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Ithough “youth culture and the “sociology of youth”—and partic-
ularly critical and Marxist perspectives on them—have been cen-
tral strands in the development of Cultural Studies over the past fifteen
years, the emphasis from the earliest work of the National Deviancy Con-
ference onward has remained consistently on male youth cultural forms.
There have been studies of the relation of male youth to class ar}d class
culture, to the machinery of the state, and to the school, .corrllmumty, a:ld
workplace. Football has been analyzed as a ma}e sport, drinking as 2 m j
form of leisure, the law and the police as patriarchal structures concerne
with young male (potential) offenders. I don’t know of a study that consxde.rs,
never mind prioritizes, youth and the family; women and the whole question
of sexual division have been marginalized. This fallu.re b.y subcultural the-
orists to dislodge the male connotations of “youth” inevitably poses prob-
lems for feminists teaching about these questions. As they cannot use the
existing text straight, what other options do they have? 4 B
One is to dismiss the existing literature as irrevocably male-biased an

to shift attention toward the alternative terrain of girls” culture, the

construction of ideologies about girlhood as articulated in an.d through
various institutions and cultural forms—in schools,.in the family, in la_w,
and in the popular media. The danger of this course is t.hat the opportunity
may be missed of grappling with questions.whlch, examxflgd froma feﬂlumst
perspective, can increase our understanding of masculinity, male culture,
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and sexuality, and their place within class culture. This then is the other
option: to combine a clear commitment to the analysis of girls’ culture with
a direct engagement with youth culture as it is constructed in sociological
and cultural studies. Rather than simply being dismissed, the subcultural
“classics” should be reread critically so that questions hitherto ignored or
waved aside in embarrassment become central. An examination of their
weaknesses and shortcomings can raise questions of immediate political
relevance for feminists. What, for example, is the nature of women’s and
girls’ leisure? What role do hedonism, fantasy escapes, and imaginary so-
lutions play in their lives? What access to these spheres and symbols do
women have anyway?

In this article I am going to explore some questions about youth culture
and subcultures by attempting this sort of feminist rereading of two recent
books, Paul Willis's Learning to Labour and Dick Hebdige’s Subculture.! The
point, therefore, is not to condemn them—they represent the most so-
phisticated accounts to date of youth culture and style—but to read “across”
them to see what they say (or fail to say) about working-class male sexuality,
bravado, and the sexual ambiguity of style. Willis investigates the relation
for a group of “lads” berween working-class youth cultural “gestures” and
the places to which they are allocated in production. The expressions of
resistance and opposition which characterize this relation are fraught with
contradiction. Willis suggests that the vocabulary articulating their distance
from structures of authority in school and workplace simultaneously binds
the lads to the basically rigid positions they occupy in these spheres; their
rowdy shouts of disaffiliation quickly become cries of frustration and in-
corporation. A particular mode of class culture is thus seen in a complex
way to serve two masters: capital and labor. The emphasis of Hebdige’s
Subculture is quite different. He focuses elliptically on subcultural style as
signifier rather than as a series of distinct cultural expressions. Style, he
claims, takes place several steps away from the material conditions of its
followers’ existence and continually resists precise historical analysis. One
of its objectives, then, is to be forever out of joint with mainstream dominant
culture: it evaporates just as it crystallizes.

Willis and Hebdige both show how male adolescents take already coded
materials from their everyday landscapes (and, though this is not spelled
out, from their fantasies) and mold them into desirable shapes, into social
practices and stylish postures. Both accounts draw on the notion that control

“~and creativity are exercised from within subordinate class positions and that,

as a result of this subordination, cultural gestures often appear in partial,
contradictory, and even ampurated forms. These insights can be taken fur-
ther by focusing on the language of adolescent male sexuality embedded
in these texts. Questions around sexism and working-class youth and around
sexual violence make it possible to see how class and patriarchal relations
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work together, sometimes with an astonishing brutality and at other times
in the teeth-gritting harmony of romance, love, and marriage. One of Willis’s
lads says of his girlfriend:

“She loves doing fucking housework. Trousers I brought up yesterday, 1 took
‘em up last nighe and her turned "em up for me. She’s as good as gold and I

wanna get married as soon as I can.”?

Until we come to grips with such expressions as they appear across the
subcultural field, our portrayal of girls’ culture will remain one-sided and
youth culture will continue to “mean” in uncritically masculine terms. Ques-
tions about girls, sexual relations, and femininity in youth will continue to
be defused or marginalzed in the ghetto of Women'’s Studies.

SILENCES

One of the central tenets of the women’s movement has been that the
personal is political. Similarly, feminists recognize the close links between
personal experience and the areas we choose for study—our autobiogra-
phies invade and inform what we write. Even if the personal voice of the
author is not apparent throughout the text, she will at least announce her
interest in, and commitment to, her subject in an introduction or foreword.
Although few radical (male) sociologists would deny the importance of the
personal in precipitating social and politica] awareness, to admit how their
own experience has influenced their choice of subject matter (the politics
of selection) seems more or less taboo. This silence is particularly grating
in the lirerature on the hippie and drug countercultures, where is seems to
have been stage-managed only through a suspiciouly exaggerated amount
of “methodological” justification.

It is not my intention here to read between the lines of writing about
subcultures and unravel the half-written references, the elliptical allusions,
and the sixties rock lyrics. The point is that this absence of self (this is quite
different from the authorial “I” or “we”) and the invalidating of personal
experience in the name of the more objective social sciences goes hand in
hand with the silencing of other areas, which are for feminists of the greatest
importance. It's no coincidence, for example, that while the sociologies of
deviance and youth were blooming in the early seventies, the sociology of
the family—still steeped in the structural-functionalism of Talcott Parsons—
was everybody’s least favorite option. If we look for the structured absences

in this youth literature, it is the sphere of family and domestic life that is
missing. No commentary on the hippies dealt with the countercultural
sexual division of labor, let alone the hypocrisies of “free love”; few writers
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seemed interested in what happened when a mod went home after a week-
end on speed. Only what happened out there on the streets mattered

Perhaps these absences should be understood historically. The socioio
of crime/deviance/youth culture was one of the first areas from which t}i]
hfegeﬂ'fony of Parsonianism was challenged. Many of the radical young so-
ciologists in the vanguard of this attack were recruited from the New Left
from the student movement of the late sixties, and even from the hip ie’
countc?rculture. At this time, before the emergence of the women’s mof:e-
ment in ‘the early seventies, the notions of escaping from the family, the
bourgseons commitments of children, and the whole sphere of family ycon-
sumption formed a distinct strand in left politics. Sheila Rowbotham has
described how women were seen in some left circles as a temptation pro-
vided by capital to divert workers and militants alike from the real busiiess
of .revolution, and she has also shown how hypocritical these antifamil
antiwomen platitudes were.> Clearly things have changed since then bu}:
althoggh the work of feminists has enabled scudies of the family to transcenci
functionalism, the literature on subcultures and youth culture has scarcel
begur.1 to deal with the contradictions that patterns of cultural resistancz
pose in relation to women. The writers, having defined themselves as against
the family and the trap of romance as well as against the boredom of
meaningless labor, seem to be drawn to look at other, largely working-class
groups who appear to be doing the same thing. ’

In documenting the temporary flights of the teds, mods, or rockers
however, they fail to show that is it monstrously more difﬁcuit for womer;
to escape (even temporarily) and that these symbolic flights have often been
at thfe expense of women (especially mothers) and girls. The lads may get
by with—and get off on—each other alone on the streets, but they did not
eat, sleep, or make love there. Their peer-group consciousness and pleasure
frequt.ently seem to hinge on a collective disregard for women and the sexual
exploitation of girls. And in the literary sensibility of urban romanticism
that resonates across most youth cultural discourses, girls are allowed little
more than the back seat on a drafty motorbike.

Just wrap your legs around these velvet rims
And strap your hands across my engines

We'll run dll we drop baby we’ll never go back
I'm just a scared and lonely rider

But I gotta know how it feels.

.\Y’/riting about subcultures isn’t the same thing as being in one. Nonetheless
It’s easy to see how it would be possible in sharing some of the same’
symbols—the liberating release of rock music; the thrill of speed, of alcohol
or even of football—to be blinded to some of their more oppressi;/e features’

I have oversimplified in this account, of course—there is a whole range:




70 A ON RECORD

of complicating factors. In the first place, feminists also oppose the same
oppressive structures as the radical sociologists and have visions of alter-
native modes of organizing domestic life—although ones which are primarily
less oppressive of women, because historically women have always suffered
the greatest exploitation, the greatest isolation in the home. Second, to
make sense of the literature on subculture purely in terms of male left
identification with male working-class youth groups would mean devaluing
the real political commitment behind the work and ignoring its many the-
oretical achievements. The attempts to explain the ways in which class fears
on the part of the dominant class have been inflected during the postwar
period onto sectors of working-class youth—and dealt with at this level—
remains of vital significance; also important has been the ascription of a
sense of dignity and purpose, an integrity and a rationale, to that section
of youth commonly labeled “animals” in the popular media. Third, there
have been political and theoretical developments. The NDC (National De-
viancy Conference) of the late sixties grew out of a libertarianism which
rejected both reformist and old left politics in favor of grassroots politics
(especially cultural and “alternative” politics) and which emphasized the
importance of community work and action research. Many of these ideas
have since been refined in an engagement with the work of Althusser and
of Gramsci.
Yet the question of sexual division still remains more or less unexplored.
In Learning to Labour, Paul Willis convincingly argues that the culture which
the lads bring to the school and workplace and its consequent relation to
the position they occupy in the labor hierarchy provides the key to many
of the more contradictory aspects of male working-class culture. But what
do these expressions mean for girls and female working-class culture? One
striking feature of Willis’s study is how unambiguously degrading to women
is the language of aggressive masculinity through which the lads kick against
the oppressive structures they inhabit—the text is littered with references
of the utmost brutality. One teacher’s authority is undermined by her being
labeled a “cunt.” Boredom in the classroom is alleviated by the mimed
masturbating of a giant penis and by replacing the teacher’s official language
with a litany of sexual “obscenities.” The lads demonstrate their disgust for
and fear of menstruation by substituting “jam rag” for towel at every op-
portunity. What Willis fails to confront, I think, is the violence underpinning
such imagery and evident in one lad’s description of sexual intercourse as
having “a good maul on her.” He does not comment on the extreme cruelty
of the lads’ sexual double standard or tease out in sufficient detail how
images of sexual power and domination are used as a kind of last defensive
resort. It is in these terms that the book’s closing lines can be understood.
When Paul Willis gently probes Joey about his future, he replies, “I don’t
know, the only thing I'm interested in is fucking as many women as 1 can
if you really want to know.”
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Although Willis shows how male manual work has come to depend o
the elaboration of certain values—the cultural reproduction of lechist)l
from' father to son, the male pride in physical labor and contempt for “pen
pusl"ung”—he does not integrate these observations on masculinit l: d
Patmarchal culture into the context of the working-class family. The fya.mr;
is the obverse face of hard, working-class culture, the softer sph;:re in whilc}})’
fat.hers: sons, and boyfriends expect to be, and are, emotionally serviced
It is this lmlf between the lads’ hard outer image and their private experi;
ences—relations with parents, siblings, and girlfriends—that still needs to
be explored. Willis’s emphasis on the cohesion of the tight-knit groups
tends. to blind us to the ways that the lads’ immersion in and expression ﬂf
workmigl-class culture also takes place outside the public sphere. It happens
Z; (;n:}llce ;;?E;ic:]e breakfast table and in the bedroom as in the school

. Shopfloor culture may have developed a toughness and resilience to deal
with the brutality of capitalist productive relations, but these same “values”
can bt? used internally. They are evident, for example, in the cruel ritual
to Wthl'l the older manual workers subject school leavers newly entf:r'ns
Productlon. They can also be used, and often are, against women and ;rlg
in th? form of both wife and girlfriend battering. A full sexed notioi o;
working-class culture would have to consider such features more centrally

DISCOURSES OF DISRESPECT

Becau.se 1t consistently avoids reduction to one essential meaning and
bgcause its theses are almost entirely decentered, it’s not easy to contai
Dick Hebdige’s Subculture within the normal confines of a critical revi -
Ostensibly his argument is that it is on the concrete and symbolic meel:w.
ground of black and white (implicity male) youth that we have to underst:;rr:g
the emergence and form of subcultural style, its syncopations and cadences
.Frorn.an account of the “black experience,” he works outward to the w ‘
in which this culture has been taken up and paid homage to by whit ‘3’5
intellectuals and by sections of working-class youth. At the :Ileart f)fnZhie
process he places rock music—black soul and reggae, white rock (especi lls
the music and style of David Bowie), and, of cours:a, the “mess” ol; puiky

“Acknowledging—and fleetingly pleading guilty to—the tendency to ro-

manticism in such subcultural tributes, Hebdige stresses the danger that
such hagiography can overlook the unmitigated ferocity of the op gre i

and exploi.tation which have created black culture as it is. He doef nost5 lto .
to prove his case with a barrage of empirical facts, but presents his r::adirl;y
of style as one which the reader can take or leave. Yet the sheer partial'tg
of extrapolating race as signifier per excellence makes that which he chool .
not to deal with all the more shocking. Despite his emphasis on the negl:ii
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of race and racism in youth and subcultural work, he seems oblivious to
the equal neglect of sexuality and sexism.

His book twists and winds its way around a variety of themes. At some
moments it goes off into flights of densely referenced semi-sociological
stream of consciousness. At others it addresses itself with foreceful clarity
to mainstream theoretical debates on youth culture: two of his arguments
here are worth dwelling on in that a feminist critique would demand they
be pushed further than he is willing to do. From the start Hebdige ac-
knowledges his debt to the theoretical overview in Resistance Through Rit-
uals,’ in particular its application of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony to the
question of youth in postwar Britain, and places his own work broadly
within the parameters defined by John Clarke’s essay on style in that col-
lection. The problem is that Hebdige’s assumptions actually run counter to
those of Resistance Through Rituals. Briefly, he posits that the youth sub-
culture is the sum of those attempts to define it, explain it away, vilify it,
romanticize it, and penalize it. The moral panic and smear campaign con-
struct what the subculture “becomes” just as much as the kids on the street.
Linked to this is his important recognition that there is no necessary relation
between the peculiarities of subcultural style and the area‘of (presumably)
working-class life from which it is drawn, that “one should not expect the
subcultural response . . . to be even necessarily in touch, in any immediate
sense, with its material position in the capitalist system.” Working-class §e_lf-
images are just as constricted by the limitations and historical specificities
of available codes as youth cultures. Their “raw materials” may be material,
but they are never completely “uncooked.”

In one of the most perceptive and exciting parts of the book, Hebdige
uses punk to illustrate this. It is here, in spelling out his argument that punk
was a response to already articulated “noises” (especially in the pc?pular
press) of panic and crisis, that he contradicts the logic of the Rem‘tame
Through Rituals position, which argued for the deconstruction of the ideo-
logical debris and clutter about youth and for the reconstruction fron.l these
ruins of a more adequately theorized account. The important point is that,
precisely because it used a phenomenal forms / real relations model, Reszs-
tance Through Rituals was unable to engage directly with the sort of concepts
at play in Hebdige’s account. The significance of “Qutsider Mythology.,"
for example, or of representations of youth in film, literature, or music,
would have been consigned to the sphere of ideology or (worse) “idealism,”
given the same logical, if not political, status as the “moral panic” and
therefore also in need of “deconstruction.”

Hebdige, in contrast, argues that ultimately the radical/Marxist account
is logically no more true than any other: it is valuable to the extent that. it
engages critically not only with the phenomenon in question but also with
the inadequacies of the different existing accounts. Although its “politics”
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cannot be read off—it may have little to say about youth politics in the
activist sense—it nevertheless has a material political force in that it disrupts
commonsense wisdoms about youth and their more respectable academic
revisions. Whereas in Reséstance Through Rituals it is class that provides the
key to unlocking subcultural meanings (though not, the authors stress, in
a reductionist way),® in Subculture style and race are selected as the organ-
izing principles for prying them open. Although neither book takes us very
far in understanding youth and gender, Hebdige’s account at least makes
it possible to explore the theme without continual recourse to class and so
may disrupt (in a positive sense) some of our own commonsense wisdoms
about class and class culture. But although his method draws on the work
of feminists like Kristeva and is one widely used by feminists working in
Media Studies, Hebdige by and large reproduces yet another “silence.” The
pity is that he thereby misses the opportunity to come to grips with sub-
culture’s best-kept secret, its claiming of style as a male but never unam-
biguously masculine prerogative. This is not to say that women are denied
style, rather that the style of a subculture is primarily that of its men. Linked
to this are the collective celebrations of itself through its rituals of stylish
public self-display and of its (at least temporary) sexual self-sufficiency. As
a well-known ex-mod put it:

You dida’t need to get too heavily into sex or pulling chicks, or sorts as they
were called . . . Women were just the people who were dancing over in the
corner by the speakers.”’

If only he had pushed his analysis of style further, Hebdige might well have
unraveled the question of sexuality, masculinity, and the apparent redun-
dancy of women in most subcultures.

What is clear, though, is that Hebdige revels in style. For him it is a
desirable mode of narcissistic differentiation—“You're still doing things I
gave up years ago,” as Lou Reed put it. There’s nothing inherently wrong
with that; the problem is that as a signifier of desire, as the starting point
for innumerable fantasies or simply as a way of sorting friends from enemies,
Hebdige’s usage of “style” structurally excludes women. This is ironic, for
in “straight” terms it is accepted as primarily a female or feminine interest.
What's more, women are so obviously inscribed (marginalized, abused)
within subcultures as static objects (girlfriends, whores, or “faghags”) that
access to its thrills—to hard, fast rock music, to drugs, alcohol, and “style”—
would hardly be compensation even for the most adventurous teenage girl.
The signs and codes subverted and reassembled in the “semiotic guerilla
warfare” conducted through style don’t really speak to women at all. The
attractions of a subculture—its fluidity, the shifts in the minutiae of its
styles, the details of its combative bricolage—are offset by an unchanging
and exploitative view of women.
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HOMAGES TOD MASCULINITY

Rather than just cataloguing the “absences” in Subculture, 1 want to deal

with three questions raised by a feminist reading: the extent to which sub-
cultural bricolenrs draw on patriarchal meanings, the implications of ambig-
wous sexuality for youth culeures, and the question of gender and the moral
panic. ]
Dick Hebdige claims that style breaks rules and that its “refusals” are
complex amalgams taken from a range of existing signs and meanings. Their
“menace” lies in the extent to which they threaten these meanings by dem-
onstrating their fraility and the ease with which they can be thrown into
disorder. But just as the agents who carry on this sartorial terrorism are
inscribed as subjects within patriarchal as well as class structures, so toO are
the meanings to which they have recourse. These historical, cultural con-
figurations cannot be free of features oppressive to womem. Machismo
suffuses the rebel archetypes in Jamaican culture which, Hebdige claims,
young British blacks plunder for suitable images. The teds turned to the
style of Edwardian “gents.” The mods, locating themselves within the “mod-
ernism” of the new white-collar working class, looted its wardrobe as well
as that of smart young blacks around town. The skins, similarly, turned
simultaneously to both black style and that of their “fathers” and “grand-
fathers.” More tangentially, punks appropriated the “illicit iconography of
pornography,” the male-defined discourse par excellence. Of course, it would
be ludicrous to expect anything different. The point I'm stressing is how
highly differentiated according to gender style (mainstream or subcultural)
it is—it's punk girls who wear the suspenders, after all.

If, following Eco’s dictum,® we speak through our clothes, then we still
do so in the accents of our sex. Although Hebdige does fleetingly mention
sexual ambiguity in relation to style (and especially to the various personas
of David Bowie), he doesn’t consider it asa central feature right across the
subcultural spectrum—for him subculeural style #s Sta-prest trousers, Ben
Sherman shirts, or pork pie hats. I’m not suggesting that all subcultures
value transvestism—far from it—but that subcultural formations and the

inflections of their various “movements” raise questions about sexual iden-
tity which Hebdige continuously avoids. Does subcultural elevation of style
threaten the official masculinity of straight society, which regards such fuss-
iness as sissy? Does the skinheads’ pathological hatred of “queers”. betray
an uneasiness about their own fiercely defended male culture and style?
Are subcultures providing relatively safe frameworks within which boys and
young men can escape the pressures of heterosexuality?
For feminists the main political problem is to assess the significance of
this for women. If subculture offers a (temporary?) escape from the demands
of traditional sex roles, then the absence of predominantly girl subcultures—
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their deni “ ions
‘ reSS.rua.l odf access to such “solutions”—is evidence of their deeper
: oy
° r;:c;; ﬁrldon an of the monolithic heterosexual norms which surround them
expression in the ideolo, i
gy of romantic love. Wh
a ress the i . ereas men wh
play around” with femininit o of
y are nowadays credited wi
ith some de
ower to i i et
fexuaht choose,. gender experimentation, sexual ambiguity, and homo
. - ’ )
sexoall y among gitls are viewed differently. Nobody explains David Bow
urs i :
e 1on;<mto fergale personas (see the video accompanying his “gay”
N
sngle .oycfis‘ eep Swinging”) in terms of his inability to artract women
indical iguity in girls is sti :
COUIdn?; indic [il:)r.l of suchy ambiguity in girls is still a sure sign that they
coulent ma in a man’s world. Failure replaces choice; escape from
P anr}lorms ;ls still synonymous with rejection. (Even the fashionable
ong the women of the And i
sext y Warhol set is le illi
with in the popular pr i e
ess as hot gossip.) M i i
. oint, then, i
weh in ; y point, , is not to label
oppreSSinS as potentially gay, but to show thar the possibility of escaping
oppressy haspelcts lof adolescent heterosexuality within a youth culture or
with a clearly signaled identi i
‘ entity remains more or | i
girls. For working-class girl i e
s especially, the road to “straight” i
. « . o i
e o g cass 3 straight” sexuality still
Finally [ w i
processez o ant to comment on the way in which Hebdige deals with the
processes. ;.ea}jtxon and incorporation accompanying the subculrural lea
i
o the me c;g t of the popular press and media. He exposes with grealz
ce B}; rtheeu'.la equacies fof the old “moral panic” argument and suggests that
sian notion of trivializatio icizati
n/exoticization/d ication?
the B: n/domestication? offers a
bere lz?ccoum of how youth cultures are “handled.” But again, because hi
odel is n 1 i | : .
S c;tj l,g.enderled, he fails to recognize that these are gender-specific
s. Ultimately the shock of )
subcultures can b i
processes | an be partially defused
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other thi i i
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| omen. This d
oo™ o e . oes not mean
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= Somegeexrz eris cohqcerned. Even male sexual ambiguity can be dealt with
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. e Sex Pistols had b
[0 some & . : : s had been an all-female
band b}z enng and ;wearmg their way into the limelight, the response would
fave beer more heated, the condemnation less tempered by indulgence
v i .
ent would have been greeted in the popular press as evidence

Of a major ITl()Ia.l breakdown aIld not just a ial[ly common h()Ckl
st as
] m s lf S ng,

WALKING ON THE WILD SIDE—
IT°'S DIFFERENT FOR GIRLS

Rather th: i i i
e Lan :‘iiea.lmg with more mainstream sociological criticisms of Sxzb-
ondon-centeredness, for example) or making my rather ove
r-
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simplified comments on youth culture more specific (historically and in
relation to such institutions as school, family, and workplace), I now want
to look briefly at some of the meanings ensconced within some of the objects
and practices constituting the subcultural artillery.

Rock music has been so much a part of postwar youth cultures that its
presence has often just been noted by writers; the meanings signified by
its various forms have not received the attention they deserve. Dick Heb-
dige does something to redress this, but again without developing a per-
spective sensitive to gender and sexual division. My points here are tentative
and simple. Such a perspective would have to realize that rock does not
signify alone, as pure sound. The music has to be placed within the dis-
courses through which it is mediated to its audience and within which its
meanings are articulated. Just as reviews construct the sense of a particular
film in different ways, so an album or concert review lays down the terms
and the myths by which we come to recognize the music. One myth en-
ergetically sustained by the press is the overwhelming maleness of the rock
scene. Writers and editors seem unable to imagine that girls could make
up a sizable section of their readership: although at a grassroots level virulent
sexism has been undermined by punk, Rock Against Racism, and Rock
Against Sexism, journalistic treatment remains much the same. As “the
exception,” women musicians are now treated with 2 modicum of respect
in the New Musical Express or Melody Maker, but women are dealt with
more comfortably in the gossip column on the back page, as the wives or
girlfriends of the more flamboyant rock figures.

The range of drug scenes characterizing subcultures reveals a similar
pattern. The inventory is familiar—alcohol for teds, rockers, and skins;
speed and other pills for mods, punks, and rudies; hallucinogenics for hip-
pies; cocaine and to a lesser extent heroin for other groups closer to the
rock scene. So intransigently male are the mythologies and rituals attached
to regular drug taking that few women feel the slightest interest in their
literary, cinematic, or cultural expressions—from William Burroughs’s
catalogues of destructive self-abuse and Jack Kerouac’s stream-of-
consciousness drinking sprees to Paul Willis’s lads and their alcoholic bra-
vado. It would be foolish to imagine that women don’t take drugs—isolated
young housewives are among the heaviest drug users, and girls in their late
teens are one of the largest groups among attempted suicides by drug
overdose. Instead I'm suggesting that for a complex of reasons the imaginary
solutions which drugs may offer boys do not have the-same attraction for
girls. One reason is probably commonsense wisdom deeply inscribed in
most women’s consciousnesses—that boys don’t like girls who drink, take
speed, and so on; that losing control spells sexual danger; and that drinking
and taking drugs harm physical appearance. A more extreme example would
be the way that the wasted male junkie can in popular mythology, in novels
and films, retain a helpless sexual attraction which places women in the role
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9f potential nurse or social worker. Raddled, prematurely a éd
junk rarely prompt a reciprocal willingness. v seed women on
. The meanings that have sedimented around other objects, like m
bikes or electronic musical equipment, have made them equall;' unav. '(l)tlglr .
to women and girls. And although girls are more visible (both in nualli .
and popular representation) in punk than earlier subcultures. I havem o
come across the sight of a girl “gobbing.” Underpinning ’this conf'er t?
marginalization is the central question of street visibility. It has alw. Lﬂua
on the street that most subcultural activity takes place (save perha ayfs e;“
more middle-class oriented hippies): it both proclaims the publicipzsat? o ef
the g}'ou.p and at the same time ensures its male dominance. For the Otn .
remains in some ways taboo for women (think of the una;nbi o con.
notations of the term “streetwalker”): “morally dubious” Wom‘gu ate the
natu.rai partners of street heroes in movies like Walter Hill’s Tben\;re t'he
and in rock songs from the Rolling Stones to Thin Lizzy or Bruz s“”f””
frtleen. Ft?: worl;ing—class girls can afford flats and so for them ;oinirlgﬁ;
eans either a date—an escort and a place to go— i
hall, or pub. Younger girls tend to stas indoor;g zr tgrczif;rea i::c?’ -
clubs; those with literally nowhere else to go but the Streit fr;rl youtlh
become pregnant within a year and disappear back into the h : to be
absorbed by childcare and domestic labor. ome (o be
There are of course problems in such large-scale generalizations. C
lciiifiuzl)l(:;el;' 1s 1mpzrtant to separate public images and stereotype; frgnm_
‘ lence, the range of ideological representati
?:,lly .f;omfenz{pirfifcai observation and sociolozical ZZizogiltwii C;’;eti:zr:);:
o sides feed off each other. Everyday lif
prlehensib(lie within the very terms ansn; irzagei Elff?r):ielzyatthlee?:eg;r tllnyo;ziz;
cu 'ture, education, and the “arts,” just as ial li ’
ditions for ideological and culn.u-aiI repres?r?tt:trii.h”ffehic: ecaotrerf tlhe'precon_
not paralyze our critical faculties altogether, however. It is cls';xfl Y el
recent research, for example, that girls are reluctant to drink 1-roem' Hiy
beca,mse of Fhe sexual dangers of drunkenness. This doesn’t mean fh Gs'ely
don’t occasionally “get pissed”; my data suggest that they will dri it gl'r}:
more'conﬁdence and less tension only when they have a reliablim Walc;
rl;t:sl'g:eln:i ;vglﬂjmf to grotect them from more predatory, less screuljflelouz
I - It’s difficult to deal so schematically with dru i
involvement in hard drug subcultures. Particularly iitleliz‘ftei’nagnigx\l/ce‘ilfz
s s

-the-warnings to girls against hard drugs in the West German media (the

:nril:i'lctllor} rate ther: is much higher than in Britain). These are couched
irely in terms of the damage heroin can d
: ' o to your looks, your bod
afuli Xour :se?(uailty. They reinforce and spell out just how “it’s different fg’;
ﬁll’ s”: a girl’s self-evaluation is assumed to depend on the degree to which
er body and sexuality are publicly assessed as valuable.
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THE POLITICS OF STYLE—
TWO STEPS BEYOND

I noted earlier that a “politics of youth” cannot simply be read off from
Dick Hebdige’s book. Although this hesitancy is preferable to the slogan-
izing with which much writing on youth culture ends, it still barely disguises
the pessimism deeply rooted in all structuralisms, the idea that codes may
change but the scaffolding remains the same, apparently immutable. Heb-
dige’s conclusion seems to point to a convergence between gloomy exis-
tentialism and critical Marxism as the gap between the “mythologist” and
the working class appears to expand. The sadness pervading the closing
pages of Subculture hinges on this failure to communicate which, Hebdige
claims, characterizes the relation between intellectuals and the class whose
life they write about. But just because Subculture won't appear alongside
the Guinness Book of Records on the bestseller lists or the shelves of Smith’s
is no real cause for such pessimism. Instead we should develop a clearer
idea of the sectors of “youth” potentially responsive to Dick Hebdige’s
intervention (male ex-mods, hippies, skins, and punks at art colleges, ap-
prentices on day-release courses in tech colleges, rock fans and young so-
cialists . .. ?) and also a broader vision of our spheres of political competence.

Radical and feminist teachers could well, despite the usual resistance
they encounter, popularize many of Hebdige’s arguments (as well as some
points of feminist critique). It's also conceivable that some young people
may read the book unprompted by youth “professionals” (teachers or com-
munity workers). After all, the New Mausical Express, which sells over
200,000 copies, recently reviewed it in glowing terms, and Hebdige's ideas
have clearly influenced several of the paper’s feature writers. So there’s no
doubt that, apart from being one of the most important books to date on
the question of youth culture, it is also likely to reach, if often indirectly,
an unprecedentedly wide audience. That's why its lack of attention to gender
matters: it could have opened up questions of style and sexual politics. Also,

had he addressed himself more directly to this potential audience, Hebdige
might have made clearer the implications of the “escape” from the working
class into the subcultural bohemia of an art college or rock band, or simply
into the independence of a rented flat. As it is, Subculture should become
a landmark wichin the politics of culture inside the notoriously traditional
art college
than individual expression and its investigation of the social meaning of
style. The problem is just that Hebdige implies you have to choose either
style or politics and that the two cannot really be reconciled.

My own guess is that to understand these questions about youth culture
and politics more fully, it will be necessary to supplement the established

s because of its emphasis on style and image-as collective rather. .
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cqnceptual triad of class, sex, and race with three more concepts—populi
{euu.re, a}'ld Dleasure. 1t's not possible to develop a full-blov{)'n thpopu ead
justification for that project here, however. And as I opened this aio'riniaal
conde_mning the self-effacement of male writers, it would perha subC g
propriate to end on a personal note about the ambivalence ofpm own
responses to subcultures (I too lace my texts with rock lyrics) ydo:n
possible links between youth subcultures and feminist cultuZe e e
For as logg as I can remember, collective expressions of ;iisaﬂiliatio
from authority and the hegemony of the dominant classes (by either )
have sent shivers of excitement down my spine. Despite theiry often eseX)
igemted romanticism and their bankrupt (frequently sexist) politics xta};g .
sp.ectacle" of these symbolic gestures has got a hold on my consci Cncss
which I cannot completely exorcise. Sitting on a train in West Gousrless
surrounded by carefully coiffured businessmen and well-manicur:;rrll)am',’
nesswomen, the sight of two Felliniesque punks (male) in the next .y
partment cannot fail to make me smile, just as it cannot fail to mak Come
convoluted political statement. e some
in a 51m11ar. way, punk is central to an understanding of the resur,
of ‘youth politics” in Britain over recent years. It’s not a dexs ex ng?ce
Vflhlch will banish the unpopularity of left politics but, as a set of”g:) ”id
lml.(ed gestures and forms, it has proved a mobilizing a,nd energizing f¢ -
which has helped to consolidate developments like Rock A aiist }f o,
The.re_ have also been overlaps between the nuances of pﬁnk st laam:i.
femlmst.st.yle. which are more than just coincidental. Although theysteilan
heels., miniskirts, and suspenders will, despite their debunking connot ons.
remain unpalatable to most feminists (with the exception of Nina Hanons,
both Punk girls and feminists want to overturn accepted ideas aboutzl ge}? ;
constitutes femininity. And they often end up using similar stylish d vices
to upset notions of “public propriety.” ’ e
What Fhis indicates is a mysterious symbiosis between aspects of sub
cultural llfe. and style in postwar Britain and aspects of a “rﬁsw”S l(e)ftsué
even femln.lst culture. However precious or trivial the question of sari
may seem in contrast to concrete forms of oppression and exploitatt'y ;
Funemployment, for example, or the strengthening of the state appar o,
;tt clanantkbeHhi;jd off into the realm of personal hedonism Tll:ep s:r[tu f))%
yle Dic ebdige describes is central to the contradi .
working-class male culture, and it plays a visible role ir?dtl}::):Zsi?:;;:z l())yf

_youth in Britian today. The style of West Indian boys and girls is as much

:Vr; assau!t on authoFitY as outright confrontation. In our daily lives, feminists
v egf; ::;lnizrrseesm::lgc warfare. Kmtting in pubs, breastfeeding in Harrods,
he refus: pond to expressions of street sexism, the way we wear our
clothes .;%ll the signs and meanings embodied in the way we hand]
public visibility play a part in the culture which, like the various ;ozltll:
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cultures, bears the imprint of our collective, historical creativity. They are
living evidence that although inscribed within structures, we are not wholly
prescribed by them. For many of us too, escaping from the family and its
pressures to act like a real girl remains the first political experience. For us
the objective is to make this flight possible for all girls, and on a long-term
basis. )

I'm not arguing that if girls were doing the same as some boys (and
subcultures are always minorities) all would be well. The “freedom” to
consume alcohol and chemicals, to sniff glue and hang about the street
staking out only symbolic territories is scarcely less oppressive than the
pressures keeping girls in the home. Yet the classic subculture does provide
its members with a sense of oppositional sociality, an unambiguous pleasure
in style, a distuptive public identity, and a set of collective fantasies. As a
prefigurative form and set of social relations, I can’t help but think it could
have a positive meaning for girls who are pushed from early adolescence
into achieving their feminine status through acquiring a “steady.” The
working-class girl is encouraged to dress with stylish conventionality (see
the fashion pages of Jackie); she is taught to consider boyfriends more
important than girlfriends and to abandon the youth club or disco for the
honor of spending her evenings watching television in her boyfriend’s
house, so saving money for an engagement ring. Most significantly, she is
forced to relinquish youth for the premature middle age induced by child-
birth and housework. It’s not so much that girls do too much too young:
rather, they have the opportunity of doing too little too late. To the extent
that all-girl subcultures, where the commitment to the gang comes first,
might forestall these processes and provide their members with a collective
confidence which could transcend the need for “boys,” they could well
signal an important progression in the politics of youth culture. .
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THE SEARCH FOR RESISTANCE

ince its publication, the “new subcultural theory” contained in the

C.entre for Contemporary Cultural Studies’ collection Resistan
T/Jm.ug/_v thual;‘ has become the new orthodoxy on youth; the collecti .
and its spinoffs are firmly established on course reading lists’at atime vcvkion
yOu.tl.’l has become a major focal concern of the state and parties across [‘;“
Polmcal. spectrum. To a large extent, the acceptance of the literature anj
its acclaim are justified: the authors realistically outlined the lived experi-
ence of postwar working-class youth subcultures in a sympathetic mafmel
?vhlch was hitherto unknown. However, the approach has not been witho .
its critics. i -
The major emphasis of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Scudies
ha.s.been t9 explain the emergence of particular youth styles in terms of
their capacity for problem solving. Phil Cohen’s “Sub-cultural Conflict and
the Working Class Community”? set the pace, and most of the Centiz’s

analyses are based on an amplification of the ideas, and consequently the

problems, in Cohen’s paper.

. oL: . .

ajl:s-su::;ps;se :tre Tclilee?);;,i g1impofrt;d, acxl'yhc sweaters depicting a row of three skiers as a band
St o of the style or the culc is impossibl

by a large majority of working-class youth, regardless of 11)'at:eloreg[;nctir:rc ¢ yer they are worn




