
[Kolind, T: Youth, alcohol and social class] 

 
Youth, alcohol and social class – mainstream and counterculture in everyday 
practice of Danish adolescent 
 
 
Paper presented at KBS in Copenhagen, June 2009 
 
Torsten Kolind 
 
 

Introduction 
Drinking and partying is a central element in the life of Danish youth. At the age of 16, 82% have 
tried being drunk and 34% have been drunk ten times or more within the last year (Hibell et al., 
2003). Drinking, getting drunk, behaving wild at parties, and having easy rules from parents are 
important in an almost ritualistic way to signal maturity among young people (Beccaria & Sande, 
2003; Demant & Järvinen, 2006; Kolind, 2006). Alcohol is furthermore used deliberately by young 
to facilitate contact to the opposite sex (Demant & Østergaard, 2006). Also, abstinence can at times 
lead to exclusion exactly because drinking and popularity is so closely related (Hansen, 2005; 
Järvinen & Gundelach, 2007). Finally, extreme drinking and a general risk engagement is among 
young related to a post-modern self-reflexive identity-construction (Brain, 2000; Martinic & 
Measham, 2008). At the same time however, it is important to be vary about the differences which 
also exist. Even though Danish youth drink a lot, they do it in different ways, in diverse contexts, 
and with dissimilar rationales. In other words, in the same way as drinking and partying can foster 
social inclusion, such practises can be use to signal, reinforce and reflect social differences. In the 
paper I will focus on such differences, and relate them to theories of social class. 
Recent years studies on alcohol, youth and risk taking has tended to neglect a focus on social class 
(in a Nordic context see however: Järvinen & Gundelach, 2007; Lalander, 1998; Maunu & Millar, 
2005; Norell & Törnqvist, 1995). Instead – criticising subcultural studies of the 1970’s and 1980’s – 
research has increasingly focused on individual lifestyles related to e.g.: recreational drug use, 
clubbing, rave cultures, risk taking, and recently what has been termed an new culture of 
intoxication (Shildrick & MacDonald, 2006). Such development reflects a broader shift in social 
theory characterised by increased focus on individual free-floating subjectivities – self-identity, 
lifestyles, ‘neo-tribes’ – and less on social structures (see e.g.: Giddens, 1991; Maffesoli, 1995; 
Ziehe, 1989). Besides being an analytical problem not focusing on social divisions, such cultural 
diagnoses tend to neglect that people with greater economic powers and more cultural capital have 
more freedom to pursue individual self-reflexive lifestyles. Furthermore, one could argue such 
theories to a certain extend reflect a cultural elite’s dominant symbolic capital in relation to defining 
the world (Burkitt, 1994; May & Cooper, 1995; John Scott, 2002). 
Though it seems reasonable to suggest that contemporary youth drinking and drug practices reflect 
a new culture of intoxication (Measham & Brain, 2005), I will argue that this ‘culture’ is 
heterogeneous, and that theories focusing on social class and cultural capital can help us understand 
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such variations. In short, one can argue that it is the distribution of cultural capital among young 
people, which can explain what somewhat wrongly is termed choice of individual lifestyle. 
Especially, theories highlighting different social groups’ struggle for recognition and cultural capital 
will help understand how some youngsters drinking, partying and risk behaviour to a large extend 
can be seen as ways of countering dominant mainstream youth’s values and possession of 
prestigious cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1987, 1995; Cohen, 1971; Willis, 2003).  
My approach differs from class theories based on the philosophical approach of realism (Bashkar, 
1978), in which classes are perceived as being empirically real, with real and clear definable 
dividing lines, and where the members of the different classes have a (potential) consciousness of 
the class-related conditions under which the life, and where class solely is defined in terms of 
economic and work relations, (Goldthorpe, 1987; Scott, 2002). In stead of such formalistic 
approach to social class, I see class primarily as an analytic construct, which can be used to focus on 
people’s actual practises and practical sense. And in an anthropological tradition I start by finding 
clusters of meaning in people’s practices and narratives which then can sketch out pictures of 
different class related behaviour. Such class related behaviour can analytically be grasped by 
studying differences not only in economic capital, but also in cultural capital, which consist of 
education and knowledge and also tastes, preferences and knowledge of for instance the education 
system (Bourdieu, 1995). The social world then, is defined by the allocation, presence and conflict 
of different kids of capital among people. And people with approximate the same amount of the 
same type of capital make up our analytic social classes or social groups.  
Even though social class is an analytical construct – that is, people do not recognize or mobilize 
interests in relation to class positions – the agents having same positions in social space, are often 
subjected to the same objective circumstances of life and therefore equipped with similar 
dispositions, which make them develop similar practices and not the least similar practical sense. 
Social space however, is never fixed; rather it is a battleground on which people fight for 
recognition of the different types of capital they possess. Some people though, are better equipped 
qua their position in the social space, to enforce their version of creditable cultural capital. 
Similarly, resistance or resilience (Bottrell, 2007) can be seen as attempts to directly counter 
dominating (and for the dominant group rather doxic) values (Willis, 2003), seek recognition but 
with alternative (illegal) means (Bourgios, 2003), or by creating alternative spaces recognizing 
alternative types of cultural capital (Cohen, 1971; Scott, 1990). 
Instead of class, I will in this paper distinguish between different social groups: mainstream youth 
and mainstream breakers. This is done in order to focus exactly on the aspect of cultural capital, 
which I in this study more or less equal with mainstream values, values which in the analysis is 
deductively identified.  

Method 
Data stems from a study of three 9th grade classes in a secondary school in a minor town in the 
province of Denmark (Jutland), that is, 14-16 years of age. In minor towns with only one or few 
schools parents are not able through choice of school to practice social differentiations. All kids 
attend the same school, it is therefore possible to get into contact with a broad group of youngsters. 
During 10 month (a school year) in 2005-2006 I together with a research assistant conducted 5 
2 
 
 



[Kolind, T: Youth, alcohol and social class] 

month of fieldwork in the school and at youth parties. Additionally, we made 24 semi-structured 
qualitative focus group interviews with pupils and 14 semi-structured qualitative interviews with 
parents. In addition two teachers and two after-school workers where interviewed. All interviews 
were transcribed and together with fieldnotes coded in the qualitative software package NVivo in 
order to find patterns and sensitising concepts inspired by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). 

Analysis 
The analysis will focus on three areas: a) rules and relations to parents, b) school and conceptions of 
time, and c) ways of partying. My analysis shows that in order to fully understand differences in 
youth alcohol consumption it must be related to a broader context of youth life. For instance, the 
mainstream youngsters who self-confidently engage in a self-reflexive project entailing 
scrupulously reflection on: their future, family relations, parents’ rule-setting, and peer group 
constellations, and who fill out leisure time with ‘useful’ and sound activities (sport, music, etc.), 
they also: reflect on how much alcohol they can consume in order not to get too drunk, consciously 
think about official health guidelines, consider how to get home from a party if they get to drunk, 
and rather consciously in a safe setting tries out limits of their own drinking capacities. In sum, this 
group exhibits a fair amount of self-control and consciously engage in bounded consumption 
(Brain, 2000). On the other hand, the mainstream-breakers who do not self-reflexively consider all 
kinds of everyday aspects, who are not concerned about the future, do not meta-communicate with 
parents about rules, who do not self-reflexively integrate leisure time into their personal narrative, 
etc., they likewise have no particular developed reflexive risk assessments when it comes to 
drinking. Such differences indicate contrasting amount of prestigious cultural capital: a self-
reflexive approach and rational risk assessments in relation to drinking are simply more closely 
linked to official sanctioned health discourses, which on their hand mirrors mainstream middleclass 
values (Hoikkala, Hakkarainen, & Laine, 2005; Lupton, 1995). Seen from this point, the 
mainstream-breakers’ at times hazardous drinking, oppositional behaviour and alternative values 
can be seen as a way of countering their own lack of cultural capital: by defying the mainstream 
youngsters and the school system which support them, mainstram-breaker try to create an 
alternative space of their own. 

1: Rules  

Mainstream youth: reflexion and, metacommunication 

The rules set up by parents in relation to for instance how much their youngster were allowed to 
drink or when they should be back from parties varied on a continuum from clear and tight rules to 
no rules. The interesting point however, is not the rules per se, but the way they were 
communicated and related to by the young. For the mainstream youngsters I will focus on two 
aspects: reflexion and meta-communication. 
The first thing setting the mainstream youth apart, was the skilful way they were able to reflect on 
and discuss rules set up by parents, a practice which can be seen in light of societal ideals about 
democratic, verbal communication in the family in order to create intimacy (Giddens, 1993) – in 
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this analysis, this ideal was most strong among the mainstream young. In interviews, mainstream 
youth were often very engaged when talking about (parents’) rule setting, and they easily shifted 
focus, seeing rules from their own, their parents’ and the schools’ point of view, at the same time as 
they reflected on how they themselves would behave once they became adults. Furthermore, the 
kids did not necessarily agree with their parents, but appreciated their engagement as an expression 
of interest and care. These dynamics are reflected in this extract where Sebastian is reflecting on his 
parents’ rule setting seeing the matter from his own, the parents’ and a general moral perspective: 
 

You know, if my parents say: ‘You are only allowed to drink two beers’, then naturally, I say 
three, just because they should not be right. On the other hand, it also means that I do not say four 
beers, so it helps a little. And I know my parents keep an eye on me, or rather feel they have 
responsibility; we have a relationship of respect. My parents have let me go to a party and maybe 
themselves skipped an arrangement of their own to be home and make sure everything goes well, 
and they have allowed me to drink. Then you owe them to take care of yourself and your friends 
and behave. I mean, after all they have submitted a little. 

 
Also, when asked about for instance minimum purchase age (16) this group mostly supported such 
regulations, and they had no problems reflecting on how they themselves would behave when once 
having children, herby reproducing dominating societal values and health discourses related to e.g. 
age of onset of drinking, the negative aspects of group pressure, responsibility for own health, etc. 
This did not mean that they themselves followed such rules; the point is that they saw such 
guidelines as making sense, and they actively related to and reflected on the arguments behind.  
The second characteristic of the mainstream youth’s relation to rules was the way they engaged in 
meta-communication with the parents. The parents’ rules did not have to be clear and firm for these 
youngsters to be able to reflect on them – on the contrary. Often, it was the vague and undefined 
rules or rather guidelines which the young mastered, and were able to interpret, bend and apply in 
practice. A clear example regards time of homecoming after parties: 
 

Søren: I mean, I wasn’t told an exact time, because my parents they are not sure about this thing 
about when my friends have to be back – and that is important for them. They do not want me to 
return home an hour later than the rest, or that I drink two beers more than the others. So, my 
parents normally say: ‘when the others begin to go home, then you call us, and we will pick you 
up’. 
I: And you did? 
Søren: Yes, I phoned home. 

 
As we see, Søren had no problems interpreting the parents’ open-ended guidelines. 
Not only were parents’ rules often vague and negotiable, they also entailed elements of unspoken 
expectations, and these youngsters raised in the ‘democratic’ and ‘intimate’ families interpreted and 
acted capably on these implicit statements. An example illustrating this point we find when a young 
for instance had an agreement with his or her parents about drinking no more than e.g. 3 beers to a 
party and then went beyond this agreement and drank a little more, at the same time as he or she 
knew that the parents knew, and in a nearly Goffmanian fashion (1971) knew that the parents knew 
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that they knew. This sometimes developed into a working consensus, by which the young and the 
parents built up an implicit understanding about the young being allowed to drink more than 
‘agreed’, but not much more. It should be emphasized however, that for these youngsters such 
everyday presentation was not pretence but deeply felt. This for instance can be seen if the young 
excessively went beyond the implicit meanings attached to parents’ guidelines, then afterwards 
feeling of guilt arose. In other words, rules can be broken, but only to an extent, passing this fine 
line results in a feeling of misuse of the parents trust.  

Mainstreambreakers: defined rules and patronising parentagreements 

Looking at the mainstream-breakers things are different. Parents’ rules, to the extend they exist, are 
more defined, clear, and non-negotiable, and not carrying additional layers of meaning. 
Furthermore, the ideal of the democratic and intimate family does not in the same way influence 
these youngsters relation to their parents, and they do not spend a lot of energy reflecting on 
possible rules and guidelines. Moreover, if this group of youngsters break eventual rules, this will 
not be as part of an implicit game, where rules are only broken to a certain point and where one gets 
a bad consciousness if the unspoken rules of the game are not followed. On the contrary, the 
mainstream-breakers’ relation to their parents is often characterised by a more undisguised type of 
communication, as in this example in which Daniel tells about an argument he had with his mother: 
 

I: What do you fight about? 
Daniel: I don’t know, all kind of things: ‘Tidy up your room!’, ‘I all ready did that, damned’, and 
stuff like that. ‘But I can’t see that you did it’, ‘O, shut up you idiot!’ Then she gets fucking angry 
and I leave. When I return in the evening, we don’t discuss it anymore. 
I: What do you think when you get such a dressing-down? 
Daniel: I don’t know, I just sit there: ‘Yes, yes’… After that scolding, I really didn’t care. In a 
way I felt it unfair and such. 
I: Where you sad? 
Daniel: No, not at all. I really didn’t care. Then they [parents] say: ‘Go do your homework’, ‘But 
my books are at a friends place, I’ll go there’. Then I went to my friend and we had a good time. 

 
Arne’s parents do not set up rules. However, in the same way as Daniel his communication appears 
very direct, and not something he in length reflects on: 
 

I: Have they [parents] ever said no if you have asked about something? 
Arne: No. 
I:No?  
Arne: In any case, I wouldn’t have cared. 
I: Have they set up rules about when you have to be home? 
Arne: No, we have never quarrelled. I have never really been in a discussion with my parents. 
I: They just say yes? 
Arne: Not just, but I have also always answered them if they have asked about something. To be 
honest is the best policy…[…]…I’ll also tell them if I have been fighting and such. 
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The case that the mainstream-breakers not in the same competent and engaged way as the 
mainstream youngsters reflected on adults’ rules, parents’ responsibilities, official drinking 
guidelines, etc. simply indicates that such things were not important in their lives. This is also 
reflected in our interviews, where the talk was hard to keep going when such topics were 
introduced. In this example Daniel is asked at what time he finds it appropriate to start drinking and 
partying: 
 

Daniel: I don’t know. I’m never going to have children so it doesn’t matter. 
I: Have you all ready decided on that? 
Daniel: No, I don’t know. 
I: If you see somebody in 7th grade drinking, do you then think it’s too early? 
Daniel: No, it’s up to them…[…]…If I see my little brother drinking I will say: ‘Hey, are you 
drinking?’ ‘Yes’ ‘Well’. 

 
The different ways of communication between parents and their kids were also noticeable in the 
parents’ interaction with each other about the stating of common rules in relation to the kids’ 
drinking and party practices. The local community worker on alcohol and crime matters had, as is 
widespread in Danish schools, tried to get the parents to discuss attitudes towards drinking and 
make them draw up parents-agreements, stating if and how much the kids where allowed to drink at 
parties, what kinds of alcohol, and what time a youth-party should end. In the parent-agreement 
‘agreed’ upon by the parents in my study, the young were allowed to drink, however: spirits were 
not allowed at parties, the kids where allowed to drink at maximum six units, and invitations should 
entail information of when a party ended. At the parents’ meetings, at which the parent-agreement 
was made, some parents though were not present, which some of the present parents found 
annoying as it was primarily this group of absent parents and their children who they believed 
needed such formal agreements most. These absent parents on the other hand found the parent-
agreement hypocritical. As one of these parents explained: the kids belonging to the parents who 
strongly advocated the agreements did not even observe the rules themselves. A reason why some 
of these parents did not support the parent-agreements was that they found the other ‘articulate’ 
parents moralistic and they did not want to go to the parents’ meetings to experience patronizing 
and undue interference in private matters. And these parents’ experiences of lack of cultural capital 
in this regard were transmitted in direct line to the kids as Nicklas’ reflection on the parents-
agreement shows: 
 

Yes, those rules [the parent-agreement] are somewhat worthless now. You know, my mother she 
really didn’t care, she didn’t think they [other parents] should decide…and the note we were 
given to take home, she crumpled and throw away. And some [of the other parents] have called 
and she just told them: ‘Is it mine or you kid who is drinking’. 
 

In summary, we find two different ways of relating to rules and guidelines. First, a very forthright 
one with no inbuilt extra layers of significance, characterised by ideals of autonomy and a feeling of 
a sham patronising attitude from other moralising parents (and indirectly, classmates). In the other 
approach, rules are mostly indications and starting points for a continuous reflection, negotiation 
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and dialogue. Furthermore, it is felt important to support the parent-agreements, even if one does 
not agree and the rules are not observed, at the same time, these rules are used as starting points for 
discussions and rule setting in relation to one’s own children. 

2: School 
My informants’ relations to school and time together form a second field of comparison in relation 
to analysing their different values and practices, which again makes up the necessary backcloth for 
an understanding of the two groups different alcohol and drinking practices. 

The school 

The mainstreamers generally found school important, it represented central values and was 
experienced as imperative. Many from this group for instance explained that after beginning in 9th 
grade they were given more homework, which they found important to do in order to do well at 
examination, which yet again was important for future education. Such rationalisations are for 
instance reflected in Astrid and Marie’s utterances: 
 

I: Do you know what to do after school? 
Astrid: Yes, I’ll start in continuation school, and after that I’ll go to the upper secondary school 
I: In the lessons I have heard that Lene and Claus [class teachers] have started talking about the 
final examination. Is this something you have stared considering? 
Astrid: Yes. 
Marie: Yes, almost all the time: ‘O no, what if we can’t make it’. Also, I have never had lower 
than an 8 [a mark on the average], and it’s like: ‘What if I get a 7, what if I get a 6, O no’. 

 
This group only shirked school a little, generally made their homework, and though not always 
active in the lessons they did not exhibit the same apathy or resistance as mainstream-breakers; in 
general their relation to the school was unproblematic. Furthermore, they enjoyed the social life of 
the school, for instance school-arrangements and class-parties, and they were energetic in the 
breaks, eager to mingle and keep up social relations and many had a lot of friends also in the other 
classes. In sum, a great part of their social network had the school as the centre of rotation. 
For the mainstream-breakers school was secondary and often unimportant. Some from this group 
made plans for the future, but the school seldom played part herein. They did not want to live up to 
the demands of the school, homework was seldom made, they often played truant, which was also 
noticed by the other pupils, and they were passive in the lessons. The school did not function as an 
important point of reference in their lives, and it was not the place where important social relations 
were nurtured; mostly this took place after school. Arne for instance knew what to do when school 
was over and he found school a waste of time: 
 

The teachers they just do what they have to, you know it’s their duty to teach us a lot. Stand and 
talk for two hours, and such. I can't be bothered – so I just leave. If we are in opposition and don’t 
want to learn anything, it’s our own fault. But again, I know what to do [after school: 
apprenticeship] and such, so I really don’t need to go to school. 
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This group seldom had anything really to say about the school in interviews, whereas the 
mainstream pupils readily talked about for instance structuring leisure time in order to have time do 
homework, the art of doing homework in the last minute, or they talked about the different subjects. 
Mainstream-breakers, to push it to extremes, would rather talk about after-school work, scooters 
and heavy drinking. The whole school culture defied them and they defied it. They did not have 
enough cultural capital in order to master school, and cultural capital do affect children’s 
educational attainment in the way that the home influences the children’s preferences, knowledge, 
normative codes and also cognitive skills, and in the way that school in many ways reflects 
mainstream value (Jæger & Holm, 2007). For instance, they were not raised with the same ideals 
about reflexion, democratic participation and meta-communication as in the ‘intimate’ family 
(Giddens, 1993), ideals which we saw reflected above in the different groups’ attitudes towards 
rules. Also, our fieldwork data shows for instance, that the mainstream-breaker not necessarily were 
more noisy or interruptive in the lessons (rather opposite), but they did not interrupt with the same 
elegance as the mainstream young who for instance at ease and with a twinkle in the eye analysed a 
poem, which they had not read, or who loudly in an ironic way commented a classmate’s dressing 
at the same time as they put up their hand signalling their readiness to answer the teachers question. 
The mainstream-breakers were more inelegant and failed the school culture. Also, they did not 
master the subjects, did not work well in the group work, were scolded by the teachers, and at times 
made fools of themselves in the lessons; cultural capital is not only displayed by following the rule, 
but also in knowing precisely how and when to break the rules. As also research have showed, 
marking in school though depending on the performance of the pupil as much reflects the pupils 
cultural capital (Jæger & Holm, 2007). 
And as we shall see, it was this school culture which the mainstream-breakers in their oppositional 
party and drinking practices rejected, resisted and tried to a construe an alternative to. 

Time 

The two groups also demonstrate different approaches to planning and more generally conceptions 
of time. 
For the mainstream young, time was by and large perceived as something the individual himself 
was responsible for filling with meaningful activity, which again was important in the young’s 
continuous creation of his or her self-identity. It appears from my material, that the group of 
mainstream youngsters to a larger extend than mainstream-breakers have assimilated contemporary 
societal ideals/demands of self-realization (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Giddens, 1991), herby 
my data supports studies showing that even though the ideal of continuous self-reflexivity is all-
pervading, it penetrates diverse layers of society (e.g. class and generation) in different ways 
(Gullestad, 1996; May & Cooper, 1995). 
The mainstream young were for the most part very good at planning their time, which for instance 
is reflected in the activity-diagrams the pupils were asked to fill in as part of our research. Daily for 
one week the young was asked to fill in spaces in the diagram with predefined types of activity 
stating the amount of time spend hereon. The first thing to notice is that only the mainstream pupils 
actually filled in the diagrams – this ‘school-ish’ thing was perceived as irrelevant for the 
mainstream-breakers. Secondly, from the diagrams and our interviews it appears that the 
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mainstream young’s everyday was stuffed with a lot and rather different kinds of activity, which 
they nevertheless managed to organise. For instance, Tuesday after school: homework: 1 hour; 
after-school work: 2 hours; together with family: 1 hour; Internet: 2 hours. The same talent for 
planning was also apparent when these young during the week arranged get-togethers taking place 
in the weekend. A lot of time and energy went into arranging by help of cell phones: where to be, 
together with whom, who should not be invited, what to do, and so on. In sum, these things reflect 
the youngsters’ aim of continuously filling up time with activities which as toy bricks could be used 
to construct a successful narrative of self. In this way, the youngsters were, according to 
themselves, responsible for: a) taking part in healthy sport or meaningful cultural activity; b) 
gaining a job which was both prestigious (this by being as close to ‘a real’ job as possible) and able 
to finance identity related consumption; c) nurturing relations to the right friends; d) doing well in 
school and planning the future; and e) engaging in quality-time with the family. At times, some 
young indicated that it could be stressful to manage all their doings, but for the most part they 
skilfully made this self-realising patience come out, and moreover, they felt it as their own 
responsibility. 
Looking at the mainstream-breakers a difference exists regarding the extend and intensity of their 
self-reflexive project. They did not in the same determined way plan their activities and they did not 
find it equally important to engage in meaningful activity in all spheres of life. Rather, their doings 
entailed more drift and repetition, and not the same amount of reflection about relations to family, 
friends, rules, future, health, consumption, etc. In some way this group was more fatalistic and 
generally accepting what life has to offer. And the everyday life did not in the same way represent a 
potential which had to be realised (se også: Norell & Törnqvist, 1995). For instance, compare item 
a-e above with the following quote from some of the mainstream-breakers: 
 

I: What do you do after school 
Daniel: If together with Mads then we fix the moped and such. And then…we just do nothing. 
Hans and I we vandalise and such. 
Arne: I don’t. 
Nicklas: In the evening you know…when the youth club is open, we go to the youth club; 
otherwise we turn on a movie or such. Smoke some cigarettes… 

 
Probably, the mainstream young would not have displayed the same sloppy attitude towards the use 
of time. 

3: Party 
In this final section we see how my informants drinking and partying practises continue along the 
same lines as outlined above. It becomes apparent, that the mainstream young also when it comes to 
drinking and partying master contemporary societal ideals about risk and self-reflexivity, whereas 
the mainstream-breakers for their part set out to construe alternative spaces, resisting mainstream 
culture and the school culture which defies them. 
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Mainstream youth: harm reducing and selfreflexive risktaking 

Studies have showed that youth at drinking occasions tend to develop their own lay harm-reducing 
initiative (Benton et al., 2004; Jørgensen, Curtis, Christensen, & Grønbæk, 2007). In my study, it 
was especially among the mainstream youth, such practises were widespread. The harm reducing 
practises included for instance: drinking a glass of water between each beer when at a party in order 
to avoid getting too drunk, counting the amount of pulls if drinking home blended shots in order to 
control the intake, avoid getting too drunk if one’s parents were not at home and able to function as 
a kind of back-up, and reducing the drinking of friends if it is seemed to much. These young were 
often very considerate towards each other, they wiped a classmates forehead if he or she was 
vomiting, called parents, covered a friend with a blanket if he or she was fallen a sleep, etc. Also the 
parents had noticed this considerate behaviour, and calmed themselves, thinking that their own kid 
would be OK at parties, as his or her friend were there to take care of him or her if things went out 
of hand. In fact some young found it sometimes to much having to be observant all the time and 
take care of classmates who had difficulties controlling themselves. In sum, these practises tell 
about an approach, in which parties form as a kind of controlled experimental range, where the 
young can experiment with drinking and partying without things going (to much) off the rails. At 
times, parents also arrange parties for their teenagers, parties which work as kinds of ‘dress-
rehearsals’ before the young start participating in the real and unsafe nightlife (see also: Kolind & 
Elmeland, 2008).  
It was not that mainstream-breakers did not care about each other. But they did not in the same way 
focus on minimizing the harms caused by drinking, consciously try to avoid getting too drunk, or in 
a reflexive way try out own limits within a controlled and protected area. Contrary to the 
mainstream-breakers practises, as I will argue, it is exactly that things are uncontrolled and get out 
of hand – that is, the mainstream ideal of control – which is aimed at. 
Another characteristic of the mainstream youngsters is the natural and self-evident way they 
identify themselves as normal, or rather how their conceptions of normal behaviour exist as a 
reflection of their own practises. Again we see the subtle working of cultural capital; once one has 
enough of it the world is in a doxic way created in one’s picture. As studies of deviance shows, it is 
often only when you are marginalised that you are forced to reflect self-consciously about your own 
social identity and personal worth (Goffman, 1974).  
In relation to drinking and partying, the mainstream youngsters confirmed their own normality in 
two ways, by distinguishing themselves from: those who did not drink and party (enough), and on 
the other hand those who did it too much or in the wrong way.  
As studies have shown, experience with drinking and partying is positively related to maturity and 
gives status and more right to express oneself in groups (Järvinen & Gundelach, 2007). For my 
mainstream informants such achieved status did not mean they mobbed the ones who abstained or 
just drank and partied a little. Only, they were perceived as having not yet reached this natural point 
in their development, and as a consequence, these novices were mostly not included in the 
mainstreamers’ circle of friends. 
Emil had not yet tried to drink at the beginning of 9th grade, he did not go to parties and in the 
school he often kept himself to himself or was together with Claus; a tiny guy who did not drink 
either. Once Emil held a party for his schoolmates at which drinking were allowed. Many from the 
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class actually showed up, and in a period afterwards, the pupils talked about the party as it had 
actually been fun, Emil’s parents had been ‘super-cool,  and many were surprised that Emil in fact 
was a great guy. As Astrid and Marie said: 
 

Astrid: It was really cool that he [Emil] took the initiative and had a party, and he is really super 
nice. 
Marie: Not that one holds anything against him or such; he is just a little… 
Astrid: No, normally he is not together with many friends. So you really get like: ‘Wow, is he 
having a party – really, that’s cool’. He is in way like us, he is really super nice, right. So, that’s 
good. 
Marie: And then he said: ‘Just bring along some booze’, and it was like: ‘Emil, drinking?’ [the 
girls are laughing]. 

 
The quote clearly shows the importance of knowing how to drink and party in relation to groupings 
among the young. 
At the same time as the mainstream youngster defined themselves against the novices in the 
drinking and party field, they also on the other hand rejected the classmates who were to wild, 
drank unimpeded, destroyed property wantonly, used drugs, and who according to the mainstream 
youngsters went to far. The mainstream young hereby made relatively clear cut boarders 
demarcating legitimate and normal behaviour in the (symbolic) space where they experimented with 
drinking, partying and youth identity. The simultaneous rejection of destructive behaviour and 
creation of mainstream identity appears in the following quote, in which my informants reflect on 
acts of vandalism at a party.  
 

Søren: It gets more and more difficult to get someone to having a party, because something 
always gets smashed, and that’s really annoying for everyone, because then you don’t want to 
host a party another time. 
Sebastian: Yes, and paving stones. Not thrown at anyone, just thrown all over, and a lot of glass 
all over the road. 
I: Who is doing this? 
Søren: I know it’s not me. Even if I was drunk, I know I don’t do things like that. 
Sebastian: The same with me, it really lies deep in my nature. I don’t think I would start going 
around and throw things a people. 
 

This way of devaluing actions which seems too far out is not only used in order to demarcate 
symbolic boarders against other youngsters, but also as a self-critical reflection on own behaviour. 
David was popular in the class and did well in the school and he was experienced in partying and 
drinking. However, he felt he sometimes went too far, which was also commented on by his friends. 
And his exceeding was not within the limits of what he and other mainstream friends found 
accepted behaviour: 
 

David: I don’t think I have reached the point where I can control it [drinking]. So, often at parties 
I end up totally legless. 
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Martin: I know what David means when he says its not fun to be that drunk. He gets drunk like 
everybody else, but then he gets totally hyper-active drunk-like, then he tries to make up to 
everybody and everything [laughing], and then it goes fast downhill, and then he sleeps. You 
know…He is not acting in a way in which its fun for other people. 
Sebastian: Now I get a little curious. What do you remember from Louise’s party? Because then 
you were almost gone [totally drunk]. 
David: Yes, it went really wrong. I simply shouldn’t have been drinking. 

 
If David’s behaviour had been evaluated within the group of mainstream-breakers, it have probably 
been ascribed different meaning. David’s drunkenness, exactly because it was so excessive, would 
have been positively recognised and possible because of this he would have experienced it 
positively himself. For instance, compare to this utterances from Daniel and Christian: 
 

I: How is it when you are like really drunk, is it fun? 
Christian: Yes, it is. 
Daniel: Then you really don’t fucking care about anything. 
I: What’s fun, that you don’t care or? 
Christian: You can’t feel anything, if you get beaten or if you fall down and hit the ground in an 
odd way. 
I: How drunk do you have to be before its fun? 
Daniel. Very drunk. 
I: Or medium drunk, or? 
Chistian: The best is to be very drunk. 

 
Christian and Daniel do not necessarily drink more than David, but they ascribe extreme 
drunkenness dissimilar values, and they communicate divergent values, values which are not 
current in the mainstream culture. 

Mainstreambreakers: partying as counterculture  

Looking at the mainstream-breakers’ ideas of drunkenness, partying and popularity the picture is 
different. Though it is tempting to perceive this groups’ practices as reflecting a general malaise of 
a range of individual persons each with their individual psychological or social problems, this 
would neglect the commonality of values and orientations. Also, constructing such mainstream-
breakers as a risk population would not only tend to reflect relations of power (Foucault, 1982; 
Kelly, 2001), but also ignore how this group’s values fundamentally express resistance towards the 
dominating school culture; though such resistance ultimately can partake in reproducing structural 
inequalities (Willis, 2003). I will argue, that this groups’ practices outside the school setting 
represent an attempt to conquer space and introduce alternative values characterised by defying 
mainstream culture. This resistance is hereby nurtured by the young’s lack of cultural capital and 
abilities in the school. I will outline the contours of this resistance by examples showing related and 
overlapping values. 
Some of the central values in the group of mainstream-breakers are to be able to defend oneself, be 
good at fighting, support friends, and not being afraid. At the same time, these are values which this 
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group see that the mainstream young do not adhere to, for which reason they become extra 
important as means of creating difference and superiority in an alternative field. Such logic is for 
instance reflected in this quote in which Nicklas tells about a controversy with Joakim. Joakim is 
popular, especially among the girls, and he is good in class. In the example, Joakim comes to 
symbolise the quintessence of the mainstream culture, which usually defeat Nicklas:  
 

I tell you, if I’m drunk and meet him [Joakim] I give him a beating. Because we are really on bad 
terms. I think it was a year ago, I called her [Lena, a girl in the class] a whore – I know I shan’t 
call a girl a whore – then Joakims says to his friends, and Lena is standing next to us: ‘If Nicklas 
says it again we just smash him’. Joakim, he is the guy I most of all…because I know, I can just 
go and grab him and then he will lay down and snivel and lick my toes and such. And… nobody 
shall threaten to beat me, because I have so many contacts right here [on the cell phone], I just 
call…[…]… If I go and smash Joakim, they [Joakims’ friends] will just be there: ‘Joakim has 
anything happened?’ I can be pissing on him afterward, and they would not do shit, because… 
They are super friends all of them, Joakims friends, but they don’t do anything, they don’t dare, 
they are no good. At the end of the day, they are not worth anything. You can also see this when 
they are fighting [he means for fun], it’s like: ‘shall we take each other down’ [in a falsetto 
voice]. 

 
Also related to these youngsters’ attempt to set themselves apart and devalue the mainstream values 
is the deliberate transgressing of societal mainstream norms, that is, not in the controlled and 
bounded way characterised by the mainstream youngsters risk-testing. Rather mainstream-breakers 
talk about vandalism, extreme drinking, drugs and making trouble. Like in this narrative:  
 

Dan: It was at a party in X [minor town not far away, renowned for its public parties], at the lake I 
just passed out, I had to be carried home. 
Nicklas: Ha, ha, looser. 
I: But was it fun even though you passed out? 
Dan. Yes. 
Nicklas: What about in the bus, was it fun too? [Laughing]. 
Dan: We were on out way to X [discotheque]. 
Arne: He never got that far. 
Dan: I had a something to drink, and suddenly I just puked all over the bus. The whole rear end 
was full of vomit, so… 
I: Didn’t the driver get mad? 
Dan: Sure, and he wanted to fine me 1000 Kroner, but then somebody said to all the girls in the 
bus to move to the front of the bus, then they would open the emergency exit. But they were too 
slow, so they [friends] kicked the door open, and I was dragged through town. 
I: So you run away? 
Dan: Yes we did. 
I Did you go the discotheque then? 
Dan: Yes. And I felt a sleep in the queue and such. 
Nicklas: Then the bus driver came also. 
Dan: Yes, but I was not there. I was somewhere else, puking. 
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It is clear that these young in their extreme behaviour and not the least their narratives hereof tries 
to set themselves apart from the mainstream young who they find boring, childish, and cowardly. 
Similarly, Jannie and Helene told about a party in a larger town far away. Here they had become 
dead drunk and partied together with a lot of boys and they had been sleeping in a flat at some boys 
whom they did not know. One of the things Jannie emphasised as being really fun, was that she was 
so drunk she could not remember her own name. The girls had not told their parent that they ere 
going to this party, but made them believe they were sleeping at each others place. Compared to 
such excesses the girls found the parties and mainstream classmates in their hometown boring: 
 

Jannie: Nothing really is going on here, and I’m not really in the popular clique, so I don’t go to 
all the parties the others are having. 
Helene: Me neither. But then again, I don’t really think anything is happening at these parties. 
Also, at the party for all the 9th grade pupils, nothing was happening. 
Jannie: No, it was boring. 
Helene: You know, there was free beers and you were just sitting and drinking, and that was it. 
Jannie: It could have been fun, if you had done something, you know, like getting pissed, playing 
some beer relay [drinking game]. 

 
Especially, being able to drink a lot and excessively is by this group being used as a way to set 
oneself apart from the mainstream youngsters. This is particularly clear in this talk between Arne 
and Nicklas. 
 

I: What then about those Friday-parties? 
Nicklas: We just buy a box of beer and some Vodka, and then we just drink. 
I: Is it the same who shows up each time? 
Nicklas: Yes, mostly the same. It’s Lars, Michael and Lennart. Its all the ones who… 
I: Who what? 
Nicklas: All those who dare a little more that others 
Arne: Its most fun when you drink and then some of your friends think they can make you get 
drunk. Then they try, and after 10 minutes they a aying on the floor: ‘come on, you’re boring’. 
And then you drink the next one under the table… 
Nicklas: Yes, we have tried a little more than other people. 
I: tried a little more what? 
Nicklas: You know, smoking hash and drinking some more and such. They have just started to 
drink in my class. You know, I feel like getting them a pallet of soda; when I attended 8th grade, 
we were at parties and drunk every weekend. 
Arne: A lot of them they can’t drink. When they have had half a box of beer [15], they pass out. 
And it is only then we start to feel a little tipsy. 
Nicklas: When they think they are really drunk, then they bustle about and dance to all kind of 
music and such. You can just go and prick at them [and they will fall]. 

 
For these mainstream-breaker it was important to dissociate themselves from the mainstream 
youngsters by labelling them boring, cowardly, and childish. The mainstream-breakers only rarely 
participated in the parties held by minstream’ers; either they were not invited or they did not want 
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to go. During 9th grade at least five year-group parties were held, this group only participated on a 
limited scale. Again, they termed the others: boring, faggy and immature, and said they could not be 
bothered to go. Probably, their antagonist behaviour was related to their lack poor mastering of the 
cultural codes reigning among the mainstream youngsters. 

Risk 

One could ask what is special about the mainstream-breakers risk behaviour, as research have 
showed the importance of risk-taking in contemporary youth’s search for self-identity (Lupton & 
Tulloch, 2002; Martinic & Measham, 2008), and barrier-breaking behaviour as characterising the 
youth period (Plant & Plant, 1992). However, there are differences in the way my informants 
perceive risk.  
First, the mainstream youth’s risk taking is mainly taking place in controlled settings characterised 
by what has been termed bounded consumption (Measham & Brain, 2005) or controlled loss of 
control (Szmigin et al., 2007). I have for instance showed how the mainstream young take 
precaution and make up own harm-reducing schemes, reflexively discuss and apply the parents’ 
rules, and relate official health discourse to own and others behaviour. Metaphorically speaking, 
mainstream youngsters use seat bells when engaging in risk behaviour - compare also to the ‘dress 
rehearsals’ mentioned above – the mainstream-breakers do not. For mainstream-breakers there is 
simply not the same intention of controlling risk-taking, it shall not take place in a ‘safety zone’; in 
fact, it is the mainstream perception of controlled risk-taking which is rejected. The unbounded risk-
taking is for instance reflected in this narrative in which Daniel is telling about a ride on Rasmus’ 
scooter: 
 

Daniel: Rasmus’ scooter goes extremely fast. And then we overtake all the cares we can overtake. 
Me and Rasmus.  He was sitting behind and I drove…We drove without helmet, and it was really 
cool. Then there was this car, and I though it could be fun to overtake on the right, so we did that 
without helmet. 
I. How fast can it go? 
Daniel: 105 [km/h], then we overtook another car at the main road. 

 
At one time, some of the pupils arranged a party for the whole year group in a local village hall. 
They carefully considered the evening, in order to prevent the party evolving too wild. For instance, 
it was important that the pupils could drink and experiment with getting drunk, but within limits. 
Therefore, the entrance fee included five beers, which also was the maximum limit of consumption. 
Also, the youngsters would like some parents to be present, preventing gatecrashers and intervening 
if someone got too drunk. 
 

Claus: It’s OK if parents are present at the party. They don’t have to stand at the centre of the 
dance floor and watch us. They can sit out in the back, so if something…then they can go and 
have a look once in a while. 
Emil: And the parents can say: ‘Hey, you are too drunk. You can’t have no more. Not until a 
couple of hours’. 
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Claus: I think it will be a nice and quiet party. It’s not going to be a binge party, in any case we 
will prevent it. 

 
I do not think the mainstream-breakers would have had the same risk-considerations, had they 
arranged the party. Besides, only one of those I term mainstream-breakers attended, and at the 
entrance he had half a bottle of schnapps confiscated by some of the parents. Spirit was not allowed 
at the party. 
Secondly, differences exist according to whether risk-taking is pursued deliberately, relate to the 
individuals’ self-reflexive project, and is giving meaning to life; things which are often the case, for 
people who to a great extend have a feeling of managing agency in relation to chance. Or whether 
risk (or chance) is experiences as an unavoidable part of life, which simply has to be accepted and 
not acted on. Experiencing risk as sine qua non often goes for people who to a great extend is 
subjected to the consequences of other people’s acts, and who experience living in an unpredictable 
world, where sudden abrupt occurrences can change life a lot (Bourdieu, 1993; Panter-Brick, 2002; 
Tulloch & Lupton, 2003).  
Looking at my informants in this light, it seems as though the mainstream young to a lager extend 
actively engaged in risk assessments and used them in their self-reflexive project. They for instance 
got drunk in order to consciously get to know their own limits and hereby stage themselves as 
competent and mature. Also, cannabis was a drug many mainstreamers would like to try out, 
probably only once, and in order to know how it would affect someone. Herby, one could add it to 
one’s log of personal experience. For the mainstream-breakers who seemingly were living more 
risky, the same reflexive and distanced stance towards risk behaviour did not exist. Rather, for this 
group acts had consequences (risk), which one was really not in control of. As showed throughout 
the paper, extreme drinking, drug use, lawbreaking, fighting, fast-driving, etc., were mostly used as 
a way to create an alternative to the mainstream culture. In other words, it was not the risky 
behaviours’ potential for self-development which made them attractive, but the fact that they could 
be used to produce an alternative space defined by values and actions which these youngsters were 
masters of, e.g. masculinity, courage and toughness. 

Conclusion and discussion 
In the paper I have focussed on youth, drinking and social class from two interrelated angles. 
First, I have showed how practices of partying and drinking must be understood in relation to a 
broader context of the adolescence’s life. For the mainstream-youngsters rules functioned mostly as 
guiding principles in the way that the young managed to meta-communicate with parents also in 
producing the rules, and in the way they reflexively related to societal values and health discourses. 
The school was important in their life, both as a jumping-off ground for a future education and 
because they used it to support and cultivate social relations, and these kids mostly mastered the 
values and implicit rules of the game in the school system. Also, they used leisure time in creating 
an individual self-reflexively narrative. All such stances were mirrored in their drinking and 
partying practices. They themselves operated lay harm reducing practices and hereby partook in 
producing safe settings in which they could experiment with drinking and partying. This was more 
generally reflected in the way they practiced risk-assessment; that is, ‘bounded consumption’ and 
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‘controlled loos of control’ characterised their risk profile. A profile in tune with societal values of a 
self-reflexive development of identity and competence. Furthermore, mainstream youngster 
reproduced their own un-reflected doxic positions as normal by distancing themselves from 
respectively those who abstained/drank to little and those who drank too much or in a wrong way. 
The mainstream-breakers in many ways acted differently. (Parents’) rules were more direct and not 
loaded with several layers of meaning, for which reason the young not in the same way reflected, 
meta-communicated or negotiated in relation hereto. Likewise, the mainstream-breakers were not 
raised with same ideals as in the ‘intimate family’. Also, we found accordance between the parents’ 
experiences of the parents-agreement as being patronising and the kids rule-breaking. As for the 
school, these youngsters lacked the cultural capital necessary to do well and feel at ease; often they 
failed the implicit rules of communication. In stead, the school was only secondary for these kids 
also when it came to the nursing of social relations. Partly because of such experiences the 
mainstream-breakers became conscious of and strengthened their already existing habitual values 
and actions, which then could be use to resist the dominating mainstream universe which they did 
not feel they could be a part of, and probably little by little did not want to be part of. The counter-
culture which these youngsters build up for instance valued courage, fighting skills, excessive 
drinking behaviour and unbounded risk taking – together expressing resistance more than self-
identity. 
Secondly, I have argued that such existing differences can be understood in relation to theories of 
social class and cultural capital. At one and the same time then, the youngsters’ actions and 
narratives both reflect and reproduce their cultural capital and ‘sense’ for their structural position in 
relation hereto. For the mainstream youngsters this mean that their self-evident positions as 
mainstreamers and normal is confirmed in most of their practices, as they harmonized with the 
school culture and more generally with mainstream societal values about risk-assessment, self-
reflexion, and health discourses. For the mainstream-breakers this meant that in their practices and 
narratives they continuously confirmed their position as marginalised and their lack of cultural 
capital, at the same time as such mainstream-breaking behaviour could be use by these youngsters 
as a way of resisting their subjection by creating an alternative agenda, in which they could show 
competence. 
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