
Popular Culture 
Comm 111G 

Fall 2016 
Room: Centre Hall 222 
Time: MWF 12:00-12:50 
Professor: Ben Medeiros 
Email: bmedeiro@ucsd.edu 
Office: Sequoyah 220 (though I hold office hours at the Mandeville coffee cart unless you specif-
ically request an office appointment) 
Office Hours: Weds 2-4 and by appointment 

Reader: Matt Dewey (grading only) 

Course Description 
We are all familiar with popular culture; that would seem to be the point of the term. Yet the con-
cept of popular culture is not as straightforward as it might initially appear. Some things, like 
jazz or Shakespeare, once might have been considered to be part of popular culture but are now 
seen by many as “high brow” entertainment. Others, like cock fights and minstrel shows, are ba-
sically obsolete. What does it mean for a cultural artifact to be designated in a particular place 
along this continuum of popularity? Who decides? What is the threshold for calling something 
“popular” — or “culture,” for that matter? How do we determine it and what is the significance? 

The phenomena associated with popular culture are inextricable from their economic, social, and 
political contexts. There is relative consensus among scholars that taking popular culture serious-
ly as an object of study can yield significant insight into the society in which it is produced. We 
certainly do that in this class. At the same time, it has long been fashionable to deride the popular 
and assume that it must have some sort of homogenizing or anesthetizing effect on those who 
consume it (think of the cliche that TV turns you into a mindless couch potato). For some, “tak-
ing it seriously” comes dangerously close to merely accepting its influence uncritically. For oth-
ers, however, the emergence of new popular forms threatens existing hierarchies and power rela-
tions (though this might not be particularly welcomed by elites or industry incumbents). The 
class explores these kinds of tensions through study of particular entertainment industries and 
cultural phenomena. 

Required Readings 
Marcel Danesi, Popular Culture: Introductory Perspectives (Third Edition). Rowman & Little-
field, 2015.  
Available at UCSD Bookstore. The majority of the readings come from this book, and they are 
required. It is therefore imperative that you obtain a copy immediately however you see fit 
(whether through an online retailer or the bookstore). Do NOT order an earlier edition. 

mailto:bmedeiro@ucsd.edu


Various supplementary readings and videos from the web are also linked on the course schedule. 
Some articles and book excerpts will be posted on TritonEd for convenience, though they can 
also be accessed on the web. 

Assignments 
Reading Quizzes (5% each for a total of 15%) 
These will be unannounced multiple choice quizzes on the reading due for a particular class ses-
sion. They will be easy if you’ve done the reading. You’ll have a hard time guessing if you 
haven’t. 

“Celebrity Culture” Analysis Paper (25%) 
With Danesi’s discussion of celebrity culture in Chapter 3 and our supplementary readings as 
background, analyze a celebrity figure of your choice in a 2 page paper (500-600 words). Your 
paper should advance an argument about how your example says something about celebrity cul-
ture overall. Some ways to consider this: How do you think this person/people became a celebri-
ty? How do you “know” that he or she is a celebrity — i.e. in what ways is this status displayed 
or communicated? What does the celebrity’s appeal suggest about the culture in which it is em-
bedded? What does it reveal about the nature of celebrity itself — specifically in terms of the 
changing media environment? 

Due Date: October 19 at the beginning of class in hard copy. 

Genre Analysis Paper (25%) 
Genre is a critical category for understanding how a given piece of media works as popular cul-
ture. Using Danesi and the supplemental readings and lecture materials that have informed our 
understanding of genre (say, about the aesthetic formulae of Hollywood cinema), write a 2-3 
page paper (600-800 words) that explains one example that you think would be a good introduc-
tion to a music, film, or television genre for somebody who has never heard of it (though you can 
assume they are familiar with the medium in question overall). Be sure to pay attention to specif-
ic textual elements such as narrative structure, compositional style, essential themes, and rela-
tionship to other texts. You should also account for whatever demographic, regional, performa-
tive, or otherwise contextual factors you think are important. Did the genre originate in a particu-
lar place or historical context, for instance? Is it primarily consumed or performed in a particular 
kind of space? How has it been commercialized? 

Due Date: November 14 at Noon on TritonEd (no class meeting that day) 

Popular Culture Blog Portfolio and Analysis (35%) 
Your final assignment will be to create several blog posts around a particular theme or topic 
prevalent in popular culture (past or present) using a web platform for self-publishing (e.g. Blog-
ger, Tumblr, Wordpress, or another one that you like). 

Topic due date: November 21 before start of class on TritonEd. 



Final due date: December 8 at 10 PM on TritonEd 

Course Policies 
Attendance and Conduct 
Regular attendance is required, and attendance will be taken at every class meeting. If you are 
more than 10 minutes late then you will be counted absent. You can miss 3 class sessions for any 
reason without penalty. You don’t have to tell me. You don’t have to beg the doctor or auto me-
chanic to write you a note. You can just not come — whether you’re genuinely sick, your car 
broke down, or you just had some other priority. The flip side of this is that you get no extra 
“sick days” if you’ve already burned your three excused absences. This keeps me from having to 
make impossible judgment calls about absences and allows you the freedom as adults to deter-
mine what kind of risk you’re willing to live with. 

Students with 4 absences will be docked one third of a grade (e.g., from a B to B-); students with 
5 absences will be dropped a full grade (B to C); students with 6 absences (that’s two full 
weeks!) cannot pass the course. That said, if you have a medical condition that itself causes you 
to miss multiple classes then we will definitely work something out. I’m not trying to fail people 
for getting mononucleosis. These are exceptional cases though. Please do not email me to an-
nounce that you aren’t coming or ask if you “will miss anything important” unless there is an 
emergency that requires further discussion. 

There are no separate participation points allotted. Participation is used to decide borderline 
grades at the end of the quarter. If you have participated a lot but your assignments average to an 
89, for instance, you might end up with an A minus for the course. The reverse is also true: if 
you’re conspicuously unengaged throughout the quarter then I’ll probably decline to bump you 
up in such a case and might even bump you down if you’re, say, barely at an 80. Yes, this is 
“subjective.” All participation grading is. Doing it this way is much, much more likely to benefit 
you, though, because even adequate participation will probably be (subjectively!) rewarded. 

Electronic Devices and Conduct 
I am not technophobic and I understand the centrality of electronic devices to our lives. You are 
of course welcome to take notes and look up things relevant to the lecture on your laptop during 
class. While I’d ideally have everyone promise to stay off of email, text, and social networks for 
the duration of class, I realize that this is impractical and that taking a second to look at some-
thing is probably not going to severely compromise your retention of the material or distract your 
classmates.  

With that said, the classroom must be a space of mutual respect. It’s easy to forget how visible 
and audible you are in a classroom setting like ours. I find it both counterproductive and disre-
spectful when someone is clearly absorbed in doing something else on a screen (e.g. engaging in 
a conversation, doing other work, or watching a video) or talking with neighbors during class. It 
can also be quite disruptive to those around you and, honestly, to me. If I notice you doing some-
thing like this (especially repeatedly), I will view it as an abuse of my attempt to be reasonable 



about using devices in the classroom. You will be asked to leave class and marked absent that 
day. 

Email Policy 
I try to respond to email within 24 hours. There are a lot of you; I might not always succeed. A 
gentle reminder is certainly appropriate and welcome if you haven’t heard from me in 48 hours. 
Remember that your professors are technically not at “work” on the weekends even though they 
may respond. Do NOT email Matt if you think I have not responded quickly enough. In fact, do 
not email Matt at all unless you have gone through me first (his contract stipulates grading only). 

I particularly welcome questions about the substance of the course (e.g. “I don’t fully understand 
the concept of __” or “why does the reading from this week not mention __?”). PLEASE do not 
email to ask a logistical question that you could have answered on your own by looking at the 
syllabus, reviewing previous email correspondence, or by asking someone sitting next to you in 
class. 

Students with Different Needs 
If you are a student with a disability, please contact the Office of Students with Disabilities 
(OSD) and advise me in advance to arrange appropriate accommodations to meet your needs. 

Plagiarism 
Don’t plagiarize. I have had to fail people for plagiarism before. I hate having to do this, but I 
will if necessary. If there is any doubt in your mind at all about what constitutes plagiarism then 
please visit this website: http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appen-
dices/2

Course Schedule 

Week 0 
Sept 23 
Introduction to the course 

Week 1: What Is Popular? What Is Culture? How Do We Study It? 

Sept 26 
Defining Culture 
W: Raymond Williams, “Culture Is Ordinary.” http://artsites.ucsc.edu/faculty/Gustafson/FILM
%20162.W10/readings/Williams.Ordinary.pdf  
Danesi 1-8 
W: Stuart Hall, “Representation and the Media.” 16:40-end. https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=LBVYty1Wnvc 

Sept 28 

http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appendices/2
http://artsites.ucsc.edu/faculty/Gustafson/FILM%2520162.W10/readings/Williams.Ordinary.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBVYty1Wnvc


Popular Culture and the Birth of “Mass” Culture 
W: John Kassen, Amusing the Millions: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century (1978), pp. 1-8. 
https://books.google.com/books?
id=pRC1mjAzFXsC&printsec=frontcover&hl=en#v=onepage&q&f=false  

Sept 30 
Evolution and Constitutive Elements of Popular Culture 
Danesi 8-20, 27-35 

Week 2: Theories of Popular Culture 
Oct 3 
Communication Effects Models; Critical Theory 
Danesi 35-48 

Oct 5 
Sociological, Textual, and Cultural Approaches 
Danesi 49-67 

Oct 7 
Strengths and Weaknesses of Different Approaches 
W: David Gauntlett, “Ten Things Wrong With Media Effects Research.” Approaches to Audi-
ences – A Reader (1998). http://www.theory.org.uk/david/effects.htm 

Week 3: Popular Culture as Consumer Culture 
Oct 10 
Commodification and Popular Culture 
Danesi 69-81 

Oct 12 
Commodification and Branding 
T: Eileen Meehan, “Holy Commodity Fetish, Batman! The Political Economy of a Commercial 
Intertext.” Pearson and Urrichio, eds., The Many Lives of Batman (1991). 

Oct 14 
Celebrity Culture 
Danesi 84-91 
T: Alice Marwick and danah boyd, “To See and Be Seen: Celebrity Practice on Twitter.” Conver-
gence 17.2 (2011), pp. 139-158. 

Week 4: Print and Radio 
Oct 17 
Popular Fiction and Newspapers 
Danesi 95-114 

https://books.google.com/books?id=pRC1mjAzFXsC&printsec=frontcover&hl=en#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.theory.org.uk/david/effects.htm


Oct 19 
CELEBRITY PAPER DUE BEGINNING OF CLASS 
Magazines and Comics 
Danesi 115-123 

Oct 21 
Radio Past and Present 
Danesi 125-144 

Week 5: Music 
Oct 24 
Origins and Elements of Popular Music 
Danesi 145-156 

Oct 26 
Socio-cultural Significance of Popular Music 
Danesi 156-169 

Oct 28 
Streaming and the Business of Pop Music Today 
W: Kelsey McKinney, “Is Streaming Bad for Artists? Yes and No.” Vox 12/17/2014. http://
www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272423/taylor-swift-spotify 

Week 6: Movies 
Oct 31 
Moral Panic and the History of Movies 
T: Daniel Czitrom, “American Motion Pictures and the New Popular Culture,” from Media and 
the American Mind (1982), pp. 30-60. 
Danesi 171-179 

Nov 2 
Hollywood Style as Popular Form 
T: David Bordwell,  Film Art, selection TBD. 

Nov 4 
Popular Film Genres and Markets to the Present 
Danesi 179-200 

Week 7: Television 
Nov 7 
Overview 
Danesi 201-223 

http://www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272423/taylor-swift-spotify


Nov 9 
Television, Taste, and Social Relevance 
T: Newton Minow, “Television and the Public Interest.” Address to National Association of 
Broadcasters, 1961. http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/newtonminow.htm (excerpts) 
W: Kristen Lentz, “Quality versus Relevance: Feminism, Race, and the Politics of the Sign in 
1970s Television, pp. 46-69 only. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/7943 

Nov 11 
Taste Cont’d; TV Business in the Digital Age 
Danesi 223-225 
W: David Carr, “Barely Keeping Up with Television’s New Golden Age.” NY Times 3/9/2014. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/10/business/media/fenced-in-by-televisions-excess-of-excel-
lence.html?_r=0 
T: Derek Kompare, “Reruns 2.0: Revising Repetition for Multiplatform Television Distribution.” 

Week 8: Advertising 
Nov 14  
NO CLASS — VETERANS DAY 
GENRE ANALYSIS PAPER DUE ON TRITONED BY NOON 

Nov 16 
Evolution and Types of Advertising 
Danesi 227-235 

Nov 18 
Advertising and/as Culture 
Danesi 235-246 

Week 9: Advertising Cont’d 
Nov 21 
BLOG TOPIC DUE ON TRITONED 
Concerns about Advertising 
T: Vance Packard, Excerpt from The Hidden Persuaders (1957). 
W: Federal Trade Commission, “Truth In Advertising” (read main page and a few links). https://
www.ftc.gov/news-events/media-resources/truth-advertising  

NOV 23, 25: NO CLASS — THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY 

Week 10: Popular Language and New Entertainment Platforms 
Nov 28 
Slang and Social Media 
Danesi 245-265 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/newtonminow.htm
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/7943
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/10/business/media/fenced-in-by-televisions-excess-of-excellence.html?_r=0
https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/media-resources/truth-advertising


Nov 30 
Virality and Popular Culture 
W: Tad Friend, “Hollywood and Vine: The entertainment industry seeks the future in viral 
video.” The New Yorker 12/15/2014. http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/12/15/holly-
wood-vine 

Dec 2 
Virality Cont’d; Wrap-up 
Eilene Zimmerman, “Getting YouTube Stars to Sell Your Product.” NY Times 2/25/2016. http://
www.nytimes.com/2016/02/25/business/smallbusiness/getting-youtube-stars-to-sell-your-prod-
uct.html?_r=0  

ALL BLOG PROJECT POSTS DUE BY THURSDAY, DEC 8 AT 10 PM

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/12/15/hollywood-vine
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/25/business/smallbusiness/getting-youtube-stars-to-sell-your-product.html?_r=0

