
English 104 – Rhetoric in Popular Culture 
(Winter 2014) 

 
Instructor: Stephen Fernandez 
E-mail: sffernan@uwaterloo.ca 
Lecture: Wednesday & Friday 2:30 pm – 3:50 pm (HH1102)  
Office Hours: Wednesday 10:30 am – 12:30 pm (PAS 2224) 
 
1) Course Description 
 
This course explores how popular culture can persuade, influence, and convince in ordinary life. 
Using a variety of rhetorical methods, we will analyze a range of artefacts in this class, including 
– but not limited to – advertising, comics, film, television, theatre, music videos, technology, 
video games, and blogs. The goals of this course are both theoretical and practical: we aim to first 
understand the rhetorical method, and then to apply those methods in order to identify and 
explore the various forms of popular culture that surround us. Students in the course will be 
expected to demonstrate their ability to apply rhetorical methods to popular culture artefacts 
through group presentations, critical essays, and class discussions. Indeed, popular culture is 
more than just mindless entertainment. Whether it appears as a tool for mass media, personal 
recreation, or the expression of identity, popular culture is the dominant form of communication 
in today’s society. This course seeks to equip students with a good grasp of various rhetorical 
methods that can be used to critically assess the role of persuasive structures in our daily lives.  
 
2) Learning Objectives 
 
By the end of this course, students will have been introduced to and expected to successfully 
demonstrate some of the following skills:  
 

• To define and explain basic concepts involving rhetoric, rhetorical analysis, and popular 
culture. 

• To apply these definitions and engage in the close reading of a popular culture artefact for 
the purposes of critical discussion and debate. 

• To analyze the rhetorical functioning of a particular artefact in terms of its ideas, 
structure, arguments, style, and context. 

• To articulate a rhetorical analysis of a particular artefact in terms of the rhetorical 
methods discussed in class by employing academic research to justify and support an 
original argument pertaining to that artefact.  

 
3) Required Text 
 
Foss, Sonia. Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice. 4th ed. Long Grove: Waveland 

Press, Inc., 2009. Print. (Available for purchase at the UW Bookstore) 
 
4) Recommended Texts 
 
Benjamin, Walter. “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” Illuminations. Ed. 
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Hannah Arendt. Trans. Harry Zohn. New York: Schocken Books, 1968. Print. 217-251.  
Burke, Kenneth. “Container and Thing Contained.” The Sewanee Review 53.1 (1945): 56-78. 

Print. (Available electronically through the UW library system)  
Enos, Theresa. Encyclopaedia of Rhetoric and Composition: Communication from Ancient 

Times to the Information Age. 1st ed. London: Routledge, 2010. Print.  
Sloane, Thomas O. Encyclopaedia of Rhetoric. (Available electronically through UW library) 
Storey, John. “What is Popular Culture?” Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: An Introduction. 

5th ed. Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd., 2008. Print. (Available via Google Preview) 
 
5) Evaluation 
 
Attendance/Discussion 15% 
Presentation   15%  
Short Essay (3-4 pages) 15% Due: February 14, in the ‘Short Essay Dropbox’ on LEARN  
Long Essay (7-8 pages) 35%  Due: April 11, in the ‘Long Essay Dropbox’ on LEARN 
Final Exam   20%  TBA 
 
5.1) Expectations for Attendance and Discussion – 15% 
 
For every class, you are expected to participate actively in all discussions and activities. 
Completing the assigned readings before class will stand you in good stead in terms of your 
intellectual development and your performance in this course. You should also contribute to the 
discussion forum on LEARN by posting and commenting on any popular culture artefact that 
intrigues you. Be sure to check the course site on LEARN for announcements and updates.  
 
Please note that you will be allowed up to three documented absences throughout the term. 
Additional absences will affect your final grade. Should you be absent due to unforeseen 
circumstances, you should email me before class to explain your absence.  
 
5.2) Presentation – 15% 
 
Working in pairs (groups of two people), you will produce a 20-minute presentation on one 
of the rhetorical methods that we will be examining in this course.  
 
Starting from Week Three (Friday, January 24), two groups will be presenting their work during 
the second lecture of each week.  
 
Drawing on the course readings, you should begin your presentation with a discussion question 
that directly addresses the rhetorical method on which your group is focusing. For example, if 
you are working on the method of Ideological Criticism, then your question could be: “How does 
Ideological Criticism account for resistance?” In addition, your presentation must engage directly 
with a popular culture artefact of your choosing.  
 
You are expected to deliver a presentation that rigorously examines the rhetorical method in 
question and demonstrates a clear understanding of how it can be applied to your chosen popular 
culture artefact. 



Rhetoric	  in	  Popular	  Culture	  

	   3	  

As a general rule, each presentation should contain the following features: an original rhetorical 
analysis of your chosen popular culture artefact, as well as a critical commentary on the particular 
rhetorical method that you are using to analyze the artefact. For instance, if you are using the 
rhetorical method of Narrative Criticism, then you might want to discuss the use of setting as a 
function of this method in a popular culture artefact such as Matt and Kim’s video “Lesson’s 
Learned.” You are strongly encouraged to present your work using PowerPoint or Prezi. Grades 
are earned based on the quality of the discussion questions and the critical rigour of the rhetorical 
analysis featured in the presentation.  
 
5.3) Essay Assignments – 50%  
 

à  Short Essay – 15% (3-4 pages) + Long Essay – 35% (7-8 pages) 
 
You are required to write two essays for this course. For each of these essays, you are expected to 
conduct a rhetorical analysis of your chosen popular culture artefact. You must demonstrate an 
understanding of the specific rhetorical method employed in the analysis and make use of the 
appropriate terminology for method (e.g., the key terms associated with Cluster Criticism). In 
addition, each essay must contain a graphic that accurately represents the content of your 
chosen pop-culture artefact.  
 
For the short essay, you will select one popular culture artefact, and apply one of the major 
rhetorical methods studied in class to that artefact. Please note that you cannot choose an artefact 
discussed in the textbook. While you may choose an artefact discussed in class or in your 
presentation, you will be expected to delve deeper into the topic in your essay. 
 
For the long essay, you must choose a new rhetorical method and a new type (or genre) of 
artefact for your analysis. For example, if you chose to analyze a film for the short essay, then 
you cannot choose another film for the long essay. You should also note that in contrast to the 
short essay, this assignment requires you to provide a deeper and more rigorous analysis of the 
popular culture artefact in question. In other words, you are expected to develop an intellectually 
sophisticated argument about the ways in which a particular rhetorical method is expressed in the 
cultural artefact that you have chosen to analyze.    
 
Each essay must be properly formatted – in particular, there should be a clear thesis statement, a 
well-developed argument, the employment of at least three scholarly sources to substantiate the 
rhetorical analysis of the popular cultural artefact in question, and the application of proper MLA 
citation. In addition, the essays should be double-spaced, have 1-inch margins, and be written in 
12-point Times New Roman font. Remember to choose an interesting title!   
 
If you are experiencing difficulties with the essay assignments, please meet with me before the 
date on which the assignment is due (see Course Schedule).   
 
> Late Penalties 
 
Both the short and long essays must be submitted in softcopy format to the appropriate dropboxes 
on LEARN. Please take note of the dates on which these essays are due. Bear in mind that late 
papers will be penalized at the rate of 2% for every day beyond the due date. No extensions 
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or exceptions. A doctor’s note or a note from the registrar is required to avoid a late penalty. 
Email submissions of assignments will not be accepted.  
 
> Research Materials/Methods  
 
Acceptable academic research materials include peer-reviewed journals, academic books, the 
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and such scholarly encyclopaedia as Encyclopaedia Britannica 
Online (EBO). These resources are available through the UW Library system. Students are 
encouraged to consult the UW Library website for more information. However, it is important to 
note that non-academic websites, personal blogs, and Wikipedia entries are not acceptable 
academic sources. If you wish to use any source other than peer-reviewed journals, academic 
books, OED, and EBO, you must seek prior approval from me. 
 
> MLA Citation Style 
 
All assignments submitted for this course must conform to the MLA citation style. For more 
information on the MLA style guide, please refer to the Purdue University Online Writing Lab 
(Purdue OWL) website: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/ 
 
6) Course Schedule  
 
Week  
 

Topics Readings and Assignments 

1 
 

January 8: General Introduction 
 
January 10: Introduction to Rhetorical Theory 
and Analysis  
 

 
 
Foss – Chapter 1 & 
Booth, Wayne. “The Revival of 
Rhetoric.” PMLA 80.2 (1965): 8-12.  
(Reading available on LEARN)  
 

2 
 

January 15: Rhetoric in Popular Culture? 
 
 
 
January 17: Neo-Aristotelian Criticism 
 

Storey, John – “What is Popular 
Culture?” 
(Reading available on LEARN) 
 
Foss – Chapter 3 & 
Burke, Kenneth. “Symbol and 
Association.” The Hudson Review 
9.2 (1956): 212-225.  
(Reading available on LEARN)  
 

3 
 

January 22: Cluster Criticism 
 
 
 
 
 

Foss – Chapter 4  
Featured Artefact:  
Big Bang Theory – “Positive 
Reinforcement”  
(Video available on YouTube) 
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January 24: Cluster Criticism /  
                    Presentations #1 & #2 
 

Foss – Chapter 4  
 

4 
 

January 29: Generic Criticism  
 
January 31: Generic Criticism /  
                    Presentations #3 & #4  
 

Foss – Chapter 6  
 
Foss – Chapter 6  
 

5 
 

February 5: Narrative Criticism  
 
 
 
 
February 7: Narrative Criticism / 
                    Presentations #5 & #6 
 

Foss – Chapter 9  
Featured Artefact:  
Matt and Kim’s “Lessons Learned” 
(Video available on YouTube) 
 
Foss – Chapter 9  

6 
 

February 12: Metaphor Criticism  
 
 
 
 
February 14: Metaphor Criticism / 
                       Presentations #7 & #8 
 
                       Short Essay Due 

Foss – Chapter 8 
Featured Artefact:  
War Metaphor – “War on Terror” 
(Various videos from YouTube) 
 
Foss – Chapter 8  
 
 
* Short Essay due in the ‘Short 
Essay Dropbox’ on LEARN 
 

 
(February 17 – 21) Reading Week – No Classes 

 
8 
 

February 26: Fantasy-Theme Criticism  
 
 
 
 
 
February 28: Fantasy-Theme Criticism / 
                      Presentations #9 & #10 
 

Foss – Chapter 5 
Featured Artefact:  
Game of Thrones – “The Red 
Wedding” and audience reactions   
(Videos available on YouTube)  
 
Foss – Chapter 5  
 
 

9 
 

March 5: Ideological Criticism  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Foss – Chapter 7 
Featured Artefact:  
US Presidential Inauguration 
Address 2013 
(Reading available on LEARN) 
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March 7: Ideological Criticism /  
                Presentations #11 & 12 
 

Foss – Chapter 7  

10 
 

March 12: Feminist Criticism  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 14: Feminist Criticism / 
                  Presentations #13 & #14 
 

Brummett, Barry. “Feminist 
Criticism.” Rhetoric in Popular 
Culture. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2006.  
(Reading available on LEARN) 
& 
Sontag, Susan. “Notes on ‘Camp.’” 
Camp: Queer Aesthetics and the 
Performing Subject. Ed. Fabio Cleto. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1999. 
(Reading available on LEARN) 
 
Brummett & Sontag 

11 
 

March 19: Pentadic Criticism  
 
 
March 21: Pentadic Criticism / 
                  Presentations #15 & #16 
 

Foss – Chapter 10 
 
 
Foss – Chapter 10  
 
 

12 
 

March 26: Generative Criticism  
                   
 
March 28: Generative Criticism / 
                  Presentation #17 
 

Foss – Chapter 11 
 
 
Foss – Chapter 11  
 
 

13 
 

April 2: Essay Workshop 
 
April 4: Essay Workshop 
 

In-class Consultations 
 
In-class Consultations 

14 
 

April 11: Long Essay Due 
 

* Long Essay due in the ‘Long 
Essay Dropbox’ on LEARN 
 

 
 
7) Academic Integrity 
 
In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the University of Waterloo are 
expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and responsibility.  
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student who is 
unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid 
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offences (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 a student is deemed to have committed academic misconduct, 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  
 
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  
 
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  
 
Academic Integrity website (Arts): 
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html  
 
Academic Integrity Office (UW): http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/  
 
 
8) Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 
 
Note for students with disabilities: The Access Ability Services office located in Needles Hall, 
Room 1132, collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations 
for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the curriculum. If 
you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please register 
with the Access Ability Services office at the beginning of each academic term. 


