Pol 948 POLITICS AND FILM
Meredith College
Spring, 2010

Instructor: Barbara True-Weber
Office: Joyner 216
Phone: 8312
Office Hours:  MWF 11-12
trueweberb@meredith.edu

Course description

This course will examine the field of politics and government with a popular culture framework.  Popular culture communicates a set of norms and values particularly to a youth subculture.  This course will examine those values and assess their impact on civic engagement and political culture.  Traditionally popular (lowbrow) culture has been treated as less important and less salient than other means of political communication such as newspapers, news magazines, and TV news shows.  However, as popular culture has become more pervasive and meaningful, it becomes more important to examine this method of communication.   We will examine movies that treat politics, political institutions or processes as their main focus.  These movies will be studied to “decode” the meaning and purpose of those films.

Student learning outcomes.  

As a result of this course students will:
· Identify both the text and the subtext of film narratives.
· Analyze these texts and subtexts using models from political science
· Assess the value and impact of these films on political phenomena

This course counts toward the social and behavioral sciences requirements of General 
The goals of the course that apply toward your General Education experience are

1. know basic theoretical frameworks within the particular field of study or discipline;
1. explain social scientific discovery and process, and the ability to explain the primary research methods of the field;
1. connect primary supporting research with a particular theoretical position in the field;
1. apply theoretically-based explanations and solutions to individual behavior or societal phenomena;  solve problems by analyzing data, thinking critically, and selecting optimal results

Course organization

The course will meet once a week for a three hour block of time.  During class time we will view films and discuss them either as the film progresses or in seminar fashion at the conclusion of the film.  Students will come prepared to view the films by reading assigned texts that explore pertinent political theories as well as on-line film criticisms and analysis.  Students will also see some films as homework assignments and come to class prepared to discuss those films.

Texts:  Texts available on Blackboard
	Miroff, Bruce.  “The Presidency and the Public: Leadership as Spectacle. 
	Matlock, Carol.  “Live from Capitol Hill.”
	Barber, James David.  “Presidential Character”
	Gurevitch, Michael and Jay Blumler.  “Political Communication Systems and Democratic Values.
	Specific websites will be assigned as background research for each film.
Christensen, Terry and Peter J. Haas.  Projecting Politics: Political Messages in American Films”. 
	Pages 3-60.
Sachleben, Mark and Kevan M. Yenerall.   Seeing the Bigger Picture.  Pages 84-120.  

Course requirements and grading
· Written preview and postviews, 40%.   See guidelines on page 3.  Students will come to class prepared to watch the movie.  After watching the movie, discussing it in class, and reading pertinent text they will write a two page review (postview).
· Class discussion participation will account for a 20% of the grade. 
· One paper:  The paper (12-15 pages) will be a close analysis of at least one of the movies we saw paired with one movie of the students’ choice.  Extra credit will be assigned if the paper is submitted to CSA.   Students may also shape a project that incorporates additional media outlets in consultation with Dr. True-Weber.  The paper is worth 20% of the total grade.  
· A final cumulative exam will account for 30%.


Schedule for the course 

Jan 25  Lecture:  How to read a film.
	Reading:  Sachleben, Mark and Kevan M. Yenerall.   Pages 84-120
Feb 1  Ideology movies: Fail Safe and Seven Days in May.
Feb 15 Congress:  Charlie Wilson’s War and Advise and Consent
	Reading:  Matlock, “Live from Capitol Hill
Mar 1 President:  Thirteen Days and W
	Reading: Barber, Presidential Character
Mar 22  Elections:  The Candidate and Primary Politics
	Reading:  Miroff. Politics as Spectacle
Apr12  Politicians.  All The Kings Men (2006)
	Reading:  Barber.  Presidential Character
Apr 19 Media:  Good Night and Good Luck
Reading:  Gurevitch, Michael and Jay Blumler.  “Political Communication Systems and Democratic Values.
Apr 26 Conspiracy:  Parallax View and Manchurian Candidate
	Reading:  Christensen, Terry and Peter J. Haas

 Policies

Students are expected to attend class regularly.  Your grade will be reduced by 10% for each absences from class.   The class will not meet when the college is closed.  If the college closes you can expect to work towards meeting class goals through Blackboard.  

This course is offered and taught under the auspices of Meredith College.  All pertinent policies are applicable.

Meredith Code of Honor
	We, the Meredith Community, are committed to developing and affirming in each student a sense of personal honor and responsibility.  Uncompromising honesty and forthrightness are essential elements of this commitment.  The Honor System is a method by which individual honors are protected and maintained.  Any dishonorable action will be regarded as a violation of this commitment, and corrective action will be taken.
	If I am in violation of the Honor Code, to prevent jeopardizing the Honor System or weakening our system of self-government, I have an obligation to report myself to the proper authorities.  If I am aware of a violation of the Honor System by another student, I shall call this matter to the attention of that student as a violation of responsibility to the community.
	In choosing Meredith College, I am accepting the Honor System as a way of life.  As a Meredith student, I am responsible for insuring that the Honor System is at all times carried out.
"Students with Disabilities:  Reasonable accommodations will be made for students with documented disabilities.  In order to receive accommodations, students must go through the Counseling Center/Disability Services office. Disability Services is located in 106 Carroll Hall and can be reached at 760-8427 or disabilityservices@meredith.edu.For additional information see the website at http://www.meredith.edu/students/counsel/disability."
Preparing for each in-class film

1.  Read reviews – know the plot and the characters
2. Read about the director.  What other films has he done/ what a kind of questions is he/she interested in?  Does he/she contribute money to candidates?  Which party?  Does it matter?
3. What was the historical context for the movie?  What issues or problems were apparent when the film was made?
4. If the movie is about “real” events, read about those events.

You may use the following questions as guidelines for thinking about the films we will be viewing.  We will discuss these questions in class and I will outline in lecture how to use the questions for your written work.
1.  What is the problem or dilemma the film addresses?  
a. Are there any “sub-problems”?
2. What argument does  the film make about politics or government?  What icons or symbols are used in the argument?
3. Is the movie ironic, cynical, earnest, scary?   How does this attitude relate to the problem the film addresses?
4. Is the film “true”?  Is it historical accurate?  Why does it take this perspective?
5. What scenes grabbed you?
6. What characters did you like or dislike? Why did you have this reaction?  Is it the one the film wants you to have?
7. Where was “light” and “dark”?
8. What music or other effects were used?
9. What was the camera work like and why does it matter?
10. How was the “framing” done?


1.  What is the historical context for the film?
2. What does it want you to believe? To think?
3. What strategies does it use to persuade you?
4. How does the film treat reality?  How true to life is it?
5. If the film is about real events does the director  become an historian
6. What does the film depend on you to know?
7. Who is the enemy?  Who is the good?
8. What ideals or principles are examined?  Affirmed or rejected?
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