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BARBARA CREED

What Is Popular Culture ?

Madonna,_Batman, Oprah iMftey, Elle MacPhersonK.D. Lang, The
SimpsonsMel Gibson,_NeighboursSingers film, models, TVshows and
actors: wilat do each of thedsave in common? Theall belong to that
phenomenorcalled "popular culture”. Every time you watch amovie,
video clip, televisionprogramme, or sports atch; everytimeyou read a
magazine, paperback, comicfashion statemeneverytime you listen to
radio, arock band ormusic disc -you aretapping into an aspect of
popular culture.

Popular culture consists of all areas of modern entertainment which
have a widespread appeal and which belong to the present, although
we still can speak about popular culture from past centuries. The
novel, for instance, was once considered popular, a part of mass culture.

Popular culture is an essential part of modern living. Its many
voices pump out messages and ideas, inviting us to partake of its
pleasures and pains. Popular culturébringsthe world intoour living

room. It offers stories, musicjntimate details of strangers'lives,
information onother countries peoples religions, lifestyles. Ittempts us

with cooking, the latest dance craze, fashion items and hair-styles. Popular
culture keeps us in touch with the "here and now".

Because popular culture exists very mucthanpresent, is responsive to
change and newleas. Popular culture ealswith cortemporaryissues,
changing beliefs and social and cultudalelopments such #s changing
nature of thefamily, abortion, sexual preferencequal pay. Many of
these issues are discussed in television programmes, magazines and films.

*  What are yourfavourite items or aees of popular cultureWho ar
your favourite film and television stars? What are your favoteiéisio



programmes? Whataperbacks dgou read? What do yolisten to 0‘7
the radio? Why? Try to work out reasons for your preferences.

Popular Culture and Youth Culture

Although there areareas of popular culture faall age groups, some
(videoclips, music,dance anchdvertisementsare directedspecifically to
young people. Popular culture can proviggdelinesand information on
appearance, fashion, fun, values al@hs. For instanceyouth culture has
forged an unspoken contract with pop-groups sinders. Mneywill be
spent on recordsf-shirts, posters of a pécular in-group if the
singer/groupdemonstrates it igvorthy of suchadulation. Fanswill also
often copy the way the groupoks - wearthe sameclothes,adoptsimilar
mannerisms, hairstyles, speech. Madonna hasexerted a tremendous
influence over fashion, stylesand dance during thiast decade. So too
have stles such as "punk", "retro", "hip hop", "heavy metal" and
"grunge”.

How do you account for thénfluence singers/popgroups have ovgr
young people?

The Classical and the Popular Culture

Popular culture hags critics. They arguethat popularculture in the
forms of populaffiction, films, rock groups,video clips and television

programmes arebland, superficial or one-dimensional. Such critics

identify a sharp divide between thepular ("low-brow" )and theclassical
("high" brow). By "classical",or the"high" art tradition, they refer to the
greattradition in literaturg Shakespeard)ickens,Austen),art (Leonardo
da Vinci, RembrantPicasso)music (Mozart, BeethovenStravinsky) and
the whole of opera and ballet.

Recently, however, there are some&ho have begun taguestionthis
position. They claim that the prspective which upholdthe "classics"
over "the popular" is narrow anglitist and basegrimarily on aesthetic
considerations. In this view, all areas of culture - classigdl popular - are
of value . They are all"texts" which cancreatemeaningand can be
interpreted. The meaningthey argue, is more important thaesthetics.



A "text" should be evaluated ats own merits and ints own genre. All
cultural forms should be examinedrelation totheir own kind or genre.

In other words,a film shouldnot bejudged inrelation to a painting or
ballet and foundinferior. Rock music should be evaluated in relation to
rock music, film to film, opera to opera and son. Theyargue that
popular culture can bun, it has valueand iscertainly not inferior to
other forms of culture - it is just different.

Are you familiar with any of théclassics" or examples difigh art? What
are they? Do yolike them? Doyou think the classicsare "superiof"
forms of culture? Have you ever beemfluenced bythe classics in the
way you see yourself - as a female or male? Why?

Popular Culture - Meaning & Values

Some critics hold that just as we can fexamples ofyreat art, opera and
drama, we can also find examples of giféais, sportingdisplays,fashion,
and rockmusic. Suchcritics also argueghat we carlearn fliom popular
culture, aswe learnfrom classicalculture. Thatall texts -classical and
popular - represent the values of tudture in whichthey areconstructed.
For instance, just asnany of Shakespearefdays (MacBeth, Hamlgt
explore universal themes of ambon, love and death,certain fims
(ApocalypseNow, Psycho Gallipoli) alsoexamineuniversalthemes such
as war, death and desire.

All forms of popular culture spealertain values angdortrayideas. The
persona that Madonna has created presentstieism of sexism and
racism while the television programme, Roseanne, set®ut to look

critically at the values ahe traditional whiteAmericanfamily. Roseanne
Barr also attempts to present a morealistic view of the family: the

parents are botbverweight,Roseanne isot conventionallybeautiful, the
childrenare scruffy and alwaystalk back. Inearlier situationcomedies,
like Father KnowsBest andThe BradyBunch the family tended to be
idealised.Teen-moviessuch asPretty inPink, Mermaidsand The Year
My Voice Broke exploreimportant themes such as tfanily, love, sex
and relationships. The crucial factor is that theindividual should
understand how teevaluate atext - understand how texamine its
structure and values.




What films have youseen recently? Whatales and ickas didthey
explore? How did they depict male and female characters?

Why Study Popular Culture?

Although popular culture is constantdifianging, exploringnew forms and
creating newmages andashions,you cannonethelestearn anumber of
important strategiesthat will help you evaluate whatyou are reading,
seeingand hearing. You canlearn to enjoypopular culturewhile also

adopting ecritical perspective. You can learnnamber ofstrategieghat

will help analyse Wwat you arereading,seeingand hearing. Ecause
popular culture is @rvasiveand influential, it is crucial that youlearn to

respondcritically to popular texts. There aspecific questionsthat you

need toask aboupopular textsNote: you canalsoapply thesejuestions
to classical texts.

A Critical Eye

The following strategiesare designed to giveyou a critical eye. They
involve an understanding of how stereotyping works and how the point of
view of some peopleand groups inour culture isconstantly distorted
and/or omitted. It is crucial that you garcritical eye so thatou can see
how popular (andlassical)culturalforms may work on you - how they
influence the way you think, feel asgeak. Rememberyou do nothave
to adopt apassiverole in relation tothe media. You carapproach all
areas of the nua with aninformed, critical attitude. The important
guestion is not what the media " does to you" - but what you "do
with it". You need to know to what extent, the media in it various
forms, representstherights and interests of all groupsin our society
and how stereotypes of gender roles are reinforced and harnessed
through the media. Equality of life is essential to the proper
functioning of a democr atic society.

Stereotyping

We evaluatecharacters imovels, playsand themass media iterms of
how they appear, what they do, how tlepeak, whathey say - wdook



at their dress, mannerisms, possessions aod.s&tereotypings used, at
onelevel, toidentify characters. For instance, sgcific forms of clothing
and actionsmight be used tadentify a police officer ordoctor. This is
different from the stereotypingof personal characteristics,jdeas and
attitudes. Characters may peesented itomplex,detailedways or they
may be depicted in terms of stereotypefhie\a character is presented as
a stereotype, he or shegiven arelatively fixed,unalterable, predictable
iImage. Because stereotyped characters are "fixed" or "rigid" thidtie is
- if any - room togive such figuesthe real subtleties or complexities of
character antbehaviour. Stereotypeslsofrequentlydraw onprejudices.
For instance, throughout history women have been stereotyped as
physically weak andirrational, men as strong ancdhtional. Jews have
been seen as greedwysians asinscrutable, Africansas primitive.
Heterosexuals haveeen stereotypeas normalhomosexuals as unhappy
and perverted.

Can you think of any other dominant stereotyipesur culture? What afe
they?

Gender Stereotyping

One of the mosprevalent forms obtereotyping in thenedia relates to
gender. Women have traditionally been stereotyped in terms tfeir
sexuality -romantic heroine, femmedatale or sex siren, single woman,
career woman, mother. If you examine each of these stereaiyeddly
you will seethat thedefinition of each one is boundp with a woman's
sexual status. Men have been stereotyped in relation tgptbéssion or
the task at hand - copgientist,cowboy, gangster, avengekVomen are
defined in relation tathe domestic spheremen to the wider society.
When a womansinsagainst society, ér crime isusually sexual she has
used her sexuality tare thehero tohis doom or shéias plotted to steal
anothergirl's boyfriend orshe is a prostitute. In padéecadesthe fallen
woman was one who hambnceived ahild outsidemarriage orwho had
engaged in an affair with a married maadso sexal crimes. When a man
sins, he usually breaks the law - commits a robbery, murder, fraud.

Draw up a list of the films yobave seemver the past year. Examine |the
ways in whichthe femaleand male characters werelefined, that is, i



relation tosexuality or profession? Ihoth are presenwithin a singl
character, which is the more important?

Only recentlyhave femaleactors have beegiven mainroles in genres
usually reserved for men - foinstancethere have beefemale leading
roles inthe roadmowvie (Thelma and Louise),western(Bad Girls), science
fiction (the Alien trilogy), policefiim (Blue Stee), cop film (Silence of the
Lambs) and gangstdifm (Prizzi's Honous. Australian cinemastill falls
behind in this area. Heroines stéhd to playtraditionally feminineroles -
girlfriend, wife, mother.

Other stereotypes concerning ra@ge, sexuapreference andhe able-
bodied also exist in the mediéler oes have almost always been young,
white, middle-class, physically able, heterosexual and male. Only
recently hasHollywood attempted toaddressits own racist history by
placing black Americans leadingroles -_Posselhe Pelican Bref, Sister
Act. In Australian cinema and television - heraesalmostalwayswhite,
heterosexuahnd male. Very few Aborigines, Australians of ethnic
background or women have either been given leading and/or
unconventional roles. Representatives from other minority groups
such asthe aged, disabled, gay and lesbian, hardly figure at all.

Consider anumber of soap operas aslevisionsuch as_Neighbours |or
Melrose Place. Makelat of the possiblecharacteristiceharactersnight
possess under t@lowing headingshigh/ averagantelligence; physical
strong/ weak; emotional/ non-emotional; rational/ irrationadxtrovertec
introverted; vain/ not-vain; emotionally depndery independen
manipulative/openhonest etc. Now, write theames ofthe charactel
under thevariousheadings. Danore women than mefit under any of
the headings?
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Now place characters undewarious oppositional headings such as:
white/black; young/old; heterosexual/gay/lesbian/bisexual; abledisabled;
European/non-European. Aemy of thesegroups under-represented |or
not represented at all? If so, why?
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Another area of the ndéa subjectto intensive stereotyping isthat of
fashion. Modelsare almostalwaysyoung, white, good-lookingand - if
female -extremelythin. Critics have argued that the stereotype of the
painfully slender modl has encouragedmany younggirls to subject
themselves t@xcessive dietingesulting inanorexiaand bulimia. Again
the pervasive influence of popular culture.

Stereotyped Actions & Gender

Another important fornof stereotyping ighroughactions. For instance,
male characters in film and television dramas are often depicted ag
becausethey useforce, or evenviolence, to solveproblems. Female
characters are oftetlepicted asuccessfubecausehey arebeautiful or
because they use sex and/or emotional manipulation to achieve their ends.

The actionfim (JamesBond, Arnold SchwarzeneggeRie Hard and
Lethal Weaponfiims) encourageshis form of male stereotyping. The
characters are experts in physigalence - capble ofalmostsuperhuman
feats. Female characters tend talternate betweertwo types: the
physically powerful (usually the bad "guys") and theoxventionally
feminine (usually the heroine).

In some recenfilms, (the Alien trilogy), female characters are both
intelligent, caring andough. Ripley (Sigourney Weavergtar of the_Aen
flms, is not asimplereversal ofthe normalfemalecharacter. Shés not
just aball of muscle. She isallowed to beboth strong andsensitive.
Nonetheless, the Alien films are still fantasies.

What do youthink of rolereversalthatis, shouldfemale vewers beablg
to identify with physically strong, intelligent femaleheroes who afe
superior tothe male character? Shouldchale viewers beencouraged (o
identify with sensitive, physicallyveak male characters who might pe
rescued by the female hero?




Point of View

Another way inwhich the media ca use stereotyping is irelation to
"point-of-view". Almost all forms of media present thestories from
someone's point ofiew. The newsreadecontrols point-of-view in the
news, the sports commentator in sports programmes. fidtion
programmespoint-of-view is usuallyattached to thenain character. We
seethe eventghrough her/his eyes. Sometimeshere is a voie-over, a
first-personnarration,which also helps tacreate point ofview. Even an
advertisemenandvideo clip can tell astory throughsomeone'goint-of-
view. Singers, of course, present their song from their own point of view.

Whenever you are engagedith the media,you shouldtry to work ou
who is contrding the point-of-view. If so, explain the context.
Documentaries are almaalwaysnarrated by anale voice. Why? In the
cinema, previews advertising forthcomiiighs arealmostalwaysnarrate
by a male voice. Why? Would you expect to séémaaboutequal right
for Aborigines told from the point of view of a white character? @i
about homosexuality told from a heterosexual point of view? Explain.

Sexual Objects

Women tend to be positioned more as sexual objects in the media.

The viewer (male and female) frequently looks at female characters
through the desiring look or gaze of a male character. This " look"

has been described as "the male gaze'. This may explain the
unprecedented popularity of eogramme likeMan O Manin which men
are set up as sexualjects.The genderroles, orstereotypeshave been
reversed for a change - and many women have found thatrehty
enjoy the opportunity to look at men as sexual objects.



Why use Stereotypes?

Stereotyping is essentially a form of social control. The dominant
social group in a particular country partly keeps its position of
ascendancy by a variety of methods. One of these is making other
groups appear inferior or even by rendering them "invisible" so
that they do not appear at all in the various forms of the media.
Womenare oftendepicted agphysically weak andintellectually inferior.
Men are presented ahysicallystrong andntellectually superior. HBack
people, the disabled, gays and lesbianstlaméged often doot appear at
all. Whenthey do, they arsometimesstereotyped to make theseem
inferior. In this way the dominant group stigmatisesthe "other" as
incapable of assuming the reins of government and leadership.

How many femaleharacters appear positions of powe(president of ja
company,pilot of a mssengeplane, leading golice raid) in television
dramas and other programmes?

Most of our stories,whether infilm or literature,are about the quest for
perfection,happiness, completene3se lovestory is about the asire to
find true happiness in the arms of anotheligion isabout thesearch for
religious perfection; philosophyabout thedesire to achieventellectual
perfection; lawabout thesearch for perfequstice; psychologyabout the
desire to achieve perfect self-understan@dingd so onAt school,emphasis
Is usually on achieving top marks. Some psychologists argue/tiiatwe
yearn for perfection, it isnpossible toattain. Happinesdependsnore on
acceptingthe idea that "no-one isperfect", weare all "human" and
capable of making mistakes.

Almost all human activities involve this yearning for perfection

which we believe will bring ultimate happiness. Advertising, of

course, plays on this need. "Buy this product and youwill find

happiness"” - ighe underlying messageAdvertisementsalso frequently
direct their messages in a sexistay. Advertisementdor household
products aralirected atfemale wewerswhile advertisementfor cars and
outdoor tools at male viewers.
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Examine anumber oftelevisionand nagazines advertisemenid/hat ar
they really selling?

(D

Conclusion

It is extremely important to watch tineedia critically. Firstlyyou need to
work out if characters aréeing stereotyped how and why?Secondly,
you need to determine fgourself if allgroups arebeing given a voice in
the media. Thirdly,you need to understand if your edgubeal, your
favourite star, owhom you mightmodelyourself,has been presented in
stereotypicaimasculineand feminine terms. Thesethree lasic steps are
essential ifyou wish to developinto a well-informed, awee individual
capable ofealisingyour full potentialand makinga positive contribution
to your world.

Questions for Discussion

1. What is your view of images in the media/popular culture?

2. Do you think gender is appropriately portrayed in popular culture?

3. What ways can we become more critical of media as consumers?

4. How can we make the media reflect life and people more realistically?
5. How influenced are you by the media and popular culture?
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