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The Music Promoter as an Ethical Subject

This chapter discusses the practices of Cry Parrot, a Glasgow-based music 
promoter under the creative control of one person, Stuart.1 The account 

revolves around Stuart’s promotional techniques, entrepreneurial strategies and 
the consideration of the practical judgements that informed and shaped his con-
duct over the course of my fieldwork (2010–11). On a basic level, concert pro-
moters deal with the organizational and practical aspects of music performances 
(see Laing 2003). These may include, among other tasks, booking bands, hiring 
venues, providing food and accommodation for performers, arranging payment 
and coordinating the distribution of promotional material, such as posters and 
flyers. Evidently, the role of promoters is both intrinsically complex and highly 
flexible, demanding adaptability and careful judgement. 

Concert promoters are now perceived as ‘the new ruling class within the 
music industries’ (Cloonan 2012: 155). Yet, as Elina Hytönen-Ng claims with 
reference to small-scale, local music promotion, ‘the promoter cannot be viewed 
as a commercially oriented operator’ (2015: 68). In an article about the signifi-
cance of promoters in live music, Matt Brennan and Emma Webster ask: ‘Are 
promoters corporate entities? Gig organizers? Rights holders?’ (2011: 3). Their 
answer is that promoters can take all of these roles, but I further argue that the 
aforementioned characteristics can be nested within a promoter’s subject posi-
tion and that the study of promotional practices requires an emphasis on ethics. 
Thus, while ‘promoters have been well aware that the environment in which 
they have to work is material as well as cultural and political as well as economic’ 
(Behr et al. 2016: 6), here I seek to underscore the fact that promotional activities 
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are also shaped by ethical considerations. In addition, my ethnographic analysis 
simultaneously traces the ways in which promotional practices contribute to the 
culmination of a particular ethos.

This chapter, therefore, will focus on the figure of the music promoter as 
an ethical subject. In an effort to account for the ethical modalities of Stuart’s 
modus operandi, inspiration is drawn from James D. Faubion’s An Anthropology 
of Ethics (2011). Faubion takes as his starting point Foucault’s writings on ethics 
as a form of self-fashioning and embraces the parameters of ethical subjectiva-
tion, substance and telos (see Foucault 1985: 26–28), while acknowledging the 
importance of ethical work or askēsis, epitomized by technologies of the self (idem 
1997: 223–51). Nevertheless, Foucault’s fourfold apparatus was not completed 
and exhibits limitations that invite adjustments (see also Chapter 5). Faubion 
embarks on a painstaking reformulation of this schema, providing important 
revisions. For example, Foucault’s approach fails to register ‘ethical complexity’, 
which conveys the possibility of actors – not necessarily  ‘individuals’ – striving 
towards multiple ethical goals and indicates the ways in which different subject 
positions relate to one another.2 Similarly, although Foucault’s mode of sub-
jectivation refers to how people engage with moral codes or rules, it does not 
acknowledge that these deontological possibilities may also include exemplars, 
ideals or ‘role models’ that compel subjects to undertake ethical work beyond 
duty (see Humphrey 1997). An important consequence of this is that Foucault 
does not adequately elucidate the intrinsic role of the ‘other’, especially in the 
form of the ethical pedagogue: someone who sets an example and not in the 
narrow sense of an instructor. A final lacuna detected by Faubion concerns 
the decisive role of judgement in shaping the subject’s ethical telos, a capacity 
that is not formally addressed in Foucault’s work. Faubion formally restores the 
cardinal importance of judgement by adding to Foucault’s four parameters the 
mode of ethical judgement.

The mediation of ethical subjectivation by the mode of judgement suggests 
that actors may often demonstrate behaviour that is simultaneously ethical and 
‘immoral’ (Stafford 2010: 188). Yet one of the indispensable features of the 
framework proposed by Faubion is the grounding of ethics within the intersub-
jective, without falling into moral obligation and the Durkheimian ‘social’ (see 
Laidlaw 2002, 2014: 16–23).3 

The remainder of the chapter will describe ethnographically Stuart’s engage-
ment in live music promotion, his concrete practices associated with the process 
of hosting bands and the specific ideas and values that shaped Cry Parrot’s 
promotional ethos. In other words, this chapter provides an account of Stuart’s 
ethical subjectivation as a music promoter. Following the discussion of his 
initial involvement in music promotion is a detailed consideration of Stuart’s 
promotional activities and his gradual conversion from a ‘do-it-yourself’ (DiY) 
register to what he called ‘independent’ promotion. Exercising judgement was 



A Sense of Togetherness: Music Promotion and Ethics in Glasgow ■ 141

crucial to this process. Then, Stuart’s ethical complexity is discussed before his 
telos – which concerns the accomplishment and establishment of a particular 
ethos – is explored. The final section examines the object of Stuart’s askēsis, the 
dimension of his practice targeted for ethical exercise and review: his ethical 
substance. What precedes the consideration of the parameters of Stuart’s ethics 
is an ethnographic account of two music events that empirically exemplify his 
alleged conversion.

From Rags to Riches
Mitchell’s was a small pub in Glasgow. Stuart explained to me that it was free to 
hire, but because a sound system was not installed appropriate equipment had 
to be carried to the venue in order to set it up for a gig. The venue was spread 
over two floors and the gig would take place downstairs, in a small basement 
area. As I entered the basement, there were musical instruments and other pieces 
of equipment placed on the ground, including two drum kits, guitar amplifiers 
and a vintage wooden case containing effects pedals, as well as a table on which 
Stuart had placed his laptop and a plastic cup full of change. Occupying half of 
the basement’s space, musical equipment also served as the only visual boundary 
between the ‘stage’ and the area designated for the audience.

Stuart had cooked for the two bands in the line-up, consisting of Quack 
Quack and Sexy Entourage, while members of Leeds-based Quack Quack would 
sleep in one of his friends’ flat tonight. Stuart attempted to connect the sound 
mixer and the main speakers to his laptop in his effort to play some back-
ground music before the event kicked off, but he eventually decided to use 
his laptop speakers because changing the set-up was seemingly complex and 
time- consuming. It was just after 9pm, the event’s scheduled start time, but 
there were no more than fifteen people in the venue, including band members. 
People placed the cover charge for the night (£3) in the plastic cup and I did 
the same. Stuart welcomed everyone in a friendly manner and the atmosphere 
felt  quite  intimate  and relaxing. However, Stuart looked a little disappointed 
at the low turnout, which according to him was due to other gigs taking place 
on  the same night. By the time Sexy Entourage, a local band, were ready to 
begin their set more than thirty people were in the audience and the basement 
was packed. ‘Every time it’s like this, you don’t know what will happen in the 
end’, Stuart told me. After the bands’ brief sets, I left Mitchell’s with a feeling 
that I had been to a friendly musical gathering rather than what could be termed 
a ‘gig’.

Stuart kept on hosting such small and intimate gigs but over time both 
the musical scope and the presentation of his events evolved and diversified 
considerably. Almost a year after that evening at Mitchell’s, John Maus, a North 
American musician, was touring the U.K. and Stuart had booked him for a 
Glasgow event at Mono, which he expected to sell out. I had reserved my ticket 
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online weeks in advance. When I arrived at Mono people were standing outside 
and I noticed a board stand with a poster advertising the event. Inside the venue 
there was a table with John Maus merchandise. There was also a vinyl record for 
sale by the London-based band Plug, who would also perform tonight. The show 
would be opened by a solo performance by Remember Remember, a local act.

Tom from Crasier Frane (a local fanzine) was sitting behind the table along 
with Alan, who occasionally helped Stuart with the gigs. I showed them my book-
ing reference number and received a red ‘CP’ stamp on my wrist. Stuart, who 
was standing nearby, expressed his excitement about the gig and stated that he 
had made a substantial effort to promote it. This was understandable considering 
that John Maus was one of his favourite acts. I asked him what time Remember 
Remember would go on stage and after consulting his watch Stuart replied that 
the gig would start ‘in seven minutes’. Mono had almost reached capacity and 
the only unoccupied area was in front of the wooden platform that served as the 
stage. The bar, opposite the stage, was also busy with people queuing for drinks. 
Remember Remember’s set lasted half an hour, with the audience enjoying the 
performance; I spotted two photographers among the audience. After Plug’s set 
and John Maus’s dramatized performance the lights and background music came 
back on to signal that the gig was over. Tonight there were no technical issues or 
delays and Stuart seemed happy and relaxed. As I was leaving Mono, Stuart was 
standing near the exit saying goodbye to each one of us. He was holding a pile 
of flyers that advertised music events organized by Bryony from Tracer Trails, 
who was on the opposite side of the door also giving away flyers. I asked Stuart 
whether I could take the poster from the board stand and he agreed.

Junior Nuts and Seeds
A Motherwell native, Stuart resided there with the rest of his family and he would 
commute to Glasgow by train. In his early twenties, he was a good-natured and 
instantly likeable person. When I started my research in January 2010, Stuart 
was still studying for a degree in Film and Television Studies at the University of 
Glasgow. Shortly after his graduation in June 2010, the government announced 
its plans to abolish the U.K. Film Council, a decision that left Stuart wondering 
about the usefulness of his degree and his employability: ‘I have a better CV in 
event management’, he told me characteristically, hinting at his accumulated 
practical experience. 

During his university years Stuart had a job at a supermarket. More recently, 
he had started DJ’ing in Glasgow bars and music venues. Stuart was not a 
musician. Following his graduation he continued his DJ’ing activities, and at 
the end of that summer he took up a six-month internship at the Centre for 
Contemporary Arts (CCA). In October, he became the music programmer for 
Nice ’n’ Sleazy, a live music venue, and a few months later, after his internship 
had finished, he took over the schedule for the venue’s club nights as well. While 
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the CCA internship required him to work in the Centre from 10am to 6pm on 
weekdays, the job at Nice ’n’ Sleazy was quite flexible and allowed Stuart to work 
remotely from the comfort of his home.

His educational and socioeconomic background aside, the form of Stuart’s 
involvement in music promotion reflected a process of attempting to live up 
to specific values and ideals, encapsulated by promoters that had preceded 
Cry Parrot. Stuart had two such examples locally: one was Nuts and Seeds, a 
 now-defunct DiY music promoter (see also Chrysagis 2016). Stuart praised 
their practice, which involved a substantial amount of care towards the bands 
they catered for. He followed their steps closely and as they decided to cease 
all  activities Stuart became known as ‘junior Nuts and Seeds’. Their demise left 
a  gap in the city’s stream of DiY gigs, a situation that Stuart, among others, 
strived to remedy. Moreover, Stuart was inspired by the local club promoters 
and music collective LuckyMe, whose events exhibited various characteristics 
that he sought to implement, such as memorabilia, a party atmosphere and what 
he perceived as a ‘forward-looking and expansive’ outlook. Furthermore, Stuart 
believed that the main reason for the recent resurgence and persistence of DiY 
activity in Glasgow was a common dissatisfaction with various promotion com-
panies and their practices. This dissatisfaction largely stemmed from the notori-
ous ‘pay-to-play’ policy.4 Therefore, Stuart’s ethical conditioning was fuelled by 
positive exemplars on the one hand and by examples to be consciously avoided 
on the other. 

The idea of promoting gigs dates back to when Stuart was in secondary 
school, and it was Blake, Stuart’s school friend, who had named Cry Parrot. It 
was only in university, and specifically in 2007, that they managed to put their 
ideas into practice, but Stuart ended up running Cry Parrot on his own two 
years after launching it. Shortly after Blake’s voluntary departure Stuart recruited 
Graham, and this is how Cry Parrot was set up when I began my fieldwork. The 
first time I met Stuart he presented it to me as a joint effort between Graham and 
himself. Catherine, Stuart’s girlfriend, would design posters and flyers, as well as 
contributing to the realization of music events. In October 2010, Graham left 
in order to take up a job with a well-known local promoter, from which time he 
was not allowed to take part in Cry Parrot activities due to a perceived conflict 
of interest. Just a few months earlier, Aidan had stepped in and he went on to 
become Stuart’s right-hand man. He remained in this position for almost a year, 
but he eventually had to leave due to his other commitments, such as running the 
University of Glasgow’s Subcity Radio. In the meantime, Stuart and Catherine 
had broken up. By the time my research was coming to an end, Cry Parrot had 
become an individual affair: ‘It’s me on my own, really’, Stuart declared to me 
in June 2011.

Even when other individuals were involved in the organization of events, 
they seemed to play a peripheral role. This was evidenced by the ways in which 
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Stuart assessed, albeit hesitantly, their influence on him, saying that his former 
affiliates had not affected his ideas about music promotion. However, Stuart 
acknowledged their dedication, passion and acute awareness of all things musical. 
That Stuart was the main creative force behind Cry Parrot could also be illus-
trated by his supervisory role. His associates did have a degree of creative control, 
but the operation as a whole was overseen and commanded by him. In essence, 
then, Cry Parrot had been Stuart’s project all along and he would assign specific 
tasks to certain people depending upon the circumstances at hand. In short, 
Cry Parrot had a hierarchical nature. Apart from the aforementioned frequent 
collaborators, Stuart also engaged other people in the project, such as Alan, who 
was on the door at the John Maus event, or when, for example, he had to make 
arrangements to accommodate touring bands for the night. For this, Stuart relied 
on his friends, usually from local bands. Visitors would sleep on ‘couches, floors 
or mattresses’, and to return the favour Stuart would enlist his friends’ bands for 
future events. 

The main reason why Stuart lived in Motherwell was his financial situation, 
which changed for the better once his unpaid internship at the CCA ended and 
his work for Nice ’n’ Sleazy became a full-time job. As a result, when I finished 
my fieldwork Stuart was already in the process of moving to Glasgow. As he 
put it: ‘My network is here and all my friends are here and quite happy as well’. 
As such, the city as a particular place with specific social and cultural dynamics 
can be perceived as an auxiliary moral agent (see also Basso 1996). Objects, too, 
impinge upon one’s ethical self-fashioning, but they are gradually transformed 
into ethical ‘tools’ that assist rather than constrain the becoming of the subject. 
Various materials at once determined and facilitated Stuart’s subjectivation. The 
money kept from successful gigs, for instance, was not seen as profit but would 
be invested in future gigs or the production of memorabilia, such as stickers and 
badges – exactly as LuckyMe had done previously. Yet some money from the 
proceeds was also put into paying off the debt that Stuart had accumulated due 
to his engagement in music promotion (see below).

The experience of organizing several small-scale gigs had solidified Stuart’s 
practice, while the number of Cry Parrot shows remained relatively stable during 
my fieldwork. Whereas initially Stuart had to confront various issues due to his 
lack of experience, he was now more confident about his efficiency as a music 
promoter. For Stuart, certain aspects always had to be taken into account when 
organizing music events, including bookings, fees and combining appropriate 
bands in the line-up. Other considerations included communications, the pro-
duction and distribution of promotional material, providing food and accom-
modation for the bands, setting up performance spaces and, last but not least, 
arranging payment. In the following section, the concrete practices associated 
with the promotion of Cry Parrot gigs are examined.
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From DiY to Independent
Music listening preceded the formation of Cry Parrot and provided the thrust 
for Stuart’s continuous involvement in music promotion. For example, the vast 
majority of Cry Parrot gigs featured bands and musicians whose music Stuart 
appreciated greatly. Stuart’s interest in music could also be said to constitute a 
final but critical dimension of his ethical subjectivation. According to Hennion 
(2007), musical taste suggests primarily an activity that involves participation 
and reflection. Taste and distaste are, therefore, both pedagogical and reflective 
technologies of self-formation (Faubion 2011: 137–38). The ongoing cultivation 
of musical taste was a necessary technology for the delineation of Cry Parrot’s 
subject position.

The main criterion with which different individuals were taken on board 
as Stuart’s collaborators was their genuine enthusiasm for the musical diversity 
underpinning Cry Parrot’s ethos. Both Graham and Aidan were recruited on the 
basis of attending Stuart’s gigs and expressing their interest. Even when Graham 
moved to commercial music promotion he continued to attend most Cry Parrot 
shows. Stuart was respectful towards Graham’s decision, but he pointed out 
that his new job would to some extent dictate the breadth of his music listen-
ing. As Martin Cloonan puts it: ‘the more professional the promoter, the more 
they are subject to other people’s tastes’ (cited in Webster 2011: 38; italics in the 
original). 

Cry Parrot did not occupy an office or any other establishment and 
organizational matters were arranged mainly through email. Stuart’s critical 
objective was to stay up-to-date with his inbox. Initially, he would approach 
bands or booking agents, but as his gigs became increasingly popular and Stuart 
had managed to build a wide range of contacts in the music industry in and 
outside of Glasgow, booking agents would also contact him with gig offers. 
His personal preferences aside, Stuart would also browse the line-ups of music 
festivals to identify bands that would fit within Cry Parrot’s musical scope. 
He hosted a wide range of musicians from the U.K., as well as abroad, with 
the latter mainly consisting of touring bands. This had the advantage of not 
incurring additional costs for travel and allowed Stuart to keep door and ticket 
prices to a minimum. 

Local bands normally included young acts from Glasgow that would open 
the show for the headlining touring bands. Carefully choosing the line-up for 
these events constituted an important exercise because it combined and balanced 
an array of factors, such as Stuart’s musical proclivities, logistics and audience 
expectations. This process required a certain amount of organizational skill but 
its ethical aspects were predicated upon self-examination. This, according to 
Stuart, stemmed from the idea that promoters allegedly had ‘big egos’, expressed 
in their decisions about which shows to promote and which not. However, Stuart 
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remained open-minded regarding the musical dimension of Cry Parrot and his 
job at Nice ’n’ Sleazy was a contributing factor.

Money was a thorny issue for Stuart. As a result, his attitude towards finances 
was perhaps the most important ethical exercise. When Stuart launched Cry 
Parrot, his jobs at the supermarket and as a DJ sustained his practice. Later on, 
he would organize fundraising gigs – what he called ‘unofficial funding’ – and 
towards the end of my fieldwork he could still keep Cry Parrot afloat thanks to 
his full-time wage from Nice ’n’ Sleazy. For the most part, financial matters with 
touring bands were settled in advance, with Stuart being able to offer £50–80 as 
a guarantee. However, he could not afford any guarantees for local bands. When 
I enquired about the bands’ response to this, Stuart replied that most of them 
recognized that it was impossible to receive guarantees considering the small-
scale character of these events, but he also said that some acts were more ‘career 
driven’. If audience turnout was satisfactory, all bands, including support acts, 
would receive additional funds.

Booking a venue for a music event was largely dictated by financial consider-
ations and venue availability. Cheap or free venues were in high demand and Cry 
Parrot would regularly host gigs in places such as The 13th Note, the CCA and 
Mitchell’s during the first half of my fieldwork. In venues that did not employ 
sound engineers Stuart would pay his friends to work on the sound. Although in 
most cases bands would receive more than what was initially agreed, there were 
instances when gigs had produced a deficit. Door charges were kept low, with 
most gigs around £4–5, but occasionally rising to £7–8 for ‘bigger’ bands. Stuart 
believed that by keeping the fees as low as possible more people would have the 
opportunity to attend the gigs. Ultimately, this would be beneficial for the bands, 
because initially he would give all the proceeds to them minus the costs, which 
would allow him to fund future ventures.

A particular approach towards money and financial decisions was thus 
shaped by necessity but also Stuart’s will to support the bands and make Cry 
Parrot gigs accessible to audiences. Publicity for these events would consist of 
the circulation of posters and flyers, as well as online advertising via social media 
and Cry Parrot’s website (see Chrysagis 2016). Despite his lack of financial 
resources, Stuart would try and accommodate bands for the night wherever 
possible. Another of Stuart’s main principles was to prepare food for musi-
cians in the line-up, which was a common practice among local DiY pro-
moters. The absence of luxury and comfort for the touring bands did not 
prevent them from responding positively about their host and Stuart sought 
to ensure that bands had  a nice time in Glasgow by taking them on short 
excursions around the city and spending time with them.5 Stuart would 
cater for bands’ other requirements too, which normally involved the sourc-
ing of appropriate musical equipment. It was not unusual for Stuart to bring 
a drum kit to the venue or negotiate  instrument  borrowing between bands 
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in the line-up. Moreover, creating an intimate atmosphere for bands and audi-
ences alike meant decorating event spaces. This was not always the case, though, 
and when it did happen the decor was usually not very elaborate: small touches 
such as lit candles seemed to be sufficient to transform a generic pub basement 
into a welcoming and cosy venue. 

Over time, Stuart raised the prices of Cry Parrot gigs, which were now 
ticketed as well. Halfway through my fieldwork Stuart announced that he would 
issue tickets for all Cry Parrot gigs. People would still have the option to pay 
on the door, but Stuart had realized that many audience members felt more 
comfortable when buying their tickets in advance. The plastic cup with change 
at Mitchell’s, which was subsequently mentioned several times in my fieldnotes, 
ultimately gave way to tickets that were sold by Monorail, the record shop hosted 
within Mono, and WeGotTickets, an online ticket outlet operating a paperless 
ticket system. The former charged a booking fee of 50p–£1 per ticket depending 
on the ticket price and the latter 10 per cent of the ticket’s face value. Listening 
and talking to the audience, therefore, as well as paying attention to their feed-
back, urged Stuart to implement further changes, as any good entrepreneur 
would do, by adjusting his promotional tactics.

For example, talking about posters, he once told me: ‘I’ve realized over 
time that some posters in the past were printed on bad paper and that it’s 
important to do things to a higher standard’. The gradual transformation of 
Stuart’s practice was also evident in the bands that he booked for the gigs. The 
booking process remained more or less similar, but the names that appeared 
on the bill were of much wider appeal. The sites that hosted Cry Parrot music 
events were now mostly conventional venues, such as Mono, Stereo and Nice 
’n’ Sleazy. Ironically, the first time I met Stuart he had mentioned that these 
venues were  expensive to hire. A year later, he was able to book Nice ’n’ 
Sleazy for free, while some of his gigs would take place at Stereo. By employ-
ing well-known venues Stuart could also minimize the risk of technical issues 
and avoid the need to carry and install a public address system for the night. 
Bigger bands meant additional expenses, however, because these bands required 
hotel accommodation. 

The money factor had influenced other parts of the organizational process. 
Whereas before, local bands would be informed that payment depended on the 
turnout, Stuart would now provide guarantees to most bands. This was correlated 
with an increased turnout and the anticipation of success of events featuring 
specific bands. Yet one direct result of such a policy was that Stuart put himself 
at risk of losing more money: his accumulated debt was largely the outcome of 
paying guarantees for gigs that had failed to attract a substantial crowd. By con-
trast, while certain DiY promoters would pay the cover charge for the gigs they 
hosted – something that Stuart initially did too – they would never guarantee 
any money. 
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The shift in Stuart’s approach to promotion was influenced by his practical 
knowledge, by his interaction with bands, audiences and other actors involved 
in music-making and, finally, by reflecting upon his own practices. This form of 
conscious reflection became the juncture at which Stuart, in assigning himself 
to the DiY subject position, had to consider the available possibilities or alterna-
tives. This process is what Foucault calls ‘problematization’ or ‘thought’ (1997: 
117). However, thought is not only one’s reflection upon a problem, but ‘what 
establishes the relation with oneself and with others and constitutes the human 
being as ethical subject’ (ibid.: 200).

Interlude: A Scene of Crisis
Stuart’s promotional practices did not constitute a straightforward adoption of 
a script. Rather, his approach punctuated a conversion from a DiY register to 
an ‘independent’ modus operandi. Gradually, Stuart veered away from the DiY 
blueprint as this had been inherited from Nuts and Seeds. This passage can be 
traced, perhaps unsurprisingly, in Stuart’s changing perspective on and use of 
financial resources:

A big turning point for me was in January [2011], when I put on Moon 
Unit [a local band] and it was in Nice ’n’ Sleazy’s. There were two sup-
ports, both of which were local. One hundred and seventy people paid 
in at £5 and I paid Moon Unit £250 and gave their supports £130 each. 
I took £150 from that gig because, well, they’re getting paid loads of 
money . . . . I’m taking £150 and that’s maybe forwarded to something, 
you know? Normally I would just give it, like, before, I would just give it 
all away. I think I was just quite intensely strict on the ethics.

This event and no doubt many others to a lesser extent gave rise to Stuart’s ques-
tioning of what valorized such ‘strict’ ethics that encouraged DiY promoters to 
hand over all the proceeds to the performers. 

This incident resembles what Faubion, following Weber’s analysis on char-
ismatic authority (1946), calls a ‘scene of crisis’ (2011: 81–90). While Weber’s 
‘primal scene’ refers to the extra-ordinary, a crisis ‘is often of small scale, and at 
that scale is not at all foreign to what we usually think of as everyday life’ (idem 
2013: 300). Employing the allegoric essence of the Weberian scene allows it to 
be adapted to Stuart’s subjectivation in order that the latter may be described 
in comparable but ethnographic terms: the foregoing event was a moment of 
‘crisis’ that made Stuart realize that his habitual ways of promoting music events 
were problematic. Sensing that elements of his routinized practice, consonant 
with DiY ethics, would fail to live up to the necessities of long-term engage-
ment in music promotion, he started questioning his approach. The ethical 
possibilities opened up from such a problematization were by definition non- 
normative and open-ended. Very quickly, though, this anethical moment gave 
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way to emerging patterns, elements of which were already present in the trans-
formation of Stuart’s thought into action. These routines were consistent with 
the established logics and operating principles of another register: that of the 
independent promoter. 

The Stigma and the Dilemma
In light of the above, the following questions emerge: What other factors influ-
enced Stuart’s decision to embrace independent promotion? What kinds of 
judgements were pertinent to his conversion? As has been described, thinking 
and interacting with audience members and others encompassed and sharpened 
Stuart’s decision-making. Crucially, both processes were mediated by judgement. 
The philosopher Hannah Arendt argues that thinking is an activity that animates 
a process of self-constitution (2003: 105), but she distinguishes between thinking 
as objective and ethically neutral and judgement as situated and communicative 
(Lambek 2010a: 26). And, while conversation seemed to be instrumental to 
the formation and establishment of Stuart’s ethical criteria in relation to music 
promotion, the attachment of criteria to the terms of a discourse does not clarify 
whether they precede or follow from agreement in judgement, while recourse 
to criteria usually implies disagreement (idem 2010b: 43). What is more, in 
Stuart’s case such discursive interaction was occurring upon shifting grounds and 
ill-defined criteria.

Unavoidably, the terms ‘DiY’ and ‘independent’ were the two axes along 
which such discourse took place. The definition of ‘DiY’ was a consistently favou-
rite discussion topic between Stuart and myself. He seemed extremely interested 
in clarifying what was involved in the term, as well as confused and frustrated by 
its volatile meaning, owing to the plural ways in which it was interpreted and put 
into practice. This was a common predicament within the local DiY network (see 
Chrysagis 2013). For Stuart, who was previously a ‘DiY promoter’ and lately had 
become ‘an independent promoter with DiY ethics’, thus distinguishing between 
DiY as a label and DiY as practice, providing clear definitions was not an easy 
task. Stuart framed ‘independent’ as follows: 

It’s as ambiguous as DiY . . . . I guess [it refers to] people or individuals 
or acts less focused on a commercial aspect of the music and strongly 
focused on being creative? Creativity and a sense of going out and trying 
to do it yourself, rather relying on other people? Reading it back about 
how to define Cry Parrot now, it is an independent promoter with DiY 
ethics. It’s something very fluid, I guess.

About DiY ethics he believed that: ‘Again, it’s just like independency [sic], it’s a 
strong focus on the arts, a strong focus on inclusivity, a strong focus on a scene 
and people being together; these are the ethics, I think, in my mind’. Notice how 
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the two definitions not only share a similar level of ambiguity, but, in fact, they 
could be used interchangeably. 

Stuart considered the term DiY problematic: ‘DiY, I think, is something 
that was forged out of punk, but DiY also suffers from the stigma of laziness. 
If someone says he’s a DiY promoter, then certain people can go “Well, that’s 
a lazy promoter”, you know, “That’s someone not doing it right”’. Thus, the 
negative connotations of such a label were undesirable, the implication being 
that a number of bands would potentially refrain from booking their Glasgow 
gigs through Stuart. However, ‘DiY’ conveyed positive messages as well, accord-
ing to Stuart: ‘DiY is something that’s formed upon ethics that are trouble-
some . . . but ultimately a positive thing. I think “independent” is perhaps the 
word . . . . For me it keeps a sense that I’m open minded and I’m trying to do 
my own thing in my own way. I just want to be ethical. I think I just struggle 
with defining’.

In essence, then, while the ‘DiY’ label would trigger negative responses, 
Stuart perceived DiY ethics as positive. Mary Douglas’s observation that label-
ling involves an increasing bias that leaves our assumptions unchallenged (2002 
[1966]: 46) is useful here. Following Douglas, we could say that, because the 
established assumption identifies ‘DiY’ with ‘laziness’, the idea of a competent 
and attentive DiY promoter should be rejected as a ‘discordant cue’. Otherwise, 
‘the structure of assumptions has to be modified’ (ibid.: 45). The process of 
labelling is never ethically neutral; more so because it is not a matter of specific 
negative attributes conferring such labels. Rather, what leads to stigmatization is 
the incongruous relationship between our preconceptions and the qualities of a 
person, group or entity in a particular context (Goffman 1990 [1963]: 13). As 
Stuart put it, the problem for outsiders was not ‘laziness’ per se, but the notion of 
DiY not fitting within the stereotype of an efficient concert promoter. Of course, 
stigmatization does not guarantee the subjection of the stigmatized (Faubion 
2011: 62), because it does not address the ‘reverse’ discourse (see Foucault 1978: 
100–2), namely how the image of an accomplished music promoter could be 
accommodated within DiY. It seems, to me, that Stuart’s engagement in the 
discourse about DiY and independent promotion revolved around exactly this 
counter-possibility.

Being caught between these two registers had elicited a form of ‘moral tor-
ment’ (Robbins 2004). Stuart constantly questioned his choices pertaining to 
the organization of shows and he was reluctant to implement or introduce new 
elements from fear that his practice would fall outside of the limits of DiY. For 
example, he had repeatedly wondered about whether using a film projector in 
Cry Parrot gigs would be consonant with the DiY ethos, which generally pro-
moted an aesthetic of simplicity. And, of course, taking money from the proceeds 
was taboo. However, contrary to Robbins’s informants, who found themselves in 
the midst of two conflicting and mutually exclusive ethical realms, for Stuart, in 
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principle at least, there was no dilemma in the sense of being called to embrace 
one and renounce the other. The multifaceted nature of DiY would render any 
such dilemma ambiguous at best. It was rather a matter of scrutinizing the pos-
sibility of expanding an existing register in order to encompass a wider set of 
ideas and practices, which he perceived as necessary for the viability of the register 
itself. Converting from DiY to independent, therefore, was a semiotic shift that 
designated Stuart’s effort to embed characteristics from independent promotion 
within an existing DiY framework. From this perspective, his mode of subjectiva-
tion did not contribute to the reproduction of the homeostatic characteristics of 
DiY promotion, but mainly to its alteration and diversification.

Stuart’s ethical trajectory thus echoes David Hesmondhalgh’s conviction 
that ‘[i]n an era of pragmatic acceptance of collaboration with major capital, 
there is a need to (re)develop a case against the majors [major record labels] 
which does not rely on a simplistic romanticism’ (1999: 53). A similar shift in 
the realm of music promotion necessitated Stuart’s continuous problematiza-
tion interspersed with periods when the tendency to follow specific examples 
was stronger. ‘The question arises’, writes Arendt, ‘whether there is really noth-
ing to hold onto when we are called upon to decide that this is right and this is 
wrong’, and the answer is that we ‘cannot hold on to [sic] anything general, but 
to some particular that has become an example’ (2003: 143). Insofar as actors 
have recourse to examples, ethical judgements rarely depend upon either uni-
versal ‘common sense’ or subjective intuition. Yet, as Stuart’s creative appropria-
tion of available ethical examples demonstrates, ‘the example as exemplar may 
create stability by alluding to a larger whole that people (are made to) subscribe 
to, [but] it may . . . also contain within it a potential instability, a possibility for 
becoming something else’ (Højer and Bandak 2015: 8). Ethically speaking, this 
points towards the fluctuating degrees of self-determination that subjects have 
at their disposal and the alternating and mutually reinforcing nature of ethics 
and morality.

A Flurry of Activity
Stuart exhibited ‘ethical complexity’. In striving to occupy a subject position 
pertinent to his musical interests and promotional practices, Stuart simultane-
ously became the occupant of another subject position, namely the one con-
ditioned by his work in Nice ’n’ Sleazy. One side effect was his relative lack 
of time and energy to treat the bands as he used to. Organizing an average of 
eight gigs per month, plus the regular club nights, plus the Cry Parrot shows, 
was both hard work and emotionally draining due to the interpersonal com-
munication involved in the job. However, this tension was gradually neutralized 
and the two subject positions began to overlap considerably. While Cry Parrot 
progressively mutated to an independent promoter, it was Stuart’s experience in 
DiY promotion that had allowed him to work for Nice ’n’ Sleazy. In turn, the 
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ethical scope of his initial position would be affected by Stuart’s work experi-
ence in Nice ’n’ Sleazy and the CCA. The ethics of Cry Parrot takes on further 
complexity if we account for Stuart’s associates. Although relations with his 
affiliates were asymmetrical in the sense that Stuart was ultimately in command 
of the operations, at times Cry Parrot consisted of a subject position with 
multiple occupants. 

This intrasubjective complexity was intensified by the accommodation of 
other subjects external to Cry Parrot, through Stuart’s numerous collaborations 
with other promoters, venues and organizations. For instance, Stuart had formed 
a ‘partnership’ with the SWG3 Studio Warehouse, where he hosted monthly 
after-parties for the SWG3 gallery’s exhibitions. Cross-promotion and collabora-
tion with other institutions and organizations were not uncommon and Stuart 
saw his involvement in such mutual efforts as strengthening these events, by 
enabling him to bring different musical strands and diverse audiences together, 
nurture established connections and initiate new ones. Cross-promotion and 
other joint initiatives had the additional benefit of permitting Stuart to under-
take projects of larger scale, such as the three-day festival he and Bryony from 
Tracer Trails were planning for September 2011.

Over time, Cry Parrot became a competitor within the local live-music 
industry, which Graham’s company had recognized by banning him from 
continuing his promotional alliance with Stuart. Cry Parrot’s ethical environ-
ment further included younger actors under Stuart’s pedagogical supervision. 
One example was Crasier Frane and another was Red Room, a young promoter 
who had sought advice from Stuart for setting up a one-day festival. In his 
belief that the organizational aspects of live music promotion were essentially 
straightforward, Stuart’s aim was to enhance the confidence of these young 
promoters in putting on their own events. To this end, he had also published 
an informative piece on noncorporate funding in the fanzine Don’t Make a 
Scene (2014), a collection of essays, interviews and illustrations that was geared 
towards providing advice to aspiring DiY promoters. Stuart had the foresight to 
understand that Cry Parrot’s long-term viability was correlated with the general 
well-being of the DiY music network in Glasgow (and beyond). Therefore, 
providing advice was directed towards ensuring continuous creative stimulation 
in music practice. By assisting other promoters and attracting new crowds to his 
events, Stuart facilitated local music’s growing potential and established links 
between different actors, thus supporting their prolific activities and preventing 
them from fading out.

A Sense of Togetherness
Stuart’s collaborative spirit had given rise to an idea of novelty and movement. In 
practical terms this involved hosting Cry Parrot music events in different venues 
so as to avoid becoming formulaic. Stuart entertained that:
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It would piss me off if Cry Parrot just felt stagnant. If you’re continually 
putting on smaller bands you are generally getting the same people in 
every time and there’s no push forward. I think what I’m basically trying 
to do is extend . . . I’m not really aiming towards a certain thing as such; 
it’s purely to try and solidify, perfect what this is all about.

Stuart’s objective was to create a feeling of a ‘gathering’ or a ‘party’. He believed 
that gigs should be based on mutual trust between promoters, musicians and 
audiences, whereas the music event as a whole should aim to foster ‘a sense of 
togetherness’. I still remember his expression of disapproval and surprise when 
somebody stole my bottle of wine at a thirteen-band all-nighter at the Audio 
Lounge studio in Maryhill, where Stuart was DJ’ing. He said: ‘Who would do 
such a thing?’. This specific event had attracted around three hundred people. 
Stuart was not being naive but articulating his strong belief, stemming from his 
experience, that people attending similar events were conscious of the ‘sense of 
togetherness’ advocated by the local DiY network. Perhaps a similar feeling of 
intimacy was the reason for my inattentive behaviour in the first place.

Even if Stuart accomplished his telos, even if Cry Parrot became the exempli-
fication of collaboration and intimacy, it would not be the end of the line:

I guess people can rely on it [Cry Parrot]; they continue turning up and 
the network has expanded . . . . That’s what I want; I want to keep it 
exciting all the same, though. I think that’s the big thing: I just want to 
keep it fresh. If you keep it dynamic, if it’s something that’s moving like 
a dynamic entity, to me, that brings more people on board.

Stuart’s view resists complete routinization, that is, the process of transforming 
ethical value into habitual practice. While it unavoidably reduces ethical com-
plexity, instituting a routine is not the telos of ethics but its temporary retraction 
(Faubion 2011: 114–15). Faubion argues that, once actors securely occupy their 
positions, ethics becomes dispositional (ibid.: 37). Yet this does not necessarily 
imply that the end of subjectivation – the occupancy of a subject position as 
the actor’s ethical telos – amounts to a form of unreflective reproduction. For 
example, Stuart was not confined by the DiY subject position and he imple-
mented various changes as a result of his askēseis. On the other hand, as Stuart’s 
trajectory further demonstrates, ethical innovation is best conceived of through 
its relation to prescribed courses of action and as a form of adjustment of what 
is already in place, rather than operating completely outside of such regimens, 
giving rise to something novel.

Generosity
When Foucault speaks of ‘ethical substance’, he does not necessarily mean one’s 
body: ‘when a philosopher was in love with a boy’, he writes, ‘[t]he problem 
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was: Does he touch the boy or not? That’s the ethical substance’ (1997: 264). In 
reformulating Foucault’s question, I would suggest that the problem for Stuart, 
his ethical substance, can be phrased as follows: Does he keep the proceeds or 
not? Does he give it all away or not? Of course, one obvious difference is that 
his problem, as opposed to the philosopher’s predicament, admits of various 
degrees. But Stuart’s ethical substance, what can be best referred to as ‘gener-
osity’, has all the characteristics of malleability and neutrality that make it an 
appropriate candidate for the target of askēsis in bringing about his ethical telos 
(cf. Lambek 2010a: 20; Faubion 2011: 55). Generosity demanded ethical work. 
Hence the hallmark of Stuart’s mode of subjectivation: how to limit his generos-
ity that was detrimental to his long-term engagement in music promotion.6 It 
was one or another use of money that pervaded Stuart’s subjectivation: financial 
management as an ethically valorized practice and not merely as an impersonal, 
 calculated and functional strategy (see also Ortiz 2013).

While generosity (or its absence) is usually manifested as a personal disposi-
tion, it belongs to the normative dimensions of systems, in this case to the DiY 
mode of conduct. Its regulation is not handed down as a set of rules, however, 
but such moderation is predicated upon a ‘savoir-faire’ on the part of the 
subject (Foucault 1985: 62), a practice mediated through particular attitudes, 
themselves acquired through specific exercises. Stuart never conceded that he 
perceived or kept the proceeds from his promotional transactions as personal 
income or profit. It was evident, though, that the differences between his early 
and later practices were inextricably linked to a changing use of money. I would 
argue that the reason for such a shift was twofold: it related, first, to Stuart’s 
experience of working in the local art and music industries, and second, to 
the financial deficit that certain Cry Parrot gigs had incurred. These reasons 
were interrelated, as both provided a glimpse into the economy of live music 
promotion. 

Stuart’s unpaid internship at the CCA was a case in point. Although it did 
not have a specific focus, towards the end of his tenure he was asked to produce 
the Centre’s music programme. Stuart eventually refused on the basis of this 
task being ‘a proper, full-time, paid job’, which he would be keen to undertake 
had he been properly employed by the organization. Receiving a wage from 
Nice ’n’ Sleazy had enhanced his conviction that the effort and time invested in 
music programming and promotion had to be financially rewarded. A common 
feature of both the CCA and Nice ’n’ Sleazy was that they provided Stuart with 
an opportunity to deal with the more commercial aspects of the art and music 
worlds. This experience was not overtly positive: the CCA internship afforded 
him some insight into arts funding, which amid a global financial crisis Stuart 
believed that was ‘crumbling apart’, feeling that pursuing a career in the cre-
ative industries by following a publicly funded route was a risky affair. On the 
other hand, he became convinced that organizations in need of external funding 
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tended to lose their focus on creative matters due to their explicit orientation 
towards attracting necessary resources for their projects.

Stuart’s changing approach towards finances was also partly owing to the 
losses he had made over the years. He claimed that music promotion was not 
a profitable venture and he would cite as examples local commercial promoters 
who had decided to quit. Regarding the idea of keeping money from gigs to cover 
his earlier losses, Stuart mentioned that: ‘I don’t think it’s a bad thing making 
money back that you’ve lost in a gig’. As mentioned above, Stuart did this with 
the most successful gigs and fundraising events, while he would forward some of 
the proceeds to future projects, memorabilia and equipment – to different kinds 
of ‘investments’, as he called them. Working through the conundrums and risks 
of particular uses of money necessitated considerable effort and diverse askēseis, 
because seemingly trivial changes in business practice immediately signalled a 
shift of ethical positioning. Nevertheless, the rhetorical question Stuart once 
posed to me revealed his intentions about the future of Cry Parrot: ‘Why not take 
a wage if it consistently becomes something that is so busy all the time and acts 
are being paid really well?’ 

Conclusion: Cry Bye Parrot
The last time I saw Stuart was at the ‘Bye Parrot’ event in Stereo in December 
2014 (Illustration 6.1). Stuart had recently managed to get a job in London as 
the Senior Producer at Cafe OTO, an internationally famous avant-garde music 
venue. Although Cry Parrot would go on an indefinite break, Stuart would 
still retain his musical affiliations in Glasgow through his role as a cocurator of 
Counterflows music festival. After having curated three instalments of Music 
Language festival (initially with Bryony from Tracer Trails), which incurred 
financial losses in 2013, Stuart was convinced that festival organization could 
not be sustained without external financial support, ideally from noncorporate 
sources, which Counterflows eventually managed to attract. Despite his repeated 
efforts, Stuart had only lately succeeded in securing some public funding for Cry 
Parrot music events, but this was not enough to sustain operations.

These recent developments partly reflect the relative lack of appropriate 
music infrastructure in Glasgow, as opposed to other cities such as London (see 
Williamson, Cloonan and Frith 2003). They also confirm Stuart’s early intuition 
that promoters could not rely exclusively on public funds, especially due to the 
uncertain and volatile economic climate. In essence, as Keith Negus notes and as 
Stuart knew, music promotion ‘can be a risky business’ (1992: 130). This chapter 
has traced ethnographically Stuart’s ethical trajectory and his emergence as a 
small-scale entrepreneur with a sense of vocation that cut across different types of 
music promotion (see Frith et al. 2013: 15–16). Although the notion of the con-
cert promoter as entrepreneur is becoming ‘increasingly misleading’ (Brennan 
and Webster 2011: 3) or, at least, insufficient (cf. Scott 2012; Forbes 2016), the 
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Illustration 6.1 ‘Bye Parrot’ poster. Design by David Shrigley, used with permission.
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story of Cry Parrot indicates the extent to which ethics can inform the work of 
cultural entrepreneurs (see also Banks 2006: 457) and epitomizes a series of issues 
pertinent to cultural policy and employment in music and the arts within a par-
ticular period in Scotland. Despite the fact that Scotland is no longer a ‘stateless 
nation’ (McCrone 1992), whether devolution has facilitated and can contribute, 
especially since the Scottish independence referendum in 2014, towards the 
development of a music industry sensitive to local concerns, remains to be seen 
(see also Symon and Cloonan 2002). 

For Glasgow, bringing musical culture to the foreground would primarily 
involve not public intervention but support for the vibrant informal networks 
of musicians already based in the city. As Simon Frith writes, ‘local, small-scale 
do-it-yourself promotion remains as necessary to the live music ecology as Live 
Nation’ (Frith et al. 2010: 3). The live music sector, especially at the grassroots, 
should be approached with particular sensitivity because it is the vast number of 
undocumented practices that nourish creativity and sustain cultural production 
locally, in addition to more established actors and institutions (see Lowndes 
2010). Ethnographic studies can help highlight such interconnections and dem-
onstrate the practical issues and challenges faced by concert promoters, while 
foregrounding their hopes and aspirations. 

Stuart once told me that Cry Parrot was ultimately his ‘musical identity’. 
Owing to its ethical indeterminacy and pluralism, identity cannot be reduced 
to what is usually referred to as ‘status’ or ‘role’, nor to some combination of 
these (see Faubion 2011: 101–4). As my ethnographic discussion clearly shows, 
Stuart was Cry Parrot, but Cry Parrot encompassed Stuart’s collaborators, too. 
It follows that identity – musical, personal, professional – is better conceived of 
as being intimately related to one’s subject position. Stuart inherited and dis-
seminated a pluralistic ethics, and his form of subjectivation underscores the fact 
that an anthropology of ethics cannot be squarely centred upon ‘the individual’; 
rather, it studies complex subjects who strive to occupy or who pass through 
positions (ibid.: 119). Crucially, there are temporal constraints in the study of 
ethics, because anthropologists will most likely not be able to trace ethical trajec-
tories in their entirety. However, as Ulf Hannerz remarked some time ago: ‘The 
construction of whole lives may seem to be biography rather than ethnography’ 
(1980: 255). I remain sensitive to these methodological limitations and I have 
been able to address them only partially by employing the past tense throughout. 
This is consonant with the shifting attitudes that characterized the music prac-
tices of my informants during the time of my fieldwork, but I hope that some of 
the issues raised here will have a more lasting resonance.
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Notes
1. Personal names have been changed in order to preserve anonymity and confidentiality.
2. Faubion writes that ‘[t]he subject position – or subject, more briefly put – is always socially, 

culturally and historically specific’ (2011: 36). For a thorough exposition of the notion of 
‘subject position’, as employed and developed by Faubion, see Robbins (2012).

3. For a concise overview of various distinctions between ethics and morality see Laidlaw 
(2014: 110–19).

4. Certain promoters allegedly exploited mainly young and unknown bands that would be 
asked to sell an allocated number of tickets in order to receive payment for their perfor-
mance. The pay-to-play model was not limited to this practice and could also involve a band 
directly paying a fee to the promoter in order to secure a slot (see Webster 2011: 83–85).

5. The ethics of the host are quite ambiguous, even paradoxical, as Derrida has shown 
(Derrida and Dufourmantelle 2000; see also Candea and Da Col 2012). Stuart’s hospital-
ity could thus be seen as part of his effort to preserve complete control over Cry Parrot’s 
organizational matters.

6. According to Lambek (2010a: 20), it is ‘the balance between prodigality and meanness’ that 
characterizes generosity. On ‘excess’ as ethical substance see Chapter 5.
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