
 
MSCR 2305 

Digital Media Culture 
Syllabus 

 
Northeastern University, Fall Semester, 2012 
Mondays through Thursdays, 1:30 to 3:10, 429 Ryder Hall 
 
Contact Information 
Nathan Blake, n.blake@neu.edu, 617.373.4896. 
Office: 126 Holmes Hall (temporarily in 123 Holmes Hall over the summer). 
Hours: Mondays and Wednesdays, 11:00–1:00. Appointments preferred.  
 
Course Description 
This course offers students conceptual frameworks for thinking through a range of key issues and theories of the 
culture of “digital media”—a broadly defined term encompassing computational and interactive objects and 
practices. Reading seminal and contemporary texts on media and culture, we will explore a range of areas, 
including social media, videogames, online worlds, surveillance and privacy, “drones” and cyber warfare, 
hactivism, and artificial intelligence. Critical topics include the formal qualities of digital media, media 
convergence and ubiquity, consumption and production, digital democracy and collective intelligence, avatars, 
and fan cultures. Above all, we will discover and interrogate the ways in which digital media challenge our 
assumptions about the body, identity, property, community, gender, ethnicity, work, and play. While it is important 
to have a basic understanding of the ways software, hardware, and digital networks operate, our focus is digital 
media culture—and in particular the effects such media have upon the individual and society.  
 By looking closely and critically at digital media, we will come to understand that these are not simply fixed 
objects, but are complex habits, beliefs, and procedures that permeate the vast majority of contemporary cultural 
practices. In other words, digital media is not a thing, or even a collection of things, but an ecosystem that has 
rapidly and profoundly transformed society. These technologies inform almost every aspect of our lives, and have 
become a “natural” part of our world. As such, the primary goal of this course is to provide fresh, informed, and 
critical insights on the way these media shape the way we perceive, think, and act. While the course provides a 
broad overview, you are encouraged to pursue your own interests in research and writing, and to raise any number 
of topics in class. As “digital natives,” you are inevitably an expert on some aspects of this vast and evolving field, 
and it is essential that you contribute this experience to the discussion.  
 
Required Texts 
There is no assigned textbook for this class. A Course Packet of PDFs is available on the course site at 
blackboard.neu.edu. Please contact me if you have difficulties accessing any of the readings.  
 Reading assignments are kept to a minimum, and typically require less than two hours to read closely and take 
notes. We will spend a large part of each class discussing the text, so it is essential that you come prepared. I 
recommend you print a copy so that you can mark it up and bring it to class. Note: you are not allowed to refer to 
electronic copies in class (see Classroom Conduct below).  
 
Course Requirements 
10% Attendance and Participation 
15% Discussion Board Questions & Comments (twice weekly, ten times over course) 
15% First Paper (3 to 4 pages), due 1:30 PM, Monday, July 15 
20% Second Paper (4 to 5 pages), due 1:30 PM, Monday, July 29 
5%  Final Paper Statement (2 pages), due 1:30 PM, Wednesday, August 7 
35% Final Paper (10 to 12 pages), due via email 10:00 PM, Monday, August 19 
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Attendance and Participation 
Regular attendance is essential, and is taken every class. You are allowed two absences. Each additional absence 
will reduce your final grade (by two percentage points for the third absence and by three percentage points for the 
fourth and fifth absence). For example, if you miss four classes, your highest possible grade in the course is a 95%, 
and if you miss five classes your highest possible grade is a 92%. You will not receive credit for the course if you 
miss six or more classes. Two lates count as an absence. If you are sick, injured, or have a personal emergency, 
please contact me before class. 
 You are expected to come prepared, having read that day’s assignments, and ready to contribute to the 
discussion. Sleeping, texting, etc. in class will adversely affect your grade; I may or may not call you on this in 
class, but nonetheless will mark it down as a half absence. Speaking with me before or after class, or emailing 
comments or observations, will also contribute to your course participation.  
 The last two classes are reserved for student presentations, which are informal, but should present the clearly 
structured argument of your final paper. Depending on class size, each presentation will be around 10 minutes, 
with a few minutes for comments. Successful presentations are credited toward your Attendance/Participation 
grade.    
  
Make-up Assignment for Attendance 
If you are unable to attend a class but would like to receive credit, you have the opportunity to make up for one 
absence by writing a two-page commentary on the texts assigned for that class, and submitting the assignment (in 
paper or by email) within ten days of the absence.  
 
Discussion Board Forum Questions & Comments 
You are expected to contribute twice weekly over the full reading weeks (weeks 2 to 6) to the Discussion Board 
Forum on the Course Blackboard site. This totals ten over the course. You must post regularly, as you cannot 
makeup for a week with less than two posts. Each commentary constitutes 1.5% of the final grade.  

After closely reading the assigned texts—and taking notes—write at least two responses or questions you 
would like to see addressed in the following class. These questions should clearly indicate the author or title, and 
refer to specific passages or ideas. In order to receive full credit, your comments must be posted by 12:00 noon on 
the day of class. This is to assure that I have time to read and respond to comments before class begins. Any 
comments posted before class begins will receive credit, but will be marked down one point (10%). Comments 
posted after class begins will not receive credit.  
 You must post at least ten times throughout the semester. Comments are evaluated on a scale from 1 to 10, a 
typical post will receive a 9; 10s are reserved for exceptional (insightful, detailed, and extensive) comments. 
Comments that do not indicate close or thoughtful reading will receive a 7 or 8. Entirely uninformed comments 
will receive at most a 5 or 6. You should avoid:  

• Questions about terms that can be simply looked up in the dictionary or online. Perhaps consider your 
understanding of the term, after looking it up, and speculate on how it might be applied or fit in a 
particular context. 

• Open-ended or vague questions that could be applied to practically any author/reading: “I wonder what X 
would think of digital special effects?” If you want to make these connections, try to answer them yourself, 
working closely through the text.  

In addition to starting the in-class discussion, these comments are a way for me to make sure that you’re closely 
reading and comprehending the assigned texts, and I hope this is more engaging than quizzes or exams. I will 
notify you if are not fulfilling the requirement, and provide suggestions. If you post often, with insightful questions 
and comments, you will receive extra credit. If you would rather not post on the public forum, or are temporarily 
unable to access the Discussion Board, feel free to email me directly or bring a paper copy to class.  
 
Papers 
The first two papers will be on topics discussed up until that point in the class. You will have three or four 
recommended topics to choose from, approximately one week before the paper is due. You may also propose an 
alternative topic, but it must address at least two of the course readings and be approved beforehand.  
 The final paper topic is of your own choosing, and must combine course readings with additional research. To 
help with this process, you are to write a 2-page (400 to 600 word) final paper thesis statement outlining your 
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topic, method, and supporting texts. Once you have an approved thesis statement, you will use this to structure 
your final (10–12 page) paper. You are free to change directions as you progress.  
 We will discuss final paper topics—as well as the appropriate scope and structure of such assignments—
several times throughout the course, and I am happy to review drafts.  
 Final papers are to be emailed as Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx) or PDF documents. I will email a 
confirmation within 24 hours that I received a legible copy.  
 
Paper Format 
Most academic journals of film, media, and culture adhere to The Chicago Manual of Style or the MLA Handbook. 
While the MLA or APA Style is acceptable for papers in this class, I provide a brief citation and style handout based 
on the 16th Edition of the Chicago Manual, which we will briefly review before the first paper is due. All papers 
should be double spaced, 11- to 12-point font, with 1-inch margins. Footnotes, endnotes, or in-text citations are 
acceptable. Papers must include a complete bibliography.  
  
Late Assignments 
Late papers will be marked down 5% for each day it is late. For example, an A- paper (93%) that is two days late 
becomes a B- (83%). Students unable to attend a class in which papers are handed in should email a copy to me 
by 1:30 PM of the due day. You can email me late assignments. In order to register final grades, I must receive all 
late work by 5:00 pm, Wednesday, August 21. 
 
Course Grades 
Course grades are based on a 100-point scale. There is no curve. Final grades are determined by performance in 
each area stated above and explained below.  
 A-range grades are reserved for students who truly excel, and surpass the expectations of the assignment. A-
range papers complete all of the required criteria and include additional relevant research that supports a cogent 
and original argument. There are no irrelevant or redundant sentences or paragraphs; the prose is strong; and the 
format is flawless. Such papers not only demonstrate a mastery of the concepts addressed in the course, but also 
present the student’s unique insights in the best light.  
 B-range grades are earned by students who do above-average work, clearly achieving the goals of the 
assignment in a thorough, solid fashion. B-range papers complete all of the required criteria and include additional 
relevant research. While there is a clear and compelling thesis, the paper’s structure does not always provide 
support; some examples or sources lead into other topics. Such papers demonstrate a clear understanding of the 
key issues addressed in the course, but could go further in the presentation of the student’s own insights.  
 C-range grades are earned by students who satisfactorily meet the expectations of the assignment in an 
adequate fashion. C-range papers lack a specific or clearly articulated thesis. The sources and examples used in the 
paper relate only generally to the topic at hand. The structure of the paper is barely discernible; it consists of a 
string of interesting scenes, insights, and quotations; the connections are tenuous. A paper with irrelevant or 
distracting tangents is particularly problematic with short papers, as there is limited space to support your 
argument. In addition to some historical or analytical inaccuracies, there may be errors in format or citation.  
 D-range grades are given to students who do not satisfactorily meet the expectations of the assignment. D-
range papers lack an argument and show little understanding of the topic. They do not utilize outside research, or 
rely on websites like Wikipedia for support—which may be fine for preliminary research, but are generally not 
reliable and should not be used for academic papers.  
 F-grades are given to students who do not attend class regularly; who fail to meet the expectations of an 
assignment; and/or who fail to complete any of the assigned work for the course. A failing grade will automatically 
be assigned to any student who violates the academic integrity policy of the University. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Academic dishonesty will be treated as an extremely serious matter, with consequences that can range from 
receiving no credit for assignments to expulsion. Acts of academic dishonesty will be referred to the to the OSCCR 
(Office of Student Conduct and Conflict Resolution). Please read Northeastern University’s Academic Integrity 
Policy at http://www.northeastern.edu/osccr/academicintegrity/. 
 It is never permissible to turn in any work that has been copied from another student or copied from a source 
(including Internet) without properly acknowledging the source. It is the student’s responsibility to make sure that 
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all work meets the standard of academic honesty set forth by the university. Any occurrence of plagiarism will be 
brought to the attention of the student’s Department Chair. It is better to over-cite if in doubt. I will be happy to 
discuss the rules and norms of academic writing any time throughout the course.  
 
Special Needs / Additional Assistance 
Students with special needs as addressed by the Americans with Disabilities Act who need reasonable 
modifications, special assistance, or accommodations in this course should promptly direct their request to the 
Disability Resource Center (20 Dodge Hall, 617-373-2675). For additional information, please visit 
http://www.northeastern.edu/drc/. 
 If you have any issues that may affect your ability to write effectively, attend or follow lectures or discussions, 
or meet deadlines, please let me know early in the semester so that we can accommodate you. All discussions are 
confidential.  
 
Classroom Conduct 
Students are expected to adhere to Northeastern University’s Code of Student Conduct, to join the discourse of the 
academy with honesty of voice and integrity of scholarship, and to show respect for staff, professors, and other 
students. Disruptive behavior which is persistent or significantly interferes with classroom activities may be subject 
to disciplinary action.  
• Cell phones—as well as iPods or other electronic devices—are to be turned off and put away for class.  
• Laptops should also be turned off and put away for class. There are several reasons for this:  

a. You won’t need them. You are not expected to take extensive notes, and there are no exams based on 
lectures; much of the class is an open discussion; all digital media examples will be projected for the 
class—if there is something relevant you would like to see, let me know and we’ll look it up.  

b. It is distracting for the professor or student who is talking. It is difficult to know if you are following the 
conversation, and it is easy to assume that your interest lies elsewhere.  

c. It is distracting for you! While you might believe that you are the exception, there have been many 
studies that clearly state that multitasking is a myth.  

• If you absolutely need to make a call or send an email, please step outside the class. Students who check their 
computers, text, or receive calls during class will be asked to leave. 

• Please refrain from talking during video clips, or from otherwise distracting your classmates. If you need to slip 
out during class, please do so quietly, and shut the door behind you.  

• If you need to leave class early, let me know at the beginning of class. 
• Drinks (in enclosed containers) are permitted, but food is not.  

 
Email and Course Website 
I will occasionally communicate with the entire class through your email linked to the blackboard site, so it is 
essential that you regularly check this or forward your Husky account to your preferred address.  
 The course is posted as MSCR2305 Digital Media Culture on blackboard.neu.edu. Please refer to the site 
regularly. It includes the course packet readings, all course handouts, deadline reminders, links to websites and 
videos, and the discussion board forum. 
 
Possible Changes to the Syllabus 
While the class schedule and framework is relatively set, course packet texts, clips, and other examples may be 
subject to change, depending on the direction of class conversations. You will be notified in writing well before 
hand of any significant changes, such as additional required reading.  
 
Evaluations 
You are expected to fill out the online course evaluations known as TRACE (Teacher Rating and Course Evaluation) 
at the end of the semester. I value your feedback, and this is very helpful for the program and the university. 
Written responses that are specific and include examples are particularly welcome.  
 I may also issue a brief mid-term evaluation so that we may adjust the pace or structure of the class as needed. 
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MSCR 2305: Digital Media Culture 
Course Schedule 

Mondays through Thursdays, 1:30 to 3:10 
 

Week 1: Introductions to Digital Media 
Class 1: Defining Digital Media, Monday, July 1 
Introduction to course and digital media.  
Reading and discussion of an excerpt from Plato’s Phaedrus.  
 
Class 2: Understanding Media, Tuesday, July 2 
Marshall McLuhan, Introduction to Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, 3–6; “The Medium is the 

Message,” 7–21; and “The Gadget Lover: Narcissus as Narcosis,” 41–47. 
 
Class 3: New Media / Old Media, Wednesday, July 3 
Lev Manovich, “What is New Media?,” 19–48. 
 
Independence Day, July 4 
 

Week 2: Cybernetics, Cyborgs, and Simulation 
Class 4: Cybernetics, Monday, July 8         
Norbert Wiener, “Cybernetics in History,” 15–27; and “Organization as the Message,” 95–104. 
Bill Nichols, “The Work of Culture in the Age of Cybernetic Systems,” 625–41. 
 
Class 5: Cyborgs, Tuesday, July 9 
Donna J. Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth 

Century,” 149–81.  
 
Class 6: Simulation, Wednesday, July 10          
Mark Poster, “Theorizing the Virtual: Baudrillard and Derrida” (Excerpt), 129–38. 
Jean Baudrillard, “Simulacra and Simulations,” 166–84. 
    
Class 7: Remediation & Convergence, Thursday, July 11  
Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin, “Mediation and Remediation,”53–62; “Digital Photography,” 105–12; and 

“Convergence,” 221–26. 
Henry Jenkins, Introduction to Convergence Culture, 1–24. 
 

Week 3: Social Media 
Class 8: Participatory Culture, Monday, July 15 

First Paper Due 
Jay Rosen, “The People Formerly Known as the Audience,” 13–16. 
Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, & Joshua Green, “What Constitutes Meaningful Participation?,” 153–94. 
 
Class 9: Fan Culture & Machinima, Tuesday, July 16 
Elizabeth Ellcessor, “Tweeting @feliciaday: Online Social Media, Convergence, and Subcultural Stardom,” 46–66.  
Henry Lowood, “Storyline, Dance/Music, or PvP? Game Movies and Community Players in World of Warcraft,” 

362–82. 
 
Class 10: Open Source & Peer Production, Wednesday, July 17 
Clay Shirky, “Personal Motivation Meets Collaborative Production,” 109–42. 
Siva Vaidhyanathan, “Open Source as Culture / Culture as Open Source,” 24–31.  
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Class 11: Surveillance & Privacy, Thursday, July 18 
Rebecca MacKinnon,  “Facebookistan and Googledom,” 149–65. 
Siva Vaidhyanatan, “The Googlization of Us: Universal Surveillance and Infrastructural Imperialism,” 82–114. 
 

Week 4: Videogames and Online Worlds 
Class 12: Game Space & Game Narrative, Monday, July 22 
Michael Nitsche, Introduction to Video Game Spaces: Image, Play, and Structure in 3D Game Worlds, 1–21.  
Henry Jenkins, “Game Design as Narrative Architecture,” and Responses, 118–30.  
 
Class 13: Games & Gender, Tuesday, July 23 
Mary Flanagan, “Hyperbodies, Hyperknowledge: Women in Games, Women in Cyberpunk, and Strategies of 

Resistance,” 425–54. 
Lisa Nakamura, “After/Images of Identity: Gender, Technology, and Identity Politics,” 321–31.   
 
Class 14: Online Worlds & Identity, Wednesday, July 24 
Julian Dibbell, “A Rape in Cyberspace (Or TINYSOCIETY, and How to Make One),” 11–30. 
Sherry Turkle, “Reduction and Betrayal,” 211–28. 
 
Class 15: Online Games, Communities, & Economies, Thursday, July 25 
Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter, “Biopower Play: World of Warcraft,” 123–51.  
Brian Vastag, “Virtual Worlds, Real Science: Epidemiologists, Social Scientists Flock to Online World,” 264–65. 
 

 Week 5: Digital Environments 
Class 16: “Casual” Games & Intuitive Interfaces, Monday, July 29 

Second Paper Due 
Jesper Juul, “A Casual Revolution,” 1–24; “What is Casual?,” 25–63; and ““Return to Player Space: The Success of 
 Mimetic Interface Games,”103–19.  
 
Class 17: Handheld Interfaces & Augmented Reality, Tuesday, July 30 
Lukas Feireiss, “New Babylon Reloaded: Learning from the Ludic City,” 218–21. 
Jane McGonigal, “Ubiquitous Gaming: A Vision for the Future of Enchanted Spaces,” 233–37. 
Lev Manovich, “The Poetics of Augmented Space: The Art of Our Time,” 251–55. 
Bo Kampmann Walther, “Pervasive Gamespaces: Gameplay Out in the Open,” 290–93. 
 
Class 18: “Technological Solutionism,” Wednesday, July 31       
Eric Schmidt & Jared Cohen, “Our Future Selves,” 13–31. 
Evgeny Morozov, “Solutionism and Its Discontents,” 1–16. 
   
Class 19: Independents, Hactivism, & Tactical Media, Thursday, August 1 
Ian Bogost, “Procedural Rhetoric” (Excerpt), 28–64. 
 

Week 6: Rise of the Machines 
Class 20: Critique of “Technological Solutionism,” Monday, August 5 
Evgeny Morozov, “Galton’s iPhone,” 226–67. 
 
Class 21: Digital Warfare (Drones and Cyberwar), Tuesday, August 6 
Paul Virilio, “A Travelling Shot over Eighty Years,” 68–89. 
P.W. Singer, “Changing the Experience of War and the Warrior,” 326–43; and “Command and Control…Alt 

Delete: New Technologies and Their Effect on Leadership,” 344–59.  
Richard A. Clarke and Robert K. Knake, “The Nuclear Worm,” 291–96. 
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Class 22: Artificial Life, Artificial Intelligence & Androids, Wednesday, August 7 

Final Paper Statement Due 
Sherry Turkle, “Communion,” 127–47. (Suggested: Ray Kurzweil, “The Six Epochs”; Hans Moravec, “Grandfather Clause.”) 
 
Class 23: The Twitterverse, Thursday, August 8 
Dhiraj Murthy, “Twitter: Microphone for the masses?” 779–89. 
Alice E. Marwick & Danah Boyd, “I tweet honestly, I tweet passionately: Twitter users, context collapse, and the 
imagined audience,” 114–33. 

Week 7: Review, Revise, Present 
Class 24: Digital Democracy / Writing Workshop, Monday, August 12 
Rebecca MacKinnon, “Building a Netizen-Centric Internet,” 221–50.  
 
Class 25: Digital Cinema / Writing Workshop, Tuesday, August 13 
Shilo T. McClean, “The Bastard Spawn: Hollywood Computer-Generated Effects Movies—Some Introductory 

Comments,” 1–14.  
 
Class 26: Student Presentations / Discussions, Wednesday, August 14 
 
Class 27: Student Presentations / Discussions, Thursday, August 15 
 

Final Papers Due: Monday, August 19, 10:00 PM 
 


