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Course Description

Murder. Love. God. Any fan of Johnny Cash knows that these themes appear frequently in his music. In this seminar we approach the music of J.R. Cash from a sociological perspective to discover how events in his life influenced his music. We focus particularly on his recordings made at Folsom and San Quentin prisons, and compare the songs performed in those settings to songs he performed earlier and later in his career. Discussions and presentations in the seminar relate sociological concepts such as gender, class, and ethnicity to his music. Weekly discussion worksheets will be collected—these help focus our discussion by drawing attention to the lyrics of key songs and important aspects of the readings. Additional written work for the class is a term paper—an analysis of the 2004 popular film about Johnny Cash Walk the Line. The readings for the course provide a background to his life, the social climate of his times, an account of his visit to Folsom prison concert, and writing about film from a sociological perspective. 
Texts

Cash, Johnny (with Patrick Carr). 1997. Cash: The Autobiography. HarperSanFranciso.

Streissguth, Michael. 2004. Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison: The Making of a Masterpiece. DaCapo Press. 
Brief selections will be assigned from the following books on reserve in the Sullivant Hall library:

Corrigan, Timothy.  2004. A Short Guide to Writing About Film.  5th edition.  Pearson Longman.  

Streissguth, Michael. 2002. Ring of Fire: The Johnny Cash Reader. DaCapo Press. 

Course Policies
The class will be organized as a seminar with a brief lectures and lots of discussion. Students will have reading assignments and discussion worksheets to help prepare them for the discussion, and these must be completed before class. Attendance is mandatory. The term paper is due on the last day of class, and will be returned with comments during final exam week. The term paper is designed as an opportunity to draw together material learned in class and from the assigned readings. Outside research beyond the texts assigned is neither expected nor encouraged. Handout will be distributed in class with more details about the term paper and discussion worksheets. 
Grading 

Discussion worksheets due each week 8 @  10 points each =     8 0 points 


Term paper 


                                              =        20 points 



Total



                                              =      100  points







____________

Final grade will either be a Satisfactory (S) or an Unsatisfactory (U) with an S grade requiring at least 70% of the possible points. 

Weekly Schedule and Assignments
Week 1—Why Johnny Cash? 

My interest in the life history method has led me to the sociological study of J. R. Cash. He is particularly important as a symbol of the protest era of the 1960s, and his life history includes many dramatic turning points that may be interpreted through a sociological perspective. We begin the class with an overview of some of the key sociological concepts we will study along with a few examples of how these concepts may be related to his classic songs. 
Week 2—The Emergence of “The Man in Black”

In this lecture/discussion we explore Cash’s emergence as someone who cared about social injustice, and trace the development in 1971 of the song “The Man in Black.”
Readings: Cash: The Autobiography, Chapters 1 & 2 (pp. 3-64).

Due: Worksheet 1

Week 3—Boom-chica-boom! 
We go back to the beginning of Cash’s career, and examine the story of his first recordings made at Sun recording studio. The film Walk the Line is introduced, and we compare the film’s version of the recording session to Cash’s story as presented in his autobiography. 

READINGS: Cash: The Autobiography (pp. 65-124).

DUE: Worksheet 2. 
Week 4—Live Fast and Die Young
Cash’s first marriage ends, and he becomes addicted to drugs. We study his stories about addiction and relate them to important sociological concepts of deviance and masculinity. We discuss scenes from Walk the Line and songs that relate to his battle with drugs. 
READINGS: Cash: The Autobiography (pp. 125-183).

DUE: Worksheet 3.
Week 5—1960s and the huge hits leading to Folsom Prison
By his own account, Cash was at his most productive and creative in the 1960s. We explore some of the key songs of this era, and his description of his prison concerts.  We ask: Did Cash’s music prepare the way for prison reform?
READINGS: Cash: The Autobiography (pp.  187-215).
                      Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison (pp. 1-58).

DUE: Worksheet 4.

Week 6—Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison
We learn more about the Folsom Prison Concert by watching a documentary made by British Television and recorded live. We interpret the sociological significance of the concert through its impact on the attitudes in the United States about prisons and the need for prison reform. 
READINGS: Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison (pp. 59-169).
DUE: Worksheet 5.

Week 7—A Short Guide to Writing About Film 

We interpret scenes from Walk the Line and lyrics from some of the songs Cash sang at Folsom prison through the sociological prisms of race, class, and gender. We learn to interpret the gender ideology of a film by studying what is “taken for granted” by the filmmakers and the audience. 
READINGS: A Short Guide to Writing About Film (pp. [tba]).
DUE: Worksheet 6.
Week 8—Love Story

The romance of Johnny Cash and June Carter Cash has been described as one of the greatest love stories every told. We examine this story of romantic love sociologically through the lyrics of Ring of Fire and a 2003 broadcast of “What is This Thing?”—a program about romantic love on This American Life produced by the Chicago Public Radio.  
READINGS: Cash: The Autobiography (pp. 216-292).

DUE: Worksheet 7.
Week 9—Rediscovered!
After a period of declining interest in his music, Johnny Cash’s career was capped by renewed interest with the 1994 release of American Recordings.  We will ponder the sociological reasons that Cash experienced such renewed interest—and ask what were the social and cultural issues that might explain why young people were discovering and appreciating his music? 
READINGS: 
On reserve in the Sulliant Hall library:

Streissguth, Michael. 2002. “Introduction,” pp. xiii-xxvi in Michael Streissguth (ed), Ring of Fire: The Johnny Cash Reader Da Capo Press.
Pareles, Jon. 1994. “Johnny Cash, Austerely Direct from Deep Within.” Pp. 247-249 in Michael Streissguth (ed) Ring of Fire: The Johnny Cash Reader.

DUE: Worksheet 8. 
Week 10: Tributes
We discuss the many tributes paid to Johnny Cash after his death and explore the sociological meaning of his life through the concept of charisma. We view his music video Hurt as a final goodbye. 

DUE: Term papers
Academic Integrity

For all the assignments for this course, the Code of Student Conduct of The Ohio State University is in effect. Academic misconduct is defined as: Any activity that tends to compromise the academic integrity of the university, or subvert the educational process. Examples of academic misconduct include, but are not limited to: 

1.
Violation of course rules as contained in the course syllabus or other information provided to the student; violations of program regulations as established by departmental committees and made available to students; 

2. 
Submitting plagiarized work for an academic requirement. Plagiarism is the representation of another’s work or ideas as one’s own work; it includes the unacknowledged word-for-word use and/or paraphrasing of another person’s work. To avoid plagiarism, students must make sure that they always cite their sources and put quotation marks around words and phrases that they copy from a source. 
Students with Disabilities

Any student who feels s/he may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact the Office for Disability Services at 614-292-3307 in room 150 Pomerene Hall to arrange for accommodations for students with documented disabilities. Please also discuss your specific needs with me privately. More information may be found at http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu.
Timothy Jon Curry is Associate Professor of Sociology at the Ohio State University. He has published articles on aspects of mass communication, sport, gender, and visual sociology. He teaches a course on the sociology of sport and is currently serving as the coordinator for the Committee on Academic Misconduct at the Ohio State University. His current research interest focuses on symbolic aspects of the 1903 meeting of John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt in Yosemite. His books include Sports: A Sociological Perspective (1984), Introducing Visual Sociology (1983), Sociology for the Twenty-First Century (2002), and High Stakes: Big Time Sport and Downtown Redevelopment (2004). His hobbies include golf, cooking, and collecting and listening to the music of Johnny Cash. 
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