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•Neo-Luddite Attitudes and 
Digital Infrastructures

Craig Stewart Johnson

An endless stream of emails floods my 
inbox, notifications of new releases and 

people spreading the word of a whole host 
of strange sound. What would normally be 
an exciting premise has become the dull 
reality of an endless barrage of attention 
and detachment. Much of the charm of 

DIY music was, for me, about the personal 
approach of its practitioners – interper-

sonal, not transactional. A trade or a gift, 
something caring and cared for. Now, the 
personal has become impersonal. I high-
light all and delete. I listen to nothing.

I am talking changing life in the 
small, participatory, DIY, exper-

imental music scene
referred to self-deprecatingly as the no-au-

dience underground. This music scene, 
named so in the early 2000s by Rob Hay-

ler, is a space where “there is no ‘audience’ 
as such, in the sense of ‘passive receivers’, 

because almost everyone with an inter-
est in the scene is involved somehow” 1 
. Down in this subterranean stratum of 
non-conventional sound, there is deep 

rooted indifference towards any notion of 
the music industry proper, and a sense

of doing things through collabo-
ration and communality as alter-

natives to the increasingly
pervasive entrepreneurial individ-
ualism of life in the 21st century. 

Striving for a modicum of self-suffi-
ciency, this is a scene which is culti-
vated and survives through active

participation rather than passive con-
sumption -- it is the sum of its parts. 

Thus, the informal, amateur, hobbyist 
approach adopted by many of its prac-
titioners can perhaps be considered a 
potentially radical method of musick-
ing, an emancipatory mode of being,

something altogether liberating.

Weird and wonderful sounds -- rang-
ing from ego-cleansing drones and 

tones to abrasive harsh noise or deli-
cately squeaky improv –- are its cultural 

forms, where a focus on experimenta-
tion and sonic exploration are central to 
its existence. Being marginal in its gen-

eral appeal, the scene has a resultant 
lack of resources -- economic, spatial or

otherwise -- and therefore relies on 
the tactical mobilisation and distri-

bution of resources from elsewhere 
to function. Yet what it lacks here, it 
makes up for with an abundance of

the social. Sharing access to a work photo-
copier, making use of temporary space for

performance, borrowing tech equip-
ment from a friend’s place of study -- all 
actions which attempt to make do with 
whatever means are at the scene’s col-
lective disposal. As such, the no-audi-
ence underground operates with vary-
ing degrees of autonomy in relation to 

wider cultural and situational contexts.

The no-audience underground 
exists as a continually drift-
ing translocal network, not

concentrated in one location or 
the purview of a strict set of indi-

viduals, but instead
encompassing variously overlapping and 

enmeshed local activities which constitute 
the wider scene. Sharing recordings func-
tions as a key point of connection across 
these distanced nodes, creating a sense 
of proximity across space. The scene’s 

actions exist within a lineage of offline, 
peer-to-peer exchange, building on and 

sustaining the legacies of cassette culture 
and the global CD-r underground of the 

early 2000s. Still to this day, you can enter 
a venue -- whether that be an artist-led gal-
lery, DIY music space or nondescript pub 

function room -- say hello to the friend and 
find a tape or disc slipped from palm to 

palm. This gift, this altruistic offering of 
sonic matter, whether reciprocated or not, 
is, as Rob Hayler has stated, “the lifeblood 
of the scene” 2 . While these acts still occur 
and are essential to keeping the social and 
cultural fabric of the scene nourished, the 
gradual shift away from an analogue-only 
outlook has occurred over the no-audience

underground’s history. What was once a 
scene operating in an almost exclusively 
neo-luddite manner has slowly embraced 

the lure, and hypothetical democratic 
potential, of digital forms of distribution.

Bandcamp thus became the next logical step 
for those in the no-audience underground, 
where it has been the de-facto online home 
for much of its activity over the past dec-
ade. Initially, the platform’s promise of rela-
tive control over the means of distribution --
personified by a comparatively hands-off 
approach to mediating the circulation of

recordings, both digital and phys-
ical -- resonated with much of 

the political sentiments of

DIY music. Despite its widespread 
adoption encouraging a broad-

ening of who participated
in the scene, we have reached a 
point where the near sole reli-

ance on the platform has
impacted the autonomy of the scene. 

Releases are now shaped around Band-
camp’s structures, particularly Band-

camp Friday -- what started as a lifeline 
for artists now dictating their behav-
iour, releases fighting for attention 
around this one day. Likewise, the

company’s takeover by Epic 
Games and subsequently Song-

tradr call into question the
political and cultural values of the organ-
isation that we have so heavily relied on. 

If Bandcamp initially offered 
DIY, experimental, amateur art-
ists the means to democratically

distribute their recorded work with a cer-
tain degree of autonomy, especially when

compared with larger access-
based streaming services, then 
how do we move on from that

initial promise?

Other platforms have surfaced and dis-
appeared just as quickly. The likes of 

Ampled and Resonate envisaged an art-
ist-owned digital infrastructure, rejecting 
the need for corporate sponsorship and 
putting the means of distribution firmly 
in the hands of practitioners. However, 

the precarity and difficulty of sustaining 
such projects long-term means a worka-
ble alternative is yet to materialise. Such 
is the complex, contradictory situation of 
life in the margins of experimental music, 
where a search for autonomy is continu-
ally hampered by lack of, and search for, 

resources. A move away from relying solely 
on Bandcamp is the first step in regain-
ing a degree of autonomy in our creative
lives. How this unfolds is yet to be envis-

aged. Calls for a return to peer-to-peer net-
works, in the digital sense, argue for the 
use of torrents and decentralised serv-
ers to share our work directly, eschew-

ing the need for a platform to mediate this 
exchange at all. Murray Royston-Ward pos-
ited such a shift in the no-audience under-
ground way back in 2015, offering a prac-

tical guide on how to build DIY digital 
distribution networks through self- hosted 
torrents, suggesting that “collectively we 

might begin to approach building our own 
solutions” 3. Yet, uptake was slow. The reli-
ance on more readily accessible platforms

staying strong, this call to action 
was unfortunately overlooked. Per-
haps this thinking was ahead of the 
curve. However, as time passes and 
spaces for genuine experimentation

become increasingly striated, it is a con-
versation as pertinent now as it was then.

I end these thoughts with a renewed call 
for action and, more importantly, collabo-
ration, as is so prominent in this scene. 

I ask how we might build an internet, and 
a means of distribution that does not rely 
solely on external mediators to function, 

that is beneficial to those using it, not 
the corporations and capitalist class who 
search for value extraction at every possi-
ble point? Sharing, distributing and mobi-

lising resources is key. The scene’s way 
of operating has much to offer those una-
ware of its practices, just as the scene has

much to learn from those hav-
ing these discussions elsewhere. 

Not having the skills to
develop such infrastructures does not 
mean that they cannot be found else-
where. The no-audience underground 

must look to those outside the confines 
of its own network to think about how 
we can build these collective, commu-

nal and alternative resources and rein-
force the sentiment of doing-it-yourself 
or, more poignantly, doing-it-together.

Can anyone help?
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•  Thanks for all the great 
responses, and we hope you 
enjoyed this third issue of 
The Pits! 
If you’re interested in writing a 
piece for the series please get 
in touch with your ideas via
communalleisure@proton.me 
- we imagine written pieces 
to be 800-1200 words long, 
but are open to other for-
mats. We can pay £150 per 
commission. Essays will be 
printed, like this one, on spe-
cially designed posters, and 
distributed far and wide.  
See you in the pits!   Love, 

Communal Leisure x


