Comic-Con Field Study 3

COMM 225
The Field Study at Comic-Con

Course Description

Comic-Con International (CCI) is the largest comic book and popular culture convention in North America, drawing over 100,000 attendees each summer to San Diego. Now more than forty years since its inception, it has become the comic book industry’s premiere event and attracts fans from a range of popular culture interests, from Star Wars enthusiasts to Twilight devotees. Non-coincidentally, seemingly every merchant with some collectible or experience to sell these enthusiasts, from the smallest independent comic book press to the biggest Hollywood film studios, has a presence at the convention. Its sheer volume alone makes Comic-Con an amazing site to examine the intersection of popular culture and commerce. 

This field experience invites you to examine critically that intersection even while participating in the panels, presentations, and marketplace that is Comic-Con. Building on materials assigned in advance and discussed in our briefings, you will apply concepts in the study of popular culture to experiences to be had at the convention. For instance, you might elect to examine how Japanese manga is marketed by its industry and appreciated through cultural practices by it fans. 

Thus, you will be invited to take in a good deal of the programming at CCI, including panel sessions at the Comic Arts Conference (CAC), which is held in conjunction with the convention. The CAC is an academic conference, with scholars from around the world presenting the results of their research. Because these presentations are critical and more in keeping with the kind of response I want you to come up with while at the convention, I strongly encourage you to attend some of the panels offered as a part of its programming. 

You will also have the distinguished opportunity to present at one of these panels on Sunday of the CAC, allowing you to share your observations and insights with an audience of scholars and curious fans in a public forum.  

Course Objectives

· To experience Comic-Con International as both a participant and critical observer

· To learn more about cultural industries and the ways they market their products

· To understand the fan co-culture, its practices, and meanings

· To respond to and offer informed commentary on the practices of popular culture through the tools of ethnographic research
Course Requirements

There are four very basic, but nonetheless intensive course requirements for this field experience:
1. Attendance and Participation

In order for your experience to fulfill Wittenberg University’s expectations for contact hours for a credit-bearing course, we will need to meet for a number of instructional sessions with me, and you will need to select about 30 hours of programming to attend over the five days of the convention, a portion of which should be in CAC panels. 

While generally you have the flexibility to explore the panels and happenings that are of interest to you and suited to your topic, the only panel we all need to attend is the one established by CAC for our presentation on Sunday. (Do not stress over this public presentation, though. We will be talking about it throughout the week, and we will devote Sunday morning’s briefing to preparing for it.) 

2. Journal Log

While attending CCI and CAC panels and events, I will ask you to record what you attended and your impressions. This log should be a faithful account of your sessions at CCI. Each previous day’s account will be due at our Breakfast Briefing. Although I am not expecting you to transcribe each program, I would like for you to provide an accounting with sufficient detail that I can understand the program, your observations of it, and your reflections on its connection to course material. 

3. Quiz over Pre-Conference Readings

I will assign you three readings that you must complete prior to arriving in San Diego. I will then quiz you on these readings at the beginning of our Opening Briefing to ensure that you have completed the reading and are ready to talk about the issues in them and can have an informed discussion about their contents. These readings are two books and a book chapter: 

Pustz, M. J. (1999). Comic book culture: Fanboys and true believers. Jackson, MI: University of Mississippi Press. 

From the back cover: A close inspection of comic-book lovers and the fascinating culture they are creating[.] What are super-devoted fans of comic books really like? What draws them together and energizes their zeal? What do the denizens of this pop-culture world have in common? This book provides compelling answers as it looks at the large population of fans. Their profiles can be traced at comics conventions, in the pages of fanzines, on websites, in chatrooms, on electronic bulletin boards, and before the racks in comic-book stores. They are a singular breed, and their absorbing (sometimes life-consuming) interest in comic books unites them. With history, interviews, and textual analysis, this examination of the readership demonstrates how fanboys and true believers contribute to this ever-expanding culture. 

Galman, S. C. (2007). Shane, the lone ethnographer: A beginner’s guide to ethnography. New York: AltaMira Press. 

From the publisher: Shane, The Lone Ethnographer is an accessible and entertaining introduction to ethnography. Campbell Galman walks the reader through the process of doing ethnographic research, via her comic character Shane, the Lone Ethnographer, on the campus of an unnamed university. For the novice researcher about to embark on fieldwork in qualitative research methods, this is an excellent—and the only comic-book—introduction. Her text will delight and inform students who are learning ethnographic methods in anthropology, education, and other social science courses.

Goodall, H. L., Jr. (2000). Writing the new ethnography. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press.

From the back cover: Candid, interdisciplinary, and engaging, Writing the New Ethnography, provides a foundational understanding of the writing processes associated with innovative forms of ethnographic writing. From his own experience and that of other top ethnographic writers, Goodall offers advice, examples, and exercises for every step in the ethnographic writing process, including field observation, field notes, narrative development, and editing. Frank discussions of ethics, representation, and academic institutions prepare students for difficult dilemmas they may face as writers in the social sciences and humanities. Experienced ethnographers and students alike will find their writing enriched by this lively instruction. 

4. Final Paper

The final paper should offer critical commentary on the practices of fans and the cultural industries that you observed and experienced at CCI. It should apply the material that you have read prior to the convention and that we have discussed in our briefings to the observations, interviews, and artifacts that you have collected throughout the experience. Rather than trying to account for all of the fans and markets appealed to at CCI, you should tailor your investigation to focus on one segment (e.g., toy collectors/sellers) or one aspect of the convention. 

In order to facilitate a respectable amount of reflection time and care in crafting it, the paper will be due a week after we have held our Closing Briefing in San Diego. Please e-mail your completed paper to me at msmith@wittenberg.edu. I would expect your paper to run no fewer than ten full pages of text (not including any cover sheet or the bibliography for any sources you consult). Please format this paper in accord with either MLA or APA guidelines, including having it typed in a standard 10 or 12 point font, double-spaced, spell-checked, and carefully proofread.

Class Schedule

Wednesday, July 20
4:00-6:00 Opening Briefing and Dinner at the Student Life Pavilion:

· Quiz over pre-conference readings

· Discussion of fan culture and commerce

· Goals and preview of assignments 

6:00-9:00 Preview Night at CCI
Thursday, July 21
7:30-9:00 a.m. Breakfast Briefing at the Student Life Pavilion:

· Marketing insights with Bob Shelek, Marketing Manager - Decorative Calendars, 
Mead Consumer and Office Products
10:00 a.m.-11:30 p.m. CCI events (CAC events 10:30-3:30)

* Be sure to log at least 8 hours in panels and observations today, including a CAC program.

Friday, July 22
7:30-9:00 a.m. Breakfast Briefing at the Student Life Pavilion:
· Social media and fan marketing with Sara McKinniss, Editor, YoungProfashionable.com

10:00 a.m.-12:00 a.m. CCI events (CAC events 10:30-3:30)

* Be sure to log at least 8 hours in panels and observations today, including a CAC program.

Saturday, July 23
7:30-9:00 a.m. Breakfast Briefing at the Student Life Pavilion:
· Special Guest Dr. Henry Jenkins, Provost's Professor of Communication, Journalism, and Cinematic Arts at the University of Southern California

10:00 a.m.-11:30 p.m. CCI events (CAC events 10:30-3:30)

* Be sure to log at least 8 hours in panels and observations today, including a CAC program.

Sunday, July 24
7:30-9:00 a.m. Breakfast Briefing at the Student Life Pavilion:

· Presentation Practice

10:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m. CCI events (CAC events 10:30-3:30)

Our panel is slated for 2:30-3:30 p.m. in Room 26AB 

* If you’ve been on top of things, the final 3 hours of required panels and observations should be a snap.

6:00-8:00 Closing Briefing at the Student Life Pavilion:

· Reflections on CCI

· Preparations for the Paper

Monday, August 1
E-mail your finished paper to me at msmith@wittenberg.edu
The Field Study at Comic-Con
Basic Definitions

Fan Culture and Political Economy

culture—systems of symbols that groups of people exchange (e.g., Christmas carols)

popular culture—(also low culture) typically considered uncomplicated symbol systems which are created as commodities for the masses

cultural industries—entities that make popular culture products 

artifacts—the products of a culture (e.g., speech acts, printed matter, film, costuming, ad infinitum) 

political economy—a perspective in media studies that examines how cultural industries operate in the service to existing power relationships 

Ethnography

ethnography—a method of intellectual inquiry involving careful observation and engagement with a culture

Other—that who is not I; in the dichotomy of subjectivity (I) and objectivity (thou), the Other is cast as an encounter with the unfamiliar 

positionality—an awareness of one’s own social situation and how that effects one’s interpretation of phenomenon

An (abbreviated) summary of the ethnographic process:

1. Familiarize yourself with the literature, assessing what we know and don’t know about the culture

2. Formulate a guiding question that will direct your research

3. Immerse yourself in the culture and begin to record and reflect on the artifacts 

4. Engage the Other in dialogue and record what they say (we can experience such encounters through the formal panel presentations and through face-to-face interviews)

5. Cluster your findings into meaningful themes

6. Apply a theoretical lens to interpreting the themes 

7. Present your monologue (we’ll be presenting preliminary findings orally and then in a paper)


Ethical note: do no harm; protect your subjects’ rights, dignity, and anonymity.

Reference: Soyini, M. D. (2005). Critical ethnography: Methods, ethics, and performance. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
