Chapter 8
The Searchers: Audiences and the Quest for Meaning in Popular Culture

Study Guide

Introduction

Paris -- Pere Lachaise Cemetery


Gravesite of Jim Morrison from the Doors


Visitors are like religious pilgrims

Focus on how audiences attribute significance to popular culture


Meanings are created in socially patterned ways

Video: Bruce Springsteen "Born in the USA"

Controversy over meaning of artist and song in 1984 Reagan presidential campaign
Audiences and Interpretive Communities

Example of what constitutes a "romantic" song for variety of people


From Sinatra to Kelly Clarkson

Audiences draw from personal thoughts, emotions and memories


Also from social circumstances and background


Nationality, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, age


These factors inform understandings

Interpretive communities


Rely on common social experiences to frame their collective reading of popular culture


Example of Latino Morrisey fans


Share some intellectual, religious or political worldview



Example: "The Last Temptation of Christ" 



Variety of interpretations from different groups 




Some religious groups protest release of film 

Debates about the value or harm of certain types of popular culture


Examples: Recent controversies 



Heavy metal, gangsta rap

The case of the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC)


Group led by Tipper Gore (Al Gore's wife) and other influential citizens


Growing concerns about graphic images and explicit lyrics




Heavy-metal, rap and other popular music




Glorifying sex, drugs, suicide and encouraging other deviant behaviors



Lists of objectionable artists and songs




Ice-T, Run-DMC, Ozzy Osborne, Blue Oyster Cult, Prince, Madonna




"The Filthy Fifteen" songs


How does this affect youthful listeners?



Cases of suicide after listening to songs

Senate hearings in 1985



Various concerned parties testify




Expert witnesses arguments




Psychiatrists: lyrics become a "philosophy of life"





Attorneys: leads to "coarsening" and "desensitizing"




Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) 




Support artist's rights





Cited the small minority of songs with sexual or violent images




Musicians and music industry personnel




Appeals to 1st Amendment and artistic freedom





Dee Snider, John Denver, Frank Zappa


PMRC wanted to prohibit sales of albums with explicit content


Compromise agreement to restrict sales to minors



Results in warning stickers




Parental Advisory: Explicit Content




Restricts sales to minors





Problems of enforcement


An example of media self-regulation



Preferable to being regulated or censored by law


Some big box retailers (Walmart) refuse to carry product with warning stickers




Loss in sales hurts music industry 

Controversies about explicit material persist


Has become a regular part of the culture wars


Conflicts over ideology, values and culture fought in the public arena


Debates about whether culture reflects society or shapes society

Video: "MTV: When Lyrics Attack"
Video: " 60 Minutes - Eminem's Incredible Rise to Stardom"
Meaning-Making and the Changing Significance of Popular Culture

The meaning of popular culture can shift over time

Examples:


Figures such as Pete Seeger have been viewed differently from one generation to next



1950s -- McCarthyism demonized him as communist sympathizer



1990s -- Honored by the JFK Center for Performing Arts, National Medal of Arts

Film considered as a genre worthy of artistic praise began recently in 1960s



In the 1930s, cultural elites looked down on movies as low class



In 1940-50s, introduction of TV made movies seem more sophisticated


-- Newly middle class educated audiences in search of meaningful entertainment


-- Academy Awards or Oscars given for achievement in film


-- The growth of Film Studies departments at colleges/universities


-- Auteur theory credits writer/director for artistic vision



Spike Lee, Woody Allen, Martin Scorsese, Christopher Nolan, (others)


-- Proliferation of film festivals



International (Cannes, Venice) and in American cities (LA, SB, Sundance)


-- Movie criticism and the discussion of film as art


-- U.S. National Film Registry 



Project to preserve culturally, historically or aesthetically significant films

Popular music also in process of transformation of meaning and value


-- Rock music critics work to establish rock as respectable art form


-- The Grammy Awards


-- The Rock Hall of Fame and Museum founded in 1983

-- Rock journalism, especially Rolling Stone engage in establishing rock canon



Lists like "500 Greatest Albums of All Time"


-- Rock journalism frames music in same critical terminology as for other art forms


-- Scholars support the intellectual and academic study of rock


Publish research in journals and books




See Stein article "Charisma and the Impact of Popular Music"





How popular music can support educational and personal growth



Convene professional conferences




Popular Culture Association, sections of ASA, others



Response to critics such as Allan Bloom



See Stein article "Allan Bloom: Meet the Beatles"





Beatles may be considered high art in future
Popular Culture and the Search for Authenticity

Since the Industrial Revolution, there has been a search for authenticity

Response to modern age, capitalism, human exploitation

Authenticity must be created


Performed, staged, crafted or otherwise imagined


Based in stereotypical images rather than actual everyday life

The production of popular music relies on strategic methods of representing authenticity


How can you tell if someone is a sell-out, corporate product, fake version?



Who has a claim on authenticity and how do they establish that reputation?



Examples:

Adventures in the Quest for Meaning in Popular Culture

Postmodern consumers may seek out new exemplars of hybridity or hybrid products

Different cultures melded together self-consciously to create new creative possibilities



Examples:




Bob Dylan goes from folk to electric




Myles Davis does free jazz, funk and psychedelic rock



Beastie Boys, Red Hot Chili Peppers blend punk, rap, hard rock




Kid Rock unites rap, heavy metal, rhythm and blues and country



Other examples of hybridity in popular culture:




Global fusion cooking

Irony and humor in cultural creators and consumers


The popularity of certain genres like camp


A staple among gay and lesbian audiences




Example of drag queens, films of John Waters, music of Village People


Tribute bands or mock stars



Many have become popular


Other examples:



Song parodies




Weird Al Yankovic, skits on Saturday Night Live



Movie parodies




From "This is Spinal Tap" to "Get Him to the "Greek"



Movies with cult followings




"Rocky Horror Picture Show", "Showgirls", "The Room"

KEY TERMS
Interpretive communities

Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC)
Parental Advisory: Explicit Content
media self-regulation
culture wars
Auteur theory
rock canon
authenticity
hybridity or hybrid products
camp
Tribute bands
