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G EN ERA L E D IT O R ’S 
PREFACE

It  is easy to see that we are living in a time of rapid and 
radical social change. It is much less easy to grasp the 
fact that such change will inevitably affect the nature 

of those disciplines that both reflect our society and help to 
shape it.

Yet this is nowhere more apparent than in the central 
field of what may, in general terms, be called literary 
studies. Here, among large numbers of students at all levels 
of education, the erosion of the assumptions and presup
positions that support the literary disciplines in their con
ventional form has proved fundamental. Modes and cate
gories inherited from the past no longer seem to fit the 
reality experienced by a new generation.

New Accents is intended as a positive response to the 
initiative offered by such a situation. Each volume in the 
series will seek to encourage rather than resist the process of 
change, to stretch rather than reinforce the boundaries that 
currently define literature and its academic study.

Some important areas of interest immediately present 
themselves. In various parts of the world, new methods of 
analysis have been developed whose conclusions reveal the 
limitations of the Anglo-American outlook we inherit. New 
concepts of literary forms and modes have been proposed; 
new notions of the nature of literature itself, and of how it 
communicates are current; new views of literature’s role in 
relation to society flourish. New Accents will aim to expound 
and comment upon the most notable of these.



Viii G E N E R A L  E D IT O R ’ S P R E F A C E

In the broad field of the study of human communication, 
more and more emphasis has been placed upon the nature 
and function of the new electronic media. New Accents will 
try to identify and discuss the challenge these offer to our 
traditional modes of critical response.

The same interest in communication suggests that the 
series should also concern itself with those wider anthro
pological and sociological areas of investigation which have 
begun to involve scrutiny of the nature of art itself and of its 
relation to our whole way of life. And this will ultimately 
require attention to be focused on some of those activities 
which in our society have hitherto been excluded from 
the prestigious realms of Culture.

Finally, as its title suggests, one aspect of New Accents will 
be firmly located in contemporary approaches to language, 
and a continuing concern of the series will be to examine the 
extent to which relevant branches of linguistic studies can 
illuminate specific literary areas. The volumes with this 
particular interest will nevertheless presume no prior 
technical knowledge on the part of their readers, and will 
aim to rehearse the linguistics appropriate to the matter in 
hand, rather than to embark on general theoretical matters.

Each volume in the series will attempt an objective ex
position of significant developments in its field up to the 
present as well as an account of its author’s own views of 
the matter. Each will culminate in an informative biblio
graphy as a guide to further study. And while each will be 
primarily concerned with matters relevant to its own 
specific interests, we can hope that a kind of conversation 
will be heard to develop between them: one whose accents 
may perhaps suggest the distinctive discourse of the future.
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IN TR O D U C TIO N : 
SU BCU LTU RE AND 
S T Y LE

I managed to get about twenty photographs, and with 
bits of chewed bread I pasted them on the back of the 
cardboard sheet of regulations that hangs on the wall. 
Some are pinned up with bits of brass wire which the 
foreman brings me and on which I  have to string 
coloured glass beads. Using the same beads with which 
the prisoners next door make funeral wreaths, I have 
made star-shaped frames for the most purely criminal. In 
the evening, as you open your window to the street, I turn 
the back of the regulation sheet towards me. Smiles and 
sneers, alike inexorable, enter me by all the holes I offer. •. • 
They watch over my little routines. (Genet, 1966a)

In the opening pages of The Thief's Journal, Jean Genet 
describes how a tube of vaseline, found in his posses
sion, is confiscated by the Spanish police during a raid. 

This ‘dirty, wretched object’, proclaiming his homosexual
ity to the world, becomes for Genet a kind of guarantee -  
‘the sign of a secret grace which was soon to save me from 
contempt’. The discovery of the vaseline is greeted with 
laughter in the record-office of the station, and the police



‘smelling of garlic, sweat and oil, but -.. . strong in their 
moral assurance* subject Genet to a tirade of hostile 
innuendo. The author joins in the laughter too (‘though 
painfully*) but later, in his cell, ‘the image of the tube of 
vaseline never left me*.

I was sure that this puny and most humble object would 
hold its own against them; by its mere presence it would 
be able to exasperate all the police in the world; it would 
draw down upon itself contempt, hatred, white and 
dumb rages. (Genet, 1967)

I have chosen to begin with these extracts from Genet 
because he more than most has explored in both his life and 
his art the subversive implications of style. I shall be return
ing again and again to Genet’s major themes: the status and 
meaning of revolt, the idea of style as a form of Refusal, the 
elevation of crime into art (even though, in our case, the 
‘crimes’ are only broken codes). Like Genet, we are inter
ested in subculture -  in the expressive forms and rituals of 
those subordinate groups -  the teddy boys and mods and 
rockers, the skinheads and the punks -  who are alternately 
dismissed, denounced and canonized; treated at different 
times as threats to public order and as harmless buffoons. 
Like Genet also, we are intrigued by the most mundane 
objects -  a safety pin, a pointed shoe, a motor cycle -  which, 
none the less, like the tube of vaseline, take on a symbolic 
dimension, becoming a form of stigmata, tokens of a self- 
imposed exile. Finally, like Genet, we must seek to recreate 
the dialectic between action and reaction which renders 
these objects meaningful. For, just as the conflict between 
Genet’s ‘unnatural’ sexuality and the policemen’s ‘legiti
mate* outrage can be encapsulated in a single object, so the 
tensions between dominant and subordinate groups can be 
found reflected in the surfaces of subculture -  in the styles 
made up of mundane objects which have a double meaning. 
On the one hiand, they warn the ‘straight* world in advance

2 S U B C U L T U R E :  T H E  M EANING OF S T Y L E
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of a sinister presence -  the presence of difference -  and draw 
down upon themselves vague suspicions, uneasy laughter, 
‘white and dumb rages’. On the other hand, for those who 
erect them into icons, who use them as words or as curses, 
these objects become signs of forbidden identity, sources of 
value. Recalling his humiliation at the hands of the police, 
Genet finds consolation in the tube of vaseline. It becomes 
a symbol of his ‘triumph’ -  ‘ I would indeeed rather have 
shed blood than repudiate that silly object’ (Genet,
*967)-

The meaning of subculture is, then, always in dispute, and 
style is the area in which the opposing definitions clash with 
most dramatic force. Much of the available space in this 
book will therefore be taken up with a description of the 
process whereby objects are made to mean and mean again 
as ‘style’ in subculture. As in Genet’s novels, this process 
begins with a crime against the natural order, though in 
this case the deviation may seem slight indeed -  the cultiva
tion of a quiff, the acquisition of a scooter or a record or a 
certain type of suit. But it ends in the construction of a style, 
in a gesture of defiance or contempt, in a smile or a sneer. It 
signals a Refusal. I would like to think that this Refusal is 
worth making, that these gestures have a meaning, that the 
smiles and the sneers have some subversive value, even if, in 
the final analysis, they are, like Genet’s gangster pin-ups, 
just the darker side of sets of regulations, just so much 
graffiti on a prison wall.

Even so, graffiti can make fascinating reading. They 
draw attention to themselves. They are an expression both 
of impotence and a kind of power -  the power to disfigure 
(Norman Mailer calls graffiti -  ‘Your presence on their 
Presence . . .  hanging your alias on their scene’ (Mailer, 
1974)). In this book I shall attempt to decipher the graffiti, 
to tease out the meanings embedded in the various post-war 
youth styles. But before we can proceed to individual



subcultures, we must first define the basic terms. The word 
Subculture* is loaded down with mystery. It suggests 
secrecy, masonic oaths, an Underworld. It also invokes the 
larger and no less difficult concept ‘culture*. So it is with the 
idea of culture that we should begin.

4  8U B C U L T U R E  ! T H E  M EANING  OF S T Y L E



ONE

From culture to hegemony

Culture

Culture: cultivation, tending, in Christian authors, wor
ship ; the action or practice of cultivating the soil; tillage, 
husbandry; the cultivation or rearing of certain animals 
(e.g. fish); the artificial development of microscopic 
organisms, organisms so produced; the cultivating or 
development (of the mind, faculties, manners), improve
ment or refinement by education and training; the condi
tion of being trained or refined; the intellectual side of 
civilization; the prosecution or special attention or study 
of any subject or pursuit. (Oxford English Dictionary)

C
u l t u r e  is a notoriously ambiguous concept as the 
above definition demonstrates. Refracted through 
centuries of usage, the word has acquired a number 

of quite different, often contradictory, meanings. Even as a 
scientific term, it refers both to a process (artificial develop
ment of microscopic organisms) and a product (organisms 
so produced). More specifically, since the end of the 
eighteenth century, it has been used by English intellectuals



and literary figures to focus critical attention on a whole 
range of controversial issues. The ‘quality of life’, the effects 
in human terms of mechanization, the division of labour and 
the creation of a mass society have all been discussed within 
the larger confines of what Raymond Williams has called 
the ‘Culture and Society* debate (Williams, 1961). It was 
through this tradition of dissent and criticism that the 
dream of the ‘organic society* -  of society as an integrated, 
meaningful whole -  was largely kept alive. The dream had 
two basic trajectories. One led back to the past and to the 
feudal ideal of a hierarchically ordered community. Here, 
culture assumed an almost sacred function. Its ‘harmonious 
perfection* (Arnold, 1868) was posited against the Waste
land of contemporary life.

The other trajectory, less heavily supported, led to
wards the future, to a socialist Utopia where the distinc
tion between labour and leisure was to be annulled. Two 
basic definitions of culture emerged from this tradition, 
though these were by no means necessarily congruent with 
the two trajectories outlined above. The first -  the one 
which is probably most familiar to the reader -  was essen
tially classical and conservative. It represented culture as 
a standard of aesthetic excellence: ‘the best that has been 
thought and said in the world* (Arnold, 1868), and it 
derived from an appreciation of ‘classic* aesthetic form 
(opera, ballet, drama, literature, art). The second, traced 
back by Williams to Herder and the eighteenth century 
(Williams, 1976), was rooted in anthropology. Here the 
term ‘culture* referred to a

. . .  particular way of life which expresses certain mean
ings and values not only in art and learning, but also in 
institutions and ordinary behaviour. The analysis of 
culture, from such a definition, is the clarification of the 
meanings and values implicit and explicit in a particular 
way of life, a particular culture. (Williams, 1965)

6  SU B C U L T U R E  I T H E  M EANING  OF S T Y L E



This definition obviously had a much broader range. It 
encompassed, in T. S. Eliot’s words,

. . .  all the characteristic activities and interests of a 
people. Derby Day, Henley Regatta, Cowes, the 12th of 
August, a cup final, the dog races, the pin table, the dart- 
board, Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage cut into sec
tions, beetroot in vinegar, 19th Century Gothic churches, 
the music of E lgar.. . .  (Eliot, 1948)

As Williams noted, such a definition could only be sup
ported if a new theoretical initiative was taken. The theory 
of culture now involved the ‘study of relationships between 
elements in a whole way of life’ (Williams, 1965). The 
emphasis shifted from immutable to historical criteria, from 
fixity to transformation:

. . .  an emphasis [which] from studying particular mean
ings and values seeks not so much to compare these, as a 
way of establishing a scale, but by studying their modes of 
change to discover certain general causes or ‘trends’ by 
which social and cultural developments as a whole can be 
better understood. (Williams, 1965)

Williams was, then, proposing an altogether broader for
mulation of the relationships between culture and society, 
one which through the analysis of ‘particular meanings and 
values’ sought to uncover the concealed fundamentals of 
history; the ‘general causes’ and broad social ‘trends’ 
which lie behind the manifest appearances of an ‘everyday 
life’.

In the early years, when it was being established in the 
Universities, Cultural Studies sat rather uncomfortably on 
the fence between these two conflicting definitions -  culture 
as a standard of excellence, culture as a ‘whole way of life’ -  
unable to determine which represented the most fruitful 
line of enquiry. Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams 
portrayed working-class culture sympathetically in wistful

FROM C U L T U R E  TO H EG EM O N Y ^



accounts of pre-scholarship boyhoods (Leeds for Hoggart 
(x958)j a Welsh mining village for Williams (i960)) but 
their work displayed a strong bias towards literature and 
literacy1 and an equally strong moral tone. Hoggart de
plored the way in which the traditional working-class com
munity -  a community of tried and tested values despite 
the dour landscape in which it had been set -  was being 
undermined and replaced by a ‘Candy Floss World’ of 
thrills and cheap fiction which was somehow bland and 
sleazy. Williams tentatively endorsed the new mass com
munications but was concerned to establish aesthetic and 
moral criteria for distinguishing the worthwhile products 
from the ‘trash’ ; the jazz -  ‘a real musical form’ -  and the 
football -  ‘a wonderful game* -  from the ‘rape novel, the 
Sunday strip paper and the latest Tin Pan drool’ (Williams, 
1965). In 1966 Hoggart laid down the basic premises upon 
which Cultural Studies were based:

First, without appreciating good literature, no one will 
really understand the nature of society, second, literary 
critical analysis can be applied to certain social pheno
mena other than ‘academically respectable’ literature 
(for example, the popular arts, mass communications) so 
as to illuminate their meanings for individuals and their 
societies. (Hoggart, 1966)

The implicit assumption that it still required a literary 
sensibility to ‘read’ society with the requisite subtlety, and 
that the two ideas of culture could be ultimately reconciled 
was also, paradoxically, to inform the early work of the 
French writer, Roland Barthes, though here it found valida
tion in a method -  semiotics -  a way of reading signs 
(Hawkes, 1977).

Barthes: Myths and signs

Using models derived from the work of the Swiss linguist

8  S U B C U L T U R E  I T H E  M EANING  OF S T Y L E



Ferdinand de Saussure2 Barthes sought to expose tht  arbi
trary nature of cultural phenomena, to uncover the latent 
meanings of an everyday life which, to all intents and pur
poses, was ‘perfectly natural*. Unlike Hoggart, Barthes was 
not concerned with distinguishing the good from the bad in 
modern mass culture, but rather with showing how all the 
apparently spontaneous forms and rituals of contemporary 
bourgeois societies are subject to a systematic distortion, 
liable at any moment to be dehistoricized, ‘naturalized*, 
converted into myth:

The whole of France is steeped in this anonymous ideo
logy : our press, our films, our theatre, our pulp literature, 
our rituals, our Justice, our diplomacy, our conversations, 
our remarks about the weather, a murder trial, a touching 
wedding, the cooking we dream of, the garments we 
wear, everything in everyday life is dependent on the 
representation which the bourgeoisie has and makes us have 
of the relations between men and the world. (Barthes,
197a)

Like Eliot, Barthes’ notion of culture extends beyond the 
library, the opera-house and the theatre to encompass the 
whole of everyday life. But this everyday life is for Barthes 
overlaid with a significance which is at once more insidious 
and more systematically organized. Starting from the pre
mise that ‘myth is a type of speech’, Barthes set out in 
Mythologies to examine the normally hidden set of rules, 
codes and conventions through which meanings particular 
to specific social groups (i.e. those in power) are rendered 
universal and ‘given* for the whole of society. He found in 
phenomena as disparate as a wrestling match, a writer on 
holiday, a tourist-guide book, the same artificial nature, the 
same ideological core. Each had been exposed to the same 
prevailing rhetoric (the rhetoric of common sense) and 
turned into myth, into a mere element in a ‘second-order 
semiological system* (Barthes, 1972). (Barthes uses the

PROM C U L T U R E  TO H EG EM ON Y 9



example of a photograph in Paris-Match of a Negro soldier 
saluting the French flag, which has a first and second order 
connotation: (i) a gesture of loyalty, but also (2) ‘France is 
a great empire, and all her sons, without colour discrimina
tion, faithfully serve under her flag’.)

Barthes* application of a method rooted in linguistics to 
other systems of discourse outside language (fashion, film, 
food, etc.) opened up completely new possibilities for con
temporary cultural studies. It was hoped that the invisible 
seam between language, experience and reality could be 
located and prised open through a semiotic analysis of this 
kind: that the gulf between the alienated intellectual and 
the ‘real* world could be rendered meaningful and, miracu
lously, at the same time, be made to disappear. Moreover, 
under Barthes* direction, semiotics promised nothing less 
than the reconciliation of the two conflicting definitions of 
culture upon which Cultural Studies was so ambiguously 
posited -  a marriage of moral conviction (in this case, 
Barthes* Marxist beliefs) and popular themes: the study of a 
society’s total way of life.

This is not to say that semiotics was easily assimilable 
within the Cultural Studies project. Though Barthes shared 
the literary preoccupations of Hoggart and Williams, his 
work introduced a new Marxist ‘problematic’3 which was 
alien to the British tradition of concerned and largely un- 
theorized ‘social commentary’ . As a result, the old debate 
seemed suddenly limited. In E. P. Thompson’s words it 
appeared to reflect the parochial concerns of a group of 
‘gendemen amateurs*. Thompson sought to replace 
Williams* definition of the theory of culture as ‘a theory of 
relations between elements in a whole way of life’ with his 
own more rigorously Marxist formulation: ‘the study of 
relationships in a whole way of conflict*. A  more analytical 
framework was required; a new vocabulary had to be 
learned. As part of this process of theorization, the word 
‘ideology* came to acquire a much wider range of meanings
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