Pop culture no danger, make

(EDITOR'S NOTE: This is the sec-
ond of 15 articles on popular culture in
ican life. The series is the text
for an Oakland University course led
by Prof. Jesse Pitts, whose own com-
ments are elsewhere in.today's edi-
tion. The series was written for
Courses by Newspaper, a program of
the University of California, San
Diego. The views are the writers".)

By HERBERT J. GANS

‘Every society has its story-tellers,
who look at life through imagination-
colored glasses, to entertain, inform,
question and reassure their audiences.

In the past, they created folk tales,
folk art and folk music. Today, they
write movie or television scripts and
novels, create mmmt;ti:xl‘d anx::‘vnd
compose popular ballas “rock,”
and their product is called popular
culture.

Together with the businessmen and
women for whom they work, they are
the makers of popular culture.

Although names such as Paddy
Chayevsky, Harold Robbins and Nor-
man Lear are well-known, story-tell-
ers are largely anonymous, We know
“ithe Fonz” but not the writers who
¢reated the character and put words in
s mouth.

"Most storytellers are white, middle-
dged males, although some women are
row breaking down the sex barriers.
Most story-tellers are also well-edu-
cited, and some do not personally
care for the popular culture they cre-
afe, but they are also professionals
who aim to please the audience.

«'THEN, TOO pépular culture is a
group effort. An individual writer's
work is frequently rewritten by others,
including story-sellers, who make it
vonform to what they think the
audience willbuy. -

In doing this, they are acting as so-
<called “gatekeepers.” The television,
:movie and publishing executives
sdecide what enters and leaves the
1 “gates” of their firms, along with the
+ bankers and advertisers who provide
+ some of the funds for marketing popu-
+ lar culture. The most intriguing puzzle
;about the popular-culture makers is
+ what they do for, and to the audience—
+ how popular culture affects society.

One theory seés the popular-culture
makers as passive agents who give the
; audience what it wants. The other the-
; ory views them as active shapers of
« the tastes of their audiences.

By JESSE PITTS

Qakland University
Last week we examined the func-
\ tions of popular culture—sym-
! bolization of group membership, rein-
forcement of norms and values,
information and entertainment. We
saw the importance of *ceremonial
valence” and of ‘‘organizational
authority” in permitting the discharge
+ of these functions. including the fact
~that ceremonial valence implies a cer-
tain automatic “‘organizational author-
J&y.” We touched upon the dual role of
~news as information and

= entertainment.

o This week I shall begin the first of a
series which will try to dis-
wlinguish, within popular culture,
detween its spontaneous, sponsored

=-and fabricated components.

-
‘== SPONTANEOUS popular culture is
ihat set of beliefs and entertainment
mpattems which owes little to present
=~sponsorship by the upper classes or to
o the mass media.

= There used to be a romantic con-
“Zception of popular culture as being a
. spontaneous emanation of the masses.
eIt hore the name of “folk culture” and
amwas supposed to reflect its native wis-
= dom and natural goodness.

== . However, when we look more
anclasely, we notice it has'its share of
% gore and pornography. (French Cana-
s dian radio finds it very liberating to
Sihave female singers render off-color
= folks songs.)

& Many artifacts of popular culture
= are “trickle-down * effects of high cul-
st twe, such as the reproductions of
2 “Whistler's Mother” we often find in
v homes in mining towns. Bam dancing
s actually a popularization of the
e courtly minuet. German farm girls
- wsed to sing Schubert lieder without
e realizing they were once sung by
wm< society girls in their mothers’ salons,
~ in front of eligible and (hopefully)
=~ polite bachelors.

=~ That is why I stressed that spon-
= taneous culture owed little to
e present sponsorship, although much if
= 3 sediment of past sponsorship and
= past mass media productions.

IT IS A COMPLEX which has its
own laws of development and upon
which sponsored and fabricated items
will have only partly predictable

that we do not know very much about
the laws which govem the devel-
opment of r culture and, often
enoug not very much about
the present state of popular culture,

- We try to find out the elements of its
belief system—what we know as pub-
lic opinion—through surveys. The
problem there is that survey methods
are expensive and yet very crude.

ular culture, in its opinion dimension,
was Gl-culture during World War II.
This GI culture concerned itself with
many items such as the quality of U.S.
generals or the highjinx of Carmen
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impact. )
One reason for unpredictability is

A good example of spontaneous pop- -
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THE “PASSIVE” theory holds that
popular-culture makers only spell out
what is already in people’s minds, so
that popular culture is actually a mir-
ror that reflects American society and
its people. Not only their wants, but
also their secret fears and wishes—for
example, to be heroic or bionic super-
men and superwomen.

But an audience in the tens of mil-
fions is so varied in age, income and
education—and thus in its wants and
wishes—that popular culture camot
possibly be a mirror for everyone.

Nor does it even try. Being a com-
mercial product, popular cultwe is
adimed at specific audiences. Many
television programs are made for the
age 1849, middle-class viewers, espe-
cially women, whom sponsors most
wart to reach; movies are generally
intended for the 1329 age group
because movie attendance drops off
sharply in middle age.

But even more to the point, the
audience fnay not even have strong
wants or fears for which it needs a
mirror. People use popular culture
mainly for entertainment and diver-
sion, and most do not take it very
seriously. Moviegoers flocked to
“Jaws,” 1 believe, for the chase
scenes and the suspense, not because
they needed to deal with their fears
about Nature Rampant.

Nor do people care that much about
the popular culture they get. In fact,
Paul Klein, an NBC television execu-
tive, believes viewers usually choose
the programs “which can be endured
with the least amount of pain and
suffering.”

THE ** ACTIVE" theory, in one ver-
sion, maintains that the popular-cul-
ture makers are also America’s taste-
makers: that in creating popular cul-
ture, they also create our tastes and
vah

ues.
No doubt they help to shape some

Spontaneous folk
culture is rare

Miranda and Paulette Goddard, the
teroie deeds of an ex-football star, the
suppressed patents of fuel injection or
100,000-mile tires, as well as stereo-
types concerning ethnics, allies,
enemies, weapons of war and the dif-
ferential sexual .availability of
European and Asiatic women. It was a
strange mixture of truths and fiction,
_the inside dope of the common man
against both the powerful and the
poweriess.

The paradox of GI culture is that
many of its items were believed pre-
cisely because they were not pub-
ished. They were carried from mouth
to mouth and largely immune fromthe
sponsored information from the Army
Information and Education services,
or from the fabricated GI culture of
the movies, radio and newspapers.

ANOTHER MAJOR component of
spontaneous popular culture is our
Furitan religicsity, in its Protestant
and Catholic varieties.

Most Americans know the words of
*‘Amazing Grace” and "Rock of

ges.” Fifty per cent of my college
udents come from families which
1y grace before meals. In the last 15
ears or so, this religiosity may have
eakened. [ say “‘may” because; here
gain, the polls are contradictory or
neonclusive. R

President Carter may have been
elected because. people were pleased
to see at last some of this religiosity
acknowledged by a candidate for the
pesidency. Religion is not always lim-
ited to the church. There are sacred
elements in the role of the citizen and
even in sports activities.

FOOTBALL, in particular, has
become, over the last 70 years or so,
The Game, in which we symbolize
some of our crucial values and
national’ habits—the commitment to
win, if need be, against all odds and
even sometimes the letter of the law;
individual prowess but within the con-
text of team interest; short and
intense spurts of plarmed efforts fol-
lowed by dawdling; hard work and

ce to pain and fear as an
implicit consequence of the dedication
to victory.

‘The cheerleaders, miracles of asep-
tic sex appeal, encourage the boys to
try harder, smarter, honoring by their
support a concept of masculinity that
some have recently found to be narrow
and insensitive. (Nevertheless, it is the
only place in America where a sue-
cessful man can be patted on the fanny
in public.)

Many people in the TV business have
never been known for their love of the
Jocks. But that is where the money is.
Here the TV networks have followed a
movement and even amplified it even
though it is a reasonable guess they
:‘;e a secret preference for tennis

soceer,
It will be interesting to watch the
“fate "of soccer as it- competes for
audiences with football, and to watch
how the networks handle the rivalry.

tastes, for the miniskirt became popu-
lar after actresses wore it in films and
television programs.

But values must exist independently
before they can appear in the mass
media. For example, many Americans
believed in the devil before Hollywood
made “The Exorcist,” and they
became more liberal in their sexual
altitudes before the mass media were
allowed to be franker.

The popularculture makers may
Propoese new tastes or ideas, but the
audience disposes. Only a tiny fraction
of the hundreds of popular songs
recorded every year find favor with
listeners; and these days, most new
television programs are cancelled
before the season is over.

‘Therefore, popularculture makers
do not try to create or alter tastes.
Instead, they appeal to already exist-
ing tastes.

ing 3
More often than not, they only add
rovel touches to old formulas, stand-
ard story plots and familiar heroes
and villains, some of which have been
popular since the days of folk culture.
Indeed, story-tellers and -sellers pro-
by guesswork, for while they
know what the, audience has liked pre-
viously, they cannot predict what it
will like next. They are better
described as nervous guessers about,
rather than powerful manipulators of,

. the audience’s taste.

And well they might be nervous.
‘They may be soon out of business if
they guess incorrectly

ANOTHER *“ACTIVE" theory
argues that the popular-culture
makers, being in business, will do any-
thing to make a profit.

They therefore appea! to the
audience's basest motives—or what is
called “the 12year-old mentality" in
television. The result is a popular cul-
tuge that is shallow or emotionally
harmful to people.

“Charlie’s Angels™ and even
“Upstairs, Downstairs” may appear
superficial to the exceedingly well-
educated partisans of high culture,
those cultural experts who believe that
almest ' everything save Shakespeare,
Bach and Rembrandt is trash.

n

Walter Croukite, as he edits the CBS evening ne:
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culture, determining what will reach the public.

Popular culture is not made for
experts, however, and people who use
it for diversion do not necessarily find
it shallow.

The charge that popular culture
harms people has been made for many
years. But so far, researchers have
only demonstrated that seeing movie
or television makes boys—but ot
girls—act more aggressively for a
short time afterwards. No one has yet
been able to identify lasting harmful
effects of popular culture,

Heavy doses of *'Starsky and Hutch™
and other television and movie vio-
lence may not be desirable, but there
is no evidence they cause today's high
crime rates. To be sure, from time to
time, individuals carry out violent acts
that they have copied from the screen,
but they are few and far between.

In any case, television or films did
ot create their urge to commit vio-
lence. Rales of violence in America
were much higher during the 19th cen-
tury, before television and movies had
been invented.

STILL ANOTHER ‘‘active™ theory
proposes that popular culture, by
being diverting, also diverts us from
recognizing America’s economic and
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pulitiu:_l problems—and from doing
something about them.

Admittedly, most ular culture
(other than_ news) seﬁm addresses
the country's problems, but mainly
because the country is Loo divided to
deal with them. The popular-culture
makers know that whatever they say *
about controversial economic and
litical topics will upset some-people
in their highly diverse audience and
scare of f advertisers.

My own theory is that the popular-
culture makers divert us because we
wart to be diverted, from our own as
well as the comtry’s problems. and
they respond to the wants—and
tast t allow them to stay in
business.

In the process, they may influence
some tastes as well. and occasionally
they guess so accurately what is on

s life pleasant

ws, is what sociologists call a “gatekeeper” of popular

many minds that popular culture does
reflect widespread wishes or fears.

Most of the time. however, popular
culture only supplies the laughs. thrills
and drama that belp make life a little
more pleasant. We have become so
wsed to it that we can no longer do
without it. but it does not often move
us strongly to touch or touch or deep-
est feelings.

Which is just as well. For a popular
culture with that kind of power could
also divert s from our families,
friends. jobs and other responsibilities.

(Copyright 1977-78 by the regents of
the University of California. Next
week: George Gerbner. dean of the
Annenberg School of Communications.
University of Pennsulvania, discusses
popular culture as big business.)
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