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For Carol




Love consists in this, that two solitudes protect and touch, and greet each other.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE, Letters to a Young Poet
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Ignatz Mouse says to Offisa Pup: Ignatz’s ambitions go beyond the mere flat comic strip: the intricate plot of Krazy Kat encompasses Ignatz’s diabolically contrived efforts to transcend the familiar two dimensions, the lowly flatland of popular culture, and attain to the roundness of high art. Ignatz explains his intentions to Offisa Pup: “Like other immigrants and their children … I’m ready to give America a big Chanukah present back—a new image of the self. But this time why lock ourselves up in the pop-culture ghetto? Why not strut uptown to the mansion of high art, of roundness, and say that our gift to America could rank with Eugene O’Neill’s or Henry James’s? America needs a truly democratic high art. America needs the round comic strip!”

—Jay Cantor, Krazy Kat: A Novel in Five Panels (1987)

Without tradition there can be no taste, and what is worse, there can be little for taste to act upon.

—John Erskine, Democracy and Ideals: A Definition (1920)

Good taste does pay off, without any question.

—Harry Scherman, founder of the Book-of-the-Month Club (1926), reminiscing in 1955

We need to recover the history of the concept of “popular culture.” We have to understand the origins of certain sorts of judgements about popular culture: as debased, as bastion of authenticity, or as irrelevant. We have to see popular culture in its historically shifting relation to dominant cultural forms, in order to avoid the temptation to naturalize existing social and cultural relations. Above all, we must not lose sight of the fact that popular culture matters: it has clearly mattered to those who have sought to classify it or to control it.

—Morag Shiach, Discourse on Popular Culture (1989)


Introduction

This book is essentially an extended essay about changing views of leisure and American preferences concerning its growing array of uses. It also examines perceptions of popular and mass culture in the United States during the past century. “Popular” and “mass” have meant different things to different people at different times, however, so quite understandably the terms have commonly been interchanged and confused, often because they have not been viewed carefully in historical context. Such casual usage has been encouraged by our equally loose and occasionally frivolous invocations of highbrow, middlebrow, and lowbrow, those all-too-familiar yet elastic categories of cultural taste that have sometimes been applied with excessive (meaning undemonstrable) precision, but at other times with reckless (meaning unreliable) caprice. Just ask ten educated friends to differentiate between popular and mass culture. I predict that you will receive ten fairly divergent answers, and few of them will be historically informed.1

Although the author of this project is a practicing historian, we will not proceed decade by decade, or even generation by generation, which would be mechanical and perhaps lethal. Change over time matters immensely, and it must receive due attention. (Hence the Selective Chronology of landmarks in popular culture immediately following this Introduction.) But the organizational scheme that follows is fundamentally topical within a flexible chronological framework. Why? First, because this is an inquiry concerning the problem of popular culture and its contested meanings rather than a comprehensive history of popular culture. And second, because I can develop my assertions more clearly and economically through a thematic approach rather than a strictly sequential one. Although the book contains episodes, it is not a narrative. Rather, it is meant to be an explanation of numerous narratives or accounts that readers may already have encountered—many of them, because of their apparent implications, contradictory.

I do, however, take up my topics with this serial logic: they appear in the approximate order of their historical salience, that is, when they respectively began to influence or affect American understanding of taste levels and their role in twentieth-century leisure and desire. Chapter 2, therefore, will be devoted to the hesitant, conflicted search for a compelling rationale for leisure pursuits appropriate in a democratic culture with a very strong work ethic, a rationale that could achieve widespread appeal without being tainted by charges of coarseness or degradation—a quest most visible during the early decades of the twentieth century, but especially in the 1920s. Chapter 3 concerns commercialization and cultural consumerism, an important phenomenon from the turn of the century that has intensified apace ever since. That chapter will also take note of the relationship between popular culture and national identity, a nexus that involved shifting attitudes toward Old World cultures as well as reconsiderations and appropriations from the American past, particularly during the years from around 1900 through World War II.

Chapter 4 seeks to locate and define post-traditional, commercialized popular culture during its most effervescent and prominent period, the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, with particular emphasis upon its interactive and participatory qualities and the culture of celebrity that emerged between the two world wars. Chapter 5 explores the gradual blurring of traditional boundaries between taste levels—the loss of meaning and the eventual irrelevance of strictly defined cultural strata correlated in people’s minds with class, education, and degrees of affluence—mainly after midcentury. Chapter 6 will look at two distinct barometers of ambivalence and contestation: the Great Debate about mass culture that dominated the 1950s, and public opinion polls from the 1940s through the 1970s concerning attitudes toward the uses of leisure and toward popular as well as mass culture. That chapter also emphasizes the decline of cultural authority, especially that held by critics, in the later twentieth century, and the increasing importance of cultural power, usually sustained by corporate capital rather than by valorized critical authority. We will witness the rise and decline of respected cultural expertise between the 1920s and the 1980s.

Chapter 7 looks at what I perceive as the emergence of “proto-mass culture” during the interwar years, followed by the first problematic phase of overlap and fuzziness in marks of difference between popular and mass culture, circa 1930–60. (Chronological distinctions made throughout the book are only meant to be suggestive in order to clarify the inevitable messiness of such overlaps. They are not intended to be a new gospel or precise gauge of historical measurement.) In chapter 8 I describe and define mass culture as we have known it in our own time, by which I mean since the 1960s and ’70s. The persistence of popular culture as a recognizable realm will not be ignored, however, and areas of intersection or convergence must be acknowledged.

Chapter 9 examines the curious and sometimes difficult relationship between historians and popular as well as mass culture, mainly since the 1980s, and does so using two case studies: Ken Burns’s television documentary The Civil War (1990) and the Museum of Modern Art’s extremely controversial exhibition High & Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture (1990–91). Finally, chapter 10 seeks to pull these various strands together by discussing the ongoing prevalence of cultural ambiguities and contestation in recent years; by making brief comparisons with trends overseas; and by assessing some rather apocalyptic claims quite recently asserted about the condition of American culture at the close of the century.

For several decades starting in the sixties, numerous scholars on the left sought to redefine the interactive relationship between high and popular culture, out of a desire to demonstrate the cultural autonomy and widening influence of taste preferences among working-class people. Depictions of the lifestyles of ordinary folk went from nearly nonexistent or else trivialized to “subaltern,” or at least quite separate in their origins and evolution. More dynamic and complex theories, influenced by studies of European culture, stressed that “so-called high culture has been and will continue to be renewed from below, just as popular or even mass culture derives much of its energies from above. The boundaries shift and dissolve, the categories harden and soften.”2

I am in full agreement with that, although the former (impact from the bottom up) is more difficult to demonstrate than the latter. It can be done, however—the MoMA exhibition High & Low being a case in point. A large number of art critics found fault with it for myriad reasons, but the viewing public, by and large, liked it and learned a great deal from it. Kirk Varnedoe, the curator, anticipated controversy but held fast to his convictions and survived a firestorm. “The relationship of high art to mass culture,” he declared, “is one of the great subjects crucial to what made modern art modern.” The inspiration for the show had been an article by Adam Gopnik, a writer for The New Yorker, showing the influence of cartoons and caricature on Picasso’s portraits between 1905 and 1912.3

The critics’ ultimate complaint, however, was that “the promised circuitry of exchange between art and popular culture is shown to go one way only: from low to high.”4 Although this objection was exaggerated, perhaps Varnedoe and Gopnik had overcompensated because for so long it has been much easier (or at least far more common) to demonstrate patterns of “trickle down” rather than gravity-defying pulsations of “filter up.” The basic point, of course, is that the flow between cultural taste levels is not unidirectional. Rather, it is a process of interaction, and sometimes more like the continuous action of a circuit.

Be that as it may, I feel a certain envy for writers who describe and explain cultural phenomena at a particular taste level, whether it be highly cerebral, avant-garde, middlebrow, or mass culture.5 Not that theirs is an easy task, by any means, but it is somewhat less complicated, perhaps, than presenting a story of permeability, where categories casually interpenetrate and conventional lines of stratification collapse into one another. The history of cultural taste levels in the twentieth century has increasingly been one of fluidity, blending, and the attendant blurring of boundaries. Because that is one of the central propositions of this book, it warrants some advance notice here, particularly as a preview for chapter 5 below.

At the turn of the century George Lyman Kittredge, a prestigious Shakespearean scholar and folklorist at Harvard, observed that educated Americans jumped back and forth from the “learned” to the “popular,” a sentiment echoed by H. L. Mencken a generation later. In 1937 poet and playwright Archibald MacLeish made a determined effort to use radio as a bridge between high and popular culture. His play The Fall of the City (1937) called upon serious writers to recognize the cultural reach and possibilities of radio. The art of Thomas Hart Benton effectively and indissolubly integrated folk, high, and popular traditions. Consequently, an Omnibus television program in 1953 explicitly presented Benton’s paintings as a fusion of cultural levels. And for more than a decade starting in 1964, Susan Sontag insisted that perceptions of a gulf existing between high and low art were illusory. The emergence of new media exemplified “not a conflict of cultures but the creation of a new kind of sensibility which is defiantly pluralistic and dedicated both to excruciating seriousness and to fun, wit, and nostalgia.”6

This book seeks to explain how that kind of cultural pluralism came about and to describe some of its implications as a historical process. I will devote particular attention to the major sources of cultural authority, such as critics, and their increasingly conflicted relationship with major repositories of cultural power, such as corporate sponsors and media executives. The once delicate balance between these two forces has been markedly altered in the past three decades, thereby rendering many of the generalizations in the best of our analyses reductive and misleading. Here is an example from a pioneering study that belongs to the same genre of inquiry as the present work: “People pay much less attention to the media,” wrote the sociologist Herbert J. Gans in 1974, “and are much less swayed by its content than the critics, who are highly sensitive to verbal and other symbolic materials, believe. They [ordinary people] use the media for diversion and would not think of applying its content to their own lives.”7 A wide range of national opinion studies made in the 1970s (examined in chapters 7 and 8 below), however, forcefully contradicts such assertions.

Ultimately, I hope that American Culture, American Tastes will convey to readers a sense of the swiftly expanded meanings and perceptions of “culture” in twentieth-century America. Back in 1914 the young Walter Lippmann, already a precocious pundit, offered a working definition that seemed remarkably inclusive for the time:


Culture is the name for what people are interested in, their thoughts, their models, the books they read and the speeches they hear, their table-talk, gossip, controversies, historical sense and scientific training, the values they appreciate, the quality of life they admire. All communities have a culture. It is the climate of their civilization.8



Much of the swift and moving drama of modern American cultural history can be found in the myriad ways in which that description has perforce become even more expansive in recent decades—and has generated a disparate body of writings from students in many disciplines and from beyond the walls of academe as well. I have drawn quite heavily upon that literature: borrowing and agreeing in some areas, skeptical and offering alternative explanations elsewhere. I have relied a great deal upon public opinion polls concerning aspects of American culture, not because the polls are so accurate—indeed, they manifest numerous contradictions—but because they supply such abundant of variable public perceptions of American culture and leisure, which is the core subject of this essay.

Almost a quarter of a century ago the British cultural critic Raymond Williams reminded us that the word-concept “culture” has undergone several major shifts in meaning over the past half a millennium. Its most common usage during the last century—as an abstract noun referring to music, literature, painting and sculpture, theater and film, and so forth—dates only from the later nineteenth century and emerged in the wake of discussions prompted by Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1867). Arnold associated culture with authority. Doing so seemed inescapable to him because he regarded culture as “a principle of authority, to counteract the tendency to anarchy.” Williams added, moreover, that the adjective “cultural” seems to date from the 1870s and only became common during the 1890s. As Williams observed, “the word is only available, in its modern sense, when the independent noun, in the artistic and intellectual or anthropological senses, has become familiar.” He added that hostility to the word “culture” appears to date from the controversy provoked by Arnold’s views.9

In sum, American Culture, American Tastes is written in response to an enormous (and constantly growing) corpus of writing that has appeared in recent years about taste levels, cultural stratification, and a process of “informalization” in the United States.10 The creators of that corpus, needless to say, are usually well informed and thoughtful. Some of their work is outdated, however, in part because it was ahistorical to begin with—oblivious to complex changes wrought by time. Aspects of their work suffer from being excessively present-minded. But in addition, swift and unexpected developments during the past decade or so have made their conclusions vulnerable for reasons they could not readily have anticipated. The passage of time will undoubtedly wreak havoc with my own interpretations, too, yet I indulge a conceit that the historical perspective informing American Culture, American Tastes may supply it with some staying power. Although it is polemical in places, it is not meant to be a tract for our times. Rather, it is intended to serve simultaneously as a wraparound window and as a rearview mirror, as well as an ancillary side mirror, to assist those who need to negotiate the confusing cultural traffic of our century.

Whenever an interviewer asked Duke Ellington to categorize a musical mode, or inquired about music and race, or about the skills of a musician the Duke greatly admired, he liked to quote “the words of the Maestro, Mr. Toscanini, who said concerning singers, ‘Either you’re a good musician or you’re not.’ In terms of musicianship [for example], Ella Fitzgerald is ‘Beyond Category.’ ”11 Ellington’s phrase is elegantly helpful in reminding us that pigeonholes are highly confining; but our scope will not be exclusively restricted to excellence. Americans now spend more than a trillion dollars a year in their pursuit of leisure—far more than they spend on health care, or cars and trucks, or on housing.12 How that level of expenditure gradually came about, and the diversity of preferences and attitudes that accompanies it, warrants our attention.


Selective Chronology





	1784    
	Charles Willson Peale creates a museum of miscellaneous attractions in Philadelphia.



	1790s    
	Earliest American circuses begin to appear.



	1811    
	The first American county fair is organized in Pittsfield, Mass.



	1841    
	First state fair is held at Syracuse, N.Y., featuring domestic manufactures.



	1841–43    
	P. T. Barnum takes over and transforms the American Museum in New York. Enjoys peak fame in the 1850s.



	1843–44    
	Minstrel shows with urban-based troupes begin to achieve great popular success.



	1850–51    
	P. T. Barnum brings singer Jenny Lind from Sweden for a national tour.



	1871    
	Fisk Jubilee Singers make their pioneering tour in concert settings in border states and the North.



	1872    
	Montgomery Ward issues the first mail-order catalogue.



	1874–76    
	Chautauqua Lake, N.Y., becomes the site of an assembly for training Sunday school teachers, a program that gradually expands to include general education and popular entertainment, such as concerts.



	1876    
	The National League is created, the beginning of modern professional baseball. American League created in 1901.



	1881    
	Barnum and others begin to move their circuses by railroad.



	1885    
	Sheet music begins to be produced for home use.



	1885–86    
	Buffalo Bill Cody achieves popular success with his Wild West Show, first opened in Omaha in 1883.



	1886    
	F. W. Woolworth creates the first 5-and-10-cent store. By 1900 there will be fifty-nine such stores.



	1887    
	E. F. Albee and B. F. Keith reduce the cost of admission to their vaudeville show to 10 cents, the start of a price revolution in entertainment.
Thomas Edison invents a phonograph using cylindrical wax records.



	1888    
	The Eastman Company introduces the Kodak, a simple box camera containing a 100-exposure roll of film: the beginning of modern amateur photography.



	1893    
	World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago’s White City.



	1894    
	The Sears catalogue begins to appear as a semi-annual.



	1895    
	First amusement park opens at Coney Island, Brooklyn.
Advertising intensifies in low-cost magazines like Munsey’s, which displayed 300 items per issue by 1895. Revenue from ads will become more important than subscriptions.
The first comic cartoon, “The Yellow Kid,” appears in Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, and is stolen in 1896 by William Randolph Hearst for his paper, the Journal.



	1896    
	Thomas Edison develops kinetoscope camera that can project pictures on a screen.



	1900    
	Publication of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum.



	1902    
	National syndication of comic strips begins when Hearst sells the right to reproduce his strips to other newspapers.



	1903    
	The Great Train Robbery is one of the first commercially successful story films.
The first box of Crayola crayons is produced: eight colors for 5 cents.
First baseball World Series (Boston defeats Pittsburgh).



	1905    
	Penny arcades begin to appear.



	1905–10    
	Rise of the nickelodeon to popularity.



	1907–32    
	Ziegfeld’s Follies enjoys great appeal and emulation.



	1911    
	Photoplay appears, the first movie fan magazine. The genesis of celebrity culture.



	1913    
	Arthur Wynne creates the first crossword puzzle. It appears in the New York World on Sunday, Dec. 21.



	1914    
	The first transcontinental telephone line is completed.
ASCAP (American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers) founded. It enjoys a monopoly on fees for twenty-five years.



	1915    
	Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s innovative and influential—and subsequently controversial—film, appears.
“Highbrow and Lowbrow” published by Van Wyck Brooks in his America Comes of Age.



	1919    
	Johnston McCulley’s serialized novel The Curse of Capistrano introduces the character Zorro, who later serves as the prototype for Superman, Batman, and other heroes with alter egos.
Jack Dempsey wins the heavyweight championship from Jess Willard, loses it to Gene Tunney in 1926, and loses the rematch to Tunney in 1927 in the controversial “Long Count” in Chicago. Dempsey becomes the first fighter to draw a $1 million gate.



	1919–20    
	Wax recordings are introduced.
The first tabloid newspapers are published in New York City.



	1920    
	Radio as a public enterprise begins in Pittsburgh.



	1923    
	Time magazine is started by Henry Luce and Brit Hadden.



	1926    
	Book-of-the-Month Club is created.
Dempsey loses to Tunney in Philadelphia on Sept. 23. Charlie Chaplin, Al Jolson, and William Randolph Hearst are at ringside in a huge crowd. Eight hundred correspondents devote two million words to the match. The age of the modern newspaper sports department has begun.



	1926–28    
	NBC and CBS emerge as national networks; large numbers of local affiliates by 1935.



	1927    
	The Jazz Singer with Al Jolson becomes the first widely distributed film with sound.
Charles Lindbergh makes the first solo flight across the Atlantic.



	1928    
	The Amos ’n’ Andy radio comedy series makes its debut.



	1930    
	“Mickey Mouse” and “Blondie” become syndicated comic strips.



	1931    
	The Crossley system for rating the size of radio program audiences is established, followed in 1935 by the Hooper system.



	1931–34    
	Miguel Covarrubias’s caricatures, “Impossible Interviews,” appear in Vanity Fair.



	1933    
	Walt Disney’s film The Three Little Pigs creates a sensation.
First baseball All-Star game, won by the American League.



	1934    
	Colonial Williamsburg opens to the public.



	1934–35    
	Major Bowes’ Amateur Hour becomes the most popular radio program, and is much imitated.



	1935    
	George Gallup establishes the American Institute of Public Opinion, the beginning of polling.



	1936    
	Jesse Owens wins four gold medals at the Berlin Olympic Games as Hitler watches.



	1936–37    
	Luce launches Life magazine, a swift success.



	1937    
	Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the first feature-length animated cartoon appears; another success.
Joe Louis defeats James J. Braddock in Chicago for the heavyweight championship, and holds the title for twelve years.



	1938    
	Orson Welles’s alarming radio broadcast on Oct. 30, “War of the Worlds,” creates a nationwide scare.
Benny Goodman and his swing band perform at Carnegie Hall.



	1939    
	Pocket Books begins to publish inexpensive soft-cover editions.
Clement Greenberg publishes “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” an attack upon the advent of vulgar popular culture.



	1940    
	Syndication of “Superman” as a comic book hero.



	1941    
	BMI (Broadcast Music Inc.) challenges ASCAP as a performance rights organization, ending ASCAP’s monopoly.



	1944    
	Jerome Robbins and Leonard Bernstein collaborate on Fancy Free, Robbins’s first ballet: three sailors on the town.



	1945    
	The Grand Ole Opry is broadcast live from Ryman Auditorium in Nashville on Dec. 8. Performers include Roy Acuff, Minnie Pearl, Eddy Arnold, and the Fruit Jar Drinkers.



	1946    
	More than 200 new mass-oriented magazines appear.



	1947    
	Jackie Robinson becomes the first African-American to play major-league baseball since blacks were expelled in the late 1870s.



	1948    
	The emergence of commercial television.
Invention of the long-playing record.



	1949    
	“Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow” by Russell Lynes appears in Harper’s (February) and is abridged in Life (April).



	1949–56    
	TV moves from 6% penetration of American homes to 76%. It will rise to nearly 90% by 1960.



	1950    
	Diners Club issues the first credit card.



	1951    
	The coaxial cable makes possible transcontinental transmission of telecasts.



	1952    
	Presidential nominating conventions receive television coverage for the first time.
Harry Smith issues Anthology of American Folk Music, which helps to inspire the folk revival of the 1950s.



	1952–53    
	Victory at Sea, U.S. naval history during World War II, is a big hit on television.



	1952–60    
	The Great Debate among intellectuals concerning the “problem” of mass culture takes place.



	1953    
	TV Guide first published, an instant success.



	1953–54    
	Soap operas dominate afternoons on all networks.
mid-1950s
Large shopping centers (malls) emerge in the mid-1950s.



	1954    
	McDonald’s has twenty-one franchises and in 1955 Ray Kroc opens his first McDonald’s in Des Plaines, Ill.
Davy Crockett is serialized on Disney’s weekly TV show and becomes a nationwide sensation.



	1955    
	Disneyland opens in Anaheim, Calif.



	1956    
	Elvis Presley appears for the first time on The Ed Sullivan Show.



	1957    
	West Side Story, a hit musical with classical roots, appears on Broadway.



	1960    
	Seventy million people watch the first presidential debate on television (Sept. 26): Kennedy vs. Nixon.
“Masscult & Midcult,” an attack on middlebrow and mass culture by Dwight Macdonald, appears.



	1964    
	Marshall McLuhan publishes Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man.
Cassius Clay wins the heavyweight championship from Sonny Liston in Miami and changes his name to Muhammad Ali.
“Notes on Camp” by Susan Sontag identifies a new mode of kitsch in a neutral way (unlike Greenberg in 1939).



	1965    
	Time cover story (April 2) devoted to “The Computer in Society.”



	1967    
	The first football Super Bowl: Green Bay defeats Kansas City.
The Popular Culture Association is founded and the Journal of Popular Culture begins publication.



	1967    
	Satellite transmission from Tokyo to New York begins.



	1969    
	Apollo 11 arrives at the moon. On July 20, Neil Armstrong becomes the first human to walk on the moon.
The Woodstock Music Festival is held in upstate New York.



	1970    
	“Talk radio” begins in Boston with telephone calls to fill dead spots. Participatory programs on TV follow in the 1980s.



	1970s    
	Satellites begin to speed the transmission of TV programs around the world.



	1972    
	Home Box Office (HBO) begins modestly; by 1997 it will have 23 million subscribers.



	1975    
	Muhammad Ali beats Joe Frazier in Manila, an epic fight with an international television audience.



	1976–77    
	Alex Haley’s book Roots enjoys success and then becomes a surprise hit as an eight-part TV series on ABC (January 1977).



	1977    
	Elvis Presley dies at Graceland, age forty-two.



	1980    
	MTV first appears.
CNN begins.



	1983    
	Time cover story (Jan. 3) celebrates the “Machine of the Year” (the computer) rather than a Man of the Year.



	1990    
	Ken Burns’s The Civil War, an eleven-part documentary, appears on PBS.



	1990–91    
	High & Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture exhibition is shown at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and then at venues in Chicago and Los Angeles.



	1993    
	A plan to locate a Disney theme park near a Civil War battlefield in Virginia is defeated by a coalition wielding indictments of Disney’s versions of American history and of commercialism encroaching on historic preservation.
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Coming to Terms with Defining Terms
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A decade ago, when I began to teach courses on the evolution of taste levels and cultural stratification in the United States—courses concerned with culture in a democratic society, the commodification of culture, the changing nature and uses of leisure, culture and national identity, those kinds of issues—a troublesome lack of definitional clarity and precision in the pertinent literature quickly became apparent. Since then this disarray has become a genuine challenge, not just to me personally, I believe, but to anyone seriously interested in understanding popular culture. Adding to my perplexity, this lack of clarity even appeared evident among the best and brightest—sociologists, historians, literary scholars, art historians, those working in cultural studies, American Studies, and journalism; the problem looked to be ubiquitous.

The most obvious puzzles, in my view, arose from the habit of using the phrases “popular culture” and “mass culture” interchangeably, as though there were and are no discernible differences. I shall offer only a few representative examples on the grounds that giving excessive evidence of bad habits may only encourage them. (A batting coach shows players what to do rather than what not to do.) In 1984, for instance, an innovative cultural historian wrote the following in an otherwise brilliant essay titled “Books and Culture”: “The 1930s joined the European voice to the American perception in a situation where the fear and distaste of modern mass or popular culture seemed justified by the twin totalitarian viciousness of fascism and communism [emphasis added].”1 We even have serious writers who casually refer to “mass popular culture”; and National Public Radio now has a Popular Culture commentator who mostly seems to report on mass culture phenomena, such as film.2

It must be acknowledged that sometimes the conflation of mass and popular culture occurs in the context of (or with reference to) the Great Debate over the evils of mass culture that occurred primarily during the mid- and later 1950s. In these instances, it is frequently unclear whether the author is directly at fault or simply repeating the muddled usage of predecessors. Either way, however, the reader who needs definitional clarity gets fuzziness instead.3

Yet another cause for confusion occurs when a writer chooses to discuss popular culture within the framework of something casually labeled “mass society” in which “mass communication” has begun to occur. Mass society is a demographic phenomenon (dramatic population growth) once commonly associated with vulnerability to charismatic demagogues capable of swaying the masses toward either socialism or fascism, particularly during the second quarter of the twentieth century. Mass communication involves a technological transformation once identified with universal access to newspapers, magazines, radio, and television, but now more frequently identified with satellites, computers, and the Internet. Mass society may very well serve as a host or context for mass culture; but historically the former antedated the latter in ordinary usage, whereas the latter seems to have outlived the former in common parlance. Mass communication certainly facilitates the dissemination of mass culture; and both are undeniably dependent upon the venturesomeness of innovative entrepreneurs. Yet to intermingle the two only confuses the vehicle with the voluminous load it is supposed to distribute. The one has wheels, wires, and wavelengths. The other has comic books, cartoons, sitcoms, and videocassettes.4

A few writers have bothered to differentiate thoughtfully, but they have not done so systematically or in depth. Almost four decades ago Oscar Handlin remarked that mass culture—by which he meant culture disseminated through the mass media—had a “disturbing” effect upon both popular and refined cultures, each of which predates mass culture. He wisely noted a common misconception that the mass culture of 1960 was merely an extension of popular cultures of the past.5

Richard Slotkin, whose discipline is American Studies and whose specialty has long been the role of dominant myths in the United States, acknowledges the need for discrimination. “The productions of the cultural industries are indeed varied and ubiquitous,” he writes,


from the newspapers and mass entertainment to the textbooks that teach our children the authorized versions of American history and literature—but the authority of these “mass culture” productions has been and is offset by the influence of other forms of culture and expression that are genuinely “popular”: produced by and for specific cultural communities like the ethnic group, the family-clan, a town, neighborhood, or region, the workplace, or the street corner. Although few of these subcultural entities are now isolated from the influence of mass media, they are still capable of generating their own myths and their own unique ways of interpreting the productions of the media.6



Historian Jackson Lears adamantly refuses to mix the two, and does so for a reason sensibly separate from Slotkin’s yet altogether congruent with it: “one cannot after all maintain a coherent or sophisticated notion of class and still equate mass culture with ‘popular culture.’ ”7

The disposition to confuse or conflate the two phenomena is due, at least in part, to disciplinary allegiances and ideological commitments. Because, for example, the phrase “mass culture” is commonly perceived as carrying pejorative connotations, many of those who really enjoy it and write positively about it prefer to use the term “popular culture,” almost as a synonym, when they actually do mean mass culture: record-breaking attendance for films and television shows, compact discs that sell in the millions, apparel like jeans and sneakers, fast-food chains, standardized products sold at Wal-Mart and Kmart, and so forth.8 The use of euphemism in this context has increased in recent years, but it certainly is not new. More than a generation ago an astute young cultural critic, Robert Warshow, casually used “popular” and “mass” interchangeably, but also referred with almost clinical care to a transformation given explicit recognition following World War II. “The mass culture of the educated classes,” he observed, “the culture of the ‘middle-brow,’ as it has sometimes been called—had come into existence.”9

A British cultural critic has called attention to a similar paradox in the realm of film reviews. It is not unusual for writers to praise intellectually unpretentious popular movies for reasons that are not merely unrelated to their apparent appeal but even seem inimical to it. According to C. W. E. Bigsby, “Popular culture, then, can apparently be transformed into ‘high’ art by a simple critical act of appropriation. Indeed so insecure are these categories that the popular culture of one generation can become the high culture of the next and vice versa—a fact which applies not only to individual artists but to genres (theatre, novel, film), subgenres (farce, science fiction, detective fiction) and styles (romanticism, realism).”10

Needless to say, popular culture not only existed but thrived for centuries prior to the period from 1885 to 1935 that I shall highlight. I draw a marked distinction between what British scholars refer to as “traditional” popular culture (flourishing in the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries) and the considerably more commercialized and technologically transformed popular culture that emerged at the close of the nineteenth century and then blossomed exuberantly early in the twentieth. Traditional popular culture has also been called pretechnological and preindustrial. A fine example from the United States is the dime museum, which flourished during the nineteenth century but disappeared after 1900 because of the emergence of nickelodeons, film, and mechanized amusement parks.11

When we turn to folk culture and contemplate its advocates over a historical span of, say, seventy years, notable changes and even more diversity become apparent. Back in the 1930s Constance Rourke made an ardent yet isolated case for folk culture as the very essence, not merely of popular culture, but of national identity in the United States. Despite the plaudits her work received, her particular emphasis did not gain many adherents for more than a generation.12 In recent years we have professional students of folk culture deeply concerned to maintain a clear distance between handwrought folk traditions that they cherish and a mass consumer culture that they dislike.13 And we have historians of popular culture who perceive its roots deeply embedded in folk culture, who find agency rather than victimization in popular culture because they do not believe that consumers are helpless in the hands of producers and entrepreneurs.14

By now the nonspecialist reader may very well feel overwhelmed by a surfeit of citations and contradictory points of view. If such browsers are still bearing with me, they surely must sense that the study of popular culture is clearly thriving in institutions of higher learning. Scholars may not be all of one mind, but they certainly are single-minded if not downright feisty in their pursuit of popular culture. Paradoxically, however, that is not the impression that one gets from casual browsing, particularly in the press or even among the cognoscenti. In 1974 Herbert Gans declared that “popular culture is not studied much these days either by social scientists or humanists.…” Twenty years later the retiring Secretary (director) of the Smithsonian Institution threw his hands up in despair at rising interest in popular and mass culture displays at the National Museum of American History. “How the hell do you define pop culture anyway?” he demanded.15

Much of this book will be devoted to answering that question from various angles of vision. Here at the start it seems prudent to begin with an even more basic question on which there is no consensus respecting inclusiveness: What is culture? If we look at two famous responses to that query (offered well after Walter Lippmann’s) which share a common point of departure, we will gain from the second one a definition of popular culture by negative reference: culture is ordinary rather than rarefied, a matter of quotidian meanings rather than the gleanings of formal education. Both definitions still have their devotees today, though the balance of opinion has surely shifted from T. S. Eliot’s elitist view to Raymond Williams’s more populist view. Let’s begin with Eliot in 1948:


By “culture,” then, I mean first of all what anthropologists mean: the way of life of particular people living together in one place. That culture is made visible in their arts, in their social system, in their habits and customs, in their religion. But these things added together do not constitute the culture, though we often speak for convenience as if they did. These things are simply the parts into which a culture can be anatomised, as a human body can. But just as a man is something more than an assemblage of the various constituent parts of his body, so a culture is more than the assemblage of its arts, customs and religious beliefs. These things all act upon each other, and fully to understand one you have to understand all. Now there are of course higher cultures and lower cultures, and the higher cultures in general are distinguished by differentiation of function, so that you can speak of the less cultured and the more cultured strata of society, and finally, you can speak of individuals as being exceptionally cultured. The culture of an artist or a philosopher is distinct from that of a mine worker or field labourer; the culture of a poet will be somewhat different from that of a politician; but in a healthy society these are all parts of the same culture; and the artist, the poet, the philosopher, the politician and the labourer will have a culture in common, which they do not share with other people of the same occupations in other countries.16



Although Eliot acknowledges the existence of mine workers and field laborers, he assumes that in some mysterious way they will share the national cultural identity of those with more education and money and higher social status than themselves. How they choose to use their leisure and what distinctive pleasures they may enjoy are beyond his realm of concern.*

Twenty years later, in 1968, Raymond Williams did not repudiate Eliot so much as find his definition incomplete:


In talking of a common culture, then, one was saying first that culture was the way of life of a people, as well as the vital and indispensable contributions of specially gifted and identifiable persons, and one was using the idea of the common element of the culture—its community—as a way of criticizing that divided and fragmented culture we actually have.

If it is at all true that the creation of meanings is an activity which engages all men, then one is bound to be shocked by any society which, in its most explicit culture, either suppresses the meanings and values of whole groups, or which fails to extend to these groups the possibility of articulating and communicating those meanings.17



At the close of that extract, writing just when the study of popular culture began to require recognition if not outright legitimacy in academe, Williams anticipated the inclusiveness that would occur in progressive stages during the 1970s and ’80s. Meanwhile the historian E. P. Thompson, Williams’s contemporary, made a useful distinction (in writing about the eighteenth century) between the “polite culture” of more genteel folk and a “customary popular culture” of ordinary people so different that it would lie beyond the recognition of even pious or affluent members of the middle class who had no aspirations for learned culture yet longed for the gentility of “polite culture.”18

Students of colonial and nineteenth-century America, however, examining a less traditional and less rigidly stratified society, have narrowed the distance between book learning and collective beliefs. David D. Hall has warned against the presumption that ordinary people possess a culture totally separate from that of an educated elite, and has argued that there were always intermediaries able and ready to interpret one segment of society to another. Bridging the nineteenth into the twentieth century, David Grimsted has discovered common ground for bookish and popular culture; but even more important, he has punctured the customary distinction that elite culture was untainted by pecuniary ambitions, unlike popular culture, which was not merely tarnished but downright mercenary. Grimsted has suggested that “a desire to create, and a need to live, and a yen for money or recognition are not warring but joined elements in human beings. Such a gross truism would hardly be worth making did it not relate to one of the most popular explanatory put-downs of popular culture. To decry popular culture because it’s involved with profit motives is to disparage all levels of culture, all similarly tinged with personal adulterated motives.”19

Both Grimsted and Hall acknowledge the existence of diverse levels of cultural taste, while minimizing their distinctiveness or the distance that separates them. The process of change over time, however, has not been neatly linear but more nearly cyclical, with widely shared cultural tastes more noticeable early (seventeenth to mid-nineteenth centuries) and late (since the 1960s), whereas the segmentation of cultural tastes was more prominent in between. Inquiries have certainly demonstrated that sharp distinctions between high culture and low did not yet obtain during the first half of the nineteenth century, whether one looks at museums, carnivals, the audiences for painting or for Shakespeare.20

The situation in Victorian America is more complex, and there is considerably less consensus among students of the later nineteenth century. One’s preferences depend a great deal upon the modes of cultural experience one chooses to examine. Looking at museums, symphonic music, and opera, for example, Lawrence W. Levine finds cultural hierarchy becoming much more pronounced in this period. Genteel taste, exclusiveness contrary to museum and zoo charters that proclaimed an educational mission to the masses, an emphasis upon decorum within the hallowed precincts of temples devoted to art and music, admission fees that fended off the working classes, all contributed to a marked increase in segmentation and stratification.21

Those who concentrate more on books and reading habits, however, are impressed by the broad appeal across taste-level lines of such writers as Harriet Beecher Stowe, Horace Bushnell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Henry Ward Beecher. Hence their belief that clear dichotomies between high and popular culture did not yet exist even in Victorian America.22

An intermediate position can be found if one examines the controls over magazine content exercised by Victorian editors who carefully monitored the propriety of public taste. Or the way American folk heroes, such as Kit Carson, displayed notable variations in their diction depending upon whether their venue was a dime novel or a play directed to the middle class, not to mention diverse regional audiences. After looking at a variety of cultural institutions in the United States during the later nineteenth century, Neil Harris reached a multifaceted conclusion: Functioning within those institutions he found “unstable mixtures of preservation and popularization, dogmatism and tolerance, opposition to and acquiescence in mass taste.” He saw a surprising blend of “high and popular culture in unlikely places.… Whether the popular was acknowledged out of respect for its integrity or from a desire to reshape it is not always clear.” Yet Harris concludes that these institutions “adopted a stance toward modernity that was both more skeptical and more probing than easy wisdom would suggest.”23

Harris and others have noted that popular as well as high culture programs and exhibitions occurred at the numerous world fairs that took place in the United States between 1876 and 1915. Entrepreneurs recognized the need for both and provided for them—but in carefully controlled ways, such as noncontiguous locations. At Chicago’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, for example, Frederick Jackson Turner addressed the American Historical Association about the frontier West within the pristine confines of the sparkling White City while Buffalo Bill and his philistine Wild West Show performed on the Midway Plaisance. Cultural segregation, plain and simple.24

As late as the 1870s, taste levels and stratification had not yet become rigid or inflexible; but they were perceptibly hardening. In 1871, for example, Ralph Waldo Emerson and William Roscoe Thayer (a proper Bostonian who published extensively on Italian history and politics) made a transcontinental trip by railroad (riding in a private car) and enjoyed a look at Yosemite. In Salt Lake City the two preeminent intellectuals attended a melodrama, Marriage by Moonlight; or the Wildcat’s Revenge, and were not impressed. A month later they went to a “notorious theater” in San Francisco, one said to be a favorite of gold miners. It must have been a kind of burlesque-opera house. In any case, Emerson and Thayer found it “flat and dreary.” As American society became more heterogeneous, crossing cultural boundaries became increasingly problematic.25

One year later, yet another old-line New Englander puzzled over the big question, though this time quite publicly in Scribner’s. Presumably others shared his concern about the optimal connections between high culture and the working class. “What are the relations of culture to common life,” asked Charles Dudley Warner, “of the scholar to the day-laborer? What is the value of this vast accumulation of higher learning, what is its point of contact with the mass of humanity.…” Warner suggested that public intellectuals had civic responsibilities; but few among his contemporaries shared that concern, and his cri de coeur would hardly be heard again for almost a century.26

It is undeniably true that T. S. Eliot wanted a larger reading public for poetry, but mainly because he also hoped to have a bigger audience for his social and religious ideas. “I believe that the poet naturally prefers to write for as large and miscellaneous an audience as possible,” he once wrote, but then continued enigmatically: “it is the half-educated and ill-educated, rather than the uneducated, who stand in his way: I myself should like an audience which could neither read nor write.” Eliot later modified that oddly patronizing notion into a theory highly representative of the tripartite “brow level” doctrine that dominated American thinking during the middle third of the twentieth century. He explained that a writer really needed three concentric publics: “a small public of substantially the same education as himself, as well as the same tastes; a larger public with some common background with him; and finally he should have something in common with everyone who has intelligence and sensibility and can read his language.”27

Other cultural critics tended to follow a tripartite division while using different labels and varying grounds for differentiation. Leslie Fiedler, for example, with a more whimsical wisdom than Eliot’s, defined taste levels in terms of what people preferred to read. His correlations were clear-cut and made no allowance for overlap. Highbrows read the little reviews. The philistine middle class read “the slicks.” And the masses were consumers of the pulps. Whereas Fiedler’s masses simply took what was available, affordable, and comprehensible, Michael Denning has offered a very different vision of working-class cultural autonomy in which the writers of dime novels were sympathetic to working-class culture and readers from that culture interpreted dime novels in a highly particular way that coincided sensibly with the actual world they inhabited. “The cultural formation of the dime novel,” Denning writes, “derives its energy and crudity from the conjuncture of the birth of a culture industry with the emergence of an American working class. Its narrative formulas gain their resonance largely from their closeness to working class ideologies, from the mechanic accents of the producer culture to which its readers, writers, and earliest publishers belonged.”28

In 1984 the American historian Warren Susman wondered (and asked) whether popular culture operated according to formulas while high culture functioned in response to conventions. The question is important though difficult, but perhaps we can respond to it in terms of the varied patterns of repetition that may be observed at different taste levels.29 In high culture, repetition occurs because participants fully expect to see different stagings of the Ring Cycle or Hamlet and then compare them, always with certain conventions in mind though not feeling bound by them until, perhaps, Hamlet is set in Houston with redneck guards or Die Götterdämmerung features Hell’s Angels.

Most newspapers read by middlebrows presume that you have not followed a story faithfully, so repetition is built into each installment as background. In the realm of popular culture, a great many people never seem to tire of old favorites like Lawrence Welk, formulaic romance fiction, certain beverages, and cartoon characters. Familiarity and reliability are more desirable than novelty.30 With mass culture, by contrast, novelty is necessary in order to maximize sales, initiate fads, and excite audiences. Repetition is also inevitable, nonetheless, for two reasons. First, nothing is copied so quickly as a success, so that a hit program elicits a multimirrored hall of look-alikes. And second, the secret of effective advertising is repetition with minor variations. Hence we see certain ads so often that we come to learn them by rote.

Departing too radically from convention runs the risk of rejection and abject failure. Yet rigid adherence to convention also entails the risk of stagnation and alienation. Only the avant-garde, by definition, seek to flout convention. In fact, their most prominent convention is their unconventionality.

Having acknowledged the historical existence of “brow levels” used as a kind of shorthand for cultural stratification by taste levels, and also having indicated that I want to differentiate between mass and popular culture, perhaps I may appropriately recognize that what appears to be a current trend—the mixing and consequent blurring of taste levels—has historical roots that date back roughly four decades. The recent vogue is highly visible. In 1996 the cultural historian Ann Douglas published an essay titled “High Is Low” in which she announced that a wall dividing the art world had disintegrated. Some of her particulars, however, suggested that it had been heading toward collapse for much of the twentieth century. Early in 1997 Michiko Kakutani’s “Culture Zone” column for the New York Times called attention to a blurring of preferences in apparel across class and racial lines. As she provocatively put it, “why are homeboys and suburbanites wearing each other’s clothes?” A few months later an essay observed that “deconstruction” had entered the lexicon of daily life. Although it may often be used improperly, that word-concept has curiously entered the realm of popular writing.31

Taken together, do those examples begin to suggest that some sort of cultural Mixmaster has been activated? Forsooth, perhaps even a paradigm shift? Let’s scroll back to 1955 and read John Berger, art critic at that time for the New Statesman in England and The Nation in the United States. He ridiculed the notion that an iron divider loomed large between highbrows and lowbrows. He insisted that “a great deal of highbrow and lowbrow culture derive from exactly the same attitude of life and differ only in their degree of self-consciousness.” Berger acknowledged the existence of “different standards of appreciation”: Some people with an “unusually developed visual sensibility” see works from the perspective of the artist; they appreciate how the artist has solved certain aesthetic and technical problems. A majority, meanwhile, identify not with the artist but with the content of the art. “They will applaud not the process of creation but the result. This difference, however, is not the same as that between highbrow and lowbrow. Both these attitudes of appreciation are necessary to one another.”32 What Berger saw as an arbitrary and wrongheaded division between highbrow and lowbrow was, in his view, “based on a misreading of history.”

We may or may not agree with Berger; many of his contemporaries in 1955 did not. But eventually, during the decades that followed, his rejection of strict lines of demarcation would be reiterated by critics in diverse fields. His attack on cultural snobbery was only an opening salvo, and what we have read in recent years is mainly an insistent elaboration.

For myself, as Supreme Court justices say, I concur in part and dissent in part. I dissent from Berger because for most of a century, from the 1870s until the 1960s, a great many Americans did in fact believe that cultural stratification existed and they responded accordingly. In 1949 the editor of Harper’s magazine received the following handwritten letter from a man in Bard, New Mexico: “Just a line to let you know that I do not think your magazine is what it used to be. It seems to me evry [sic] thing you print is too much high brow, or it may be that I am just low brow.” Already in 1892, a literary reviewer was noting the irony that Walt Whitman celebrated the masses and yearned for their approval, yet was chiefly read by the “cultivated few.”33 Countless examples of taste-level awareness will appear in the chapters that follow.

But I also concur with Berger because many of those who read and invoke history in order to elucidate taste levels in the United States do so in such a variety of ways that “history” gets to be a grab bag, ransacked almost randomly in support of often contradictory conclusions. A few examples should suffice. Richard Ohmann, a historian of American literature, sought to answer the question: “Where did mass culture come from?” He found his answer in the transformation of American journalistic publishing (newspapers and magazines) at the end of the nineteenth and during the early years of the twentieth century. In the 1880s, he explained, “editors and publishers first succeeded in basing their business on low prices, large circulations, and advertising revenues. And the great editors of the 1890s, who turned this principle into even greater profits, understood it well.” Consequently, enterprising publishers blended two business practices that were already effective but had until then been independent of each other. They borrowed from the women’s magazines and the cheap weeklies the concept of making a large group of consumers more accessible to advertisers, and they took from the most prominent monthlies the idea of appealing to people who wanted to be part of a newly emerging national audience. By about 1905, according to Ohmann, monthly magazines had become “the major form of repeated cultural experience” for Americans.34

The difficulty here, symptomatic of problems posed by so much of the material treated in this book, is that the clientele for these magazines can be (and has been) viewed in highly variable ways. During the decades examined intensively by Ohmann, 1885 to 1905, the most influential national monthlies were Harper’s and The Century. Scarcely anyone regards these as progenitors of mass culture. A few students even place them in the highbrow category, but most consider them what subsequently came to be called middle- or upper-middlebrow. The same is true of Scribner’s, founded in 1887. The Atlantic Monthly underwent a revival after 1898, when Walter Hines Page took over as editor. It must be acknowledged, however, that sales of the Ladies Home Journal rose from 600,000 in 1891 to a million by 1903. And by 1900 Munsey’s Magazine had become the first general-interest illustrated magazine to achieve a genuinely high circulation. But, again, do any of these publications qualify as products of mass culture? Judging by their contents, and by other kinds of attractive reading material (like gazettes) that would have had their greatest appeal for working-class Americans, I would prefer to categorize them—except perhaps for Munsey’s—as manifestations of popular culture, aimed mainly at the protean and capacious middle class.35

Richard Ohmann even acknowledges that Munsey’s went mainly to middle-class people rather than to farmers and workers, and therefore that configuration is less inclusive than what we mean by mass culture. Yet Ohmann nevertheless claims that an “integrated mass culture” emerged in the 1890s, though the meaning of “integrated” remains unclear.36

The same kinds of difficulties arise when we turn to other criteria of cultural stratification in search of the genesis of mass culture. The historian Kathy Peiss looks at the diversions pursued by working women in New York at the turn of the century and finds what she calls the emergence of “mass leisure.”37 Because the paid vacation did not become a reality for working-class Americans until well after World War II, however, mass leisure surely did not mean in 1900 what it would come to mean by the 1960s. Moreover, can mass leisure of any kind imply the existence of full-scale mass culture in the absence of such mass media as radio and television?

Similarly, Lary May locates the birth of mass culture between 1911 and 1929, but especially during the 1920s because of the appearance then of large and gaudy movie palaces. He cites “an unprecedented mass audience centered in the growing cities.” But his operative meaning of mass culture remains elusive because he is really describing the uses of leisure in urban settings primarily for middle- and lower-middle-income Americans. These glitzy movie palaces cost more and were less physically accessible than the much smaller and unadorned neighborhood structures patronized by nearby working-class folk, especially the newer immigrants.38 Consequently, the film audience in the United States during the first three decades of the twentieth century remained more segmented by class and taste levels than some observers have been willing to recognize.

Writing about the emergence of the Book-of-the-Month Club in the later 1920s, Janice Radway explains that controversies generated by this entrepreneurial innovation occurred as part of the “American attempt to come to terms with the process of massification.” She frequently refers to a “huge mass audience” and to a “modern mass society.” Radway believes that Henry Seidel Canby, a professor of English at Yale who served as chairman of the club’s selection committee, included the masses in his assessment of cultural markets and their dynamics in the United States. Yet Radway and others acknowledge that the Book-of-the-Month Club is best described by a new category (or label) that made its first appearance during the 1920s: middlebrow.39 No one can plausibly claim the BOMC and its imitators as exemplars of mass culture. Popular, perhaps, and middlebrow surely, but not mass. Its subscribers were numerous though hardly vast—tens of thousands but not yet millions.

Two more illustrations should suffice. In noting the popularity of “auto-camping” by the end of the 1920s—automobile holidays accompanied by camping in the out-of-doors—historian Warren Belasco designates this protean activity (its modus operandi changed every few years) as a “mass institution.” Although it is true that Henry Ford had democratized access to the automobile by the end of the 1920s, ownership remained particularly an upper- and middle-income phenomenon. Neither the urban masses nor the rural poor went auto-camping. Meanwhile historians of feminism as an ideology, and of the changing role of women in American society, tend to place the emergence of mass culture in the 1940s.40

Clearly, then, there is no agreement among students of American culture in the twentieth century as to when mass culture either began or achieved full flower. One of the principal purposes of this book is to clarify that uncertainty. I am persuaded that the appearance of newspaper and then radio syndication (ca. 1908–38), along with many other developments, including those just mentioned, comprise an era that might properly be categorized as proto-mass culture; but I believe that the nature and uses of mass leisure prior to the 1960s, along with the technologies that served mass leisure, differed appreciably from mass culture as we have known it since the later 1950s.

Because the availability of leisure and widening access to it have undergone such a dramatic transformation during the past century, my concern with mass and popular culture in this book will focus particularly upon changing American attitudes toward leisure and their uses of it. The rise of recreation in its broadest possible sense and changing modes of entertainment will be at the heart of my story: how Americans have amused themselves and how they have felt about their amusements are central to our understanding of the so-called American Century. Indeed, the growing legitimacy of amusement itself in manifest ways is crucial.

For example, the law creating the National Zoo in Washington, D.C., enacted by Congress in 1888–89, rationalized its existence by emphasizing that it would be “for the advancement of science and the instruction and recreation of the people.” But realities and the recognition of change brought new priorities to the fore. In 1891 a staff member pleaded with the Secretary (director) of the Smithsonian Institution that exotic animals be added to North American wildlife at the zoo “for the amusement and instruction of the people.” By 1901, as the new century opened, the secretary acknowledged to his diary that the new National Zoo offered “an admirable place for health, recreation and entertainment.” So an institution intended for the advancement of science had, within a decade, become vastly more important as a source of entertainment.41 That transformation is highly symptomatic, and it provides an essential context for my focus throughout this book upon popular culture during the past century as entertainment, first and foremost. Hence my emphasis upon the changing nature and uses of leisure as matters of degree as well as kind in distinguishing between mass and popular culture.

Its most enthusiastic advocates have defined mass culture as “everything that members of an industrialized society share with all other members. Anything not universally shared may be less than ‘mass,’ an aspect of a ‘minority’ or ‘sub’-culture.”42 Fine. Let us bear in mind that as late as the 1930s many Americans, especially in the South and West, did not yet live in a fully industrialized society; and up until midcentury there were a great many aspects of American culture that most certainly were not universally shared. Consequently, according to their own criteria, devotees ought to acknowledge that mass culture could not become truly pervasive until well after World War II. Mass culture, then, must be nonregional, highly standardized, and completely commercial. Handmade quilts, for example, do not qualify as mass culture, not because they lack commercial value (for they most certainly possess that), but because they vary so much by region or locale, sometimes by religious sect, and also in the reasons for their making.

For the sake of clarification, then, let me suggest some of the characteristics of mass culture as we have known it for about four decades so that readers can understand why I consider the significant developments just described, along with others, as being better perceived either as popular culture or as proto-mass culture.

We must begin with television, which went from being expensive and therefore exclusive to being perceived as an affordable necessity during the mid- to later 1950s. Afternoon soap operas did not become standard fare on all of the major networks until 1954, when NBC reluctantly capitulated because it could not compete with the huge success enjoyed by soap operas on CBS. By the early 1960s television executives systematically started to “dumb down” their programs for a mass, undifferentiated audience—far more than radio had ever done. For that reason, the presumed or potential homogenization of American viewers, TV would contribute considerably more to the shaping of mass culture than radio had. Keep in mind, also, the sheer number of local radio stations along with stations that targeted particular clienteles compared with the severely limited number of dominant, national television networks.43

Fast-food chains like McDonald’s got started in the mid-1950s but did not “take off” until the sixties or become ubiquitous until the seventies. They should not be considered a true component of mass culture until the early 1970s, because initially they targeted a large but specific clientele: suburban families rather than urban workers, the customary habitués of White Tower and White Castle hamburger houses. Unlike their predecessors, McDonald’s featured cleanliness. They were not “joints” and had neither jukeboxes nor vending machines. They aimed to please the baby boom middle class rather than the urban workingman and -woman. All of that changed during the 1970s and ’80s when McDonald’s rapidly began to add downtown locations for teenagers and busy single people who did not have time to cook and who ate on the run.44

When regional shopping centers started to emerge in the mid- and later 1950s, the community marketplace characterized by personal relationships shifted from the old “downtown” to the more anonymous suburban shopping center, anchored by major national chain stores with standardized products, such as Sears, Penneys, and Montgomery Ward. The preponderance of chain stores and national franchises brought shoppers all of the latest national trends, not only in products but in merchandising techniques as well. Standardization was also perceived as the key to success for national motel chains beginning in the 1960s. Franchising meant local ownership but predictable nationwide similarities. A national name conveyed reliability and security to potential patrons.45

On September 26, 1960, seventy million people watched the presidential debate between John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon—an unprecedented number of viewers who could exchange reactions the next day about what they had seen. And then there is Monday night football, a newly routinized mass phenomenon in which people in many thousands of cities and towns watch two teams from some other part of the country compete. All sorts of rituals developed in response to the magnetic attraction of Monday night football, such as places where women with no interest in football could gather and socialize. Not until 1967 was it possible to relay film by satellite from Tokyo to New York, and then at a very high cost. By 1970, however, we know that a majority of Americans received their news coverage from television, most notably news about the war in Vietnam.46

Finally, to round out a selective menu of mass culture’s distinguishing features in our own time, we have the inundation of bulk mail catalogues, special promotions for credit cards and life insurance, tele-advertising and direct sales, philanthropic and medical research solicitations—mostly made possible by the sale of computerized membership lists. It has to be mass culture when the process depends upon targeting zip codes and census data based upon household incomes, all from vast electronic data banks. We can call 1-800 numbers seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, and be answered by a recorded voice that presents us with a list of options we can only opt if we have a touch-tone telephone.47

All of that and more, compounded of pixels, adds up to mass culture of a character unknown and unimagined by most people prior to the later 1950s. (On April 2, 1965, Time magazine devoted its cover story to “The Computer in Society.” On January 3, 1983, Time chose to celebrate the “Machine of the Year” rather than a Man of the Year. Its cover story was entitled “The Computer Moves In” and the lead visual featured a man and a woman sitting at tables staring at computers.) Writing in 1965, when mass culture as we know it was relatively new, two notably influential British writers, Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel, produced a sophisticated text that predictably mingled mass and popular culture into a multi-ingredient omelet. They defined mass culture as art that is machine-produced according to a formula. They devoted a closing chapter to critics and defenders of mass culture, and like most of the aggressively defensive partisans of popular and mass culture at that time, they rejected any spurious distinction between the serious and the popular or between entertainment and high culture values. They took mass and popular culture quite seriously themselves and resented those critics and scholars who regarded their own chosen meat as poison.48

There is a striking contrast between their upbeat perception of mass culture and that of Clement Greenberg in 1939 and Dwight Macdonald’s two decades later (building upon Greenberg’s). Hall and Whannel highlighted technology and the formulaic element—mass production moving ahead in a manner independent of older models or art forms. To its advocates, mass culture was capable of innovation or even novelty. It could produce repetition but not uniqueness; yet the production of repetition was altogether appropriate if one subscribed to egalitarian values.49

An important reason why Greenberg and Macdonald so despised mass culture derived from their belief that it imitated and thereby degraded high culture—a pattern of reasoning that made less and less sense with the
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