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‘Out of Step with the World’: On the Ethical Value of Cultural Nonconformity 

 

Punk and hardcore punk has from the start presented itself as an independent counterculture – 

and has prided itself for being so. From Minor Threat onwards, punk and hardcore artists have 

commended the value of living life “against the grain”,1 in opposition to mainstream norms and 

practices. This chapter explores what ethical value, if any, there is in pursuing cultural 

nonconformity (if you will, in cultural rebellion).  

 

First, we distinguish cultural nonconformity from two related values: authenticity and autonomy. 

While the punk and hardcore ethic prizes authenticity (“stay true to yourself”)2 and self-governance 

(“follow your own path”), it also praises cultural nonconformity.3 That purported value cannot be 

reduced, we claim, to either authenticity or autonomy. After all, under certain conditions, pursuing 

cultural nonconformity is ethically valuable even if the punks in question are insincere or acting 

exclusively on peer pressure. 

 

Second, we discuss two possible justifications for the value of cultural nonconformity: conditional 

and intrinsic. We argue that cultural nonconformity is valuable insofar as harmful mainstream norms 

and practices are morally broken through the process. In this way, cultural nonconformity is 

conditionally praiseworthy – only if mainstream cultural practices are, indeed, morally bankrupt 

and if the counterculture successfully embodies higher moral values. This line of thought is 

prevalent in both the vegan straight edge movement, inspired by the band Earth Crisis, and the 

revolutionary anarchism of groups like Aus-Rotten.4 Cultural nonconformity is an act of moral 

purity in a world of evil. Through it, the nonconformist prefigures the just world to come and 

saves themselves from spiritual destruction: “through my refusal to partake, I saved myself.”5  

 

Another potential justification for cultural non-conformity is that it may be intrinsically valuable. 

On this view, there is value in actively opposing “an oriented public whose magnetic force does 

 
1 Bad Religion, ‘Against the Grain’ from Against the Grain (Epitaph, 1990) 
2 Guiding Line, ‘Break the Chain’ from The Return of the X-Men (Commitment Records, 1997) 
3 Minor Threat, ‘Out of Step (With the World)’ from Out of Step (Dischord Records, 1983) 
4 For sociological studies of the values in straight edge, see Ross Haenfler, ‘Rethinking Subcultural Resistance: Core 
Values of the Straight Edge Movement’, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 33 (2004) no. 4: 406-436; Ross Haenfler, 
Straight Edge: Hardcore Punk, Clean Living Youth, and Social Change (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006). For 
more on the relationship between anarchism and punk music, see Ian Glasper, The Day the Country Died: A History of 
Anarcho-Punk 1980-1984 (Oakland: PM Press, 2014); Crimethinc, ‘Music as a Weapon: The Contentious Symbiosis of 
Punk Rock and Anarchism’, Rolling Thunder: Anarchist Journal of Dangerous Living 7 (2019): 69-74. 
5 Earth Crisis, ‘The Discipline’ from Destroy the Machines (Victory Records, 1995) 
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pull / but away from the potential of the individual.”6 Here, the act of rejecting the norms and 

practices of mainstream culture is praiseworthy, whether or not one ultimately succeeds in one’s 

aim and regardless of this culture’s moral standing. On first blush, this justification for cultural 

nonconformity is on less stable footing, as it can often collapse into a bullheadedness that is both 

imprudent and combative. Yet resisting the magnetic pull of the masses opens up cultural space 

for everyone, and that is good in itself and thus morally valuable even in a just society. Cultural 

nonconformity, we maintain, carves out a sphere of pluralism and freedom that underwrites the 

possibility of authenticity and self-governance.   

 

By examining the nature and possible justifications of cultural nonconformity, this chapter 

contributes to literature on moral character – while quoting lyrics of as many of the bands we love 

as we can. “I know I’ll never know what it means to live at ease in line with the status quo / I’ll 

stand alone”.7 

 

 
6 Bad Religion, ‘Against the Grain’ from Against the Grain (Epitaph, 1990) 
7 Mindset, ‘Counterpoint’ from Leave No Doubt (React! Records, 2012) 


