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Mosco, Vincent  and  Janet Wasko, eds. 
T h e  Cr i t i ca l  Communication Review. 
Vol. iii: Popular Cu l t u re  and  Media Events. 
Norwood, New Jersey: Ab lex  Publ ish ing Company, 1985. 

T h i s  i s  a t h i r d  volume o f  the  The  Cr i t i ca l  Communications Review 

edi ted b y  Vincent  Mosco o f  Queen's Un i ve r s i t y  and  Janet Wasko o f  the  

Cal i forn ia State Polytechnic. The  f i r s t  two  volumes deal t  w i t h  the  

work ing  class and  the  media and  pa t te rns  o f  communication contro l .  

T h i s  volume t rea ts  popular  cu l t u re  and  media events i n  a var ie ty  o f  

ways, b u t  one theme seems dominant: t he  idea t h a t  cu l t u re  i s  

"contested terra in."  Cu l t u re  i s  n o t  on ly  what  i s  produced as 

commodities b y  elites, b u t  it i s  " the s i te  o f  s t rugg les  among classes 

ove r  t he  p roduc t ion  and  in te rp re ta t ion  o f  s igns,  symbols, and  

expressions t h a t  def ine themselves and  t he i r  re lat ionship t o  one 

another. ( x )  

Cu l tu re ,  therefore is, Re tu rn  o f  t he  Jedi, the  Academy Awards 

and  t he  Olympic Games. B u t  it is also wo rk i ng  people's parades, the  

B r i x t o n  r io ts  and  the  l i te racy  movement in Nicaragua. 

The re  a re  12 essays i n  t he  book g rouped in th ree  sections: an 

h is tor ica l  sect ion deal ing w i t h  t he  re lat ionship between popular  cu l t u re  

and  commodity cu l t u re  f rom the  mid-19th t o  t he  mid-twentieth 

cen tu ry ;  a g r o u p  o f  f ou r  papers concerned w i t h  s tars,  media events 

(Olympic Games and Academy Awards)  and  v ideo games; and, f ina l ly ,  

a p rescr ip t i ve  section concerned w i t h  a l ternate methods o f  analysis 

and  cu l t u ra l  pract ice. 

Taken together ,  most o f  t he  papers deal in one way o r  another  

w i t h  t h e  in tersect ions o f  t he  f ree  marke t  and  popular  cu l tu re .  

Examples abound. The  pub l i c  spaces o f  mid-19th cen tu r y  

Philadelphia, where parades had  been a "powerfu l  vernacular  form o f  

communication," were shu t  down b y  a centra l ized police force which 

suppressed "customary amusements" and  chased "beggars, hucks te rs  

and  musicians o f f  the  streets." (20) I n  the  same Philadelphia, 

d u r i n g  and  a f t e r  the  Great  War, Jules Mastbaum t ransformed t he  
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p i c t u r e  shows. Going t o  the  p i c t u res  became an evening a t  the  

cinema. Mastbaum combined t he  p ic tu res  w i t h  opera and  vaudevi l le, 

and  presented the  whole i n  spectacular audi tor iums w i t h  such success 

t ha t  an  evening 's  entertainment became ( u n t i l  television decreed 

otherwise), a social inst i tu t ion.  Along the  same l ines i s  t he  cur ious  

case o f  t he  p layer  piano. Jeanne Al len 's  sp lendid a r t i c le  te l ls  u s  t ha t  

t he  p layer  piano was an  ear ly ,  perhaps  t he  earl iest,  form o f  

automated musical performance. As  such, it marked a stage i n  the  

t rans i t ion  f rom a c ra f t ed  musical performance based on f inger  

dex te r i t y  and  manual technique " to  more cen t ra l l y  produced 

mechanically reproduced mass media." (108) It marked "a gradual  

s h i f t  in the  ro le  o f  the pub l i c  f rom ac t i ve  t o  passive, as t he  radio 

and  the  phonograph replaced t he  pa r l o r  piano as a source o f  music in 

t he  home." (Daniel Kl ingman) 

One last  a r t i c le  in t h i s  sect ion b y  Richard Bu tsch  describes the  

commercialization o f  leisure. Model a i rp lane bu i ld ing ,  once the  

p reserve  o f  home hobbyis ts  who sought  t o  cons t r uc t  t h e i r  models f i r s t  

f rom household ar t ic les b u t  i n  the  30s (a f te r  L indberghls  t ransat lant ic  

f l i gh t )  f rom k i t s  based on sound aeronautical engineer ing,  was al l  b u t  

revolut ion ized a f t e r  World War I I b y  la rge  d ivers i f ied companies. 

Using t he i r  enormous market ing power, these f i rms  d iver ted  

adolescents t o  p last ic  (non- f l y ing)  repl icas o f  combat a i rc ra f t .  F l y i ng  

models were l e f t  t o  v e r y  small f i rms  run b y  hobby is ts  f o r  an adu l t  

marke t  w i t h  few young enthusiasts. 

I n  t h e  second sect ion which deals w i t h  media events in 

post- industr ia l  society, one w r i t e r  comments on t he  re lat ionship o f  

U.S. media t o  popular  cu l ture,  ( t h e  U.S. media's coverage o f  t he  '76 

and  '80 Olympic Games boycotts),  another  on  t he  media's attempt t o  

u s u r p  t he  sphere o f  popular  cu l t u re  ( t he  Academy Awards) ,  and  s t i l l  

another  w r i t e r  on  rock  music as "one o f  t he  last  bast ions o f  pure ,  

laissez-faire capitalism." (204) B u t  su re l y  t he  most unse t t l i ng  

content ion in th is  sect ion i s  in T e r r i  Tolesl essay r ega rd i ng  video 

games: f o r  her, video games may be  more deadly than  we know, 

because t hey  o f f e r  the oppo r t un i t y  f o r  people " to  pract ice subject ing 
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t he i r  judgment  t o  t ha t  o f  the  microchip." The  use o f  v ideo games b y  

t he  armed services embeds the  games' assumptions concern ing ou r  

cu l t u re  - " the  impl ic i t  ev i l  o f  the  enemy, t he  need t o  des t roy  ou r  foes 

completely ... wi thou t  hav ing  t o  take  responsib i l i ty  o r  even t o  know the  

reasons f o r  one's own actions. (221 -222) 

The  last  section is p rescr ip t i ve .  The  w r i t e r s '  object ives are t o  

create a democratic pub l i c  cu l t u re  and  t o  po in t  o u t  the  necessity f o r  

social s t ruggle.  A n  analysis o f  B r i t i s h  newspapers'  accounts o f  t h e  

B r i x t o n  r i o t s  prompts a re-examination o f  how his tor ica l ly  embedded 

popu l i s t  themes bear on t he  popular  imagery o f  social d isorder .  The  

au thors  a rgue  f o r  more b road ly  based analysis us ing  content  analysis 

combined w i t h  the  ins igh ts  o f  l inguis ts ,  s t ruc tu ra l i s ts  and  

semioticians. I n  "Publ ic Opinion, Mass Opinion and  Social Opinion ,I1 

T.R. Young suggests t h a t  in t he  Un i ted  States t he  pol i t ical process 

has been subver ted  b y  state and  p r i va te  capital. Publ ic opinion, o r  

the  "basic processes b y  which people become human, express 

humani ty ,  and  remain human, a re  neglected" because investment 

decisions a re  determined b y  t he  in terests o f  p r i va te  consumption, 

(i.e. t he  marketplace). The  pol icy ac t i v i t y  o f  pub l i c  opinion i s  

forced, therefore,  t o  t he  margins o f  the  f ree  market  where, 

f requent l y ,  it "takes t o  the  s t ree t  in o rde r  t o  shout  i t s  pr imal  

d is t ress."  What i s  needed i s  an  authent ic  pub l i c  communications 

process f ree  o f  the  p r i va te  media's hos t i l i t y  t o  democratic pol icy and  

human enterpr ise.  

I n  al l ,  the  edi tors have col lected here  a g roup  o f  fascinat ing 

papers. One o r  two a re  descr ip t ive,  b u t  most combine i n t r i gu i ng  

material  w i t h  sol idly based analysis. T h e  edi tors '  concern t o  broaden 

and  deepen ou r  view o f  cu l tu re ,  e l i t i s t  a n d  popular ,  has been 

fu l f i l led.  
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