
Subcultures and 
Countercultures



Culture

● Culture is more than just the language we speak or the nationality that we are

● Can speak same language, and live in same city, and still have different 

cultural backgrounds

●  Each person has a combination of multiple cultures that make up who they 

are

● No set number of cultures in the world

○ But we can recognize cultures, understand patterns of culture and cultural change, and think 

about how the different cultures contribute to society



Class affects culture, Culture affects class

● Social class
○ Division of society based on social and 

economic status
○ More than how much money people make, 

like clothes we wear, music we listen to, etc

● Low/popular culture
○ Cultural behaviors and ideas that are popular 

with most people in a society

● High culture
○ Cultural behaviors that distinguish a society’s 

elite

● Think about this like the People’s Choice 
Awards v. The Oscars

NOTE: High culture is NOT better than pop culture



Culture

● Mainstream culture
○ Cultural patterns that are broadly in line 

with a society’s cultural ideas and values

● Subcultures
○ Cultural patterns that set apart a segment 

of a society’s population
○ Hipsters, for example

■ But who classifies this? Hipsters 
have become pretty mainstream

● The cultural groups with most power and 
societal influence labeled “the norm”
○ Groups with less power are the sub-groups



USA Culture

● Different cultures coming into one place
● Different models of integration
● Melting Pot v Salad Bowl

○ Melting Pot
■ Multiple cultures come together to 

form one single culture. Aspects of 
culture are blended together into 
one “American” Culture

■ Can lead to abandoning aspects of 
individual culture for assimilation of 
the American culture



USA Culture

● Different cultures coming into one place
● Different models of integration
● Melting Pot v Salad Bowl

○ Salad bowl
■ Multiple cultures come together, but 

encouraged to all keep their own 
traditions, not total assimilation

■ All subcultures add to the larger 
“American” culture

■ Languages and beliefs like carrots, 
tomatoes and lettuce

Where do you stand on this debate?



Ethnocentrism

● We all know this by now, but again, judging 
a culture based on our own culture

● Eurocentrism 
○ Preference for European cultural patterns
○ Influenced how history has been recorded, 

and how we interpret other cultures

● Afrocentrism
○ Re-centers historical and sociological study 

on the contributions of Africans and 
African-Americans

○ Giving voice to the traditionally suppressed 
ideas



Multiculturalism 

● Rather than see society as a homogeneous culture, this recognizes cultural 

diversity while advocating for equal standing for all cultural traditions

● Related to what we have been talking about for cultural relativism



Remember the 3 schools of thought?

● Structural functionalism
○ How each part of society functions and 

makes up their part of society
○ Focusing on control and cooperation

● Conflict theory
○ Society is a group of competing interests
○ Focuses on social inequality
○ Would see melting pot as an issue



Remember the 3 schools of thought?

● Symbolic interactionism 
○ Focusing on the personal interactions of 

people
○ Multiculturalism is the way people of 

different cultures can interact with each 
other



Countercultures

● Push back on mainstream culture in an 
attempt to change how society functions

● 1960s a great example
○ Many different countercultures existing at 

the same time
○ People protesting the Vietnam War
○ Protests for civil rights
○ Women’s movements
○ Beatniks
○ Hippies

● More than just pushback on mainstream 
culture, but also on politics 



Beatniks & Women’s Movement

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XYitYHntLI4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZMYJXWTdYYA


Cultural Change

● Cultural change
○ This is where aspects of culture change, 

like pop culture being different over the 
years

○ Happens with or without subcultures and 
countercultures pushing for that change

○ Happens at different speeds

● Cultural lag
○ Some cultural elements change more 

slowly than others
○ US schools have summer breaks

■ This started when US was more 
agricultural, and kids needed to be 
home for the harvest

■ No reason now other than that’s the 
way it’s been



Cultural Change

● How does it happen?
○ New inventions can change culture

■ New technologies
■ Cell phones change how we 

socialize and communicate
○ Not just material

■ Ideas can also be created to change 
a culture

○ New discoveries
■ Different foods, or different 

productions of food can change a 
culture



Cultural Change

● Cultural diffusion 
○ How culture traits spread from one culture 

to another
○ Everything from American culture is 

borrowed from another culture
■ Burgers - German
■ Fries - Belgian 
■ Ideas of liberty and justice for all - 

come from French and British 
philosophers Voltaire, Hobbes & 
Locke



Take some time

● Take some time and think about 2-3 countercultures that interest you

○ Do some basic research with Google

○ Why do they interest you?

● After coming up with a few ideas, turn and discuss them with your group 
members!



1950s and 60s Commercials

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DBiLvkso-Eg


The 1950s and 60s

● The US experienced an economic boom in the 50s and 60s

● For the first time, millions of people could afford their own house

○ New technologies allowed a variety of goods to be produced cheaply

○ Many celebrated this era, others were critical

○ They were afraid Americans were becoming mindless workers and consumers incapable of 

critical thought



One-Dimensional Man, Herbert Marcuse, 1964



Haight-Ashbury 

https://teachrock.org/lesson/counterculture-in-the-1960s/

https://teachrock.org/lesson/counterculture-in-the-1960s/


The Grateful Dead

https://teachrock.org/lesson/counterculture-in-the-1960s/

https://teachrock.org/lesson/counterculture-in-the-1960s/


Music in the 1960s

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zq8sp6WF3bQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TnlPtaPxXfc


Take some time

● Take some time and think about 2-3 countercultures that interest you

○ Do some basic research with Google

○ Why do they interest you?

● After coming up with a few ideas, turn and discuss them with your group 
members!


