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Critical Issues in Contemporary Culture is a collection of readings aimed
at stimulating critical inquiry by inviting students to examine contem-
porary issues relating to gender, social class, and ethnicity. Designed to
complicate students’ understanding of “mainstream culture” as well as
to highlight the diversity of contemporary America, this book contains
selections by authors who critically examine convention and tradition.

With so many multicultural reading anthologies currently on the
market, we have designed Critical Issues to provide several distinctive
features:

1. The emphasis is on issues. As one reviewer remarked of the text:
“It makes the multicultural and multidisciplinary viewpoints
implicit in a thorough examination of issues.”

2. Topics should appeal to a broad range of students, nontradition-
al as well as traditional, and are addressed in a wide variety of
texts—autobiographical, literary, academic, journalistic, and ar-
gumentative.

3. At the end of most reading selections are activities that lead stu-
dents from informal holistic response to more detailed analysis.
Writing suggestions at the end of each chapter encourage stu-
dents to synthesize sources and make other kinds of connections
among the readings.

4. The instructional apparatus allows teachers to adapt the book to
their individual aims.

Though chapters need not be assigned sequentially, we recom-
mend beginning with Chapter 1, which examines some of the problems
and confusion that surround culture and literacy as terms of discussion.
Since Critical Issues is intended to suit the needs of first-year students,
each of the chapters following Chapter 1 introduces approaches to
reading and writing analytically—reading strategies and reading jour-
nals (Chapter 2), group inquiry (Chapter 3), creating a synthesis of
ideas (Chapter 4), rhetorical analysis (Chapters 5 and 6), Peter Elbow’s
“Believing Game” (Chapter 7), and reading texts complicated by
abstractions (Chapter 8). Chapter 9 completes the text with a focus on
the power of stories to reveal our cultures to each other—stories that
are a blend of fiction, nonfiction, newspaper account, and even one cre-
ated by a research project.
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Culture and
Literacy: Entering
the Conversation
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One of the most gratifying and challenging opportunities you face as a
college student is the invitation to participate actively, as a reader and
writer, in new discourse communities. The educated adults who com-
prise these communities abide by formal, though often unwritten, rules
and customs about sharing information and ideas. The challenge of
participating in their conversations is not just a matter of gathering
facts and understanding concepts; it is also a process of looking at
familiar objects and routines through different, at times unfamiliar,
lenses. Reading selections in this chapter, and throughout Critical Issues
in Contemporary Culture, are intended to engage this process. Many of
the readings in this book examine issues and artifacts from the stand-
point of persons outside mainstream culture—the primarily white,
Anglo-Saxon, middle-class community whose values and opinions,
until recently, defined what most people regarded as American. Other
selections are by authors who, though members of that community, try
to shed its biases and preconceptions.

Culture, a crucial term in this book, is one of the most complex
words in English. Tracing its history, Professor Raymond Williams has
shown that centuries ago the term was used only to describe the culti-
vation of plant or animal life—a meaning retained in such words as
agriculture, horticulture, and wviticulture. Gradually, however, culture
became associated with the cultivation of intellect, taste, artistic talent,
and etiquette. (Today, a “cultured” person is assumed to be educated,
sophisticated, and polite.) As a result, culture became synonymous
with civilization, describing both a state of learning and refinement and
a process of historical development. Until the 1800s, most English-
speaking people considered that process to be uniform and inevitable,
culminating in the adoption of customs, tastes, and attitudes similar to
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2 CULTURE AND LITERACY: ENTERING THE CONVERSATION

those of the more privileged classes in Europe. However, an important
change took place in the nineteenth century, when people began “to
speak of ‘cultures’ in the plural: the specific and variable cultures of
different nations and periods, [as well as] the specific and variable cul-
tures of social and economic groups with a nation.”* Thus, culture came
to mean the way of life exemplified by one group of people during a
specific period in history. Today, the ingredients of a culture are under-
stood to include its moral values, etiquette, customs and rituals, gender
roles, and a number of other factors that insiders take for granted.

This more inclusive definition of culture discourages judgments of
relative worth: no one culture, so defined, can be called better or worse
than any other. However, discussions of culture are complicated by still
another definition of the word. When people talk about “cultural
events” or the “cultural resources” of a city or region, they typically
refer to museum collections and artistic performances that reflect the
tastes of a privileged class, an elite.

Restricting the boundaries of culture to the customs, artifacts, and
tastes of an elite may not seem remarkable, but as a way of thinking it
has had historical consequences. For example, public revenues have
been allocated under the presumption that opera and oil painting are
more worthy of government support than other more popular forms of
art and entertainment. Persons outside or on the fringes of the cultural
elite—even such prominent figures as Andrew Jackson and Harry Tru-
man—have been belittled as “uncultured.”

The first reading selection in this chapter, “High Culture/Low Cul-
ture” by Herbert Gans, contrasts two very different “taste cultures” in
American society. Gans considers some of the practical consequences
of unequal funding for endeavors that reflect the preferences of these
two cultures.

Literacy is another complex term with a similarly fluid definition.
While any colonial American able to write his or her name was deemed
literate, more rigorous criteria define literacy at the end of the twenti-
eth century. Today, it is widely assumed that literacy entails a specific
set of mental proficiencies: decoding symbolic representations of spo-
ken language (translating letters of the alphabet into sounds, words,
and ideas) as well as casting ideas and information into a symbolic
code (putting them into written language in such a way that readers
can understand them). Although individuals or groups may use lan-
guage in other complicated ways, they are often (and incorrectly)
labeled illiterate unless they also possess this specific set of mental pro-
ficiencies and can exercise them with ease.

“Raymond Williams, “Culture,” Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 89.
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Clearly, culture and literacy intersect. A culture is delineated, at
least in part, by how it defines and uses literacy. And since some cul-
tures have more power than others, certain definitions and uses of liter-
acy have been privileged. Furthermore, literacy is a primary means by
which culture is perpetuated or reproduced (through stories, per-
formances, sacred texts, literature, textbooks). Consequently, scholars,
politicians, religious leaders, and other citizens are concerned not only
about the technical skills that define literacy, but also about which texts
(oral and written) should be preserved. The ongoing debate over cul-
tural literacy, addressed in reading selections by E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Alan
Purves, and John Ogbu, is an example of that concern.

Following Ogbu'’s essay are three readings that examine the practi-
cal consequences of literacy and literacy education for specific individ-
uals and ethnic communities outside the cultural mainstream of the
United States.



Herbert Gans

High Culture/Low Culture

&
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Born in Germany in 1927, sociologist Herbert Gans emigrated to the
United States in 1940 and currently teaches at Columbia University. In
the following selection from his book, Popular Culture and High Cul-
ture: An Analysis and Evaluation of Taste, Gans describes the tastes of
a cultural elite, then contrasts them with those of a very different social
group. Throughout his book, Gans demonstrates that American society
encompasses a variety of “taste cultures,” each of which is as worthy as
any other. He goes on to advocate public support for cultural events re-
flecting the tastes of persons often excluded from the mass media—for ex-
ample, the poor and the aged.

High Culture

This culture differs from all other taste cultures in that it is domi-
nated by creators and critics and that many of its users accept the stan-
dards and perspectives of creators. It is the culture of “serious” writers,
artists, and the like, and its public therefore includes a significant pro-
portion of creators. Its users are of two kinds: (1) the creator-oriented
users who, although not creators themselves, look at culture from a
creator perspective; and (2) the user-oriented, who participate in high
culture but are, like the users of other cultures, more interested in the
creator’s product than in his or her methods and in the problems asso-
ciated with being a creator. Even so, the creators and both kinds of
users are similar in one way: they are almost all highly educated people
of upper and upper-middle class status, employed mainly in academic
and professional occupations.

The culture itself is in some ways more of an aggregate than the
other taste cultures. For example, it contains both classic and contempo-
rary items which are formally and substantively diverse but are part of
high culture because they are used by the same public. Thus, the culture
includes simple lyrical medieval songs and complex formalistic modern
music; “primitive” art and abstract expressionism; Beowulf and Finne-
gans Wake. (Other taste cultures also use the classics, but to a much
lesser extent, and they concentrate on those which are more congruent
with contemporary items.) In addition, high culture changes more
quickly than other cultures; in this century alone, its art has consisted of
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expressionism, impressionism, abstraction, conceptual art, and many
other styles. Indeed, the major unchanging features of the culture are its
domination by creators and the elite social position of its users.

Even so, there are some stable elements in the culture that set it off
from other cultures. Perhaps most important, high culture pays explicit
attention to the construction of cultural products, such as the relation-
ships between form, substance, method, and overt content and covert
symbolism, among others, although the relative emphasis that high
culture places on these varies over time. In recent decades, innovation
and experimentation in form have particularly dominated high culture
art and music and, to a lesser extent, its fiction and architecture, just as
methodology has dominated the social sciences. The culture’s stan-
dards for substance are less variable; they almost always place high
value on the careful communication of mood and feeling, on introspec-
tion rather than action, and on subtlety, so that much of the culture’s
content can be perceived and understood on several levels. High cul-
ture fiction emphasizes character development over plot, and the
exploration of basic philosophical, psychological, and social issues,
with heroes and heroines of novels and plays often modeled on the cre-
ators themselves. Thus, much high culture fiction deals with individual
alienation, and the conflict between individual and society, reflecting
the marginal role of the creator in contemporary society.

High culture’s nonfiction is basically literary; in the past it relied on
novelists for its analyses of social reality, and on critics who content-
analyzed novels for what they reported about society. Today, the cul-
ture relies more on essayists for its nonfiction, leading at least one critic
to argue that the serious novel has lost its major function. Social scien-
tists who live up to the culture’s writing standards are also read, but as
I suggested earlier, high culture is often hostile to the social sciences,
partly because of their proclivity to jargon (although the equally techni-
cal language of literary criticism is rarely condemned for this reason)
and partly because they refuse to accept literary observations and auto-
biographical impressions as evidence.

Since the culture serves a small public that prides itself on exclu-
siveness, its products are not intended for distribution by the mass
media. Its art takes the form of originals distributed through galleries;
its books are published by subsidized presses or commercial publishers
willing to take a financial loss for prestige reasons; its journals are the
so-called little magazines; its theater is now concentrated largely in
Europe, New York’s Off-Broadway, and occasional repertory compa-
nies. High culture has still not entirely accepted the electronic media,
but its movies are often foreign and are shared with upper-middle cul-
ture, and what little high-culture television exists is also shared with
this culture and is shown on public television. ...
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Low Culture

This is the culture of the older lower-middle class, but mainly of the
skilled and semiskilled factory and service workers, and of the semi-
skilled white collar workers, the people who obtained nonacademic
high school educations and often dropped out after the tenth grade.
Low culture was America’s dominant taste culture until the 1950s,
when it was replaced by lower-middle culture. Its public, though still
large, has been shrinking steadily, partly because of longer school atten-
dance even among blue collar workers, but also because of the exposure
to television and other lower-middle mass media on the part of young
working-class people who have broken out of the isolation of urban eth-
nic and rural enclaves.

Low culture publics are still likely to reject “culture,” and even
with some degree of hostility. They find culture not only dull but also
effeminate, immoral, and sacrilegious—which is why Spiro Agnew’s
caricature of upper-middle college students as “effete snobs” attracted
so much attention—and they often support church, police, and govern-
mental efforts to censor erotic materials. At the same time, their prefer-
ence for action and melodrama. .. explains their reluctance to support
censorship of violence. ...

Low culture is provided through the mass media, but despite the
size of this public, it must share much of its content with lower-middle
culture. Often it does so by reinterpreting lower-middle-class content
to fit working-class values. For example, in a working-class population
that I studied, people watching a detective serial questioned the integ-
rity of the policeman-hero and identified instead with the working-
class characters who helped him catch the criminal. They also pro-
tested or made fun of the lower-middle-class heroes and values they
saw depicted in other programs and commercials.

Exclusively, low culture content exists as well, but since this public
lacks the purchasing power to attract major national advertisers, its
media can survive economically only by producing content of low
technical quality for a very large audience. Moreover, partly because of
poor schooling, low culture publics do not read much. As a result, they
are served by a handful of tabloid dailies and weeklies, some with the
highest newsstand sales among newspapers, which report sensational
and violent activities—or invented activities—by celebrities and ordi-
nary people.

Most Hollywood films were once made for the low culture public,
until it gravitated to television. Although it shares this medium with
lower-middle culture publics, initially network programming catered
extensively to low culture, for example, by providing Westerns, the
comic action of Lucille Ball and Red Skelton, the acrobatic vaudeville of
the Ed Sullivan Show, and situation comedies like “Beverly Hillbillies”

7
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(which described how working-class people of rural origin outwit the
more sophisticated and powerful urban middle class), and the music of
Lawrence Welk. Some of these programs are disappearing from the net-
work schedule as the low culture public shrinks in size and purchasing
power, but the reruns survive on independent television stations,
which are now perhaps the prime transmitters for low culture. This
public is also served by independent radio stations which feature rock
and country music and brief newscasts that use sound effects to imitate
the attention-getting headline of the tabloid newspaper.

Low culture art reflects the sexual segregation of its public. The
men often choose pinup pictures (of more overtly erotic and sexually
aggressive-looking women than those featured in the upper-middle
culture Playboy), which they hang in factories and garage workshops.
The women like religious art and secular representational pictures with
vivid colors. Home furnishings reflect the same aesthetic: they must be
solid looking and “colorful.” While high- and upper-middle culture
publics value starkness and simplicity, low-culture publics prefer
ornateness—either in traditional, almost rococo, forms, or in the lavish
contemporary style once described as “Hollywood modern.”

+ Discussion Questions™*

1. Herbert Gans identifies artists and academic scholars with high cul-
ture. Since Gans himself is a university professor, does this presumed
affiliation with high culture affect his objectivity and authority? If so,
can you point to instances of bias in Gans’s writing?

2. How do you suppose a “typical” representative of each of the two cul-
tures would respond to this portrayal of his or her tastes?

3. Gans cites The Beverly Hillbillies as a television comedy that exemplifies
low culture in its depiction of “working-class people...[who] outwit
the more sophisticated and powerful.” A more recent comedy, Rose-
anne, also depicts tension between social classes. What are some of the
similarities and differences between these two programs and their
treatment of class conflict? Do you think Gans would classify Roseanne
as low culture?

*Chapters 2-9 will feature questions that elicit an immediate personal response to each
reading, progress to a closer look at the arrangement of important ideas, then lead finally
to a critical view of specific details. Before presenting this sequenced process of response,
however, we want to introduce freewritten journal responses (in Chapter 2) and pro-
cesses of group inquiry (in Chapter 3). Consequently, the reading selections in this chap-
ter are followed only by a few discussion questions, such as those appearing on this page.
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