
central theme of mass man as now being open to manipulation by powerful forces beyond

his control. This discourse is still very much alive, as can be witnessed by contemporary

debates about the supposed ‘‘dumbing-down’’ of mass forms of popular culture. In the

mC20, mass culture, especially in the form of mass consumption, came to be centrally

defined as a feminine sphere – the debased realm of the cheap, the ‘‘flighty,’’ and the

irrational, devoted to the trivial pleasures of shopping, where the modern woman reigned

supreme (Huyssen, 1986). Against all this negativity, there is, however, a more positive

view, which is represented by those who follow Williams in seeing popular culture as having

an important democratic dimension, in its drive (even if in commercialized forms) toward

extension and inclusiveness.

Modernity can be said to have been characterized by mass forms of cultural production

and consumption, of which standardization has been the dominant feature. This process

perhaps reached its apotheosis in what came to be called the Fordist mode of production,

where, as Henry Ford himself said of his early Model T cars, you could have ‘‘any color you

like as long as it’s black,’’ and where, from the consumer’s point of view, the key ambition

was that of ‘‘keeping up with the Joneses.’’ Today, however, the salesperson may be only too

happy to let you customize many aspects of your new car’s appearance, and consumers may

care more about marking their individual tastes by ‘‘keeping away from’’ (rather than up

with) the Joneses. All of this indicates a shift (enabled by new computer technologies)

toward forms of flexible specialization in modes of production and toward modes of

fragmentation and ‘‘niche marketing.’’ This is reflected in the move from broadcasting to

narrowcasting, in the world of what are perhaps less ‘‘mass’’ media than they used to be.

This way (at least in the advanced industrial countries of the world) lies the postmodern era,

with its post- Fordist modes of production, in which the process of massification can, in some

senses, perhaps be said to be going into reverse. Then again, Adorno and Horkheimer would

probably regard all this customization as merely a more sophisticated mode of the process of

‘‘pseudo-individualization’’ through which mass culture disguises its inauthenticity.

David Morley

See: AUDIENCE, CITY, ELITE, INDIVIDUAL, MEDIA, MODERN, OTHER.

Materialism
As a term in intellectual history and philosophy, materialism is most often understood as a

name for the belief that the immediate physical world is the most important (or, at an

extreme, the only) one that exists. A materialist, accordingly, is one who forswears any

belief in a spiritual or otherworldly existence, and thus materialism is commonly opposed

to various forms of spiritualism. It is also, though less often, opposed to philosophies that

give mind priority over (or significant autonomy from) matter; in its insistence that mental

states are explicable by physical means, materialism opposes all a priori theories of
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cognition and all suggestions that minds are something qualitatively different from matter.

Materialist beliefs have a long and rich history in Western thought, dating back to the pre-

Socratic thinkers of the C5 and C6 BCE and attaining, according to most commentators,

mature expression in the Latin works of Epicurus and especially Lucretius, whose long

poem De rerum natura (50 BCE) expounded the theory that the universe is made up of

imperceptibly tiny bits of fundamental matter.

It is strange, then, given materialism’s position in Western intellectual history, that the

most common colloquial use of the word suggests an aggressive indifference to spiritual

and intellectual matters alike. From the mC19 onward, ‘‘materialist’’ has been used

(usually with a sense of opprobrium) as a rough cognate of ‘‘greedy,’’ referring to persons

and beliefs whose interests lie in financial gain to the exclusion of all else. And it may be

stranger still that some of the best-known uses of the term in recent decades have been

associated with rock stars, from George Harrison’s rejection of Living in the Material

World (1973) to Madonna’s evocation, via the iconography of Marilyn Monroe in Howard

Hawks’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953), of the ‘‘material girl’’ whose justification for

fortune-hunting is that ‘‘we are living in a material world’’ (1984). Contemporary readers

might be forgiven, then, if they understand materialism as something having to do with an

unhealthy obsession with money. Likewise, it is quite possible, after hearing appeals for

money from ostensibly charitable religious organizations, to imagine that there must be

some connection between denouncing and accruing material wealth.

The disciplines of the material sciences, however, retain a substantive sense of material

as ‘‘that which pertains to matter,’’ and there is a strong sense in the law that, for example,

a material witness or a material misrepresentation is a singularly important thing – a

person or a statement that (so to speak) fundamentally gets to the heart of the matter.

Similarly, theorists of material culture focus on the physical artifacts and built environ-

ments of human societies, as a corrective to scholarly disciplines whose understanding of

alien or ancient cultures is based largely on the interpretation of texts. In law as in history

as in physics, then, it is worth noting the association of the ‘‘material’’ with the ‘‘basic’’

and the ‘‘elemental.’’ In Western intellectual history since the mC19, the association of

materialism with the basic is most pronounced in Marxism, where the relation between

the ‘‘superstructure’’ (which includes, among myriad other things, intellectual histories)

and the material base of society has provided six generations of thinkers with fertile

ground for theorizing. Indeed, Marxism has often been considered synonymous with

historical materialism and/or dialectical materialism, even though historical material-

ism, properly speaking, simply asserts that historical events have logical and traceable

causes that are no less susceptible to analysis than are events in the physical world.

For Karl Marx, by contrast, materialism meant something far more specific, as in this

famous passage from the preface to the Critique of political economy (1972 [1859]: 4):

‘‘The mode of production of material life conditions the social, political and intellectual life-

processes in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but on
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the contrary their social being that determines their consciousness.’’ The argument here is

not merely that human history can be understood as a series of changes in the tangible

infrastructure (from, say, triremes and aqueducts to steam engines and electric lights); more

than this, it asserts that the conditions of material existence themselves are determinative

of the very means by which we understand them and ourselves. Marx’s materialism is thus

‘‘dialectical’’ in its insistence that ‘‘reality is not an inert collection of material entities to be

grasped by detached contemplation, but an interaction between a collective historical

human subjectivity and the material world it generates through its material activity or

labor’’ (Habib, 1996: 338). What remains in dispute in the Marxist tradition to date,

however, is precisely how that ‘‘interaction’’ takes place, and to what extent it is determined

(‘‘in the last instance’’) by the means of material production themselves.

It remains unclear to what extent a materialist approach to history – be it Marxist or

non-Marxist – can claim an explanatory power on a par with the disciplines of the physical

sciences. Among eC20 philosophical schools, logical positivism claimed the closest alle-

giance to a scientific sense of materialism, and held on that basis that meaningful

statements are only those which can be verified against the world of empirical fact. The

degree to which this proposition is accepted today is, appropriately enough, a function of

the degree to which philosophy aspires to the condition of material science. For insofar as

the physical sciences in the C20 revealed the fundamental particles of matter to be

significantly more complex than had previously been thought, materialist philosophies

such as positivism run the risk of espousing a simpler understanding of both ‘‘materialism’’

and ‘‘science’’ than is found in the actual material sciences.

It seems safe to say, nevertheless, that there is a strong correlation between materialism

and secularism: between Lucretius’ arguments against the existence of the soul in C1 BCE

and the works of Pierre Gassendi and Thomas Hobbes in the mC17, theocratic domination

of Western thought effectively forestalled any consideration of materialism, whereas from

the C17 onward, most advances in science – from evolutionary theory to atomic theory –

that have challenged religious thought have also, and for the same reasons, fostered

further debate about the materials of which we are made.

Michael Bérubé

See: EMPIRICAL, KNOWLEDGE, OBJECTIVITY, PRAGMATISM, REASON, RELATIVISM.

Media
The notion of a medium moved from a broad sense of the middle in the C16 (a middle

course, a compromise, moderation, etc.) to a narrower sense of ‘‘any intervening substance

through which a force acts on objects at a distance or through which impressions are

conveyed to the senses’’ in the C17. Simultaneously in the C17, ‘‘medium’’ was used to

describe any intermediate instrument or channel, and finally, in the C18, it was extended to
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