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WR260: RHETORICS OF AMERICAN CULTURE: 
Xbox vs. iPod: Convergence (of) Culture in American Rhetorics 

 
Course Overview:  

 
We live in an interconnected world. Fiber-optic cables carry impulses that unify our country—
from Alaska to Florida, from Maine to Hawaii—and connect us to the outside world in ways 
that we would have once thought impossible. The McDonald’s down the street offers the same 
Big Mac that the McDonald’s in downtown Tokyo or downtown Moscow does. We… are… 
connected. 
 
In a reality where we deal with such a profound level of connectivity, and American corporate 
cultures, entertainment, and news permeate a global network (and the physical globe itself), a 
realization strikes me: theory matters. To practice as professional writers, designers, and 
citizens in a networked, corporate America is to understand that theory, rhetoric and culture 
are profoundly important. To understand the theoretical underpinnings of American Cultural 
Rhetorics—and the classical rhetoric it emerges from—is to understand how to communicate 
effectively in a world where an iPhone enables a person in line for a Big Mac combo in Taipei 
to play Slingo with a student in Phoenix, someone preparing dinner in Tulsa, and an American 
soldier deployed in Iraq, we clearly need a smart, informed way to talk about what’s happening 
to American culture. 
 
In this course we will be looking specifically at three originally American, but now global, 
phenomena: Microsoft (most specifically the Windows OS and the Xbox), Macintosh (the 
MacBook and iPod), and the video game World of Warcraft. We will first lay a theoretical 
foundation, then we will interrogate each aspect of these three products/sets of cultural 
artifacts creation and spread (from development to documentation, from marketing to use). 
Along the way you will also be invited to incorporate your own case studies of other originally 
American but now global products.  
 
 

 
Required Texts: 

 
• Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student Fourth Edition by Edward P. J. Corbett and 

Robert J. Connors  
• Convergence Culture by Henry Jenkins 
• Cult of the iPod by Leander Kahney  
• Rhetoric and Ethnicity edited by Keith Gilyard 
• Smartbomb by Chaplin and Ruby 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Required Texts: 
 

• Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student Fourth Edition by Edward P. J. Corbett and 
Robert J. Connors  

• Convergence Culture by Henry Jenkins 
• Cult of the iPod by Leander Kahney  
• Rhetoric and Ethnicity edited by Keith Gilyard 
• Smartbomb by Heather Chaplin and Aaron Ruby 
• Various PDFs on ANGEL 
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Course Goals:  

 
WRA260 is a foundational course in the Michigan State University Professional Writing 
major. The primary goal of the course, as one might guess from the title, is to expose students 
to the rhetorics of American culture. But let’s break down what that actually means. By the 
end of this course, you will be able to: 
 

1. conduct a culturally driven rhetorical analysis of an artifact (in other words, if someone 
puts something in front of you, you’ll know how to analyze it rhetorically, where to go to 
find the tools you’ll need, etc.) 

2. articulate why theory matters to our understanding of discourse in America (and the 
world) 

3. explain, and understand on a deep, fundamental level, why culture is essential to 
professional writing and how to indentify both obvious and not-so-obvious cultural 
markers (be they of race, class, nationality, etc.) 

4. understand and situate issues historically, understanding why the “where/when/how” 
is critical to analysis 

5. better understand the role of American cultural rhetorics in our study of… pretty much 
everything.  

6. develop working definitions of “culture,” “rhetoric,” “globalism,” “American,” and 
whatever other terms we decide to consider key between now and the end of the 
semester.  

7. develop at least one totally awesome rhetorically sound portfolio piece 
 
 

Course Requirements: 
 
You are expected to have: 
 

1. the texts for the course. 
2. Some method of storage for electronic files (I recommend a USB drive). All 

submissions will be made online via ANGEL. 
3. Access to the internet and an ANGEL account.  
4. Access to Microsoft Office (or a word processor that can write in .doc or .rtf) and 

Adobe Acrobat. 
5. A blog (preferably at Wordpress.com, but you can use whatever site you like best). 

 
And you are expected to: 
 

1. Be present for class (see attendance policy) and complete all in-class activities. 
2. Be attentive and involved (see professionalism/courtesy policy). 
3.  Have read for each class and have completed your written homework. 
4. Present/facilitate on the days when your group is expected to present. 
5. Complete all work for the course in a timely fashion. 
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Course Activities: 
 

1. Critical response blog: for each class meeting, you will be expected to write a critical 
response blog to what is identified on the syllabus as the primary reading for that day. 
You will be given a prompt each class (at the end of the meeting, for the next class). 
Once a week, if you wish, you may write a response that engages the readings/course 
discussion but doesn’t follow the prompt. You will also be expected to respond to at 
least one of your classmate’s blogs each week in the form of a comment.  
 

2. Unit projects (3 total): these will be what would be generally considered “papers” in a 
writing classroom but will take on multiple possible forms. There will be one for each 
portion of the class.  
 

3. Midterm Examination: Your mid-term exam will be a specific interrogation of terms we 
have used in class. We will discuss along the way what terms might or might not be a 
part of this exam. 

 
4. Final Projection: Your final project will be to create an “installation” presentation of 

some sort which will be displayed during our final meeting in an exhibition. We will 
discuss this more when we get to mid-term and you start thinking seriously about the 
project. 
 

5. Dailies: This includes all day-to-day work. Because a large portion of this course is 
about reading and interpreting texts, this will be your chance to exhibit that.  

 
 

 
WRA 260 Readings: 

 
 
A Basis in Rhetoric (3 weeks): 
 
Week 1:  
Corbett and Connors part 1, selections from part 2 
 
Week 2: 
Corbett and Connors part 3 and 4 (excerpts) 
Along with selections made by the class  
 
Week 3: 
Corbett and Connors part 6 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
 
American Cultural Rhetorics & Convergence Culture (5 weeks): 
 
Week 4: 
Introduction and Chapter 1 of Jenkins 
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“From Pencils to Pixels” by Dennis Baron 
“With Eyes that Think and Compose and Think” by Anne Wysocki  
 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 5:  
Chapter 2 of Jenkins 
Introduction and choice selections from Rhetoric and Ethnicity 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 6:  
Chapter 3 of Jenkins 
Nakamura (from Digitizing Race) 
“Seeing yourself in the virtual mirror” (Bolter and Grusin) 
“The Politics of the Interface” (Selfe & Selfe) 
 
Week 7: 
Chapter 4 of Jenkins 
“Multimodality, Multimedia, and Genre” by Gunther Kress 
“Box Logic” by Geoff Sirc 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 8:  
Chapter 5 of Jenkins 
A chapter from Gee (class choice) 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 9: 
Chapter 6 and conclusion of Jenkins 
Bizarro, “Shooting our Last Arrow” 
Powell “Listening to Ghosts” 
Week 9: Mid-term examination  
 
Week 10 to finish: iPods, Gadgets and Video Games: Convergence and Consumer Cultures 
in Practice 
 
Week 10: 
Cult of the iPod by Leander Kahney  
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 11: 
Cult of the iPod by Leander Kahney  
Along with selections made by the class 
 
 
Week 12:  
Smartbomb by Chaplin and Ruby 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 13: 

Page 4 of 6 



Phill Alexander  WRA 260 Proposed Syllabus 
  

Smartbomb by Chaplin and Ruby 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 14:  
Selections from the Warcraft Reader (as PDF) 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 15:  
Selections from Games and Culture journal (as PDF) 
Along with selections made by the class 
 
Week 16: Final Exhibition and Summation/Reflection Class Discussion 
 
Each week, save one (a really heavy Jenkins week that will involve some synthesis of ideas I’m 
bringing in from other texts), a small group of students will present on a reading which they 
have selected (and will lead discussion). Those, obviously, would be filled into the online syllabus 
as they were chosen. I’ve also left spaces where I want to do portions of a book but will let the 
class work with me to decide which parts exactly to use. My hope is that we can choose the 
things that will be of the most use to the class in those spaces.  
 
 

Major Projects: 
 

WRA 260  
Unit 1: A Rhetorical Foundation 

 
Throughout the early part of this semester we have read a number of articles and chapters by 
various rhetorical theorists. As you have no doubt noticed, theorists—and theory itself—can 
take on varied voices and can come from various places. One of my goals as your instructor 
has been to expose you to a number of theorists, but as you can see just from the texts we’ve 
read and looked at ,there are far more theorists and theories than we will ever have time to 
cover. 
 
So we’re going to build a compendium. Each of you, for your first major project, will select a 
theorist (it can be someone we’ve read, but if it is, you will be expected to cover material we 
didn’t read as a group) and create some manner of report, in the medium of your choice, 
which does the following two things: 
 

1. Introduces your theorist and his or her key theories as they relate to professional 
writing and American cultural rhetorics. *there will be a handout that goes with this 
showing some specific criteria for what this should show* 

2. Apply these theories to some aspect of what Jenkins has coined “convergence culture” 
(we will generate a list of things you might choose in class) 

 
As professional writers, you will be expected to generate documents that do specific work for 
specific audiences. This assignment will do precisely that. Your audience is the rest of the 
class, and your goal is to offer concise, thoughtful, and above all useful information about your 
theorist. When everyone is finished, we should be able to assemble a document that you will 
use for the rest of your time at MSU (and beyond).  
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As a preface to this project, you will be expected to submit via email a 1 page OR LESS 
proposal that details what theorist you wish to work with, your aspect of convergence culture, 
and what medium you wish to utilize for your report. 
 

Unit 2: America: Inside 
 

Our readings and discussions this semester have given us a foundation in rhetorical theory 
and in American cultural studies/cultural rhetorics. We have seen how scholars like Jenkins, 
Nakamura, Gee, Selfe and others have taken an American cultural artifact and critiqued it in 
some significant way. We’ve also seen the extended work of Kahney as he critiqued the iPod.  
 
To understand the cultural relevance of a thing, we must trace it and utilize the theory we’ve 
learned and the critical thinking skills we’ve developed to uncover what lies either 
unconsidered or obscured.  
 
For this project, you are to select an American made and distributed product (it can be quite 
literally anything you wish to consider; we will brainstorm a master list in class to help you think 
of potential topics) and trace its life and cultural impact on our country/culture. Depending on 
your selection, this could include anything and everything from the initial invention to the final 
distribution of the “thing.”  At some point in this trajectory you are tracing and investigating you 
will construct an argument for the cultural relevance of the thing (or the cultural irrelevance, 
or perhaps the truth about our culture that it exposes).  
 
The final project here can take on any form; part of the project will be explaining rhetorically 
why you chose the mode of expression you’ve chosen. 
  

Unit 3: America: Outside 
 

For your Unit 3 project, you will do the same thing you did in Unit 2, with one small twist: you 
will now be looking at an American export to some foreign culture, reflecting on how that 
export either carries American culture to another place or is somehow scrubbed of American 
culture and given a new cultural life in a new land.  
 
 

 
Note: because this is a proposed syllabus for a class, I’m excluding the two-three pages of 
policy notes involving plagiarism, the writing center, etc. to save space. Those are available 
upon request, as I have standard language I use in every syllabus I use.  


