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Milton M. Gordon

THE CONCEPT OF THE SUB-CULTURE AND
ITS APPLICATION [1947]

NE OF THE LUNCTIONS of any scicnce, ‘matuwrel’ or ‘encial,! iz admit.

redly to discover aml isolate inireasingly smaller units ol its subject
matter, This process leads Lo more extensive control of variables in cxper
ment and analvsis, There are Limes, however, when the scientist st put
some ol these Blocks back together again in an ntegrated pattern. This iz
especially Lruc whers the patterning roveals itsell 28 a Jogical nocessity, with
inivinsic conncetions which create something moere, 50 to spuak, than the
mure sum of the parts, Spedfically, in the socal sciences, this pattcroing is
nevessary where the impact of e nexus on the human being is that of a
umit, and mot a serics of dissonneczed sncial situations. This chapler Tepre-
sents an attempt 1o delineate such 2 nexus by a lopical extension of the
Loncept ol vulture.

Amerizan sodolopists, on the whole, have seomed reluctant to kil
the congepl ol culture beyond the point where is has already heen devel-
oped and muore or les hended w0 ous by the andwopologisis. We hear an
ensasional relerence to ‘urban culturs, or ‘rural cultore,” o ‘e culure of
the middle ¢lass,' bt these references have seemed] Lo Tepresent sporacdi:
rosting places ol srnantdc convenicnce rather than any systematie a[q:licaﬁi:-n
of the 1erm o well difined sncial situations. Broadly speaking, we have been
content Lo swop the cuncept of cultere st natiomal houndarice, and enpaae in
our intri-nadonal analvees in terns of the discrete units of ciinic h..'ll.:k.Erl:rllJ:Ll'.I..,
sacial class, reginmal residence, religions alliliagion, arml =0 on, 0 s the
thesis of this [chapter| cthat a preat deal crmalid b gained by & more sxlensive
use ol the concepl of the ab-culure — @ concept wsedl liere to relor tooa
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suli-division of a pational cultare, composed of 2 combination of factorable

social stations such as class stamis, ethnic background, regional and raral

ot urban vesidence, and religious affilizdon, bur feeaiay jo thelr combinatlon o i
funcvivning anity which fios HJIJEH&IIIJE\'I .I':I:IIll.ll:Jl.i an e participering fedividus. [

Ne i is rinede heee for arigination of the terme. Although its nse has appar-
ently il been extensive enough o merit it a place in the Digionary of

.'\m-lmn_:_} it reeenl and pereeptive ose ol de weeme bes been made e
paper by Green, whers I speuks ncidentally of "]lig.h!}' nrg_a:ui:-:r_d subeul-
tures,” and, i commection with the question of nooroses, phrascs a query in it
the |'|||'a||wirlﬂ rrianaiers Fanee i naslern ﬂﬂl.'i-l‘.'i:r' nr ialividwal participates in I\
the 1al cultuel |:-::|rr|J:||.|*.:-'. I|r1:ﬂ|}' ke rlril:l.aril.:r' in a series ol |J|::l|1u]uLi|.u| il

segments proupel aceneding 1o sex, ape, vhss, orcupation, region, mjigiurl,
and cthnic ETOULp all with somewhat |:|'i|ii::r]ng norms ancd ex irlations ol
conduct - how do these combing in different wavs to form varying hagk- :
grounds for individual ctiologics of nourotic trends” [Green 1946; 354]

wreen, by implication, uses the term ‘sub-culture’ and Cpopolation
segment’ interchangeably. MNomenclature is relative unimportant so long as
it is consistent, but we prefer the former term since it scems to emphasize
mu e directly the dynamic character of the framevwork within which the child
i sncieliod. 1L 18 @ world within 2 world, so to speak, but is a world. The
smipibiasis in this |utuspier], then, is simply on the wnifving and tansmuting
imprli sl ol the wrm “sub-culiuee’ Tor such combinations of factors as
#thnic group, soanhil whass, regiu, uccupation, Euugimi, and urban o1 rural
resilense, and oo the oeed Ture its wider application.

A primary anil rmajor i|11|:r|1'|.'.al'.i|::-|1 ool this |'|l.‘nil!l:‘:l|'| iz that the child srowing
up ina J1.'|r|i-:'|.||:-|r suly smliors leels fis 'rrrlj:l.n::L as e wiil. For instance, the son
of lower-clzzs Iralian immigrants, growing up in Mew York's upper Fast Sice,
is oL a person wheo is simultancously atfected by separable items consisting
ol ethnic background, low-coonomic stams, and a highly urbanized residen-
tal sitmation. He is a person whose envirommental backeround is an
inlerwiyven and '-'..IFI:HE'JEEI.I. cunbincation of all these factors. Lach of the
cloments has Besn sienswhial drmsloeenesd ]l_:.' virtue of its comhination with
the odhers. Thic Fact must be taken into considerntion in research I:-rllt:l:‘:l]u res
dualing with environmenzzl backgrounds and their effectz, A comallary ol this
||-::-.-|[il:::|| it Lhat identically named factors in ditferent sub-oultures are not
interchingralile. Thus being @ middle-class [ew is not the same thing as being
a midille chiss Gentile except for the addidenal factor of being [ewish.

A wider wee of the concept of the wb-coliore wonld, in the opinion of
s writer, give 15 2 keen aml imcisive ol which would, on the one hand,
provent us from mal:l'ng tes bl J_frlllllll.rlgﬁ whare such inclusiveness is
not wartanted (we would, for instance, reler not seomacd o e Negro,
as by “Southern, raral, lower-class Negroes,” or “North, urban, muldle dlas
\"VL,”"-"“ cic.}, and, on the other hand, cnahle vy fo discern relatively drsend
amil volwesive svstems of social organization which currently we eanl Lo .tl'l.].l'...".-t‘
up |_|.u-.;|_|__]:. -.-.-11]] o more conventional ronls of Telass’ .arl-:! “wihini En:-up.
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1T writer, for instance, Tus been interescod to cliscre in the city af Philz-
delphia 3 mot cntively cohesive, bt unmnistzkably  present. sub-culture
compased of members of the Sodery of Fricnds (Quakers), and ranging i
class position fromn wpper middle o opper-upper. Muers conventional ohjects
ol sneinlogical attention, second and third gencistivn Jews, wonld scem, for
ilie mminss part, to be neither ‘marginal men’ in the Park anl Sronequist phoase,
nar competitors in the secdal class systens with white Gentdles, but rather
members of highly integrated ‘marginel sub cultures” (called targinal here
becanse, like the “marginel man,’ duee sub-cultaores composeal of the descon-
danty |nr1'rr|n'ligrr|n1.' Jewee Jie soimewhers hooarocn the iIJ:IrrIi:__I_J'.I.I'II culture and
the wative Gentile cultore and contain enlraral contributions rom baoch) whese
variahle elements are sizc of vienmunity, of residehcy amel sncial class.

A distinction must, of course, be made botwesn separate sub-cultuses
i sEparats units af the sarme sub-culture, s wer-class swhite Protestan s
in one mediunsized New Lngland city would presumably belomg 1o the
same sub-culiere as lower-class white Protestants in anoduer mediom-sized
Mew ETIF_IJIIJII.I commumnity hundrenls of miles WAy, Limu:i_:]t each gronp wounkd
colslitute . separate unit. Whether lower-class white Protestants in a
pnatlivem siaed Cl:l]'!'tl'l.'ll'll'ljl_:- in the Middle-West wauld form g different <ul)
culture is 3 more difficult [rimE, The question o whether variation ol one
bnztor is suffcient 1o set up 2 separate sub caliore wonld have o he answered
cmpirically la-_:.- a lield smdy of du: vommunity tuations in question,

A comprehensive application ol the sub-cultoral coneepl tn the American
scone woulld, in time, Jead to e Jelineation of 2 fai|-|:, larpe number of sub-

2 cultures ol varying degrees ol vohesiveness and with -.-::r:.'in_g partcrns of
II interaction with each other. ."'l.rrulrl_gI the many further research 'prnl:u]cl'nn

which swmd an analyziz woull proee, six of particulur mierest 1o the writer

are imentianed here:

I ow do the variows sub-oulnwes vank un g seale of difforentiel aveess
! tex the rewards ol the broader American culture, in{]ucli_ng Twsih enaterial
rewards and statess
i ey £s the cxperience of growing upins particular sub-culiuce rellerted
in the |.'H_"i':1|.u:|:|.||'l:_:«' stenctre of the odividuzly s chere o [resrtiren o
the persomality which is roughly couivalent to 2 similar porinn of the
persenality of svery ocher indivitdieal wha has marared in the <ame sub-
culture, and which might, then, he reforred to o the “subocaltural
personaliy 'y
3 by whal way are identical clenens of the nadonal culiure refracted dif-
ferentially in the sub-culture? We bave heen prone, purhaps, to aszume
uniforimties which do not envrely exiss, Poothall, 1 male adolescents
af one sub culture may mcan the chance 1o hawk prroprams and pranats
arul rrzke some money, o those of apother, cothusisnie attendance at
1 the: Hiph Schoal game an Raturilay atternoon, al to those of sdli a thind,
i:“'l"i“.ng gll'IS uP o 1]".: I.:ﬂrrljll.l.'i +.{'l|- 4 J:Il:l-uﬁd:l.ld]"l'l "I-'I.'El"k {_"u_n.l'_l
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What are the mnst indicative indices of partivipation in 4 pa ritealar sub.
cultare? I any one bl 1o be singled sut, the writer would eller specch
palterns (particularly pronuncizlion and inflection s as gt ones the casicss
1 ‘ubserve” amad the maost revealing. Clothes wionld probahly renk next
in indicativeness aml ease of discermabilicy - contrary o castal npinion.
for men as well as woomen.

What explains the I_I'._':._"';'I-iI_I:ILl: that is, the person whe docs not devielop
the sub-culinral or social peronalicy characieristic ol the pardondar <ub

cultore in which he was horn and nurteeed? An interesting guesticn
hure 35 whether there are particalar combinations of |.'!ir:-|-::||l=;i-:...1'| charzr

leristics which would adjust more or foos Fi‘_‘ui]_'-' to the sol-coloual
[:rrﬁuuai[tin:s u[lﬂ:iﬂmuj.' dermanded. What kol the above wverage in
intellipenee and sensitive boy, for instance, born into 3 sub-culiune of
],.:n*.--n»:l;n.nu.. and Tather n:.ug_'h behavior [ritlleTns? or, |.:-:|r|-.q::'5|:“|.:-', Ve sum
of prafossional perents wha cannot make the grade ac ool Tt ol
much rather be uut gnkering with the motor of hiz autoenalile?

In upward social mhility, does o change of “suly-ealmaral lu-er:-;u:ui.it'_l."
invitriehlc accompany aoquisition al some of the mere chjective mdices
al higher stamus, sud s wealth or more highty vilued accupation? 13
not, whatl stresses anrl sirains result? Thia lazst question . . _ is 3 mosl
interesting oo, and, in the growing literature on social moliticy, [it]
biies L‘.al'cl_:,' hieen touched.

Heary I'rast Fairchild, od., Mictisnary of Socalagy, Neww York, 1934; the
nearest woncepr in the Dicivooy i that ol e “cultore suberea,” whirk is
defined as ‘a sub-division ol 2 larper ouiture arc, diztinguishenl Ly the
cnmpanalive comnpletensss ol the develnpiment of a particular culmare trail,
up the comparative seadines: with which such a vt will be dillused” {p.
#3). The cogphasis here & ubviously on area — physical contguity, which
factor may, or may not, or may only partially be prescat in the ruf culire,
Thn= s ol lowror-olas white Protestanis oy live in dillerent secrinns
ol e same city. Or tniddlc-rlass Jews may be soalbered over 4 mecliva-
sized ity amd atill Formn o [secicly cntity.] ...
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