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Subculture, or
the Sickness unto Death

Per Otnes
Summary:

Kierkegaard's Sdkness unto death deds with degpair of various
types, bascaly tha of warting or not warting to be onesdlf. This
paper suggeds tha subcultures (heeafter SC), and subcultural
studies, may be seen ascases in point, i.e definitdy marked by traces
of amilar depairs

Changingconceptsf culturegenerallyare reviewed,from Tylor
to 'culture hasto go' Ingold, the conclusionsbeing that culture
spellsconflict andthat a metonymicturn isin order. As for SCs,a
major changein usageis datedto c. 1970. Earlier, SCs were
conceivedas local, not age-specificand relatively closed groups.
After, they'redispersedhighly age-specificj.e. juvenile,and wide
open, notably for mediaattention.Simultaneously,a changeof
method took place, from functionalismto the 'interpretation of
meaning'.

1 Thanksto SusannaV. Solli for herthoroughcommentson an earlierversion.
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Basedmainly on Hebdige'sand Gottdiener'sanalysisof the punk
SC we endeavourto demonstratethat today, a 'real' SC is
indistinguishablefrom the mediaimagethereof(and vice versa,
hencecontingentatherthancreative,actedon ratherthan acting,
or 'donenot doing'.Or in the terms of Willis/Hurd, 'all style and
tasteculturesexpresssomethingof a generaltrend to find and
makeidentity outsideof work'.

So lessvariant,lessdistinct or deviantmovementsare suggested
for future studies, tentatively called juxta- or intra-cultures,
applying interpretative or dialectic approaches.The symbolic
creativity, 'latentresstance'or subduedgrievancein suchcircles
cannotbe taken a priori to be lessvital, less factual, than the
hypervisible juvenile effervescentSCs which have dominated
public andprofessionaattentionduringtwo decades.

Introduction

Whatfollows will examinesubcultureas a concept,if it is indeeda
conceptjts origins, growth, and possibledecline;andto what extentit
may be relatedto Kierkegaard'g1849/1929)conceptof despair,'a
diseasef the self'.

Why KierkegaardMis The sicknesaunto deathis a fascinatingtheory;
evenif not, perhapsentirely tenableit is exceptionallyperceptiveon
self-deceptionln briefoutline:

The self is a relationshipwhich relatesto itself, or the
relationshipin sofar asthe relationshiprelatesto itself...In
the relationshipbetweentwo the relationshipis the third,
asa negativeunit ... If converselythe relationshiprelates
to itself, then that latter relationshipis the positive third,
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thatisto say,theself...Despairs a sicknesf the pirit, in

the self, by implication a triple: desperatelynot being

aware of having a self (inessential despair); (a self)

desperatelynot willing to be itself; (a self) desperately
willing to beitself. (1849/1929:143)

Quitea mouthful. A more palatableversion:An |, a Self relatesto lots
of different things— relationsof use, talk, reflection, etc., gathering
experienceforming opinionsof the world, its thingsandtools, of other
selvesetc. Among thesedifferent entitiesthe | itself also figures more
or lessprominently;laying plansfor itself, praisingor criticising itself,
forming moreor lessstableideasof whatit canor cannotmanageetc.
Thel, in many brief and passingways, relatesto its own activities or
passivities,which tend over time to approachsettledforms — thus
becoming'the positive third' of the quote, a relationshipof its own,
more or lessfixed, by and through innumerablesingle instancesof
relating?.

Sofar for the self. DespaiP may arisein it asforevernew instancesof
relating occur, in accord or not with its fixed form up to now.
Kierkegaardspeakdirst of not beingwilling to be one'sself, as 'the
despairof weakness Take for exampleHjalmar Ekdal of Ibsen'sThe
wild duck a photographernd a fatherwho is nat really trying very
hard to be either, and further, not relating to that fact, except
theatricallyand ephemerallywhen disasterstrikest. Next, the 'despair
of defiancé (or baulkiness,Da. Trods is not easily translated),or
desperatelwilling to be one'sself, that is fashioninga self for oneself-

2 As an analogy, think of semiology's concepts signifier and signified, with
significationemergingasa third, a moredurablerelationbetweerthe two.

3 From Lat. de-sperq lose (all) hope,inexactasa translationof Da. fortvivle, Germ.
verzweifelnliterally 'exessof doubtor division' (tvivl is relatedto Gk. diplos divided,
twofold), in presenuseapprox.'beingbesideoneselfwith distressnot knowing what
to do', sosomewherdetweendespairandresignationjndecision.Depressionis a later
psychological euphemism,narrower and more passive than the active despair,
fortvivle.

4 Henceapproaching caseof despaitborderingon the 'inessential- not being aware
of havinga self, with real despairsurfacingonly rarely.- Thechoiceof instanceshere
andbelowis notrandomiit is well knownthat Ibsenwasinspiredby Kierkegaard
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fitting, attainableor not. Stickingwith Ibsen,perhap<tilert Lavborg of
Hedda Gabler, he who writes on 'the courseof future's culture'. Or
Solnesof TheMasterBuilder, who daresat lastto mountthe apex of
his structure.And of course Brand All fail to be sure,but only after
havingmadegreatefforts,their despaiplainly visible.

Fora lesser,or a differentliterary example take Presley'Hound dog,
who's'nevergonnarebelandain'tno friend of mine',for the first type.
For the secondthose'rebels'or 'rockers'themselvesvho desperately
want to succeedor themselvesagainstthe current, both before and
aftertheirmovement'surge.

The hypothesesSubcultured asdespair

Which anticipatesthelink to present-daysCs:we hypothesisd¢hat two
typesof SC adherentgan be distinguished correspondingoughly to
Kierkegaard'tattertwo types:(1) weaknessor thosewho don'treally
wantto evergo entirely SCalbut arecontentby toyingor playing with
it, keepinganamountof 'role distance';and (2) defiance,or thosewho
want to go all the way but remaindimly aware that their aim isn't
really well attainablegxceptperhapdor the rarefew who consequently
live the life of 'endangeredpecies'suchasthe Jimi Hendrixes,Janice
Joplins, Jim Morrisons, Kurt Cobains etc. - or the Baudelaires,
Mozarts,van Goghs, Charlie Parkers,Jack Kerouacs,certainly not
forgetting SarenKierkegaarchimself, this text beinghis last extensive
work sx yearsbeforehisprematuredeathat 43.

Thefirst type - weakness would seemto harbour a double, if less
acute,despair:-That of not wantingto remainan ordinary lower-class
youth, and simultaneouslywanting to approachbut not to be totally
engulfedby, a setof SCalwaysor symbols,well expressedy Phil
Cohen(1972,herequotedfrom Hebdigel979:77)

5 Reviewof definitionsbelow.
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. @ compromise solution between two contradictory
needs:the needto create and expressautonomy and
differencefrom parents... and the needto maintaintheir
parentalidentifications... (to) expressand resolve, albeit
magically, the contradictionswhich remain hidden or
unresolvedn the parentculture.

Thesecondr defianttypeis moreclear-cut.The all-out SC memberis
alsodesperatelyvanting to be what s/heis (yet) not, not to be what
s/heis (now). But at the outsetor apexof the movementit is more
likely to be all defiant,a ostentativecontrast,going for a maximumor
to the brink. Cometime, this may changeinto wearinessdespondncy
or resignation;or into nostalgia,'thosewere the days','Frankie'swild

years',auchich in Arkadienetc.— cf. Baudrillard 1997 on the role of
pastichan art.

Suggestinghat SC may involve this 'sickness— or despair,duplicity,
self-deceptionasa lastingor passingphase— doesnot at all imply its
being'lessreal’ or lessworthy of attention.lt is, not unlike infatuation,
probably more intensethan 'ordinary life', especiallythe secondor
defiant type; a high-strungphase- perhapsenvialle - of hyper-life,
more realthanthe commonplaceeal, somewould hold. More about
therole of enthusiasnor fascinationnsideandout of SCslater.

‘Social despair' - and its limits

Now for Kierkegaard'sesstenableviews: The implication, not exgdicit
but alsonot explicitly ruledout, thatany self is despairand nothing but
despaiiin one of the three forms mentioned,shouldbe avoided.The
idea,if that was Kierkegaard'sor is anybodyelse's,that 'the sickness
unto death'is a dominantstate,is not tenable.Life is not all weakness
or defiance,it is resolutionand perseverancas well. Cf. the 'Parson's
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sermon'of Ibsen'sPeer Gynt - the farmer who did his job, all of it,

dodgingenlistmentand other sidetrackingeffortsS. Thatis, a self, or a
self-other-relation,at easewith itself — a case of routinely won

objectivation(eu-pragid), asit was.However,selvessuchas that are
no problem— and admittedlyperhapsot very frequentlyfound. Who
doesn'taskoneself'ls this really me?','Cant win’em all, canyou?',or

'Am | not overdoingit?' everysooften?So the focusremainson selves
in despair in, darewe say,sub-pathologistatesor aspectsprominent
if not dominant;morecome-and-gthaneither-or,perhaps.

Further, Kierkegaard of course knew nothing about a social
psychologysuch as George Herbert Mead's(1934), the much later
idedB of a self beingformed, not through self-reflection but through
'the play, the gameandthe generalisedther'. Today'sself is not by far
a'self-male self',it's more of alatecomergconfinedto doing the bestof
the remnantsleft by a number of 'significant (and less significant)
others'We, our Selveshowevercherishedor rejected,are not aone in
theworld; we are made and shaped by others, whom we continue to rub
agang, pat affectionately, pay limited attention etc. The influence of
others may work both as an excuse for not trying to change ourselves
even when we can, but it may certainly form red oppostion, obgacles,
enamy forces as well. So the degpair of SCs may be less a 'disease of the
s=if' and more a 'disease of the seif-other relation’, more about which later
when we diguss the nonrautonomy of SCs

Elsewhere (Otnes 1997a: 7,11), | have outlined, 'the converse
Kierkegaard'a worse and more basicform of despair,'a diseaseof
your Other': (a) not believingthat you havean Other,or (b) believing
that you have one but suspectingthat your self has been entirely
engulfedby him/her,or (c) suspectinghat you haveengulfedhim/her,

6 From Kierkegaard's€ither-Or certainlythe characteB, the devotedhusband,and
perhapsevenA, the seducerare integral, balanced reflective charactersnot (often)
desperate.
7 Greekfor good,successfulvork or practice.

Not necessarilylater; this may relate to K.'s wholesalerejection of Hegelianism,
includingthe 'mastervs. slavedialectics' certainlyamongMead'sinspirations.
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l.e. takenover all control of that other. Simplified, (a) 'nothing new
underthe sun';(b) the uneasef the total follower, or 'Am | not being
lived, not living?'; and (c) 'do | haveto take all the decisionshere?'
respectively.In their inessentialforms, traditional, existential despair
implies‘being nobodyin aworld of bodies’,while socialdespaiimplies
beingsomebodywithout anybodyelse,asif alonein an empty world.
‘Vanity of vanities; all is vanity’ (Eccl. 1:2). The essentialversions
involve acknowledgingyour Other/yourSelf, but then, overstatingor
shyingawayfrom your insight.

All of which are traceable,in more or less direct forms, within or
aroundSCs,aswe shallsee.

A complicatingfactor of recentorigins is 'the GeneralisedObserver -
the Media: Today we don't know who we are until we seeit on
TV/other media. Videor ergo sun? - in the Warhol age of '15 min.'s
world famefor all' who or whatis not beingseendoesnot exist.

So far for our hypotheses;now for their substanttion, working
throughthe words,the conceptsandtheir histories.

Culture, the generalconcept

As is well known, definitions of culture generally abound (cf. Kuper
1997). A recent local definition by anthropdogig Unni Vikan (1995:17)
may do aswell asany:

Today we can agreethat culture refersto the sum of
learned (as opposed to biological) knowledge and
experiencen a grouplO. Earlier,we held that thesevalues

9''m beingseenthereforel am'.
This innocent-lookingaddition, "in a group", is in fact essential.Culture is a
relationalconceptmeaningless the specificationin which group?is lacking.
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hadto be unanimousndthat they were transmittedrom
one generationto the next, which has proved to be
untenable.

Schitz(1937/1964:93)s worth quoting on the failing coherenceof a
dominantculture,from the point of view of a sociologist'stranger'or
immigrant/refugee:

...the knowledgeof the man who actsand thinks within
the world of his daily life is not homogeneousit is (1)
incoherent,(2) only partially clearand (3) not at all free
from contradictions.

So,adheringo a dominantculturedoesnot, perhapsinvolve so much
beingin total conformity asbeingin a tacit, as if automatic,agreement
to avoidsituationsand questionswvhich would exposethe muddlesor
contradictionsof dominance- the doxa or discoursetakenasif self-
evident(Bourdieul977:164ff).

@sterberg’s(1997:11)definition is particularly elegant. After defining
sociologyas'the scienceof social conflict and integration',and cultural
sociology as the branchwhich ... dealswith culturein the wide and
narrowersensejn the light of social conflict and integration',he goes
on:

The conceptof culture in the wide sensecomprisesall
giving form to our existencerustomand etiquette rituals
andinstitutionsof all types...Culturein the narrowersense
comprises activities and arrangementswhich mirror,
expresandappraiseculturein thewideserse.

The uneaseof innumerablewriters trying to conceptuallyunite 'high’
and'low', elite or massculture,resolvedn threesimple words - mirror,
expressappraise!
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Somepagedater@sterbergntroduceshegemonyl:

The modern cultureis a hegemonic world culture, admitting
nortmodern trats from early on - Chinese interiors, Persan
carpets, Turkish janissaty mugc... All of this does not
threaten modernity's hegemony; it is rather an aspect of
modernity as a didectical concept: modern culture will
acquaint itself with everything (1997:32-3).

S0, no more than 'old' foreign interior items do 'recent’ salsa, neo-punk,
‘camp’ interiors, or Mongolian ovetone chant in themsalves threaten the
gerera, hegemonic culture of modernity, nor do they of necessty
condtitute SCs they tedify rather to the great reslience of modernity.

Thepresentuthor'spreferencehowever,is for a lesselegantformula,
cultureas

a set of artefactstypically used and customstypically
observedamonga setof persons.

Mod standard generd definitions, remember, were formed in opposgtion
to the materialism of the preceding resarcher generation; not so much
tha of the Marxian type - in existence but rare - but of the ethnographic
type, Muste de I'Homme-type artefact collections, the 'museum science.
Present anthropdogids, re-assuming on occasion the ethnogrgpher labd,
are gating to transcend tha, a typical title being Danid Miller's "Things
ant wha they ussd to be' (1983). Pure, as if immeaterial, knowledge
amply cannot beformed without material artefacts being used on raw or
semi-processad materials.

Recently serious and vociferous doubts are being raised on the
applicability of the generalconceptof culture in anthropology,cf.

11 Hegemonyan amagamof numericallysmall,usuallyelite parties,who by uniting
on crucial issuesmanageto dominateother, asor more numerousparties,the point
being that each party to the hegemoniccoalition would be too weak to effect
dominationalone.
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Longva (1997). Phrasessuchas ‘culture hasto go (Ingold 1993) or
'scrap culture' (Kuper 1997) hasoccurredin earnestWe cannotgo
into that debatehere; suffice to say that the conceptis, by some,
beginningto be seenastoo generalor embracing,too static ('reifying
exotism'), too loaded, carrying unhappy connotationsetc., and so
perhapdetterreplacedy lessgeneralyet not very specificsuccessors
— awhole family of terms suchas custom,fad, field, habit, identity,
lifestyle, movement,mentality, network, tradition, even lifeworld or
valuesystem- a wholefamily of petitsrécits in '‘post-modernterms.

In sum so far, culture gereraly isa concept and an entity in flux, not fully
gable; it is digouted, not atogether consensudl, i.e following Schiitz, not
coherent, only partialy clear, and containing contradictions. Or following
@gerberg, it ispart of the general sudy of soda conflict and integration.

Thisiswhatl call 'the metonymicturn'in cultural studies,the problem
of which consistsmuch lessin finding a general,unanimougdefinition,
andmuchmorein selectingcrucial,revealing,informative single setsof
traits for closerstudy.'Randomsampling'of cultural itemswould be
senseless and continueddiscussionof the generalconceptnot much
lessso.

We'vetouchedon the 'culture of whom?' problend2: Whosecustom,
knowledgeetc.isthis?No lessa problemis the 'culturefor whom?',or
discourseproblem:Who are speaking studying, appraisingetc. whose
—who else’s? - culture?This may berelatedto Pike's(1967)emic-etic
distinction,the ideathat anthropologicafieldwork canbe subdividedin
emic or actors’ point of view studies,and studiesfrom the etic or
external,expert,comparativeoint of view, the linguistic distinction of
phonemics and phonetics being the model. This is, however,
problematian termsof epistemologynotably Skjervheim’s1957/1976
discussiorof the participantandobservermositions hispointbeingthat
a pure,good-faith neutralobserveris on reflection not really posible

12 Note 10 abowe.
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(cf. also Otnes 1997D). Social scientists® can only pretendto be
uncommitteddr ‘neutral’; value,consciouslyor not is alwayspresent;jt
cannotbe exorcisedout of the profession,not evenby linguistics or
philosophers.

So the etic or 'neutralscientific observer'is a perplexingposition, yet
the distinction may servea purpose Knowing who is speakingdoes
matter:a memberof the cultureor an outsidesocial scienceobserver,
'neutral’ or partisan?Notably, a culture's self-image will be very
reluctant to admit openly those incoherences, confusions and
contradictions(Schiitz) which are everyday commonplacesfor the
socialscientist.

What culture is not

In a comic strip, Hagar the viking is telling his son: '‘Culture is

everythingwe do in order to be admiredby others'.In the following

strip, his sonasks'Canyou tell me whatis not culture?' which leaves
Hagarwith no answeltthrougha sleeplessight.

Professionals,of course, are often weary of discussing culture in
general.For one goad reason the classicversionof the conceptwill
seentoo inclusive,ecumenicalnon-dialectic:lt hasno, or no basicor
evidentopposite;it doesn'texcludeanything Inclusive almostto the
point of positivism, it tendsin practiceif not in principle to be dealt
with asif 'above'or 'besideSocialconflictsanddifference.

Not that suggesteadppositeshave beenlacking: culture vs. natureor
biology; vs. structure;vs. unculture,barbarism(cf. Jsterberg1991,
Wiggen 1998); vs. savageryanarchyefc. All howeverto little avail:

13 Why, perhapsevenlinguists — so muchof languageon closer view hasto to with
social distance,social inequality, class,educationor its lack (Bourdieu1982,e.g. his
discussiorof Labovp. 87 ff.).
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Untouched,'virgin' nature or biology is becominga great rarityl4;
structuraltheorieshave culturesof their own (‘corporationculture’,
‘culture of rationality"); 'barbarian'and 'savage’ culturesare by now
banalities,with us since Tylor's classic (1871). Likewise, the endless
debatesover 'high' or ‘low', 'elite’ or '‘common’, 'ordinary' or
‘extraordinary' culture.lIs therereally anything'too barbarian*or 'too
low' for the term culture?War, or military culture?Fascst culture?
Torturistculture?Genocideculture?Studiesof all exist.

Next, takingour definitionsliterally wouldimply thatnon-cultures 'not
(yet) learned knowledge and experience’, or ‘'un-knowledge,
inexperiencein a group (Vikan), or not patterred, chanceeventsor
actiondd. Or following Dsterbergtraits of our existencewhich as yet
have no (recognisable)form; formlessnesspoor or bad form. The
problemwith both lies in specifications:How do we (or any group)
know what we don't (yet) know?or how do we recognisea form as
not recognisable?

Theseparadoxesare real,| hold, but in practicenot too difficult to
surmount®. That requires,however,admitting openly that culture is
strife and struggle,not (only) cohesion,consensusScientistscan and
shouldadmitthat,whentrying to work in etic principle. But admitting
it in practiceis exactlywhat any dominantor emic culture cannotso
readily do: It can- underpressure recogniseoppositionyet rarely let
go of hegemonywillingly. A hegenonic culture's belief in its own
integrity or totality is a core, an essential element. The current
catchphraséve areall creolesnow' doesn'treally changethat, it only
involvesacknowledginga conglomeratén the bedrockmountain'sole.

14 culturein the etymologicalsensewould have wilderness,or laying fallow, as its
opposite.Or evenbeinguncultivatedin the agricultural sense which would exclude
nomadsandgatherers— henceuntenableppposedo real use.

15 But watchit, the momentchancebecomegprinciplethat,too, is culture.

6 For a simple exampletake jurisprudence’spr etiquette’sadmitting that although
manyrulesare unequivocalsomemayyet remainunclear.
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Paraphrasinf(ierkegaardve couldsaythattotality's despairis to lack
divisibility; and divisibility's to lack totalityl”. One compromise,a
caseof his 'weaknessis what| call alterity by contrasi8: Insteadof
outlining the core,the essencethe integrity of one's own culture,one
takesrefugein the denial of conspicuouscontrast:'At least, I'm not
black, immigrant, a criminal, hooligan', etc. etc. Or, for a dominant
culture'sdissidents;defiancein the form of high hopesfor contrastdo
eventually challerge dominance:'How promising, the ways of the
blacks,immigrants teds,rockers punks'etc.etc.

Thetrick of including strugglesover culturewithin the conceptis a nice
try but still too inclusive, involving no real negatiQ no ruling out.
@sterbergsdeaof conflict and cohesionasintegral partsis promising,
howeverandBourdieu'dlistinction(1984),a changingout arguablyan
objective hierarchyof tastes.The trick is taking this idea from the
programmatido the implementationrand systemstages,well done by
both,yet with moresystento it in Bourdieu.

In fact, the tradition of scientific culture studiesis selectivity, not
totality. For Tylor, culture was language,arithmetic, creeds,beliefs,
myth, and nothingmuch else. For traditional (Eurgpean)ethnologyit
was very largely basedon 'natural cycles' such as individual's or
household'dife cyclesl9), the seasons'or the 'near-far'-dimension—
from personalclothing to world trade say; or typologiesof various
sorts, such as Benedict's (following Nietzsche) Appolonian vs.
Dionysian,Malinowski'sMagic, scienceandreligion etc.

The term and conceptin original use:SC/

17 In the original the oppositesare infinitude-finitude,andpossibility-necessity
18 or scapegoatingn common,inexactterms. Touraine's(1978) opposition phase
of socialmovementsalsocomesto mind.

9 With the famousrites de passageconcepthighlighting the more dramaticchanges
of ordinary(life) cycles.
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Turningnow to our sub-fieldproper,SC asa term in wider useis of
recentorigin, not founde.g.in the ShorterOxfad of 1983, included,
however,n the ConciseOxfordof 1990.A likely guessasto influential
originators of today'suse20 would be StuartHall and his circle in
Birmingham,an earlyinstancebeingfoundin Hall & Jefferson(1976).
As asinglemostsuccestil propagatoiof the term, Hall's follower Dick
Hebdigestandsout, whose Subculture: The meaningof style from
1979in its ninth printingby 1996,a slim contemporarymay | saysub-
classicjsadmirablein manyways.

Howeverthat may be, thereis somehing of a watershedn the useof
the term SC aroundthe late sixtiesor early seventiesTake Broom &
Selznick (1968:71),oncea celebratedext in wide use,accordingto
which, SCis

... a patternthat is in significant respectsdistinctive but
that hasimportant continuitieswith a host or dominant
culture...(It) containssomeof the dominantcultural values
but also containsvalues,perspective®r lifestyles peculiar
to itself. Every group hassomepatternsof its own, but
the patternsof a speciali€d group do not necessarihaffect
the total life of its membersand, therefore, do not
comprisea subculture.A subculture,on the other hand,
hasa more generalnfluence on the personand tendsto
givehim a discernibleidentity.

Examplednclude occipational SCssuchasthe military, or residential,
ethnicor social-clasdasedSCs,all of which'...tendto be coextensive
with local communitiesand thus provide a settingfor the entireround
of life".

A typical SCwasseemsbasedon occupationor '...moretypical ... on
residential ethnic,or social-classcriteria'. Core exampleswvould include
military or garrisonvaluesetc.,ghettogangsor local communitiessuch

20 cf. the nextsubtitle.
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as the much reported Amish2l. Locality is singled out as a most
embracingcriterion.

So far, no mentionof youth or other age group£2 at all, nor of the
role of the media, nor of symbolism. SC emergesas a somewhat
derogatoryterm. Broom & Selznick ends, however, by quoting a
‘contrasting view', stressingthe autonomy and positive distinctive
values of juvenile, working-classsubcultures(1968:72),i.e. a more
positiveaccount.

The greatinternational Encyclopaediaof the Social Scienceshasno

separatentry for SC23. Theterm is, however listed in its Index, with

11 separateentries, three of which to be found under 'delinquency"
(whereas'deviance'is absent,exceptfor 'sex' below), three others
specialcaseghereof('drug addiction'(two entries)and'homicide’),two

more concern'nomosexualityand 'sexualdeviation'. The penutimate
two are startingto approachpresentuse - ‘classculture’and 'political

culture', both of which, while concedingthat studiesof subordinate
culturesdominate('culture of poverty', 'massculture’)yet do discuss
the study of political or class 'elite cultures'as well. Only the last

instance,educationabrganisationis moreor lessplainly in accordwith

the contemporaryusage a shortdiscussiorof 'studentsubcultures'.

Recentuse:SC I

Approachingnow the other side of the watershedwe shall start, not
with Hebdige'9ook but with a local Norwegianuse,dsterberg(1997)

21 or perhapsl732 Hgtten a recen Norwegianfilm caricatureversion of a local
rural SCatits worst.
22 Thoughit shouldbe notedthat B&S cites Al Cohen'sbook entitled Delinquent
Boys — This is not an etymologicalstudy andso may be provedwrong by future
such,but I've found no eariier use of SCasa term or conceptthanin Cohen'sbook
from 1955.

31ts 26 volumesuccessoplannedfor 2001 or c. 30 yearslater, will include entries
bothof subcultureandcounterculture.
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once more. Here, with referenceto Hebdige, 'the subcultural' is
outlinedas

lifestylesor formsof living whichdeviatenotablyfrom the

dominant (hegemonic) culture patterns. Sometimes,
subculturesstandin open conflict with the dominantor

official culture,constitutinga 'counterculture'.More often,

subcultureand main culture agree to differ, and the

subculturegncapsulatéhemselve$1997:18).

The ConciseOxiford (1990)in somecontrasttakes'beliefs or interests
at variancewith the largerculture'as SC'sspecifictrait - weakerand
wider, it seems,than the Norwegianformula avviker betydelig or

‘deviatesiotably'.

Now to Hebdigehimself, startingwith the narrower, or rather, the
distinct,counterculture

The term counter culture refers to the amalgam of
‘alternative'middle-classyouth cultures- the hippies, the
flower children,the yippies- which grew out of the 60s,
and cameto prominenceduring the period 1967-70.As
Hall (& Jefferson)1976)havenoted,the counterculture
can be distinguishedfrom the subcultureswe have been
studyingby its explicitly political andideologicalforms of
its oppositionto the dominant culture (political action,
coherentphilosophiesmanifestos.etc.), by its elaboration
of alternative institutions (...), its 'stretching' of the
transitionalstagebeyondthe teensandits blurring of the
relations,so rigorously maintainedin subculture between
work, home, family, school, and leisure4. Whereas
oppositionin subculturas, aswe haveseendisplacednto

24 Slightly overstatedn my opinion. While some SC memberscan and do make
effortsto keeptheir 'variant'wayswell out of sight for all outsiderghigh segregativity,
cf. Hannerz1980),otherssuchwaysare difficult to hide. A punk'ssafety pin, chains
anddogcollar can be takenoff, nottheir hairdo.
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symbolic forms of resistancethe revolt of middle class
youthtendsto be more articulate,more confident... more
easily'read'(1979:148).

The core terms here are symbolicforms of resistance Subcultureas
sub-surface,yet not crystallised protest or potential opposition, is
stressedrepeatedly,more so than in the 'parent'text of Hall &
Jefferson(1976), which admitsdegreesof SCs,more or lessdistinct.
Both, however, deal with juvenile groups, movementsor cohorts,
almostto exclusion.A this stage,it would appearthat older peoples'
rolesin SCsare strictly thoseof spectatorsppponentsor supporters,
enemiesr fans,neverfull members.

Here as elsewtere in Hebdige'stext SC appearsas somethingof a
fuzzy set,developedarounda small setof instancesnotably the punk
movementtargetedmore on demonstratinghe power of a semiotic,
symbol-readingype of analysis,than on developinga generalanalytc
conceptj.e.acompleteand exhaustiveclassificationof all more or less
deviant, distinctive, or 'at variance' life-styles or life-forms or social
movementsA modelfor researchnot a definition, is proposed.

Most writers still tend to attribute an inordinate
significanceto the oppositionbetweenyoung and old, ..
ritesof passage.. Whatis missing... is any explanationof
why theseparticularforms shouldoccur at this particular
moment.(Hebdigel979:73)

Thereis mentionof a sequencef successivguvenile movementssome
of them specified (teds, mods, ska, rastas,hippies), to which others
could be added,at leastfrom dadaand surrealismon, through the
swing freaks' masswave of the 30ies, with existentialism,jazzfans,
beatniksyockers, skinsfollowing, andfurther taggership-hop, grunge,
‘generationX’, and'XTC', to house,techno,scratchingand what not;
fasterchangesndsmallerstayingpowerovertheyearsjt seems.
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Hebdigeexemplifiesa paradigmchangesort of, in anthropobgy and -
to someextentin sociologytoo - from functionalisminto semiologyor
hermeneutics,'the interpretation of meaning'. Prominent analyses
concernthe use of symbolsin bricolage,i.e. surprisingor shocking
selectionandjuxtaposition prototypicdly punk'ssafetypin earring?®

A half in-, half outsidermyself, | have wonderedwhether Hebdige's
(andsimilar) accountsvould be at all intelligible for a personwho knew
absolutely nothing about the Punk movement,its Ted and Mod
predecessorgtc. Though he admitsto '... a kind of romanticism...'
(1979:138),0r fascinationmore precisely, his book does at times
approachafanclubsortof thing, a cohortor its observergakingtheir
fancywith theminto socialscienceandadvancingage.

Much more interestingthan this individual criticism, however,is a
generalpoint,soto speakthe ‘post-Derrida’ (1974:158).c'estdu hors-
texte,ca Themeaningf SCsis hardly possibleto graspthroughtexts
alone;it requireshaving seenthe events,the propsand costumesat
leaston picturesor screenshavingheardthe storiesor the music, an
ability to recognise a style by its less obvious details etc. A
commendablestart for a total outsider would be the thoroughly
illustratedLesmouvementde modeexpliqguésaux parents(Obalk et al.
1986),aneloquentesignatiorof the written text into pictures.

The changegeviewed

Summingup so far, SC before c. 1970 (SC |) implied being: (1)
distinctive, but alsowith continuitiesto a dominantculture,and so by
implication dominatednot itself dominant(2) affectingthe total life of

25 jeanGenets Vaselinetubeis Hebdige'sstarting point, the police readingit as a
sign of the male homosexualmost often thought of as a lasting SC, not a passing
stage;a 'masterstatus'(Hughes),howeverunofficial. As a sign, his tube will disclose
ratherthan signify; unlike punk's safety pin it is not for willed display. In Peirce's
termsit's an indexnot a symbol,signal ratherthansign.
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its members(3) locally based(4) closedor kept apart, (5) not (often)
restrictedo youth or otheragecohortsalone.

In short,SC | is (1) distinct, (2) total, (3) local, (4) not widely known,
and(5) inter-not intra-cohort.

After, the typical use of the term haschangedconsiderably. SCsare
still distinctalbeitwith continuities,but further the weight is rather on

what SCsarenot not entirely closedandcertainly not little-known; not

‘counter culture' cf. above,i.e. of symbolic or indirect resistance hot

outright, consciousor political protest,not (often or very) delinquent;
not absolutelytotal,i.e. memberscanto an extentpassin andout of it

andremainmembers;and not local, i.e. not having cleargeographical
borders, although some SCs celebrate 'sacred', symbolic, originary
placessuchasGracelandKing's Roador Woodstock.

In short once more, SC 1l is still (1) distinct, but (2) segregativé6
rather than total, (3) widely, even generally publicised, i.e. receiving,
provokingandbeingprovokedby dominantmediaattention(4) an age
cohort,typically a group of youth in the lateteensor early twenties-
andlater,astypically, revivedor anobjectof nostagic attentionasthat
cohort and its older fansadvancein age.SCsare aboveall (5) new,
selective'... expressiveforms ... each (moving) through a cycle of
resistancanddefusion...(Hebdigel979:130132).

SC lls are not fields (champg, not autonomous social
systems

Gottdiener (1995:243-52) gives a vivid account of how he first
discoveredand graduallylearnedto decipheror ‘read'punk, its music,
styleandideas.Leaningon Hebdigebut evenmore on later works by
Marcus(1989) and Savage(1992, he tracesa main root of punk in

26 Hannerz'(1980:255ff) term, a network type with subsetskept apart albeit not
entirely.
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situationism personifiedn the SexPistols Malcolm McLaren,who had
abackgroundooth asan activistin the Parisof May 1968 andin Guy
Debord's L'internationale situationiste Marcus, according to
Gottdiener

. shows how McLaren wedded his knowledge of
situationismand the enrage(sic) studentgroup of Paris,
1968, to the sale of clothing. Wanting to broadenthe
marketfor hisboutiqueitems, he promoteda rock band
of dubiousmusicianshipas the standard-bearerfor the
new look. McLaren turned situationist ideology into a
commodity first through fashion,and then through rock
music. Marcusshowshow Punk, as the commaodification
of anarchism,succeededbeyond anyone'sexpectations.
(1995:251)

He criticises Hebdige,who '...could not decipherthe code of Punk’
(1995:249),a major shortcomingfor a researchewho aimedexactly
for that - if indeedhe's correct, for Hebdigedid surmise the root
specified by Gottdiener/Marcusabove.Hebdigesucceeds) think, in
explaining somenoted punk symbolssuchasthe muchadoedsafety
pin, chains, plastic etc., which stand for pain, poverty and being
dominated— but, all flaunted as ironic ‘jewellery’, ‘fashion’ etc. as
against'real’, expensiveearrings,necklacessilk. The historic root in
pre-punk’'scontrastto and envy of Black, immigrant Caribbeanyouth
culture (ska, reggae),is less convincing though: The differencesare
clearbut theirinfluencenot really demonstrated.

Both GottdienerandHebdige howeverremainpunkfans,moreor less
fascinatedy the phenomenon.

Similar caseof fascinatechostalgiaare well known in Norway aswell.

With hippie and ultra-leftist movementswvaningin the late 70ies, new
juvenilegroupsemergedpractisingillegal occupatiorof vacan housing
etc.For someyearsthey celebratedhe customof 'the night beforethe
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1st of May' - youth drinking and dancingin Oslo's city streets,
includingoccasionalandalism)]ooting and clasheswith the police. The
morningafter,the usually so quietcity streetswould be full of debris
and reek of lachrymogenes. There were studies made, by
sympathisers/participants(e.g. Fryjordet 1986), supervised by
sympathisingoostgauchisteseniorresearched. The eventscameto
anendin 1985,by shrewdlyorgansedpublic competition:NRK, or the
local BBC startedto broadcasimajor rock/pop events,irresistible for
the youngpeoplenvolved,thatvery night.

Who, then, are the instigatorsof SCs?In the old sensgSC ) thiswas
by and large an insulated thing, with few or restricted outside
influencesNot soin therecentsenseWe cannotreally speakof a SC -

SCII - without acknowledginghe majorinfluenceof the media, both

aswilled and provokedfrom within a SC, and asbest-sellingheadlines
etc. corstructed from without it. Stan Cohen's (1972) inventory
conceptis in point, the exaggeratiorand distortion etc. requiredto

depictSC asa 'folk devil', a marketablecommodity— first a scare,
later,'defusedas chic mimicry or play-along.For a contemprary SC,

public attention, or 'visibility', equals life; it simply can't emerge
without.

Noteworthy, too, is the caseof the SC researchershemselves.A
contemporanSC with no mediaattentioncannotbe, agreed But what
abouta completelyunresearchedaseren't their - our - fascination
anditsrolein subsequertachingasrequired?

TakePunk,then,wasit mainly McLaren'spersonalucky conspiracy?
Or wasit the work of the media,the musicandits stars,the fashions?
Cohen'snventoryideais a form of labelling really, or ‘taking stock’,
but by the mediamainly. Now what aboutthe stocktakingof others,
participants, passers-by, sympathisers, relatives, readers/listeners/
viewers, 'worriers', police, schools,trend-watcher®r brokers looking

27 suchas Terje Rad Larsen, today top-rung UN adviser on the Israel-Palestine
conflict.
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for new market ideas — once more certainly not forgetting the
researcherghem/ourselves®ur answeris that a presentSC cannot
well ariseandlastits brieflife spanwithoutthe efforts of all thesetypes
of activities.So a SC is certainly not the work of its membersalone,
howeverinvolved, fascinated,devoted— or 'desperatelynot wanting
to be swallowed by the machinationsof distant, outside forces', cf.

below.

Fennefos41996)discusses casein pointin a study of 'youth events'
in a SouthernNorwegiantown. Therewasagreementhat ‘'something
happenedbut not on what labelwould fit. A policemanwho caughta
glimpse of Fenndoss field note form with the subheading ‘'rebdlion’

(Norw. 'opprar') cried out in protest to his superior, 'he's calling it a
rebellion!! Loca defintions were 'riots, or 'disturbances, 'hooliganism'’

or 'noig/ youth' but certainly not anything near 'rebdlion', despite the

fact that on occagon, shop windows were broken followed by some

looting.

In conclusionFennefossembraceBourdieu'sideaof 'a struggleover

classifications(Bourdieu1985),or jeu de champ illusio. Any field is

constantly(re-)constructingitself, always as a mixture of resignation
andnew nitiatives.We note the fact that the 'primary field' - the noisy

youth - hasno controloverin what categorytheir activitieswill belong

in the end. Other players, border actorsor membersof other fields

(champ¥areasor moredecisive:police, local and nationalpress other

media, local politicians, parent groups, scared or understanding
neighbourstc.

Desperatelysocial

Our taskwasto demonstratea link betweenbeinga SC memberand
Kierkegaard'sonceptiorof despairSummingup sofar, what havewe
found?Doesjoining a SC imply an amountof '... desperately(not)



Sosiologisk arbok 1999.2

willing to be oneself'?To an extent,yes.Juvenileprospectivemembers
seekand try out new identities,in despairbecausdhereis no going
back, no remaininga child28. Someovershoot,a few hit bull's-eyes,
andothersthe majority, try lesshard.

But this is by far not the whole story. The error of a plain positive
answetlies in its tacit assumptiorthat the relevantfactsare SCs,their
symbolsand young aspiringmembersand nothing else If anything,
we have demonstratedhat thereis a wealth of other agencies,non-
memberanostly, who play decisiverolesin formingthe SCs'life-cycles
- in factthatthisis the crucialaspecbf the majorchangeof phasefrom
SC | into SC Il (cf. above).Why, evenyouth itself is (paraphrasing
Foucault)a fairly recentinvention',born from the banon child labour
and the rise of compulsoryeducation.ContemporarySCs are nearly
approachinghe role Baudrillardassigngo terrorism:'...massesimedia
et terrorismedansleur affinité triangulaire'(1982:62).

The limits of Kierkegaardread as an individualistic position becomes
evident.To-day,'chacunestrenvoyéa soi. Et chacunsaitquece soi est
peu' (Lyotard 1979:30).Self-madeselvesare poor propositions,inside
andout of SCs.So we have recoursein the sociologicalreading- or
further elaboration- which we called 'social despair':the anguishof
having no Other, or of being dominatedby, or of dominating, our
Othersout of their essentiaftole.

Briefly, if you considertakingup SCalways,how can you know that
you'renot in facta mediaproductor image- 'beinglived, not living'?
That is indeedthe fate of the aspiring diasporic punk, or houseetc.
adherentReadthe signsfrom afarand startby copying! Converselyf
you try, McLarenwise o createdeedsor symbolsof your own, watch
out or you'll be an invisible mediadirector, using media inertia or
stereotypedresponsesagainst themselvesyet down the stream to
‘defusion’.

28 Desyeuxpurs danslesbois/cherchenen pleurantla tétehabitable(RenéChar).
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Both alternativesnay be enjoyed,of course- taking up the uniform, or
plantingpotentiallysplashingdeas.But typically, not for long - for the
suspicionapproachinglespairwill arise:My Othersaren'tso different
after all. So, as mentioned,when a SC comesof ageit survivesas
nostalgia mostoften bleak.

Thethird possibility, that of not seeingthat you havean Other,would
seemto be simultaneousiythe most promising and most desperatef
all. Sennett's'culture of presentationfrom The fall of public man
(1974)offersonemodel9: Today,all of ushavea repertoireof distinct
ways — splendidly both given and taken at face value. Even
respectableDaniel Bell is said to have proposeda 'straightin the
morning, hip at night' formula. Anything goes, provided it's well
enactedNo tomorrow, no Other, nothing but presentationNothing
but surfacesnot evenbelowor behindsurfacesBring in the clowns!
Or havethey/webeenherealways?

Yet these three 'social despair' types all share a degree of
consciousnessisa tinge at least,not often outspoke®0. Which brings
us back, both to Kierkegaard, and to that great, overarching
‘generalise®ther',the dominantculture.Kierkegaard'sext startswith
reflectionson despaiftwhetheror not it is conscious'We'vementioned
abovethat 'the despairof totality is to lack divisibility', andvice versa.
As a form of despairthis strikes even in the absenceof all
consciousnes®f all desperateeflections.

And thisis the specificform exactlyof totality, of the dominantculture,
the 'mainstreet'or mainstreamof ‘just plain folks' or 'decent,ordinary
people'.Such peopleknow, or surmise,that they're are everything,
society'sheartor backboneyet havelessandlessanideaof what that
‘everything' really is: Perhapsjust Adorno's (1970) misgelungene
Kultur, Cultureasfailure?

29 His most recentbook (1998)outlinesmarkedlydifferentmodels.
0 Baudelaire'spleenis a marvellousoppositecase,"... au fond de l'inconnu pour
trouverdu nouveau!
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And the lessthey/we know, the more they/we needthe comfort of
conspicuouxasesof what they/we'renot This is SCs,or any similar
ostentatiouscontrasts,in their main social role, being played, not
playing: They seve to save the dominant culture from its own,
increasingnon-coherence.

PostSCs: Intra- or Juxta-Cultures, or 'a circulation of
SCs'?

Both Hebdige'sand Hall & Jefferson'sbooks are by now pasttheir
teensPaulWillis' (1990)more recentCommonculture may havebeen
first in outlining a third phasea definite if not widely publicisedmove
away from SC studiesconceivedas movementsof juvenile symbolic
resistanceWillis creditsGeoff Hurd with the ideathat:

...aspectaculasubculturas stricty impossiblebecausell
style and taste cultures, to some degree or another,
expresssomethingof a generaltrend to find and make
identity outsidethe realmof work (1990:16).

Al, in Hal and asociates five recent volumes for the Open universty
press (1997), the same change is pervasve if not redly highlighted. For
example, thewords SC, and even 'youth', 'juvenile, ‘age’, are rarely found
in the indces, and if so, more usad by fringe, not central co-authors.
Indead, a general model for cultural studies is offered, 'the circuit of
culture, a circle involving 'regulation, consumption, production, identity
and representation’ — al interrelated but with the latter on top; the
production and circulation of meaning or sense, to phrase it smply. For
example, in thar Sory of the Sony walkman (1997), the foaus is on an
artefact not produced for SCd use aone.
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Further,in onebasicinspirationfor SCaland cultural studies,Hoggart
(1957),hisresilienceconcept- ironic distanceto the productsof mass
culture — is a fairly widespreadtrait of the working classes,i.e. a
majority of the people.Similarly for RaymondWilliams' (1958, here
quoted after Willis' 1990) catch-phrase,'culture is ordinary' -
widespreadnceagain.

Thiswouldseento open the field for numeroudesser,or less'visible',

movementssuchasbridgeor chesglaying,short-lived'crazes'suchas
Rubik's cube, or the perennialda-fort of the yo-yo. Or 'cults’ built

aroundfilms, videos,CDs, starsor other stageor mediaproducts.Or

‘alternativemovementsaroundastrology witchcraft, or other'arcana’,
macrobiotic food, and no end of exoticism gaining followers. Or

collecting,or hunting,knitting, bingo- not forgettingEliot's precursory
of inter alia 'dog racesgdart boards boiling of cabbageétc.

Someof theseare more properly called leisure activities, or more or

lesswell-bred pass-timesiImmoderateadherentamay certainly be 'at

variance'even'deviate'from the 'larger' or '"dominant’culture.Yet in

moderateform they are most often acceptablerecognisedvariances',
not threateningyisible'or headline-hittingroutine attention,not news;
humdrum, not scandal.Some, though, may have a pastof scandal,
evenpersecutior{'post-or ex-SCs'suchasjazz, rock) while mosthave
beenacceptabldobbiesall along(intra- or juxta-i.e. sidecultures).

Bridge, bingo etc. may soundboring to some.But doessocial science
know beforehandwithout closerstudy, that the symbol use in such
contextsis lesscreative,even lessof a 'resistance'thanthat of noisier,
more 'visible' youth cohorts?We do know, however, that cultural
studiesdon't really take off until differenceemergesWhosoeversays
culture,saysdifference,hierarchy.The tradition of a 'cultural anaysis'
which knowshow to createa commotionbut no animosityis, may |

say,barelysupportablevenif well supported.
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Concluding remarks

Here is the basisof dominantculture'sown 'sicknessunto death' or
despair— that of not having an Other - our worse and more basic
despairthan Kierkegaard's. Total unity cannot be, it has to be
establishedn contrastto - somethingelse, somethingdifferent, 'at
variance'.an Other, a deviantgroup, a SC. If one of thesesidesis
impaired, the other will suffer as well, as a result, unlessAlterity is
recasiasa challengea potentialfor Ego changenot a merecontrast.

In Kierkegaard'serms, "The despairof infinity is to lack limits'. A

wholewill haveto struggletrying to build its own bounds.Durkheim's
theoryof punishmentomego mind: 'Punishmenis aboveall designed
to act upon upright people... its true function is to maintain social
cohesionintact...'(1893/1964:108)It’'s by highlighting and ostracising
contrastthat ‘the moralmajority’ maintansits shadyself-image.

ContemporarySCs,we have suggestedare more and more diluted,
short-lived,andmachinatedy the marketinginterestratherthan borne
by participantsenthusiasmthen over time there will arisea needfor
finding fresh,or longer-lived, or more conspicuouslyvariantor deviant
SCsor 'postSCs',ableto createnew, striking, 'offensive’'symbolsetc.
They will come,make their headlinespasstheir summit and end as
'diluted’,but with the requisitepowerto shock,whichis exacly whata
weakeningdominantor super culture needs.Take McLaren's case,
which made his point plus a whole movement'despiteresistance’,
hencea caseof powerin Weber'slassicsensel ater, lesser,ephemeral
casessuch as GenerationX (Coupland1992) and Generation XTC
(Bopleetal. 1997)aremarket,not movementsuccesses;omparatively
powerles§1 We may safely predictthat there will be more to come,
both milder andwilder.

31 Though there are some 30 titles, — books, videos, games— related to the
GenerationX trademarkfound on 'the world’s largest bookshop’.Somewould-be
SCshaveleft the streetsandhit the webscreens.
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Thereis alsothe caseof Baudrillard (1997),a caseof parallel thinking

from a different field - 'high art' and its decay.For exampleWarhol

doing his Campbellsoup cansin the 60ieswas brilliant, transcending
whereasWarhol repeatinghimself towards the end of his career
vraiment nul, only pastiche,repetition, old hat, not ewven travesty.
Similarly for 'neo-punk’;neo-taggingor similar movementsWhatwas
shockingandrevealingsomedecadesgocanhardlybe muchelsethan

boringtoday.

Basedon thework of SarahThorntonit hasbeensuggestedhat ‘sub-
cultural capital’ is short-lived?. Very credibleindeed,but are not the
elementsof host,dominantor hegemoniaulture becomingas short-
lived thesedays? In the words of Yeats’ well-known poem,“Things
fall apart,the centrecannothold”. Thatwas80 yearsago,yet no less a
most fitting phrasetoday. Perhapseven what's left of hegemonyis
becomingragmented.

Someof my studenthaveassumedhat | am againstSCsin theory or
practice.I'm not; | proposeretainingthe concept,only softenedand
widened,so asto courteractyouths’ and the media’snear monopoly
of it in recentyears,andto openit up for the less conspicuousand
marketable movementsand social relationships, tentatively called
micro-, infra- or juxta-cultures.And not less, open for studies of
elementsof what usedto be hegemonicculture, as if they were
constructeanuchlike whatsubculturesisedto be.

32 Oral communicatiorfrom colleaguéWilly Pedersen.
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