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Subcultures. State of the Art
and Future Perspectives in Sociology

di Uliano Conti

1. The origins of subcultures

According to a generally accepted definition of the term, some social
groups define themselves as being “sub”cultures to differentiate them-
selves from a mainstream group. Although not all subcultures are deviant,
the term subculture is mainly used in reference to deviant groups, especially
youth deviant groups.

There are different sociological trends in the study of subcultures. The
first current of studies we will consider falls under the label of a “socio-
economic aspirations-opportunities” approach. There are different theoreti-
cal areas of interest such as the theories of anomie, of anomic strain, and the
relative deprivation theory which are part of this approach. When people
make a transition from a situation of strong cultural values to a situation in
which they are less felt and in which economic ambitions are frustrated,
they may feel drawn to join groups where deviancy is encouraged, particu-
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larly groups relating to migrants in their destination country (Park 1928).
There is a clear link with the concept of anomie (Durkheim 1897; Thomas
and Znaniecki 1818-1920). In this sense, Park (1921) refers to the sociological
meaning of the stranger (Park 1921, 286), translating part of the work Soziol-
ogie by Simmel (1908). By “stranger” Simmel (1908) means someone with a
life history marked by mobility. The characteristic of the stranger is his am-
bivalence: the stranger takes shape as a social figure on the outskirts of soci-
ety, someone not quite belonging (Simmel 1908; Park 1921).

The concept of anomic strain may be viewed in a similar light with con-
cept of anomie. In a capitalist society, the legitimate means (education and
work) of attaining mainstream ambitions (mainly economic success) de-
pend on socio-economic conditions of origin. People who do not possess
legitimate means experience a gap between their ambitions and their avail-
able means, and feel themselves drawn towards deviant forms of adapta-
tion (Merton 1938; 1949). The strain is thus first of all considered in relation
to structural elements. According to the idea of relative deprivation, crimes
of pure violence, such as those committed by gangs comprised of people of
similar socio-economic background, are a reaction to the frustration deriv-
ing from the comparison with other social groups (Blau and Blau 1982).

A second study trend derives from the social disorganisation approach
of the Chicago School. According to an ecological approach, the presence of
ethnic-cultural groups in suddenly developing urban areas («zones in tran-
sition») and the associated urban dynamics are analysed (Park, Burgess and
McKenzye 1925). In the zones in transition, the environment favourable for
the proliferation of criminal gangs is characterised by weak social regulato-
ry control; meaning, there is widespread indifference towards others, and
minimal adult supervision over young males (Park, Burgess and McKenzye
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1925; Shaw and McKay 1942). Thanks to statistical work, Shaw and McKay
(1942) are the authors of a systematic formulation of the ecological dimen-
sion of deviancy and crime in a context of social disorganisation. Some field
research on deviant groups and on gangs (Thresher 1927; Whyte 1943) has
been carried out according to the social disorganization theory. In a critical
perspective, one of Whyte’s researches (1943) on a Boston (U.S.A.) neigh-
bourhood of immigrants has provided outcomes that are not consistent
with the theory of social disorganization. Actually, there is a significant lev-
el of interaction and assistance at the intra-ethnic level (Whyte 1943). Recent
researches referring to the theory of social disorganization are labelled as
racial invariance: according to some quantitative analyses, the isolation of
American slums, low quality of generational ties and poor youth supervi-
sion favour the creation of subcultural values (Sampson and Wilson 1995).

The third trend we should consider is the theory of cultural conflict. This
approach analyzes the existence of different cultural groups in society,
groups which contribute to a conflict of conduct norms and cultural codes
(Sellin 1938). Values of an ethnic-cultural group may conflict with those of
the mainstream, as happens for example in the case of immigrants with
values of the host society. Native groups may happen to have their own
subcultural values (Sellin 1938). Culturally distinct groups (street-corner
boys and college boys) may also exist within the same social group, for ex-
ample the case of Italian immigrants in the U.S.A. (Whyte 1943).

With regard to cultural approach, the most famous example is A. Co-
hen’s work (1955). Thanks to statistical data, he focuses on the scholastic
dynamics of those growing up in a class system. At school young people
are judged according to mainstream middle class values. Also lower-class
children — from minority groups in socio-economic terms, groups which

193



M  annoVin. 2 2016
_ - data di pubblicazione: 20 luglio 2016

™

Saggi

partly coincide with minorities such as the afro-American minority — are
driven to respond positively to mainstream values, despite having a differ-
ent culture. Not being able to respond positively, lower-class children expe-
rience an humiliation, which evolves into status frustration. Eventually they
come to collectively react against this status frustration, rejecting or invert-
ing middle class values and shaping the subculture. Lack of scholastic suc-
cess and sense of failure favour reactive deviancy, as well as delinquency.
Working class boys commit non-utilitarian, malicious and negativistic
crimes (A. Cohen 1955, 25).

Cloward and Ohlin also consider, without references to quantitative da-
ta, the limited access to legitimate means to reach socio-economic objec-
tives. They sustain, however, that for people in the same conditions the de-
linquency response depends on the «availability of various illegitimate
means» (Cloward and Ohlin 1963, 152). One of Pryce’s studies (1979) on
Afro-Caribbean youth in the U.K. sustains that they respond to problems of
unemployment and racism by developing a leisure culture.

According to detractors of culture conflict approach, the reference to cul-
tural characteristics stigmatizes some social groups. The following studies
by Banefield and Lagrange have been highly criticized. According to
Banefield, a lower class style of life pertaining to Afro-Americans is charac-
terized by lack of interest in education, lack of attention for the future, weak
family ties (Banfield 1968). In Lagrange’s studies,the cultural model (early
marriages, families with many children) of young males immigrated from
Sahel to France leads to higher crime rates (Lagrange 2010).Therefore, in the
first period of the spread of the concept of subculture, socio-economic con-
dition is the preferred explicatory factor. Deviant and criminal subcultures

are the collective response of the working class to problems of adaptation
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caused by structural inequalities (Cloward and Ohlin 1960; Miller 1958). In
theUnited States, materialist interpretations have not been widely accepted
and cultural hypotheses have prevailed.

The social control approach (Hirschi 1969) may be added to the studies
already considered. The abandonment of conventional norms and subcul-
tural membership derive from lack of social bonds.

The main challenge to the body of studies which has been considered
consists in the criticism on studies of deviant subcultures because they em-
phasize determinism, instead of agency of the subculture members (Matza
1964). According to the labelling theory (Erikson 1962, Becker 1963, Lermert
1967), subcultural deviancy is an interactive process of definition of mean-
ings of the behaviours of some individuals and the individuals themselves.
In general, there is not a relevant cultural difference between normal and
deviant (Matza and Sykes 1961). In this regard, a cultural work exists, con-
stituted by neutralization techniques of conventional values, necessary for
abandoning the mainstream culture, as well as for committing crimes (Mat-
za and Sykes 1957).For example, «drug takers» pervert dominant values
rather than create their own. Hedonism and disaffection for work, for ex-

ample, are widespread social values even if «subterranean» (Young 1971).

2. British subcultural theory

The final approach to be examined is subcultural theory stricto sensu. It
spreads throughout the United Kingdom with a criminological tone thanks
to the National Deviancy Conference (NDC) of York (Taylor and Taylor
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1972), and in cultural studies thanks to the Centre for Contemporary Cul-
tural Studies (CCCS).

The subcultural theory is proposed as a sociological framework and the
subcultural issue is developed holistically in the perspective of post-
modernity (Brake 1980; P. Cohen 1972; 1997).

In the studies of the CCCS from the mid Sixties on, theories on subcul-
tures refer to a Neo-Gramscian perspective, to a project of class analysis
sympathetic with the symbolic resistance of working classyouth (Hall and
Jefferson 1976). In other words, the subcultural group, a counter response to
mainstream culture, is organized around (but not totally determined by)
age and social class, and expresses itself in the creation of styles (skinhead,
punk, ecc.). Such styles are attempts to resist bourgeois hegemony. Re-
sistance is made through the use of signs and their meaning(Hebdige 1979).
The stylistic expressions of resistance are conceptualized as «bricolage», or
namely, the way in which traditional meanings are radically subverted; and
«homology», that is, the symbolic coherence among values, lifestyle, music
and subjective experience. Some studies, for example, consider how the
style of African migrant subcultures, of the rude boys and Rastafarians, in-
fluence native British subcultures. Other English studies focus on the role of
school in contributing to label pupils (Willis 1977).

Also the French school of linguistic structuralism has an influence on
subcultural analysis. In this perspective, subcultural styles can be de-
coded as texts, without having recourse to the subjective motivations of
the group members. The structuralist perspective has been criticised
since every phenomena is transformed into symbol: subculture becomes
a matter of signifier and signified and loses sight of the real life of young
people (P. Cohen 1986).
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3. Subcultures from the Eighties on

From the Eighties on, the spread of dance music, rave, clubbers, and
techno parties have stimulated the proliferation of subcultural studies.
The extemporaneous quality of group membership should be under-
lined. Maffesoli (1988) elaborates the neo-tribal metaphor in order to an-
alyze relationships between cultural homogenization and development
of micro-groups, called “tribes”. Membership is considered as a fluid
succession of emotions (Bennet 1999). Thornton’s (1996) concept of sub-
cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986) refers to the fact that some groups
demonstrate an underground taste, with regard to mass culture, in order
to increase their own status. Looking at the last cited authors (Maffesoli
1988; Bennet 1999; Bourdieu 1986; Thornton1996), post-subculturalists
sustain it is no longer possible to consider subculture as a reflection of
class background. Youth subcultures are the product of a thoughtful in-
dividual choice (Redhead 1990; Muggleton 2000). Some use the term
«lifestyle» to refer to subcultural groups (Miles 2000). Williams (2011),
however, criticizes the term «post-subculture», maintaining that subcul-
ture members are always defined in contrast to a mainstream culture. In
the last twenty years, the above illustrated debate has been considered
in relationship to computer mediated communication (CMC) (Robards
and Bennet 2011; Castells 1996).

The relationship between subcultures and CMC is deep, so much so
that some speak of an online community as an electronic network of
communication with a shared purpose (Jenkins 2006). Robards and Ben-
net (2011), in particular, study the post-subcultural direction which has
involved subcultural studies with reference to Social Network Sites. In
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this regard, considering the use of Web platforms, scholars speak of dig-
ital subcultures (McArthur 2009). On the one hand, Internet is consid-
ered a medium which keeps barriers between groups and reinforces
subculture membership; and on the other, it provides platforms which
allow crossover among styles. In this final sense, the interpretation of the
subcultural issue comes close to a post-subcultural interpretation. In this
regard, some studies emphasize characteristics of hybridization of sub-
cultural groups (D’ Andrea 2008; Torkelson 2010).

4. Future scenarios: subculture and European jihadist terrorism

It appears that the explanatory potential of the term subculture has
not yet been fully explored. Subcultures should be placed in relation
with the contemporary global context in which geopolitical, technologi-
cal, and socio-economic dimensions interact complexly. In such a per-
spective, the concept of subculture is current and in the last years it has
been applied to jihadist terrorism (Roy 2007, 2015a; Pisoiu 2015a, 2015b;
Cottee 2011). Many arguments come to the support of this approach.

First of all, Roy (2015a), when he analyzes the individual stories of
young Europeans or Americans involved in jihadist terrorist activities,
observes that many of them had been involved in acts of petty delin-
quency and had committed petty crimes which often involved drug de-
linquency or had engaged in drug dealing before joining terrorist
groups. These crimes are typical for gang members and people who be-
long to criminal subcultural groups (Roy 2015a, 3).
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The cases considered by Roy (2015a) dealt with young people like
Mohammed Merah, the Kouachi brothers or the members of the so-
called Dutch Hofstad group. Before they converted or joined terrorist
group, they shared a youth culture that had nothing to do with the Is-
lamic religion. Also Michael Adebowale (a former member of the
“Woolwich boys” gang), Omar Abdel Hamid El-Hussein (a former
member of the “Brothas” gang) just to cite another two examples, are
attackers who had formerly belonged to subcultural groups such as
gangs.

Roy (2015a) therefore maintains that radicalization — or we might bet-
ter say, and this is a term which we will use later on, the islamization of
radicalism — has the characteristics of a youth movement. It is a peer
phenomenon. Young people turned to radicalism within a framework of
a small network of friends. This happened in their daily activities in ur-
ban suburbs, in jails, or on the Web.

Secondly, as a further support of subcultural interpretation, Roy
(2007; 2015a) claims that the ties with the Middle East of young Europe-
ans or Americans involved in jihadist terrorist activities are modest
when compared to their life experiences in American or European me-
tropolises. Considering the lives of Western individuals involved in ji-
hadist terrorist activities — such as the lives of Umar Farouk Abdulmu-
tallab, Nidal Malik Hasan, Daniel Patrick Boyd, Bryant Neal Vinas — Roy
et al. (2010) note that their ties with the Middle East are less relevant in
comparison to their ties with the European or American metropolises
where they lived, studied or worked.

Thirdly, the above mentioned individuals were not devout Muslims.
Quite the contrary, they showed a knowledge of the religion which was
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rather limited. These people were young and had few ties with the Mus-
lim community, but they experienced a teenage fascination for a distant
and exotic context and used the Web to become a part of a virtual ummah
(Roy et al. 2010; Roy 2015a; Pisoiu 2015a).

For example, when considering the case of the foreign fighters, the
majority of European foreign fighters who went to Syria did not show
signs of having a relevant knowledge of the religion or of having a past
history of political militancy (Roy 2015a), which should not be surpris-
ing, given their young age. Then they were not people who belonged to
a frustrated Muslim community, as the high rate of religious converts
among the foreign fighters demonstrates (Roy 2015a). The radicalized
youth do not represent Islamic tradition; but, quite the opposite, they
break with their fathers’ religion (Roy 2007, 53). The breaking point
comes when they suddenly join a terrorist group or when they have a
conversion. In the majority of cases considered by Roy (2015a), the radi-
calization of the young people occurs amid the dismay and desperation
of their parents and relatives.

Supporting the subcultural interpretation is the fact that, when the
cases of groups of young occidental jihadist terrorists are analyzed, it is
difficult to find homogeneity in ethnic terms. For example, the Dutch
terrorist group Hofstad included people from many backgrounds, like
Bouyeri, who was second generation European of Moroccan ancestry,
Martine van der Oeven, who was native European, and the brothers Ja-
son and Jermaine Walters of African American origin (Roy 2007).

In other words, the decision of young Europeans to join terrorist
groups derives from generational conflict and from nihilism embroiling
native Europeans, especially those of non-European family origin. Gen-
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erational conflict between fathers and sons and nihilism are the elements
that drive some young people to join the most radical extremist group
among those present in the European context (Roy 2015b; Maniscalco
2012). The jihadist terrorist ideas guarantee the highest level of refusal of
mainstream culture, the most radical and total refusal. The two factors of
identity strain just mentioned, generational conflict and nihilism, find
only one extreme radical ensign on the market, the jihadist terrorist one.

Roy (2007, 2015b) concludes by noting that the young Europeans or
Americans involved in jihadist terrorist activities have been commonly
presented as cases of Islamic radicalization. Actually these are cases of
Islamization of radicalism, or Islamization of young radicals who were
former gang members or who belonged to subcultural groups: «They are
a lost generations, unmoored from traditional societies and cultures,
frustrated by Western society that does not meet their expectations. And
their version of a global umma is both a mirror of and a form of revenge
against the globalisation that has made them what they are» (Roy
2007,55-56).

In our opinion, Roy (2007; 2015a; 2015b) provides analytical motiva-
tions supporting the relevancy of the role subcultures play in jihadist
terrorist affiliation. Also other scholars (Pisoiu 2015a; 2015b; Cotte 2011)
have provided arguments supporting the role of subcultures in the
study of why Western youths join jihadist terrorism. According to us,
these arguments enrich and reinforce the importance of understanding
subcultures.

Pisoiu (2015a) clearly and explicitly states that «contemporary Euro-
pean jihadism abroad is first and foremost a subculture. It is about life-

style, experience and self-performance, and less about politics and reli-
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gion» (Pisoiu 2015a, 167). In the studies on European jihadist terrorism,
Pisoiu (2015b) feels that the terms «bricolage» and «homology» can be
used. The meaning of traditional cultural elements is subverted into an
extremist jihadist sense. For example: «A central role within “Pop Jihad”
is played by “battle-Nasheeds” with highly militant lyrics. These
Nasheeds are traditional chants focusing on the lyrics and thus provid-
ing the possibility to connect with the youth Rap and Hip-Hop cultures
of the 1990s and early 2001» (Danschke 2013, 15).

Pisoiu (2015a) has identified multiple elements from subcultures in
contemporary jihadist terrorism: «The subcultural side of it is very
prominent though, with selfies, and a mix of mainstream and traditional
symbols and style. This also explains why the majority of recruits tend
to be male, rather young, and quite eager to show and prove themselves,
while maintaining a distinct allure of cool» (Pisoiu 2015a, 168). In order
to maintain a distinct allure of cool many make use of selfies, for exam-
ple: «Selfies depict poses with guns and weaponry and Hollywood style
professional pictures with anti-Western and jihadi slogans» (Pisoiu
2015a, 169).

The difference between the American approach and that adopted by
the CCCS can also be found in the studies which have just been men-
tioned. Pisoiu (2015b) considers the case of four German foreign fighters
and wonders if the traditional factors which try to explain subcultural
affiliation are valid. In none of the cases do obstacles due to socio-
economic conditions emerge. There is no evidence of limited access to
education and training. Quite the contrary, Pisoiu (2015b) states that «it
can most certainly be argued that class background is not a determinant
of the motivation to get involved (in a terrorist group)» (Pisoiu 2015b,
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21). Re-orientation towards alternative values does not happen because
individuals failed to reach mainstream objectives, but because they feel
unhappy, lost, frustrated, or they do not adapt to Western society.
Cottee (2011) also takes an interest in subcultures, although he arrives
at different conclusions from Pisoiu (2015b). Cottee (2011), considering
the case of English jihadist terrorists, favours socio-economic conditions
as an explanatory factor. He adds to status frustration only a single ele-
ment of strain: identity confusion due to the fact that second generation
youth find themselves caught between two cultures and risk failing to
adapt to the mainstream culture. These studies provide additional sup-
port to the validity and relevance of theorisation about subcultures. To
conclude, in 2011, Chicoine affirmed at the Annual Meeting of the Amer-
ican Sociological Association that: «The application of subculture theory
to terrorist groups has not yet been accomplished, however it was earlier
proposed by Ferracuti (1982), [...] at the conclusion of his work on ter-
rorism in Italy [...]. Throughout the writings on terrorism, observations
are made that are consistent with a subcultural explanation, however
they are rarely the central subject of inquiry» (Chicoine 2011, 1).In the
case of Occidental jihadist terrorism, the subcultural theory may become
a relevant subject of inquiry in our opinion, and for the study of jihadist
terrorism, it is necessary to privilege the subcultural perspective.
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Abstract

Subcultures. State of the Art and Future Perspectives in Sociology

The article considers if the concept of subculture can still be used in
sociology. This paper shows that subcultural perspective constitutes a
recent point of view for the analysis of the phenomenon of jihadist ter-
rorism involving native Europeans. A history of the concept will be con-
sidered along with theoretical perspectives with reference to explanato-
ry factors of subcultural membership. Socioeconomic condition, cultural
identity, housing placement and social control are explanatory factors of
classical studies on subcultures. Issues of post-modernity and the evolu-
tion of ICT will also be considered. The aim is to consider the complex
social framework and to define the sometimes dangerous contemporary
role of subcultural membership.

Keywords: subculture; sociological theory; terrorism; youth studies;
methodology.
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