
highbrow lowbrow the emergence of cultural
hierarchy in america
Highbrow lowbrow cultural distinctions have played a significant role in shaping American society,
creating a hierarchy that influences everything from art and literature to entertainment and
education. This phenomenon has evolved over the centuries, reflecting changes in social class,
education, and the media landscape. In this article, we will explore the emergence of cultural
hierarchy in America, examining its historical roots, key characteristics, and contemporary
implications.

Historical Roots of Cultural Hierarchy

Understanding the emergence of cultural hierarchy in America requires a look back at the historical
context from which these distinctions arose.

The Colonial Era and European Influences

- During the colonial period, American culture was heavily influenced by European traditions.
- The arts were primarily associated with the elite and were often imported from Europe.
- Literature and music were cultivated in the upper echelons of society, establishing a foundation for
what would later be categorized as "highbrow" culture.

The Rise of the Middle Class

- The 19th century saw the rise of the middle class, which began to challenge the previously dominant
cultural norms of the elite.
- As education became more accessible, so too did participation in cultural activities.
- This period gave rise to a new cultural landscape where "lowbrow" entertainment, such as vaudeville
and popular novels, gained traction.

The Impact of Industrialization

- Industrialization transformed American society, leading to increased urbanization.
- The rapid growth of cities created diverse cultural expressions, as immigrants brought their
traditions and practices.
- This melting pot began to blur the lines between highbrow and lowbrow, although the hierarchy still
persisted.



Key Characteristics of Highbrow and Lowbrow Culture

To better understand the cultural hierarchy, it is essential to define the characteristics of highbrow
and lowbrow culture.

Defining Highbrow Culture

- Intellectualism: Highbrow culture often emphasizes intellectual engagement and critical thinking.
- Art and Literature: This category includes classical music, fine arts, and literary works that are often
considered to have lasting significance.
- Accessibility: Highbrow cultural forms are typically less accessible to the general populace due to
complexity and often require a certain level of education or background to appreciate fully.
- Examples: Shakespearean plays, operas, symphonies, and abstract art.

Defining Lowbrow Culture

- Entertainment Focus: Lowbrow culture is primarily focused on entertainment and mass appeal.
- Popular Media: This category includes television shows, blockbuster films, and popular music that
may lack the depth or complexity of highbrow forms.
- Accessibility: Lowbrow cultural forms are designed to be easily accessible and enjoyable for a broad
audience, often reflecting contemporary social issues and trends.
- Examples: Reality TV, pop music, comic books, and genre films.

The Evolution of Cultural Hierarchy in America

As American society has evolved, so too has the understanding and acceptance of cultural hierarchy.

20th Century Developments

- The early to mid-20th century saw a continued divide between highbrow and lowbrow culture, but
this period also marked significant shifts.
- The advent of mass media, including radio, television, and film, democratized access to cultural
products.
- Iconic figures in lowbrow culture, such as Elvis Presley and later, figures from hip-hop, began to
challenge the norms of highbrow culture.

The Postmodern Era

- The late 20th century introduced a postmodern sensibility that questioned the validity of cultural
hierarchies.



- The blurring of lines between highbrow and lowbrow culture became more pronounced, with many
artists intentionally merging elements from both realms.
- Cultural critics began to argue for the validity of lowbrow culture, recognizing its artistic merit and
sociocultural importance.

Contemporary Implications of Cultural Hierarchy

The distinctions between highbrow and lowbrow culture continue to shape American society in various
ways.

Education and Cultural Capital

- Cultural capital refers to the non-financial social assets that promote social mobility.
- Individuals with high cultural capital often have greater access to highbrow cultural institutions, such
as museums and theaters.
- Educational institutions often perpetuate these hierarchies by prioritizing certain cultural forms over
others.

The Role of the Internet

- The rise of the internet has further complicated cultural hierarchies by providing platforms for both
highbrow and lowbrow creators.
- Social media allows for the democratization of cultural production, where individuals can share their
work without traditional gatekeeping.
- This shift has led to a re-evaluation of what constitutes highbrow and lowbrow culture, as viral
phenomena can elevate previously marginalized forms.

Class and Cultural Consumption

- Cultural consumption reflects class identities, with highbrow culture often associated with the
educated elite and lowbrow culture with the working class.
- However, this binary is increasingly challenged by the rise of niche markets and the blending of
cultural forms.
- The notion that one must choose between highbrow and lowbrow is slowly fading, as audiences
embrace a more eclectic mix of cultural experiences.

Conclusion

The emergence of highbrow lowbrow cultural distinctions illustrates the complex interplay between
class, education, and cultural consumption in America. While these hierarchies have historically
shaped societal norms and values, contemporary shifts suggest a growing recognition of the validity



and richness in all cultural forms. As we continue to navigate this evolving landscape, it is essential to
embrace a more inclusive understanding of culture that transcends traditional boundaries, allowing
for a vibrant exchange of ideas and expressions across the spectrum of cultural hierarchy. This
democratization of culture not only enriches the American cultural experience but also fosters greater
understanding and appreciation among diverse audiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'highbrow' and 'lowbrow' refer to in American
culture?
'Highbrow' typically refers to cultural products and activities that are considered sophisticated,
intellectual, and elite, such as classical music, fine arts, and literature. 'Lowbrow', on the other hand,
encompasses more accessible, popular forms of entertainment like reality TV, comic books, and pop
music.

How did the concept of cultural hierarchy emerge in America?
The emergence of cultural hierarchy in America can be traced back to the 19th century, influenced by
European class structures, as well as the rise of mass media and consumer culture, which began to
stratify cultural consumption based on social class and education.

What role does education play in distinguishing highbrow
from lowbrow culture?
Education often serves as a gatekeeper in cultural hierarchy, where those with higher educational
backgrounds tend to gravitate towards highbrow cultural forms, leading to an association between
education level and cultural preferences.

Can highbrow and lowbrow cultures coexist in contemporary
society?
Yes, highbrow and lowbrow cultures can coexist, often influencing each other. The blending of these
cultural forms can be seen in various media and art movements, where elements of both are
combined to create new, hybrid experiences.

What impact has social media had on cultural hierarchy?
Social media has democratized access to cultural content, allowing lowbrow culture to gain visibility
and legitimacy while also challenging traditional notions of highbrow culture, leading to a more fluid
cultural hierarchy.

Are there any contemporary examples of highbrow and



lowbrow cultural crossover?
Contemporary examples include the success of graphic novels that are critically acclaimed, as well as
the rise of popular musicians who incorporate classical elements into their music, blurring the lines
between highbrow and lowbrow.

How do economic factors influence cultural hierarchy in
America?
Economic factors play a significant role in cultural hierarchy as they determine access to highbrow
cultural experiences, such as attending the opera or art galleries, which often require disposable
income, while lowbrow culture tends to be more accessible to the masses.

What criticisms exist regarding the highbrow-lowbrow
cultural divide?
Critics argue that the highbrow-lowbrow divide is elitist, as it often devalues popular culture and
overlooks the complexity and artistic merit inherent in lowbrow forms, leading to a narrow
perspective on what constitutes 'worthy' culture.

How does the perception of highbrow and lowbrow culture
change over time?
Perceptions of highbrow and lowbrow culture are dynamic and can shift due to social changes,
technological advancements, and changing tastes, meaning that what was once considered lowbrow
can gain prestige, and vice versa.
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