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1 Introduction: Rebel, Inc. 
“Truth is, the ultimate outlaw road sport is now about as countercultural as yoga. What began as a 

marginalized activity, prohibited by many communities and embraced by early skaters for its go-to-

hell attitude, has morphed into a mainstream youth sport dominated by doting parents and rules 

about safety. Its bad-boy past no longer defines it except as a marketing hook for the $17 T-shirts 

and $66 skate shoes that bring in eight times as much money as skateboards.” 

- Damien Cave, ‘Dogtown, U.S.A.’, New York Times, June 12, 2005 

 

oung people have always found fresh ways to rebel, express individuality or form subcultural 

communities – whether through arts, literature, music or leisure activities. However, in 

seeking an oppositional stance towards the mainstream, rebellious youth subcultures have 

constantly attracted what subcultures have traditionally considered the heart of mainstream – 

market capitalism (Heath & Potter, 2006).  

 

In today’s youth oriented marketplace, alternative consumption experiences on the fringes of 

established society have become the norm – while fitting in is considered a sin (Heath & Potter, 

2006). According to Cova et al. (2007) authenticity belongs to the practices and personalities that 

are at on the margins or as close to the outside of the market as possible. Capitalism must look 

outside the market for layers of authenticity. However, as consumers are increasingly sceptical to 

the alleged staged cultural authenticity of brands (Holt, 2002), companies need to substantiate their 

credibility by forming closer relationships with youth subcultures. Consequently, corporate actors 

increasingly take a low-key approach, based on earning the trust of the subculture, and nurturing the 

relationship by providing active support for the group interaction (Cova, 2001). 

 

Furthermore, despite the fact that subcultures are often portrayed in terms intrinsic suspicion and 

scepticism towards commercial actors, (Hebdige, 1979; Cova, 2001), brands have become 

fundamental elements in the construction of subcultural identities. In their symbolic capacity, 

brands function as communication, providing a ‘deep connection’ between those being ‘in the 

know’ – the subcultural insiders – and creating distinction from ‘the mainstream’ (Thornton, 1997). 

 

As a consequence, the duality of subcultural oppositionality and commercial exploitation no longer 

seem to provide an appropriate answer to the interplay between youth subculture and 

commercialism. According to Richardson and Turley (2006), subcultural ideology is in fact driven 

by a desire for personal distinction and status. In the same vein, Thornton (1995) sees subcultures as 

Y 
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‘taste cultures’, where the extent to which members are ‘in the know’ – what she refers to as 

subcultural capital – is the yardstick of status hierarchies and differentiation from ‘the mainstream’. 

Following the logic of subcultural capital, status hierarchies within subcultures are inherently 

competitive in nature and to a large extent dependent on consumption practices (Heath & Potter, 

2006: 127). As a consequence, we need to move beyond static and ideological theoretical accounts 

in order to grasp the interaction between youth subcultures and commercialism.  

 

One of the most prominent examples of youth subculture’s popularity as a marketing object is the 

skateboarding culture. Since the beginning of the 90s skateboarding has evolved from being a 

marginalised and outlawed group of deviant individuals into becoming a billion dollar industry 

(Higgins, 2006). Within this period, the public perception of skaters have changed from seeing 

them as a menace to society, into celebrating skateboarding’s alterna-heroes and embracing its 

fashion trends. Paradoxically, skateboarding’s popularity as a marketing object seems to increase by 

the extent to which the subculture seeks controversy and dissent. And as a consequence, the skate 

industry actively embraces these mechanisms in the marketing of their own identity.  

 

Today, the youth subculture of skateboarding and commercialism forms a complex relationship on 

the verge of mainstream profitability and subcultural marginality. It is with this in mind that I set 

out to answer the following research question: 

 
How do youth subcultures negotiate commercial influence? 

 

In order to answer this question, I have set following two working questions:  

• How can we bridge signs of ambiguity from a theoretical perspective? 

• How do members of the Copenhagen skate culture enact their skate identity in the face of 

increased commercial influence? 

 

The structure implied by this disposition involves that the first part of the thesis attends to the 

theoretical void, that I feel needs to be filled in order to comprehend the complexities of the 

subcultural and commercial interplay. By integrating a wide and diverse area of insights, I will set 

up a theoretical framework that bridge dominant perspective and, hence, provides a tool that is apt 

to detect signs of consensus as well as ambiguity. In the second part I will employ the framework, 

in order to seek understanding of the way in which the skate subculture and commercialism interact 

in the Copenhagen skate scene. 
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2  Theory 
The following chapter begins by approaching some of the fundamental theoretical aspect relating 

to the current research as well as arguing for this thesis’ contribution to the research on youth 

subculture from an approach founded within consumer culture theory. In the next section I will 

provide a broad assessment of various theoretical perspectives on subculture and argue for the way 

in which these perspectives can be integrated in a theoretical framework, aimed at accounting for 

the apparent ambiguity representing the interplay between youth subculture and commercialism. 

 

2.1 Background 

I will devote the first part of this chapter to elaborate on some of the basic conditions underlying 

this research. Hence, in the following, I will go through considerations on historical foundations, 

basic definitions, previous work on the skate culture, as well as elaborations on the contribution that 

the current study provides to the study of commercialism in a subcultural context. 

 

2.1.1  Historical Roots 

Since the term was coined in the 1940s, definitions on subculture have shifted significantly, to the 

extent that the only common ground can be boiled down to “groups of people that have something 

in common which distinguished them from members of other social groups” (Thornton, 1997). 

 

I sociology, subcultures have traditionally denoted ethnic, sexual, occupational and religious 

minorities as categorizations that are somehow fixed aspects of the cultural identity, but 

simultaneously distinguish the group from the larger culture in which they reside. However, in the 

1940s, the Chicago School began taking notice of the cultural diversity in the big cities – of a 

“world inside the world” as Becker (1947) describes it. Hence, a new line of emphasis in 

subcultural studies evolved in which subterranean and deviant social groups were under scrutiny. 

Often these studies denoted deviant and youthful behaviour in connection with the phase of youth, 

as a reaction to the cultural hegemony of the adult culture. Set on the backdrop of their working-

class background, subcultural oppositionality was interpreted as more than just a generational issue 

– it was a confrontation and challenge to the dominant culture, and the weapon predominantly 

defined in terms ‘looks’ that defied the norms (Hebdige, 1979; Clarke, 1975; Cohen, 1972).  

 

This sense of subordination and positioning against a cultural hegemony – whether referred to as 
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“the parent culture” (Hebdige, 1979), “the system” (Fox, 1987), or “the mainstream” (Thornton, 

1995) – has been a consistent concern within studies on youth subculture. 

 

From the perspective of business related studies, youth subcultures also became an intriguing area 

of research. Where the time up till the 60s is often defined in terms of ‘conformity’, individuality 

blossomed during the following process of cultural liberation. In this new age of marketing, 

everybody wanted to be a rebel, and the subcultural universe presented the perfect fabric for 

channelling these desires into consumer goods (Pountain & Robins, 2000).  

 

While some sociologically founded studies had often interpreted this process as “incorporation” and 

“exploitation”, an increasing awareness started to emerge that struggles against the system were 

often founded in a personal desire for distinction. As a consequence, commercialism came to be 

seen as supplier of resources valuable in these struggles for attractive and exclusive ‘subcultural 

capital’ (Thornton, 1995). 

 

As the ‘symbolic resources’ of branding have become increasingly important in the structuring of 

our individual and social identities, researcher have started to embrace the way in which consumers 

increasingly generate culture based on commercial resources. This connection has been approached 

primarily within Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) (Arnould et al., 2004).  

 

2.1.2  ‘Subculture’ – A Problematic Concept 

‘Subculture’ is a controversial word, and many scholars have suggested a wealth of alternative 

appellations. The main source of critique revolves around its claimed dependence on a dominant 

cultural representation against which the subculture is positioned (Muggleton & Wienzierl, 2003). 

However, for the purpose of the present research I feel that the word ‘subculture’ strikes a number 

of salient characteristics not covered to the same extent by other appellations. For this I will provide 

a brief elaboration. 

 

The history of modern skateboarding has been marked by controversy. Since the birth of modern 

skateboarding in the 60s, skaters have often found themselves in conflict with authoritative figures 

in society – whether parents, teachers or the police. Hence, for many youths skateboarding became 

a vehicle through which they could express their teenage rebellion (Howe, 2003). First of all, 

skateboarding is outspokenly hedonistic, and in this sense it stands in an oppositional relationship to 

functional obligations of adulthood. Secondly, it involves a profound element of risk, which carries 
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connotations of masculinity and separation from the protection of the home. Thirdly, skateboarding 

emphasises aesthetics in the activity as well as in appearance, which through creativity and 

expressional freedom represents a contrast to many aspect of school and the workspace. Finally, 

skaters have often defied the rights of private property and in other ways been in conflict with the 

law. For example, the illegal emptying and riding of pools have become is a defining activity from 

skateboardings most rebellious period (Brooks, 1999). Ultimately, skateboarding has a strong 

history of marginality and oppositionality.  

 

However, one can rightly question whether these images are representative of skateboarding in the 

21st century. Claiming ‘marginality’ is undoubtedly hard, considering the fact that there are 

currently en estimate of 30 million skaters worldwide (Higgins, 2007). Adding to that, skate fashion 

is by many considered the most influential fashion trend of the last decade, which has propelled the 

industry turnover to a staggering $ 5 billion. Nevertheless, the images of marginality are kept alive 

– not least through the efforts of business.  

 

The objective of this research is to assess the interplay between a youth subculture that expresses 

itself in terms of deviance and marginality and the influence of commercialism, traditionally seen to 

threaten and corrupt these expressions. I have chosen to use the term ‘subculture’ to emphasise the 

centrality of this apparent duality. Nevertheless, as I will elaborate on throughout this chapter, my 

perspective will be open to a wide spectrum on connections between the members and commercial 

resources. Hence, my decision to use the word ‘subculture’ does not imply that my outlook is 

restricted to modernist images of clear cultural divides, commercial exploitation and ‘pure’ 

subcultural rebellion.  

 

2.1.3  Defining ‘Commercialism’ 

Commercialism is often associated with the tendency within capitalism to turn commercially 

independent expressions into commodity, and in this process to incorporate and, hence, exploit the 

authenticity of unspoiled cultural production for monetary gains (Frank, 1997). 

 

This concern has not been limited to the marginalized identities of the subcultural universe, but 

widely represented in the ‘anti-mass society’ discourse that has been one of the drivers behind the 

increased individualization in the recent decades. 

 

Thus, commercialism is considered to produce ‘fake’ cultural representations (Pine & Gilmore, 
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2007). But such interpretation in based on a perception does not take into account the subjectivity 

of what consumers perceive as authentic. For example, Cova et al. (2007), amongst others, argue 

that commercial output is a resource of meaningful human experiences. As a consequence, we see 

that culture is increasingly formed around commercial resources. 

 

Consequently, in its more traditional and critical meaning, the term ‘commercialism’, in unison 

with ‘subculture’, points to the duality claimed to exist between the two terms. But, throughout the 

rapport, I will embrace a nuanced perspective on ‘commercialism’ that is not restricted to such 

critical reflections. 

 

2.1.4  Research on The Skateboard Culture 

The field of Consumer Culture Theory, which this study trails, has assed a wide variety of cultural 

formations where consumption was an integral part of group interaction. These studies include as 

diverse groups as Star Trek fans (Kozinets, 2001), admirers of car brands (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; 

Leigh et al., 2006; Schouten, McAlexander & Köenig, 2002), gay communities (Kates, 2002; 

Langer, 2007), and roller skaters (Cova, 2001). However, only sparse attention has been given to 

the skateboard culture.  

 

The literature on skateboarding has primarily been focused on historical accounts (Brooks, 1999), 

biographies (Hocking et al., 2003; Howell, 2005), architecture (Borden, 2001), and sociology (Beal 

& Weidman, 2003; Howe, 2003; Beal & Wilson, 2004). The contributions closest to my study are 

summarized beneath. 

 

Beal & Wilson’s (2004) ethnographic study amongst skaters has pointed to the widespread 

ambivalence associated with the mainstream popularity of the sport. While skaters were sceptical 

with regards to increased mainstream appeal, they enjoyed higher degrees of legitimacy. The 

‘threat’ of the mainstream was primarily faced through distinction into new styles, and through 

‘individualization’ of mass-produced products. However, at a different level, marginality was 

supported through the display of risk-taking and masculinity. Hence, Beal & Wilson (2004: 51) 

argue: “Scars are the merit badges of the real skater, and an enticement of the other.” Such 

concepts of authenticity have been explored into more depth by Beal & Weidman (2003), arguing 

that skater’s concepts of authenticity can be seen in terms of a ‘front region’ and a ‘back region’. 

While the front region, refers to ‘general audiences’, the back region represents ‘insiders’. What 

characterizes authenticity then, is the recognition of ‘style and value’ by the back region, and the 
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display of these expressions in the front region. Consequently, Beal & Weidman (2003) argue that 

subcultural recognition represents a cost, because this nonconformist behaviour deprives skaters of 

the status as legitimate members in the larger culture. But from the perspective of the skateboarder, 

subcultural authenticity is a clear priority. 

 

Consequently, the insights drawn from the skateborad culture affirm that skaters – as well as the 

researchers – generally consent to the image of subcultures as oppositional and even subordinate. 

However, as I will elaborate in the following theoretical assessment, the modernist approach 

underlying their analysis is not undisputed in the relationship between subcultures and 

commercialism.  

 

2.1.5  Contribution by The Current Research 

Subcultural meanings, status and boundaries are contested and fought over. The time where 

commercialism automatically denoted incorporation and exploitation seems to be passed. While the 

research on youth subculture often accepts perspectives of subordination and opposition, as it has 

been the case with research on skateboarding, neo-tribal accents argue for the abandoning use of the 

term ‘subculture’. In between lies the intriguing ambiguity of skateboarding – the ‘loose dog’ that 

turned into a billion dollar business and a fetishised fashion icon. How can we comprehend this 

subculture of several million members?  

 

Exploring the relationship between youth subcultures and commercialism is a continuous process, 

and in embracing the immense diversity and different levels of commitment found inside the skate 

subculture, I believe than we can push this effort a bit further. By applying a multi-perspective 

approach, I hope to provide a sense of structure to the complex landscape of commercial and grass-

roots representations as well as bridging a traditional modernist perspective of oppositionality with 

the neo-tribal (postmodern) embracement of the positive relationship between the commercial field 

and production of authentic culture. 

 

Widening the perspective on this objective, I will briefly elaborate on the way I see the study’s 

importance from a business perspective.   

 

Arnould et al. (2004: 870) argue that developments within the marketing discipline, such as the 

proliferation of identity-brands and the increased focus on lifestyle marketing, “have brought 
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consumer meaning to the centre of managerial concern”. Hence, understanding consumer 

symbolism becomes an essential part of successful marketing strategies. 

  

In the case of youth subcultures, the autonomous forms of cultural production associated with 

subcultural environments have been a major interest of business for over six decades. In their 

character of being “more innovative, experimental and cutting edge, more authentic, rebellious and 

‘cool’” (Arvidsson, 2007), subcultures have helped marketers answer to the increased consumer 

desire for distinction and individuality. However, as consumers have become increasingly 

concerned with the authenticity of products and brands, and aware of the business practices applied 

to reach such position, the need to form closer relationships with subcultures have become more 

evident than ever before (Holt, 2002; Cova, 2001). 

 

Credibility and status within a subcultural universe is often judged by dedication and originality 

(Fox, 1987; Thornton, 1995). In the same way as subcultural members, companies need to engage 

in subcultures in a committed and empowering way. However, the risk of being accused of ‘selling 

out’ is significant and, hence, in an industry currently worth $ 5 billion, understanding the context 

of interaction is crucial.  

 

If building this understanding solely on today’s research on skateboarding, marketers risk not 

realizing the potential inherent in taking a visible role in supporting, sponsoring and promoting the 

activities of the subculture. On the other hand, being unaware of the logic of inherent ideologies, 

values and structures, and approaching subcultures in a self-absorbent manner, would probably 

imply an abrupt end to the relationship.  
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2.2 Theoretical assessment: Youth Subculture 
and Commercialism 

 

Having established a basic understanding for the concepts of youth subculture and commercialism, 

and the way I choose to refer to the terms for this purpose, in addition to a short presentation of the 

research in the skate culture, I will now jump to a close assessment of the most recent theoretical 

perspectives dealing with the relationship between youth subculture and commercialism. The 

objective here is to see in which way we are able to elevate our understanding of the subject from 

inclinations to accept the perspective of the subculture. 

 

2.2.1  Deviant Youth Subcultures and Commercial 

Exploitation  

“Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its transformations go ‘against nature’, 

interrupting the process of ‘normalization’. As such, they are gestures, movement towards a speech 

which offends the ‘silent majority’, which challenges the principle of unity und cohesion, which 

contradicts the myth of consensus.”  

- Dick Hendige in Subculture – The Meaning of Style (1979: 18) 

 

One characteristic that has echoed consistently throughout most studies on subculture, is that it is 

first and foremost defined in terms of what it is not – and perhaps more specifically ‘what it 

opposes’ (Thornton; 1995; Moore, 2006).  

 

From my extensive scrutiny of subcultural theory, I feel confident arguing that commercialism 

constitutes perhaps the most evident source of this subcultural opposition. The practice of 

consumption has persistently constituted a central ritual in expressing the oppositionality, which has 

for long been characteristic of the subcultural sphere. As espoused by Hebdige (1979: 103): 

 

“It is through the distinctive rituals of consumption […] that the subculture at once reveals its 

‘secret’ identity and communicates its forbidden meanings”  

 

Consequently, elements like music, dress, argot and rituals – what Hebdige (1979) has referred to as 

style – is explicitly employed as means of symbolising a shared subcultural identity and 
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differentiating the subculture from perceived dominant cultural influences (Young, 1971; Hebdige, 

1979; Clarke, 1975). The potency of material objects as material expressions of oppositionality has 

for long been one of the cardinal elements in studies of youth subcultures, which is particularly 

evident in the contributions by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of 

Birmingham (CCCS). The CCCS generally represents the view that subcultures gain much of their 

potency as a socially empowering factor through re-contextualizing ordinary objects and depriving 

them of their intended meanings – what Levi-Strauss refers to as bricolage (Levi-Strauss in Clarke 

149). Through this re-contextualization they generate a sense of symbolic distance from the 

mainstream culture.  

 

Particularly, Hebdige’s interpretation of the 70’s Britain’s punk subculture has provided an 

important contribution to the theorisation of youth subcultures, and represents the CCCS’ 

perspectives on how youths often use the leisure sphere to compensate for the lack of social power 

which they were ascribed to within the “dominant culture”. By employment of spectacular and 

deviant styles, youth subcultures are able to create ‘symbolic dissonance’ and induce ‘moral panic’ 

in the general population, hence, retain a form of social power from the hegemony of the dominant 

culture (Cohen, 1972; Hebdige, 1979; Muggleton, 2000).  

 

However, while material objects charged with subcultural meaning were fundamental to the 

subcultures’ oppositional identity, being vastly dependent on the commodity form is not without 

complications. For whilst youth subcultures are considered to induced ‘moral panic’ amongst adult 

generations, several authors have highlighted the links between oppositional attitudes and perceived 

coolness amongst youths.  

 

According to Frank (1997: 10), the 50’s were most fittingly summarized by “conformity” and the 

“Organization Man”. Mass cultural influences, and the development of the ‘teenage consumer’ in 

particular, triggered the feeling among youths “that more and more people were being submitted to 

ever-more uniform cultural processes” (Clarke et al., 1975: 42), and as a reaction the 60’s cultural 

revolution became a quest to construct and find one’s self, for which consumption offered the 

perfect possibility (Frank, 1997; Pountain & Robin’s, 2000; Holt, 2002; Heath & Potter, 2006). 

Eager to satisfy the new consumer sensibility, commercial actors saw youth subcultures as an 

attractive cultural universe, which could be applied in order to make market offering more alluring 

to young mainstream audiences. McRobbie & Thornton (1995) have argued that ‘moral panic’ has 

generally come to be perceived as a “routine means of making youth-orientated cultural products 
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more alluring” and part of a 'promotional logic' which business practice can play upon (Cohen, 

1972).  

 

Thus, ironically, the fundamental subcultural aim of prompting negative responses through acts of 

provocation and disobedience has almost consistently tended to arouse aspirational connotations. 

Especially amongst youths “to shock has become chic” (Hebdige, 1979). The “appropriation” of 

subcultural style into mass produced objects has often been interpreted to deprive the youth 

subcultures of their oppositional potency, which is substantiated by Moore (2005: 235), arguing:  

 

“When subcultural styles and sounds are commercialized …they lose the stamp of authenticity 

conferred by their innovators, and to many people it seems that they cease to be cool, different, or 

rebellious.”  

 

While the word “dominant culture” – implying a structuralist perspective in which relatively rigid 

social structures produces a perceived homogeneous cultural foundation, entangled in generational 

and class influences (Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 1994) – is predominantly used to described the target 

of subcultural opposition, commercialisation stands as the dominant culture’s way of bringing 

subcultures “back into line” through mass production and popularization (Hebdige, 1979). This 

connection between commercialization and deprivation of oppositional potency remains a 

widespread influence even today (Goldman & Papson, 1996; Arvidsson, 2006; Gabriel & Lang, 

2006; Heath & Potter, 2006). Hence, in the study of youth subcultures and commercialism, the 

relationship between the two is defined primarily in terms of conflict.  

 

2.2.2  Subcultures In a Postmodernist Perspective: 

Lifestyle orientation and neo-tribes 

The renewed, identity driven consumer sensibility gradually evolving from the 60’s an onwards is 

indicative of the postmodern paradigm becoming increasingly evident. Following this development 

is a growing recognition amongst scholars that the cultural stability characterizing a structuralist 

perspective – central to the contributions of the CCCS – often neglects the dynamic and enacted 

nature of cultural life (Clarke, 1981; Thornton, 1995; Muggleton & Weinzierl, 2003). Without a 

dominant culture to position itself against the word “subculture” is often seen to have lost it’s 

meaning.  
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According to Firat & Venkatesh (1993), the “distrust for the project of modernity” has changed 

people’s identification processes and caused subterranean values, epitomized through individuality 

and consumption, to permeate multiple aspects of peoples’ lives. Hence, lifestyle choices become 

increasingly important. Lifestyle, according to Featherstone (1991: 86), is a “life project” which 

displays “individuality and sense of style in the particularity of the assemblage of goods, clothes, 

practices, experiences, appearance and bodily dispositions” designed into a coherent form of 

expression. The omnipresence of consumption practices in today’s consumer society (Jameson, 

1991) has caused Firat & Venkatesh (1993) to argue that authority, unity, continuity, purpose and 

commitment are starting to loose their influence, whereas multiplicity, fragmentation, resistance 

and rejection is emerging.  

 

But whereas the perspective above argues for a shift in terms of individualism, other scholars have 

emphasised the way in which commercial output has also become an increasingly important 

element in the social organization of lifestyle-oriented groups (Arnould et al., 2004). The stream of 

research within Consumer Culture Theory represents an important contribution to the theorization 

of youth subcultures and commercialism under the changing social structures in a (late- and) 

postmodern perspective by addressing “the ways in which consumers forge feelings of social 

solidarity and create distinctive, fragmentary, self-selected, and sometimes transcient social worlds 

through the pursuit of common consumption interests.” (Arnould & Thompson, 2005: 873). Hence, 

based on insights from the CCT tradition we might to higher extent see the postmodern turn as a 

reorganization within society in which the building blocks of human life are a multiplicity of social 

groups that we all participate in, and where consumption constitutes as a socially significant form of 

interaction (Cova et al, 2007).  

 

Accordingly, it in the light of the dynamic, individualised and fragmented character of social life, 

the concept of subculture is often set aside in favour of neo-tribes, which has become an influential 

alternative to accounting for the character of people’s social organization (Maffesoli, 1996; Cova & 

Cova, 2001; Murphy, 2002). In the absence of a dominant culture, a neo-tribe can be defined as a 

network of heterogeneous persons, in terms of age, sex, and income, linked by a shared interest 

(Cova & Cova, 2001).  

 

The entry of branding in the marketing discipline has brought social and cultural identity to its 

forefront and represents an influential element in the identity construction of neo-tribes. Brands 

need to stand for something I terms of people, they need to have a personality and create emotional 
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value for the consumer. “Ideally, the brand should be conceived as a ‘personality’ with emotional 

or even ethical dimensions” (Gobe in Arvidsson, 2006: 67). The associational richness of brands is 

often constructed by associating the brand with already existing cultural worlds (Arvidsson, 2006; 

Holt, 2004), which is intended to transfer cultural connotations to the consumers’ identity-creating 

processes. Hence, by using the brand, it becomes possible to act as though one is part of that 

universe. In this function it makes sense to see brands as symbolic resources (Elliot & 

Wattanasuwan, 1998) that increasingly function as a culturally significant form of communication 

on which personal identity and social interaction is structured. 

 

Consumption’s function as a fundamental source of identity creation appears to be particularly 

evident in the phase of adolescence. Accordingly, Inglehart (1997) contend that social change will 

take place more readily among young groups than adults, implying that postmodern influences are 

likely to be particularly evident with regards to the social organization of youths. This argument is 

substantiated in Fournier’s (1998) study on consumer-brand relationships, which provides evidence 

to the argued connection between youth and postmodern consumer behaviour. Being vastly 

sensitive to what they appear to be in the eyes of others (Erikson, 1985) young people become 

extremely image-conscious and learn to look at objects as extensions of the self. Substantiating this 

view, Abercombie (1994) argues that youth uses goods in opportunistic but highly visible ways and 

experiment with different identities by ignoring the way in which class, gender and race constitute 

the boundaries of identity. Consequently, “[c]onsumption becomes the core element in the rite of 

passage to adulthood” (Gabriel & Lang, 2006: 87). Since the current research focuses primarily on 

subcultural formations embedded in the period of youth, neo-tribal influences seem likely to be 

evident in my findings. 

 

Ultimately, the past section has served the purpose of lifting the perspective from the structuralist 

understanding of youth subcultural opposition and commercial exploitation and grasp the dynamics 

of a postmodern perspective. The increased importance of lifestyle values and formation of neo-

tribal constellations on the background of shared consumption experiences represents a challenge to 

traditional dualistic interpretations of youth subcultures being grounded in power struggles against 

dominant and suppressing cultural forces that use mass circulation of subcultural symbols as means 

of exploitation and incorporation.  

 

However, accepting a neo-tribal perspective to the understanding of youth subcultures is not 

unproblematic. For while youth subcultural actions have persistently been associated with a sense 
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of unspoiled purity and artistic intuition – what is often referred to as authenticity - commercialism 

is often seen unable to generate or reproduce the same sense of authenticity (Heath & Potter, 2006; 

Holt, 2004; Frank, 1997; Hebdige, 1979). Hence, the question is to what extent the increased 

significance of commercial resources in subcultural life is depriving youth subcultures of its stamp 

of being real. The following section addresses this connection. 

 

 

2.2.3  Commercialism and Subcultural Authenticity 

 

“Money, in short, is the principle of the inauthentic in human existence” 

- Lionel Trilling in Sincerity and Authenticity (1971) 

 

According to the Oxford Dictionary, authenticity denote “Real, actual, ‘genuine.’ (Opposed to 

imaginary, pretended)”, whereas commercial means “Viewed as a mere matter of business; looking 

toward financial profit. Freq. used pejoratively of any art-form, performance, artist, etc., that sets 

popular acclaim as measured by financial returns above artistic considerations”. Hence, while 

authenticity is associated with genuine actions where people follow their own internally held 

beliefs, rather than being influence by the interest of external conditions and institutions (Holt, 

2004), commercialism entails that these personal ideals are set aside in favour of economic 

incentives. This notion is also underlying Anton’s (2001: 151) argument that authenticity “cannot 

be bought with either symbolic or monetary capital because money, by its nature, works as a system 

of exchange and substitution. And substitution is counter to particularity and originality, hallmark 

characteristics of authenticity”. Debord (1968) adds to this dualism by implying that it is in the 

nature of consumer capitalism to incorporate authentic human experiences and turn them into 

commodity, which is then sold back at consumers through advertising and the mass media. This 

process has popularly prompted claims of commercial exploitation and manipulation. For instance, 

Boyle (2004: 109) argues:  

 

“Youth culture has always demanded what is ‘real’, what is somehow ‘on the street’, yet for half a 

century or so they have been manipulated about what that is by the big fashion houses and record 

companies”.  

 

This mechanism has led Jean Baudrillard (1988) to asserts that the world that we live in lack depth. 

He uses the term simulacrum to describe the cultural order of contemporary consumption, where 
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there is no original and, hence, the boundaries between real and fake become blurred. Thus, when 

considering the processes through which commercial players attempt to connect to and establish 

relationships with an audience, these contributions suggest that the interaction happens at the 

expense of cultural authenticity, substantiated in Wernick’s (1991: 185) argument that culture has 

become “a sector of consumer goods production just like any other produced object of human use”. 

These beliefs have also gained a strong foothold in a subcultural context. Hence, authentic- and 

commercial culture has often been seen as representing opposite ends of a continuum from which 

subcultural credibility and status is judged (Goldman & Papson, 1996;Thornton, 1995; Holt, 2002).  

 

As the previous section has highlighted, sub- and commercial culture are essentially dependent, yet 

also conflicting variables. However, as argued by Cova et al. (2007: 4): 

 

“Industrial and post-industrial information economies create not only things, but critical elements of 

cultural, social, and self-identity.” 

 

As indicated by Cova et al. authentic- and commercial culture must not necessarily be approached 

in terms of dichotomy. In fact, recently some scholars argue that commercial culture can be seen to 

bolster authenticity (Beal & Weidman, 2003; Thornton, 1995; Cova et al., 2007).  

 

Indeed, Pine & Gilmore (2007: 89) argue that there is no such thing as inauthentic experiences, 

because experiences happen inside of us. Thus, despite the fact that commercial output is 

ontologically inauthentic, it can yield phenomenological authenticity – the subjective feeling that 

the output is authentic. In a similar vein, Leigh et al. (2006: 482) suggest that authenticity is a 

consumer perception that occurs through a filter of one’s personal experiences, hence, relating to 

one’s identity of self. Further to this, their research shows that authenticity is constructed of several 

aspects, relating to both interpersonal and intrapersonal aspects, as well as product symbolism. 

Consequently, as apparent from phenomenologically inspired work, authentic cultural expressions 

can easily be generated in harmony with commercial culture.  

 

Products are important for communicating social information (Arnould et al. 2004: 440) and, as the 

past section has indicated, commercial culture can thus substantiate impressions of authenticity. But 

if subcultural authenticity is not defined in terms of its independence from the commercial sphere, 

how is authenticity then constructed? What is the process by which any item of culture or practice 

achieves an aura of being authentic? To these questions Rinehart and Sydnor (2003) contend that 

authenticity is something sought, fought over and reinvented. Faced with an increasingly 
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complexity and intricate perspective on authenticity, one comes to realise that critically oriented 

perceptions of commercialism has often served a convenient function of constituting an adversary 

against which the subculture’s oppositional identity and understandings of subcultural authenticity 

could be structured.  

 

In the following section I will provide an assessment of contributions confronting the relationship 

between the changing social conditions of postmodernism and understandings of opposition. 

 

 

2.2.4  Oppositional Consumption and Personal 

Distinction 

Whereas opposition in a structuralist perspective denotes ideological struggles against the perceived 

suppressive influence of a homogeneous dominant cultural, understandings of opposition under a 

neo-tribal view has been directed more specifically at the perceived manipulative and 

homogenizing and inuthentic character of commercialism (de Certeau, 1984; Fiske, 1989; Moore, 

2005; Gabriel & Lang, 2006).  

 

In this regard Arvidsson’s (2006: 70) argument that “The appropriation of [subcultural] style and 

its transformation into brand image is thus one of the simplest examples of how brand management 

exploits consumers” represents a perspective on subcultural opposition shared by numerous 

scholars. In this view commercialization is regarded a threat to the subcultural position and, 

accordingly, subcultural consumers will seek to inhibit the perceived omnipotence of commercial 

culture through following various strategies. Either, as argued by Ozanne & Murray (1991), de 

Certeau (1994) and Fiske (1989), consumers can filter out marketing’s influence by building 

awareness and resisting the manipulative codes of marketing. Alternatively, Firat & Venkatesh 

(1995) have suggested that, albeit marketing’s omnipresent influence on cultural life, consumes can 

seek out social spaces in which they produce their own culture through implementing increasingly 

fragmented consumption patterns.  

 

Following this logic, youth subcultures are able to uphold an oppositional stance against the cultural 

manipulative position of marketing by employing emancipatory consumption strategies. Thus, by 

filtering out marketing’s influence subcultures break the symbolic logic of commercialism and 

retain a sense of cultural autonomy, providing a sense of authenticity and rating symbolic 
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boundaries to commercialism (Lasn, 2000; Brown, Kozinetz & Sherry, 2003; Kates, 2002; 

Schouten & McAlexander, 1995).  

 

Whereas the forms of consumer resistance proposed above both rely on a desire to defy market 

influence per se, Richardson and Turley (2006: 175) have widened the scope of exploring 

oppositional consumption by suggesting that avoiding market’s ‘totalizing’ character only 

constitutes one end of a continuum. At the opposite end, consumer opposition simply comprise an 

expression of the aversion of the taste of others (Bourdieu, 1984; Hogg & Savolainen, 1998). 

Hence, as argued by Richardson and Turley (2006: 179), youth groups’ aversion for commercialism 

is often grounded in the interest of protecting their exclusive status and, therefore, subcultural 

oppositionality is in fact motivated by a desire for distinction, rather than a desire to resist the 

market. This perspective has implications for the way youth subcultures’ interaction with 

commercial culture is perceived, as the oppositionality embodied in subcultural styles is in fact not 

opposition to commercial culture, but a desire to uphold a social status provided by the subcultural 

identity (Richardsson & Turley, 2006; Thornton, 1995). Cova et al. (2007: 8) substantiate this view 

by arguing that “struggles against the system are cloaked less in ideologies of resistance and more 

in identities of liberation.” 

 

As argued by Jancovich (2002), what essentially determines the value of such subcultural 

consumption is whether the distinctions provided by the product or service contributes to some 

sense of subcultural authenticity. However, if accepting the perspective on youth subcultures as a 

vehicle for personal distinction, subcultural authenticity becomes a diffuse phenomenon that is not 

easily captured, which is also apparent in the following argument by Thornton (1995): “Often there 

is more consensus about what is un-hip, than what is hip”. Consequently, youth subcultures are 

often defined most noticeably by what they perceive to be ‘the mainstream’ while concepts of 

subcultural ethos and authenticity are domains characterized by internal opposition (Kates, 2002; 

Thornton, 1995; Moore, 2005). Hence, Kates (2002: 384) argues “marketer’s actions render 

[subcultural] boundaries transient, permeable, and mutable, serving as interactive processes 

between the subculture and the so-called external or dominant society.” Consequently, he presents 

the view that subcultural ethos can best be described as “a protean array of shifting manageable 

meanings, open to change, challenge and internal opposition”.  

 

The next section will be dedicated to understanding the complexities associated with defining 

subcultural boundaries. 
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2.2.5  Boundary Maintenance:  Subcultural Capital 

and Ideology 

Subcultural formations are first and foremost valued on the sense of identity it provides its 

members. As indicated by the increased embeddedness of subcultural formations into market 

structures and commercialism, commercial resources have become increasingly important elements 

in the creation of individual- and group-identity. Accordingly, subcultures in a “neo-tribal 

perspective” eventually end up feeling the effects of the marketplace more so than subcultures in a 

structuralist perspective (Schouten, Martin & McAlexander 2007). Hence, as subcultures are 

increasingly embedded in and around material objects, and these are commercialised and distributed 

to a wider audience, locating boundaries at the subcultural level becomes an aspect of increasing 

difficulty, threatening the sense of identity which membership status transfers to its members 

(Kates, 2002). 

 

As expressed in the following argument by Gabriel & Lang (2006: 89), individuals are essentially 

preoccupied with their social position vis-à-vis other individuals: 

 
“Experience suggests that today’s consumers are highly preoccupied both with the authenticity of their own 

identity and with the recognition of this authenticity by others. They spend much time scrutinizing each other 

for inauthentic personas, contrived styles, yesterday’s fashion and false identities”  
 

This characteristic appears to be particularly evident in the case in a subcultural environment, where 

the culture’s semiotic resources can be seen to help member cultivate individuated identities, but 

simultaneously limit the subculture’s reach by continuously generating a sense of exclusivity and 

scarcity. Thus, even in a neo-tribal perspective, consumption constitutes a means of providing a 

sense of social power, and therefore, despite of the increasingly fragmented and vigorous nature of 

a postmodern society, youths will continuously enact notions of subcultural boundaries in order to 

promote a sense of subcultural status (Thornton, 1995; Kates, 2002).  

 

In order to account for the mechanisms levelling subcultures’ dynamic and contested symbolic 

space, Thornton (1995) has re-appropriated Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of cultural capital into the 

local variant, subcultural capital. Subcultural capital is synonymous with perceived ‘hippness’ and 

the extent to which subcultural actors are ‘in the know’. Hence, subcultural capital can be seen as 

the cultural knowledge and commodities acquired by members of a subculture, raising their status 
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and helping differentiate themselves from members of other groups. While not exclusively material, 

subcultural capital is often objectified in the shape of the right clothes, haircut or music collection 

(Thornton, 1995). What lies implicitly in the notion of subcultural capital is the fundamental 

significance of exclusivity. As subcultural capital is essentially a scarce resource, exclusivity is 

preserved through continuously remaking concepts of authenticity. Consequently, the consumption 

driven aspects of subcultural capital comes close to what Heath and Potter (2006) refer to as 

‘competitive consumption’.  

 

Consequently, what has become apparent from increasingly fragmented, individualized and 

commoditized influences of postmodernism, is that those marker goods previously considered 

indicative of deviant subcultural identities and meanings have become sites of contested meaning, 

potentially diluting their semiotic potency and oppositional status, as well as calling for reflexively 

understood and continuously changing boundary definitions (Kates, 2002). Accordingly, Kates 

(2002: 398) argue: 

 

“Consumer identity becomes a salient and political affair. Consumer practices are read and 

displayed with interpretative frameworks that incorporate explicit concerns about inclusion, 

exclusion, social meanings, classification of people and objects, and privileged status of this 

knowledge” 

 

These ‘interpretative frameworks’ appear in many ways to correlate with concepts of subcultural 

authenticity – the sense of core beliefs and values, central to the negotiation of the subculture’s 

identity and position. Traditionally, these understandings of core beliefs and values have been 

associated with a hierarchical structure in which members with high amounts of subcultural capital 

are central in defining and redefining standards. For example, Fox’s (1987) research of the punk 

subculture reveals a concentric social structure in which the inner circle (‘hard core’) demonstrate a 

complete commitment to the lifestyle, and controlled concepts of authenticity to which less 

dedicated members (‘soft core’) and peripheral associates (‘preppie punks’) would adapt. 

 

Nevertheless, Kates (2002) argues that these contributions do not seem sensible to the dynamic 

processes underlying the negotiation of subcultural authenticity, making it a contested and fluid 

phenomenon. Arnould et al. (2004) support this view by arguing that core subcultural symbols are 

emotionally powerful and contain multiple meanings. While core members, often functioning as 

innovators, have a strong influence on some aspects of subcultural authenticity, others are up for 

individual variation and interpretation (Kates, 2002). 



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 25 

 

Despite of the dynamics apparently surrounding the definition of subcultural boundaries, 

subcultural capital remains a vital concept in accounting for the concentrations of credibility and 

commitment within a subculture. Hence, from a commercial perspective, subcultural capital 

becomes a resource that often represents a significant market value, in terms of transferring a sense 

of subcultural authenticity to market offerings. The next section will be dedicated to providing 

insights surrounding the transfer of subcultural capital into economic capital. 

 

 

2.2.6  From Subcultural capital to Economic Capital 

Several authors have proposed that, far from being a threat, subcultural oppositionality is itself 

consumerist in that it expresses and breeds new ideas, products and ways of being. Thus, Heath & 

Potter (2006) argue: “there has never been any tension between the values of the subculture and the 

functional requirements of the capitalist economic system.” The authors suggest that the resistance 

of sub- and countercultures has in fact for decades been the driving force of the market. In this 

interpretation rebellion is actually the lifeblood of consumerism. In a similar vein, Holt (2002: 88) 

argues: “Since the market feeds of the constant production of difference, the most creative, 

unorthodox, singularizing consumer sovereignty practices are the most productive for the system”. 

Hence, youth subcultures interaction with commercial culture constitutes an intrinsically ambivalent 

relationship as consumption practices are simultaneously crucial instruments in the process of 

accumulating subcultural capital and, hence, distinguishing the group members from ‘the 

mainstream’, whilst the subculturalists’ continuous pursuit of scarce subcultural capital is actually 

supporting corporate incentives.  

 

Recent developments within the theoretical field of consumer culture seem to complicate matters 

further. Firstly, the postmodern consumer’s desire for authentic brands is currently receiving a vast 

amount of attention in consumer research (Pine & Gilmore, 2007; Lewis & Bridger, 2000; Boyle, 

2003; Arvidsson, 2006; Holt; 2004; Grayson & Martinec, 2004; Florida, 2002). Following a stream 

of consumer-critical bestsellers such as No Logo by Naomi Klein (2000), Culture Jam by Kalle 

Lasn (2000), The Conquest of Cool and One Market Under God by Thomas Frank (1997 & 2000) 

and Consumed by Benjamin R. Barber (2007) a renewed critical consumer sensibility is forming 

against the claimed unethical, staged and manipulative methods of American corporations (Holt, 

2002). And as cultural authenticity has come to be seen as the most fundamental aspect of the 

consumption experience (Pine & Gilmore, 2007; Holt, 2002), companies increasingly need to 
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substantiate their brands in the cultural sphere in ways perceived by consumers as genuine. But 

previous strategies, such as coattailing on cultural epicentres and placing brands in everyday 

situations (Holt, 2002) no longer suffice and, as a consequence, companies increasingly need to 

form close relationships with youth subcultures in order to become perceived as an integrated part 

of their community (Murphy, 2002; Cova & Cova, 2001). Additionally, the positive contribution of 

the productivity and loyalty of brand communities is slowly becoming a popular emphasis in 

management literature.  

 

Consequently, the exploitative behaviour, oft associated with commercialism, seem likely to yield 

in favour of higher degrees of active support and participation – a trend that has, amongst others, 

been highlighted by Cova & Cova (2001) in their scrutiny of sporting goods giant Salomon’s 

interaction with the French rollerskate community. Secondly, the fact that subcultures’ ‘tribal’ 

knowledge gives them an advantage over corporate rivals (Moore, 2006) implies that their 

marketing competencies “will soon rival those of companies” (Cova et al., 2007: 16). Hence, Cova 

et al (2007: 16) suggest that subcultures are not necessarily trying to resist economic actors, but are 

in fact “poised to become collective actors of the marketplace, much in the same way as the 

companies already are”. Subcultural entrepreneurs will enjoy the advantage of having a close 

relationship between marketers and the community (Lange, 2007) and, hence, they will be able to 

outflank corporate competitors on the basis of their ability to channel their subcultural capital into 

brand authenticity. However, so far, only sparse academic attention has been dedicated to the 

entrepreneurial behaviour of subcultures, and in prior studies commercial ventures of subcultural 

members have been restricted to rather small and nice oriented markets (Lange, 2007; Goulding and 

Saren, 2007). Ultimately, accounts of growing entrepreneurial ambitions and commercial intent 

within youth subcultures have significant implications for subcultural capital, as subcultures 

actively employ the market as a means of accumulating and trading subcultural capital.  

 

 

2.2.7  Alternative perspectives on youth subculture 

and Commercialism 

As accentuated throughout the past sections the traditional perspective on deviant youth subcultures 

presents a perspective which in several ways fall short of providing an answer to the decrease in 

modernist structures. While the concept of neo-tribes represents a general perspective on the 

propensity of social groups to defy modernist categories of class, occupation and age, and rather 

form around shared interests, this only presents a general classification of the evident shift in 
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orientation, while not providing the adequate attention to the nuances represented by specific 

concerns and characteristics of a given subcultural context. Consequently, I will wrap up this row of 

theoretical reflections by presenting an overview of four types of subcultural forms that I find 

provides valuable insights to our understanding of youth subcultures in an environment where 

commercialism is a significant influence.  

 

Subcultures of consumption:  

The concept of ‘subcultures of consumption’ constitutes an influential contribution to the field of 

CCT (Kates, 2002; Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). Through their ethnographic study amongst 

Harley-Davidson owners Schouten & McAlexander (1995) point to the potential symbiosis between 

subcultures and marketing institutions. In the case of the Harley-Davidson enthusiasts, images of 

the outlaw bikers associated with the Harley-Davidson brand provided subcultural members with a 

sense of a marginalized identity (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). This “outsider” identity is 

structured around “an identifiable, hierarchical social structure; a unique ethos, or set of shared 

beliefs and values; and unique jargons, rituals, and modes of symbolic expression”. Hence, while 

neo-tribalism is apparent in the group’s connection around a shared interest, subcultures of 

consumption are founded on a relatively homogeneous ethos of core values, reflected in a well-

understood ideology of consumption underlying the group’s hierarchical social structures. As a 

consequence, brand meaning is thought to be a stabile construct, which also contributes to the 

notion of subcultures of consumption being a relatively stabile and enduring construct. Consistency 

is maintained through the socialization of new members into the existing ideologies of the 

subculture – amongst them dominant consumption practices.  

  

Brand communities: 

Brand communities represent another type of “marketplace subcultures” (Arnould & Thompson, 

2005: 873). While we may see the Harley-Davidson subculture as type of a brand community, the 

research on brand communities has generally emphasised less rigid social structures, and 

accentuated a higher degree of interpretative agency on the part of the communal members. 

According to Muniz & O’Guinn (2001: ??), brand communities can be defined as “a specialized, 

non-geographical bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among admirers 

of a brand”. In the context of brand communities, consumption comes across as an empowering 

activity in which consumers reach a sense of decommodification through establishing meaningful 

social relationships around brands. Making use of the word community clearly indicates a shift from 

the mechanically perceived society to more fluid and collectively oriented community, highlighting 
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the concept’s close proximity to neo-tribalism. Whereas Shouten & McAlexander’s (1995) 

subcultures of consumption enjoys a strong and deep immersion in the lives of members, Muniz & 

O’Guinn, (2001) argue that brand communities can often have significantly weaker cohesion and 

sense of belonging. Additionally, brand communities represent a step further away from the ideals 

of oppositionality also apparent in the previous perspectives: “Brand communities do not typically 

reject aspects of the surrounding culture’s ideology. They embrace them.” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 

2001: 414) 

 

Rather than building their interaction around opposition to another cultural influence, their sense of 

community flows from a consciousness of kind, shared rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral 

responsibility (Munis & O’Guinn, 2001).  

 

Underground cultures:  

The term “underground” is occasionally used synonymously with subculture. According to 

Arvidsson (2007: 14)”‘underground’ refers to relatively autonomous processes of cultural 

production that unfold in the urban evironment, often in connection to some ‘sub-cultural’ 

‘scene’”. These autonomous forms of creative production are perceived to be “more innovative, 

experimental and cutting edge, more authentic, rebellious and ‘cool’ than others”. Hence, the 

appellation points to a certain degree of marginalisation, and a subcultural ethos of subordination 

and a mindset alternative to outsiders. As a consequence, the underground is also considered 

attractive from a commercial perspective. In this sense, the resemblance with the images of the 

deviant youth subcultures studied by the CCCS is evident.  

 

Although, underground cultures are inherently sceptical to commercial cooperation, they have been 

argued to show increasing signs of embracing opportunities for cooperation with business in order 

to improve levels of subcultural capital. Hence, people in underground environments increasingly 

see themselves as cultural entrepreneurs (Arvidsson, 2007; Muggleton & Wienzierl, 2003; 

McRobbie, 2002).  

 

This change is accompanied by growing individualization inside the subculture, giving them 

characteristics of open-ended networks where boundaries between business and underground are 

porous and diffuse. Consequently, Arvidsson (2007) argues that the underground can be seen as en 

‘ethical economy’ in which the currency of circulation is respect. Within the underground the ‘deep 

underground’, consists of the crude and unadapted “strange people” who are cutting edge in terms 
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of creativity – but commercially unattractive due to their marginality. The ‘network entrepreneurs’, 

however, represent the links between commercial players and the underground. By operationalizing 

the ‘creative proletariat’ – the underground cultural producers – they provide monetary gains that 

posted back into the underground for improving personal status and recognition.  

 

Consequently, the interaction with commercial players is considered a constant balance act in which 

the monetary gains represented by commercial interaction are posted back into the culture for 

respect and status, but where the risk of being considered a “sell-out” is a continual concern. 

(Arvidsson, 2007) 

 

Counterculture: 

The term ‘counterculture’ has been symbol of the radical cultural shift of the 60s, and commonly 

perceived as the “fundamental opponent of the capitalist order” (Frank, 1997: 6). Representative of 

static, unchanged body of faith, goals and practices, business was the “monolithic bad-guy” against 

which the young rebels defined themselves (Frank, 1997: 7). By employing strategies of ‘rebellious 

consumption’ the countercultural impact is often seen to have been a revolution by the means of 

lifestyle rather than politics (Frank, 1997: 15). 

 

In a time of postmodernism, business is generally not perceived to represent the same sense of 

cultural repression as in the 60s. But while business is eventually considers to produce ‘mass-

culture’, countercultural resistance arises from the way in which signifiers are consumed. Hence, as 

argued in the previous section, consumers can outflank producers by applying strategies of creative- 

and reflexive resistance (Holt, 2002) The extent to which we can perceive these actions as 

foundations of distinctive cultural formations seems nonetheless to be fairly limited. Rather we can 

refer to them as ‘consumer sensibilities’. 

 

Meanwhile, Gabriel and Lang (2006) argue that true countercultural consumer are the one saying 

‘no’, ‘less’, or ‘do it differently’. These characteristics are currently seen in mass movements 

against globalization (Klein, 2001), as well as ‘culture jamming’ (Lasn, 2000), mobilizing support 

through web based communities and publishing of books and magazines. Here, primary sources of 

interaction are the perceived omnipresence of brands, the restrained freedom of consumers, as well 

as socially irresponsible behaviour of many companies. Rather than creative reinterpretation 

strategies, oppositionality is often embodied in the form of consumer boycotts and other types of 

activism. While countercultural accents exist in several different guises, my impression is that these 
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types of subcultures are often more similar to networks with relatively modest degrees of group 

cohesion. 
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2.3 A model of the Interplay Between Youth 
Subculture and Commercialism 

In the previous part I have provided an assessment of the theory relation to the interplay between 

subculture and commercialism. I now wish to build on these insights and suggest a theoretical 

framework that is open to the variations created by different degrees of commitment as well as 

varying openness to commercial interaction.  

 

2.3.1  Subcultures and Commercialism – A Multitude 

of Perceptions 

Based on the commercial attractiveness of subcultural life, processes of commercialization often 

run parallel with the maturation of a subculture, contributing to its popularization and growth. As a 

consequence, the subculture comes to embody an increasingly broad representation of interests and 

perspectives. Accordingly, a manifold of orientations, interpretations, and objectives influence 

members’ enactment of the subcultural identity. 

 

This implies that subcultural identities are potentially complex and ambiguous social constructs that 

are often not fully accounted for by any one perspective. Thus, modernist images of oppositional 

gestures to shock and offend the ‘masses’ might not reflect any objective truth about the subcultural 

identity, but represent the way in which some parts of the subcultural milieu perceive their own 

actions (Thornton, 1995). Parallel to the existence of these orientations, other fragments of the 

subcultural context experience a sense of subcultural authenticity primarily through celebrating a 

branded version of subcultural ideals – not to speak of the subcultural entrepreneurs, who transfer 

their subcultural capital into successful businesses. While other members see them as “posers” and  

“sell outs”, the nature of the commercial interaction feels real and progressive from the perspective 

of the individual. If we accept that subcultures are ‘imagined communities’ (Gabriel & Lang, 2006), 

the necessity to be sensitive to these different interpretations of subcultural identity seems evident. 

Grasping the complexities of youth subcultural life and commercialism calls for an approach 

embracing this diversity. 

 

However, I order to understand the way commercial processes we need to provide some sense of 

structure to the multitude of interpretations underlying the subcultural identity. I believe that we can 

primarily see the distinctions in terms of two dimensions: The extent to which individuals are 

committed to the subcultural identity and the way in which commercial resources either support or 
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work against perceptions of subcultural authenticity. I will elaborate on each of the two dimensions 

in the following.  

  

 

2.3.2  Subcultural Commitment 

Commitment varies inside almost any subculture (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Fox, 1987; 

Thornton, 1995). Simultaneously, different types of collectives breeds different levels of 

commitment. Thus, in a time where youth subcultures are stretched from being a consumerist 

attitude expressed though utilizing the commercial symbols of the subculture in one extreme, to 

representing the core identity of the edgy personalities at the heart of the subculture, we cannot 

explain the totality of the subcultural universe without taking into account the entire continuum of 

commitment.  

 

On the one end of the continuum we see contributions emphasising subcultural ideology as a strong 

influence in peoples lives. It penetrates deep into their value systems, their everyday behaviour, and 

reflected in everything from their appearance to orientations in taste. Often the relationship to the 

subculture comes as a natural consequence of an alternative mindset, artistic sensibility or a deep-

felt association with subcultural ideals. Here, members are completely immersed into the 

subculture. Some examples of such intense commitment are the hard-core punks (Fox, 1987), 

outlaw bikers (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995), as well as the “deep underground” (Arvidsson, 

2007). Furthermore, Featherstone’s (2001) perspective on lifestyle emphasises how subcultural 

identities are embraced in the constellation of several dimensions – relating to consumption, 

appearance, behaviour and taste. Consequently, the subculture is not a part-time hobby – it is 

something you are. 

 

While we cannot claim that this position is outright stabile, the degrees of commitment underlying 

this position seem to imply that this group represents the part of a subculture where stability is most 

prevalent.  

 

At the opposite end of the continuum values are less internalized. Consumption becomes a way of 

connecting with the ideals and values of the subculture. For example, Schouten & McAlexander 

(1995) emphasise how imitation of more dedicated members becomes a strategy of reducing 

uncertainty. The subcultural life is primarily associated with leisure, and therefore the subcultural 
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space only takes precedence in situations where primary identities can be set aside – typically in the 

weekends (Kates, 2002). In sum, subculture is something you do. 

 

The illustration beneath presents these viewpoints: 

 
Figure 1: Subcultural Commitment: Illustrating two different subcultural positions, based on members commitment to the 

subcultural universe.  

 

 

2.3.3  Commercial Consciousness 

The relationship between subculture and business interests is historically rooted, and has been 

approached by several occasions so far. While the channelling of subcultural symbols into objects 

of mass consumption have been interpreted as exploitation, incorporation and a deprivation of pure 

an oppositional intent, more resent viewpoints emphasise the empowering effects of consumption 

and the commercial utilization of the subcultural identity.  

 

Critical approaches are often founded within modernist thought, in which the ‘anti-mass society’ 

discourses have interpreted the function of marketing as a way of bringing subcultures “back into 

line” – and incorporate them into the cultural hegemony (Hebdige, 1979). In terms of authenticity 

this process has been read as appropriation of “real” culture into “fake” commercial culture (Pine & 

Gilmore, 2007). Through packaging and promotion subcultural symbols have been trimmed for the 

identity-seeking consumers, eagerly embracing the symbols of unruly, autonomous and pure youth 

subcultures. Hence, the number one fear of subcultural members becomes “a gushing up to the 

mainstream” (Thornton, 1995).  
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In many subcultures, oppositional identities are negotiated parallel to extensive dependence on 

commercial resources as symbolic resources and the active pursuit of entrepreneurial ambitions. 

Putting aside images of a hegemonic culture – or “the system” as some subcultural members refer 

to it (Fox, 1987) – the sense of exclusivity and “edge” characteristic of many subcultures must not 

be seen as liberation from cultural suppression. Hence, consumption and commercial orientation 

does not equal conformity. Rather, it becomes an additional dimension through which subcultural 

life can be experienced and creative and innovative expressions can be channelled and meaningful 

social relationships can be formed (Cova et al., 2007).  

 

The matrix presented beneath illustrates main claims representative of a critical and a co-dependent 

perspective. 

 

 
Figure 2: Commercial Consciousness: Illustrating two distinct interpretations of the relationship between commercial resources and 

subculture. (Own construction) 

 

 

2.3.4  A Model of Youth Subcultural and 

Commercialism Interplay 

In combination the two dimensions create a ‘space’ from which we are able to interpret distinct 

theoretical types of subcultural formations. The illustration beneath provides a positional overview 

of the appellations dealt with in the theoretical review. Obviously, such overview implies that some 

degree of generalisation is drawn, but my emphasis has been to emphasise the facets of the 

theoretical accounts that somehow typifies the character of group interaction.  
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Figure 3: Combined the two dimensions create a “space” representing distinct perspectives on the interplay between youth 

subculture and commercialism. Theoretical positions have been applied to exemplify the characteristics of the various combinations. 

 

If taking into account the position of the various perspectives, the four areas divided by the axis can 

be seen to represent four positions, each emphasising different forms of interaction between 

subcultres and commercialism. I have chosen to refer to these positions as: Hard-core, Lifestyle, 

Brand Community and Counterculture. The characteristics of each position can be defined in the 

following way: 

 

Hard-core: 

The perspectives placing themselves within this quadrant, all emphasise a vast degree of 

commitment. This position does not represent a role or transitory fashion, but a permanent way of 

life. Accordingly, subcultural ideals are completely internalized. Furthermore, this group exhibits 

the highest degree of autonomy from its surroundings, and representations are often associated with 

a distinct anti-establishment and, in some examples, anarchistic mindset. Nevertheless, categorical 

neglect of commercial interaction is not necessarily the case. Rather, hard-core representations can 

be associated with extraordinary creativity and innovative talents valued by the subculture – the 

people who define and create subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995, Arvidsson, 2007). Hence, we can 

widen the perspective to embrace ‘masters of the scene’ (Thornton, 1995), being everything from 

nihilistic punks to radical young subcultural entrepreneurs. 
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Lifestyle: 

The perspectives of the “lifestyle” quadrant emphasise strong commitment to the subculture – 

people who embrace symbols of the subculture in several aspects of their lives. Nevertheless, the 

degree of commitment is not as strong as the previous perspective. Furthermore, aspects of 

consumption are often given larger weight than the latter. Hence, subcultural capital is often 

pursued through brand symbolism and striving for subcultural ideals – but only to a lesser extent 

these ideals are created.  

 

Brand Community: 

In this quadrant the subculture is primarily experienced through the act of consumption and 

interaction around commercial resources. Hence, the consumption activity itself comes across as an 

empowering activity in which consumers reach a sense of decommodification through establishing 

meaningful social relationships around brands with particular high levels of admiration. While the 

dedication and passion surrounding the members’ interaction can be strong, the subcultural universe 

often represents a part of the individual identity that is restricted to periods of leisure. 

Consequently, such type of interaction often shows somewhat weaker cohesion and sense of 

belonging than in the previous two examples. Brands communities are not oppositional in nature, 

but embrace the ideologies of the surrounding cultures (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). 

 

Counterculture: 

The final quadrant represents a slightly more porous position. Traditionally, countercultural 

connotations have been a part of most oppositional subcultures (Hebdige, 1979; Fox, 1987; 

Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). Hence, one could argue that ‘counterculture’ would fit better 

under the ‘hard-core’ appellation. However, in resent years counterculture has evolved into a more 

general consumer sensibility of ‘rebellious consumption’ (Frank, 1997; Holt, 2002; Gabriel & 

Lang, 2006). In a time where most consumers are concerned with their individuality, marketing-

produced images are often perceived to advance conformity and move towards a mass-society.  

Hence, it is avoiding and resisting perceived manipulation and indoctrination from forces of ‘mass 

culture’ that is at the centre of social interaction. However, distinctive cultural formations seem 

nonetheless to be rare. Thus, this position can be seen more in terms of a ‘consumer sensibility’. 

 

Beneath, the four positions are highlighted in the model: 
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Figure 4: “The subcultural/commercial space” represented by four distinct positions. I suggest this model for understanding the 

interplay between youth subculture and commercialism, which in my view is often characterized by complexity and ambiguity.  

 

It is important to emphasise that the appellations applied to each of the four areas primarily serve 

the purpose of exemplifying some of the traits representative of the position. I recognize that the 

four types of subcultural formation do overlap on more aspects and hence they do by no means 

represent fully distinct positions. As a consequence, my ambition is not to reach a conclusion on 

which of the alternatives provides the “best” solution, but rather, in my assessment of the interplay 

between sub- and commercial culture, I intend to draw on the entire theoretical space that I have 

defined in the model.  

 

Ultimately, the previous sections have each highlighted aspects which can help illuminate youth 

subcultural phenomena. After presenting my methodological reflections, I will use the model to 

structure my findings within the Copenhagen skate subculture. 

 



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 38 

3  Methodology 
 

The following chapter will account for my research process, attending to issues ranging from 

motivational aspects, epistemological concerns, as well as practical issues relating to the actual 

process of collecting, recording and analysing data. Furthermore, the chapter presents general 

considerations about the validity, reliability, and generalisability of the paper’s findings. 

 

 

“We cannot say how the world is, only how people see it”  

- Graham R. Gibbs, Analysing Qualitative Data (2007: 7)  

 

 

3.1 Motivation and Purpose  

My motivation for choosing the skateboard community as the focus of this paper has evolved as a 

consequence of the outspoken visibility of this particular youth subculture in Denmark as well as 

internationally. What particularly appealed to me about the skate culture, and in my eyes made it an 

obvious choice for further theoretical scrutiny, is the fact that skateboarding has grown out of an 

underground context – with long tradition of being identified as outcasts – yet recently propelled 

into becoming a global phenomenon and a billion dollar business. From an academic perspective, I 

have been incited by a general interest in communal groupings at the cross-sections of the market 

and society, an area which generally tends to fall within the research agenda of Consumer Culture 

Theory (Arnould & Thompson, 2005).  

 

The question that appeared most intriguing to me was how such massive commercial exposure 

influences a subcultural identity, outspokenly expressed in terms of oppositionality and dissent. 

Simultaneously, I was impelled by the vastly conspicuous consumer behaviour exhibited by skaters 

I was able to observe in the media as well as in the streets of Copenhagen. Noting the obvious 

ambiguity in this combination of cultural independence and an apparent omnipresence of 

commercial culture, I was surprised to discover that only scarce research had been conducted on the 

skate phenomenon from a consumer culture perspective. Most importantly, the research objective 

complies with the mandatory CMI regulations, prescribing the assessment of an “international 

and/or intercultural issue that is relevant to businesses and organizations.” (CMI Study Guide 

07/08)  
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3.2 The Research Process 

Having settled upon the overall theme and roughly sketched the emphasis for the research, I turned 

to a broad and thorough assessment of related literature, which could help anchor the subject 

theoretically. In this process I primarily drew on contributions from within the Consumer Culture 

Theory (CCT) tradition, addressing “the dynamic relationship between consumer actions, the 

marketplace, and cultural meanings” (Arnould & Thompson, 2005: 868), as its emphasis conflated 

with the overall purpose of this paper. Yet, I was also able to encounter helpful contributions within 

the theoretical domains of sociology and brand management. For example, sociology provided 

crucial insights in comprehending the role of such fundamental aspects as youth, deviance, taste and 

social hierarchies (Becker, 1964; Young; 1972; Bourdieu; 1984; Fox; 1985; Thornton; 1995), while 

literature relating to brand management helped grasp these phenomena from a commercial 

perspective and understand why youth subcultures have become crucial to brand building (Holt, 

2004; Pine & Gilmore, 2007).  

 

Having substantiated the shortcomings in the theorization of sub- and commercial culture, the next 

step was a number of epistemological reflections regarding the appropriate framework for 

collecting and employing empirical evidence. 

 

 

3.2.1  Epistemological reflections 

This research resides in the social reality of a group of individuals. What these individuals consider 

to be authentic, and whom or what they believe represent high levels of subcultural capital, is 

eventually a construct of locally negotiated meaning (Thornton, 1995). As a consequence, the 

research inevitably needs to be founded on qualitative data. Qualitative research is an approach to 

human and social behaviour that is concerned with how people think and act in their everyday lives 

(Willis, 2007; 181). People, settings, or groups are not reduced to variables, but are viewed as a 

whole (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998: 8). Qualitative research represents basically any kind of human 

communication – for example individual or group interviews, participant observations, web pages, 

advertisements, film, magazines, chat forums, photos (Gibbs, 2007: 2). Hence, qualitative data is 

fundamental in constructing rich empirical evidence, crucial in relation to embracing the multitude 

of cultural signifiers within communal groupings.  
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As I have accounted for in the previous chapter, subcultures are contested phenomena, often 

characterized by internal opposition and, hence, the research approach must be able to account for 

this inherent subjectivity and negotiation of signification (Thornton, 1995; Kates; 2002). As a 

consequence, this research will by no means be able to, nor aspire to, account for any objectively 

observable and universally generalisable reality. In fact, it can be argued that reality does not exist 

independent of the social construction of it, but comes into being as individuals enact the world in 

order to make sense of their experiences (Gibbs, 2007: 7). Following this logic, interpretation 

becomes a fundamental aspect. It must be stressed that the objective is not to dismiss the 

ontological existence of objects. The point here is that the material reality of the object comes into 

being trough acts of social interpretation and meaningful sense making (Prasad, 2005: 13). 

Consequently, the research objective must be seen as a search for understanding a particular context 

– not the truth about it (Willis, 2007: 188).  

 

 

3.2.2  Research Method: An Ethnographic Approach 

In the heart of ethnographic methodology lies the ambition to “uncovering of the system of symbols 

that give meanings to what people think and do” (Angrosino, 2007: 14). Ethnography constitutes an 

approach to conducting field research which seeks to lessen the detachment between the researcher 

and the subject under scrutiny, facilitating an account which penetrates deep into the social context, 

therefore, providing a more holistic approach than most other alternatives. Whereas traditional 

interviews remains an important element in ethnography, getting close to, and “inside”, the 

subculture allows the researcher to get a richer and multifaceted impression of the context being 

studied, its ideals, meanings and symbols – not limit the researcher to solely base his research on 

the worldview of interviewees.  

 

Geertz (1988) argues that attention to behaviour and context, in what he refers to as “thick 

descriptions” anchors human behaviour in a context, and thereby making the human actions 

meaningful to outsiders. Thus, attention to numerous manifestations of cultural meaning, provides 

an account which is likely to come across as more loyal to the way the individuals being studies 

actually experience their reality, as well as the way their role I the reality of outsiders is perceived. 

 

Particularly within the area of Consumer Culture Theory, which this research trails, methods of 

ethnography have become perhaps the most applied research method (Kates, 2002; Schouten & 
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McAlexander, 1995; Penaloza, 1994, amongst others). Yet, also in market research, ethnographic 

research has become an increasingly popular approach (Arnould & Thompson, 2005).  

 

3.3 Data Collection 

The skate culture can appear to be a rather closed construct, sceptic to the involvement of outsiders, 

and therefore my first concern has been to establish contact with respondents within the skate 

culture in Copenhagen. Having no prior experience with skateboarding, and no connections within 

the culture, I started out with blank sheets. I knew that my research objective would call for a rather 

deep level of penetration, in which I would be able to observe and talk to people as close to the 

subcultural core as possible, in addition to more peripheral members. 

 

However, several aspects made me confident that I would succeed. First of all, I was aware that my 

role as a researcher could be perceived as a negative baggage. Yet, being in my late twenties, and 

hence “on the same level” as some of my respondents, may have formed a counterweight to the 

potential conservative connotations related to the prior. Furthermore, having a deep interest for 

‘edgy’ lifestyles, the music, magazines, arts etc., I think provided me with a solid foundation for 

talking to the skaters “in their own language”. Finally, I am myself a dedicated skier, and through 

several seasons as a “ski bum” I have occasionally socialized with groups of snowboarders that I 

believe share many characteristics with the subculture of skateboarding.  

 

Consequently, I was pleased to experience that people inside the Copenhagen skate subculture were 

positively embracing my research agenda and genuinely engaged themselves in interviews. In fact, 

respondents aided me in navigating between the various actors within the culture and provided med 

access to respondents I would most likely not have gained access to otherwise. This is a list of the 

semi-structured interviews I have conducted during my period of research: 

 

1. Albert Hatchwell Nielsen, co-founder/co-owner of ALIS, 15.02.2008 (1h 09m) 

2. William Frederiksen, Skatepark Manager at Royal Copenhagen Skatepark/Copenhagen Pro, 

18.03.2008 (1h 28m) 

3. Martin, Thomas and Karl, skaters, 18.03.2008 (26m) 

4. Frederik Bengtsson, Team- and Sales Manager at California Sports, 23.03.2008 (1h 26m) 

5. Mads Sand, sponsored skater (Fallen footwear), 03.04.2008 (53m) 

6. Frederik Lorentzen, Manager at Roots Skateshop, 03.04.2008 (1h 31m) 

7. Keld, Team Manager at Nike SB (Dk), 30.04.2008 (1h 10m) 
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In addition, several improvised interviews were conducted over the period from February until late 

April 2008. These interviews were carried out on more informal basis, often in the form of short 

conversations, and were generally unstructured. 

 

Attending now to secondary data, the challenge was of a fairly different sort. The secondary data of 

this research consists primarily of easy accessible cultural representations in web forums, skate 

magazines and movies, the press, as well as advertisements. However, dealing with such diverse 

empirical sources, navigation and structure proved a major obstacle. Here, structure has gradually 

come into being as a consequence of my evolving knowledge of the skate context. Yet, the 

‘structure’ has by no means been rigid, but open to change as further illumination of the subject has 

arisen. However, to round up my reflections on secondary data, I have pursued soundness by 

principles of triangulation, yet not letting myself confine to seeking signs of consensus. Hence, I 

have consistently been open towards both diverging as well as converging expressions – which in 

my opinion is of major importance to the research subject.  

 

 

3.4  Analysis 

Analysis is usually seen as a process of breaking up, structuring and interpreting data (Andersen, 

2005: 185). However, the linear approach implied by Andersen (2005) is not representative of my 

analysis of the Copenhagen skate community.  

 

“A qualitative researcher is more like a loosely scheduled traveller than the traveller who makes 

detailed plans, with all the stops and routes set in advance” (Bogdan & Biklen: 1992: 58-59). 

Bogdan & Biklen’s reflection provides a suiting characterization of the approach I have pursued. It 

has been characterized by a complex interplay of data collection and analysis as well as 

simultaneous reflection and interpretation from the side of the researcher. Consequently, I believe 

that such flexible approach has been necessary in order to grasp the multifaceted and contested 

meanings within the skate community. Hence, Willis (2007: 287) reminds us, “It is difficult to get 

at the “right” answer because there are so many right answers”. 

 

However, it is important to underline that the execution of the analysis has not exclusively been a 

product of my own personal interpretational skills. Thus, the theoretical context of previous 

theoretical contributions has framed my thoughts, as this paper aspires to contribute with a 
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progression of the theoretical conceptualization of the interplay between youth subculture and 

commercialism. Consequently, broad theoretical reflections on conceptions of culture, on 

authenticity, the significance of youth, consumption as related to identity-creation, as well as more 

narrow contributions relating to the character of subcultures, subcultural capital and consumption, 

and views on commercial exploitation, have provided some basic conceptual contours from which I 

was able to structure and frame the analysis.   

 

 

3.5 Thoughts on Validity, Reliability and 
Generalisability 

Any choice of philosophical framework has implications in terms of advantages and restraints. An 

interpretive framework is intended to create ‘situated understanding’ (Willis, 2007). Interpretivism 

can thus be defined as an “inside-out” approach to social science in which understanding is reached 

through a series of individuals’ eyes (Willis, 2007). Hence conclusions are as likely to reflect 

disagreement and fragmentation as consensus and homogeneity, and accordingly the understanding 

developed may not be applicable in another settings. As a consequence of these characteristics, the 

interpretive approach stands in an ambiguous, or even oppositional, relationship with ambitions of 

creating generalisable or universally applicable results. However, as the interpretive approach is 

founded of situational understanding, the current study does not aspire to the ideals of 

generalisability. This, however, does no rule out what Peräkylä (2004: 297) refers to as the 

possibility of generalisation. But in this case generalisation is a result of an individual’s subjective 

perception that findings, as they are represented in the context, can be applicable to other 

phenomena (Willis, 2007).  

 

It is important to stress, that refraining from the ideals of generalisability does not indicate an 

‘anything goes’ approach. Thus, to a certain extent, I find that validity and reliability are important 

concerns in terms of creating a context specific credibility. According to Pedersen and Nielsen 

(2001: 35), although qualitative research is usually neither constrained by stringent procedural 

requirements or in search of incontrovertible and universal facts, enhancing validity is nevertheless 

an important aspect of the research process. Yet, rather than striving for observational neutrality, 

they hold that the validity and soundness of the research is bolstered more if the researcher is being 

explicit about his role and any recognize biases and values.  
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Kirk and Miller (1986: 69) define reliability as the degree to which findings are independent of 

accidental circumstances of the research. This can be achieved in several ways. One of these is 

guaranteeing public access to the process of empirical data collection. This includes assuring the 

accuracy and inclusiveness of the recordings on which the research is founded. Another way is of 

course to give a detailed account of the methodological choices and their implications for the 

findings, as I have done it in the preceding sections (Pedersen & Nielsen, 2001: 36). Needless to 

say, the method per se does not ensure reliability. However, it ensures a reflective approach to the 

research process rather than an arbitrary and random pursuit of enlightenment.  
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4  Fieldwork: The Copenhagen Sk ate 

Subcu lture 
The following section presents my main findings from studying the subculture of skaters situated in 

Copenhagen. The findings are structured in four main sections that all deal with the interplay of 

sub- and commercial culture from the perspectives of various groups within the subculture. Each 

section is summed up by an analysis of the findings, based on the framework of subcultural and 

commercial interaction composed previously. 

 

As the Copenhagen skate culture is largely influenced by its rich and colourful history, its 

transatlantic ties, and the influences from international role models and skate companies, this 

paper’s appendix holds an extensive scrutiny of the subcultures historical background, the 

underground influences, the impact of skate media and the skate industry, the popularity of skate 

fashion as well as the role of skaters as teenage icons. Due to mandatory CBS regulations on 

allowed report length, I have been forced to refrain form including these ‘indirect’ influences in the 

main body of the thesis. However, while not necessary for comprehending the following analysis, I 

generally believe that reading the appendix will be a good investment for the interested reader in 

terms of providing an even more thorough understanding of the Copenhagen skate culture. 

 

 

4.1 The Skate Shop 

From its discreet location in a humble basement in central Copenhagen, Roots Skateshop 

traditionally caters the core skaters on the local scene. However, recently the customer 

demographics has changed markedly, as the shop is attracting a growing proportion of non-skaters 

as well as an increasingly youthful audience – and their parents, who pay for their gear. For the 

manager, Frederik Lorentzen, aged 28, with 13 years of skateboarding experience and an 

established member of the inner circle of the Copenhagen skate scene, this development triggers 

mixed feelings. On the one hand he is pleased with the positive business prospects resulting from 

the mainstream popularity of skateboarding, already responsible for generating a steady increase in 

turnover over the past several years.  

 

”In the holiday season alone we sold over 30 junior boards retailing for over 1000 kr. (USD 200) 

Three years ago we would have had them lying around for months.” 
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However, the enthusiasm is accompanied by an underlying scepticism towards the way the skate 

identity is represented by peripheral and non-members of the skate community: 

 

“They are primarily in it for the gear. They own a skateboard, you know, but they would never go 

jump off stairs and stuff …It is the reckless skaters, the ones who are primarily concerned with 

skating, who actually invent the fashion – and not the ones wearing skate fashion because they think 

that it looks cool.” 

 

But at the same time, Frederik acknowledges that business prospects would look less favourable if 

the shop had depended solely on core skaters: 

 

“The ones who are actually less frequent visitors in the shops are the ones actually spending their 

time skating. Hence, the core skaters will come and buy the boards when they wear them out.” 

 

Undoubtedly, the mainstream popularity of skateboarding not only influences the profile of the 

average skate shop customer, it also affects the contours of the skateboard industry as many rider 

owned companies grow to be lucrative objects for corporate acquisitions, and the passion for 

skating becomes entangled in professional management strategies and concerns for shareholder 

satisfaction. Consequently, companies face the balance act of maximizing turnover while keeping 

core skaters pleased (von Krosigk, 2008). Occasionally, this has caused skaters to accuse skate 

brands of selling out (Higgins, 2006). In Frederik’s case he refrained from selling Vans shoes – the 

first and largest manufacturer of skate footwear – as he felt their popularity and distribution to 

everything from high-street fashion stores to discount hypermarkets was destroying their 

relationship to the skate culture. On the other hand, he accentuates Deluxe Distribution, a company 

owned by godfather of street skating, Mark Gonzales, for being extremely committed to the core. 

Nicolas, a 24-year-old part time employee at Roots, and also a dedicated skater, consents to this 

view:  

 

”Also, it’s a cool company to support because you just know that they have been committed to 

skating for a long time. They would never sell out or sponsor huge contests and stuff like that. They 

have always remained fairly underground with all their brands. I think that’s a cool thing.”  
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Having noticed that Nicolas was wearing a pair of black and white Nike SB sneakers (Nike SB is 

Nike’s line of skateboarding apparel), my next question addressed his feelings about Nike’ attempt 

to become an established part of the skate culture, which many skaters openly object to.  

 
“Well, to some extent I feel that Nike has earned their position I skating now – based on what they 

have done for the Danish skate community”.  

 

My request for a further elaboration on which activities Nicolas felt had supported local 

skateboarding was immediately followed by Frederik, who openly disagreed with Nicolas’ 

sympathy for Nike’s involvement with the skate scene: 
 

Frederik: “I would also like to know what they have done for Danish skateboarding…” 

 

Nicolas: “They have arranged contests and supported skating. For me it’s like this: Companies that 

support skating – well, obviously Nike has a shitload of money and it’s a part of their marketing 

strategy to create the impression that they are real, and me… well I know that they aren’t, I’m not 

blind – but I still think feel that they have managed to penetrate skateboarding in a cool way. The 

whole low-profile approach, cool team riders and arranging events like the one at Jarmers Plads.”  

 

Frederik: “And you say that knowing, if you think twice, that it’s just a bunch of fancy, tie-wearing 

gentlemen, situated around a table saying: ‘Skaters are stoked on contests, and wicked personalities. 

If we sponsor both we will definitely nail skateboarding’?” 

 

After having defended his choice of sneakers on the background of their ‘fresh’ design, the fact that 

he got them at a favourable price through a friend who is sponsored by Nike, and not lest their 

formidable skating abilities, Nicolas reflects over his consumerist dispositions: 

 

“It’s funny how morally ambivalent I am, man… I’m wearing Nike sneakers, but simultaneously I 

proclaim to support real skating. But there you have it, it just shows that we have all become 

consumers – we let yourselves influence by so many things” 

 

 

4.1.1  Analysis – Ambiguous identities 

Frederik and Nicolas both struggled to make sense of the new situation, caused by the increased 

mainstream popularity of skateboarding. On the one hand, commercial success had improved 
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business and the general conditions for skaters. Yet, simultaneously, they were both having mixed 

feelings about the development, sensing that the popularity somehow corrupted ‘real skating’.  

 

As the past scene has illustrated, we cannot read off the skate culture in terms of unity and 

consensus as modernist studies have had a propensity of doing. Rather, it is a site where concepts of 

authenticity are negotiated on the backdrop of ideological concerns, functional ambitions, and 

personal desires. Hence, subcultural life becomes a jumble of ambiguous aspirations. 

 

One could argue that the skate shop itself constitutes a contradiction, as it simultaneously appears to 

be ideologically committed to skateboarding, while being embedded in the mechanisms of 

commerce. Operating in the same logic as other commercial players, skateboarding’s skyrocketing 

popularity presents a situation in which the two areas seem difficult to bridge.  

 

Frederik and Nicolas’ image of ‘the reckless skater’ – in his pursuit of excitement, risk taking and 

detachment from more consumption oriented aspect of the skate culture – seemed to form a strong 

influence in their understanding of subcultural authenticity. However, in terms of their engagement 

in Roots Skate Shop, they realized that the growing pool of young skaters and ‘wannabes’ 

composed a vital source of business success. Thus, whereas “the reckless skater” primarily 

symbolised an idealised reality, the reliance on “mainstream” audiences comprised a functional 

reality. And in the negotiation of ideological and commercial concerns, professional ambitions and 

economic requirements tended to take precedence. Some compromises were made, as indicated by 

Frederik’s choice not to sell Vans shoes, although their mainstream popularity would probably have 

resulted in improved sales. But considering the brand’s presence in everything from high-street 

fashion shops to supermarkets, this action comes across a relatively modest compromise. 

 

Regardless of the ‘skate ideal’, relating to the purity of skateboarding as a hazardous and aesthetic 

activity, both Frederik and Nicolas were aware of the contribution skate brands comprised in 

relation to their negotiation of the subcultural identity. In this regard, both skaters exhibited a strong 

admiration of Deluxe Distribution. In a combination of strong roots within the history of 

skateboarding, a low-profile approach, and being ‘for skaters by skaters’, Frederik and Nicolas felt 

that the brands represented by the company were symbolic of the core ideals of skateboarding. 

Hence, by buying the brand, they would not only reflect these values onto their own identity, but 

also strengthen the feeling of communality by ‘supporting real skateboarding’. Consequently, the 
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brand is elevated to signify core values of communal identification, making it a symbol of the 

subculture. 

 

Ideological aspects constituted a significant influence for Frederik and Nicolas, but as I have 

already pointed to, this dimension is both permeable and negotiable. This was clearly illustrated in 

the case of Nike – a controversial case within the world of skateboarding that I will take an in-depth 

look at later. From Nicolas’ perspective his fresh Nike sneakers provided a sense of individuality – 

which in his eyes supported his identity as a skater. He felt that Nike had deserved their place 

within the culture through their exclusive distribution strategy and massive presence in the small 

and often overlooked skate community of Copenhagen. Their contribution of valuable raw materials 

in the negotiation of his skate identity, translates into a feeling of authenticity – although Nicolas 

was aware of Nike’s business incentives. In contrast, Frederik interpreted Nike’s presence as a 

manipulative and exploitative stunt, and objected to their imitation of the approaches normally 

associated with skate brands. Thus, in his perspective, Nike’s attempt to break the closed ranks of 

skateboarding represented the threat of corporate interests taking over the agenda in the perceived 

independent world of skateboarding. 

  

Beneath, I have illustrated the findings in the model of subcultural and commercial interaction: 
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Ultimately, my visit to Roots Skate Shop illustrated the way in which youth subcultural identities 

and forces of commercialism interact. It serves as a clear indication of the complexities inherently 

evolving from these processes. As the past section has highlighted, the negotiation of the 

subcultural identity is founded in idealised images of ‘pure’ subcultural representations, supported 

by the empowering resources of commercial player, and celebrated in iconic brands, in addition to 

being positioned against a perceived exploitative corporate evil. Yet, as the previous part also 

highlighted, the ways in which these factors contribute to understandings of subcultural authenticity 

are areas of individual negotiation and potential disagreement.  

 

Next, I will turn to the young skaters, and seek comprehension of the way in which this group 

within the skate subculture negotiations negotiates the subcultural identity in the face of increased 

commercial interaction.  
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4.2 The Young Skaters 

The accessibility of the skate subculture increases day by day. Skateboards are distributed through 

everything from core skate shops to hypermarkets and toy stores. Skateboarding is staged as 

entertainment, whether as sports transmissions, reality shows or video games. The skateboard 

brands have turned into mainstream fashion. Finally, skateboarding itself is experiencing increased 

institutionalisation by the opening of well-organised skate parks and weekly training hours. As 

skateboarding is probably more accessible today than it ever was, a growing base of both skaters 

and non-skaters enact the meanings attached to the subcultural identity. More than this, 

skateboarding’s demography is changing as the growth in popularity primarily comes from young 

adolescents. I set out to understand this development in the following part. 

 

 

4.2.1  A Day at the Skate Park 

The Royal Copenhagen Skatepark, a publicly financed indoor skate facility located in central 

Copenhagen, seemed to be the obvious place to observe the aforementioned influences. Spring had 

finally reached Copenhagen, and the streets of the South Harbour quarter was gradually coming to 

live after a rough Scandinavian winter. Situated in a cluster of old industrial buildings, 

“COPENHAGEN SKATEPARK” was bent in green neon over the entrance to the city’s new skate 

domicile, effectively braking the monotony of the grey facades. Inside, the colourful expressions of 

the city’s young skaters formed and equally distinct contrast to the jaded factory walls. The skate 

park was literally flooded with young skaters. Supervised by a staff of three adult skaters, the 

comfortably tempered skate park represented a safe and well-organised alternative to the raw 

asphalt in this somewhat dodgy end of Copenhagen. 

 

The crowd was strikingly young – predominantly between 8-15 years of age. Evenly spread 

amongst the various elements of the skate park, they were patiently standing in line and waiting for 

their turn to come. All in all, the atmosphere seemed friendly and relaxed. Youngsters were skating, 

hanging out, observing the tricks being performed by other skaters, cheering, and having a friendly 

chatter with the guys standing around. This imagery definitely represents an anathema if one had 

expected to encounter similar self-absorbent, aggressive and elbow-driven behaviour as in 

skateboardings underground years (Howell, 2005).  
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“On Mondays its ‘skate school’” says Keld, employee at the skate park and team manager at Nike 

SB, “Some of the kids showing up can hardly carry their own board, you know”.   

 

Recently, Keld had a friend from Sweden visiting. Here, the institutionalization of skateboarding 

has progressed even further, with the introduction of skate schools and –colleges. “Don’t ever let it 

get as far as in Sweden” his friend had complained “it’s about to kill skateboarding”. And Keld 

recognizes that the current development has to be taken serious: 

 

“It’s not soccer-moms, it’s skate-moms, dropping off their kids and then you have practice from 4.00 

to 6.00 pm. When you put skating within this context that skaters have persistently tried to escape 

from, that’s what’s gonna kill skating”  

 

In order to understand this development, we need to look at the development in skateboarding’s 

“home market”, the United States. According to a survey made by the National Sporting Goods 

Association 11 million Americans used skateboards in 2007, which constitutes close to a 100% 

increase in the total amount of skaters in just a bit over ten years (Higgins, 2007). Just as 

interesting, however, is the fact that this growth comes primarily from those under twelve-years-of-

age. It is estimated that 6-11 year-olds make up around 43 % of the skateboarders (Cave, 2005). 

These numbers strongly indicate that skateboarding is increasingly becoming a kids’ culture.  

 

But why is skateboarding suddenly starting to attract such popularity amongst youths? Karl a 12 

year old regular at the skate park, presented the following argument: 

 

Soccer is like ‘ordinary’. You are always grouped according to how skilled you are – like “I’m the 

best on my team.”  

 

While subcultural oppositionality has often been directed at the cultural hegemony of the parent 

culture (Hall & Jefferson, 2006), Karl embraces skateboarding mainly due to its antithetical 

relationship to traditional team sports – and the social significance that is ascribed to these sports in 

terms of status negotiation amongst youths. Ironically, much indicates the popularity of 

skateboarding is bringing the activity closer and closer to the structures that it has consistently 

attempted to escape from. 

 

Not only are levels of institutionalisation increasing, links between performance and status are also 

becoming increasingly apparent. Amongst the young skaters, being good at skating is a vital source 
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of status, and as the culture has gradually picked up in popularity, skaters are increasingly looking 

towards highly profiled role models in the North American movies and magazines – not to speak of 

videogames and pop television. The hero worship within skateboarding has evolved into a powerful 

mechanism with an almost spellbinding appeal. According to Skatepark Manager, William 

Frederiksen, this tendency is particularly prevalent amongst the young skaters: 

 

“The dream of becoming a pro definitely drives a lot of people, and here I don’t feel that they 

consider the money. It’s the status.”  

 

However, to the industry the development has become somewhat troublesome. As expressed by 

Keld (2008), manager at the Danish Nike SB team: 

 

“The generation we see today, you know… They can hardly ‘ollie’, but still they approach you with 

a ‘sponsor-me-tape’ and go “Yo, am I good enough to get on the Nike team”, you know. And they do 

that with all companies. Back when I skated it was the company coming to you, saying, “Look, you 

are good enough and we would like to give you some stuff”. But today… They just wanna receive 

and receive and receive…” 

 

 

4.2.2  “You need attitude” 

However, within the subculture status runs across multiple dimensions. As Karl explained to me: 

 

”It’s not sufficient to be a good skater, you also need attitude”.  

 

And in skating, this attitude has traditionally been reflected through skate fashion – as asserted by 

Karl’s comment:  

 

“It’s a lot about clothes and style. It’s important to look good, you know. 

 

According to Karl, clothes should reflect which environments you hang around in. In his case, a 

distinctive dreadlock-look, a worn out t-shirt and tight black jeans – a trademark of the punk style – 

reflected his engagement in the Copenhagen Autonomen community. However, Morten – Karl’s 

fellow schoolmate  – had a slightly different perception: 
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I used to be a bit punk, but I decided that I was more into baggy pants – and looking a bit cleaner 

and stuff …You basically look at what style of skating suits you the best, and then you adapt the 

board and clothing after that. 

 

We cannot argue categorically around the degree in which styles are internalized, but an increased 

desire for distinction has undeniably been the driver of dynamic stylistic orientations amongst 

skaters. Hence, the times where skaters were easily distinguishable by a hooded crew, baggy pants 

and a cap are definitely over. As asserted by Frederik Lorentzen (2008): 

 

“We all fuckin’ looked like that. But then again there weren’t that many of us” 

 

However, the rising diversification is not only a consequence of a growing number of skaters. The 

mechanisms accelerating this development can be found external to the skate culture, where skate-

fashion’s pervasive appeal continuously deteriorate stylistic elements’ function as symbolic 

boundaries. As argued by Morten: 

 

If you are good at skating you also want to show it in some way, and this becomes really hard if 

everyone is wearing skate fashion …I skate in Vans, you know, because they are totally rad to skate 

in. But I actually feel more like skating some other shoes – because Vans have become so fashion. 

 

As indicated by the multitude of styles represented by the skate kids in Royal Copenhagen 

Skatepark, Fælledparken, or Nørrebro Skatepark, it is no longer sufficient just to be a skater. As 

expressed by Skate Park Manager, William Frederiksen (2008): 

 

“Some are rasta-like, there are hip-hop skaters, you have the clean cut skaters, in addition to the 

punk rock skaters, and there is this guy who is a surfer dude, and so on… They fucking all have their 

heroes, but when it comes down to it they live their own little thing.  

 

Style is ferociously fought over – as a means of standing out from poseurs and mainstream 

popularity, but also as an internal mechanism of differentiation. The significance of these processes 

is not taken lightly amongst skaters as there were examples of outright conflict between groups in 

the Copenhagen skate culture (Bengtsson, 2008). But, as espoused by Morten, much is at stake in 

the minds of the young individuals:  
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You really hook up with a lot of girls by being a skater. Actually, I started skating before I realised 

the connection. However, its also a bummer – some guys from school are like “Hey man, lets start 

skating so that we can ‘score’” …They will come down and stand around with their board and go 

‘Look I have a board’ – and rub the board on the curb in order to make it look like they actually 

‘grind’ with it”. 

 

In a continuous process of what Heath & Potter (2006) refer to as ‘competitive consumption’, the 

young skaters use the industry to look for new idols, products and other impulses that can be 

assembled into a distinctive style – in order to keep them ahead of non-skaters. However, in an 

industry where the largest turnover and growth rates are in the segment of soft goods (Caves, 2005), 

the industry is slowly adapting, as highly profiled skate shops, like Street Machine in the 

Copenhagen high street area, are successfully deemphasising skaters I favour of the fashion market 

(Lorentzen, 2008).  

 

Due to the growth amongst young skaters, the acceptance of parents necessarily comes to represent 

a substantial influence. Skate companies of today are professionally run and strategically founded. 

Hence, increasing awareness of parent’s influence on the purchase decision has contributed to 

shaping industry output. Amongst skaters there was a widespread awareness of this perceived ‘de-

radicalisation’ of industry output. ”They are afraid of offending the mother” argues Frederik 

Lorentzen.  

 

Skateboarding has come to breach over a tremendously broad spectrum of people. As the 

underground past is increasingly entangled in processes of normalisation and commercialisation the 

skate culture is far remote from the homogeneous punk cultures in Hebdige’s (1979) 

groundbreaking study, but rather a site of contrasts and incongruent trends. Skate schools, publicly 

founded skate parks, increasingly conspicuous consumption patterns, and concerns to parents and 

fashion trends mix with the underground past of a stigmatized culture primarily founded on ideals 

of being different and defying society’s norms. Frederik and Nicolas highlights the paradoxes 

resulting from these trends: 

 

Nicolas: “It’s all types of people coming down here – from criminals to families on weekend 

excursion” 

 

Frederik: “And in worst case at the same time… The pusher from ‘Staden’ (Christiania, red.) who is 

paying with 50-kroner bills, while you’re busy servicing the mom with her 6-year-old son…” 
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4.2.3  Analysis – Youth, Institutionalization and 

Competitive Consumption 

Skateboarding is experiencing a drastic structural change with a yet unprecedented influx of young 

skaters. As we have seen, the effect of this change runs deep into the skate identity as well as the 

industry.  

 

Youth is a phase of relative independence from adult responsibilities. Simultaneously, young people 

gain access to a growing economic power as they gradually start making their own income on 

spare-time jobs and pocket money, as well as influence the purchase decisions of the household. 

Being outspokenly concerned with peer approval (Erikson, 1985: 261), youth become a phase of 

vast conspicuous consumption (Gabriel & Lang, 2006; Gunter & Furham, 1998). Consumption 

represents a realm in which young adolescents have freedom to experiment with the various 

expressions made available to through the market in order to explore their nascent identities, 

express independence form parents and not least win the recognition of peers.  

 

Amongst the young skaters, personal distinction was a primary concern. Differing from the 

‘ordinary’ team-based sports, skateboarding still constitutes an activity somewhat out of the 

ordinary. Hence, choosing skateboarding from other sports implies a desire to be different. 

However, as the past section has shown, the ‘marginalized’ position of skateboarding is gradually 

becoming less evident as institutionalization increase and the embracement of skate fashion stretch 

its appeal far beyond the skate context. Hence, while the entry barriers where gradually being 

reduced and non-skaters opted for a taste of skatebarding’s ‘edge’ through the consumption of skate 

related brands, the exclusivity of skaters’ position diminished. These seemed to comprise the main 

elements in explaining the increased competitiveness within the subculture.  

 

Whereas skaters this age have not yet developed a strongly internalized and culturally innovative 

enactment of the skate identity, they would rely heavily on the ideals of mediated images of the 

skate pro. In his embodiment of skills, exposure, sponsorship, and status he represented the whole 

‘package’ of stardom. For most young skaters pursuing this dream was pursuit of the ultimate sign 

of status. Yet, while only few skaters actually managed to get sponsor deals, the skate personalities 

were sources of outspoken idolization, as well as stylistic inspiration. What is noticeable in this 

regard is the positive association between status and commercialism. 
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Particularly among the novel skaters, with limited skills and knowledge, mirroring the styles of 

highly profiled skate profiles to support their emerging skate identity was a way to tap into a sense 

of status. But most often skaters had to realize that these images only formed a relatively short-term 

leap to fashion conscious, non-skating classmates having caught on to skate fashion. Consequently, 

the novel skaters had to search for new stylistic impulses within the world of skateboarding, to 

maintain the distinction between themselves and non-skating outsiders ‘dipping in’.  However, as 

skaters stayed loyal for a consistent period of time, and their skateboarding skills improved, they 

felt a need to substantiate a differentiation from newcomers, as well as to reflect their increasing 

self-confidence in a more individualized style. The word “attitude” was used to express the element 

of personalization. At this level of commitment, skater increasingly embraced a multitude of 

brands, assembled into a personalized style. The style needed not to be inherently linked to the 

personality, but had to add up in a cohesive stylistic whole. 

 

In a subculture previously characterized by hooded crews, baggy pants and a cap, differentiation is 

becoming ever more prevalent. While Rinallo (in Cova et al., 2007) has emphasises this as a natural 

trait as subcultures grow, the current case represents a slight paradox. Although the vigorous pursuit 

for differentiated and individualized expressions might essentially be an attempt to articulate 

colourful expressions that break with the norm of classmates, to express a discrete ‘teenage 

rebellion’, or simply to break with perceived ‘conformity’, these desires seem in large to be fuelled 

by increased levels of institutionalization and popularization of skateboarding. Eventually, these 

stylistic innovations do not represent opposition towards commercialism, but become drivers of 

fashion innovations. 

 

Consequently, young skaters enacted the skate identity in a significantly different way than the two 

employees at Roots Skate Shop. I have illustrated the observations of this part in the model 

subcultural and commercialism interplay:  
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Amongst the young skaters competition was a defining characteristic. Status, or ‘subcultural 

capital’, was eagerly pursued, and the iconic position of pros served as the most evident ideal, 

providing a source of aspiration throughout the subculture, and even to non-skaters (indicated by 

the arrow in the illustration). While the level of subcultural capital was based on the combination of 

skills and style, lack of authenticity was most often generated on the background of consumption 

practices – individuals who were following the mainstream avenues and buying into the mass-

mediated images of skateboarding. Such “wannabees”, or ‘posers’ to use the phrase of Papson and 

Goldman (1996), were seen as symbols of threaten the status of subcultural members – particularly 

the novel skaters. At this stage, the subcultural identity was primarily based on the consumption of 

established skate brands, and used as a way of ‘staying ahead’ of posers. Yet, gradually this 

dependence on ready-made images would diminish, and skater would develop more individualized 

‘attitudes’.  

 

Ultimately, the current section has illustrated the interplay between youth subculture and 

commercialism from a competitive and conspicuous perspective, where status and distinction are 

primary concerns. Hence, despite drawing on images of opposition and aspire to the ‘edgy’ 

personalities of pro skaters, this fraction seems to bear many similarities with Thornton’s (1995) 

account of “taste cultures”.  
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4.3 The Core Skaters 

Skateboarding is a source of status among young adolescents, and the attraction by an increasingly 

youthful audience has caused a number of substantial challenges to the cultural identity. Indications 

show that the individuality and expressivity inherently central to skateboarding tends to reflect in 

fixation on personal image and differentiation and highly conspicuous consumption patterns 

exhibited by young skaters. As a consequence, skateboarding as of today is perhaps further 

removed from its underground past as it has ever been, while still trying to find a way of 

maintaining these connotations, as an element of personal fulfilment and a valuable marketing 

resource. In this regard core skaters play a crucial role.  

 

 

4.3.1  The transitional phase of early adulthood 

 

“It was new and alternative, and I guess we were just up for turn …I miss it like hell!” 

- Keld, Team Manager, Nike SB 

 

Having elapsed through several cycles of popularity and recession – a phenomenon popularly 

referred to as ‘the ten-year-cycle’ (Brooks, 1999) – the underground periods of skateboarding were 

never far apart. However, this time things seem different, as the current wave of popularity has 

endured since the early 90s. But as most skaters quit the lifestyle around the age of 20 (Caves, 

2007) only core skaters with a long dedication to the scene have actually experienced skateboarding 

as an underground phenomenon. Several of my respondents had experienced the impact of reaching 

late adolescence. While sponsored skater, Mads Sand, argued that the excessive temptations of 

girls, parties and drugs had caused several of his friends to stop skating, skate shop manager 

Frederik Lorentzen experienced a “now-I’m-an-adult-am-I-supposed-to-carry-on-with-this”-phase. 

To Mads, the sudden opportunity of sponsorship worked as a motivation to carry on and see how 

far he would be able to go, and in the case of Frederik, his job as a skate shop manager keeps him in 

contact with the scene while providing the necessary economic income.  

 

Consequently, skaters come to a phase where they need to re-evaluate their skater identity. Turning 

skateboarding into a living becomes a common answer to this dilemma. This is substantiated by the 

following argument by profiled skater and skate entrepreneur Frederik Bengtsson: 
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“The thing about starting up a skate company… I believe that many skaters do that because they 

wish to live of skateboarding. Either, they are not skilled enough to turn pros, they don’t know the 

right people, or they might not feel like moving to The States, and then you end up starting your own 

skateboard company …There is definitely a lot of entrepreneurial spirit involved” 

 

Today, a large part of the adult skaters are professionally involved with skateboarding – either by 

running a skate shop, taking up distribution or in other ways connected to the industry. This also 

counts for the core of the Copenhagen skate culture, which is almost exclusively professionally 

related to the skate industry (Interview with Frederik Bengtsson, 2008). 

 

 

4.3.2  The dilemma of the core  industry 

Living of skating satisfies a deeply held ambition and dream of making your passion a living: 

 

“The dream of making a living of your hobby… Not many people would turn that opportunity down 

– it’s an individual weakness.” (Interview with Keld, 2008) 

 

Love and dedication to the skate culture undoubtedly constitutes a major drive in getting 

professionally involved. Yet, the increased commercial popularity presents the core with a difficult 

dilemma, as they need to manage the complex interplay between money and passion. In this process 

much is at stake: “In the underground your reputation means everything”, argues Frederik 

Bengtsson (2008). However, monetary aspects are strong influences in this process – as indicated 

by Keld (2008):   

 

Eventually, we live by double standards. Because, if skateboarding becoming big would mean that I 

could live of skating… Well, then I would totally do it – no doubt in my mind. To live of what I dream 

about and love, you know. And when are you going to say ‘Now it got so big that I don’t want to play 

along anymore’. But if they came and offered you a million and your name in a Playstation game… 

All of the sudden your hobby would be your living – most people would not want to decline such 

offer …Money Talks”. 

 

However, this often meant that ideological ideals were compromised. This was also the case with 

Keld, who jeopardized his subcultural status by embracing the promising career opportunities at 

Nike:  
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It’s a tough market, no doubt about it. You have – myself included – the biggest love for the brands 

founded by skaters. It’s no secret. 

 

 

4.3.3  Levelling subcultural capital 

Frederik Bengtsson is a highly profiled figure on the Danish skate scene. As a producer and skate 

photographer he is the man behind a great number of Danish and international skate videos. He is 

the former owner of two skate shops, and currently Sales Manager with responsibility for core 

skateshops at Danmark’s biggest skate distributor, California Sports. Additionally, he is managing 

California Sport’s semi-professional skate teams, and a part of the team behind Denmark’s only 

skate magazine, Wunderbaum. Hence, he is not only an embodiment of the core skater, but also a 

living example of the way dedicated skaters seek ways to bridge professional concerns with the 

dedication to skateboarding. Curious to how he perceives the alleged dilemma of mainstream 

appeal and retaining of subcultural status Frederik responds:  

 

Denmark is the nation of the collectives. The bigger we are in number, the stronger we stand. If 

wanting to attract the kids, it is necessary to be in mainstream outlets …It’s not like they’re going to 

kick open the door at the local skate shop and go “I need a board”. As a little kid you want to hold 

your mother’s hand, but its not cool holding her hand in a core skate shop  

 

Thus, mainstream distribution of quality skate equipment is perceived to benefit the skate culture as 

a whole. By contributing to a better skate experiences, the young skaters will have a better chance 

of developing a deeper interest for the sport, eventually benefiting the core skate shops. Thus, in 

Frederik’s eyes, being present in mainstream outlets does not qualify as ‘selling out’. Rather, it is a 

long-term investment in the greater good of the skate culture. However, he admits that not all 

skaters would consent to this view. Some might even argue that selling to the ‘wrong’ skate shops is 

selling out: 

 

The brands are extremely aware of this sensibility. Vans and DC both have a separate line of 

sneakers that is only to be sold in skate shops …and it has to be a shop that only sells skateboards 

and, most likely, also has to be run by skaters. 

 

Through these strategies of adapting looks, colours and materials in models exclusively made for 

and sold to skaters, they wish to communicate that they are committed to the skate shops.  
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From a skate shop’s perspective, mainstream popularity is good news. Popular brands like DC, 

Volcom and Carhartt attract non-skaters to the skate shops and allow them to improve profits, while 

still being able to maintain their core position. “As long as you give back to the culture you’re not 

accused of selling out”, argues Frederik Bengtsson.  

 

However, this seems not always to be the case. DC Shoes, a brand with deep roots inside the skate 

culture, has recently become a mainstream fashion trend. As a consequence, they have lost the 

respect amongst many skaters. Nicolas declares: 

 

You don’t see a single skater with a DC shoe anymore – it’s dead! But it still sells like warm toast. A 

lot op people think that its Dolce Gabbana shoes…” 

 

Mads Sand, working as Supply Manager at California Sports, the distributor of DC Shoes, also 

notices the brand’s growth into becoming a fashion icon: 

 

Suddenly, skateboarding is for everyone. The DC ‘Standard Star’ t-shirt, for example… The amount 

we sell is crazy. A lot of people don’t even know that it’s a skate brand. 

 

While skaters have a hard time accepting the sudden popularity of some brands mainstream 

popularity is good news from the perspective of the skate shop:  

 

The shop basically has to sell what’s on the shelves. We don’t have… Well, yes, of course we have 

an interest in keeping some brands going. But if they don’t, our sales will simply transfer to some 

other brand. So actually we don’t have to worry.” (Interview with Frederik Lorentzen, 2008) 

 

In the growing pool of young skaters, the skate companies’ strategies of levelling subcultural capital 

and mainstream revenues only seem to generate modest friction. While core members have often 

been portrayed as the most ideological and uncompromised elements of subcultural life (Fox, 1987; 

Hendige, 1979), my findings indicate that the core skaters are mostly double-agents, representing 

both the grassroots and the industry, hence, playing a potentially ambiguous role where skate ideals 

are often negotiated in ways that open up to commercial aspirations. 
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4.3.4  Analysis: The Interplay of Passion and Money 

Traditionally, core members in youth subcultures have been portrayed as the ideological guardians 

of the local movement, the individuals who embody the spirit of the group, and for whom the 

subcultural identity is internalized to an extant where it becomes a way of life (Fox, 1987). In 

addition, Fox (1987) argues that core members are distinguished by their concern for the subculture, 

and hence their awareness is outspokenly ideological. 

 

However, in the current case, core members of the Copenhagen skate culture were in a situation 

where their high levels of subcultural capital brought them a wide range of professional 

opportunities, and in this situation ideological concerns had to be balanced with functional 

requirements and professional ambitions. According to Langer (2007), inherent tensions between 

subculture and mainstream culture creates limits for these commercially founded ambitions. Hence, 

the most important task for tribal marketers is to keep the status quo between exclusive subculture 

and mainstream culture alive. Cova et al. (2007) support this argument by pointing to the 

problematic nature of tribal marketer’s negotiation of the boundaries of distinctiveness between 

tribal and mass marketing. 

 

As we have seen in the previous part most skaters quit the sport before they turn twenty. Yet, for 

those who endure this period, entrepreneurial opportunities increasingly open up, presenting 

members with way of bridging the dedication for skateboarding with the functional needs of 

adulthood. 

 

And in the history of skateboarding this is far from a controversial decision in itself. In fact skate 

entrepreneurship, and ‘living of skating’ is traditionally associated with status. From the outset of 

modern skateboarding, the channelling of creativity and expressivity into skate brands and skate 

enterprises has been seen as an extended and empowering aspect of the skate identity (Brooks, 

1999). This supports the argument presented by Cova et al. (2007: 16), that “marketing becomes an 

empowering tool”. However, as a consequence of the current explosion of skateboarding’s 

popularity – as an activity and a fashion influence – negotiating the subcultural/mainstream 

boundary is an area of immense intricacy.  

 

What the past section has indicated is that core members often negotiate concepts of ‘ideological 

concern’ and ‘care for the subculture’ in ways that support their own professional ambitions. Hence, 

attracting new skateboarders was seen as a way of improving skateboarders’ conditions, and 
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benefiting the core skate shops – and not a treat to its exclusivity. Furthermore, the approaches of 

skate brands were strategically adapted to the need of maximizing sales volumes yet pretending to 

care first and foremost for skaters. The means to reach this end was applying strategies of 

‘supporting’ and ‘giving back’ to the culture through sponsorships and adjusting designs 

exclusively sold to skate shops. In an industry where the primary target group, represented by an 

increasingly young platform of skaters, was essentially concerned with aspects of distinction, this 

approach was most often successfully channelling a feeling of exclusivity and ‘realness’ for the 

skaters. 

 

However, as we have seen mainstream penetration could reach a critical level, triggering internal 

hostility. Consequently, DC Shoes was considered ‘dead’ from a skater perspective – indicating a 

similar destiny as brands such as Airwalk and Osiris (see appendix). 

 

Beneath I have illustrated the way in which the interplay between the skate culture and 

commercialism influence the experience of the subculture from the perspective of the core 

members: 

 
 

Eventually, core skaters enacted the skate identity in order to bridge their credibility within the 

culture with professional ambitions. In this process, they felt an ideological connection and 

obligation to the subculture of skateboarding. Yet, as the money involved have exploded, and they 
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had themselves reached a phase in life where concerns for career and adult obligations had become 

more pervasive, this group was becoming more cynical in terms of benefiting their own functional 

and monetary needs. As ‘skate entrepreneurs’ they were able to translate their subcultural capital 

into economic capital, and thereby bridge the gap of passion and profession. Yet, despite being able 

to live of skateboarding, the realities of commercial obligations created a sense of nostalgic longing 

for the rebellious past. Furthermore, in the position of ‘skate entrepreneur’, they had to be aware of 

a brand’s mainstream appeal – implying that brands they truly identified with were avoided due to 

economic concerns. However, strategies underlying their negotiation of mainstream appeal and 

exclusive feel were not bulletproof, and as a consequence their subcultural credibility had to be 

taken seriously. Ultimately, the position as core member and subcultural entrepreneur often 

constituted a compromise in terms of ideological concerns. Hence, this position seems to represent 

an intrinsic dilemma. 



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 66 

4.4 The Skate Companies – ALIS & Nike SB 

In the following section I will explore the strategies employed by two companies operating in the 

Copenhagen skate culture, ALIS and Nike SB. My objective here is to understand the different 

ways in which these brands negotiate meanings of authenticity through their contribution to the 

Copenhagen skate culture. I will present the cases individually, and wrap up with a comparative 

analysis. 

 

4.4.1  ALIS 

 

 “Surrounded by women and smoke from some hashis. Smoke it daily, get it half price at ALIS” 

 - Clemens in the song “Kun få” (Den Anden Verden, 2001) 

 

In the minds of skaters – whether local or international – speaking the name ‘ALIS’ will 

automatically bring about associations to the self-proclaimed independent ‘republic’ of Christiania. 

The spirit of the Copenhagen underground is epitomized in this small alternative community, 

founded in the 60s as young hippies invaded an abandoned military facility on in Copenhagen’s 

Christianshavn-quarter. Despite decades of political struggles and, frequent clashes with law-

enforcers, the community still stands and, despite officially undergoing a process of 

‘normalization’, Christiania – or Staden – remains famous for its outspoken presence of cannabis 

smoking. It is this connection that has put the underground brand ALIS on the map in the 

international world of skateboarding and street fashion. The brand has undergone a remarkable 

evolution from the time when founders Albert Hatchwell and Isabelle Hammerich, roughly 15 years 

ago, invested as small amount of the profit of their cannabis stales to produce a dozen t-shirts for 

their friends in and around the Christiania community, into generating an estimated turnover of 10 

million Danish kroner in 2003 (Ellesøe, 2003). In a news articles from 2003, internationally 

renowned fashion designer Mads Nørgaard concludes that “ALIS is currently one of the strongest 

fashion brands in Denmark. It just happens that nobody beyond the age of 25 has noticed it.” 

(Ellesøe, 2003)  

 
Picture 1: The ALIS logo. If paying attention when taking a stroll through the streets of Copehagen this sticker will be a common 

discovery – but it has also been spotted in remote regions such as India, a palm tree in Indonesia, and the New Zealand rainforest. 
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Picture: 2: Viral marketing by ALIS’ friends and admirers 

 



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 68 

“Wearing a ALIS t-shirt has become sort of similar to wearing a ‘Preserve Christiania’ t-shirt”, 

argues co-founder Albert Hatchwell, openly embracing the controversial connection.  

 

In the average population, ALIS is perhaps best know for its presence in the urban scene – that is if 

people have paid careful attention. The ALIS-sticker has become a symbol of the brand’s 

underground existence. Distributed through friends and admirers of the brand, stickers can be found 

in the city’s most odd locations, and as the brand has grown to receive international awareness the 

sticker is observed in exotic locations, such as India, Indonesia and New Zealand. Through this 

strategy, ALIS has managed to create an underground buzz around its brand. 

  

Having grown up with Danish skate-superstar Rune Gliffbjerg, and developed a network of friends 

within the skate culture, ALIS founder Albert Hatchwell orientation towards skateboarding has 

come naturally. ALIS’ relationship was cemented as Albert and Isabelle sponsored the construction 

of Copenhagen’s first skate indoor skate bowl, ALIS Wonderland. As a natural consequence of the 

brand’s heritage, Copenhagen’s new skate ‘hot-spot’ was situated in Christiania. The bowl became 

an institution on the Copenhagen skate scene, yet recently the intimate and somewhat crooked spot 

has undoubtedly lost out on awareness as the new and significantly more child-friendly Royal 

Copenhagen Skatepark was opened in 2004.  

 

Motivated by the “stiff” format of international professionel skate contests, ALIS stood up to the 

challenge, and organized the skate competition ‘Scandinavian Open’ – a large-size skate event with 

massive publicity held in Copenhagen’s largest indoor arena, Forum. The competition would run 

annually between 2001 and 2004. These contests contributed further to strengthening ALIS’ and the 

Copenhagen skate culture in the awareness of the international world of skateboarding. Frederik 

Lorentzen recalls the reaction amongst the North American pros: 

  

I think that really left an impression on the American pro skaters. Some of them must definitely have 

thought “Wow man, Denmark… Shit! The organizer just stops by and hands me a ‘Gold Joint’ from 

Christiania – so strong that I will pass out on the floor after a single puff” …When Albert is involved 

there is always a lot of shits and giggles.  

 

On a later occasion, Frederik Lorentzen was managing a stand at the international tradeshow of the 

skate industry, the ISPO. His stand was opposite to the ALIS stand, and it was literally stealing the 

entire show: 
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They had brought their entire team along. Mischa was wearing a leather west with speakers and an 

iPod in his inner pocket playing wacky music. ‘Le Fix’ was painting graffiti on the side, and their 

new video was running on a TV-set. I the middle Albert was firing up gigantic joints and invited 

Chinese businessmen to smoke with him. Later, Lykke-Maj brought along her supermodel 

girlfriends, and they were partying and having a blast …Virtually everybody hung around their 

stand! …I think most Danish skaters bear great respect for ALIS. 

 

In a subculture with a bad-boy reputation, ALIS was able to impress the international scene. Several 

respondents even referred to ALIS as representative of the ‘spirit’ of the Copenhagen scene, with its 

emphasis on ‘the chill-factor’ and camaraderie. “The ALIS-brand is super strong”, argues skatepark 

manager William Frederiksen “It is the only brand that has every put Denmark on the international 

map of skateboarding”. However, after Albert recently had to serve a drug-related sentence, ALIS 

no longer influence the Copenhagen scene as they did some years ago, with claims of “having lost 

momentum” and being disapproved of for no longer running a skate team.  

 

I think people tend to forget that ALIS was ‘Pusher Street, 2nd to the right’. Now, it’s more like a 

brand that makes clothes. They don’t really have any skate team any more (interview with Frederik 

Lorentzen, 2008) 

  

Nevertheless, the brand is still salient in a peripheral existence, sporadically sponsoring events and 

a few internationally renowned riders. “It’s sufficient to keep the talk going”, argues Albert. In 

addition to the nostalgic ‘buzz’, primarily found amongst elder skaters, a visit to ALIS Wonderland 

substantiates ALIS’ continued presence as an institution on the Danish skate scene. Yet, as a 

significant contrast to the crowd at the Copenhagen Skatepark, the environment here was more 

introvert and suspicious. When I visited the skate park, I was approached by a small “welcoming 

committee”, advising me to keep a low profile. As a token of its sincerity, I was handed a broken 

eyeglass that had belonged to a Polish tourist who was recently thrown out for ‘not respecting the 

rules’.  

 

Inside the skate hall I was confirmed about this clique’s affiliation with the ALIS brand. Several of 

the skaters wore ALIS t-shirts, hoods, and stickers on board and caps. Evidently, ALIS meant more 

to this crowd than fashion. This graffiti covered and worn down setting, filled with cannabis smoke, 

plastered in stickers and decorated with thrashed skateboards, represents a striking contrast to the 

child friendly atmosphere in Royal Copenhagen Skate Park. The attitudes and behaviour of the 

crowd further substantiates the experience of a ‘hard-core’ environment with deep-felt loyalty to the  
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Picture 3: Impressions from Alis Wonderland 
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ALIS brand. “It is my impression that many brands have been afraid to represent such expressions, 

but that has never been the case with ALIS”, argues Frederik Lorentzen (2008).  

 

Obviously, such affiliation comes at a cost in a subculture that is increasingly being embraced by 

young adolescents, not uncommonly around the age of 6-8 years. As indicated previously, this 

orientation has not been without a sacrifice, as international competitors are taking much of the 

attention away from this local company. But, as substantiated by several Danish skaters I talked to, 

the ALIS brand remains strong – and the owner is aware of this fact. 

 

There might be competitors who are better at ‘doing the math’. But on the bottom I believe our 

brand has a higher value than theirs. They might have a much higher turnover, but our brand value 

is bigger than theirs. 

 

ALIS has deliberately refrained from pushing for deliberate growth strategies, and as a consequence 

their turnover is only make up a fraction of their international competitors. 

 

Maybe it’s because we have never cared about the numbers. Because if that had been the case, we 

wouldn’t have been able to produce the things that we though were fun …So, I guess it’s because we 

never had some psycho-investor breathing down our back, yelling “results, results!”  



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 72 

4.4.2  Nike SB 

The brand itself needs no further presentation. However, Nike’s endeavour to establish itself in the 

world of skateboarding represents a remarkable story in the otherwise successful proliferation of the 

Nike brand within the world of sports. Having failed in several prior attempts, Nike’s current 

venture, represented by its sub-brand (with emphasis on ‘sub’) Nike SB, has split the world of 

skateboarding in two. One side – adhering to traditional skateboard ideals of resisting the ‘glided 

cage’ of large corporations – question Nike’s intentions, explicitly expressed in the following 

comment on a North American web-forum: 

 

“Nike SB was only ever a stepping stone to a bigger market. Nike’s intentions are crystal clear if 

you choose to pay attention. Total domination!” (skateandannoy.com) 

 

Representing the opposite side, skaters emphasise the way Nike’s approach has strengthened the 

local skate cultures, and through this atypical method – considering Nike’s usual high-profile 

approach to marketing – they have managed to win the acceptance of many skaters.  

 

Emphasising the local scene has certainly been a crucial factor underlying their position in 

Denmark. As a scene that has largely been overlooked by the large North American skate 

companies, the Copenhagen skaters have not been used to experiencing similar attention as 

currently represented by Nike.  
 

In contrast, most skate brands with presence on the Danish market are run through independent 

distributors, significantly limiting the economic means by which sponsorships can be supported. In 

Denmark, Nike has appointed long-term skater and previous manager of Copenhagen’s larges skate 

shop, Street Machine, Keld. 

 

 

 
Picture 4: The Nike SB logo: With no signs of trying to escape its connection with the corporate giant, the logo represents only a 

minor adjustment to Nike’s corporate logo, ‘The Swoosh’. 
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Yet before taking a closer look at Nike’s contribution to the Copenhagen skate culture, it is worth 

dedication a few lined to the overall strategy which so far seems to have breached the divide 

between the Oregon-based sporting goods giant and the subculture of skateboarding. 

 

Having learned from prior failed attempts to gain legitimacy within skateboarding, Nike’s launch of 

the Nike SB-brand has been set on one objective: establishing legitimacy. The road to reaching this 

goal has been founded on appointing key individuals with strong credibility within the skate 

industry (Higgins, 2006). Next step has been defining a product profile that would appeal to skaters. 

And realising the widespread use of Nike shoes within skating in the late 80s and early 90s – before 

the ‘independent’ revolution of the skate industry – re-introducing these shoes, with the necessary 

technological adjustments, has been a way of striking a sense of nostalgia amongst skaters. 

 

To increase the attractiveness of their products, Nike has employed a strategy of limited editions 

and exclusive distribution in order to appeal to skaters’ hunger for expressivity and uniqueness. 

Hence, in Denmark, only 5 shops carry the Nike SB-line. Essentially, Keld believes this approach 

has a particular strong appeal amongst skaters: 

 

I believe it’s a way of expressing yourself, you know. You can ’shine through’ and show the world 

”I’m a bit creative, I’m a bit special”, you know. “I’m wearing these really fresh kicks and people 

are looking my way” – and it’s a skateboard shoe. 

 

Thus, holding back on supply has an explicit goal of arousing the deeply held desire of expressing 

uniqueness. Furthermore, references to cultural icons, such as ‘Tony the Tiger’ – the popular cereal 

mascot of the 90s – as well as ‘Skate or Die’- the first arcade game featuring skateboarding – builds 

associational richness. 

 

 
Picture 5: The Dunk Pro ‘Tony The Tiger’ and the ‘Skate or Die Dunks  
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In sum, Nike’s strategy is forming an empowering platform from which the skater’s uniqueness can 

be substantiated. Nicolas confirmed this relationship: 

 

You know, the sneaker culture has grown immensely, and you constantly want some fresh-looking 

shoes. I’m just not capable of finding that within the market of skate shoes any more …so I chose a 

pair of Nikes. 

 

However, the strategy not only serves the individual skater’s quest for uniqueness, but also 

substantiates the economic incentives of skate shops. As a consequence of the growth of sneaker 

culture – represented by the so-called ‘sneaker-heads’ – core shops running the SB-line of limited 

sneakers will be able to attract a significant crowd from outside the skate culture, and thus improve 

business prospects without compromising their core roots.  

 

This strategy, however, has inflamed other core skate brands – most notably Consolidate 

Skateboards. Having launched a ‘Don’t do It’-campaign the company attempts to remind skaters, 

that Nike’s enterprise is putting other core companies out of business. Birdo, founder of 

Consolidated Skateboards, elaborates on the critique: 

 

You think Nike is gonna make the industry bigger? It’s not like the shoe wall at the shop got any 

bigger. To make room for the dippers, they just had to cut down on those “working class” brands. 

(Birdo, 2007) 

 

Amongst the people I talked to in the Copenhagen culture, this attempt to ‘un-cool’ Nike had not 

left much of an impression, and Consolidated was critizised for loosing their own identity in the 

‘Don’t do It’ mantra. Frederik Bengtsson (2008) highlighted a further aspect for me: 

 
The guy from Consolidated also wants to make a living, right. That’s why I feel that he’s being a bit 

hypocritical. Nobody forces you to skate for Nike. You can just choose to wear some other shoe 

brand …I think that’s a really cool thing about skateboarding – that you are in charge of your 

decisions” 

 

Hence, ironically, this attempt to protect the core is eventually interpreted as a corruption of values 

that are essential in the world of skating.  
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Picture 6: An ad from Consolidated’s ‘Don’t do It’-campaign.  



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 76 

As a final way of gaining credibility, Nike has embraced widespread sponsoring of everything from 

a skate team, consisting of some of skateboarding’s most colourful characters, to sponsoring small-

scale skate competitions. They have even co-produced the exhibition “Made for Skate” in Berlin 

and Birmingham, showcasing the history of skateboarding (madeforskate.com). Here, the skate 

brands, the technologies and the profiles of the past 40-years were celebrated and, through this 

move, Nike was able to reminded skaters of their place in the history of skateboarding, as well as 

position the SB-line as the pinnacle of modern skate shoe technology. 

 

 
Picture 7: “Made for Skate”: To the left: Presenting the technology of Nike SB ’08. To the right: Worn out Nike Air Jordan ‘89  

 

Supporting their overall aim of generating legitimacy, Nike has not solely focused on signing the 

best skaters. Rather, they have emphasised skaters with strong credibility within the culture – such 

as Lance Mountain, who has been a profile in skating since the late 70s – and edgy personalities 

such as Chet Childress. In Denmark, Søren Enevoldsen, an established and respected member of the 

Danish scene was one of the first riders to be offered a spot on the team – although he is not 

considered to be amongst the best 30 riders in Denmark (Frederik Lorentsen, 2008). Nicolas 

recognizes Nike’s underlying motivation:  

 

Nike need to sell their shoes through the type of skaters who have a strong assimilation in the 

culture. 

 

Nevertheless, Danish skaters did not always approve of Nike’s vast economic capability. But as a 

consequence of the unique opportunities offered to the Danish riders – like frequent travels to exotic 

locations like Hong Kong and Malaga, their presence was still associated with a certain amount of 

allure, as expressed in the following reflection by Mads Sand, who represents the Danish ‘Fallen’-

team: 
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It’s really un-cool if you get completely stoked on a certain skater, and he represents some cool 

brands. But all of the sudden Nike stops by and says “Here, take some of our money”, and then off 

he goes …But obviously, if you were asked to represent Nike, you would have to consider it. 

 

Recalling Nicolas’ previous approval of Nike’s support of the local scene, through sponsoring and 

arranging small-scale events, substantiates the notion that the SB-project has left an impression 

amongst numerous skaters in the humble Copenhagen scene. Skatepark Manager, William 

Frederiksen elaborates on Nike’s popularity: 

 

I think Nike has done a tremendous job, because Nike is a cool brand …They have no intention of 

making money on the shoe market. It’s more like a project which is intended to maintain Nike’s 

position as a dope brand ...You see a lot of Nike shoes, but that’s mostly because they generously 

feed the market with sponsored shoes.  

 

Arranging informal small-scale events, with barbecue and people hanging out, was a frequent move 

by the Danish team manager. Here, there would be no strict competition format, but just people 

skating around, with occasional shoe-giveaways in reward for doing impressive tricks. “That’s 

when it’ skateboarding”, argues Keld “That’s when people show up – because they think that it’s 

great fun. It’s not necessarily about winning, just plain and cool amusement”.  

 

Consequently, Nike SB has been a significant contribution to the small Copenhagen skate culture. 

But while their entrance on the skate scene has not been without opposition, their strategy was a 

substantial contribution to the social interaction of the subcultural members, approved of by most of 

my respondent. Yet, for Team Manager, Keld, having been dedicated to the skate culture since the 

early 90s, representing Nike was a significant source of ambivalence:  

 

There are brands where you just know skatebarding is in their hearts. These people are out there 

themselves, straining an ankle, sweating and bleeding like the rest of us, right. Those are the ones 

you prefer to support – no doubt about it. 

 

 

4.4.3  Analysis: Commercial rebelliousness?  

As the two examples illustrate, credibility within a youth subcultural environment can be obtained 

in several ways.  
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In the case of ALIS, the brand had contributed to establishing the myths and narratives surrounding 

the Copenhagen subculture, and hence the brand contributed in forming the identity of the local 

skate culture in subcultural authenticity. In the eyes of many respondents, ALIS represented the 

spirit of the Copenhagen skate scene - commonly expressed in terms of fellowship and ‘the chill 

factor’ – often involving a slight degree of cannabis smoking. Furthermore, ALIS Wonderland 

served as a physical manifestation of the triangular connection between ALIS, Christiania and 

skateboarding, epitomizing the underground identity of the Copenhagen skate culture. With this 

connection being so unique and politically controversial ALIS brand automatically struck a weak 

spot in the hearts of most adult skaters. By taking these connotations on to the international scene 

and awestruck most parts of skateboarding’s cultural epicentre in USA, ALIS’ name was further 

cemented in the consciousness of the “skate seniors” of the Copenhagen scene. Nevertheless, the 

Copenhagen skate culture and ALIS recently took steps in opposite directions, ALIS deemphasising 

their connection to skateboarding, and the skate scene becoming gradually more influenced by 

teenage consumers. Hence, the once strong connection seems largely reduced to a nostalgic 

narrative.  

 

From the outset, Nike SB faced an uphill climb in attempting to conquer the world of 

skateboarding. In several prior attempts Nike tried – and failed. However, in their most recent effort 

they seemed to have struck a vein, and as a consequence skaters were gradually giving in. Playing 

historical links, strictly limited editions and distribution as well as ‘edgy’ and respected people of 

the industry. Furthermore, the low-key approach also implied a strategy of local presence and 

support, which was felt in the small Copenhagen skate community. Obviously, this has only been 

attainable due to Nike’s vast economic resources, but the effectiveness was remarkable, and 

according to Frederik Lorentzen: “Nike’s contribution is giving the established brands a 

reminder”. However, aware of the economic incentives underlying Nike’s concern for the 

Copenhagen scene, some respondents felt that Nike violated skateboarding credo of independence. 

 

Beneath I have the two cases according to the model of subcultural and commercial interaction. 

First, I will assess the case of ALIS. 
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In the case of ALIS, the brand itself – with its strong and controversial roots – struck a sense of 

dissent and radicalism, even measured by the standards of the skate culture. Through taking on the 

role as ambassador of the local scene, by providing skaters with Copenhagen’s first indoor skate 

area as well as setting up international skate contests, and supporting a team of Denmark’s best 

skaters, ALIS became a part of the community’s interaction. As the ALIS-story started going, ALIS 

evolved into a brand with appeal outside skateboarding and the Copenhagen underground as well. 

Eventually, the ALIS shirt became a fashion icon, and through its remarkable and controversial 

story the brand was celebrated in the international world of fashion. 

 

Yet, eventually the strong connection with the skate culture has been lost, and the company is 

criticised for not supporting the local scene. Furthermore, the development within skateboarding 

poses the question of whether ALIS’ hard-core connotations stand in conflict with the current 

development within skateboarding, and thereby limits its commercial potential. 
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The example of Nike illustrates the way in which economic capital is capable of nurturing and 

providing meaningful experiences to subcultural members, and through that creates the subjective 

and collective feeling of authenticity. Nike was present in the local subculture and provided the 

settings for social interaction. Furthermore, as the performance aspect of skateboarding is becoming 

increasingly apparent, Nike has been able to denote their credibility from their long experience 

within performance footwear. Finally, the strategy of limited editions and exclusive supply, as well 

as the underlying stories associated with each model, has created a buzz surrounding the brand, 

which means that Nike SB has become a symbol of distinction and a collector’s item amongst 

sneakerheads. All these dimensions have been employed in order to diffuse the associations of the 

‘multinational’ – representing a stark contrast to skaters’ self-identity. To judge from the reactions 

in the Copenhagen skate culture, they have gone a long way in succeeding. 

 

On several occasion I asked respondents which one of the two companies they would rather 

represent – as a skater, team manager, distributor, or to put on the shelves in the skate shop – and 

the answer was unanimously “definitely Nike”. Providing opportunities for skating in exotic 

locations, filming, attracting large crowds to competitions and events, or seeing shoe sales increase 

– the choice was founded on the extent to which skateboarding would saturate their lives in the 
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fullest way possible, and bridge the divide between youthful passion and the economic 

requirements of adult life.  

 

This supports the impression that economic concerns tend to take priority over ideological ones, as 

the skate subculture is increasingly commercialised and enacted as a resource of material 

differentiation.  

 

Nevertheless, in terms of triggering the sensation of opposition and dissent, Nike is unable to attain 

the associations represented by ALIS – which eventually contributes to the feeling amongst many 

core members that skateboarding has been diluted.  
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5  Discussion  
To this date, studies on youth subcultures have predominantly relied on the subcultures’ self-

perception. In this perspective, concepts of subcultural authenticity and commercialism tend to 

collide. However, as studies on neo-tribal social formations have increasingly denoted the 

potentially empowering aspect of consumption, emphasising the way social processes surrounding 

the interaction around brands often contribute to feelings of authenticity, there seems to be a 

concrete need to bridge the theoretical gap. Social life is essentially giddy, and social groups 

constitute potentially ambiguous and contradictious constructs. Hence, the need for a framework 

detecting sign of disagreement as well as consensus seems clear. 

 

 

5.1  Evaluating the Findings 

In the case of the Copenhagen skate community, the subculture becomes a site where business and 

ideology meet. Simultaneously, it is a mosaic where issues of age, levels of commitment, functional 

and ideological concerns, as well as individual processes of identification come together. A multi-

perspectual approach embraces this diversity. Thus, it elevates the interpretation on culture, to 

refrain from necessarily denoting aspects of homogeneity and consensus, and rather embrace the 

multiplicity in interpretations and the underlying issues of disagreement and conflict.  

 

So, has the theoretical framework contributed to elevate the understanding of youth subcultures’ 

interaction with commercialism? In order to respond to that question we first need to make a 

comparative evaluation of the findings.  

 

 

5.1.1  Hard-core:   

As the research has revealed, the uncompromised subcultural ideology often associated with youth 

subcultures had little resonance in the Copenhagen skate community. Rather, it was a site of 

disagreement, ambiguity, dilemmas and competitive consumption. But as we have seen, elements of 

idealized subcultural representations were reflected throughout the subculture, signifying core 

values. In the case of Frederik L and Nicolas, the two skate shop employees, this image was 

associated with “the reckless skater” who was driven by risk and dedication. Younger skaters on the 

other hand were more concerned with the attitude, appearance and exposure of skate pros, being 
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were aspired to as alterna-heros. In the case of core skaters, memory of the time where 

skateboarders represented a small and marginalized group with oppositional status formed as a sort 

of substantiation of skatesboarding’s perceived oppositionality. Hence, in their perspective, the act 

of skateboarding had been formed by on a different outset than younger generations. Finally, both 

ALIS and Nike SB employed elements that somehow contributed with a sense of the hard-core 

ideals. In the case of ALIS this came as a natural consequence of the brand’s history, while Nike SB 

had built this dimension through the highly profiled skate personalities and grass-roots approach.  

 

Consequently, various interpretations of hard-core elements were employed throughout the 

subculture. While images differed according the distinct concerns and situations of the individuals, 

we can conclude that these ideals influenced the negotiation of subcultural identities. Nevertheless, 

they would not always be the primary measure of negotiating images of authenticity, as functional 

influences were often profound influences. 

 

Furthermore, what is noticeable is that hard-core ideals were often derived from outside the 

commercial sphere. Interestingly, the group of young skaters represented the exception to this 

observation. Supported by arguments that aspects of consumption represent a relatively more salient 

influence in the period of adolescence (Abercombie, 1994; Gabriel & Lang; 206) we might interpret 

this finding as an indication that youths are more inclined to embrace commercial aspects in their 

evaluation and negotiation of subcultural status and credibility. 

 

 

5.1.2  Counterculture 

Counterculture is in its nature oppositional. Hence, it is dependent on a cultural force against which 

it can position itself. Most often this opposition has been directed at business practice and its 

perceived engineering of ‘mass culture’. Traditionally, the concept of oppositionality is an ingrown 

aspect of youth subcultural life (Thornton, 1995; Hebdige; 1979; Heath & Potter, 2006). Yet, as I 

have argued previously, images of oppositional youth involved in ideological struggles against ‘the 

system’ tend to be uncritical towards the subculture’s own self-image. In the light of the increased 

commercial involvement in skateboarding, one could rightly question whether these influences are 

at all salient aspect of the skate identity.  

 

As the past analysis has illustrated, manifestation of mass cultural influences constituted vital 

images of an exterior threat, making up an important contribution in the negotiation of the group’s 
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self-understanding. But these images did by no means manifest themselves in the same way 

between the various groups.  

 

Hence, in the case of Roots skate shop, Frederik objected to Nike’s presence, business methods and 

motivations. In his eyes they represented the quintessence of an exploitative corporate ideology. 

Hence, in many respects, they reinforced his consciousness of being a skater. We can either accept 

this response as purely ideologically motivated, or we can nuance our understanding by taking 

Frederik L’s professional motivation into account. Hence, as in the case of Consolidates 

Skateboard’s ‘Don’t do it’-campaign, Nike also represents a threat to other companies within the 

skate industry. Frederik B, who we remember represents DC-shoes, highlights this aspect: 

 

As a skater I don’t feel that Nike is a threat – you can just refrain from wearing their shoes. But as a 

salesman living of selling other shoes brands, it’s an entirely different case. 

 

The case of core skaters presented the exact opposite picture. Representing the business side, they 

had to perform the balance act between subcultural ideology and business incentives with close 

attention to internal opposition and potential loss of credibility. Thus, for them countercultural 

influences formed a restraining mechanism. Representing the same ‘side’ of the subcultural 

interaction, ALIS and Nike also had to mind the restraining mechanisms of countercultural 

ideology. Particularly, Nike’s outset was characterized by suspicion and even opposition. Nike had 

in previous attempts capitulated in the effort to counter these oppositional forces. Yet, this time they 

were able to employ the model’s remaining dimensions in order to attain a form of de-

commercialization, diverting oppositional influence. Hence, material support had the potency to 

deflect ideologically driven opposition.  

 

Finally, the group of young skaters formed their opposition mainly towards mainstream audiences. 

However, their objection towards this representation of skateboarding’s mass popularity seemed to 

be strongly motivated by their yearning for individual distinction. 

 

Hence, once again this confirms the propensity of countercultural acts not to be based on 

ideological indignation towards corporporate exploitation but functional and economic issues. 
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5.1.3  Brand Community 

My research has given clear indications that brands represent contributions valuable to the 

negotiation of subcultural identity, and even capable of generating a feeling of exclusivity, 

authenticity and admiration, potentially strengthening the subcultural identity.  

 

‘True’ skate brands are central to the history of skateboarding. Relying extensively on material 

support – both in the actual activity of skating, as well as through distribution of subcultural 

knowledge in skate media – skaters and the skate industry have consistently formed a close 

relationship. Furthermore, entrepreneurial enterprises by dedicated skaters are traditionally 

perceived to be empowering from a skateboarder’s perspective, as they are often seen to form a 

counterweight to larger corporations. Hence, the mantra “for skaters, by skaters” constitutes a 

strong influence in the eye of most skaters. This seemed particular true in the case of the core 

skaters.  

 

Yet, even Nike SB, in many respects representing the very opposite of ‘true’ brands, struck a vein 

amongst many skaters. By triggering other significant motivations in skateboarders’ processes of 

self-identification they skilfully compensated for the negative associations surrounding the brand 

within the skate culture. Building unique stories, keeping their shoe editions strictly limited and 

only offering their shoes in core skate shops, allowed skaters to feel truly unique – in addition to 

generating a ‘buzz’ in their surroundings. 

 

The continual strive for new and unique styles was perhaps most prevalent amongst young skaters. 

Being significantly more preoccupied with new styles and expression channelled through skate 

brands they identified with, the research has provided evidence for Abercombie’s (1994) argument 

that youths tend to experiment with identities.  

 

Eventually, the observations have shown that brands that generate admiration and stand as 

representations for the subculture must not be necessarily be rooted in the history and tradition of 

skateboarding. But, findings also indicated a variation in the way brands appealed to young and 

core skaters. Here, core skaters were significantly more conscious about historical and ideological 

aspects, while young skaters were relatively more concerned about distinction. 
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5.1.4  Lifestyle 

Amongst dedicate subculturalists, the need for substantiating identity through distinctive 

appearance and behaviour has been tracked back as far as Becker’s (1963) research amongst young 

jazz musicians. Within the modernist CCCS perspective the word ‘style’ is used to express a shared 

‘look’, opposing the norm of the dominant culture (Hebdige, 1979). These influences constitute 

central aspects in relation to the lifestyle perspective, yet it runs deeper in denoting the entire 

materialisation of the subcultural identity of group members. In this regard it is important to 

remember Cova et al.’s (2007) claim that these material reflections cannot be seen in isolation from 

their influence on processes social and cultural interaction. Furthermore, the interaction between 

commercialism and the life-projects of subcultural members should not be defined merely in terms 

of the contribution by products and brands. In the tradition of skateboarding, commercial actors also 

contribute by staging events, supporting the places where activities unfold, as well as distribute 

subcultural knowledge.  

 

As Thornton (1995) has pointed out, subcultural capital unfolds over several dimensions. And it is 

in their aiding and creation of subsultural capital that commercial resources are valued. Nicolas 

from Roots Skate Shop had recently bought a pair of Nike SB sneakers, and in addition to providing 

him with the best performance on the market, he was likely to be the only skater in Copenhagen 

wearing them. Nike had provided a remarkable contribution to the interaction within the culture. 

Hence, despite of Nike’s controversial background, he embraced the brand for facilitating group 

interaction and supporting his identity as a skater.  

 

ALIS had attained an even stronger connection with the local scene. Through their line of skate 

apparel and boards, they provided a connection between the skaters and the underground. Through 

improving the opportunities for local skaters – in sponsoring facilities and riders – and their 

fronting of the Copenhagen skate scene internationally, ALIS gave the skaters of Copenhagen a 

sense of local pride. Furthermore, in contrast to Nike SB, ALIS represented an imagery of 

controversial and semi-criminal connotations, teasing many skateboarders’ yearning for a sense of 

‘attitude’. Yet, compared to Nike SB, we also have to take notice of the apparent decrease in 

awareness amongst skaters. Considering the near amalgamation of ALIS and the Copenhagen skate 

scene, this indicates that loyalty tends to be traded through material presence. 

 

Finally, entrepreneurship becomes an example of the way lifestyle and commercialism interact. But 

as we have seen, the vast economic potential is simultaneously making this position increasingly 
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difficult to navigate, as the brands representing the best business prospects are not necessarily the 

ones closest to the skate ideology. 

 

5.2 Does Commercialism deplete Subcultural 
Rebelliousness? 

I believe that the theoretical framework’s aspiration to move past an integrated cultural perspective 

has provided a detailed look at the issues deriving form the increased interaction between youth 

subculture and commercialism. The most intriguing question in this regard seem to be in which way 

concepts of oppositionality and ‘realness’ were negotiated in the face of increased commercial 

influence. Has commercial involvement deprived skateboarding of its symbolic potency? And has 

the entanglement of skateboarding with business concerns hampered the creativity, innovativeness 

and improvisation of the skater’s mindset? 

 

As the past section has illustrated, issues concerning core values and oppositionality are important 

to the negotiation of subculture’s self-understanding. But these images were most often strategically 

enacted. Hence, the main objective was essentially not ideological ‘struggles against the system’, 

but efforts to protect or improve the social and economic position of skaters within the restraints 

presented by the skate subculture.  

 

Amongst core professionals we were able to observe the way in which strategies were employed in 

order to bolster mainstream sales, while levelling subcultural credibility and support. From their 

perspective images of oppositionality was often founded more in terms of protecting their own 

commercial involvement in the industry – not towards the exploitative invasion of the mechanical 

corporation. In the case of younger skaters, concerned with their recognition in the eyes of others, 

and vastly experimenting with identities made available to them through the skate industry, 

consumption supported the uniqueness that they pursued through skateboarding – a position that 

they felt was coming under increased pressure as a consequence of the massive growth in 

skateboarding’s popularity.  

 

Consequently, these findings seem so support Richarson & Turley’s (2006) argument that the 

aversion for market’s ‘totalizing’ character is often grounded in the desire to protect the exclusive 

status within the subculture. As a consequence, the research has illustrated that in weighing up 

functional aspects against ideology, ideology often comes second. Nevertheless, images of skate 

ideals and cultural ‘independence’ made up a restraining mechanism. However, in a subculture 
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where core members – traditionally emphasised to have the most influence on images of 

authenticity (Fox, 1987; Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Leigh et al., 2006) – were often 

motivated by commercial interests, they were in a strong position to form interpretations of 

involvement between subculture and commercialism. Eventually, I find that influence represents an 

explanation to the increased openness to commercialism within skateboarding, but also in claimed 

‘de-radicalized’ of industry output. 

 

Baudrillard (1988) argues that the boundaries between real and fake have been blurred. Projecting 

this argument onto the relationship between subculture and commercialism, we might ask if the 

ambiguity and feelings of diluted meanings, experienced by some skaters, can be interpreted as an 

expression of ‘real’ skateboarding having increasingly turned into ‘fake’ commercial culture.  

 

In a perspective were subculture is purely about confrontation – about defying generally accepted 

standard for behaviour, about prompting negative responses in the surrounding social environment 

– then we might argue that the answer is yes. But then again, skateboarding is by far an activity that 

holds such symbolic potency. I my opinion, we need to see subculture of skateboarding in a more 

nuanced perspective in which marginality certainly constitutes a vital aspect in the group’s identity, 

but where several other dimensions simultaneously assist in constructing images and experiences 

that are eventually experienced as real and authentic to members. Hence, in addition to marginality, 

skateboarding builds on elements of creativity, aesthetics, courage, camaraderie, tradition – and 

entrepreneurship. All these dimensions contribute to the subjective feeling of realness – or 

phenomenological authenticity (Pine & Gilmore, 2007). Hence, learning a new trick, hanging out 

with peers, filming and editing your own performances, getting ‘stoked’ by watching riders who 

push the limits of the activity, all of this sums up to a real experience. And wearing a shoe that 

supports the feeling of being part of a community – or channels your own expressiveness within 

that community – enforces that real experience. Ultimately, the actual threat from a subcultural 

perspective seems not to come from an exterior corporate threat or the assault by mainstream 

society, it comes from inside the subculture in the shape of continuously upholding commercial 

strategies that bridge the commercial ambitions of subcultural entrepreneurs with demand for 

subcultural exclusiveness, and a feeling of opposition, posed by a growing pool of conspicuously 

consuming skaters. Maybe the key to levelling this balance act is reflected in the following 

comment by Frederik L: 
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“You know, it’s still the same to go out and skate illegally somewhere, to risked being kicked out, or 

to crash and shred the full length of your arm – it feels exactly the same as ten years ago” 
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6  Conclusion 
”In the middle, where there is supposed to be nothing, you find almost everything” 

- Bruno Latour in Nous n’avons jamais été modernes (1991: 19)  

 

Subculture and commercialism can be perceived as representing intrinsic contradictions. On the one 

side subculture denotes autonomy, creativity, individuality, and ‘real’, while on the opposite side, 

commercialism implies conformity, manipulation, exploitation and ‘fake’. This inherently 

contradictious relationship has come to characterize most research on their co-existence.  

 

However, as the past analysis has illustrated, subculture and commercialism essentially stand in a 

mutually dependent relationship, indicating that traditional images of inherent dualism between the 

two concepts are formed around a desire to maintain the divide, rather than building a level of 

abstraction that embraces the potential supportive and empowering connections. 

 

The current research has been guided by the research question: “How do youth subcultures 

negotiate commercial influence?” My wish has been to emphasise the potentially empowering 

aspects related to the interaction between youth subcultures and commercialism, as well as 

potentially ambiguous and conflicting interpretations within the reach of the subculture. Hence, the 

first challenge has been to nuance more traditional understandings of youth subcultural opposition 

with more resent advancements within the field of consumer culture theory. Realizing from the 

initial theoretical assessment that interaction between subculture and commercialism could be 

characterized primarily by the level of subcultural commitment and the level to which commercial 

aspects were embraced as vital aspects of group interaction, the dimension I have chosen to refer to 

as ‘commercial consciousness’, I was able to construct a theoretical framework sensitive to the 

apparent diversity of subcultural and commercial interaction. Applying the framework in my 

analysis, has allowed me to embrace several variations of interaction, ranging from ‘hard-core’, 

over ‘counterculture’ and ‘lifestyle’ to ‘brand community’ – representing traits of established 

perspectives on neo-tribal formations. 

 

For the subsequent analysis in the Copenhagen skate culture I set out to answer the question of how 

members of the Copenhagen skate culture enact their skate identity in the face of increased 

commercial influence.  
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The theoretical framework has allowed me to interpret the findings in terms of the four different 

perspectives, their connection, and the distinct interactions across different settings where 

subcultures and commercialism coexist. What the analysis has shown is the inherent strategic nature 

of this interaction, and, hence, the way it necessarily depends on the outset from which individuals 

base their interaction. Commercialism was both embraced and resented. It represented vital aspects 

of interaction, and the fabric that subcultural members positioned themselves against. Yet, 

eventually the analysis has shown, that although ideologically founded images of core skate values 

and oppositionality constituted a fundamental source of the skate cultures self-understanding, they 

appeared primarily to arise in the character of continuously re-made narratives, formed to bridge 

skateboarding’s continued mass appeal and the exclusivity of the role of skater. While youths have 

become a fundamental influence in the negotiation of the subcultural identity, and core members 

increasingly become engaged from a commercial perspective, it appears that commercialism will 

constitute a stronger influence on the negotiation of the subcultural boundaries than manifestations 

of ideologically founded oppositionality. 

 

 

For reflections on the research finding I refer to the appendix.  
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8  Appendix 

8.1 Exploring The Subcultural epicentre: 
Skateboarding in The United States 

 

“None of the stuff that surfaces on the Danish scene has come here without being in The States first. 

The style, ways of performing tricks, ways of dressing… Everything comes from the USA”  

– Mads Sand, skater 

 

Albeit skateboarding has turned into a global phenomenon its historical and cultural ties to the 

United States constitute to represent strong influences. Being the largest market for skateboard 

companies, this is also where the majority of the industry is situated, and where the standards for 

the rest of the world of skateboarding unfold. Hence, although my objective here is to study the 

Copenhagen scene, I find it necessary to elaborate on the transatlantic influences, to account for the 

context in which the actions of subcultural members unfold. 

  

 

8.1.1  The Beginning 

Skateboarding sprung from the Californian surf culture during the 60s, and just like surfing 

skateboarding was widely perceived to be a ‘socially irresponsible’ movement (Wheaton, 2004: 

14), and quickly became a symbol of youth’s cultural independence at the fringe of established 

society (Booth, 2001).  

 

Early on, skateboarding was more than just a fun activity. Skating was attitude. This aspect became 

evident in the 70s as a small group of Santa Monica kids, known as the ‘Z-boys’, came to define the 

identity of skating. Coming from a heavily criminalized environment the Z-boys brought a raw and 

rebellious attitude to skateboarding (Peralta, 2001). According to Brooke (1999) “Their intense, 

aggressive style paved the way for generations of skaters. It is this foundation that people are still 

riding on today”. The oppositional attitude characteristic of this generation of skaters was not only 

reflected through their break away from norms of skateboarding prevalent at the time, but also in 

their disregard for authority. Hence, illegal emptying and riding of pools and other variations of 

trespassing became common practices amongst skaters (Peralta, 2001; Howell, 2005).  
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Ironically, public outrage tends to function as a catalyst to the attractiveness of subcultures (Moore, 

2005), and here skateboarding was no exception. The public labelling of skateboarding as a 

dangerous and irresponsible sport had a positively counterproductive impact, as young people on a 

wide scale started to embrace skateboarding and its anti-heroes. The upswing resulting from this 

popularity revitalized the skate industry, resulting in extensive construction of new skate parks, and 

triggered involvement from renowned brands such as Pepsi (Brooke, 1999). But in retrospective it 

was not this upswing that came to leave its mark on skate history. Instead, it turned out to be the 

fairly abrupt downturn following only shortly after which would leave a solid mark on 

skateboarding’s cultural identity as it exists today (Brooke, 1999).  

 

 

8.1.2  Revolution in Skating: Skating turns ‘street’ 

Today it is evident that the sudden burst of the skate bubble, though almost destroying the skate 

scene, eventually ended up providing a vast contribution to the cultural foundation which today’s 

skate identity is structured around.  

 

The sudden downturn meant that skateboarding recessed to an underground existence where only 

the most dedicated skaters stayed loyal (Davis, 2004; Skatelog.com, 2008). Due to the widespread 

absence of skate facilities previously unrideable street terrain, such as walls and handrails were 

turned into free-skate parks (Brooke, 1999). Skaters recessed into the role of society’s outcasts, as 

their creative re-contextualisation of urban spaces tended to conflict with the interests of established 

society. It was from this underground existence that modern street skating began to take shape. 

Where constructed skate facilities came to connote institutionalisation and established structures, 

street skating was in several regards empowering to the rebellious identity of skateboarding: The 

expressivity and creativity involved with transforming urban architecture into a playground; the 

way in which this put skateboarding directly in clash with “mainstream” society; and the way 

skater’s actions and attitude worked as a catalyst to provocation and aggravation in the public. In 

the mind of William Frederiksen, Manager at Copenhagen Skatepark, there is no doubt that street 

skating has become the most important influence in skateboarding. I his opinion skating restricted 

to certain facilities, like the ramp within vert skating, only attracts a fraction of skaters: 

 

“ I believe that it is because it can’t be done in the backyard ...You go to a place, put on your 

training gear, practice, and then you go home – street skating is none of that …” 
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Despite of the massive popularity, mainstream acceptance, and increased institutionalisation of 

skateboarding, street skating remains the most influential element in the subculture, which is 

substantiated by the covers of Thrasher Magazine – one the most influential elements in the skate 

press. Skateboarding has resurfaced as a multi-million-dollar industry – yet, this time with the 

underground associations intact.  

 
Thrasher Skateboard Magazine April - July 1981 

 
Thrasher Skateboard Magazine February – May 2008 

 
Picture 8: Expressions of skateboarding as they are represented in Thrasher Skateboard Magazine 

 

 

8.1.3 Skate Media: Skateboarding’s backbone  

A crucial element in the skate industry is the skateboard media – consisting primarily of magazines 

and videos. The evolution is skate media has generally followed the innovations in mass 

communication. Hence, printed magazines were the first channels to distribute subcultural 

knowledge, providing skaters with insights on developments in techniques, tricks, equipment and 

profiles. For example, it was when Alan Gelfand’s now legendary trick, ‘the ollie’, was displayed in 

a photo series in a late 70s issues of SkateBoarder Magazine that it went from only being know by a 
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few people to becoming one of the most important tricks to the evolution of skateboarding (Brooke, 

1999). In a similar way magazines have continued to constitute a key source of subcultural 

knowledge distribution, and today certain printing houses run several skate magazines, some with 

circulations in the hundreds of thousand per issue (Davis, 2004). Additionally, many countries have 

local magazines – like Wunderbaum in Denmark, released once to twice a year. Ads constitute a 

substantial ingredient in skate magazines. ALIS owner Albert Hatchwell characterizes the 

relationship between ads and editorial content in the following way:  

“[The skate press] is drenched in ads, and it is financed exclusively through commercial content. It’s 

basically like this: ad, ad, ad, ad, ad, tiny article… ad, ad, ad, picture… and within that picture there 

is yet another ad, you know”. 

 

Browsing through five random skate magazines (Transworld Skatebarding, Kingpin, Skateboarder, 

and two issues of Thrasher) revealed that ads made up between one-third and half of the total 

amount of pages. What is noticeable about the commercial representations in skate magazines is 

that they, only with few exceptions, feature skate related products. Furthermore, there is a distinct 

visual style employed in most skate ads, which fuses elements of personal idolization, technical 

elements relating to a certain trick, and reference to the product/brand. Finally, it is worth noting 

that skate brands promoting themselves outside the skate related press is almost a non-existent 

phenomenon, as skaters often perceive this as ‘selling out’ (Higgins, 2006).  

 

 
Picture 9: Examples of skate ads from Spitfire Wheels and Thunder Trucks. The technique of photomontage captures the detail and 

technicality of the trick. 
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Picture 10: Krooked Skateboards and Real Skateboards. Photo angle and disposition accentuates spectacularity and hazard. 

 

 

As the VCRs gradually became a household phenomenon throughout the 80s, so did the importance 

of skate videos picked up. Today, skate videos have become an essential product for most skate 

companies (Davis, 2004), promoting their skate team – their constellation of sponsored skaters 

representing the brand’s personality – and not least their style of expression in a more all-embracing 

way than possible through magazines. As a consequence, the market is flooded with skate videos. 

Willam Frederiksen, manager at Copenhagen Skatepark elaborates:  

DVDs are essential in the skate culture. Without them there would be no progression …The amount 

is simply overwhelming. And they all position themselves in distinct ways. Baker, they are punk rock 

– you know, “Fuck you, we ride a massive handrail”. Chocolate and Girl is more like design, nice, 

aesthetic, clean, solid tricks, fresh clothes, and shiny new shoes. Element is rastafari – “We light up 

a joint before skating” 

 

As a consequence of the innovations within technologies of visual recording and circulation, the 

amount of skate productions have intensified drastically and now range from much anticipated big-

budget films, with parts from exotic locations, to amateur productions portraying young skaters and 
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small-scale companies to be showcased in their local environment (Davis, 2004) – like for example 

the Danish production Code Red.  

 

 

8.1.4  The Skate Industry: The influence of ‘core’ 

business  

Dick Hebdige (1979) has argued that subculture is essentially about consumption and, in the case of 

skateboarding, this argument is true in more than one dimension. Skateboarding is inherently 

material, as skaters are dependent on decks, trucks, bearings, wheels and not least sneakers, and 

accordingly the skate industry has had en immense influence on the evolution of the subculture. 

Skate magazines and videos have distributed knowledge on the latest developments within skate 

techniques and what terrain and obstacles could be skated. Finally, company sponsorships made 

possible that an exclusive group of skaters have been able to skate for at living and, hence, progress 

the level of what could be done on a skateboard to a point otherwise impossible. But actively 

participating in the skate industry has also evolved into becoming a vital channel of subcultural-

expression. 

 

Skateboarding had gradually awoken from its early 80’s slump, and a handful of commercial 

players came to dominate the market for hard- and soft goods. As the companies grew increasingly 

bigger, their relationship with pro-riders became a matter of growing tension. From a rider’s 

perspective companies were perceived to dictated and restrain their behaviour and creativity, which 

was inevitably seen as an indication of companies becoming too occupied with business concerns, 

rather than supporting the roots of skateboarding. Whereas company owners, on the other hand, felt 

that the skate industry, and the pro-riders representing it, needed to reflect increasing maturity, 

considering the size of investments being made. (Brooke, 1999) The reaction came when street 

skater Steve Rocco formed World Industries, and animated his fellow pro riders to head in the same 

direction. This led to the rise of companies such as Plan B, Big Brother, Blind and Bitch (Brooke, 

1999; worldindustries.com, Davis, 2004) – a new generation of small-scale, ‘independent’ skater 

owned companies that turned the industry upside-down. George Powell (in Brooke, 1999), of 

successful 80s skate company, Powell Peralta, comments:  

 

“Through the ‘90’s we were given a bad rap because we had been a really large company in the 

‘80’s. It wasn’t cool to be a big company”.  
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Over the past couple of years the skateboard industry completely changed shape. Not only in terms 

of the total amount of commercial actors, which multiplied from basically five major companies to 

several hundreds of small skater-owned businesses (Brooks, 1999), but also in terms of content. For 

example Steve Rocco’s World Industries was in their own words “unashamedly espousing a “think 

crime” philosophy and satirizing Satanism, pornography, violence, suicide, profanity, racism, drug 

use and plagiarism in products aimed at kids” (worldindustries.com). 

 

From this point followed a period in which the skate industry was exhibiting extremely 

antiauthoritarian behaviour. The industry was talking about ‘releasing’ professional skateboarders 

“from the corporate cages built around them during the 1980s and promote uninhibited freedom of 

expression” (Hill, 2007). Big Brother, a now legendary skate magazine also owned by Steve Rocco, 

articles were published on animal sex, how to make fake ID and step-by-step guides for how to 

commit suicide (SkateMAG.com), and would appear in different sizes and on one occasion it even 

came inside a cereal box with “Big Brother’s Sugar Coated Penis Pops” printed on the front. Due to 

the explicit content, the publishers were forced to print the magazine at a local printing company 

specializing in hard-core porn (SkateMAG.com). Steve Rocco and Rodney Mullen (in Hill, 2007), 

two of the main drivers behind the skate ‘revolution’ comment:  

 

Rocco: “We looked at the rules and said ‘this is stupid, we’re gonna’ have our own rules’.” 

 

Mullen: “Everything people thought was cool, we did the opposite.”  

 

 
Picture 11: Big Brother Magazine, Issue no. 6, 7 and 23 
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8.1.5  The popularity of skate fashion 

The industry, and the skate brands, was no longer seen as the enemy. The brand became the 

expression of the skate culture’s irreverence, with vast appeal to an adolescent generation with 

increasing disposable income and a desire to be rebellious (Heath & Potter, 2006; Pountain & 

Robbins, 2000).  

 

Resulting from the changes is the industry large companies were unable to obtain their position 

from a core market, and hence they were increasingly selling to customers outside the skate culture. 

Airwalk was one of these companies. Their shoes were the first to attend to specific needs of 

durability and flexibility, which the activity of skateboarding called for, and prior to the 

’independent’ revolution, as well as the economic recession of the early 90s, Airwalk had a 

stronghold on the market of skate sneakers in the 80s and early 90s. Their pro-team featured such 

prominent names as Tony Hawk and Tony Magnusson, and at their peak sales reached $20 million. 

But when the burst hit, their sales were reduced to $8 million, and Airwalk was in serious financial 

trouble (Brooke, 1999). As a consequence, the company decided to explore the possibility of selling 

skate shoes to the mainstream market, and within a short while Airwalk became a fashion craze. 

However, this decision proved to be a blessing and a curse, for while sales reached all-time high, 

skaters were increasingly rejecting Airwalk, and skateboard shops stopped selling the brand. After 

the mainstream fad had died out Airwalk has struggled to win back its lost credibility and position 

within the culture (Brooke, 1999).  

 

Osiris was a skater-owned company and part of the ‘independent’ revolution. Their D3 model was 

developed in collaboration with pro-skater Dave Mayhew sold only decently the first couple of 

years on the market. However, this changed rather abruptly. “We were just about to pull the shoe 

from the line when it took off like a friggin' rocket”, comments owner and former pro-skater Tony 

Magnusson (skateMAG.com). The D3 is rumoured by many accounts to be the best selling pro-

model skate shoe of all time. Roots manager, Frederik Lorentzen, remembers: 

 

“I was quite fond of Osiris back then – right until it suddenly became a fashion hit. In my High 

School, every girl who was but a little trendy wore D3s …You could even get it in Skoringen [Danish 

discount shoe chain, ed.] where they sold look-alike models … It took off completely, and since then 

Osiris has been out of the market.” 
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Hence, despite the fact that Osiris is an ‘independent’ brand, they lost their core position as a 

consequence of immense mainstream popularity. Being small and rooted within the culture was not 

sufficient, you also needed the right distribution. 

 
Picture 12: Mainstream successes: The Osiris D3 (2001) and Airwalk One (1990)  

 

As skateboarding increasingly started catching on as a consistent fashion influence, and the brands 

represented by the skate industry were gradually becoming more and more popular outside the skate 

culture, these mechanisms have come to guide companies’ actions. Jamie Thomas, who is a pro-

skater and owner of Black Box Distribution, featuring skate brands such as Zero Skateboards, 

Mystery Skateboards and Fallen Footwear, state:  

 

“The thing that makes skateboarding unique is that it’s a subculture. You’re inside the group. Until 

you cross the line, you’ll stay inside the group. Crossing the line is selling, and you’ll go down on 

the brand-credibility barometer.” (Higgins, 2006) 

 

In the case of Thomas’ Black Box Distribution, sales have increased by 200 percent since 1998 

(Higgins, 2005), and all across the skate industry similar trends are showing. Considering the 

growth which large parts of the skate industry experience selling out seems almost inevitable. 

A clear indications that the market outside the subcultural core is gaining increasing importance in 

the North American market is that skate related soft goods outsold skateboards and safety 

equipment by five times in 2004 (Board-Trac in Cave, 2005). With the massive demand for skate 

shoes and t-shirts, some companies have been unable – or unwilling – to maintain their brand’s 

position within a core market. Skaters have traditionally interpreted this as a lack of loyalty and, 

hence, several companies have lost their credibility amongst skaters.  
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In the eyes of Michael Brooke  (in Cave, 2005), author of The Concrete Wave, the judgement is 

unmistakable: 

 

"It's about a fashion thing now, more than anything …The money in the shoe and clothing business 

is so enormous and so far away from the soul of what skating really is."  

 

Increasing this gap seems to be increased involvement from unrelated commercial actors wishing to 

employ skateboarding for marketing purposes. Hawing realised the popular appeal of 

skateboarding’s personalities, companies from a broad variety of business areas are buying in on 

skateboarding in order to associate their brand with some of the youthful cool of the sport. Thus, 

skaters frequently appear in ads selling everything from soft drinks, cars, batteries, mobile phones 

and fast food. Not only skate apparel, but also the skaters themselves, have become attractive 

resources in the image economy. 
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Picture 13: Skateboarding in the marketing for mainstream brands 

| 
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8.1.6  From Zeroes to Heroes: Idolization of skaters 

 

“You know, becoming a pro is like becoming a rock star.”  

- William Frederiksen, Manager at Royal Copenhagen Skatepark (Jensen, 2008) 

 

The highly profiled skaters on the US scene have exceeded the status as role models. Their 

popularity can be compared to rock stars, and their names are brands worth millions of dollars. Bam 

Mergera, Tony Hawk, and Ryan Scheckler are starring in films, have their own TV shows, feature 

in video games and can be bought as plastic toys (Longman & Higgins, 2005). And these are 

merely a few examples of how the idolization of skaters has transcended the hero worship within 

the subculture, and propelled skaters into ‘pop-cultural’ stardom.  

 

 
Picture 14: Pro skater Bam Margera stars in his own ‘Jack Ass’ spin-off ‘Viva la Bam’ on MTV. On the same network ‘Life of 

Ryan’, starring skate wonder kid Ryan Schekler, has become an enormous success. Skateboarding has also entered the virtual space 

as skateboarding games for video game consoles have become immensely popular. Particularly, the series featuring legendary vert 

skater Tony Hawk was until recently almost generic for the category – here a screenshot from ‘Tony Hawk Project 8’. 

 

Endorsing skaters with the right skills and attitude has been a key element in skate companies’ 

marketing strategies. In this way skaters have come to personalize the companies they represent. 

 

Team manager at Danish skate distributor California Sports, Frederik Bengtsson highlights this 

link:  

“Skateboarding is idolization …[Skaters] have their idols, with whom they identify. They will think: 

“I dig this skater, he skates for this company, hence, the brand is cool. That is exactly why it is 

essential to sponsor the right skaters with the right stuff”. 

 

The same mechanism is highlighted by Kevin Imamura (in Higgins, 2005), Communication 

Manager at Nike SB:  



Rebel, Inc. 
Copenhagen Business School 

 111 

“A lot of hero worship in action sports is based on a particular pro’s fashion sense. Jamie Thomas – 

people want to dress like him. He’s setting trends, just like he did pushing the progression on a 

skateboard.”  

 

Companies have consistently attempted to push this association between brands and prominent 

skate personalities – for example through having ‘signature models’ designed by the skater 

(www.skateMAG.com).  

 

As skateboarding’s popularity is skyrocketing, currently attracting an estimate of 30 million skaters 

worldwide (Davis, 2004), as well as extensively influencing popular culture, skateboarding’s once 

hated, deviant and rebellious front figures are now appealing to an audience stretching way beyond 

the subcultural boundary. This has presented pro skaters with a difficult dilemma of how far their 

subcultural integrity can be stretched. As indicated by the following statement by pro skater and 

owner of the DGK (Dirty Ghetto Kids) brand, Stevie Williams (in Holthouse, 2007), these 

considerations often fall in favour of economic incentives:  

 

"My attitude when it comes to big brands is, as long as it's relevant to kids and it's not immoral, 

then fuck it. Make it happen. Put me on the god damn box of Frosted Flakes.”  

 

According to Cave (2005), the judgement is clear:  

 

“Truth is, the ultimate outlaw road sport is now about as countercultural as yoga …Its bad-boy 

past no longer defines it except as a marketing hook for the $17 T-shirts and $66 skate shoes that 

bring in eight times as much money as skateboards” 

 

The skate culture has undoubtedly experienced a remarkable journey, from the Santa Monica 

underground to well over 30 million skaters and one of the most influential engines of fashion 

worldwide – resulting in an industry turnover of well over $ 5 billion. Surely this has left its mark 

on the cultural identity of the subculture of skateboarding, and deriving much of its commercial 

attractiveness from its position as an oppositional and marginalised underground phenomenon, it is 

not hard to understand why some skaters might have a hard time making sense of the influences 

representing either commercial- or perceived authentic subcultural value. In the reminder of the 

analysis I will elaborate on the way in which these influences are experienced by skaters in a small 

local subcultural context – the Copenhagen skate culture. 
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8.2 Reflections on research findings 

This research represents a broad scrutiny of our understanding of the interplay between youth 

subcultural oppositionality and the increased influence of commercial influences within these 

groups. While having focused on the structures surrounding the interaction between youth 

subculture and commercialism, and the way in which issues of age and adult, functional 

requirements influence the enactment of subcultural identity, the research has also left areas 

untouched that would progress the understanding of subcultural and commercial interaction even 

further. Two suggestions are presented beneath. 

 

The current case represents an interesting dilemma in the sense that skateboarding has founded it 

current success on the role of marginality, as a confrontation against parents, as a reservoir from 

which controversial acts and appearances were formed, as an alternative to established sports, and 

the list goes on. Yet as the popularity of skateboarding is riding high, the once underground 

phenomenon currently attracts an estimate of 30 million skaters worldwide, and as we have seen in 

the current example, the institutionalisation skateboarding is gradually increasing. Additionally, 

skaters are stars of popular media, and events like the X-Games attracts several million viewers 

every year. Currently, skateboarding is in the running to become an Olympic sport. The obvious 

question from a commercial perspective seems to be how far the commercial proliferation of 

skateboarding can be pushed before the stamp of marginality and ‘edge’ is washed away. The 

current study has provided some answer in this regard, pointing to the strategies employed by the 

skate industry in order to bridge popularity and perceived exclusivity. Yet, the question s how far 

these strategies can be stretched. 

 

Finally, further investigation in the international influences of skateboarding will be able to cast 

light on the way in which local subcultural autonomy is influenced and restricted by the subcultural 

epicentre in the US. While respondents often expressed this relationship in terms of imitation, it 

seems likely that commercial actors need to be sensitive to local particularities, and that subcultures 

opt for a degree of local autonomy. The case of ALIS and Nike SB has provided some insights in 

this regard, but more research will be necessary to advance further illumination. 

 


