The field of subcultural research has been subject to wide number of methodological, theoretical and ideological debate. In reading subcultural research one must be aware not only of biases inherent in the research but also the prejudices the reader brings to the reading. Subcultural research calls on a variety of sociological theory; from early studies of deviance to the post-modern to conceptions of a networked society. The exploration of subcultures often commences with particular definition of subculture. Although the validity of such a task is questionable, it nonetheless provides a means to begin exploration of the topic. 

Subculture can be understood as a group of individuals having distinctive attributes that is distinguishable from others within the same society (Fowler, 1964). Such an ambiguous definition provides a reasonable launching point at which to address such a complex subject matter. On reading such a definition one may be provoked to consider a number of counter definitions that essentially negate the properties of the original definition. For example, can any distinctive group be considered a subculture? How do we define the concept of ‘distinctive’? What relationship does a subculture have with other cultures? And so forth until one begins to fathom that subculture is not a concept easily defined. 


The definitional problems of subculture can be recognised in many research projects undertaken in the field of subcultural research. Becker (1963) undertook the study of jazz musicians to understand the conflicts that arose between musicians, employers and the audience. Stallybrass et al (1986) reconceptualised the festival of canivale from being defined as a popular festival to a subcultural dialectic between the conventional and the unconventional. Jenkins (1992) on television fan culture, Crimp et al (1990) on AIDS activism and Fonarow (1995) on live music events all demonstrate how broad conceptions of subcultures may be. 


Thornton (1997, p.1) introduces the question of subculture by comparing it to relating concepts such as ‘the masses’, ‘the public’, ‘society’ and ‘culture’. Thornton’s (1997, p.5) comparison sheds light on the practice of subcultural research as being a process of construction, which labels, frames and demarcates,  relying heavily on ill-conceived concepts as a definitional base. Early research projects on the nature of subcultural deviance tend to deploy this problematic most seriously (Thornton, 1997, p.6).  

Early investigations into subcultures tended to engage in a broad descriptive process, often appearing to be lost in the complexities and never-ceasing questions that developed from their observations. Hebdige (1979, 75) traces subcultural research as far back as the nineteenth century to urban ethnographies, written by the likes of Mayhew (1851), Archer (1985) Dickens (1984) and Morrison (1946), which employed descriptive methodologies without scientific orientations. The earliest sociological investigation of subcultures can be found in the works of Thrasher (1963, xxiv), who investigated 1,313 gangs of Chicago to comprehend “gangland” environment, patterns of gang behaviour and problems of delinquency control. Research was undertaken through participant observation which produced a fantastic depth of description. However, Hebdige (1979, p.75) has criticized such works as lacking “any analytical or explanatory framework.” Although the accuracy of Thrasher’s research is certainly debatable Hebdige’s criticism may be too harsh for such an early, insightful piece of sociological research. 

Chicago University carried out similar work to Thrasher (1963). Notable researchers that engaged in subcultural research at Chicago University included Park (1925), Cohen (1955), Cressey (1932), Becker (1963) and Young (1971). Parks (1925) outlined the major theoretical direction that would be undertaken by Chicago University in subcultural research. Such explorations were to include “customs, beliefs, social practices, conceptions of life and the manners of urban life” (Thornton, 1997, p.11). An early article produced by Park (1925) called on other sociologists to explore the urban environment in a similar way to anthropologists like Franz Boas, Robert Lowie and Emile Zola. Park’s ‘The City’ draws out the complexities of subculture and sets out over fifty speculative questions and queries for his readers to consider. A less appealing yet more succinct theoretical direction was produced by Albert Cohen (1955). Cohen (1955, p.59) suggested that subcultural investigation investigate subcultures as if they were “a series of effort to solve problems.” Cohen (1955) argued that subcultures were the product of cultural formations that involved a number of actors interacting in order to solve problems of adjustment. Cohen excluded any empirical undertakings from this postulation and tended to rely on preconceived notions of human nature to form his argument. Most incredible is the significant departure Cohen takes from the imaginative work of Park. Cohen attempts to construct a grand narrative for subcultures that typically eroded the complexities to be investigated and focused on deterministic operators such as subculture as ‘problem solvers’. 

Unfortunately, such reductive theoretical frameworks only increase after Cohen (1955) publication. Phil Cohen (1972) was a participant at Birmingham Universities centre for contemporary cultural studies who produced a similar yet more influential work on subcultural theory. The research undertaken at this centre was largely influenced by the earlier work of Chicago University however the centre soon moved well beyond these influences to construct an elaborate re-thinking of subcultural theory that was able to incorporate theories of capitalism into the analysis of subculture (Thorton, 1997, 15; Gelder, 1997, 83). Research at the centre focused on the relationship between ideology and structure found predominantly within working-class youth subcultures (Gelder, 1997, p.83). The latter works of the centre, especially those of Dick Hebdige (1979), specifically focused on subcultural structures of style as a means to demonstrate the relationships between youth subcultures and conflict, contradiction and the complexities of working-class. 

This relationship between youth subculture and working-class culture is explored by Phil Cohen (1972) in his work ‘subcultural conflict and working-class community’. Cohen begins his exploration by analysing the work of the planning authority of east London in 1955. Cohen (1972, p.90) noted that the overall plan for the community was to redevelop slumping real-estate into high density apartments. The desired effect of this change was supposed to elevate the community beyond their current material limits. However, Cohen (1972, p.91) argued that this specific change led to the ultimate destablisation of the community. Cohen (1972, p.92, 93) explored how break-downs in the material structure of the neighborhood left individual families isolated from extended kin-networks, evaluated industrial changes to demonstrate the removal of traditional patterns of socialisation, and argued that the ultimate culmination these changes was the development of a generational battleground between parent and child. 

Cohen (1972, p. 94) described a generational conflict as the movement of interpersonal conflict from a family setting into a collective environment as means to diffuse tension and anxiety that may develop directly between family members. In other words, Cohen (1972, p.94) believed that generational conflicts lead directly to the creation of subcultures. For Cohen, youth subcultures can be seen as being involved in a generational conflict as they contain generational specific symbols that functions to “express and resolve the contradictions hidden in a parent culture.” Cohen argued that the contradictions found in the East End included a double bind between a protestant work-ethics and consumption values and a similar bind between aspirations for mobility and class identification. In East End youth subcultures, such as ‘Mods’, ‘Skinheads’ and ‘Crombies’, Cohen (1972, p. 95) argued that symbolic systems and rituatualised activities functioned to either draw out or over come contradictions found within working-class culture.


Generally, the majority of the Cohen’s work can be seen as emphasising symbolism, ritualised forms of resistance and how these relate to working-class parent-culture and mass culture (Gelder, 1997, p.145). Instead of addressing specific attributes of subculture as his primary source of data Cohen analyses economic infrastructure and concludes that class-conflict must be the major force in constructing subculture. The major problem with this approach is that the research unknowingly imparts ideological biases onto a subculture which may not contain such ideological interests. Cohen often describes particular subcultures as uniform structures that play out an almost scripted narrative of resistance. Through valuing the structural institutions over and above individual agency and interest Cohen defines an individual as being the exclusive product of class while paying little attention to other social and personal attributes. Clarke (1981, 176) argues that Cohen’s insight into subcultures often lack a significant comprehension of how subcultures are initially formed, “transformed, appropriated, disfigured and destroyed.” Cohen’s (1972, p.94) analysis often abstracts the agency of an individual to simply bearing and supporting the predefined outcomes of the subculture. And Cohen’s work has been widely critiqued for being unable to provide a complete picture of various forms of subculture. 



However, Cohen himself has provided alternatives to the narrow framework he constructed earlier in his research. During the 1980s Cohen reworked a large body of his subcultural framework to allow for the incorporation of external entities, such as the media, into the construction of subcultures. Such reconceptulising allowed for the introduction of (subculture-specific) structural influences into subcultural theory and acted as a catalyst to further the constitution a subculture while allowing for a broader scope of analysis that captured the complexities of subcultures. 


Significant alternatives have arisen since Cohen’s publication in 1972. The general thrust of many of these theorists has been towards treating subcultures as fluid and mobile entities, although theorists have even returned to early Chicago school models (Gelder, 1997, p. 148). The work of Maffesoli (1996), for instance, has been largely adopted as a platform to construct a framework for the study of subcultures that is able to overcome the deterministic qualities of Cohen’s work. These works typically focus on the consumption patterns, levels of access and mobility and the configuration of individuals in subcultures as related to other entities within society. For example, Ueno (2003, p.112) examines “trans-local contexts” found in Rave culture to demonstrate how subcultures relate to locality, foreignness, space and the other. Or Valdivia’s (2003 p.151) placement of subculture as a “fluidity, hybridity and collaboration located between a ‘substream’ and ‘mainstream’ of commercialised culture.” And finally, the advent technological environments has focused some subcultural research on the properties of communication and the relationships formed within technological mediums (Hodkinson, 2003). Essentially, these groups have been able to move beyond the deterministic models of researchers, provided by the like of Cohen (1972), to capture and comprehend the complexity that may be found in within subcultures. 

The problem of definition catapults subcultural research towards an ambiguous area. The research boundaries of a subculture become blurred and the notion of a subculture itself is difficult to distinguish from other groups in society. Early subcultural researchers, such as Thrasher (1963) and Park (1925), attempted to devise a research model that was capable of grasping the complexities of urban life. However, this task was soon undermined as researchers began to impart specific ideological interests upon subculture. This is not to wholly negate the value of theorists such as Cohen (1955) and Cohen (1972) but rather just to indicate the problem that ideological approaches bring to research. In Cohen (1972) we can recognise how a top-down theoretical framework removes a number of complexities found within individuals and subcultures. However, these theoretical problems are overcome in more ‘post-modern’ works that focus on networks, relationship and the notion of fluidity. We can recognise that these works are able to capture the nuances of subcultures while also providing a theoretical scope that is slightly ideological but mostly descriptive. 

Data collection methods have located within the works of some theorists discussed in this article have orientated my empirical leanings towards a framework that will be able to capture the complexities of a subculture starting from local contexts and examining what wide forces intersect within those contexts. A number of the progressive articles that were briefly mentioned in this article demonstrate the need for a carefully devised research model that will be able to gain access to the very sensibilities of subcultural participants and a firm understanding of the vast number of structural influences that may coincide. The research model must also be aware of what ideological terms, frames and preconceptions are imparted on the subject matter. To this extent, it appears that the comprehension of subcultures will be a difficult undertaking, particularly in devising a thorough research model that will be able to capture a vast variety of subcultural elements. The ultimate solution would be to limit the investigation of subcultures to one specific attribute, such as style, networks, or consumption, yet I am sure even these seemingly simplified topics would be laden with an expansive complexity and an unending source of intrigue. 
