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American Studies 7: 
Introduction to Popular Culture  

Section #2019 
Monday/Wednesday: 1:00 PM-2:25 PM  

SOSC 207 

Fall 2015 
 
Instructor Information 

Instructor Contact Info.  Office Location & Hours 

Hong Herrera Thomas hherrera@elcamino.edu 
(310) 660-3593 ext. 3756 

T/Th: 10:00 AM-1:00 PM 
M: 2:30 PM-3:00 PM 
& by appointment 
SOCS 110 

Introduction 

Welcome to American Studies 7!  This semester the course theme centers on the conception of identity.  
We will take an interdisciplinary approach utilizing theories and methods from history, sociology, 
anthropology, and psychology in order to dissect how popular culture informs the construction of various 
American identities.  We will deconstruct how race, class, and gender identities have been historically 
constructed through various means of popular culture and tease out the meaning and functions in American 
society.   
 
I carefully selected readings for this course that will help students contextualize popular culture and its 
complex meaning and function.  Jim Cullen’s Popular Culture gives a general overview of popular culture 
and historical contextualization.  This text is important (although you may find a bit dry) in setting the 
foundational framework of this course.  Eric Avila’s Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and 
Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, is a fascinating study of how popular culture has shaped the experience in 
Southern California and in particular Los Angeles and gives students a better understanding of how popular 
culture shapes our everyday experiences.  Finally, the selected articles from academic journals and book 
chapters address more current trends and realities.  They also serve as examples of topics and methods 
that students can model their research paper after.   

Description 

This interdisciplinary course examines how popular culture contributes to the search for meaning in 
everyday American life.  Various forms of popular culture including music, film, television, advertising, 
sports, fashion, design, toys, magazines, comic books, and cyber culture will be analyzed.  Students will 
assess how American popular culture reveals historical forces at work that influence our lives. 

Expectations and Goals 

This is your education and your space to learn.  I expect you to complete your reading assignments before 
the start of class and complete your assignments on time.  Conversations regarding popular culture without 
the proper historical and theoretical background contained in your readings will prevent our class from 
having critical dialog and lead to a superficial understanding of the topic.  Furthermore, without this 
preparation you will not be able to fully understand and engage in class discussion.  I encourage you to 
push yourself and contribute to class discussions and ask questions.  The quality of the course is dependent 
on how much time and effort you contribute.   

mailto:hherrera@elcamino.edu
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This is a dynamic course with individuals that have many differing ideas, perspectives, and backgrounds 
(and that is what makes this course exciting)!  Please be respectful of other students.  Do not make 
comments personal and take comments personally.  We are in the process of learning and need to 
constantly push our thinking and perspectives.   

Distraction Free Learning Environment 

Please arrive to class on time and stay for the duration of the class period.  Arriving late to class and/or 
leaving early is disruptive and you miss out on important information that is announced at the beginning 
and at the end of class.  If you arrive after attendance has been completed, you will be marked as tardy.  If 
you are tardy three times, it will then be considered as an absence.  (And in the event that you leave 
before attendance is recorded you will be marked as absent.)  Remember, per El Camino policy, you can be 
dropped if your absences from class exceeds 10% of the scheduled class meeting time.  In this class, that 
means if you miss more than 3 classes, you could be dropped.  If tardiness becomes frequent, the instructor 
reserves the right to lock the doors after class has begun.  The student in this case is still responsible for all 
reading and assignments.   

Please refrain from using electronic devices in class.  This is distracting both to you and those around you.  
If you need to take a phone call, discreetly excuse yourself from the class and take the call outside.  If it 
becomes a problem you may be asked to put your device away or to leave the class for the reminder of the 
class meeting.   

Please do not record or take pictures during the class without the consent of the instructor.   

I thank you in advance for adhering to these goals and expectations and please come see me if you have 
any questions or concerns regarding any of these points.  

 

Course Objectives:  

1. Define and apply culture theory to American popular culture in terms of what is distinctly American and 
popular culture.  

2. Identify and distinguish between various forms of popular culture, such as high-brow, low-brow, and 
youth culture.  

3. Identify innovations and trends that appear in the Gilded Age and analyze their role in reflecting and 
shaping contemporary concerns and expectations.  

4. Assess several innovations in popular culture that appear at the turn of the 20th century and can be 
associated with the emergence of modernity in the United States.  

5. Define major historical, political, social, and economic forces and interpret their influence on American 
popular culture from Prohibition through the end of the Great Depression.  

6. Differentiate and recognize the merits and dangers of popular culture masked within media structures 
such as film, music, and comic books.  

7. Follow the evolution of the American aesthetic and analyze how popular culture created an identity that 
was distinctly American.  

8. Identify and examine social, economic, and political influences on American popular culture. 

 

Student Learning Outcomes:  

1. In a written assignment, oral presentation or creative work, students will apply interdisciplinary 
methodologies to develop an original argument about American popular culture, and students will use those 
methods to prove the validity of their interpretation.  



Page 3 

2. In class discussions and/or written assignments, students will recognize their own moral systems and use 
them to make ethical judgments about popular culture.  

3. In an exam or written assignment, students will demonstrate an understanding of the diverse 
methodologies used to study and critique American popular culture. 

Required Text 

1. Jim Cullen, Popular Culture in American History.  ISBN# 978-0-470-67365-2 
2. Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles.  

ISBN#978-0-520-24811-3 
3. Articles posted on myetudes.org 

Supplemental materials, lectures, handouts, and course syllabi will be posted on myetudes.org. Logging in 
to Etudes is simple and easy.  

1. Have your user id and password ready.  

2. Your user id is your first name, underscore, last name. This should all be in lower case and no spaces. 
For example, the username for Francis S. Key is francis_key. Your initial password has four characters 
based on your birth month and your birth date. For example, August 1 is 0801.  

3. Open a browser. Firefox works best with Etudes. (download Firefox) Internet Explorer may be used. 
Safari will not work with some Etudes functions.  

4. In the address bar, type myetudes.org and press Enter. You will be taken to the Etudes Login Page.  

5. In the upper-right hand corner, type your user id and password. Then, click the Login button.  

6. You should now see the tabs for each of your classes on top of the page. Click a tab to go to a particular 
class. 

Course Assignments 
 
Reaction Papers  2 @ 25 Points (50)   Grade Breakdown: 
Short Essays  2 @ 50 Points (100)   A: 450-405 
Ethnography Topic 1 @ 10 Points (10)   B: 404-360 
Ethnography  1 @ 75 Points (75)   C: 359-300 
Research Topic  1 @ 15 Points (15)   D: 299-270 
Research Paper  1 @ 150 Points (150)   F: 269-0 
Presentation   1 @ 25 Points (25) 
Participation  throughout semester (25) 

Due Dates: 
 
1. Short Essay #1 Friday, 9/4 via Etudes at 10 PM 
2. Reaction #1  Friday, 9/25 via Etudes at 10 PM 
3. Ethnography Topic Friday, 10/9 via Etudes at 10 PM 
4. Ethnography Paper Friday, 10/23 via Etudes at 10 PM 
5. Research Topic Friday, 11/6 via Etudes at 10 PM 
6. Reach Paper   Friday, 11/20 via Etudes at 10 PM 
7. Reaction #2  Friday, 12/4 via Etudes at 10 PM 
8. Essay #2   Wednesday, 12/9 via Etudes at 10 PM 
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**I understand that there may be technical difficulties that arise when using technology.  There will be a 15 
minutes grace period that I will set that will allow for you to submit until 10:15 PM on the due date without 
penalty.  Furthermore, if you cannot access the site you can email me your assignment before the due date 
and bring me a hard copy to the next class meeting.  You must do both to get credit.   
 
Late work will not be accepted without consent of instructor.  Being unaware or losing sight of due dates is 
not a viable reason to turn in late work.  It is your responsibility to check Etudes, course syllabus, or the 
instructor if there is any confusion with instructions or due dates.   

 
However, if there is a situation that arises in which you cannot complete an assignment that is out of your 
control, please come talk to me.  I am more than happy to work out an amicable solution.   
 
Reaction Papers: There will be two (2) reaction papers 250 words (roughly 1 page) in length that will be 
worth 25 points each.  This assignment is designed to allow you to reflect on the text and class discussions.  
Each paper must incorporate and utilize both text and lectures for full points.  A paper that summarizes 
or simply states information that the student found interesting or did not know previously is not 
acceptable.  The format is informal, but will require you to proof read and write in a logical and coherent 
manner.  No outside research is done.  
 
Essay Papers: There will be two (2) short 500-750 words (roughly 2-3 pages) worth 50 points.  You will have 
a pool of questions where you will select one question to answer.  Prompts will be made available on 
Etudes at least 1 week in advance of the due dates.  Each paper must incorporate and utilize both text 
and lectures for full points.  This is a formal paper that requires you to critically assess and apply course 
themes and ideas to contemporary events.  You will do some outside research and cite for the 
contemporary examples.   
 
Ethnography: 
 
You will conduct a mini-version of an ethnographic observation and write a 750-1000 word (3-4 page) paper 
worth 75 points.  This assignment will introduce a different form of research that mixes facts and 
observations with a personal point of view. You will practice writing in a researcher’s voice, one that 
reports the facts, but also uses them to interpret and argue.  
 
You will need to identify a sub-group that you are interested in and would like to learn more about.  This 
group should have a common interest or identity.  You must connect ideas and themes to popular culture.  
How does this group adopt, contest, interpret, and express popular culture?  You will observe them for 
approximately and hour, taking notes on as many details as you can.   

 examples of speech (see the warning below about privacy) 

 clothing 

 ways of greeting, initiating conversation, beginning and ending an event 

 body language, gestures 

 the physical environment (the room, decorations, facilities – draw maps, write descriptions) 

 social environment (Describe the community this group is a part of, and where they fit in that 
community.) 

 timelines (You can write down what happens every five minutes, for instance. Or you can write 
down a time next to each observation.) 

 any other concrete, physical detail of behavior, speech, or the environment 

PRIVACY WARNING: Use common sense. Be aware of privacy issues. You are writing a public paper. If you 
are observing a public setting, remember that your subjects didn’t give permission, and avoid using real 
names or reporting anything personal. Do not audio record without permission.  If you are observing a 
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private setting, let people know you are writing a paper. Don’t report private conversations; report typical 
examples of speech, and snippets of conversation.   

Reporting your experience: 

The first part of your paper will report what you saw.  

 The introduction can identify who this group is, where and when you observed them. Your thesis 
statement will sum up the interpretive section (the second part of your paper).  

 The first part of the body will report your observations. What did you see and hear? 

Interpreting your experience: 

The second part of your paper’s body will try to find patterns and lessons in what you observed. You should 
try to bring up as many questions about your observation as you can think of, such as: 

 How does the group use spoken language? 

 How does the group use written language? 

 Why does this group meet? What is their purpose? What does one get from being a member? 

 What beliefs, values, or tastes does this group share? Do their specific actions demonstrate those 
beliefs, values, or tastes? 

 How does this group act towards each other? Do they treat each other differently than they would 
in other circumstances? 

 How does this group see its place in the larger community? How do they define themselves in 
relation to other groups? 

 How does this group contribute to popular culture? 

 What is the historical context of this group?  Did it form in response to a particular event, 
movement, or ideology?  (You will need to do research and cite to complete this section) 

Popular Culture Research Paper:  
This assignment requires students to demonstrate their understanding of the influences of popular culture 

through critically assessing and analyzing the underlying ideological scripts present in some form of popular 

culture of their choosing. The paper will be 1,250-1,750 words (5-7 pages) in length and is worth 150 

points.  Students are expected to not only identify ideological influences but also connect them to the 

larger social and/or historical forces that feed into and out of those social scripts. 

 

Topic:  

The object of your analysis needs to be drawn from the world of popular culture. Examples include movies, 

television, music, sports, toys/games, advertising, the news, etc. Keep in mind that your topic should be 

recognizable as a form of popular culture to any reasonable person. For example, studying gang violence is 

not an appropriate topic. However, studying representations of gang violence in video games would be 

appropriate. 

 

Thesis Statement:  

What is your topic? What example(s) from popular culture will you be analyzing? What will you be looking 

for, in terms of ideological scripts? What is your argument?   

 

Historical Context:  

What is the historical context of this paper? For instance, if your paper deals with the stereotype of African 



Page 6 

Americans in film, you would discuss the emergence of the image of African Americans and the functions of 

these particular tropes in film.   

 

(You should draw from at least three outside sources here.) 

 

Methodology:  

This section explains, in more detail, what you will be analyzing. You should be very specific in regards to 

names, dates, titles, etc. (depending on what your actual topic is). 

 

Findings:  

This describes, objectively, what you discovered through the course of your research. What did you find? 

 

The section is not meant to be analytical (that’s the next section) but rather, clearly and objectively 

explains what it is you found/observed through the research process. 

 

Analysis: 

This sections breaks down what conclusions you have reached based on your research. 

What kind of ideological scripts do you think are operating? 

What relationship do you think these scripts have to larger social tensions/anxieties/fantasies, etc?  

How might we explain these specific scripts by examining social trends? 

 

You should be using at least two outside sources in this section to help bolster your 

argument/discussions, especially in discussing “larger social trends.” 

 

Conclusion: 

Sum up what you learned. 
 
There will be a grading rubric posted on Etudes.   

Academic Honesty 

 **Cheating will not be tolerated! Using words, phrases, and ideas that are not your own without giving 
credit to the author constitutes academic dishonesty (i.e. cutting and pasting from the internet). 
Resubmitting a paper written for another class is also unacceptable in this course. When in doubt it is 
better to consult with the instructor. It is the responsibility of all members of the academic community to 
behave in a manner which encourages learning and promotes honesty and to act with fairness toward 
others. Students should not seek an unfair advantage over other students when completing an assignment, 
taking an examination, or engaging in any other kind of academic activity.  

Please refer to the Student Code of Conduct and Academic Dishonesty  

http://www.elcamino.edu/studentservices/activities/codeofconduct.asp  

**Remember, I am here to help you learn and be successful. If you need additional help, clarification on 
content comprehension or assignments, or if an unforeseen situation requires an extension please ask. 

ADA Statement:  

El Camino College is committed to providing educational accommodations for students with disabilities 
upon the timely request by the student to the instructor. A student with a disability, who would like to 
request an academic accommodation, is responsible for identifying herself/himself to the instructor and to 
the Special Resources Center. To make arrangements for academic accommodations, contact the Special 
Resources Center 

http://www.elcamino.edu/studentservices/activities/codeofconduct.asp
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Course Schedule  
(The instructor reserves the right to revise the reading and assignment schedule.  I will not move due dates 
without giving you at least 1 week notice) 
 

Week Topic Reading  

Week 1 
8/24 
 
8/26 

 
Introduction 
 
New News 

 
Cullen: pgs. 1-9 
 
Cullen: pgs. 11-35 

 

Week 2 
8/31 

9/2 
 
Essay #1 Due: 9/4 via 
Etudes 

 
The Racy Appeal of the Minstrel 

 

 
Cullen: pgs. 67-87 

Etudes:  
1. “The Genesis of Whiteface in 19th Century American 
Popular Culture” 
2. “Don’t Make my Black Face Blue: Race, Avatars, 
Albescence, and the Transnational Imaginary” 

 

Week 3 

9/7—No Class 

9/9 

 

Western Values 
 
Theory: Marx, Adorno, Horkheimer, 
Althusser, and Gramsci 

 

 

Cullen: pgs. 91-113 

 

Week 4 
9/14 

9/16 

 
Frontier Myth 

Theory: Foucault 

 
Etudes:  
1. Excerpts from Gunfighter Nation, “The Significance of 
the Frontier Myth in American History.” 
2. “The New American Hero: Dexter, Serial Killer for the 
Masses.” 
 

 

Week 5 

9/21 

 

 

9/23 

 

Cinema at the Amusement Park 

 

 

Hollywood, 1930 

 

Etudes:  
1. Excerpts from For the Love of Pleasure, “Through the 
Peep Hole.” 

 
Etudes:  
1. Excerpts from Immigration and American Culture, 
“Jewish Gangster Masquerade” 

 

Week 6 

9/28 

9/30 
 
Reaction #1 Due: 9/25 
Via Etudes 

The Spectacle of Urban Blight: 
Hollywood’s Rendition of a Black 
Los Angeles 

Avila: pgs. 65-105  

Week 7 

10/5 

10/7 

 

 

Waves of Selling 

Los Angeles, 1943 

 

Cullen: pgs. 139-169 

Etudes:  
1. Excerpts from Immigration and American Culture, “Zoot 
Suit Style, Immigrant Politics” 
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Week Topic Reading  

Ethnographic Paper 
Topic Due: 10/9 via 
Etudes 

2. “What it Means to be a Man?: Violence and Homophobia 
in Latino Masculinities On and Off Screen” 

Week 8 

10/12 

10/14 

 

The Firmament of Stardom 

Broadway, 1957 

 

Cullen: pgs. 183-208 

Etudes:  
1. Excerpts from Immigration and American Culture, “West 
Side Story and the Nuyorican Blues” 

 

 

 

 

Week 9 

10/19 & 10/21 

Ethnography 

Paper Due: 10/23 
 

 

 

 

Suburbanizing the City Center: The 
Dodgers Move West 

 

 

 

 

Avila: pgs. 145-184 

 

Week 10 

10/26 

10/28 

 

A Rage for Order: Disneyland and 
the Suburban Ideal 

 

 

Avila: pgs. 106-144 

 

Week 11 

11/2 

11/4 
 

Reach Paper Topic 
Due: 
11/6 via Etudes at 10 
PM 

 

The Sutured City: Tales of Progress 
and Disaster in the Freeway 
Metropolis 

 

Avila: pgs. 185-242 

 

Week 12 

11/9 

11/11—No Class 

 

Seeing Television & Religion in 
Popular Culture 

 

 

Cullen: pgs. 217-239 
Etudes:  
1. “It’s Funny Because It’s True? The Simpsons, Satire, and 
the Significance of Religious Humor in Popular Culture” 
2. “Slaves, Cannibals, and Infected Hyper-Whites: The Race 
and Religion of Zombies” 

 

Week 13 
11/16 

11/18 
 
Research Paper Due: 
11/20 

 
Tangled Web 

 

Cullen: pgs. 261-276 

Etudes:  
1. “Twilight: The Glamorization of Abuse, Codependency, 
and White Privilege” 

2. “Grunge, Riot Grrrl and the Forgetting of Women in 
Popular Culture” 

 

Week 14 

11/23 

 

 

Arabs and the Media 

 

 

Etudes:  
1. “Arabs and Muslims in the Media After 9/11” 
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Week Topic Reading  

 

 

11/25 

 

 

Seeking Justice 

2. “Reading Race and the Difference It Makes”: (Post) 9/11, 
Black Performance, and Cultural Production” 

 
Etudes:  
1. “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner: The Web of Racial, 
Class and Gender Constructions in late 1960s” 

2. “Challenging Lilywhite Hollywood? 

3. “The Rise of Vigilantism in 1980 Comics: Reasons and 
Outcomes” 

4. “Dead Ends: Urban Poverty and Underclass Narratives in 
American Movies Through the Great Depression” 

 

Week 15 

11/30 

12/2 
 
Reaction #2 Due: 
12/4 

 

Seeking Justice Continued 

Presentations 

 

 

 

Week 16 

12/7 

12/9 
 
Essay #2 Due: 12/9 

Presentation   

 

 


