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Popular culture, ways of struggle and the alternative, through Charli XCX and hyperpop music.

Introduction
Coronavirus ‘lockdown' was a moment of capitalist acceleration. As Modernity’s vehicles ground to a halt, Instagram, Snap Chat, Twitter, YouTube and TikTok networked videos and narratives accumulated; TikTok's meteoric rise was only really a symptom of a wider and more profound shift in which networked videos and narratives captured just about every aspect of popular culture, psychic energy, and social reflex. 

This working paper addresses one dimension of this transformation; the reformation of sound culture, and does so through the story of the Essex hyperpop star Charli XCX, now better known for ‘Brat Summer’ and her endorsement of Kamala Harris as president.

Four years earlier, during the pandemic, Charli XCX was the subject of a television documentary produced by the BBC. The documentary Charli XCX: Alone Together was largely self-shot in Los Angeles where Charli was isolating with her then partner Huck Wong, both privately educated at Bishops Stortford College, Essex, UK. The documentary’s plot hinges on the anticipated release of her fourth studio album How I'm Feeling Now, and her struggle with mental ill-health. 

Compounded by the isolation of the pandemic, the documentary shows how during the album-making process these struggles were extended empathically with a largely LGBTQ+ fanbase – ‘Charli’s Angels’ – who are also looking for connection, community, and “to feel human again”. The shared language is largely therapeutic. Through live streams, Charli, ‘the Queen of Hyperpop’, opens up the raw creativity of the album-making process to her fans. The production of music with online followers, and the unity it affords, offers release from the isolation of lockdown and heteronormative society, and that folds back onto crushing self-doubt as Charli openly questions her musical talent, her relationships and her physical appearance.

For the purpose of this presentation, the documentary shows how music is made meaningful within a shared culture of videos, text, sound and narrative composed through social media. If MTV of the 1980s was the turning point in which sound culture was cannibalized by TV and video, what Charli XCX’s hyperpop of the 2020s shows is that sound culture has been re-digested by social media and their computational systems, becoming hypersound. 
Sound clutter, events and loops
Hypersound culture is composed of euphoric events mediated by YouTube, Snap Chat and TikTok. The intensity and regularity of these euphoric events are experienced as a normalised affective assault.  As media scholar Jodi Dean noted, “[b]logs, social networks, Twitter, YouTube… produce and circulate affect as a binding technique”, capturing and ensnaring users in its endless loops.[footnoteRef:2] Applications like Snap Chat, TikTok and Instagram on which Charli XCX’s hyperpop is composed maximise this loop-based popular culture, such that the hyperpop of Charli XCX music is inseparable from its condition.  [2:  Jodi Dean, "Affective networks," Media Tropes 2, no. 2 (2010)., p.21, 42] 


This looped event culture casts social fractures in high contrast for content consumers. The sheer quantity of these oppositions is organised by consumption-driven algorithms which privilege the starkest divisions. Habitual knowledge of those algorithmic processes is tactically gamed by music artists and their teams in content production. As any residual Modern feeling for radical universalism is reduced to violent flashpoints, destructive energies hold sway with ressentiment[footnoteRef:3], narcissism and sadism characterising the contemporary structure of feeling.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  From Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious via Nietzsche. Ressentiment (left in the French) is distinct from resentment, in that it does not only refer to a state of being that wants what others have, but is also a more vengeful petty-minded political disposition that, without seeking remedy, wants others not to have something.]  [4:  Tanya Kant, Making it personal: algorithmic personalization, identity, and everyday life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).; Forrest Stuart, Ballad of the bullet: gangs, drill music, and the power of online infamy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020).] 


To quote Anna Kornbluh, as the flash bulb triggers, “The gray falls away… as everything flickers good or bad, relatable or hateable.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Anna Kornbluh, Immediacy or, the style of too late capitalism (London: Verso)., p.60.] 

A hermeneutics of hypersound
In hyperpop, these technologically driven negations are filled out in particular ways. The documentary Alone Together shows how Charli XCX is constituted through mental health struggles and the rejection of normies. In her music, the use of Saw Synth instrumentals, Auto-Tune vocals[footnoteRef:6], “[s]hiny, cutesy aesthetics” and “angst-ridden lyrics” perform kitsch dystopia on those terms.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  "A. G. Cook is changing popular music as we know it," American Song Writer, 2020, accessed 15th July, 2024, https://americansongwriter.com/a-g-cook-is-changing-popular-music-as-we-know-it/.]  [7:  "Hyperpop or overhyped? The rise of 2020’s most maximal sound," Independent, 2020, accessed 15th July, 2024, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/features/hyperpop-genre-2020-charli-xcx-rina-sawayama-b1775025.html.] 


This performance of struggle shapes her fan culture too. In her music videos and wider media output, non-normativity is maintained by negatively identifying and rejecting authority, patriarchy, neuro- and hetero-normativity. This provides for an array of pastiche counter-cultural references through which the inside of hyperpop is coded. Mental health, body discomfort and precarious romantic attachments endorse non-normative neurology, physicality and sexuality. Punkish style and brattiness reject parental institutions, the nuclear family, clean living TikTok femininities and provide an individualist rebel identity. The routine use of Auto-Tune voice modulation queers normative white masculinity while establishing a non-normative subjectivity through which hyperpop fans and Charli XCX know themselves. The totality of external negation generates positive internal meaning as a resistive response to marginalisation. 

This negative hermeneutics relies on a strong anti-figure – the straight white normie, also referred to as “hyperpop’s bogeyman”.[footnoteRef:8] In Charli XCX’s music videos, the straight white normie has multiple guises. In ‘Von Dutch’ (2024) he is the rockstar, ironically celebrated by Charli who plays the character, arriving by private jet at an international airport. Through a series of catastrophic scenes, the rockstar is injured on travelators and dragged across the floor by a baggage trolley. In the music video for ‘Hot in it’ (2023) the normie is the Coachella figure. In ‘360’ (2024) he is allegorised as the ‘hot’ TikTok influencer.  [8:  "Noisy, ugly, and addictive," The Atlantic, 2021, accessed 15th July, 2024, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/03/hyperpop/617795/.] 


Struggle thereby shapes hyperpop’s rebellious identity, and as the rebel turns the gaze back on the bogeyman and his allegories, the euphoric-strobe condition of social media generates hackneyed and essentialised images. The limitation of this form of cultural-political struggle is most notable when the straight white normie is allegorised as black femininity. In ‘Vroom Vroom’ (2020), and elsewhere, he is found in the sexualised black femininities that appear in drill, trap, rap and dancehall videos. Conditioned in this way, the black expressive femininities of rap and dancehall are not interpreted as complex black female expressive cultures within a history of racism and patriarchy, but as negative images of hyperpop’s white non-normativity which frames them resentfully as examples of normative patriarchy. These more telling examples reveal how Charli XCX’s emphatic anti-normie posture is at the same time a new normie form of commercial capitalism, in which histories of working class, queer and feminist struggle gives way to an aestheticization of alterity and counter-culture.

In contradiction to these negative hermeneutics are forms of enjoyment that can be considered ‘alternative’ in cultural-political terms – to borrow from Raymond Williams.[footnoteRef:9] Here, hyperpop’s principal alternative register is enjoyment. Pleasure and enjoyment in queer studies address how queer culture is not only formed in the negative image of heteronormative society but also exceeds it, as a form of presence or persistence.[footnoteRef:10] While pleasure and enjoyment are sometimes used interchangeably, enjoyment is more than libidinal drives. It is excessive, and its excess gives it, as Todd McGowan says, “potential political radicality”,[footnoteRef:11] that moves it from the particular to the universal.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  The ‘alternative’ is a concept developed by Raymond Williams to explain how cultural manifestations of Marxian humanist freedom or justice, not only arise from negation (ways of struggle) but have their own historical persistence. Raymond Williams, Marxism and literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).]  [10:  Sara Ahmed, The cultural politics of emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014)., p.162]  [11:  Todd McGowan, Enjoyment Right & Left (East Germany: Sublation Press, 2022)., p.3; Also researched as Queer Joy "Queering the web: Reshaping digital culture with queer joy," DIVA Magazine, 2024, accessed 20th July, 2024, https://diva-magazine.com/2024/03/01/queering-the-web/. ]  [12:  Ahmed, The cultural politics of emotion.] 


This version of queer enjoyment in Charli XCX is demonstrated in the documentary Alone Together. The opening sequence for the documentary presents cute, kitsch and queer imagery. A neon pink sign, cuts to a magenta/lavender-coloured city in which isolated individual bodies, text bubbles and jellyfish float over the manga city’s skyline. That scene ‘signals’ queer and trans pandemic-internet culture[footnoteRef:13] and is overlaid by spoken and subtitled quotes from Charli’s fans explaining the connection they found in hyperpop during the Covid-19 pandemic.     [13:  "Queer community online and the rise of TikTok," Medium, 2022, accessed 20th July, 2024, https://medium.com/@natalie.h.streeter/queer-community-online-and-the-rise-of-tiktok-735f459a4f61; "How TikTok became a haven for queer and questioning kids: Queer signaling in the age of TikTok," 2021, accessed 20th July, 2024, https://www.vox.com/the-goods/22606245/tiktok-queer-fluid-bisexuality-nonbinary-filter.] 


[Archi] “We don’t realize how often we crave human touch”
[Ellen] “It’s been really tough, it’s been really hard” 
[Ronald] “It makes me realise how much I miss that emotional connection I have with people in real life”
[Poison Oakland] “I never knew how much I needed people around me to feel alive”

In this sequence, Archi vocalises a tactile invitation to feel human together, and to redress a patriarchal sense schema in which the visual and signifying dominate.[footnoteRef:14] In the loneliness and lifelessness of the pandemic, touch overcomes the absence of presence,[footnoteRef:15] moving beyond a struggle against abjection towards connectivity and aliveness, which is the basis of enjoyment in hyperpop. Collective touch occurs through Zoom, Instagram Live Stream, and YouTube music videos which connects the material bodies of fans[footnoteRef:16] articulating a form common feeling, at once dislocated and universalist.  [14:  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching feeling: affect, pedagogy, performativity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002).]  [15:  Cathryn Vasseleu, "Resistances of touch," Signs: journal of women in culture and society 40, no. 295-300 (2015)., p.296]  [16:  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, "Shame in the cybernetic fold: reading Silvan Tomkins," in Shame and its sisters : a Silvan Tomkins reader, ed. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank (Durham, N.C. ; London: Duke University Press, 1995), 1-28.] 


This sense of enjoyment is repeated in Charli XCX’s music. ‘Von Dutch’ (2024) is a high-tempo dancefloor banger; ‘Rewind’ (2024) slower and glitchy; ‘Forever’ (2020) is gritty and sparse; ‘Claws’ (2020) is a love song, and ‘Detonate’ (2020) a break-up song. These very different songs are enjoyable for similar reasons. One of those, is that they are kitsch and bratty. For their shininess, tacky nostalgia and nerdy agonism, they generate a sense of un-stoic and un-knowing excess. 
From sound to hypersound 
The title of Charli XCX’s documentary Alone Together suggests a generational quality, that we have never been so connected or so alone. However, this motif also points to something more telling – that popular sound culture is social media culture; that social media is popular music’s common condition. To understand this motif below its surface presentation, the historical transformation of sound culture matters. The journey of sound from 1980s to the present day; through the evolution of pop music television and reggae sound systems, towards ‘hypersound’ is significant. The shift to forms of popular music culture in which image, video, text and computational processes predominate is of profound cultural and political consequence; as is the evolution of meaning-making from flows and euphoric events and affective-social media loops. These transformations have not only re-coloured the properties of beats, instrumentals and lyrics, and moved consumption from listening to watching, but have placed sound in secondary relation to recursive flows of data and their affective inputs. 

The alternative cultural politics of hypersound cannot then be evaluated on the former terms by which sound culture was privileged. Rather, as genuinely popular sound culture has become part of social media culture more broadly, the identification of alternatives and the evaluation of their relative weight needs to be placed elsewhere, and that task is no less important. 
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