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I combine the concept of drift, drawn from social control theory, and a life course conceptu-
alization to elaborate a paradigmatic model to study cultural stratification. I apply this mod-
el in a thirteen-year panel study to examine the effects of adolescent subcultural preferences
on later adult status attainments. Adolescents adrift from parental and educational control
are more likely than those with more controls to develop mild or more seriously deviant
subcultural preferences. I identify two distinct adolescent subcultural preferences: a subcul-
ture of delinquency and a party subculture. Among males with working-class origins, iden-
tification with the subculture of delinquency has a negative effect on trajectories of early
adult status attainment. However, among males from non-working-class backgrounds, iden-
tification with a party subculture has a net positive effect when the negative effects of party-

ing on educational performance are removed.

ociological research on deviance and strati-

fication is largely unintegrated.! This is un-
derstandable, since deviance research emphasiz-
es descent into disrepute, while stratification re-
search more often focuses on the attainment of
prestige. The stages of the life course that each
field emphasizes also differ: Crime peaks during
adolescence, while occupational destinations
crystallize in adulthood. Theoretical concerns also
distinguish these fields: The dominant theory of
deviance emphasizes breakdowns in social con-
trol; the dominant stratification theory focuses on
the socialization of aspiration and achievement.
In general, deviance research attends to the in-
auspicious circumstances that lead to disrepute,
while stratification research explores the more
hopeful determinants of durable, if not distin-
guished, occupational careers.

From a more general perspective, however, it
is obvious that adolescent deviance and adult strat-
ification outcomes should be linked in some way
and that their respective subfields could benefit
from some level of integration. Yet only a few
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! The terms “stratification” and ““status attainment”
are used somewhat interchangeably in this paper. Of

studies to date have attended to this linkage. In
this paper I use the concept of drift from the
deviance literature (Matza 1964) and research on
cultural stratification (DiMaggio 1982,1987) and
the life course (Elder 1985) to further this effort.

The concept of drift evolved in direct response
to Cohen’s (1955) Delinquent Boys and in indi-
rect response to Coleman’s (1961) The Adoles-
cent Society. Cohen initiated research on subcul-
tural delinquency that is still central to sociolog-
ical criminology and that spawned a British sub-
cultural sociology (e.g., Hall and Jefferson 1976;
Willis 1977; Hebdige 1984), while Coleman es-
tablished a lasting appreciation of the adolescent
cultural underpinnings of adult social stratifica-
tion. However, despite a common concern with
adolescent culture, these sociological classics
exemplify disconnection in deviance and stratifi-
cation research. For example, although Coleman’s
research is seminal in its attention to the roles of
athletic and academic values in adolescent soci-
ety (see also Otto and Alwin 1977), it neglects
the disreputable kinds of values embodied in the
subculture of delinquency (see Campbell 1969;
Short and Strodtbeck 1965; Schwendinger and
Schwendinger 1985). Meanwhile, the crimino-
logical and British traditions treat subcultural in-

course, status attainment is only one (albeit impor-
tant) aspect of stratification. Another aspect, involv-
ing measures of class position, is introduced later in
the paper. Nonetheless, I intend no claim to compre-
hensiveness.
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volvements as a dependent variable, neglecting
the role that such involvements can play in influ-
encing later status attainments.

ADOLESCENT DEVIANCE AND ADULT
OUTCOMES

A few studies have considered the consequences
of adolescent deviance for adult stratification
outcomes (e.g., Sampson and Laub 1990), and it
is generally well recognized that adolescence is a
critical transitional period from childhood to
adulthood (Elder 1980; Modell, Furstenberg, and
Hershberg 1976; Hagan and Palloni 1990). But
this research is more complicated and open-end-
ed in the possibilities it raises than often is real-
ized (Hagan and Palloni 1988).

Robins’s (1966) study of adult outcomes, De-
viant Children Grown Up, followed two groups
into adulthood: a clinic-based sample of predom-
inantly low-status “severely antisocial children”
and a “control group” who were without adoles-
cent behavior problems and were matched with
the clinic sample on race, age, sex, IQ, and SES.
As adults the clinic sample experienced more
unemployment for longer spells and with more
frequent job changes, fewer promotions, de-
pressed earnings, more credit problems and great-
er reliance on public assistance than did the con-
trol group.

The Gluecks (1950, 1968) applied a similar
matched group design to study white males from
Boston who, because of their persistent delin-
quency, were committed to one of two correc-
tional schools in Massachusetts. Sampson and
Laub (1990) reanalyzed these data and reported
that not only adult criminal behavior, but “seven
adult behaviors spanning economic, educational,
employment, and family domains are also strong-
ly related to adolescent delinquency” (p. 616).
These outcomes included greater adult unemploy-
ment and welfare dependency among the delin-
quent sample.

As Jessor, Donovan, and Costa (forthcoming)
noted, however, recent research on adult conse-
quences of adolescent deviance suggests more
complicated and socially contingent adult possi-
bilities. For example, while Ghodsian and Power
(1987) observed continuity in drinking among a
national sample of British youth followed from
ages 16 to 23, a subsequent analysis of these data
by Power and Estaugh (1990, p. 493) argued that
teenage drinking was ‘“‘generally unrelated to early
adult experience of either obtaining or remaining
in employment.”

Mixed findings also emerged from a study by
Newcomb and Bentler (1988), whose sample of
Los Angeles high school students demonstrated
continuities in drug use and problems of job in-
stability in early adulthood. However, the au-
thors also noted that “early drug use did not gen-
erate a pattern of irresponsibility, laziness, and
work avoidance” (p. 169). In addition, their com-
posite measure of “social conformity” in adoles-
cence had no net effect on income, job instabili-
ty, job satisfaction, collected public assistance,
or amount worked in early adulthood.

The most compelling study, however, is one
of Colorado high school and college students by
Jessor et al. (forthcoming). Although the authors
found continuity in problem behaviors from ado-
lescence into adulthood, these behaviors did not
affect work and status attainment. They argue
that the latter unexpected findings are made plau-
sible by three factors:

First, our research involved normal rather than clin-
ical samples, and the extent of their adolescent/youth
involvement in problem behavior—even at its
greatest—has to be seen as moderate for the most
part. Second, our samples were largely middle class
in socioeconomic status, and the openness of the
opportunity structure for them and their access to
“second chances” have to be seen as far greater than
might be the case for disadvantaged youth who had
been involved in problem behavior. Third, . . .,even
for samples such as ours, there can still be compro-
mising outcomes [yet] to be manifested. (chap. 9,
p. 19)

Jessor et al. combine these observations in an
“interactionist perspective,” asserting that the
course of psychosocial development is not inex-
orable, that past actions do not necessarily fore-
close future options, and that there can be resil-
ience in growth and change: “at least in social
contexts that are not entirely malignant, and at a
time in history when the social setting itself is
relatively open and undergoing change” (chap.
9, p. 20).

DRIFT, PREFERENCES AND
ATTAINMENTS IN THE LIFE COURSE

The theoretical perspective for this analysis be-
gins with the concept of drift, which David Mat-
za (1964) introduced in order to soften an assump-
tion of determinacy that characterizes much re-
search in stratification (cf. Jencks et al. 1972) as
well as in deviance. Matza wrote that “drift stands
midway between freedom and control,” and he
defined drifters as “those who have been granted
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the potentiality for freedom through the loosen-
ing of social controls but who lack the position,
capacity, or inclination to become agents in their
behalf” (pp. 28-29). He emphasized that such in-
dividuals tend to drift between criminal and con-
ventional involvements, and that the process of
“maturational reform” associated with the transi-
tion to adulthood means that the direction of drift
between adolescence and adulthood is mostly
from crime to convention — that is, from exper-
imentation with delinquency and related interests
to conventional, even mundane, adult occupa-
tions. Beyond this, little is known about the di-
rections that the lives of adolescent drifters take.

Elder’s (1985) conceptualization of the life
course in terms of trajectories and transitions pro-
vides a useful framework for studying drifting
adolescents as well as adolescents who are more
directed. Trajectories — pathways through the
life course, including occupational careers, mar-
ital histories, and parenthood — encompass pat-
terned and age-graded sequences or transitions
that consist of events, experiences, or processes,
such as first and succeeding jobs, marriages, and
births. Adolescent subcultural preferences reflect
transitional cultural experiences that in associa-
tion with other background and foreground con-
tingencies may establish longer-term life course
trajectories for directed as well as drifting ado-
lescents.

Adolescent subcultural preferences are partly
adaptations to the pressures of the passage to
adulthood. They include behaviors and values
that are distinct from, if not opposed to, adult
norms (Campbell 1969). However, having fun is
also important, particularly with the opposite sex
(Bordua 1961), and elements of risk and excite-
ment also characterize these preferences (Katz
1989). These possibilities lure Matza’s drifters,
freed from institutional controls, into subcultural
involvements.

So while Cohen’s (1955) classic conceptual-
ization emphasized the oppositional content of
the “delinquent subculture,” Matza (1964; also
Sykes and Matza 1957, 1961) argued that a “sub-
culture of delinquency” represents a more loose-
ly determined “‘subterranean convergence” be-
tween adult and adolescent values.? Subterranean

> Two classic usages of the term “subculture” were
outlined by Yinger (1960). The first points to basic
differences in norms and values between subordinate
and dominant groups in society. The second usage
adds to the first a social psychological sense of frus-
tration that stimulates the development and mainte-

nance of the conflicting norms and values. Matza’s
usage of “subculture” allows more convergence and

values include a Veblenesque search for adven-
ture, excitement, and thrills (Veblen 1934); and
Matza (1964) therefore observes that “an appar-
ently tenuous and precarious subculture delicate-
ly balanced between crime and convention . . . is
itself a subterranean tradition in American life”
(p. 63). This is a tradition, notes Matza, into which
individuals are more likely to drift than be directed.

The view of adolescent subcultures as perched
between crime and convention emerged early in
Matza’s work, and this view has been extended
by recent British research. For example, Heb-
dige (1984) wrote that for typical members of a
working-class youth culture in contemporary
Great Britain “there is a substantial amount of
shared ideological ground not only between them
and the adult working-class culture . . . but also
between them and the dominant culture” (p. 86).
Hebdige analyzed a cult of David “Bowie-ites”
that provoked questions about gender as well as
class in order “to negotiate a meaningful inter-
mediate space somewhere between the parent
culture and the dominant ideology” (p. 88).

Another important idea suggested by Matza is
that teenage culture may sometimes curb serious
deviancy. Campbell (1969) cited Matza in sug-
gesting that much teenage culture is actually a
conventional version of delinquency, “conven-
tional in that it strips away delinquency’s most
odious features” (p. 846). Campbell’s point is
that although teenage culture emphasizes fun and
adventure, disdains scholastic effort, and flirts
with the boundary areas between propriety and
immorality (e.g., staying out late, drinking, sexu-
al explorations, and “conning” parents), none-
theless this culture is more accurately seen as
“playing at” deviance. Campbell added irony to
Matza’s notion of subterranean convergence
when he concluded that the “great social virtue”
of much teenage culture is that “it offers suffi-
cient inherent satisfactions to attract and main-
tain . . . many adherents who otherwise would be
vulnerable to the appeals of delinquency” (pp.
840-41).

Many teenage subcultures may exist, with vary-
ing meanings, both for adolescents and their sta-
tus attainments in adulthood (see also Roe 1984).
DiMaggio (1982) anticipated this possibility at
the middle and higher ends of the adolescent cul-
tural continuum when he distinguished between
“middlebrow cultural activity” (e.g., drawing,

correspondence between subordinate and dominant
group norms and values and does not assume the pres-
ence of a driving sense of frustration. I have adopted
Matza’s usage.



