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Rethinking ‘youth culture’: Birmingham and beyond  
 
What is ‘youth culture’? Is it still a useful and relevant concept, or has it passed its sell-by date? 
Do we need to re-think youth culture research, and if so how? This paper gives a brief overview 
of academic debates in this area. It draws on material published in the introduction to the book 
Youth Culture in the Age of Global Media (Palgrave, 2014), and parts of it were jointly 
written with Mary Jane Kehily and Sara Bragg.  
 
 
The category of ‘youth’ has been a focus of attention for academic researchers since the 
psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s ground-breaking work on adolescence at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. The term ‘youth culture’ was first coined by the sociologist 
Talcott Parsons in 1942, as a way of describing the period of transition between the 
security of childhood and the advent of adult responsibilities. Despite the many 
differences between them, both Hall and Parsons saw youth as a separate and distinctive 
phase of human development, and as a potentially difficult period of adjustment to social 
norms and expectations. Succeeding generations of sociologists and psychologists have 
sought to define the unique characteristics of youth and youth culture, often in starkly 
divergent terms. In recent years, for example, psychological research has seen the 
development of the ‘emerging adulthood’ perspective; while sociological research in the 
UK has focused on ‘youth transitions’.  
 
 
Straight Outta Birmingham 
 
However, at least in the English-speaking world, research on youth culture has been 
massively influenced by the pioneering work of the University of Birmingham Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS). Building to some extent on the Chicago School 
of sociology that had preceded it, the CCCS established the study of youth culture as an 
important dimension of the emerging academic discipline of Cultural Studies. Through 
ethnographic research and semiotic textual analysis of key groups such as the teds, the 
mods and rockers, the skinheads and the punks, this work situated young people’s 
cultural practices – including their consumption and use of media and popular culture – 
within a broader account of the social and historical context of post-war Britain. The 
Centre’s analysis of youth culture was part of its wider political project, which was 
centrally informed by varieties of Marxist and post-Marxist theory: youth culture was 
seen, in the terms of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, as a site of struggle, in which 
the hegemonic power of the dominant classes might be challenged and contested.  
 
The CCCS researchers analysed youth subcultures as expressions of resistance, in 
which young people made connections between their everyday experience and the 
wider inequalities of social class. The CCCS analysis suggested that engaging in 
subcultural activity involved working-class young people in acts of ‘double articulation’, 
firstly with the parental generation and secondly with political formations and agents of 
post-war social change. In the process, the CCCS account effectively challenged the 
pathological views of ‘deviance’ and ‘delinquency’ that had dominated both public debate 
and a good deal of mainstream academic research. To view youth subcultures merely as 
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manifestations of adolescent rebellion is to underestimate young people’s collective 
investment in change. By contrast, the CCCS approach set out to interpret youth 
subcultures as purposeful inventions, imbued with agency and meaning.  
 
The story of the Birmingham Centre has taken on almost mythological proportions, and 
in recent years its legacy has been widely questioned. Subsequent authors – not least 
exponents of ‘post-subcultural’ research – have extensively challenged what they see as 
the limitations and absences of the CCCS approach. The Birmingham School is now 
routinely dismissed for its narrow preoccupation with social class, and its neglect of 
gender, ‘race’ and sexuality. It is accused of over-politicising youth culture, and merely 
celebrating youthful resistance to adult authority. And it is criticised for adopting a 
romantic notion of authenticity – as though youth culture arises ‘from the streets’, 
somehow expressing a pristine and spontaneous rebellion against the established social 
order.  
 
However, many of these same criticisms were made by members of the Birmingham 
School at the time; and if we follow this tradition from its origins in the mid-1970s into 
the 1980s, we can find plenty of examples of research addressing precisely these 
absences and concerns. Indeed, if we look back to the ‘classic’ texts of the CCCS, such 
as Hall and Jefferson’s Resistance Through Rituals (1976) or Willis’s Learning to Labour 
(1977), it is hard to see much evidence of the ‘celebratory’ approach to youth culture of 
which they are often accused: if anything, they seem rather gloomily preoccupied with 
the limited and self-defeating nature of much youthful ‘resistance’.  
 
Yet if recent researchers have perhaps been unduly inclined to caricature the CCCS 
approach, and to proclaim that we are in the age of the ‘post’, a careful reappraisal of 
this tradition is certainly necessary. Critics of the Birmingham School have commonly 
focused on a small selection of early studies and tended to ignore its wider body of 
work. CCCS has been set up as the ‘straw man’ to be knocked down in order to make 
way for the post-subcultural new order. This compressed reading overlooks the 
diversity of interests and methods within the Centre. Collections such as The Empire 
Strikes Back (1982), Off Centre (1991) and Border Patrols (1997) bear testimony to the 
range of work exploring ‘race’, gender and sexuality respectively. CCCS should also be 
seen as part of a radical educational project, blending new forms of analysis with new 
ways of working together, for instance through autobiography, memory-work and 
narrative approaches.  
 
The ‘classic’ Birmingham studies of the 1970s need to be understood in their historical 
context, as a contingent response to a particular set of cultural and political 
circumstances. Read today, they speak of a society beginning to fragment, with the 
collapse of an industrial economy, the rise of global migration and the challenges of new 
forms of identity politics. It would certainly be surprising if the insights and analytical 
concepts developed at this time were sufficient to encompass the vastly changed 
circumstances of the twenty-first century.  
 
Yet ultimately, the CCCS offered a theory and an analysis of youth subcultures, and not 
of youth cultures more broadly: not least for political reasons, it was self-consciously 
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concerned with an important but limited range of cultural practices. As authors such as 
Gary Clarke pointed out at the time, there was a bias in favour of the spectacular – a 
bias that inevitably led to a neglect of the complexity and diversity of most young 
people’s experience. The cultural practices of the ‘ordinary’ young people of the 1970s – 
the teenyboppers, the glam rockers, the disco dancers - barely make an appearance in 
the CCCS texts of the time. One suspects that such apparently conformist, consumerist 
tastes would have proven hard to mobilise in the interests of the Centre’s broader 
political project. 
 
 
After Birmingham 
 
Recent authors have attempted to reconceptualise the concept of ‘subculture’ – or 
alternatively to replace it with different metaphors such as ‘tribes’ and ‘scenes’ – 
although such attempts have been less than conclusive. In a manner that directly echoes 
Clarke’s argument from 1981, they have suggested that contemporary youth cultures 
are generally more diverse, more fluid and more provisional than the ‘classic’ 
subcultures of the CCCS research of the 1970s. Card-carrying members of subcultures 
are, they argue, few and far between; and contemporary youth cultural practices are 
more commercialised, and more politically ambivalent. While some groups – such as 
goths or emo kids – can perhaps still be accounted for in terms of subcultural theory, 
the range of cultural practices that followed in the wake of the ‘club cultures’ of the late 
1980s and 1990s are much harder to explain in terms of Marxist ideas of resistance and 
hegemony. 
 
These ‘post-subcultural’ studies have drawn attention to the plurality, fragmentation and 
proliferation of multiple cultures of youth, with shifting ‘scenes’ and changeable alliances 
based on style and taste rather than social position. Much of this work focuses on 
leisure: going out, drinking, clubbing and participating in city centre nightlife have 
become the focus of studies that portray youth as the hedonistic occupants of ‘cool 
places’. The shift from reading young people’s practices as meaningful social commentary 
to an exploration of pleasure-seeking individualism may well be a reflection of changing 
times, as much as the changing political and emotional investments of researchers 
themselves.  
 
The post-subculturalists in their turn have been rightly criticised for their neglect of the 
continuing relevance of class. The criticism has to some extent been reinforced by the 
recent emergence of a new working-class ‘folk devil’ in the figure of the ‘chav’ – a figure 
that has become the vehicle of a contemporary form of class disgust. In practice, the 
‘post-subculturalists’ also appear oddly preoccupied with spectacular manifestations of 
youth cultural style: there are many cultural practices that are engaged in by ‘ordinary’ 
young people that continue to fall well outside the remit of such research. Academic 
researchers still appear strangely reluctant to look at the relatively mundane, 
conservative things that the majority of young people do in their leisure time – and 
indeed to consider the possibility that in such respects, young people may actually be 
rather more like adults than we might be prepared to admit. 
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The rethinking that is taking place here is thus a necessary, ongoing process: it reflects 
changes in academic fashions as well as youthful ones, and it relates to much broader 
social, cultural and political changes. Yet in re-assessing academic traditions, it is 
important to avoid a kind of ‘presentism’ – a tendency to re-read the past in light of the 
very different circumstances of the present. Like youth culture itself, academic research 
in this field needs to be understood historically, in terms of the imperatives of its time.  
 
 
Rethinking ‘Youth’  
 
A further reason for rethinking relates to the changing category of ‘youth’ itself. Like 
childhood, youth needs to be seen as a social construct. The ways in which societies 
divide up the life course vary significantly across different time periods and cultural 
contexts. Historical studies of youth and ‘classic’ anthropological accounts illustrate 
something of the diversity here; and these differences have also been increasingly 
apparent in recent global studies of youth culture. Yet even within contemporary 
Western societies, many of the meanings that are associated with youth are 
undoubtedly changing; and the period that is encompassed by the term ‘youth’ itself 
seems to have become ever more elastic.  
 
Thus, on the one hand, it can be argued that childhood seems to be blurring into youth 
– or at least that public perceptions and anxieties about such a prospect appear to be 
growing. The recent debate in the UK (and in many other English-speaking countries) 
about the ‘sexualisation’ of childhood provides an especially controversial case in point 
here. Campaigners in this area are crucially preoccupied with policing the boundary 
between childhood and youth, in relation not only to sexual experience but also to 
sexual knowledge; yet in a period when sexual representations have become much more 
widely available through digital media, such attempts at regulation appear increasingly 
impossible to sustain. This example reflects a wider anxiety about the ‘disappearance’ of 
childhood, in which the media and popular culture are frequently seen as the destroyers 
of children’s innocence – an argument that has taken on a renewed force in recent 
years, not least in response to children’s growing access to consumer culture.  
 
Yet on the other hand, we are also witnessing an extension of youth, or a blurring of 
the boundary between youth and adulthood. If youth is, as the psychologist Erik Erikson 
argued, a kind of ‘moratorium’ – a liminal, in-between state – then it is arguably one that 
appears to be lasting much longer and ending much later than it used to do. Young 
people are leaving the family home at an older age, and ‘settling down’ in terms of stable 
jobs and relationships at a later point. Indeed, the lack of stable jobs or affordable 
independent housing means that ‘settling down’ is hardly a prospect for many young 
people. Some psychologists argue that this period of ‘emerging adulthood’ is now 
continuing well into the thirties; while in a different way, sociologists confirm that the 
‘transition to adulthood’ has become a significantly more unstable, precarious process. 
Indeed, one might well ask what kind of state young people are transitioning towards: 
what is the stable condition of adult maturity which young people are apparently taking 
longer to achieve? It could be argued that, for all sorts of reasons, the values of achieved 
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‘adulthood’ are less easily obtainable than they used to be, but also, for many, less 
desirable in the first place. 
 
Media and marketing undoubtedly play a key role in this process, but it is a difficult and 
ambivalent one. The marketing of computer games or rock music, for example, 
increasingly seems to reflect a broadening of the youth demographic – a sense that 
‘youthfulness’ is something that can be invoked, packaged and sold to people who are 
not by any stretch of the imagination any longer youthful. Forms of popular music that 
were once identified as exclusive to youth are now increasingly attracting multi-
generational audiences: this applies not just to well-established styles (like punk and 
heavy metal) that have established, ‘die-hard’ fans, but also to newer electronic dance 
styles. Similar phenomena can arguably be identified in areas such as fashion and the 
fitness industry. Contemporary marketing often implies that you are ‘as young as you 
feel’. However, there may also be a contrary process of reaction here. Young people 
may come to resent older people trespassing on ‘their’ territory, and seek to defend it 
by deploying ever more arcane and inaccessible forms of cultural knowledge. Meanwhile, 
marketers and media producers may find themselves trapped in an ever-moving spiral of 
credibility, where broadening one’s audience comes to be seen as a form of ‘sell-out’ 
and a betrayal of authenticity. 
 
‘Youth’ is, of course, a matter of lived experience; but its cultural meanings are socially 
and historically defined. At present – at least in Western societies – it appears that 
these meanings have become more problematic, and more contested. While it has 
always been seen as a state of transition, the status of youth seems to have become ever 
more provisional and uncertain. In this context, we might well ask whether it still makes 
sense to think of ‘youth culture’ as something that is specific to young people at all. 
 
 
The Global and the Local 
 
The changing relations between the global and the local provide another reason for this 
rethinking of youth culture. For several years, I taught a Masters’ course about youth 
culture to a very diverse group of (mostly mature) international students. The course 
often began with an autobiographical ‘icebreaker’, in which the students were invited to 
describe their own relationship with youth culture, focusing specifically on the role of 
media. The exercise was designed to raise broader questions – for example, about what 
it means to be a ‘member’ of a youth culture – but it also very clearly demonstrated a 
range of cultural differences. In terms of media, what the students recalled from their 
own youth was often a complex mixture of the global and the local. They talked about 
mainstream British or US pop music or Hollywood teen movies, but also about Brazilian 
funk, Danish death metal, Japanese anime and cosplay, or French ska. Furthermore, it 
was clear from the comparisons between them that ‘youth’ as a specific life stage, and 
‘youth culture’ as an aspect of that stage, was not a universal experience. For many of 
them, youth was not about resistance, subversion and subculture at all: it was a period 
of relative conformity, of remaining close to their parents and their parents’ values, and 
of doing what was expected of them. While some described themselves as members of 
specific ‘subcultural’ groups, this was not a common experience: most were aware of 
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such groups, but felt ambivalent and uncertain about the possibility of identifying with 
them.  
 
Teaching these students – and indeed younger, but equally diverse, groups of 
undergraduates – about the ‘classic’ texts of youth culture research reinforced my sense 
that the academic debate about youth culture is highly culturally and historically specific 
– indeed, almost parochial in its limited scope. As I have suggested, the CCCS approach 
arise from a particular moment in the history of post-war Britain, and from a particular 
interpretation of that history. Its cultural specificity is not simply about the particular 
phenomena it explored (the skinheads, the teddy boys or the punks), but also about the 
theories that were used to explain them.  
 
As a teacher, I became increasingly aware of the potential mismatch here, between the 
experiences of my global students and the kind of research and theory that they might 
use to help them understand those experiences. It remains important for students to 
read ‘classic’ texts – although we can certainly have a debate about which texts are in or 
out. But the abiding question is whether those texts any longer equip us with the 
theoretical concepts and tools that we need in a context of increasing global diversity 
and mobility. As research on youth culture becomes increasingly international in scope, 
it is becoming evident that we need to understand these phenomena not just in relation 
to broad theories of globalisation but also in the context of specific local histories and 
circumstances.  
 
Meanwhile, of course, the media play a crucial role in these changing relationships 
between the global and the local. Young people are now growing up with significantly 
greater access to globalised media: media companies are increasingly constructing and 
targeting global markets, and young people are using new media to form and sustain 
transnational connections. Growing numbers of them have also experienced global 
migration, and inhabit communities in which a wide range of global cultures mix and 
cross-fertilise. New media technologies offer new possibilities for transnational 
connectedness and dialogue; and yet the media market is increasingly dominated by a 
small number of global corporations. These developments are manifested in youth 
culture in specific ways, through the emergence of a global lingua franca (for example in 
the form of MTV or celebrity culture) and through the development of new ‘hybrid’ 
forms (as in the case of hip-hop or bhangra).  
 
However, this is not simply a matter of changing relations between the ‘centre’ and the 
'periphery’: on the contrary, youth cultures typically display a complex and uneven 
negotiation between the global and the local. For some young people, the ‘flows’ of 
global capital can be enjoyed and embraced in ways that increase their repertoire of 
expressive youth cultures and styles. For others who are geographically displaced and 
living transitional lives, their relationship to global cultures may seem distant and 
remote; and there remain significant inequalities in access to media, both within nations 
and at a global level. The study of youth culture in this wider global context thus 
challenges the limitations of place-based research, and requires a less parochial 
approach; and it also demands innovative methodologies for accessing the cultural 
worlds of young people. 
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Media 
 
Media have always occupied a rather awkward position in research on youth culture. In 
much of the early CCCS work, media were implicitly identified with mainstream adult 
society and with the operation of hegemonic power. They were seen as purveyors of 
misrepresentations (as in ‘moral panics’) or of ‘the dominant ideology’, a mysterious 
force that was seen to impose consensus and obedience to the social order, even 
among those whose interests it did not serve. Following the theory of ‘repressive 
tolerance’, the media’s attempts to respond to youth culture were judged to merely 
recuperate and commodify its resistant potential. Over time, however, that narrative 
came to be challenged: it was recognised that youth culture was always mediated (or 
‘mediatised’), and that the protagonists of youth subcultures often used the media in 
very deliberate ways for their own purposes. Academic accounts emerging in the wake 
of the ‘club cultures’ of the early 1990s moved significantly beyond the conspiratorial 
views of the early CCCS approach. 
 
The emergence of digital media, and especially of so-called ‘participatory’ or ‘social’ 
media, marks a further shift, and indicates a further need for rethinking. Clearly, it is 
important to avoid the kind of idealistic celebration that has often characterised both 
academic and popular accounts of these developments. Nevertheless, these new media 
do offer significant opportunities for communication and self-representation, and young 
people are often in the vanguard of such practices. To date, however, there has been 
relatively little cross-fertilisation or dialogue between youth culture research and the 
growing body of academic work on young people and new media. There is often passing 
mention of youth culture in new media research, but in general the topic seems 
conspicuous by its absence. Meanwhile, publications on youth culture tend to include 
only token chapters on digital media, as though authentic youth culture is still seen to be 
happening offline.  
 
The popular conception of young people as ‘digital natives’ or as a ‘digital generation’ 
has rightfully come in for considerable criticism. Such arguments typically rest on a 
combination of technological determinism and an essentialist view of young people as 
somehow exotic and ‘other’. Here again, it is important to insist that much of what 
young people (and indeed adults) are doing online or with mobile technologies is not 
spectacular or glamorous or revolutionary, but fairly mundane and banal. Yet the fact 
remains that most young people today have grown up with relatively instant access to 
digital technology – and here it is important to include those in the developing world, 
for whom that technology most frequently takes a mobile form. It may well be that 
much of what they are doing online is simply a displacement or an extension of what 
previous generations were doing offline; and it may well be that the distinction between 
online and offline is rapidly becoming meaningless. However, a principled scepticism and 
a longer-term historical approach should not lead us to ignore what is genuinely new.  
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Here again, the analysis of online youth culture needs to extend beyond the spectacular 
subcultures of fan communities, hackers and dedicated gamers that have already been 
disproportionately heavily researched. The more mundane processes of self-
representation on social networking sites, the routine exchanging of photographs on 
mobile phones, and the commenting on video clips on sharing sites, are everyday 
aspects of contemporary youth culture that are in need of more sustained and 
systematic research. Meanwhile, it is important to recognise the consequences of a 
culture of constant connectivity, in which the imperatives of self-advertisement and self-
promotion are so critical and so intense. In this new situation, the forms of identity and 
relationship that are central to how we think about youth culture may well be changing 
in some quite profound and unpredictable ways.  
 
 
Who’s rethinking?  
 
Finally, it would be worth asking about who is involved in this rethinking. I have already 
raised several questions about them – about how we identify and analyse the youth we 
select to study. But what about us – the researchers, academics, and perhaps public 
commentators who are doing this? And how do we relate to them?  
 
There has been some useful discussion in recent years about the relationship between 
‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ research on youth culture. However, the large majority of youth 
culture researchers are by definition outsiders: they are people who were formerly 
young. This does not invalidate the whole enterprise, but it does point to the need for 
rather more critical reflexivity than has often been the case. Youth culture researchers 
are by no means immune from the tendency to exoticise, to romanticise, or to 
vicariously identify with those whom they study. Like many public commentators, and 
indeed many other adults, they can easily fall prey to the pleasures of nostalgia or wish-
fulfilment. Alternatively, they can implicitly judge present-day youth cultures with the 
‘wisdom’ of hindsight, and indeed with a kind of historical condescension: young people 
weren’t like that in our day.  
 
In research and in many other fields of practice – education, marketing, welfare, politics, 
media – the figure of ‘youth’ is variously imagined, represented, invoked, deployed and 
addressed; and in the process, its reference point acquires a somewhat elusive quality. 
Research, like media, is a form of representation; and while this is unavoidable, it needs 
to be acknowledged. Perhaps we should be most suspicious of it when it purports – as 
youth culture research often does – to speak on behalf of those whom it claims to 
represent. This often creates difficulties when we seek to respond to the growing 
demand for ‘youth voice’: ethically, methodologically and politically, ‘giving voice’ to 
young people, or enabling them to ‘find’ and use their own voices – while a laudable aim 
– is unlikely to be a straightforward matter.   
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