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The	Evolving	State	of	Sub-culture.	
	
"The	meaning	of	subculture	is	always	in	dispute,	and	style	is	the	arena	in	which	
opposing	definitions	clash	with	the	most	dramatic	force."	Countless	cultures,	
sub-cultures	and	communities	have	built	that	of	what	they	represent	or	voice,	
around	appearance,	being	nearly	only	recognisable	through	that	aspect	or	
element	of	himself	or	herself.	You	could	think	this	as	simply	as	a	uniform,	i.e.	a	
man	dressed	as	a	Police	Officer	is	more	than	likely	to	be	just	that.	Uniform	is	
immensely	important	and	almost	subconsciously	prominent	in	todays	society	
being	almost	everywhere	and	providing	a	sense	of	order	to	what	it	represents,	
quite	reflective	of	what	it	usually	is:	a	public	service,	a	restaurant	and	so	on.	
Being	able	to	judge	by	appearance	maintains	order	and	comfort	within	society	
and	continues	to	be	within	society	with	more	pros	than	cons.	Whatever	group	or	
society	you’re	in,	you	create	your	look	based	on	your	scene,	personality	and	
tastes,	creating	somewhat	of	a	uniform	for	yourself	in	the	process.	Essentially,	a	
great	deal	of	contemporary	and	aged	sub-cultures	base	and	build	themselves	
from	this	element,	and	when	it	comes	down	to	it,	is	how	outsiders	recognise	
them.	
	
However,	it	seems	for	a	lot	of	sub-cultures,	that	their	aesthetic	or	demeanour	
priority	outweighs	practicality	and	usage.	For	example,	a	plumber	may	wear	
overalls	with	many	pockets	and	a	hardwearing	layer,	to	store	tools	and	keep	to	
himself	from	getting	too	dirty	and	damaged	when	working.	However,	in	terms	of	
sub-culture,	a	punks,	ideals	may	be	having	somewhere	on	them	to	hold	
accessories	and	the	like	which	reflect	their	culture.	Contemporary	punks	seem	to	
wear	what	may	be	considered	an	offensive	(deliberately)	graphic	top,	most	likely	
a	tee	shirt	with	say	a	leather	jacket,	distressed	jeans,	and	doc	marten	or	styled	
like	boots	(could,	say	these	boots	be	constructed	from	lighter	materials	or	such,	
to	make	a	more	comfortable	walk?)	Women	in	the	punk	scene	often	dress	
themselves	in	much	more	masculine	clothing,	so	would	making	more	masculine	
clothes,	but	with	a	subdued	feminine	sub-tone	be	appealing	to	female	partakers	
in	the	culture?	The	outcomes	and	what	would	interest	someone	in	their	culture	
are	technically	endless,	and	even	more	so	for	punk	due	to	the	heavily	rebellious	
tone	conveyed	in	their	scene.	Designing	something	just	for	them	could	be	seen	as	
quite	contradictory	to	what	the	‘punk’	code	stands	for	in	the	first	place	
	
This	brings	the	tendencies	of	certain	sub-cultures	into	the	equation,	questioning	
whether	or	not	a	garment	designed	and	constructed	specifically	for	their	
demographic	would	be	breaking	their	conventional	tropes	and	what	they	stand	
for.	This	could	leave	one	to	believe	taking	a	subtle	approach	to	design	and	only	
including	elements	of	the	sub-culture	such	as	colour,	aesthetic	and	most	notably	
practicality.	However,	I	feel	that	their	representation	and	attitude	in	their	scene	
is	what	defines	them,	making	practicality	irrelevant,	and	almost	purposefully	
subverted.	
	
In	Dick	Hebdige’s	‘Subculture:	The	Meaning	of	Style’,	Hebdige	discusses	how	the	
uprising	sub-cultures	and	styles	in	Britain	after	the	Second	World	war,	
challenged	what	society	considered	idyllic	in	terms	of	national	reformation.	
These	forming	sub-cultures	were	mainly	working	class,	and	were	challenging	
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dominant	ideologies	and	social	normalization	through	their	significant	forms	of	
resistance.	It’s	clear	that	these	small	groups	of	people	(as	they	were	whilst	
forming)	did	not	want	to	follow	straight	mainstream	principle,	yet	did	not	want	
to	confined	to	solitude	in	their	interests	or	desires.	Because	of	this,	most	sub-
cultures	were	born	out	of	a	compromise	of	interests	and	ideologies,	discovered	
by	searching	for	a	hint	of	similarity.	This	brings	up	an	important	aspect	of	
subculture:	the	people	in	these	groups	want	to	be	there	and	have	been	looking	
for	somewhere	like	it.	Very	rarely	would	one	be	raised	straight	into	family	of	say	
‘cybergoth’s’.	It	would	be	that	individuals	interests	that	would	lead	them	to	this	
scene.		
	
However,	I	feel	a	clearly	outdated	view	on	these	matters	is	very	apparent	within	
Hebdige’s	writing	and	I	think	he	would	agree	to	this	notion	at	this	point	in	time.	
Not	only	is	the	fact	that	this	was	published	1979	important,	but	there	have	been	
a	multitude	of	subcultures	established	since	then,	not	to	mention	the	drastic	
evolution	of	sub-cultures	such	as	Goth’s,	Punks	and	Grunge.	I	feel	that	so	much	
has	changed	also,	that	this	book	can’t	really	be	even	a	useful	research	tool	in	
terms	of	subculture’s	basis	in	current	times.	It	does	however	offer	a	vivid	view	of	
the	scene	at	the	time	it	was	written	making	it	an	extremely	useful	comparative	
tool	for	contemporary	state	of	affairs.	It	offers	the	fundamental	definition	of	the	
movements	at	the	time,	and	how	they’ve	evolved	to	what	they	are	today.	

	
Although,	Hebdige	does	agreeably	
explain	how	style	is	constructed	
through	a	combination	of	clothing,	
music,	dance,	make-up	and	drugs.	
Despite	this	being	an	undeniably	broad	
statement,	it’s	still	a	basis	to	think	from	
in	terms	of	identification	and	
categorisation.	A	deal	of	sub-cultures	
would	not	be	invested	in	say	make-up,	
or	even	drugs	presently,	however,	due	
to	how	much	less	sub-cultures	were	
known	or	the	actual	lack	of	them	in	say	
the	70s	it	is	clear	that	this	would	be	
considered	a	valid	classification.		
	
In	more	recent	times	however,	I	feel	i-
D’s	8	episode	short	series:	‘A	History	of	
British	Style	Tribes’,	depicts	accurately	
and	intimately	the	most	poignant	sub-
cultures	of	recent	times	and	offers	a	
view	into	them	directly	through	the	
members	of	the	time.	i-D	opens	this	

series	by	explaining	how	‘style	has	long	been	an	obsession,	a	compulsion,	a	
religion	for	the	youth	of	Britain.	Every	generation	provides	its	own	sartorial	
tribes	who	find	empowerment	and	excitement	through	new	looks	and	different	
beats.	From	Doc	Martens	and	2Tone	to	jelly	shoes	and	American	jazz-funk,	all	the	
way	to	Supreme	and	Odd	Future,	these	disparate	scenes	come	together	to	tell	the	
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story	of	an	alternative	Britain.	A	Britain	
has	defiantly	rejected	the	culture	that	it	
has	been	offered,	to	create	something	of	
its	own.’	This	arguably	states	the	same	
explanation	for	subcultures	as	Hebdige’s	
words,	though	with	examples	and	a	
modernized,	youthful	outlook	on	it.		
	

i-D	brings	out	the	sub-culture	straight	from	the	members,	where	relatability	is	at	
its	highest.	Watching	through	the	series	I	often	found	myself	wondering	if	I	was	
actually	a	part	of	some	of	these	groups	in	some	way	or	another,	due	to	my	own	
interests	delving	in	and	out.	I	feel	this	accurately	depicts	what	the	series	was	
going	for	though,	as	these	people	although	unique,	are	together	as	one	in	a	
community.	It’s	almost	contradictory	in	a	sense,	yet	opened	my	mind	at	the	same	
time	as	to	what	a	sub-culture	really	could	be:	an	acceptance	of	the	individual.		
	
Hebdige	focuses,	in	particular,	on	the	evolution	of	styles	in	subcultures	such	as	
Teddy	boys,	mods,	rockers,	skinheads	and	punks,	much	as	I	feel	i-D	are	
emphasising	in	their	series.	Notably,	i-D	talk	about	the	new	age	sub-cultures,	
ones	which	are	drastically	different	yet	similar	to	these	classic	style	tribes	that	
have	been	around	for	decades,	most	prominently	and	recently	being	this	new	age	
youth	culture.	i-D	highlight	this	new	evolving	online	based	youth,	with	their	own	
marketplace	for	style	making	the	‘high-street	seem	redundant’.	Clive	Martin	
writes	an	interesting	piece	on	this	upcoming	youth	culture	on	Vice,	and	explains	
it	as	‘an	ephemeral,	nebulous,	kind	of	unexplainable	thing.	Almost	anything	can	
become	part	of	it	as	long	as	it's	young,	fun	and	the	Evening	Standard	doesn't	
quite	understand	it.’	Furthermore,	in	the	i-D	episode	‘Soul	Boys	and	Casuals’,	it’s	
interesting	to	point	out	that	a	‘Casual	stated	that	“It	was	much	more	about	class,	
so	it’s	kind	of	aspirational,	the	idea	that	some	15	year	old	working	class	kids	can	
look	the	same	as	some	jet	setting	Californian	businessman.”	It	almost	seems	to	
me	that	subcultures	are	almost	loopholes	in	the	system,	and	because	of	its	
irregularity	people	seem	to	pass	it	off.	
	
However,	sub-culture	is	not	just	a	social	construct	of	subversion	of	lifestyle,	but	
can	be	linked	often	to	an	overturned	issue	of	race	and	biological/geographical	
background.	Hebdige	highlights	the	historical	class	and	race	issues	and	the	
presentation	of	it	in	mass	media	for	each	sub-culture	(though	more	relevant	to	
the	time	he	was	writing	about	this).	For	instance,	Hebdige	suggests	that	there	is	
an	underlying	theme	connecting	the	white	punk	and	black	reggae	subcultures,	of	
which	both	clearly	renounce	this	‘British’	way	of	living.	Hebdige	explains	this	
when	discussing	the	nature	of	reggae,	and	‘black’	heritage	influencing	the	British	
scene,	“Native	rhythm	‘n	blues	reinforced	the	brashness	and	the	speed	of	
Northern	Soul,	took	rock	back	to	the	basics	and	contributed	a	highly	developed	
iconoclasm,	a	thoroughly	British	persona	and	an	extremely	selective	
appropriation	of	the	rock	‘n	roll	heritage.”	This	suggests	that	of	course	these	
people	were	at	terms	with	social	norms	in	terms	of	music	and	style,	yet	had	a	
natural	lack	of	conformity	to	it	despite	this,	creating	something	of	their	own	in	
which	anyone	who	‘fit	the	bill’	if	so	to	speak	was	welcome.	Interestingly,	and	
perhaps	in	cohesion	with	current	politics,	i-D	does	not	seem	to	bring	this	idea	of	
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race	in	sub-culture	up	often	or	at	least	as	a	focal	point	within	some	area	of	the	
series.	I	found	this	slightly	disappointing	after	hearing	Hebdige’s	view,	as	I	was	
intrigued	to	compare	and	investigate	how	far	we	have	come	in	terms	of	the	
political	nature	of	sub-cultures,	and	even	the	time	in	general.	However,	I	feel	this	
may	illustrate	in	some	way	exactly	that:	that	politics	have	clouded	the	public	and	
almost	the	mass	medias	perspective	on	the	issue,	making	people	too	scared	to	
address	it	too	seriously	in	any	public	form	(even	in	the	format	of	a	rebellious	
youth	tribe	documentary	series).	i-D	did	mention	however,	how	it	has	become	“a	
breeding	ground	for	kids	trying	to	look	fresh	under	pressure”.	Although	this	
seems	quite	extensive	and	broad	wording	on	the	overall	state	and	cause	of	sub-
cultures	throughout	the	years,	it	did	give	a	sense	of	consciousness	of	these	
issues,	possibly	demonstrating	that	it	really	doesn’t	matter	what	race	or	
background	you’re	from	(as	of-course	it	should	be)	–	a	sub-culture	is	the	exact	
opposite	of	that	concern.	
	
It’s	clear	that	the	‘dominant’	or	mainstream	society	often	sees	these	groups	as	
profound	or	in	some	cases	frightening,	causing	concerns	and	uncertainty	in	
response.	This	is	arguably	what	many	sub-cultures	are	looking	to	do	for	that	
attention	and	being	able	to	stand	out.	Hebdige	argues	that	in	some	ways	this	
‘gives	the	subculture's	resistance	more	power’.	However,	he	goes	on	to	explain	
how	it	is	only	‘momentary’,	as	dominant	society	will	quickly	pick	up	on	these	
tropes	and	before	long,	elements	of	the	subculture	are	available	to	the	
mainstream.	For	example,	the	Edwardian	jackets	of	the	Teddy	boy’s	which	are	
still	worn	today	and	punks	arguably	started	leather	jackets	in	a	consistent	sense	
during	the	70’s.	But	cut	toward	the	2000’s	plus,	it’s	a	recognisable	if	not	common	
style.	This	is	of	course	arguably	a	tribute	in	a	sense	to	past	styles,	as	we	see	with	
the	current	growing	elements	of	this	90’s	style	coming	back	into	fashion,	but	has	
still	been	taken	by	the	mainstream	nonetheless.	A	recent	(and	notably	quick)	
example	of	this	is	the	mirroring	of	Kanye	Wests	clothing	label	‘YEEZY’	style.	A	
month	following	his	Season	One	release,	H&M	released	a	line	of	clothing	
extremely	similar	in	style,	but	for	of	course	a	fraction	of	the	price.	Of	course	this	
is	hardly	affective	of	West’s	label	due	to	his	immense	presence	within	music,	
fashion	and	pop	culture	in	general,	it	is	definitely	intriguing	to	see	how	
influential	a	single	idea	or	entity	can	become	on	the	mainstream,	and	emphasises	
the	power	a	mere	sub-culture	could	have	due	to	its	uniqueness.		
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In	this	way,	what	was	once	exaggerated,	subversive	and	rebellious	is	now	
contained.	Because	of	this	it	is	almost	always	the	case	that	as	soon	as	
mainstream	recognises	and	absorbs	a	sub-culture’s	tendencies,	it	is	then	that	the	
sub-culture	could	be	considered	that	it	is	starting	to	die.	
	
This	‘death’	of	subcultures	seems	to	have	been	happening	faster	and	faster	
throughout	the	years.	Kids	are	recognising	the	idea	they	can	do/be	what	they	
want	at	younger	and	younger	ages	due	to	social	media	and	technological	
advances,	groups	of	what	could	be	considered	a	developing	sub-culture	are	
plagued	by	contemporary	mass	media,	clutching	on	to	what	they	consider	to	be	
something	out	of	the	ordinary	to	report	on.	Most	of	the	only	definitive	sub-
cultures	still	present	are	those	of	which	we	most	likely	don’t	want	to	concern	
ourselves	with,	for	risks	of	being	too	outlandish.	Society	is	latching	onto	new	
styles	and	scenes	quicker	than	ever,	and	now	with	the	abundance	of	fashion	
magazines	such	as	i-D,	newspapers	such	as	The	Guardian	(who	seem	to	be	
becoming	a	much	more	convergent	media	business	in	terms	of	their	content),	
ironically	through	these	media	outlets	reporting,	new	scenes	can’t	seem	to	get	
their	voice	in	edgeways.	If	we	backtrack	to	Hebdige’s	early	definition	of	what	a	
subculture	entails,	being	that	‘style	is	constructed	through	a	combination	of	
clothing,	music,	dance,	make-up	and	drugs’,	it’s	clear	that	these	things	are	
currently	open	to	no	niche	audience,	as	masses	of	people	(be	it	in	dominant	
society	or	not),	take	part	in	these.	It	all	just	seems	as	if	style	and	scene	are	
merging,	leaving	no	branches	off	for	sub-cultures	to	definitively	form.	This	
clearly	begs	the	question	whether	sub-cultures	will	eventually	reform,	or	
whether	our	society	is	moving	into	an	age	of	convergence.	From	recent	stories	on	
acceptance,	most	specifically,	homosexual	rights,	transgender	equality,	the	
concerns	of	police	brutality	and	black	shootings	it	paints	the	clear	picture	to	me	
at	this	point	that	we’re	entering	a	culture	of	acceptance	and	compliance.	There	
isn’t	a	post	World	War	2	come	back	of	Savile	Row	tailored	suits,	nor	has	an	
outburst	of	gothic	rock	been	formed	any	time	recently	to	gain	an	occult	

following.	However,	perhaps	being	declared	a	
dying	breed	is	exactly	what	a	sub-culture	needs	to	
form	in	the	first	place.	
	
	
	
After	watching	the	i-D	short	documentaries,	I	
found	great	intrigue	in	identity	within	sub-
culture,	and	the	reasons	people	tend	to	gravitate	
toward	them	in	first	place.	To	explore	social	
identity	and	sub-culture	further	I	decided	
experiment	through	collage	with	mixing	and	
matching	of	identity,	seeing	what	would	fit	where	
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it	wasn’t	supposed	to	fit	etc.	I	found	some	interesting	counterfeit	identification	
cards	in	magazines	and	papers	,	each	of	which	had	a	unique	style	in	them,	with	a	
strong	emphasis	on	the	personality	of	the	person,	from	what	we	could	see.	
Subverting	this	very	cliché	idea	of	being	unique	and	an	individual	is	what	I	set	
out	to	accomplish.	
	
	
	
Upon	showing	my	collages	to	various	people,	I	found	that	my	point	
experimentation	was	getting	across	more	successfully	than	I’d	first	thought.	I	
feared	that	they	were	potentially	too	susceptible	and	broad	to	understand	what	I	

was	experimenting	with.	I	did	
however	give	the	information	that	
it	was	exploring	social	identity	
and,	and	how	that	leads	to	or	
entails	from	sub-cultures.	One	
comment	I	received	seemed	to	
understand	this	well,	and	actually	
pointed	out	the	subject	of	

stereotypes	within	society.	The	subject	of	individuality	also	appeared	to	come	up	
a	lot	in	response	to	these	images.	I	was	enticed	by	the	idea	that	sub-culture	could	
be	a	mere	form	of	escapism	into	something	that	you	aren’t,	yet	as	contradictory	
as	it	sounds,	still	defines	your	character.	More	often	than	not	I	found	that	people	
weren’t	content	with	their	lifestyle,	or	more	likely	the	lifestyle	they	were	almost	
forced	to	lead	due	to	the	people	or	style	around	them.	Hebdige’s	views	I	feel	even	
reinforce	this,	saying	that	“style	is	the	arena	in	which	opposing	definitions	clash	
with	the	most	dramatic	force."	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
Admittedly	I	entered	this	topic	of	discussion	for	my	Context	Of	Practice	module,	
without	a	great	deal	of	knowledge	on	sub-cultures,	yet	I	felt	that	was	exactly	
what	I	wanted	at	the	same	time.	Researching	this	was	one	of	the	hardest	parts	of	

this	module,	due	to	subversive	and	extremely	suggestive	
information	about	sub-cultures	there	are.	I	talked	to	my	Dad	
who	considered	himself	a	part	of	the	‘New	Romantics’	
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subculture	in	the	late	70’s/	early	80s,	heavily	into	bands	such	as	Duran	Duran.	
He	told	me	that	he	wore	a	lot	of	denim,	braces	a	lot	of	the	time	and	an	almost	
(from	what	I	can	tell)	a	mullet	hairstyle.	However,	when	reading	through	articles	
and	informative	pages	online,	the	style	was	drastically	different,	I	even	came	
across	arguments	on	forums	about	what	the	style	really	was	back	in	the	day.	To	
cut	a	long	story	short,	sub-culture	seemed	to	be	a	lot	more	expressive	of	your	
character,	but	sticking	to	the	‘guidelines’	(in	terms	of	behavior	and	music	taste	
etc.)	nonetheless.	This	took	me	into	a	spot	of	difficulty	in	what	I	was	going	to	

produce,	as	I	didn’t	feel	as	if	I	could	portray	subcultures	
as	a	whole	with	a	single	piece	of	cohesive	visual	
communication.	To	portray	the	variety	and	diversity	
that	I	kept	stumbling	across,	I	found	myself	looking	
toward	the	most	expansive	and	mixed	medium	there	
was:	collage.	Starting	off	I	was	collaging	from	random	
sources,	trying	almost	to	construct	a	narrative	about	
subcultures	as	a	whole,	but	quickly	realised	that	I	
needed	to	be	much	more	decisive	with	what	aspect	I	
was	presenting.	Of-course	the	idea	of	focusing	on	one	
sub-culture	in	particular	had	been	going	through	my	
brain	the	entire	time	throughout	this	project,	but	I	was	
much	more	set	on	the	concept	of	a	sub-culture,	so	I	

decided	to	look	more	into	the	reasons	of	why	people	wanted	or	felt	they	were	
pulled	into	this	scene.	This	left	me	with	the	exploration	of	identity	primarily,	and	
then	evolved	into	whether	sub-culture	was	a	positive	or	negative	movement,	and	
finally	on	whether	they	are	still	important	within	contemporary	society.	It	was	
difficult	to	start	writing,	due	to	(as	I	have	mentioned)	the	sheer	diversity	of	the	
subject,	but	after	some	tutor	guidance	I	decided	to	write	what	may	be	considered	
a	positive	comparative	on	two	sources	documenting	contemporary	and	older	
views	on	sub-cultures.	This	left	me	with	Dick	Hebdige’s	book:	Subculture:	The	
Meaning	of	Style	and	i-D’s	recent	short	documentary	series:	A	History	of	British	
Style	Tribes	|	Street,	Sound	&	Style.	I	feel	as	if	I	have	explored	what	sub-culture	is	
to	my	own	personal	extent,	and	as	should	be	clear	by	now	the	ever	changing	and	
evolving	nature	of	it.	
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