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SUMMARY 

FEMALE WORKING CLASS YOUTH CULTURE IN A WORK SITUATION 

Anthony Russell 

Submitted for the Degree of MPhil 1982 

This thesis, which examines female working class youth culture in 
work, was prompted not only by the lack of studies of female youth 

but also the limited range of locations where youth had been studied, 
two major weaknesses in the sociology of youth culture. Previous 
empirical and theoretical research had focussed almost exlusively, 

either explicitly or implicitly, on male youth. Studies had been 
conducted in either schools where youth was in a subordinate position 
to adults, or leisure spheres, where adults were usually absent. 
In contrast, in this study among semi-skilled workers, youth and 
adults had similar tasks and similar status. 

The research was carried out amongst women and girls in two contrast- 
ing locations, a ceramics factory and the computer input department 
of a mail order company, over a period of six months. A flexible 
research design, using participant observation, semi-structured inter- 

views and a questionnaire was adopted. 

The activities and responses of the workers reflected a culture which, 
though it could be described as youthful, was not confined to the 
young girls; it was a feminine, rather than an age based culture. 
Yet, in both companies, management in expectation of disruptions by 
young workers, had developed containing strategies. Though all 
existing theories of youth culture postulate differences between 
youth and adult responses, they do not always consider the circum- 
stances under which such differences occur. Hence, since it appears 
to be different from other locations, work as a critical case for the 
testing of youth culture is discussed in the final section of this 
thesis. The discussion is concluded with a consideration of the 
extent to which youth culture is a response to the class, age and 
gender position of young people in contemporary society. 

Sociology - Youth culture - Female - Work
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CHAPTER 1 

SOCIOLOGY, YOUTH CULTURE AND FEMALE YOUTH 

INTRODUCTION 
  

In spite of the wealth of studies, in the broad field of what can 

losely be called 'youth culture', there are still major problems 

at a theoretical level and yawning gaps in the empirical studies. 

In this chapter I consider the suitability of existing definitions 

and piecries of youth culture for the study of female youth culture. 

In order to do this, I faced two immediate problems. The first 

was that most of the existing theories have been developed either 

explicitly or implicitly with male youth in mind and rarely do they 

address directly female youth. The task of evaluating these 

theoretical statements in terms of the culture of young girls has 

been made even more difficult by the second problem, namely, the 

lack of empirical studies of female youth culture against which 

theoretical statements could be tested. Nevertheless, because 

this study is attempting to add to the data on young girls, I did 

feel it was necessary to assess briefly the contemporary theories of 

youth culture and their potential explanatory power for female youth. 

In doing this I have followed the framework proposed by Woods (1977) 

who divided the analyses of youth culture into generational and 

cultural explanations.



Before looking at specific theories, I consider definitions of 

the term 'youth culture' itself. This, I felt, was important 

because firstly different sociologists have either used different 

definitions or have not given one at all and, secondly, these 

definitions, derived from the study of male youth, may or may not 

be applicable to female youth. 

In the fourth section I have looked briefly at the literature on 

women and work, because of the locations in which this research 

took place. Here again, although there is a vast literature, 

there was a failure, for the most part, to consider young girls as 

a separate group from women in general. Therefore, what I have 

done is to trace some of the main themes in the sociology of women 

and work and comment on their usefulness for the study of female 

youth subculture in work. 

In the final section I have drawn together the influence on my 

study of the literature on definitions, youth subculture and women 

in work, and I discuss how it has influenced the research design and 

location. This material is then referred to again in Chapter 7, 

When it is discussed in terms of my findings. 

L. Some Definitions 

  

'youth Culture' is a term used in both the popular press and in 

sociological writings and, in many cases, its meaning is taken for 

granted in the sense that "we all know what is meant" by youth and, 

at least amongst sociologists, assumptions can be made about the



meaning of culture. However, the lack of a precise definition 

has resulted in a wide range of studies of young people of differ- 

ent ages, of their activities and behaviour all being referred to 

as youth culture. Some clarification of the term is particularly 

necessary for this study because it is concerned with female youth. 

"Youth Culture! itself would seem to be a gender-free term but its 

use, in the literature, indicates it is nearly always assumed to 

refer to male youth. The mere fact that, in this study, I have 

to use the term female youth suggests my own awareness that youth, 

as a noun, has a masculine gender. The two parts of the term, 

youth and culture, each suggest boundaries which mark off a subset 

in society from other groups along two dimensions - age and culture, 

I propose to look at discussions and definitions of each and then 

consider the term as a whole and its applicability as a description 

of young girls. 

The first part of the term, youth, has proved easier to define than 

culture. It clearly has some reference to age though it also is 

used synonymously with the term adolescent in some studies, which 

is a developmental criterion. The more popular term 'teeneger’ is 

not one widely used by sociologists as it confines itself strictly 

to young people in their 'teens: 13-19. One of the most quoted 

definitions is that by Buhler (1965): 

"youth is an inbetween period beginning with the 

achievement of sexual maturity and ending with the 

acquisition of social maturity, that is, with the 

assumption of the social, sexual, economic and legal 

rights and duties of the adult".



This definition takes a developmental criteria, the achievement 

of sexual maturity, as the beginning of the period in the life 

cycle known as youth, and a social criteria - social maturity, as 

its completion. This has, in the past, proved to be a useful 

definition because it could cover a wide range of studies of young 

people of all ages. However, I do not think it is quite as suit- 

able for a definition of contemporary youth because it does not 

give enough emphasis to the social aspects of the beginning of the 

period. It is possible that children may consider themselves as 

members of this youth category before they have, in fact, achieved 

sexual maturity, a physiological state. In the last few years 

there seems to have been a movement in this direction, either con- 

ditioned by young people themselves or fuelled by commercial 

interests anxious to extend the market for their goods. This is 

more noticeable among young girls, possibly because of their 

earlier sexual maturity and the presence of consumer goods, such as 

clothes and records which can be directed down the age range to 

them. 

With this reservation, Buhtiler's definition could be suitable as a 

description of female youth provided that it is understood that the 

timing of social maturity will differ for boys and girls. The girls 

I studied were in the youth category, being over the age of 16% 

sexually mature but unmarried, which is the status the girls them- 

selves would take as an indication of social maturity.



Arriving at a useful definition of youth is much easier than 

finding a definition of culture which has wide acceptance. A 

major survey of the use of the term in the social sciences was 

published by Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) who suggested that it 

had been used in six different ways. Their composite definition, 

derived from 160 sources, was: 

"Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit 
of and for behaviour, acquired and transmitted by 
symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement 
of human groups, including their embodiments in 
artifacts; the essential core of culture consists 
of traditional (ie historically derived and selected) 
ideas, and especially their attached values; culture 
systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products 
of action, end on the other hand, as conditioning 
elements of further action". 

(Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952, p.2) 

However, this definition is only one of many and the debate over 

the meaning of culture is extensive and can be followed through 

Cohen A.K.(1955), Downes (1966), Hall et al (1976) to Fine and 

Kleinman (1979). As can be seen, Kroeber and Kluckhohn's defin- 

ition could apply to the culture of a whole society or a group. 

As youth is a subset in society it is usual to see its "patterns" 

as a subculture and here again the literature on the relationships 

of culture to subculture is extensive and has been reviewed by 

Clarke (1974) and Fine and Kleinman (1979). I propose to take a 

modified form of the approach suggested by Hall et al (1976) since 

it would seem to be the most useful for the examination of girls in 

work. They define culture in this way:



"The 'culture' of a group or class is the peculiar 
and distinctive 'way of life' of the group or 
class, the meanings, values and ideas embodied in 
institutions, in social relations, in systems of 
beliefs, in moves, in customs, in the use of 
objects and material life. Culture is the dist- 
inctive shapes in which this material and social 
organisation of life expresses itself. A culture 
includes "maps of meaning" which make things 
intelligible to its members". (Hall et al 1976, p.10) 

They suggest that, instead of there being one 'culture' ina 

society, as is suggested by consensus sociologists, there may be 

a dominant culture which itself is not homogeneous. There may 

also be other cultures which, though they have something in common 

with the dominant culture, express their subordination to that 

dominant culture in their own cultural forms. 

Subcultures, according to Hall et al, are subsets, small, localised 

and differentiated structures within one or other of the larger 

cultural networks. They call the relationship between a sub- 

culture and a wider class culture a relationship with the parent 

culture. From this discussion, a subculture needs to be seen as 

having a relationship with both its parent culture and with the 

dominant culture(s), Hall et al would seem to suggest that the 

distinctive patterns, beliefs, values and meanings, which are 

developed by people of this age and social status, must be analysed 

in relation to both the 'parent culture’ of the working class and 

the culture(s) of the dominant classes. This is the approach taken 

by Cohen (1972), Clarke (1974) and others. Although I find this a 

useful approach it seems to have one weakness. It is derived 

implicitly from a study of male youth cultures. Yor the working



class boy, age and class might be the perameters which determine 

his responses. However, for girls there is one further dimension, 

that of patriarchy. The culture of working class female youth 

needs to be examined, not only in terms of their relationship to 

their particular social class and other classes, but also in terms 

of their relationship to a society in which, in each social class, 

males (men, fathers, boys) make the dominant definitions. There- 

fore, any definition of Youth Subcultures needs to include not only 

age and class but also gender. 

One other term which is used in this study is patriarchy. Again, 

as with terms like youth and culture, there is no widely accepted 

definition and the literature is equally extensive. Beechey (1979) 

shows that the concept is "neither single nor simple". Mitchell 

(1974) for example uses it to describe a kinship system in which 

women are exchanged by men, in which fathers have symbolic power 

and women have inferior status. Other definitions of patriarchy 

relate male dominance either to women's role as mothers and domestic 

labourers servicing men, or to the control men have over women's 

reproductive capacities (Firestone 1971). Rowbotham's (1979) 

comments on these sort of definitions was that their use of the 

term suggested that it was a structure that was fixed rather than 

being one which contained a changing range of forms within which 

men and women encountered one another. 

For the purpose of this study, the most useful definition was that 

provided by MacDonald (1981):



"Patriarchy refers to a set of relations between 
men and women which, although appearing to be based 
upon biological sex differences between men and 
women, nevertheless derives from the social and 
cultural transformation of these differences into 
concepts of masculinity and femininity, ie gender 
categories. Gender relations within patriarchy 
oontain the hierarchy of the male over the female, 
and the economic, political and cultural subord- 
ination of women to the domination of men". 
(MacDonald 1981, p.7) 

I found this particularly useful in this study of young girls 

because it covers the patriarchal relationships which the girls 

face, at home in the form of fathers and brothers, outside the 

home in the form of boyfriends and at work in the form of male 

superiors. This was the network of relationships to which all 

female youth culture, in work and without, was a response. 

However, in using this definition, I do not want to imply what 

Rowbotham calls "a fatalistic submission which allows no space 

for the complexities of women's defiance". Rather, I want to 

see patriarchal relations, together with class, as the structural 

contexts in which the culture of the girls, as I have defined it, 

takes place. 

The provision of a comprehensive definition of youth culture, if 

such a thing were possible, is outside the scope of this study, 

although my findings do have implications for the way that what 

constitutes 'youth' is defined in society. However, to summarise, 

the term as a whole implies that agroup of people, who can be defined 

as youth by their development and by their economic, legal and 

social status, can also be identified by their subculture, that



set of social relationships and social meanings which are differ- 

ent in some ways from those of children and adults. Thus far I 

have written as if the existence of a youth subculture is accepted 

and the problem has been to define and delineate it. This is not 

SO. In the next section the existence of youth subculture is 

reviewed through a consideration of different theories and, again, 

the purpose of such a review is to consider the applicability of 

existing theories for the study of female youth subculture. 

2. Introduction to theories of Youth Subcultures 

Before looking at specific theories of youth subcultyes it is 

necessary to raise a number of problems which apply to all the 

theories. The first has already been touched upon in the previous 

section on definitions. In many studies the meaning of youth 

culture is taken for granted, with the result that the perameters 

vary from study to study and, therefore, any theoretical statements 

may have only limited application. This is reflected most clearly 

in the differences between those sociologists who have attempted 

to explain delinquent youth and those looking at youth in general. 

Other differences have arisen from the study of different social 

classes and different age groups. Secondly, this failure to 

define the phenomenon to be explained has led to the absence of 

all-embracing theories. If one of the aims of the sociological 

enterprise is to produce theories about the relationship between 

different parts of society, then theories of youth culture, at 

least at the level thet Glaser and Strauss (1968) call substantive,



should embrace all youth as defined, ie working class, middle 

class, younger, older, boys and girls. Some, such as 

Eisenstadt (1956) and Parsons (1964) attempt to do this without 

saying as much explicitly. Others have developed low level 

theories about groups of young people such as delinquent boys or 

Hippies. Hence, there is still a need for overall theories 

which attempt to embrace these different elements. 

The third problem, which gave rise to this study, is the failure 

of most statements on youth subcultures to take any separate 

account of female youth. Most theories contain the implicit 

assumption that they apply to all youth, both boys and girls, 

And yet, it is equally implicit that the image of youth which they 

have in mind is male youth. Therefore, anyone who is interested 

in female youth subculture has to draw on theoretical statements 

which purport to be about youth in general but which, in fact, 

have been derived from only the circumstances of male youth. 

These assumptions severely limit the value of such statements for 

youth in general and females in particular now that feminists have 

made sociologists aware of them. 

Moreover, this is compounded by a lack of empirical studies of 

girls (something which this has in common with other branches of 

sociology; as Rowbotham (1973) pointed out). This produces 

problems when the different theories are examined; in the absence 

of specific studies, for example on female punks, to say that a 

particular approach does not embrace the experience of girls is 

10.



merely to trade one assertion for another. Women's studies is 

a slowly expanding field, but as yet there are very few studies 

of young girls. Most of those that are available are in the form 

of references to girls as they appear in studies of male youth 

(see McRobbie and Garber 1976). Without empirical material der- 

ived from studies focussed specifically on girls, it is difficult 

to make anything but the most tentative statements about existing 

theories. 

Here I do not propose to produce a detailed review of all the 

literature on youth subcultures. This has been recently done by 

Brake (1980) and, to a lesser extent, by Hall et al (1976) and 

Woods (1977). Where necessary reference will be made to these 

summaries. Instead, I propose to examine the potential usefulness 

of the different theories for the analysis of female youth, This 

provides the background to my own research which, in a small way, 

was trying to remedy one of the omissions. 

To introduce an element of clarity into the extensive literature, 

I propose to follow the method of classification used by Woods (1977) 

who divided the analyses of youth into generational and structural 

explanations. This is a convenient device provided it is made 

clear that by generational he means those studies concerned with 

the continuity/discontinuity of intergenerational values and, by 

structural, those which have focussed on the relationship of youth 

to social class, the mode of production and the consequent social 

relations. However, this is not to imply that the two sets of 

11



explanations are theoretically incompatible or discrete. As there 

are not, as yet, any satisfactory overall theories of youth sub- 

culture, these two approaches do overlap, the generational approaches, 

in particular, have had some influence on structural ones. At 

this point it is necessary to note again, that such a classification 

derives from the study of male youth and may not be appropriate for 

both boys and girls. This problem is very clearly demonstrated by 

Brake (1980) who, in his book, divides the study of youth into four 

main areas, respectable youth; delinquent youth; cultural rebels 

and politically minded youth, all clearly male-derived categories. 

There is no easy way around these problems of sexism in sociolog- 

ical writing but I have tried to be aware of them in this study. 

Murdock and McCron (1976) have charted the changing trends in 

these theories over the last forty years and claim that these 

changes reflected changes in wider society, moving as they did from 

theories derived from functionalist/pluralist positions in the 

1940s and 1950s, through a generational unit approach of the '60s 

with the Hippie movement, to a class analysis of the troubled '70s. 

It is also no coincidence that, with the rise of the feminist 

movement in the '70s, there should emerge the first tentative 

attempts to produce a framework for female youth subculture. In 

spite of the difficulty of getting away from the masculine-orientated 

paradigm of youth, I propose to take the existing theories as they 

are, and discuss them in terms of their suitability for the potential 

analysis of female youth. 

a2



3. Generational Theories - Structural 

Functionalist Models and Female Youth 

Those sociologists who have approached youth culture from a 

structural functionalist perspective have to explain how, in a 

social system that is more or less integrated, a youth subculture 

can develop that is both separate and different from the adult 

culture and yet, at the same time, allows the transition of the 

neophyte from the world of childhood into the world of adults. 

There are a number of sociologists who have written about youth 

using this perspective, of whom the most influential have been 

Davis, Parsons, Eisenstadt and Coleman and, therefore, I propose 

to concentrate principally on their ideas. Though there are 

differences of emphasis and interpretation among these writers, I 

propose to extract and summarise the central functionalist position 

on youth subculture. Then, having looked at the way they dealt 

with young girls in their studies, I shall consider the usefulness 

of the functionalist approach for the study of female youth sub- 

culture. 

The best developed explanation for a youth subculture in Western 

Societies is that provided by Davis (1950) who attributed it 

principally to the rate of social change and the impact of indust- 

rialisation, Thus, because of the rapidity of change during 

industrialisation, parents were no longer able to adequately prepare 

their children for the situations they would meet when they became 

adults. In particular, the location of work outside the home and 

13



the complicated division of labour has meant that the family 

could not prepare children for their economic roles which had 

to be done by other agencies. Moreover, since young people 

were no longer required by the economy to work as soon as they 

were physically able to do so, they experienced a period of 

indeterminate status between childhood and adulthood. This 

increased the length of family-child contact and meant that the 

young person was still financially dependent upon the family at a 

time when, in other ways, he felt the need and had the capacity to 

be independent of them. 

Such a period in the life cycle of the Western youngster was seen 

as functional. Davis implied that it enabled new generations to 

prepare for conditions not anticipated by their parents. Parsons 

(1964) saw the period and status of youth as a form of social con- 

trol as it acted as a safety valve as the association of the youth 

subculture with the school brought it under indirect adult super- 

vision. Its function was to prepare the child for adult life 

through what he called its "self liquidating" features, For 

example, the relationship with the opposite sex in the youth sub- 

culture freed the individual from the emotional attachment of the 

parents, while the 'mating and dating’ complex protected him from 

premature mate selection. A similar approach was taken by 

Eisenstadt (1956) who saw the youth subculture as providing an 

opportunity to act out different political, occupational and moral 

roles. 

14



The functionalist position, therefore, predicted differences 

between parents and children because of the weak integration. between 

age groups and society caused by the rate of social change and the 

spcial conditions of industrialisation: 

",,..in these societies the major political economic, 
social and religious functions are performed not by 
family or kinship units but rather by various 
specialised groups (political parties, occupational 
associations, etc) which individuals may join 
irrespective of their family, kinship or caste. 
In these societies, therefore, the major roles that 
adults are expected to perform in the wide society 
differ in orientation from those of the family or 
kinship group. The children's identification and 
close interaction with family members of other ages 
do not assure the attainment of full self-identity 
and social maturity on the part of the children. 
In these cases, there arises a tendency for peer groups 
to form, especially youth groups; ‘these can serve as @ 
transitory phase between the world of childhood and the 
adult world". 
(Hisenstadt, S N 1964 p.28) 

However, the nature and extent of the differences was seen differ- 

ently by different writers. Coleman (1961), for example, argued 

that there was increasing separation but Eisenstadt and Parsons 

saw such differences as serving to reintegrate the individual into 

society. Much of the research evidence since 1963 has tended to 

be against separation (Sherif and Sherif 1964, Turner 1964). Work 

carried out in Britain, where many of the studies have focussed on 

the relationship of youth to schools, also tended to refute Coleman's 

findings (Morris 1958, Sugarman 1967, Hargreaves 1967, Musgrove 1968), 

where it appeared that it was the teacher, rather than the parents, 

whom they rejected. This contrasted with the American situation, 

15



described by Parsons, where youth culture involved high partici- 

pation in school or at least part of it. Sugarman's study and 

others, indicated clearly that there were differences between 

British and American youth subcultures which derived from the 

different social structures of each society as well as from their 

different school systems. These differences are discussed more 

fully in Hargreaves (1972). 

Few of these studies of youth subculture, dealt specifically with 

girls. Although girls were included in the sample of both Turner 

and Coleman, their differing conclusions referred to youth in 

general and it was implicit in the text that the image of youth was 

male. Because of this focus, it was difficult to distinguish the 

distinctiveness of female youth culture if, indeed, it existed in 

these studies. Because it had not been their central concern, 

studies in the functionalist perspective have not considered girls 

as a separate entity from boys. However, it is proposed to 

examine briefly the explanations and findings of Parsons and Coleman 

on girls, as they provide clear examples of the ways in which an 

implicit assumption that youth is male has influenced their theories. 

Parsons (1964) analysed both boys and girls and looked at their 

different patterns of socialization, However, when he discussed 

the period of adolescence and youth culture, in spite of these 

different patterns, he brought them together as a unisex (male) 

adolescent. By implication he suggested that girls subscribed to 

irresponsibility and having a good time, while being hostile to 

16



adult expectations and discipline. For boys, the preferred image 

was the athlete and "swell guy" whereas for girls it was the 

glamour girl and socially popular person. Although these patterns 

were polarised sexually, ie between the star athlete and the socially 

popular girls, both were expressions of certain youth values. 

Though it is assumed, for example, that"swell guy" is paralleled by 

“glamour girl", the latter may be much more significant for the 

‘career' of the girl where the main pressure is towards marriage. 

This was not considered by Parsons when he went on to discuss the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood and he failed to differen- 

tiate between the careers and adult models of boys and girls. For 

the boy his destination is the world of work, a strong contrast with 

the world of youth culture, but the destination of girls is more 

‘ambivalent. On the one hand, marriage and responsibility for children 

is a strong contrast with youth culture, but on the other hand, the 

"glamour pattern" is a role also open to housewives who do not 

pursue an occupation, others, are the developing of cultural interests 

or community welfare involvement. The glamour pattern is compatible 

with any of these other roles and therefore is a continuation of the 

skills and ploys which are developed in adolescence. 

Unfortunately Parsons did not take up these points. In particular, 

he did not relate them to social class or patriarchy. It could be 

that some characteristics of youth culture, such as glamour, are the 

only possible roles available to some women pesides that of housewife. 

Furthermore, he failed to discuss the pre-adolescent experiences of 
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boys and girls and how these influence their participation in 

youth culture. 

Coleman's (1961) empirical study did not take the issue any further, 

His main concern was to show the form of adolescent society rather 

than to explain the reasons for its existence. He, too, general- 

ised about a subculture which embraced equally boys and girls. 

Coleman's data on girls, which was very extensive, went some way 

towards confirming the suggestions of Parsons. Girls saw good 

looks and having nice clothes as important attributes for popularity 

with boys, although the importance attached to "beauty" as opposed 

to "brains" varied from school to school. The girls, in response 

to a parallel question to the athlete/scholar dilemma presented to 

the boys, preferred to be remembered as a leader in activities 

rather than a brilliant scholar and more wanted to be a model rather 

than a teacher or nurse. 

Some of these differences were social class related, a point which 

was not adequately taken up. Girls, in schools drawing from working 

class areas, thought brains were more important for popularity than 

girls in schools drawing from middle class areas. He explained this 

by saying that middle class girls, as wives, were expected to be more 

companionable than working class girls. He suggested that good 

grades were seen as a sign of conformity to adult values and, there- 

fore, middle class boys, who themselves wanted liberation from parental 

control, also wanted girls who were similarly free. For working 

class boys the choice was between the "good" girls and the "baa" 

girls whereas for the middle class boy this had been replaced by a 

choice between the "active" girl and the "passive" girl. 

18



Brittan's (1963) criteism that the form of question posed by 

Coleman did not enable him to distinguish between deeply held 

values and those which were 'actually' conformed to is relevant 

here. Coleman's questions were presented as idealised choices 

and did not ask which would be the most useful or most fulfilling. 

Adults, as well as young girls, might have dreamt of being a movie 

star but this was not to say that it represented a value which 

influenced their actions. 

It is now necessary to consider whether the functionalist theory 

of youth subculture, as a mechanism for adjustment in a rapidly 

changing industrial society, is one which is potentially fruitful 

for the analysis of female youth. As young girls, too, are part 

of a changing society then their subculture could serve in a similar 

way as a means of adjustment. However, the functionalist position 

does stress particular changes, especially in work roles, and it 

does not necéssarily follow that such changes will be experienced in 

the same way by girls. The female sphere of the home may not be 

changing so rapidly and, therefore, the girls can be adequately 

prepared for the ‘motherhood mandate’ (Russo 1976) by, and within, 

the family. Even in the sphere of work, although a greater prop- 

ortion of women are in paid employment outside the home, it has been 

suggested that the type of work available to women is of a type 

which only represents an extension of their mother/wife role. It 

remains for further historical and demographic studies to determine 
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whether the rate of change affects girls in the same way as boys. 

It must also be remembered that the rate of such changes in work, 

as they affect girls and women, may also be controlled by the power 

of men and boys. However, the more subdued forms of female youth 

responses (as compared with boys) could then be interpreted as a 

consequence of their different experience of these changes and, if 

this were so, the functionalist position would still be valuable. 

Similarly, Parsons (1964) analysis, in seeing the youth culture 

as a means of social control, could apply in a general way to girls, 

catia here again the number of reservations which need to be made 

about the different position of girls in relation to the family, 

school and work weakens its usefulness somewhat. F6ér example, 

the 'self liquidating' features of the boys' culture may be less 

applicable to girls who have, at adolescence, a different relation- 

ship to the family, particularly to the mother, and who also, in 

the "mating and dating" complex, take a more passive role. 

Finally, Coleman's proposition that the youth culture was increasingly 

cutting off the young person from adult society, could apply to 

girls, if there was evidence that their responses were similar to 

boys. However, the socialization of the girl in the family (Sharpe 

1976) and her training by her mother directly for her wife/mother 

duties, makes such an estrangement less likely. It can also be 

suggested that the female peer group, both in the working class and 

middle class, is less structured than boys and it lacks the instit- 
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utional location of the football match or street corner. 

Coleman, himself, even for the boys did not demonstrate clearly 

enough, in my opinion, that the apparent values espoused by youth 

were sufficiently different from the ideal or leisure values of 

American adults. 

All of these approaches within the functionalist paradigm can be 

criticised from the point of view that they assume the social 

system is more or less integrated and, therefore, need to explain 

youth culture in terms of the functions it performs towards this 

integration. By under-emphasising conflict in the form of either 

class or gender, it fails to offer a fully convincing framework for 

the study of girls' subculture. 

4, The Generational Unit Model and Female Subculture 

Another approach within the generational framework is that provided 

by Mannheim (1952) and his notion of generation units. Mannheim 

was less concerned with youth subculture than with the problem of 

generations and, therefore, his theory has a wider application than 

some of the others I have dealt with. He wrote his key article 

in Germany in the 1920s and so much of his material was drawn from 

a European context. This is useful because it acts as a reminder 

that theories of youth subcultures should be able to encompass the 

phenomena as manifested in at least the developed countries. As 

with most studies in this field, it implicitly referred to male 

generations. 
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Mannheim saw a generation as different from a concrete group, 

such as the family or an organisation, because it was not charact- 

erised by a deliberate act of foundation for a specific purpose. 

Instead he saw it as similar to a social class. In the same way 

that a person's social class position depended on a location in 

the power and economic structure of a society, generations were 

located in the time structure of the history of a society. Hence, 

just as class position provided certain intellectual and emotional 

experiences, so did historical circumstances, such as war or 

unemployment, and these became crystalised in a generation. 

However, a generation involved more than just a common location in 

time and in a cultural region, it involved what Mannheim called 

"participation in the common destiny" of an historical and social 

group. However, just because a group of approximately the same 

age, living in the same social environment, had experienced the 

same social events, it did not mean they would react in the same 

way. To deal with different responses within the same generation, 

Mannheim introduced the idea of generation units which he defined 

in this way: 

"The generation unit represents a much more 
concrete bond than the actual generation as 
such. Youth experiencing the same historical 
problems may be said to be part of the 
same actual generation; while those groups 
within the same actual generation which work 
up the material of their common experiences in 
different specific ways, constitute separate 
generation units” (Mannheim 1952, p.304) 
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The important characteristic of a generation unit was the 

similarity of data making up the consciousness of its members, 

In other words, they had experienced events in a similar way and 

this had produced a similar ‘natural view of the world’, This 

mental data was important because of not only its content, but 

also its socialising effect. In addition to this mental data, 

formative forces, such as slogans or books, were important because 

they provided a feeling of solidarity and unity as well as links 

between individuals who might never meet face to fdce, Not every 

generation would produce generation units. He suggested that 

this was more likely to happen when the rate of social change was 

rapid. Particularly when, es a result of the speed of social 

change, tasic attitudes changed more rapidly than could be accom- 

plished by traditional mechanisms (a position similar to Davis and 

Eisenstadt). Then the various new phases of experience were con- 

solidated somewhere, to form a new generation style, what he called 

@ new generation entelechy. This could manifest itself in two 

ways; the generation unit could produce its reaction to the new 

situation without realising its group characteristic as a generation 

unit, or the groups could consciously experience and emphasise 

their character as generation units. The rate at which generation 

units emerged would depend on the rate and nature changes in society. 

In drawing attention to the historical dimensions of youth sub- 

culture, Mannheim's model provided a potential enlargement of both 

generational and structural theories. His idea of a generational 
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unit being a product of, and response to, specific historical 

circumstances, could apply equally well to female youth subcult- 

ures. In the same way that the changing position and conscious— 

ness of women can be related to historical events, such as war, 

then it might be possible to relate female youth cultures, such as 

the Teeny Boppers, to their historical context. However, to do so, 

would alter Mannheim's own model in an important way. While 

acknowledging social class as a separate dimension, he saw the 

basic unit of his model as a generation. The examples he gave 

were all of male generation units. This is clearly unsatisfactory 

in that it assumes that the way a generation experiences its 

historical period is the same for boys and girls. Boys and girls, 

men and women, stand in a different relationship to both specific 

events and to historical movements and therefore any model which 

emphasises generations needs to be able to incorporate not only 

class differences ae also gender ones. Mannheim, unlike some 

sociologists who have utilised his model, did acknowledge the class 

dimension though he did not develop it in his article. Nowhere 

did he comment on gender or even race. 

The model itself was described at a fairly high level of generality, 

even in relation to male youth and it would be difficult to demon- 

strate empirically how a specific generation unit emerged in the 

way he predicted. The major problem being to demonstrate the 

causal connection between the specific historical circumstances 
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chosen and the generation entelechy or, indeed, to show that what 

is chosen as a generation unit, is discrete. Studies by Jefferies 

(1974) and Weider and Zimmerman (1974) demonstrated this difficulty. 

There are also a number of other criticisms of the model which, 

although made in the context of male youth groups, are by extension, 

relevant for its use in connection with girls. The first of these 

was put forward by Allen (1968) who maintained that the generational 

unit approach suggested that historical experience was all important 

which neglected the fact that class, education, housing and status 

would also produce different experiences and therefore potentially 

different entelechies. A similar criticism was made by Murdock 

and McCron (1976) who commented that, although Mannheim acknowledged 

the question of the relationship between generational conscious- 

ness and class consciousness, he never made explicit that relation- 

ship. Whilst these criticisms apply equally to the use of the 

model for boys and girls, a particular weakness in its use for 

girls is its neglect of gender and its relationship to age and 

class. 

Mannheim's model is compatible with both the functionalist approaches 

of Davis (1950) and Eisenstadt (1956) as well as structural approaches, 

such as that developed by Hall et al (1976), which will be dealt 

with in the next section, because it focusses on the historical 

dimension. However, there is a danger that, by emphasising differ- 

entiated and antagonistic generation units, it could draw attention 

away from other dimensions, such as class and gender. This was 
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true of some of the studies of the counter culture of the 1960s, 

such as those of Wieder and Zimmerman (1974). This historical 

dimension is an important contribution to the study of youth sub- 

cultures in general but it needs to be incorporated with other 

variables. In the next section I propose to examine approaches 

to youth subcultures using a structural framework which have 

incorporated a time dimension into a class analysis. 

5. Structural Theories 

The second group of explanations of youth culture, structural 

explanations, present a more complex field to survey than gener- 

ational theories because there is a greater number of them and 

they have generated a much larger number of studies. Moreover, 

some of them were originally developed in America and have to be 

applied with caution to the British situation with its different 

form of stratification. Finally, as most of them were developed 

to explain delinquent youth cultures, their usefulness for non- 

delinquent youth, although taken for granted in many studies, 

cannot be assumed. 

I intené to extract the essential features of the four main 

approaches to youth subcultures which have influenced contemporary 

British sociology and which have culminated in the work on youth 

culture at the Centre for Contemporary Studies at the University 

of Birmingham and also at the University of Leicester. In approach- 
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ing such a complex array of literature in this way, there is 

always a danger of over-simplication. To try to remedy this, to 

some extent, I give a more detailed explanation of the current 

subculture/Marxist Sclicol of thought in which these different 

trends have been brought together. 

The oldest of these influences was the ecological approach of the 

Chicago School, which was developed in the 1920s by Park (1925). 

He drew his ideas from biology and zoology and suggested that the 

city could be seen as consisting of a series of natural social 

areas within which the behaviour of people was influenced by their 

environmental and social conditions. Delinquency, for example, 

was greater in areas characterised by social disorganisation 

because there was a lessening in the influence of existing rules 

of behaviour on individuals. This approach gave rise to a number 

of studies of youth, particularly of gangs (Thrasher 1927, Shaw 

and McKay 1927, Whyte 1955). It has also had its critics: 

Downes (1966), Matza (1969), Taylor et al (1973), who considered 

behaviour characterised as 'disorganised' actually required a high 

degree of organisation but of a form not recognised by the Chicago 

sociologists. However, it has been an influential theory because 

it drew attention to the relationship between neighbourhoods and 

delinquency and, in more recent studies, to neighbourhood, territ- 

ory and non-delinquent youth subcultures. British studies, such 

as those by Mays (1954), Morris (1957), Kerr (1958), Downes (1966), 
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Cohen (1972), owed something to this approach, although their 

main inspiration was subcultural theories. In trying to develop 

theories of female youth culture, this ecological approach in a 

general way could draw attention to the spatial location of 

different groups of girls. To a great extent this may well be 

class related but, nevertheless, it is possible to suggest that 

the social characteristics of a neighbourhood may be experienced 

differently by girls. An area of social disorganisation (though 

this idea has been severely criticised) for boys may mean redevelop- 

ment or a changing job structure but, for girls, it might result 

in a break-up of the extended family network or an increase in 

the availability of routine office jobs. The way in which social 

and environmental factors are experienced differently by girls 

needs to be looked at empirically but this approach is potentially 

useful. 

More influential on British studies, particularly of delinquent 

youth, have been American Pnceeeea theories. These drew their 

inspiration from Merton's (1938) seminal article extending 

Durkheim's discussion of anomie. Merton saw anomie as endemic in 

American society because of the disjunction between goals and means 

of attaining them. He offered a number of adaptations which were 

responses to this situation. Merton's article, although it has had 

its critics, has been a major influence on what can be collectively 

described as subcultural theories, drawing attention as it did to 

the relationship of subcultures to the dominant culture of a society. 
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