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Synonyms

Culture Subdivision; Subgroup

Definition

A cultural subgroup within a larger culture is
defined as having some behaviors, beliefs, or
interests different from the mainstream culture.

Introduction

The concept of subculture was initially developed
in sociology and anthropology (Berzano and
Genova 2015). Counterculture, on the other
hand, refers to a particular type of subculture
whose values and behaviors differ substantially
from those of mainstream culture, being in oppo-
sition to mainstream culture values and behaviors
(Hirsch et al. 2002). An example of counterculture
may be the hippie subculture during the 1960s
and 1970s.

Subculture Characteristics

The concept of subculture began during the early
twentieth century. It is related to Durkheim’s soci-
ology (Durkheim 1895) and the so-called Chicago
School (Park and Burgess 1921). This concept has
been used by a diversity of disciplines, including
sociology, anthropology, psychology, and crimi-
nology. However, it has been most influential
in sociology and criminology as a major explana-
tory tool to comprehend deviant behaviors
(Blackman 2014).

A diversity of subcultures have been described,
including subcultures according the age (e.g.,
youth subculture, aging subculture), gender,
place of living, professional activity, illegal
groups, economic status, educational level, and
others. Nonetheless, the concept of subculture
has been frequently used to interpret deviant
behaviors. Within criminology, the concept of
subculture has been usually interpreted as dys-
functional, inappropriate, and delinquent.

During the 1970s, the Centre for Contempo-
rary Cultural Studies (CCCS) (Hall and Jefferson
1975) redefined the analysis of subcultural stud-
ies, youth, and deviance. The new approach on
deviant behavior interpreted subcultures in terms
of their engagement in resistance and social oppo-
sition. Different studies, particularly in England
and the USA, have analyzed the characteristics
of youth subcultures particularly with regard to
deviant behaviors (Blackman 2005; Williams
2007). Currently, and given our contemporary
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technological conditions, it has been suggested
that diverse social media (internet, virtual reality,
games, etc.) have promoted the emergence and
development of diverse new subcultures among
the young generation (Zhao et al. 2017). Gender,
ethnic, and even hobbies preference subcultures
have been described in youngsters (Hollingworth
2015).

Other studies have emphasized the regional
subcultures. As an illustration, Neapolitan
(1994) analyzed the Latin American subculture
of violence, and relate it with cultural values that
have evolved out of the history of colonization
and subjugation that is shared by most Latin
American nations

A subculture of education has been proposed
since long time ago (Vygotsky 1930/1980).
Education develops some specific values and
reinforces certain patterns of behavior, and
hence, a subculture of education can be distin-
guished. Recently, Venuleo et al. (2016) tested
the hypothesis that educational subculture in
terms of which students interpret their role and
their educational setting affect the probability
of dropping out of higher education. Results dem-
onstrated that the probability of dropping out is
significantly associated with students’ educational
subculture – but not with their incoming level of
knowledge and skills. Similarly, diverse living
characteristics in different working and socioeco-
nomic conditions are correlated with some spe-
cific values and behaviors. Riessman and Miller
(2017), as an illustration, analyzed the working-
class subculture. The nature of the conditions of
working-class lives (jobs, opportunities, and fam-
ily structure) affects values, attitudes, and behav-
iors. As an important element, coping with, the
instability threats becomes a dominant activity
and core element within the working-class family;
specific practices, such as mutual aid and cooper-
ation, extended family perspectives, are important
as coping mechanisms found in this working-class
subculture.

Similarly, a subculture of poverty has been
described in anthropology (Lewis 1959; Wilson
2016). This subculture has some very specific
values including helplessness, the search for
immediate gratification, dependency, marginality,

and powerlessness. The notion of a subculture of
poverty, however, sometimes has been considered
to be simplistic.

Conclusion

In every culture, variations are observed. When
some behaviors, beliefs, and values are different
enough from the mainstream culture, we can refer
to a subculture. The concept of subculture began
in sociology during the early twentieth century
and has been sometimes associated with deviant
and delinquent behaviors. However, diverse
subcultures can be distinguishes departing from
different social, anthropological, and psychol-
ogical variables: age subcultures, gender sub-
cultures, professional subcultures, regional
subcultures, etc.

Cross-References

▶Cultural Universals
▶The Cultural Intelligence Hypothesis
▶Cross-cultural Similarities
▶Cross-cultural Practices
▶Cross-cultural Evidence
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