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Discussion Notes
Introduction

   There is a common perception in today’s society that popular culture such as sit-coms, violent video games and embarrassing reality shows, is following a declining path toward the lowest-common-denominator. Steven Johnson, however, puts forward the theory that popular culture is actually becoming more and more sophisticated. One example is television, where the trend is towards more complex and intellectually stimulating shows. If you compare say The Sopranos with Starsky and Hutch, you will find that the first involves more characters, several parallel plots and also open endings. Another example is video games, which according to people such as Hilary Clinton are responsible for “a silent epidemic of media desensitisation” and “stealing the innocence of our children” (Economist: 6th August 2005). Johnson however, argues that video games encourage useful skills such as long- and short term decision-making, pattern-recognition and multitasking.  

Johnson’s theory

→ The Sleeper Curve: A new kind of education is happening in basements and living rooms rather than in the classrooms or universities. “The most debased forms of mass diversion- video games and violent television and juvenile sitcoms- turn out to be nutritional after all” (Johnson: 2005 p. 9).
→ “(..) the existence of the Sleeper Curve comes out an assumption that the landscape of popular culture involves the clash of competing forces: the neurological appetite of the brain, the economics of the culture industry, changing technological platform” (Johnson: 2005 p. 10).

Some questions to discuss:
   Johnson argues that “there may indeed be more negative messages in the mediasphere today (..), but that is not the only way evaluate whether out television shows or video games are having a positive impact. (..) more important is the kind of thinking you have to do to make sense of a cultural experience” (Johnson: 2005 p.14).
→ Is it really true that it doesn’t matter if the video game is ultimately about killing people in an evil way, as long as it teaches us useful skills such as quick decision-making, strategy-planning and multitasking?
   Johnson argues that “cultural critics like to speculate on the cognitive changes induced by new forms of media, but they rarely invoke the insights of brain science and other empirical research in backing up those claims. (..) this has the effect of reducing their arguments to mere superstition” (Johnson: 2005 p. 32).

→ Could it be that the scepticism towards popular culture in general and video games in particular, is nothing more than a generational divide, just like the establishment were complaining about Elvis and rock n’ roll in the 1950’s?  
   Johnson argues that the Flynn Effect illustrates that “IQs have been rising in most developed countries at an extraordinary clip over the past century: an average of 3 points per decade”. Furthermore, he argues that “improved education cannot be responsible for the Flynn Effect (..) neither is the Flynn Effect likely to be a product of better nutrition. (..) it’s the change in our mental diet that is making us smarter” (..) the emergence of media, like games and other interactive forms, that force decision-making at every turn; the increase in social and narrative complexity evident in television and some film; the intoxicating rewards of popular entertainment”  (Johnson: 2005 p.142-146).   
→ Does popular cultures actually contribute to the developments of a different kind of intelligence among people: an intelligence that reflects ones ability to recognise shapes, images and patterns rather than a person’s educational background?
