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1. EAS#E 14:30~15:20
Preliminary & Future Research Goals, Hopes, and Difficulties
in Ethnographic Research Regarding Punk in Japan
TRVIDIRITF3T 4=V TDFHEREE LU
RXOHEEM - FHE - ¥
REE
Robert M. Dahlberg-Sears (PhD Student, School of Music, The
Ohio State University)
For over 40 years, punk rock has been active throughout
the world in public imaginings as an uninhibited force of
rock and roll noise, a defiant shout spanning across
generations. This long-standing importance also plays a
critical role in understandings of present-day popular
music trends. Punk’s single most salient feature is its
place as a style, “multifarious in meaning and malleable,
contradictory and elusive,” as Tom Astley (2017) notes. It
is precisely this indefiniteness which provides an
important focus for this discussion, as the variegated
meanings of punk at global and local levels necessarily
leads to differences in interpreting precisely what punk is
and what punk has the power to become for listeners,
participants, and adversaries alike. In particular, this
project is most curious regarding the construction and
transmission of punk identity, as the multifarious ways in
which punk is expressed (music, textiles, politics, Do-It-
Yourself mentality) do not seem to cross in the same
manner in any one given locale or musico-social context.
During my preliminary dissertation research,
difficulties small and large have developed in performing
ethnography of punk music, spaces, places, and people in

the Tokyo Metropolitan Area. In addition to ethnographic



issues, I will further consider how best to contextualize
such an ethnography within academic literature and how
to make it accessible for other publics. The same struggles
in coming to terms with the roots/routes of punk are
substantially present in conducting this project, and by
using methodologies borrowed from musicology,
anthropology, folkloristics, and cultural studies it will
inevitably provide a broader look at historical trajectories
of the present to provoke considerations of what the
“punk past” can be beholden to. The end result, both
dissertation and projects reaching beyond it, focus on
“sounding the ethnographic present” but will also be
grounded in historic circumstances and contexts to allow
those echoes of the past to properly reverberate. Materials
of punk pasts in other literature have often been
comprised of personal accounts and interviews, memoirs,
magazine or self-published “zines” as well as the musical
components themselves. In preparing this work in the
immediate future, access to these materials as well as
newly created memorializing materials such as film,
avant-garde literature, and radical political content may
also play a part provided there is enough information
available for access. The basis for this project will also
coincide with punk as an international movement across
time and geographies, with new “feedback loops” ala
David Novak’s work on Noise leading to an improved
outlook on the continuing development of this rich
musico-social process.

In examining “punk in the present tense,” the
lack of general scholarship in Japanese or English
presents the greatest issue. Questions of identity,
belonging, and receivership, as well as issues prioritizing
punk sincerity rather than authenticity, will be explored
alongside the ethical stances and ideologies that have
come to take root in Japan (beginning at a local level and
expanding into the interrelations of punk scenes across the
country as one possible future). Of specific note will also
be considerations of what punk citizenship might construe
for Japan, especially in the wake of such research as

Allison’s Precarious Japan or Manabe’s The Revolution
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Will Not Be Televised. In these examples there exists a
broad spectrum of ways in which a citizenry can mobilize
or be made bereft of the rights and powers of citizenship,
and punk musicians and identity may also play a part in
guiding how parts of the citizenry interact and react to
these possibilities. Negotiating how music and sociality
can lead to these new concerns and protecting the privacy
of these participants lies close to the heart of these
ethnographic questions and must also be considered
before this project moves further forward.

Moving forward, this project will also attempt
to examine some of the role that punk plays in generating
punk identity, as well as what that might mean for those
who claim the title. By explicitly focusing on participants
who claim that title, a clearer image of what it means “to
punk” will take form and provide analogues to work
already taking shape on punk scenes across the globe.
Most previous research on punk in the academy up until
this point has been heavily impacted by cultural studies or
sociological examinations with a significantly smaller
number dedicated to ethnographically engaged projects.
The final form this research will take is still malleable, but
will aim to generate article length contributions and
outlets for participants as well as myself to curate a look
at punk lives in Japan. Topical exigencies will also
include ways of interacting with public and private punk
“spaces” and how they are made “punk”; what it means
to have these relationships; connections to family and
intergenerational developments within punks; and the
development of what might be considered a “folklore” of
punk. A need may also develop to interact with digital
contents and fan practices in the web-connected world, as
the youngest members of the punk community are
inevitably using technologies of the internet to reshape
ways that punk is made meaningful to and for them (“how
does a facebook invite to a show differ from a flyer or
word of mouth?”’) Another consideration which must be
dealt with is the divide between performers, participants,
and audiences. In the context of the United States for

example, punks are often engaged with friends and small



dedicated audiences, curating performances not as those
with “stage” standing and those without but often
bridging that divide by dissolving the boundary between
them and interacting on more event terms vis-a-vis crowd
interactions. By merely viewing from the crowd, what
insights are gained or missed? If time and funding
provides, this project will also strive to enter the realm of
performer — which will also then remove some insights
through this positional transfer. Whether or not a truly
participant observer approach in this case can be
navigated as easily as in others is yet to be seen, though
some examples have already been written (see: Militio-
Matsue Making Music in Japan's Underground , 2009).

Difficulties in adequately completing this
project, and creating an academic space for its
continuation, are a high-level concern. Documentation of
punk scenes in Japan is sporadic at best and relies largely
on more oral formats. Worse yet, as the original waves of
punks from the 1970s age, there is a distinct possibility
that they may be lost to this discussion, such as the case
of the late Michird Endo (although his high profile has left
a dearth of material in his case). Furthermore,
musicological scholarship on punk encounters many of
the same roadblocks that other studies of non-Western
European Art Music must navigate — a problem of
acceptance and legitimacy which has yet to be fully
abrogated, even after decades of discussion on the issue.
Many of these constraints also coincide with the issue of
funding and time; at minimum this project will require a
year’s in-depth fieldwork, embedded among participants.
Given the price ranges of tickets to performances (from
the irregular free show to upwards of 5000JPY), a
significant amount of budgeting as well as wherewithal
will be necessary. To mitigate at least part of this solution,
partnerships with performers, bookers, or others within
the scene will also be required.

Although based in preliminary work alone, it
is clear that the scale of this project is quite large and
travels well beyond a mere dissertation. It is my hope to

cast this broad net however in order to gather as much
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data for expansion beyond dissertation level as possible.
This may cause undue stresses in the short-term, but will
hopefully provide leverage for longer term commitments
to this project as well as its development and what it offers

for community and academic enrichment.

(Robert M. Dahlberg-Sears PhD Student, School of Music,
The Ohio State University)
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