound closely to specific cultural
histories”.28 People can rehearse cultural and ethnic identities through culture expressions that
not simply reflect the changing American society but also help constitute the change.29 The
interplay between inherited identity and voluntary identity has enabled them to “cultivate a
sophisticated capacity for ambiguity, juxtaposition, and irony”.30
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The relationship between artists and their discursive practices, in this case indie music,
is articulated through the artists’ identity and their identification with the music’s cultural
identity. Stuart Hall argues that subjects draw meaning from both the discursive and the
psychoanalytical repertoire through identification with the cultural identity.31 Hall adds that
identification is always in process, and as a result, differences are free to remain within the
cultural identity. The representations of identity occur not outside of the discourse, but
within.32 Stuart Hall argues that individuals can construct a cultural identity through
"memory, fantasy, narrative, and myth", which is not a "fixed essence … lying unchanged
outside history and culture." This identity does not hold a single meaning and to tackle the
notion of cultural identity and its multitude of meanings is to look the techniques artists use in
their expression of myth in indie albums as expressions of their cultural identity.
The indie album as a cultural work provides the framework and the language by which
the artists comprehend the dialectic between their relationship to the traditional American
identity and their cultural (post-ethnic) identities.33 Not all artists express their cultural
identity in music through the construction and deconstruction of myths to the same extent.
The extent to which indie music is a social movement influences this relationship. Ron
Eyerman and Andrew Jamison have developed the concept of cognitive praxis to define the
knowledge-making activity that takes place in social movements. Through this cognitive
praxis, they have created a framework for considering the relationships between for instance
science and social movement, and of importance for this thesis between music and social
movements.34

31

Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs ‘Identity’?,” in Questions of Cultural Identity, 1-17, ed.
Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay (London: SAGE Publishing, 1996), 2.
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Ibidem, 2-6.
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T HE INFLUENCE OF S OCIAL M OVEMENT ON M YTH AND CULTURAL I DENTITY
Bercovitch’s claim that classic American values have survived in the collective consciousness
of Americans is true to a certain extent, but one must not overlook the influx of continuously
constructed and deconstructed myths, values, traditions, and cultural expressions from many
different imagined communities. In this process social movement, a group of individuals or
groups focused on specific social or political issues, play an important role. They can resist,
carry out, or undo a social change.
Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison argue that social movements serve to reorganize
culture and politics by combining them. This process of hybridization, the bringing together
of social roles and forms of knowledge that were previously separated, is one of the main
features of social movements.35 This combination creates a wider political and historical
context for cultural expression. Cultural expressions can enrich the action repertoires of
political struggle. As a result, “cultural traditions are mobilized and reformulated in social
movements.” Via artistic expressions, such as movies, music, plays, and novels, social
movements communicate with the larger society and in turn often (re-)politicize popular
culture and entertainment. The creation and recreation of interpretative frameworks within
social movements has had a key impact on musical taste and popular culture throughout the
world.36
Historically, the making and re-making of traditions, myths, and the American identity
was an exclusionary process in which people defined the other. In the process of othering,
people distinguish between known and unknown and construct traditions, myths, and identity
that place them (the same) in relationship to the other. This process often involves the
dehumanization and exclusion of the other. In relationship to the American identity, the other

35
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Andrew Jamison, “Social Movements,” 47.
Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison, Music and Social Movements. ,10, 13.
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consists of values, traditions, and cultural expressions that do not belong to the classic
American identity. Othering aids in the formation of national identities and nations, as well as
the subjugation of others inside the nation. The making and re-making of traditions reinstates
old beliefs and stories; as a result, the hegemonic power structures, the unique American
identity, within American society became stronger.
The construction of old beliefs leaves less room for other voices to deconstruct
traditions through the influx of values, traditions, and cultural expressions from different
ethnic backgrounds. Yet, through the cognitive praxis of social movements, individuals
manage to continually actualize, reinvent, and deconstruct the myth of the people by
periodically challenging the power elites and their dominant notions of culture. In doing so
social movements have created an alternative kind of popular culture, a folk culture, in which
music, song, and dance have played a defining role.
American folk music is a clear example of an artistic expression that employs this
cognitive praxis. From the outset, American folk music showed a respect for concepts of
otherness, such as the worker, the slave, ethnic diversity, and skepticism toward the urban
values of ‘civilization’. The closer, more intimate hybridization of (folk) music and life is an
element of the cognitive praxis of social movements, which found expression in agrarian
populism to the multifaceted labor movement of the 20th century.37
This cognitive praxis has found its way into contemporary music communities, such as
indie, through the process of actualization, reinvention, and deconstruction of the American
folk tradition. Social movements can open up spaces for the production of new forms of
knowledge expressed in “habits, mores, customs, and rituals, symbolic representations” and
the “sounds and songs of the movement.”38 These forms of knowledge, or traditions, have
been instrumental in connecting generations and (social) movements. These traditions have
37
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Ibidem, 38-39,49, 51.
Ibidem, 22.
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linked the contemporary musical communities to the earlier folk community as well, and has
enabled artist to produce new forms of knowledge in an imaged community.39 The process of
cultural appropriation, an important part of the cognitive praxis of a social movement, has
become a socially accepted form of knowledge production.40
Michael Azzerrad and Ryan Hibbett link the indie community to the folk movement,
as both writers see them as social movements. Michael Azzerrad argues that 1980s indie rock
and earlier folk movements encapsulated purism, authenticity, and idealism about the power
of music within culture and society. The two movements have populist roots and middle-class
college kids adopted both indie and folk. The difference between the movements is that folk
music has a strong left wing ideology, whereas indie’s political message is not as explicit.41
Ryan Hibbett asserts that late 1990s and early 2000s indie is less politically charged and more
self-deprecating that 1960s folk music, “attaining through lyrical depth and minimal
production a sound that is conscientiously ‘backwoods’ or ‘bedroom’.”42 Nevertheless,
Hibbett recognizes within indie “a kind of revisionary folk movement; something in the ‘bad
voice’ tradition of Bob Dylan and Neil Young.”43
Wendy Fonarow argues that Azzerrad’s definition of indie rock is actually referring to
underground, alternative and college, as indie only started to become a popular genre in the
2000s in the United States.44 This precursor to the 2000s American indie had different
musical aesthetics than the current movement, although elements of earlier music movements
might have found their way in the contemporary styles through the reinvention of traditions.
Azzerrad and Hibbett do not explain if contemporary indie music still encapsulates
folk music’s purism, authenticity, and idealism about its music ability to change culture and
39
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society. This thesis sets out to explore if the indie’s expression of cultural identity and myth
reflects the presence of social movement’s cognitive praxis.
In order to clearly distinguish between alternative, college, and underground’s musical
and ideological aesthetics, and 2000s indie, this thesis focuses on indie records released
between 2002 and 2007; a distinctive six-year period marked by the Bush presidency, the War
on Terror, and 9/11.45 In the 1980s, music regularly voiced dissent on the Reagan presidency.
During the Bush presidency, liberal and conservative scholars addressed validity of a unique
American identity. A tension that has long since existed within American Studies now moved
into the public sphere. Both liberal and conservative scholars subjected the viability of a
multi-ethnic and multicultural society to heavy criticism. Conservative scholars such as
Samuel Huntington argued for a renewed interest in traditional American values and the
American Creed, as this could prevent the United States from fracturing from the inside.46
Liberal scholars in opposition argued for a civic society, sometimes referred to as civil
society, in order to prevent internal fragmentation from rupturing American life.47 A civic
society does allow for the reassessment of the American identity and American values.48 It is
interesting to see how indie artists express myths and cultural identity during the turbulent
social times of the Bush presidency.
The next section describes the selection procedure of the twelve indie records used in
this thesis.
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S ELECTION CRITERIA
The main criterion for the selection of indie records is that they have an element of
authenticity, in other words pass the indie communities criteria of an indie record, and
popularity, the extent to which the indie community likes the album. Record sales are not a
clear indicator of an artist’s level of popularity, as this is not always an apparent expression of
popularity as more and more people download their music. Moreover, the level of popularity
should not extent too far beyond the indie community, since high levels of popularity
decrease the value of indie, as Ryan Hibbett argues. He adds that indie requires “specialized
knowledge to be fully appreciated.”49 Because of these two aspects, Hibbett sees a parallel
between high art and indie rock.
In The Greenwood Guide to American Popular Culture, Thomas M. Inge defines
popular culture by highlighting the relationship between high culture and popular culture.
Inge argues that the function of high culture as the validation of the experience of the
individual. The creation of high culture is a self-justifying aesthetic act in pursuit of truth and
beauty. At the same time, indie music has functional similarities with popular culture. Inge
argues that popular culture validates the common experience of the larger part of the
population: art for society’s sake.50 American indie music is constantly in flux within a
remarkable space somewhere between popular culture and high art within the cultural field. A
record that is too artsy on the continuum between popular culture and high art, is often viewed
as highly authentic but its political message reaches fewer people is therefore not very
powerful. Conversely, an extremely popular record is viewed as a sell-out or not credible by
the indie community. It is important to note than an album can hold both elements of high art
and popular culture.
49

Ryan Hibbett, “What is Indie Rock?,” 62, 55.
Thomas M. Inge, “Introduction,” in The Greenwood Guide to American Popular Culture, ed.
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The selection of records in this thesis is based on graded reviews and the inclusion
and position on year lists on the Internet indie magazines Pitchforkmedia, Tiny Mix Tapes,
and Cokemachineglow. Pitchforkmedia is the biggest website of the three. Ryan Schreiber
founded the website in 1995. In 2006, pitchfork got 160,000 visitors a day and 1.3 million
unique readers every month. Although readers often criticize Pitchfork for its florid and
snobbish writing, readers view the website as an institute that can influence a band’s future
within the indie community.
The inclusion of Tiny Mix Tapes and Cokemachineglow in the thesis makes the
selection of records more objective, as Pitchfork’s subjective opinion is not the prime
selection criterion. Marvin Lin and a small staff of volunteers founded Tiny Mix Tapes in
2001. The third selection Cokemachineglow started as a blog in 2002. The unique aspect of
Cokemachineglow is their use of combined ratings, comprised of the mean of the ratings of
all staff members; in addition, they occasionally offer two reviews on the same album by
different writers. The inclusion of Cokemachineglow further objectifies the selection of the
records.
These three Internet magazines are instrumental in shaping the audience’s view of a
record’s place on the continuum between popular culture and high art, or in other words the
record’s indie credibility. Higher grades and rankings in year lists on Pitchforkmedia
influence the indie audience’s perception of the authenticity and indie credibility of the
record. This results into higher sales and more downloads.51 A higher credibility results into a
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more intimate connection between the audience and the music, which enables the music to
become part of the cognitive praxis of a social movement.
The three websites grade records via scores ranging from 0.0 to 10.0 (at
Pitchforkmedia), 0% to 100% (Cokemachineglow), and 0 to 5 stars (Tiny Mix Tapes).52
Moreover, they publish charts at the end of each year with the websites’ editors’ pick of the
top records.
An additional selection criterion is that American artists have to be the producers of
the records, although strains of Americanness are also present in indie music from Europe,
Africa, or Asia. In order to portray a diversified image of American indie, this thesis focuses
on no more than one record per label, for the reason that indie labels create their own distinct
identities by employing unique aesthetics expressed in the music and the album art.53 For
instance, indie labels such as Dead Oceans mainly focus on the indie with folk elements,
whereas Jagjaguwar’s roster includes indie with rock elements. Table 1 shows the selected
albums and Table 2 shows the grades and year list positions.
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TABLE 1

Artist

Album Title

Release Date

Label

Murray Street

June 25, 2002

Geffen

Wilco

Yankee Hotel Foxtrot

April 23, 2002

Nonesuch

Sufjan Stevens

Greetings From Michigan: The Great

July 1, 2003

Asthmatic Kitty

Sonic Youth

54

Lake State
The Microphones

Mount Eerie

January 21, 2003

K-recs

Joanna Newsom

The Milk-eyed Mender

March 23, 2004

Drag City

Devendra Banhart

Rejoicing in the Hands

April 24, 2004

Young God

Deerhoof

The Runners Four

October 11, 2005

Kill Rock Stars

I am a Bird Now

February 1, 2005

Secretly

Antony

and

the

Johnsons

Canadian

Grizzly Bear

Yellow House

September 5, 2006

Warp

The Hold Steady

Boys and Girls in America

October 3, 2006

Vagrant

Animal Collective

Strawberry Jam

September 11, 2007

Domino

Dirty Projectors

Rise Above

September 11, 2007

Dead Oceans

54

Sonic Youth is the only band on the list that has been signed to a major label, yet, Sonic Youth is
considered to be an indie band. Sonic Youth has signed with the major label Geffen in 1990 for the
release of their record Goo, because they sought wider distribution of their records. They were
promised to keep all of their artistic freedom. In 2008, the contract with Geffen expired and the band
signed with the famous indie label Matador. Furthermore, Sonic Youth member Thurston Moore has
his own very small indie label Ecstatic Peace, writes for underground magazine Arthur Magazine, and
he is the founder of the website ‘Protest Music’, named for its protest against music piracy laws.
Therefore, I presume that Sonic Youth is still connected to the indie music scene and its ideologies.
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TABLE 2

Album

Pitchforkmedia
(grade on a scale of
0.0 to 10.0)/ (position
on scale of 1 to 50)

Tiny Mix Tapes
(grade on a scale of
0 to 5) / (position on
scale of 1 to 25)55

Sonic Youth – Murray

9,0 / 9

4,5 / “no

Cokemachineglow
(grade on a scale of
0% to 100%) /
(position on scale of
1 to 50)56
“no information”/ “no

information”

information”

5 / ‘’no information”

“no information” /

Street
Wilco – Yankee Hotel

10,0 / 1

Foxtrot
Sufjan Stevens –

Average
Grade (on
a scale of
0.0 to 10.0)
9,0
10,0

“no information”
8,5 / 3

Greetings From

4,5 / “no

85 / “no information”

8,7

information”

Michigan
The Microphones –

8,9 / ‘’not ranked’’

5 / “no information”

93 / “no information”

9,4

8,0 / 10

4,5 / “no

90 / 7

8,7

Mount Eerie
Joanna Newsom – The
Milk-Eyed Mender
Devendra Banhart –

information”
8,4 / 7

5 / “no information”

85 / 10

9,0

9,0 / 6

5/ “no information”

89 / 26

9,3

8,6 / 5

5 / “no information”

74 / 14

8,7

8,7 / 8

4/7

86 / 9

8,4

9,4 / 5

4 / “not ranked”

75 / 43

8,3

9,3 / 6

3,5 / 4

83 / 11

8,2

8,1 / 21

4,5 / 17

“no information” /

8,6

Rejoicing in the Hands
Deerhoof – Runners
Four
Antony and the
Johnsons – I am A Bird
Now
Grizzly Bear – Yellow
House
The Hold Steady –
Boys and Girls in
America
Animal Collective –
Strawberry Jam
Dirty Projectors – Rise
Above

55
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“no information”

The information was not available as Tiny Mix Tapes started with year lists in 2006.
The information was not available as Cokemachineglow started with year lists in 2004.
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The analysis of twelve independent records released during the Bush Jr. presidency gives
insight into the expression of myths and cultural identity in these albums. This selection of
twelve albums shows how indie artist construct and deconstruct certain dominant myths that
explain the land itself, individuality, progress, youth, and self-reliance. The main question is
how contemporary American indie artists express myths and cultural identity in their music.
The sub question is how these expressions of myth and cultural identity reflect a social
movement’s cognitive praxis.
The analysis of an album looks at the music, the lyrics, and the artwork. The
appearance and background of the artist is also an area of research, as this can elucidate
themes within the work itself. The focus of the research is the albums’ content and style, more
specifically references to values, identity, society, and culture. The secondary source of
information is the lineup and biography of the band, artwork of the album, and the historical
and geographical context in which the musicians conceived the album.
The thesis sets out to answers these questions by first looking at the dynamic concept
of indie, more specifically indie’s background, its ideological foundation, and specific
features of American indie. The second chapter deals with the expression of myth in twelve
indie albums. The third chapter focuses on the expression of cultural identity in the indie
albums.
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1. THE DYNAMIC CONCEPT OF INDIE

1.1. T HE B ACKGROUND OF I NDIE
During the late 1980s and early 1990s, scholars and the media described the United States’
independent music scene as alternative, college, or underground. The Replacements, The
Minutemen, Sonic Youth, and R.E.M. are bands that belonged to these scenes.57 In the latter
half of the 1990s, indie as a descriptive concept became popular in the United States.
Conversely, the United Kingdom has a longer tradition of the term indie, ever since the
demise of post-punk in the 1980s, the term indie gained acclaim. The analysis of music
dissects music into three sections: production, distribution, and reception. Production deals
with the artists and the music itself. Distribution consists of the ways to spread the music:
major and independent record labels, television, radio, and the Internet. The third section
reception includes the audiences. Changes in one of these three sections can have its effect on
the others. Downloading as a channel of distribution has broadened the audiences of many
indie bands, and this can influence artists to adapt their music to larger audiences. The
interaction between production, distribution, and reception gives a musical genre, such as
indie its dynamic nature.
Wendy Fonarow explicates the term indie within a British context in her book Empire
of Dirt: the Aesthetics and Rituals of British Indie Music. She argues that indie is multifaceted
and consists of the indie community, indie music, and indie’s ideological foundations.58 The
indie community holds both the audiences and the artists. Fonarow describes the interaction
between the artist and the audience in detail in her book. Since this thesis deals with indie
albums, the artist community is the focal point in the answering of the main question.
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Michael Azerrad, Our Band.
Wendy Fonarow, Empire of Dirt., 25.
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Indie music is mostly played by young white males in their late teens and early
thirties, although indie bands have been the pioneer in the trend of a male-female lineup, as
can be seen in bands such as Sonic Youth, Yo La Tengo, and My Bloody Valentine. David
Hesmondhalgh found that there is a place for women within British indie, although a great
deal of the movement has been a backlash against feminism. Therefore, Hesmondhalgh sees
indie as an unreconstructed version of young masculinity, a hegemonic sexual politics, which
goes almost unchallenged.59 Fonarow concurs, even though she argues that British indie is
more harmonic and feminine than the harsh masculine sounds of the American Alternative of
the 1990s.60 The harmonic feminine aspects of British indie are present in 2000s American
indie as well. In twelve records selected for the thesis young white males are still dominant,
as Joanna Newsom is they only female solo artist. Deerhoof, Sonic Youth, and Dirty
Projectors feature as male-female lineup, and Sufjan Stevens and Antony and the Johnsons
have female musicians play on their records or in their live band. Despite, the majority of
male musicians these twelve records combine aspect of masculine harsh sounds and harmonic
feminine sounds. The next section looks at the problematic of viewing distribution as a
defining characteristic of indie.
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1.2. D ISTRIBUTION OF I NDIE
An independent mode of distribution, as the name aptly implies, defined early indie music.
Corporate music labels, such as Capitol, CBS, MCA, PolyGram, RCA, and WEA did not
distribute American underground music and early indie, but independent labels, such as SST,
Secretly Canadian, Sub Pop, and Dischord did. The problematic of defining indie purely by
its mode of distribution overlooks the fact that contemporary indie music’s distribution is not
wholly independent anymore. The independent labels started out taking care of the
distribution of the records they released; however, over time many of them have handed the
distribution of their records over to corporate companies. Such corporate partnerships and
collaborations have professionalized the genre. Idealistic purists see the traditional indie as
authentic, as its distribution is independent, and they see the process of professionalization as
sell-out: “the abandonment of idealism for financial reward.”61 Did professionalization
actually alter indie?
An often-held assumption within indie discourse is that a separation from corporations
and a place in the margins are conditions for aesthetic diversity and stimulation.
Hesmondhalgh considers this a flawed assumption, as he doubts whether institutional
positions can have traceable aesthetic outcomes.62 During the 1990s, indie in Britain had lost
much of its exceptional institutional and aesthetic position. Hesmondhalgh describes 1990s
British indie as music full of nostalgia, political conformity, and aesthetic traditionalism of
the 1980s British Indie. The use of these elements of 1980s had become devoid of political
meaning and accompanied by a notion of personal and professional success that is in line with
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the consumerism of much of the rest of British society.63 Critics of popular culture frequently
see this shift towards conformism and conservatism because of professionalization.
David Hesmondhalgh argues that the change of institutional position itself is not at the
basis of conformism and conservatism within British indie music in the 1990s. He asserts
underlying aesthetic and classicist views held by record labels caused British indie to
professionalize and shift aesthetically. The underlying aesthetic current emphasizes the
artistic qualities of the music the artists produced, in order to put this aesthetic quality to tape;
artists needed bigger studios and a bigger budget. The classicist view emphasized, “a
traditional rock notion of what constituted quality and success”. These two views of the
record labels forced them to into pragmatic partnership with major labels.64
The aesthetic and classicist position within contemporary American indie music is
different from Hesmondhalgh, as the traditional notion of what constitutes quality has shifted.
Music has fragmented and there is more room for stylistic plurality, which in turn influenced
the aesthetics. Both high-end studio production and lo-fi (low-fidelity) studio productions
were possible. Nevertheless, underlying ideological notions do still influence the distribution
and production of music. An interesting example is the band Wilco. The producer Jim
O’Rourke managed to give Wilco’s Yankee Hotel Foxtrot an experimental edge and made it
possible for them to explore new musical grounds. After the recordings of Yankee Hotel
Foxtrot were completed, their major label at that time Reprise rejected the album and let them
go. After the rejection by Reprise, the band released the record via the independent label
Nonesuch, and the record turned out to be Wilco’s most successful to date commercially and
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critically, selling over 590,000 copies.65 Although, indie labels have adapted elements of
major labels, differences in views on aesthetics and success still exist.
In addition, contemporary indie artist nowadays do not merely rely anymore on
traditional rock influences, as is made clear in detail in the section on myth and cultural
identity. The classicist and aesthetics views found by Hesmondhalgh do not fully describe the
ideological foundations of indie. Therefore, the next section looks into the ideological
foundations described by Wendy Fonarow in order to define indie in more detail.
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1.3. I DEOLOGICAL F OUNDATIONS OF I NDIE
Two main ideological foundations of indie rock are Protestantism and Romanticism.
Protestantism is a movement that began in northern Europe in the early 16th century as a
reaction to medieval Roman Catholic doctrines and practices. It is one of the three major
forces in Christianity, and it has influenced the social, economic, political, and cultural life of
the areas in throughout which it spread.66 Protestantism’s main principle is its belief in the
bible as the sole infallible authority.
Wendy Fonarow elaborates on the Protestant ideology and states that indie’s core
values promote and replicate the doctrine of a particular brand of Protestant religiosity:
Puritanism.67 Michael Azzerrad alludes to the Puritan stance of indie in his book Our Band
Could Be Your Life: Scenes from the American Indie Underground 1981-1991 when he writes
that “the indie underground made a modest way of life not just attractive but a downright
moral imperative”.68 This ideology reflects most notably in the areas of production and
distribution. Indie music propagates “the avocation of simplicity in musical form”, which can
be achieved by lo-fi production techniques, traditional song structures, technical naivety,
“production”, and “style”. Moreover, the puritan ideology in indie music promotes “high
moral standards regarding issues of sexuality and conduct”, as opposed to rock and roll and
hip hop, indie often prescribes a certain lifestyle with morals and values that are similar to
those of the protestant church. There is an “emphasis on education”, and “an underlying
theme of austerity and abstinence.”69 An indie subgroup, Straight Edge, displays this ideology
the strongest, as they refrain from alcohol, drugs, and sex. Furthermore, the distribution of
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indie shows element of the “Puritan distrust of authority” in its “preference for non-corporate,
independently owned commercial operations.”70
The other main ideological foundation is Romanticism. Romanticism is a complex
artistic, literary, and intellectual movement that originated in the second half of the 18th
century in Western Europe, and gained strength during the Industrial Revolution.71 This
ideology expresses itself in the area of production through “the cultivation of emotion,
passion, and the spirit, its interest in artistic movements of the past, its preference for the
natural, its acclaim for the exceptional man in the guide of the musical genius, its respect for
local identities and the working class, and its distaste for middle-class society.”72 The distaste
for formal codes within indie, Fonarow argues, is a trait of Romantic thought, in which the
artist and the audience give the creative spirit greater importance than an adherence to
traditional procedures.
The influence of these classic ideologies gives indie its nostalgic aspect, but it is never
purely revivalist, since the genre presents elements of the past with a present-day sensibility.73
Fonarow writes that “at its core, indie’s generic features correspond with Puritan metaphysics;
it is anti-technological, anti-futuristic, and longs for the presumed purity of the past.”74 All
these features aim to describe British indie music; Fonarow does not mention if these features
apply to American indie music in a similar fashion. Indie music can differ extremely giving
the definition of indie a dynamic nature, founded on the interaction between the
complementary and conflicting impulses of Romanticism and Puritanism.75
Another aspect of indie’s ideological foundations is its distinct ethos, or the character.
Fonarow asserts that indie’s ethos captures the spirit of independence as it sees itself as
70
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“being free from control, dependence, and interference”. This ethos finds expression in the
independent record shop, the independent distribution companies, and the independent record
label set up by individual entrepreneurs, and the indie musician’s choice of working within
this context.76 Self-reliance and the autonomy of the artist are guiding values in this system of
independence. The ethos of indie clearly resonates with traditional American values such as
individuality, enlightenment, self-reliance, Protestantism, and a more egalitarian popular
culture.
The distribution of indie records might not be fully independent anymore; the spirit of
independence remains an important element of the ethos of indie. The interplay between the
social movement aspects of Puritanism and Romanticism within the independent ethos of
indie finds its expression in the cognitive praxis of indie music. The analysis of myth and
cultural identity in contemporary American indie albums further explores the influence of
these ideological foundations on contemporary American indie music. The following section
describes four specific features of American indie by which the American variant
distinguished itself from its British counterpart.
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1.4. S PECIFIC F EATURES OF A MERICAN I NDIE
Ryan Hibbett and Michael Azzerrad have credited three additional features specifically to
American indie: the connection between indie and earlier folk movements, the channeling of
the artist’s identity using personae, and the structuring of the album as thematic narrative.77
Azzerrad credited 1980s and early 90s indie rock with sharing elements of purism,
authenticity, and idealism about the power of music with folk movements from the 1930s and
1960s. The difference between the two movements, Azzerrad argues, is that folk music has a
strong left wing ideology, whereas indie’s political message is not as explicit.78 Ryan Hibbett
argues that late 1990s and early 2000s indie’s political message remains very inexplicit, and
adds that late 1990s and early 2000s indie is more self-deprecating that 1960s folk music. In
addition, the sound that indie artists produce is “conscientiously ‘backwoods’ or ‘bedroom’,
which is expressed through lyrical depth and minimal production. Early American indie,
underground, alternative, college, and folk music both combine culture and politics, although
in dissimilar ways. Earlier folk music and indie are similar in the way they employ social
movements in the making and remaking of tradition. The analysis of the expression of myth
and cultural identity in indie during the Bush presidency gives insight into the connection
between culture and politics in contemporary indie music.
The second feature of American indie music is the extensive use of personae. Hibbett
describes the use of personae by artists such as Will Oldham, who has recorded under the
monikers Palace Brothers, Palace Music, and Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy; David Berman as Silver
Jews; and Bill Callahan as Smog. The artist sublimates his/her personal identity through the
adoption of self-mystifying identities. The voice of the personae and its connection to the
cognitive praxis of a social movement can differ from the voice and connection of the actual
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artist. Therefore, conclusions based on the personae in the music are not always representing
the views of the actual artist.
The third important feature of American indie music is the regular reconceptualization of the album as “an autonomous and thematic text or narrative” instead of a
“collection of songs gathered to meet the demands of radio or linked only by the time and
place of their production”.79
As the previous chapters have shown, it is difficult and complex to present an
inclusive definition of American indie music. Indie is constantly evolving and characteristics
of 1980s and/or 1990s indie might not be applicable to 2000s indie anymore. There are also
differences between American and British indie, although they are in dialectic relationship
with each other. Indie’s ideological foundations remains to exert an influence on the music,
yet, this influence is also mediated by other factors, such as the institutional position of indie,
and changes on a wider scale, in artistic and non-artistic communities, both nationally and
globally. Thus, looking at the expression of myths and cultural identity in indie music tells us
something about the American indie during the bush presidency, but also about the broader
societal context.
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2. THE EXPRESSION OF MYTH IN INDIE MUSIC

2.1. M YTHS IN I NDIE M USIC
Literary scholars, such as D.H. Lawrence, have researched the construction of myth in novels,
poetry, and plays very extensively. In the field of popular music, Timothy E. Schreurer has
done research on the construction of myth.80 Scheurer argues that the Bruce Springsteen song
“Born in the USA” is an exemplar of the Myth of America: a proud declaration of American
heritage and a critical indictment of the American politics and way of life. According to
Schreurer, the Myth of America explains the nation as a “vast, rugged, and plentiful land,
whose destiny is guided by the hand of god, and where, because of the noble sacrifices of
pilgrims and patriots in the cause of liberty and freedom, we enjoy unlimited opportunity,
equality and freedom.” Schreurer uses songs in his book to affirm this national monomyth;
conversely, this thesis aims to look at how artists redefine this national monomyth in their
expression of myth.
The Myth of America aims to explain many features of the American narrative, such
as the land itself, individuality, progress, youth, and self-reliance. The elements of uncertainty
and division within the American identity cause these mythical features to have many internal
conflicts and contradictions. To describe in detail how indie music expresses these myths in
their albums, it is elucidating to divide the Myth of America into five sub-myths. By focusing
on the relational aspect between diametrically opposed mythical elements of the national
monomyth, such as communality and individuality, this thesis exposes the myths’ internal
conflicts and contradictions. In addition, this procedure reveals whether an artist employs a
constructionist approach, i.e. the confirmation of the existing myths, or a deconstructionist
approach, in which the artist brings the bias and power relations within a myth to light.
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Within this selection of twelve albums, this thesis makes clear how indie artists
construct and deconstruct certain dominant myths. All five myths find their origin in the
United States’ relatively short history as a nation. The next five sections explain the origin
and the meaning of the myths as well as their expression in the twelve selected indie albums.
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2.2. T HE M YTH OF THE L AND AND THE C ITY
The first myth deals with the dialectic between the American land and the American city. The
Myth of the Land constructs the land as having exceptional features, as opposed to the
deconstruction of the Myth of the Land that is set to expose the unquestioned metaphysical
assumptions and internal contradictions in the mythical construction of both the land. The
same holds for the Myth of the City. The meaning of the land as a text in a post-structuralist
sense is always in process and occupies a “multi-dimensional space in which a variety of
writings, none of them original, blend and clash”. The land is a “tissue of quotations drawn
from the innumerable centers of culture”81
The Myth of the City revolves around the notion of the construction of the city as a
text, “an inscription of man in space”. The city has had many discursive, and often opposing,
meanings throughout the history of the United States. The city is viewed by many as a design
of order that controls the wilderness, whilst others viewed the city as a place where social
conflict, crime, and corruption flourish.82 Although, these discourses shifted over time, the
discourses all had a static hegemonic ideology. A post-structuralist view of the city as a text
would allow the city to be a place of order and a place of conflict at the same time.
The Myth of Land and the City makes use of the cosmological and sociological
functions of myths. The cosmological function of Myth of the Land constructs the importance
of the land, and puts man in relationship to nature. By highlighting the internal contradictions
and questioning the metaphysical features of the land, the relationship between man and
nature becomes multidimensional and dynamic. The same goes for the sociological aspect of
myth. The ‘classic’ Myth of the Land and the Myth of the City prescribes a single social and
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moral order for man. Deconstruction adds depth and diversity to the social and moral order
within a society.
The land and the city are dynamic texts that hold multiple meanings. There exists a
relationship between the land and the city that is both diametrically opposed, the city as order
and nature as chaos, as dialectically engaged, they are both elements of the American Myth.
This tension indicates the internal contradictions of myths, as they cannot be both
oppositional and the same. For that reason, this section explores the construction and the
deconstruction of the Myth of the Land and the City in the artwork and lyrics of the selected
indie albums.
Within the selected indie albums, artists have expressed the Myth of the Land and the
City in several ways. One of the most apparent methods is through the artwork. The indie
artists Sonic Youth, Sufjan Stevens, Wilco, and The Microphones all portray American
landmarks or geography in their album covers. Sonic Youth and Sufjan Stevens, a
Michigander, all reside in New York. Phil Elverum from The Microphones lives in the small
town of Anacortes, Washington. All three artists use different techniques in their portrayal of
the American land or city.
The artwork of Murray Street by Sonic Youth, an experimental noise rock band from
New York, shows the use of contrast between the front and the back cover of the artwork, as
well as within the covers. The title of the record Murray Street captures the band’s close
proximity to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Between 1996 and 2006, Sonic Youth’s studio “Echo
Canyon” was located on Murray Street, close to the World Trade Center. During the
recordings for their 12th studio album, the 9/11 terrorist attacks befell the United States. The
album does not refer explicitly to the event of 9/11 lyrically, although “Empty Page” and
“Disconnection Notice” all deal with strong societal commentary, and drastic change and loss
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on a personal level. In “Empty Page, the narrator describes how a person that had just moved
to the city quickly lost all of his/her innocence.

The empty page has wasted down
The empty page is ripped
The empty page will waste this town
The empty page has slipped83

The empty page functions as a synonym for an innocent person with a clean slate, a tabula
rasa. Upon coming to the city this person loses his/her innocence as he/she becomes ripped,
slipped, and a waste to the town. Thus, the town exerts a negative influence on the innocent
protagonist, which also feedbacks on the town itself.
In “Disconnection Notice” the protagonist describes how he/she received a
disconnection notice in the mail and that the authorities consider him to be disconnected.
He/she argues that an external force, presumably the government, has disconnected him/her
from saying what he/she wants to say to the outside world.

They seem to think I'm disconnected
Don't think I know what to read or write or say
Glossaries injected daily
Words and numbers spell out the price to pay
It simply states "you're disconnected baby"
See how easily it all slips away84
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The protagonist in this verse feels out of control (“disconnected”, “it all slips away”) and
unable to express him/herself. External forces inject him/her with knowledge (“glossaries
injected daily”) and goals in life (“the price to pay”). As much as there is no direct link to the
events of 9/11, the depiction of an individual losing control in a hazardous is an example of
the Sonic Youth’s strong political and social views.
The front cover of Murray Street shows a rural area full of trees, where two girls are
plucking strawberries. The subtext of this idyllic scene on the front cover is that the girls are
crouching underneath a net whilst plucking the strawberries. The use of a net that keeps
predators away deconstructs the mythical essence of nature as something untouched and
pristine. The back cover shows a similar conflict between idyllic and disturbed elements.
The back cover features a photograph of an office building on the west corner of
Murray Street and West Broadway near Ground Zero in Manhattan, New York; an apparent
reference to the events of 9/11. In front of the office building, there is a street sign with two
contrasting ‘one-way’ signs; one is in derelict condition, the other in pristine state. The
opposing conditions of the street signs show elements of the different discourses on the city as
a text. Sonic Youth shows the city through the street signs as both a place of order as well as
chaos. The picture deconstructs the glorified mythical city with metaphysical features as it
also highlights the internal conflict between order and chaos of an American city. Moreover,
the contrast between the front cover (the aspect of nature) and the back (the city) represents
the disparity and the relationship between the land and the city.
Another band that portrays a similar disparity between the front and the back cover is
Wilco. The remaining members of the country group Uncle Tupelo formed Wilco in 1994.
The lineup of the band has changed frequently, only singer Jeff Tweedy and John Stirratt are
members of the original lineup. Wilco’s musical influences are classic rock bands such as
Steely Dan, The Eagles, Neil Young, and The Rolling Stones. The band adds contrast to the
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conventional classic rock influences through the experimental production style and the use of
samples from The Conet Project.85
Wilco’s Yankee Hotel Foxtrot album art shows a disparity similar to Sonic Youth’s
Murray Street. The front shows a monochromatic sublime depiction of The Marina City, a
complex of two cylindrical towers near the Chicago River and the back a serene sky with
clouds. Entertainment Weekly has interpreted the towers as a reference to the Twin Towers.86
Singer Jeff Tweedy has denied such claims, as he had already finished the record in 2000.
Not all artists express the contrast between the land and the city equivocally; The
Microphones clearly shows nature in its mythical form in the shape of Mount Eerie on a
foldout cover. The fact that Phil Elverum, who operates under the The Microphones moniker,
lives a secluded life amidst nature might be at the basis of this expression of the myth of
nature. Mount Eerie is a concept album about Mount Eerie, a mountain on Fidalgo Island in
the state of Washington. Elverum has divided the album’s narrative up into five songs, which
mythologize the journey of life itself as the climb up Mount Eerie. Mount Eerie’s artwork
contributes to the construction of the metaphysical features of the American landscape.
Sufjan Stevens, a multi-instrumentalist with an American-Armenian background,
portrays the American land in all its glory in the artwork of Michigan. Michigan’s artwork
consists of a map of the state of Michigan and its cities, traditional paintings of animals, cars,
mills, and nature, whereby the layout reads as a tourist postcard. The album artwork is a
representation of a flyer or billboard for the state of Michigan. As the title indicates, the focus
of Greetings from Michigan: the Great Lake State is the state of Michigan and its people.
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Michigan has a strong thematic narrative, in which Sufjan Stevens functions as the
narrator and occasionally personifies the protagonist. The songs are set within the context of
the cities and events in the (recent) history of Michigan. Stevens mentioned cities such as
Flint, Ypsilanti, Detroit, Holland, Muskegon, and Romulus in the lyrics. Sufjan Stevens
contrasts the deconstruction the Myth of the Land and the City with his lyrics. By
highlighting the state’s tourist attractions, Stevens reinforces the positive elements of the city
and the land. The lyrics focus both on the metaphysical aspects of the land and the cities of
Michigan, while at the same time there is a focus on the internal conflicts and contradictions
that lie within the mythification of the land and the cities within the state of Michigan.
Although the artwork is important in the expression of myths, lyrics are the primary
focus of this thesis. Sufjan Steven’s lyrics on Michigan frequently contrast with the album’s
artwork. The song “Flint (For the Unemployed and the Underpaid)” deals with job loss in the
city of Flint (“Since the first of June. Lost my job and lost my room”). This song effectively
contrasts the postcard-like quality of life in the cities on the album’s artwork with personal
tales of despair and solitude, as expressed in the following verse:

It's the same outside
Driving to the riverside
I pretend to cry
Even if I cried alone87

On multiple songs Stevens effectively works with the dialectic within the Myth of the Land
and the City as he contextualizes personal stories within the cultural history and geography of
the state of Michigan. In doing so, Stevens not only reveres the state of Michigan, he also
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deconstructs the cities and the land through a focus on their negative and less exceptional
aspects. Besides Flint and its high unemployment rate, he uses the Upper Peninsula, the
northern part of two landmasses that form the state of Michigan, as a context for a story of a
man living in poverty in a mobile home.

I live in a trailer home
With a snow mobile, my car
The window is broken out
And the interstate is far88

There is a strong connection between live in nature and the life in a trailer home. The
ruggedness of the American land influences the life of the protagonist, for his only means of
transportation is a snowmobile. In addition, the land loses its mythical features, since the song
depicts it not as a plentiful place, but as a remote one where poverty (“the window is broken
out”) and hardship reign. The protagonist sees the interstate as the way out of the situation.

I live in America
With a pair of Payless shoes
The Upper Peninsula
And the television news
And I've seen my wife
At the K-Mart
In strange ideas
We live apart89
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The protagonist sees his wife at the K-Mart, megamalls often located in the suburban areas of
a city, where she resides with different ideas. The focus on the “strange ideas” and the fact
that the two individual are living apart is a symbolic representation of the distinction between
the City and the Land. Commercialism and materialism are important elements of suburban
life. The main character wears Payless shoes, an example of the influence of suburban life.90
Yet, Steven characterizes the protagonist’s life by having him live in a mobile home with a
meager amount of material goods. Writers such as Stephen Crane and Upton Sinclair have
also used this form of realism in order to expose the reader to the details of the city life. The
depiction of characters full of despair displays a certain discontent with the glorification of
modernization and city life. Moreover, it questions the dominance and value systems of city
life.91
The state of Michigan is famous for its once blooming car industry. The last decade
the industry has been steadily declining with many factories closing. This development
contrasts the notion of the United States as a plentiful nation. The song “Oh Detroit! Lift Up
Your Weary Head!(Restore! Rebuild! Reconsider!)” deals with the downfall of the
automobile industry. In the song Stevens describes the descent of the state (“once a great
place) into a place he now sees as a prison. People are no longer free to live their own life in
prosperity; rather poverty imprisons the citizens of Detroit.
Stevens sums up elements of the state of Michigan in order to present an image of the
state stripped from its mythical bias. Stevens mentions the downfall of the automobile
industry. He represents the glory days through a summation of the brands produced in
Michigan, whereas the need for food stamps and jobs for many ex-employees are expressions
of the downfall. Another event in the history of Michigan that demythologizes the image of
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the state is the removal of the Iroquois. Stevens addresses and criticizes the removal in “Oh
Detroit! Lift Up Your Weary Head!(Restore! Rebuild! Reconsider!)” with the line “People
Mover: Bad Decision”. This enormous amount of references paints a diversified and complex
picture of a state’s history, and effectively deconstructs the metaphysical character of the
Myth of the Land and The City as it is “constructed on the album’s artwork.
Another band that contextualizes personal histories within wider American history and
culture is The Hold Steady. The lyrics on Boys and Girls in America are crammed with
societal events linked to American history, geography, and references to American popular
culture, such as Parliament, a cigarette brand; former Guns ‘N Roses guitarist Izzy Stradlin;
and Cherry Cola. A clear instance of this contextualization is the album title Boys and Girls in
America. The title is line from the song “Stuck between Stations” (“There are nights when I
think Sal Paradise was right. Boys and Girls in America have such as sad time together”). The
latter sentence is a line from the novel On the Road by Jack Kerouac in which Sal Paradise is
the novel’s narrator.92 The line connects the themes and context of the record to American
literary history. Moreover, by embedding the songs and themes within American life singer
en lyricist Craig Finn manages to give the songs a strong personal element.
Finn geographically contextualized events and references in American states, cities,
and landmarks, such as Washington, Minnesota, Massachusetts, Bowdoin, and the Mississippi
River. The result of this contextualization is twofold; on the one hand, it makes the events
more personal and it adds depth to events taking place in the mythical city or land. On the
other hand, it affirms the existing mythical status of the land or the city. Although, both
Stevens and The Hold Steady attribute to the myth to a certain extent, the created contrast
manages to deconstruct the old concept of the myth.
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The Hold Steady and Sufjan Stevens manage to reframe and actualize traditions by
contrasting current events with their historical background, and by doing so, the artists expose
the social, religious, and political contrasts in contemporary American society. Their focus on
such aspects of American society breaks down the exceptional character of the Myth of the
Land and the City. Nonetheless, Campbell’s specific sociological function (the validation of
the social and moral order for man) and Schreurer’s encompassing megafunction
(reconciliation of conflicting cultural ideologies, beliefs, and philosophies) are still at work.
Yet, the artists do not validate man’s social and moral order prescribed by the myths, neither
do they reconcile conflicting cultural ideologies, beliefs, and philosophies by adhering to the
solution the Myth of America provides. The interplay between the construction of specific
elements of the Myth of the Land and the City and the deconstruction of these myths adds
different dimensions to the social and moral order of man and revalidates it. The use of myths
in their original form still functions as a suppressor of anxiety, while at the same time the
deconstruction of myths opens up space for the creation of a renewed American framework in
which conflicting ideologies, beliefs, and philosophies can co-exist.
Another construction of the Myth of the Land and the City is through the intertextual
representation of the city and the land as a text itself. Through intertextual references to a city
or land as a text, songs can reinforce a city’s mythical status. The result is a feedback loop;
the existing mythical status of a city is a reason that the city is the subject of a song, which
propels the city into even greater mythical status. Artists not only use the city as a context
wherein the narrative is set, the city can also function as the subject of the song. During the
latter, artists can attribute multiple discursive meanings to the city. The result is a human and
organic city that holds a moral condition that represents the values, attitudes, and mores of the
people living within it.93
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On the album Rejoicing in the Hands, the Venezuelan-American singer songwriter
Devendra Banhart alludes to the mythical status of Las Vegas in the song “Poughkeepsie”
using intertextuality. Banhart refers to the laudatory song “Viva Las Vegas” by Elvis Presley
as he recites a list of famous Elvis Presley songs, which are often covers from earlier blues
songs, such as “Love me Tender”, “Hounddog”, “All Shook Up”, “Lawdy, Miss Clawdy”,
“Blue Moon”, and “Heartbreak Hotel”. He then goes on to ask the listener:

Have you heard it?
Have you
I’ve heard that too
And I know for sure that so have you94

By asking this rhetorical question, Banhart confirms the important position, almost larger than
life, position Elvis Presley and his music hold in American popular culture. Presley’s songs
have grown immensely famous over time and they have become mythical cultural objects that
link musical generations. This has enabled individuals to accord a deeper level of meaning to
songs and their content than history normally would.
Songs have contributed to the actuality that cities have become dense cultural works
that provide a framework and language by which people comprehend their experiences and
their world. Banhart links his music to Myth of America by referring to Elvis’s music. He is
aware of the intertextual history of both Elvis’ music and the city Las Vegas, which he makes
clear when he asks the rhetorical question: “Have you heard it?” Banhart exposes Las Vegas
as a mythical object and its use within American musical tradition. He does not actively seek
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to deconstruct the meaning of Las Vegas; yet, the focus on the use of intertextuality shows his
awareness of the dynamics of myth.
The function of the framework provided by a city is made clear in Wilco’s “I Am
Trying To Break Your Heart”, in which singer Jeff Tweedy positions the emotion of a lost
love in the uncontrollable tensions of a city:

I am trying to break your heart
Disposable Dixie cup drinking
I assassin down the avenue
I’m running out in the big city blinking
What was I thinking when I let go of you?95

The protagonist sets out to break someone’s heart, whilst drinking from a disposable cup. The
Dixie cups are both a sign of commercialization and transitoriness. The main character moves
unnoticed (“I assassin down the avenue”) through the avenues. The protagonist running away
as the big city blinks shows how little influence one has on the dynamics of the city. The
lyrics then compare these uncontrollable currents within the city to the protagonist’s irrational
decision of letting his lover go (“What was I thinking when I let go of you?”).
Nature can also be mythologized through its use as context and subject. The
Microphones uses Mount Eerie in its lyrics as a mythical object that serves as a background
and a character in a tale of birth and death. Elverum has divided the album’s narrative up into
five songs, which mythologizes the journey of life itself as the climb up Mount Eerie. The
main character actively interacts with the mountain and attributes human characteristics to the
mountain. Elverum expresses the birth of the universe through polyrhythmic tribal drum
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rhythms in “I. The Sun”. The lyrics present a personified universe, which interacts with the
protagonist. In “V. The Universe” the universe is introduced.

Universe, I see your face in deadest night and you see mine
Universe I see your face looks just like mine: we are open wide!
All is one, a plateau of stretching out into the light of infinite time, infinite lives96

Mount Eerie constructs the mountain as a transcendental myth that consoles, hereby adhering
to the psychological function of myth. The mythical landscape remains to be revered and
serves the mythical function of connecting man with nature. The Universe fulfills the mystical
function of myth as it allows the protagonist to make a connection between his waking
consciousness and the mystery of the universe.

Within the selected indie albums, the artwork and the lyrics construct and deconstruct The
Myth of the Land and the City in a dynamic and intricate way that exposes the dialectic
within the myth, rather than merely representing the land as “as plentiful, rugged, vast, and
diverse”, or the city as the pinnacle of Americanness. The indie artists adhere to the existing
myths of the land and the city on the one hand, and on the other, they deconstruct the land and
the city by exposing their metaphysical elements, either by focusing on myth or the city, or on
the relationship between both. The albums provide a framework in which multiple views can
exist simultaneously. The land has a transcendental and plentiful quality and is at the same
time uncivilized and brutal. Moreover, the city is not only a place of chaos or order, but also a
context in which many different discourses coexist.
The myths remain to exert the megafunctions described by Scheurer, namely the
reconciliation of conflicting cultural ideologies, beliefs, and philosophies; and the fulfillment
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of one with a sense of transcendence. However, the artists provide other views and bring the
internal conflicts of the myths to the surface, which inevitably weakens the influence of the
classic American myths of the land and the city, or the American monomyth for that matter.
American indie music provides a framework in which the lyrics and the artwork reinforce and
reconsider the mythical land and city at the same time.
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2.3. T HE M YTH OF I NDIVIDUALITY AND C OMMUNALITY
The notion of individuality, expressed in individual courage and determination focused on
idealism and dream is a strong and durable filament in the constructions of Americanness.97
Historically, individualism is present in the American colonial and frontier tradition, in which
Americans defended their own rights and interests. This strong individualism gave rise to the
development of a ‘Darwinian’ survival of the fittest mentality in American society, which led
to the exploitation of others. It has also resulted in a competitive economic philosophy, which
delivers a range of consumer goods and services the market demands. 98
In the mythical New World, an American has the freedom to express its individuality
freely. Writings on the freedom of the individual in the American New World typically depict
the individual as male and see his dominant individualism as a reaction to “the cult of
domesticity” that had dominated American Victorian society.99
An increased focus on communality within many of the early immigrant agricultural
societies and many of the Native-American tribes helped deconstruct the mythical images of
the individual such as the frontiersman as a loner and the independent farmer with its
Protestant work ethic. America’s strong focus on individualism disguises structures of
economic co-operations, charitable organizations, and volunteerism that are active in
American society.
Cultural expressions that focus on communalism bring the tension between American
society and the American notion of individuality to the surface, just as stories of individuality
by and about women and less masculine men deconstructed the mythical construction of
individualism. Moreover, capitalism’s strong standardization hollowed out the American’s
ability to express their individualism. This standardization decreased the individual’s control
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of the market as it limits and controls the consumer’s demand. The loss of control alongside
fraud, corruption, and the production of inferior products have made the Americans extremely
skeptical of big business and economy.100
The historical tension between individualism and communalism is still prevalent in
contemporary America’s views on the nationalization of banks, social services, and health
care, and this tension divided along party lines as well. The Republican Party argues in favor
of less government, whereas a large part of the Democratic Party supports greater government
control. The way Americans cope with the tension between individualism, a traditional ideal
of the nation, and communalism, an actual reality of society, is part of a key feature of
American life. Beneath the surface idealism, an essential pragmatism looks for practical
solutions to societal problems that take traditional ideas and values into consideration.101
In indie music, individuality is an important element of its ethos that captures the spirit
of independence as it sees itself as “being free from control, dependence, and interference”.
The element of communality is equally important in indie. Although the community of indie
artists is hardly cohesive musically and geographically, there is still enough connection and
cross-reference, Amanda Petrusich argues, as the artists involved tend to share producers,
labels, friends, and tours.102
In albums, artists express mythologized concepts of individuality and communality in
several ways. The conception of the album can show elements of individuality or
communality. An individual or communal creation of an album can leave behind distinct
traces in the music and the lyrics, in which both solo artists and bands can express how they
cope with the tension between individuality and communality.
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In general, merely looking at whether the creation of an album has been a group or an
individual effort is not a distinct mythical expression of individuality or communality.
However, extreme forms of individuality or communality in the creation of an album can
attribute to the construction of myth. Clear examples of solo efforts are the albums by Sufjan
Stevens, The Microphones, Joanna Newson, Devendra Banhart, and Dirty Projectors, which
mostly involve a single person. The work ethic of Sufjan Stevens and The Microphones
express extreme forms of individuality in the records, since these two artists play most of the
instruments and produce the records themselves, whereas others such as Joanna Newsom and
Devendra Banhart enlist other to help them arrange the music and record the album.
The outsider musician, an exceptional individual that willingly or unwillingly refrains
from society and chooses to embrace marginality, is a concept that adds to the Myth of
Individuality. The concept of outsider musician fits best with Antony Hegarty, the central
songwriter in Antony and the Johnsons. Antony Hegarty is an American singer and pianoplayer with a feminine voice very similar to Nina Simone’s voice. The Johnsons are his
backing band, hence the name Antony and the Johnsons. Antony’s transgender appearance
turns him into a striking personality. The press often describes the character of Antony
Hegarty as an outsider, although the well-orchestrated and well-performed music is not
similar to the technical naïveté in other outsider music as performed by Jandek, Roky
Erickson, and Daniel Johnston. The artwork and the lyrical narrative, which deals with gender
issues and loss, further accentuate the individuality of Hegarty. The songs “My Lady Story”
and “For Today I am a Boy” (“One day I’ll grow up, I’ll be a beautiful girl / But for today I
am a child, for today I am a boy”) are the clearest examples of this narrative.
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My lady story
Is one of annihilation
My lady story
Is one of breast amputation
Lie in road for you
And I've been your slave
My womb's an ocean full of
Grief and rage103

This song clearly deals with the psychological strains that a transsexual person endures.
Antony describes the change of sex from a woman into a man as one of “breast amputation”
in which the protagonist has a womb “full of grief and rage”.
The artwork expresses the lyrical narrative by portraying a photograph by Peter Hujar
“Candy Darling on her Deathbed (1974)”; in the booklet, there is a picture by Josef Astor
“Page in Doctor’s Chair (2002)”. The subject of the former picture is Candy Darling, a pre-op
transsexual Andy Warhol superstar. The latter shows a woman, Page, lying in a doctor’s
chair, presumably a person in the process of undergoing sex change surgery, with her head
painted black and her eyes replaced by diamonds. Furthermore, a photograph of calendar that
used to hang on the wall of an abandoned prison cell in Philadelphia adorns the booklet, as
well as two children’s letters published in a medical journal on hermaphroditism and sex
reassignments. The letters respectively read “April 20, 1966; Father. I [got] gut to B a Boy, I
Got to B a boy’ and ‘April 20, 1966; Mother, I [got] gut to B a Boy, I [got] gut to b a Boy” in
a child’s handwriting. The photographs and the letters represent subjects entrapped in body of
the opposite gender.
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Musically, the Myth of Individuality and Communality can find its expression, in both
albums by solo artists and bands. An individual or communal creation of an album can leave
behind distinct traces in the music and the lyrics, in which both solo artists and bands can
express The Myth of Individuality and Communality.
Music that employs harsh dissonant sounds such as Dirty Projectors and Sonic Youth
express a high level of individuality as the sounds deviate from the standardized Western pop
sounds. The freedom to deviate from standardized Western pop sounds, as demanded by the
market, allows the artists express themselves more freely. As a result, the artists are able to
tap into less obvious musical genres for their influence, such as non-Western music and
modern classical composers and minimal music. The shared freedom to appropriate music
from a broad range of musical genres connects indie artist and serves as a common
denominator of the contemporary American indie genre. Artists can extend and deconstruct
the typical American songbook through such musical combinations. The music itself is an
expression of individuality, while the method and the connections that spring from this
method are an expression of communality.
An example of this appropriation of musical genres is the influence the avant-garde
guitarist and composer Glenn Branca had on Sonic Youth’s use of alternate guitar tunings to
create experimental harmonics and guitar sounds. In addition, Dirty Projector’s polyrhythmic
guitar playing syncopated vocals are reminiscent of the syncopation often heard by
practitioners of the Javanese gamelan. The use of woodwind arrangements on Dirty
Projectors’ Rise Above and Sufjan Steven’s Michigan is another example of the use of
musical techniques and styles that are not common in Western pop music.
These appropriations not only take place in the music, but also in the vocals. Dirty
Projector’s Dave Longstreth vocal style deviates from the standardized Western style as it
makes use of singing style that originated from the Arabic and Indian world. In the
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contemporary popular field of music the vocal style of singer songwriter Joanna is quite
unique and thus represents individuality, while in a wider context her vocal style is
reminiscent of traditional American and British Folk singers such as Texas Gladden and
Vashti Bunyan.
Through the combination of a broad array of musical styles, artists create new and
original styles and at the same shed light on otherwise less well-known American and nonAmerican musical styles. As the artists connect contemporary music to the songs and sounds
of earlier musical movements, they consequently create a sense of communalism.
In conjunction with music, lyrics can address the myth in a direct and indirect way.
The direct way focuses on aspect of individuality and communality in the lyrics themselves.
A band that makes extensive use of aspect of community in their lyrics is The Hold Steady.
The Minneapolis Twin City area is the origin of the band, although nowadays the band
resides in Brooklyn. The press has lauded The Hold Steady for their lyrics, which are often
short narratives sung in a speaking voice.
The tension within an individual between individuality and communality is made clear
in the lyrics of the The Hold Steady song “Stuck between Stations”, in which Craig Finn sings
about the American confessional poet John Berryman. Berryman is from the Minneapolis
area, just as singer Craig Finn. Finn portrays Berryman as an outsider persona, a character so
exceptional that it resides in marginality, refrained from society. Finn recounts an event in
which Berryman meets with the devil in Washington and describes the isolation Berryman
feels in spite of his critical acclaim:

The devil and John Berryman took a walk together
They ended up in Washington talking to the river
He said “I’ve surrounded myself with doctors and deep thinkers
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but big heads with soft bodies make for lousy lovers.”
There was that night that we thought John Berryman could fly, but he didn’t so he died
She said “You’re pretty good with words but words won’t save your life.”, and they
didn’t, so he died.
He was drunk and exhausted but he was critically acclaimed and respected
He loved the Golden Gophers but hated all the drawn out winters
He likes the warm feeling but he’s tired of all the dehydration
Most night were kind of fuzzy, but that last night he had total retention.104

In this passage, Finn voices how the intelligentsia praised Berryman for his work, but this
crowd full of doctors and deep thinkers (“big heads”) are not very physical (“soft bodies”)
and make up for lousy lovers. It seems as if Berryman was missing a deeper communal
bonding with these individuals. The passage also depicts Berryman’s suicide at the age of 57,
(“There was that night that we though John Berryman could fly, but he didn’t so he died”).
The lack of love Berryman felt, despite his critical acclaim, led up to his suicide, as voiced by
the female narrator (“You’re pretty good with words, but words won’t save your life”). The
sentence “He loved the Golden Gophers, but hated all the drawn out winters” captures
Berryman’s love-hate relationship with the wintery Minneapolis. The Minnesota Golden
Gophers are the college sports team of the University of Minnesota. Berryman’s decision to
commit suicide is a determined and highly individualistic one; the story of Berryman captured
in song by The Hold Steady thus fits well within the American myth of the individual who
defends his rights and interests. In addition, the passage reflects how a focus on the individual
can obfuscates the longing for communality on a personal and a societal level. This song
addresses the tension between individuality and communality very directly through lyrics.
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Lyrics can also addresses this tension in an indirect way, namely via the lyrical style.
The use of a personal, first person narrative in lyrics attributes to the construction of
individuality as well. A high level of intimacy and a personal narrative in lyrics expresses
individuality. As a result, of the high level of intimacy, the music becomes an outlet for the
individual, art for art’s sake. Examples of this are the personal travelogue on Mount Eerie, as
well as the ruminations of Antony Hegarty on sexuality on I Am a Bird Now.

The selected albums vary in how they express the myths of individuality and communality
and in how they highlight the oppositional relationship between the two. Two ideological
foundations of indie: Romanticism and Protestantism resonate clearer with the aspect of
individuality than with communality. First, Romanticism’s acclaim for the exceptional man in
the guide of the musical genius influences the individuality aspect of the dialectical myth.
Second, Protestantism’ high moral standards and themes of abstinence and austerity are
highly personal and individualistic values. The artist can express individuality by making
music in a nonconformist fashion, hereby highlighting the individualistic aspect. Moreover,
the artist’s musical construction of individuality resonates with high art, as the music becomes
an outlet for the individual artist, art for art’s sake. Indie’s occasional nonconformist musical
style seems to reflect this link as well. However, individuality is not just an indicator of indie,
as it is also engaged in a dialectic relationship with American society and popular culture.
The communal aspect found within American indie on these records seems to have
different origins, which might lie in the sense of belonging with the imagined community
where to the artists adhere. Geographical locality does not define this sense of a scene, but
more so a shared cultural identity that offers the artists an artistic freedom of expression. In
addition, there exists an engagement with myths and American society in a great number of
albums. Through cultural syncretism of beliefs, values, musical styles of both the artist and
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community, artists combine contesting myths in American society within albums. The focus
on multiple realities and voices in American society, i.e. the other, deconstructs and redefines
the traditional Self into a cultural identity within the selected indie albums. The juxtaposition
of the many-voicedness of American society to this traditional Self creates cognitive
dissonance that indie artists capture in song. This dissonance revolves around the conflict
between youth and the elderly, tradition and progress, and consumerism and self-reliance. The
following three sections describe these conflicts in detail.
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2.4. T HE M YTH

OF

T RADITION

AND

P ROGRESS

The Myth of Tradition and Progress has a long tradition in the United States. The notion of
Manifest Destiny postulated that America’s progress was divinely ordained, which gave rise
to ideals of endless progress, self-creation, achievement, and success: the American Dream.
Over time, the idea of Progress served as a myth; it provided the society with a narrative.
Progress served as the reconciliatory glue between conflicting cultural ideologies. The
American Dream as an overarching narrative deflected the tension between cultural conflicts
within American society.
Despite the great focus on progress and the United States’ relatively short history a
great number of people adhered to American traditions. Literary scholars have always been
very active in forming the American canon, or defining the Great American novel. In recent
times, the notion of a single American novel has waned along with the departure for the
search of a single American identity. The contemporary American literary canon reflects such
changes, as it now increasingly includes literary works by ethnic American writers, with an
African American, Asian American, and Native American background. The Heath Anthology
of American literature reflects these changes in the American literary canon.105
The transcendentalist movement in the early 19th century countered the notion of
progress through civilization. Henry David Thoreau’s Walden; or Life in the Woods’s
philosophical and critical content serves as one of the prime examples of this
countermovement. Thoreau believed that civilization, and in particular capitalism, had
enslaved a large part of society. He saw civilization as a perpetuation of traditions, which
obstructed people’s possibility and ability for introspection. Thoreau argued that everyone
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should “...be very careful to find out and pursue [their] own way, and not his father's or his
mother's or his neighbor's instead.”106
Thoreau saw progress in nature, as man could find knowledge and understanding in the
woods, a “great ocean of solitude, into which the rivers of society empty”.107 Not only the
American land, but also nature in the wider sense serves as a myth in American culture. By
looking at how the dialectic between tradition and progress relates to concepts as nature and
civilization, the influence of the dialectic within society becomes clearer.
The myth of tradition or progress can be constructed and deconstructed in indie music
on several layers, via lyrics, the music, and through artwork. By addressing the dialectic
between tradition and progress, the artists deconstruct elements of the myth. Indie artists do
not always explicitly address the relationship between progress and tradition, or as the
transcendentalist see it the dialectic, between nature and civilization. In general, religiosity
and nature itself are typical characteristics of tradition, whereas references to artifacts from
popular culture are representations of progress. The transcendentalist and essayist Ralph
Waldo Emerson viewed religion as the surrender to something larger than human. In
Emerson’s view, nature had the role of a religion, as he believed in the innate goodness of
human nature. His belief in nature made him reject any forms of suppression, or social
authority, which he considered an unnecessary burden.108 However, within typical artifacts,
such as religion and popular culture, there exist tensions between tradition and progress.
Traditional conservative or progressive currents constantly subject religions to internal shifts
in either direction. Therefore, it is important to elaborate on how indie artists express these
internal conflicts in their albums.
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References to established religions, such as Christianity or Islam, are sparse throughout
the selected albums; however, spirituality, often in its relationship with nature, and
transcendentalism are reoccurring themes. Spirituality, religious belief, faith, and
transcendentalism are related concepts. Spirituality aids man in finding answers to questions
of nature and meaning, a function that is similar to that of myths.
The spiritual quest of the protagonist in the lyrics of Mount Eerie is the clearest
reference to spirituality in the selection of indie albums. The lyrics focus on the experience of
running away from death by running up a mountain, in this case Mount Eerie. “II. Solar
System” shows how refraining from society into nature can force an individual to a form of
introspection advocated by Thoreau. The song tells the story of the protagonist resting in a
valley, thinking about the past.

So here, I am the creek bed, so here I feel my way in the dark
What wonder, what treasure map, what breaking of day?
What stream used to flow here and now what dusty decay?
Let the flash flood begin, wash me down there canyon
Quicksand pull me in, blow over me solar wind109

After he realizes he lacks fulfillment in society, the protagonist retreats into the valley (“oh
no, I am lacking, I want what I see, you fireball have rolled away, in shaded valleys”). He is
thrown back to live on his own devices (“I feel my way in the dark”), and through
introspection he thinks about the past, in the form of undisturbed nature, and how things have
changed and turned into “dusty decay”. In the next verse, he calls out to nature (“you're
mountainous peaks, don't let gravity win, blow on me solar wind, I know you're out there”) to
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bring back the pleasant memories of the past in the form of a girl he once knew (“you're
soccer balls on knees, through your skirt I see, your legs gracefully, I know you're out there”).
“III. The Universe” features a dialogue between a woman and the Universe that serves
as a metaphor for questions on spirituality and the meaning of life itself. “Do you really think
there’s anybody out there?” upon which the Universe replies, “What do you want?” The
protagonist answers:

I see summits buried in more air
How many times have I learned this before?
How many times have I died up here before?110

These three lines capture the internal conflict between tradition and progress. The use of the
concept of reincarnation stresses the reoccurring mistakes man makes because of its
perpetuation of traditions. The Universe leaves the protagonist with his questions unanswered.
He finds resolve in the last song “IV. Mount Eerie”, in which the protagonist dies and has an
encounter with the Universe in the afterlife.

Universe, I see your face in deadest night and you see mine
Universe I see your face looks just like mine: we are open wide!
All is one, a plateau of stretching out into the light of infinite time, infinite lives111

In his encounter with the universe, the protagonist finds the emotional solution to his
unanswered questions: a state of transcendence (“all is one, a plateau of stretching out into the
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light of infinite time, infinite lives”). This state is similar to that achieved by Thoreau during
his time in the woods.
The function of both the myth of progress and tradition is to relief man of the tension
caused by internal conflicts; yet, tradition and progress are also sources of tension. This
internal tension resolves around control. On the one hand, humans approach nature as an
uncontrollable force that can provide man with transcendental and spiritual answers that
reduce tension. On the other hand, nature is a force that can threaten civilization and progress,
and man should therefore control it in order to reduce anxiety. The issue of control also takes
place within civilization, a creation of man that propagates progress. Progress mythologized
in the concept of civilization effectively obfuscates the hindrances that civilization imposes
on man’s progress both intellectually and emotionally. The chapter on the land and the city
already discussed the tension between order and chaos within civilization. Thoreau spoke out
against the perpetuation of traditions that had resulted into capitalism controlling man; yet,
the traditional idea that nature is uncontrollable and capable of providing spiritual answers is a
strong and controlling current in indie music. Thus, nature in its mythical form equally
perpetuates traditions and controls man.
The expression of nature as an uncontrollable force is a reoccurring theme in
Devendra Banhart’s music. In Banhart’s “Dogs They Make Up The Dark” he describes how
the force of nature is unstoppable (“Mountains still move towards the sea”) and that man is
powerless (“Lie there, shine from your wound is blinding”)

Dogs they make up the dark surrounding
Mountains they move towards the sea
Lie there, shine from your wound is blinding
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Joanna Newsom’s “En Gallop” represents the tension between progress and tradition by
juxtaposing nature to civilization: “and I go where the trees go, and I walk from a higher
education (for now, for hire)”. In this line, she chooses to retreat to nature for answers she
cannot find in higher education (civilization). In these lines, Newsom contributes to the
mythical function of nature, as she constructs it as an essence that fulfills man with
transcendence and as a result psychologically and sociologically consoles the protagonist.
However, Newsom not only constructs the myth of tradition and progress through
construction of nature as a myth. Joanna Newsom equally constructs and deconstructs the
myth by expressing the connection between nature and spirituality. She constructs the myth as
she refers to the magical elements of nature; in “Sadie” Newsom sings about pinecones as
talismans and bones to ward of death itself. The deconstruction takes place when she puts the
spiritual element of nature in perspective by linking the spiritual function of elements of
nature (“Bury this bone”) to the spiritual function and psychological function of
contemporary goods, such as the telephone (“Gnawing on the telephone”). Both burying the
bone and gnawing on the telephone are relievers of stress. Moreover, she connects a spiritual
act of burying bones to ward of the death to a modern tension reliever, gnawing on a
telephone. In doing so, she deconstruct the static metaphysical magical element of nature by
seeing it as a tradition that has been replaced by modern elements.

Bury this bone
To gnaw on it later,
gnawing on the telephone
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And 'till then, we pray and suspend
The notion that these
lives do never end113

Another band that deconstructs the magical elements of nature and tradition is Animal
Collective; they do so by linking magical elements to the past. In “Bonefish”, singer Avey
Tare states how contemporary people are obsessed with the influence of magic. He invalidates
this belief by claiming that people who did believe in the power of magic did eventually die.
The clinging to traditions from the past, such as magic, has no real function anymore in the
current age (“just a few things are related to the old times”). Thus, the singer urges people to
follow their own instincts and not the words and traditions from the past or from another
person.

An obsession with the past is like a dead fly
Just a few things are related to the old times
When we did believe in magic and we did die
It's not my words that you should follow it's your insides114

Newson and Animal Collective equally describe the tension between tradition and spiritual
elements versus progress and civilization in this song. Both address nature connection to
spirituality, yet they deconstruct nature’s perpetuation of traditions by challenging the
function of the myth of nature in contemporary society.
Sufjan Stevens employs a different technique to highlight the tension between
progress and tradition. He places modern events in an historical and traditional setting, such
113
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as poverty and the failing automobile industry in the once prosperous state of Michigan.
Sufjan deconstructs the traditional notion of progress, in other words the American Dream, by
emphasizing the absence of the American Dream in contemporary American society.
Elements of the American Dream, such as self-achievement and progress, are not a part of the
lives of many Americans during the Bush Jr. presidency. Poverty, economic hardship, job loss
dominated people’s lives.
Stevens juxtaposes modern day values (belief in commerce and capitalism) with
traditional values (righteousness, ideas of great communion) throughout Michigan, most
notably in “ALL GOOD NAYSAYERS, SPEAK UP! Or forever Hold Your Peace!”

All good thoughts in spite of righteousness
Is not the kind of thoughts in spite of greatness
Often not the State is advocation
If we form a Power of recognition
Forget loss and perfect advocation
If it drops or stays in convocation
All we praise is all we want in commerce
All we praise is parties, foreign commerce
Entertain ideas of great communion, shelter not materials in union115

In this song Stevens urges the American people to stand up against (“If we form a power of
recognition”, “Entertain ideas of great communion”) a blind belief in commerce (All we
praise is all we want in commerce”, “all we praise is parties, foreign commerce”) and
capitalism (“shelter not materials in union”). In his view, the government is not advocating
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the rights of the American people (“Often not the State is advocation”, All good thoughs in
spite of righteousness”).
Artists also represent the Myth of Tradition and Progress in their description of the
position they hold in the American musical tradition. In music, the artist expresses the
dialectic between tradition and progress in his/her view on his/her position within America’s
musical tradition and future. The artists are aware of their indebtedness to the tradition and
describe how they relate themselves to it. Sonic Youth refer to Lou Reed and Transformer,
respectively one of the founding members of The Velvet Underground and a Lou Reed solo
album in “Radical Adults Lick Godhead Style”

From dust to dust, they create rock and roll
Here comes something: you are Lou Reed
Transformer cracked by the backyard stream
Killer Tunes, bubblegum disaster
Radical adults lick godhead style116

These lyrics describe how Lou Reed came forth of American musical tradition (“From dust to
dust, they create rock and roll”). Sonic Youth emphasize this form of progress (from dust to
rock and roll) by placing the transformer in perspective to the traditional backyard stream. At
the same time, Sonic Youth deconstruct the element of progress as something that becomes
tradition over time. In the second to last line, the lyrics juxtapose traditional rock and roll to
early 2000s bubblegum pop music. The last line depicts how Radical adults, radical because
they listened to Rock and Roll when this was an act of rebellion, lick godhead style. The
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person that adore as godhead is Lou Reed in this example. This stanza clearly shows the
relativity and ephemerality of progress.
Joanna Newsom expresses her awareness of the American musical tradition in many
of her songs. The inclusion of the traditional Appalachian folk song “Three Little Babies” on
her record is one of the most obvious expressions of this awareness. Two lines in “Sadie”
capture one of the central themes of her album:

This is an old song, these are old blues
This is not my tune, but it’s mine to use117

In these two lines, Newsom describes how she feels free to use the American musical
tradition (“old blues”) as her own. She describes how the song is not hers, but she feels the
freedom to use the song and to affiliate with it. Banhart describes a similar relationship to
traditional songs; yet, he refers to the mythical quality of the songs, in that they hold an
unchanging truth. Without hearing the old folk song, Banhart describes how everyone knows
every word and can sing along, alluding to the metaphysical truth that lies within these old
folk songs.

It’s like finding home in an old folk song, that you’ve never heard
Still you know every word, and for sure you can sing along118

Banhart seems to be approach the songs more as part of his inherited cultural identity,
whereas Newsom sees the affiliation more voluntarily.
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Alongside references to American musical tradition, the artists refer to America’s
cultural tradition. In relating themselves to the nation’s cultural tradition, they highlight the
tension within the Myth of Tradition and Progress. In “Inflammatory Writ” Joanna Newsom
sings about her position as a poetaster, a contemptuous name often applied to bad or inferior
poets, and relates this to the notion of the Great American Novel.

And as for my inflammatory writ?
Well I wrote it and I was not inflamed one bit
Advice from the master derailed that disaster
He said “Hand that pen over the ME, poetaster!”
While across the Great Plains, keening lovely & awfull,
ululate the last Great American Novels
An unlawful lot, left to stutter and freeze, floodlit.
(but at least they didn’t run, to their undying credit)119

Newsom describes the Great American Novels as an “unlawful lot”, “left to stutter and
freeze”, and “floodlit”. She is portraying the writers as put under heavy investigation without
them being aware what has happened with them. She admires these novels for their
steadfastness (“they didn’t run, to their undying credit”) and ability to write in a provocative
manner. She portrays the mythical element traditional aspects of American culture, such as
the Great American Novels, and contextualizes this within another mythical traditional
element from nature: the Great Plains.120 Her approach is multidimensional, as she underlines
the power of tradition on culture while at the same time lauding the novels for their once
progressive attitude. The novels inspire Newsom to create a progressive and provocative art,
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but at the same time, she struggles with the mythical status of the novels achieved through the
power of tradition within the cultural landscape.
The lyrics of indie artists regularly deal with the tension between tradition and
progress. Often artists juxtapose the two in order to expose their intricate relationship with
each other and with American society.
The Myth of Tradition and Progress finds its expression not only in lyrics, but also in
music itself. The majority of the selected albums manage to incorporate sounds of both the
traditional and the modern, progressive kind. Early indie and alternative rock made use of
(electric) guitars, drums, bass, piano, and vocals. The traditional indie influences are rock and
punk music. The progressive kind makes use of both modern instruments such as computer
software and all kinds of effect pedals to manipulate sounds and instruments that have been
around for a long time, but have traditionally not been used in indie music, such as the harp,
autoharp, and synthesizers.
A band that makes extensive use of modern compositional tools such extreme
reverberations and computer software, such as MAX/MSP, is Grizzly Bear. This Brooklyn
based band consists of Daniel Rossen, Chris Bear, Edward Droste and Chris Taylor.
Alongside the modern compositional tools, the quintet combines traditional and electronic
instruments, ranging from drums, lap steel, glockenspiel, banjo, clarinet, flute, saxophone,
piano, Autoharp, guitar, vocals to keyboards.
In 2006, the British label Warp signed the band; a surprising move as Warp has mostly
electronic acts on its roster. Grizzly Bear’s Yellow House contains no overarching lyrical
narrative, since most lyrics are fairly short and repetitive; the focus seems to be on
atmosphere and melody produced by the extensive use of reverb and hushed harmonized
vocals. The production style and the fact that the band does not work with a standard
verse/chorus/verse approach provide the songs with a distinct musical identity.
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Even though the band makes use of modern sounds, Grizzly Bear’s harmonious vocal
style fits well within the American musical tradition, as it refers to doo-wop, hymns, and early
vocal music, as compiled on Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music.121 Therefore,
Grizzly Bear does not fit within the definition of indie that Wendy Fonarow postulates as antitechnological.122 Moreover, the notion of a classicist current within indie that defined what
constituted quality through a traditional rock notion set forward by David Hesmondhalgh
seems not as apparent in American indie music during the Bush Jr. presidency.123
The range of music that influenced the selected albums is very broad, from traditional
musicians such as Nina Simone, Texas Gladden, The Eagles, to experimental avant-garde
musicians such as Steve Reich, Philip Glass, Glenn Branca, and Lou Reed. The compositional
style as well as the style of production displays the dialectic between tradition and progress.
Records by Wilco, Antony and the Johnsons, The Hold Steady, and Grizzly Bear sound very
modern and progressive because of the usage of modern-day production techniques and
effects. Conversely, records by the Microphones, Devendra Banhart, and Animal Collective
sound backwoods and intimate, as the sound quality is not as pristine and the records feature
more spontaneity and less perfection.
The most interesting deconstruction of The Myth of Tradition and Progress, both
musically and lyrically, is Rise Above by Dirty Projectors. The construction and
deconstruction through the reconstruction of Black Flag’s 1981 album Damaged within Rise
Above is a remarkable conceptual expression of the dialectic between tradition and progress.
Black Flag’s music and lyrics formed a template for Rise Above, although Dave Longstreth
reinterpreted the original lyrics and music in the creation of Rise Above.
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Since 2002, Yale Graduate Dave Longstreth records music on the moniker Dirty
Projectors. In 2005, Longstreth released The Getty Address, a concept album on The Eagles’
Don Henley. This tradition of conceptuality continues on Rise Above: a cover album of the
Black Flag’s Damaged. Rise Above contains the covers as re-imaged from memory by
Longstreth. Because of this unusual approach, Longstreth constructs a few elements of the
original similarly. The differences between Dirty Projector’s version of Damaged and Black
Flag’s original are expressions of the construction and deconstruction of the original musical
and lyrical themes, in which Longstreth’s memory of the music functions as a mediator.
Damaged by Black Flag was released in 1981 and is considered to be the artistic
zenith of this quintessential American hard-core band. Michael Azzerrad even devoted a
whole chapter to Black Flag in his book Our Band Could Be Your Life. The words sung by
Longstreth often deviate from the original Black Flag versions. For instance, during “Six
Pack” Longstreth starts singing lines from Run DMC’s “It’s Like That” in Esperanto. An
interesting detail is that not all Black Flag songs are included on Rise Above. Either the leftout songs did not leave a lasting impression on Longstreth, or the songs did not fit within the
reconstructed version of Damaged.
Henry Rollins’ oppositional attitude that characterized most of Black Flag’s lyrics has
not lost any of its intent. In the song “Policy Story”, the lyrics by Henry Rollins deal with the
oppression by the police. Black Flag dealt with policy brutality numerous times in their
career, as the police often interrupted shows. The original line “we are fighting a war, we
can’t win, they hate us, we hate them, we can’t win, no way” was a clear representation of
Black Flag’s view of the 1980s U.S. police force. Interestingly, the content sung by Dirty
Projectors in 2007 within a new musical context seems to resonate equally well with the
America’s War on Terror. A salient detail that fits within this resonance is that the record’s
date of release was September 11, 2007.
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The reconstruction of the original songs puts the intent and content of Black Flag’s
songs in a new musical and social context. As a result, the interpretation of the meanings
shift, as Longstreth deconstructs and not merely reconstructs the music. The technique of
fragmentation and reconsideration fits well within the contemporary post-modern view on
American identity. The section on cultural identity within American indie deals with this in
more detail.
Furthermore, the myth of tradition and progress finds its expression in two other ways.
Firstly, through the representations of animals on the cover art by Sufjan Stevens, Joanna
Newsom, Devendra Banhart, and Deerhoof. Secondly, Deerhoof, Animal Collective, and
Grizzly Bear refer to nature in their moniker. The choice for representations of animals
instead of civilization and progress reflects a strong connection to traditional values that
nature provides. However, the use of representations from nature in combination with music
that is both traditional and progressive deconstructs the traditional myth of nature. The use of
nature and depictions of animal by indie bands has popularized and ‘controlled’ nature in a
way.

The Myth of Tradition and Progress affects an indie artist either in a spiritual, psychological,
sociological, and/or artistic kind by either relieving covering up or addressing a tension
between tradition and progress. Myth not only offers solutions as a tension reliever, but also
forces the artist to look actively for a solution in the tension addressed by the myth. Thoreau
found this solution in the resistance of the influence of tradition, which he describes as
capitalism. In Thoreau’s vision, the woods could provide man with the possibility for
introspection in order to answer spiritual questions on life. Indie perpetuates the myth of
nature as artists often describe nature as an uncontrollable force that can provide man with
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answers of the spiritual kind. Conversely, indie constructs the Myth of Progress as a force that
has the ability to provide answers that result from civilization.
The deconstruction of these myths brings the internal conflicts of the myths to the
surface. Nature is not always the uncontrollable force that provides answers to a life
controlled by capitalistic traditions. The myth of nature is a static essence that sustains
traditions. Modern day talismans have replaced magical elements that have sprung from
nature, such as wishbones, pinecones. Moreover, connections between nature and civilization
both in the album art and the lyrics have further developed a new form of fragmented
spirituality. Popular culture provides a new spirituality that replaces the old spirituality for a
great number of Americans. The function of the traditional myths has lessened as the internal
conflicts of both nature and civilizations became clearer. The new fragmented spirituality
functions as a solution to questions on life. Indie does not discard myths of both tradition and
progress but rather appropriates them freely within a new form of spirituality.
In addition, the dialectic between tradition and progress as artists reflect on their
relationship to the American musical tradition and the influence of non-traditional American
musical styles and non-American musical styles. Both the lyrics and the sounds artists
produce reflect this dialectic. The majority of the lyrics on the records selected for this thesis
show that the artists are aware of their American musical heritage. The music that they
produce shows that the artists are capable and free to combine different musical heritages. As
a result, they are able to challenge the notion of authenticity, as they are not hindered by the
classicist or aesthetic views that shaped British indie music and early American indie and
alternative music.
Contemporary indie artists approach the element of authenticity that characterized the
cognitive praxis of a social movement in music less idealistically. The artists are conscious of
the mythical elements of tradition and progress in American society. In their deconstruction
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of the myth, they display an attitude that deals with the notions of tradition and progress in a
pragmatic and practical manner.
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2.5. T HE M YTH

OF

S ELF -R ELIANCE

AND

C ONSUMERISM

The transcendentalist American philosopher and essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson developed
the notion of self-reliance in an essay aptly titled Self-Reliance (1841).124 Self-reliance
expresses itself in an individual’s need to avoid conformity and false consistency. Moreover,
it tells the American individual to follow his or her own instincts and ideas. Thus, through
self-reliance the American people emphasize their own ethos, the American Dream. The Myth
of Self-Reliance has evolved over time and its meanings have shifted. Emerson posed that
self-reliance was not “a mere resistance to external forces as the underlying trait of the
American frontiersman”.125 It is not synonymous with being free from control or completely
independent and it is not anti-establishmentarian.
The tension within self-reliance is one between idealism and pragmatism. As society
changes so does the element of self-reliance. An idealistic belief in the American Dream still
resonates strongly within American society, but a greater diversification of values and beliefs
calls for a more pragmatic and practical application of the values and ideas. This also affects
notions of purism, authenticity, and idealism in music’s ability to change culture and society.
In short, the social movement’s cognitive praxis has changed over time.
Consumerism, self-reliance’s oppositional force, is a strong element within
contemporary American society. The central belief of consumerism is that the day-to-day life
of the believer/consumer is not the ultimate reality. There exists a world beyond this one, in
which unfulfilled desires do not exist. The consumer/believer enters this world through
consumption.126 As self-reliance is not synonymous to complete independency or anti-
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establishmentarianism, so is consumerism not tantamount to total dependence on goods and
advertisements, or capitalism in general.
The essence of The Myth of Self-Reliance and Consumerism revolves around
dependency. The construction and deconstruction of The Myth of Self-Reliance and
Consumerism shows the artists’ views on (in)dependency. Both the belief in total self-reliance
and the belief in consumerism as the ultimate reality have a utopian character. This utopian
character is also present Wendy Fonarow’s definition of the ethos of indie music. According
to Fonarow, one of the defining characteristics of indie’s ethos is its spirit of independence,
which causes indie to see itself as being free from control, dependence, and interference.
One of the main ideological foundations of indie is Romanticism. There seem to be
similarities between the European Romanticism and American Transcendentalism.
Romanticism expresses itself in the area of production through “the cultivation of emotion,
passion, and the spirit, its interest in artistic movements of the past, its preference for the
natural, its acclaim for the exceptional man in the guide of the musical genius, its respect for
local identities and the working class, and its distaste for middle-class society.”127 The distaste
for formal codes within indie, Fonarow argues, is a trait of Romantic thought, in which the
artist and the audience give the creative spirit greater importance than an adherence to
traditional procedures.
Transcendentalism’s mythical view on self-discovery through introspection is a
countermovement against the mass culture, materialism, and consumerism that comes with
this important element of American society. Where Romanticism ignored any form of
conformism and put one’s freedom and subjectivity above all, Transcendentalism positive
approach views self-reliance as an attempt to define the distinctiveness from one’s identity
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from the social character.128 The notion of self-reliance within the early settler communities
has shaped the American identity and consequently shaped the American monomyth. In
modern times, consumerism has become an important ideology within American society.
Thus, there exists a tension and relationship between the two currents.
By acknowledging the interdependency between self-reliance and consumerism in
American society in the expression of the Myth of Self-Reliance and Consumerism, the myth
loses its metaphysical character. Lyrical themes of dependency, the American dream,
consumer goods, and unfulfilled desires express the Myth of Self-Reliance and Consumerism.
The majority of the lyrics on the selected indie albums show a great level of nuance;
therefore, the avoidance of conformity and false consistency is not always very explicit
mentioned in the lyrics. Wilco makes the interdependency between consumerism and selfreliance clear in “Ashes of American Flags”, in this song Jeff Tweedy sings about consuming
goods to feel better.

The cash machine is blue and green
For a hundred in twenties and a small service fee
I could spend three dollars and sixty-three cents
On Diet Coca-Cola and unlit cigarettes129

Tweedy is aware and critical of his dependency, although he does not discard it fully, as he
makes clear in the last stanza of the song. The consumerism in American society has not
completely taken control of Tweedy’s self-reliance, even though the American dream has
crumbled by consumerism (“The ashes of American flags”, “Filling up shopping bags”),
Tweedy still salutes the flag and feels attached to it.
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I would like to salute
The ashes of American flags
And all the fallen leaves
Filling up shopping bags130

Tweedy’s nuance is not existent in all of the lyrics on the selected albums, for instance Sonic
Youth is very critical of consumerist pop music. In “Plastic Sun”, the lyrics describe pop
singer Britney Spears as “plastic”, “frigid”, and “greasy”. The idealism that Sonic Youth
displays might be a remnant of their active musical career during the post-punk era,
characterized by a strong social movement element. Another possibility might be that the
views in their songs belong to the persona in the lyrics: JANE.

Plastic girl with plastic gun
Plastic smile under plastic sun
You burn my heart with your frigid stare
Rip me off with your greasy hair
(JANE: “Britney Spear”)131

The Microphones on Mount Eerie clearly express the theme of self-reliance. The lyrics tell
the story of a protagonist disenchanted by his life (“see me burned and blind / all hopeless and
barren”) climbing Mount Eerie in search of understanding (“see me crawl and whine / see me
search for a sign”), not by consuming goods but through introspection. The climb up the
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mountain is a struggle against nature and the protagonist’s own preconceptions. In the first
song “I. The Sun”, the central character runs from death in the form of “a black ship”.

and see me burned and blind
And all hopeless and barren
See me sprawled out
See me crawl and whine
See me search for sign132

In the last song “5. The Universe”, the main character finds peace and dies (“now that I have
disappeared I have my sight, beautiful black you are unveiled”). The artist’s self-reliant
attitude towards life has enabled him to find peace and to change his own preconceptions.
The influence of America’s popular and experimental musical tradition on the
contemporary indie artist is a result of the position indie holds between popular culture and
high culture. Artists feel free to employ elements of both popular culture and high art in their
own music. This enables them to follow their own instincts and ideas without a false
consistency. The artists express elements of high art in their use of dissonance,
unconventional song structures, and guitar tunings. The artists combine these elements from
music that is not aiming for popular acclaim or pop sensibility with elements from popular
music. The selected indie artists do not make art purely for art’s sake, as they do seek
distribution of their records, incorporate popular music influences in their songs, and address
America society through references to popular culture.
The artists are following their own instincts and ideas to a certain extent, but they do
not ignore or dismiss the existence of consumerism and popular culture. The Hold Steady
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even embeds its music very strongly in American popular culture by referring to commercial
brands and figures such as: Parliament, a cigarette brand; former Guns ‘N Roses guitarist Izzy
Stradlin; and Cherry Cola.

Equating the ethos of indie music with the idealistic notion of people’s independence
overlooks the nuance and self-reflection that is present in the selected indie albums. A spirit
of independence does not fully define the selected indie albums, since they maneuver between
an ostensibly independent high culture and supposedly dependent popular culture. A stronger
sense of punk’s idealism causes indie artists, such as Sonic Youth, to speak out stronger
against consumerism. Self-reliance is an important element in an artist’s life, as is made clear
by these indie artists in their lyrics and in their music. In addition, the deconstruction of the
abovementioned myths is an act of self-reliance as it questions the dominant forces in
American society. The artists put the Myth of Self-Reliance into perspective by
acknowledging the influence of consumerism in American society. The lyrics show artists
looking for a balance between independence and dependence. In short, American indie artists
actualize and reinvent the ideals of the American transcendentalism in their music, which has
led them to construct the myth of self-reliance in their music. Consequently, this had led them
to expose the internal conflicts and the negative influence consumerism has in contemporary
American society.
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2.6. T HE M YTH

OF

Y OUTH

AND THE

E LDERLY

The Myth of Youth and the Elderly has its origin in the United States itself, as the nation is
relatively young and in constant development.133 D.H. Lawrence’s view of America as the
New World that has sloughed of the old skin (the Old World), and has started anew, is a clear
example of the Myth of the Youth.134 Throughout the history of the United States, the aspect
of the elderly has a link to the Old World. The youth or the children of the New World
transform the values and beliefs of the elderly and question their authority. This tension
between youth and the elderly, or the established order, has been a central element of
American society, yet, the way in which the ambiguities and complexities that this tension
holds has expressed itself differently throughout history.135
The dialectic between Youth and the Elderly involves representations of resistance
vis-à-vis acceptance of parental authority. The relationship between the elderly and the youth
is one of power in the Foucauldian sense, wherein indie albums explore ways by which the
‘young’ struggle to find a space for expression outside or alongside the ‘adult’ mainstream.136
Popular music, more specifically rock music, was one of the first expressions of an American
youth culture. Indie’s search for a place alongside mainstream music and within America’s
musical tradition, as expressed in the other myths as well, is an important feature of the
deconstruction of The Myth of Youth and the Elderly. The genre fluctuates between
resistance and acceptance of the hegemonic American mainstream musical culture. Indie is
not purely a form of protest or resistance, but in its combination of musical traditions, it is
also a community that can give artists a sense of belonging.
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In Wendy Fonarow’s description of British indie and Michael Azzerrad’s depiction of
the early American indie and alternative music scene, they link authenticity with the struggle
between acceptance and resistance of the musical mainstream. Contemporary indie artists
seem to be less concerned with issues of appropriation and authenticity, as they maneuver
more freely and less idealistically within America’s cultural landscape. This characteristic is
an important part of indie’s cultural identity, which the following chapter explains in more
detail.
The indie genre itself is relatively young and many of the artists discussed have not
been making music for that many years, with the exception of Sonic Youth, so in that aspect
indie is the example of the Myth of Young, of the sloughing of the old skin and starting anew.
The fact that many of the artists not adolescents, many of them even age well above thirty,
with members of Sonic Youth being in their 50s, deconstructs the youthful image of indie. On
the account of age, indie has become more inclusive. A wider societal change in attitude
towards age might be at the base of this, as well as the fact that as the indie genre ages so do
the artists from the early days. Further research can aid in the validation of these claims.
One of the main characteristics of youthfulness is rebellion. The nonconformist way of
creating music by Dirty Projectors, Sonic Youth, and Animal Collective is an indication of
their defiant search for a new kind of music, by mixing influences from the past with
technological advancements. It would be too simplistic to see rebellion as expressed in
musical nonconformity as the principle indicator of youth, especially since the selected indie
albums are not purely nonconformist. Even though, the genre is young and it has rebellious
elements, the genre is not a simple construction of youthfulness.
In Animal Collective’s music, The Myth of Youth and the Elderly is an important
theme. The band’s music and singing style is playful and childlike as is the idiosyncratic
conception of the album Strawberry Jam. The album cover features a pot of jam, inspired by
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the food band member Panda Bear received during a flight. The four members of Animal
Collective all hail from Baltimore, Maryland. Currently, they are living in New York City,
Washington D.C., and Lisbon, Portugal. The band members have all assumed aliases under
which they record: Avey Tare (David Portner), Panda Bear (Noah Lennox), Deakin (Josh
Dibb), and Geologist (Brian Weitz). The adaptation of fake names contributes to the vague
and sometimes-childlike personae of the band. The musical style of Animal Collective is
extremely eclectic and experimental, with influences ranging from psychedelic and electronic
music, folk and experimental music. Since 2000, the productive band has released eight
records and three EPs; Strawberry Jam is its seventh and its release date was September 11,
2007.
Animal Collective adds depth to the Myth of Youth and the Elderly through their
lyrical representation of youthful naivety and the child-parent relationship. In “Unsolved
Mysteries”, Animal Collective links The Myth of Tradition and Progress to the Myth of the
Youth and the Elderly in a story of a mother and a child interspersed with nostalgia of the past
and the uncertainty of the future.

Oh look at me that sweet boy’s plea
His mother cried, “My child’s tied his laces
Why must we move on from such happy lawns into nostalgia’s palm?
And feed on the traces137

Deerhoof constructs a youthful image through their use of childlike poetry. During the
recordings of their seventh record Runners Four, Deerhoof consisted of Satomi Matsuzaki
(vocals and bass), John Dieterich (guitar), Chris Cohen (guitar), and Greg Saunier (drums).

137

Animal Collective “Unsolved Mysteries”.
89

Vocalist Matsuzaki sings with a heavy Japanese and childlike accent. Dissonant guitar parts
and complex drumming are ever-present throughout the record. Part of the lyrics of the song
“Rrrright” is “Magnifique. Viva Whee. Let Me Sing for Liberty. Fantastic. C’est la vie. Ring
a bell for joy. Enjoy.” Other songs on the selected albums make use of an intellectual
vocabulary, thus creating a distinguished enlightened persona that seems to be more in line
with the aspect of the elderly. Lyrically, the artists address the relationship between youth and
the elderly by freely switching between the two. Musically and lyrically, the artists show a
high level of freedom of expression.
The ability to place events within the context of youth culture requires a certain
distance and awareness of the position of youth culture within the wider American culture.
The Hold Steady situates many of its songs within the context of youth culture; an important
feature of their representation of youth culture is drug use. In “Hot Soft Light” the narrator
chronicles how he became dependent on alcohol and weed.

We started recreational, it ended up all medical
it started in the vestibule, and it ended in the hospital138

The tension between Youth and the Elderly serves as a myth in American society. The
Romantic philosopher Rousseau saw childhood as an expression of values being undermined
in the urbanized America.139 Indie engages with music and in lyrics in the dialectic between
youth and elderly. The romantic ideological foundation of indie expresses itself in the music
through the cultivation of emotion, passion, and the spirit, all signs of youthfulness. The
combination of the interest in artistic movements of the past and somewhat nonconformist
attitude to contemporary popular culture results in a music that incorporates elements of the
138
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youth and the elderly. Indie is fluctuating between accepting and resisting America’s
mainstream culture. This struggle seems to be less intense than in British indie and early
American underground music, as the selected artists for this thesis freely maneuver between
popular culture and high art, in their combination of musical influences.
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3. THE EXPRESSION OF CULTURAL IDENTITY IN INDIE
MUSIC
In the expression of myths in the lyrics, artwork, and music of an indie album, artists make
use of several cultural negotiations that express their cultural identity. Michael M.J. Fischer
found four techniques of cultural negotiations within ethnographic writing: “bifocality or
reciprocity of perspectives, juxtapositioning of multiple realities, intertextuality and interreferentiality, and comparison through families of resemblance.140 There are many ways, in
which writers apply these techniques within ethnographic writing, as Fischer concludes, what
connects these writers is the sense that communities that produce these writings constitute a
family of resemblances. Ludwig Wittgenstein first proposed the philosophical notion of
family resemblances in his book Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein states that
concepts thought to be connected by one common feature are in fact connected by a series of
overlapping similarities, without sharing a common feature.141 The ethnicity, or cultural
identity, of such communities has no common sociological functions. The overlapping
similarities found in the expressions of cultural identity are created through a form of cultural
syncretism, a process of inter-reference between two or more cultural traditions. Cultural
identity is thus future, not past, oriented.142 These intercultural dynamics open up spaces for
the renewal of values, a process that is similar to ability of social movements to actualization,
reinvention, and deconstruction traditions.
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George Lipsitz has applied the techniques found by Fischer in ethnographic writing to
music. Lipsitz has described how Chicano folk singers in Los Angeles employ these postmodern cultural negotiations in order to express their cultural identity. Indie artists employ
these cultural negotiations in a similar way as expressions of their cultural identity. They do
this within a cultural space somewhere between high art and popular culture in which new
forms of knowledge can be developed. This position has similarities to the position ethnic
minorities hold in American society. Both are equally unable to either simple assimilate to
dominant groups or to completely separate from them, consequently they apply a bifocality
that “reflects both the way they view themselves and the way that they are viewed by
others.”143 In addition, bifocality reflects the artists’ awareness of the interplay between their
inherited American (musical) identity and their voluntary (musical) associations.
Lipsitz has discovered that the ethnic Chicano artists juxtapose multiple realities by
blending Mexican folk music with African-American rhythm and blues and by singing their
songs in English with a Spanish accent in front of Spanish speaking audiences. Moreover,
they express the element of intertextuality by combining cultural texts of multiple subcultures
and institutions in their own texts. Through inter-referentiality, the artists refer to cultural
practices of multiple ethnic communities and ethnic subcultures.144
The next section describes the way indie artists apply the four techniques Michael M.J.
Fischer described in their expressions of myths. An overview of the techniques used in the
discussed indie albums gives insight into the cultural identity and the sediment this interplay
between inherited identity and voluntary affiliation leaves in the expression of myths.
The way the artists construct and deconstruct myths and place themselves within the
dialectic of the myths in the lyrics, music, and artwork are expressions of the artists’
identification with the cultural identity that lies within the albums themselves. The ideological
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foundations of indie music, Romanticism and Puritanism, alongside the influence of
American myths are elements of the inherited identity. Moreover, the American musical
tradition constitutes another part of the inherited identity. Voluntary affiliations, which can
find expression in non-traditional musical influences, or the deconstruction of ‘classic’
American myths, complete the cultural identity that lies within indie music.
The four techniques described by Michael M.J. Fischer are present in the expression of
the five-abovementioned myths in indie albums. The first technique is bifocality. The artists
apply bifocality in their expression of myths as they take up a position somewhere in between
popular culture and high art. They are unable to either simple assimilate to popular culture or
to completely separate from it, consequently they apply a bifocality that reflects both views
from popular culture and a marginalized perspective”145 The engagement of the artists in the
dialectic between the opposing forces of the myth is indicative of their bifocal view. Because
of this bifocality, a number of the selected indie artists are able to engage the matter with a
high level of nuance. The bifocality allows the artists to both construct and deconstruct a
myth in one song or album. In the expression of the Myth of the Land and The City, the artists
are able to highlight tensions within and between the construction of the Land and The City.
Sonic Youth and Wilco display a bifocal approach as their album artwork shows the city as a
place of order and conflict. The land shows a similar internal conflict. Sufjan Stevens creates
a bifocal perspective as he presents the majestic elements of the state of Michigan and the
realism that offers less positive insights.
Moreover, bifocality allows the artists to juxtapose musical realities or genres. The
reinterpretation of traditional of old American music and American avant-garde with
contemporary American popular music and world music is the most lucid expression of this
juxtaposition. Indie’s cultural identity offers a freedom to juxtapose genres, which explains
145
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why the music itself on the discussed albums is so diverse. The juxtaposition of musical
realities, or cultural syncretism, is indicative of the music’s cultural identity. The artists
tangled up between their inherited musical identity and these voluntary affiliations. Further
research could elucidate how the audience and the media react to the results of this cultural
syncretism.
The combination of cultural texts from multiple communities, intertextuality, is
another expression of cultural identity that is apparent in a few of the records. Intertextuality
assumes that texts mediate meaning to the reader or writer through other texts. Through
intertextual references, artists can add depth to their text. Dirty Projectors’ Rise Above is the
most obvious instance in its combination of texts from punk rock, Black Flag’s Damaged, and
texts from hip hop (Run DMC’s “It’s Like That”) within its own music. Another example is
Wilco’s fragmentary use of “The Conet Project” in their songs on Yankee Hotel Foxtrot.
There are many more instances of intertextuality in the abovementioned albums. The artists
have the freedom to make use of such references in their songs.
The inter-reference of musical and lyrical context is rich in the discussed albums by
Devendra Banhart, Dirty Projectors, and The Hold Steady. They express the interrelation
between ethnic worlds in American society by singing parts or whole songs in Spanish,
English, or Esperanto and by referring to specific ethnic practices such as Cinco de Mayo.146
The inter-textual and inter-referential character of the music is an example of post-modern art
and popular culture, as the art form is actively engaging other artworks and cultural
expressions in a social context. High art is preoccupied with the notion of art for art’s sake.
The use of elements from high art in indie music, albeit coded within a popular culture
context, gives indie a distinct cultural identity.
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Indie albums creatively express a cultural identity that refers to texts from high culture
and popular culture. Through the juxtaposition of alternative perspectives on abovementioned
issues to dominant ideologies, the indie artists develop a more nuanced and realistic
description of the view of individual people and cultures; a process that is clearly reflected in
the expression of the five abovementioned myths. The result is a dynamic cultural identity
that represents a polyphony of voices bound together through its sense of being a family of
resemblances. The selected albums differ musically and in their specific use of interreference, bifocality, and construction and deconstruction of myths, yet, they all engage in the
expression of the cultural identity through cultural negotiations.
Construction of the myths provides the cultural identity with strands of Americanness,
a sense of “common origin or shared characteristics”. Moreover, the indie community, or
scene, provides the identity with a “natural closure of solidarity and allegiance established”.147
The engagement of the indie artists with ‘classic’ American myths shows elements of a social
movement’s cognitive praxis. In this respect, indie shares characteristics with the earlier folk
movements. However, indie’s concern for ideal, purism, and authenticity has decreased. The
existence of a multi-dimensional postmodern and perhaps post-ethnic cultural identity
contrasts with the static and singular identity that often springs from ideals and purism.
Indie’s ideological foundations: Puritanism, Romanticism, and Transcendentalism still are
strong traits of its cultural identity. In order to define the character of the cultural identity in
more detail, it is elucidating to look at the commonalities within this polyphony of voices, or
a Fischer describes it at the family of resemblances.
The high level of musical and lyrical variety and the diverse use of Fischer’s
techniques in the expression of myth within indie music obscure the commonality in the
cultural identity that flows through a major part of the music. This thesis relates the family of
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resemblances within this thesis to a concept called New Weird Americana, sometimes
referred to as freak folk or free folk. This thesis focuses on the term New Weird Americana,
and rejects the use of the derogatory term freak folk and the exclusive term free folk. New
Weird Americana is a play on Greil Marcus’s term “Old Weird America”, which deals with
the connection between folk performers on Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music
and Bob Dylan.148 In 2003, David Keenan first mentioned “New Weird Americana” in an
article in The Wire.149 In this article Keenan writes how some contemporary American artists
are writing an ‘alternative American narrative’, a narrative antithetical to its predecessors
through music seems to have sprung from psychedelic folk groups of the 1960s and 1970s,
such as Holy Modal Rounder and Pentangle. Although other sources are cited as well such as
free jazz, electronic music, noise music, tropicália and traditional American music. In
addition, outsider music seems to be an inspiration for the musicians as well.
Arthur Magazine defined New Weird Americana even further with the release of their
compilation The Golden Apples of the Sun, containing artists linked to the term. Keenan
argues that New Weird Americana is concerned with social change, a sense of community,
and New Age-retro-hippie mysticism that can be traced back to Harry Smith’s celestial
monochord.150 The social change is implicitly present in the selected indie’s engagement in
myths. In a way, the music is a re-creation of the folk tradition in order to reimage America in
a new way.151 The new spirituality that is present in many of the records is similar to
Keenan’s New Age-retro-hippie mysticism, albeit, less explicitly and more fragmented.
The indie community is hardly cohesive musically and geographically, however, there
are still enough connections and cross-references, Amanda Petrusich argues, as the artists
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involved tend to share producers, labels, friends, and tours. One must not conceptualize New
Weird Americana merely by noting its thematic similarities and communal aspects, but by
defining it through the cultural identity expressed in the discussed albums. New Weird
America is not an essentialist notion defined by a distinct musical or thematic similarity, but a
dynamic concept defined by its expressions of cultural identity.
A key aspect of the American indie albums released during the Bush Jr. presidency is
the friction between the traditional exceptional American identity and the myriad of cultural
identities. This tension finds its expression in all the five myths discussed in this thesis. The
artists reconsider the overarching Myth of America in their expression of myths. The
cognitive praxis of a social movement is not as explicitly present as in earlier folk music, and
punk and alternative music of the 1980s and 1990s. However, the pragmatic current that lies
within these indie albums questions the myth and their propagation of a set of values and
interests of a dominant group in society. A pragmatic approach towards values and interests
hailing from several American (musical) communities has replaced the idealistic notion of a
set of true American values to some extent.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis took a closer look at how the traditional Myth of America and its sub-myths are
constructed and deconstructed within twelve American indie albums released during the
George W. Bush presidency. During these eight years, American indie conceptualized as a
genre, as music that is often defined as indie during the 80s and 90s was either strongly
connected to British indie or better defined as alternative, underground, or college. Moreover,
this period was one of social, cultural, and economic turmoil marked by the 9/11 attacks, the
War on Terror, Bush’s domestic policies and the heightened friction between the traditional
American identity and other American identities. By looking at the expression of myths
within twelve indie records the constitution of indie’s cultural identity became clearer as well.
The discussed albums show that indie during the George W. Bush presidency shares
elements with British indie and American alternative underground genres from the 1980s and
1990s, as well as distinct differences. One of the most apparent differences is that an
independent mode of distribution no longer defines indie, although labels and artist still
display an ethos of independence. This ethos finds its expression in the freedom with which
the artists appropriate a diverse set of musical styles and engage the myths. The nostalgia,
aesthetic traditionalism, and political conformity that defined British indie have made room
for stylistic pluralism and pragmatism.
An element that has been present in British indie and American folk and alternative
music from the 1980s and 1990s is the cognitive praxis of a social movement. Within indie
this praxis still exerts on influence, yet, as Ryan Hibbett had already pointed out indie‘s
cognitive praxis is less politically explicit. For instance, none of the twelve records has an
explicit reference to the George Bush presidency, or politics for that matter. It seems therefore
that the social engagement within the records has stronger links with socio-cultural changes
than with George W. Bush and his policies. The expression of a social movement’s cognitive
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praxis in contemporary indie music is therefore of a different kind. The comparison that has
often been drawn between indie and folk music seems to exist only because of the existence
of an element of a social movement. Whereas folk has a distinct political left wing ideology,
indie makes use of indirect ways of knowledge-making to communicate with the larger
society and notions of American identity. Folk music has a strong concern for ideal, purism,
and authenticity, as did early Alternative and indie music. These concerns seemingly have
decreased in indie music during the Bush presidency. The existence of a multi-dimensional
postmodern cultural identity in contemporary indie contrasts with the earlier indie’s static and
singular identity that often springs from idealism and purism. Nevertheless, indie’s
ideological foundations: Puritanism, Romanticism, and Transcendentalism still are strong
traits of its cultural identity, yet, they are not the singular markers of the identity.
Moreover, in engaging myths in their songs, indie artists address the relationship
between the traditional American identity and other American cultural identities. The albums
show, some more than others, a nuanced view of the dialectics between the land and the city,
individuality and communality, progress and tradition, self-reliance and consumerism, and
youth and the elderly. These engagements with myths encapsulate both rational as spiritual
elements and in this respect myths still are a body of ideas and practices that functions as a
mechanism to relieve anxiety.
The artists construct traditional elements of myths and hereby adhere to the traditional
American identity, whereas they also deconstruct these myths. Indie should therefore not be
seen as unequivocally attacking the essentialist American identity. The construction of the
elements shows that people still use myths to reconcile conflicting cultural ideologies, beliefs,
and philosophies, which are often conceptualized into antagonistic binary oppositions. The
deconstruction of myths by artists outlines the inherent instability of such as binary
oppositions, as it is not reflected in American society. In approaching America as a middle
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landscape in which oppositional values, such as tradition and progress, are dialectically
engaged allows for a more nuanced and complex depiction of American society and culture.
The use of these deconstructionist techniques in cultural expressions shows that
American artists have become increasingly aware of the internal conflicts and metaphysical
elements of myth. Myths not only shape a culture’s consciousness, but a culture is
instrumental in shaping the content and influence of myths.
The psychological and spiritual elements of myths are also engaged in the records,
which show that alongside stylistic pluralism, rationality, and pragmatism issues of a spiritual
and psychological kind constitutes indie’s cultural identity. Through the construction and
deconstruction of myth the social and moral order of man with American society is
questioned. Identification with nature and a rejection of consumerist ideals fits well within
this part of the cultural identity.
Myth still reconciles conflicting cultural ideologies, however, not into a single
American cultural identity but into a polyphonic (not a cacophonic) American cultural
identity bound together by families of resemblances. In other words, the cultural identity is
not bound together by one common feature, but through a series of overlapping similarities,
without sharing a common feature. The ethnicity, or cultural identity, of such communities
has no common sociological functions. The overlapping similarities found in the expressions
of cultural identity are created through a form of cultural syncretism, a process of interreference between two or more cultural traditions. Cultural identity is thus future, not past,
oriented.152 These intercultural dynamics open up spaces for the renewal of values, a process
that is similar to ability of social movements to actualization, reinvention, and deconstruction
traditions.
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Furthermore, by looking at these twelve albums it became clear that the artists choose
not to address a great number of biased elements within myths and the American identity.
Issues of gender and race are hardly touched upon throughout all twelve records.
Nonetheless, the expression of myths in the indie albums sheds light on the construction of
cultural identity within the indie albums. The indie artistic community and its cultural identity
provide the artists with a shared sense of belonging.
Despite huge differences in their approach of myths, the artists all make use of the
techniques described by Fischer. The use of post-modern techniques such as bifocality, the
juxtaposition of multiple realities, inter-referentiality and intertextuality in indie music is part
of a family of resemblances, which can be entitled New Weird Americana.
New Weird Americana is concerned with social change, a sense of community, and
New Age-retro-hippie mysticism that can be traced back to Harry Smith’s celestial
monochord.153 The social change is implicitly present in the selected indie’s engagement in
myths. In a way, the music is a re-creation of the folk tradition in order to reimage America in
a new way.154 One must not conceptualize New Weird Americana merely by noting its
thematic similarities and communal aspects, but by defining it through the cultural identity
expressed in the discussed albums. New Weird America is not an essentialist notion defined
by a distinct musical or thematic similarity, but a dynamic concept defined by its expressions
of cultural identity.
The main thing indie’s cultural identity shows us is that there exists a strong tension
between on the one hand forces that try to express the traditional American identity and on the
other the influence of the multitude of voices in American society. This all takes places within
an artistic space created and supported by indie’s independence ethos. Within this space,
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artists can affiliate with both their inherited and voluntary identity, a process that resonates
with Hollinger’s concept of post-ethnicity.
It seems therefore that the change within American Studies from a focus on a static
American identity into a dynamic multifaceted one is paralleled in American independent
music, which displays a shift from an idealistic exclusive genre to a fragmented, inclusive,
pragmatic one. Interestingly, whereas American music in the past derived its Americanness
from its relationship to the American monomyth, contemporary American indie music seems
distinctly American because of its dialectic between the traditional American identity and
other American and global cultural identities. The ability to affiliate freely with musical styles
is more apparent in American indie than in British indie. However, British indie is constantly
developing and changing as well. On a wider scale, the friction between these two identities
and the construction and reconstruction of American myths leaves its mark.
Indie’s cultural identity expresses the positive potential of cultural pluralism balanced
with need to adhere to a communal sense of belonging. Indie music offers artists the freedom
to rehearse syncretized cultural identities through cultural expressions that reflect the ideal of
American cultural pluralism. Furthermore, such cultural expressions can also change and
diversify American society through music’s ability to reinvent traditional views of American
society as a hallmark of the exceptional American identity.
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