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1. Introduction

During recent decades, scholars of religion have increasingly started to draw
attention to the role being played by popular culture within the overall
context of religious change and transformation in the West. Popular culture,
it is argued, not only reflects these changes but, in turn, also provides
important sources of inspiration for the construction of religious identities
and the transformation of religious and spiritual practices for increasing
numbers of people today (e.g. Partridge 2004, 2005; Lynch 2005; Forbes &
Mahan 2005; Possamai 2005). The need for many Christian groups to
compete on the contemporary “spiritual marketplace” (Roof 2001) can thus
be said to entail some form of engagement with popular culture. This study
aims to highlight the ever more important role being played by popular
culture in the transformation of religious identities within traditional
institutional Christianity. Christian group’s use and appropriation of
popular cultural forms is, of course, nothing new. However, in varyingly
secularized late modern societies and cultures, for many Christians, popular
culture is increasingly seen as a natural and self evident resource for the
construction of alternative forms of Christian expression. In some cases very
intimate relationships between Christianity and particular forms of popular
culture have developed.

Christian metal, that is, metal music which conveys a Christian message,
produced by and principally for Christians, is an exceptionally good example
of this. In addition to the music, it has adopted most other aspects of its
secular counterpart, such as its uncompromising attitude, rhetoric, style, and
aesthetics. It has evolved into a transnational Christian popular music
culture and developed its own and highly independent infrastructure of
record labels, distribution channels, magazines, fanzines (amateur
magazines), web sites, and festivals. It has developed into a space in which
Christians from a number of countries, with a range of different religious
backgrounds and affiliations, and a passion for metal music, can meet. It can
be seen as an example of a space in which Christianity and a distinct form of
popular music and its culture have met and merged. It is important to note
that this particular Christian popular music culture essentially sustains itself.
It is thus characterized by a large degree of independence. It is not sponsored
or directly controlled by any Christian institution or group and advocates no
particular denominational creed, which is not to say that it does not have
closer ties with certain denominations than with others. Even though it has
developed into a transnational, independent, and recognizable Christian
music culture since the early 1990s, it has received very little scholarly
attention.

This study explores the case of Christian metal within the particular



religious, social, and cultural context of Finland through an examination of
the vibrant and growing Finnish Christian metal scene. In Finland, cases of
Christianity and particular popular music cultures merging are highly rare.
So far, Christian metal is the only such case to have developed on a larger
scale. It could be described as having developed into a popular music-based
alternative Christian community. In this context, “popular music-based
alternative Christian community” is used to denote cases in which faith and
music have become intertwined to such a degree as to having merged with
or become virtually inseparable from one another. Today, around five
hundred to a thousand people are more actively involved with the scene.
Even though there are other small distinct Christian music scenes in Finland,
none of them is nearly as large, developed, and visible as the Christian metal
scene. Hence, when examining the relationship between Christianity
(religion) and popular music (popular culture) in Finland today, one would
be hard pressed to find a better place to start.

1.1 Aim and purpose of the study

The aim of this study is threefold. My aim is to provide a general, yet
detailed, account of Christian metal music and culture through focusing on
three interrelated questions. This account aims to be general in the sense of
attempting to provide an overall picture of the world of Christian metal
music and culture. At the same time, my aim is also to present a more
detailed account through my examination of what basic meanings and
functions Christian metal culture is ascribed by its members within the
particular social, cultural, and religious context of Finland.

First, I present a general description of the defining characteristics of
Christian metal. In doing this, I focus on Christian metal as situated and
understood within the musical, stylistic, and aesthetic context of the popular
music culture of metal more generally. Christian metal will thus be
understood in relation to a wider musical and cultural context. This also
entails a more detailed examination of the particular characteristics and
distinctive features of Christian metal within this wider context. These issues
are explored in relation to questions such as the following. How do the
musical aspects of Christian metal relate to those of metal music more
generally? What are the main lyrical themes of Christian metal and how do
these relate to lyrical conventions and uses of rhetoric and imagery within
metal music overall? What does Christian metal look like? What are the
stylistic and aesthetic characteristics of Christian metal, and how do these
traits relate to metal style and aesthetics in a wider sense? Drawing on a
variety of different types of material gathered for this study, these questions



will be examined in relation to the historical development of Christian metal
as a distinct Christian popular music culture from the late 1970s to the
present day. The emergence of a Finnish Christian metal scene in the early
1990s will then be explored in greater detail and situated within the wider
transnational Christian metal scene of today. However, what distinguishes
Christian metal from its secular counterpart the most are not its musical and
stylistic aspects but, rather, the essentially religious attitudes which
underpin it.

This brings us to the second and central aim of this study: to explore
what the Christian metal scene is ‘about’, what meanings and functions it is
ascribed by its core members as represented by a larger group of Finnish
Christian metal musicians interviewed for this study. As will be discussed in
more detail below, musicians constitute the core group of the scene as a
whole. The ascribed functions, meanings, and puropse of Christian metal is
approached through another set of questions, i.e.; what does it all mean to
these musicians who are all consciously and actively involved in developing
and maintaining the Finnish Christian metal scene? Is Christian metal
represented and understood as having some kind of particular function and
purpose? What is the position and function of Christian metal in the
everyday lives of its adherents? What role does Christian metal play in their
religious lives?

In attempting to provide answers to these two clusters of questions, I
concentrate on the ways in which the meaning and function of Christian
metal is constructed discursively within both the wider transnational and
Finnish national scene. The ways in which musicians and other core scene
members express and present what they regard to be the basic meaning and
function of Christian metal to themselves and others through talk and
written text thus becomes a question of central concern. In exploring the first
cluster of questions in relation to what Christian metal sounds and looks like
(what it “is”), I thus direct particular attention to how these questions are
approached by members of the Christian metal scene themselves, that is, the
ways in which they express what Christian metal is supposed to sound and
look like. Regarding the second cluster of questions relating to what
Christian metal is “about’, I endeavor to direct particular focus onto the ways
in which scene members themselves discursively invest their involvement
with Christian metal music and culture with particular, both cultural and
religious, functions and meanings.

Third, in light of these issues, I proceed to show how the discursive
construction of the Christian metal scene provides its members with
resources for the construction of an alternative form of religious expression and
an alternative Christian identity. As Christian metal combines religion with a
particular form of popular music and its culture, including its rhetoric, style,
and aesthetics, it not only expresses Christian faith in a particular popular



cultural form but also in a particular popular cultural way. This can be seen
as having entailed the shaping of a consciously and pronounced alternative
way of expressing, viewing, and engaging in faith and religious life. The
main question then becomes: in which ways does the Christian metal scene
provide its members with an alternative and non-traditional way of ‘doing’
religion and an alternative and non-traditional, or less institutionally bound,
way of ‘being’ a Christian? Importantly, the aim of this study is not to claim
or automatically assume that this necessarily must be so. The task is, instead,
to highlight the ways in which the scene can be seen as providing its
members with resources for alternative Christian expression and
identification and then, by way of qualitative research among Finnish
Christian metal musicians, explore in which sense or to which extent this
may, or may not, indeed be the case.

The discursive construction of the scene needs to be understood in the
context of the scene as a distinct space that is popular cultural in form but
religious in outlook. Importantly, as already noted, this space is neither
directly sponsored nor controlled by any particular Christian institution. It is
through the interaction of scene members within this space that the scene is
discursively constructed and invested with certain functions and meanings.
The ways in which the meaning and function of Christian metal is expressed
and presented thus needs to be understood in relation to the scene as a
distinct Christian space. An important task thus becomes to map and
account for the workings of this space using the theoretical framework of
scene, which will be explained in more detail below.

Christian metal has developed on a transnational level. Thus, the
discursive construction of its meaning and function also takes place within a
wider transnational context. Christian metal’s transnational character makes
it highly likely for scenes in different parts of the world to be mutually
influenced by each other. However, key discourses pertaining to its meaning
and purpose are invested with particular meanings in the lived lives of
Christian metal scene members in different parts of the world with different
social, cultural, and religious environs. In this study, the ways in which the
discursive construction of Christian metal provides its members with
resources for the forming of an alternative way of ‘doing’ religion and an
alternative Christian identity will be examined within the particular context
of the Finnish Christian metal scene and situated within the particular social,
cultural, and religious context of Finland. However, the ways in which it can
be seen to be inspired and influenced as part of a transnational phenomenon
will also be addressed.

Lastly, this study also has some more general aims. One of these is to
raise the issue of what the Christian metal scene might imply more broadly
about young adult Christian’s views on Christian life in Finland today.
Regarding this issue, this study aims to point out that the Christian metal



scene is best understood, not in terms of being in conflict with, but as
presenting an alternative or complement to traditional modes of Christian
expression and practice. Nevertheless, it can still be seen as constituting an
active and multidimensional engagement with traditional modes of Christian
expression and practice. This raises the question of whether the Christian
metal scene might reflect a more widespread need for new, complementary
and alternative forms of religious expression among young Christians in
Finland today. However, in this case, it is of crucial importance to note that
the Finnish Christian metal scene consists of a particular group of
predominantly male young adults. As with metal music and culture more
generally, the large majority of Christian metal scene members in different
parts of the world are male. The gender imbalance of the scene thus needs to
be openly acknowledged. The number of female scene members has indeed
risen steadily for some time now with women having become an
increasingly visible part of the scene as whole. Even so, women are still all
but absent among the core of the musicians. For example, among all
Christian metal bands active in Finland during the course of this study only
two had female members. In all, there were three female musicians, of which
two were members of the same band. Hence, I can only claim to raise the
question of what the Christian metal scene might imply more broadly about
young adult male Christians views on issues of religious expression and
practice in Finland today. The Christian metal scene provides a more specific
sample regarding this issue and can thus not be viewed as being particularly
representative for wider sections of young Finnish Christians. However, by
concentrating on the views and attitudes expressed by members of this
distinct group, special attention can be directed at both these attitudes in
themselves as well as the particular ways in which they are expressed and
articulated. In order to confidently say something about more widespread
attitudes, this sample would surely need to be compared with other case
studies. This study does, however, aim to provide one such point of
comparison for future research on the issue of young Christian’s attitudes
towards traditional modes of Christian expression as well as to future
research on the relationship between religion and popular culture in Finland
today.

By examining Christian metal in Finland using the theoretical framework
of scene, thus far principally developed within popular music culture
studies, I aim to further highlight the usefulness of interdisciplinary
approaches to the study of today’s increasingly close relationship between
religion and popular culture. In order to move beyond a mere description of
its main characteristics and discursive construction, the Christian metal
scene also needs to be studied as both a contemporary religious and popular
cultural phenomenon. As such, it also needs to be situated within wider
debates on the changing face of religion in the West and today’s increasingly



close relationship between religion and popular culture. Importantly, as I
will be arguing throughout this study, Christian metal is not purely a case of
Christian “appropriation” of a popular cultural form. Although religiously
motivated to a considerable degree, Christian metal should also be viewed
as a popular cultural form in its own right. Therefore, it not only can, but
should be, studied as both. Having said that, such an approach is not totally
unproblematic. Might it, for instance, lead to a foregrounding of Christian
metal’s popular cultural aspects at the expense of its religious aspects or vice
versa? One must constantly aim to attend to the delicate balance that exists
between the two. In the following pages, I aim to show that such an
approach is necessary for an adequate understanding of the phenomenon
that is Christian metal. Finally, I also hope to present an account of the
Finnish Christian metal scene that is recognizable to its members. Certain
scene members might perhaps disagree with some of the conclusions I make
in this study. However, on the whole, I hope my account will be satisfactory
to all people involved with the scene.

The main aims of this study can thus be summarized as follows: First, to
provide a broad and general account of the defining characteristics of Christian
metal and to account for Christian metal as a distinct Christian musical space
on a transnational level. Second, and most importantly, to explore what
basic meanings and functions it is ascribed by core members of the scene as
these meanings and functions are constructed discursively on a both
transnational and Finnish national level. In relation to this, particular focus
will be directed at the discursive construction of Christian metal among
musicians within the Finnish scene. This allows us to understand the
phenomenon of Christian metal, and the particular meanings ascribed to it
by people actively involved with it, within a more specific cultural and
religious context. In this way, the discursive construction of Christian metal
within the Finnish scene is also viewed in relation to the discursive
construction of Christian metal on a transnational level. This allows us to
account for the peculiarities of the Finnish scene while simultaneously
viewing it as part of a wider transnational Christian popular cultural
phenomenon. Following from this the Christian metal scene will then also be
situated within a broader context of religious change in the West and Finland
in particular. The ways in which the Christian metal scene provides its
members with resources for the shaping of an alternative Christian identity
and way of ‘doing’ religion will then be explored in light of this particular
social, cultural, and religious context. The primary focus of this study
therefore lies in the basic meaning and function that scene members
themselves ascribe to Christian metal through participating in its discursive
construction. However, as outlined above, one central aim is also to move
beyond issues of discursive construction specifically and offer some
reflections on what wider functions the Christian metal scene as a particular



religious-musical space has in the lives of its core members, what
significance it has for their construction of their religious identities, and
what this might imply more broadly about the views of young adult
Christians on Christian life in Finland today.

1. 2 Composition of the study

Having explained the purpose of the study and laid out its main theoretical
and methodological perspectives in the present chapter, chapter 2 moves on
to explore the wider religious context in which the Christian metal scene
needs to be understood. Chapter 2, begins with a general overview of
current debates on religious change and transformation in the West, and
Western Europe in particular. These issues are then explored with specific
reference to the contemporary Finnish context.

Chapter 3 is dedicated to a detailed exploration of the present-day
relationship between religion and popular culture. The issues raised here
build on the more general debates on secularization and religious change
discussed in the previous chapter. The chapter is also meant to deepen our
examination of the changing face of religion in contemporary Western
society and culture through highlighting the many ways in which popular
culture has become an increasingly important medium for the dissemination
of religious/spiritual ideas and an increasingly important resource for the
shaping of alternative religious/spiritual identities, activities, and practices.
The main aim of the chapter is to show how popular culture has influenced
and even changed the ways in which increasing numbers of people ‘do’
religion irrespective of whether the religiosity in question is of an alternative
or more traditional kind. This chapter also discusses Christian or evangelical
popular culture in detail, which brings us to issues which are directly related
to the principal focus of this study, namely, the Christian metal scene.

Chapter 4 offers a general overview of metal music and culture with
particular attention directed at its characteristic and often controversial use
of themes and imagery inspired by the world of religion. In a sense, this
chapter can also be seen to explore today’s relationship between religion and
popular culture in the particular context of the world of metal music. The
principal aim of this chapter, however, is to offer an account of the particular
popular cultural context in which Christian metal necessarily needs to be
understood. Importantly, Christian metal continues to develop in a delicate
relationship to its secular counterpart. Today, it constitutes an in many ways
integral, albeit frequently contested, part of the wider world of metal music.
Therefore, a general account of metal music and culture is needed in order to
situate Christian metal on the popular cultural map.



In Chapter 5, we move on to directly exploring Christian metal music
and culture. This chapter begins with a general overview of the history and
later development and diversification of Christian metal, its definition, and
its main verbal, visual, and other aesthetic characteristics. Today’s world of
Christian metal is then explored in light of its main components using the
theoretical framework of scene. The main purpose of this chapter is to map
the wider transnational space of which the Finnish Christian metal scene
constitutes a part.

In chapter 6, the study moves into the first stage of analysis. Here, the
aim is to explore the discursive construction of Christian metal. Having
touched on questions regarding the discursive construction of what
Christian is supposed to sound and look like in the previous chapter, the
analysis now moves on to examining the discursive construction of what
Christian metal is supposed to be ‘about’. Comparisons are also made
between the Finnish scene and the wider transnational scene in order to
examine more closely possible discursive similarities or differences at these
different but interrelated levels. Here, the discursive construction of
Christian metal is also directly examined in light of the key meanings and
functions it is represented as holding by core members of the Finnish scene
in relation their own real life experiences. This chapter will thus also explore
the discursive construction of the Christian metal scene in the light of the
particular social, cultural, and religious context of Finland.

Finally, chapter 7 explores what possible religious functions Finnish
Christian metal musicians ascribe to their own musical activities as well as to
their participation in the Finnish Christian metal scene as a whole. How does
it feature in their everyday lives? What part does it play in their religious
lives? This chapter thus moves beyond issues of discursive construction per
se, as it concentrates on what broader functions the Christian metal scene
holds for core members of the Finnish scene in particular. Here the ways are
also explored by which the scene serves to provide musicians interviewed
for this study with resources for the shaping of an alternative form of
religious expression, an alternative way of ‘doing’ religion, and an
alternative Christian identity. Lastly, we shall inquire into what this may
imply more broadly about young Christian’s attitudes towards traditional
forms of religious expression and practice in a social and cultural climate
marked by religious change. This chapter thus returns, and attempts to
provide some answers, to the main questions outlined when presenting the
main aims and purpose of this study.



1. 3 Material and sources

This study draws on a fairly wide range of different types of qualitative
materials and sources. The main material for this study consists of a larger
number of interviews with Finnish Christian metal musicians, and a smaller
number of additional interviews carried out by means of email
correspondence with administrators of different forms of Internet-based
Christian metal media in other countries. It also includes material gathered
by means of participant observation at a large number of Christian metal
concerts and festivals in Finland during the course of 2004-2008.

This study also draws on a variety of other types of materials and
sources. An important part of this material consists of the content of
different forms of Christian metal media: magazines, fanzines (amateur
magazines), different forms of Christian metal Internet-sites such as general
information sites, webzines (online fanzines), discussion forums, and the
official homepages of bands. These include such forms of media produced in
both Finland as well as in a number of other countries. Moreover, Christian
metal lyrics also constitute an important material for this study since it is
principally through lyrical content that Christian metal distinguishes itself
from its secular counterpart. Finally, the visual aesthetics of Christian metal
will also be explored as they appear on album covers, in music videos,
during concert performances, in the context of magazines, fanzines or
Internet sites, clothing, or other forms of stylistic practices.

1. 3.1 The interviews

The core material of this study consists of recorded semi-structured in-depth
interviews conducted with nineteen Finnish Christian metal musicians from
all over the country during the course of 2007-2008. All the musicians
interviewed for this study were, at the time of the interview, members of one
or several Christian metal bands that had released one or several albums.
Many of the musicians interviewed thus represent many bands
simultaneously. While a few had only fairly recently started their musical
activities others are well known veterans of the scene; therefore, over half of
all Finnish Christian metal bands active during this time are in some way
represented in this study. I consciously endeavored to include both more
established as well as upcoming bands from different parts of the country
that represented as many different metal styles as possible. I did not,
therefore, attempt to include every single Christian band active during this
time. Instead, I chose to conduct a fairly limited number of interviews so that
an equal amount of attention could be given to each. All the musicians



interviewed were male, and aged between 20-34 at the time of the interview.

All participants were initially contacted by email through the official web
pages of their respective bands. At this initial stage, I offered a brief
explanation of my project and inquired whether there was interest in this
undertaking, and if anyone was willing to participate by doing an interview.
All initial emails were virtually identical. If I got a positive response, I then
sent another email in which I provided further details about my project and
answered any specific questions raised by my initial email. At this stage, I
also provided the basic practical details of how the interview would be
conducted, explained that it was going to be used as material for academic
research, that it would be used for this purpose only, and that eventually the
interviews would be archived at my university department. I offered
everyone the opportunity to participate anonymously, in which case I
explained that anonymity was guaranteed. Having received initial informed
consent from each person to these terms, a time and place for the interview
was then agreed upon by telephone.

It should be noted here that three of the Finnish bands contacted did not
respond in any way to my inquiries about an interview. I also started initial
correspondence with members of three other bands with whom a suitable
time for an interview could never be agreed. One additional in-depth
interview was also conducted with a female church musician. However, due
to structural changes during the course of this study it has had to be omitted.

In endeavoring to conduct the in-depth interviews in as comfortable
surroundings as possible for the participants, the times and places were
completley at their request. Two interviews were conducted with two
participants at the same time, one with three, and one with an entire band of
six. The remainder were all conducted with a single person. The interviews
lasted from one and a half to three hours. They were based on a set of main
themes or topics for discussion rather than a certain set of clearly formulated
questions. In each case, these main themes were discussed following a
certain broad pattern. I started every interview by explaining my project and
then repeating the practical details of the interview. Having received
informed consent to these terms and answering any other questions raised, I
then began by asking participants to freely provide some basic background
information about themselves. This was followed by general questions about
their religious backgrounds, their current religious lives and religious views.
After this, we discussed their musical background and musical preferences
in general. During the remaining main part of the interview, we moved on
to discuss Christian metal music and culture in particular.

During the course of 2005-2009, three additional interviews were also
conducted with people involved in different forms of Internet-based
Christian metal media in different countries around the world. One was the
creator and administrator of numerous types of Sweden-based Internet-

10



based Christian metal media, who was also involved in a range of other
projects. One was the creator and administrator of what was until recently
the largest US-based Christian metal online discussion forum (the forum
was suspended in 2009), and one was the creator and administrator of a
smaller New Zealand-based Christian metal webzine, which is also
presently non-operational. These interviews were all conducted
electronically by means of email correspondence. These participants were
also approached by email. Having described the project, anonymity,
practical details, answered possible questions, and received informed
consent, we commenced correspondence. These interviews were also based
on a set of themes rather than on a set of pre-formulated questions. They
were all conducted without a timeframe. The correspondence usually
spanned several months. There was a considerable variation in the length of
the correspondents replies, as some of these participants chose to provide
more elaborate answers than others.

Three other Christian metal Internet-site administrators contacted in
other countries did not respond to my inquiries regarding an interview.
Three interviews conducted by means of email correspondence also had to
be left unfinished and have consequently not been used as material for this
study. One additional email interview was also conducted with the editor of
a Swedish Christian music magazine but, due to structural changes, has not
been included as material for this study.

Among the wide range of ways in which people may be involved with
the scene, the interviews conducted for this study were limited to nineteen
Finnish Christian metal musicians and three additional people involved
with the production and administration of Internet-based transnational
Christian metal media based in other countries. Hence, people involved in
musical production, distribution, promotion, and the organization of
festivals and events, were not interviewed in that capacity as such. This
study does indeed explore a range of issues pertaining to the practical
maintenance of the Christian metal scene, but its primary focus lies on the
discursive construction of its basic meanings and functions. However, a large
portion of all the people involved with the practical maintenance of the
scene are themselves also musicians. Therefore, issues regarding practical
maintenance thus also surface in my interviews with them. Fans were also
not interviewed in their specific capacity as fans. By this I am by no means
suggesting that the perspectives of fans are unimportant or that fans do not
play an important role in the maintenance and reproduction of the scene.
Indeed, as fans buy Christian metal albums, follow scenic media, and attend
concerts and events, they constitute a central and indispensable component
of the scene as a whole. However, although they may well do so, fans are not
directly expected or indeed obliged to participate in the discursive
construction of the scene to the same extent as musicians and administrators
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of Christian metal media. As with issues regarding practical maintenance,
since most of the interviewees were long-standing fans of Christian metal, a
wide range of fan-perspectives also surface in my interviews with them.
Limiting the interviews to musicians and people involved in the
administration of transnational Christian metal media was motivated by the
aim of this study to focus on the views of people who can clearly be viewed
as being actively and consciously engaged in the discursive construction of the
scene.

A total of twenty-two people were interviewed for this study (excluding
the two omitted interviews mentioned above). Of all interviews, two were
conducted in Swedish and two in English. The remaining were all
conducted in Finnish. Issues regarding translation and transcription will be
discussed in more detail below.

Methodological considerations

Usually, interview situations require the participants to do most of the
talking in answer to the questions asked by the interviewer. Importantly, the
questions asked will always influence, in a number of ways, the answers,
and the types of answers given. As the participants for this study were
provided with a relatively large amount of information about the project
beforehand, I naturally assumed that they brought certain expectations to
the interview, such as an idea of what kinds of questions would be asked
and what the interview situation would be like. At the same time, I also
assumed that they had no previous experience of participating in an
interview of this kind. I was relieved and delighted to find that many
participants related to my study with great interest, curiosity, and
enthusiasm. This made it possible to encourage free discussion and for all
the interviews to be conducted in a relaxed atmosphere.

Of course, an in-depth interview is very different from that of an
ordinary everyday interaction. One must keep in mind that participants
interviewed in relation to a certain topic may never have had to express their
thoughts, views, or personal engagement with the topic in a similar situation
before. Nevertheless, participants will presumably expect to be asked certain
questions for which they also may have prepared themselves. However, the
questions asked in an interview may also raise any number of unexpected
topics for discussion. The interviewer will also steer the interview in
fundamental ways, encouraging certain topics as important and suitable
while simultaneously discouraging other topics as being unsuitable or of
lesser importance. The interviewer needs to be aware of how these factors as
well as the general manner and setting of the interview may influence the
answers, and the types of answers given. It should also be noted that the
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number of people participating in an interview simultaneously also will
affect the interview-situation in important ways, including the answers and
types of answers received. For example, in an interview situation that
involves more than two people particular participants may do more of the
talking than others. But everyone will still have the opportunity to
complement and elaborate on what is said by the others. In such a situation,
then, participants will quite naturally formulate their own answers in
relation to the answers provided by the others. In all interviews conducted
for this study involving more than one participant at a time, everyone was
given the opportunity to answer each and every question asked. These
issues are equally important to keep in mind at the stage of analysis. Lastly,
one also needs to openly acknowledge the power relations that always
inevitably exist between researcher and participant. As Stephanie Taylor
(2001b, 20) points out, researcher and participant do not meet as equals in an
interview situation. Unlike the participant, the researcher will have complete
information about the project and design the interview accordingly. (Taylor
2001b, 18-20)

The interviews conducted by means of email correspondence raise some
additional issues that also need to be discussed briefly. As an email
correspondence is done in writing, it will inevitably take the format of more
or less clearly formulated questions followed by more or less clearly
formulated answers. This type of interview is very different from one
conducted face to face. Factors of importance in face to face interviews, such
as ways of speaking and intoning, are absent. Both interviewer and
participant also remain more personally detached from the process as a
whole. On the other hand, email correspondence allows participants to take
as much time as they wish to think about and formulate their answers.
Keeping in mind how questions formulated in a certain way will influence
the answers received becomes even more important in this context.

None of the participants interviewed for this study chose to remain
anonymous. In the case of the face to face interviews, this issue was always
finally agreed upon at the end of each interview. In the interviews
conducted by means of email correspondence this issue was instead always
agreed upon before the interview started. The people interviewed for this
study, and the musicians in particular, are all well known figures within the
Finnish Christian metal scene. Some are also well known within the wider
transnational scene. As such, they have also adopted certain public personas.
It is thus important to note here that all of these participants publicly and
openly identify with the thoughts and views expressed in these interviews.
In addition, in various ways, they are all connected to a small and relatively
easily identifiable group of people. As Taylor (2001b, 21) points out, cases
such as this raise particular problems regarding issues of confidentiality.
However, since none of the participants in this study chose to remain
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anonymous, it was not necessary to consider such problems. Although the
participants are rarely referred to by their full names, I have not taken any
steps to conceal their real identities.

This study makes use of so-called “member checking” (e.g. Taylor 2001a,
321-322). This means that every person interviewed for this study was given
the opportunity to comment and give feedback on the entire final text (not
the interview transcripts), particularly those parts that referred to or
contained an excerpt from their interview.

1. 3. 2 Additional material and sources

Additional material has also been collected through participant observation
at a larger number of Christian metal concerts and festivals in Finland
during the course of 2004-2008. These events have been documented
through written text, and a large number of pictures and the recording of a
few video sequences. Participant observation was also conducted at a
number of Christian events not explicitly directed at a Christian metal
audience. In addition, I also attended a few concerts by Christian metal
bands in purely secular settings. The Finnish Christian metal scene is
relatively small with only limited resources for arranging activities. Larger
concerts and festivals are relatively rare. Opportunity for participant
observation is thus limited. However, the few regularly organized Christian
metal concerts and festivals that do exist, and which I have also regularly
attended during the course of 2004-2008, are all important scenic events.

This study also draws on material found in different forms of Christian
metal media. This includes analysis of printed media such as magazines and
fanzines. It also includes analysis of different types of Christian metal
Internet-sites such as general information-sites, webzines, discussion
forums, and the web pages of bands. Important clues to an understanding of
Christian metal can also be found in song lyrics. This study analyzes the
lyrical conventions of Christian metal in the light of examples from bands
from all over the world. Finally, the visual and aesthetic aspects of Christian
metal are analyzed as they appear during concerts, on album covers, in
music videos, ways of dress, in the layout of magazines, fanzines, and
different types of Internet-sites. This study does not venture into pure
musical analysis. However, musical characteristics will be discussed briefly
in relation to a general account of metal music and culture in chapter 4.
These additional types of material provide the backdrop against which the
main interview-material needs to be understood. Whereas the interview-
material essentially pertains to the question of what Christian metal is
represented as being ‘about’, this additional material provides us with ways
of describing Christian metal as a distinct popular music culture more
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generally, that is, what it sounds and looks like, what forms and types on
media it makes use of and how. Drawing on this material is thus meant to
complement the main discursive analysis of the scene. These various types
of material should thus not be regarded as being separate from each other
but, rather, as contributing to creating an integral whole that becomes
something more than merely the sum of its parts.

1. 4 Theoretical perspectives

Christian metal music and culture could be studied in a number of different
ways. The choice of theoretical and methodological approaches not only
depends on the nature of the study itself. It will also form, inform, and direct
that study in fundamental ways. This study focuses on the discursive
construction of Christian metal’s meaning and function within a Finnish
social, cultural, and religious context. As such, particular attention is
directed at how meaning is constructed and maintained though different
forms of social interaction. Among the many possible alternatives, I believe a
social constructionist approach to be the most fruitful for the task at hand.
Social constructionism is a particular type of approach to the broader notion
of “social construction’. Other main approaches include radical constructivism,
constructivism, social constructivism and sociological constructivism (for more on
these approaches see for example Gergen 1999, 48-49). Above all, social
constructionism directs particular focus at how our understandings of our
individual selves and our conceptions of reality are formed in relational
contexts, as something constructed and given meaning through social
interaction and communication through language and discourse (e.g. Gergen
1999; Burr 2003). As such, a social constructionist approach also provides a
framework for an understanding of identity construction as something
fundamentally relational. In line with this approach, the discursive
construction of Christian metal will be analyzed through discourse analysis.
Moreover, Christian metal also needs to be understood as a distinct popular
music culture in its own right. Here, the ways in which Christian metal
music and culture constitutes a distinct musical and religious space is
examined in light of the concept of scene (Kahn-Harris 2007). This theoretical
framework is particularly well suited for highlighting the various
interrelationships that exist between different elements of particular popular
music cultures. As such, it also allows us to focus on how these elements are
essentially upheld through various forms of communication and interaction.
In the case of Christian metal, it allows for special attention to be directed at
the combination of religious, musical, stylistic, and aesthetic aspects which
characterizes this space.
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However, ‘social constructionism’, ‘discourse’, and “identity” are all fluid
concepts that are implicated in a wide range of ongoing scholarly debates.
As such, these concepts take on multiple and changing definitions and
meanings depending on the context in which they are used. In a holistic
spirit, this study aims to combine these, in many ways closely related,
theoretical concepts. They should primarily be understood as lenses that can
provide fruitful inroads to an understanding of the discursive construction
of Christian metal music and culture. Since they underpin and inform this
study in fundamental ways, I shall, in the following, account for my
understanding of each of them in more detail. It is, however, through the
overarching framework of social constructionism that these concepts are
woven together. I shall therefore begin by discussing the key tenets that
underpin a social constructionist approach and outline how this approach is
understood and used in this study.

1. 4.1 Social constructionism

As a theoretical orientation, social constructionism is essentially concerned
with the epistemological question of our possibilities to gain knowledge
about the relationship between ourselves, as individuals, and the world that
surrounds us. It centers on the idea that we, as individuals and groups, in
various ways continually contribute to constructing and reconstructing our
understandings of ourselves and our conceptions of reality. During recent
decades, social constructionist approaches have emerged as part of a wider
move towards alternative ways of studying people as social beings. These
alternative approaches (some of which can be traced back to debates
originating in the late 1960s) have developed under a number of headings
such as deconstruction, post-structuralism, discursive psychology, and
discourse analysis. Vivien Burr (2003, 1) describes social constructionism as
the “theoretical orientation” that, to a greater or lesser extent, provides the
basis for all of these alternative approaches. Social constructionist
approaches have mostly developed within or in close relationship to the
fields of psychology and social psychology. However, it has also been
adopted within a range of fields within the social sciences and assumed a
highly multidisciplinary character. As Burr points out, although the term
“social constructionism” has, so far, mostly been used by psychologists,
“many of its basic assumptions are actually fundamental to one of its
disciplinary cousins, sociology” (Burr 2003, 2). However, social
constructionism lacks a single description and definition. Instead, as many
different understandings and forms of social constructionism have emerged,
it should rather be described in terms of a theoretical approach or orientation.
(Burr 2003, 1-2; see also Wetherell 2001b, 4-6)
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This is also how social constructionism is understood in the present
study, that is, as a general approach or orientation rather than a rigid and
clearly demarcated theoretical framework.

According to Kenneth Gergen (1999), at the most basic level, social
constructionism can be viewed as a particular way of addressing the
problematic relationship between the “in here’ (the individual mind) and the
‘out there’ (the world). When subjecting our understanding of the world to
closer examination, a number of problematic questions abound. In which
sense, we must ask, can we speak about the existence of a world ‘as it is’
separately from our experiences of it? If we presume that there indeed exists
a world independent of our experiences of it, then how can we know that
our experiences of that world actually reflect that world “as it is’? If, on the
other hand, we presume that all of our understandings of the world are
produced solely within our individual minds, then how are we to relate our
experiences of the world to those of other people? These are but a few of the
many important questions evoked when examining our conditions and
possibilities for gaining knowledge about our selves and our relationship to
the world. It is of importance to note that, no matter how we attempt to
answer questions such as these, the implications for our understanding of
such things as ‘human agency’, ‘society’, ‘culture’, ‘morality’, ‘truth’,
‘knowledge’, and ‘science’, will be profound. (Gergen 1999, 8-18) At a basic
level, social constructionism can thus be said to be characterized by meta-
theoretical concerns.

Key assumptions of social constructionism

It is important to make clear that social constructionism should not be
viewed as an attempt to provide us with ready answers to the questions
outlined above, but rather be viewed as a means of suggesting new ways of
approaching them or new lenses through which to view them. As social
constructionism maintains that it is primarily through language that we gain,
describe, and share our experiences of the world, as well as our thoughts,
feelings and desires, with others, the question of how we use language, how
language works in contexts of human relationship, becomes of primary
concern. (Gergen 1999, 19-20) Although many forms of social constructionist
inquiry have developed, Gergen argues that four sets of interrelated key
assumptions shared by most social constructionists can be outlined:

First: “The terms by which we understand our world and our self are
neither required nor demanded by ‘what there is”” (Gergen 1999, 47). That is,
when we express our perception of the world through language and
communication, we do not provide an objective description of an ultimate
reality or the world ‘as it is’. Importantly, this assumption applies to all
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forms of representation, not only language as spoken or written. Moreover,
the various ways through which we shape our understandings of the world
are only possibilities among many; “for any state of affairs a potentially
unlimited number of descriptions and explanations is possible” (Gergen
1999, 47). This means that we cannot take anything we have learned about
ourselves and the world for granted. We must suppose that our
understandings of ourselves and the world could have been formed
otherwise. As Gergen points out, such a supposition may seem deeply
unsettling and threatening since it essentially posits that there exists no solid
foundation for anything. On the other hand, it also opens up new
possibilities for inquiry into the ways in which our existing and traditional
categories of understanding fundamentally shape our personal, social, and
cultural lives. (Gergen 1999, 47-48)

Second: “Our modes of description, explanation and/or representation
are derived from relationship” (Gergen 1999, 48). All forms of representation
gain their meaning through their use within human relationships. We do not
produce our understadnings of ourselves and the world within our
individual minds, but rather, through our interactions with others. As
Gergen explains: “Meanings are born of co-ordinations among persons —
agreements, negotiations, affirmations /.../ relationships stand prior to all
that is intelligible” (Gergen 1999, 48). Hence, according to this view, we must
presume that, under certain circumstances and “conditions of relationship”
(Gergen 1999, 48), it is possible for our understandings of words and phrases
to be reduced to pure nonsense. Social relationships are key to all
understadnings of reality since, in order for them to be plausible and
meaningful, they have to be verified and reinforced through social
relationships. Hence, our understanding of the world is always intimately
bound to specific historical, social, and cultural settings. (Gergen 1999, 48)

Third: “As we describe, explain or otherwise represent, so do we fashion
our future” (Gergen 1999, 48). As our language and other forms of
representation are bound to relationships, these relationships are, in turn,
embedded within broader contexts such as traditions and social institutions.
As a basic form of social action, communication through language is
essential to our construction of a meaningful and shared conception of
reality. Through our communication with others, we continually construct,
reconstruct, and transform social relationships and social institutions.
Hence, social relationships and institutions become interlocked with their
continual construction through communication and language: “In a broad
sense, language is a major ingredient of our worlds of action; it constitutes
social life itself” (Gergen 1999, 49). Our ability to sustain such things as
traditions, rituals, conceptions of morality, justice, and “the good’, depend on
“a continuous process of generating meaning together” (Gergen 1999, 49).
This has far-reaching implications for how we understand meaning systems
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such as religion. As Gergen points out, Christianity has had to be continually
reconstructed in order to remain sensible and vital in contemporary society
and culture — an issue we shall return to at many points in this study (see
also Beckford 2003, 134). Subsequently, we continually form new ways of
understanding ourselves and the world by creating new forms of
representation and language use. That is, we continually shape “generative
discourses /../ that simultaneously challenge existing traditions of
understanding, and offer new possibilities of action” (Gergen 1999, 49).
Meaning-making should therefore be understood as a constantly ongoing
process. (Gergen 1999, 48-49)

Fourth: “Reflection on our forms of understanding is vital to our future
wellbeing” (Gergen 1999, 49). It is important that we pay attention to the
intimately related processes of sustaining our traditions on the one hand,
and creating new alternatives on the other. At the most basic level, tradition
shuns the new — the new destroys tradition. As we come to realize that we
live in a world where no universal claims to truth, reality, or the good can be
sustained, so do we come to realize that we live “in a world of multiple and
competing constructions” (Gergen 1999, 49, my italics). At the same time, it is
important to recognize that every creation of new meaning must necessarily
be grounded within already established traditions and constructions. One
must continually consider alternative ways of understanding self and reality
and attempt to question taken-for-granted assumptions and that which
seems ‘obvious’. This does not necessarily mean that our most revered
traditions have to be altogether rejected but, rather, “simply to recognize
them as traditions — historically and culturally situated /.../ to recognize the
legitimacy of other traditions within their own terms” (Gergen 1999, 50, my
italics). Thus, our constructions of reality are characterized by reflexivity. The
issue of reflexivity is of particular significance for social constructionist
inquiry in itself. Social constructionist scholars thus need to recognize their
own boundedness to various traditions of understanding (an issue that we
shall explore in more detail below). In this way, social constructionism can
be viewed as an invitation to dialogue between different ways of
understanding the world. (Gergen 1996, 49-50; see also Beckford 2003, 22-23)

Drawing on the work of Gergen, Burr (2003) provides a very similar
account of the basic tenets of a social constructionist approach. First, she
points out that social constructionism is based on a “critical stance toward
taken-for-granted knowledge”. Hence, “It invites us to be critical of the idea
that our observations of the world unproblematically yield its nature to us,
to challenge the view that conventional knowledge is based upon objective,
unbiased observation of the world” (Burr 2003, 3). Second, social
constructionism draws attention to “historical and cultural specificity”, that
all ways of understanding are bound to specific historical and cultural
contexts and “dependent upon the particular social and economic
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arrangements prevailing in that culture at that time” (Burr 2003, 4). Third,
“knowledge is sustained by social processes” (Burr 2003, 4). We construct
our understandings of ourselves and the world together through our
everyday social interactions, in which our use of language plays a central
role. Fourth, “knowledge and social action go together”. As possible
constructions of the world are multiple, they also invite or make possible
different forms of social action, that is, “they have implications for what it is
permissible for different people to do, and for how they may treat others”
(Burr 2003, 5). (Burr 2003, 2-9; see also Shotter 1993, 179-183)

The basic assumptions of social constructionism outlined above raise a
number of profound questions for our understanding of ourselves and the
world we inhabit. Here, I wish to point out that the aim of this study is not
to provide answers to any of these questions. Indeed, viewed from the
perspective of social constructionism, all such attempts must be regarded as
ultimately futile. In this context, the anti-essentialist character of social
constructionism also becomes of crucial importance. As we ourselves, and
the social world we inhabit are seen as “the product of social processes”, it
follows that any notion of there being a “determined nature to the world or
people” must be rejected (Burr 2003, 5). A social constructionist approach
thus entails a questioning of realism, that is, the notion that we can determine
the existence of an ultimate reality and establish such things as objective
facts. Instead, all knowledge is viewed as situated, partial and contingent,
stemming from the particular perspectives and lenses through which we
gaze at the world. Social constructionism thus offers a very different
understanding of the very nature of social scientific research from that of
positivist or post-positivist traditions. It should be noted that the social
constructionist view of all knowledge as historically and culturally specific
equally applies to social constructionist claims themselves. (Burr 2003, 5-7;
Taylor 2001b, 11-13)

The social constructionist view on reality has been a much debated issue.
Social constructionism has at times been interpreted as adopting a radical
relativist position that denies the existence of a material reality outside
language. However, most social constructionists do not deny the existence of
a material reality. They do, however, question our possibilities and abilities
to gain any form of ‘objective’ knowledge about such a material reality. Most
importantly, they question all notions that our language and other ways of
representing are somehow able to mirror or reflect such a reality in clear and
unproblematic ways. (Burr 2003, 102; Shotter 1993, 1-5).

Social constructionism, then, is essentially about keeping an open mind
to different possibilities of scholarly inquiry and questioning our taken-for-
granted ways of understanding ourselves and the world. For example, a
social constructionist approach can help us question and avoid the pitfalls of
taken-for-granted ways of approaching alternative and marginal religious
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phenomena (Beckford 2003, 1-4). As stated above, this study makes use of a
social constructionist approach by understanding it as a theoretical
orientation. Therefore, the type of approach employed here is not a radical
one but, on the contrary, one that strives to invite to dialogue. Its principal
value for this study can be summarized in the following way:

First, it provides a way of describing the manner and style in which this
study was conducted. The basic theoretical and methodological assumptions
of social constructionism are also fundamental within a range of other
disciplines within the humanities and social sciences. The emphasis on
reflexivity, in particular, has become a central element of qualitative research
within many academic disciplines. When working from a social
constructionist perspective, the intimate and multifaceted relationship that
exists between researcher and ‘researched’ is openly acknowledged and
particularly pronounced (for a broader discussion on these and related issues
see for example Droogers 2008).

Second, a social constructionist approach provides this study with an
overarching framework for understanding people’s use of language,
including religious language, as a principal means of creating meaning.
Nearly all types of discourse analysis, including the type used in this study,
are essentially underpinned by a social constructionist understanding of
language.

Third, focusing on issues of language use and representation may
provide us with valuable insights about the changing face and nature of
religious activity and practice within contemporary Western society and
culture. As James A. Beckford (2003, 16) has argued, a social constructionist
approach allows us “to analyse the various situations in which religious
meaning or significance is constructed, attributed or challenged”. This
involves looking at the social processes underlying what “counts as religion”
across particular social settings and groups of people. As he goes on to point
out, “what is needed is sensitivity to the various forms of religious
expression and the skill to to relate them to features of the social and cultural
contexts in which they occur” (Beckford 2003, 23). The virtues of such
approaches have also been recognized within the growing study of religion
in everyday life during recent years (e.g. Ammerman 2007; McGuire 2008).
Importantly, as argued by Beckford (2003, 195), “the social construction of
religion is not only a theoretical topic but also an inescapable feature of
everyday social interaction”. The starting point of a social constructionist
approach to religion, then, must be to regard religion and religious meaning
as something socially constructed and as being dependent on the particular
historical, social, and cultural context in which this takes place (Beckford
2003, 22-23; 193-195; see also McGuire 2007, 188). This essentially entails
employing and developing an understanding of religion as discourse,
communication, and representation. As pointed out by Kocku von Stuckrad
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(2003, 263-264, my italics), “many scholars have long concerned themselves
with ‘spiritual beings” or the ‘belief’ in them and have disregarded the fact
that it is only the communication of these beliefs that academic scrutiny can
analyse”. As von Stuckrad continues to argue in relation to the anti-
essentialist character of social constructionist approaches to religion, or what
he refers to as a “polyfocal approach” or a “discursive study of religion”:
“There is no way of escaping the relativistic stance that leads to
methodological dilemmas. But discursive study of religion provides an
instrument for coping with it” (von Stuckrad 2003, 268; see also Horsfield
2008, 118-119 on discursive approaches within religion and media studies).

As illustrated by Beckford’s and von Stuckrad’s arguments, in order to
gain a fuller understanding of a phenomenon such as Christian metal, one
needs to allow academic understandings of the processes whereby religious
meanings are constructed to enter into a dialogue with the processes
whereby religious meanings are constructed within the Christian metal
scene itself. This entails looking at how these meanings and constructions
are expressed, communicated, and represented through language and
discourse. Important connections can also be drawn here to an understanding
of religion as mediation (e.g. Meyer & Verrips 2008; Stolow 2008, 195-195;
Horsfield 2008, 118-119) — an issue we shall return to in more detail in the
final chapter.

The constructive/constitutive function of language

The social constructionist understanding of language can be traced back to
debates emerging in the 1960s on the character and function of language
within the fields of semiotics and literary theory. These debates have usually
been coupled together under the heading of “post-structuralism” or
“postmodern critique”. Focusing on the nature of words and language,
postmodernist scholars developed a radical questioning of modernist
constructions of knowledge that became instrumental in generating what is
often referred to as a “legitimation crisis” within the social sciences. (Gergen
1999, 24-26; Burr 2003, 11-15) Postmodern theorists rejected the earlier claims
of such structuralist social theory as well as other “metanarratives” or
“grand theories”, such as Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis, which
typically strove to understand all social and psychological phenomena in the
light of one single and all-encompassing principle or logic. As postmodernist
theory both coincided with and fuelled what is often referred to as a broader
“cultural turn” within the social sciences, its main ideas also greatly
influenced many other disciplines, including the study of religion. (e.g. von
Stuckrad 2003; Shotter 1993, 6-10; Stone 2007).

The further development and refinement of deconstruction theory initially
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developed by French theorist Jacques Derrida (1967) and genealogical (or
arhaelogical) analysis initially developed by French theorist Michel Foucault
(e.g. 1972) have been particularly influential in this regard. Deconstruction
has often been concerned with identifying how our ways of representing
ideas or states of affairs through language and other forms of representation
serve to mediate, validate, or strengthen various forms of power relations,
knowledge, and ideologies within the wider society and culture. From this
perspective, it is through ‘deconstructing’, that is, taking apart and
analyzing our ways of representing through language, that we come to
understand how our language use and other ways of representing
fundamentally shape our understandings of the world. Foucault used the
term “discourse” to refer to such representations and the term genealogy to
refer to his particular methodological approach of tracing the historical
developments of such representations in order to reveal their continuing
effects on modern social phenomena and states of affairs (Carabine 2001,
277). Hence, this type of deconstructionist analysis is often referred to as
Foucauldian discourse analysis or critical discourse analysis. (Burr 2003, 18)
Focusing on the specific historically and socially embedded constitutive
and constructive function of language, postmodern theory also entailed a
questioning of the traditional Western “picture metaphor” view of language,
or the view that words are able to communicate pictures of the world ‘as it
is’. Importantly, the idea that language does not reflect — and indeed cannot
reflect — the world “as it is” had already become a recurrent theme in social
theory during the first two decades of the 20th century, particularly as a
result of the hugely influential work of French linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure (e.g. Elliott 2009, 55-60). Alternative understandings of the basic
character of language to that of the “picture metaphor” view had thus been
sought for in social theory for quite some time. Much inspiration was also
found in the thoughts on language presented by the philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein in his influential work Philosophical Investigations (2001/1953).
Wittgenstein abandoned the picture metaphor view of language in favour of
that of the “game” as he argued that words and language gain their meaning
and intelligibility through their use within human interaction, or as he put it,
through their use within different “language games”. Wittgenstein
illustrated his point through making a simile with the game of chess. The
game of chess contains many different pieces, all of which can be moved in
certain ways, at certain times, in accordance with a certain set of rules, with
each single piece deriving its meaning from the game as a whole.
Wittgenstein suggested that words and language become meaningful in
similar ways. Language use seems to be governed by a “game-like” set of
implicit rules by which words and phrases gain their intelligibility and
meaning. Wittgenstein thus argued that words gain particular meanings
through their use in a myriad of interrelated language games. However, as
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the pieces of the game of chess gain their meaning within the context of the
game as a whole, so language games must be understood within broader
contexts of human interaction, which Wittgenstein termed “forms of life”.
(Gergen 1999, 33-35)

Significantly, the “game metaphor” view of language puts human
relationships at the very center of inquiry (Gergen 1999, 35-38). This shifts our
attention away from words and texts in themselves to the ways in which
they function in the particular relational contexts of different communities
and groups of people. As explained by Taylor, from this perspective,
language is not understood as being merely “transparent” or “reflective” but
also as being constitutive (and constructive). This means that language does
not simply function as “a neutral information-carrying vehicle” but, rather,
that it also “creates what it refers to” (Taylor 2001b, 8; see also Shotter 1993,
2). However, our use of language is always intimately bound up with the
historical, cultural, and social world we inhabit and, hence, our language use
is always determined by these wider contexts in which we find ourselves.
Moreover, language should not be understood as something stable and
static. Instead, it is always fluid and open to change, modifications, and
mutations. (Burr 2003, 47-53) According to this view, then, it is essentially
through our acquisition of and use of language that we make sense of
ourselves and the world. (Burr 2003, 54)

Micro- and macro approaches

The social constructionist understanding of language can be approached at
two main levels. One is primarily concerned with analyzing language use on
a “micro” level, while the other concentrates on language use on a “macro”
level. Within micro social constructionism particular focus is directed at the
constitutive and situated use of language within particular social interactions.
This type of approach is often associated with conversation analysis which
focuses on language use in itself and directs less attention to wider situations
or contexts (Taylor 2001a, 312). It is also associated with the broader
concerns of discursive psychology which primarily concentrates on the ways in
which individuals actively engage in interaction through language with
particular goals and purposes (Burr 2003, 60). Although they essentially
share the same view of language, macro social constructionist approaches
(such as deconstruction theory and Foucauldian/critical discourse analysis)
direct particular focus instead at how language is related to material, social,
and institutional structures and practices within wider society and culture
(e.g. Fairclough 2001, 229). The notion of discourse is central to both of these
approaches (Burr 2003, 20-23).

This study focuses on the discursive construction of the meaning and
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function of Christian metal music and culture and the ways in which it can
be seen as providing people actively involved with it with resources for the
shaping of an alternative form of religious expression and an alternative
religious identity. As such, this study is essentially concerned with how the
discursive construction of Christian metal relates to larger social and cultural
developments such as religious change and the present-day relationship
between religion and popular culture. Moreover, as this study draws on
material in three different languages — Finnish, English, and Swedish -
focusing on the situated use of language within particular interactions
would become highly problematic. The understanding of discourse
employed here is thus that of a macro approach.

1. 4. 2 Discourse analysis

The concept of discourse has come to be widely used within a range of
different academic fields. As Margaret Wetherell (2001b, 3) states, the “turn
to discourse” within the social sciences “concerns the changing nature of
social life and some recent radical transitions in the flow of information
across societies” (see also Shotter 1993). Contemporary social life — in which
different forms of communication and representation occupy an increasingly
important role — has to a large extent become organized and mediated
through discourse. Discourse analysis focuses on how language and
discourse works as a central element of human meaning-making. It can
therefore also be said to be concerned with enhancing our understanding of
human agency and social life at both more specific as well as general levels
(Wetherell 2001b, 22). However, as different discourse analytic traditions
have developed, the term discourse has itself come to be understood and
defined in different ways (e.g. Burr 2003, 62; Taylor 2001b, 5). In this study,
discourse will be defined broadly and based on the basic tenets of the social
constructionist view of language outlined above. In this perspective,
discourses are more or less coherent meaning-systems, i.e. ways of
constructing and representing reality in particular ways, as expressed
through language or other forms of communication and representation. Burr
presents the following description of the concept of discourse:

A discourse refers to a set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images,
stories, statements and so on that in some way together produce a particular
version of events. It refers to a particular picture that is painted of an event,
person or class of persons, a particular way of representing it in a certain light.
(Burr 2003, 64)
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Burr goes on to explain that, as social constructionism holds that there
always exists a multitude of possible ways in which to construct a person,
event, or state of affairs, then, there may also be any number of different
discourses simultaneously surrounding any one particular person, event, or
state of affairs. As with language in general, discourses are constitutive and
constructive: they “serve to construct the phenomena of our world for us”
(Burr 2003, 65; see also Wetherell 2001b, 15-16). However, they do so in
different ways, each highlighting certain aspects at the expense of others,
each presenting particular accounts of any given phenomena, each claiming
to present and articulate the truth about that phenomena. As such, different
discourses also present us with different possibilities for action, different
pictures of what we can or ought to do.

Discourses, then, no not originate from within our individual minds but
from the wider social, cultural, and discursive contexts that we inhabit (Burr
2003, 64-66; see also Taylor 2001b, 9-10). As Jean Carabine (2001, 269) points
out, in this way, discourses also “’hook’ into normative ideas and common-
sense notions”, producing “shortcut paths” into dominant notions about
good and bad, right and wrong, normal and abnormal etc. Although
discourses are constructed through words and sentences, these do not in
themselves constitute or belong to any particular discourse. Instead words
and sentences gain their meaning within the “general conceptual
framework” (Burr 2003, 66), that is, the discursive context in which they are
used. A discourse, argues Burr (2003, 66), “can be thought of as a kind of
frame of reference, a conceptual backcloth against which our utterances can
be interpreted”. This means that there exists a reciprocal “two-way
relationship” between discourses and the things that people say and write:
“discourses show up in the things that people say and write, and the things
we say and write, in their turn, are dependent for their meaning upon the
discursive context in which they appear” (Burr 2003, 66; see also Wetherell
2001b, 23-25). However, discourses do not only appear in spoken or written
text but in all forms of representation that can be read for meaning. In
addition to speech (including the ways in which we talk), newspaper articles,
films, television shows, official documents and so on, discourses also appear
in such things as symbols and ways of dress. (Burr 2003, 66-67) The
important point to note is that, in this view, we enter “the realm of
discourse” as soon as we begin to speak, write, or represent in any other
way (Burr 2003, 91).

In light of a macro-perspective on discourse, it is important to note here
that discourses often transcend language borders, and to varying degrees
cultural borders as well. We might for example consider the flow of
discourses within the more or less globalized realm of popular music.
Approaching how particular meanings are attached to particular kinds of
popular music by particular groups of people through focusing on how such
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meanings are constructed discursively can prove very fruitful. As pointed
out by Robert Walser (1993, 27) with specific reference to metal music and
culture, the texts produced within music genres “are developed, sustained,
and reformed by people, who bring a variety of histories and interests to
their encounters with generic texts”. Being produced by people in particular
historical, social, and cultural contexts, these generic texts “come to reflect
the multiplicities of social existence” (1993, 27). From this viewpoint, music
in itself has no intrinsic meaning. Instead, its particular meanings are
informed by the particular discourses that surround it, or as Walser (1993, 29)
writes, “Musical meanings are always grounded socially and historically,
and they operate on an ideological field of conflicting interests, institutions,
and memories”. Simon Frith (1996) makes a largely similar point when he
argues that, in various ways, we often use music to express who we are. We
also often assume, or indeed presuppose, that other people’s tastes in music
will tell us something about who they are and what they are like. This, argues
Frith, is most clearly illustrated by the ways in which we tend to falk about
popular music through making value judgments about it. However, the value
judgments we make in such situations “are not about likes and dislikes as
such, but about ways of listening, about ways of hearing, about ways of
being” (Frith 1996, 8, my italics). In order to understand and make sense of
the cultural value judgments people make, we need to pay closer attention
to the wider social, cultural, and discursive contexts in which they are
embedded. Hence, we need to examine the particular discourses or sets of
discourses through which music is invested with certain meanings.
Everyday disagreements or disputes about music are rarely about music in
itself but, as Frith (1996, 26) expresses it, “about something with music”.
(Frith 1996, 22-27)

Discourses, then, are not only ways of representing and conveying
particular accounts of different phenomena and states of affairs but also
resources of meaning-making, that is, resources for constructing different
phenomena and states of affairs as meaningful in particular ways. Macro
social constructionist approaches typically employ these types of broad
understandings of discourse. From this perspective, we may also consider
the ways in which discourses may form and limit our ways of both
constructing our understandings of ourselves and the world as well as
determining our possibilities for action. In this view, therefore, the
constitutive and constructive function of discourse is understood as reaching
far beyond the situated use of language in itself. (Burr 2003, 63-65)

As Taylor (2001b, 7-8) points out, working with a macro perspective on
discourse means expanding one’s focus from particular interactions to the
“extra-discursive” realm. This type of study does not focus on the analysis of
language in itself but, as Taylor (2001b, 15) points out, instead concentrates
on “using the language as a resource for studying something else”. Macro
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perspectives on discourse are therefore typically interdisciplinary in
character and often integrated as a part of larger studies that also employ
additional theoretical perspectives (Taylor 2001b, 26; Fairclough 2001, 230).

This is also the case within the study at hand, in which the approach of
social constructionism is utilized as a broadly understood theoretical
orientation and the analysis of the discursive construction of Christian metal
music and culture is situated within a wider context of religious change.
Thus, in this study, central discourses pertaining to the meaning and
function of Christian metal are understood broadly as ways of talking about
and representing Christian metal music and culture in certain ways and in a
certain light, thereby investing it with certain meanings. This study is not
concerned with the situated use of these discourses in particular interactions,
although that aspect is far from unimportant, but rather, with how this
discursive construction relates to broader contemporary developments and
transformations of religious life and practice throughout much of the
Western world and Finland in particular. However, the ways in which
discourses function within particular formats of interaction remains an
important issue for this study as it draws on a wide range of different
materials and sources. The key meaning-conveying complexes of Christian
metal identified in this study surface both in written text in different forms
of Christian metal media as well as in in-depth interviews with Finnish
Christian metal musicians.

Doing discourse analysis

There exists no one ‘right’ or ‘correct’” way of conducting discourse analysis.
Certain approaches suit certain types of studies better than others (e.g. Gee
2005, 5). The general purpose of a study, the academic discipline it stems
from, and the theoretical underpinning it employs, will always inform the
choice of particular discourse analytic perspectives as well as the ways in
which discourse analysis is performed (Taylor 2001b, 28-29; Wetherell 2001a,
380).

Discourse analysis is basically concerned with identifying patterns and
recurring elements and themes in a body of material which appear to be of
particular importance for the ways in which particular meanings are
produced (e.g. Taylor 2001b, 6). As noted above, when approaching
Christian metal, we must begin by attempting to describe what it looks and
sounds like. What kind of cultural form is it? Having established that, we
may then proceed by asking its adherents what it is supposed to look and
sound like, and more importantly, what it is about, which meanings and
functions it holds for them. In striving to find answers to these questions we
might start by approaching Christian metal through reading magazines and
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fanzines or visiting Christian metal Internet-sites and discussion forums to
get an idea of the ways in which it is presented and talked about there. We
then start to look for patterns and recurring ways of talking about and
representing Christian metal in this material. We might then extend our
inquiries by interviewing Christian metal scene members themselves to
learn more about what it all means to them and what functions it has in their
everyday lives. In analyzing the interviews, we again look for recurring
ways of representing and talking about Christian metal that appear to be
important for how it is invested with certain meanings. Having done both in
order to get a more nuanced and complete picture that is sensitive to the
lived experiences of Christian metal musicians and fans themselves, we may
then combine and compare these bodies of material and look for
resemblances between them. This is essentially the process through which
Christian metal has been approached in this study. Looking at how
recurring elements and themes surface in the material for this study from a
macro-perspective also entails relating them to wider discursive or inter-
textual contexts. How do Christian metal discourses relate to other similar
and connected discourses within the wider context of Finnish institutional
Christianity? For example, how do key discourses pertaining to the meaning
and function of Christian metal as an alternative form of religious expression
relate to wider contemporary Christian discourses on such topics? How is
Christian metal represented and interpreted within secular metal culture?
How is Christian metal represented in wider Christian denominational
contexts? Might we discern similar or different ways of representing
Christian metal in these various contexts, different ways of interpreting
what it is all about? However, although issues such as these will be touched
upon at many points in following chapters, they also extend beyond the
main focus of this study. Even so, it is important to note that the discourses
produced within the Christian metal scene itself — and which are the
primary focus of this study - are always embedded within this wider
discursive realm.

However, there exist no clear rules as to exactly how one should go
about identifying recurring elements and patterns in a given body of
material. As Taylor (2001b, 39) points out, discourse analysis is primarily
distinguished by its particular theoretical underpinning (which often
employs a social constructionist understanding of the character of language)
and not by a particular form of “sorting process”. Importantly, since the key
elements identified will steer the study and inform its conclusions in
fundamental ways, the researcher must proceed reflexively, essentially
relying on the interpretations of him/herself. This entails the researcher
striving to be constantly aware of the ways in which he/she plays an active
role in the very production of the research material. In doing so, it is
important that the researcher sufficiently accounts for how a set of key
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elements are identified. Depending on both the interests of the individual
researcher as well as the general topic of the study, certain recurring
elements and themes found in the material will be focused upon at the
expense of others (Taylor 2001b, 39). This study concentrates on a certain set
of interrelated discourses that I have identified as being of particular
importance for the study at hand, that is, for how the meaning and function
of Christian metal is constructed within the Christian metal scene itself. That
is not to say that a different kind of study could not identify a different set of
central discourses.

Moreover, when undertaking discourse analysis one also needs to keep
in mind that discourses do not simply mirror the “true inner states” (Taylor
2001b, 19) of discourse users in unproblematic ways. Rather, the analysis
should focus on the discourse in itself as the means through which meaning
is created (e.g. Wetherell 2001b 16; Potter & Wetherell 2001, 200). In relation
to this, an important methodological point needs to be made. We should
note here once again that, as this study repeatedly talks about the discursive
construction of the “basic meaning and function” of Christian metal, what is
intended thereby is the basic meaning and function that scene members
themselves discursively ascribe and attach to the Christian metal scene and
their own personal involvement with it. To put it another way, the discourse
analytic element of this study should therefore not be viewed as being able
to highlight in itself or on its own what other possible types of functions the
Christian metal scene may or may not hold for its members. As explained
above, one aim of this study is to move beyond issues of discursive
construction specifically and highlight some other important, and not
merely discursive, functions that the scene provides for its core members.
Although the reflections I make and the conclusions I arrive at regarding
these issues cannot be separated from my analysis of the discursive
construction of the scene, at this level, the analysis nevertheless moves
beyond what meanings and functions Christian metal is ascribed by its
adherents in scenic discourse alone.

Within discourse analytic research the role that the individual researcher
plays within the construction and analysis of the material also needs to be
openly acknowledged. As Taylor (2001b, 24) points out, when doing
discourse analytic research, “What count as data will depend on the
researcher’s theoretical assumptions, about discourse and also about the
broad topic of the research”. The researcher constantly needs to remain
“self-aware” of the many ways in which he/she features in and influences
the research process as a whole. A researcher, especially one who works
alone, needs to keep in mind that it was he/she who chose the research-topic
in the first place and then set up interviews around it to gather data. (Taylor
2001b, 16-17; see also Wetherell 2001b, 3-4). Reflexivity also plays an
important part in the analysis of the material. Finally, it will also play a role
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in the presentation and transcription of the material.

Lastly, it should be acknowledged that, like all methodological
approaches, discourse analysis has its limitations. Its primary strength lies in
that it allows for the identification and analysis of key ways (discourses)
through which certain people and groups of people make certain
phenomena and practices meaningful in certain ways, particularly as these
meanings are constructed through communication and interaction through
language. However, when studying a popular music scene one can also
single out some particular additional factors of importance that discourse
analysis is less well equipped for analyzing. Within the present study, issues
regarding embodied practices and the auditory or musical dimension of the
Christian metal scene more generally are both exemples of this. Although
the focus of this study lies on the discursive construction of the scene, these
issues will not be ignored. Therefore, where appropriate and when called
for, issues of embodied practice and auditory/musical factors will be briefly
reflected upon throughout the text, particularly in relation to more recent
debates on religion as mediation (e.g. Meyer 2008; Meyer & verrips 2008;
Stolow 2008). The additional material gathered for this study by means of
participant observation is of particular importance in this regard.

1. 4. 3 Notes on translation and transcription

The core material for this study consists of interviews conducted in three
languages: Finnish, Swedish, and English. In addition, this study also makes
use of secondary sources, such as Christian metal magazines, fanzines, and
song lyrics in all of these languages with the addition of one or two in
German. Throughout this study, all quotations from material in any of these
languages have been translated into English with the original language
version appearing at the bottom of the page (in the case of song lyrics and
one excerpt in German translations appear in parentheses after the original
language version). A few important points regarding translation need to be
noted. The Swedish language can usually be relatively directly and
unproblematically translated into English; including the order of words and
the structure of sentences. The Finnish language, however, does not allow
for this.

Any intelligible translation from Finnish into English will necessarily
involve changing the structure of sentences and the order of words to a
considerable degree. It will also involve adding some words and replacing a
range of non-directly translatable Finnish words, concepts, and expressions
with English alternatives that may not exactly match their original meaning
in Finnish. For example, it is not unusual for the same word in Finnish to
translate differently into English depending on the context in which it is
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used. Indeed, in this case, such changes necessarily need to be made in order
for the translation to be valid and correct. It should be noted, though, that
this also means that it is quite possible for slightly different translations of
the same sentences to be equally valid, not least if they are only based on a
transcription of an interview. Finnish-speaking readers will no doubt notice
that a range of these types of changes have been made in the translated
excerpts that appear in this study. I wish to stress, however, that I have
endeavored to translate all quoted excerpts as directly as possible in direct
relation to how sentences appear in their spoken form on record. Translations
are thus based on context and attention to such factors as tone,
pronunciation, and intonation. Having said this, I still wish to openly
acknowledge that certain parts of the excerpts quoted could have been
translated in slightly different ways. These problematic issues are essentially
of a technical nature, which unfortunately cannot be overcome in this case. I
am aware of the criticisms that my choices may be open to in this regard.
However, I wish to repeat here that, as all participants interviewed for this
study were given the opportunity to comment on the final version of the
text, they were all also informed of the changes made to the quoted excerpts.
Nonetheless, I am, of course, fully accountable for my own translations.

A few issues regarding transcription also need to be noted. Translation
from Finnish into English is further complicated by the fact that there are
considerable differences between how the Finnish language is written and
how it is spoken. For example, in colloquial Finnish words of all kinds are
often pronounced in slightly more simplified and shortened ways.
Pronunciation also varies between different local dialects. This, however, is
not how the language is correctly and formally written or read aloud. With
the exception of slang words and metaphorical expressions, all words
pronounced in colloquial forms on record appear in their full correct and
formal form in all the quoted excerpts. These changes have been made for
the sake of clarity and readability.

Different forms of discourse analytic research use a relatively more or
less detailed form of transcription depending on the purpose and the
particular type of theoretical underpinning of the study in question. As
Taylor (2001b, 36) points out, transcription constitutes part of the analysis in
itself and should thus not be regarded in terms of a “separate stage”.
Focusing on discourse in a wider social and cultural context, this study uses
only a minimum of transcription detail. This is because the focus of this
study lies on the meanings produced through language and not on language
use in itself. In Taylor’s (2001b, 35) words, this form of study focuses on “the
meaning which resides in those features which talk shares with writing”.
Indeed, the constructed character of a transcription in itself means that it will
never reflect recorded talk in direct and straightforward ways. (Taylor
2001b, 35-38) Hence, the simple or “broad” (Gee 2005, 106) form of
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transcription used here has been chosen for the sake of readability and
clarity. The form of transcription used here will present the recorded talk of
the interviews in a form that retains many features of talk. However,
unnecessary repetitions of the same words in a row and the repetition of
some filling-in words typical of talk such as “like” and “sort of” have been
omitted. For the sake of clarity and readability some sections have also been
slightly restructured and punctuated in a way that more closely resembles
written text. For largely these same reasons, many excerpts quoted in the
following pages have been abbreviated. This is indicated by /.../. Only six
additional transcription symbols are used, all of which regularly appear in
normal writing. A period (.) is used when the speaker makes a stop as to
complete a sentence or as to having finished a point. A comma (,) is used
when the speaker in some way or other diverges from the main sentence
being spoken in order to make a related point or simply breaks the sentence
to start over in a different way without making a stop. As mentioned above,
in some cases, periods and commas have been added in order to structure
sentences more clearly for the sake of readability. A triple-dot punctuation
mark (...) is used whenever there is a longer pause in speech. Simple
quotation marks ("") will be used when what is said is intended as a quote or
in a metaphorical or sarcastic sense. Capital letters will be used to indicate if
something is shouted or being spoken in a clearly raised voice. Lastly,
parentheses are used to mark laughter (laughs).

1. 4. 4 The concept of identity

Similar to the concept of discourse, the concept of ‘identity’ has been widely
used within a range of academic fields. The concept of identity has also
frequently been used by social constructionist scholars since it avoids the
“essentialist connotations” of concepts such as “personality” (Burr 2003, 106).
As Paul du Gay, Jessica Evans and Peter Redman (2000, 1-2) point out, “the
term identity takes on different connotations depending upon the context
within which it is deployed /.../ the term ‘identity’ often provides only
simple cover for a plethora of very particular and perhaps non-transferable
debates” (see also Joseph 2004, 9-10). Moreover, as pointed out by Kath
Woodward (2002, 2), in much research on the topic, terms such as ‘self’,
‘subject’, and “identity” are often used interchangeably. Essentially, different
approaches to the issue of identity take different views on human agency,
that is, our abilities and possibilities to actively participate in forming our
identities (Woodward 2002, 2-4; for a detailed account of key approaches see
du Gay & Evans & Redman 2000).

In Western social and cultural contexts we tend to understand, and talk
about, ‘identity’ as an individual’'s way of making sense of and
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comprehending him/herself as a unique, distinct being who has a set of
“inner mental states” (Shotter 1993, 5). Another way of expressing this
would be to say that an identity is commonly viewed as stemming from a set
of individual characteristics, or a “personality’, through which an individual
defines him/herself in relation to others, and in extension, is then defined by
others. (e.g. du Gay & Evans & Redman 2000, 2; Weedon 2004, 8-9; Shotter
1993, 4) As Chris Weedon explains:

In commonsense discourse, people tend to assume that they are ‘knowing
subjects’, that is sovereign individuals, whose lives are governed by free will,
reason, knowledge, experience and, to a lesser extent, emotion /.../ As sovereign,
knowing subjects, they use language to express meaning. They acquire the
knowledge that they convey in language from their socialization, education and
experience of life. (Weedon 2004, 8, my italics)

Identity is formed in social relations with others, both in terms of association
and non-association, that is, individuals form their identities not only in
relation to their notions of “who’ or “what’ they are, but equally, in relation
to ‘who” or ‘what’ they are not. As Weedon (2004, 19) writes: “Like the
structure of meaning in language, identity is relational. It is defined in a
relation of difference to what it is not”. As such, identities are always bound
to specific historical, social, and cultural contexts. (Weedon 19-21;
Woodward 2002, vii) As we have seen, discourse is widely regarded as
being central to all constructions of identity since, “in the process of using
language — whether as thought or speech - /../ we take up positions as
speaking and thinking subjects and the identities that go with them”
(Weedon 2004, 18). As discussed above, language not only functions as a
means for us to express our understanding of who we are to ourselves and
others - our use of language also forms and structures our understandings in
fundamental ways. As Weedon goes on to argue:

One of the key ideological roles of identity is to curtail the plural possibilities of
subjectivity inherent in the wider discursive field and to give individuals a
singular sense of who they are and where they belong. This process involves
recruiting subjects to the specific meanings and values constituted within a
particular discourse and encouraging identification. (Weedon 2004, 19)

The intimate relationship that exists between our use of language and our
construction of our identities also implies there being a constant element of
negotiation, resistance, and struggle to this process (see also Joseph 2004, 2-
3). Through the course of our daily lives, we find ourselves in different
circumstances and situations that each both offer and encourage us to take
on a multitude of possible and particular identities depending on the
particular contexts in which we find ourselves. Identity can also be viewed
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in particular relation to numerous other aspects of social and cultural life
and understood in such terms as, for example, ethnic-, cultural-, political-,
social-, class-, national-, gender-, or religious identity. In practice, these are all
intimately intertwined. Thus, as we participate in the discourses through
which these categories are constructed and maintained, we take on multiple
identities. As Weedon (2004, 7) points out, the particular identities bound to,
for example, ethnic or religious groups, often rely on “active processes of
identification”. Moreover, they may also “involve a conscious counter-
identification against institutionally and socially assigned identities, and the
meanings and values that they are seen to represent” (Weedon 2004, 7).
These questions also bring different visual aspects of identity to the fore. As
already noted, language is not the only means by which we express who we
are to ourselves and others. We also employ a wide range of other forms of
representation such as cultural signs, symbols, codes, and practices. For
example, certain cultural and religious identities are often expressed and
marked by certain forms of dress. (Weedon 2004, 6-7) As Burr argues:

For each of us, then, a multitude of discourses is constantly at work
constructing and producing our identity. Our identity therefore originates not
from inside the person, but from the social realm, a realm where people swim in
a sea of language and other signs, a sea that is invisible to us because it is the
very medium of our existence as social beings. However, to say that identities
are socially constructed through discourse does not mean to say that those
identities are accidental. (Burr 2003, 109)

Essentially, this brings us to back to the social constructionist emphasis on
community and social interaction. It also highlights the ways in which our
understandings of our identities are also built around a sense of continuity.
As we commonly think of ourselves as unique personalities, we also
understand ourselves as having a history and a future. This can be
illustrated by the ways in which we tend to construct our understandings of
ourselves in narrative terms. That is, we commonly tend to think of ourselves
and others as characters in a story, and we often construct that story in
relation to some kind of general theme (Woodward, 2002, 24-25; Burr 2003,
143). This idea has been widely explored in relation to social and cultural
change by social theorists such as Charles Taylor (1989), Anthony Giddens
(1991), and Scott Lash (1995). In different ways they all argue that, in late
modernity, our sense of self and identity has become increasingly fluid and
reflexive as we have become increasingly free to choose our own identities
or who we want to be. Giddens (1991) has famously described identity in
late modernity in terms of a “reflexive project of the self”. He argues that we
essentially shape our understandings of ourselves through telling stories
about ourselves. We reflexively construct and constantly revise our
“personal biographies” by which we try to make sense of who we are, how
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we got to where we are at present, and where we are heading. Notably, as
Steven Miles (2000, 27-28) points out, Giddens (1991) also draws attention to
the growing role that consumption plays in giving “material form to a
particular form of self-identity”. The developments of these lines of thought
can be traced back to the earlier work by pragmatist scholars such as George
Herbert Mead (1934), Erving Goffman (1959), and Harold Garfinkel (1967). A
version of this idea also appears in Peter L. Berger's and Thomas
Luckmann’s (1991/1966) influential work on the sociology of knowledge.
Importantly, these accounts of identity construction all afford individuals a
large degree of agency in their constructions of their identities. From this
point of view, then, even though our construction of identity is something
we construct in relation to others within a wider cultural and social context,
we are still, as Burr (2003, 147) points out, “the authors of our own stories”.

The narrative construction of identity can be seen as being central to
many forms of social constructionist inquiry. Some writers (e.g. Gergen
1999) have suggested that we also may construct our stories in connection
with a set of narrative structures that are available and familiar to us in our
respective cultural contexts, e.g. in terms of “tragedies” or “success stories”.
These structures may then have important implications for how we
understand and interpret our past, present, and future. For example, and as
will be discussed in later chapters, a narrative of conversion typically
constitutes a central element in the construction of evangelical Christian
identities. However, the ways through which we construct stories of
ourselves should not necessarily be regarded as a fully conscious process
(Burr 2003, 143). This raises a range of issues concerning the ways in which
we construct our narratives of ourselves in relation to the narratives of
others, that is, in relational contexts. We are thus dependent on other people
in our constructions of our stories about ourselves. As Burr (2003, 145)
writes, “We are dependent for our identity upon the willingness of others to
support us in our version of events. Narratives are subject to social
sanctioning and negotiation” (see also Crossley 2002; Gergen 2001).

How then, are we to understand collective forms of identity, such as
‘cultural” and ‘religious’ identity? The concept of cultural identity has been
widely debated within the field of cultural studies and social theory. A
cultural identity can be seen to having to do with a person’s understanding
of him/herself in relation to other cultural beings within a broader cultural
context. Thus, under consideration are also the various ways in which
individual identities might be said to be influenced through activity in
groups. In a broader sense, the concept of cultural identity can be illustrated
in relation to popular music. Andy Bennett (2001, 1) argues that “popular
music is a primary, if not the primary, leisure resource in late modern
society”. To a greater extent than many other forms of popular culture,
popular music is characterized by its collective quality; “people forge new

36



friendships and associations based around common tastes in music, fashion
and lifestyle” (Bennett 2001, 1). However, popular music encompasses much
more than just music in itself. Particular ideologies, values, and styles are
bound up with particular forms and genres of popular music, creating
popular music cultures which foster a sense of cultural belonging among their
followers and, for many, also become important markers of personal and
cultural identity.

Religious identity

Although the concept of ‘religious identity’ is commonly used within a
range of different both academic and non-academic contexts, its meaning is
often simply assumed. Having said that, it is not an easy concept to define.

What would be particularly characteristic of religious identity as
opposed to, or perhaps rather in relation to, other forms of identity within
late modern society and culture? In the most general sense, we might say
that religious identity has to do with how a set of beliefs and practices that
are invested with some kind of ultimate meaning or ‘spiritual’,
‘transcendent’, or ‘otherworldly’ significance become a central part of a
person’s understanding of who he/she is and his/her place in the world.
These beliefs and practices might be inspired by or linked to sets of belief
systems, rituals, traditions, scriptures, mythologies, and modes of experience
found in various religions traditions or institutions. Alternatively, they may
also be inspired by other types of beliefs or practices that an individual
invests with some form of deeper ‘existential’ significance. Thus, an
important and distinctive characteristic of religious identity would be that it
relates a person’s understanding of him/herself to a wider or overarching
context of ultimate meaning or significance that is often expressed as being
of an otherworldly kind (cf. L6vheim 2004, 22; 40). This may have far-reaching
consequences for how a person understands him/herself in a range of other
social and cultural contexts. For example, to be a devout Christian may
entail a view of oneself as inherently sinful which, in turn, may have far-
reaching consequences for other aspects of self-understanding. As John E.
Joseph (2004, 172) writes, religious identities “supply the plot for the stories
of our lives, singly and collectively, and are bound up with our deepest
beliefs about life, the universe and everything”.

However, religious identities are not constructed in a social and cultural
vacuum. Importantly, when explicitly religious, spiritual, or other existential
elements become integrated with a person’s understanding of him/herself, it
does so within a particular historical, social, cultural, and most importantly,
relational context. The construction of religious identities may therefore be
seen as being intimately tied to particular groups that are characterized by
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an emphasis on otherworldly concerns, of which institutional religions are
clear examples. However, this is not to say that all religious identities
necessarily need to be constructed and upheld in direct relation to some form
of religious/spiritual group. It is to propose, however, that individual
religious identities are always constructed in some form of, either positive or
negative, relation to any number of other ways of conceptualizing
otherworldly significance in a given culture and society at a particular point
in history. But religious identities, like religions themselves, are by no means
static. As William H. Swatos Jr. (2003, 43) reminds us: “As ideational
systems, religions (or values more generally) are always in interaction with
material culture, social structure, other cultural systems, and actor’s
personalities”. It is therefore important to recognize that people’s religious
beliefs and religious identities may change over time (Swatos 2003, 42-43; 51-
52).

Discussing collective identity in relation to contemporary social
movements, Gordon Lynch (2007b) points out that it typically involves
people identifying with each other “as a ‘we’”. It also involves people
experiencing “themselves as part of a meaningful movement or network
with a particular ethos or concerns” as well as “a shared consciousness in
which people share an overlapping cluster of ideas, beliefs, values and ways
of interpreting their particular social and cultural situation” (Lynch 2007b,
87). These are all central characteristics of most forms of institutional
religion. Similar to all forms of identity, a religious identity is also always
formed in relation to what it is not. As David Chidester (2005, viii) points
out, “religion entails discourses and practices for creating sacred space, as a
zone of inclusion but also as a boundary for excluding others”.

A discussion of the myriad of different possible ways of constructing
religious identities that may exist across different religious traditions is
something that lies far beyond the scope of this study. Here, the issue of
religious identity will be discussed with specific reference to institutional
Protestant Christianity. In relation to the particular concerns of this study, I
would suggest a working definition of such a Christian identity as involving
the following closely connected dimensions: a person’s understanding of
him/herself and the world in relation to a certain set of Christian beliefs; a
person’s understanding of his/her relationship to the Christian institutions
and practices in which these beliefs are embedded; a person’s way of
expressing and representing his/her understanding of him/herself and the
world in light of these beliefs and the institutions and practices they are
embedded in; and a person’s views of how these understandings and the
ways of expressing and representing them relate to and function within
his/her everyday life.

Christian identities are always constructed in relation to particular
Christian traditions, and different Christian churches and denominations
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represent different understandings of Christian faith and the meaning of a
Christian life. Such understandings should be viewed as being constantly
negotiated, sustained, and transformed, in relation to the concerns of
particular churches and denominations in particular historical, cultural, and
social contexts. It is important to note that similar to all forms of identity,
religious identity must also be negotiated through social interaction and
communication and enacted through rituals, practices, and codes of
behaviour (¢f. Lovheim 2004, 40; Ammerman 2003, 213). As such, there is
also a sense in which certain Christian identities, or certain aspects or
elements of them, may be understood in terms of being ascribed or imposed.
This study focuses on the issue of Christian identity in a Finnish social and
cultural context. Although Finland has not remained untouched by wider
trends of religious change and transformation, the religious landscape is still
dominated by the increasingly liberal Evangelical Lutheran Church. A
minority of the Protestant Christian population also belong to different
forms of Protestant groups or so-called free churches (e.g. the Evangelical Free
Church, Pentecostals, Methodists, Baptists, Adventists). Only a relatively
small proportion of the population is engaged with various forms of
alternative spirituality. The issues of Christian identity explored in this study
thus needs to be understood in relation to the particular Christian identities
that these churches and denominations can be seen to espouse and
encourage, and which together provide the most common forms of Christian
identification in a Finnish context.

However, these Christian identities can also be explored with direct
reference to the idea of the increasingly fluid and unstable character of
identity in late modernity. Commenting on Giddens’ idea of identity as a
“reflexive project of the self”, Stewart M. Hoover points out that “As the self
is the project, the spirituality of the self becomes an important dimension of
that project” (Hoover 2006, 52, my italics). As is further argued by Wade
Clarke Roof in relation to more recent transformations of religious life in the
USA: “With a more fluid, adaptable, and insatiable self, religious identity
becomes less ascribed, and more of a voluntary, subjective, and achieved
phenomenon” (Roof 1992, cited in Hoover 2006, 53). However, as will be
discussed in more detail in the following chapter, these developments have
arguably become a defining feature of Western society and culture as a
whole.

In which ways may a religious and cultural climate characterized by
increasing fluidity, adaptability, and individual choice affect the
construction and maintenance of more institutionally and traditionally
grounded Christian identities? As argued by numerous scholars (e.g. Bruce
2002, 22), in such an environment, the maintenance of traditional Christian
identities may become an increasingly difficult task. On the other hand, it
may also involve the shaping of alternative Christian identities. An
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alternative Christian identity may involve people developing the following:
different or new understandings of themselves and their place in the world
in relation to a set of Christian beliefs and practices; different or new ways of
expressing these beliefs; different or new ways of understanding their
relationships to the Christian institutions and practices in which these beliefs
are embedded; different or new ways of expressing and representing their
understandings of themselves and the world; and different or new ways of
viewing these understandings and ways of expressing and representing
them in relation to their everyday lives. Defining an alternative Christian
identity as involving new ways of approaching the main dimensions of more
‘fixed” or “traditional’ Christian identities allows us to direct particular focus
at the relational and interactional processes at play in this context. That is, it
allows us to focus on what the construction of a particular alternative
Christian identity, and the processes and negotiations that go in to it, may
look like in the particular case of the Finnish Christian metal scene. As such,
it also allows us to explore the construction of such an alternative and
particular Christian identity in close relation to a particular social, cultural,
and religious environment. However, alternative Christian identities need
not involve all of these dimensions to the same extent. Moreover, they need
not be viewed as standing in some form of conflict with or direct opposition
to more traditional or institutionally bound Christian identities, although
that may also be the case. Instead, they may be understood as offering
alternative, innovative, and complementary ways of ‘doing’ religion. One
way of exploring these issues is through focusing on how such new ways of
doing religion are represented and expressed through language. Alternative
ways of ‘doing’ religion will entail the creation of alternative ways of
speaking about and representing it. Importantly, alternative Christian
identities also need to be shaped and sustained through human interaction
and relationships. An alternative Christian identity is not something a
person constructs entirely by him/herself. This, however, should not lead us
to think of alternative Christian identities in terms of a wholly new
phenomenon. Commenting on the historical role of popular music in the
construction of religious identities, Lynch reminds us:

From the heretical songs of Arius, to Wesleyan hymns, and the spiritual songs
of African Americans, music has served a number of functions, such as
reinforcing religious identities, establishing a sense of collectivity within
religious groups, acting as a means of theological expression, celebration,
protest, and lament, providing a subcultural resource and practice against
dominant religious identities and orthodoxies, and serving as a focus and
stimulus of religious experience and sentiment. (Lynch 2006, 482)

Religious identities always need to be understood in relation to the wider
historical, social, and cultural context in which they are shaped and
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embedded. In this study, issues of alternative Christian identity will be
explored with specific reference to the contemporary relationship between
religion and popular culture. As I will argue throughout this study, people
engaged in shaping alternative Christian identities are increasingly drawing
on popular cultural resources, creating new ways of religious expression,
experience, and practice. The account of Christian metal offered in this study
should be seen as one particular, but simultaneously highly illustrative,
example of this.

1. 4. 5 The concept of scene

The concept of scene is an increasingly used theoretical framework within
contemporary popular music culture studies and particularly suitable for
recognizing different spatial and temporal relations and circumstances at
play in the production, consumption, and experience of different forms of
popular music (Kahn-Harris 2007, 19). The term “scene” itself can be
understood in various different ways. As Keith Kahn-Harris points out,
within the context of theater, it denotes a space of performance. As such, it is
an example of a long-standing and widespread use of theatrical metaphors
in Western thought. In modern everyday life it is also often used as
“connoting vague notions of lifestyle”, for example when people distance
themselves from something, usually a situation, by saying “this is not my
scene” (Kahn-Harris 2007, 15). Such uses of the word scene are, of course,
mainly, but not exclusively, limited to the English language. Furthermore,
the term scene is also commonly used for describing certain phenomena
bound to certain different locations, such as in “the religious scene in
Finland”. However, as Kahn-Harris (2007, 15) writes, “It can also mean
something much more definite and located that connotes something
‘subcultural’”. Understood in this way, the concept of scene has also
developed as a theoretical construct that has been used in various, more or
less theorized, ways and typically been highlighted as having more
analytical value than that of “subculture” (Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004;
Kahn Harris 2007, 16-21). A short discussion of the concepts of subculture
and post-subcultural theory is thus called for prior to an outlining of the
concept of scene.

Subcultural theory

In the sense in which it is usually understood today, the concept of
subculture was first developed in the 1950s and 1960s as a theoretical and
conceptual framework within the so-called “Chicago School” of urban
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sociology. In this view, subcultures were essentially understood in terms of
distinct groups existing “on the margins of ‘acceptable’ society” (Kahn-
Harris 2007, 15), formed by people who, in particular ways, chose to deviate
from the norms and values of dominant society and culture by behaving
differently as well as sharing a somewhat different frame of reference, set of
values, and ideals. Essentially, it was their relative smallness, non-
conformist nature, and modest social status that made them ‘sub’-cultures.
However, subcultural ‘deviance’ was chiefly interpreted as offering an
alternative means of attaining more “commonly-targeted social goals”
(Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004, 4).

Building on the work of the Chicago School, a differently theorized
version of the concept of subculture was developed in the mid 1970s by
researchers associated with the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CCCS). One of its principal aims was to offer a systematic model for
the understanding of subcultures. Influenced by the work of socialist
philosophers such as Louise Pierre Althusser (1971) and Antonio Gramsci
(1971), the contributors to the seminal anthology Resistance through Rituals:
Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (Hall & Jefferson 1976) as well as later
“post-centre” theorists (e.g. Hebdige 1979; Willis 1978) developed an
understanding of subcultures as “sites of counter-hegemonic resistance to
dominant ideology” (Kahn-Harris 2007, 16). Subcultural resistance to
cultural hegemony was seen as being most clearly expressed though a range
of “counter-hegemonic ‘rituals”” and the creation of particular and
spectacular styles (Kahn-Harris 2007, 16). Understood as a reflection of a
wider class struggle within 1970s British society, subcultural resistance was
interpreted as being ultimately symbolic and essentially elicited by a need to
find solutions to problems of a purely material nature. In short, the CCCS-
theorists viewed modern societies driven by the logic of capitalism as
offering only very limited possibilities for resisting dominant and
hegemonic culture. (Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004, 4-6; Kahn-Harris 2007, 16)

The subcultural theory of the CCCS has been subjected to repeated
criticism since the early 1980s on a number of both general and more specific
points. Here, we shall briefly account for those which are of more
significance for the study at hand.

Firstly, the theory of the CCCS was developed for the study of British
youth culture at a particular point in history. Hence, its analytical value
within other geographical, historical, cultural and social, as well as
academic, contexts is limited (e.g. Fornds 1995). Another particularly
important point of criticism concerns the ways in which the CCCS’ objects of
study can be seen as having been largely predetermined by its theoretical
assumptions. For example, metal music was not considered to display the
forms of ‘counter-hegemonic resistance’ needed in order for it to be studied
under the heading of ‘subculture” (Brown 2003). Consequently, along with
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many other popular music cultures, it was ignored. As Kahn-Harris (2007,
17) points out, in focusing on “those who were ‘other’ to capitalism”, the
CCCS-theorists “also produced that otherness through a rigid conceptual
framework that read members’ activities as implacably resistant”. As a
consequence, the subcultural theory of the CCCS failed to consider the
varying degrees and different ways in which people may choose to engage with
particular subcultures. Nor did it seriously attend to the possibility of people
engaging with several subcultures simultaneously, switching between them,
or only engaging with them sporadically (se for example Muggleton 2000).
Moreover, as membership of a subculture was understood as being marked
by a high degree of seriousness, the CCCS-theory never really addressed the
possibility of people engaging with subcultures just for fun. Finally, the
theory has also been criticized for “its failure to consider local variations in
youth’s responses to music and style” (Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004, 8).

Nowadays, this particular theoretical understanding of subcultures has
been largely abandoned altogether. It has, however, been enormously
influential and often, both despite as well as because of its shortcomings,
been regarded as an important step within the overall development of the
field of youth culture studies. As a term, “subculture” has become part of
everyday language and, hence, increasingly difficult to define. In spite of
this, it is still widely, and often vaguely, used across a wide range both
academic and non-academic contexts. Commenting on its use within wider
academic contexts today, Bennett and Kahn-Harris (2004, 1) contend that it
“has arguably become little more than a convenient ‘catch-all’ term for any
aspect of social life in which young people, style and music intersect”. But it
is still important to note that, despite many researchers arguing for the
concept to be abandoned altogether, it has nevertheless proven continually
useful in modified forms, particularly when used in combination with other
theoretical perspectives. The concept of “subcultural capital” developed by
Sarah Thornton (1995), building on the notion of “cultural capital” as
developed by Pierre Bourdieu (1984), is one good example of this. Another
good example would be the updated form of subculture used by Paul
Hodkinson (2002) in his study of goths. Although this study does not utilize
the concept of subculture it should be acknowledged that modified and
updated versions of the concept may still prove fruitful for certain types of
studies.

Post-subcultural theory

Since the beginning of the 1990s, a number of alternative theoretical concepts
to that of subculture have emerged. Usually combined under the heading of
“post-subcultural theory” (e.g. Muggleton & Weinzierl 2003) they all stem
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form the observation that the overall character of youth culture has
developed towards increasing fragmentation and fluidity since the 1980s
(Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004; Muggleton & Weinzierl 2003; Miles 2000).!

The concept of subculture as a theoretical framework has increasingly
come to be seen as having lost its usefulness within a context in which
“subcultural divisions have broken down as the relationship between style,
musical taste and identity has become progressively weaker and articulated
more fluidly” (Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004, 11). Kahn-Harris provides a
useful summary of the wider context of contemporary youth culture and
post-subcultural studies:

Contemporary ‘postmodern’ society is characterized by such phenomena as:
less commitment to membership of social groups; greater heterogenity in
society as a whole; increased possibilities for multiple social affiliations; the
fragmentation of ‘grand narratives’; increased globalization; growing job
insecurity; greater choice of popular cultures; the multiplications of centres of
power and surveillance; the blurring of the line between ‘popular’ and
“unpopular’ cultures; and the blurring of the line between ‘conservative’ and
‘resistant’ cultures. Such changes make it hard to maintain any notion of
subculture as a social formation with coherence, a firm class basis or a clear
notion of resistance. (Kahn-Harris 2007, 18)

The need for contemporary youth culture to be understood in relation to a
wide range of social and cultural changes and circumstances also highlights
the need for the study of it to employ interdisciplinary approaches. Even
though it may seem obvious, it is important to stress that no single
theoretical approach is in itself sufficient for an understanding of
contemporary youth culture as a whole. Instead, it is vital that youth culture
is approached in an interdisciplinary spirit, which seeks to combine and
compare rather than exclude. Thus, in my view, the different approaches
developed within post-subcultural theory should be viewed as offering
different plausible, rather than mutually exclusive, alternatives. This, of
course, does not mean that some approaches should not be considered better
suited for certain types of studies than others.

Michel Maffesoli’s (1996) concept of “neo-tribe”, essentially aimed at
describing the increasingly fluid, unstable, and temporal character of
contemporary social relations, has been used as one alternative approach to
the study of youth cultures, particularly dance-music cultures (e.g. Bennett

! This study does not engage in theoretical debates on the concept of “youth” — the meaning of which
has become difficult to pin down as “youth” increasingly has come to reflect an attitude to life rather
than a certain stage of it (see for example Miles 2000, 11). In the context of “youth culture” the term
“youth” is usually simply meant to designate popular cultural forms that are primarily consumed by
people when they are ‘young’. When used, this is also how the concept of “youth culture” is
understood in this study.
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1999; Malbon 1999). When viewing popular music cultures as neo-tribes,
particular attention is directed at the ways in which they draw people
together temporarily in a ‘tribal-type’ fashion at events such as popular music
festivals. Neo-tribes are thus characterized by fluid, temporal, and loose
affiliation, not shared commitment to particular ideologies or values. They
are based, as Kahn-Harris (2007, 18) writes, “on shared affect and shared
experiences of the body as occurs”.

Another alternative approach is that of “lifestyle” (Miles 2000; Chaney
1996; Johansson & Miegel 1992). Focusing on individual consumer creativity
and reflexivity, this approach highlights the role of consumer goods in the
formation of cultural identities, particularly among youth. As explained by
Miles (2000, 28): “Lifestyles can effectively be described as the material
expression of an individual’s identity”. According to this approach, the
increasingly wide variety of popular cultural forms and types of leisure
activity offered in contemporary society has led to increasingly
heterogeneous varieties of youth lifestyles. (Miles 2000, 33-34)

Although they both emphasize the increasingly fluid character of
contemporary youth culture, the concepts of neo-tribe and lifestyle do so in
different ways. However, besides having been criticized for not being
sufficiently empirically grounded, the concept of neo-tribe has often been
considered simply too broad to be of any greater analytical value (e.g. Kahn-
Harris 2007, 18-19). It takes the notion of increased fluidity and temporality
within contemporary social and cultural relations to the extreme and fails to
adequately acknowledge the persistence of a variety of more fixed and non-
fluid cultural forms. The concept of lifestyle is equally broad, encompassing
a wide variety of possible ways and forms in which (primarily young)
people may construct their individual and cultural identities.

In addition to these, a number of other related theoretical frameworks
have also been developed over time. Among the more influential ones one
could mention the concept of “artworld” developed by Howard S. Becker
(1982), and “taste public” developed by Herbert Gans (1974). However,
although in many ways closely related to the other theoretical concepts
discussed above, these two concepts were not explicitly developed for the
study of “youth” cultures.

Scene

Today, most popular music genres can be found in most countries
throughout the world. The continuing and accelerating development of new
forms of media such as the Internet and the MP3 format, as well as media-
technologies such as the iPod and file-sharing networks, has made music
more easily accessible, transportable, and reproducible than ever before
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(Clark 2006, 475). The resulting rapid flow of information has come to ensure
that new musical trends and sounds spread throughout the world, especially
its so-called ‘developed’ parts, almost as soon as they are conceived.
Nevertheless, popular music is still produced, consumed, and experienced
in different local, national, and regional cultural settings. New sounds spring
from one place and are simultaneously appropriated, developed and
mutated, interpreted and reinterpreted, defined and redefined, in a number
of others. (¢f. Moberg 2008a, 82)

Considering these broader developments, the concept of scene allows us
to concentrate on the very issues for which the CCCS theory of subculture
was poorly equipped “through a flexible and anti-essentialist quality that
allows it to encompass an exceptionally wide range of cultural practices”
(Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004, 14). The concept encourages a holistic
approach and form of analysis that does not exclude the combination of
different theoretical approaches and perspectives. It highlights the
interconnectedness of all central elements of popular music cultures (e.g.
artists, fans, production, and consumption) without, as Kahn-Harris (2007,
22) points out, predetermining their interrelationships. It also highlights the
varying ways and degrees to which people may engage with or participate
in particular forms of popular music cultures and focuses on relationships
and variations in practices of production and consumption in different local
and national, as well as social and cultural, settings. By itself, the framework
of scene has only limited analytical value. This is because, in itself, the
concept is not aimed at providing any particular way of interpreting the
meanings and functions that people attach to their participation and
involvement with various music cultures. It is thus a highly malleable
concept. In this study, it will be combined with a social constructionist
approach and discourse analysis. Greater attention will thus be drawn to
those aspects of the framework of scene that pertain more directly to issues
of discursive construction. (cf. Moberg 2008a, 83)

It is important to note that a popular music scene comprises of much
more than merely a particular form of music, even though it is a
fundamental component. Essentially, a scene is formed when a number of
people in a certain place (or certain geographically connected places), with a
shared passion for a particular kind of music come together and develop a
wide range of other practices, discourses, aesthetics, and styles in connection
to that particular form of music. Hence, the term scene is also frequently
used by people within popular music cultures, most often as a means of
conceptualizing being part of a community of shared musical passions,
cultural interests, and sensibilities. The Finnish language version of the term,
“skene”, is also commonly used by members of the Finnish Christian metal
scene. With regard to this, I am particularly interested in two important
issues raised when using the concept of scene. Firstly, I wish to draw
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attention to the ways in which the concept can be used to make the
relationship and interconnectedness between the local, national, and
transnational dimensions of Christian metal easier to describe. Secondly, I
wish to highlight the ways in which the world of Christian metal,
understood as a scene, aids and facilitates modes of interaction and
communication among its members. My aim is not to engage in any deeper
theoretical discussion on the definition and use of scene as a theoretical
framework as such, although I do wish to highlight how it can be of value in
the study of religion and popular music more generally. (cf. Moberg 2008a,
83)

In this study, when considering Christian metal, I will be using the
concept of scene as developed by Kahn-Harris (2007) in relation to his study
of the global extreme metal music scene. Kahn-Harris (2007, 101) describes
his understanding of scenes in the following way:

The term scene is rarely applied to a particular space unless there is a
substantial degree of both scenic structure and construction. The term scene is
meaningful to members when it describes a space that is both institutionally
distinctive to some degree and has some degree of self-consciousness. Scene is
most frequently and unanimously used in cases where geographical
boundedness (embodied in civic institutions such as cities or in nation states),
institutional and aesthetic distinctiveness, and scenic discourses coincide.
(Kahn-Harris 2007, 101)

Scenes are built on different forms of scenic structure. First, and perhaps
most important, are the different forms and degrees of “infrastructure”
within scenes, such as record labels, distribution-, production-, and
promotion channels, scenic media, and gatherings and festivals. Some scenes
develop more independent institutions and thereby also higher degrees of
autonomy while others remain “more weakly institutionalized” (Kahn-
Harris 2007, 100). As we shall see, the Christian metal scene has developed
its own highly independent scenic infrastructure. Second, there is the
question of “stability” and how scenes manage to survive and maintain their
distinctiveness without disappearing or being assimilated into other scenes.
Scenes may also come to share particular institutions with other scenes.
Long-lasting scenes generally develop stronger scenic institutions and forms
of infrastructure. The Christian scene is an exceptionally good example of
this since its expressed emphasis on religion makes it highly unlikely that it
would become assimilated into other metal scenes or indeed other non-
Christian scenes more generally. It has also developed long-standing scenic
institutions. Third, scenes also vary in their “relation to other scenes”. Scenes
with similar musical aesthetics are more likely to develop closer
relationships and become mutually inspired and influenced by each other.
Some may even “cross-fertilize considerably” (Kahn Harris 2007, 101). In
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some places, Christian metal scenes may indeed develop closer connections
with secular metal scenes. However, “cross-fertilizing” most commonly
occurs between different Christian music scenes, e.g. between Christian
metal and Christian hardcore punk. Fourth, drawing on the work of
Bourdieu and Thornton, Kahn-Harris also underlines that member’s
possession of non-scenic “capital” may be more common within some scenes
than within others. The notion of “cultural capital” has been developed in
many different forms. When talking about cultural capital in relation to
music scenes the concept is essentially meant to describe the different forms
of merit, respect, and notoriety that members may accumulate or be ascribed
within the context and logic of certain music scenes. Indeed, as Kahn-Harris
argues, scenes often create their “own forms of ‘cultural capital’” (Kahn-
Harris 2007, 101). In a sense, famous Christian metal musicians, often
regarded as metal “missionaries” or “ministers” within the Christian scene,
can be interpreted as accumulating and being ascribed a form of cultural
capital that could be termed “religious” or “evangelistic” capital which often
extends beyond the scene in itself. Fifth, scenes differ in “production and
consumption”. Vibrant and highly productive scenes do not necessarily
constitute the largest markets for the music they produce. For instance, the
Christian metal scenes in the Nordic countries are highly productive and
produce a lot of bands and records in spite of the relatively small numbers of
people involved in them. (Kahn-Harris 2007, 100-101; cf. Moberg 2008a, 84)

Different forms of scenic construction also constitute crucial elements of
all music scenes. Kahn-Harris outlines three main forms of scenic
construction through which “scenes are discursively and aesthetically
constructed through talk and a range of other practices”. First, “internal
discursive construction” refers to the degree to which scene members
“discursively construct that scene as a distinctive space”, making it “visible”
and “recognizable” to other members and participants of the scene. Second,
“external discursive construction” refers to the ways in which scenes may be
discursively constructed from the outside, e.g. by mainstream media or
other music scenes. The third main form by which scenes are constructed is
that of “aesthetic construction”; scenes develop “particular aesthetics,
musical and otherwise, that become both internally and externally visible”.
(Kahn-Harris 2007, 100; ¢f. Moberg 2008a, 84) Within this study, the first two
of these forms of scenic construction become of central concern. Issues of
aesthetic construction will be discussed in relation to metal music and
aesthetics more generally.

In addition, scenes are also reproduced on place-based scales: locally,
nationally, transnationally, regionally (in both a more specific as well as
wider sense), and globally. Local scenes form national scenes. Through
contact and shared scenic structure and construction transnational scenes
may develop. Sometimes, as in the case of extreme metal, a global scene is
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developed. One can also speak of regional scenes in a wider sense as in “the
Nordic Christian metal scene”, or in a more specific sense, as in “the Orange
County Christian metal scene”. Kahn-Harris points out that even though
this may resemble a neat series of Russian dolls, the relationships between
these different levels are considerably more complex. For example, scenes
not only overlap, they also differ discursively and institutionally. This is
complicated further by scenes also generally being reproduced along a
genre-based scale. Different scene members and scenic institutions may
direct themselves at particular sub-genres and their particular discourses
and aesthetics. Within metal then, sub-genres such as death- and black metal
can be viewed as partly separate and to some extent independent generic
scenes. In this sense, viewed as part of the wider world of metal music, the
Christian scene can also be viewed as such a generic scene. Scene members
are thus never confined to any one particular scene at any one particular
level. Instead, members usually interact “within a complexity of overlapping
scenes within scenes”. (Kahn-Harris 2007, 99; cf. Moberg 2008a, 85)

There are a number of noteworthy differences between extreme metal
and Christian metal, the most obvious being the role assigned to and played
by Christianity and Christian values. Even though the account of scenes
outlined by Kahn-Harris on some points only refers to extreme metal more
directly, it can also readily be applied to Christian metal. This is because
Christian metal has developed the same types of scenic structure and
construction discussed previously, and is similarly reproduced along place-
based scales. Moreover, as it constitutes a metal music scene in itself, the
Christian scene has quite naturally become largely modelled on the existing
structures of various secular metal scenes. (cf. Moberg 2008a, 85)

1. 5 Ethical considerations and self-positioning

As discussed above, the social constructionist approach employed in this
study can be seen as essentially being about keeping an open mind to the
multitude of possible ways in which we may construct meaningful
understandings of ourselves and our world. As also noted, the basic
assumptions underlying this approach also inform this study in
fundamental ways. They have important implications for the very
understanding of the nature of scholarly research which this study takes as
its starting point. They also inform the ways in which I view central concepts
such as ‘religion’, ‘secularization’, and ‘identity’, that is, as socially
constructed concepts which gain particular meanings through processes of
human communication and interaction (see also Beckford 2003, 194).
Through emphasizing the ways in which we construct meaning together
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through language, these basic assumptions also have important implications
for how I view and analyze my material. The form of discourse analysis
used in this study must also be understood in light of its social
constructionist theoretical underpinning.

From a social constructionist perspective, as Burr points out (2003, 151),
“the ‘objectivity-talk’ of scientists becomes just part of the discourse of
science through which a particular version, and vision, of human life is
constructed”. According to the view employed here, there exists no such
thing as an ‘objective’ or unbiased study. When conducting discourse
analytic research, engaging reflexively with one’s material involves viewing
researcher and ‘researched’ (the participants or ‘subjects” under study) as
having equal status in the construction of the discourse that is subjected to
analysis. The many accounts that I have collected from people within the
Christian metal scene concerning what they consider to be the basic meaning
and function of Christian metal music should thus not be regarded as
something that I have simply collected and then analyzed. I have myself
played an important role in the construction of these accounts. Although it is
I who choose the ways in which these accounts feature within the context of
this study, it is important to keep in mind that these accounts have emerged
out of my own interactions with different people within the scene (see
section 1. 3. 1 on the interviews above). In important ways, the ascribed
essential meaning and function of Christian metal presented here can be
viewed as something that we have constructed together. The implications of
a social constructionist approach for social constructionism itself also needs
to be openly acknowledged. Perhaps most importantly, the particular social
and cultural circumstances, background, values, and perspectives informing
the work of the individual researcher need to be brought out into the open.
(e.g. Burr 2003, 156-158; Gergen 1999, 49-50) This may entail examining one’s
own purposes for making one’s choice of study. Scholars of popular culture
often tend to choose to study something in which they have a personal
interest and investment. Of course, this is not surprising, and nor should it
be. I am no different myself. Unfortunately, in doing so, there is a risk of
being regarded as an ‘un-serious’ scholar within the wider academic
community, that is, to be regarded as someone who really should be
concentrating on something more ‘worthwhile” of ‘serious’ study. Indeed,
my interest in Christian metal is greatly motivated by my own interest in
metal music, which dates back to my childhood years. Metal music is still
very much a part of my everyday life, although my taste in music has
diversified considerably over the years. Nonetheless, even today,
approximately one third of my (quite considerable) record collection could
be classified as metal.

These issues have been discussed in detail by fandom-theorist Matt Hills
(2002) who makes a distinction between what he calls “scholar-fans” and
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“fan-scholars”. A scholar-fan is an academic who studies a cultural form of
which he/she is him/herself a fan. The advantages and problems that such a
position may entail have been thoroughly debated within the ongoing
discussion about self-reflexivity in social and cultural research. Fan-scholars,
on the other hand, are fans that make use of various types of academic
theorizing and terminology in writing about and explaining their own
respective fandoms and fan cultures (Hills 2002, 7). According to Hills, this
phenomenon, which is typical of many writers on metal, has unfortunately
so far largely been ignored. Fan-scholars function as critics within their own
fan-cultures. Some have even embarked on academic careers. For example,
within metal culture, much importance is attached to having detailed overall
knowledge of the music and its culture, such as its history, sub-genres, and
individual artists. For Hills, the central question becomes where to draw the
line between ‘academic” and ‘fan’. Can academics (i.e. scholar-fans) really be
expected to approach their own favorite music in a purely ‘rational” way?
For instance, can an academic who is also a metal fan pretend not to have
any personal opinion whatsoever about, for example, the world famous
metal group Iron Maiden in the name of ‘objectivity’? Drawing a clear line
ultimately becomes impossible. Hills views the notion of the “rational
academic” as an “imagined subjectivity” that refuses to die even though it is
commonly regarded as impossible to live up to. Neither should fandom be
regarded as something fundamentally irrational, that is, fans should not be
regarded as mere passive consumers of particular products of popular
culture. Instead, it is argued (2002, 10) that fandom should be understood
primarily on its own terms and fandom theories be grounded on “a primary
allegiance to the role of ‘fan’ and a secondary allegiance to ‘academia’.
Importantly, the theorizing that occurs within fan-cultures should also be
taken into account. (Hills 2002, 3-10; 18-21) This argument is also fully in line
with the social constructionist approach of this study.

My personal taste in metal may thus influence my studies of it in a range
of ways. For example, I like certain forms of metal more that others. Some I
almost despise. Having a detailed personal knowledge of this kind of music
has its positive sides, though. For instance, similar to all fans of metal, in
most cases I am readily able to identify a certain form of metal when I hear
it, explain its musical characteristics, its history and so on. However,
Christian metal continues to be sharply criticized and ridiculed within the
wider secular metal community and I can in no way claim to have remained
impervious to this. When I decided to study Christian metal, I knew before
commencing that I was going to have to face my own prejudices in this
regard. Nonetheless, my interest in Christian metal is also significantly
motivated by my scholarly interest in the relationship between religion and
popular culture. I grew up in a normal middle class family and although I
occasionally visited church with my parents as a child, I did not receive a
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particularly religious upbringing. I was confirmed by the Evangelical
Lutheran Church at the age of fifteen, mostly because that was what one was
expected to do. I remain a member of this church to this day, but I cannot
really explain why. Although I developed an interest in religion already as a
child, I have never considered myself to be a particularly religious person.
On the other hand, I have always kept an open mind about religion. This
means that, although I share the same taste in music as the participants in
this study, I do not share their religious beliefs. In this respect, I approach
the Christian metal scene as an outsider. Although I would not describe
myself as a Christian, I have no personal problems at all with Christianity.
However, I have gained most of my knowledge of it, not through personal
experience, but through studying it in a scholarly sense. This may have
influenced the ways in which I have interacted with my participants. For
example, as a few of them told me that they had experienced the presence of
the Holy Spirit during their concerts, this is something that I cannot fully
relate to personally. Of course, I have read much about this and even seen
people being ‘filled” by the Holy Spirit, but I have never experienced it
myself. Such issues as these may, in crucial ways, have affected the
construction of Christian metal that I have created together with my
respondents.

By way of summary, this study combines four theoretical concepts: social
constructionism, discourse analysis, identity, and scene. The first three are
all intimately related and can thus be seen to constitute integral components
of the overarching theoretical concept of social constructionism. The concept
of scene, on the other hand, is a theoretical construct so far mainly used and
developed within popular music culture studies. However, the emphasis it
lays on approaching popular music cultures holistically makes it fully
compatible with the overarching social constructionist approach of this
study. In this way, these theoretical approaches are integrated with social
constructionism, which is understood as a general theoretical approach or
orientation.
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2. Religion in the contemporary West

Today’s pluralistic Western societies are characterized by a myriad of
different religions and worldviews, all co-existing, and often competing, in
the same social and cultural arena. Throughout much of the Western world,
widespread reduction of interest in traditional and institutional forms of
religion have in many respects gone hand in hand with increased interest in
alternative and highly individual forms of spirituality. Christopher Partridge
(2004, 2005) has argued that contemporary Western society and culture is
experiencing a more profound process of “re-enchantment”, while Paul
Heelas and Linda Woodhead (2005) have contended that the West may be
seen to be experiencing the beginning of a “spiritual revolution” as a result
of the overall individualization or “massive subjective turn” of Western
culture and society. However, as these scholars point out, the contemporary
religious landscape of the West may still need to be studied and understood
within, and in close relation to, an overarching framework of secularization.
This process, situation, or state of affairs, has long been interpreted as posing
great challenges to traditional and institutional Christianity for which the
overall picture has long been one of slow but steady decline. (cf. Moberg
2008a, 87-88)

Finland has not been unaffected by these general trends although,
arguably, secularization has not been as thoroughgoing as in many other
European countries (Kdaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005). The religious
landscape of Finland is still dominated by the Evangelical Lutheran Church,
of which approximately 80.3 percent of the population were members as of
31 December 2008. Church membership may be exceptionally high in
European comparison, but attendance is low. In relation to Grace Davie’s
(1994) often cited description of Britons as “believing without belonging”,
Finns have instead been described as “belonging without believing” (Martin
2005, 86) or, indeed, as “believing in belonging” (Kdaridinen & Niemeld &
Ketola 2005, 85). What follows is a general overview of recent scholarly
debates on the changing face of religion in the West. We shall begin with a
discussion of the notion of secularization as a key element of these debates.

2.1 Secularization and religious change

The notion of secularization has occupied a central position in debates on the
state of religion in the West for decades and mainly concentrated on the
broad overarching impact of modernization on institutional Christianity in the
context of Western Europe and the USA (e.g. Martin 2003, 30). Viewed as
part of a broader narrative of modernization, theories of secularization have
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traditionally offered a rather dismal account of the state of religion in the
West, and Western Europe in particular, in terms of a single “running
narrative”, usually one of slow but steady decline (Martin 2005, 8). Thus,
theories of secularization also characteristically contain an element of
prediction (Woodhead & Heelas & Davie 2003, 1-3). More recently, though,
traditional narratives of secularization have become increasingly contested
and questioned. However, at the same time as many different theories of
secularization have emerged, this has led to a great deal of confusion as to
what exactly is meant by the term. As noted, secularization is commonly
understood in relation to the overall framework of modernization, of which
Steve Bruce offers the following account:

Modernization is itself a multifaceted notion, which encompasses the
industrialization of work; the shift from villages to towns and cities; the
replacement of the small community by the society; the rise of individualism;
the rise of egalitarianism; and the rationalization both of thought and of social
organization. (Bruce 2002, 2)

Within debates on secularization, these developments are taken to have led
to a number of specific structural changes in society and culture that, taken
together, have reduced the significance of institutional religion within both
individual life (on a micro level) as well as within society and culture on the
whole (on a macro level) (Beckford 2003, 49-50). Some commentators afford
more weight to some of these developments than others. According to some
(e.g. Bruce 2002; Beckford 2003), rather than a theory, secularization should
primarily be understood in terms of a paradigm consisting of a set of different
more or less closely interrelated elements or “clusters of descriptions” (Bruce
2002, 2). In the following, we shall discuss some of the most common of
these, mainly through letting the ‘orthodox’ view as represented by Bruce
(2002) engage in dialogue with other alternative approaches.

Many sociologists of religion understand processes of differentiation as
having been of particular importance for the diminishing role of religion in
modern Western societies (e.g. Bruce 2002; Martin 2005; Casanova 1994;
Dobbelaere 2002). Kimmo Kaaridinen, Kati Niemeld, and Kimmo Ketola
(2005, 18) explain that “Differentiation refers to the process whereby
separate areas of life gradually acquire their own institutional structures”.
For example, the social domains of health care, economy, politics, education,
and law were all considered to fall within, or at least significantly overlap
with, the domain of the institutional church in pre-modern times. Through
the effects of modernization, however, they all gradually became embedded
in their own separate and specialized institutions (Kadaridinen & Niemela &
Ketola 2005, 18). The result is often interpreted as having led to a clearer
separation between religious and secular areas of social life which, it is
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typically argued, gradually also led to a decline in the overall social
significance of religion (e.g. Bruce 2002, 8). These processes of structural
differentiation were connected with additional processes of social
differentiation. As Bruce argues, the economic growth brought about by
modernization led to the emergence of a wider “range of occupation and life
situation” (Bruce 2002, 9), new social classes and roles, and growing social
mobility. Such circumstances made the preserving of a “single moral
universe” (Bruce 2002, 9) considerably more difficult. Religion thus became
increasingly defined along the lines of social roles and positions (Bruce 2002,
9-10; see also Dobbelaere 2002, 24). However, degrees of structural and
social differentiation vary across modern societies. Close bonds between
church and state may also persist in highly differentiated societies such as
Finland where the Evangelical Lutheran Church has managed to retain its
role as national church (K&aridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 19).
Significantly, as argued by many scholars of religion in modern times,
modernity is itself marked by a range of both differentiating as well as
dedifferentiating tendencies (e.g. Heelas 1998). As Beckford (2003, 46), among
many others, has pointed out, it is within different ideas about the effects of
differentiation on institutional religion “that the roots of much agreement
and disagreement about secularization are located”.

Another closely related process is that of societalization. According to
Bruce, this refers to the ways in which the “locus” of people’s everyday lives
increasingly shifts from local communities to that of wider “society” (see
also Wilson 1976). Combined with the processes of structural and social
differentiation, societalization further contributed to a climate in which “the
plausibility of any single overarching moral and religious system declined”
(Bruce 2002, 13). Religion thus changed from being a matter of necessity to
one of preference, eventually leading to the emergence of the religiously
neutral state. (Bruce 2002, 13-15; see also Wilson 1976, 265-273)

Modernization also gave rise to social and cultural diversity or pluralism
(e.g. Berger 1969). The increasing movement of populations brought new
religions, languages, and customs to new environs. Moreover,
modernization itself also aided the emergence of cultural pluralism through
the creation of new social classes and social roles which, in turn, led to
weakened ties between religion and community. As a consequence, states
became increasingly religiously neutral, resulting in a reduction of the social
power, significance, and relevance of institutional religion. (Bruce 2002, 16-18)
Again, such developments may vary considerably between different
countries. As David Martin (2005) points out, the rise of pluralism always
needs to be understood within particular historical contexts. For example,
one has to consider the historical significance of religious monopolies. As
Martin (2005, 59) writes, “you cannot separate the nature of the religious
culture from that of the political culture or that of the intellectual culture”.
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Additionally, he goes on to argue that “All the Scandinavian countries
illustrate how uniform is the modern mirror-image of an established
religious monopoly in the more recent political monopoly of Social
Democracy” (Martin 2005, 61).

According to Bruce (2002, 19), the response to differentiation,
societalization, and pluralism on the level of the individual can be viewed in
relation to additional processes involving an increasing compartmentalization
and privatization of religious life. Aided by increasing pluralism, these
processes again brought with them heightened awareness of the existence of
a multitude of religious systems and ways of believing within society (as
also argued by Berger 1967), resulting in religious beliefs and practices
becoming confined to specific “compartments” of life. Bruce (2002, 22)
argues that such a situation leads to a weakening of people’s religious
commitments “by removing the social support for any one religion”. This, in
turn, leads to an increasing privatization of religion that encourages
relativism, leading to the proliferation of a multitude of competing
plausibility structures within society. In a social and cultural environment in
which individuals are aware of and able to choose from a seemingly endless
variety of ways to understand the world, it becomes harder to insist upon
one’s own worldview as the only one universally true. Thus, in modern
societies and cultures, individuals are always, to some degree, aware of that
their worldview is chosen rather than given. However, some commentators
(perhaps most notably Jose” Casanova 1994) have also argued that there are
signs of religion in the modern world becoming more “de-privatized” as
contemporary modern social and cultural arrangements also can be taken to
offer institutional religion new ways of figuring as independent actors in the
public sphere. (Bruce 2002, 20; 29; Luckmann 1967, 99; Berger 1967, 151)

This brings us to the closely related issue of the rise of individualism in
modern Western society and culture. Bruce points out how the Protestant
Reformation introduced a new belief system that “removed the institution of
the church as a source of authority between God and man” (2002, 10),
freeing people from the old “all embracing hierarchy” (2002, 12) of the
church through the notion of the priesthood of all believers. (Bruce 2002, 10-
12; 20-23; see also Martin 2003, 32) Moreover, as Berger (1967, 123-124)
argued, the Lutheran idea of the two kingdoms, i.e. of God and of man,
actually provided the “autonomy of the secular ‘world’”” with a “theological
legitimation”. The Reformation thus also changed the very understanding
and definition of religion (McGuire 2003, 128-130; see also Beyer 2003, 164).
The emergence of schism and sects also greatly aided the emergence of the
voluntary association as an alternative to the traditional organic community.
(Bruce 2002, 15; see also Martin 2003, 32; Dobbelaere 2002, 173-176; Hervieu-
Léger 2000, 157-162). Many commentators argue, although in different ways,
that privatization, individualism, and relativism also lead to increased
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religious apathy and indifference. It is argued, as Bryan Wilson (2003, 69)
does, that even though people may continue to view religion “as a legitimate
pursuit”, they increasingly also view it as something that one may do. In
addition, people also increasingly view religion as something that ‘others’
do (e.g. Lynch 2007b, 5). For many, religion becomes a matter that is left for
the traditional churches to handle, for example, as providers of resources
and support in times of crisis and need. Davie (2000) uses the term
“vicarious religion” to refer to such increasingly widespread contemporary
European attitudes towards traditional institutional religion (see also Davie
2007, 23). However, as many commentators have pointed out, decline of
public individual involvement with religion, religious activities and
practices, should not simply be equated with a decline in individual
religiosity. For example, Casanova (2006, 65) points out that, although
participation in traditional and institutional religious practices clearly have
declined among European populations, many have nevertheless
“maintained relatively high levels of private individual religious beliefs”.
There is thus a sense in which European religious sensitivities can be said to
have experienced a process of “unchurching” and “religious
individualization” rather than secularization (Casanova 2006, 65).

Some commentators also argue that increasing rationalization caused by
developments in science and technology had a negative bearing on religion,
individual religiosity, and religiously based views of the world. According
to Bruce, the “zero-sum view of knowledge” (2002, 26) based on rational
thinking brought about by the Enlightenment eventually led to a “gradual
accumulation of scientific knowledge [that] gave people insight into, and
mastery over, an area that had once been a mystery; [and hence] the need
and opportunity for recourse to the religious gradually declined” (Bruce
2002, 27; see also Wilson 2003, 68). The proliferation of science and
technology also greatly reduces the ability of organized religion “to
dominate all fields of intellectual endeavour” (Bruce 2002, 27). However, the
effects of scientific and technological development on religion should not be
overstated. Their impact may also be understood in terms of a
disenchantment of life gradually brought about by more “naturalistic ways of
thinking about the world” (Bruce 2002, 28; see also Beckford 2003, 48-49).

2. 1.1 Interpreting secularization

There is much agreement among commentators on secularization that the
processes initiated by modernization, discussed in the previous section, had
an overall negative impact on, or at least fundamentally altered the social
position of, institutional Christianity throughout much of the West.
However, commentators differ hugely in how they interpret the
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consequences of these processes for the vitality of religiosity as such. There is
no agreement as to whether secularization should be regarded as an
irreversible process or not (e.g. Martin 2005, 3-12). The issue of “European
exceptionalism”, that is, whether secularization should be understood in
terms of a distinctively European experience or not, has also been the subject
of much debate (e.g. Davie 2002; Casanova 2003, 17-23). Although a much
disputed issue, the population of the USA is generally regarded as
displaying much higher degrees of religiosity than those of Europe.
According to Martin (2005, 65-67) this also has to do with the “decentralized
religio-political voluntary end entrepreneurial culture of the USA” as well as
with the ways in which the churches of the USA are often so “aligned with
the American ethos” (2005, 65). Furthermore, unlike Europe, the USA does
not have a history of a union between centralized power and religious
monopoly (Martin 2005, 117).

There is also widespread disagreement on how secularization and an
often supposedly corresponding decline of individual religiosity is to be
measured. Accounts of secularization typically draw on statistical data on
such things as church attendance and belief in God and religious doctrine
among various Western populations. There is much debate on how, and on
which grounds, such data should be interpreted (e.g. Beckford 2003, 46-47).
For example, the notion or definition of religion one operates with will greatly
influence any such interpretations (e.g. Casanova 1994, 25-35; Dobbelaere
2002, 45). Lastly, as a general rule, the ways in which narratives of
secularization have reflected, and continue to reflect, wider notions
prevalent in academic discourse at any particular time also need to be
openly acknowledged (e.g. Martin 2005, 127; 2003; Beckford 2003, 41-42;
McGuire 2003). It is, above all, in relation to this particular issue that social
constructionist perspectives might provide fruitful ways of moving forward.
Commenting on these broader debates on secularization and religious
change, Beckford (2003, 68) expresses it as follows: “Awareness that the
category of religion is itself a product of continuing social construction and
disagreement is low”. In order to illustrate these disagreements, we might
consider the argument in favor of the secularization paradigm offered by
Bruce (2002). His main point is that the declining social significance of
religion has led to, and will continue to lead to, increasing individual
indifference towards religion as such. Basing his argument on an
understanding of secularization as a “cluster of testable explanations” (2002,
39), Bruce views it in terms of a cyclical but essentially irreversible process.
He illustrates his argument through the metaphor of a given point on a
wheel “running down a gentle slope” (2002, 176). The point rises and falls as
the wheel turns. However, at each turn the point will be lower than it was on
the previous turn (Bruce 2002, 176):
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(a) the influence of religious institutions is less at the end of every cycle; (b) the
numbers involved at every stage are smaller than at the previous one; (c) the
total stock of shared religious beliefs (and the word ‘shared’ is central to the
argument), and hence the amount of ‘ambient religion’, are markedly less.
(Bruce 2002, 177)

Bruce’s argument can, and has been, criticized on a number of points. For
instance, it is clear that it operates with a narrow substantive notion of
religion that essentially equates religion with Western institutional
Christianity. In this view, secularization inevitably leads to a decrease in the
social significance of religion, which, in turn, inevitably leads to a decrease
in individual religiosity. For present purposes, it is enough to note this as one
of many ways of interpreting the effects of secularization.

An alternative to this model of irreversible cyclical decline is offered by
Martin (2005, 3) who argues that “instead of regarding secularization as a
once-for-all unilateral process”, it may instead be thought of “in terms of
successive Christianizations followed or accompanied by recoils”. According
to Martin (2005, 5), evangelical Christianity and Pentecostalism constitute
the latest such forms of Christianization, running “alongside modernity in a
mutually supportive manner”. (Martin 2005, 3-5) In Martin’s (2005, 41) view,
evangelical Christianity and its Pentecostal variant can be viewed as “a
manifestation of modernity” in the sense of being a “voluntary association”
that transcends national borders and easily adapts to new conditions. The
issue becomes whether to treat such religious resurgences and enterprises in
terms of “creative restatements” or, more pessimistically, as “responses to
secularization” (2005, 137). (Martin 2005, 135-137) Martin thus argues for a
more cautious approach that concentrates on comparing secularizing
tendencies across different historical and cultural contexts. In his view,
“Christianity embodies a dialectic of the religious and the secular which
more easily generates secular mutations of faith than straightforward
replacements and displacements” (2005, 78). Religion, he argues, should be
regarded as an intimately embedded “distinctive current” (2005, 78) within
wider society and culture which, from time to time, flows either with or
against the general flow of that wider society and culture. Christianity, then,
is open to a range of secular mutations. According to Martin (2005, 80), such
secular mutations are clearly at evidence in the ways in which the
inclusiveness of Lutheranism in the Nordic countries has become fused with
the “inclusiveness of Social Democracy and the welfare state”. (Martin 2005,
78-80).

As illustrated by these two different perspectives on secularization, there
is relatively much agreement among commentators on the causes of
secularization but less agreement on their effects. Indeed, while most
commentators agree on the overall decline of the social position of
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institutional Christianity throughout most of Western Europe, different
perspectives may still differ considerably from one another. As we have
seen, some (e.g. Bruce 2002) interpret secularization in terms of what
Partridge (2004) calls the “de-intensification theory”. In this view, although
religion will remain in society, it will eventually do so “only in a de-
intensified, weak and insubstantial form” (2004, 8). Others (e.g. Martin 2005)
instead opt for the “co-existence theory”, focusing on variations in
secularizing and de-secularizing trends across different geographical,
historical, social, and cultural contexts. (Partridge 2004, 8, for more on main
approaches to secularization see for example Woodhead & Heelas 2000, 307-
308)

2. 1. 2 Alternative spiritualities and religious change

An important part of the secularization debate concerns the emergence and
proliferation of alternative, non-traditional forms of religion, spirituality, and
worldviews in the West. Scholars concentrating on these developments tend,
in various ways, to interpret the contemporary Western religious landscape
in terms of the co-existence or dialectical relationship between secularization
and sacralization/re-sacralization (e.g. Woodhead & Heelas 2000; Heelas &
Woodhead 2005; Partridge 2004, 2005). These scholars seldom refute the
overall effects of secularization on institutional religion. They do, however,
question the validity of claims that secularization somehow automatically
and irreversibly has led, and will continue to lead, to an overall decline in
religious vitality and individual religiosity, or a “secularization of the mind”
(Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 23). Hence, they point to the ways in
which religious belief and practice has changed and transformed in
contemporary society and culture, appearing in new forms and sometimes
unexpected places.

Recent decades have seen the dissemination of as well as growing
interest in a wide range of alternative religions, spiritualities, and
worldviews in the West. This has led to the emergence of an alternative
spiritual environment that is often referred to as the “holistic milieu” (e.g.
Heelas & Woodhead 2005) or, in a broader sense, “the alternative spiritual
milieu” (e.g. Partridge 2004). The broad category of “alternative spirituality”
encompasses a much wider range of beliefs and practices than those
traditionally assembled under the heading of “New Age”. Generally
speaking, alternative spiritualities stress the importance of individual choice
regarding spiritual matters, that is, they emphasize the individual as his/her
own ultimate spiritual authority or, as Heelas and Woodhead (2005, 6) write,
they are characterized by their focus on the “cultivation or sacralization of
unique subjective lives”. Spiritual truth and authenticity is not to be derived
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from or be made dependent on external religious authorities but, rather,
emanate from ‘within’ oneself. Within this milieu, individuals are
encouraged to seek inspiration in whichever religious and spiritual
traditions, teachings, beliefs, and practices that best suit their particular
individual needs and life situation at any particular time (Partridge 2004, 72—
73; Woodhead & Heelas 2000, 111-112). Although the alternative spiritual
milieu encompasses a myriad of different and disparate beliefs and
practices, and is characterized by an emphasis on the authority of the
individual and an abandonment of overarching authoritarian belief systems
characteristic of traditional institutional religion, a set of key themes have
nevertheless come to be so widely shared that they can be described as
having developed into what Partridge (2005, 11) terms “soft orthodoxies” (cf.
Aupers & Houtman 2008). One example would be the widely shared general
sense within the alternative spiritual milieu of the West becoming
increasingly attuned to ‘the spiritual’, of everything being holistically
‘connected’, often in terms of an all-permeating or all-encompassing
‘universal energy’ or ‘life force’. The sacralization of nature is another
commonly recurring feature of various forms of alternative spirituality. In
close connection to this, there is also widespread suspicion towards
“modern invasive technologies” (Partridge 2005, 18), particularly when
connected to irresponsible industrial exploitation of natural resources and
large-scale environmental pollution. Moreover, as Partridge (2004, 77) points
out, alternative spiritualities also typically emphasize “the resurgence of
ancient traditions” and continuity with an often “mythical past” as being
key “to vibrant, authentic contemporary spirituality”. This is also connected
to a more widespread distrust, suspicion — and sometimes outright hostility
— towards traditional institutional Christianity within many sections of the
alternative spiritual milieu. (Partridge 2004: 77-81)

In his two-volume work, The Re-enchantment of the West (vol. 1):
Understanding Popular Occulture (2004) and The Re-enchantment of the West
(vol. 2): Alternative Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture and Occulture
(2005), Partridge provides an extensive and stimulating account of overall
religious change and transformation in the West. Essentially, Partridge
argues that the proliferation of a large number of alternative religions,
spiritualities, and worldviews in the West, especially since the 1960s,
gradually has led to the formation of a broad bank of religious, spiritual, and
existential resources, which he terms occulture. It is important to point out
that this considerable expansion and broadening of the term “occult” should
not be understood as denoting a form of religion or worldview in itself but
“rather a resource on which people draw, a reservoir of ideas, beliefs,
practices, and symbols” (Partridge 2004, 84). This “reservoir of ideas”, or
“constantly evolving religio-cultural milieu” (Partridge 2005, 2), is sourced
by a wide array of disparate spiritual and existential ideas and themes
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informing such phenomena as a more general and widespread belief in the
“paranormal”, “wellbeing culture”, “eco-enchantment”, “sacralization of
psychedelics”, various forms of “cyber-spirituality”, “sacralization of the
extraterrestrial”, “Western demonology”, and “eschatological re-
enchantment” (Partridge 2005). There is also growing interest in different,
and often strongly dualist, forms of “dark occulture” sourced by different
strands of modern Satanism, Esotericism, Paganism, beliefs about the Devil,
vampires, malevolent extraterrestrials, and theories of mass conspiracy
(Partridge 2005, 207-278). Hence, occulture should be understood in the
broad sense of providing the “unpredictable raw materials” (Partridge 2004,
85) for the construction of alternative spiritual identities.

Partridge places particular stress on the ways in which the proliferation
of this vast plethora of spiritual and existential ideas in a supposedly
secularized society and culture points to the emergence of a new “spiritual
atmosphere” (Partridge 2005, 2); an ongoing process of re-enchantment or
“dialectical process of the re-enchantment of the secular and the
secularization of the sacred” (Partridge 2004, 44; see also Heelas &
Woodhead 2005, 125-128). According to Partridge, these significant changes
in the spiritual landscape of the West have important, and indeed profound,
implications for the study and understanding of religion itself: “just as we
are witnessing a revolution in the way twenty-first century
religion/spirituality is lived, so there will need to be a revolution in the way
it is studied and understood” (Partridge 2004, 59). Importantly, it is argued
that particular attention should be directed at the increasingly central role
that popular culture has played, and continues to play, in this context. We
shall return to this issue in the following chapter. (Partridge 2004, 84-85) It
should be added here that Christian ideas, themes, and symbols are not
exempt from this “occultural milieu”. For the moment, the most important
point to note regarding Partridge’s argument is that the wide range of
religious/spiritual themes and ideas that ‘float’ around in today’s broader
cultural and popular cultural environment might well also affect, inspire,
and influence people involved in more traditional and institutional forms of
religion such as Christianity.

Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead (2005) have also attempted to make
sense of these “apparently contradictory trends” (2005, 77) of secularization
and sacralization by understanding them in relation to what they call the
“subjectivization thesis”. They base their argument on the idea that the
“massive subjective turn of modern culture” (2005, 2) has had profound
effects on the very nature of religion and religious practice throughout the
West. In this climate, “The subjectivities of each individual become a, if not
the, unique source of significance, meaning and authority” (2005, 3-4). This,
they argue, has led to a development of “self-understanding and socio-
cultural arrangements /.../ in a “person-centred’ or ‘subjectivity-centred’
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direction” (2005, 5). According to Heelas and Woodhead, these
developments may be understood in terms of a burgeoning “spiritual
revolution” as people become ever more concerned with cultivating their
subjective lives regarding all matters spiritual and existential as well. They
thus argue that there is relatively strong evidence of an overall trend
towards “subjective-life spirituality” in the West centered on the “cultivation
or sacralization of unique subjective lives” (2005, 6). Heelas and Woodhead
contrast their notion of “subjective-life spirituality” with “life-as” forms of
religion, such as Christianity, that are characterized by an emphasis on such
things as external authority, hierarchical forms of organization, obedience,
tradition, metaphysical dualism, absolute truth claims, and moralism
(Heelas & Woodhead 2005, 14-16; see also Barker 2008, 190). This is also the
context in which the widespread use of the term “spirituality” within the
alternative spiritual milieu needs to be understood, that is, as a way of
contrasting the ideals of subjective-life spirituality from those of life-as
religion (Heelas & Woodhead 2005, 5-6; see also Barker 2008, 189, 196;
Partridge 2005, 9; Hunt 2003, 160-163). However, as Kate Hunt (2003) has
argued, even though more and more people have less and less contact with
traditional and institutional Christianity, its legacy lives on as the
predominant form of religious language available in Western society and
culture. (Hunt 2003, 162-168; see also Martin 2005, 76). However, Heelas and
Woodhead apply the subjectivization thesis to institutional Christianity as
well, distinguishing between four main types of life-as Christianity: (1)
“congregations of difference”, (2) “congregations of humanity”, (3)
“congregations of experiential difference”, and (4) “congregations of
experiential humanity”. This interpretive framework has also been presented
by Woodhead and Heelas in much broader form in Religion in Modern Times:
An Interpretive Anthology (2000).

(1) “Congregations of difference” emphasize the fundamental difference
between God and humankind. While such congregations “make an explicit
offer of subjective reconstruction and satisfaction” (2005, 23) they also insist
upon the subordination of subjectivity to a higher authority. This category
would include conservative Catholicism and conservative Protestant
evangelical and fundamentalist groups. (2) “Congregations of humanity”, on
the other hand, put particular emphasis on self-sacrificial service of God
through helping one’s fellow humans in need. Thus, “the imperative of self-
sacrifice overrides any impetus towards self-cultivation” (2005, 22). This
category includes mostly mainline and more liberal Catholic and Protestant
churches. (3) “Congregations of experiential difference” stress the
fundamental difference between divine and human but also entertain the
possibility of direct personal experience of the divine through the medium
of the Holy Spirit. Stronger emphasis is thus put on the cultivation of
individual subjective experience. This category chiefly includes various
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Charismatic ~and  Charismatic-evangelical =~ churches.  Lastly, (4)
“congregations of experiential humanity” remain concentrated on the notion
of self-sacrifice while incorporating certain experiential elements catering to
personal subjective life. This category would include groups such as the
Quakers and other revivalist or parachurch-type Protestant groups. Lastly, it
is important to note that these categories often may overlap or combine.
(Heelas & Woodhead 2005, 17-23; 154-156) It is also fair to assume that there
would be some degree of variation regarding which congregations would
fall into which categories across different broader social and cultural
contexts. Even so, this typology of different forms of “life-as” Christianity
provide useful ways of conceptualizing the fate of different forms of
Christian congregations and their corresponding attitudes to Christian life
today across a range of different Western social and cultural contexts. We
shall thus return to this typology at many points below. Drawing on the
findings of their research of the holistic milieu and congregational domain of
the British town of Kendal, Heelas and Woodhead thus offer the following
account on the state of different types of religiosity and religious activities in
a society and culture marked by the overall “massive subjective turn”:

1 Holistic milieu, subjective-life spirituality — which pays most attention to the
cultivation of unique subjectivities — tends to be faring best.

2 Religions of experiential humanity and experiential difference — which
address unique life subjectivities whilst placing them within a life-as frame of
reference — tend to be faring relatively well.

3 Religions of difference — which pay some attention to unique subjectivities
whilst emphasizing the life-as ‘oughts’ — tend to be faring relatively badly.

4 Religions of humanity — which pay least attention to unique subjectivities —
tend to be faring worst. (Heelas & Woodhead 2005, 75)

As Heelas and Woodhead point out, the explanatory strength of the
subjectivization thesis depends on evidence of the “subjective turn” being in
place. Although these arguments are made on the basis of empirical research
carried out in Britain, the purpose is nevertheless to offer a general
interpretive framework for understanding religious change and
contemporary religiosity and religious practice across the Western world.
Moreover, as pointed out by Woodhead, Heelas and Davie:

The observation that ‘soft’ or subjectivized forms of religion and spirituality,
both Christian and non-Christian or post-Christian, are doing relatively well in
the West and can be expected to continue to do well, begins to undermine the
very distinction between Christian and alternative forms of religion (and
spirituality). Just as the simple dichotomy between religion and secularity may
artificially constrain and distort our vision of the future, so too may that
between Christian and alternative. (Woodhead & Heelas & Davie 2003, 8)
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As argued here, contemporary transformations of religious belief, life, and
practice in the West should not necessarily be understood in terms of ‘new’
and ‘alternative” spiritualities springing up and increasingly sidelining
traditional and institutional religion simply by virtue of their
‘alternativeness’. To argue that “subjectivized” forms of religion, be they
Christian or alternative, are beginning “to undermine the very distinction
between Christian and alternative” in this regard is certainly a valid point to
make. We shall return to this issue below when discussing the
transformation of Evangelicalism during recent decades. In the following,
we shall continue discussing issues such as these in a particular context
when considering the impact of secularization and religious change on
Finnish religiosity in light of these wider debates on the changing face of
religion in the West.

2. 2 Secularization and religious change in Finland

In which ways, then, have the general developments discussed above
affected the religious climate of Finland? Before considering this question
directly, we shall first begin with a short historical overview of religion in
Finland since the advent of modernity.

As Finland constituted an integral part of the Swedish kingdom,
Lutheranism was established in Finland as it was adopted as the sole
confessional state church of Sweden at the Synod of Uppsala in 1593
(prohibition of any other religious observance was introduced throughout
the realm in 1617). The 17th century was marked by a strong “emphasis on
uniformity” (Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 39) and the building of
centralized power structures. This period is usually referred to as the Period
of Orthodoxy. As Kaaridinen, Niemeld, and Ketola point out, during this
period, the Church strove to adapt and consolidate its activity and practice
with the realities of the local village community, which was the form of life
for the great majority of Finns at the time. In this way, the Church aimed to
extend its influence to cover every aspect of social and cultural life.
Moreover, during this period, “religious uniformity was regarded as a
cohesive force in the whole realm” (K&aridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005,
40). The Lutheran doctrine of the three estates and the resulting three-level
division of society served to strengthen and consolidate the relationship
between church and state, divine and secular authority, into a single whole.
As Kadriainen, Niemeld, and Ketola (2005, 41) express it, “In the eyes of the
people the secular and spiritual authorities were one and the same”.
However, in spite of the rigid and non-tolerant climate of this period, some
old popular religious beliefs and practices still managed to persist.
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(Kéaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 39-46)

German Pietism arrived in Finland during the last decades of the 17th
century and also became a concern for the Church. However, although the
Pietist movement put greater emphasis on the Protestant notion of the
priesthood of all believers and the medium of the Holy Spirit, it also fully
ascribed to Lutheran doctrine. Radical Pietism never gained a strong
position in Finland. Notably, the Pietist movement, for the most part,
constituted “a certain religious movement within the Church” (Kdaridinen &
Niemeld & Ketola 2005,48) since it appears to have been primarily aimed at
bringing certain increasingly secularized portions of the population, such as
the middle class, back into conformity with Church beliefs and practices.
(Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 47-48) Although Finland was annexed
by the Russian Empire in 1809, the Lutheran Church retained its position as
state church of the now Grand Duchy.

Later developments

In European comparison, the industrialization of Finland began at a rather
late stage. Commencing proper in the 1830s and 1840s, industrialization
increased pace in the 1860s and 1870s, and also coincided with a range of
other profound social and cultural processes involving a shift from local to
civil society. This climate of social and cultural change gave rise to a number
of popular movements, including a number of revivalist movements, such as
the Supplicationist movement, the Awakened, the Evangelical Revival, and
Leastadianism, which originated from the ministry of Lars Levi Leastadius
(1800-1861) (for a detailed account of revival movements in Finland during
this time see for example Murtorinne 1992; 1995). These revival movements
typically emphasized the importance of individual conversion and an
eschatological understanding of history. Similar to Pietism, they mainly
constituted “popular lay movements” within the Lutheran Church
(Kaaridinen & Niemela & Ketola 2005, 52). However, they gradually gained
a stronger foothold within the Church, which in itself had gradually become
increasingly liberal, as it no longer viewed it necessary to police doctrinal
purity among all of its members. In addition to these domestic and
essentially Lutheran movements, a number of other movements from
abroad, such as the Seventh Day Adventists, the Methodist Church, the
Pentecostal movement, the Salvation Army, the Free Church, and the Baptist
Union also reached Finland during this time, eventually forming
independent denominations of their own, or so-called “free churches”. The
term “free churches” (“vapaat suunnat”) essentially denotes a wide array of
different independent Protestant communities and groups (many of which
are also Lutheran-based) which all lack direct links to the Finnish state.
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Reflecting concerns typical of evangelical Protestantism more generally,
these free churches are generally characterized by an emphasis on active
personal engagement with faith, voluntarism and lay-leadership,
evangelistic activity, and the notion of the priesthood of all believers. Many
of them are also part of both national as well as wider transnational and
international umbrella networks and organizations. (Kdaridinen & Niemeld
& Ketola 2005, 49-55; http://www.uskonnot.fi/uskonnot/view?religionld=20;
Martikainen 2004, 160-161)

The Church was greatly affected by the social turmoil of the early 20th
century: the General Strike, a fundamental restructuring of the
parliamentary system, and the effects of and resistance to the policy of
“russification”, all contributed to widespread social instability. The Russian
Revolution of 1917 resulted in Finnish independence later that same year
and the establishment of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and the much
smaller Orthodox Church as official state churches. Finnish independence
was shortly followed by the bitter Finnish Civil War of 1918, during which
the dominant Evangelical Lutheran Church aligned itself with the right-
wing side or the “whites”. After right-wing victory in May of 1918, the
Church was assigned an ever more central role as a uniting force in the
country. The Act of Religious Freedom in 1922 also greatly affected the legal
position of the Church. During the period leading up to the Second World
War, Finnish society also became increasingly differentiated as many social
functions previously administered and overseen by the Church gradually
became overtaken by secular government and municipalities. As Kéaridinen,
Niemeld, and Ketola point out, such developments were characteristic for
the Nordic countries more generally and key to the subsequent development
of the Nordic Welfare State-model. (K&aridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005,
56-58)

During the latter part of the 19th and first part of the 20th century, a
number of other Christianity-based religious organizations also arrived in
Finland. These included The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
which was first established in the city of Vasa in 1876 and eventually
registered as a religious community in 1948, and Jehova’s Witnesses who
started their activity in Finland in 1910 and were registered as a religious
community in 1945. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and
Jehova’s Witnesses (now the third-largest religious community in the
country have both become relatively familiar to Finns through the increased
visibility generated by their missionary work (e.g. Martikainen 2004, 163-
165). Small Muslim and Jewish congregations had already gained a foothold
in Finland in the beginning of the 20th century. A number of esoteric groups
also become established during the first half of the 20th century, including
The Finnish Theosophical Society (Teosofinen seura ry) founded in 1907
(and re-founded in 1933), The Finnish Rosicrucian Society (Ruusu-Risti ry)
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founded in 1920, The Anthroposophical Society of Finland (Suomen
antoposofinen seura) founded in 1923, and The Spiritualist Association of
Finland (Suomen spiritualistinen seura ry) founded in 1946 (Sohlberg 2008,
205-210; Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 63-67; Martikainen 2004, 163-
171) The abbreviation “ry” stands for “rekisterditynyt yhdistys” which
means registered voluntary association. As established by the Finnish
Associations Act, religious groups may also be registered as registered
religious communities (rekisterditynyt uskonnollinen yhdyskunta). As
‘national’ churches, the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church and The
Finnish Orthodox Church have their own legislation (see for example
http://www.uskonnot.fi/english/). Although these Churches no longer hold
the status of state churches, in the full sense of the word, many fundamental
structural and legal connections still exist between them and the state. In
2003, the old Religious Freedom Act of 1922 was replaced by a new and
expanded one.

The post-war decades brought additional profound changes in the
structure of Finnish society. At this time, although still primarily an agrarian
society, Finland experienced rapid industrial and service-industrial
development and fast-increasing urbanization, resulting in unprecedented
economic growth and fundamental changes in the social and cultural life of
the large majority of Finns (in the beginning of the 1990s less than 20 % of
Finns lived in rural areas). As K&dardinen, Niemeld, and Ketola (2005, 59)
point out, through these rapid developments, Finnish society shifted almost
directly from an agrarian to a service society. During this period, the Church
also strengthened its position as national or ‘folk” Church, particularly
through emphasizing its role as the main proponent of social solidarity. As
Kéaridinen, Niemeld, and Ketola (2005, 60) write, “The spirit of common
responsibility also contributed to directing the Church’s attention more
towards social action. Instead of personal piety there was a new emphasis on
mutual social responsibility”. The Church also responded to the new social
and cultural challenges brought by late modernity, such as the
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s, by concentrating on developing new
forms of Church work. However, this new, and increasingly liberal, general
direction also met with considerable resistance from conservative sections
within the Church itself. The rising influence of conservative views resulted
in the so-called “fifth revival” and also in increasing political engagement
through the Finnish Christian League (formed in 1958). Eventually,
following fierce debate, the ordination of women was established at the
General Synod of 1986, further deepening the divisions between moderate
and conservative sections within the Church. (K&daridinen & Niemeld &
Ketola 2005, 60-61)

The debate concerning women pastors have surfaced anew in recent
years as some conservative male pastors have united in their refusal to
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conduct services with their female colleagues. Coupled with issues
regarding the Church’s stance on homosexuality, these debates have
dominated much of mainstream media coverage of Church affairs during
recent years and also affected wider attitudes towards the Church, especially
among the young (Mikkola & Niemela & Petterson 2007, 69).

Finnish society became increasingly religiously pluralistic during the
post-war period, partly as a result of increasing immigration, and later,
through the arrival of refugees. The wider countercultural trends of the
1960s and 1970s resulted in steadily increased interest in various forms of
new religious movements and alternative spirituality. Hinduist religious
teachings have become represented by new religious movements such as
ISKCON, Transcendental Meditation, as well as a number of Yoga groups. A
number of Buddhist groups also started their activities in the beginning of
the 1980s. (Martikainen 2004, 168-171; Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005,
63) More recent rising interest in alternative spiritualities is most clearly
evidenced by a steady growth in the number of alternative spirituality
bookstores and magazines such as Mind olen (I Am), Voi hyvin (Be Well), and
Ultra as well as by the enduring popularity of alternative spirituality fairs
such as the annual “Spirit and Knowledge Fair” (Hengen ja Tiedon messut)
organized by the Association for the Borderline Science (Rajatiedon
yhteityoryhma) (Sohlberg 2008, 214). More recently established groups
include various Neo-Pagan umbrella groups such as Lehto - The Association
of Nature Religions (Lehto -Luonnonuskontojen yhditys ry, founded and
registered in 1998) and The Finnish Pagan Network (Pakanaverkko ry,
founded and registered in 1999). Most Finnish Neo-Pagans identify
themselves with different Wiccan traditions. In addition, a number of
esoteric and magical groups have also been established during the last
decade. Generally speaking, however, although there is evidence of a rise of
interest in alternative spiritual teachings, membership of alternative spiritual
groups has so far remained low. (Sohlberg 2008, 211-215)

As of 31 December 2008, 58 registered religious communities were listed
by The Population Register Centre. However, the large majority of these
represent Christian free churches and Islamic groups. At the time of writing,
The Religions in Finland Project (http://www.uskonnot.fi/) online database
lists 825 groups with religious/spiritual concerns (broadly defined)
registered as either voluntary associations or religious communities. Some of
the groups listed also operate as unregistered associations or commercial
enterprises. It is important to note, once again, that overall membership in
non-Christian religious communities or voluntary associations has remained
low. The country’s Muslim population is also divided into a larger number
of smaller groups. At the time of writing, the total number of Muslims in
Finland is approximately a little above 40,000 (for more on Islam in Finland
see Martikainen & Sakaranaho & Juntunen 2008). As of 31 December 2008,
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approximately 80.3 percent of all Finns were still members of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church. With the exception of the Finnish Orthodox Church and
the much smaller Catholic Church in Finland, almost all other registered
religious communities and voluntary associations with higher membership
rates are either Christian Protestant (free churches) or Christianity-based
(e.g. Jehova’s Witnesses). It is important to point out that the long-standing
dominant social position of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, its special
legal relationship to the state, as well as its position as the Church in public
discourse, means that people affiliated with other Christian churches and
denominations, and indeed other religions, can scarcely ignore the dealings
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church altogether. There is thus a sense in
which religious ‘diversity’ has so far remained limited in Finland (cf.
Beckford 2003, 76-77).

During recent decades, the Finnish religious landscape has experienced a
gradual shift towards increasing individualization and privatization of
religious beliefs and practices. Reflecting global trends, Charismatic
Christianity and Pentecostalism has grown steadily in Finland since the
1970s. A number of new activities and movements stressing the experiential
side of faith have also developed within the Evangelical Lutheran Church
itself, for example, in the form of silent retreats, renewed interest in the
pilgrimage cult, or the creation of the so-called St. Thomas Mass, which is an
ecumenical evening service characterized by its simplicity and down-to-
earth approach. The Charismatic Movement has also played an important
role in these develoments. As is often pointed out, the Nordic welfare-state
model essentially builds on Christian ideas of neighborly solidarity (e.g.
Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 58). Indeed, the Nordic churches have
always emphasized the importance of their social work, particularly among
the poor and less fortunate (e.g. Yeung 2008). Viewed in the light of Heelas’
and Woodhead’s typology of different types of Christian congregations
outlined above, the Nordic Lutheran churches all constitute typical
“congregations of humanity”, and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of
Finland is certainly no exception in this regard. We should recall here that,
according to Heelas and Woodhead, these were the types of congregations
that tended to be faring worst in a social and cultural climate, such as
Finland, that is increasingly marked by a broader “subjective turn”. The
situation for the larger number of smaller Finnish free churches is slightly
different. Of course, the majority of these churches fall within the categories
of “congregations of experiential humanity” and “congregations of
experiential difference”. The smaller membership rates of these churches,
usually stretching from a few hundred to a few thousand members, have in
many cases remained relatively stable over longer periods of time. In line
with Heelas” and Woodhead’s thesis, in some cases, there has even been
evidence of a slight increase of interest in recent years, particularly in
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Charismatic Christianity and Pentecostalism.? As reported on the Religions
in Finland Project website, when including the family circles of baptized
members in 2003, the total number of people somehow involved with
Pentecostal communities in Finland was estimated to reaching over a
hundred thousand. (http://www.uskonnot.fi/uskonnot/view?religionld=28)

The current state of traditional institutional Christianity in Finland

The current state of religion and its social role in Finland has received much
attention from Finnish scholars of religion in recent years. In their
exploration and overview of recent trends in Finnish religiosity, Religion in
Finland. Decline, Change and Transformation of Finnish Religiosity, Kaaridinen,
Niemeld, and Ketola (2005) direct particular attention at the issue of whether
Finland has “gone secular”. They approach this question in the light of the
traditional and most commonly used ways of quantitatively measuring the
social and cultural significance of religion, as well as the degrees of
individual religiosity, in connection to theories of secularization and
religious change: commitment to religious denominations, degrees of
individual religious belief, degrees of religious practice, comparisons
between different groups of the population, and the relationship between
religion and morality.

Kéaridinen, Niemeld, and Ketola (2005) offer the following general
observations on the state of traditional institutional religion in contemporary
Finland, most of which concern the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
particular: There has been a steady, but by no means radical, decline of
membership (about 10 percent) in the Evangelical Lutheran Church during
the last five decades. The significance that Finns attach to the doctrines and
religious message of the Church has also declined. Participation in all forms
of Church activities, particularly activities that require regular participation
and long-term commitment, has also declined sharply, especially among
younger age groups in urban areas and the Helsinki metropolitan area in
particular. The relationship between Church teachings and the morality of
Finns has likewise weakened considerably. However, as Kadridinen,
Niemeld, and Ketola (2005, 168) point out, the portion of the population still
belonging to the Church is high in comparison to most other Western
European countries. Significantly, Church member’s attitudes to their own
membership as such has so far largely remained unchanged, that is, the
majority of Church members still view membership of the Church as
something natural and taken-for-granted. Above all, it is argued, when

2 For statistical data see:
Population Register Centre: http://www.vaestorekisterikeskus.fi/vrk/home.nsf/pages/index_eng
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looking at individual beliefs and practices, Finnish religiosity has become
increasingly privatized. For although participation in all forms of Church
activity has seen overall decline, there appears to have been only slight
changes in the degrees of private religious belief and practice among Finns.
For example, the proportion of people who state that they believe in the
existence of God (although not necessarily as taught by Christianity) has not
changed significantly during the past two decades and the proportion of
people reporting that they pray on a regular basis has also remained stable
during this time. Thus, in a wider European comparison, Finnish private
religious practice has remained high. This leads Kaaridinen, Niemeld, and
Ketola (2005, 168) to contend that “Only a small part of Finns can be
described as ‘irreligious’” (That, of course, depends on one’s understanding
of what counts as a ‘religious’ person). It should be noted, though, that they
also point out that, in wider European comparison, the number of active
churchgoers is exceptionally low. As they go on to argue (2005, 122): “Thus
in Finland the connection between private and public religious observance is
in European comparison very weak”. At the same time, as the Church has
become ever more concerned and engaged with wider social issues it has
also increasingly come to be more generally expected to serve not only its
own members but also “the public at large” (2005, 170). This can be
interpreted as having somewhat strengthened the Church’s societal position
in recent times. (Kaaridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005, 166-171; see also
Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 47; 55)

The issue of young adult's religious sensibilities deserves special
attention in this context. As argued by Teija Mikkola, Kati Niemeld, and Juha
Petterson (2007), exploring young adult’s attitudes towards religion may be
seen to provide particularly valuable insights into possible future
developments and changes in the religious attitudes of Finns. Moreover,
viewed in light of the traditional ways of quantitatively measuring
religiosity as mentioned above, the religiosity of young adults appears to
have declined on all fronts, particularly in the Helsinki metropolitan area.
Generally speaking, taken together and viewed as a group, young adults
today seem markedly less interested in religion than they were only a few
decades ago (for statistical data see Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 64;
81; 117). This, of course, also has to do with a more widespread process of
detraditionalization and a weakening of religious socialization, particularly
as received in the home (Niemeld & Koivula 2006, 176, Mikkola & Niemela
& Petterson 2007, 101-106). The numbers of young people being confirmed
by the Evangelical Lutheran Church each year has, however, remained high.
Much in line with general transformations of religious attitudes in the West,
young adult Finns have become more inclined to emphasize individual and
subjective values. Indeed, Mikkola, Niemeld, and Petterson (2007, 58-59; 77-
80) explicitly discuss young adult’s attitudes towards religion in relation to a
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Western society and culture marked by a widespread “subjective turn”.
They also highlight the important role played by media and popular culture
in the formation of young adult’s views on religion today. Parallels can be
drawn here to Partridge’s (2004) notion of “occulture” and the increasingly
important role being played by popular culture as a resource of
religious/spiritual inspiration. (Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 44-49;
82;101)

But what can be said with regard to these issues about the religiously
active minority within the Church? Generally speaking, religiously active
young members of the Church have become increasingly frustrated by
entrenched and drawn-out debates within the Church on topics such as
resistance to women pastors and homosexuality. As Mikkola, Niemeld, and
Petterson (2007, 69) phrase the matter, “in the opinion of the religiously
active minority, the Church is not sufficiently bold in taking a stand”.
Indeed, as they go on to argue, the Church’s increasingly ambivalent stance
on many moral issues may indeed “activate those active in the Church to
drift away from it” (2007, 69). However, the “religiously active” should not
be viewed as constituting a homogeneous group. Among the religiously
active some identify with the “Church mainstream” and tend to regard
religion as a mainly private matter while others instead identify more with
revivalist views. It is from within this latter group in particular that the
Church has come to be criticized for “its lack of backbone and for not being
faithful enough to the Bible” (2007, 76). People within this group tend to
participate less in ordinary conventional Church activity, favoring instead a
deeper participation in the activities of different types of revivalist groups
within the Church or some other free churches. As argued by Helen
Cameron (2003, 117), today’s modern churches often include “affinity
groups within particular denominations and cross-denominational groups
meeting to explore particular spiritualities”. Moreover, as “These groups
build trust on the basis of shared experience /.../ It seems possible that
affiliation to these groups may strengthen at the expense of participation in
the local church” (Cameron 2003, 117). Today, a wide range of such groups
can be found within the broader Finnish Christian environment. As we shall
explore in more detail below, in many respects, the Christian metal scene
could also be viewed as an example of such a cross-denominational affinity
group based on shared experience. As noted, research on the religious
attitudes and sensibilities of young adults in Finland also clearly indicates
that the private and experiential aspects of religious activity have become
increasingly important over time (Niemeld 2006, 65). Finally, there are also
those within the religiously active minority whose understandings of faith
involves “a marked societal component” (2007, 76) and who would like to
see a stronger emphasis on tolerance, openness, and equality within the
Church. It is worth noting here that young people belonging to the
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religiously active minority usually have been socialized into the Church at
an early stage in the lives. (Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 75-76; 127)

The Church has also experimented with as well as introduced a number
of strategies and nation-wide projects aimed at bringing young people back
into its fold. The general idea behind most such initiatives has been to try to
approach young people in their own environment and on their own terms.
Quite much attention has also been directed towards the issue of music in
Church settings. The Church has increasingly come to recognize that
traditional church music simply no longer appeals to younger age groups.
Hence, the Church has started experimenting with alternative contemporary
forms of music. The Metal Mass, first arranged in the summer of 2006, is a
recent and good example of this (discussed in more detail in Chapter 5). The
Church has also addressed the issue of language in Church settings as it has
begun to acknowledge the fact that the language used in Church services has
become increasingly alien if not altogether unintelligible to younger sections
of the population. (Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 128-136) These are
all important observations as they concern all of the participants in this
study, many of whom belong to the religiously active minority of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church, and all of whom belong to what could be
called the broader ‘active Christian minority’ of the country. As argued
above, because of the Evangelical Lutheran Church’s dominant position
within the Finnish Christian milieu, and indeed religious milieu more
generally, its dealings and fortunes are commonly viewed as functioning
like something of a barometer of overall Finnish religiosity. This may not
reflect reality in unproblematic ways, but it is still quite fair to assume that it
affects views on the current state of Christianity in Finland among people
affiliated with free churches as well. Indeed, as is discussed below, Finnish
Christian metal musicians interviewed for this study who were not affiliated
with the Evangelical Lutheran Church still had much to say about its current
position and dealings.

What, then, should be said by way of conclusion? Kaédridinen, Niemeld,
and Ketola summarize their (admittedly rather optimistic) conclusions about
the current state of religion in Finland in five main points. First, the
Evangelical Lutheran Church has so far continued playing a central social
and cultural role as a component of Finnish national identity or “Finnish
way of life” (2005, 172), particularly through offering people rites of passage
such as Church baptisms and weddings. Second, “Institutional religion has
changed from state-oriented to society-oriented” (2005, 172). Secularization,
it is argued, has been “slowed down” (2005, 173) through the “more rapid
redefinition of relations between Church and state” (2005, 173). Third, as
already noted, the social role or “social conscience” (2005, 173) of the Church
has remained widely appreciated by the majority of Finns regardless of their
individual religious commitments. The church has also increasingly taken
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on functions not directly connected to religious or faith-related issues as
such. In various ways, the Church has made accommodations to late
modern Finnish society and culture as it has become increasingly concerned
with having “more interface with the concerns which people find
important” (2005, 173). Fourth, “Institutional religion has begun to offer
frameworks for private religiosity” (2005, 174). A range of new activities
directed at cultivating the experiential aspects of religiosity have been
introduced. Fifth, “Institutional religion in itself has changed in a direction
of popular religiosity” (2005, 174). Institutional religiosity has become
somewhat more individualized. The Church has further relaxed its
requirements on doctrinal purity in favor of a more debate-emphasizing
approach that also lends some room to a “searching and rethinking of
traditional conceptions” (2005, 174). Clearly, many general developments in
Finnish religiosity appear to support the idea that a considerable degree of
secularization has indeed taken place. Few Finnish scholars of religion
would dispute this. However, the evidence also suggests that transformation
would be a more appropriate description of contemporary changes in
Finnish religiosity than secularization proper (when wunderstood as
involving not only a decline in the overall social significance of religion but
also a “secularization of the mind”). (K&aridinen & Niemeld & Ketola 2005,
172-175)

As pointed out here, the contemporary Finnish religious climate may
seem to be marked by some contradictory trends. On the one hand, religious
belief and practice has become increasingly privatized with increasingly
fewer people, particularly young adults in urban areas, feeling that
traditional institutional religion has much to offer them. However, on the
other hand, although the general trend has been one of slow decline, the vast
majority of Finns have nevertheless so far remained members of the
dominant Evangelical Lutheran Church. The notion of “vicarious religion”
(Davie 2000) thus partly appears to apply to the Finnish situation. However,
it is clear that Finns should not be described in terms of “believing without
belonging” but, rather, in the case of the Evangelical Lutheran Church at
least, primarily in terms of “believing in belonging” (K&é&ridinen & Niemela
& Ketola 2005, 85) and “belonging without believing” (Martin 2005, 86).
However, as noted above, increasing numbers of young people in particular
no longer seem to feel such a need for ‘belonging’ (Mikkola & Niemeld &
Petterson 2007, 68; Mikkola 2006). At the same time, the Evangelical
Lutheran Church has so far managed to retain its role as ‘folk’ church, albeit
with increasing difficulty. It should also be noted here that, as a typical
“congregation of humanity”, it has so far also managed to fare surprisingly
well. Indeed, its role as a ‘guardian” of social solidarity has largely been an
advantageous one. Of course, some other Christian congregations
emphasizing the experiential aspects of religious life have indeed grown in
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Finland in recent times. It is, in any case, still important to note the resilience
and enduring prominence of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in a social
and cultural climate that is clearly marked by a general “subjective turn”. In
the main, even though Finns have become increasingly estranged from
Church teachings and practices, the appreciation of the Church as social
actor has remained high (Mikkola & Niemeld & Petterson 2007, 80-83; 94-95).
The current Finnish situation can thus be viewed as an example of how
traditional institutional religion may continue, in many ways, to occupy a
prominent position throughout society in spite of clear evidence of a more
general shift towards “self-understanding and socio-cultural arrangements
/.../ in a ‘person-centred’ or ‘subjectivity-centred’ direction” (Heelas &
Woodhead 2005, 5). Due to these partly contradictory factors and trends, the
time does not yet seem ripe for more confident predictions about the future
of Finnish religiosity.

The main conclusion we need to draw from this chapter is that religion
and religious life has undergone many deep and fundamental changes in
late modernity. Traditional institutional Christianity has long been on the
decline throughout much of the Western world. In some parts however, and
most notably in the USA, Christianity appears to remain in as strong a social
and cultural position as ever. At the same time, as argued by many scholars
of religion (e.g. Partridge 2004, 2005; Heelas & Woodhead 2005) there are
also signs of a resurgence of individual religiosity as evidenced by a more
widespread increasing interest in alternative religions and spiritualities,
which, above all, cater to the subjective and individual side of
religious/spiritual life. However, all of these observations remain the subject
of much debate. In particular, we also need to note that Finland has not
remained unaffected by these wider developments. As argued above,
secularization, which is often taken to involve a corresponding rise of
interest in alternative religions/spiritualities to some degree, seems not have
been as thoroughgoing as in many other Western countries so far. But,
importantly, this should not be taken to indicate that the many challenges
that traditional institutional Christianity faces today would not be highly
relevant for the Finnish context as well. As seen above, the Finnish Christian
landscape is, slowly but surely, experiencing these types of changes. This is
the broader religious environment in which the Finnish Christian metal
scene is to be understood. Lastly, as argued by many commentators on
contemporary religious change, for increasing numbers of people today,
popular culture has become an ever more important, and in many ways
unpredictable, resource for religious/spiritual inspiration and identity
construction. It is this issue which is addressed in the following chapter.
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3. The encounter between religion and popular
culture

The study of the relationship between religion and popular culture has
grown exponentially during the last two decades (e.g. Lynch 2007c, 1) and
increasingly started to attract the attention of scholars from a range of
different academic fields within the humanities and social sciences,
including religious studies, theology, cultural studies, media and
communication studies, anthropology, literature, and sociology. The field is
highly interdisciplinary in character, encompassing a wide range of
particular interests and theoretical and methodological approaches. To date,
no unified study of religion and popular culture has developed. As Bruce D.
Forbes (2005, 9) observes, “it is a field in need of definition, articulated
methodologies, and fuller awareness of the diverse contributions already
made”. Indeed, many scholars have sought to bring together commonly
used perspectives and approaches in attempting to provide something of an
overview of this fragmented field of study (e.g. Forbes & Mahan 2001/2005;
Mazur & McCarthy 2001; Stout & Buddenbaum 2001; Lynch 2007a). In
addition, a number of detailed studies aiming to develop starting points for
more unified and integrated approaches have also been produced in recent
years (e.g. Partridge 2004, 2005; Lynch 2005; Possamai 2005; Chidester 2005).
A few notable contributions to the study of religion and popular culture
have also been made in the Nordic countries during recent years (e.g. Hager
2001; Bossius 2003; Sjo 2007; Axelson 2008). Before moving to discussing key
approaches within the field, we must first begin by reflecting on the
concepts of ‘popular culture’ and ‘religion” within the study of religion and
popular culture. However, as Lynch (2005, 27) points out, within this broad
and still emerging field of study, these categories are best viewed “as
conceptual tools rather than neatly defined entities”.

3.1 The concept of “popular culture’

As many researchers of popular culture have observed, those who claim to
study “popular culture” do not always agree upon the meaning of the
concept (Lynch 2005, 2). The many ways in which the concept has been used
thus calls for some clarification. Lynch distinguishes between three main
ways of defining popular culture “in relation to a cultural ‘other’ or
‘others’”:
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1 Popular culture as an opposing cultural form to high culture or the avant-garde;
2 popular culture as a category that is defined in relation to both high culture
and folk culture, or which is seen as replacing folk culture;

3 popular culture as a form of social cultural resistance against dominant culture
or mass culture. (Lynch 2005, 3)

Definitions of popular culture as an opposing form of culture to that of
“high culture” or the “avant-garde” usually afford popular culture an
inferior status to that of the “true art’ of “high culture” or the “avant-garde”
(Lynch 2005, 4). This view has also become known as the “culture and
civilization” tradition (Clark 2007d, 12). As discussed in detail by John
Storey (2003), this way of understanding popular culture has its origins in
the notion of a distinction between “entertainment” and “art” that emerged
among sections of the British and North American social elites in the late
19th century. This distinction was essentially based on the idea that the
“lower” and “vulgar” forms of culture (i.e. entertainment) of the lower
classes had to be separated from those of the “higher” and ‘nobler’ forms of
culture (i.e. art) of the higher classes. Thus, this separation also constituted a
form of social distinction advocating an institutionalization of a connection
between culture and class. (Storey 2003, 33-45; Lynch 2005, 4-8)

Elaborating on these issues, Lynch points out that we also need to
recognize how the idea of a distinction between “high” and “low” forms of
culture “fails to acknowledge the complexity of the cultural life of the
majority of the population” (2005, 7). Moreover, he goes on to argue that the
legacy of this distinction also continues to influence the scepticism directed
towards popular culture as a ‘serious’ or “worthwhile’ object of study within
certain sections of the academic community. (Lynch 2005, 7-8). Although this
view of popular culture has been repeatedly contested, it continues to
influence ‘common-sense’ notions of popular culture within wider society.

Definitions of popular culture in relation to both “high culture” and “folk
culture”, or as replacing folk culture, can be formulated both positively and
negatively. When formulated positively (e.g. Forbes 2005, 2-3), popular
culture is viewed more as a type of culture existing alongside those of “high”
and “folk” culture. In this view, these are all different but equally valid
forms of culture. In its more negative form this way of defining popular
culture centers around the idea that a commercialized popular culture
“focused around mass production and consumption” has “displaced more
authentic, traditional folk cultures” (Lynch 2005, 9). These accounts, then,
are typically based around some form of “narrative of a ‘cultural fall”
resulting in a shift from a culture of the people to one for the people (Lynch
2005, 11). However, as Lynch points out, one can certainly bring into
question the meaningfulness of trying to sustain a distinction between
“popular” and “folk” culture within the broader multifaceted Western
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cultural climate of today. (Lynch 2005, 8-11)

Lastly, when popular culture is defined as a form of social cultural
resistance against “dominant” culture or “mass” culture, particular focus is
directed at how popular cultural forms may provide resources of cultural
resistance to the dominant culture of a particular society at a particular time.
Following Lynch (2005, 13) we might add that contemporary Western
societies are characterized by multiple forms of “social and cultural
domination, and more than one kind of dominating group” (see also Hoover
2006, 45). As David Morgan (2007a, 24) points out, it is important to note
that distinctions drawn between different forms of culture “tend to be either
arbitrary or ideologically enforced”. Lynch instead favours a broader
definition of popular culture “as the shared environment, practices, and
resources of everyday life in a given society” (2005, 14), or put in another
way, “as a ‘way of life’ for particular people in particular contexts” (2005,
15). Approaching popular culture in this way “involves looking at the wider
structures, relationships, patterns, and meanings of everyday life within
which popular cultural texts are produced and ‘consumed’™ (2005 15-16).
Popular culture, then, should not be viewed as “a straightforward object”
(2005, 19) that simply ‘exists’ independently of people’s various forms of
engagements with it. But we should not let such a broad definition lead us to
view popular cultural audiences as a “homogeneous population” who all
engage, or have the opportunity to engage, with popular culture in the same
ways (Lynch 2005, 14-21; for an alternative but similar discussion of the
defining features of popular culture see Clark 2007d, 8-9)

Focusing on popular culture in relation to everyday life becomes of
particular importance when studying the various relationships that exist
between religion and popular culture in a cultural climate marked by
religious change. As Forbes (2005, 5) writes, “Because popular culture
surrounds us, it seems reasonable to assume that its messages and subtle
themes influence us as well as reflect us”. These thoughts are echoed by
Partridge (2004, 123) who argues that “popular culture is both an expression
of the cultural milieu from which it emerges and formative of that culture, in
that it contributes to the formation of worldviews and, in so doing,
influences what people accept as plausible”. In this way, popular culture
plays an important role in our daily interactions by providing us with
resources for expressing our identities or who we are to others (e.g. Clark
2007c, 11-20; Morgan 2007a, 21). However, as Jeffrey H. Mahan (2007, 48)
points out, “Religion and culture have always been overlapping categories
and religion’s interactions with the cultural and economic systems of its day
have always troubled and intrigued observers”. Moreover, popular culture
itself provides an arena in which the very meaning and understanding of
‘religion’ is constantly negotiated (Mahan 2007, 51; see also Chidester 2005,
9; Schultze 2001, 46; Clark 2007¢c, 72).
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The role of communications media (nowadays electronic media in
particular) and consumption continue to constitute important elements in
debates about popular culture. Issues relating to communication and
consumption have also received much attention within wider debates on
religion in late modern times (see for example Lyon 2000). Lynch argues that
a fuller understanding of the role of popular culture within contemporary
everyday life needs to take these intimately connected dimensions into
account as they both can be viewed as being of great significance “in relation
to specifically theological and religious concerns such as the construction of
communities, identities, values, and beliefs” (Lynch 2005, 43). For present
purposes, it is particularly important to note how electronic media have
changed the very ways in which we interact and, as Lynch (2005, 55)
expresses it, have come to “play a growing role in shaping people’s personal
identities and understanding of the wider world”. (Lynch 2005, 48-56)

From a slightly different perspective, these issues have also been widely
debated within the study of the relationship between religion and media. As
Hoover (2006, 284) argues, “On a more pervasive level /.../ the ‘common
culture” represented by the media has today become determinative of the
contexts, extents, limits, languages, and symbols available to religious and
spiritual discourse”. As he goes on to point out, these developments have
also made it increasingly important to account for the ways in which
people’s actual religious and spiritual beliefs are reflected in various forms
of media (and popular culture) as they are used by individuals and specific
religious or spiritual groups and, moreover, to explore the different ways
and degrees to which media may become formative and determinative of those
individuals and groups (Hoover 2006, 290; similar arguments are also made
by Chidester 2005, 32; Lyon 2000, 56-64; and Stout 2001b, 69-70). These
observations are highly significant for any study of Christian metal. Not
only does this group express its Christian faith through a popular cultural
form, but that popular cultural form is itself highly formative and
determinative of that group. As we shall see in following chapters, an
adequate understanding of the phenomenon of Christian metal necessarily
needs to take account of how the particular musical, rhetorical, and aesthetic
characteristics of metal music as such also constitute central, and indeed
integral, components of this phenomenon.

A related and much debated issue has centered around what Partridge
(2004, 122) terms the “dilution thesis”, that is, the idea that popular culture
serves to “dilute”, “erode”, or “trivialize” traditional ‘serious’ religious
beliefs and worldviews. As Partridge (2004, 122) argues, in many ways,
traditional religious beliefs and worldviews appear in popular culture in
restated form, or as he (2004, 122) formulates it, “trivialized or superficial
spirituality can, over time, become serious religion” (Partridge 2004, 121-123;
see also Chidester 2005, 9; Possamai 2005, 132). Importantly, no matter how
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we choose to approach the issue of “dilution”, it will have far-reaching
consequences for our understanding of the people themselves who engage
in popular culturally-infused forms of religion and spirituality. It is
important not to pre-suppose the nature of the multitude of different possible
ways in which people may engage with popular culture in a religiously or
spiritually significant manner. This holds equally for both alternative and
more traditional forms of religiosity.

The issue of consumption, on the other hand, might be seen as relating
more directly to people’s construction of social and cultural identities. As
discussed above, some social theorists (e.g. Giddens 1991) have suggested
that people increasingly express their identities through the consumer
choices they make. That said, one should not automatically assume that
people construct their identities in predictable and straightforward ways.
The relationship between popular culture and consumption has long been
the subject of much scholarly debate. As such, it also continues to influence
understandings of the relationship between religion and popular culture.
For example, already in the 1950s and 1960s, hugely influential social
theorists such as Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse
identified increasing consumption in the Western world, and the USA in
particular, as playing a central role in the forming of culture as a whole into
a “dehumanizing system” (Lynch 2005, 70) centered on standardization and
commercial profit. We shall return to issues of religion and consumption at
many points below (for more on critical views on popular culture and
consumption see Lynch 2005, 60-73; Elliott 2009, 20-21; 36-40).

3. 2 Defining ‘religion” within the study of religion and
popular culture

Examining religion in relation to popular culture and everyday life raises
important questions of definition. How religion is interpreted as featuring
within the context of popular culture will depend on how it is defined.
Within the study of religion and popular culture these debates have mainly
concentrated on the respective virtues and weaknesses of substantive and
functionalist approaches. According to Lynch (2007c, 128-129), an
intermediary phenomenological approach may also be added. These debates,
then, should be viewed as part of wider debates on the definition of religion
within contemporary religious studies, and the sociology of religion in
particular.

Substantive definitions of religion are essentially concerned with what
religion ‘is’. As Lynch points out, such a definition is usually based on the
identification of a set of “externally observable” (2007c, 128) core or
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‘substantive’ elements that need to be present in order for a “socio-cultural”
(2007c, 127) system to be termed a religion. Such core elements would
include belief in supernatural beings, sacred texts, sacred spaces, rites and
rituals, religious institutions, and various forms of religious personnel.
Different substantive definitions may afford different core elements different
degrees of importance. These types of definitions have functioned as the
basis on which religious systems traditionally identified as “world religions”
(e.g. Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism) have been understood.
Substantive definitions are also implicit in much research on religion and
popular culture. (Lynch 2007¢, 126-127)

The virtues of substantive definitions lie in their ability to delineate a
more clearly marked area or field of study. However, they raise a number of
problematic issues as well. For example, it is not clear how one is to
determine which elements constitute the core elements of religion. It is also
unclear as to how useful such a definition might be for analyzing the
increasingly fluid character of religious life and practice within
contemporary Western society and culture. That being said, substantive or
“generic” understandings of religion have exerted considerable influence on
both academic as well as everyday ‘lay’ understandings of what religion ‘is’
(Beckford 2003, 16-17; see also Ammerman 2007, 7-8). Moreover, the
historical genealogies of such definitions also need to be taken into account.
Substantive definitions may blind us to the complexities of religious life and
risk imposing Western ideas about religion on other non-Western religious
traditions. (Lynch 2005, 27-28; 2007¢, 126-130; Beyer 2003, 164-165)

A phenomenological approach, on the other hand, concentrates on
identifying universal ‘features’ of religion that appear to be recurring across
religious traditions and historical periods. This approach thus directs
particular attention at people’s “lived experience” of religion and the sacred,
concentrating on “culturally universal phenomena” such as myths and
rituals (Lynch 2007c, 128). Thus, while displaying many similarities with
substantive definitions, phenomenological approaches extend their inquiry
beyond the traditional canon of institutional world religions. However,
phenomenological definitions, which also build on a generic understanding
of supposedly universal features of religion as a whole, also risk imposing
ideologically grounded Western perceptions and notions of myth, ritual, and
‘the numinous’ on non-Western social and cultural contexts.

Finally, religion can be defined in functionalist terms, concentrating on
what religion ‘does’. Such an approach would seem to be particularly suited
for studying the increasingly fluid and individual-centered character of
much contemporary Western religiosity. As Lynch (2007c, 129) observes, this
approach can be illustrated with reference to the thoughts of Emile
Durkheim (1995, first published 1912) who viewed religion as the “socio-
cultural system which binds people into a particular set of social
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identifications, values, and beliefs”. From this standpoint, religion
essentially has to do with the “sacred”, that is, ideas and practices that are
set apart from the ordinary or the “profane”. In Durkheim’s view shared
notions of the sacred serve to uphold social cohesion by binding people
together within a single moral universe (Chidester 2005, 16). A similar view
can also be found in the work of Clifford Geertz (1973). Following Lynch, in
this way, functional definitions emphasize the social function of religion as a
force that binds people together through offering structures for everyday
life. Functionalist approaches may also highlight the “existential” or
“hermeneutical” function of religion, that is, the ways in which it provides
people with resources for the shaping of identities and a sense of meaning
and purpose in their lives. In addition, particular attention can also be
directed at the “transcendent” function of religion, focusing on how it
provides people with ways of experiencing the sacred or the transcendent.
The importance attached to each of these dimensions varies among different
functionalist definitions. Functionalist approaches can prove particularly
useful when looking at new and alternative forms of religious and spiritual
practice and the many ways in which they may interact with traditional
religious institutions. (Lynch 2005, 28-30)

However, functionalist definitions are by no means unproblematic. As
Lynch (2007c, 129) observes: “Functionalist approaches open up the
possibility that any socio-cultural system which serves these basic ‘religious’
needs for community, identity, and meaning could be defined as religious,
even though it may fall far outside the conventional canon of religions”. This
means that, in practice, functionalist definitions seem to give academics the
authority to determine that certain cultural practices are ‘really about’
religion or spirituality regardless of the views of people actually involved in
them. Hence, it can be argued that functionalist definitions are in fact much
less attentive to the “lived meanings” of people involved in different
religious and cultural communities and practices (Lynch 2007¢c, 131). As this
approach essentially makes it possible for anything to be labeled as
‘religious’, it may serve to obscure more than it clarifies by blurring all
distinctions between religion and other cultural practices. (Lynch 2007c, 129-
134; see also Dobbelaere 2002, 49-52; McLoud 2003, 199; Swatos 2003, 43-44).
Therefore, as Peter Beyer (2003, 165) has pointed out regarding the problem
of defining religion more generally, it could be argued that functionalist
definitions “do not so much solve the problem [of definition] as evade it”.

These different approaches to the definition of religion each have their
explanatory strengths and weaknesses. As this study is mainly situated
within the realm of institutional Christianity, it may seem most suitable to
employ a substantive approach. However, there is no reason why a
substantive approach should not also take into account how religion
functions, what it ‘does’, within people’s lived experiences. Drawing
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absolute lines between substantive, phenomenological, and functionalist
approaches to religion inevitably leads to a theoretically based exclusion of
important dimensions of religious belief and practice. Approaching religion
from a social constructionist perspective involves directing particular
attention at how religion and religious meaning is constructed and
embedded in the context of human interaction. It is quite fair to assume that
many people, including many of the participants in this study, hold
understandings of religion that include all of the defining elements -
substantive, phenomenological, and functionalist - singled out by the main
approaches to the definition of religion discussed above. It is also important
to note that, in their respective ways, these three approaches all postulate
some objective ‘reality’ or generic qualities to that which may count as
religion. Again, this is not to say that these approaches would not each
contribute to a deeper overall understanding of the phenomenon we call
religion. The social constructionist approach employed here thus involves
paying serious attention to the construction of religious meaning and
significance within the lived experiences of a particular group of people, that
is, the Finnish Christian metal scene, and allowing this construction to enter
into dialogue with various theoretical understandings of religion such as
those discussed above (see Ammerman 2007, 5-6; Swatos 50-52; Beckford
2003, 195).

3. 3 Key approaches in the study of religion and popular
culture

A more comprehensive understanding of the complex relationships between
religion and popular culture, as well as the different ways in which that
relationship can be studied, requires us to consider the various forms this
relationship might take. Working from a European perspective, it should be
noted that until now much work within the field has primarily concentrated
on a North American context, which is reflected in a large number of studies
concentrating on the relationship between religion and different forms of
media in the USA. Forbes (2005) provides a useful, although not totally
unproblematic, way of conceptualizing this diverse field of study through
distinguishing between four main areas of inquiry, concentrating on four
main types of relationship between religion and popular culture. These are
“religion in popular culture”, “popular culture in religion”, “popular culture
as religion”, and “popular culture and religion in dialogue” (for an
alternative but similar typology of key approaches see Lynch 2005, 21). As
these categories overlap in many ways, they should not be regarded as
exclusive in any sense but, rather, understood in relation to one another. In
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many respects, they also represent different forms of scholarly approaches to
the field. However, all highlight the increasingly important role played by
popular culture within the social, cultural, and religious climate of the
contemporary West.

As noted, it should be acknowledged that this typology has its
limitations, particularly since it may be taken to suggest that ‘religion” and
‘culture/popular culture’ in some sense can be viewed as constituting
separate spheres or domains and, as such, that they somehow could be set
apart and studied and analyzed separately from one another as well. In line
with the social constructionist approach of this study, what students of
religion and popular culture (and indeed students of religion in general as
argued by von Stuckrad 2003) can only really and reasonably claim to study
and analyze is religious propositions as expressed, communicated, or
represented (von Stuckrad 2003, 263). Therefore, according to the view
adopted here, ‘religion” and “popular culture’ are not viewed as constituting
separable spheres, since popular culture itself is understood as constituting
one among many arenas (itself encompassing a myriad of different forms of
representation) through which religious propositions are made and
religiosity and religious sentiment is expressed, communicated, and lived
out in the first place (see also Horsfield 2008, 113-114).

Furthermore, as Jeremy Stolow (2008) observes, we might also usefully
question any distinctions being made between religion and technology. As
Stolow suggests, “we are more amply rewarded by examining the myriad
ways in which religious experiences are materialized, rendered tangible and
palpable, communicated publicly, recorded, and reproduced, — in short,
mediated — in and through its given range of technological manifestations and
techniques” (Stolow 2008, 195). Very similar arguments have also been
presented by Birgit Meyer (2008) and Meyer and Jojada Verrips (2008) who,
focusing on the relationship between religion and aesthetics and religion as
mediated, have called into question understandings of religion and media in
general as constituting somehow separate spheres. As Meyer and Verrips
(2008, 25) state, “The very assumption of a divide between religion and
media stems from a dematerialized and disembodied understanding of
religion”. As they go on to argue, “Pondering the nexus of religion and
media has yielded an understanding of religion as a practice of mediation
/.../ to which media are intrinsic” (Meyer & Verrips 2008, 25). As pointed out
by Meyer and Verrips (2008), an understanding of religion as mediated does
not foreground either the individual mind or “social forms” (2008, 26) as
“the generis” (2008, 27) of religious experience and subjectivity, instead
emphasizing the ways in which “the personal and the social are inextricably
bound up with each other” (2008, 27). As such, an understanding of religion
as mediated does not only reflect concerns central for a social constructionist
approach to religion, but it can usefully complement and enrich it as well

85



(compare for example Horsfield 2008, 119).

Keeping these issues in mind, we shall nevertheless approach the field in
light of Forbes’ typology since that will help us illuminate more generally
some key debates and areas of focus within the study of the relationship
between religion and popular culture. The category of “popular culture in
religion” is particularly significant for present purposes and will thus be
discussed lastly in more detail. A brief discussion of how Christian metal
illuminates some of the limitations of this typology will also be included at
the end of the chapter.

3. 3.1 Religion in popular culture

Most existing research within the field falls within the broad category of
“religion in popular culture”. This is the study of the both explicit and
implicit appearance of religious ideas, themes, symbols, and language in
different forms of popular culture such as film, television-series, literature,
popular music, computer games etc. Film has arguably received most
attention in this regard although popular music has been the subject of
increasing interest in recent years (e.g. St. John 2004, Gilmour 2005, Bossius
2003). Forbes argues that, when studying the relationship between religion
and popular culture in this way, more can be learned through attempting to
discern broader patterns, “asking what the patterns reveal about the creative
forces behind the images and the audiences who respond”, than through
concentrating on isolated examples. (Forbes 2005, 10)

The study of religion in popular culture has also been popular among
Christian theologians searching for implicit Christian religious themes in
various forms of popular culture, especially in film (Forbes 2005, 10-12).
Some of these theologically grounded studies tend to be somewhat
sensationalist in that they often purport to ‘reveal’ or ‘expose’ traces of
religion, and Christian belief in particular, in a supposedly deeply
secularized society and culture (e.g. Detweiler & Taylor 2003; Mattingly
2005). Nevertheless, besides contributing to the field by offering new
insights, these studies also provide researchers of religion and popular
culture with an interesting additional body of material.

A more challenging task is identifying ways in which the long-standing
relationship between religion and popular culture might have changed in
late modern secularized society and culture. For one thing, a considerable
portion of the various religious themes that appear in contemporary popular
culture are not Christian at all. When an increasingly wide range of different
religious and spiritual themes, ideas, beliefs, and symbols start to appear
ever more frequently in popular culture, what does that say about its
audiences which it is taken to both ‘reflect’ and ‘form’? As mentioned briefly
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above, some scholars have directed particular attention at precisely such
general patterns and trends.

In this context, as Andreas Hager (2008, 113) reminds us, we should also
pay attention to the ways in which various forms of religious artefacts,
imagery, iconography, symbols etc. also may be put to essentially “popular
cultural” uses and, for example, function as material for home decoration.
Hager relates the study of the relationship between religion and popular
culture to broader debates on religious change within the sociology of
religion today, particularly regarding the increasing individualization and
privatization of religion. As he writes, “It is evident how the religious
‘supply’ is increasing through the connections to popular culture, both when
institutionalized religion creates a greater variety of alternatives of how to
practice religion, and when further alternatives are present within
mainstream popular culture” (Hager 2008, 114-115). This, he goes on to
argue, also contributes to greater religious pluralism as “This pluralism
contributes to the possibility to use popular culture religion as a source for
creating one’s own, more or less, individual religious mix” (Hager 2008,
115).

This same notion is also explored in great detail by Partridge who
explicitly relates his notion of “occulture” to popular culture, arguing that it
has proven a “key sacralizing factor” (2004, 119) in the contemporary re-
enchantment of the West: “Motifs, theories and truth claims that once
existed in hermetically sealed subcultures have begun to be recycled, often
with great rapidity, through popular culture” (Partridge 2004, 119). The
important point to note is that regardless of how, or to which degrees, we
choose to engage with this vast range of beliefs and ideas, we are
nevertheless increasingly aware of their existence. As popular culture is all
around us, argues Partridge, so are the spiritual ideas it conveys and
disseminates. This is evident in the ways in which popular culture has
become an increasingly important and natural source of inspiration for
many people’s construction of religious and spiritual identities. Importantly,
all of this equally concerns Christians as well and that is why Partridge’s
argument also is of greater significance for this study. The relationship
between religion and popular culture is thus best understood in terms of
two-way reciprocity (Partridge 2004, 126). Through circulating a wide range
of religious and spiritual beliefs and ideas, popular culture not only
functions as an important source of inspiration for the formation of spiritual
identities but also significantly contributes to increasing people’s knowledge
of and interest in these different beliefs and ideas. (Partridge 2004, 54; 121;
see also Hoover 2006; Heelas & Seel 2003, 236). Perhaps more than in any
other form of popular culture, religious and spiritual themes have been
particularly common in different forms of popular music. For example, today,
eastern religious themes have become a particularly visible component of
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many forms of dance music culture (e.g. St. John 2004, Bossius 2003). Among
numerous other examples one could mention the close affinity between
reggae and Rastafarianism, as well as that between metal and different
forms of Satanist, pagan, occult, and esoteric beliefs.

Popular culture has long been an important site for the dissemination of
alternative religious and spiritual ideas that challenge the traditional Judeo-
Christian worldview. This, argues Partridge, is further reflected in the ways
in which different forms of religion and spirituality are presented in
different ways within popular culture itself. As he points out, within this
context Christianity is often presented as exclusivist, authoritative,
hierarchical, and patriarchal — all highly undesirable qualities within not
only the alternative spiritual milieu, but increasingly also within the general
Western religious/spiritual climate of today (Partridge 2004, 136). However,
a notable exception is found in popular culture’s long-standing interest in
essentially Judeo-Christian demonology, eschatology, and apocalypticism, which
is perhaps most vividly reflected in the enduring popularity and success of
films about the Devil, the Antichrist, and the Biblical apocalypse. Moreover,
these types of themes have long constituted important sources of inspiration
within the world of popular music; “popular musicians and their fans have
found dark occulture particularly alluring” (Partridge 2005, 252). As shall be
explored in more detail below, metal, and especially some of its more
extreme sub-genres, is no doubt one of the clearest contemporary examples
of this. As pointed out by Partridge (2005, 248) — who does not fail to note
the significance of metal in this regard — “the subversive values provided by
Western demonology are actually enormously attractive to those wanting to
construct countercultural identities”. (Patridge 2005, 207-278; 2004, 185)

Partridge’s argument is of a very broad and general character. Its
broadness also arguably makes it difficult to apply to more specific contexts.
However, we need not fully accept all aspects of it in order to still appreciate
the need for situating the increasingly close relationship between religion
and popular culture within a broader context of religious change and
transformation in the West. Moreover, the argument is also significant in
that it puts greater emphasis on the many connections that exist between
different forms of religious and spiritual themes within popular culture.
Thus, it further highlights the need for different approaches to religion and
popular culture to be viewed in close relation to one another.

3. 3. 2 Popular culture as religion
Similar to the category discussed above, studies of “popular culture as

religion” emphasize the ways in which popular culture both forms, shapes,
and reflects us. However, they also go a step further by suggesting that, for
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many, the implications of today’s increasingly close relationship between
religion and popular culture may have been much more far-reaching. In
different ways, studies within this category suggest that popular culture has
taken on many of the functions previously held by institutional religion.
(Forbes 2005, 14-15) A wide range of popular cultural forms have been
studied in this way, including popular music (e.g. Sylvan 2002), sport (e.g.
Price 2001), film (e.g. Lyden 2003), television-series fandom (e.g. Jindra
2005), and popular cultural icon fandom (e.g. Reece 2006).

Whereas other ways of studying religion and popular culture differ in
focus, this category mainly differs in approach. Studies within this category
are underpinned by functionalist definitions and approaches to religion.
There are, however, different ways of studying “popular culture as
religion”. One can, for example, examine the game of football and focus on
how it may be said to offer its fans a sense of community and set of public
rituals; the ways in which existential or religious themes appearing in
television series such as the X-Files or film series such as Star Wars may
provide fans with resources for the shaping of worldviews and private rites;
what it means when fans of Elvis travel to his grave at Graceland in a
pilgrimage-type fashion; or the ways in which popular music cultures such
as trance may provide its members with ‘transcendent’ experiences. One
way of approaching questions such as these is by highlighting parallels
between the presumed basic functions of religion and certain popular
cultural forms. The game of football, for example, can be viewed as offering
its fans a sense of community, a set of public rituals, myths and icons,
resembling those found in traditional institutional religion. However, some
studies within this category go further still by asserting that certain forms of
popular culture have come to function or serve as religion for an
increasingly large number of people. As Forbes points out: “Whether the
emphasis is upon essential religious beliefs, religious forms, or religious
functions, each avenue of discussion makes it possible to claim that aspects
of popular culture /.../ constitute a religion for their most devoted followers”
(Forbes 2005, 15, my italics). Within this category, the definition of religion
quite obviously becomes of central importance. (Forbes 2005, 14-15).

As discussed above, functionalist approaches may reveal much about the
fluid and person-centered religious climate of today by concentrating on
religious practices outside the boundaries of traditional institutional
religion. On the other hand, it also risks obscuring differences between
religious and other cultural practices. One might ask, for instance, how a
devout Christian who is also a highly dedicated fan of his local football club
should be understood in light of such an approach. In which respects and
under which circumstances would it be reasonable to assume and then argue
that, in spite of this person’s Christian commitments, the game of football
serves additional religious functions for this person as well? The main point
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to note here is that studies arguing for the religious functions of popular
culture — and most of all studies arguing for the replacement or substitution of
religion by popular cultural forms — tend to raise these types of problematic
issues.

However, as these approaches makes it possible for virtually anything to
be labelled as serving essentially religious functions, or as constituting a
form of religion in itself, this can also be taken to undermine their
explanatory value as it may lead to a blurring of all distinctions between
religion and other cultural practices. While this approach may have its
virtues, its problematic aspects need to be openly acknowledged.

3. 3. 3 Religion and popular culture in dialogue

This category designates an area of study focused on the ways in which
religious groups relate to and engage in debates on popular culture within
wider society and culture. Such debates may not focus on religion as such
but instead “be ethical arenas to which religious values pertain” (Forbes
2005, 16). Such ‘dialogue’ may take many forms. It mostly revolves around
religious groups “listening to the voices of popular culture” (Forbes 2005, 16)
in an either open-minded or confrontational spirit. In addition, it may also
involve religious groups comparing their own values with those perceived
to be represented by and within popular culture, for example through
criticizing popular culture’s perceived negative impact on morality. As
argued by Chidester (2005, 17, see also Héager 2001), such criticism may also
entail religious groups defining popular cultural forms as “religious” in
order to “raise the stakes in the cultural contest”. This point is further
elaborated upon by Hoover:

The so-called “popular media” of television, film, and popular music are
implicated in important debates about cultural norms and social relations,
having come to represent — for some — the very definition of the kind of culture
and cultural values that must be confronted and contested in any project that is
interested in normative values, as religion is. (Hoover 2006, 28)

This point is further illustrated by how religious groups also may engage
with popular culture by criticizing the ways in which their religion (and
sometimes themselves) is represented within certain popular cultural forms.
For example, Hollywood action films have been criticized by some Muslim
groups for disseminating and upholding negative stereotypes about
Muslims by repeatedly portraying them as terrorists and religious fanatics
(Chidester 2005, 14); the Catholic church has criticized a number of films
representing Catholic clergy as sadistic child abusers; and new religious
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movements have at times reacted to how popular culture typically
represents them as dangerous “brainwashing” cults (Beckford 2003, 181;
185-186). However, dialogue may also take the form of religious groups
viewing popular culture as an “ally” and an arena that can be used to
promote certain campaigns or causes (Forbes 2005, 16). Religious groups
may also engage in dialogue with the aim of transforming popular culture in
accordance with their own beliefs. Lynch (2005, 33) terms such form of
dialogue “missiological engagements” (this form of engagement will be
discussed in the following section). (Forbes 2005, 15-16)

We should also keep in mind here that religious-cultural dialogue has a
long history. For present purposes, this can be illustrated by H. Richard
Niebuhr’s (2001/1951) typology of five historical ways in which Christian
groups have engaged with the wider culture in his much debated book
Christ and Culture. This classic typology has also been both much discussed
and utilized within the study of the relationship between religion and
popular culture on the whole. Essentially, in different ways, Niebuhr's
categories all pertain to the basic Christian idea of being ‘in” but not ‘of’ the
world. First, there is the category of “Christ against culture”. In this view,
Christianity is understood as standing in fundamental opposition to the
wider culture, no matter what the circumstances. In absolute terms, one has
to choose between either God and that which is good or the world and that
which is evil. No room is left for intermediary positions or compromises.
Second, at the other end of the spectrum, we have the category of “Christ of
culture”. From this standpoint, Christianity is in full agreement with the
wider culture. Not all aspects of culture need to be religiously motivated.
However, a culture inspired and informed by Christian beliefs and ethics
can become ‘better’ or ‘redeemed’ in terms of soundness and morality.
Third, the category of “Christ above culture” places itself somewhere
between the two former. Christians should neither wholeheartedly embrace
nor totally eschew the wider culture. They should, however, strive to
maintain a Christian “distinctiveness’ in their everyday lives and dealings
with the wider culture. Fourth, the category of “Christ and culture in
paradox” is of a strongly dualist character. Christians are called to live a
sanctified and perfect life. However, it is recognized that this ideal is
impossible to realize. Hence, life is lived in sin and the hope of the continued
grace of God. Christian’s relationship to the wider culture is thus divided
and somewhat unclear. Fifth, the final category of “Christ as transformer of
culture” takes a view of culture as being neither evil nor sinful in itself but,
rather, as having fallen into sin. Hence, it is possible to restore it in accordance
with the initial will of God. (Howard & Streck 1999, 42-43; Lynch 2005, 99-
101)

As highlighted by Niebuhr’s typology of Christian religious-cultural
dialogue, Christian engagements with popular culture may take many
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forms. But if Forbes’ (2005) typology of different relationships between
religion and popular culture may be taken to suggest that ‘religion” and
‘culture’ constitute somehow separable spheres, that is even more the case
with Niebuhr’s. However, as this study does not utilize Niebuhr’s typology,
for present purposes, it is enough to note that much can be learned about the
present day religious environment through exploring how religious groups
respond to wider contemporary cultural trends (e.g. Mahan 2007, 61).

3. 3. 4 Popular culture in religion

Research within this category differs from the other three discussed so far in
that it concentrates on the appropriation and use of popular cultural forms
by religious institutions and groups themselves. The since long fairly
common, both direct as well as indirect, appropriation of popular musical
styles, film, advertising, or marketing strategies by Christian groups are all
examples of this. Indeed, most research on “popular culture in religion”
explicitly focuses on various Christian groups’ use of popular cultural forms
such as music and television. However, this category has been afforded the
least academic attention within the study of religion and popular culture as
a whole (Forbes 2005, 13; Stout 2001a, 7). Studies within this area (e.g.
Jorstad 1993; McDannell 1995; Howard & Streck 1999; Hendershot 2004;
Luhr 2009) have mostly concentrated on a North American context and
typically focused on some aspect of the evangelical Christian popular culture
industry of the USA, to which there exists no directly comparable equivalent
in any other country (e.g. McDannell 1995, 268). Christian popular cultural
products have, however, become increasingly available outside the USA as
well (Hendershot 2004, 88).

Terms such as “Christian popular culture industry”, “evangelical
popular culture”, “Christian media”, or some variation thereof, are often
used interchangeably to denote a wide array of Christian “appropriations”
of popular cultural forms that are bound to certain industrial and
organizational structures, produced and chiefly consumed by “evangelical”
or “born again” Christians in North America, and especially in the USA.
Henceforth, the term “evangelical popular culture” will be used. As scholars
within this particular area of study often point out, it is frequently difficult
to draw clear lines between “Christian” and “secular” popular culture in this
regard. As this research has tended to focus on Christian “appropriation” of
popular cultural forms, the attitudes and motivations that underlie such
appropriation has developed into one of its primary concerns. The case of
evangelical popular culture provides a useful and multifaceted example of
this. Importantly, this is also the wider religious-popular cultural context in
which Christian metal essentially needs to be understood. While
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acknowledging that popular cultural forms have become embraced and
integrated into the practices of a range of different religious institutions and
groups (see for example the contributions to Clark 2007b), for present
purposes, the following discussion will focus on evangelical popular culture
in particular.

The term “evangelical” lacks clear definition. The diverse group of
people it serves to signify is also a little difficult to pin down. As a particular
form of Protestantism, Evangelicalism can be traced back all the way to the
Reformation (Lynch 2002, 34). As a particular Christian Protestant
movement it is usually traced back to mid 18th century Britain. In the
context of “evangelical popular culture”, the term serves to designate a
broad group of Protestant Christians with varying degrees of institutional
affiliation who share some particular understandings of Christian faith and
life. Understood in terms of a religious movement in a broad sense,
Evangelicalism constitutes an important element of the North American
religious landscape in particular. However, it is by no means confined to
North America. As noted, Evangelicalism has traditionally also occupied a
visible position within the Protestant milieu of Western European countries
such as Britain. It also occupies a somewhat visible position in the
contemporary  Protestant milieu of Finland. For evangelicals,
denominational affiliation usually comes secondary to an understanding of
faith as a matter of personal salvation. Hence, particular emphasis is put on
the importance of a personal and unique relationship with God. Such a
relationship starts with a personal choice to accept Christ as ones personal
savior and become “born again” in him. (Hendershot 2004, 97; 112; 124;
Hoover 2006, 78: Lynch 2002, 34-35) Evangelicals also stress the importance
of spreading the Christian message to others, often through testimonies of
their own conversion experiences highlighting the wonderfulness of their
new lives in Christ as opposed to their earlier sinful and unhappy lives as
unbelievers (Herndershot 2004, 124). As Heather Hendershot points out, in
evangelical contexts, the telling of conversion stories (or giving testimonies)
serves to “maintain a sense of community, of shared experience”
(Hendershot 2004, 97; 124). The importance attached to the giving of
testimonies is also reflected in many forms of evangelical popular culture.
As we shall see in later chapters, this is also the case within Christian metal,
in which testimonies also typically highlight the role of metal music in itself.

The Bible occupies a central position in evangelical theology as the
revealed word of God. It is also understood to predict the end of the world
and the Second Coming of Christ (e.g. Hendershot 2004 10; 101). Hence,
evangelicals usually view the Bible as the literally true and infallible word of
God and also tend to interpret biblical prophecy literally. In North America
in particular, evangelical understandings of Biblical prophecy and
eschatology have been greatly influenced by so-called dispensationalist
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teachings in which notions about the “end times” and The Second Coming
of Christ occupy a central position. For example, the central
dispensationalist notion of the rapture is a particularly recurring theme in
much evangelical popular culture. Although there are many versions, this is
essentially the belief that all true or ‘saved’ Christians will be removed
(‘raptured’) from the earth and lifted up to heaven either before, sometime
during, or soon following a seven year period of tribulation prior to the
Second Coming of Christ during which the Antichrist emerges and
establishes his rule on earth (e.g. Hendershot 2004, 101). This teaching is
central to evangelical novels such as Jerry Jenkins” and Tim LaHaye’s hugely
successful Left Behind-series, films such as A Thief in the Night (1972) and The
Omega Code (1999), as well as the lyrics of much Contemporary Christian
Music. A strong interest in apocalyptic themes and other topics dealing with
the perceived “reality of evil in the world” (Clark 2005, 37) is thus a main
characteristic of evangelical popular culture and, arguably, typical of much
contemporary American popular culture more generally (Hendershot 2004,
177-180; Lynch 2002, 34-35; Hoover 2006, 106). Indeed, as argued by Lynn
Schofield Clark (2005, 25-27: 30-37), North American Evangelicalism and the
evangelical popular culture industry’s production of a wide range of
popular cultural products dealing with these types of issues (e.g. the reasons
for the existence of evil in the world, biblical prophecy, the rapture, and the
end times), has also contributed significantly to the frequency or even
pervasiveness of such themes in contemporary popular culture more
generally. As discussed above, Partridge (2005) has also argued that there is
much evidence of growing interest in “dark occulture” in which presicely
these types of Christian themes (e.g. biblical prophecy, the reality of evil,
and apocalypticism) play an important role.

Evangelical popular culture is often interpreted, an indeed often
presented, as a “counter-media” that offers “Christianized” or more “sound”
versions of various popular cultural forms (e.g. Hendershot 2004; Howard &
Streck 1999). Today, it encompasses almost every thinkable form of popular
culture. As noted above, the notion of “appropriation” and “borrowing” has
thus become central to much research within this area. As Forbes writes:

Does such borrowing influence the religion, sometimes in ways it may not
recognize? For example, what does it mean when the supposedly distinctive
music of an evangelical Christian youth subculture is expressed in hard rock,
heavy metal, alternative, or meditative (“new age”) musical styles? (Forbes
2005, 13)

Many studies within this area have explored the ways in which evangelical

Christianity may be said to have been influenced, transformed, or indeed
trivialized or diluted, by being expressed though popular cultural forms
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(e.g. Hendershot 2004; Romanowski 2005). However, according to Daniel A.
Stout, such research tends to foreground the issue of popular culture
influencing institutional religion, while not always paying sufficient
attention to the ways in which institutional religion also plays a major role in
creating and forming popular culture generally. Indeed, as the case of
evangelical “counter-media” illustrates, popular culture may even be
viewed as a primary means of expressing faith. (Stout 2001a, 7-10; see also
Hoover 2006, 205). When studying “popular culture in religion”, it is
therefore important to keep in mind that the relationship between
Christianity, culture, and media stretches back over a considerable amount
of time. Throughout history, Christian groups have always been early
adopters of new forms of communications media (e.g. Schultze 2001, 39-41).
As the evangelical movement is particularly characterized by a typically
Protestant openness to culture and different forms of media, in this context,
attention should also be paid to the many ways in which different forms of
media may have influenced, changed, and transformed evangelical religious
practice in itself (Hoover 2006, 78; 150; 2001; 70-72; see also Romanowski
2005, 111). In relation to this it is of particular importance to note that
Evangelicalism in general has been experiencing profound changes during
recent decades — changes that the phenomenon of evangelical popular
culture needs to be understood as part of rather than the sole example of.

The increasing flexibility and diversity of Evangelicalism in general, and
particularly in North America, has been thoroughly explored in the work of
scholars such as James Davison Hunter, Donald E. Miller, and Eileen Luhr.
In Evangelicalism. The Coming Generation (1987) Hunter directs particular
attention at the increasingly strong emphasis among evangelicals on the self
as well as the ever more widespread searching for “new experiences” (1987,
66) within evangelical circles. He argues that “absorbed in it rather than
being (spiritually) repelled by it, modern Evangelicals have accorded the self
a level of attention and legitimacy unknown in previous generations” (1987,
71). Evangelicalism has thus not only become increasingly diverse, flexible,
and subjectivity-oriented regarding such things as organizational structure,
and forms of religious expression and practice, but the very idea of diversity
has also become embraced and celebrated to such a degree as to having
developed into something of central characteristic of modern Evangelicalism
more generally.

These lines of thought are also central to Miller's Reinventing American
Protestantism. Christianity in the New Millennium (1997). Concentrating on the
so-called “new paradigm” churches in the USA, Miller directs particular
attention at how an ever stronger emphasis on personal and embodied
experience (e.g. a personal relationship with Jesus or God) increasingly has
come to eclipse issues regarding theology and doctrinal purity, essentially
rendering such issues secondary to subjective experience (which also
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involves a democratization of faith). As he goes on to argue, this movement
“is challenging not doctrine but the medium through which the message of
Christianity is articulated (1997, 11, my italics). A recurrent theme in Miller’s
book is that such a “postmodern” attitude has led to the emergence of a
“new style” of “postdenominational” Protestant Christianity in the USA that
is “restructuring the organizational character of institutional religion”
(Miller 1997, 1). Miller (1997, 11) even goes so far as to suggest that these
developments could be interpreted in terms of a “second reformation”.
Moreover, like Hunter, Miller also views these developments in close
relation to the cultural changes brought by the 1960s. Very similar
observations, especially regarding the cultural influence that the
counterculture of the 1960s and today’s consumer-oriented marketplace has
had on the ways in which Evangelicalism has changed during recent
decades, have also recently been presented by Eileen Luhr in Witnessing
Suburbia. Conservatives and Christian Youth Culture (2009). As she writes with
reference to the evangelical Harvest Crusade event (essentially an
evangelical popular musical festival) in California: “The event and its
organizers claimed to offer a counternarrative — not a reaction — to the
decade” (2009, 177, my italics; see also for example Clark 2007a, 24-28; Pike
2008, 167-170).

All of these scholars, and perhaps Luhr in particular, highlight the
increasingly important role being played by mnew media, consumption,
marketing, and branding within these wider developments (see also Clark
2007a; Borden 2007). Indeed, a growing literature has emerged that focuses
on these issues specifically (e.g. Moore 2001; Clark 2007b; Twitchell 2007). As
Clark (2007a, 5-7) reminds us, the US religious environment in particular has
a long-standing relationship with the marketplace and consumer culture. It
is important, therefore, to note more generally how the development of the
consumption-driven neo-liberal marketplace and culture of Western
societies (and increasingly non-Western societies as well) has affected
practices of religious mediation (e.g. Meyer 2008, 721) and made various
forms of ‘religious goods’ and commodities not only increasingly
marketable and brandable, but increasingly profitable as well. Today, the
marketing and branding of all kinds of religious goods — what Clark (2007a,
23) refers to as “religious lifestyle branding” — have increasingly also come
to affect people’s construction of religious identities and religious lifestyle-
choices. In this context, it is also important to point out that these
developments by no means have been confined to the North American

3 1t should be noted that these scholars, even though they often write about of the same groups and
events, use different terms to describe this broader Protestant Christian milieu. For example, while
Hunter uses the term “evangelicals”, Miller (1997) instead favors the term “new paradigm churches”,
and Luhr (2009) uses both “evangelicals” and “conservative Christians”.
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evangelical scene. From a global perspective, evangelical Christianity (the
meaning of the term evangelical is expanded here to include its Charismatic
and Pentecostal variants), characterized as it is by its openness to the use of
different forms of media, and its close relationship to the expanding
consumer marketplaces of today, has also spread and become increasingly
globally diverse. This is also evidenced by its rapid growth in recent decades
throughout Latin America, Asia, and Africa (Vasquez 2003; see also for
example Roy 2007, xi). As Manuel A. Vasquez (2003, 172) points out in his
review of some important scholarly works on global Evangelicalism,
considering the spread and diversity of the phenomenon as a whole, any
future study will benefit from the gathering of empirical material from
different parts of the world and the combination of “multiple levels of
analysis” employing interdisciplinary approaches.

These observations highlight the changing face of Evangelicalism and
Protestant Christianity (particularly in the USA) and as such provide a
broader backdrop against which evangelical popular culture essentially
needs to be understood. Most importantly for present purposes, these
studies all draw particular attention to the ways in which Evangelicalism
has become increasingly occupied with the self and subjective experience,
moved away from traditional and institutional organizational structures,
and embraced a wide range of new media and cultural (and popular
cultural) practices in order to develop new forms of religious expression and
practice.

Indeed, returning now to evangelical popular culture specifically, as
Hendershot (2004, 6) points out, “if today’s thriving Christian cultural
products industry illustrates anything, it is that evangelicals continue to
spread their messages using the ‘newest thing’, be it film, video, or the
Web”. However, Hendershot goes on to highlight that “contemporary
Christian media are incredibly uneven in the degree to which they overtly
proclaim their faith” (Hendershot 2004, 7). Christian popular cultural
products should not be understood purely as tools of evangelism. Instead,
they are mostly, but not exclusively, directed at an already ‘saved’
evangelical audience. The aim of evangelical popular culture is therefore not
just to “poach” on secular popular culture but to transform it by means of a
Christian direction from within; “if evangelical media producers and
consumers constitute a ‘subculture’, it is one that aspires to lose its ‘sub’
status” (Hendershot 2004, 13; Luhr 2009, 73). Hence, evangelical popular
culture is primarily concerned, not with popular cultural forms as such, but
with their content. However, as evangelical popular culture mirrors secular
popular culture in outlook, organization, and management style, and when
a considerable portion of its products only hint at religious beliefs and
values, distinguishing between ‘Christian’ and ‘secular’ popular culture
often becomes a difficult task. Hendershot views evangelical popular culture
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within the larger context of religious change in the contemporary West and
argues that “evangelicals have survived by being flexible and making
accommodations to modernity” (2004, 5). However, she also argues that
evangelical popular culture has not necessarily become more “secular”
because of this, but rather, “more ambiguous”, displaying varying “levels of
evangelical intensity” (2004, 7). Thus, Christian products with the lowest
levels of “evangelical intensity” can be seen as having managed to cross over
into the secular marketplace precisely because their messages are
“ambiguous, diluted, or absent” (2004, 8; cf. Luhr 2009, 192-193). An equally
important reason for this lies in the fact that Christian products are
increasingly distributed by large secular companies (e.g. Romanowski 2005,
105; Héger 2003). However, Hendershot still argues that there is little
evidence to suggest that evangelical appropriation of popular culture has led
to a shallowing or dilution of evangelical faith as such:

In their appropriation of secular forms such as science fiction, heavy metal, or
hip-hop, evangelicals seem to say that these forms are not inherently secular
but, rather, neutral forms that can be used to meet evangelical needs. Such
appropriation elides the historical specificity of popular forms /.../ Evangelical
media producers often take styles and genres that nonevangelical youth might
use to articulate “resistant identities”, (themselves heavily commodified) and
respin that resistance in previously unimagined ways. (Hendershot 2004, 28)

According to Hendershot, nowhere is this, and the ways in which
evangelical popular cultural products vary in “spiritual intensity” (2004, 12),
more evident than in Contemporary Christian Music (hereafter termed
CCM). Fuelled by the overall growth of Evangelicalism in the USA, it is the
fastest growing and arguably most visible part of evangelical popular
culture today (Hendershot 2004, 36; 52-53; see also Romanowski 2005, 108-
109; Stiles 2005; Luhr 2009, 193). As such, it has also spread far beyond the
evangelical environment of the USA, including Finland as well. In Finland,
the annual Maata Nikyvissi festarit (Land in sight-festival) — the largest
Christian youth festival in the Nordic countries — is a good example of this.
Every year it attracts over ten thousand participants from all over the
country. It usually features a number of internationally known Christian
popular music artists and groups as main attractions (in 2007 the festival
was headlined by world famous Christian heavy metal band Stryper).
Within the festival area one always finds a number of Christian music
retailers offering all kinds of Christian popular music. The Internet has also
greatly increased the availability of Christian popular cultural products all
over the world. For example, the Finnish Christian popular culture products
retailer Kristillinen kirjakauppa kotisatama (Christian Bookstore Home Harbor)
with outlets in Helsinki and Tampere, offers a wide range of Christian
products online at www.kotisatama.net. The site contains an extensive
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catalogue of all kinds of Christian popular cultural products, including
music, films, and a variety of Christian books in Finnish translations.
Notably, a large portion of all products available at Kotisataman kauppa are
imported from the USA. The import of American evangelical popular
cultural products also aids the dissemination of religious ideas more typical
of American Evangelicalism, such as dispensationalist teachings and an
occupation with the “end times”, which have so far remained marginal
within evangelical groups in the Nordic countries.

The case of CCM has been explored in detail by sociologists Jay R.
Howard and John M. Streck (1999). CCM initially emerged in the USA in
close connection to the evangelical Jesus Movement of the late 1960s.
Primarily still concentrated in North America and the USA in particular, it
has come to comprise all popular music genres and should thus not be
regarded as a genre in itself (this, of course, depends on how the concept of
“genre” is understood. A more detailed account of how the concept is
understood within this study will follow below). Instead, argues Howard
and Streck (1999: 8-13), three non-musical distinctive features — (1) lyrics, (2)
artists, and (3) organization — function as its primary underlying principles.
The music in itself, be it blues, rap, or rock, is generally regarded as neutral.
The (1) lyrics, however, should deal with Christian themes such as
evangelism, praise, or moral and social issues from a Christian perspective.
However, as noted above, lyrics often vary in “evangelical intensity”. It is
also of crucial importance that (2) the artists that create the music themselves
are Christians and lead — and are seen to lead — Christian lives (e.g. Stiles
2005; Luhr 2009, 61-62). Lastly, (3) the music should be produced on
Christian record labels guided by Christian principles and an evangelist
agenda, and sold and distributed through Christian networks such as
Christian bookstores or Internet-sites. However, these ‘requirements’, which
constitute typical characteristics of evangelical popular culture more
generally (e.g. Haley & White & Cunningham 2001), are highly debated and
frequently contested issues within the world of CCM. For example, issues
regarding the relationship between evangelism and commercial profit
continue to be the subject of much debate. This particular relationship
between religion and commercial enterprise is also illustrative of the broader
‘commodification’ of religion in modern times. (Howard & Streck 1999, 5-13;
see also Romanowski 2005, 113; Hendershot 2004, 58-63; Hager 2003, 38-39;
2008, 114; Clark 2007b)

It is important to stress that the genres represented within CCM usually
do not differ from their secular equivalents with regard to the music itself or
even the way it is performed. Generally speaking, Christian rock both
sounds and looks just like secular rock. Having said that, there are still some
exceptions to this. Christian rock concerts are usually marked as such, that
is, as Christian, in a number of ways and they are also principally attended
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by Christian people (Héager 2003, 41-42). A Christian band may, for instance,
read passages from the Bible or lead the crowd in prayer as part of their
concert, something guaranteed to seize the attention of anyone thinking they
are attending an ‘ordinary’ rock-show. Moreover, it is equally important to
note that CCM, while serving as a means for worship and religious
expression, also serves as entertainment (Howard & Streck 1999, 3; cf. Moberg
2008a, 89). Howard and Streck direct special focus at the discursive
construction of the ‘requirements’ of CCM outlined above. As they argue:
”Contemporary Christian music is an artistic product that emerges from a
nexus of continually negotiated relationships binding certain artists, certain
corporations, certain audiences, and certain ideas to one another” (Howard
& Streck 1999, 14). This, they go on to argue, can be illustrated in relation to
the historical five main types of Christian relationship to culture identified
by Niebuhr as discussed above. The different views on the relationship
between Christianity and the wider culture that these categories represent
all surface within the world of CCM, making it a “splintered artworld” that
encompasses a range of competing discourses and ideas (Howard & Streck
1999, 43-44).

As we have seen above, there is a tendency within much of the research
on “popular culture in religion” to raise the question of whether evangelical
Christianity itself can be said to have been influenced, transformed, or even
trivialized and diluted, by being expressed through popular cultural forms
underpinned by organizational structures designed to generate commercial
profit. As discussed in relation to Forbes’ and Niebuhr’s typologies of
religious-popular cultural relationships above, this also reflects a long-
standing tendency within research on these issues to view religion and
popular culture as constituting somehow separable spheres or entities of
analysis — a view that many important objections can be raised against.
However, these issues are nevertheless worth raising and exploring in detail,
not least for the sake of conceptual clarity. For example, the particular case
of Christian metal in its turn raises some important questions about
precisely how such “trivialization” and “dilution” should be interpreted and
understood. Generally speaking, even if we do not view religion and
popular culture as constituting separable spheres, in which sense are we to
speak of Christian “appropriations”, “accommodations”, or “borrowings” of
popular cultural forms in the first place? Moreover, if we do, do we not also
need to be clear about what exactly it is that we mean by these terms? We
need to be clear about how the use of such terms may risk reinforcing
understandings of Christian groups as being mere “appropriators” and
“borrowers” of popular cultural forms for their own religious purposes
instead of being participants in today’s wider popular cultural milieu and
consumer marketplace (e.g. Clark 2007a; Pike 2008, 168-170).

As the case of evangelical popular culture illustrates more generally,
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clear lines are not always that easily drawn. Moreover, although the notion
of “Christianized” popular culture sometimes may be quite rightly
associated with the evangelical popular culture industry, and although there
is much talk of direct “appropriation” within certain sections of the world of
evangelical popular culture itself, that should not lead us to automatically
view the phenomenon as a whole as being merely directed at the
“appropriation” or “borrowing” of popular cultural forms for purely
evangelistic purposes. Indeed, to varying degrees, many of the studies of
evangelical popular culture drawn upon above (e.g. Hendershot 2004;
Romanowski 2005; Luhr 2009) explicitly warn against automatically making
such assumptions. This is because, today, there are numerous examples of
cases of evangelical popular culture in which the issue of “appropriation”
and “borrowing” is much less pronounced in both discourse and practice as
Evangelicalism in general has become increasingly communicated,
expressed, and lived both in close connection to as well as through various
popular cultural forms. The Christian metal scene can clearly be seen as an
example of such a case. Furthermore, even though certain sections of today’s
transnational scene continue to develop under the auspices of the
evangelical popular culture industry, the scene as a whole has still managed
to escape such confines and achieve a high degree of independence from
both direct industrial as well as particular denominational influence and
control. This can, in turn, be viewed in relation to more general
transformations of Evangelicalism during recent decades.

Instead of automatically and readily viewing Christian group’s uses of
popular cultural forms merely, or even primarily, in terms of
“appropriation”, “accommodation”, or “borrowing”, we might instead opt
for a more nuanced approach that takes account of the many ways in which
today’s broader popular cultural environment has come to constitute an ever
more self-evident and natural resource for the shaping of cultural and
religious/spiritual identities for increasing numbers of people regardless of
their particular religious backgrounds or affiliations. Such an approach
would also be in line with an attempt to consciously move beyond
understandings of ‘religion” and ‘culture/popular culture’ as constituting
somehow separate domains or spheres of inquiry and analysis. This is not to
say that issues of “accommodation” or “borrowing”, and perhaps least of all
issues of “trivialization” or “dilution”, should be ignored, for they constitute
important elements of the social construction of what counts as ‘genuine’
religion across a range of different contexts. But it is to call for closer
examination of the grounds on which claims about these issues are made in
the first place, especially when such claims figure in academic research.

When looking more closely at these issues, there is also a sense in which
Christian metal could be viewed as an example of “religion in popular
culture”, for instance, as one among many examples of the “sacralization” of
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popular music. Furthermore, although it would seem oxymoronic to view it
in terms of “popular culture as religion”, arguments of that kind could still
perhaps be made, particularly when pondering what functions it serves for
its musicians and fans. Furthermore, there is also a sense in which Christian
metal could be viewed as an example of “religion and popular culture in
dialogue”, especially when considering how it typically is represented as
constituting an active engagement with its secular counterpart. The
possibility of viewing Christian metal as an example of all of these particular
relationships between religion and popular culture is illustrative of the
problems associated with such typologizations and categorizations. And,
although Christian metal clearly could be seen to defy such neat
typologizations, viewing it in such terms in the first place does not take us
beyond understandings of ‘religion’ and ‘culture/popular culture’ as
constituting somehow separable spheres. As we shall explore in more detail
below, rather than being interpreted merely in terms of the “appropriation”
or “borrowing” of metal music and aesthetics for religious purposes,
Christian metal is more appropriately described in terms of Christians
“combining” or “merging” their passion for metal with their religious beliefs
and sensibilities (usually of an evangelical kind); thereby making metal
music and culture a central avenue for the expression and practice of these
beliefs and sensibilities. Having explored the structure and construction of
the Christian metal scene in chapter 5 and 6 in more detail, some further
reflections will also be offered on these issues in the conclusion in chapter 7.

Lastly, when looking at the ways in which popular cultural forms have
come to play an increasingly important role in the practices of Christian
groups in a Finnish context it should be pointed out that Finland is a post-
industrial and highly technologically developed country with a typically
Western, and to a large extent ‘Americanized’, general popular cultural
climate. Popular cultural forms, products, and trends of all kinds, including
Christian ones, are thus both generally familiar and readily available to
Finns, especially among the younger portion of the population. The
discussion above, of the increasingly important role played by popular
culture in the transformation of religious beliefs, practices, and identities, is
therefore of clear significance for the contemporary Finnish cultural context
as well. From different perspectives, these and related issues have also been
explored in a Nordic context by a number of Nordic scholars of religion
during recent years (e.g. Hager 2001; Bossius 2003; Lovheim 2004; Sjoborg
2006; Axelson 2008).
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4. Metal music and culture

Metal is one of the most aggressive, extreme, controversial, and debated
forms of popular music of our time. Its history stretches back to the
emergence of the heavy metal rock-genre in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
Since then, heavy metal has developed, evolved, and diversified in a number
of different directions. These days, the term “metal” is commonly used as a
general term, coupling together a large amount of closely related sub-genres
and styles that have developed throughout the years and that all share some
distinctive musical and aesthetic traits (some commentators also use the
term “heavy metal” itself as a general term). (cf. Moberg 2008a, 85-86)

With a history spanning nearly four decades, metal has also proven
exceptionally enduring and long-lived in the context of a global, rapidly
changing, and increasingly fluid world of popular musical production and
consumption. As such, it has exerted considerable influence on the
development of many other forms of popular music (e.g. Walser 1993, 28).
Together with the tribal-type popular music culture that has constituted an
inseparable ingredient of it since its early days, metal has also spread on a
global scale far beyond what is usually seen as the Western cultural sphere.
Vibrant scenes can nowadays be found from Latin America to South East
Asia. In addition, smaller scenes have also appeared in the Middle East and
Northern Africa. Metal gained an exceptionally strong foothold in Finland at
an early stage. Today, it is one, if not the, most popular form of music in the
country with metal bands constantly topping the charts. The extreme
character of the music, and its corresponding use of provocative and often
radical lyrical themes and aesthetics, have also sparked a great deal of
controversy and debate and made metal a highly polarizing form of music
that is as dearly loved, appreciated, and defended among its fans as it is
detested and reviled among its detractors (e.g. Weinstein 2000, 237; cf.
Moberg 2008a, 86).

This chapter aims to provide a brief and general account of the history of
metal music and culture. It will discuss its most characteristic musical,
visual, and verbal dimensions in dialogue with earlier research on the topic.
However, because of the huge range and scope of the subject, this account
should in no way be regarded as comprehensive or exhaustive. Instead, it is
of a very general nature, giving only limited attention to detail. In the spirit
of the saying “writing about music is like dancing about architecture”, any
attempt to describe the sound of metal in words is ultimately futile. I
therefore encourage interested readers to listen for themselves. In the
following, special focus will instead be directed at the verbal dimension of
metal, particularly the inspiration it finds in different forms of religious
themes, since that is of particular significance for an understanding of
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Christian metal.

4.1 Studying metal music and culture

Compared to the interest directed at most other major and long-lived
popular music genres, scholarly work on metal used to be scarce. As
mentioned above, this may partly be explained by metal not being
considered to fulfil the necessary requirements in order to be studied under
the heading of “subculture” in the 1970s and 1980s (Brown 2003). However,
recent years have witnessed something of an upsurge in academic interest in
metal. Today, one can find a large number of thorough and detailed article-
length analyses of a range of different aspects of metal music and culture
from a variety of different perspectives. Among many others, these include
Stan Denski and David Sholle (1992) on metal and gender issues, Jeffrey
Arnett (1993) on metal and adolescent alienation, Steve Waksman (2001) on
metal and “guitar heroes”, Kahn-Harris (2004) on extreme metal, reflexivity,
and politics, Heli Perkkio (2003) on metal and masculinity, and Ulf Lindberg
(2002) on metal, fantasy, and the fantastic. The recently published anthology
Heavy Metal Music in Britain (Bayer 2009) which, as the title suggests,
contains articles mainly concentrating on the British context, also attests to
the growing interest in metal music and culture across different academic
disciplines during recent years. A number of BA and MA theses focusing on
metal culture in the Nordic countries have also been produced in recent
years (e.g. Sarelin 2002; Knapskog 2006; Rana 2008). In addition, the first
ever global academic conference on metal, organized by UK-based
Interdisciplinary.net, was held in Salzburg, Austria in November of 2008. The
conference, titled Heavy Fundamentalisms. Music, Metal & Politics, featured
presentations from thirty-four scholars from nine different countries.

Over the years, a large number of popular books on the history of metal
or analyses of its particular subgenres have also appeared (e.g. Bashe 1986;
Baddeley 1999; Nikula 2002; Purcell 2003; Moynihan & Séderlind 2003/1998;
Christe 2004; Mudrian 2004). Indeed, Hills" (2000) notion of “fan-
scholarship” is clearly in evidence within metal culture. This chapter also
draws on some popular sources on overall metal history and the
development of particular sub-genres. It is important, however, to note at
the outset that metal has been approached and studied from a number of
different perspectives. As Kahn-Harris (2007, 9) points out, “there is no
unanimity as to terminology in such writing”. For instance, it is not
uncommon for different commentators to regard certain known groups as
representing different sub-genres. The term genre thus requires some
clarification.
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In her seminal academic work on heavy metal music and culture, Heavy
Metal. A Cultural Sociology (1991), Deena Weinstein argues that popular
music genres develop through a certain pattern of stages (drawing on the
work of Ronald Byrnside, 1975). During an initial stage of “formation” the
differences between a new form of music and the existing ones from which it
develops is unclear. This is followed by a period of “crystallization” in
which a new form of music starts to be recognized, and starts to recognize
itself, as a distinct style or form of music. This stage is characterized by
numerous small shifts and changes, the setting of boundaries to other
genres, and the development of distinct general musical and aesthetic traits.
This stage may either include or be followed by one of “fragmentation” in
which the genre is divided into different sub-genres. Finally, a popular
music genre may enter a stage of “decay” in which it becomes too
predictable for audiences to maintain interest. Thus far, metal has shown no
signs of decay. Popular music genres also consist of three interrelated main
dimensions, a sound/musical dimension, a visual dimension, and a verbal
dimension. It is primarily in relation to these dimensions that particular
meanings are attached to particular genres. In some genres, one dimension
may dominate and be regarded as more important that others, but all three
play a part in the construction of a genre and the meanings that are attached
to it. In relation to these dimensions, a genre develops a certain “code” that
encapsulates its most distinct and characteristic musical, visual, and verbal
traits. Genre-codes are not systematic or absolute. However, they are
normally sufficiently coherent to enable a largely objective identification of a
certain core of music as belonging to a certain genre. As we will see, metal
has developed a highly distinctive code that allows people to relatively
easily and clearly identify certain songs, bands, and visual aspects as
unmistakably belonging to the genre. (Weinstein 1991, 6-8)

Academic research on metal music and culture

As already mentioned, although academic interest in metal has risen sharply
in recent years, such scholarship remains fragmented and mainly limited to
article-length explorations each focusing on some particular aspects of metal
music and culture. However, over the years, a number of book-length
analyses aiming to provide more general and systematic accounts have also
been produced. Deena Weinstein’s Heavy Metal. A Cultural Sociology (1991)
and its updated version Heavy Metal. The Music and Its Culture (2000) are
among the most influential and best-known general works on the subject.
Through primarily concentrating on the various forms of relationships that
exist between heavy metal artists, fans, and specialized media, Weinstein
aims to offer a broad yet comprehensive account of all central aspects of
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metal music and culture by understanding them as forming a cultural
bricolage. Particular focus is put on the various ways in which heavy metal
music and culture serves to empower its supposedly disenfranchised fans and
audiences. Kahn-Harris (2007, 10) identifies this focus on empowerment as
“a key theme in studies of metal”. However, since Weinstein’s analysis
mainly concentrates on the “classic” heavy metal of the 1980s, its value for
an understanding of the later developments of other forms of metal is
limited. Even so, it is important to note that the fragmentation of heavy
metal in the 1980s and the development of more extreme sub-genres such as
thrash metal are explored by Weinstein in some detail. As part of
understanding the music and its culture in a wider social and cultural
context, Weinstein also offers a detailed analysis of the various forms of
criticism and resistance that heavy metal was subjected to in the 1980s.

Robert Walser’s study Running with the Devil. Power, Gender, and Madness
in Heavy Metal Music (1993) offers a similar understanding of heavy metal
culture as providing disenfranchised youth with a vehicle to, as Kahn-Harris
(2007, 10) puts it, “escape the oppressive confines of deindustrialized
capitalism”. Walser combines his account of heavy metal’s history with a
musicological analysis of its musical qualities and characteristics but, like
Weinstein, concentrates almost exclusively on the heavy metal of the 1980s.
Nevertheless, Weinstein’s and Walser’s pioneering work has been hugely
influential within the study of metal by setting the stage and providing
subsequent research with much to 