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(EDITOR'S NOTE: This is the third
of 15 articles on American popular cul-
twre. Produced for Courses by News-
paperof the University of Califomia at
Sen Diego, it is the text for an Oakland
University course taught Prof.
Jesse Pitts. The views are the
authors’, Funding is from the National
Endowment for the Humanities.)

By GEORGE GERBNER
cultwre is the stories we
share every day. Call it news, fiction,
education, mythology or just media,
that great and uniquely human process
governs much of what wedo.

Who is the most prolific and tireless
story-teller in your home? It used to
be the parent, grandparent or older
sibling. Today in most homes it is tele-
vision—by far. .

Television has achieved what all
emperors and popes could only dream
about—a pulpit in every living room,
with a charismatic messenger provid-
ing the common ritual of entertain-
ment and information with a central
underlying sales message for all.

The story behind this great transfor-
mation of society is the story of how
we allocate and use our popular cul-
ture” resources. Who pays for what to
whom?

For most of human existence,, public
story-telling was a handicraft process,
faceto-face and adminis-

tered by a priestly or noble hierarchy.
Payment for it was extracted in the
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THE INDUSTRIAL and electronic
revolutions changed all that.
One of the first machines—the print-

ing p-ess—lée;‘&an lrru:chanim‘l story-
e e ol o B
hands of ordinary people to interpret
as they saw fit, paving the way for the
Reformation and the secular state,
“Packaged knowledge" could now
cross boundaries of status, space and

time and break the bonds of family ~

and caste. The old hierarchy gave way
to the new corporate owners and gov-
emors of industrial society.

‘Their power rests largely in their
freedom to manage the i iali

ising messages.

Eventually advertisers replaced
notility, church and state as the
patrons of the most popular of the
arts, particularly radio and television.
The public’s money (included in the
price of advertised goods) is chan-
neled through them to support corpo-
rate aims, sales and powers.

‘THE ELECTRONIC wave that gath-
ered strength with radio hit hard with
television, engulfing and changing the
coatowrs of all; aspects of popular

lture. i

The chief characteristics of tele-
vision are cradle-to-grave and nearly
universal coverage; centralized,
standardized and ritualized produc-

tion; and use. In addition,
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*“The old hierarchy gave way to the new corporate owners and governors of industrial society.”

How schools, cowboys
made us Americans

By JESSE PITTS
B Oakland University
Today 1 speak about “sponsored”
popular cuiture as compared with
“spontaneous popular culture, which
was the subject of last week's article.
Sponsored culture is the entertain-
ment and information that is spon-
sored by authority figures—ie., fig-
ures who have ‘‘organizational
weight” because they claim 1o repre-
sent the voice of the people and to
have a direct connection with the
sacred. It has “ceremonial valence”
because we know we all share its

We saluted the flag every morning—
at the same lime as millions of other
American children, our teacher would
assure us—and sang “America the
Beautiful.” With pride I took my tumn
to hold the staff of the flag while
another student kept it deployed.

The E;lemenlary school tea;r}:r
would check every morning whether
we had washed our teeth and our
hands, at the risks of inflicting
traumas upon the psyches of children
where these habits were not family-
bred. Every Monday we brought some
money to be placed in our school-spon-

meanings, sored savings account,
Our first contacts -with sponsored Thus we were taught the virtues of
popular culture, as diffe i from * cleanli and thrift, Not
family culture, derive from our partic-  learned, of course, but at least all
ipation in the church and in the school. knew what was supposed to be right.
- : »
IT IS TO the Protestant churches THROUGH THE SCHOOL expe-
and the public schools that we owe the  rience, immigrant children came to

common reservoir of Biblical lore that
inspired so much of the eloquence of
American laymen, politicians and
notables. John L. Lewis, the great
president of the United Mine Workers
and the creator of the CIO (with a
good assist from the Communist
Party—USA, which for once got the
worse of the deal), was a master of
Biblical eloquence, probably the last
one.

“Today, most of my Oakland students
Idow little or nothing of the Bible. Bib-
Iigal references leave them blank or
with the suspicion that their professor

1y be some sort of Jesus freak.
~The schools stopped in 1963 the prac-
tipe of the morning prayer. Easter and
Christmas decorations have dis-

from our schools and col-
X How much this factor reflected
of promoted a disaffection from Puri-
tzn Christianity is hard to say.

<Today in our so-called neutral public

Is, any Baptist child will find,
through more or less subtle cues, that
Hfs teachers do not think much of his
parents’ fundamentalist beliefs.

ney

AN EXAMPLE of sponsored culture

is the promotion of the Cult of the
Nation by the elementary, junior and
high schools.

1 still remember the description of
the heroes of the republic: George
‘Washington floating on the clouds of
the unfinished Gilbert Stuart painting;
Parson Weems’ story of the cherry
tree; Abraham Lincoln learning to
ﬁri(en}n '.hefbackdnslmelhyuz
Hght of the fire. I drew Thanksgivi
i of the Pilgrims with u::nf
muskets, their hats and shoes with the
4ilver buckles, and the turkeys cavort-
ing in the snow.

°
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share the mythology of the country
their parents had come to join.

They believed, as did Nathan Hale
(our first CIA agent), that it was too
bad they had but one life to give to
their.country, which was God's coun-
try. When the time came, Italian
Americans would fight against their
Italian cousins, and German-Ameri-
cans would lob grenades against their
German cousins, without any
hesitation.

Through the learning of the lan-
guage, through a passionate exposure
to sacred symbols, through ceremo-
m:; g: )Il.housand times repeated,

the sharing of popular culture,
they had been transformed into Ameri-
cans. As such, they were ready to fight
whenever their president, heir to the
Founding Fathers, would ask them to
gu: to Flanders’ fields, to Burma, to
Micronesia, to North Africa, even to
Vietnam.

Many could not spell the names of
the places where they died, even
though no one from these countries
had ever attacked their sister's honor
or their family’s property.

Mass entertainment—through the
dime novels, the Buffalo Bills of the
direuses, followed by the movies, the

tan culture to the natives and
immigrants, .

AMAJOR VERICLE of that Puritan
culture was the making of the cowboy
into the great American myth.

‘The cowboy became the modern ver-
sion of Bunyon's John Christian, Like *
John Christian, he put devotion to his

. physical incarnations of the chara

duty above family and community,
And his duty was to uphold Right and
to defeat Evil. For this, he would sac-
rifice comfort and endure pain and
laneliness.

Indeed, the cowboy is a man alone,
He does not believe in the sanctity of
the tribe. Often enough, he is misun-
derstood and shunned by the very
people he is trying to help, by remov-
ing evil from their midst.

Once he has done the job to which he
committed himself, he turns down
both the girl and the sheriff’s badge
that a grateful comnzmity wants to
thrust upon him. He gets back on his
horse and rides away into the sunset to
pursue his calling.

To this hero corresponded a charac-
ter type and a physical type. The cow-
boy is certainly net a man of words,
Today it would be said by psycholo-
gists that he is “emotionally con-
stricted.” Many of his traits would fit
the traditional image of the Sioux
Indian whom he fought and
befriended: self-reliant, physicall
tough, believing more in the stil
upper lip than in “letting it all hang
at.”

“Shane” and “High Noon” are the
two movie masterpieces of the cowboy
saga. Tom Mix, Gary Cooper, John
Wayne, James Amess—these were the

type that won the West and which,
without fanfare and heroics, led the
landings at Iwo Jima and Omaha
Beach. Up to the 1960s, they were the
shadow against which many Ameri-
cans unconsciously measured them-
selves, and whom the woman wanted
to marry.

PART OF the success of the cowboy
saga throughout the world is due, no
doubt, to its resonance with many of
the growth problems of boys from 818.

But more important is its promise to
the common man that he, too, could be
a knight without having to be born a

urai or a nobleman, In blue jeans,
with his gun and his courage, any man
could make something of himself and
be the messenger of good.

‘The cowboy is part of sponsared pop-
ular culture because it was the mass
media that enshrined him and created

ment, which gave the cowboy his
credibility. .

It was the ceremonial valence of his
saga, the ritual nature of the “horse
opera,” which made it such a force in
molding our national character,
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?Adi?éﬁising patronizes arts—with our money

Sears paint, subject of an intensive national tele-
vision advertising campaign, illustrates that com-

most elements of program production
are centralized 5o that news, fiction,
drama, documentary, talk, game and
oler shows serve the same basic
institutional purposes.

The first amendment to the Con-
stitution, designed to protect the public
from an oppressive state government,
tbecame the principal shield of the new
“private governments"—the three
major broadcasting networks and
their corporate sponsors—protecting
them from public (as well as govern:
ment) control of programming.

Television has become the functional
equivalent of preindustrial religion,

ing its corporate message in

evel me. moy n of
pwg- lls‘gml ch’[n‘:sh anddéleg\le. gl’ﬂ‘fel&

vision and state. ‘

HOW DO WE pay for this?

Advertising costs, which are passed
onto the American consurmer, total $36
million annually—100 times the total
gross budget of the United Nations.

Some 1,762 daily and more than 7,500
weekly newspapers absorb nearly one-

ird of that amount. Television uses
20 per cent of the total, and its share
keeps rising, gradually squeezing
older media out of the business.

Radio now gets less than seven per
cent of the total advertising support,
and magazines less than six per cent,
with outdoor, direct mail and other
outlets accounting for the rest.

TV programming is run by a few
largely anonymous network executives
who regularly assemble more than 100

million Americans a day and extract -

from their pockets more than $30 mil-
lion a day to pay for the advertising
that supports the programs, the
agencies, the broadcasters, the tele-
vision set manufacturers, the repair
people and the electricity needed to
run the set.l

THE POWER of television enables it
to charge an average of $100,000 per
prime time commercial minute and up
1o a quarter of a million dollars for a
one-minute commercial inserted into a
movie like “Gone With the Wind"—

by audience size, these
astronomical prices add up to an
altractive *‘cost per thousand” (view-

mercial advertisin,

ers) compared to other more selec-
tive—and selectively used—forms of
mass communications and
advertising,
. Television also leads popular culture
in terms of its concentration. It takes
a big network to produce expensive
shows and to take big risks. The top 25
retwork advertisers pay more than
half of the three major networks" bills,
with three giant soap companies alone
g some 14 per cent of the total.
rest of the money we spend for
popular culture goes for books,
movies, records and sports, all of
which now depend on broadcasting for
transmission or promotion or both, but
most of which—unlike broadcasting
itself—can also be bought directly by
the consumer.

g is the chief support of popular

ports and guides the cultural industry
is exracted through a levy on the
price of all advertised goods and serv-
ices. Some call this private taxation
without representation. The tax is hid-
den in the price of soap; 1 pay when 1
wash, not when I watch TV or read a

magazine.

3. Congress made advertising a tax-
deductible business expense, sub-
sidizes the postal rates of printed
media and provides certain advan-
tages for “‘failing" newspapers.

ithout these direct contributions
from the public treasury, “private™

ia would not be profitable, and
probably could ot existat All. .

STRIPPED OF mystification, the
“new religion” and other forms of

Mirror of American Life

ADVERTISING-supported media
create the bulk of popular culture. But
their principal products—the products
they sell for profit—are not culture;
they are people, called “audiences™
and sold to advertisers for a price.

The direct price the public pays for
newspapers and magazines covers the
cost of delivery. The advertisers pay
the rest, but from money that, if not
for special legislation, would have
gone to the public treasury,

In other words, the public's own
money is used to sell public audience
to the highest hidders. This is done in
three principal ways.

1. All broadcasting stations are
licensed by the Federal Commu-
nications Commission to operate the
airways in the “‘public interest, con-
venience and necessity,” according to
the law. In fad, they operate as busi-
nesses to make a profit, but the enor-
mously profitable license to broadeast
in the public domain is given away
free of charge.

2 The advertising subsidy that sup-

popular cultwre operate
on legisalative and market mecha-
nisms ‘that channel public money to
private corporations to support
“cheap” or “Iree” media as the cul-
tural arms of business and industry.

Since the marketing mechanism is
concernied not just with popularity but
with persuading large audiences to

the goods and services advertised,

the quality and diversity of the cul-

service, and its relevance to the

needs of many specific publics that

make up the total community, cannot,

therefore, be the chief criteria of most
mass cultural production.

What of the future?

There are signs of tension and of
pressure to loosen the hold of the cor-
porate giants and the networks and to
dversify the mainstream of popular
culture, especialllly television. Citizen
groups and public organizations are
demanding greater responsiveness and
protection of the public intevest from
all government—private as well as
‘publi

Cc.

Such broadening and democrat-
ization of popular cultural production
would have the additional advantage
of ot selling the same fears, hopes
and styles of life to practically all of
the people, practically all of the time.

(COPYRIGHT 1977-78 by the
Regents of the University of Califor-
nia. Next week: The development of
popular culture throughout American
Hhistory.)
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