THST 1200.01 The Languages of Media

School of English and Theatre Studies

Tuesday 7pm – 9:50pm

Room: Rozanski Hall, room 103

Professor Mark Lipton

liptonm@uoguelph.ca

Office hours: Tuesday 4:30 – 6:30, or by appointment

Office extension: 56049

Lipton’s Introductory Remarks

As early as 1960, Marshal McLuhan and Edmund Carpenter founded one of the first academic journals to explore questions about communication. The journal Explorations in Communication published some of the first media studies scholars, soon to be known as the Toronto School of Communication, who argued for a definition of media in ways that reified the definitions of languages. In his seminal essay "The New Languages," Carpenter (1960) insists that "all languages are mass media. The new mass media—film, radio, television—are new languages, their grammars as yet unknown" (162). Since 1960, scholars from a variety of disciplines have attempted to articulate the grammars of new media. The unique metaphysics concealed in a medium suggests that each medium codifies reality differently. As a result, this course seeks to examine various forms of media language. By examining codes and conventions used by different media, students learn to analyze how media forms structure media messages. Attention to film, radio, television, and other popular forms help identify the pertinent questions for newer digital and other emergent media. The theories of media scholar Marshall McLuhan help frame perspectives by which media can be analyzed. Other perspectives include those employed by scholars of cultural studies and media education.

Mass Communication

In many other academic institutions, this course would be titled Introduction to Mass Communication. Traditionally, the term ‘mass communication’ refers to the process of disseminating information to large numbers of people—the masses. ‘Mass media’ on the other hand refers to the means of carrying or communicating this material to these people. But such distinctions between ‘mass communication’ and ‘mass media’ are problematized by theories of media and culture and the onslaught of newer and ‘new’ technology. Just what is it about new media that ruptures the neat understanding of this aspect of communication? Early in the twentieth century ‘mass’ was thought to be an appropriate term to describe radio, for it more than other media reaches all groups of the population uniformly. But the term ‘mass’ now has negative connotations in contemporary society. It suggests a crowd or mob, a huge number of people who are easily manipulated by demagogues, a group of people who are alienated from one another and subsequently, a group of people who can be dangerous in certain situations. Add to the mix theoretical scholarship on ‘mass society,’ ‘mass culture,’ and ‘mass man’ and the growing body of theory and research in this area rests under a rubric called media studies. To unfold the broad and dynamic issues of contemporary media culture requires an analytic frame that moves from the micro- to the macro- and back, applying multidisciplinary methods as suited to particular texts and contexts in our mediatized culture. As a result, this class examines theories of media within the larger ideological frame of communication studies. 

Media studies

Embedded in every medium of communication there is a powerful idea, sometimes two or three powerful ideas. Like language itself, a medium predisposes us to favor and value certain perspectives and accomplishments and to subordinate others. All media have a philosophy, which is given expression in how the media makes people use their minds, in what it makes us do with our bodies, in how it codifies the world, in which of our senses it amplifies, in which of our emotional and intellectual tendencies it disregards. By examining the interrelationships among communication, media, and popular culture, this course seeks to uncover some of the powerful ideas at stake in the global media environment. We examine the historical and material specificity of different media technologies and the forms of social life they enable, engage in critical debate about media, culture and power, and consider problems of reading posed by specific media objects and processes, new and old. I take the multi-valence of ‘media’—a term designating text and apparatus of textual transmission, content, and conduit—as a central problem of knowledge for the class. The major issues and methods in this course dissect, reflect and amplify the practices, artifacts, and philosophies of media. We consider the implications, functions, and impacts of media by emphasizing dominant media revolutions. The goal throughout is to develop the research tools, modes of reading, and forms of critical practice that help us aptly to describe and thereby begin to understand the increasingly mediated world in which we live.  

Media change

Imagine a clock face with 60 minutes on it. Let the clock stand for the time people have had access to writing systems. The clock would thus represent something like 5,000 years, and each minute 83 years. On this scale, there were few significant media changes until about seven-and-a-half minutes ago. At that time, the printing press came into use in Western culture. About two minutes ago, the telegraph, photograph and locomotive arrived. One-and-a-half minutes ago: the telephone, phonograph, rotary press, motion pictures, automobile, airplane and radio; One minute ago, the talking picture. Television has appeared in the last 40 seconds, the computer in the last six, satellites in the last few seconds, along with laser beams, translation machines, interactive telecommunications, the Internet, video games, and dozens of other far-reaching media changes. Such radical changes are unprecedented.
The standard reply to statements about change is that change isn't new and that it is easy to exaggerate its meaning. To such replies, Nobert Weiner (1950) in The Human Use of Human Beings had a useful answer: the difference between a fatal and a therapeutic dose of strychnine is only "a matter of degree." In other words, change isn't new: What is new is the degree of change. As the clock metaphor suggests, about three minutes ago there developed a qualitative difference in the character of change. Change changed. Thus, the human situation today is without precedent.  

The question of the ‘new’ posed by new media technologies is inevitably linked to the rise of popular culture(s). What's ‘new’ is not simply ‘new’ technology, but the far-reaching impact of media.  New implies old and the transition suggests ever-present change. Herein lies the first lesson in media studies, that all media change is a Faustian bargain. For every advantage a new medium offers there is always a corresponding disadvantage. In other words, every medium of communication leaves something out of the totality of human experience. As a result, cultures develop other ways (i.e., other media, institutions, activities) to try to restore what has been left out by its predominant media. The advantages and disadvantages of media are never distributed evenly among the population. This means that every new media benefits some and harms others.

Media & Popular Culture

To discuss media in the twenty-first century the term ‘popular culture’ is necessary. We live in an environment that is saturated with communication experiences best described as popular culture. The concept of popular culture triggers different thoughts for different people. For some, the term represents a criticism of cultural experiences (particularly mass communication experiences that are in some way "mediated"), characterizing them as destructive, common, vulgar, and rude (in every sense of the term). For others, the concept of popular culture represents the best way to understand contemporary political, social, and cultural experience. As John Fiske (1989) explains in Reading the Popular, "culture is the constant process of producing meanings of and from our social experience, and such meanings necessarily produce a social identity for the people involved."  

Each of us has a special set of circumstances and experiences that we bring to the study of popular culture. A goal in this course is to develop strategies that can be used to draw on one's own individual potential strengths, while examining the work of others for their strengths and weaknesses. In this way, conversation about the environment of popular culture and mass communication may reach greater depths of understanding. This class seeks to bring students into the conversation, drawing frequently on what they already find intriguing and mysterious about their own experiences. Consider, for example, the following questions: How are traditions "translated" from one generation to the next? How can we better understand print and television news—and what it does to us? Why are so many of us obsessed in one way or another with material possessions, celebrity, drama, and ritual? What are the relationships among all of these? Students must become conversant with the structure of media systems, and their economic, technological and institutional dimensions. Possible topics are Disney, serial novels, comic books, mall design, Hollywood, radio, corporate Internet sites and other cases from popular culture.

Students of media find their starting point in a wide variety of places, from virtually anywhere within what Raymond Williams (1980) in Culture and Society calls our "whole way of life." We study media and popular culture—not to reach any final understanding, not because a single final explanation can be found, but because each partial explanation of culture makes it easier to understand parts of ourselves. This understanding gives more control over experience; it provides a more confident place from which to speak about the dynamics of mass communication and popular culture experiences in our culture and in the cultures of others.

Required Readings 

[books available at UoG & Coop Bookstore; additional readings designated on class lecture and reading schedule.]

(1) Postman, Neil. Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business. New York: Penguin, 1986. 

(2) McLaren, Carrie and Torchinsky, Jason. (Eds.). Ad Nauseam: A Survivor’s Guide to American Consumer Culture. New York: Faber and Faber, 2009.
(3) Stauber, John and Rampton, Sheldon. Toxic Sludge Is Good For You: Lies, Damn Lies and the Public Relations Industry. Monroe MA: Common Courage Press, 1995.

Recommended Readings 
(4) Klosterman, Chuck. Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs. New York: Scribner, 2004.

(5) McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics. New York: Harper Collins, 1994.

Grade Determination

The dates are absolutely firm. Please don’t ask for an exception. Please don’t bring in a note from a doctor. Regardless of the circumstances, late or incomplete work will be severely graded.

Writing assignments are required to meet the basic style requirements expected at the university level. Papers that do not meet minimal college standards of excellent writing will be returned unread. Follow the strict guidelines of paper presentation according to the MLA style guide. Your paper MUST include a bibliography. An excellent paper will make connections to class work. Writing assignments must refer to relevant required readings. Late papers will NOT be accepted. Please don't ask how long. 

Please seek the assistance and support of UoG’s Writing Services. Specially trained Peer Helpers and professional staff in Writing Services can help you achieve your academic goals. Get personalized assistance in appointments or walk-in sessions, or stop by the Learning Commons (1st Floor Library) for free Fastfacts handouts and workshop information. Visit the Learning Commons online www.writingservices.uoguelph.ca or call ext. 53632.
(1) Writing Assignment One








30%

Due October 13th
The Ecology of Popular Culture 

Describe one specific example of a popular culture phenomenon and analyze its significance, i.e., engage your specific example in a media ecological discussion.

(2) Writing Assignment Two








30%

Due November 10th
Analyze the significance of a popular culture phenomenon using the language of semiotics and engage in an act of bricolage. 

(3) Final Exam









30%

(date: Monday December 7th, 2:30-4:30)

(4) Last Word










10%

due December 1st

Please write me a personal letter. This assignment asks you to consider and express your intellectual assessment of the work required in this class. Often, students write about a particular idea, moment, or memory that influenced their thinking. Feel free to discuss the readings, the assignments, and/or your response to the class. Demonstrate that you have learned. When I read through these materials I am looking to identify key points of your learning, shifts in your knowledge, and demonstrated critical thinking and self-reflexive thought about your learning process. Outline your contribution to the course in the form of a letter to me. 

General Protocols

(1) Email is the official route of communication between the University and its students.  Students should check their U of G email accounts (“Gryph Mail”) regularly.

(2) Students should keep copies of all out-of-class assignments.

(3) Students have the responsibility to familiarize themselves with the Undergraduate Calendar, including Section VIII “Undergraduate Degree Regulations and Procedures” which includes a sub-section addressing academic misconduct. See: <http://www.uoguelph.ca/registrar/calendars/undergraduate/current/>

(4) The final date to drop one-semester courses, without academic penalty, is: Thursday November 5th 2009.

Tentative class lecture and reading schedule

(Note: lecture topics are subject to change—the order of course content will shift to support a negotiated classroom.)
Week One: September 15th

Introductions; The Ecology of Media
Week Two: September 22nd

Defining the Field: Information Theory; Cybernetics 

Understanding Marshall McLuhan; Media Determinism

Read:
 ~ Marshall McLuhan, “The Playboy Interview.” (1969)

<http://heim.ifi.uio.no/~gisle/links/mcluhan/pb.html> 

(search: Marshall McLuhan, Playboy Interview)

Recommended Reading:


~ Chuck Klosterman Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs.

Week Three: September 29th
Media Epistemologies; Media and Culture
Read:
~ Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death.

Week Four: October 6th

Principles of Perception; Semiotics

Read: 
~ Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death.

Week Five: October 13th
The Languages of Media 

Read: 
~ McLaren, Carrie and Torchinsky, Jason. (Eds.). Ad Nauseam: A Survivor’s Guide to American Consumer Culture. 


~ Daniel Chandler, “Semiotics for Beginners: Encoding/decoding” 


<http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem08c.html?> 

(search: encoding and decoding)

Questions about Semiotics? Recommended Readings:
~McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics.
~ Chandler, Daniel. Semiotics for Beginners. <http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/semiotic.html>

Week Six: October 20th

Meaning; Audiences and Modes of Reception 
Consumption and Advertising

Read:
~ McLaren, Carrie and Torchinsky, Jason. (Eds.). Ad Nauseam: A Survivor’s Guide to American Consumer Culture. 

~ Phillip J. Hanes, “The Advantages and Limitations of a Focus on Audience in Media Studies” <http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Students/pph9701.html>

(search: Hanes, ‘audience in media studies”)

Week Seven: October 27th

Media Ownership; Convergence and New Media

Read:
 ~ Stauber, John and Rampton, Sheldon. Toxic Sludge Is Good For You: Lies, Damn Lies and the Public Relations Industry. 

~ Robert McChesney, “The New Global Media: It’s a Small World of Big Conglomerates,” (November, 1999). <http://www.thenation.com/doc/19991129/mcchesney>

(search: McChesney, “the new global media,” “the Nation”)

Week Eight: November 3rd

Publics, Counterpublics, Tactics of Resistance

Read: 
~ Stauber, John and Rampton, Sheldon. Toxic Sludge Is Good For You: Lies, Damn Lies and the Public Relations Industry. 


~Noam Chomsky, “Noam Chomsky Interviewed by Vincent Navarro” (2008) <http://www.zmag.org/znet/viewArticle/18257>


(search: ZNET, Noam Chomsky, Navarro)

Week Nine: November 10th
Alternative Media; Media Activism/t

Free Culture, Remix

Read:  
~ Adbusters <http://www.adbusters.org/>
Week Ten: November 17th

no class

Week Eleven: November 24th
The Empire of Media; Local, Global, Glocal

Net Neutrality, New Media Justice

Week Twelve: December 1st
All Questions Answered, All Answers Questioned

Review
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