
Discussion points – Mass media, society and culture 
 
The following information was taken – in some cases verbatim – from the 
textbook, “Introduction to Mass Communication,” by Stanley Baran. 
 
Our values have shifted over the years 

• Pre-modern era (pre1800s) - belief in natural order 
• Modern industrial revolution (1800s to 1950s) - individualism, efficiency, 

anti-tradition 
• Post modern (1950s to present) - Skepticism about science, business, 

government. Diversity and multiculturalism. Willingness to accept paradox. 
 
Context 

• In the 1880s, most Americans lived on farms and in small towns 
• By the 1920s and '30s, most moved to urban areas. 

 
Impact of print 

• The mass printing of pamphlets, magazines and books helped to 
democratize knowledge. Literacy rose. Learning spread beyond the upper 
class. 

• Print promoted nationalism and individualism. People relied less on 
commercial, religious and political leaders for guidance. 

• People resisted government interference in the affairs of self-made 
entrepreneurs. This became a fundamental value in American society in 
the 19th and 20th centuries (1800s and 1900s). 

 
Electronic era 

• Society moved from industrial, print-based society to Information Age. 
• Information Age began with the development of the telegraph in the 

1840s. 
• Telegraph: messages instant. Faster than stage coach, ship or pony 

express. 
• Telegraph along with mass-marketed newspapers turned information into 

a commodity - a thing that could be bought and sold. 
 

• The telegraph led to radio, fax and cell phone. 
 

• Electronic phase of Information Age boomed in the 1950s and 1960s. 
• TV had a dramatic impact. 

 
 



Digital era 
• Traditional leaders have lost some of their control over information. 
• ABC, NBC and CBS lost ground to MTV, CNN, MSNBC, Fox, Comedy 

Central and radio talk shows. 
 

• Bloggers became a key element of news. 
 

• Email helped reinvent oral culture, and has displaced some of what postal 
service did. 

• Social media is changing how we share and consume media 
• We watch TV when we want, not when it's scheduled. 

 
• Internet - a way to transmit messages more quickly in interconnected 

global world. 
 
Foundation of media: storytelling 

• Coverage of Vietnam War led to loss of public support for the war 
• Impact of Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, Hurricane Katrina 
• Media changed attitudes about wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 

 
Elvis - third appearance on Ed Sullivan show, producers had to shoot from waist 
up. 
 
Issues 

• Quality of contemporary culture - unacceptably commercial, 
sensationalistic. 

• Talk shows exploit personal problems for commercial gain 
• Reality shows glamorize outlandish behavior and dangerous stunts 
• Children are vulnerable to junk food, toys and "cool" clothes 

 
Definitions 

• High culture: Ballet, symphony, art museums, classic literature 
• Low culture: radio shock jocks, reality TV, celebrity gossip, violent action 

films. Examples: Real Housewives of New Jersey. Professional wrestling. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Questions 
• Some critics say popular culture has flooded the cultural environment, 

driving out higher forms of culture and cheapening public life. 
• Some say this prevents people from experiencing genuine art 
• Some say popular culture undermines democratic ideals and reasoned 

argument 
• audiences become dupes lured by products 
• Do you agree? Are we losing our discriminating taste for higher culture? 

 
Theories 

• Dumbing down of America versus the Sleeper curve.  
• Steven Johnson, "Everything bad is good for you." 
• Says some TV shows intellectually stimulating. 
• Compares “Dallas” with “24” 

 
 
Digital age, talk points: 

 Recycling culture. 
 Feelings of powerlessness and alienation 
 Talk shows - give people power. 
 Willingness to accept paradox 
 We are nostalgic for the past, but we embrace new technologies. 
 We raise questions about science, but movies depend on technology. 
 Examples: Avatar, Harry Potter, Transformer. 
 New technology - Twitter, etc. - draws people together 
 Lines between information and entertainment blurred 
 Does mass media serve democracy? 
 Learning media literacy helps us become better citizens and smarter 
consumers 


