Principles of Cultural Geography

Folk and Popular Culture

Folk and Popular Culture

Origin & Diffusion of Folk & Popular Culture
Distributions of Folk & Popular Culure
Globalization
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Folk & Popular Culture: Terms
< HABIT

e “arepetitive act that a particular individual performs”
s CUSTOM
e “arepetitive act of a group, performed to the extend that it becomes
characteristic of the group”
s MATERIAL CULTURE
e “acollection of social customs”

Folk vs. Popular
+« Material culture falls into categories, mostly based on scale:

e FOLK CULTURE
o Small, fairly homogenous groups
o Today, mostly isolated in rural areas
e POPULAR CULTURE
o Large, heterogeneous groups
o Widespread, urban — maybe even “global culture”
Qrigins
¢ Every social custom develops in a particular place — a hearth.
¢ Folk customs usually have anonymous origins — they come from
unknown places (sometimes more than one place), at unknown times.
¢ Popular customs are usually the product of developed countries, and their
origins are often well known.
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Qrigins: Folk Customs
+» Folk Music

e Every culture develops its own unique music.

Folk Art

¢ In many cultures the distinction between “art” and “everyday object”
Is unclear — decoration is “just the way things are done.”

¢ Folk Housing

e Must be made from locally available building materials.

e Distinctive forms — there is no “perfect” house design.

“Folk Food”

e People adapt their food preferences based on the environment — BUT
beliefs and values strongly influence diet.

Folk Sports

e People everywhere enjoy recreation — many places have developed
unique forms of recreation and sports.

Folk Beliefs

e How does the world work? How should we behave?
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Folk Music

¢ All known cultures have some form of music.

Folk music is usually composed anonymously.

Folk music is usually transmitted orally (not written down).

The content and subject matter of folk music usually comes from
everyday events in people’s lives.

For more information on traditional music from around the world, try

these resources:
Ethnomusicology, Folk Music, and World Music: http://www.lib.washington.edu/music/world.html
Smithsonian Global Sound Library: http://www.smithsonianglobalsound.org/
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Folk Art

o Usually, folk art pieces are
“traditional’; there is no known
designer, no “artist” — just
craftspeople.

e Often the “art” is just included
as part of a traditional way of
making something — not
specifically made as “art.”

Source: http://www.nga.gov/collection/gallery/iadpenn/iadpenn-29268.0.html
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Folk Housing
¢ Folk housing has several fundamental

characteristics:

e It must deal adequately with the
physical environment (or else!).

e |t must be designed in such a way that
people without special equipment or
training can build it.

e [t must be constructed from locally
available materials.

+ Remember: there is no single “perfect”
design.
Folk Food
¢ Folk customs are always affected by
what’s available — but also by culture.
% What is acceptable for some cultures may
be unacceptable — or even horrifying to

Traditional half-timber
cabin, Yankee Horse,
Virginia

others.
Gathering fly larvae at
Mono Lake, California—a
Folk Sports tasty, high protein snack.

+» “Play is older than culture” (Johan
Huizinga, Homo Ludens)

¢ As far we know, games are a fundamental
part of every culture — playing games is
part of what it means to be human.

< Every culture develops its own unique
forms of recreation.

¢ Folk Sports: Examples
e Cornish Hurling

o “At [the village of] St Columb

the struggle is a physical
battle between “Town and
Country” with the shops in
the town barricading their

Angolan children playing ware, a
traditional game. Source:
http://Icweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/aotoc.htm

windows and doors for the start of the scrum at 4.30 p.m. The ball
is thrown to the crowd from the market square the objective to
carry it into either the town or country goals set some two miles
apart or if this is not possible the ball may be carried over the
Parish boundary. At 8.00 p.m. a winner returns to declare a win for
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Town or Country.”
e Belarusian Hul'nia
o “Players are divided into two teams or “armies”. Each “army”
chooses a “big one” -- the strongest person. This person throws a
wooden wheel or a heavy round stone towards another “army”.
The other “army” is supposed to stop it as fast as possible and
reverse its direction. The game is won when the line is crossed on

one of the sides.”
Sources: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~cornwall/ball/corn.htm ;
http://www.belarusguide.com/culturel/holidays/games.html

Folk Belief
+ How does the world work? How should you behave? What should you
do when someone is born? Or marries? Or dies? How should you live
your life?
¢+ Every culture has had to come up with answers to questions like these --
answers that (more or less) work for that culture.
¢ Folk beliefs are usually transmitted orally.
Folk Beliefs: Relocation Diffusion
¢ The Amish — originally a Swiss Mennonite group — have a distinctive
culture and are now found in 17 US States.
+» The Amish (and their beliefs) have spread by relocation diffusion —
which is just about the only way folk cultures and their beliefs can
spread.

Folk Masterpieces
«» The United Nations Educational,

Scientific and Cultural Organization #“ 'P" ;.
(UNESCO) has officially - PO Sl
designated 812 sites as “World ’ """ﬁ AL
Heritage Sites,” places deserving of - . g

consideration and preservation.
Many of these are natural or
historical places, but some are
examples of folk culture.

¢ Since 1997 UNESCO has also
designated 47 masterpieces of
“intangible cultural heritage,”
including traditional festivals and
cultural practices. For more :
information see: http://whc.unesco.org/en/about/
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Popular Music
¢+ Unlike folk music, popular music is (usually) written or performed by

known individuals who “own” it. This is true even for songs that many
of us think are “public”: Happy Birthday to You belongs to Time Warner
and won’t be in the public domain until 2030!
+¢ Popular music is (usually) produced as a kind of commodity — it’s for
sale.
+¢ Popular music tends to vary a lot more over time than from place to
place (the music of the 1990s was very different from the music of the
1980s — but you could hear it just about anywhere in the world).
+* Modern popular music (as we think of it) began about 100 years ago:
e Performed in English “music halls” and in American “vaudeville,”
and composed by professionals in places like “Tin Pan Alley.”
e Global-scale diffusion during the Second World Wars.
e Continued and increasing diffusion by mass media (recorded and
broadcast).

Popular Art
¢+ As with popular music, popular art is usually created

by known individuals as a commodity — produced by
professionals, and made to be sold.
+* Innovation (and even shock value) is highly

prized. Pablo Picasso,
Source: http://www.fbi.gov/hg/cid/arttheft/asia/saudi/saudiart.htm Dora Maar. 1938

Popular Housing
¢+ Housing in popular culture is usually designed and built by professionals

— not by the people who live in the houses.

+¢+ Popular housing is not limited to locally available building materials.

¢+ Popular housing styles vary more over time than regionally — for
example, houses built in the 1950s tend to look alike, regardless of where
they were built.

Popular Food
¢+ In popular culture modern transportation methods mean that a wide

variety of different kinds of food are available year-round — people are
not limited to locally available crops.

+» Food fads and food trends can change diets, so that what people prefer
tends to vary more over time than over space.

+» However, there are variations in food preferences and consumption.
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National Sports
s As with food, sports

in popular culture are
extremely
widespread — but
there are regional
variations in
popularity.

Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/lmage:Popularsports.PNG

Popular Beliefs
+» Beliefs about the world and how people should live and behave are

widely shared in popular culture.
% Widely shared concepts today:
e Democracy; free markets; individualism; rule of law; private property;
family; work; education; etc.
¢+ Popular beliefs are spread by media -- newspapers, magazines, radio and

TELEVISION!!

The Diffusion of TV

¢+ Category 1: Countries where most households (more than 50%) own at
least one TV set (US, Japan).

¢+ Category 2: Countries where TVs are common, but not universal (25%-
49%) (Mexico, Thailand).

¢+ Category 3: Countries where television exists, but is uncommon (5%-
24%); few individuals own sets (Mongolia, Laos).

¢+ Category 4: Countries where television is rare or non-existent (less than
5%); virtually no TV sets (Bhutan, Chad).

Data Source: World Bank Development and Data Statistics Table 5.11: http://www.worldbank.org/
The Internet
% In 1995 less than 10% of American adults were online; today more than
?l5 have online access.
+ Worldwide, more than a billion people have internet access today — but
access is still very limited in less developed areas.

Threats to Folk Cultures
s Why worry? Why should we care?
e When people turn away from traditional culture and customs, they
may also turn away from a society’s traditional values.
e The ways of living and behaving that work in popular culture may not
work so well in other cultures.
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++ On the other hand — traditional ways of living are not necessarily ideal
either!

Threats to Folk Culture
+ Number 1: Loss of Traditional VValues — Changes in the Role of Women

o In many cultures it is traditional for women to be subservient to
men (this was true here until quite recently!)

o In some cases, awareness of popular culture has meant that women
can seek advancement, education, and new roles.

o On the other hand, contact with popular culture almost always
results in increased rates of prostitution and exploitation.

o Women who try to change their roles or status may be subject to
harassment and violence — although that is hardly unique or
unusual in many cultures.

% Number 2: Foreign Media Imperialism

e Media from just three countries — the US, the UK and Japan —
dominate entertainment and news in much of the less developed
world. What they show may be offensive to (or subversive of)
traditional values.

e Western news media dominate international news. News media
within most less developed countries is largely government
controlled. News networks tend to represent Western values and
ideas — and may not present the points of view of less developed
countries (or their governments). Western media are largely
interested in disasters.

¢ Note that newspapers and radio stations are usually locally owned
and operated — not foreign owned or controlled.

¢ Number 3: Adoption & Commodification

e Popular culture is constantly looking for new, exciting things and
ideas.

e Often, it takes them from folk cultures — but things are usually altered
as part of the process, and the original meaning is often lost.

+* Number 4: The Environment

e Folk cultures are dependent on the local environment. Although they
may modify it, if they survive, they must be in some sense “in
balance.”

e Popular culture is much more likely to create pollution — toxic
chemicals, sewage, etc.
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e Popular culture is far less dependent on local conditions. Food can be
Imported; air conditioning can keep things pleasant. So popular
culture is far more likely to modify the
natural environment — sometimes in ways
that may be disastrous for people trying to
live a traditional life.

e Modifying the Environment: Examples
o Increased Demand for Resources

* Popular culture needs access to large (00 T ey
quantities of raw materials — Meat Animal Research Center,
minerals, petroleum, lumber, Clay Center, Nebraska

ag ri cu |tu ra| |an d Image source: http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/AR/archive/oct98/0dor1098.htm

» |ncreased demand for these resources can severely impact the

environment — in ways that traditional cultures never would.
o Golf

= Each golf course covers at least 200 acres and requires
enormous quantities of fertilizers, pesticides and irrigation
water.

= About 200 new golf courses open every year in the US;
thousands around the world.

% Number 5: Placelessness
e Popular culture is characterized by nearly universal styles of art,
architecture, advertising, behavior,

etc.

e When every place is
indistinguishable from every other
place — then how can any place be
special or unique? Why put any
particular value on a place when
it’s just like everywhere else?

Care to guess where this
McDonald’s is located?

Source: http://www.epa.gov/superfund/programs/recycle/success/briefs/ga_brief.htm

Answer: This McDonald’s is located near Athens, Georgia on the site of a former radioactive toxic waste dump!
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