History of Alternative Media

Communication Studies: CMN 3570

Fall 2013

Monday/Wednesday: 9-10:15 a.m.

Room: 2120, Coleman Hall

Credits: 3

Instructor: Assistant Professor, David Gracon PhD

Office Hours:  Monday: 10:30-1 pm.  Wednesday 12-2:30 pm. (or by appointment)

Office Location: 1814 Coleman Hall

Email: dgracon@eiu.edu
Personal Cell Phone/Text: 541-914-7113

“Culture forms our beliefs.  We perceive the version of reality that it communicates.”  — Gloria Anzaldua

“We are surrounded by worn-out images, and we deserve new ones.”  — Werner Herzog

“Hip-hop is the black America’s CNN.” — Chuck D, Public Enemy
“I’m going to fight for what I want to be.” — Ian Mackaye, Fugazi
Course Description

This course addresses the key concepts and historical developments in “alternative media” and the slippages between radical, DIY (do-it-yourself) and mainstream media texts.  Though we will continually question the meaning of alternative media, we might broadly define it as media that is produced and distributed outside, or semi-autonomous to the corporate structuring of culture.  Alternative media usually challenges the form (or style), as well as the content of the “mainstream” media and is often associated with subcultures, activism and/or minority voices. These media texts are often counter-hegemonic, and they consciously question dominant ideologies such as capitalist, patriarchal, heteronormative, and racist logics.  However, alternative media and subcultural scenes are often co-opted by the dominant culture and this tension is explored in the course.  

Each class examines a particular media form or topic and its relationship to theoretical frameworks such as critical cultural studies (hegemony, resistance, subcultures, oppositional art movements, anarchism, vernacular culture etc.) and the political economy of communication.  We examine both traditional and emerging media forms including moving images (film, video, television, documentary, experimental media, installation art, viral videos etc.) music (punk, post-punk, hip-hop, noise, black metal), radio (pirate and community radio), print (fanzines, graphic novels, underground newspapers, pamphlets, fringe magazines), media outlaws (culture jamming, tactical media, hackers, graffiti, street art), performance art (Russian futurism), fringe art movements and various new media forms (social media, participatory culture, podcasting, flash mobs, alternative apps).  We will also examine the organizational practices of alternative media organizations as well as digital justice social movements.  The majority of the course centers on student discussion of both theoretical concepts and primary texts and also offers opportunities for alternative media making and doing.  

Course Objectives

· To examine the history of various alternative media forms and their related socio-political context.
· To understand the socio-cultural importance of “alternative” cultural production.  

· To acquire new ways of seeing and experiencing media and culture through the lens of alternative media.
· To become familiar with and understand the context of various alternative media forms and movements.

· Develop a theoretical vocabulary to explore the economic and cultural impact of alternative media texts, as well as their location within the “dominant” media industry.

· Learn to apply theory by producing and distributing alternative media content.

· Develop insight into theoretical questions facing contemporary producers of media culture and articulate your own ideas with clarity, rigor, and imagination.

· Evoke an intuitive and playful creative spirit that doesn’t fit nicely into academic categorization.
Assignments and Evaluation
Participation/Attendance: Attendance is absolutely vital for success in this course.  You are allowed a maximum of ONE absence and you’re expected to be on time.  Don’t come to class late (over 10 minutes late that counts as an absence, and for every two times you are late by less than 10 minutes will equal an absence).  FOUR absences or more equals an automatic F in the course.  In-class assignments and discussions will ultimately impact your success in the course.  Everybody benefits from class participation, thus everybody should get actively involved. This requires full presence in class; that is to say no text messaging, no iPod use, no Internet browsing or other unrelated activities. Open/on laptops are not allowed during lecture time unless the student is sitting in one of the two first rows, and using the laptop exclusively for note taking.  If you are texting and/or browsing the Internet during class, you will be marked absent for that class.  

Alternative Media Text “Show and Tell” and Paper: You will give a brief presentation (8 minutes) on an alternative media text, such as a zine, a podcast, a blog, online community, magazine, film, a band etc.  It can also be a space or place that promotes and encourages alternative media (IE, Jackson Avenue Coffee, The Art Theater, Independent Media Center, Squeaky Wheel etc.).  Additionally, you will write a THREE-page paper arguing why and how the text can be considered “alternative” using the theoretical frameworks introduced in class, as well as provide a historical context of the text.  The paper should cite class readings and connect larger themes discussed in class.  The paper will be turned in at the beginning of class on the day of the presentations.
“Design a Society”: Design and Conceptualize a Proposal for an Alternative Media Organization, Text or Event:  Write a TWO-page proposal for an alternative media organization, text or event that doesn’t yet exist.       
Experimental “Anti-Assignment”:  You will conceptualize and design an experimental “anti-assignment” or activity as a class that best fits their interests in conjunction with the class materials.  The focus should be on the active and experiential.  If time permits, we will do one of the activities in class. This is an exercise in learning through experimentation and self-reliance.
Pop Quizzes:  There will be a total of FIVE unannounced pop quizzes based on the assigned course readings.  Each quiz will consist of a question where you will be required to compose a short essay (approximately a half page in length).  If you do the readings, this question should be easy to answer.  These quizzes will only be offered once, so be sure to attend class regularly.
Mid-Term Exam: This exam (short answer questions) is based on the notes, lecture discussions, readings and screenings/texts explored in class. 
Final Alternative Media Project or Paper: You will complete and present an alternative media project of their choice (such as a zine, podcast episode, short video, piece of fan fiction, programming an alternative media event, community based workshop, performance etc.).  In addition to the presentation of the project, you will write a FOUR-page paper that reflects on the production process and relates the project to the theoretical concepts explored in class. Note, this course does not teach production skills.  

Research paper option: Those who do not wish to produce an alternative media text may complete a 10-page research paper on a historical alternative media topic of your choice. This paper must include a bibliography of scholarly and non-scholarly resources.
All final projects will be presented to the class.  The presentations will be 8-10 minutes in length and will occur the final week of class.  

Final Project Proposal:  This proposal should outline the chosen medium, topic, and resources needed for the project.  The proposal should also include a brief discussion of how the project connects to the themes of the class. If you choose the paper option, you must complete a proposal for the paper.    
Grade Breakdown



10% Attendance/Participation



10% Alternative Text “Show and Tell” and Paper and Presentation



10% Design a Society Paper



10% Anti-Assignment Paper



15% 5 Pop Quizzes (3% each)  



20% Mid-Term Exam



  5% Final Project Proposal



20% Final Project and Presentation

Readings
All the readings (various academic articles, essays and various media texts/links) will be posted on D2L (Some will be handed out in class).  

**Note: The zines, films, videos and radio broadcasts shown and discussed in class are sometimes explicitly sexual and they may be controversial or offensive to some students.  You are free to leave the room during the screening of materials you find disturbing.  However, you are expected to return to the classroom for the post-screening discussion.  In general, you are expected to approach sexual/political references or images in a spirit of scholarly inquiry and open-mindedness, respecting the positions of others in the classroom and those expressed in materials presented in the course. 

Course Calendar (subject to change)

Week 1.  Introduction to the Course/What is Alternative Media?  What is the social importance of alternative media?  Conceptualizing Alternative Ways of Seeing.

M 8/19: Introduction to the class, teacher/student introductions.
W 8/21: What is Alternative Media?

In Class: Show and tell of various alternative media objects. 

Readings: (for Wednesday):

1. Tony Dowmunt and Kate Coyer, “Introduction” from The Alternative Media Handbook pages 1-12 (D2L).

2. Emma Goldman (1909), “A New Declaration of Independence” in Mother Earth (D2L).

Week 2. What is Alternative Media? Cont.  Political Economy of Communication.  How is media culture structured by economics?  

M 8/26: Alternative Media Cont.
W 8/28: Political Economy of Communication
In Class: In Class: Screenings: “The Corporation (excerpt)”, “This Film is Not Yet Rated (excerpt),” “Television Delivers People (excerpt),” Colbert Report “Cheerios,” Saturday Night Live “Media-Opoly Funhouse.”  

Readings: (for Monday):

1. “Chapter 1” of Freire’s (1970/2007) Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Continuum Press, New York (D2L).

2. “Anarchism — Definitions and Questions” from J Suissa’s (2010) Anarchism and Education: A Philosophical Perspective AND pgs 1-15 of Anarchism for Beginners by Mayer (2008)(D2L).

3. “What Makes Alternative Media Alternative? By Michael Albert (1997), Z Magazine (D2L).
Readings: (for Wednesday)

1. “A Common Media for an Uncommon Nation,” Ben Bagdikian (2004) from The New Media Monopoly. Houghton Mifflin (D2L).

2. “Noam Chomsky and the Media/The Propaganda Model” from Chomsky for Beginners.  D. Cogswell (2007).  For Beginners. (D2L).  
Week 3: Political Economy of Communication.  Case Study: The music industry.  
M 9/2:  No Class.  Labor Day

W 9/4:  Political Economy of Music
In Class: Screening: Money for Nothing. 2001, 48 min. (excerpt).  Hype! (excerpt).  Walls of Sound — A Look Inside the House of Records (excerpt).
Readings: (for Wednesday):

1. “The Problem with Music” by Steve Albini (1993) (D2L). 
2. “MP3s are Killing Home Taping: The Rise of Independent Distribution and its Challenge to the Major Label Music Monopoly” by Kembrew McLeod (D2L). 
3. Overview/Review of freepress.net (2013) (Search fro freepress.net).

4. “As Stations Are Sold, The Debate About College Radio.”  NY Times, December 6, 2010 (D2L).
Week 4: Cultural Studies and Subcultures Overview.  Social practices and power in the media.  What are people resisting?  Why resist?
M 9/9: Cultural Studies/Subcultures Overview.
W 9/11: Cultural Studies/Subcultures Overview.  
In-Class: Screening: “Heavy Metal Parking Lot/Neil Diamond Parking Lot,” Various YouTube clips of subcultures.
Readings: (For Monday)

1. Introducing Cultural Studies (excerpt) by Sardar and Van Loon (2005).  Cultural Studies for Beginners (D2L).

2. Dick Hebdige (1979), “Introduction” and “Chapter One” from Subculture: The Meaning of Style. (D2L).   
3. Carl Wilson (2007), “Let’s Talk About Taste” and “Let’s Talk About Who’s Got Bad Taste” from Celine Dion’s Let’s Talk about Love: A Journey to the End of Taste. (D2L).

Readings: (for Wednesday):

1. “The Social Logic of Subcultural Capital” by Sarah Thornton from the Subcultures Reader.

2. “Sociology of the Hipster”, NY Times (D2L).
Week 5. Independent Music Scenes and Subcultures: Punk/Post-Punk/Hip-Hop/Noise/Riot Grrrls/Black Metal Etc.

M 9/16: Music Scenes and Subcultures.
W 9/18: Cont. DUE: Design a Society Paper
In-Class: Screening: Between Resistance and Community (2009, 44 min).  Clips from Public Image Limited on the Tom Snyder Show (excerpts).  YouTube clips on Bikini Kill, GG Allen and the Sex Pistols.  Listen to Mogwai “Punk Rock,” Minutemen “Shit from an Old Notebook,” Operation Ivy “Artificial Life,” Bikini Kill “Sugar.”  Hip Hop: Beyond Beats & Rhymes (2006, excerpt).  Rip (excerpt/trailer).  Listen to Public Enemy “Fight the Power,” and Kool Keith “Intro/Black Elvis.”  Copyright Criminals (2009, 53 min. excerpt). 

Readings: (For Monday):

1. Sharon Hannon (2009), “Timeline of Punk Subculture” “What is Punk” and “Punk Rock” from Punks: A Guide to an American Subculture (D2L).
2. “Fugazi” from M. Azerrad’s (2002) Our Band Could Be Your Life: Scenes from the American Indie Underground 1981-1991 (D2L).

3. “Riot Grrrl, Riot Grrrl is” AND “Kathleen Hanna, From an Interview in Punk Planet” from Duncomb’s (2002) the Cultural Resistance Reader, Verso Press, 
Readings: (For Wednesday):

1. “Authenticity Within Hip-Hop and other Cultures Threatened with Assimilation” by Kembrew McLeod, Journal of Communication; Autumn 1999; 49, 4; pg. 134. (D2L).
2. “The Independent Record Store as a Site of Cultural Resistance and Anti McDonaldization — A case study of the House of Records.”  David Gracon. In R. C. Sickels (Ed.),The Business of Entertainment: Popular Music: Vol. 2. (2010) (pp. 205-221). (D2L).
Week 6.  Culture Jamming and Tactical Media

M 9/23: Culture Jamming and Tactical Media.
W 9/25: Cont.  DUE: Anti-Assignment Paper
In Class: Screenings: Various “Adbusters” un-commercials, “Can Dialectics Break Bricks (excerpt),” “Sonic Outlaws (excerpt),” “Corporations Against Cooperation (excerpt),” music by Negativland.  Yes Men Fix the World (excerpt).
Readings: (For Monday):

1. “Anti-Logos: Sabotaging the Brand Image Through Parody,” Harold, C. (2007). OurSpace: Resisting the corporate control of culture. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.  (D2L).”
2. Billboard Liberation Front, “Corporate Message from the Billboard Liberation Front” AND “Clients” at http://www.billboardliberation.com and Various examples of culture jamming: www.adbusters.org
Readings: (For Wednesday):

1. 
“Introduction: Tactical Media as Virtuosic Performance,” Raley, R. (2009). 
Tactical media. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. (D2L).”
3. Hakim Bey (1985), "Poetic Terrorism," "Art Sabotage,"  "Waiting for the Revolution," and "The Psychotopology of Everyday Life" from The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism (D2L).
Week 7. Alternative Print Culture: Fanzines, Graphic Novels/Alt Comics, Flyers etc.

M 9/30: Overview of Alt print culture. 
W 10/2: In-Class fanzine production.
In Class: Screening: “Crumb.” (1994, 119 min.).  “Zined.”  (1999, 30 min.).  In class fanzine production.

Readings: (for Monday):

1. Steven Duncombe (2008), “Zines” from Notes From the Underground. (D2L). 
2. D. Clowes (2001).  Various graphic novel examples.  Fantagraphics Books. 

(D2L).

3. “Mind Bombs: Woodcuts, Satirical Prints, Flyers, Photomontage, Posters and   

Murals” in Downing pgs 158-180. (D2L).
Week 8.  Alternative Moving Images: Experimental film, Video Art, Public Access, Fringe Television

M 10/7: Alt Images.
W 10/9: Alt Images Cont.
In class: Screening: “Tim and Eric Awesome Show, Great Job!,” “Between Two Ferns with Zach Galifianakis,” the video art of Nam June Paik, “Mothlight” by Stan Brakhage, Papertiger Television, Maya Derin etc.

Readings: (for Monday)

1. “Alternative Film, Video and Television 1965-2005” by Alan Fountain from the Alternative Media Handbook.

2. “Community Television and the Vision of Media Literacy, Social Action, and Empowerment” by John W. Higgins from the Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, Fall 1999 (D2L).
3. “Paper Tiger History” from: http://papertiger.org/history
4. “Tim and Eric Awesome Show… Interesting Job,” (2009). (D2L).
Week 9.  Mid-Term Exam.  Alt Images Pt. 2.  Experimental film, Video Art, Public Access, Fringe Television Cont.

M 10/14: Med-Term Exam
W 10/16: Alt Images cont.
In Class: Screenings TBA.

Readings: (for Wednesday):  TBA
Week 10.  Alternative Moving Images 3.  Thinking about Documentaries.

M 10/21: Alt images 3.
W 10/23: Alt images cont.
In Class: Screenings TBA

Readings: (For Monday)
1. “Introduction to Experimental Ethnography” in C. Russell’s (1999) Experimental Ethnography: The Work of Film in the Age of Video.   Duke University Press Books. (D2L).  

2. “A Brief History of American Documentary Video” in D. Halls (2005) Illuminating Video: An Essential Guide to Video Art.  Aperture/Bay Area Video Coalition; 1st edition  (D2L).  

Readings: (For Wednesday)

1. “Video and Resistance: Against Documentaries” by the Critical Art Ensemble (2009).  Autonomedia, Brooklyn, NY (D2L).

2. “Unreasonable Doubt: Using Documentary Video to Promote Justice” by J. McHale in Frey’s (2007) Communication Activism Volume two: Media and Performance Activism.  Hampton Press, Cresskill, New Jersey (D2L).

3. “The Totalizing Quest of Meaning” in Trinh T. Minh-Ha’s (1991) When the Moon Waxes Red, Routledge, New York (D2L).  
Week 11. Performance, Street Art and Graffiti

M 10/28: Performance and Street Art.
W 10/30: DUE: FINAL PROJECT PROPOSALS.  Brief informal discussion of proposals.

In class: Screening: “Exit Through the Gift Shop.” (2010, 87 min.), “The Pies the Limit,” or This American Life episode “Reality Check.” 
Readings: (For Monday):

1. “Futurism” from R. Goldberg’s (1996) Performance Art: From Futurism to the Present.  Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers (D2L).
2. Reading on the “Situationists International” TBA (D2L).
Readings: (For Wednesday):


1. “Finders Keepers': Performing the Street, the Gallery and the Spaces In-
Between.”  Luke Dickens - Liminalities: A Journal of Performance Studies, 2008. 
(D2L).

2. “Confessions of the Guerilla Girls (1995).” (Excerpt). Perennial Press (D2L).

Week 12.  Show and Tell Presentations

M 11/4: DUE: Show and Tell Presentations.  Paper DUE.

W 11/6: Cont.
Week 13.  Alternative New Media 

M 11/11: Alt New Media.
W 11/13: Alt New Media cont.

Readings: (For Monday)

1. “A Brief History: the Web and Interactive Media” by Chris Atton in The Alternative   

Media Handbook (D2L).

2. Henry Jenkins (2008), “Why Heather Can Write: Media Literacy and the Harry Potter Wars” from Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide.  NYU Press (D2L).
Readings: (For Wednesday):

1. “Introduction” in Alternative and Activist New Media (D2L).
2. “Wiki Leaks and Hacktivist Culture” by Peter Ludlow (2010).  The Nation, October 4th. (D2L)
Week 14. Alternative New Media Cont.

M 11/18: Alt New Media Cont.
W 11/20: Alt New Media Cont.
In Class: TBA
Readings: (for Monday):

1. “The Roots of Alternative and Activist New Media” in Alternative and Activist New Media.”  (D2L).


2. “Hacking the New Out of the Old: Alternative Computing.” (D2L).
3. “Breaking through the Information Blockade: Participatory Journalism and Indymedia.”  (D2L).

Readings: (for Wednesday):

1. “Getting People on the Street: Mediated Mobilization.” (D2L).

2. “Challenging the Experts: Commons Knowledge.” (D2L).

Week 15.  Thanksgiving Break

M 11/25:  No Class/Thanksgiving Break

W 11/27: No Class/Thanksgiving Break

Week 16. Final Project Presentations

M 12/2: DUE: Final Project Presentations.

W: 12/4: DUE: Final Project Presentations.  DUE: Final Project.

There is NO final exam or meeting during exam week.

Special Services:  Students with special needs, as identified by the Office of Disability Services, should coordinate any special assistance with the instructor during the first week of class.

Student Conduct:  Academic honesty and integrity is paramount to university success and a foundation for student instructor/relationships.  According to the University’s Student Conduct Code “Eastern students observe the highest principles of academic integrity and support a campus environment conducive to scholarship.”

Violations of this standard include:

A. Conduct in subversion of academic standards, such as cheating on examinations, plagiarism, collusion, misrepresentation or falsification of data.

B. Theft or the unauthorized possession of examinations; alteration, theft, or destruction of the academic work of others, or academic records, library materials, laboratory materials, or other University equipment, or property related to instructional matters or research.

C. Submitting work previously presented in another course unless specifically permitted by the instructor.

D. Conduct that disrupts the academic environment; disruption in classes, faculty offices, academic buildings, or computer facilities.

E. Complicity with others in violation of these standards.

According to the University, Plagiarism is “the use, without adequate attribution, of another person’s words or thoughts as if they were ones’ own.”

Final Thoughts:

Despite its appearance, this syllabus is meant to be loosely structured and isn’t entirely set in stone regarding assignments and projects.  If you have comments or suggestions (field trips, a guest speaker, project ideas), or ideas to further suit your (or the class’s) needs, don’t hesitate to speak with me.  If any changes are made to the class requirements, it will be a class decision.
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