Reading Popular Culture: Some Opening Ideas

Cultura: ‘cultivation’ or ‘tending’ C.15th (OED). 

Popularis: ‘of the people’ C.15th; ‘widely favoured’ C.18th; ‘widely liked’ C.19th (term of abuse C19th- 20th)

Folk culture (Kultur des Volkes) C.18th (Herder)

Transformation in the understanding of culture:

‘the training, development, and refinement of mind, tastes, and manners’ (OED)

The OED traces this definition, which today we associate with the phrase ‘high culture’ back as far as 1805 (by extension popular culture, mass culture, culture identified as being for others (working classes, women, children = pop. culture, mass culture) 

‘Culture is properly described as the love of perfection; it is a study of perfection.’

Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, I, 1869 

‘Culture is to know the best that has been said and thought in the world.’

Matthew Arnold, Literature and Dogma, pref., 1873 

‘A cultivated mind is one to which the fountains of knowledge have been opened, and which has been taught, in any tolerable degree, to exercise its faculties.’

John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, II, 1863

PRIVATE

‘PRIVATE
I use the term culture to refer collectively to a society and its way of life or in reference to human culture as a whole.’ 

John H. Bodley, An Anthropological Perspective from Cultural Anthropology: Tribes, States, and the Global System, 1994

‘PRIVATE
Culture is ordinary: that is the first fact. Every human society has its own shape, its own purposes, its own meanings. Every human society expresses these, in institutions, and in arts and learning. The making of a society is the finding of common meanings and directions, and its growth is an active debate and amendment under the pressures of experience, contact, and discovery, writing themselves into the land. The growing society is there, yet it is also made and remade in every individual mind. The making of a mind is, first, the slow learning of shapes, purposes, and meanings, so that work, observation and communication are possible. Then, second, but equal in importance, is the testing of these in experience, the making of new observations, comparisons, and meanings. A culture has two aspects: the known meanings and directions, which its members are trained to; the new observations and meanings, which are offered and tested. These are the ordinary processes of human societies and human minds, and we see through them the nature of a culture: that it is always both traditional and creative; that it is both the most ordinary common meanings and the finest individual meanings. We use the word culture in these two senses: to mean a whole way of life--the common meanings; to mean the arts and learning--the special processes of discovery and creative effort. Some writers reserve the word for one or other of these senses; I insist on both, and on the significance of their conjunction. The questions I ask about our culture are questions about deep personal meanings. Culture is ordinary, in every society and in every mind.’

Raymond Williams ‘Moving from High Culture to Ordinary Culture’ in N. McKenzie (ed.), Convictions, 1958 

	TABLE: Diverse Definitions of Culture:

	Topical:
	Culture consists of everything on a list of topics, or categories, such as social organization, religion, or economy

	Historical:
	Culture is social heritage, or tradition, that is passed on to future generations (the importance of the child as safegaurd/inheritor of these norms)

	Behavioral:
	Culture is shared, learned human behavior, a way of life

	Normative:
	Culture is ideals, values, or rules for living (the child must be ‘normalized’)

	Functional:
	Culture is the way humans solve problems of adapting to the environment or living together

	Mental:
	Culture is a complex of ideas, or learned habits, that inhibit impulses and distinguish people from animals

	Structural:
	Culture consists of patterned and interrelated ideas, symbols, or behaviors

	Symbolic:
	Culture is based on arbitrarily assigned meanings that are shared by a society (child must be taught these)


CULTURE INDUSTRIES 


Term linked with the studies done by the Frankfurt School, and Theodor Adorno in particular. 

This includes, in media terms all mass media (in 1920s, 1930s, newspapers, magazines, the movies, radio) plus most other means of cultural production (theatre, opera, artistic exhibitions, etc.). Applied to the present day, it could of course cover all the other mass media in society, such as television and the Web, and children’s books. Although we’ll see that this cultural production began really at least as early as the C.18th for the child. 

1.) All these forces of media/cultural production are intertwined: a system. This differentiates mass culture from folk culture since it is not ‘authentic’ but produced. (some theorists doubt the possibility of authenticity) 

2.) The Culture industry is intricately linked with the present-day dominant models of the economy/culture; e.g. capitalist production, distribution, exchange, consumption. So culture is produced in just the same way as, say, automobiles or refrigerators. (see Harry Potter merchandise)

3.) Media serve only to maintain culture industry (as below). 


	PRIVATE
production >>>>>>(artistic) composition
	

	Distribution >>>>>>reproduction 
	

	Exchange >>>>>>>culture creation
	

	Consumption >>>>>reception 
	


(Note: Think about the role of the individual author in all this. Is the author the creator of a unique individual work -- the Classical liberal/Romantic idea -- or is s/he simply reproducing the ideas and values of a system over which s/he has no control? 

4.) The masses are thus systematically manipulated and progressively unable to criticize their society effectively; they may have some authentic types of cultural expression, but the mass media/cultural industries prevent culture from being effectively communicated in any authentic form -- unless it has first been commodified and changed to fit the capitalist system.(Fiske and other suggest that the reader/consumer can, sometimes in collusion with the producer, subvert these expectations)  

5.) The culture industry thus commodifies and standardizes art (music, fashion, etc.) then fools people into thinking it is ‘original’ in order to sell it. (This doesn’t necessarily preclude originality) 

6.) The only people left who can still meaningfully critique Enlightenment ideas, capitalism and the culture industry are the avant-gardes (i.e., the artistic elites -- could be anything from James Joyce to rap music). 

7.) But even ‘authentic’ culture (as defined by bourgeoisie) has difficulty surviving against capitalism; avant garde expression tends to quickly get swallowed up by society and become commodified itself. 

Other notes:

1.) Culture industry is intricately linked with the present-day dominant models of the economy/culture; e.g. production/composition, distribution/reproduction, exchange/culture industry, consumption/reception (see Walter Benjamin).


2.) Benjamin argued for a relatively positive view of the culture industry -- that because of mechanical reproduction, art loses its authenticity, is democratized and politicized.


3.) Adorno -- disagrees with this because he believes capitalism undermines true culture by 

commodifying it. A negative view of the culture industry.
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