
Rhetoric in Popular Culture 
ENGL 104  

Fall 2015 Tue/Thurs, 11.30AM-12.50PM 
RCH 205 

 
Instructor: Jack Pender 
Office Hours: Tues 1:00-2:00 PM or by appointment 
Office: PAS 2218 
Email: j2pender@uwaterloo.ca 

 
Course Description: Catalog 

This course examines the role of persuasion in contemporary society by 
focusing on one or more topic areas:  film, television, video games, comic books, 
music, fashion, etc.  Students will explore the topic area(s) in depth using a variety 
of rhetorical theories and methods. 
 
Course Description: Section 
 

Rhetoric is traditionally defined as the study of persuasion, but 
contemporary theorists argue that rhetoric is present in all forms of communication. 
Rhetoric is at work whenever humans use symbols to persuade, communicate with, 
or instruct each other.  

This course will apply a range of rhetorical theories to cultural artifacts such 
as films, television programs, advertisements, music, literature, news reports, 
essays, and memes. We will cultivate a critical attitude towards our culture, 
examining what kinds of attitudes are promoted and reflected by cultural artifacts 
and why. Ultimately, we will use rhetorical theory to become critical readers and 
consumers of popular culture and to arrive at a better understanding of the roles 
and responsibilities of mediated texts in shaping our societies.  
 
Course Objectives: 
Through coursework, lectures, discussion, and readings, students will: 

• become conversant with rhetorical theory, including both traditional and 
modern models of rhetoric. 

• become familiar with the terminology and concepts of rhetorical theory from 
the classical period to the present. 

• consider how rhetorical modes of persuasion are implicated in debates over 
values and ethics.  

• examine a wide variety of cultural artifacts, considering how and why they 
deploy rhetorical tactics of persuasion, and to what effect.  

• come to an understanding of how rhetorical persuasion functions in a range 
of different media.  

• practice their own writing and argumentation in the analysis of rhetorical 
artifacts. 
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Required Textbook: 
Deanna D. Sellnow, The Rhetorical Power of Popular Culture. Available in the 
Bookstore. 
 
Optional Textbook: 
Jennifer Richards, Rhetoric. Available in the book store.  
 
Additional readings to be supplied by the instructor.  
 
Course Outline 
 

Week Date Topic Readings Due 
1 Sept 15th Introduction  

 17th Definitions of Rhetoric  
2 Sept 22nd Traditional Theories of Rhetoric RPPC, Chapter 1 

      24th Updating the Tradition RPPC, Chapter 2 
3 Sept 29th Narrative and Persuasion RPPC, Chapter 3 

 Oct 1st   
4 Oct 6th Dramatism and Motive RPPC, Chapter 4 

  8th Applying Dramatism  
5 Oct 13th Symbolic Convergence RPPC, Chapter 5 

 15th   
6 Oct 20th Neo-Marxism RPPC, Chapter 6 

 22nd   
7 Oct 27th Feminist Perspectives RPPC, Chapter 7 

 29th   
8 Nov 3rd Musical Persuasions RPPC, Chapter 8 

 5th   
9 Nov 10th Visual Persuasions RPPC, Chapter 9 

 12th   
10 Nov 17th Media and Persuasion RPPC, Chapter 10 

 19th   
11 Nov 24th The Ethics of Persuasion Booth 

 26th   
12 Dec 1st Course Review and Exam Preparation  

 3rd   
 
Coursework and Grading Breakdown: 
 
Take-home Midterm, due October 22nd: 25% 
Essay Proposal, due Nov 10th: 5% 
Term Essay, due Dec 1st: 25% 
Participation: 15% 
Final Exam, date TBA: 30% 
 



Assignment Details 
 
Midterm: The midterm will be in a take-home format. It will consist of a detailed 
critical reading of a cultural artifact, using one of the methods discussed in the first 5 
weeks of the class. A rubric with a list of possible topics will be distributed when the 
midterm is assigned.  
 
Essay Proposal: The essay proposal allows you to plan and explain the argument of 
your major essay in advance. Details about the format and rubric will be distributed 
in class.  

 
Term Essay: The term essay is your major project for this course. It will be an 
argumentative essay that presents a detailed critical reading of a cultural artifact of 
your choice. You should begin planning the essay as soon as possible, considering 
which cultural artifact you might interpret and which rhetorical theory you might 
apply. I strongly encourage you to get in contact with me or come by office hours 
early on in the course and to continue planning and drafting your essay as the 
course progresses.  

 
Participation: Your participation grade reflects your overall preparation and 
professionalism and your contributions to class discussion. The best way to get an 
outstanding participation grade is to keep detailed notes as you read the material 
for the day’s class and to come to class prepared to ask substantial, thoughtful 
questions and contribute to the discussion.  
 
Final Exam: The final will have two parts. The first part will allow you to choose 
from a list of terms, which you will then define and explain. The second part will be 
an essay offering a critical reading of a cultural artifact using one of the methods 
presented in the course.  
 
Late Work Policy 
  

This course is designed to keep you in contact with the material through 
weekly readings and class discussion. In the interests of fair grading for all students, 
I cannot accept late work unless we have made arrangements at least 24 hours in 
advance of the deadline. The only exceptions are medical or family emergencies—
please let me know of any special circumstances ASAP.  
 
University Policies 
 

Academic Integrity: in order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of 
the University of Waterloo community are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, 
respect and responsibility. 

Grievance:  A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her 
university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a 



grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm  
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offenses, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student 
who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offense, or who needs help in learning 
how to avoid offenses (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group 
work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, 
or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have 
occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. 
For information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer 
to Policy 71 - Student Discipline, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm 
 
Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under 
Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 
71 - Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - 
Student Appeals, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm 

 
Accommodations for Persons with Disabilities 
The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in Needles Hall, Room 1132, 
collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations for 
students with disabilities. If you require academic accommodations (such as alternate test 
and exam arrangements) please register with the OPD at the beginning of each academic 
term and inform the course instructor. 
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