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Consumerism in the United States


Harriet L. Wilkes Honors College



Florida Atlantic University

Instructor:  Professor C. B. Strain


Course Objectives:  
· To utilize writing for engaging course content

· To improve analytical writing

· To teach critical thinking

· To encourage active reading

· To promote interdisciplinary thought

· To introduce new and different perspectives on American culture and society

Outcome:  In building a skill set integral to completion of a Bachelor of Arts degree with a Concentration in American Studies (including preparatory work for an undergraduate senior honors thesis), this course will prepare students to complete an undergraduate honors curriculum in American Studies.
Note of Honors Distinction:  This course differs substantially from the non-Honors version.   First, the writing component of the course will be much more demanding, and will prepare students for upper-division college writing and for work on the Honors Thesis.  Students will be exposed to vocabulary of a specifically theoretical nature, and will be expected to comprehend these new concepts and to deploy these new terms in their own critical thinking and writing.  In addition, we will begin professionalizing our own readings and analyses of these texts.  Students will be expected to familiarize themselves with the history and the ongoing critical and scholarly conversation about the works and issues we engage in the course.  Most importantly, this course will reflect the interdisciplinary nature of Honors education and will inculcate critical attitudes and skills that will teach you how to learn for yourself.

Course Description:  

This course will examine consumerism, materialism, and consumption as definitive aspects of U.S. culture.  It will examine basic components of American life—including work, leisure, travel, housing, law, public policy, and social welfare—in an attempt to answer some essential questions about American society:  How does consumerism not only orient the lives of individual American citizens but also drive the engine of American society?  Can what it means to be “American” be defined in terms of materialist notions?  In terms of acquisition and consumption, how does life in the United States compare to life in other industrialized and non-industrialized nations?  The main learning objectives for this course are to teach critical thinking, to encourage active reading, and to improve analytical writing; a secondary objective is to view American culture and society from new and different perspectives, and students are encouraged to suspend judgment, question assumptions, imagine alternative answers, entertain opposing views, play with information, and linger over questions as they work with the course material.

Interdisciplinary in nature, this course will rely upon a variety of disciplines (including history, literature, economics, political science, sociology, psychology, architecture, and environmental studies) to examine not only who we are as a people but also how we live as Americans.  Class discussions and writing assignments, stemming directly from the readings, will revolve primarily around issues of nation, place, and identity, as well as issues of culture, values, and traditions.

This course is not an introductory course.  As a gateway course to the American Studies Concentration in the Harriet L. Wilkes Honors College, it represents an introduction to the methods and sources of American studies as an academic discipline.  Students are presumed to have some prior knowledge of U.S. history, politics, and society.  Furthermore, as a Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) course (see below), this course works from the understanding that writing plays an indispensable role in student learning; accordingly, students will have frequent and significant opportunities to write, revise, and discuss certain assignments.  It is a writing-intensive course (with a target of 5000 words); writing assignments count for more than 50% of the course grade.

Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC):  

WAC courses are designed explicitly to utilize writing for engaging course content, or what some writing experts refer to as “writing-to-learn.”  Writing-to-learn involves 1) developing increased understanding and proficiency in and through writing assignments, 2) acquiring course content, 3) understanding accepted disciplinary forms, discourses, and values, 4) and revising to explore, reconsider, and strengthen the written presentation of concepts and ideas.


This writing-intensive course serves as one of two Gordon Rule courses at the 2000-4000 level that must be taken after completing ENC 1101 and 1102 or their equivalents.  Each student much achieve a grade of “C” (not C minus) or better to receive credit.  Furthermore, this course meets the university-wide WAC criteria, which necessitate writing improvement over the course of the term.  FAU’s WAC program promotes the teaching of writing across all levels and all disciplines.  Writing-to-learn activities have proven effective in developing critical thinking skills, in learning discipline-specific content, and in understanding (and building competence in) the modes of inquiry and writing for interdisciplinary inquiry.
If this class is selected to participate in the university-wide WAC assessment program, students will be required to access the online assessment server, complete the consent form and survey, and submit electronically a first and final draft of a near-end-of-term paper.

Required Books:

Juliet B. Schor & 
The Consumer Society Reader (2000), hereafter noted as TCSR
Douglas B. Holt

John de Graaf, et al.
Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic (2001)

James Kunstler
The Geography of Nowhere: The Rise and Decline of America’s Man-Made Landscape (1993)

Al Gore

Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit (1992)

Kalle Lasn

Culture Jam (1999)

Assignments:

In addition to substantial reading, the course consists of documentary films and discussion, as well as ungraded, written assignments in-class, and graded, written assignments out-of-class.  The goal of these activities is to transform students from passive to active learners, deepening their understanding of the subject matter while helping them to learn critical thinking.

Written assignments will consist of daily assignments, short-term assignments, and long-term assignments--all linked conceptually, all building consecutively.  Written assignments will include, but not be limited to, the following:

Journal—Each student will acquire and use a spiral-bound notebook as a portfolio/journal: a kind of record of the individual’s intellectual journey through the course.  Everything—in-class assignments, out-of-class assignments, group work, class notes, reading notes, doodles, brainstorming, outlines, idea maps—goes into this “thinkbook.”  Journals will be spot-checked, sporadically and randomly, throughout the semester.  Each student’s journal will be checked two times during the term, and awarded 10 points each time, for a total of 20 points.  The journals will count 20% of the final grade.  Goal: To encourage intellectual curiosity and to habituate students to writing frequently.

Microthemes—A microtheme is a short essay.  Typically, these assignments will be initially written in-class, but expanded and revised out-of-class.  Microthemes will typically be organized around a “question of the day,” a thought prompt given by the instructor.  Students will write five or six ungraded essays; two (2) of these essays will be revised and edited into formal, finished (and graded) products.  Drafts of these latter essays will incorporate formal, written feedback from the instructor.  They will count 10% each, or 20% of the final grade.  Goal: To encourage deeper exploration of issues raised in readings and discussion.

Peer-group activities—Small-group assignments and paired assignments will comprise these in-class activities.  Goal: To encourage collaboration and problem-solving.

Peer analysis and discussion of student papers—Analysis will include writing-in-progress and formal drafts.  Students will review each other’s writing in class.  Students will be given a peer-evaluation worksheet to assist in providing feedback.  Evaluators will read once, without marking; then, re-read.  They will flag grammatical mistakes—acting as readers, not copy editors.  Evaluators will note confusing passages.  They will observe what works well and what does not.  They should begin feedback with something positive, then move to areas for improvement.  Writers should listen, not explain or defend; they will have a chance to ask questions later in the process.  Goal: To enable students to better evaluate their own writing.

Take-home essay exams—These two exams, given as midterm and final examinations, will constitute formally graded assignments.  The midterm will count for 10% of the final grade, and the final will count for 20%.  Goal: To enable deeper exploration of the course material and to practice test-taking skills.

Grading:
Journal:


20%

Microthemes (2):

20%

Midterm exam:

10%

Final exam:


20%

Attendance & participation:
30%

Schedule:  
Week 1)  
Introduction

Readings: Introduction, pp. vii-xxiii, TCSR; John Kenneth Galbraith, “The Dependence Effect,” in TCSR
Peer-group activity: Jot down 20 words related to consumerism.



Peer-group activity: Define consumerism in a single-sentence.

Week 2)
Conspicuous Consumption

Readings: Thorstein Veblen, “Conspicuous Consumption” and Alex Kotlowitz, “False Connections” in TCSR


In-class writing assignment:  Microtheme #1

Week 3)
Symptoms of a Social Disease

Readings: de Graaf, Affluenza, pp. ix-118

In-class writing assignment: Write a précis—a summary of a summary of a summary of Part One of Affluenza.  Aim for 250 words.

Week 4)
Causes

Readings: de Graaf, Affluenza, pp. 119-164

In-class writing assignment: Re-write the précis you wrote last week.  Aim for 150 words.



In-class writing assignment: Microtheme #2

Week 5)
Treatment

Readings: de Graaf, Affluenza, pp. 165-268

In-class writing assignment: Re-write the précis you wrote last week.  Aim for 50 words.

Peer-group activity:  Write a single-sentence, as best as possible, explaining de Graaf’s argument in Affluenza. 

Midterm: 
TBA

Exam

Week 6)
The Sunny Side of Consumerism


Readings: James Twitchell, “Two Cheers for Materialism” and Elizabeth Wilson, 




“Feminism and Fashion” in TCSR


In-class writing assignment: Microtheme #3

Week 7)
The Commodification of America

Readings: Malcolm Gladwell, “The Coolhunt” in TCSR; Film: The Corporation
Peer-group activity: Bring a magazine to class.  Analyze an advertisement.  How do ads make us want what we do not have?

Week 8)
“I Owe, I Owe, So Off to Work I Go…”



Readings: Duane Elgin, “Voluntary Simplicity and the New Global Challenge” in 




TCSR; Film: In Debt We Trust

Peer-group activity: Write 5 questions each; switch, then answer.



In-class writing assignment: Microtheme #4

Spring Break, March 8-14

Week 9)
Supersized



Readings: Juliet B. Schor, “Towards a New Politics of Consumption” and Betsy 




Taylor and Dave Tilford, “Why Consumption Matters” in TCSR; Film: Supersize 
Me

Peer-group activity: Create a ten-item list of factors that affect quality of life; prioritize the list (i.e., order the items 1-10 in order of most important to least important).

Week 10)
Scary Places


Readings: Kunstler, The Geography of Nowhere, pp. 9-132

In-class writing assignment: Microtheme #5

Week 11)
How to Mess Up a Town

Readings: Kunstler, The Geography of Nowhere, pp. 133-275 

Peer-group activity: Map the author’s argument.  What is his thesis?  What are the main points?  How does the author substantiate these claims?

In-class writing workshop: Bring a microtheme for peer evaluation.

Week 12)
Ships in the Desert


Readings: Gore, Earth in the Balance, pp. xiii-166



Out-of-class writing assignment: Microtheme Resubmission #1

Week 13)
We Are What We Use



Readings: Gore, Earth in the Balance, pp. 167-370; Film: The End of Suburbia: 




Oil Depletion and the Collapse of the American Dream



In-class writing workshop: Bring a second microtheme for peer evaluation.

Week 14)
Culture Jamming



Readings: Lasn, Culture Jam, pp. xi-96



Out-of-class writing assignment: Microtheme Resubmission #2

Week 15)
Redefining Progress



Readings: Lasn, Culture Jam, pp. 99-215

Final exam:
TBA
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