Formal Essay: Making Arguments about Popular Culture
Description:  Now that we’ve read and talked about the meaning and importance of popular cultural studies, it’s your turn to get in on the game of taking popular culture seriously. Pop culture plays an integral part in our daily lives, as well as in our shared social history. Analyzing it offers, as the introduction to Mirror on America pointed out, “a deeper understanding of…the world around us [and] ourselves” (3), as it requires us to reflect on cultural changes and the evolving values and preoccupations of the society in which we live, communicate, and collaboratively build meaning. 
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Your final formal writing task is to pick an artifact from popular culture you are passionate about and write a 4-5 paper in which you argue for its importance. How does it reflect, shape, influence, encapsulate, challenge, or otherwise represent contemporary culture, or American/contemporary values and attitudes? What message is your text communicating? How might your artifact meet a need, resonate with a value, desire, or anxiety? Is it supporting a status quo or challenging something? Why is your artifact worthy of critical reflection? What does it tell us about culture or society? As Ray Browne, pioneer of popular culture scholarship, reminds us, popular culture “can tell us who we are, and what we are, and why,” acting like a mirror of our individual selves and our current society, both shaping and reflecting us. Your essay should examine how your choice of pop culture text answers or engages with these questions. 
Details:

You can pick any topic you like. As Mirror points out, “pop culture is made up of all the objects, people, events, and places to which most of us readily relate and which comprise a society at any given time” (xv). Think about what you’re interested in and why you think it’s good—chances are, you’ll find your material there. Any piece of pop cultural media is likely fair game. For example: 
Objects include Barbie dolls or action figures, songs, clothing, advertisements, and even Cinderella’s glass slipper. 

People or characters include Harry Potter, Johnny Depp, Batman, the Energizer Bunny, the   Aflac Duck, or Stephen Hawking.
           Texts include films, television shows or a particular episode thereof, a novel or a series, etc.
Use the opening essays in Mirror on America, the video essays of the Pop Culture Detective Agency and Lindsay Ellis, this compilation of readings on ICON, the work we’ve been doing in class, and the cultural landscape and world around you as inspiration. The choice is yours.

Length: 4-5 pages (Typed, 1-inch margins, double spaced, Times New Roman or other standard font, etc.)
A Note About Research:  While I am not placing any explicit research requirement on this essay (must cite at least 5 sources, 3 of which must be articles written by Anne Helen Peterson or Emily Asher-Perrin under the pale moonlight, etc), researching your topic is an excellent idea as it will 

1) Give you a sense of the kinds of conversations revolving around your topic, and potentially give you the seed of an idea for your own argument, or what might become your future thesis for this essay.

2) Allow you to position your own thoughts, feelings, reactions, or experiences with your chosen pop culture text in the context of those of others who have thought and written about it. This can be especially useful, as you may be able to clarify your own argument by either positioning yourself against what has been said elsewhere, or by echoing and building on the work others have done on your text. 

When you write about your particular piece of pop culture, you aren’t screaming alone into a vacuum about the importance you find in it. This essay, and the research aspect this assignment invites, should instead help you connect with a wider milieu of pop culture criticism and participate in ongoing conversations of mutual interest. Remember, part of your task as a writer is to tell us, as readers, why we should care about your topic and what your argument reveals to us about it; and that task is one certainly made much easier with backup and other writer/rhetorician buddies doing the same or similar work that you are! 
So, think not of research as notecards to be filled out or a checkpoint to be perfunctorily ticked, but instead as lighting a bat signal to call forth all of the interesting ideas out there in the world/publication/journals/or in cyberspace that will be gathered together by your call and, assembled to aid you, will enrich your own and support your work like a bunch of little side-kicks to your super-hero central argument. 

Research shouldn’t be looked as a burdensome requirement or a boring, necessary hurdle to get out of the way in drafting your essay; rather, it should open your eyes to the exciting conversations going on about issues or texts you care about and have devoted yourself to spending your time and energy on. You’ll learn a lot and develop a more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of your topic by exercising it outside the bounds of your own head and immediate experience, and it’s research that opens the doors to those possibilities. 

Assessment Criteria:  
You’ll be graded on your argument and how well you execute, or compose and rhetorically deliver, that argument.  As I’ve said, any topic and argument can potentially work here: the key lies entirely with what you do with, and how well you make your argument and showcase your skills in rhetorical analysis, critical thinking, and the close-reading of your chosen text or artifact. 

Focus, Development, Organization, Coherence, Clarity, Creativity and Style, and Grammatical Correctness will all be factors in assessment and should be kept in mind as you write and revise.

1.       Focus: A well-focused essay speaks about one main topic, called the thesis, and does not stray from it. In the case of short essays, this main topic can often be identified in a single statement in the essay, called the thesis statement.  Even when there is no single explicit thesis statement, however, the essay should be focused around a single idea. The main topic of the essay is not so broad that you cannot explore it fully in your paper; also, it is not so narrow that you cannot develop it (for more on development, see below). Though you may write an essay of many paragraphs with many different arguments and pieces of evidence, everything in the essay should ultimately support your main idea.

2.       Development: An essay is well developed when every claim you make is supported by evidence of some kind. Depending on the kind of essay you are writing, this evidence might be examples from personal experience, details, facts, statistics, reasons, or other arguments. A well-developed essay does not claim anything to be true without offering evidence to show why or how it is true.
3.       Organization: Strong essays are well organized into paragraphs. Each paragraph focuses on a single idea—often this one idea can be conveyed in a single topic sentence—and displays a logical strategy for conveying its information. Each paragraph should be unified by intelligent use of transitions and key words. Similarly, a good writer uses transitions to link paragraphs into a sequence. This sequence of paragraphs should be logical and should serve to support the essay’s thesis.

4.       Coherence:  Much like organization, you should work to make sure that all of the thoughts you share follow logically to flow together and build a progressive argument. 

5.       Clarity is always important: if your writing is not clear, your meaning will not reach readers the way you would intend and desire.  Be specific rather than vague or general in your writing, and offer concrete proof in supporting your claims. 

6.       Correctness: Strong essays display correct sentence grammar, punctuation, sentence unity, agreement, syntax, and spelling. Grammatical mistakes or oversights and typos occur once in a while, but if you are spending the necessary time re-reading and editing your work, these should be minimal, and you should have strong control over sentence structure and sentence form.

           Research and Citations: When it’s called for, students should know how to find outside information to support their arguments. They should also know how to cite this outside information correctly, giving credit wherever another writer’s words or ideas are used

7.      Style:  "Style" refers to the kinds of words and sentences that you use, but there are many aspects of style to consider, including conciseness and clarity, variety of sentence structure and vivid language, consistent verb tense, avoidance of the passage voice, and attention to the connotative meanings of words and word choice, and an awareness of audience. Good writers tailor their essays towards the needs of the audience, or reader. Put more simply, a good writer chooses a tone that does not insult or talk down to the reader; they are written at a level that the audience is likely to be able to comprehend, and they anticipate the audience’s needs and questions. In all communication, what we mean to say and what we actually do say can be very different things; good writers, however, work hard to minimize this difference. A writer with good audience awareness also does not make unfair assumptions about the reader’s gender, race, religion, class, sexuality, or value system. Good style also simply means your essay is easy and enjoyable to read. 
