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he tragic killings at Columbine High School and at other schools during

the latter days of the 20th century created a great deal of discussion

about violence in the media and the need for more media literacy (a
term used to describe better understandings of the impacts of the media on our so-
ciety). Were the media guilty of emphasizing violence and downplaying
moral values? Was violence on TV and in the movies, along with vio-
lent lyrics in popular music and the killing themes of computer games causing
some youngsters to grow up warped and insensitive to the value of human life?
Was more teaching needed to help youngsters distinguish between reality and fan-
tasy in the media’ These and other questions generated by the shootings
on school campuses across the nation led to much debate over the role of the me-
dia in our society. Are the media at fault, or are they merely scapegoats for some-
thing more fundamentally wrong with our society? This is just one reason that
media literacy is so important in our society and why academic studies of the in-
terrelationship between the media and our popular culture have become so im-
portant. But not all of the influences of the mass media in our society are
alarming and causes for concern. Many of them are subtle influences that help de-
termine who we are and what we do. Stop and ask yourself why you have a par-
ticular hairstyle or wear certain brands of clothing. Or ask yourself why the Super
Bowl became one of the biggest mass-media events in our popular culture or how
rock and roll became such an important form of music in our culture. The answers
to these questions and many more may be found by studying American popular
culture and its interrelationship with the mass media. Before we begin our study
of this relationship, however, it is important for us to define some basic terms that

will be used throughout this book.
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First, let’s consider the word culture. Some see culture as synonymous with fine art and
other “highbrow” activities and interests. However, anthropologists define culture as
everything that occurs in a society—all of the customs and practices handed down
from generation to generation. These contributions usually come from formal institu-
tions, such as churches, the government, and, increasingly, the media; mores, or stan-
dards of behavior; laws; and conventional practices and customs. In this book, we will
use the anthropological definition of culture.

In early times there were distinct differences between the culture of the elite (the rich
and ruling classes) and the culture of the common person. The elite culture is some-
times referred to as “high culture.” During the Middle Ages a caste system kept the
culture of the elite separate from the folk culture of the peasants. The elite culture
consisted of fine art, literature, and classical music. Folk culture consisted of street car-
nivals, tavern drinking, and folktales. People who participated in the elite culture
could also enjoy the folk culture, but the reverse was not true. Although some elite
culture exists today, ordinary people can at least observe some of it on TV shows fea-
turing the “rich and famous” and in the supermarket tabloids, which often feature the
British royal family and celebrities such as American developer Donald Trump.

Popular culture, or pop culture, can be defined as the culture of everyone in a society.
Pop culture scholar Ray B. Browne defined it as the cultural world around us, that is,
our attitudes, habits, and actions: how we act and why we act; what we eat and wear;
our buildings, roads, and means of travel; our entertainment and sports; our politics,
religion, and medical practices; our beliefs and activities and what shapes and controls
them. In other words, it is to us what water is to fish: It is the world we live in.!

As the fish analogy suggests, our popular culture can be so pervasive that we sel-
dom notice it. To do so, we must step back and consciously observe all the objects in
our society and ask ourselves why we idolize the things we do, why we buy the things
we do, and why we believe in the things we do (see Box 1.1).

In the 19th century, the distinction between elite and folk culture began to blur
following the development of political democracy, public education of the masses, and
the Industrial Revolution, which ushered in the era of popular or mass culture. The
term popular culture was developed in the 19th century to replace the term folk culture.

Throughout history, every society has had its own popular culture. Most of today’s
popular culture is mass-produced and is disseminated through the mass media. Popu-
lar music, cheap paperback novels, soap operas, videocassette movies, and a myriad of
advertised products from designer jeans to disposable razors make up our everyday en-
vironment. Stephen King novels, Levi’s jeans, and McDonald’s golden arches are in-
stantly recognizable symbols or icons of contemporary pop culture.*

*Even today, however, we can see the remnants of the elite culture. Going to the movies is participating
in the popular culture, but attending the opera is deemed elite. A Pablo Picasso painting is part of the
elite culture, whereas a poster of Brad Pitt is a pop culture artifact. Bowling is a leisure activity of the
popular culture, while polo is definitely a part of the elite culture. Golf and tennis are now pop culture
activities in areas with public courses and courts, but they were once exclusively elite. Television expo-
sure of golf and tennis events helped to expand their popularity among the masses and soon there were
demands for public facilities.
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Box 1.1
MEDIA LITERACY

Our Popular Culture and the

culture on college and university campuses has

continued to grow. Such topics as the messages
found in MTV videos, television programs, movies,
comic books, detective novels, and rock and roll music
have been rigorously examined in many academic set-
tings. Many additional courses explore the relationship
of the mass media to popular culture.

It has been estimated that more than 2,000 stu-
dents a year have been enrolling in popular culture
classes. At Bowling Green State University in Ohio,
students can earn degrees in popular culture. The study
of MTV videos has been the subject of a course at Cal-
ifornia State University, Los Angeles. There are even
professional organizations, such as the Popular Culture

Q s we begin the 21st century, the study of popular

dia as Part of Our Fducation

Association (PCA) and the American Culture Associ-
ation (ACA), that attract some 3,000 members to an-
nual conventions where such papers as “The
Reconciliation of Archie and Meathead, All in the Fam-
ily’s Last Episode” and “The Tupperware Party and the
American Dream” are presented.

In the early years, many academics looked down
on pop culture, believing the study of everyday culture
was not appropriate in a university setting where stu-
dents examined Western civilization, philosophy, and
the sciences. Supporters of the study of popular culture
point out that it is part of our history and holds as much
relevance as war, slavery, and revolutions. They note
that by examining the themes and styles of a culture,
we can better understand the values of the people.

Wass Culture

Because of the mass mediation of our popular culture, another term, mass culture, has
evolved. This refers to the things in our popular culture that are mass-produced or
shared through the mass media. In America today, that represents almost everything
in our popular culture. It is so difficult to think of anything in our modern popular cul-
ture that isn’t either mass-produced or promoted in the mass media that the terms
mass culture and popular culture have come to be used almost interchangeably.

Wedia Literacy

Another important term in our studies is media literacy, which refers to the need for
the consumer of media content to be aware of the impacts of the media on our culture.
Studies have shown that Americans spend more time with the media than they do
eating, sleeping, and participating in family activities. To be media literate a person
should know who creates the content for the media, what the purpose of that content
is, what effects the media have on our society, the role of the consumer in the mass-
communication process, and, perhaps most importantly, how the media have evolved
from their beginnings to their place in today’s world culture.

role of consumer

THE EPS CYCLE

Throughout this book, we will refer to a concept known as the media progression cycle
which describes how new mass media get adopted in our culture. The concept was
developed by mass-communication scholars John Merrill and Ralph Lowenstein, who
in 1971 first pointed out that media usually develop in three stages.? The definitions
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Box 1.2

MEDIA WATCH
Is the EPS Cycle Heading Back to the Elite Stage?

© The McGraw-Hill
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rapidly taking over the mass media in American

culture. Futurist Alvin Toffler calls this phenom-
enon the “demassification of the mass media.” But it
can also be very expensive.

Along with this specialization has come increased
costs to the consumer. A specialized magazine today
costs many times more than the magazines of yester-
year, and their numbers are countless. The price of ad-
mission to a motion picture theater is also much higher
today. How much will we pay to read a book if it be-
comes necessary to purchase a computer and compact
disks to read one (see Chapter 6)? Television was a
once free entertainment medium when it was limited
to the popular stage of the EPS cycle. All you needed
was a TV set and an antenna. Today the specialized
programming available on television can be very costly.
You must either purchase a satellite dish to pick up sig-

Specialization, the third stage of the EPS cycle, is

nals and then pay a descrambling fee or pay a cable
company for programming that generally costs any-
where from $20 to $40 per month—more if you add the
premium channels. These costs are expected to in-
crease dramatically when we begin taking advantage of
the many interactive-TV options available.
Interactive TV has tremendous potential to accel-
erate learning for youngsters and make adults much
better informed and more knowledgeable citizens. Does
this mean we may be headed back to a distinct caste
system with definite economic and social differences
between the elite and popular cultures? Will a tremen-
dous knowledge gap separate rich and poor in the new
information age? This appears to be the case as studies
in this country and around the world indicate a divide
between those who have computers and those who
don’t. One might argue that the EPS cycle is cyclical
and that it might be better described as the EPSE cycle.

of elite and popular culture discussed earlier will help you understand the three stages
of the media progression cycle known as the elitist—popular—specialized (EPS) cycle.

A mass communication medium usually starts out in the elite stage. Here the me-
dia appeal to, and are consumed by, the affluent leaders in the culture. After a nation
breaks through the barriers of poverty and illiteracy, its media enter the popular stage
and are enjoyed by the mass culture. Eventually, as the elements of higher education,
affluence, leisure time, and population growth coalesce, the mass media begin to enter
a third stage of the EPS cycle: specialization. In this stage the media are consumed by
highly fragmented segments of the population, each with its own interests and cultural
activities. While media in the United States are entering the stage of specialization,
in many underdeveloped nations the media are still in the elite stage of the EPS cycle
(see Box 1.2).

media progression
cycle

specialization

The United States was the first nation in which all of the
factors necessary for specialization converged. During the latter
half of the 20th century, the American mass media have made
great strides toward specialization. Futurist Alvin Toffler de-
scribes this trend as the “demassification of the mass media,” and
he believes it will continue as we complete our move from the
industrial age to the information age.’ Although all American
media are beginning to specialize in one form or another, maga-
zines have been the most specialized medium for the longest pe-
riod of time (see Chapter 8). We will look at the EPS cycle again
when we begin our examination of individual mass media.

. Practicing Media Literacy

Do you think we’re headed back
to a distinct caste system with
definite economic and social
differences between the elite
and popular cultures?
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This painting by Renaissance artist Pieter Brueghel the Elder, The Peasant Dance, was intended for the elite culture but portrays
some of the customs of the folk culture during that period.

THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS

Now that we have a common understanding of these terms, let’s examine how the
communication process, and mass communication in particular, works.

Communication can be defined simply as the process by which individuals share
information, ideas, and attitudes. A key word in this definition is share, which means
to give or receive a part of something or to enjoy or assume something in common.
Some people use the term send rather than share when they discuss the communica-
tion process. However, sending merely implies transmitting a message with little con-
cern for the person receiving it, whereas sharing implies that the source and the
receiver are actively working together for common understanding.

You will also note that we call communication a process, because communication
is ongoing and dynamic. The communication process encompasses various compo-
nents that interact with one another, causing specific consequences. For example,
what information, ideas, and attitudes are shared, how much is shared, when they are
shared, and what tools are used to share them are all variables in the process.
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Various types of communication exist. Intrapersonal communication describes a per-
son talking to himself or herself. In interpersonal communication, two or three people
talk with one another in close physical proximity. In group communication, groups of
people communicate with one another in face-to-face encounters. In mass communi-
cation, professional communicators use technological devices known as mass media to
communicate over great distances to influence large audiences.

Several basic components make up the communication process. While these
components can be presented in a variety of diagrams or models, our basic model in-
cludes the source, the message, the channel, and the receiver (see Figure 1.1).

The source (sometimes called the sender, communicator, or encoder) is the person
who shares information, ideas, or attitudes with another person. The writers of this
textbook are sharing their ideas on the definition of the term source with you. The
message is being disseminated to you through the process of mass communication—in
this case, book publishing.

In mass communication, the source is usually a professional communicator who
shapes the message to be shared. He or she might be a newspaper or television reporter
or an entertainer who must gather material or ideas and then share them with the
audience.

The message is whatever the source attempts to share with someone else. It originates
with an idea, which then must be encoded into symbols that will be used to express
that idea.

Symbols are words, pictures, or objects that the source uses to elicit meaning in
the mind of the receiver of the message. Words and pictures are the most common
symbols used in communication. Words attempt to describe an object or a concept,
while pictures actually show a representation of the object or idea. When giving some
friends directions on how to find your home, you might use words to identify the di-
rections they should follow and the various cross-streets they need to look for. Or, if
you preferred, you could draw them a map.

Selecting symbols for an idea or an object is a very important step in the commu-
nication process because poorly selected symbols will result in a confusing or misun-
derstood message. Care must be taken to choose symbols that will elicit responses in
the mind of the message receiver that are similar to those the source intended.

When communicators select symbols for their messages, they must keep in mind
that each person has a different frame of reference and, as a result, certain symbols
may mean different things to different people. A frame of reference (sometimes called
field of experience) is the set of individual experiences each person possesses; no two
people have exactly the same experiences.

Each experience or event in our lives leaves some

Communication model sort of impression on us, and we use the accumulation

Source

of these experiences to give meaning and interpretation

Message to symbols. For example, a person who was the victim

Receiver of a crime will respond differently than a street gang
Channel member to the message “The police are coming.” These
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different reactions are based on the meanings given to the word police that have de-
veloped as a result of the individual experiences.

Although we primarily use words and pictures to send our messages, we also com-
municate in other ways. Facial expressions, gestures, and body language can effectively
send messages. For example, a television newscaster might report on the president’s
new deficit-reduction package by stating only the facts about the plan, while his facial
expression or tone of voice reveals his biases against the plan.

Channel

The channel is the way we send our message. In interpersonal communication we use
the senses of sight, sound, and touch to communicate messages. These are our chan-
nels. In mass communication such technological devices as books, newspapers, maga-
zines, movies, radio, recordings, and television are our communication channels.

Mass communication differs from interpersonal communication in that its mes-
sages must be moved over greater distances. This movement is achieved through the
use of technological devices. Radio and television messages are transmitted electron-
ically, while newspaper and magazine messages are reproduced on high-speed presses
and distributed through the mails or via carriers.

Today, however, even some print media messages are transmitted electronically.
Wire services send news via satellite, and USA Today transmits the entire contents of
the newspaper by satellite to printing plants around the country and to other parts of
the world. By the mid-1990s, many newspapers, radio stations, and television stations
across the nation were also making news available on the Internet.

Receiver

The receiver (sometimes called the destination, audience, or decoder) in the commu-
nication process is the person with whom the message is intended to be shared. With-
out a receiver, there is no communication. In fact, if any one of the above four
communication components is missing, no communication will occur. To properly
share your message, you must also be sure that the receiver is listening and is under-
standing what you have to communicate.

Just because a story is carried in a newspaper
or broadcast over radio or television does not mean
everyone has received the message. If some people
do not read the story or pay attention to the broad-
cast, it has not been communicated to them.

The receiver in mass communication is usu-
ally a large audience that is often referred to as the
masses. Because of the audience’s size and diver-
sity, mass communication requires careful choices
of symbols that will elicit similar interpretations
among receivers, each of whom has a different
frame of reference.

leedback

If the receiver or audience in the communication
process transmits back to the source an observable
response to the message, a component called feed-

Can you guess from
Dan Rather’s facial ex-
pression and clothing
what type of news he is
reporting?



Wilson-Wilson: Mass 1. Culture and Text © The McGraw-Hill
Media/Mass Culture, An Communication: How They Companies, 2001
Introduction, Fifth Edition Interact

10

Part 1 Culture and Communication

back has been added. Feedback enables the source to determine if the message was
correctly understood and, if it wasn’t, to modify it (see Figure 1.2).

Feedback can take many forms. It can consist of words, gestures, facial expres-
sions, or any other observable element. A person making a pass at an attractive mem-
ber of the opposite sex, for example, might get a clear message to “get lost” without a
word being spoken.

Feedback is absent, or at best very much delayed, in mass communication. This
makes mass communication much more difficult than face-to-face communication.
Messages in mass communication must be clearly constructed because there is seldom
a chance to restate their meaning. It is true that if a newspaper story is erroneously in-
terpreted or misunderstood, people will write letters to the editor, and if a broadcaster’s
statement is incorrectly perceived, the station may get irate telephone calls. However,
such feedback comes too late to do much good.

Certain additional factors, called communication noise, can complicate the commu-
nication process. Three examples of this are channel noise, semantic noise, and psy-
chological noise.

Channel noise refers to external interference in the communication process. The
message doesn’t make it through as sent. You might be listening to your car radio
when, all of a sudden, a large blast of static blocks out your talk-show host’s message
or the lyrics of a song. This is a case of channel noise in mass communication. Other
examples of channel noise are print that is too small, a voice that is too soft, or a pic-
ture that is blurred.

Semantic noise occurs when you clearly hear the message but can’t understand it.
For example, what if you heard on the radio that someone had just found a Polyphe-
mus moth or that one of your civic leaders had a case of hyperbilirubinemia? Chances
are you would not clearly interpret the message. This communication would suffer
from semantic noise.

When semantic noise occurs, the message gets through as sent but you don’t un-
derstand what it means. Symbols causing semantic noise do not have to be long, mul-
tisyllabic words such as those used above. If a receiver of the message does not have a
background in electricity, for example, he or she may find ohm and watt just as con-
fusing as hyperbilirubinemia.

Semantic noise can occur even when we know the other person is familiar with
the symbol we have selected. We must remember that words evoke mental pictures in
the minds of both the source and the receiver. For example, if a newspaper article
mentions that a dog seriously injured a child, the reporter might have had a German
shepherd in mind. However, the story can lead to misunderstanding if the receiver of
the message, who has read numerous stories describing attacks on humans by pit bull

terriers, automatically pictures a pit bull when reading
the story. Or perhaps the reader owns a dachshund and

Communication process with feedback pictures her pet when reading the word dog.

Source

\

Feedback

Semantic noise can also occur when a word takes

Message on connotations or emotional meanings that are based
Receiver | on experiences rather than on the word’s dictionary
Channel meaning. Take the words liberal and conservative. These
/ words mean different things to different people, based

on individual political points of view. In America, a
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conservative is one who favors the status quo and resists change. Conservatives also
have long been anticommunists. Thus, when the news media began referring to the
hard-liners in the former Soviet Union who fought reform and wanted to preserve
communism as “conservatives,” many American conservatives squirmed.

The mass media also run into problems with semantic noise when reporters get
caught up in the jargon of the beats they are covering. Government and education are
two areas in which jargon is used extensively. When a reporter quotes the city man-
ager as saying that the city has a “long-range strategic plan to interface the environ-
mental negative declaration process with the private sector,” the reader may quickly
turn to the sports pages. Mass communicators must interpret ideas and information
and select clearly understandable symbols to transmit that information to the masses.
In other words, they must constantly guard against semantic noise.

Psychological noise refers to internal factors that lead to misunderstandings in the
communication process. People try to protect themselves in three ways from informa-
tion they might find offensive: selective exposure, selective perception, and selective
retention. The concept of psychological noise comes from consistency theory research
that found that people usually prefer to seek out information and ideas that are con-
sistent with their beliefs, attitudes, and behavior and tend to avoid information that
is inconsistent.

Selective exposure holds that, as a general rule, we expose ourselves to informa-
tion that reinforces rather than contradicts our beliefs or opinions. For example, Re-
publicans are far more likely than Democrats to watch a Republican candidate on
television. Selective exposure also helps to explain why people with extreme political
views have difficulty getting their ideas across to the general public: The audience just
“tunes them out.”

11

psychological noise

selective exposure

One of the most colorful episodes in American journalism
in the 20th century, the flourishing of the underground press
movement during the 1960s, clearly demonstrates this phe-

@ Practicing Media Literacy

nomenon. Various countercultural groups expressed a frustra- Can you think of instances

tion that the establishment press was not telling people about in your own life where psycho-
o . . . «l: ) . . .

their ideas, such as opposition to the war in Vietnam, “blissful logical noise hindered

experiences with psychedelic drugs, and the joys of sexual free-
dom. So, in an effort to get their message out to the masses,

communication?

many of these countercultural movements started up alterna-
tive, “underground” newspapers.

After a few years, the messages were still failing to reach the masses, and the un-
derground press movement started to decline. The reason was selective exposure: The
only people reading the newspapers were those who already subscribed to the philos-
ophy of the counterculture.

The second kind of psychological noise is selective perception: We tend to see,
hear, and believe only what we want to see, hear, and believe. As the late Canadian
philosopher Marshall McLuhan pointed out, “Everyone has his own set of goggles,”
and we all think that what we see with our set of goggles is what everyone else sees.
The Swiss biologist and psychologist Jean Piaget, who was influential in 20th-century
educational philosophy, called this phenomenon autistic thinking and defined autism as
“thought in which truth is confused with desire.”

Many studies have demonstrated selective perception at work. One involved
showing people an editorial cartoon from a northern newspaper ridiculing the Ku
Klux Klan; the cartoon was repeatedly interpreted as pro-Klan when shown to south-
ern Klan sympathizers.

selective perception
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Television bigot Archie
Bunker, as played by
Carroll O’Connor (r),
became a folk hero be-
cause of the controver-
sial topics he frequently
argued with his liberal
son-in-law, Michael
(the Meathead) as
played by Rob Reiner.
While the character of
Archie was designed to
satarize bigotry, many
felt that he was speak-
ing for them—even
though by the end of the
show, Archie was often
the butt of the joke.
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A classic example of selective perception appeared in the early 1970s when tele-
vision producer Norman Lear introduced the bigot Archie Bunker to American tele-
vision audiences in the situation comedy All in the Family. Bunker’s prejudices were
reflected in a number of controversial topics, including sex, religion, and racism, that
had previously been considered taboo on prime-time television. The character of
Archie Bunker was designed to satirize American bigotry. But the result was Archie
Bunker fan clubs and Archie Bunker T-shirts proclaiming America’s number-one tele-
vision bigot a folk hero. Many people thought what Archie said was true and thus
failed to see the satire underlying the message.

Selective retention is the third basic psychological defense. It means that we
tend to remember those things that reinforce our beliefs better than those that op-
pose them. For example, try to remember some good things about someone you dis-
like, or try to come up with a list of
faults for someone you really idolize.
Chances are you will remember mostly
bad things about your enemies and
good things about your idols.

By now you should see that the
communication process is more compli-
cated than our initial simple definition
indicated. Let’s now consider a more
comprehensive definition that attempts
to recognize some of the complexities
we have covered:

@ Practicing Media Literacy
Can you think of any leading
television characters who might
project a negative image to some
people?

COMMUNICATION is a process involving the sorting, selecting, and sharing of symbols
to help a receiver elicit from his or her own mind a meaning similar to that in the mind of
the communicator.
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MASS COMMUNICATION

13

We also need to define the more complex process of mass communication. As previ-
ously noted, mass communication consists of (1) professional communicators shaping
and sharing messages, then (2) transmitting them over great distances using techno-
logical devices called mass media to (3) influence large audiences.

The word influence in the third part of this process refers to the effect the mass-
communicated message has on the audience. This effect can be as simple as increasing
a person’s knowledge or understanding of an issue or event, such as explaining how a
hurricane destroyed a town. Or the effect might consist of making people feel good af-
ter they watch a movie or television show. However, media effects can also be far more
significant, such as changing a person’s cultural attitudes and behavior.

This latter, more complex effect causes many people to be disturbed by the mass
media and their influences on our culture. Concern about excessive sex and violence
in the media and explicit rock-music lyrics has generated a great deal of mass-media
criticism in recent years. These issues will be discussed in more depth later in this
book.

If we translate these factors in the process of mass communication into an opera-
tional definition, we might say:

MASS COMMUNICATION is a process whereby professional communicators use tech-

nological devices to share messages over great distances to influence large audiences.

The technological devices or mass media used to send messages over great distances
include books, pamphlets, magazines, newspapers, direct-mail circulars, newsletters,
radio, compact disks, audiotapes, television, motion pictures, videotapes, and com-
puter networks.

You will note that we have not included telephones, stage plays, or rock concerts.
One could certainly argue that telephones transmit messages over great distances and
that long-running plays or huge rock concerts are seen by large audiences. Then why
aren’t they considered mass media? Let’s examine each of these in relation to our def-
inition of mass communication.

The telephone does use technological devices to transmit messages across great
distances, but it does not reach large audiences. Instead, it usually transmits a one-on-
one conversation and is an electronic extension of interpersonal communication. Al-
though new technologies such as videoconferencing expand the size of the audience,
the result is still not sufficient to fit the concept of a large mass-media audience.

Although stage plays and rock concerts use some technological devices (e.g.,
lighting and sound systems) to reach large audiences, such shows are limited to a con-
fined area and thus do not transmit those messages over great distances. If these events
are broadcast or if audiotapes or videotapes are made, the broadcast medium or the
tapes become the mass medium, not the stage play or concert itself. The annual
Comic Relief benefits for the homeless, for example, make an impact on our popular
culture largely because they are shown on cable TV and later on individual television
stations.

We must keep in mind one more thing about the media: The American mass me-
dia are businesses, and their purpose is to make a profit. If they don’t, they go out of
business. Collectively, the mass media in the United States comprise one of the

influence
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country’s largest industries. By the end of the 20th century, the industry generated an
estimated income of more than $150 billion and employed more than one million
people.

INFORMATION PROCESSING BY THE MEDIA

gatekeeping

The television network
gatekeepers were faced
with a dilemma when
jurors in the civil trial
against O.J. Simpson
returned their verdict at
the same time President
Clinton was delivering
his State of the Union
address to Congress
and the nation. Both
stories had to be re-
ported at the same
time, but decisions had
to be made as to which
story received the top
coverage.

The importance of mass communication increases as we develop from children into
adults. After early childhood, we learn very little firsthand. Once we learn to talk and
then read, we start gathering information from secondhand sources: other people and,
eventually, the mass media.

In our early education, television and textbooks become important sources for our
secondhand information. Other media, such as newspapers and magazines, join them
as we grow older. For example, we might know that terrorists have bombed a crowded
air terminal or that a tornado has devastated a community, but we probably didn’t ex-
perience this information firsthand. We relied on the secondhand sources—usually
the mass media—to inform us. Because we depend on secondhand sources for infor-
mation, the mass media play a major role in determining the content of our culture.

Gatekeeping

One way the media control our access to news, information, and entertainment is
through gatekeeping. This sociological term was coined in 1947 by Kurt Lewin, who
used it to describe the fact that news must travel through a series of checkpoints (or
gates) before it reaches the public.

The fifth Simpson verdict is in
The jury has found OJ Simpson
DID commit battery against
Nicole Brown Simpson.
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In the gatekeeping process, numerous people make decisions as to whether or not
we will see or hear a story or be exposed to a new musical or entertainment performer
or group. A story about the United States shifting its policy toward a Middle Eastern
country may or may not reach the American people, depending on decisions made by
the gatekeepers. A group of rock musicians may or may not make it to the top of the
charts, depending on decisions made by gatekeepers.

Let’s take a hypothetical example of a change in policy by the president of the
United States regarding a Middle Eastern country. Whether the American people
learn about this shift in policy is not necessarily in the hands of the president. Gov-
ernment officials may issue a news release or hold a news conference announcing the
change. However, a number of news media personnel must determine that the an-
nouncement is important before it is reported as a news story.

Before it appears in a newspaper, the news item must pass to the reporter as a
news release or through a news conference. He or she then decides whether the item
is important enough to be covered and how much coverage it should receive. If the
reporter decides the item is important, he or she may rewrite the news release or
write a story about the news conference or perhaps dictate the item over a telephone
to a rewrite person at the newspaper. The rewrite person then functions as the next
gate in evaluating the story’s importance. Next, a copy editor edits the item and
judges its importance. The story may also appear before additional gates—the na-
tional or international editors and perhaps the entire editorial board of the newspa-
per—before a determination is made as to if and where the story will run in the next
edition.

Before this same story appears on radio or television, it must go through a similar
set of gates: Writers, editors, and tape editors all make judgments as to what portions
of the news conference will be aired. (In the case of television, if no videotape footage
accompanies the news item, it might be stopped at this gate because television de-
pends on visuals to keep the news interesting.)

Similarly, a rock group that is the rage at a local college may never make it in the
entertainment world because gatekeepers in the recording industry believe they have
enough performers with a similar sound. In addition, once the group has made a
recording, radio station programmers may think it doesn’t fit their station’s “sound”
and therefore won’t play it. A pilot program for a new television series may never
make it on the air because network gatekeepers have decided it is not what the public
wants. A potential best-selling book may never see print because a gatekeeper in the
publishing industry makes a decision to reject the manuscript.

Another process whereby the mass media determine what we think and worry about
is called agenda setting. The word agenda means a list, plan, outline, or the like of
things to be considered. Mass-media agenda-setting theory contends that the mass
media, not we, determine what will be news and what won’t.

According to researchers Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, “Here may lie
the most important effect of mass communication, its ability to mentally order
and organize our world for us. In short, the mass media may not be successful in tell-
ing us what to think, but they are stunningly successful in telling us what to think
about.*
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@ Practicing Media Literacy

The professional communicators working for the mass me-
dia set the news and information agenda for us. If they deter-
mine that something isn’t important, it most likely won’t be,

What are some recent examples because it will receive very little, if any, media attention. And,
in which the mass media set an of course, the reverse is true. Often the media give stories far
agenda for what you should be more extensive coverage than they actually deserve. Sensa-
thinking? tional murder cases, for example, sometimes get week after

week of front-page coverage, even when very little new infor-

mation has been uncovered. Such headlines as “No New Clues
in Hillside Strangling” are common.

Most professional communicators, particularly those involved in processing the
news, attempt to be objective and fair in their selection of news items. Very few pur-
posely slant the news to fit their own particular biases. Yet there is far more news than
space or time available to disseminate it. This means selections must be made as to
what is news on any given day and how much space or time to devote to it. Stories of
limited interest, such as activities of the local water district, church ladies’ aid society,
or Boy Scout troop, frequently go unreported.

Political candidates have a great deal of trouble with media agenda setting at
election time. For example, in the year 2000, Republican presidential candidate
George W. Bush wanted to focus on how he could bring a new spirit of morality to the
White House and how he could serve as a positive role model for the nation, much
like he had done in Texas as Governor. Instead, the media focused on whether or
not in his youth Bush had used illegal drugs (something Bush would neither confirm
nor deny).

It is important to understand that agenda setting can differ greatly from one news
medium to another. The content of a suburban weekly newspaper will not be the
same as that of a nearby metropolitan daily, for example. The suburban weekly may set
as its primary agenda local activities in the community, whereas the metropolitan
daily probably feels obligated to include more coverage of national and international

news.

INFORMATION PROCESSING BY
THE CONSUMER

Although the mass media determine what news and en-
tertainment the public will see and hear, people will not
absorb all the information they receive. Instead, people
process information by condensing it, selecting aspects
of interest to them, and integrating what they select
into their own thinking.

People pay attention to only a small amount of the
information available to them. To do otherwise would
risk information overload. Can you imagine reading or
remembering everything that has been printed or
broadcast during your lifetime? As the years go by, most
of us accumulate a substantial backlog of information.
This allows us to filter new information into our memo-

People absorb only a fraction of all the information ries to update and refresh previously developed percep-

available to them.

tions and to reject information we deem unimportant.
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No matter how hard
candidates may try to
deal with issues they
consider important

to their campaigns,
intense coverage by the
media quite often is
responsible for political
agenda-setting.

In a field study in Evanston, Illinois, communication researcher Doris Graber dis-
covered that newspaper readers ignored two out of three stories, read no more than
18 percent of the stories in full, and looked at only the first and second paragraph of
the rest.” (Reading only the beginning of a story is actually an efficient process because
it takes advantage of the inverted-pyramid writing style, the most common style of
news writing: The most important aspects of the story are summarized in the first para-
graph, the next most important information follows, and the least important angles

appear at the end.)
Graber also found that a similar screening process goes on

for television news: Of all the stories on a typical half-hour
newscast, only one is Fetained sufficiently to be recalled shortly @ Practicing Media Literacy
afterward. Despite this haphazard news selection process, how- 4 ies d
ever, she found that people manage to stay on top of the most ow many stories 0 et e )
important stories. (Many television news directors believe the member from last night’s televi-
second most important story in a newscast, after the lead story, sion newscasts or from this

is the final story—the kicker—because that’s the one the view- morning’s newspapers?

ers will remember the most. They want the audience to associ-

ate humorous or heart-warming stories with the station on
which they saw it.)

In addition to ignoring large numbers of stories, people reduce the amount of in-
formation they need to store by extracting only the essential points from the few news
stories they do read or hear. An example of how this works could be seen in what the
public remembered about the controversial 1999 federal budget. Although the budget
contained thousands of pages of detailed information, the public knew only that the
Republicans wanted a larger tax cut and President Clinton wanted to save social
security.

As a result of her study, Graber concluded:

Average Americans are capable of extracting enough meaningful political information
from the flood of news to which they are exposed to perform the moderate number of cit-
izenship functions that American society expects of them. They keep informed to a lim-
ited extent about the majority of significant publicized events. They also learn enough
about major political candidates to cast a thoughtful vote and make some judgments about
post-election performances.®
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These basic definitions and concepts are needed to assist your study of popular culture
and mass media. In the next chapter, we will provide an overview of how popular culture
and mass communication have been influencing each other since the 15th century.

SUMMARY

The term culture refers to everything that occurs in a society. It represents all of the
customs and practices handed down from generation to generation. Popular culture is
the culture of everyone in a society. It is so pervasive that we seldom see it. Mass cul-
ture is a term often used synonymously with popular culture. It refers to everything in
our culture that is either mass produced or disseminated through the mass media.

Most mass media evolve through a media progression cycle called the elitist—
popular—specialized (EPS) cycle. The media usually start out in the elitist stage, then
progress to the popular stage, and finally settle into a stage of specialization.

Several basic components are important to the proper functioning of the com-mu-
nication process. These include the source, message, channel, and receiver. In addition,
communication has such important elements as feedback, symbols, frames of reference,
and a variety of noises that include channel, semantic, and psychological noise.

Mass communication is one of the more complex forms of communication. It is a
process whereby professional communicators use technological devices to share mes-
sages over great distances to influence large audiences.

The mass media are the channels used in mass communication. In addition to
providing information and entertainment, U.S. mass media are in the business of
making money, earning more than $150 billion by the end of the 20th century.

Information processing by the media includes gatekeeping and agenda setting.
People who work for the mass media serve as gatekeepers, determining what news, in-
formation, and entertainment reach us. Agenda setting is a process whereby the mass
media help us decide what is important and what isn’t.

Consumers also exercise information-processing techniques that help them
prevent information overload. They very selectively filter information of interest
to increase their knowledge about what they deem important while screening out
a great deal of nonessential material.

Find a review of Key People and Concepts, a message board for Practicing Media Lit-
eracy questions, self tests, and more at: www.mhhe.com/wilson.

Thought Questions

1. What are some examples of elite culture not mentioned in this chapter?

2. Are there any popular cultural items or activities that are neither mass-produced
nor shared through the mass media?

3. Make a list of instances in your own life where psychological noise hindered
communication.

4. What are some recent examples in which the mass media set an agenda for what
you should be thinking about?

5. After watching a TV newscast, make a list of five or more stories that you re-
member and list the reasons you remembered them.
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In my opinion, we are in danger of developing a cult of the
Common Man, which means a cult of mediocrity.

—Herbert Hoover, 31st U.S. President

© The McGraw-Hill
Companies, 2001

Culture and
Mass

How They Interact

Key People and Concepts

Johannes Gutenberg
Marshall McLuhan
Martin Luther
Literacy

Rotary Press

Penny Press
Vaudeville
Consumerism

Product Brokers



Wilson-Wilson: Mass 2. Culture and Mass Text © The McGraw-Hill

Media/Mass Culture, An Communicaiton: How They Companies, 2001
Introduction, Fifth Edition Interact

he death of Britain’s Princess Diana in a Paris automobile accident

stunned the world. In the United States, the major networks provided

wall-to-wall coverage of the story. During the week between the acci-
dent and the funeral, the networks continued their coverage of the story on the
various nightly news magazine programs. Ratings for that week listed 9 of
the top 25 programs and 5 of the week’s top 10 as being network news magazines.
And those figures did not include the coverage of Diana’s funeral, which was tele-
cast live in this country at 8 A.M. eastern time, 5 A.M. Pacific time. Despite the
early hour on a Saturday morning, the A. C. Nielsen Company estimated the
viewing audience at 33 million people. Because a lot of people were tuning in and
out and many watched the repeat broadcasts of the funeral later that day, the net-
works estimated the viewership to be as high as 50 million.! What surprised
many people was the fact that the Internet, which became a bona fide news
medium by the end of the 20th century, also proved to be a successful vehicle for
covering the story of Diana’s death. Using words, pictures, video, and sound, In-
ternet news sites chronicled the events following the crash and retold the story of
her life. Research also showed that hundreds of thousands of Internet users
around the world turned to chat rooms and message boards to express their shock
and share their grief. And the top Internet news sites managed to keep pace with
the traditional news media. MSNBC’s website (msnbc.com) and CNN Inter-
active (cnn.com) both reported the accident at the same time as their cable coun-
terparts were breaking the story. Other websites, relying on news sources such as
Reuters, also kept pace with the TV coverage.? By the next day, the Inter-

net was offering far more comprehensive coverage than network television. USA

Today’s web page (usatoday.com) had joined MSNBC and CNN Interactive and

many other news sites in providing news updates and articles on nearly every
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aspect of Diana’s life, her failed marriage to Prince Charles, and her charitable work.> And the American
public was consuming as much of this information—whether from newspapers, radio, television, magazines,
or the Internet—as they could possibly receive. ® The mass media, media technology, and our culture all
interact with one another. In this chapter, we’ll see the origins of this interaction and how it’s happening to-
day now that the flow of information has become a flood. The people’s “right to know” is much more easily

fulfilled than it has ever been in the history of the world. We’ve come a long, long way—and the informa-

tion revolution is continuing.

THE BEGINNINGS OF MASS COMMUNICATION

In Western culture, mass communication began in the 15th century when the Ger-

Gutenberg man printer Johannes Gutenberg (1398-1468) invented the process of movable type.
Movable type allowed molds of alphabet characters to be rearranged to form any mes-
sage. After the desired number of copies of a particular page were printed, the letter
molds could be reused to form new words and pages.

Prior to that time, most books were handwritten and very time consuming to pro-
duce. Because of this, reading material was scarce and limited to those in the elite cul-
ture—the clergy and the nobility. Printing from carved wooden blocks was attempted
in the 14th century but did not become a popular form of mass communication.
Gutenberg’s invention increased the number of books and made them available for an
emerging middle class.

The development of printing, which led to the spread of literacy to the middle classes,
and the emergence of trade and commerce caused major cultural changes in Western
civilization. The medieval economy, particularly from the 8th to the 12th centuries,
was very regional and agrarian. Except for religious pilgrimages, wars, and the Cru-
sades, people did not travel, and they produced consumer goods only to meet local
needs.

During the Middle Ages, society was highly stratified; people belonged to one of
three groups—<clergy, nobility, or peasants/artisans—and their social rank virtually
never changed. Organizations such as guilds and monasteries, though established for
different purposes, helped to preserve the stratification of social ranks. Moreover, a
strict equality was enforced among peers. Guild masters, for ex-
ample, had to follow closely a set of rules governing their out-

@ . o put and their conduct; no master was allowed to produce more
Practicing Media Literacy work than any other.

Compare the spread of literacy Life in medieval society was very stable. People were born
after the development of print- into a social class and remained there throughout their lives.
However, by the 14th century, Europeans had started to travel
and explore the world beyond them. They began to discover
different cultures and different types of consumer goods, and
these discoveries led to the development of long-distance
trade.

ing to the spread of “media liter-
acy” happening today.
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Pictorial Prints
Printing became the first mass-produced
and mass-distributed commodity in this
new Western culture. Pictorial prints also
had a special place in the early history of
printing: They were the first form of
mass-produced images for popular mar-
kets. Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528) was
one of the most successful Renaissance
artists to use the art forms of woodcuts
and engravings to mass-produce pictorial
prints. These prints became an early form
of mass culture that helped to foster con-
sumerism in the lower classes of society.*

Modern scholars do not consider
works of mass-produced graphic art made
before the 18th century examples of mass
culture; their antiquity and their display
in museums give them the status of fine
art. But this view reflects a social redef-
nition that began in the late 17th cen-
tury, when collectors in Holland and France started treating prints as works of art that
could be enjoyed, such as paintings, both for their aesthetic merits and as investments.
Before this time, printmaking primarily involved images for a popular audience.’ (This
same phenomenon can be found today as such popular cultural items as old comic
books, baseball cards, posters, and magazines are collected and exhibited as art. The
current value of such items far exceeds their original selling price.)

In addition to books and pictorial prints, maps were widely published and circu-
lated. They not only facilitated trade and travel but were also used like pictorial prints
as decorative wall hangings.

Farly Books

Most books published during the first century of printing were reproductions of tradi-
tional religious works, such as the Bible, the Book of Hours (which contains the pre-
scribed order of prayers, readings from the Scriptures, etc.), and the like. Although
produced with movable type, they were made to look like their handwritten prede-
cessors by using traditional layouts and typefaces designed to resemble handwriting.
Woodcut illustrations were used in these books not so much to illustrate a scene as to
decorate the pages.® As the accuracy of illustrations became more important in the lat-
ter half of the 15th century, woodcuts gave way to metal engravings, which were more
reproducible.’

According to Canadian media the-
orist Marshall McLuhan, the develop-

ment of printing had a profound impact @ Practicing Media Literacy

on the thinking process in Western
ng b : . How does the Internet force a
culture. In his popular books written in

the 1960s, The Gutenberg Galaxy and ~ change from the pattern of lin-
Understanding Media, McLuhan con-  €ar thinking?
tended that print restricts our thinking

The Four Horsemen of
the Apocalypse, one

of 15 Woodcuts by
Albrecht Direr in the
late 1490s.

Diirer
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to linear patterns: One thought follows the next in an orderly fashion. Not until the
advent of the electronic media was our culture given alternatives to linear thinking.
Electronic media—particularly television—McLuhan said, give us an “all-at-
onceness” that breaks down the logic of linear thought.®

TANT REFORMATION

Reformation

DEVELOPME

Although printing flourished during the 15th century, mass distribution of these first
mass-produced products was not yet possible. Then, in the 16th century, as the Protes-
tant Reformation spread across Europe, rulers began to fear printing because it per-
mitted the wide distribution of pamphlets criticizing political and religious authorities.
They attempted to control it by licensing printers and suppressing books. King Henry
11 of France, for example, vowed to stamp out all heretical books, and both books and
printers were put to the torch during his reign.’

The Reformation, led by German monk Martin Luther, was the first mass movement
made possible by mass communication. Print was used to mobilize people of all social
classes. Luther’s main argument was that the pope and his agents should no longer be
the sole authority for the interpretation of the Bible and that people should read and
study the Bible on their own. He translated the Latin Bible into German, and through
mass communication it was made available to the people.

Luther and his followers used mass-produced pamphlets to distribute the new re-
ligious thoughts to the masses. They communicated with the illiterate through picto-
rial prints, resembling present-day editorial cartoons, which carried propaganda
messages against the Catholic Church and the pope.

Despite the efforts to censor these materials by rulers who remained faithful to the
Catholic Church, the Reformation spread. In fact, censorship led to the development
of international printing. Publishers in one country would print a book censored in
another for distribution in the prohibited country. Protestant Geneva, Switzerland, for
example, became a center for the publication of the works of French Protestants.

Also developing at this time were agents who worked as book distributors. Print-
ing became firmly entrenched as the first successfully mass-produced and mass-
distributed technology. Venice was the center of printing in this early period, and Italy
had the most print shops, 50, followed by Germany, with 30.

NT OF THE NOVEL

chapbooks

After mass communication developed, more and more people learned to read and
write, especially among the middle classes. However, in those days, the elite did not
think of literacy as merely the ability to read and write. Only those who could read
critically and understand the Greek and Roman classics were considered truly literate.

The new readers were not interested in the ancient classics, however. In addition to
the Bible, they read small, inexpensive books called chapbooks, which contained folk
stories and romances. People read chapbooks simply for enjoyment, not to engage
in erudite literary analysis. Reading was a new way to enjoy the ancient art of



Wilson-Wilson: Mass 2. Culture and Mass Text © The McGraw-Hill
Media/Mass Culture, An Communicaiton: How They Companies, 2001

Introduction, Fifth Edition Interact

Chapter 2 Culture and Mass Communication: How They Interact

storytelling, only now stories were told in
printed version rather than orally.

The Novel

In the 18th century, middle-class readers also
provided a market for a new form of book: the
novel. No longer reliant on the patronage of
the elite and obliged to satisfy their expecta-
tions of elevated, stilted language, writers began
to use the everyday language of the masses.

A major characteristic of the novel was its
realism. Each new novel was supposed to be dif-
ferent. Novels emphasized individual experi-
ence over collective experience. They were
concerned with morality and attempted to pre-
sent moral themes. To make the novels afford-
able and widely available, many—such as the
works of Charles Dickens in the 19th century—
were published in serial form (that is, a few chapters were published each week or
month in pamphlet form). With the evolution of the novel, the language of the writ-
ten word became descriptive rather than conceptual or abstract.

INDUSTRIALIZATION

25

Novelist Charles
Dickens was one of the
authors to have some of
his work published in
serial form.

novel

Printing technology remained virtually unchanged during the first several centuries of
mass communication. Movable type and hand-cranked presses were state of the art
until the early 19th century, when a steam-powered cylinder press was perfected in
England. This new development allowed for the rapid reproduction of printed mate-
rials. In 1846, a rotary press was developed that could produce about 20,000 copies of
a newspaper per hour.

The rotary press was just one tiny part of the great technological explosion known
as the Industrial Revolution, which irreversibly changed Western culture and
lifestyles. It opened up new jobs in the cities and caused a migration of people from
family farms to urban areas. Immigrants and migrants left their traditional popular cul-
ture behind and moved into the cities, where their work was regimented, standardized,
and homogenized.

Artisans and craftspeople were displaced by semiskilled workers who could oper-
ate machines. The use of these machines restructured society into one that focused on
mass production and mass consumption. It also brought about the eventual shorten-
ing of the work week from 12-hour days, six days a week, to the current 40-hour (or
shorter) week.

Sociologist Louis Wirth described the new urban culture as one that saw “the
weakening of bonds of kinship, and the declining social significance of the family, the
disappearance of the neighborhood, and the undermining of the traditional basis of
social solidarity.”!® Set adrift from their familiar surroundings and the age-old rhythms
of rural life, the new urban working class had new needs: a way to learn about their
new environment and ideas for spending their leisure time. These needs helped to
transform our culture.

rotary press
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Newspapers moved into the popular stage of the EPS cycle when The New York Sun sold its daily editions for a penny.

The Metropolitan Newspaper

One of the first things to develop to meet these needs in the new industrial society was
the metropolitan newspaper—often called the penny press—which was aimed at com-
mon people in the city. The first such paper in the United States was the New York
Sun, which was established in 1833, shortly after the invention of the steam-driven
press.

Although newspapers had existed since the late 17th and early 18th centur-
ies, they had been read by the educated elite, not the general public. The costs of
printing were too high to reach a mass audience, and the content was not everyday

news items but dated information from abroad, political re-

ports, and essays.
Early issues of the New York Sun sold for a penny, rather

@ Practicing Media Literacy
Based on the role of mass com-
munication in the development
of our industrial society, what
impact do you think the media
will have as our culture moves
down the global information

than the usual 6 cents, and carried stories about ordinary peo-
ple. Other penny-press newspapers followed, running news
items about local events and common people’s problems and
interests. This new form of journalism helped to reduce anxiety
and solitude by revealing to the lonely, displaced city dwellers
their common humanity and their mutual pursuit of money as
the common denominator of urban life.!! According to sociol-
ogist Michael Schudson, the penny papers “expressed and built

highway?

the culture of a democratic market society, a culture that had
no place for social or intellectual difference.”?

ballpark

vaudeville

Fntertainment

Although not directly related to mass communication at that time, two other institu-
tions developed during the latter part of the 19th century to meet the needs of the
new urban dwellers: the ballpark and vaudeville. Both kinds of entertainment helped
to fill the growing amount of leisure time workers enjoyed and later were transformed
into mass-media activities.

The first professional baseball team, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, was founded
in 1869, and soon there were teams in all the major eastern and midwestern cities.
The ballpark brought together crowds of strangers who could experience a sense of
community within the big city as they watched a baseball game. Immigrants were able
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to shake loose their ethnic ties and become absorbed in the new national game, which
was becoming representative of the “American spirit.” The green fields and fresh air
of the ballpark were a welcome change from the sea of bricks, stone, and eventually
asphalt that dominated the city scene.

Workers could temporarily escape the routine and dullness of their daily lives by
vicariously participating in the competition and accomplishment that baseball games
symbolized. Baseball reflected the competitiveness of the workplace and the capitalist
ethic, as players were bought and sold and were regarded as property. The ballpark also
provided a means for spectators to release their frustrations against authority figures:
The umpire became a symbol of scorn, and cries of “kill the umpire,” accompanied by
tossed debris, were frequent.

Yankee Stadium,
shown here on opening
day, April 19, 1923,
was one of the early
ballparks which
brought urban dwellers
together as a commu-
nity. The mass media
opened the experience
to a national audience.
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Vaudeville entertain-
ers, such as Drane and
Alexander, took tradi-
tional forms of popular
entertainment (or folk
art) and made them
part of the new mass
culture. (1912 photo
from the Bettmann
Archive)

As professional baseball emerged
as a popular pastime, it became an in-
creasingly commercial enterprise. Sta-
diums were built to seat the spectators,
and hawkers of beer, soda, hot dogs,
peanuts, and Cracker Jacks soon ap-
peared. Advertising on signboards,
streetcar posters, handbills, and bal-
loons and in newspapers helped
to “sell” the ballpark to the public.??
With the advent of the electronic me-
dia in the 20th century, baseball and
other sports became a form of mass-
media entertainment.

Vaudeville, the other popular form
of entertainment in the 19th century,
took the traditional forms of popular
entertainment or folk art, such as eth-
nic humor, juggling, dancing, and
clown acts, and made them part of the
new mass culture. Vaudeville set the
mold for entertainment programs on
the electronic media that eventually displaced it in the 20th century. Radio incorpo-
rated the style and humor of vaudeville, and television in turn took over the enter-
tainment format of radio when it developed in the late 1940s and 1950s. The quick
cuts and action of modern-day television are ultimately based on the conventions of
vaudeville entertainment.'*

In the late 19th century, the ballpark and vaudeville were followed by the first
two mechanized mass-communication media: the phonograph and motion pictures.
These media and their cultural impact will be discussed in separate chapters.

MASS MEDIA IN MASS SOCIETY

In the 19th century, the role of mass communication was to supplement face-to-face
communication and provide a means of disseminating—and creating—the new mass
culture.

Cultural Niches

As new technologies developed in the industrial age, they had to find a way to serve
the new society. Among the mass media, for example, the newspaper found its niche
by becoming a medium from which the common person could learn about what was
happening in his or her city.

The telephone was invented by a person working on the invention of a hearing aid
and at first was considered as a possible device for broadcasting. However, its develop-
ers found a better use for it as an electronic extension of interpersonal communication.

Photography was invented in the 19th century as a quicker and less expensive al-
ternative to family portraits produced by an artist. It later became an essential vehicle
for covering events by metropolitan newspapers. Today photography is important in
many fields of mass communication.
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Radio was developed in
the early 20th century for
ship-to-shore communication
and for military use; messages
could now be transmitted
without having to string wires
between two points. However,
radio’s more important func-
tion was as a mass medium for
news and entertainment. For
the first time, people could
hear news as it was happening
and listen to a variety of free
vaudeville entertainment in
their own homes. Radio be-
came a mass medium just be-
fore the Great Depression hit
in 1929, and free entertain-
ment was one of the few
bright spots in the bleak
1930s.

Besides providing free en-
tertainment, radio allowed
members of the newly mobile
society to take their favorite

The ethnic humor of
Amos ‘n” Andy (Free-
man Gosden and
Charles Correll) was a
popular feature on net-
work radio from the
late 1920s to the early
1960s.

entertainment with them when they
moved from the family farms and small
towns to the large cities. To be able to
still hear such familiar voices as Amos ‘0’
Andy and Jack Benny when they left
their homes in lowa or Oklahoma for the
impersonal cities or the agricultural lands
of California was an enormous comfort to
the migrants of this era.

Television was invented as a potential
replacement for radio by adding a picture
to the sound. When radio programs—
comedies, variety shows, and soap operas—moved to television, the format of radio
changed to specialized music and news. Radio became a different medium, thus find-
ing a new place for itself in mass society. This trend continues as new technologies
come on the scene.

MASS MEDIATION OF LEISURE

Comedian Jack Benny
(shown here with wife
and co-star Mary Liv-
ingston) provided a hu-
mor that appealed to all
segments of the nation’s
population.

As leisure became an important ingredient in the new mass culture, as a means of both
stimulating consumerism and providing activities for the increased hours away from
the workplace, the mass media started to promote leisure-time activities.
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The metropolitan press began to cover the ballpark in the latter part of the 19th cen-
tury. First came the sports page, pioneered by Joseph Pulitzer in his New York World,
followed by the sports section, introduced by his rival, William Randolph Hearst, in
the New York Journal. Sports magazines also developed during this period.

When radio became a mass communication medium in the 1920s, broadcasters
soon found that sporting activities in the ballpark were ideal for programming. In ad-
dition, innovative radio sportscasters took their broadcasts one step further when they
couldn’t actually attend a game by broadcasting recreations of the games, with an an-
nouncer and a sound effects person sitting in a studio creating descriptions and sounds
of the game from bits of information fed to them by Western Union.

As television developed, network executives eventually decided that baseball—
the national pastime—was not as “visual” as football, so they turned professional foot-
ball into TV’s number-one electronic sports entertainment. (It is interesting to note
that professional football was the first team sport to call time-outs for commercials.)

Prior to this time, professional football had not become a major sport because of
the popularity of collegiate football and the long tradition of baseball as America’s fa-
vorite professional sport. The National Football League (NFL) was barely holding its
own, and the American Football League (AFL) was about to disappear when the tele-
vision networks came to the rescue. If NBC hadn’t put down money for the television
rights to AFL games, the league would have folded long before it merged with the NFL.

A third professional football league, the United States Football League (USFL),
began play in 1983. However, in 1986 the USFL had to suspend operations when it se-
cured only $1 in damages in a lawsuit it had filed against the NFL. The USFL claimed
that the NFL had kept the television networks from giving the USFL a broadcasting
franchise—and a guaranteed source of income. The need for mass mediation for a pro-
fessional sport to survive was made brutally clear.

In 1990, the NFL signed a record-breaking $3.6 billion, four-year contract with
five broadcast and cable networks, including Turner Broadcasting System and ESPN.
The contract added two more teams to the playoffs and, by the fall of 1992, two more
weeks to the professional football season. To help the networks recoup some of their
investment, the contract allowed for the addition of five 30-second commercial spots
to each game. By 1990, time-outs for commercials had extended the average length of
a professional football game from 2 hours, 57 minutes in 1978 to 3 hours, 11 minutes.
This marriage for profit between television and the ballpark became very lucrative by
the end of the 20th century.

One of the biggest popular cultural events in American society today comes, after
months of media hype, at the conclusion of the professional football season: the Super
Bowl. This media-created and media-promoted event, traditionally held on the third
or fourth Sunday of January, has become a worldwide party—event, with many Euro-
peans getting up in the middle of the night to view the game on television.

Super Bowl Sunday, like Monday night football, fulfills many of the socialization
functions the early ballpark did. People come together for Super Bowl parties or Mon-
day night football cocktail hours to share a common interest. Strangers with nothing
else in common can talk about the electronic ballpark festival for days afterward.
Those who attend a football game in person are happy to find the same features of the
electronically broadcast version available to them: instant replays shown on a large
TV screen on top of the scoreboard. This was particularly helpful for fans attending
Super Bowl XIX held at Stanford Stadium in California in January 1985, because they
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The Super Bowl has
become a media event
watched each January
by millions of TV
viewers around the
world.

could watch with the rest of the television viewers around the world as the official
coin toss at the start of the game was handled from more than 3,000 miles away by

President Ronald Reagan at the White House.

Football, however, is not the only sport that television has
changed. The World Series is played in chilly October tempera-
tures at night on the East Coast and in late afternoon on the
West Coast so that the games will be shown on television during Do you think television has too
prime time in the eastern and central time zones. Professional much influence over baseball
basketball playoffs now include 16 of the 27 NBA teams, and the  and other major sports?
season stretches into June so TV can have more high-rated
games. The National Hockey League has expanded the pauses in
play following certain penalties to more than 30 seconds to allow time for a commercial.

Sports has proven over the years to be a major money winner for television. Each
year the baseball playoffs and World Series help the network carrying the games to top
the ratings charts. Unlike sitcoms, which have to be promoted to build an audience,
sports is a form of programming that comes with a built-in audience: the fans. During
large-audience sports events, the networks can, in addition to making money on com-
mercials, promote their own season’s programming.

@ Practicing Media Literacy

Consumer Goods

By covering a variety of other leisure-time activities, the mass
media influence people to buy things so they can participate
too. Recreational vehicles, boats, all-terrain scooters, ski out- @ Practicing Media Literacy
fits, and designer jeans are just some of the consumer goods
that have become a part of our popular leisure culture through
the mass media’s establishment of a need. Advertisements and
reflections of active lifestyles on TV and in the movies create the media?
these needs.

What products have you re-
cently purchased as the result of




Wilson-Wilson: Mass
Media/Mass Culture, An
Introduction, Fifth Edition

32

CRITICISM O

2. Culture and Mass Text © The McGraw-Hill
Communicaiton: How They Companies, 2001
Interact

Part 1 Culture and Communication

F MASS SOCIETY

escapism

low culture

kitsch

The new mass culture ushered in by the Industrial Revolution was not accepted with-
out criticism. Intellectuals found the new society debased and believed it encroached
on the elite or high culture. This critique by some European intellectuals, Germans in
particular, led in the 19th century to the development of romanticism and the first
real study of popular culture. Leaders of the romantic movement examined the tradi-
tional folk culture that was symbolic of the good old days. Such things as folk cos-
tumes, customs, foods, and history took on new importance. (Perhaps the most famous
and enduring of these efforts was the collection of fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm.)

Other critics of mass culture believed that it had transformed our culture into just
another commodity to be bought and sold and that it was intellectually destructive be-
cause it provided escapism and served a narcotic function in society. They saw the
new mass culture consuming rather than preserving cultural objects that were being
mass-produced to meet society’s entertainment needs. These critics also detested the
fact that the mass media conformed to average tastes and did nothing to elevate the
cultural level of the masses.

This criticism of mass culture still exists today (and in fact seems to be increasing),
with a primary focus on the mass media and their influences on society in general.
Some intellectuals still believe television entertainment is “low culture” and is un-
dermining the elite arts. Critics complain that most TV programming is nothing more
than a mindless pacifier with no educational or artistic value. Sociologist Dwight
MacDonald theorized that a significant part of the population is “chronically con-
fronted with a choice of going to a concert or to the movies, of reading Tolstoy or a de-
tective story, of looking at old masters or at a TV show.”!®
Defenders of high culture express concern that the proliferation of commercial-
ized mass culture is blurring the distinction between elite and mass culture. They
point out that this fusion of the two types of culture is not raising the level of mass cul-
ture but instead is corrupting high culture. MacDonald says, “There is nothing more
vulgar than sophisticated kitsch” (a German term for mass culture).'
Critics contend that art in popular or mass culture is predi-

@ Practicing Media Literacy

What do you thin

gested so that spectators are spared the effort of understanding
genuine art and given a shortcut to appreciating its pleasures.
It is much easier to view a Norman Rockwell painting and in-
k is the major stantly understand it than it is to quickly comprehend the

problem with each of the mass meaning of an expressionistic Van Gogh.

media today?

This democratization of art, critics continue, leads to the
homogenization of our culture, which is analogous to the ho-

mogenization of milk: The globules of cream are evenly dis-
tributed throughout the milk instead of floating separately on top.!” In other words,
the qualities of high and low culture have been blended together, and the demand for
the “cream” has all but disappeared. Some have even suggested that the way we view
ourselves and our expectations for romantic relationships are often shaped by our ex-
posure to the mass media (see Box 2.1).
Another major criticism leveled at the mass media, particularly television, is that
both news and entertainment are treated superficially. Critics charge that there seems
to be a preoccupation with celebrity status, and the major focus is to entertain rather
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Box 2.1
MEDIA LITERACY

Popular Culture and Mass Media |

lyths about Romantic Love by D wry-Lou Galician

the research of Dr. FUN!—otherwise known as

Dr. Mary-Lou Galician of Arizona State Uni-
versity. This material is copyrighted and all rights are
reserved. Test yourself: Answer True or False to each
statement to indicate your own personal belief.

Dr. FUN!’s Mass Media Love Quiz is based on

1. Your perfect partner is cosmically predestined
for you and nothing/nobody can ultimately sepa-
rate you.

2. There is such a thing as “love-at-first-sight.”

3. Your true “soulmate” should KNOW what you’re
thinking or feeling (without your having to tell).

4. If your partner is truly meant for you, sex is easy
and wonderful.

5. The man should NOT be shorter, weaker, younger,
poorer, or less successful than the woman.

6. To attract and keep a man, a woman should look
like a model or a centerfold.

7. The love of a good and faithful true woman can
change a man from a “beast” to a “prince.”

8. “All we really need is love,” so it doesn’t matter if
you and your lover have very different values.

9. Fighting a lot shows that a man and a woman re-
ally are passionate about each other.

10. The right mate “completes you” by filling your
needs and making your dreams come true.

11. In real life, actors are often very much like the ro-
mantic characters they portray.

12. Since mass media portrayals of romance aren’t
“real,” they don’t really affect us.

I hope you answered “FALSE” to ALL the above
statements from my “Mass Media Love Quiz,” based on
my research examining what we learn about romantic
love from the mass media and how these portrayals af-
fect us.

The problem is that while most of us “know” the
“right” responses to my quiz items, we still “believe” the
unrealistic ones our popular culture presents to us!

Mass media are very powerful socialization agents.
From the time we’re very young, we're barraged with
fairy-tale depictions of romantic love in the popular
culture—movies and television, books and magazines,

recordings and the radio, advertising, and even the
news—so we shouldn’t feel too badly if we wind up
with some unrealistic expectations. Remember: Mass
media rely on simplification, distortions of reality, and
dramatic symbols and stereotypes to communicate their
messages.

Unfortunately, “false-love” images and scripts of
coupleship put pressure on BOTH women and men—
to measure up to Playboy centerfolds and Prince
Charmings. Some media-constructed unrealistic expec-
tations can even lead to depression and other dysfunc-
tions, several can be downright dangerous. So it’s smart
to become aware and change our unhealthy views.

With this in mind, let’s look more closely at the
mass media myths in my quiz:

1. A partner who is “perfect” would be less than fully
human, but media myths glorify the unrealistically
ideal. While you're seeking your one-and-only Mr.
Or Ms. “Right,” your blinders prevent you from
seeing a whole spectrum of candidates who could
make an excellent match.

2. There’s attraction-at-first-sight, but real love takes
real time. Too many movies and TV shows give
us the opposite idea. But they have only two hours
to spin their tales. And advertisers have only 30
seconds.

3. Mind-readers function only in circuses—and
romance novels, which feed our fantasy of having
a perfect relationship without really working at it.
Realistically, romantic partners learn about each
other by daring to be open and honest about what
they want.

4. As with all intimacy, genuinely good sex takes
time, trust, and togetherness. In real life (unlike in
the pages of Playboy or Cosmo), the essential ele-
ment of love is NOT sex.

5. To fit the “Me-Tarzan, You-Jane” cultural stereo-
types that the mass media perpetuate, many lead-
ing men in movies and TV shows have to stand on
boxes to appear taller than their leading ladies.
Even news anchor “couples” are usually an older
male—younger female duo. These images reinforce

continued
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sexual inequality and block many potentially won-
derful relationships from ever getting started.

Real love doesn’t superficially turn a person into
an object. Nevertheless, even though they might
not realize it, many males subconsciously use ac-
tresses, models, and centerfolds as a standard for
their own real-life partners, who cannot help dis-
appointing them (unless they, too, have had the
surgical and photographic enhancements that pop
culture icons get). What's worse is that even
women’s magazines reinforce unhealthy female
body images.

Children who see Beauty and the Beast should be
warned that Belle’s attempts to reform her captor
would be most unwise in real life. We cannot
change others—especially not abusive “heroes” (or
“heroines”!) who have some good inside if only
their partner can be “good enough” to bring it out.
This fallacy underlies domestic violence.

Opposites frequently attract—but they don’t stay
together very long except in mass media mythol-
ogy. Can you imagine a real-life dinner party mix-
ing the friends of “Pretty Woman” and her
stockbroker boyfriend? Though rarely demon-
strated by the mass media, shared values (not “in-
terests”) form the basis of lasting romantic
relationships.

Invariably in mass media, a male and female who
take an instant strong dislike to each other will
(eventually) discover that they’re made for each
other—despite their continual bickering. Respect-
ful disagreement is healthy, but these constant
combatants need conflict-resolution training.
Don’t confuse fighting with passion: Love is about
peace, not war.

Although “love” songs cultivate this Snow White
syndrome (Her big Disney solo was “Someday

My Prince Will Come”!), using your partner as a
completer, fixer, or rescuer—someone from whom
you “take” or “get”—is robbery, not romance.
(And that goes for “incomplete” MEN like Jerry
Maguire!) But where’s the dramatic conflict in
well-adjusted, self-sufficient individuals who
choose to share their already-full lives?

11. Many men and women are less than satisfied with
their real-life romantic partners because they
aren’t like their idealized image of a celebrity they
think they know.

12. Though we might not be aware of the all-pervasive
media culture, we subconsciously incorporate its
messages and myths into our own lives. In my own
studies of baby boomers and generation X-ers, I've
found that heavier consumers of movies and fash-
ion and fitness magazines tend to have more un-
realistic and stereotypical expectations about
coupleship, and, correspondingly, less satisfaction
in their own real romantic relationships.

Does all this mean we should avoid romantic me-
dia entirely?

We can still enjoy the “escape” that romantic me-
dia myths offer us, but it’s not wise to use them (or me-
dia celebrities) as models. It’s much healthier and
smarter to make yourself the hero or heroine of your
own true romance.

My ultimate advice: “Get real!”

Source: Dr. Mary-Lou Galician is an associate professor in
the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and
Telecommunication at Arizona State University in Tempe.
She has written a book about romanticization of love in the
mass media, and she and her husband—Dr. David
Natharius—conduct Realistic Romance seminars and
workshops.

than to inform or educate. Some felt that the extensive coverage of the death of John
E Kennedy Jr., his wife, and her sister in the summer of 1999 was too much. They
charged that it was merely because of the Kennedy name that the networks provided
almost continuous coverage of the story.

The rapid escalation of violence in our society has also brought about criticism
that violence in the media is causing the problem. In 1993, television networks began
carrying warning labels on programs that contain violence as their answer to the in-
creasing criticism coming from the public and Congress. Even that wasn’t enough, and
Congress approved a new Telecommunications Act in 1996 that required the imple-
mentation of the V-chip to give parents more control over programs viewed in the
home. Many believe young people in particular learn violent behavior from the me-

dia (see Box 2.2).
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The Industrial Revolution brought into our culture the concept of rapid production
and consumption of goods and services. As our mass culture grows and expands and
new forms of mass media develop, consumerism grows with it.

Individuals in our new mass society are still struggling to regain their identity, but
many of them now seem to believe the best way to establish that identity is through
the purchase of the “right” types of consumer goods. The automobiles they drive, the
clothes they wear, and the type of houses they live in tell the world “who they are.”
The industrial-age American myth holds that the more material goods a person ac-
quires, the better off he or she is. Since having more symbolizes being better, there is
never enough, and the society of production and consumption continues to grow.

The multibillion-dollar advertising industry in the United States is not the only vehi-
cle through which consumer goods are sold in the mass media. The way products are
displayed on television, in motion pictures, in magazines, and in music videos plays an
important role in transmitting meaning and generating desire for products.

It was no accident that Ford Explorers were the vehicles of choice in Steven
Spielberg’s film Jurassic Park. In Michael Crichton’s novel about the Mesozoic theme
park, the vehicles described were Toyota Land Cruisers. But six Explorers were do-
nated for the movie, in which they are chased, stomped, and flipped by Tyrannosaurus
rex. Three studio dumpsters were filled with Explorer parts by the time the movie was
completed. This is an example of product placements, a recent trend where products
appear in films only because companies were willing to pay top dollar for the exposure
or supply them free.

An entire profession, called “product brokerage,” has developed around the need
to portray consumer goods in the entertainment business. Product brokers represent
companies willing to pay or donate products for movies and TV shows. For example,
Mercedes-Benz of North America will lend its expensive automobiles to film producers
free as long as they agree to let only the “good guys” drive them. When Mercedes-Benz
executives agreed to let Clint Eastwood and Charlie Sheen drive a 500SL through a
warehouse window and onto the roof of an adjoining building in the film The Rookie,
they insisted that the car land intact and shiny side up, with no injury to the occupants
and with its air bags and automatic roll bar visibly deployed. They also insisted that
Eastwood utter their advertising slogan, “Engineered like no other car in the world.”

Identification with a hero has been the motivation of many car manufacturers to
get their vehicles driven by agent 007 in the James Bond movies. Although there are
no quantitative measurements of the sales impact of such product placements, such
companies as BMW and Aston Martin see value in the added exposure for their prod-
ucts. Computer manufacturers have also fought to have their particular brands on dis-
play in some of the more recent high-tech motion pictures.

Sometimes these product placement agreements can go astray. When the hit
movie Jerry Maguire was presented on the Showtime premium cable channel in 1999,
it was 47 seconds longer than it had been in the movie theaters. The change in the
Tom Cruise movie was the addition of a fake, satirical commercial for Reebok that the
writer-director of the film had edited out. Director Cameron Crowe felt it ruined his
ending. No one would say why it was then added back in for cable television, but the

action was taken following settlement of a Reebok product-placement lawsuit against
Sony’s TriStar Pictures. Reebok had provided $200,000 to help produce the fictional

product placements
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Does the “Monkey See,

of the motion pictures through the modern tele-

vision era, there have been those who believed
they could emulate what they’ve seen on the screen.
Whether it was the way one smoked a cigarette in an
attempt to look like a favorite movie hero or children
putting a towel around their necks and jumping off a
rooftop to see if they could fly like Superman, the me-
dia have had an enormous impact on our culture.

Studies have shown that certain individuals do
tend to imitate what they see in the media. The rash of
skyjackings that led to the necessity for metal detectors
in airports, the escalation of carjackings in recent years,
the placement of cyanide in Tylenol and Excedrin cap-
sules, and the reported findings of syringes in Pepsi cans
are all examples of how the copycat mentality affects
the relationship of media content and our popular
culture. This phenomenon is called the information-
imitation theory (see Chapter 16).

The tendency to blame the media for society’s
woes seems to be escalating. The general public seems
convinced that media influences are creating and fos-
tering antisocial behavior and are the causes of all that
is wrong with society. These arguments are supported
by members of Congress who have tried to curtail the
violence on television, blaming it for the increase in

F or most of the 20th century, from the early days

onkey Do” Concept Apply to the

violence in our cities. The end result was the introduc-
tion of the V-chip in television sets to allow parents to
control the types of programs their children watch. But
no matter what controls have been attempted, the imi-
tation continues.

Blaming the media for violence in our culture,
however, is nothing new. Complaints about violence in
the movies, from the gangster films of the 1930s to the
westerns of the 1940s, have been around since action
scenes began flickering on the silver screen. From the
time they entered our popular culture in the late 1930s,
comic books were blamed for causing youngsters to be-
have violently. By the 1950s, television had replaced
comic books as the perceived cause of our violent be-
havior. Escalating depictions of violence in today’s
movies and in music videos have also come under
attack.

The problem centers on the issue of free speech
and artistic freedom versus the need to protect society
from those who might have a copycat mentality. To
date, the courts have ruled in favor of artistic and
speech freedoms. Although the U.S. Supreme Court
has not ruled on this issue, the lower courts have held
that those who sue the media over content must be
able to show that the program in question intended to
incite the violent act.

commercial for the film in exchange for “recognizable product
visibility.”

One of the most successful examples of product placement
came in 1982 when the Hershey Foods Corporation got Steven
Spielberg to use Reese’s Pieces to cement a friendship between
the extraterrestrial creature and the young boy, Elliot, in the
film E.T. Sales of Reese’s jumped 70 percent the month after
the film was released, and within two months the candy was
being sold at the refreshment counter of 800 theaters that pre-
viously had not carried it.'8

@ Practicing Media Literacy
What examples can you list of
current efforts to commercialize
our leisure culture?

Fxporting Commercialized Pop Culture

The commercialization of our popular culture is not limited to the confines of the
United States. For many years America has been exporting its popular culture, first as
images in motion pictures, magazines, music, and television and finally as commercial
enterprises. Coca-Cola and its logo and Levi’s jeans have long been popular around
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the world. Even replicas of the ultimate American leisure play-

ground, Disneyland, can now be found in France and Japan. @ . . .y )
The opening of the first McDonald’s restaurant in Moscow Practicing Media Literacy

was a worldwide news event as more than 30,000 Russians What are some other examples
stood in line almost two hours to get their first taste of Big of America exporting its popular

Macs, french fries, and chocolate and strawberry “milk cock- culture?
tails.” Worldwide, McDonald’s has more than 11,000 fast-food

restaurants, 741 of them in Japan alone. Japan also has 875
KFC (formerly Kentucky Fried Chicken) outlets.

CULTS IN POPULAR CULTURE

Many of the mass media we will study have already entered the specialized stage of the
EPS cycle (see Chapter 1). As you will see, this move toward specialization has been as-
sisted by a need that has existed in our mass culture since the early days of the Industrial
Revolution: a need for individuals to stand apart from the masses while maintaining a

sense of belonging to something, such as a subcultural group or “cult.” Thus, it is impor-  cult

tant that we understand what a cult is and how it fits within our mass culture.

The cyberpunk cult of the 1990s, racist groups such as skinheads and the Ku Klux
Klan, Satan worshippers, and David Koresh’s Branch Davidians often come to mind
when we use the word cult. Cults, however, do not necessarily have to be bizarre or
dangerous. Webster’s Third New International Dictionary includes in its definition of
cult: “a. great or excessive devotion or dedication to some person, idea or thing . . .
such devotion regarded as a literary or intellectual fad or fetish; b. the object of such
devotion; c. a body of persons characterized by such devotion.” Under such a defini-
tion, cults can include a wide variety of devoted groups, including skateboard enthu-
siasts, baseball card collectors, and rockstar fan clubs.

Many cults are interrelated with the mass media. Some develop as a result of me-
dia attention given to a “person, idea or thing,” while others are catered to by special-
ized media publications that help to perpetuate the interest in the cult or activity.

One category of cults that has developed around the popular music industry is char-
acterized by “great or excessive devotion” to rock stars. In the eyes of their followers,
these superstars can do no wrong. Long after the Beatles split up and Elvis Presley
died, cultlike followers have continued to worship these performers. Even though he
died in the 1970s, Elvis Presley is still featured regularly in the mass media and ap-
peared on magazine covers in the 1990s. Several radio stations have developed “all-
Elvis” music formats, and the U.S. government helped to keep the cultlike devotion
alive in the 1990s by issuing a postage stamp honoring Elvis.

A large, cultlike following developed around the movies Star Wars, The Empire Strikes
Back, and Return of the Jedi and continued some 25 years later with the 1999 release of
Star Wars: Episode 1—The Phantom Menace. Another cult sprang from the Rocky Hor-
ror Picture Show. Some people said they saw the movies hundreds of times, and box of-
fice receipts seemed to support these claims.
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“Live long and pros-
per” is a universal
greeting shared by
“Trekkies,” fans of
the Star Trek series
and its many spinoff
programs.

subculture

Probably the largest and
most interesting television-
produced cult has been the
“Trekkies,” devoted followers of
the Star Trek television series.
The Trekkies have long out-
lasted the original series of the
late 1960s. Each year thousands
gather at conventions, many of
them dressed in Star Trek cos-
tumes complete with pointed
plastic ears. Exhibitors at these
conventions sell a variety of Star
Trek memorabilia.

In the 1990s, TV once again helped to form a subculture. Soon after the Fox net-
work introduced the cartoon family The Simpsons to prime time, young people began
wearing Bart Simpson T-shirts with such messages as “Underachiever and Proud of It”
and “Don’t Have a Cow, Man.” Some schools reacted to the new youth subculture by
banning the T-shirts.

Gang Members

Inner-city gangs provide still another subcultural identification for individuals at-
tempting to establish their own identities in a mass society. Gangs have been glamor-
ized in the mass media for years, particularly in motion pictures, from The Blackboard
Jungle and Rebel Without a Cause in the 1950s to the more recent Boyz N the Hood and
similar movies which followed. In recent years, however, gang activities have become
much more violent, with random killings and drive-by shootings. Gangs such as the
Bloods and the Crips have been killing one another for years over such seemingly
unimportant issues as wandering into the wrong neighborhood or wearing the wrong
color of shirt. Gang membership often provides a support group for youngsters from
dysfunctional families.

Subcult Charactertistics

[t is important to examine subcultures to see how they fit into the larger cultural scene
and how mass media affect them. Many of our subcultures, particularly those involv-
ing youth, are music oriented. Subcultures consist of the practices, fashions, and styles
of subgroups in society. Members of some subcultures tend to stigmatize themselves
and thus establish roles as social outcasts. They often use signs or badges of identifica-
tion to accomplish this. Styles become a signal to the mass culture that the subculture
wants to be “different.”

Punk rockers, for example, gave hidden meanings to various objects, using safety
pins, patches, earrings, spiked hair, and tattoos to set themselves apart from and
ridicule mass society. Punks used their badges and style to symbolize anarchy, provoke
people to dislike them, and oppose the usual practices of society.

Thus, the style of a subculture has two points: (1) to oppose everyday life and (2)
to establish acceptance within the subculture. Contrary to popular myth, which por-
trays subcultures as lawless forms, “the internal structure of any particular subculture
is characterized by an extreme orderliness: each part is organically related to other

parts and it is through the fit between them that the subcultural member makes sense
of the world.”"?
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Although punk started in England as an effort by some people to reject mass soci-
ety, it wasn’t long before the mass media had transmitted their styles and customs
throughout the world. People with spiked and dyed hair, tattoos, and safety pins in the
cheek could soon be seen in such scattered locations as San Francisco, Vienna, and

Tokyo.

39

Cultural Industries @ Practicing Media Literacy

Although subcultures attempt to reject the larger mass culture W_hat other subcultures Car‘ you
and establish their own identities, they are an important part of ~ think of that are prevalent in to-

the mass culture industries. They are promoted and perpetu- day’s society?
ated by the mass media and mass industry—and not just the

music industry, around which many of them develop.

Manufacturers of mass-produced consumer goods soon get on the bandwagon and
merchandise the subculture. Even major chain drugstores carried washable colored
hair spray for punk rockers. Sales of safety pins, earrings, and leather jackets multiplied
after the punk movement began. In the 1990s the alternative rock subculture, known
as grunge rock and roll, found itself co-opted into the mass culture when its funky
clothing style became fashionable in major department stores.

Another subculture, the biker subculture, started out as youth oriented in the
1940s, but today its members are gray-haired, middle-aged men and women. This sub-
culture grew dramatically after the motion picture The Wild One, starring Marlon
Brando, was released for a youth-oriented audience in the 1950s. The movie, based on
a true incident that took place in Hollister, California, depicted a motorcycle gang
taking over a town and wreaking havoc. Brando played a tough-talking gang leader
who was seen as an antiestablishment hero. As numerous biker cults developed, it
became necessary for them to establish their own subcults within the larger subculture
by adopting their own gang names and proudly displaying their own colors, which
gave them individual identities.

The Harley-Davidson motorcycle
company has made millions from this
subculture. All kinds of paraphernalia
imprinted with the now-famous Harley-
Davidson wings have been marketed.
Some of these products include Harley-
Davidson blue jeans and Harley cigarettes
catering to the macho smoker. The
Harley insignia has become an icon as
commonly worshipped as McDonald’s
golden arches and the Coca-Cola logo.

Although subculture members try to
be different from and antagonistic toward
the mass culture, they cannot escape from
the commercialization of mass society.
Each time a new subculture develops, the
economy of the main mass culture bene-
fits by providing products for the subcul-
ture, and the mass media also are right
there to get a piece of the action, either
through recorded music or special-interest
magazines catering to the new subculture.

The takeover of a Cali-
fornia town by Motor-
cycle gangs was
glamorized in the 1954
Marlon Brando movie,
The Wild One. To-
day, that community
holds an annual festival
for bikers.
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Wherever possible, marketing efforts of subcultural products are designed to ex-
pand the market into the mass culture. The blue jeans of the youth subculture of the
1950s and 1960s, for example, eventually found their way into the mass culture as an
acceptable form of dress. The mass culture also attempts to water down the subculture
until it becomes acceptable to the masses. For example, the health-food movement
was once a fringe subculture but now is big business in the mass culture.

We will further explore these interrelationships among our mass society, its sub-
cultures, and the mass media when we examine the various media and how they func-
tion later in this book.

SUMMARY

Political democracy, public education, and the Industrial Revolution of the 19th
century ushered in a new mass society that depended on mass production and mass
consumption of goods and services. The mass media developed as an integral part of
this new mass society and became the disseminators and creators of the new mass
culture.

With the new culture came more leisure time. To fill people’s leisure hours, new
cultural industries were developed, which the mass media marketed. Among the first
cultural institutions to develop in the new mass society were the metropolitan news-
paper, the ballpark, and vaudeville. Each helped the new city dwellers to cope with
their new lifestyle.

As new technologies developed, they had to find a niche in society. Some of the
communication media that found a role in the new mass society were newspapers,
telephones, photography, motion pictures, radio, and television.

Today’s mass culture has been commercialized to the extent that our economy re-
volves around selling us consumer goods as cultural items. The mass media play an
important role in this commercialization of culture and even help to export it.

Even the subcultures in our society that consciously reject mass culture are caught
up in its commercialization. Members of these subcultures buy items that proclaim
their identities. These items are produced by the mass society and often become fads
in the mainstream culture.

Find a review of Key People and Concepts, a message board for Practicing Media Lit-
eracy questions, self tests, and more at: www.mhhe.com/wilson.

Thought Questions

1. What are some current complaints about the mass media in today’s society?

2. What role did mass communication play in the development of our industrial so-
ciety? Are there similar activities at work as our culture moves into the Internet’s
information age?

3. What examples can you list of current efforts to commercialize our leisure culture?
4. What are 10 major examples of America exporting its popular culture?
5. List several subcultures that are prevalent in today’s mass culture.
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