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5
From clubcultures  
to screencultures

Ton Nabben

In the 1990s, the popularisation of house music and ecstasy led to a shift in the 
focus of research into club cultures. Characteristic of club culture is the willing-
ness to share on the social (network), cultural (taste and knowledge), and physi-
cal (location) levels. Drug researchers ascertain that, since the 1990s, there has 
been a normalisation of drug use in the entertainment areas of youth and young 
adults. In an ongoing panel study among Amsterdam’s trendsetters, club cul-
tures prove eminently receptive to new trends in nightlife. This chapter focuses 
on the transformation of club cultures into screen cultures within the electronic 
dance music (EDM) domain and the influence of vernacular media. This devel-
opment runs parallel to the flight from overregulated entertainment venues. A 
second development is that the growing influence of the vernacular media has 
stimulated and also democratised knowledge, opinions and discussions about 
drugs, and the role in the prevention and risk discourse has changed from of a 
top-down to a linear model. In the vernacular discourse, the dominating view 
is that it is normal to experiment with drugs as long as it is done responsibly.

Keywords: vernacular media, popular drug culture, nightlife, normalisation 

Introduction

We meet with 21 year-old Jasmin in Flamingo, a hip café in the ‘de Pijp’ neigh-
bourhood of Amsterdam. Once a poor working class neighbourhood, it is now 
bustling and crowded with restaurants, design and organic stores, multimedia 
companies and many new start-ups. The Albert Cuyp market is the beating 
heart of the area where cultures from all over the world mix, and the density of 
young and highly educated people is striking. We are here to interview Jasmin 
about drug use in her scene. She is a party promoter and knows the world 

ESSD2015_Inhalt.indd   75 2016.01.23   13:50



Ton Nabben

76

of the bookers, programmers, DJs and party organisers who give direction to 
nightlife. While I grab my topic list, Jasmin turns on her Apple tablet and asks 
the bar for the login code for a Wi-Fi connection. 

The scene is in turmoil, because the previous weekend (November 2014) 
three people died after having used drugs during the Amsterdam Dance Event 
(ADE). Over the last decade, this large-scale, five-day club festival has grown 
to host more than 300,000 visitors. Some 300 DJs play at over 100 party loca-
tions scattered throughout the city – in clubs, but also in sheds, halls, boats and 
pop-up galleries. The tragic news dominates the media all week and is full of 
commentaries and reports in newspapers, news programmes and talk shows. 
Experts are asked about the causes of the tragedy. But most of this ‘old’ media 
coverage eludes Jasmin: she hardly ever watches TV or reads newspapers, but 
follows everything on the Internet and social media, like Facebook, Reddit, etc. 
On her screen she scrolls from one discussion to another. Most are held in spe-
cial closed groups that are blocked to snoopers. Hundreds of participants, many 
of whom have been to the ADE, discuss only one question: how could this 
happen? Some suggest it could be the high quality of ecstasy on the market, as 
well as the high-dosage pills. Others point to the stupid pill-popping behaviour 
of amateurs or criticise the zero tolerance policy, whereas still others are angry 
about the biased news reporting and the moral panic approach of right-wing 
newspapers. Some discussants suggest a relationship between the three fatal 
incidents and the lack of distribution of free drinking water. What is also strik-
ing is the overt reports from ecstasy users, some of whom share very detailed 
information about how to minimise health risks. 

In this chapter, the influence and impact of digitalisation and the social me-
dia will be discussed as important factors in the emergence of new scenes in 
Amsterdam nightlife, where drug use plays an important role. 

The heartbeat of Amsterdam

Along with 20 other panel members (including DJs, dealers, bouncers, club 
staff, organisers and clubbers and ravers), Jasmin participates in a panel study 
which is one of the indicators in the ‘drug monitor’ (Antenna) among young 
people in Amsterdam (Korf & Nabben, 2000). Since 1993, the drug monitor 
has been a multi-method approach to assess new trends in drug use. Drug con-
sumption became increasingly complex following the rapid rise in the use of 
ecstasy and various other synthetic drugs in the 1990s. With the introduction of 
house music at the end of the 1980s and the subsequent massive use of ecstasy 
in the 1990s, drug and club cultures are inextricably linked with the European 
electronic dance music (EDM) culture (Thornton, 1995; Collin & Godfrey, 1997; 
Reynolds 1998, 1999). Ecstasy became the new drug of choice in the culture of 
EDM (Korf et al.,1991; Nabben, 2010). 
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To respond quickly to new developments in illicit drug use in Amsterdam, 
we developed and implemented, in collaboration with the Jellinek Centre (an 
Amsterdam-based centre for the treatment and prevention of drug addiction), a 
methodology that enabled us to continuously gather information from a num-
ber of different sources. Every year, a survey among a selected ‘high risk’ popu-
lation is carried out (e.g. clients in youth assistance centres, customers of coffee 
shops or pubs, and visitors to trendy clubs and raves). The cornerstone of this 
approach is the qualitative component: a panel study among lay and profes-
sional experts who are well informed about drug use by various specific groups 
of drug users or in specific settings. They keep us informed about new drugs, 
prices, and new settings and scenes where drugs are used. The first goal of the 
panel study is the early detection and contextual understanding of new drug 
trends. Qualitative findings from the panel study are validated and further ex-
plored by quantitative methods. The panel members (n = 25) are interviewed 
twice a year, using a topic list. This chapter is based mainly on the results from 
the panel study. 

Because Jasmin feels strongly the heartbeat of Amsterdam nightlife, she is an 
ideal panel member. She can explain in detail about partying, drug use, after-
parties and dealers. It should be noted that most nightlife networks are replaced 
by new ones after approximately five years. That means that about every five 
years a new (sub) generation rushes into nightlife with a different focus on night-
life and drug use (Nabben, 2010).

Screenagers and the digital revolution

As in the 1990s and 2000s, the panel study currently includes members in 
their twenties, especially trendsetters. Like Jasmin, the panel members are well 
informed about nightlife. At first sight, little seems to have changed in the past 
decade. Ecstasy is still the most popular illegal drug: in 2013, 55% of the Am-
sterdam nightlife clubbers and ravers had used ecstasy in the last month (Nab-
ben et al., 2014), and house and techno music still dominate the dance arena. 
The number of those attending has doubled in a decade, to about 50,000 each 
weekend (Nabben et al., 2014). However, what has changed dramatically since 
the early 1990s is the impact of the World Wide Web, a global medium where 
users can exchange, retrieve and provide information. The growth of the web 
started in 1992-1995. In 1993, the year Jasmin was born, it was still in its infancy 
and the smartphone was in the future. But that has changed radically. The time 
that young people spend in front of the television, the computer screen, laptop, 
tablet or smartphone has increased substantially since the rise of the Internet 
and the digital revolution. Prensky (2001) describes this new phenomenon as 
‘digital natives’: native speakers of the digital language of computers, video 
games and the Internet. Until the 1990s, the drug culture was mostly portrayed 
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in books, pictures, and movies, which could also be viewed on videos at home, 
but the current generation of ‘screenagers’ (Rushkoff, 1997), born between 1985 
and 2000, grew up with the Internet and the now 10 year-old Facebook (Knight 
& Weedon, 2014). 

Initially, the promotion of club nights and raves was limited mainly to flyers, 
posters, magazines and illegal local radio broadcasts (Thornton, 1995; Nab-
ben, 2010). The current domain of youth culture is increasingly influenced by 
the digitisation of visual culture and the social media. New digital technologies 
and applications have made the visualisation of entertainment and the sharing 
of information virtually inexhaustible. Consumers download, upload and view 
images of themselves and others at any location: at home, at school, on the 
road, at work, on the dance floor and even during sex. Due to rapid interactive 
communication, individuals and groups are kept informed by the vernacular 
media (Howard, 2008). 

Shifting scenes in Amsterdam nightlife 

The changes in the drug market and the emergence of new party settings and 
events evolve parallel to (new) social, economic and technological develop-
ments. The city changes, but so do the people and groups in nightlife that we 
follow in the panel study. A lot has changed since the study began in 1993. The 
electronic revolution, 25 years ago, ushered in the new era of house music. 
Now, digitalisation and the influence of social media are important factors in 
nightlife and the emergence of new scenes. Social media have become com-
monplace for many and are a place to perform various roles in our multimodal 
lives (Knight & Weedon, 2014). The vernacular web is ubiquitous and inexhaust-
ible and can be described as ‘the collection of newsgroups, blogs, wikis, reader 
comments on news sites, social networks and other meeting places and discus-
sion sites on the Internet, which are characterised by an institutional rhetoric’ 
(Burger, 2014, p. 288). It provides people with information on the ‘what’, ‘how’ 
and ‘where’ of their friends. With the Instagram application, they can share pic-
tures online with their followers. Music lovers and DJs share, buy and download 
music tracks via Soundcloud, YouTube, Spotify and Beatport. Psychonauts can 
go to Erowid or Bluelight for sophisticated drug information. Those who are 
reluctant to consult a test service (a free service funded by the government that 
test a person’s pills and powders) can search for updates on ecstasy pills on, for 
example, Pillreports. Many relationships now begin on dating websites like the 
popular Tinder or Gaydar.
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Issues surrounding virtual promotion and online knowledge

The perspective of drug, set and setting in nightlife is continuously changing 
due to new music scenes, new drugs, new locations, new policies and new 
technologies (Nabben, 2010). In the panel study, the factors affecting substance 
use among trendsetters is examined. The analysis examines the availability, 
quality, price and image of a substance (drug); which (new) groups manifest 
themselves in the nightlife scene (set); and how the choice and preference of 
entertainment settings changes (setting).

To highlight what motivates the current generation of clubbers, we need to 
delve further into the impact of technology and the emergence of new com-
munication networks in nightlife where drug use plays an important role. We 
will also examine whether the new virtual infrastructure also changes the sub-
cultural context of nightlife and the knowledge and use of substances. In the 
panel study, we see two trends that play a major role for the new generation of 
clubbers on the EDM circuit, as discussed below:
1)  the promotion of events is largely determined and driven by social media 

and this makes the party arena even greater; and
2)  the vernacular media has stimulated and democratised knowledge, opinion 

and discussion about drugs and drug use, and thus contributed to their nor-
malisation.

1) Amsterdam: soft and high technology 

We shall first consider the city as a stage and facilitator of the party culture, 
which also symbolises the object of modernisation and continuous innovation, 
and a place that is sensitive to the vagaries of economic fluctuations. In this 
discussion, the current renaissance in the economy of the dark hours cannot 
be dissociated from the metamorphosis in the 1990s that Amsterdam went 
through, from a business community to a high-quality service and network 
community with a vibrant nightlife culture (Nabben, 2010; Nabben, 2013; Nab-
ben et al., 2014; Benschop et al., 2015).

Amsterdam is quite a bit smaller than Berlin, London or New York, but 
is often mentioned in the same breath as other ‘cool’ cities where commer-
cial impulses stimulated innovative urban development (Soja, 2000; Hayward, 
2004). According to the Spanish sociologist Castells, who is especially asso-
ciated with research on the information society, communication and globali-
sation, the city’s economic strength largely depends on the infrastructure of 
its (tele)communication and technology companies, which is complemented 
with services, entertainment and a thriving tourist industry (Castells, 2000). The 
American economist Florida (2004) argued that the development of technology 
and the nurturing of talent and tolerance are important priorities that contribute 

ESSD2015_Inhalt.indd   79 2016.01.23   13:50



Ton Nabben

80

to a city’s success. Young urbanites thrive in a city with a large ethnic diversity 
and variety of lifestyles and where imagination and urban seduction play a 
vital role. From a cultural criminological perspective, spaces of consumption 
and hedonism, especially in the night economy, are closely intertwined and 
have great appeal to young people who are chasing the pursuit of the new in 
‘leisure pleasure landscapes’. (Hayward, 2004). Drugs are an especially magi-
cal, sensitive catalyst that reinforce transgressive behaviour (Presdee, 2000). In 
other words, the more exciting the city, the more interesting the experiment and 
the more intense the experience (Hall, 1998). This certainly applies to Amster-
dam nightlife, which now has an estimated 80 to 100 locations, from regular 
clubs to experimental sites. In the summer, major festivals in parks, city beaches 
and other recreational areas are added to that number (Benschop et al., 2015;  
Nabben et al., 2014). 

Web marketing and branding 
With this background, we position these user networks in the panel study. 

We have seen that the digital revolution also leaves its traces in (trendsetting) 
networks involved in the EDM domain. The introduction of the Internet, smart-
phone, and the impact of social media has changed communication and the 
code of conduct between producers (party organisations, DJs, promoters etc.) 
and consumers (visitors) dramatically. This also applies to clubbers among 
themselves.

Since 2008, Facebook (FB) has been widely seen by panel members as the 
leading media in the EDM culture for promoting club nights, festivals, events 
and raves. Entrepreneurs do not use flyers, formerly the symbol of EDM culture, 
anymore. They are too expensive and create a lot of trash and have transformed 
into digital versions, with video virals to promote events. Advertisements for 
parties circulate through FB and by word of mouth. Every club and party has a 
FB profile including a calendar, photo gallery, etc. The borders between ‘rook-
ies’ and experts seem to fade as a result of the ‘vernacular web’ (Howard, 2005; 
Howard, 2008). Party promoters distribute videos on FB which in turn are pro-
moted by the booked artists through their private links. It is all about creating a 
buzz and a continuous flow of information between producers, artists and their 
followers. Online advertising can make or break a party. Ernie (aged 24), a party 
organiser, thinks FB is a good ‘trigger level’. He can quickly see whether a party 
is popular at the grassroots. Afterwards, he can check the positive and negative 
feedback about the party on FB. 

Now that everyone in the EDM scene is connected through social media, 
parties are mainly promoted through online marketing. Club promoter Jade 
(aged 26) explains how that works: 

 ‘We work with 300 promoters, cool people with a lot of online friends, who 
only post positive stories on FB. The typical clubber will mostly be unaware. 
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He gets an invitation to a party through FB and can see who else is going 
and who is not. You buy a ticket and to get in the mood, you watch some 
pictures or ‘after videos’ of the previous editions. You share your party self-
ies on FB or Instagram and through the app you keep in touch with friends 
who also go. Others will ‘like’ this or share their own party selfies, to which 
you can respond again. During the ADE, some of these 10-second ‘after 
videos’ were a trending topic on YouTube.’ 

DJ Olly (aged 25) is experimenting with a new earning model by promotional 
videos. As such, the producer who is also a consumer becomes a prosumer 
(Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010). Jasmin, who, as discussed earlier, is an expert party 
promoter, regards her work as a sequence of trigger moments. The challenge is 
to lift the party promotion to the next level with new strategies that aim to make 
the information more targeted and personal. But this is what Ernie warns about, 
believing that the reach of social media is so broad that a part of the excitement 
also quickly fades away. ‘You know in advance who will be there. Everything is 
pre-chewed’. He wonders ‘What will happen if a new location no longer uses 
social media and will only give you access by a flyer?’ 

The rise of a new rave culture
Since the breakthrough of FB, dozens of new party collectives were set up. 

They primarily seek their new playfields outside of the mainstream domain and 
are more nomadic than mainstream partygoers in their choice of settings. The 
intense togetherness enhances the intimate experience. By becoming friends 
with DJs and party organisers, new party families (collectives) are created in the 
Amsterdam EDM scene. Although organisations like Shoeless, Next Monday’s 
Hangover and Pleinvrees are often mentioned in the same breath, there are dif-
ferences. One attracts ‘weekend hippies’, the others ‘rich kids’ or a ‘fashionable’ 
crowd. Although the love of music scores high, the majority’s goal is party plea-
sure. Many of them are guided by the leads of others (Alblas, 2012). Toby (aged 
25), a party programmer, says that the FB generation has drastically changed 
promotional methods: ‘If you handle the marketing technically correct it works 
like a snowball. It also explains the strong growth of young party groups who 
are well aware of parties and DJs.’ Panel members see that the rise of party col-
lectives leads to more interaction between organisers and visitors. The initial 
exclusive core group will increase tenfold after a few successful events. This 
virtual party family of DJs, organisers and clubbers meet each other at raves, 
preferably outside the regular, mainstream nightlife. In the FB community, DJs 
are often crucial actors with a large group of virtual followers. In the creation 
of a social and cultural hierarchy, DJs, organisers and other professionals in 
the party scene have more status, because they invest in the taste culture, as 
Thornton (1995) discussed in her study of ‘clubcultures’. The connections in the 
party scene are intensified in the more exclusive private domain of after-parties 
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where the fine fleur meet. After-parties are the domain of local insiders and also 
have a reputation for drug use.

The escape from the centre where nightlife is traditionally concentrated was 
reinforced by the economic crisis at the end of the 2000s, as well as a growing 
interest in raves at exclusive locations outside the regular club circuit. Sytz (aged 
28), one of the pioneers of the successful community ‘Gasten zonder grenzen’ 
(guests without borders, a play on Doctors without Borders), has organised 
dozens of festivals at rugged locations for up to 5,000 visitors. The adventure 
promises new excitement and is one reason why Sytz eschews the regular club 
circuit: 

 ‘What could be better than organising a secret party expedition to an aban-
doned farmhouse, an island, tunnel, church or fort near Amsterdam? Food 
and drink are lugged along. And music. And drugs.’ 

The organisational power of FB is the driving force behind these events. How-
ever, DJ Olly has tested the Ticketscript app, in order to keep the raves secret 
as long as possible, because the police are also following FB. The results were 
positive:

 ‘Via Ticketscript you can also pass the coordinates of a secret party location 
at the very last moment. There is very little likelihood that the party location 
will be leaked prematurely.’

2) The vernacular web and the normalisation thesis 

In the communication and social sciences, there is growing attention to stud-
ies of the new psychoactive substances (NPS) available via the Internet (Walsh 
& Phil, 2011; Van Hout & Bingham, 2014), popular and digital cultures in new 
media (Manning, 2007; Manning, 2014; Hoogenboom, 2014), and virtual sub-
cultures (Greener & Holland, 2006; and see also the chapter by Pires et al. 
elsewhere in this book). However, within the normalisation debate there still is 
little attention paid to the influence and expansion of the drug discourse on the 
vernacular web (Murguia et al., 2007). The normalisation debate was always as 
much about this broader pattern of ‘cultural accommodation’ as it was about 
the interpretation of particular quantitative datasets. The extensive party and 
club culture, among other things, contributed to a normalisation of substance 
use during clubbing (Parker et al., 1998; Parker, 2005). But nowadays, this cul-
ture is also inevitably a mediated culture where we cannot ignore the role of old 
and new media in how people discuss new drugs and share their knowledge. 
Manning (2014, p. 18), in ‘Drugs and the popular culture in the age of new 
media’ believes that:
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 ‘If there is such an acceptance of illicit drug use, some evidence that 
amounts to a process of “normalisation” ought to be found in the popu-
lar media that operate as central conduits of images, ideas and normative 
frameworks about drugs.’ 

Manning (2013) has also concluded that the correlation between drugs and the 
gathering of knowledge and the availability of resources over the Internet, has 
grown exponentially.

Psychonauts 
Since the web revolution (Web 1.0 and Web 2.0), consumers have had un-

limited access to new media. The drug domain (movies, platforms, videos, etc.) 
has become mainstream and permeated the party domain. Results from the 
panel study show that especially the psychonauts, as descendants of the psy-
chedelic hippie culture, are profiling themselves as ‘chemical entrepreneurs’. 
They have extensive experience with hallucinogens, delve into the way they 
work and their effects, and follow discussions about them on Internet forums. 
Cedric (aged 30), psychonaut and news aggregator on a large drugs forum, is 
regarded as a drug expert in his circle of friends. He refers to an article in Vice 
(a webzine focused on arts, culture, and news topics) about the designer drugs 
that were attracting much attention in 2014. Drug nerds, psychonauts and ven-
dors on the forums Erowid and Reddit were consulted and there were links to 
reviews and online shops selling these drugs. The illustrious winners according 
to Vice were LSZ (a psychedelic) as the most innovative substance; 5 DBFPV 
(stimulant) as the most obscure substance; 3,4-CTMP (stimulant) as the fastest-
acting upper; 3-fluorophemetrazine (3-FPM), a stimulant as the newest sub-
stance; and 5-EAPB (entactogenic amphetamine) as the biggest loser. Accord-
ing to Cedric, the Vice article is an example of how new chemical substances 
are hyped while they are practically unknown on the Dutch drug market. 

Joris (aged 28), another member of the panel, belongs to a core group of 
pioneers who experiment with new psychoactive substances (NPS). The group 
follows the NPS market and discussions on forums among academics, users, 
vendors and illegal chemists. Substances investigated by the core group are 
4-MMC (mephedrone), 2-FMC, 4-FMC (flephedrone), 6-APB (‘benzo fury’), 
MXE and 5-meo-DIPT. Every new substance is specifically tested with respect 
to the duration of effects, route of administration, and positive and negative 
effects. Once a substance is unanimously rated by the core group as positive, 
it is launched by other intimates of a larger circle of users who are involved in 
various networks. Another substance that will be tested is 5-MeO-DMT (‘foxy 
methoxy’) in its liquid form. The group searches on drug websites and forums 
for information about how the drug can be optimally used (i.e. dissolved in 
water or as vapour, using an e-cigarette).
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Online drug culture 
The journalist Power (2014) describes the birth of an online drug culture and 

how global networks of users and experts have developed. For example, the 
website Erowid contains some 4 million files which, in 2014, were consulted 
by 90,000 unique visitors daily. It contains over 60,000 public documents with 
details about case law and precedents in complex legal cases, and thousands 
of first-hand reports of psychoactive drug experiences (further discussed in the 
chapter by Springer elsewhere in this book). The site is widely seen as an invalu-
able source of information for people taking new drugs that they have sourced 
from the Internet. Other websites, too, contain reports from ‘explorers of inner 
space’ who have researched the effects of drugs by browsing the scientific lit-
erature, and who share their knowledge in online discussion forums.

 The correlation between drugs, consumerism, knowledge-gathering and 
availability of resources has increased substantially through the Internet, and 
Walsh & Phil (2011) have stated that, online, the border between licit and 
illicit drugs has become blurred. Online suppliers of pharmaceutical, recre-
ational and other lifestyle drugs, have changed the Internet into a seductive 
‘candy store’. ‘The Internet is a medium through which “white”, “grey” and 
“black” drug markets flourish, with the boundaries between them shifting 
and amorphous, fluid and arbitrary’ (p. 55). For example, Facebook is an 
increasingly offensive weapon in the battle for attention. In December 2014, 
a customer service page named ‘PERU’ was suddenly propagated. On the 
screen, we see an ancient Mayan temple with more than 100 likes from 
customers who have already dialled the number given and obtained drugs. 
The buyers were delighted with the quality, but amazed at the brazen pro-
motion, that used a telephone number on a Facebook account. Examples 
from the panel members include: 
–  DJ Olly has friends with an online shop selling sense aromatics. During 

the interview with him, he reveals the link where dozens of NPS can be 
ordered. Business is going well. Occasionally he receives new samples 
for testing. Willem (aged 23) also receives samples, from a friendly dealer 
who buys them with a partner over the Internet. They double the price 
and sell at raves.

–  Some panel members mention that they receive a growing number of 
texts from dealers on their smartphones. This method of communication 
is no longer limited to the occasional party drug seller sending a new con-
tact number to his customers: some now blatantly advertise their business 
by regularly sending text messages that there is ‘something new’. 

–  David (aged 22) occasionally sees profiles online on a Facebook forum for 
a few days that offer to sell drugs, asking, for instance, ‘Into some speed 
for action?’. 
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According to Walsh & Phil (2011), in addition to offering substances to consum-
ers, the Internet provides a wealth of information from drug users that is lacking 
in traditional education resources: ‘A participatory culture, where users gener-
ate their own content (Erowid, Bluelight, etc.) is creating a collective intelligence 
about drugs, far superior to the propaganda of yesteryear’ (p. 60).

YouTube
The popularisation of online drug culture also applies to visual culture. In 

today’s fragmented world, the technological (popular) visual culture represents 
an ongoing stream of visual sensations and events which gives information, 
meaning or pleasure to consumers (Oosterbaan, 2002). The negative image of 
drug use, ever fed by early films like The Cocaine Fiends and Reefer Madness 
in 1936 (Shapiro, 2003), has slowly shifted from a panic atmosphere to a more 
neutral representation in today’s popular multimedia visual culture (Calafat et 
al. 2001; Parker, 2005). Indeed, besides finding and sharing information, or or-
dering drugs, YouTube has become an important source in the search for ev-
eryday news, information and entertainment for consumers (Manning, 2013). 
In 2013, sixty hours of video were loaded to the site every minute, or one hour 
per second, generating four billion views per day around the world. These in-
cluded ideas and visualisation of drugs and drug use. The limits of the virtual 
image culture are less sharply defined. In a subcultural context, images enhance 
meanings, because they capture certain attitudes and new forms. As such, they 
contribute to the infinite repertoire within that subculture (Oosterbaan, 2002). 

Capitalism also flirts with deviant images. For instance in 2009, iPhone 
introduced iSnort, an application that simulates cocaine snorting. An Internet 
demo shows a cheerful youth who cuts cocaine in lines with his debit card, 
which are then sniffed from the screen using a rolled-up banknote. This appli-
cation was discussed extensively on drug forums. Reactions range from ‘still go 
for the real stuff’ to ‘be cool for once, but overpriced’. However, iSnort is just 
the tip of the iceberg. The whole iceberg can be seen on YouTube, where doz-
ens of movies with cocaine parodies circulate, including those of mainstream 
commercials (see also Nabben, 2010).

The blurred line between ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ drug knowledge
We concluded earlier that the use of social media leads to the emergence 

of new networks in nightlife and has fuelled the rise of a new rave culture. 
More specifically, in the growing alternative domain, new settings for events 
indirectly enhance the experience of using drugs together with a ‘virtual family’. 
On the other hand, the circulation of drug discourses in the vernacular media 
might influence users’ knowledge, attitude, behaviour and perception regarding 
substance use. Finding information about drugs and also discussing their risks, 
dangers and pleasures have become easier through the Internet, but also more 
complex in some ways. The manufacturing of risks by experts and laymen –  
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explained by the sociologist Beck (1992) on the basis of modern risk society – is 
defined ‘as a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced 
and introduced by modernisation itself’ (p. 21). Technological development and 
science have taken off in such a way that, according to Beck, they cannot con-
trol their own risks: ‘They are changed, magnified, dramatised, or minimised 
within knowledge, and to that extent [they are] particularly open to social defi-
nition and construction’ (p. 23). The use of drugs and online information about 
them fit seamlessly into Beck’s risk society according to Tackett-Gibson (2008). 
Both are in fact the result of technological progress: that of pharmacology and 
the Internet. Various studies show that discussions on the vernacular web about 
the pleasure, risks and dangers of drugs often contradict the views of the official 
authoritative sources (Murguia et al., 2007; Tackett-Gibson, 2008; Manning, 
2014; Van Hout & Hearne, 2015). For instance, while ecstasy users discuss its 
use among themselves in order to keep the drug’s risks and dangers under con-
trol so that they can use it responsibly, the institutional discourse (see Trimbos 
Instituut, 2015) holds the belief that ecstasy is a social problem that should be 
addressed.

As a result of the vernacular web, the dividing line between laypeople and 
experts has become increasingly blurred. Currently, in the vernacular discourse, 
roles are reversed with prevailing institutions playing a lesser role with regard to 
prevention and risk discourse. Forum participants see themselves as the insiders 
and professionals, but the ‘experts’ as outsiders who often have no idea what 
they are talking about (Hoogenboom, 2014). In online discussions, clubbers and 
ravers are not only made aware of the risks and dangers of drug use through 
information from institutions, but also through the development of their own 
expertise gained by sharing experiences about drug risks and their pleasurable 
effects (Hoogenboom, 2014). These popular drug cultures are mediated by ex-
hibiting both the ‘celebratory’ and the ‘disciplinary’. This virtual practice can 
also be regarded as belonging to folklore, an area of unofficial knowledge and 
informal stories (Burger & Anemaet 2011). Currently, social media has broken 
through the institutional monologue and its power to define, and is based more 
on dialogue rather than monologue. In this context, anyone can join the online 
drug debate and respond to official news, and share messages and content 
through Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc. 

Conclusion 

In the 1990s, social scientists shifted their focus area from the initially more 
street-oriented subcultures to new postmodern forms of social life (sociality). 
Through the popularisation of house music and ecstasy, the focus of research 
shifted to club cultures. Through the rise in drug use, many studies that involved 
the influence of the setting, social interaction among clubbers and patterns of 
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drug use gained greater importance (Bennet & Khan-Harris, 2004; Measham & 
Moore, 2009; Nabben, 2010).

Characteristic of club culture is the willingness to share on the social (net-
work), cultural (taste and knowledge) and on the physical (location) levels. The 
essential elements of the club experience are based on drug use, taste in mu-
sic, and physical interaction. Drug researchers ascertain that there has been a 
normalisation of drug use in the entertainment areas of youth and young adults 
since the 1990s and Thornton (1995) emphasised that ‘clubland is difficult ter-
rain to map’ (p. 98). In our ongoing panel study among Amsterdam’s trendset-
ters, club cultures prove eminently receptive to new trends in nightlife. In this 
chapter, we have not focused directly on substance use, but instead on the 
transformation of clubcultures into screencultures within the EDM domain, and 
the influence of vernacular media.

The current domain of youth culture is increasingly influenced by the digi-
tisation of visual culture and social media: technical gadgets are a part of the 
scene. Criminologists such as Young (2007) and Hayward (2004) emphasise 
that the late modern world has created consumers who constantly chase new 
products, gadgets and (physical) experiences: the ‘pursuit of the new’ is a per-
manent search for vibrant locations and ad-hoc environments that are set apart 
from mainstream clubs by their vitality. Popular drug cultures emerging in local 
contexts, simultaneously circulated by social media and networking websites, 
have led to more interaction in the EDM scene. Young people are quickly in-
formed about the latest goings-on and the favourite hangouts of their friends. 
By becoming friends with DJs and party organisers, new party families are cre-
ated in the EDM scene. We have seen that Facebook has been significant in 
the way in which new party collectives organise themselves and has provided 
a different interpretation of the meaning of ‘going out’. Through the use of new 
communication technology, a new standard has been set. This development 
runs parallel to the flight from overregulated entertainment venues, and the 
desire for adventure and to organise a rave outside the regular circuit with like-
minded people. The strong growth in the past five years of the rave culture may 
also have been a major impetus for increased drug use Amsterdam: we see that 
apart from ecstasy, the use of other subcultural drugs such as amphetamine, 
ketamine and nitrous oxide (laughing gas) has increased markedly.

A second development is that the growing influence of the vernacular me-
dia has stimulated and also democratised knowledge, opinions and discussions 
about drugs. The Internet not only provides access to online drug markets, but 
is also an inexhaustible source of knowledge and entertainment. Is this disturb-
ing? Some researchers, particularly those working in public health and criminal 
justice fields, were fearful about the proliferation of drug-related websites and 
online drug information (Wax, 2002). On the other hand, researchers point out 
that the existing real social networks are just as an important source of infor-
mation and cannot be replaced by the Internet (Manning, 2013). An important 
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difference, however, is that finding information on, and discussing drugs online 
has become easier and more commonplace. In addition, the classic role in 
the initial prevention and risk discourse in the vernacular discourse changed 
from of a top-down to a linear mode, and outsiders became insiders (bottom-
up). The normalisation debate was about the availability and accessibility of 
drugs mainly based on the amount and acceptance of recreational drug use 
that Parker (2005, p. 206) describes as ‘the occasional use of certain substances 
in certain settings and in a controlled way’. However, the production of drug 
news in the light of the normalisation debate should not be underestimated, es-
pecially because now, the cultural accommodation of the popular drug culture 
has grown rapidly through mediated culture. In the vernacular discourse, the 
dominant view is that it is normal to experiment with drugs providing it is done 
responsibly. 

References 

Alblas, D. P. (2012). Uit de maat [Out of rhythm]. Universiteit van Amsterdam, Faculteit der 
maatschappij-en gedragswetenschappen. Masterscriptie. Cultuur en stadssociologie. 

Beck, U. (1992). Risk society; towards a new modernity. London: Sage Publications. 
Bennett, A. & Kahn-Harris, K. (Eds.) (2004). After subculture. Critical studies in contemporary 

youth culture. New York: Palgrave. 
Benschop, A., Nabben, T., Korf, D. J. (2015). Antenne 2014. Trends in alcohol, tabak en drugs 

bij jonge Amsterdammers [Antenna 2014. Trends in alcohol, tobacco and drugs among 
young people in Amsterdam]. Amsterdam: Rozenberg Publishers.

Burger, J. P. (2014). Monsterlijke verhalen. Misdaadsagen in het nieuws en op webforums als 
retorische constructies [Monster stories. Tales of crime in the news and on web forums as 
rhetorical constructions]. Den Haag: Boom Lemma. 

Burger, J. P. & Anemaet, L. (2011). Exploring everyday ethos. Ethos techniques in online  
discussions about extraordinary experiences. In: T. van Haaften, H. Jansen, J. de Jong, W. 
Koetsenruijter (Eds.), Bending opinion essays on persuasion in the public domain (pp. 219-
240). Leiden: Leiden University Press. 

Calafat, A., Fernández, C., Juan, M., Bellis, M. A., Bohrn, K., Hakkarainen, P., Kilfoyle-Car-
rington, M., Kokkevi, A., Maalsté, N., Mendes, F., Siamou, I., Simon, J., Stocco, P., Zavatti, 
P. (2001). Risk and control in the recreational drug culture. Palma de Mallorca: European 
Institute of Studies on Prevention (IREFREA).

Castells, M. (2000). European cities, the informational society, and the global economy.  
In: L. Deben, W. Heinemeijer, D. van der Vaart (Eds.), Understanding Amsterdam. Essays 
on economic vitality, city live and urban form (pp. 1-18). Amsterdam: Spinhuis. 

Collin, M. & Godfrey, J. (1997). Altered state. The story of ecstasy culture and acid house. 
London: Serpent’s Tail. 

Florida, R. (2004). The rise of the creative class. London: Perseus Books Group. 
Greener, T. & Holland, R. (2006). Beyond subculture and post-subculture? The case of virtual 

psytrance. Journal of Youth Studies, 9 (4): 393-418. 

Hall, P. (1998). Cities in civilization. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

ESSD2015_Inhalt.indd   88 2016.01.23   13:50



5 From clubcultures to screencultures

89

Hayward, J. K. (2004). City Limits: crime consumer culture and the urban experience. London: 
Glasshouse. 

Hoogenboom, A. (2014). XTC-gebruik in een risicosamenleving. De constructie van autoriteit 
in Nederlandse dagbladen en online forumdiscussies [Ecstasy use in a risk society. The 
construction of authority in Dutch newspapers and online forum discussion]. Universiteit 
Leiden. Master journalistiek en nieuwe media. Masterthesis. 

Howard, R. G. (2005). A theory of vernacular rhetoric: the case of the ‘sinner’s prayer’ online. 
Folklore, 116 (2): 172-188.

Howard, R. (2008). The vernacular web of participatory media. Critical Studies in Media 
Communication, 25 (5): 490-513. 

Korf, D. J., Blanken, P., Nabben, T. (1991). Een nieuwe wonderpil? Verspreiding, effecten en 
risico’s van ecstasygebruik in Amsterdam [A new wonder pill? Spread, effects, risks of 
ecstasy use in Amsterdam]. Amsterdam: Jellinekreeks nr. 1. 

Korf, D. J. & Nabben, T. (2000). Antenna: a multi-method approach to assessing new drug 
trends. In: J. Fountain, G. Greenwood, Robertson (Eds.), Understanding and responding to 
drug use: the role of qualitative research (pp. 73-82). Lisbon: EMCDDA scientific mono-
graph series no 4. 

Knight, J. & Weedon, A. (2014). Identity and social media. Convergence: The International 
Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, (20) 3: 257-258. 

Manning, P. (2007). Drugs, media and identity in contemporary society. London: Routledge. 

Manning, P. (2013). YouTube ‘drug videos’ and drug education. Drugs: Education, Prevention 
and Policy, 20 (2): 120-130. 

Manning, P. (2014). Drugs and popular culture in the age of new media. London: Routledge. 

Measham, F. & Moore, K. (2009). Repertoires of distinction: exploring patterns of weekend 
polydrug use within local leisure scenes across the English night time economy. Criminol-
ogy & Criminal Justice, 9 (4): 437-464. 

Murguia, E., Tackett-Gibson, M., Lessem, A. (2007). Real drugs in a virtual world: drug dis-
course and community online. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 

Nabben, T. (2010). High Amsterdam. Ritme, roes en regels in het Amsterdamse uitgaansleven 
[High Amsterdam. Rhythm, intoxication and rules in the nightlife of Amsterdam]. Amster-
dam: Rozenberg Publishers. 

Nabben, T., Benschop, A., Korf, D. J. (2014). Antenne 2013. Trends in alcohol, tabak en drugs 
bij jonge Amsterdammers [Antenna 2013. Trends in alcohol, tobacco and drugs among 
young people from Amsterdam]. Amsterdam: Rozenberg Publishers.

Nabben, T. (2013). Carnaval aan de Amstel [Carnival at the Amstel]. Agora: magazine voor 
sociaal ruimtelijke vraagstukken, 29 (5): 16-19. 

Oosterbaan, W. (2002). De beelden van de beeldcultuur. Pretenties, definities en de werkeli-
jkheid [Images of image culture, pretentions, definitions and reality]. In: F. Giertsberg & 
W. Oosterbaan (Eds.), De plaatjesmaatschappij. Essays over beeldcultuur [The society of 
pictures. Essays about visual culture] (pp. 10-23). Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers & Nederlands 
Foto Instituut.

Parker, H., Aldridge, J., Measham, F. (1998). Illegal leisure: the normalisation of adolescent 
recreational drug use, adolescence and society. London: Routledge.

Parker, H. (2005). Normalisation as a barometer: recreational drug use and the consumption 
of leisure by young Britons. Addiction, 13 (3): 205-215.

ESSD2015_Inhalt.indd   89 2016.01.23   13:50



Ton Nabben

90

Power, M. (2014). Drugs unlimited: the web revolution that’s changing how the world gets 
high. New York: Thomas Dunne Books, St. Martin’s Press. 

Prensky, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants Part 1. On the horizon, 9 (5): 1-6.

Presdee, M. (2000). Cultural criminology and the carnival of crime. London: Routledge. 

Reynolds, S. (1998). Energy flash. A journey through rave music and dance culture. New York: 
Routledge.

Reynolds S. (1999). Generation ecstasy. Into the world of techno and rave culture. New York: 
Routledge.

Ritzer, G. & Jurgenson, N. (2010). Production, consumption, prosumption. The nature of capi-
tal in the age of the digital ‘prosumer’. Journal of consumer culture, 10 (1): 13-36. 

Rushkoff, D. (1997) Playing the future. How kids culture can teach us to thrive in an age of 
chaos. New York: Harper Collins. 

Shapiro. H. (2003). Shooting stars. Drugs, Hollywood and the movies. London: Serpents Tail.

Soja, E. (2000). Postmetropolis: critical studies of cities and regions. Oxford: Blackwell.

Tackett-Gibson, M. (2008). Constructions of risk and harm in online discussion of ketamine 
use. Addiction Research and Theory, 16 (3): 245-257. 

Thornton, S. (1995). Club cultures. Music, media and subcultural capital. Cambridge (UK): 
Polity Press. 

Trimbos Instituut (2015). Strategische verkenning uitgaansdrugs 2015. Denkrichtingen voor de 
preventie van (gezondheidsschade door) het gebruik van uitgaansdrugs onder jongeren 
en jongvolwassenen [Strategic exploration night life drugs 2015. Mind sets for prevention 
of health damage from the use of night life drugs among youth and young adults]. Utrecht: 
Trimbos Instituut.

Van Hout, C. & Bingham, T. (2014). Responsible vendors, intelligent consumers: Silk Road, 
the online revolution in drug trading. International Journal of Drug Policy, 25 (2): 183-189. 

Van Hout, C. & Hearne, E. (2015). Word of mouse: indigenous harm reduction and online  
consumerism of the synthetic compound metoxphenidine. Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 
47 (1): 30-41. 

Walsh, C. & Phil, M. (2011). Drugs, the internet and the change. Journal of Psychoactive 
Drugs, 43 (1): 55-63. 

Wax, P. (2002.) Just a click away: recreational drug websites on the internet. Pediatrics, 109 
(6)e, 96. 

Young, J. (2007). The exclusive society. London: Sage.

ESSD2015_Inhalt.indd   90 2016.01.23   13:50


