VM200    Media Criticism and Theory

MW 2-4

Professor Eric Gordon, Ph.D.



                  

Office:
Engagement Lab (160 Boylston St. 4th floor)
           



Phone:
x8828

Eric_Gordon@emerson.edu

Office Hours: Mon 4-5 (or by app’t)
Twitter:
@ericbot


Course Description

This course is an introduction to media and cultural theory. It will provide an intellectual history of critical philosophy of the 20th century, while positioning the discourse within a 21st century context. The course will address questions of work and labor, meaning and identity, narrative and play, and question how various popular and avant garde media traditions have influenced them. This course will make theory relevant. Theory is not purely theoretical. It provides a very real way to approach the world, its people, texts and artifacts, and gives us the tools to analyze and engage in contemporary culture.

Learning Objectives

· Students will gain a critical understanding of the media
· Students will be able to understand and apply complex theoretical texts to contemporary examples of media

· Students will have a good understanding of the 20th century intellectual history of media philosophy and media criticism.

· Students will be able to write about media from a critical perspective

· Students will be able to navigate academic references and be self directed in their research

Required Reading

All reading will be made available online. Please print the article/chapter and bring to class. It is a good idea to keep all the reading in a single binder.
Assignments

Participation




10%

Critical Paper #1



20%

Critical Paper #2



20%

Case Study Book



25%

Final Paper




25%

Assignment Descriptions
Participation (10%)

Full participation is expected from every student. This includes doing all the reading, speaking up in class discussions, coming to the professor’s office hours, and engaging with your working group.
Critical Paper #1 (20%)

This is a short paper (4-5 pages) that will be a response to a prompt handed out in class.  It will not require outside research, only an in depth analysis of the course reading. It will be handed out one week prior to the due date.
Critical Paper #2 (20%)

This is a short paper (4-5 pages) that will be a response to a prompt handed out in class.  It will not require outside research, only an in depth analysis of the course reading. It will be handed out one week prior to the due date.

Case Study Book (25%)

This is a collection of 5 media case studies that connect a current event, technology or process to a theoretical writing. Cases should be approximately 500 words in length and answer the following questions: What is the question concerning media? (i.e. why do people take selfies?); What is the theoretical approach?; How does your chosen theory help you answer the question? The case studies will be shared with the members of your working group. Working group members will review the case studies and provide notes by the following class period. Cases should be revised and prepared for inclusion in the case study book due at the end of the semester.

Final Paper (25%)

This is a longer paper (5-8 pages) that makes an argument about a contemporary phenomenon using one or more theoretical texts. Arguments should be supported by the class reading and outside material when appropriate. Guidelines for the paper will be handed out two weeks before it is due.
THINGS TO THINK ABOUT
Working Groups

Students will be assigned a working group for the entire semester. You will meet with your working group once a week in class to discuss the reading and brainstorm about case studies. This time can be used to discuss case studies, talk about current events, or try to understand the reading. You have a responsibility to stay in communication with your working group throughout the semester.
Late Work

All assignments are due at the beginning of class on the day specified in the syllabus.  Late assignments, up until the next class period, will be marked down one full letter grade.  Assignments turned in before the second subsequent class will be marked down two letter grades.  Assignments will not be accepted after that.

Attendance

Attendance is required.  More than two unexcused absences will result in a reduction of one letter grade.  More than four unexcused absences will result in a failing grade.  Attendance will be taken at the beginning of each class.

Laptops in the Classroom

Laptops are welcome for taking notes, following references during lecture or discussion, or even on-topic backchannels with classmates.  I ask you to show respect for the professor and your classmates by not abusing this power.  There will be time enough to update Facebook after class.

Plagiarism

All information or content in papers and projects must include the proper attribution of its source.  “Plagiarism is the act of using another person’s ideas or expression in your writing without acknowledging the source.  The word comes from the Latin word plagiarius (‘kidnapper’), and Alexander Lindey defines it as ‘the false assumption of authorship: the wrongful act of taking the product of a person’s mind, and presenting it as one’s own’ (Plagiarism and Originality [New York: Harper, 1952] 2).  It is also possible to plagiarize from yourself: turning in a project or paper from a previous class without asking both professors’ permission.  So, careful acknowledgment and documentation is the best way to avoid plagiarism, a serious offence in the academy that can result in failure, suspension, or expulsion, depending on the situation and the degree of the act.  
Disability Statement

If you believe you have a disability that may warrant accommodations in this class, I urge you to register with the disability services coordinator, Dr. Anthony Bashir at 216 Tremont Street, 5th Floor (617-824-8415), so that together you can work to develop methods of addressing needed accommodations in this class. 



SCHEDULE
Week Zero and One – Digital Transitions 

9/2
Introduction  Global connectivity 
9/9
Reading:
Shoshana Zuboff, “Creating Value in the Age of

Distributed Capitalism” http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/strategy/creating_value_in_the_age_of_distributed_capitalism
Reading: 
Brewser Kahle, “Locking the Web Open: a Call for a Distributed Web” http://brewster.kahle.org/2015/08/11/locking-the-web-open-a-call-for-a-distributed-web-2/
Jennifer Granick, “The End of the Internet Dream”

https://medium.com/backchannel/the-end-of-the-internet-dream-ba060b17da61
Week Two – Power and Surveillance
9/14
Reading: 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “The Ruling Class and the 



Ruling Ideas”




Antonio Gramsci, “History of the Subaltern Classes”

Jodi Kantor and David Streitfeld, “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising Workplace” New York Times (Aug 2015)

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/16/technology/inside-amazon-wrestling-big-ideas-in-a-bruising-workplace.html
9/16
Reading:
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, Ch. 3 Panopticism 



(pp. 195-228)

Week Three – The Culture Industry

9/21
Reading:
Max Horkheimer and Theodore Adorno, “The Culture 



Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception”



Due:

Case Study #1

9/23
Screening:
The Lego Movie (2014)
 
Week Four – Authenticity

9/28
Reading:
Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction
9/30
Screening:
Wings of Desire (1989)

Due:

Critical Paper #1

Week Five – Media and Spectacle
10/5
Reading:
Alex Ross, “The Naysayers: Walter Benjamin, Theodor 

Adorno, and the critique of pop culture” http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/09/15/naysayers
10/7
Reading:
Marshall McLuhan, “The Medium is the Message”

Guy Debord, “The Commodity as Spectacle” (sections 1-53)
Week Six – Technology and Being
10/13 Reading: 
Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology”

Due:

Case Study #2

10/14
Reading:
Jim Johnson, “Mixing Humans and Non-humans 




together: The Sociology of a Door closer”


Week Seven – Public and Private

10/19 Reading:
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition 1-58
10/21 Reading: 
danah boyd, It’s Complicated, ch. 2 pp. 54-76

Jill Lepore, “The Prism: Privacy in an Age of Publicity” New Yorker (June 2013)

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/06/24/the-prism
Week Seven – Semiotics and Interpretation
10/26
Reading:
Thomas Sebeok, Signs pp. 1-64

Stuart Hall, “Encoding/Decoding”

Due:

Case Study #3
10/28
Screening:
Sex, Lies, and Videotape (Soderbergh, 1989)
Due:

Critical Paper #2
Week Eight – Gender and Power
11/2
Reading:
Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”
11/4
Reading:
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble pp. 1-34
Week Nine – Queering Normal
11/9
Reading:
Michael Warner, The Trouble with Normal, ch. 3 “Beyond

Gay Marriage”

Molly Ball, “How Gay Marriage Became a Constitutional Right” Atlantic (July 2015)


http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/07/gay-marriage-supreme-court-politics-activism/397052/
Due:

Case Study #4
Week Ten – Race and the Other
11/16 Reading:
bell hooks, “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistence”
11/18 Reading:
Jay Caspian Kang, “Our Demand Is Simple: Stop Killing
 Us,” New York Times (May 2015)

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html
Week Eleven – Postmodernism

11/23
Reading:
Jean Baudrillard, “Precession of Simulacra”

Due:

Case Study #5
THANKSGIVING

Week Thirteen – Post-colonialism and post-nationalism
11/30
Reading:
 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, ch. 1 On
 Violence, pp. 1-62
12/2
Reading:
Graeme Wood, “What ISIS Really Wants” The Atlantic
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/

Due:

Case Study Book
Week Fourteen – Review
12/7
Hand-out Final Paper Prompts

12/9
Workshop questions
Final Exam Period

12/14
Due: 

Final Paper 
