

The term subculture is by no means a new one, with Van Der Steen & Verburgh (2020) explaining that the fundamental understanding of a subculture being a branching off from the overarching culture for people with a particular common perspective, interest or trait means, that as long as there was a cultural presence there would be an opportunity for a subculture. With this in mind, the recent relevance given to this subject can perhaps be due to the increased emphasis given to studying and trying to critically understand subcultures, particularly in an online context (ibid). As Holt (2007) enlightens, the matter of subcultures until the evolution of them online was quite an unobserved field but like much that has been influenced by modern technology, the online emergence of these matters can present a much greater significance in both positive and negative ways. However, Haenfler (2013) insists that the online subculture evolution is not simply just another instance of a form of social relation being cyber enabled because, the clear links it has made to issues such as alienation, criminality and even extremism present this as a unique and complex matter. 

In regards to this link between online subcultures and societal issues, arguably the one that holds the most notoriety in the past several years is relating to extremism. Although being a revolutionary tool for providing a platform for anyone from anywhere to instantly interact and engage on a personal or anonymous level, Ebner (2020) educates that this universal gift that is the internet, is slowly becoming more of a hidden and uncontrollable burden on modern society. This is because, unlike past generations the presence of an online environment is allowing uncountable amounts of people to live secret social lives and engage with extremism anonymously (ibid).
 In contrast, McAuliffe (2004) questions this with the belief that a prolific number of offline subcultures have also been aligned with questionable or illegal concepts, so there should be no need to point the issue at the online platforms available but rather the counter procedures being enforced. Despite acknowledging that both offline and online subcultures provide these controversial opportunities, Lauterbach (2009) urges that there can be no questioning how impactful the internet has been on increasing extremism engagement and threats. Additionally, the rapid emergence of social media platforms and apps can be seen to have taken the threat of extremism to another level again, due to the encrypted and more condensed nature of them (ibid). 


In support of this, Alvares & Dahlgren (2016) illustrate that this can almost be seen as presenting the perfect breeding ground for extremism because up until the 2016 US Presidential Election, social media applications were a very uncertain terrain with drastically low acknowledgement being given to how these perceived personal and informal systems, could be severely exploited for contentious matters such as political gain, radicalization, criminal activity and much more. Offering some opposition, Hale (2012) suggests that perhaps the use of social media applications is actually the best solution to combating the threat of extremism online because, with there being no way to prevent or locate all instances of extremism at least these social media systems provide a more controlled and regulated environment compared to the World Wide Web (WWW) as a whole. 

Although being an adequate suggestion in theory, this in reality has been proven not the case in recent times for two main reasons. Firstly, arguably the biggest counter to online extremism is prevention and despite successes still occurring in preventing things such as radicalised groups, websites or propaganda on a regular basis online, those trying to counter online extremism are always going to be in a more reactive than proactive situation (Saltman & Russell, 2014). The other and perhaps most crucial reason is, that there is a very difficult balance regarding social media between freedom of speech and individual’s privacy, against system safeguarding and surveillance (ibid). Which as Bright (2017) makes clear, has resulted in the general public feeds and pages being regulated and policed more effectively but in turn, allowing for the rise of social media echo chambers. Which is understood as, the usage of burner accounts or pages, specific hashtags or abbreviations and more encrypted or algorithm exploiting procedures, meaning even more difficulty in detecting and tracing extremist content or activity (ibid).   

A great example of this can be seen in the form of the Alt-right movement, which has been particularly notorious in the USA over the last several years. As Hawley (2017) explains, this movement is unlike anything seen before as it takes the age-old issue of racism and racist subcultures but, operates in a very tech savvy and amorphous way. This threat is unique because, unlike other examples for right-wing extremism the emphasis is not put on showcasing the in person following/support for the movement and gaining attention but instead, being predominantly online based and having a clear focus on gaining progress through mostly anonymous provocation and trolling (ibid).
 Conversely, there is those such as Michelsen & Orellana (2019) who are sceptical about this unique threat regarding the Alt-right movement as regardless of the methods or tactics used, the fundamental threat is still white nationalism and supremacism and the issue raised is regarding racism. On the other hand, Conway et al (2019) assures that despite being aligned with the same core issue of racism these are very different threats being faced. The reasoning for this is due to the constant persistence and presence displayed by the Alt-right movement which unlike in person right-wing rallies, has the ability to constantly spam, intimidate, attract and influence on a 24/7 basis, making it almost impossible for the movement to be completely eradicated (ibid).  

However much like other online criminality, Neumann (2013) offers optimism that extremism is no different in the sense that what is used to influence and increase the threat of this issue, can also be used to counter and prevent it. Interestingly, Oxford Analytica (2016) provides the insight that, although subcultures are seen to be pivotal in the rise of online extremism, they may also be key to the combating of extremism. The thought process behind this is that, with the usage and attraction of online subcultures only growing, it could be very effective to intercept and combat these wrongful subcultures with either legitimately run fake alternatives of things like groups and pages or, credible education and support networks intervening those engaged in extremist subcultures (ibid). 


Unfortunately, Mott (2019) does offer doubt to this idea due to the state of social media and online subcultures currently, allowing for any unwanted or intruding external presence to be spotted, shared and shutdown with ease. This is because, with every highlighted success or effective methods in prevention and intervention work that is made in regards to combating extremism by the Police or other specialist services, those involved within extremist subcultures become aware of it and adapt or evolve their actions and operations (ibid). Providing a similar perspective, Morris (2016) suggests that across society today the understanding and usage of technology is just too high for solutions like the one mentioned earlier to be effective. So instead, the focus should shift to being as proactive as possible and safely implementing education on online extremism and criminality into school curriculums, to provide those known to be the most impressionable with better knowledge and guidance (ibid). Despite both these doubtful viewpoints, Khader (2016) does enlighten that although there is a clear need for other supportive counter actions simultaneously, the overseeing and intervening of subcultures through social media or messaging applications is vital to stop the threat of extremism growing even more and furthering the gap to success and effective countering of the issue. 

As discussed thoroughly above, there can be no denying there is a clear correlation between subcultures online and the increased threat of extremism. As explained by Lauterbach (2009), it is undoubtedly clear that alongside the rapid rise in internet usage over the past decade or so, the increased threat of extremism has followed. On the other hand, there was perspectives of disagreement and scepticism highlighted with Holt (2007) raising the particular point regarding the transition from offline to online, with the viewpoint that this threat of extremism could perhaps just be another instance of becoming more noticeable and highlighted due to the accessibility and quickness of the internet. However, there was credible reasoning given to why this is not the case. Arguably the most enlightening explanation was made by Ebner (2020) which educated, that due to the anonymous and instant nature of the internet those with an interest or support for extremist content are much more likely to entertain and engage this conscious feeling. This is because, the main risks of being identified at a place such as a protest or impacting your public life with your hidden personal life are avoided, by simply engaging with the same stuff just online and from the enclosed environment of your own residence (ibid). 

Promisingly, there were several outlooks highlighted on how this issue of dangerous subcultures and the threat of extremism can be countered, with Oxford Analytica (2016) ensuring that with correct intervention and prevention methods the same online spaces under scrutiny for this issue, could actually allow for effective subculture engagement and evolvement in regards to counter extremism work by the police or other services. Despite this optimism, Saltman & Russell (2014) point out that just like with other issues relating to cybercrime, the eradicating of this threat is almost impossible due to the more reactive than proactive nature of it from a policing point of view, meaning the way in which things are structured and operated now will always allow for those engaged in questionable online activity to be a step or more ahead of those trying to combat that threat. 
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