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From Bodgies to Gothics: pop culture and moral panic in
New Zealand

Roy Shuker, Education Department
Massey University.

Contemporary pop/rock music, its performers, and its associated youth
subcultures, are frequently criticised by conservative commentators. Such
critics point to rock music's sexuality and sexism, its nihilism and violence,
and its black magic. Madonna, for example, is 'the wanton queen of pop',
whose flamboyant appearance and carefree sexuality, along with coquettish
record titles such as Like a Virgin and Material Girl, have caplivated teen
audiences and catapulted her to superstardom. (Maclean's, June 10, 1985:71)
The misogynist lyrics of heavy metal groups like Judas Priest and Twisted
Sister have prompted hearings in the US Senate, while in England a report
from the charity Family and Youth Concern claimed that rock newspapers like
New Musical Express are filled with 'sex and sadism, violence, obscene
language and black magic'. (report in Evening Standard, October 22, 1986)
Incidents at rock concerts are frequently portrayed in alarmist terms: 'Concert
Siege. Police arrest hundreds in ZZ Top crush'. (Sunday Star, March 15,
1987:1)

It seems clear that, along with other media of mass appeal to the young, rock
music remains the subject of suspicion, if not downright disapproval Such
perspectives, however, are hardly new. As with earlier forms of popular
culture, at ils inception rock and roll was frequently viewed with alarm. Many
regarded it as the devil's music, associating it with anti-social behaviour and
juvenile delinquency.

This paper examines the emergence of rock and roll as a popular musical form
in the 1950's, and sketches some aspects of its impact in New Zealand. The
episode is reconstructed as a [unher example of a moral panic, and parlicular
attention is paid to the emergence of the bodgie as a new form of local folk
devil. We then turn to a more recent moral panic associated with rock music:
the "Gothic suici(les" in Auckland in late 1988. Both examples are used to
scrutinise the theoretical adequacy of the concept of moral panic, and to
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examine how music, as a central form of popular culture, becomes invested
with ideological significance. Before turning to the case studies, however, it iS
necessary to further consider the concepts of moral panic and popular culture,

Moral panic, youth, and popular culture
An emerging body of New Zealand work on debates surrounding the impact of
popular media has utilized the concept of moral panic (Shuker, 1986; Shuker
& Openshaw, 1987). Similarly, moral panic has proved useful in explaining
the sometimes extreme reaction to delinquent youth, the 'folk devils 'of
Cohen's original study (Cohen, 1980); to larrikins in the 19th century (Shuker,
1987: chapter 3), juvenile delinquents in the Hutt Valley in the 1950's (Soler,
1988), and to the "riots" at the 1961 Hastings Blossom Festival and in Queen
Street in 1984 (Openshaw, 1987, 1989). To varying degrees, these episodes
represented moral panics, in that the social concern generated by them was
greatly exaggerated, and the perceived threat to social harmony was by no
means as ominous as many regarded it. Prominent in such episodes was the
role of the media in shaping public perceptions and official reaction to the
"problem".

Let us examine this process further. Concern over the activities of youth seems
to Deriodically reach a peak, frequently associated with "boundary crises" -
periods of ambiguity and strain in society, leading to attempts to more clearly
establish moral boundaries. In many instances, such boundary crises are forms
of moral panic, a term popularised by sociologist Stanley Cohen's now classic
study of mods and rockers in the United Kingdom. (Cohen, 1980) The concept
was further developed by Stuart Hall et al (1978) in their study of "mugging"
in the U.K. during 1972-73. In both these works, moral panic is carefully
defined and used in a sociological critique of a particular episode.
Subsequently, however, there has been a temptation to use the concept in a
descriptive fashion, and to apply it to any situation where there seems to be a
negative over-reaction (to an issue or problem) by sections of the community
and the media. It must be stressed that in some instances such social concern is
clearly justified, even when elements of panic, exaggeration and mis-
information may also be present. The reaction to the contemporary aids
epidemic is a case in point here. (Watney, 1987) Accordingly, it is necessary to
clarify the use of the concept of moral panic in a sociological sense, to more
fully utilize and assess the concept's analytical potential.
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In his study Folk Devils and Moral Panics, Cohen states that a period of
moral panic occurs when

A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as
a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and
stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by
editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited
experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping arc evolved or
(more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears. submerges or
deteriorates and becomes mort visible. Sometimes the object of the panic is
quite novel and at other times it is something which has been in existence long
enough, but suddenly appears in the limelight. Sometimes the panic passes over
and is forgotten, except in folk lore and collective memory; at other times it has
more serious and long-lasting repercussions and might produce such changes as
those in legal and social policy or even in the way the society conceives itself.
(Cohen, 1980:9)

The second "stage"of Cohen's view of moral panic is particularly significant
involving as it does the repudiation of the "common sense" view that the
media simply report what happens. Cohen's own case study of two English
youth subcultures (the 'folk devils' of his title) showed up just such a process
of the selection and presentation of news. The media coverage of the episode
simplified its causes, labelled and stigmatised those youth involved, whipped
up public feeling, and encouraged a retributive, deterrence approach by those
in authority.

While Cohen's study provides a model that helps explain the processes
apparent in the magnification of specific incidents into a moral panic, it does
not provide an understanding of the reasons for a moral panic to occur in the
first place. The question of why a moral panic occurs at a specific time within
a particular culture is raised in his final chapter, but is not explored in detail.
The question raises tile need to explore the specific social and cultural contexts
of a moral panic.

In their study Policing the Crisis, Hall et al examine the 'discovery' of
mugging as a serious crime in the U.K. during 1972-3. They conclude that this
episode constituted a moral panic, 'a panic which fits in almost every detail the
process described by Cohen...'. (Hall, 1978:23) Their analysis argues that the
critical question is not the social causes of a particular phenomenon (such as
mugging) but why the society reacts to it, in the extreme way it does, at that
precise historical conjunction.
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They argue that a moral panic takes place within what Gramsci defines as a
developing 'crisis of hegemony', (Gramsci, 1971) arising out of a particular
historical context where the dominant class is endeavouring to win domination
and consent through ideological means. Cohen's emphasis on the importance
of labelling is still adhered to, as labels place and identify the initial events so
that these events are assigned to a context, to enable a mobilisation of the
meanings and connotations associated with that label. In Hall et al's account
the motivation for labelling a particular phenomenon a moral panic is
explained by the 'crisis of hegemony' which is operating within the society at
that me.

Examining the historical relationship between youth, delinquency and the
media also requires consideration of culture as a political issue, particularly the
problematic distinction between high-elite culture and mass-low culture.
Linked to this is the way in which, especially during periods of marked social
change, aspects of culture become invested with a great deal of powerful
feeling. At a deeper level, moral panics around new media are episodes in
cultural politics. Underlying debates over popular fiction, comics, film,
television, video and popular music are a series of assumptions about "mass"
culture, which is frequently seen as diametrically opposed to a "high" culture
tradition. Such debates have their historical antecedents in tile work of writers

such as Matthew Arnold, F.R. Leavis, and the early Frankfurt School.
(Swingewood, 1977; Williams, 1981) High culture, exemplified by literature
and tile classic arts, is viewed as educational: involving imagination and the

higher emotions, appealing to the rational mind, based in the real world, and
bringing out the best in human nature. Low culture, on the other hand, is

regarded as stultifying and immature: promoting illiteracy and wild fantasies,
appealing to primitive emotions, and bringing out the worst in human nature.
(Barker, 1984:179-180)

Such a dichotomy is, however, a doubtful basis for evaluating particular forms
of culture. A strong argument can be made that the whole notion of a "high -
low" culture distinction is a social construct, resting on class-based value
judgements. (Taylor, 1978) It is more appropriate to scrutinize particular
cultural forms in terms of both their form and their social function for

consumers, while keeping in mind the salient point that any evaluation must be
primarily in terms of the group that produces and appreciates it. This is
particularly the case with popular music. (Shepherd, 1977)
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Rock'n'roll and the Bodgie

Before 1956, popular music was dominated by American sounds, epitomised
by the recurrent image of the crooner. The music was largely safe, solid stuff,
what Cohn terms 'the palais age - the golden era of the big bands, when
everything was soft, warm, sentimental, when everything was make believe'.
(Cohn, 1970:11) There was little here for young people to identify with,
though riot-provoking performers like Johnny Ray represented prototypes for
POP.

Modern pop music began with Rock'n'roll in the mid-1950's. As Tosches
(1984) documents, however, it had been evolving well prior to this, and was
not the sole creation of Elvis Presley and Alan Freed. The phrase
"Rock'n'roll" itself was popularised with its sexual connotations in the music
of the 1920's. In 1922, blues singer Trixie Smith recorded My Daddy Rocks

Me (With One Steady Roll) for Black Swan Records, and various lyrical
elaborations followed from other artists through the 1930's and 1940's.

(Tosches, 1984:5-6) Rock'n'roll was basically 'a mixture of two traditions:
Negro rhythm and blues and white romantic crooning, coloured beat and white

sentiment'. (Cohn, 1970:11) Negro rhythm and blues was good-time music,
danceable and unpretentious. While highly popular on rhythm and blues charts

and radio stations, it received little airplay on white radio stations, and was
frequently banned because of explicit sexual content Hank Ballard's Work
With Me Annie, Billy Ward's Sixty Minute Man, and the Penguin's Baby Let

Me Bang Your Box were typical big hits on the R&B charts, whose explicit
sexuality predictably got them banned by the white radio stations. (Cohn,
1970:15)

It is this link between sex and Rock'n'roll - the Devil's music - which

underpinned the moral reaction to its popularisation in the 1950's, and has
continued to cause concern through to contemborary outcry over Madonna and
heavy metal. It is also worth noting that music hall, jazz, and other new forms
of popular music were also all stigmatised in their day.

The social context of the early 1950's was ready for Rock'n'roll, with fuller
employment, general economic prosperity, and the emergence of teenagers as
an important consumer group. Young people began to demand their own music
and clothes, and to develop a generational-based tribal identity. Youth
subcultures emerged, most notably the Teds in Britain, dressed in a
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bastardisation of Edwardian style, with drainpipe jeans, pointed shoes, three-
quarter coats, and heavily greased hair. Business interests developed keen to
serve the new youth market.

In April 1954, Bill Haley made a record called Rock Around the Clock. It was
a hit in America, then worldwide; eventually selling 15 million copies. While it
did not start rock, it did represent a critical symbol in the popularisation of the
new musical form. Rock Around the Clock was featured in the MGM movie

Blackboard Jungle, the story of a young teacher at a tough New York school.

The success of the film with teenage audiences, and the popularity of Haley's

song, led to Haley being signed to make a film of his own. Rock Around the
Clock (1956) told how Bill Haley and his band popularised rock and roll, but
the thin story line (described by Charles White as 'brain damage in celluloid')

was really a showcase for the rock acts on the soundtrack. The film proved
enormously popular. Riots ensued at many screenings, as teenagers danced in
the aisles and ripped up the seats, and some countries banned the film. Haley,
however, was an unlikely hero for youth, and his image did not fit the music.
But others were waiting in the wings.

In this brief overview, complex developments must be reduced to their key
moments. The success of Haley was one, the emergence of Chuck Berry and
Little Richard was another. Elvis Presley's Heartbreak Hotel (1956) was the
biggest yet:

'His big contribution was that he brought it home just how economically
powerful teenagers really could be. Before Elvis, rock had been a gesture of
vague rebellion. Once he'd happened, it immediately became solid, self-
contained, and then it spawned its own style in clothes and language and sex, a
total independence in almost everything - all the things that are now taken for
granted'. (Cohn, 1970:23)

By the end of 1957 Elvis had grown into an annual $20 million industry, and
the process of homogenisation of "the King" had begun. The new music
provoked considerable criticism. Many older musicians were contemptuous of
Rock'n'roll. British jazzman Steve Race, writing in Melody Maker, claimed:

Viewed as a social phenomenon, the current craze for Rock'n'roll material is
one of the most terrifying things ever to have happened to popular music...
Musically speaking, of course, the whole thing is laughable... It is a monstrous
threat, both to the moral acceptance and the artistic emancipation of jazz Let us
oppose it to the end. (Rogers, 1982:18)
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Old style band leader Mitch Miller denounced Rock'n'roll as 'musical baby
food, it is the worship of mediocrity, brought about by a passion for
conformity'.(Gilbert, 1986:16) Other criticism focussed on the moral threat,
rather than the new teenage music's perceived aesthetic limitations. To many,
Rock'n'roll appeared hostile and aggressive, epitomised by Elvis Presley's
sensual moves. Conservative commentators wanted to save the youth of
America from 'the screaming, idiotic words, and savage music of these
records'. (Story of Pop, 1974:17)

This somewhat extended discussion of the early history of rock and roll is
apposite because the New Zealand experience closely followed developments
overseas. This can be seen through local reaction to the film Rock Around the
Clock, the success of Johnny Devlin, New Zealand's answer to Elvis, and the

emergence of the bodgie. The local reaction in each case contained elements of

a moral panic, with youth once again posing a social problem. As with their
overseas counterparts, by the mid-1950's New Zealand youth were more

visible and more amuent. Contemporary press advertising reflected increased
awareness of youth as a distinctive market, particularly for clothes and records.

Dances and concerts catering for youth increased, wilh 1,000 people attending
the Ballroom Astoria - 'New Zealand's Biggest Dance Attraction'- in
Palmerston North. Youth clubs conducted Rock'n'roll dances, and the

nationally broadcast Lever Hit Parade began in November 1955.

In late 1956 the film Rock Around the Clock arrived in New Zealand, and

was approved for general exhibition. The Film Censor, Mr. Gordon Mirams,
noted that 'a somewhat compulsive rhythm pervaded the film but otherwise
there was nothing unusual about it'. (Undated press cutting, National Archives)
As already noted, the film had provoked disturbances when screened overseas.
In Britain, many local councils banned showings of Rock Around the Clock
following "riots" in some cinemas. In the Gaiety Cinema, Manchester, for
example,

gangs of teenage youths and their girlfriends danccd in the aisles, vaulted up on
to the stage, and turned fire hoses on the manager when he tried to restore order.
After the programme, they surged into city streets in a wild stampede, bringing
traffic to a standstill in the centre of town and pounding a 'Rock'n'roll rhythm
on buses and cars with their fists. (Press report, September 10,1956)

In Sydney teenagers jived in the streets following the screening of the film,
'terrorising' city crowds and halting the traffic with their 'wild jitterbugging',
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according to press reports. Anticipation of similar scenes in New Zealand
were, howaver, rarely met. Despite headlines such as 'Larrikins Take Over
After Film', and 'Rock'n'roll Addicts in Minor Disturbance', the crowds were

generally restrained. Indeed, there was almost an air of disappointment The
police, prepared for trouble, were present at and following some screenings,
but were rarely needed. In Invercargill, for example, a few teenagers made
some efforts to emulate their overseas equivalents, but the big crowd that
waited after each session to see a possible disturbance was disappointed. As

the Southland Times put it: 'The stolid south was not outwardly moved by
Rock'n'roll'. Things were little different in the north of the county:

If this film could produce in New Zealand any of the galvanic effects ithad had
in Britain. Toronto and Sydney, it would have sumly have done so in Auckland;
yet in spite of a few policemen standing by, and in spite of the expectancy that

had booked the cinema out, the first night's showing passed off with nothing
more rowdy than some adolescent hand-clapping, some whistling and stamping,
a little squealing in the rain after the show, and one charge of obstruction. (Here
and Now, November, 1956)

This was in spite of the cinema's provocative publicity for the film, which
included a foyer display of press cuttings of the riots produced by the film
overseas!

Some observers regarded the fairly tame response to Rock Around the Clock
as a reflection of New Zealand youth's relative maturity, whereas in Europe
and America 'large numbers of young people seem to have an almost
pathological urge to assert themselves, and are prepared to provoke or employ
violence to do so'. (The Times, Editorial, September 24,1956; cutting in
Archives file) This editorial writer considered that young New Zealanders 'can
still be Irusted to listen to a jazz (sic!) tune without having to go out afterwards
and fight in the streets'. Others were not so sure. Wellington court sentences
imposed on some adolescents who had converted cars and driven them towards
each other at high speeds, shortly after the British Teddy Boys' game of
'chicken' had received publicity, prompted the observation that 'our cities are
capable of producing "Rock'n'rollers" who could perform with the best - or
worst of them' Crhe Grey River Argus, September 26, 1956, editorial). For
most observers, however, Rock'n'roll was at worst a safety valve.

The music itself was perceived as a passing craze: 'it does invite one to dance
with hypnotic abandon and self-display, but to listen to it is more monotonous
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than boogie-woogie'. (Here and Now, November, 1956) As occurred
overseas, there was a tendency to see Rock'n'roll as *not a very attractive art
form for those whose tastes have made any progress towards maturity. Prime
requisites appear to be that the words - or sounds - should be meaningless and
repetitive, while any semi)lance of melody is hastily and noisily murdered'.
(The Grey River Argus, op. cit.). Generally, however, the press ignored the
new phenomenon, while popular music on the radio remained largely confined
to the numerous Maori show bands of the day, supplemented by a bit ofjazz.
Popular country singer Johnny Cooper did a cover version of Bill Haley and
the Comet's Rock Around the Clock,the original being held back while

Cooper's rather tame rendition was released. The success of the film Rock
Around the Clock, however, led to the release of the original version of the
title song, and the Haley and Presley hits which followed through 1957 and
1958.

New Zealand's first real Rock'n'roll hero emerged from Wanganui in 1957:
Johnny Devlin, an 18 year old bank clerk. Devlin was a se16conscious Presley
imitator, a natural singer and showman. Regional success encouraged him to
move to Auckland in late 1957, and his first record, Lawdy Miss Clawdy

became the most successful local single of the 1950's. Released on Phil
Warren's Prestige Records label, formed in 1956, Lawdy Miss Clawdy sold
some 80,000-100,000 copies. (Warren - in Stranded in Paradise 1982) It is
worth noting in passing, that there appears to have been no objection to the
records arguably explicit sexual lyrics: 'you like to ball 'til the morning, don't
come home at night'.

A successful two week tour of the North Island led to further tours, including a

hugely successful 5-month national tour by Devlin during 1958. nis saw sell-

out houses, Devlin mobbed by screaming girls, and several incidents of
damage to theatres and injuries to the police protecting Devlin. While the tour
subsequently assumed almost mythic proportions in the history of Rock'n'roll

' in New Zealand, there was clearly an element of media promotional hype
presenL Devlin, for example, wore lightly stitched clothing to create incidents
where fans 'ripped the clothes from his back'. (Ibid) While Devlin was a gifted
interpreter - his publicity termed him New Zealand's Elvis Presley - he was not
a great innovator. However, he did dramatically alter the music business in
New Zealand, showing locals could draw crowds and opening the way for 60's

successes like Ray Columbus and the Invaders.
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If neither Rock Around the Clock nor Johnny Devlin really measured up as
local moral panics, the bodgies represented New Zealand's very own folk
devils of the 1950's. The word "bodgie" seems to have originated in Australia,
developing out of the slang term "bodger", used to describe something or
someone inferior or worthless! The origin of "widgie", the male bodgie's
female companion, remains obscure. Bodgies and widgies were the local
equivalent of the English Teddy Boys, adopting similar styles:

In their habits all followed a similar pattern. The males wore unusual and
exaggerated haircuts, following the styles made popular by various film stars.
All went to extremes in the style of suits worn. the trousers were all much

tighter in the legs than usual. Some.favoured extreme shortness of leg exposing
garishly coloured socks. Coats, when wom, were fuller in cut and much longer
than is normal by conservative standards, while all favoured brightly coloured
shirts, pullovers or wind-breakers, and neckerchiefs. The "Bodgies" have
reverted to the colour of the Elizabelhan age. The girls were rather more
standardised in their dress. Hair was wom drawn tightly back and tied in a tail
or was wom in a bushy windswept style fringing carelessly over the forchead,
showing neither the artistry nor the diversity of style manifested by the youths.
On the average the girls were more uniformly drab than the boys with their
exotic colours. All were characterised by rather louder voices when together,
but were all quiet in manner during interviews. (A.F. Manning, 1958:9)

Manning's openly hostile study (it is subtitled 'A Study in Psychological
Abnormality'), found that the majority of the Bodgies and Widgies he
interviewed held manual or lower-clerical occupations, yet they did not lack
intelligence (as indicated by standardised IQ tests). They were severely critical
of their schooling, particularly its emphasis on authority and conformity.
Manning makes little reference to the leisure pursuits of the group, however,
other sources indicate that as in Britain Rock'n'roll was tile musical style the
Bodgies most strongly identified with: Buddy Holly, Gene Vincent and Eddie
Cochrane joining earlier heroes like Haley.

Ian Wedde's fictional account of a 50's New Zealand Rock'n'roll band, The
Gringos, documents their musical tastes and captures the full glory of extreme
bodgie/ted dress:

In their heyday they'd had a band suit: a midnight blue threequarter length
jacket shot with silver lurex, shoulders padded right out, wide scarlet silk lapels
plunging to a single button at naveI level, a scarlet Edwardian waistcoat with a
rich paisley pattern, pegleg pants with a zipper on the inside of each ankle, blue
silk shirts with a foam of blue lace on the front and scarlet piping on the cuffs.
The Gringos had been good enough to afford this number and they'd played
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