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 DESCRIPTION OF COURSE CONTENT 

Popular culture is frequently connected to commercial entertainment and products 

distributed and consumed on a mass scale. One way to untangle the relationship of 

popular culture to American experience is to analyze the ways that shopping in America 

changed as an index of culture—the social implications, that is, of moving from a 

producer to consumer society. This inquiry involves questions of how a mass consumer 

culture built on the foundation of the localized American producer-market system in folk 

culture and why tradition and community developed into what we think of as a consumer-

oriented popular culture. Central to this query is the framing of shopping as an experience 

rather than a chore, and indeed a distinctively American cultural behavior. To answer 

these questions, this course examines primary texts toward  the goal of interpreting the 

rise of a "consumer culture" from America’s founding to the present. I ask probing 

questions in the course of how and why consumer culture has evolved into the 

cybershopping world of the twenty first century. Besides talking about shopping as 

experience to be analyzed, we will critically examine the products of consumerism as 

material and visual culture and a value of “materialism”: department stores, malls, 

advertising, movies, cars, and toys.  

OBJECTIVES OF COURSE 

By the end of the class, students will: 

 (1) gain tools of analyzing popular culture and use them in writing and speaking 

presentations (e.g., ethnography/behavioral analysis of cultural scene, 

rhetorical/representational analysis of a media text);  

 (2) comprehend major issues in American popular culture study (e.g., effect of 

modernization on the rise of individualism and the loss of community; effect of 

standardization associated with popular culture on diversity and creativity; family, 

gender, and other social relations in enactments of popular culture);  

 (3) articulate major concepts, sources, and scholarship on popular culture as a topic of 

inquiry in American Studies (e.g., cultural hegemony and Gramscian analysis, 

modernization theory, commodification and psychological theory, feminist and gender 

perspectives on representation in advertising and consumer packaging, and Veblenian 

functionalism) 
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TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS 
 

You should have an access account allowing you to log on to the Penn State network. 

You can use computers on campus at various lab locations or use a 

laptop/tablet/smartphone on campus that logs into the wireless system (see 

http://wireless.psu.edu). If you are using a computer at home to access ANGEL or Penn 

State resources, a broadband connection is essential. Most databases require a PC 

platform; the following chart summarizes the technical needs, which are usually standard 

on consumer computers. Please note that Chrome, Safari, and some versions of Firefox 

browsers do NOT perform all ANGEL functions at the present time. In word processing 

Microsoft Works is NOT supported. For a site to retrieve free Penn State downloads, see 

https://downloads.its.psu.edu/. An Office suite is available from Webapps.psu.edu. For 

technical assistance with Penn State computer resources, contact: helpdesk@psu.edu or 

look at the guide to information technology posted at http://css.its.psu.edu/internet/  For 

local help, you can visit: Instructional and Information Technologies, E303 Olmsted 

Building (717-948-6188). http://hbg.psu.edu/its/index.htm 

 

Operating System Windows Vista, Windows 7, Windows 8, or 

above. 

 

Processor 500 MHz or higher 

Memory 256 MB or more of RAM 

Hard Drive Space 500 MB or more free disk space 

Browser Windows: Internet Explorer 9 or higher OR 

Windows Firefox 25.0 or higher  

Plug-ins (free) Adobe Reader 

Flash Player 

Quicktime Player 

Real Player 

Additional Software Microsoft Word or Word Perfect, 

Powerpoint, Excel 

Internet Connection Broadband connection; Wireless 2.0 service 

on campuses (http://wireless.psu.edu) 

mailto:helpdesk@psu.edu
http://css.its.psu.edu/internet/
http://hbg.psu.edu/its/index.htm
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Course Mail: ANGEL has a built in mail system which is separate from other Penn State 

email. ANGEL mail should be used for private communications between students or 

between student and instructor. If you need to contact me by email, please use the 

ANGEL mail system. I will check my ANGEL mail daily Monday-Friday, and you can 

expect responses within 24 hours. To access mail in ANGEL, click on the 

Communication tab, then select the link to Send Course Mail or Read Course Mail. 

 

REQUIRED PRINT TEXTS 

Blaszczyk, Regina Lee. American Consumer Society, 1865-2005: From Hearth to HDTV. 

Wheeling, IL: Harlan-Davidson, 2009.ISBN 978-0882952642.  

Zukin, Sharon. Point of Purchase: How Shopping Changed American Culture. New 

York: Routledge, 2005.  ISBN 978-0415950435. 

REQUIRED ELECTRONIC TEXTS 
(Available On ANGEL Unless Otherwise Indicated) 

Agger, Ben. 1988. Fast Capitalism. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. (excerpt) 

Azaryahu, Maoz. 2000. “The Golden Arches of McDonald’s: On the ‘Americanization’ 

of Israel.” Israel Studies 5: 41-64. 

Belk, Russell W. 2000. “Materialism and the Modern U.S. Christmas.” In Interpretive 

Consumer Research, ed. Elizabeth C. Hirschman, 75-104. Provot, UT: 

Association for Consumer Research. 

http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_r

eview/v001/1.1belk.html 

Boorstin, Daniel J. 1973. “Consumption Communities.” In The Americans: The 

Democratic Experience. New York: Vintage. 
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Bronner, Simon J. 1989. “Reading Consumer Culture.” In Consuming Visions: 

Accumulation and Display of Goods in America, 1880-1920, ed. Simon J. 

Bronner, 13-54. New York: W. W. Norton. 

_______. 2013. “Consumerism.” Encyclopedia of American Studies online.  http://eas-

ref.press.jhu.edu/.    

Brown, Allison. 2001. “Counting Farmers Markets.” Geographical Review 91: 655-74. 

Buck, Roy C. 1978. “Boundary Maintenance Revisited: Tourist Experience in an Old 

Order Amish Community.” Rural Sociology 43: 221-34. 

Cole, Nicki Lisa and Alison Dahl Crossley. 2009. “On Feminism in the Age of  

Consumption.” Consumers, Commodities & Consumption 11, no. 1 (December 

2009). http://csrn.camden.rutgers.edu/newsletters/11-1/cole_crossley.htm. 

Cross, Gary, and Gregory Smits. 2005. “Japan, the U.S. and the Globalization of 

Children’s Consumer Culture.” Journal of Social History 38: 873-90. 

Elteren, Mel van. 2006. “Imperial Gestures in Portrayals of U.S. Culture as a ‘Universal 

Culture.’” Amerikastudien/American Studies 51: 207-38.  

Honeyman, Susan. 2008. “Trick or Treat? Halloween Lore, Passive Consumerism, and 

the Candy Industry.” Lion and the Unicorn 32: 82-108. 

Kitch, Carolyn. 2012. “’From Our Family to Yours’: Personal Meanings of Work in 

Factory Tourism.” In Pennsylvania in Public Memory: Reclaiming the Industrial 

Past. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press. 

Martin, Ann Smart. 1993. “Makers, Buyers, and Users: Consumerism as a Material 

Culture Framework.” Winterthur Portfolio 28: 141-57. 

Mayer, Robert N. 2012. “The US Consumer Movement: A New Era Amid Old 

Challenges.” Journal of Consumer Affairs 46: 171-89. 

O’Barr, William M. 2010. “The Rise and Fall of the TV Commercial.” Advertising and 

Society Review 11. 

http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_r

eview/v011/11.2.o-barr.html 

O’Barr, William M. 2012. “Super Bowl Commercials: America’s Annual Festival of 

Advertising.” Advertising and Society Review 13. 

http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_r

eview/v013/13.1.o-barr.html 

http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_review/v011/11.2.o-barr.html
http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_review/v011/11.2.o-barr.html
http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_review/v013/13.1.o-barr.html
http://muse.jhu.edu.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/journals/advertising_and_society_review/v013/13.1.o-barr.html
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Plaut, Joshua Eli. 2012. “Chrismukkah and Festivus: Holidays for the Rest of Us.” In A 

Kosher Christmas: ‘Tis the Season to be Jewish. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press.  

Ritzer, George, and Nathan Jurgenson. 2010. “Production, Consumption, Prosumption: 

The Nature of Capitalism in the Age of the Digital ‘Prosumer.’” Journal of 

Consumer Culture 10: 13-36. 

Schor, Juliet B. 2007. “In Defense of Consumer Critique: Revisiting the Consumption 

Debates of the Twentieth Century.” Annals of the Academy of Political and Social 

Science. 611: 16-30. 

Veblen, Thorstein. 2013. “Conspicuous Consumption, 1902.” Internet Modern History 

Sourcebook. Excerpt from The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study 

of Institutions (New York: Macmillan, 1902), 68-101. 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1902veblen00.asp 

Wehr, Kevin. 2006. “Bicycle Messengers and Fast Capitalism: An Old School Solution 

to the Needs of Techno-Capitalism.” 2, no. 1. http://fastcapitalism.com.  

 

 

“Because of the limited time of the course… the analytical 

writing will be done with questionnaires that students 

complete.” 

  

 

 

WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 

 
The writing assignments provide practice in qualitative research commonly done with 

consumer culture: rhetorical analysis  of texts and ethnography of cultural scenes. 

Because of the limited time of the course, though, the analytical writing will be done with 

questionnaires that students complete. The writing involves narrative answers to 

questions following a research process with each of these methods and will be graded for 

composition and scholarship (see rubric in this syllabus for writing assignments). Please 

note that students are required to complete all assignments in the course.  

 

First is a RHETORICAL/REPRESENTATIONAL ANALYSIS of media, documentary, or 

artifactual “texts”; DUE JULY 24  before midnight 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1902veblen00.asp
http://fastcapitalism.com/
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Second  is an ETHNOGRAPHIC/BEHAVIORAL ANALYSIS with visual, contextual 

FIELD documentation of a consumer “cultural scene” involving symbolic 

communication and behavior such as a mall event, collectors market, flea market, farmers 

market, festival, tourist event; DUE AUGUST 14 before midnight. 

 

Students are required to confer with the instructor about the topics they choose for 

the writing assignments. They can communicate directly by phone, office appointment, 

instant messaging, or electronic mail. The preferred method is through ANGEL mail 

because messages can be tracked and located more easily for both students and faculty.  

 

 

Assignments are submitted in the ANGEL “drop box” provided in the Lessons Tab, 

Assignments and Guides Folder. If you have images in your paper, you should be sure 

to save them as jpeg files or else the file will exceed the limits of the drop box. To submit 

an attachment, hit the attachments button above “submit.” You will be taken to a dialogue 

box for attachments. You use the browse window to find your file and then hit “upload” 

to put it in the main window. Then hit the “Finished” button on the lower left. The 

dialogue box should disappear and you will be back at the drop box page (as shown 

below). The attachment filename should appear below the message box. Label your 

submission in the title box and you can put your name and topic of the submission in the 

message box. Then click the “submit” button and your materials will be dated and 

submitted.  If your file is too large for the drop box because of photographs, be sure that 

the photographs are saved in jpg (smaller than TIFF) and you can upload them separately. 

If the file is still too large, then you can submit them through the sendthisfile dialogue 

box on the professor’s blog: http://sites.psu.edu/bronner  Ask the professor for the 

password to submit a large file. You still need to send a note to the dropbox so you have a 

placeholder to which the professor can respond.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Put name, paper title, 

and assignment 

 

Click here to get dialogue 

box for attachments  (Tip: 

put your last name in file 

name) 

 

Put in short statement 

indicating submission 

and identify 

assignment 

Drop Box for Ethnographic Analysis 

Click 

“submit” 
button 

after you 

have 

uploaded 

your 

attachment 

http://sites.psu.edu/bronner
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Writing Assignments: Grading Rubric (2 @ 400 points each)  

ATTRIBUTE Excellent 
 

Good Fair Poor Unsatisfactory 
or Incomplete 

I. Composition (100 
points) 

100 80 60 40 0 

A. Clarity and Tone - 25 

points (analytical tone, clear 

syntax, free of run-on 

sentences and awkward or 

unclear phrasing, no dropped 

in quotes) 

25 20 15 10 0 

B. Mechanics - 50 points 

(free of spelling and 

grammatical errors) 

50 40 30 20 0 

C. Strength of 

Documentation - 25 points 

(textual and visual sources, 

interviews, and quotations 

are clearly, thoroughly, and 

properly cited) 

25 20 15 10 0 

II. Scholarship (100 
points) 

100 80 60 40 0 

Click “Browse” to search your drive for 

file and select it. After the filename 

appears, click button for “upload file.”  

After you upload, the filename(s) will appear 

in this text box 

Click on “Finished” button. The dialogue box 

will disappear and you should see filename 

below “attachments.” 

Pop-Up Dialogue Box after you click on 

“Attachments”  
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A. Design of Topic and 

Research Problem - 25 points 

(meets guidelines of 

assignment, presents analysis 

and thesis in coherent, 

organized narrative, 

addresses scholarship in 

American Studies) 

25 20 15 10 0 

B. Application of Analytical 

Tools and Strength of 

Interpretation - 50 points 

(applies analysis in 

presentation of thesis, 

methodologically sound, uses 

scholarship to provide 

background and shape 

argument, analyzes body of 

evidence and draws 

interpretative or explanatory 

conclusion) 

50 40 30 20 0 

C. Use of Scholarly Sources - 

25 points (Uses interpretive 

scholarship to develop thesis 

and annotate evidence) 

25 20 15 10 0 

     Total possible points*  200 (A) 160 

(B- to 

B+) 

120 

(D 

to 

C+) 

80 (F) 0 (F) 

 

*Multiply total by 2 to calculate points in 400 point scale. Total possible points for course 

is 1000. 

 

 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Regular attendance and effective participation in class discussions by students are 

important to the effectiveness of the class.  If the student cannot attend classes, he or she 

should report problems to the instructor and arrange to make up the work. Penn State 

Policy states that a student whose irregular attendance causes him or her, in the judgment 

of the instructor, to become deficient scholastically, may run the risk of receiving a 

failing grade or receiving a lower grade than the student might have secured had the 

student been in regular attendance.  I interpret this policy to mean that students who miss 

more than a quarter of class meetings (3 of 12 meetings) can fail even if they complete 

written assignments. Note that the participation grade includes activities that must be 

completed in class. Behavior of students in class cannot be disruptive or offensive to 

other class members. See university policies on attendance for more information and note 
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the summary of policies on attendance, academic honesty, and access at the end of this 

syllabus. 

 
The course is designed to be interactive with lecture-discussions accompanied by 

Powerpoint presentations and student-centered activities intended to bring student 

experience with consumer culture into the classroom. The participation activities are 

graded as a whole on the basis of student preparation according to the criteria of the 

assignment and effective presentation. The maximum number of points is 200. Between 

160 and 200 points is considered “excellent” (following guidelines of assignment, 

thoughtful and creative presentation); between 120 and 159 points is considered “good 

“(followed most guidelines of assignment, proficient presentation); between 80 and 119 

points is considered “fair” (followed less than half of the guidelines of assignment; 

satisfactory presentation); between 0 and 79 points is considered  failing (did not follow 

guidelines of assignment, incomplete or unsatisfactory presentation).  

 

The participatory assignments are: 

 

JULY 14—bring a small consumer “gadget” meant to save labor or provide recreation 

you recently bought and discuss its form, function, and appeal. 

 

JULY 28—choose an electronic item such as a phone, camera, computer, or television 

and describe the process you used to purchase it (assistance in a retail store, social media 

assistance online, magazine research followed by purchase). 

 

AUGUST 6—locate a televised American commercial that uses cultural information to 

sell a product or service. Be prepared to show it (YouTube is a good source) and discuss 

its manifest and subliminal messages/visual culture. 

 

 

GRADING AND DEADLINE SUMMARY 
 

The following table organized in ascending order by date summarizes the graded 

activities and assignments in the course. 

 

Date Due  Type of Assignment 

JULY 14  In-class exercise—discuss “gadget”  

JULY 24 (midnight) Rhetorical Analysis of Media, 

Document, or Artifact. 

JULY 28  In-class exercise—discuss consumer 

purchase “process” 

AUGUST 6 In-class exercise—discuss visual 

culture of “commercial” 

AUGUST 14 (midnight) Ethnographic Analysis of Consumer 

Cultural Scene 
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Deadlines are firm and students will accumulate grade penalties for late submissions, 

unless they provide documentation of medical issues or discuss other extenuating 

circumstances with the professor. The following tables summarize the grading. 

 

Category Points 

Rhetorical/Representational Analysis Max 400 

Ethnographic/Behavioral Analysis Max 400 

Participation Assignments Max 200 

  

  

Points Conversion to Grades: 

Points Grade  Quality of Performance (for Graduate 
Work) 

GPA Equivalent 

940-1000 A Exceptional Achievement 4.00 

900-930 A- Excellent Achievement 3.67 

870-890 B+ Good Achievement 3.33 

830-860 B Acceptable Achievement  3.00 

800-820 B- Below-Average Achievement 2.67 

770-790 C+ Below-Average Achievement 2.33 

700-760 C Below-Average Achievement 2.00 

600-690 D Inadequate for Graduate Work 1.00 

Below 

600 

F Did not complete requirements of class 0.00 

  XF Academic Dishonesty 0.00 

 

For more information on Penn State’s grading policy, see  

http://www.psu.edu/ufs/policies/47-00.html#47-60. 

 

N.B. : STUDENTS ARE REQUIRED TO SUBMIT ALL ASSIGNMENTS as 

“requirements” of the course. That means the student can fail for not submitting 

assignments even if his or her cumulative score is passing. 

 

QRC Code for ANGEL, Penn State’s Course Management 

Software (https://cms.psu.edu) 

 

 

http://www.psu.edu/ufs/policies/47-00.html#47-60
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SUMMARIES OF MEETINGS 

 
Meeting 1: Wed, July 2 

 
A. Introduction to Course and Field of Consumer 

Culture within American Studies 
B. Key Concepts: Commercialism, Consumer Culture, 

and Popular Culture 
 
  

In the introduction to the course, we will examine analytical skills you will gain in the 

course of ethnographic/behavioral analysis and rhetorical/representational analysis in 

relation to popular culture. We follow this introduction with an examination of the 

meaning, and significance, of “consumer culture.” Then students consider basic 

definitions of two interrelated terms—popular culture and commercialism.  To set the 

stage for the concepts of the course, we will discuss popular culture against relative terms 

of folk and elite—and relationships of these modifiers to class and economic systems. 

Consumerism is another relative term that suggests a contrast to a producer system which 

we will outline. Its relation to industrialism and a “service and information” economy 

will also be discussed. In the second part of the course, we will go to Computer Lab 12C 

(Basement Center) in the Olmsted Building for a brief workshop on sources in popular 

and consumer culture. 

 

Meeting 2: Monday, July 7 
 

A Short History of Capitalism and Its Relation to the 
Analysis/Critique of Consumer Culture 

 
  

Is consumerism an outgrowth of industrial capitalism? How has consumerism been 

analyzed and critiqued in light of its relationship to capitalism? These two questions drive 

the discussion in this meeting. We begin with the European roots of mercantilism and the 

industrial “revolution,” and trace the distinctive forms of capitalism in the United States 

through the founding of American colonies and the New Republic (the so-called 

“American System of Manufactures”). This background linking economics, society, and 

culture brings us to the ways that this legacy has been analyzed in terms of: (1) historical 

ideas of progress and democratization in capitalism, (2) Veblen’s functionalism of status 

seeking and “conspicuous consumption,” (3) Economic models of rationalism associated 

with John Kenneth Galbraith, (4) psychological theories of projection and addiction, and 

(5) social critiques, including feminist perspectives and cultural hegemony and cultural 

studies informed by the Marxist “Frankfurt School.” This theoretical background will 
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lead to discussion of two approaches emphasized in this course: 

rhetorical/representational analysis and ethnographic/behavioral analysis of a cultural 

scene/activity. 

 

READING: 

 

Bronner, “Consumerism” in Encyclopedia of American Studies  

(http://eas-ref.press.jhu.edu) 

Bronner, “Reading Consumer Culture” 

Cole and Crossley, “On Feminism in the Age of Consumption” 

Schor, “In Defense of Consumer Critique” 

Veblen,  “Conspicuous Consumption”     
   

N.B. Campus offices and libraries are closed on Friday, July 4, for Independence Day 

Independence Day Postcard during 

“golden age” of the “penny postcard,” 

1900-1908. 

 

 

 

Meeting 3: Wednesday, July 9 

New Ways to Provide And Shop: Victorian 
America 

This meeting is devoted to the emergence of consumer culture in the nineteenth century. 

We examine key institutions and products, such as guns, watches, bicycles, trade cards, 

world’s fairs, department stores, advertising, mail-order catalogues, and the installment 

plan. We discuss key events that were either a cause or consequence of the formation of 

what Daniel Boorstin calls “consumption communities”: Civil War, industrialization, 

urbanization, and immigration.  We analyze the social composition and material culture 

of these communities and their relation to the rise of a “middle” or commercial class in 

America. We also take a close look at products and their packaging as “artifacts.” 

READING: 

 

Boorstin, “Consumption Communities” in The Americans: The Democratic 

 Experience (excerpt) 

Martin, “Makers, Buyers, and Users” 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, pp. 1-92  
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Regina Blaszczyk (pronounced 

“Blas-zik”), author of American 

Consumer Society,   with collection 

of ceramic teapots sold in 

Woolworth’s “five and dime” stores. 

 

 

Meeting 4: Monday, July 14 

 Modernism and Consumerism 

In this meeting, we concentrate on the period between the start of the twentieth century 

and the end of WWII when historians claim that consumer culture became entrenched in 

American society. We examine the new “must-have” products that were at the heart of 

this period’s consumer culture and the cultural processes of “commodification” and 

“domestication”: cameras, phonographs, radios, vacuum cleaners, and refrigerators. We 

also examine the visual culture of consumer culture as represented in movies and 

magazines to analyze how the therapeutic and futuristic rhetoric, explicit and implicit, of 

the period created consumer demand.  

READING: 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, pp. 93-178 (bring textbook to class for 

discussion). 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENT 1: 

Bring a small consumer “gadget” to class that you will discuss for its form, function, and 

appeal. 

N.B. Be sure to have discussion and approval of topic from professor for 

rhetorical/representational analysis 

 

Charlie Chaplin spoofs labor-saving gadgets for 

dining in the film Modern Times (1936) 
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Meeting 5: Wednesday, July 16 

The Consumed Home and the “American Dream” 

In this meeting we consider developments in consumer culture from the end of World 

War II to the dawn of the twenty-first century. This period was marked by reference to 

the “American Dream,” often centered on the comforts of the American home and 

social/physical mobility.  We examine the role of new media for consumer practice such 

as television, cell phones, and computers on this new phase.  We also examine the 

centrality of new institutions such as shopping malls, “fast food” franchises, “big box” 

stores, credit cards, and suburbia, and the idea that the “American Dream” evolved into 

the “California Dream” of leisure and individualism.  

READING: 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, pp. 179-262 

Meeting 6: Monday, July 21 

Ethnography of “Real” Shopping 

With this meeting, we move from sociocultural history of consumerism to ethnographic 

approaches to observing and analyzing shopping as a cultural behavior. We discuss the 

assumptions and techniques of ethnography, usually used to address traditions of folk 

cultural groups, applied to consumer behavior. We begin by considering how people 

learn to shop in a culturally relative manner and the ways that contexts influence the kind 

of shopping practices and perceptions we engage: in the Mall, street, discount store. We  

consider the kinds of symbolic communication in “cultural scenes” of shopping for 

different participants by gender, race, ethnicity, age, body image, and sexuality. 

READING: 

Zukin, Point of Purchase,  pp. 1-168 (author’s name is pronounced Zoo-kin; bring in her 

textbook to class for discussion) 

 

Meeting 7: Wednesday, July 23 

The Fashion System and the Death of the Leisure Class 

In this meeting, we concentrate on the rise of “fashion” as a key concept in post-WWII 

consumerism. The shift from department stores to suburban malls, superstores, and 

outlets in the late twentieth century, epitomized by the title in the reading of “From 

Woolworth’s to Wal-Mart,” suggests value placed upon novelty and fashion that go along 
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with new economic strategies of credit and status. One question related to these changes 

is the impact of standardization in the superstores and the way this has become a 

trademark of popular culture. Another is the move from the urban to the suburban center 

of culture in America. Finally, we examine a counter-trend to the homogenized, 

democratized consumer culture—the boutique, represented by Brooks Brothers and 

Tiffany’s. We ask a central question: is it possible to find a common pattern in these 

apparently contradictory trends between the boutique and superstore/mall?  

READING: 

Zukin, Point of Purchase, pp. 169-226. 

 

First Writing Assignment Due In Drop Box Before 
Midnight, Thursday, July 24: Rhetorical-

Representational Analysis Of Media, Document, Or 

Product  

N.B. Drop Box in ANGEL is in Assignments and Guides Folder under the Lessons Tab. Be sure 

to discuss and receive approval for topic of second writing assignment on 

ethnographic/behavioral analysis of consumer scene or activity. 

 

Meeting 8: Monday, July 28 

Ethnography and Technology of “Virtual” Shopping  

What happened to popular culture with the spread of Internet and digital communication? 

Zukin examines the argument that it has globalized popular culture and made it more 

participatory. We examine this argument, with special reference to the cultural 

implications of Ebay and Amazon and the technology of smartphones and comparison 

“scanning.” Using the concept of community applied to digital communication, we 

describe cultural implications for the new landscape of “cyberspace.” Will this digital 

culture be more diverse or less?  
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READING: 

 

Zukin, Point of Purchase, pp. 227-78 

Ritzer and Jurgenson, “Production, Consumption, Prosumption: The Nature of Capitalism 

in the Age of the Digital ‘Prosumer’ 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENT 2: 

Choose an electronic device you own and discuss the process you took to purchase it. 

  

Smartphone App for Consumer 

Reports “Mobile Shopper” and 

spoof of “barcode” dependence 

 

 

Meeting 9: Wednesday, July 30 

Consumer Holidays 

Holidays are nationally recognized customs that blend folk and popular culture. In this 

meeting, we examine those American holidays that owe to Old World roots and functions 

of adjusting to seasonal change: Easter, Halloween, and New Year—and the way they 

have been transformed by American experience. The prime example in American culture 

is Christmas. We discuss different interpretations of Christmas, particularly the argument 

over its religious and secular meanings, and its role as America’s largest commercial as 

well as cultural holiday. This leads to discussions of its relation to diversity—

representing ethnic traditions as markers of identity at Christmas and relations to other 

religious traditions of Hannukah and Ramadan (encapsulated under the American motto 

of “Season’s Greetings”).  We test these ideas of commercialization with “invented” 

holidays such as Super Bowl Sunday, Festivus, and Mother’s/Father’s Day. 

READING: 

Honeyman, “Trick or Treat?” 

O’Barr, “Super Bowl Commercials” 

Plaut, “Chrismukkah and Festivus” in A Kosher Christmas 
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American Christmas comedy film (1996) 

about two fathers (Arnold 

Schwarzenegger and Sinbad) trying to buy 

an action figure for their sons in a last-

minute shopping spree on Christmas eve. 

 

Meeting 10: Monday, August 4 

Consumer Representations: Television, Movies, and 
YouTube 

In this meeting, we examine the role of media in promoting and critiquing consumer 

culture. First, we have to analyze rhetorically the genre of the radio and television 

“commercial.” Then we move to key texts of television and movies  that comment on 

consumer culture in their plots, particularly about Christmas. We also examine shows that 

are use consumer settings of stores and malls as their backdrop to ask questions about the 

visual culture of consumerism. 

READING: 

Belk, “Materialism and the Modern U.S. Christmas” 

O’Barr, The Rise and Fall of the Television Commercial 

 

Meeting 11: Wednesday, August 6 

Decoding Television Commercials: Symbolic, Subliminal, 
and Contextual Appeals and Campaigns 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENT 3: 

Using “cultural studies” approaches, students will “decode” a television commercial of an 

American product or service that relies on cultural information that is imbued with 

symbolic, subliminal, or contextual meaning.  
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Meeting 12: Monday, August 11 

Consumer and Anti-Consumer Experiences 

In this meeting we examine consumer tourism and non-normative experiences as cultural 

practices. We consider ethnographic analyses of flea and collectors markets, yard sales, 

craft fairs, farmers markets, and trade shows as part of alternative shopping and 

organizational experiences. These cultural scenes raise questions about consumer 

activism, especially about corporate hegemony. We examine the consumer 

rights/protection/boycott movement and its relation to human rights movements in 

modern America. 

READING: 

Brown, “Counting Farmers Markets” 

Buck, “Boundary Maintenance Revisited” 

Kitch, “From Our Family to Yours” in Pennsylvania in Public Memory 

Mayer, “The U.S. Consumer Movement” 

 

 

 
 

Clockwise from upper left: Ad for Flea Market at North Carolina State Fairgrounds, 

Badge for Consumer Protection Agency Investigator, Entrance to Museum of Brands, 

Packaging and Advertising (London), and HersheyPark scene with Hershey “Kiss” figure 
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Meeting 13: Wednesday, August 13 
 

Outsourced: The Global Future of Capitalism, 
Consumerism, and Popular Culture 

American consumer practices and products are often considered exports to the world and 

represents in American Studies questions of America as a global, imperial, or universal 

culture.  In this final meeting, we examine the implications of globalizing American 

consumer culture and the ways that different countries adapt, reject, or absorb American 

consumerism.  Part of this discussion takes in challenges to American hegemony and the 

possibilities of displacement from other rising economic engines in Asia and Europe. 

With an eye to the future of consumerism, we review the history of American consumer 

culture in a global context and chart potential directions for post-industrial capitalism and 

popular culture. 

 

READING: 

Agger, Fast Capitalism (excerpt) 

Azaryahu, “The Golden Arches of McDonald’s”  

Cross and Smits, “Japan, the U.S. and the Globalization of Children’s Consumer Culture”  

Elteren, “Imperial Gestures” 

Wehr, “Bicycle Messengers and Fast Capitalism: An Old-School Solution to the Needs of  

 Technocapitalism” 

 

 
 

Second Writing Assignment due in Drop Box BEFORE 
Midnight, Thursday, August 14: Ethnography-

Behavioral Analysis of Consumer Cultural Scene 
 

 

N.B. Schedule subject to change. Students will be notified with justification for changes. 

 

Penn State notifies students via email of the availability of evaluation forms for Student 

Rating of Teaching Effectiveness (SRTE) for course. 
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POLICY STATEMENTS:  

(1) Academic Freedom; (2) Academic Integrity; (3) Attendance; 
(4) Cancellations due to Weather, Emergencies, and Campus 

Closing; (5) Confidentiality; (6) Disability Services; (7) 
Emergency Procedures, (8) Personal Digital Devices 

1. Academic Freedom: According to Penn State policy HR64, “The faculty member 
is expected to train students to think for themselves, and to provide them access 
to those materials which they need if they are to think intelligently. Hence, in 
giving instruction upon controversial matters the faculty member is expected to 
be of a fair and judicial mind, and to set forth justly, without supersession or 
innuendo, the divergent opinions of other investigators.” See 
http://guru.psu.edu/policies/OHR/hr64.html. 

2. Academic Integrity: According to Penn State policy 49-20, Academic integrity is 
the pursuit of scholarly activity free from fraud and deception and is an 
education objective of this institution. Academic dishonesty includes, but is not 
limited to, cheating, plagiarizing, fabricating of information or citations, 
facilitating acts of academic dishonesty by others, having unauthorized 
possession of examinations, submitting work of another person or work 
previously used without informing the instructor, or tampering with the 
academic work of other students. The instructor can fail a student for major 
infractions. For more information, see 
http://www.psu.edu/dept/ufs/policies/47-00.html#49-20. The instructor 
reserves the right to use Turnitin as a plagiarism detection tool. 

3. Attendance: Students are expected to complete every lesson in the course and 
are held responsible for all work covered in the course. A student whose 
irregular attendance causes him or her, in the judgment of the instructor, to 
become deficient scholastically, may run the risk of receiving a failing grade or 
receiving a lower grade than the student might have secured had the student 
been in regular attendance. Participation by students in the course should not be 
disruptive or offensive to other class members. See 
http://www.psu.edu/ufs/policies/42-00.html#42-27. I interpret this policy to 
mean that students who miss more than one quarter of the course or 3 classes 
can fail the course even if the student has passed written assignments. 

4. Cancellations Due to Weather, Emergencies, or Campus Closing: When the 
Provost and Dean makes the decision to close the Harrisburg campus or delay 
the start of classes, the regional media will be notified at least two hours prior to 
the standard 8:00 a.m. reporting time for staff and before the start of the 
earliest scheduled class. The college will make its announcement in the following 
ways:  
a. The college's web page at www.hbg.psu.edu will carry a message 

regarding the status of classes.  

http://guru.psu.edu/policies/OHR/hr64.html
http://www.psu.edu/dept/ufs/policies/47-00.html#49-20
http://www.psu.edu/ufs/policies/42-00.html#42-27
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b. The university's email system will also be used to notify email 
subscribers about the weather emergency. Additionally, students, faculty, 
and staff are invited to register for PSUAlert. Penn State is transitioning to 
PSUAlert, away from the current emergency messaging service known as 
PSUTXT. The new service will feature enhanced messaging capabilities and 
more robust integration with the University’s other communications 
platforms. To manage traffic to the PSUAlert signup portal, email notices will 
be sent to students over the course of several weeks beginning in May 2014; 
the last of the emails will be sent in early June. Through June 30, Penn State 
will send emergency alerts using both the outgoing PSUTXT system and the 
new PSUAlert system. On July 1, PSUTXT will be decommissioned and 
PSUAlert will become the University’s sole emergency messaging system.  

c. An announcement will be placed on the college's AUDIX telephone 
system at the 948-6000 and 948-6029 numbers. 

d.   For information on the campus’s weather emergency policy, including media 
outlets carrying cancellation notices, see  
http://www.hbg.psu.edu/hbg/weather.html 

5.  Confidentiality: The right of students to confidentiality is of concern to your 
instructor and to the University. According to Penn State policy AD-11, "The 
Pennsylvania State University collects and retains data and information about 
students for designated periods of time for the expressed purpose of facilitating 
the student's educational development. The University recognizes the privacy 
rights of individuals in exerting control over what information about themselves 
may be disclosed and, at the same time, attempts to balance that right with the 
institution's need for information relevant to the fulfillment of its educational 
missions. Student educational records are defined as records, files, documents, 
and other materials that contain information directly related to a student and 
are maintained by The Pennsylvania State University or by a person acting for 
the University pursuant to University, college, campus, or departmental policy. 
Exclusions include: Notes of a professor concerning a student and intended for 
the professor's own use are not subject to inspection, disclosure, and challenge." 
For more information, see http://guru.psu.edu/policies/Ad11.html.  

6.  Disability Services and Accessibility: Any student who cannot complete 
requirements of the class because of physical disabilities should make 
circumstances known to the instructor.  In cases where documentation of 
disability is available, alternative ways to fulfill requirements will be made. For 
more information, see Penn State’s disability services handbook at 
http://www.hbg.psu.edu/studaf/disability/dshandbook.htm 

7. Penn State Harrisburg Emergency Procedures: Penn State Harrisburg has an 
Emergency Response Plan for various disturbances and unusual events such as 
fires, spillage of hazardous materials, and violent behavior. For more 
information, see http://www.hbg.psu.edu/EmergencyProceduresflyer.pdf 
(Emergency Procedures-Quick Reference) and 

http://guru.psu.edu/policies/Ad11.html
http://www.hbg.psu.edu/studaf/disability/dshandbook.htm
http://www.hbg.psu.edu/EmergencyProceduresflyer.pdf
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http://php.scripts.psu.edu/dept/iit/hbg/police/erp.php  (Emergency Response 
Plan). Note the phone number for Police Services in the event of an emergency: 
717-948-6232. In extreme emergencies, call 911. Offices that can provide 
assistance are Safety/Police Services at 717-979-7976 and Physical Plant at 717-
948-6235. For campus safety policies and initiatives, see http://btmt.psu.edu 
and http://www.police.psu.edu.  

 
8. Personal Digital Devices: Personal digital devices such as cell phones, 

smartphones and personal digital assistants (e.g., itouch, droids), laptop  and 
netbook computers, ipads and tablet computers can help students in academic 
settings but can also distract from learning. As a matter of policy, I insist that cell 
phones be turned off or silenced; texting and other communication on the cell 
phone are strictly prohibited in class. Laptops, netbooks, and tablet computers 
enabling notetaking and viewing of course materials are permitted but students 
must not engage in non-classroom tasks such as emailing, web browsing, e-
shopping, and social networking in class. If they do not abide by this guideline, 
use of their devices in class will be prohibited.  

         Policy Sources 

 

For other policies relating to campus life and academic participation, see 

http://guru.psu.edu/policies. 

 

Penn State Harrisburg website: http://hbg.psu.edu. Penn State website: http://psu.edu  

Penn State libraries: http://libraries.psu.edu  

American Studies Program website http://harrisburg.psu.edu/hum/amst (see QRC code) 

 

  

http://php.scripts.psu.edu/dept/iit/hbg/police/erp.php
http://btmt.psu.edu/
http://www.police.psu.edu/
http://guru.psu.edu/policies
http://hbg.psu.edu/
http://psu.edu/
http://libraries.psu.edu/
http://harrisburg.psu.edu/hum/amst
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TABLE OF CLASS MEETINGS AND STUDENT TASKS 

 

Meeting Title/Theme Student Tasks Notes 

 

Wed, 

July 2 

Introduction to 
Course 

Key Concepts: 
 

Commercialism, 
Consumer 

Culture, and 
Popular Culture 

 

-Fill Out “Contact Card” in class 

-Review Syllabus 

-Review Course Site in ANGEL 

Workshop in Computer lab (12C 

Olmsted) in second part of class 

 

Be sure to have access account 

to log on to ANGEL 

Campus Offices and Library 

closed on Friday, July 4, for 

Independence Day 

2 

Mon, 
July 7 

A Short History of 
Capitalism and Its 

Relation to the 
Analysis/Critique 

of Consumer 

Culture 

 

READING: 

 

Bronner, “Consumerism” in 

Encyclopedia of American Studies: 

http://eas-ref.press.jhu.edu/ 

 

Bronner, “Reading Consumer Culture” 

 

Schor, “In Defense of Consumer 

Critique” 

 

Veblen,  “Conspicuous Consumption” 
 

Nicki Lisa Cole and Alison Dahl 

Crossley, “On Feminism in the Age of 

Consumption” 

 

All readings are on ANGEL in 

PDF or web links. Links to the 

Encyclopedia of American 

Studies require entering 

“consumerism” in the search 

box.  

3 

Wed, 

July 9 

New Ways to 
Provide And 

Shop: Victorian 
America 

 

 

READING: 

 

Boorstin, “Consumption Communities” 

in The Americans: The Democratic 

Experience 

 

Martin, “Makers, Buyers, and Users” 

 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, 

pp. 1-92 

 

Reading by Boorstin is an 

excerpt from his three-volume 

history of the United States. 

Read Blaszczyk in textbook. 

Consult professor’s handout on 

questions to guide reading.  

Bring textbook by Blaszczyk 

(pronounced Blas-zik) into class 

for discussion. 

http://eas-ref.press.jhu.edu/
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4 

Mon, 

July 14 

Modernism and 

Consumerism 

READING: 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, 

pp. 93-178. 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENT 1: 

Bring in a small, non-electronic 

“gadget” for discussion of form, 

function, and appeal. 

 

 

Be sure to have discussion and 

approval of topic for 

rhetorical/representational 

analysis with professor 

5 

Wed, 
July 16 

The Consumed 
Home and the 

American Dream 

READING: 

Blaszczyk, American Consumer Society, 

pp. 179-262 

 

End of  first section on history, 

culture, and economics of 

consumerism 

6 

Mon, 

July 21 

Ethnography of 

“Real” Shopping 

READING: 

Zukin, Point of Purchase,  pp. 1-168 

Beginning of section on 

ethnography, politics, and 

sociology of consumerism 

7 

Wed, 

July 23 

The Fashion 

System and the 
Death of The 

Leisure Class 

READING: 

Zukin, Point of Purchase, pp. 169-226. 

FIRST WRITING ASSIGNMENT 

DUE JULY 24 (before Midnight) in 

DROP BOX: RHETORICAL-

REPRESENTATIONAL ANALYSIS 

OF MEDIA, DOCUMENT, OR 

PRODUCT 

 

Be sure to have discussion and 

approval of  topic for 

ethnographic/behavioral 

analysis with your professor 

Drop Box in ANGEL is in 

Assignments and Guides Folder 

under Lessons Tab 

8 

Mon, 

July 28 

Ethnography and 
Technology Of 

“Virtual” 
Shopping 

READING: 

Zukin, Point of Purchase, pp. 227-78 

George Ritzer and Nathan Jurgenson, 

“Production, Consumption, 

Prosumption: The Nature of Capitalism 

in the Age of the Digital ‘Prosumer’” 

PARTICIPATON ASSIGNMENT 2: 

Choose an electronic device such as a 

phone or camera and discuss your 

process of purchasing it. 

 

 

Bring textbook by Zukin 

(pronounced Zoo-kin) into class 

for discussion 
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9 

Wed, 

July 30 

Consumer 

Holidays 

 

READING: 

Honeyman, “Trick or Treat?” 

O’Barr, “Super Bowl Commercials” 

Plaut, “Chrismukkah and Festivus” in A 

Kosher Christmas 

 

Holidays discussed include 

Halloween, Christmas, 

Hanukkah, Super Bowl, and 

hybridized, invented, or 

transformed holidays such as 

“Festivus” 

10 

Mon, 
Aug 4 

Consumer 
Representations: 

Television, 
Movies, and 

YouTube 

 

READING: 

 

Belk, “Materialism and the Modern U.S. 

Christmas” 

 

O’Barr, “The Rise and Fall of the 

Television Commercial” (videos 

embedded in online article) 

. 

 

Class features viewing of 

videos 

11 

Wed, 

Aug 6 

Decoding 
Commercial 

Messages 

 

PARTICIPATION ASSIGNMENT 3: 

Decode a television commercial of an 

American product or service that relies 

on cultural information with subliminal, 

symbolic, or contextual messages.. 

 

Presentation at front of class 

using computer projection. 
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Finis 

12 

Mon, 

Aug 11 

Consumer 

Advocacy and 
Anti-Consumer 

Experiences 

 

READING: 

 

Brown, “Counting Farmers Markets” 

 

Buck, “Boundary Maintenance 

Revisited” 

 

Kitch, “From Our Family to Yours” in 

Pennsylvania in Public Memory 

 

Mayer, “The U.S. Consumer 

Movement” 

Remember to complete  online 

SRTE for course.  

13 

Wed, 

Aug 13 

The Global Future 
of Capitalism, 

Consumerism, 
and Popular 

Culture 

READING: 

 

Agger, Fast Capitalism (excerpt) 

 

Azaryahu, “The Golden Arches of 

McDonald’s” 

 

Cross and Smits, “Japan, the U.S. and 

the Globalization of Children’s 

Consumer Culture” 

 

Elteren, “Imperial Gestures” 

 

Wehr, “Bicycle Messengers and Fast 

Capitalism: An Old-School Solution to 

the Needs of Technocapitalism”: 

www.fastcapitalism.com 2.1 

SECOND WRITING ASSIGNMENT 

DUE AUGUST 14 BEFORE 

MIDNIGHT IN DROP BOX: 

ETHNOGRAPHIC-BEHAVIORAL 

ANALYSIS OF CONSUMER 

CULTURAL SCENE. 

Last class meeting. 

Ethnography assignment due 

the next day. 

Link to Wehr’s article will take 

you to the fastcapitalism 

website (online journal). Be 

sure you have a network 

connection. Click “skip intro.” 

You will see issue numbers. 

Click on Issue 2.1 and then you 

will see a vintage photograph. 

Click on it and you will see a 

listing of articles with Wehr’s at 

the top.  I recommend the larger 

download which includes 

graphics. 

Check elion.psu.edu for grade 

after completion of course. 

http://www.fastcapitalism.com/

