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I have chosen question number 1.

1. “the best that has been thought and written in the world”—is in danger, or is indeed already “lost,” because of widespread popular education, popular communications systems, and what is often called “mass society.” On High and Popular Culture: Raymond Williams 1974 (newrepublic.com/article/79269/high-and-popular-culture)
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Development of technology has spread all aspects of culture to a much wider audience. Are the terms high and low culture now redundant? 



High and Low Culture

The terms “high culture” and “low culture” can be thrown around in social spheres for a myriad of things. These terms can have varying definitions to different individuals. The two terms can be used to investigate any time period to express various types of social, cultural and even political categories in any given society. I will be focusing mostly on the development and relevance of the terms in and around industrial and post-industrial societies. Then further looking at high and low culture in the art world. Investigating the dissolving lines that differentiate one from the other and give evidence towards the usefulness, or lack thereof, of such problematic terms.

The definition of the word “culture” has changed over time. In the 18th and 19th century the definition developed from a connotation of a process of cultivation or improvement, as used in agriculture or horticulture, to a term that describes the betterment or refinement of the individual. This definition further evolved in the 20th century as anthropologists adopted the central concept that “culture” is to be defined as anything in the range of human phenomena, any action that is not classified as a biological or genetic trait (Lumen Learning, acc. 2018). For example, the process of sneezing is a biological reflex-but the way one is taught how to sneeze and how one reacts to a sneeze in public is very much dependent on their cultural background. Something that is culture specific is anything that is shared and learned within a population or society that eventually becomes a “common” or “popular” behavioural trait that a vast majority of the population possess. This can be differentiated from a “trend” by the longevity of said behavioural trait. A social trend is something that becomes accepted or fashionable, that a lot of other people copy, but only live short-term or become a seasonal trend, a temporary phenomenon. 

In sociology, high culture is generally thought of as something that is “…pursued by the upper class” and generally referring to artefacts, such as “classical music, theatre, fine arts, and other sophisticated pursuits…” (CliffsNotes, acc. 2018). Artefact, or cultural artefact, is a term commonly used in anthropology for anything created by humans that is providing an insight into the culture of its creator and those who use, behold or consume it. Artefacts can range from “sophisticated” artefacts, e.g. opera, theatre, fine arts etc., to “popular” artefacts like Pop music, Hollywood movies, even simple commodities such as air conditioning. There is plenty that differentiate high culture and low culture, but one line of thinking that is repeated through multiple investigations of high vs low cultures is that high culture artefacts are usually reserved for the “elites” of a population. Elites are people who possess one or more attributes that a common consumer does not usually possess, e.g. academia, wealth, expert ability etc. Inheritance plays a big factor in the potential for one to be part of such prestige, but that is not to say that the non-high-born populous cannot create themselves this prestige, they most certainly can. An interesting fact is that nowadays not every artefact that is consumed by ‘elites’ is created by an elite creator, but more so by credited, expertly trained and practiced “lower-class-originated” creators. In fact, a famous example of humble beginnings is Paul McCartney, who grew up in a humble council-house home at Merseyside (Maconie, 2015). That just goes to show the flexibility of the term we have come to know as “culture”, where there exist various definitions. Raymond Williams (1974) for example says that high culture describes “the great body of cultural skills and great works which embody and represent them.” And goes on further about skills of organized thought, writing, music, visual arts and architecture to be included in high culture work. While I agree with his definition, the skills which fall under high culture work from when he wrote this now cannot be absolutely categorised as high culture work. Back in 1974 the resources to learn and practice such skills would have been generally reserved for those who were ‘privileged’. In contrast to the era of our present day where technology reigns supreme and how the development of universal access to higher tiers of education in post-industrial society is providing opportunities for almost anyone that is seeking out to educate themselves. 

The accessibility and privilege of technology has become easily available for everyone. So extreme that you can learn from experts on the go- from a machine in your pocket that essentially connects you to the biggest library on earth, the Internet. A user of the Internet can instantly search for information, guidance and shared data within any given subject. This freedom of information is nothing like any society or civilisation has known before ours and it is evident that what was previously thought of as “high culture experiences”, like access to expert knowledge, ability and ‘skill sharing’, has now become; a tool for the mass population, or an artefact for “low culture” populous to behold.

Low culture is a term used to describe anything popular, often called popular culture, or pop culture. Pop culture encompasses socially accepted artefacts that are available to the masses. Previously listed, these things can be as simple as Starbucks or movies for example. 

“High culture has been seen to be replaced by popular culture driven on by ‘democratic conditions’ (Williams, 1974) The opposing positions of the two cultural sets have impacted on social policy through the allocation of resources as well as the ‘shaping’ of cultural institutions. Low culture is sometimes seen as a ‘judgement phrase’ to denote anything that is the opposite of high culture and in the modern age is referred to anything that is produced by the culture industry in order to make a profit (Tabular Thought, 2009).” (Al-Kubaisi, 2013).

Al-Kubaisi here writes about some key differences about high and low culture. He also talks about the consensus of their meaning, describing that these basically mean how much access an individual has to certain artefacts. Factors like money, class and education can influence just how much artefacts an individual can access. He also touches a little bit on the culture industry producing capital profit. Low culture can also be described as Mass Culture, a term that was used to expressed disapproval of “commodity-based” capitalism by conservative literary critics and Marxist theorists of the 20th century. They called popular artefacts “inauthentic, manipulative and unsatisfying”. In their minds high culture is understood to be the “peak of civilisation”. Claiming that the quality of culture has declined, and the elites have been lost to the standardisation that comes with industrialised ‘mass culture’ (Baker, 2004). While the introduction of the industrial era certainly ruptured the lines that separated high and low cultures, it did not destroy them. The work previously reserved for high culture had simply been saturated, quality artefacts had indeed still existed to those who were not-so-extreme thinkers, much like quality exists today in our society in all the over saturated aspects of our culture. That will tend to happen when something that was relatively quiet, in terms of how many hands were expert enough to manufacture artefacts of such “satisfactory” quality, booms in numbers with green hands and their enthusiastic approaches to learning. Which in my opinion is a healthy human thing to do, and as a bonus we introduce a less-elitist culture. 

Previously I have used the term “culture” inclusively. You can use the term culture to encompass all aspects of society and its population, but most of the time the term speaks about art and entertainment such as, but not limited to; music, the arts, film, theatre, television etc. Using the terms high culture and low culture to categorise these materials and their sub-material is problematic in its core. Problematic in the way that it creates a dichotomy when using these two terms. Ultimately categorising things as either “high” or “low” culture specific. High culture is not the “best” culture, since both high and low culture can be used as derogatory terms, but low culture has a somewhat objectively stronger negative connotation by name and just how categorisation can become subjectively ethnocentric. Ethnocentricity can be purposeful by ideals much like the conservative literary critics but can certainly come about accidentally when investigations are too centred around idealist nature from both sides. Even an individual’s subconscious preconceptions can come through as culture insensitive or cultural prejudice. Being culture sensitive, or having cultural awareness, is being an individual with the understanding of the differences between themselves and other individuals from other backgrounds. I would prefer if the terms high and low culture were completely not used just because of this, but it is the simple go around when differentiating the ways that the pockets of our society think about and assign value to commodity inside arts and entertainment. 

Value in terms of culture artefacts could mean a range of things like usefulness, price or efficiency. We can look at the practicality of commodity to the common consumer and maybe more importantly the price in comparison to its practicality, because often the things that are ridiculously priced, and out of reach from the common consumer’s wallet, are lined with social (sometimes financial) bragging rights and not necessarily useful. Looking at the art world, collectors have a fine-tuned taste and appreciation for their collections, maybe even rejoice in new additions, but ultimately these types of commodities are to be shown and to behold. Less about usefulness and more so benefitting an individual’s social value between their peers and even in themselves. 

When we talk about these things to be shown, the physical object is generally worth more than just an image from Instagram or Facebook. Images on the internet can convey almost everything about an art piece apart from solid three-dimensional physicality and the very essence of the piece when standing in the presence of it. This essence can remain while depicted on the internet but- from personal experience- that which exists in virtual reality cannot fully substitute the metaphysical feeling of being in the same space with the art work. Perhaps the value of this metaphysical feeling is that it can be a factor in the classification to high art or low art, when commodities become artefacts for high or low culture consumption. Since a big difference between high and low culture, as I have previously mentioned, is accessibility to the masses. Comparing something that is free to have and access, like images of a painting on the internet, to the single physical thing (or even the metaphysical feeling in the presence of it) I can begin to understand the broadness of the terms high and low culture, in context to our technology-reigned post-industrial society.

The post-industrial era ruptured and blurred the lines between high culture and low culture with the introduction of technology and new ways of accessing information, but ‘high art’ and ‘low art’ were already starting to merge through the movements of Dadaism and later, but more importantly, Popular or Pop Art. Pop Art was designed for the mass audience, described as “..transient, expendable, low cost, mass produced, young, witty, sexy, gimmicky, glamorous, etc.” (Hamilton, 1957).

	“It really became kind of recognized that art could be anything, and could be made [from] anything, and that it didn't necessarily cross boundaries -- they thought - between theater, the visual arts, dance, music, etc., that you could mix all this up...” (Nolan, 1950)

Pop Art was taking stage with simplicity and the essence of the masses. It injected our society with an art style for anyone to use and everyone to be able to access. A style that is used by any one commoner and named artists alike such as; Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and many other known Pop Artists that had adopted the style, which encompassed mass society. You could say that in the hands of these artists the style may become a part of high art, but that does not take it away from the hands of the people, of pop culture. This is an example of an artefact existing and defined as both high and low culture, specifically “high art” and “pop art”.

The lines that define high culture and low culture are not so clear anymore. Though echoes from deep embedded social standards and the preconception of the problematic terms remain in our societies, the looseness and overall cultural awareness of the classification of arts have improved drastically. Technology has made self-directed education accessible to the masses, which chips at the formally finite idea of the reserved “high culture” but it does not completely eradicate it, in terms of art. Even though I believe that the usefulness of “high culture” and “low culture” is very questionable in terms of cultural principle, the developed meanings of the modern terms “high culture” and “popular culture” are less derogatory. High culture in this sense is being used to describe the appreciated skilful experts of society and pop culture denoting the mass accepted artefacts. To me, when carefully used in this way, high culture and popular culture are still relevant terms to be used when investigating society, even in the face of technology.










Bib

Lumen Learning (Unknown Author, Unknown Publish Year) Culture and Adaption LumenLearning.com
Available at: https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-sociology/chapter/culture-and-adaptation/ (Accessed: 29th November 2018)

Broyard A. (1948) A portrait of the Hipster Partisan Review Available at: http://karakorak.blogspot.com/2010/11/portrait-of-hipster-by-anatole-broyard.html (Accessed: 29th November 2018)

Sweeny N. (2017) Cultures, Subcultures, and Countercultures Youtube: Crash Course Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RV50AV7-Iwc (Accessed: 11th December 2018)

Hamilton R. (1957) On Pop Art

Noland K. (1950) Student 1946-48 Summer Session 

Fishkin A. (2014) High and Low Culture Youtube: Ariel Fishkin Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zmv1nYvX5nY (Accessed 11th December 2018)

Maconie S. (2015) Stuart Maconie: The privileged are taking over the arts New Statesman issue: The Class Ceiling Available at: https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/01/privileged-are-taking-over-arts-without-grit-pop-culture-doomed (Accessed 9th December 2018)

CliffsNotes (Unknown Author, Unknown Publish Year) Culture and Society Defined CliffsNotes.com Available at: https://www.cliffsnotes.com/study-guides/sociology/culture-and-societies/culture-and-society-defined (Accessed 19th November 2018)

Williams R. (1974) On High and Popular Culture New Republic Available at: newrepublic.com (Accessed: 2018)

Smith E. (2016) On “What are some examples of social and cultural artifacts” Quora: 
Quora.com Available at: https://www.quora.com/What-are-some-examples-of-social-and-cultural-artifacts (Accessed: 11th December 2018)

Saxena S. (2013) How Technology Supports Self-Directed Learning EdTechReview, edtechreview.in Available at: http://edtechreview.in/news/824-how-technology-supports-self-directed-learning (Accessed 12th December 2018)

Barker C. (2004) The Sage Dictionary of Cultural Studies London: SAGE Publications 

Barker C., Jane E. A. (2000) Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice London: SAGE Publications

Tabular Thought (2009) A Redefinition of High versus Low Culture Wordpress: Tabular Thought Available at http://tabularthought.wordpress.com/2009/01/15/a-redefinition-of-high-versus-low-culture/ (Accessed 9th December 2018)

Al-Kubaisi F. (2013) What are the Key Differences Between high and Low Culture? Blog Available at: http://alkubaisi.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2013/03/12/what-are-the-key-differences-between-high-and-low-culture/ (Accessed 9th December 2018)
