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“If we are to achieve  a richer culture, rich in contrasting values, we must recognize the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less arbitrary social fabric, one in which each diverse gift will find a fitting place.”

-- Margaret Mead


Welsh academic critic and novelist Raymond Williams said it best: “culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language.” It’s true, in my research and findings there has been definition upon definition thrown at the word that never truly sticks, and trying to nail down the concept of culture is another beast entirely. Interchange the word “English” with any other language and I can guarantee that the word “culture” is difficult to make concrete in their respective lexicons. But to merely read about culture, or in my case delve deeper into “popular culture,” is to barely scrape the surface. No, in my case one must involve themselves in the pursuit of understanding the subject as a whole, letting the experiences tell the story of a subject all too easily taken for granted by society.


We live in a society that is all too quick to label anything into one category, the biggest victim being actual people. We want to pigeonhole individuals and other things into groups, definitions, and categories for simple reasons of convenience and efficiency. We narrow things and people down to the basics, into concepts, and in turn we strip away the complexity of the individual. Even these reflection essays, containing members' own experiences, forces the writer to “categorize” and “define” exactly what was learned without taking into account the individual's journey and what it meant to them. We are confined to our own sets of rules, policies and to a certain extent, our human nature.

I walked into the Bridging Disciplines Program as a naïve sophomore with questions that had no easy answers. I came out, however, a graduating senior of The University of Texas at Austin with tools to not only solve what perplexed me, but with the knowledge that if I ever wanted to fully understand the world and the people in it, I needed to get my hands a little dirty. I stepped out of my comfort zones, welcomed new experiences and allowed the stories I heard from diverse group of people formulate my ideas on what culture and popular culture can really be defined as.


I studied in classes ranging from the stories that can be extracted from images in society to the historical findings of what religion really means to people. Learning came from subjects that explored what defined the wide spectrum of artistic expressions to how we interact with one another on a daily basis. Cultural anthropology was studied as well as the beginnings of black music, what black music is defined as and where it fits in today's media cycle.


My experience with English professor Brian A. Bremen laid some of the early groundwork for what was to come as he too explored what popular culture really was and how we as a society contributed to this phenomenon. Our weekly conversations were insightful and made me understand that before we can ever begin to study culture or even popular culture, we must first attempt to study and  understand all the cultures, subcultures, groups, religious institutions, micro-cultures and everything else in between. A daunting task to be sure, but we jumped right in, investigating cultural and religious relationships throughout history, learning about the feminist movement, and iconic figures that were ahead of their time such as Andy Warhol. We even went into issues in the pornography industry, the degradation of women and  how that clashes with the feminist culture. 


These talks only led me to realize that not only do each of these groups have their own story to tell, so too does each individual in society. I set out to conduct interviews with a variety of people from diverse backgrounds in issues of identity. I created an interview suite of questions that was intentionally vague to the interviewee. Interviews ran the gamut of topics, beginning with  a simple question of “who are you?” and ending with the ambiguous of questions of “what is culture and popular culture?” Responses were intriguing, with one respondent stating that he defined himself as what he was not. In other words, he followed other people's actions and knew that he would not be what did not fit him. Different people led their lives in different manners, but one common item always popped up between each of these people: they saw their cultures and groups they identified with as comfort zones, yet at the end of the day they wanted to be known as their own individual, devoid of any labels or definition.


I later worked in the Texas Music division at the Governor's office where I learned about the music industry and how audiences connect with the music around them. Music is an almost universal subject matter and exploring how it is distributed and labeled within the industry to different target markets was my main motivation in participating in the experience. There are conflicts with artists everyday about “what their sound is” or “how it should be classified,” and yet it always clashes with how to best label and market the music to turn a profit. The Texas Music Office's tagline is “you can't hear American music without hearing Texas music.” What is Texas music though? And the ambiguous answer to that, after understanding all the genres and artists that come out of the Texas music scene, sums it up: Texas music is defined by the people, by the individuals who contribute to this societal effort.


But if separate cultures and groups such as the music industry have their own rules governed by the people then why is the popular culture created the way it is? Why do people allow it to be shaped into a mishmash of mainstream, socially accepted trends and ideas? I've looked for the answers since I was accepted into the program (my main motivation into pursuing the endeavor actually). While my theories and ideas are not the definitive answer, I can at least say I managed to group all of my experiences into one planned study into popular culture.


Popular culture is a safe haven for anyone who has ever been cast away by places they once sought some sort of comfort in. Labeled as an “outcast” by religious institutions, family, and other groups, they seek refuge in the popular culture, the mainstream. During this time they find out why they've been cast aside, discover what makes them who they are while in the popular culture, and will then proceed into a new group/culture/religion that they see a part of themselves in. The cycle repeats depending on future rejections or permanence  into newly ventured groups, but the popular culture remains as the central haven of mixes, mashes and combinations of a “socially accepted” culture.


The Bridging Disciplines Program has allowed me to integrate my public relations coursework with real world experiences. My BDP experiences, coupled with my work outside the world of academia has led me to new areas I would have never explored, and I have emerged all the better for it. Popular culture is what is left when all cultures clash, communicate, fight, cooperate and interact with one another. It is a safe haven for those rejected by  their own settings. These cultures are defined by their individuals and who they are is just as important, if not more so, than the entire culture's definition. We are what we let the popular culture become. We will constantly go through this cycle of cultural distress and relocation, but it is important to understand where and when we can come together, and when we have to let our individuality speak for itself.


My public relations skills have only become stronger through the program, allowing me to have the advantage among my colleagues through my mastery of the arts: listening, empathizing and researching. The BDP gave me a chance to see the world through other people's eyes, engage them in conversation, and see myself as a true individual within the popular culture, an area that I too have often called my refuge when others doors were shut.


“In any culture, subculture, or family in which belief is valued above thought, and self-surrender is valued above self-expression, and conformity is valued above integrity, those who preserve their self-esteem are likely to be heroic exceptions.”

Nathaniel Branden

