Subculture can be basically understood as a group having distinctive attributes that distinguishes the group from others within the same society. With such a simplistic definition however comes a myriad of challenging questions that essentially negate the most prominent descriptors in the definition. Can any group be considered a subculture? How do we define the concept of ‘distinctive’? What relationship does a subculture have to have with another? And so forth for most substantive descriptions of the nature of subculture. 


A major problem in subcultural research is that the definition of what constitutes a subculture varies accordingly the particular framework a theorist brings to the field. Thornton (DATE, p.1) begins her introduction to the question of subculture by comparing it to relating concepts such as ‘masses’, ‘public’, ‘society’ and ‘culture’. Through exploring these concepts Thornton (DATE, p.5) describes the undertaking of subcultural research as firstly a process of construction that labels, frames and delineates and secondly relies heavily on loaded concepts such as ‘outsiders’, ‘perverts’ and ‘radicals’ as more or less unquestioned premises. This is especially the case found in earlier research projects were devoted to “defining, redefining and contesting subcultural terrain” (Thornton, DATE, 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 such observations. Hebdige (DATE, 75) traces subcultural research as far back as the nineteenth century to urban ethnographies written by the likes of Mayhew (1851), Archer (1965) Dickens (1838) and Morrison (1896). However, these descriptive explorations tended to lack a degree scientific rigor. The earliest sociological investigation of subcultures arguably can be found in the works of Thrasher (1927, xxiv), who investigated 1,313 gangs of Chicago to examine “gangland” environment, patterns of gang behaviour and problems of delinquency control. Research was undertaken through participant observation which produced a fantastic depth of descriptive observation. However, Hebdige (DATE, p.75) has criticized such works as lacking “any analytical or explanatory framework” which comes across as much too harsh criticism for such an early, insightful piece of sociological research. 

Following the work of Thrasher came a large body of qualitative research which associated itself with urban micro-sociology known as the Chicago School. Notable researchers belonging to the Chicago school include Parks (DATE), Cohen (DATE) and Young (DATE). Parks (DATE) outlines the major theoretical direction that would be undertaken by the Chicago school which included explorations of “customs, beliefs, social practices, conceptions of life and the manner of urban life” (Thornton, DATE, p.11). Essentially, Parks is calling on other sociologists to explore the urban environment in a similar way to anthropologists like Franz Boas, Robert Lowie and Emile Zola. In reading Park’s ‘The City’ one easily comes to grasp the complexity of subcultures as Parks sets out over fifty unanswered questions and queries for his readers to consider. Albert Cohen (1995), a contemporary of Parks, sets out a more succinct overview of where the Chicago school is heading. Essentially, Cohen (1955) orientates subcultural investigation towards understanding subcultures as “a series of efforts to solve problems.” Cohen (1955, p.48) argues that subcultures are the product of cultural forms of existence that involves a number of actors interacting in order to solve problems of adjustment. Cohen seems to be aware that this is a seemingly simplistic outline of subcultures and he carefully articulates that more “hard thinking and research” would be required to produce authentic model for subcultures. However, this is a great departure from the work of Park as it is an attempt to reduce the complexity of subculture to a simplistic operator and function. In the following paragraph we will explore the legacy of Albert Cohen’s ‘general theory of subculture’ by examining the work of Phil Cohen.
