Anth/Soc 345: Media, politics and propaganda

Winter 2007

www.eou.edu/socmedia 

Class time(s):

M & W, 2:00 – 3:50;
Th, 2:00 – 2:50

Class location:

Ackerman 105

Instructor:

Bill Grigsby

Office:


Ackerman 204B

Contact info:

phone (962-3591); email (bgrigsby@eou.edu)

Office hours:

Tues (1:00-2:00); Wed (11:00-12:00); Thur (3:00-4:00) or by appointment
Course description:
Examines the commercial and alternative news media, how news is filtered, how deceptive techniques are used, and the ways in which media consumers are susceptible to propaganda.
General education: 
Critical thinking and problem solving (CP, new gen-ed); Social Science (old gen-ed)

The general education curriculum assumes that ‘every educated person should have some acquaintance with certain traditional areas of human knowledge and experience and be able to synthesize and contextualize this knowledge within their own lives.’ In this class, you’ll be asked to not only critically analyze mass news media using well-supported conceptual frameworks, but to place it in the context of your own lives and participation as consumers and citizens in a democracy. 

We are inundated with media during our waking hours, and even while we're asleep it likely is affecting us (for a while there were those subliminal tapes you could play that would help you learn a language, become rich and powerful, etc.). Without media our lives would be radically different, even our conceptions of who we are would be different. We'll be taking a small chunk—the news media and its relationships to politics. Because we're in the middle of a shift in government power, there will be plenty for us to watch/read/hear. By the time you finish this course, if you've put some effort into it and religiously paid attention to the assignments, you will be much more aware of the media around you. You will know many of the key corporate actors, some of the journalists and pseudojournalists and where they stand and what they stand for, you will have a good list of places on the Internet where you can go and do more homework on issues, individuals and corporations, and you will never watch the evening news the same way again. Hopefully this is a good thing. If you have taken mass media for granted, it will be hard for you to take a breath of air without wondering what's in it, so to speak, after this course. We will focus less on radio and television, and more on what is more universally accessible to us as members of the university community—print and online media. 
The object of this course isn't to take sides—it's to motivate you to think critically for yourself about mass media and politics, and provide you with many helpful tools, both intellectual and practical, to do so.
Prerequisites: None. Recommended: Soc 205
Course objectives

· To become more aware of mass media and their effect on society and individuals
· To sharpen your media literacy.
· To identify a broad range of media resources to help you more critically evaluate mass media.
· To better understand relationships between mass media and politics.
Learning outcomes Upon completion of the course, students will demonstrate capacity to:

· identify propaganda and techniques of deception used by powerful organizations, individuals, and media outlets in print, TV, radio and web-based media;
· use multiple web-based tools and reference sites to investigate news events, individuals or organizations related to these events;
· provide a coherent, structural explanation of the key relationships between corporate news media, public and private newsmakers, elected officials, advertisers and media consumers.
· discuss the importance of a free press to democratic institutions.
Means of assessment: two exams (40%), a term project addressing censorship (30%), personal journals examining techniques of deception (20%), and small group discussion assignments on current topics of importance (10%).‘Demonstrate various strategies for generating effective arguments’: You will complete a ‘spin journal’ that will ask you to examine how political bias can vary from one news outlet to another; ‘gathering sources, analyzing information, evaluating claims and data, problem solving and synthesizing material’: Group term projects will require a broad survey of commercial and non-commercial news outlets in order to uncover, analyze and present to class an important news story censored from commercial news; ‘demonstrate systematic thinking’: This is the basis of the course—using conceptual tools to examine how and why news is filtered, censored, and manipulated. Two exams and all other assignments will assess your abilities to do this.

Course requirements

· Regular class attendance;

· Participation in class discussions covering assigned readings;

· Two exams, a journal assignment and group term project;

· Access to a computer and the Internet—outside of class I’ll communicate when possible via e-mail or announcements on the course web site (www.eou.edu/socmedia). 
· Access to the following texts:
· Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson. 2001. Age of Propaganda: The everyday use and abuse of persuasion. New York: W.H. Freeman.

· Project Censored. 2006. Censored 2007: The Top 25 Censored Media Stories of 2005-2006. Peter Phillips and Project Censored (eds). New York: Seven Stories Press. (we will use the most current edition)

· Optional text: 

· Richard Paul and Linda Elder. 2004. The thinker’s guide to fallacies: The art of mental trickery and manipulation. Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking. I’m not requiring this book, but it would be very helpful for the spin journal assignment. You can order it online at http://www.criticalthinking.org/resources/tgs/fallacies.shtml. 

· Numerous readings available on the library’s electronic reserve.

Class format

I will use lecture, discussion and video,  emphasize discussion, and use small groups frequently. 


Grading procedures, assignments

	assignment
	description
	important dates
	points

	Exams
	Two, a midterm and final
	Monday, week 6, finals week
	200

	Spin journal
	Use the Fallacies handbook to identify techniques of deception and manipulation in news stories
	1st due Friday, week 5; 2nd due Monday, week 10
	100

	Group project
	Find, cover, and present an important story that has received little attention from the mainstream press
	Topic by end of week 3, presentations during week 10 
	150

	Small projects
	You’ll have two of these. One is on advertising, the other on weblogs.
	One during each half of term
	50

	
	totals
	
	500



Grading scale

 I will grade on a straight percentage:   

	90-100%
	A

	80-89%
	B

	70-79%
	C

	60-69%
	D

	Below 60%
	F



Assignment descriptions

Exams: mid-term, 'test re-test', final

There will be two exams, one scheduled for Wednesday, May 10, the other for finals week (Wednesday, June 12). On the mid-term exam, you will take the test during the first hour of class as you normally would. During the second hour, you have the option of re-taking the test in a small group, where group members can discuss answers before turning in one exam for the group (still closed book, though). The individual portion of the exam (the first hour) will be worth 75% of your total grade for the test, and the group portion 25%, if it helps your grade. If your group during the second hour scores lower than you as an individual did the first hour, I will not lower your grade (i.e., you’ll receive 100% of the points based on your individual score). You can opt out of the group test and re-take the test as an individual during the second hour by yourself, or you can choose not to take it again and settle for whatever grade you end up with from your first attempt. In any case taking the group exam can't lower your grade. If you’re entitled to special accommodations (see ‘students with disabilities below), you can take the individual test earlier, so you can take the group test during the second half of class on Monday.

The point of this re-test is to, hopefully, turn the test into a learning exercise as well as an evaluation tool.

The final will not be comprehensive, and will cover only material after the first exam.

Each exam is worth 100 points.


Spin journals

Over the course of the term, you will choose 3 news articles covering the same news story, during 2 different weeks—one must be before the midterm, one after the midterm. You'll be looking for the use of deceptive techniques, either by the news media outlet or by newsmakers. I recommend you purchase the book The thinker’s guide to fallacies—you’ll need to read through it carefully (it’s small and short), probably more than once, to help you identify and describe the techniques of manipulation covered by the authors. I also recommend you look for stories that have a political angle, especially stories that might threaten those currently in power—that’s where you’re likely to find the most spin and difference in coverage.
Spin—the manipulation of language, used to defend one’s views, attack others’ move public opinion, etc.—is but one of many techniques used to try to influence. For instance, is the war in Iraq about freedom and democracy? Or death and destruction? Do the enemies of the U.S. really hate our freedoms? Or do they have contempt for U.S. foreign policy? Is a person who supports a woman’s reproductive rights pro-choice, or pro-abortion? Are those who oppose abortion pro-life, or anti-choice? Is the republican party really the party of moral values? Does that make democrats degenerate heathens? There are many techniques of deception, and part of what I’ll be looking for is to see if you can tell one from another, and identify when they’re being used and how. 

Deception could come from a variety of sources: from individuals quoted in an article, or from the media outlet, or from the author of the story, or the author might take an entirely uncritical view of quotes or statements in the story (reporting newsmakers’ spin as news). Even the headline of an article can be spun—so watch for spin, deception and propaganda in different places.

Some basic rules:

· When choosing from news websites, you need to spread your articles across these sources:

1. Conservative: from either Fox News or the Washington Times
2. Centrist: from either the Christian Science Monitor, USA Today or New York Times
3. Liberal: From either Common Dreams, Truthout, or Project Censored
· You need to find an article from each source that is covering the same topic or story. For instance, if you chose to cover the White House’s warrantless wiretapping, you would need to find one article addressing it from each of the above groups (one conservative, one centrist and one liberal source).
Over the course of the term you need to do two separate analyses or ‘spin journals.’ The first must be turned in by the end of week 5 (before the midterm exam). You choose which stories and weeks you want to devote to the spin journal, but all of the articles you choose for a story/topic must come from the same time period (they have to be comparable). Many online sources archive their articles (i.e., they're unavailable after a while, sometimes within a week of the day they were published), so I’d advise against trying to ‘work backwards’ on this—you'll be limited in your choices and it will show. 

· Among the three stories you choose:
· They need to be news articles—not editorials—they may be biased, but they should come from the news section of the media outlet you’re using—not the opinions/columns section. Now it may be true that much news is editorialized, but you should be able to tell the difference between an article that is reporting, versus one that is strictly editorializing. 

· No more than one newswire story (e.g., Reuters, Associated Press, UPI). Media outlets subscribe to newswires and can use their stories in their own papers/websites. That means that they may reflect more the viewpoint of the newswire than the outlet, and you may not find variation from one site/paper to the next (i.e., if each is carrying the same newswire story). This means that the same AP story covered by two outlets is going to read pretty much the same. 
Resources:
The Fallacies handbook, if you purchased it, gives you examples of deception in action. However, there are many places online that may help you think through this assignment. One is in the Washington Post. Howard Kurtz (you can find him on the politics page) writes about how other papers are covering news stories. So does Dan Froomkin (same paper, same politics page). Slate.com does the same thing, called Today’s papers, and you can subscribe to that and receive it as a daily email. Also, there are many media 'watchdog' sites, such as open secrets, spinsanity, Sourcewatch, mediatransparency.org, FAIR, media matters, mediachannel.org, PRwatch, Center for American Progress, Public Citizen, mediawatch, AIM, etc. These watchdog sites could have their own biases, so be careful—this is one of the more effective means of using 3rd parties—as supposed impartial arbiters of other media.
In addition, there are some standards, as far as choosing sources for your stories—the cable news networks (CNN, Fox News, MSNBC), networks (ABC/NBC/CBS), public (PBS), newspapers (Washington Post, New York Times, Christian Science Monitor, USA Today, New York Post, Washington Times, Weekly Standard cover a broad cross section of political views), non-profit alternative sources (alternet.org, commondreams, counterpunch, Truthout, various indymedia sites). It's your job to figure out which are conservative or liberal, and you might have to do some homework to do this (some of the sites in the above paragraph may help here). 
Also, you can get lots of resources from the news page from the socmedia website.
So, by the end of the term, you should have basically 3 reports, covering news stories from three different weeks in the term. I'm willing to look over the first one to see how you're doing, and then you're on your own. Evaluation of your spin journal will be based on:

· Choice—your choice of articles is important. You'll probably want to find three sources that report on the same event or issue, but in quite different ways. This should help you identify deceptive techniques that might vary, for instance from a commercial to a non-profit or public site, and also shows that you understand that different outlets or authors can 'spin' in different ways. 

· Discussion—you need to exhibit some insight. What did you learn? Where is this story likely to go from here (i.e., how do you think the press will report it? Will it die? Become front page? Why?). Start with a brief summary, and move into analysis of the articles, the points made, sources, media outlets, and use what we’ve learned in class and especially the Fallacies handbook to identify techniques of deception being used, and to try to explain the differences between different outlets’ coverage of a story. This is where choice of outlets is going to be important.

· Documentation—who's the author, what's the headline (headlines are important for analysis, too), location (front page, home page, buried in the paper or the website, etc.), length (if you copy and paste into word, you can go to the 'tools' menu and do a word count), what sources are used (are they identified, who are the individuals, are they experts, do they work for think tanks, industry, academe, etc.), what facts or statistics. 

· Detective work and other sources you must check out
1. I want to see that you have done some research on the topic, on sources used/quoted in the article, organizations mentioned in the article, the author, etc. Google can work for this if you’re a proficient googler, or sourcewatch, which is a watchdog site for the public relations industry, or Media Transparency, to see if any of the principals in the article have any ideological baggage, unbeknownst to the audience. Also, check out sourcewatch’s ‘spin of the day’ section for some better ideas about how to identify spin.

2. You also need to check out at least two watchdog sites. Examples could be media matters or accuracy in media. You will find a link to some watchdog sites at www.eou.edu/socmedia/news.htm. You should look at these sites to see if they’ve covered the story you’re researching. Spend about 10-15 minutes on each site, and critically evaluate how they analyze the news.

3. For each story, I would also like you to check out a minimum of two news blogs—one from each side of the political spectrum. Again, there are many weblogs listed at www.eou.edu/socmedia/news.htm.
4. You need to not only check out these extra sources, but incorporate them into your write up of the story you’re covering—how do they contribute to your understanding of how spin is being used?
· Following the 'rules'—I expect that you'll follow the structure I've laid out for this. Your two write-ups should be a minimum of three pages each, double-spaced. 
How points are assigned. Each  spin analysis is worth 50 points:

· 5 points for choice of articles (again, choose articles where you’re likely to find spin).
· 25 points for summary and analysis;
· 10 points for doing the research on the articles (through weblogs, watchdog sites, etc.);
· 5 points for documenting the articles you used, and the news blogs, watchdog sites, and any other sources, such as sourcewatch (APA is fine for citing, or the style I use on my readings page);
· 5 points for following the ‘rules’ laid out;
· 100 points overall on this assignment: 2 x 50 for the spin journal. The first journal is due before the midterm (Friday of week 5), the second before the final (Monday of week 10).

Group term projects

I'm asking you to identify an uncovered or undercovered story in the media. The catch is, it has to be an important story, one that you would think would merit broad coverage. The Project Censored book has 25 examples of uncovered stories. You can’t use these, but you could pursue some related idea. There are new ones every day on alternative news sites that never make it into the mainstream news—statistical curiosities with the Florida e-vote in the 2004 presidential elections (lots of 2006 anomalies reported as well), the use of depleted uranium in weapons, the building of permanent U.S. military bases in Iraq, etc. In groups, you will present the results of your term-long study and analysis of the story you chose during week 10 (each group will have 30 minutes). 

There are lots of stories that seem to come and go quickly. Almost every day, especially in non-commercial media, a story is broken that won’t be covered, i.e., that will be ‘filtered,’ by the commercial, mainstream media. I would like you to spend two weeks looking for something—if it turns out that the story you thought was undercovered gets major coverage later in the term, that's great—it means you chose an important story. Your job then becomes trying to figure out why it received coverage.

Note on local stories: I encourage you to look for something here on campus, or in La Grande or the Grande Rond Valley, that isn’t being covered (I can give you some ideas). This would take more legwork and less searching the Internet, but hopefully there are groups that consider this option. 

Obviously, someone has to cover a news story, or we wouldn't even know it existed. You're probably not going to find these stories in mainstream commercial media sites or outlets. Project Censored provides a good model for this, but do not pick one of the stories from any of the Project Censored books (in other words, you'll have to check those out if you're not sure at the projectcensored.org website). This is a big job—checking lots of outlets, search engines, weblogs, databases, etc., to see if stories have been covered or not, and how. Your group will have to wisely divide labor to get this job done. It is also important you have pretty good evidence to back up your choice.

Besides identifying a story, you'll be asked to summarize it, analyze why it didn't get covered, or where it wasn't covered (i.e., in what kinds of media outlets did it not appear?). What outlets have done the best job of covering the story? You'll want to do some fact-checking—I wouldn't choose a story from Weekly World News. Accuracy in Media (AIM) has a set of uncovered stories, but they’re often trivial, and they’re not substantiated with any documentation (they’re a good example of how not to do the assignment). You may even want to contact the journalist who seems to have 'broken' the news story (Greg Palast, Seymour Hersh, Jon Lee Anderson, Joe Conason, Robert Parry at ConsortiumNews.com, Tom Englehart at TomDispatch.com, etc.). Don't count on your first choice panning out, so my advice is to start this project early.

You'll want to:

· Justify your choice of stories—why is it important? 

· Document all the sources you checked—the types of outlets, and specific outlets. Show that the story was indeed un- or undercovered by many media outlets. I’ll find out pretty quickly if you haven’t done this.

· Summarize the story—what’s it about? Is there any context that goes with it (e.g., Osama bin Laden was originally trained by the U.S. government as part of a CIA-backed insurgency fighting the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan)?

· Analyze—Try to explain why the story was undercovered. Some things to consider (this is not a complete list): 

· ownership dynamics—does the story threaten the owner of major outlets, perhaps even a company that is owned by a major network? 

· Expense, possible liability—investigative journalism is expensive, and mistakes can hurt reputations and credibility—does this help explain why a story wasn't pursued? 

· political risks—would media outlets incur the wrath of the White House or other powerful politicians by pursuing a story (think back to the pre-war period—people who criticized it were labeled 'unpatriotic,' critics often paid a heavy personal or professional price for being outspoken) 

· advertisers—does the story threaten industries that are generous advertisers for major media? 

· ratings dynamics—long, complex stories may not keep readers watching through the commercials. If ratings come down, advertising revenue drops as well (less viewers, less attractive audience for advertisers) 

· Off the radar screen—some stories just don’t fit in the corporate news model—genocide in Sudan and the Congo. U.S. support of a government overthrow in Venezuela. But U.S. torture in Iraq?

· The propaganda model—Herman and Chomsky’s model for understanding news filters will be essential reading for this assignment.

I will assign the groups for this project. Each group will have 30  minutes to present their findings. I also want a paper—no more than 7 pages in length—that documents the process you undertook. I’m mostly interested in analysis—in your group explaining why your story is important, how you searched news sites to determine it was undercovered, and why you think it was undercovered. Again, the Project Censored book should provide you with models for doing this. 

Your presentation should be multimedia—at a minimum print and online sources, and I would be disappointed if you couldn’t find some video of some sort to show as well. If your group wants to put together a web page of links to use as visual aids, I will help put this together if I'm given enough lead time. You may want to use links, visuals, text, image. Radio (e.g., talk radio) and music are fair game, but here's the key—focus on substance, not style. The media you use should not be a distraction to what you're trying to convey—you wouldn't want to get caught in the same trap as commercial media infotainers now, would you?

Here’s the point breakdown:

· Choosing and justifying a story (by end of week 4): 15 possible points (a one-page description is sufficient)

· Turning in a paper: 60 possible points

· Presenting in front of your class peers: 50 possible points

· Attending the other presentations: 25 possible points

The term assignment is worth 150 points.     


Small projects

Two times during the term, once before midterm and once after, I’ll ask you to do some observing, take notes in a journal, write up your findings, and respond to some questions in a small group session in class. The write-ups should be no more than 1 page in length, double spaced, worth up to 10 points, and the group work will be worth 15 points, for a total of 25. One will be on advertising; the second will examine news weblogs. 50 points possible. 

Policies, expectations

Academic integrity

The university's official position: Eastern Oregon University places a high value upon the integrity of its student scholars. Any student found guilty of academic misconduct (including, but not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, or theft of an examination or supplies) may be subject to having his or her grade reduced in the course in question, being placed on probation or suspended from the university, or being expelled from the university--or a combination of these. (see section II of the 2002-03 Student Handbook, p. 32ff, and p. 41 ff).

My interpretation: Plagiarism is taking credit for work, ideas, papers, that are not yours. Universities make lots of literature available for a nominal fee, the bargain being that if you use the ideas of others, you'll credit them. So it isn't just wholesale theft, but as the above says, deception, misrepresentation, etc. Be sure you're familiar with what plagiarism is, and how to avoid it. The Penn State University Library has a good Web page on citing your sources. I recommend you look at it before you turn in papers in this class or others. If you're caught plagiarizing, you'll receive an 'F' on the assignment and possibly for the course. Doing your own work turns out to be more rewarding in the long term.

Due dates and late assignments

Assignments are expected on the day they're due. Late assignments will be assessed a penalty (one letter grade for each day, increasing with lateness). If you have extenuating circumstances for being late with an assignment, I'm always willing to listen, but in fairness to others who've managed to get them in on time, it'll have to be good. Later notifications or assignments turned in will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. Printer/server/computer problems are your responsibility. If you're having trouble for whatever reason, you need to plan for it and let me know in advance. But NEVER just miss turning in an assignment—I’ll almost always offer you partial credit for work turned in late.
Note: Class schedule and assignments may be revised during the course of the term as needed.

Expectations

I will justify my lecture and reading material, assignments, etc., by showing its relevance to the overall course objectives. I will provide a friendly environment for discussion of ideas, try to make you think, impart personal experiences relevant to course material, and be generally accessible, approachable, and clear and precise about course expectations. With respect to coverage of content, I tend to emphasize depth over breadth—I would rather cover less points thoroughly, at a reasonable and engaging pace, than pledge strict allegiance to a course schedule. 

In turn I expect students will do their own work, use or develop critical thinking skills and be able to express them on paper or in class discussion, speak up when unclear or in disagreement on a concept, either exhibit college-level writing skills or seek help to improve them, and refine note-taking skills. I'll look for progress in developing abstract thinking skills and students' abilities to focus on  the “big picture”—key  concepts delivered in class, their relevance to course material,  the real world, etc. Discussion in class will focus on ideas—we can debate people’s ideas in a respectful way, but personal attacks on individuals will not be tolerated. You’re expected to show respect to everyone in the class. If you have questions about what’s appropriate in class, follow the Golden Rule. 

Students with disabilities

Any student requiring assistance or accommodation from me in performing course-related work should make his/her needs known to me in a timely manner. If you have a documented disability or suspect that you have a learning problem, and require reasonable accommodations (e.g., more time on a quiz), please contact the Disability Services Program in Loso Hall 230 (phone 962-3081), or communicate this through your DDE advisor.

Class schedule (readings schedule will be online)
	Week
	Topic(s)
	Videos (tentative)

	Week   1
	Are news media biased?
	Outfoxed, VNRs from PRWatch

	Week   2
	How is news filtered?
	Advertising and the end of the world, Manufacturing Consent

	Week   3
	Censorship
	The Corporation (excerpts); The Great Conspiracy

	Week   4
	Persuasion and propaganda
	Weapons of mass deception; Uncovered

	Week   5
	Techniques of deception
	War Room

	Week   6
	More techniques
	Wag the Dog

	Week   7
	Power and emotion
	Various clips, Outfoxed; Bowling  for Columbine; Revelations

	Week   8
	Television
	Excerpts from Network; GadgetMania

	Week   9
	What to do?
	

	Week 10
	Presentations 
	

	Week 11
	Final exam, Mon Mar 19, 8-10 am


Minuses will be given for the bottom third (0-3) of each range; pluses for the top third (7-9). I will also use pluses and minuses positively if I feel that one's grade did not reflect his/her effort; I will not use them to reduce a grade.


Unless I’ve made a mathematical error, all grades are final.
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