Sarah Thornton

What is a ‘subculture’? What distinguishes it from a ‘community’? And what differentiates these two social formations from the ‘masses’, the ‘public’, ‘society’, ‘culture’? These are obstinate questions to which there is no agreed answer, but rather a debate – the problem at the root of which is about how scholars imagine and make sense of people, not as individual, but as members of discrete populations or social groups. 
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The problem in studies of subculture. 
Studies of subcultures are attempts to map the social world and, as such, they are exercises in representation. In attempting to depict the social world or translate it into sociology, we are unavoidably involved in a process of construction. 
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Studies map the social world = representations. Hence, studies are a process of construction.

In the process of portraying social groups, scholars inevitably construct them. To label a social formation is in part to frame, shape and delineate it. Second, the qualities of subcultures list above reveal the biases of the tradition of subcultural studies towards the counter-cultural, the deviant, the young and the masculine. 
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Studies into subcultures demarcate and are full of bias. 

One of the main themes of the work collected in the first three parts of this reader is the search for a general definition of subculture. These parts are devoted to defining, redefining and contesting the subcultural terrain. 
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