
Music 80P: Popular Music in the United States 

Instructor: Ben Leeds Carson 
E-mail: blc-at-ucsc-dot-edu 

Office Hours:  TBD 

*** 
Proposed Catalogue Description 

Introduces music and cultural studies, surveys popular music in the U.S. from 18th-century 
minstrelsy to 21st-century social media 'consumer-producers'. Emphasizes narratives of 
race, complicated by ethnicity, gender, and class, informing ways of valuing music, and its 
capacity for social representation.  

Further Description 

An online introduction to American popular music in cultural context, surveying musical 
practices from the beginnings of mass media to the late twentieth century and beyond. The 
course focuses in particular on narratives of race that inform our ways of valuing racial 
categories as they intersect with gender, sexuality, class, and evolving notions of cultural 
pluralism. Fields of inquiry will include the blues, minstrelsy, the social construction of Anglo-/
Irish-American history through parlor song and "country" music, mixtures of Latin American 
and Afro-Caribbean cultures in the 1950s-70s, first "post-racial" musics of the post-war 
economic boom (when "race music" is refigured as "rhythm and blues"), musics of the civil 
rights eras, the Chicago roots of the 'British invasion,' the rise of funk and hip-hop as modes of 
community empowerment, the cultural meanings of "indy" and commercial pop in the late 20th 
century, and recent impacts of digital media and social networking on R&B and electronic dance 
music. 

Course Goals  

• To understand concepts and social forces important in the production of popular music in 
the United States from a critical historical perspective. 

• To learn to hear and interpret basic elements of musical expression 
• To develop awareness of differences and commonalities among a variety of popular 

music practices, in the contexts of struggles for social justice and cultural belonging. 
• To explore historical and contemporary relationships between musical communities, the 

music industry, and the media. 

Learning Outcomes 



Students will demonstrate comprehension of shifting narratives of race, class, gender, and 
immigration as they are articulated in popular culture, through a variety of overlapping and 
intersecting musical practices and historical processes. The historical features described below 
will be the subjects of in-class discussion, a mid-term, and a final exam; in addition to that, 
students will synthesize that material in listening response essays and discussions, submitted 
online and facilitated by the instructors and TAs: 

1.  (weeks 1 & 2) the 19th-century rise of blackface minstrelsy as a core engine of 
Vaudeville & the sheet music industry 

2. (weeks 2 & 3) the Harlem Renaissance, the rise of the record industry, and the 
popularization of “blues” 

3. (weeks 3 & 4) the internationalization of swing and Tin-pan Alley during the great 
depression and World War II 

4. (weeks 4 & 5) postwar discrimination in Federal Housing Loans as a national 
“possessive investment in whiteness,” concurrent with rock & roll and “race” music 

5. (weeks 5 & 6) shifting national dialogues on race, class, and gender in the subcultures 
and cultural ethos of civil rights movements and broader social reactions to them 

6. (weeks 7 & 8) the development of revolutionary subcultures associated with funk, 
punk, and hip-hop, concurrent with popularizations (respectively) of disco, heavy 
metal, and “new wave” music, and finally 

7. (weeks 9 & 10) the role of “independent media”, and web-based and social 
networking media in the renegotiation of popular styles and audiences in the late 20th 
century and early 21st century. 

Student work online will interpret cultural and personal expression music, in specific connection 
with 5 of the above 7 historical frameworks; all seven will be exam topic materials. 
  
Required Reading 

There is no printed textbook for this course. All required reading (approx. 50-70 pages per week) 
is available in Canvas under "Files" in the left-margin menu, and linked in the calendar section 
of this Syllabus. 
  
Listening 

All required listening will be posted on the course website under the "Modules" on the menu to 
your left. Some tracks are password protected and require the following login and password 
given in class. 

COURSEWORK 

Listening Responses  

• The course will be divided into five 2-week units —  



• Weeks 1-2:   Unit 1 - Diaspora, Folk Music, and the Blues: 1820-1920 
• Weeks 3-4:   Unit 2 - National and Racial Identity in the 'Jazz' Age: 1889 - 1954 
• Weeks 5-6:   Unit 3 - Rhythm and Blues, Rock and Roll: 1939-1969 
• Weeks 7-8:   Unit 4 - Cultural Revolution, from the British Invasion to Punk and Funk: 

1963-1988 
• Weeks 9-10: Unit 5 - Hip-hop, Consumer-producers, and the Remaking of Popular 

Culture: 1985-2015 

Each of the five units will include a range of required listening, divided into categories based on 
the genres and cultures of American popular music. Students will choose three units in which to 
write a short (300-500-word) "Listening Response" essay. (Do one listening response for 
each of the three chosen units.) At least one of these "Listening Responses" must be submitted in 
Unit 1 or 2, and at least one must be written in Unit 4 or 5.  

How to write the listening responses: Following a prompt (in the discussion "word 
bubbles" within the "Modules" to your left) with specific questions, your essays will typically 
compare two (or more) songs in greater detail, and will include references to the content of the 
course readings along with other sources online where appropriate. Write your post offline, so 
that you have your own copy in case of a website error. Your response should exclusively 
represent your original writing on the listening, except where you've clearly cited course 
readings. 
  
Your three listening responses will each be worth 16 points. To get full credit for the unit, after 
you submit your listening response, you will also need to promote deeper discussion by offering 
substantial thoughts and questions in response to teaching assistants' and peers' posts (2 
additional points). Begin discussions by clicking "Reply" on one of your classmates' or TAs' 
posts. To ensure full credit, make sure your replies make substantive pointe, and/or ask 
substantive questions (no "yes/no" questions!). Try to invite serious conversation! 
  
Exams and Quizzes 

I. There will be a Midterm Exam, and a Final Exam. The exams will consist of short-answer and 
listening questions. Critical information related to exam and essay questions will be discussed 
extensively in lectures; much of the exam content is unique to that environment. 
Lecture outlines will be made available online, but these are only meant to help you organize the 
thoughts you've represented in your own note-taking. Exams will be timed. 
   
II. There will be at least one short quiz for every lecture video. This part of the course is designed 
to help you assess your own comprehension of the material, and to prepare you for the larger 
exams. These also help me to guide the conversation with a sense of how you’re doing. On any 
given day, whether or not your quiz answer is correct, your participation in the quiz will earn full 
credit. A small amount of extra credit will be given to students who consistently answer 
correctly. 



  
Academic Integrity 

Academic misconduct or dishonesty—including any activities meeting descriptions in the UCSC 
Student Policies and Regulations Handbook Section 102.01—will result in zero course credit for 
the work in question, and a report to your academic preceptor, which may lead to serious 
consequences, including suspension or expulsion, depending upon your current academic record. 
Serious, premeditated, or repeated instances of academic dishonesty may result in your removal 
from the course, or a course grade of F. 
  
Accommodating individual learning differences in our classroom or in our coursework 

If you qualify for classroom accommodations because of a disability, please get an 
Accommodation Authorization from the Disability Resource Center (DRC) and feel free to send 
it to me via email or bring it to me in person. For more information, contact the DRC on your 
campus.  

Even if you don’t have a specific DRC qualification, please take the time to let me know if there 
is any aspect of our learning environment that could be improved to help you get the most out of 
the class. 

GRADING 
Your TAs and I are committed to assigning grades based on what you do, not based on who you 
are. However, grading this many students is very hard — please do not ask your TAs to consider 
special circumstances to excuse lateness or poor performance. Your honorable participation will 
make it easier for us to be consistent and fair. Please assume the very best of intentions from 
your TAs — their decisions are not to be taken personally. If you believe that based on the work 
that you accomplished, a grade has been incorrectly calculated; or if you feel uncertain about 
what was expected of you, we DO want to hear from you, and we look forward to the 
conversation! 

The proportions expressed in the grade calculation table below are also the approximate 
proportions of time that we expect students will devote to the course, as portions of 150 hours 
normally dedicated to any 5 credit course. 20% (minimum ~30 hours) in class, 36% (~5+ hours/
wk) on concentrated/analytical listening, reading, and writing for listening-response essays; 44% 
(~7 hours / wk) reading, assessing, comparing, and reviewing course materials to be examined in 
the mid-term & final exams. 

Calculating the Grade: 
In-class participation:      20% (including discussion and quizzes) 
3 short-essay listening responses, with discussion:  36% 
Mid-Term Exam:      20% 
Final Exam:         24% 




