
AS/SOSC 4300a 6.0         P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e   
  FALL / WINTER 2008 - 2009  

 
Instructor:  Ravindra Mohabeer   
e-mail:   mohabeer@yorku.ca 
Office:   3040 TEL Building 
Phone:  416-736-2100 x 22646    

 
Description 
Do you have any idea why people use smiley faces when they IM? Or why people where 
oversized baggy pants (do they still do that?)? Or why graffiti artists ‘tag’ their names on 
everything? If you answered ‘no’ then this is a great class for you. If you answered ‘yes’, it’s 
okay, you can stay, but just don’t give it away ;). Since popular culture is all around us and 
has increased in importance in our society, it’s necessary to question why, how and to what 
extend popular culture is indeed ‘popular’ and/or ‘cultural.’ To do this, we first need to come 
to some sort of agreement on what the term popular means and then make sense of it in 
the context of the notion of culture. We’ll do this by positioning ourselves in pop culture. 
Being academic and all, we should probably try to make sense of it, or access and/or 
produce a theoretical lens through which to analyze pop cultures’ locations in our society. 
 
In this course we’ll do this in part by reading about popular culture but more often, by living 
popular culture as participant observers. As we negotiate our way through what is ‘popular’ 
and what is simply ‘commercial’ we will question authenticity, examine our role in 
producing, reproducing and perpetuating popular culture, and see if popular culture can help 
change the world. I’m inclined to believe that pop culture can change the world – but to 
what extent, to what end, in whose image? 
 
I’m not going to lie, I’m torn between political economy and cultural studies. I can’t often 
turn one off and turn the other on so we’ll look both at the cultural and the economic, the 
regulated and the ‘emergent’ dynamics in society, the structural and the fluid. Mostly, we’ll 
learn by doing – we’ll live pop culture, we’ll contribute to it, and we’ll see if we can harness 
it to make a difference. 
 
Readings 
 
The main course text is: 
 
Durham, M.G. & Kellner, D.M. (2006). Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks. Blackwell 
 
I’ll give you some guidelines on when to read the various parts of the book but, ultimately, 
you’ll need to know the ideas from the whole book to keep up with the conversations so 
read it all at your own pace but as soon as possible. 
 
The rest of the readings will emerge over time. That is, some will come from me. Most will 
come from you. Part of your grade will come from the readings and resources you provide 
for your fellow students in an attempt to help the course come to life. 
 
That said, academic readings are highly encouraged but doing only academic reading and 
doing only reading seems a bit short-sighted. You’ll need to be creative in how you interpret 
the task of getting us ‘up to speed’ on what’s going on in the world around us. 
 
 
Everything is due when it’s due – don’t ask for extensions (this includes reading).



Assignments 
 
Assignment 1: How I spent my summer DUE: September 16 – 10% 
You will write a short paper and make some sort of media production (a CD, a video, a web 
page, a scrapbook, a multimedia presentation, etc.) telling us what you think about pop 
culture and how it played a role in your life this past summer. The trick is to link it to your 
broader life (i.e. think about the circumstances that lead up to the summer, and how what 
you did in the summer – using pop culture – links to your future). This will be the ‘hi, my 
name is’ name-tag assignment for the course. You’ll present it, but won’t get graded on 
your presentation (less pressure, more daring). 
 
Assignment 2: Case Study   DUE: October 28 – 20% 
Pick a pop culture phenomenon and write about it. A case study is a close examination of a 
specific object or ‘case’ that is bounded by time and space – it’s something that happened/is 
happening at a given time in a given place. This assignment is half book-work-research and 
half first-hand observation and analysis. The world is changing so rapidly and there are so 
many narrow channels of interest that the chances are good that no academic has ever 
written about the phenomenon about which you will be writing. You’ll have to link whatever 
theories and research are related enough and/or help you understand the phenomenon to 
make sense of it, but you’ll have to do a lot of the leg work on your own. Again, 
presentation but not for marks. How long? As long as it needs to be but as short as possible 
– and everyone likes pictures if you have them. 
 
Assignment 3: Photo Essay   DUE: End of first Term – 20%   
You’ve all written a lot of essays, this time you have to visualize one. We’ll talk about what 
a photo-essay is and then you’ll have to make one. And, yes, there are often words in a 
photo-essay. Much like your case study, you’ll spend some time focusing on a particular 
phenomenon but observationally, taking pictures or capturing images (e.g. ads, and 
posters) and putting them together to tell a story about the phenomenon. 
 
Assignment 4: Blog/Vlog/Phlog   DUE: All year – 20% (10% +10%) 
So you’ve heard of blogs/vlogs/phlogs, now you have to have one. In place of a journal that 
you see and I see and maybe you show to a few friends, I want this to be an opportunity for 
you to engage with the class readings and other ‘real world’ examples that help you make 
sense of the subject. The trick to this assignment is that you don’t just have to make it work 
for you, I’d like ‘conversations.’ This means that you can set up your blog in groups AND 
that you comment on those blogs produced by your colleagues. If you already have a blog, 
great, but you’ll need a new one for this course. You get graded both on the number of 
entries and on the substance of those entries (i.e. talking a lot and saying nothing won’t be 
of much use). It doesn’t have to all be strictly academic in tone, but it does have to really 
consider what we’re talking about. If you want your blog to concentrate on a specific 
element of pop culture you can or you can speak more generally. This counts toward the 
traditional participation – but make no mistake, you still have to come to class. As a part of 
this, you’ll also be pointing us to weekly readings and helping guide us through the book. 
 
Assignment 5: Intervention Portfolio  DUE: March – 30% (10% + 20%) 
So I said that we’d be learning by doing, well, this is the doing part. I want you to think of a 
way that pop culture can be used to contribute to or effect change in the world. By the end 
of the first semester (no set deadline but before holiday break) you have to propose a 
project wherein you’ll use pop culture as a vehicle to contribute to the world. As an 
example, the Royal College of Music of Canada offers a DJ training course for children in a 
disadvantaged part of the city, in part to teach a marketable skill, and, in part, to harness 
an existed focus on popular culture and transform it into a vehicle for teaching life skills. 
There is no specific limit on what you can do or what the final ‘intervention’ will look like. It 
just has to be ‘real’ and ‘substantive.’ You can do the work in groups but your portfolio 
should chronicle what you learn from this work and must be individual. Since you’re likely to 
do something that involves working with people, we’ll also do a research ethics protocol. 
 



Discussion Topics and Tentative Order of Discussions 
(You’ll notice there are no dates attached to any of this. It only makes sense to talk 
about things in a relative order but sometimes, in a small group setting, some 
things take longer to talk about than others. I think this is a good order to our 
conversations keeping in mind that some weeks we’ll talk about two or more things 
and other weeks we might not get through one.) 
 
 
Introductory thoughts 

1. Who am I, how do I know?: paying attention to myself and my stuff 
2. Not_me.gen: Tracing generational shifts in popular culture 
3. Angelina Jolie for president: Celebrity culture or how OJ screwed up the news 
4. Taki 183 was here: Graffiti, making our mark, and culture jamming 

 
Identity/Self/Performance 

5. You’re just a poser: Fake ‘ripped’ jean, clothes, identity and performance 
6. I’m an individual, can’t you see!: Subcultures and authenticity 
7. It only hurts if someone pulls on it or it gets caught in my shirt: Modding 

ourselves 
8. I’ve got a sweeeet ride: Modding our stuff 

 
Attention/Relationships 

9. She(?) had the cutest avatar: e-dating & e-relationships or lying online 
10. Mwah, mwah, mwah, mwah, mwah: Speaking in tongues and/or never being heard 
11. Lonelygirl15: Micro-celebrity and the cult of attention 
12. Where have I seen her face?: Memes, IMDB and the loss of memory 

 
Economy/Exchange/Society 

13. Shop ‘til you drop: The back-handed slap of buying and how it makes ‘our’ 
world work 

14. I have one of those, too?!?: Mass production, mass consumption, mass 
individuality 

15. Plastic: Buying without money 
16. Triple-shot, extra skinny, half hot: The perils of percolated beverages 
17. Free, as in water and music ; ): The culture of borrowing and the ‘gift 

economy’ 
 
 (Digital) Culture 

18. The revolution will not be televised: YouTube, facebook, and living digitally 
19. Why should I leave home, I’ve got high-speed: Post-post-modern traveling 
20. Those people are so cute: Consuming the ‘other’ 
21. Bring out your dead: Photography everywhere, all the time 
22. Two girls, one cup…eeeeww!: Temes and becoming a legend 

 
Work  

23. Last night a DJ saved my life: The ‘underground’ club scene & party planning 
24. Forever young, I want to be, forever young: Keeping up and aging in the 21st 

century 
 
NO CLASS ON: Oct. 14 (extended Thanksgiving), Jan. 6 (extended New Year) 


