
Sharing/stealing culture        Comm 1912 / Spring 2020
Prof. Gil Rodman (rodman@umn.edu)      office hours (Ford 284): TuTh 10-11a, 12:30-1:30p and by appointment

Course description and objectives
This is a course about the cultural politics of copyright, creativity, and capitalism.  We will spend the semester
looking at a series of case studies (historical and contemporary, local and global) that help to reveal some of the
multiple complexities -- cultural, social, political, economic, aesthetic, ethical, technological, and otherwise -- that
lie behind a seemingly simple concept: copyright.  Some of the major issues we will examine include:

• internet filesharing/piracy and the difficulty of enforcing copyright in the digital age
• racial borrowing/appropriation of cultural texts, practices, and styles
• affective ownership (fans) vs. economic ownership (corporations)
• culture as a public good (the commons) vs. culture as private property (commerce)
• the use of copyright as a censorship tool
• the politics of alternative forms of copyright (e.g., Creative Commons, open source, copyleft)
• global/international discrepancies in copyright law/enforcement

None of the big questions that we’ll address this semester have easy answers.  What you learn will depend on (1)
your ability to think critically about the cultural politics of copyright in contemporary society, and (2) your ability to
argue your positions on those issues persuasively, rather than your ability to memorize and repeat the “right”
answers.

Readings
The required books are

• Siva Vaidhyanathan, Intellectual Property: A Very Short Introduction
• Aram Sinnreich, The Essential Guide to Intellectual Property
• Negativland, Fair Use: The Story of the Letter U and the Numeral 2

They are all available at the University Bookstore in Coffman Union.  If you choose to get the books somewhere
else, you are responsible for getting them on time.  Other required readings will be made available via Canvas.

Canvas
If you’re on the course roster, you should already have access to the course’s Canvas site.  Log in to the U’s main
Canvas page (https://canvas.umn.edu/)  and select  “COMM 1912” from either  the Dashboard or  the Courses
menu.  We will use Canvas for several things this semester:

• access to the official course documents and assignments
• access to the required readings that aren’t in the books
• a course blog where you will contribute posts and comments about the course material
• a repository for supplemental materials (e.g., writing aids, optional media examples)
• occasional business-related announcements about the course

More information on Canvas can be found at:
• https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-10701 [text-based guide]
• https://community.canvaslms.com/videos/1124-canvas-overview-students [video tutorial]

[N.B.: There are Canvas smartphone apps (search for “Canvas Student”) for both Android and iOS, though these
are probably not the most efficient way to use the site on a regular basis.]

Philosophy
Ideally, any worthwhile university course is like a gym membership: i.e., what you get out of the experience will
depend heavily on how much time and effort you put into it.  In abstract terms, there are at least three different
kinds of things that you will learn in this class:

• new facts (i.e., information about the world that you have not encountered before)
• new viewpoints (i.e., ways of seeing and understanding the world that are different than your own)
• new skills (i.e., techniques and abilities that are either new to you or that help you improve existing skills)

To make this kind of learning happen, you will need to:
• Read a lot.    Many -- if not most -- of the new facts and new viewpoints you’ll encounter this semester will

come from the readings.  Those facts and viewpoints will help you build the arguments you’ll need to
make in your written work.  If you don’t do the reading (or do it too casually), you will have a very hard
time making strong contributions to our discussions or writing well-informed, persuasive essays.



• Speak a lot.    One of the major skills you should learn during your college years is the ability to express
yourself effectively in a public forum.  This is a difficult skill to learn, however, if you don’t  practice it.
Additionally, one of the most important ways that you will be exposed to new viewpoints this semester is
through hearing what your classmates think about the course material . . . but in order for everyone to get
this benefit, everyone has to contribute to our discussions on a regular basis.

• Write a lot.    As with speaking, one of the major skills that any college graduate should have is the ability to
write clearly and persuasively.  And, again, the best way to learn this skill is by practicing it.  No one
becomes a better writer without actually writing a lot.

Grades
This course follows the University’s published standards for A-F grading:

• A:  “achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet course requirements”
• B:  “achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements”
• C:  “achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect”
• D:  “achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the course requirements”
• F:  “signifies that the work was either (1) completed but at a level of achievement that is not worthy of

credit or (2) was not completed”
• I:  incompletes will only be given under “extraordinary circumstances” (i.e., major life emergencies)
• S/N:  only students who have registered for the course on an S/N basis are eligible for these grades

You will assign yourself a final grade for this course.  Sort of.  There is a set of baseline requirements that you
must meet in order to earn a final grade of C- (i.e., the minimum grade necessary for the course to count toward
your degree requirements) or higher:

• 20+ In-Class Participation days
• Blog contributions (2000+ words)
• Reflection Essay (1000+ words)
• 2 Student-Provided Readings (1000+ words each)
• Self-Assessment Essay (1500+ words)

For any grade above a C-, you should aim to produce a quantity and quality of work above and beyond those
baseline requirements that matches the University standards quoted above.  My working assumption is that the
grade you assign yourself will be the grade I officially assign you at the end of the semester -- but that assumption
depends on your ability to back up your claim with solid evidence and a persuasive argument.  I reserve the right
to assign you a different final grade -- higher or lower -- in cases where there is a significant gap between the
grade you assign yourself and your actual performance.

If you fall short of  any of the baseline requirements, the highest grade you can earn for the course is a D+.  In
such a scenario, precisely what grade you will earn will depend on how far short of those requirements you fall.

In-class participation (ICP)
This is not a lecture-based course.  Our class meetings will be structured around discussions, so you’ll need to:

• attend class regularly,
• do the required readings carefully,
• come to class prepared to discuss those readings in thoughtful ways,
• contribute to in our in-class discussions/activities in a non-trivial fashion.

On any given day, I will do my best to make sure that everyone gets a chance to make meaningful contributions to
our conversations.  This may mean that I will call on you if you have been exceptionally quiet or, alternately, that I
will ask you not to speak for a while if you have been extra talkative and other students have not been heard from.

To be clear, this is a participation requirement, rather than an attendance requirement . . . but if you miss one of
our class meetings, you cannot participate in the discussion/activity that takes place in class that day which, in
turn, means that you will not earn ICP credit for that day.

Similarly, if you are “present in name only” (PINO) for one of our class meetings, you will not earn ICP credit for
that day.  As the term implies, a PINO day happens when you are physically present, but you do not contribute to
our discussion in a substantive fashion.  This includes (but is not limited to) days when:

• you are present for less than half of a given class meeting,
• you have clearly not done the assigned reading, and/or
• you are primarily a passive spectator in our in-class activities.



Decisions about what counts as a PINO day will be based on my assessment of your in-class performance, and I
will email you about any such decision within 24 hours of the class meeting in question.

There are 27 class meetings this semester.  You must earn ICP credit on at least 20 of those days in order to meet
the baseline requirements for the course.

Course blog
The blog is an online forum where you and your classmates will stake out clear positions on  the  major issues
raised  by  our  required  readings  and  in-class  discussions,  and  offer  persuasive  arguments  to  support  those
positions.  Posts/comments that (1) are primarily summaries of the readings/discussions, (2) focus on minor facets
of  the readings/discussions,  (3)  focus on topics outside of  the course content,  and/or  (4)  are  largely  simple
statements of (dis)agreement will not count towards this requirement.

Blog contributions will be measured every course week:  i.e., the seven-day period that begins each Tuesday at
11:15 am.  (N.B.: For assessment purposes, the last course week of the semester begins at 11:15 am on 28 Apr
and ends at 1:30 pm on 12 May.)  For any given course week, there are two ways to earn credit toward the Blog
requirement:

• You create a post of at least 200 words of thoughtful commentary about the assigned readings and/or our
in-class discussions/activities.

• You create a comment of at least 200 words of thoughtful response to one of your classmates’ posts or
comments.

Any  given  blog  contribution  must  be  substantially  different  from  your  other  contributions  to  the  blog.
Posts/comments shorter than 200 words will  not count toward the Blog requirement.  See “Word count rules”
below for more information.

There are 15 course weeks this semester.  To meet the baseline requirements for the course:
• you must contribute to the Blog during at least 8 different course weeks,
• you must contribute at least 2000 words to the Blog overall,
• at least 750   of those words must be posts of your own, and
• at least 750   of those words must be comments in responses to other students’ posts/comments.

Technical instructions
• Access the blog using the “Discussions” link in the left-hand menu of the course Canvas site.
• Create a new post using the “+Discussion” button in the upper right-hand corner of the page.
• Comment on an existing thread using the “Reply” link beneath that thread’s box.

Tips
• There are no reading-related deadlines for the blog: i.e., you can still earn credit for “late” posts/comments

on “old” readings, as long as you’re adding something new to the conversation.
• Your comments should be respectful and constructive -- especially if you are disagreeing with something

one of your classmates has written.  Respond to your classmates’ contributions with the same care and
consideration that you want them to use in responding to your contributions.

• This  assignment  is  designed to  promote  consistent,  semester-long  engagement,  rather  than  isolated
bursts of “extra” effort.  As such, you may find it helpful to pick a regular day/time each week to make your
blog contributions.

Reflection essay (RE)
In a well-crafted and thoughtful essay of  at least 1000 words, explain what you (think you) already know about
copyright.  This is  not a research paper.  It is a deliberately open-ended essay  in which you summarize your
current knowledge, opinions, and questions you have about the course’s central theme.  It will provide a useful
touchstone when you write your Self Assessment Essay at the end of the semester.  Some questions that you
might want to consider in your RE include:

• Does copyright matter?  Why or why not?  What is copyright for?  What should it be for?  Whose interests
does it protect?  Whose interests should it protect?

• What (if  any)  kinds of  copyright  violations should  be punishable?  What  (if  any)  penalties should  be
imposed on people who violate other people’s copyrights?

• What rights (if any) should people who produce creative and/or intellectual works have over those works?
Should there be any limits on such rights?



• What (if any) questions or concerns do you have about copyright as you begin the course?  Are there
specific copyright issues that you want to know more about?

To be clear, this is not an exhaustive list of questions to think about as you write your RE, nor are you obligated to
address them all.  

This paper is due by 11:15 am on 4 Feb.  Please remember that the RE is one of the baseline requirements you
must meet for the course.  To that end, the following rules also apply:

• Every day (or fraction thereof) that your RE is late will add a full day to the number of ICP days that you
will need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

• Every 100 words (or fraction thereof) that your RE falls short of the 1000 word requirement will add a full
day to the number of ICP days that you will need in order to meet the baseline requirements.

• REs that stray too far from the prompt will not count as successful fulfillment of the requirement, and you
will need to submit a fresh RE that does address the prompt properly.  That “second chance” RE will be
subject to the same penalties described above for lateness and/or shortness.

Student-provided readings (SPRs)
You must locate and provide at least two readings that will potentially be added to our syllabus.  For each of your
SPRs, you must submit two things:

• A clean, complete, legible copy of the reading.    If a PDF copy is available, that is ideal.  In many cases,
however, you will need to provide a photocopy (single-sided and on white 8.5”x11” paper) of your reading.
If your reading is available online (e.g., a blog entry, a podcast, a YouTube video), then the URL should
suffice.  Copies (digital or otherwise) that are missing pages, excessively marked up, or otherwise illegible
will not be accepted.  Any reading you submit must:
• be at least 1000 words long
• clearly fit the course theme
• serve as a useful starting point for a productive in-class discussion.
Any online reading you submit:
• must   be available for free,
• must not be located behind any password barriers (except for the ordinary UMN X.500 ones),
• must be submitted with a URL that points directly to the reading in question, and
• must  not require  additional  instructions  to  explain  which  piece  of  the  linked  material  is  actually

required.
Readings by authors that are already represented on our syllabus are not eligible for this assignment

• A 500+ word annotation.    Your annotation must include three things:
• a full and proper citation (in APA or MLA style) for the reading in question,
• a brief, accurate summary of the reading’s major claims/arguments, and
• a brief, persuasive argument for why the reading in question is worth making the whole class read.
Each annotation must be at least 500 words (not including the required citation).  The summary portion of
your annotation must consist primarily of your own words: i.e., extended quotes from the actual reading
are not appropriate.  The argumentative portion of your annotation should be longer than the summary
portion, and it should offer a detailed rationale for adding the reading in question to the syllabus.  Vague
rationales  such  as  “this  is  a  very  smart  article”  or  “this  essay  offers  important  information”  are  not
appropriate.  Similarly, additional summary (e.g., “this article should be added to the syllabus because it
says the following three things . . .”) does not count as a persuasive rationale.

The 2 SPRs required in order to meet the baseline requirements for the course are due no later than 11:15 am on
24 Mar.  The required readings for 14-30 Apr will be selected from the various SPRs submitted, and uploaded to
the course Canvas site no later than 7 Apr.

You must submit at least 2 successful SPRs in order to meet the baseline requirements for the course.  You are
free to submit as many additional SPRs as you like -- and should almost certainly do so if you are aiming for a
course grade higher than a C-.  The final -- firm and non-negotiable -- deadline for all SPRs is 1:30 pm on 12 May.
The only potential exceptions to this rule involve situations where you have a documented major life emergency.

Other SPR advice/rules:
• Argumentative/academic  readings  fit  this  assignment  much  better  than  descriptive/journalistic  ones.

Similarly, readings that focus heavily on quantitative data (e.g., social science research and/or corporate
economic reports) are probably not helpful choices.



• Readings should provide enough context and/or background information on their topics to make sense on
their own.  Op/ed columns and blog posts that are written with current events/controversies in mind don’t
always do this  sort  of  work,  and so they may not  always be productive choices  for  this  assignment
(especially if those columns/posts are old enough that the event in question isn’t likely to be intelligible to
your classmates without additional details).

• The most  common stumbling block that  students have with  this  assignment  is  that  their  annotations
provide weak rationales.  A good rationale will speak clearly and directly to the substance of the reading in
question and to its value as a requirement for the class as a whole.  Vague “rationales” that could describe
any SPR (e.g.,  “this article should be added because it  relates to the course theme and it  would be
interesting to see what the class thinks about it”) will not suffice.

• Think about SPRs in relation to existing readings on the syllabus, and how your SPRs might extend,
challenge, and/or critique those readings.

Design-your-own assignment (DYOA)
This  is  your  opportunity  to  design  and  complete  assignments  that  go  beyond  those  listed  in  the  baseline
requirements for the course.  To be clear, you are not obligated to do this, and the course is already designed so
that you can justify an above-average final grade by submitting more than 2 successful SPRs.  But there are
definitely other viable ways for you to demonstrate that you have learned something of value in this course.

For example:
• You can write a “mash-up”-style essay about copyright
• You can write an essay that describes an imaginary debate between two (or more) of our authors
• You can research and write an essay about some significant copyright issue

This is not an exhaustive list -- not even close -- and you are free to invent and pursue other options if you want.

If you choose to exercise this option, a few important rules apply to any DYOAs that you submit:
• They do not replace any of the baseline requirements for the course.
• They must focus primarily on issues relevant to the course’s main theme.
• They must result in an argumentative essay of at least 1000 words (or the multimedia equivalent).
• You must consult with me about your DYOA well in advance of the final deadline.

Self-assessment essay (SAE)
In a well-crafted and thoughtful essay of at least 1500 words, tell me the final grade that you believe you deserve
for the course, and make a persuasive argument for why that grade is appropriate.  Some important things to
consider in your SAE include:

• The quantity of the work you did.    How far above and beyond the baseline requirements did you go?  If
you barely exceeded them (e.g., 2 “extra” ICP days and 200 “extra” words worth of Blog), you’ll have a
much harder time justifying an A than if you successfully completed 5 SPRs, contributed to all our class
meetings in significant ways, and blogged 13 out of 15 weeks.

• The quality of the work you did.    Did you write exceptionally strong and polished SPRs?  Or did you do just
enough to meet the technical requirements?  Did my feedback on your work describe it as excellent, or did
I suggest that you make significant revisions to it?

• The University’s listed standards for grades.    You can find these on page 2 of this syllabus.  Did your work
go “significantly above” the course requirements (e.g., earn a B), or was it “outstanding” relative to those
requirements (e.g., earn an A)?

• What you actually learned.    Reread your RE before you start writing your SAE.  Remind yourself of what
you knew (or didn’t know) in January, and then compare that with what you know in May.  One way to
make a strong case for a particular grade is to evaluate the distance you’ve traveled between the start and
end of the semester and/or to write an essay that visibly demonstrates what you’ve learned.

To be clear, this is not an exhaustive list of issues to cover in your SAE, nor are you obligated to address them all.

This paper is due by 1:30 pm on 12 May.  Please remember that the SAE is one of the baseline requirements you
must meet for the course.  To that end, every 100 words (or fraction thereof) that your SAE falls short of the 1500
word requirement will  result  in  a penalty of a fractional grade deducted from your course grade (e.g.,  if  you
otherwise would have earned a B, but your SAE is only 1420 words long, you will receive a B- for the course).



Word counts
Your goal for any given assignment should be to submit high quality work, rather than a certain quantity of words.
The word count requirements for any given assignment represent the minimum amount of writing necessary to
produce acceptable work.  A good CS essay (for example) needs to establish what the major legal question is that
needs to be resolved, draw on relevant readings from our syllabus in appropriate ways, support your own position
on the case with sufficient evidence and persuasive logic, and refute the major arguments from the other side of
the case effectively (not necessarily in that order).  That’s a lot of work to do well in less than 1000 words.  You
should consider your essay complete only after all that work is done, even if that means you wind up writing 1200
or 1500 words instead of “only” 1000.

Some additional word count rules/tips:
• The minimum word count requirement for any given assignment is firm.  There is no such thing as getting

“close enough” to the requirement to count.  If something you’ve written falls short of the listed word count,
you will not receive credit for that assignment.

• Different word processing programs use slightly different rules for counting certain kinds of text (e.g.,
hyphenated words,  abbreviations,  numbers).   As such, it  is  possible for an essay to produce slightly
different word counts depending on which program is doing the counting.  Aiming to write essays that are
“just barely” long enough is bad practice in general, but it also comes with the risk that what looks to be
long enough on your end will register as too short on my end -- and the latter is the count that matters.

• Don’t pad out your writing with “empty” words.  If (by my estimate) more than 10% of any given piece of
written work consists of filler prose (e.g., extended summaries of the readings, generic greetings, etc.),
only the non-filler words will count toward meeting the word count requirement: e.g., a 600-word SPR
annotation that includes 200 words of filler (e.g., “I  thought for a long time about what kind of SPR I
wanted to find, which was very thought provoking to me, and I think it raises some important issues about
copyright that I will attempt to address below . . .”) will count as a 400-word annotation.

• For the Blog:    Only your own words count: e.g., 75 words from you plus 250 words quoted from elsewhere
will count as 75 words, rather than 325.

• For the RE, SPRs, DYOAs, and the SAE:    Only the main body of your text counts.  Headers, footers, titles,
and reference lists (etc.) do not count.  Quotes from other sources do count, but only if those quotes are
trimmed to an appropriate length (e.g., do not quote a 75-word passage from one of our readings if only
10 of those words are actually necessary for your argument to work well).

Paperless assignments
Everything you’ll submit for credit this semester  must be submitted digitally.  Blog contributions can (obviously)
only happen online.  All other written work must be submitted via email to rodman@umn.edu as file attachments
in one of the following formats:

• LibreOffice/OpenOffice (.odt)
• Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx)
• Rich Text Format (.rtf)

Assignments submitted in other formats (including PDFs, hard copies,  links to online documents) will  not be
accepted.

Academic dishonesty
The following is a partial list of examples of academic dishonesty:

• plagiarism in any of its forms
• copying assignments (in whole or in part) produced by other students
• “double-dipping” (i.e., using the same work to earn credit more than once -- including attempts to reuse

work that you have submitted in some other course)
• having someone else research and/or write substantial portions of any assignment for you
• deleting and/or re-editing blog posts/comments after they’ve been placed on the course Canvas site
• knowingly assisting someone else in their efforts to engage in any of the above practices

The minimum penalty for academic dishonesty is that you earn zero credit for the assignment in question.  Put
bluntly, the risks are high (plagiarism is usually easy to identify), the penalties are higher (e.g., expulsion from the
U), and the potential benefits are usually trivial (e.g., you “successfully” complete an assignment that allows you
turn a C into a C+).



Some helpful resources to avoid academic dishonesty include:
• https://communitystandards.umn.edu/avoid-violations/avoiding-scholastic-dishonesty
• https://www.gilrodman.com/2015/03/01/how-to-plagiarize-well-tips-for-my-undergraduates-rerun-sunday/

Miscellaneous
• Our discussions will cover topics that are likely to evoke strong differences of opinion.  I don’t expect our

class meetings to produce unanimous agreement about those topics, but I do expect our discussions to
be characterized by mutual respect and collegiality.  Strong opinions are acceptable; verbal bullying and
personal attacks, on the other hand, will not be tolerated under any circumstances.

• Significant disruptions of the normal flow of course-related business -- e.g., using cell phones in class,
excessive side chatter, premature leave-taking behavior -- may result in grade penalties.

• You may make audio and/or video recordings of class meetings for your personal use, provided you do so
without disrupting the ordinary flow of the class.  The purchase, sale, and/or public distribution of either
written notes or recordings of class meetings is strictly prohibited.

• I will make every reasonable effort to accommodate students’ needs relating to religious holidays and/or
documented disabilities.  By University rule, you must provide written notice (for religious holidays) and/or
official documentation (for disabilities) with enough lead time for accommodations to be arranged.

• University  policy  prohibits  sexual  harassment  as  defined  in  the  January  2018 policy  statement  (see
https://policy.umn.edu/hr/sexharassassault).  In my role as a University employee, I am required to share
information that I learn about possible sexual misconduct with the campus Title IX office that addresses
these concerns.  Questions or concerns about sexual harassment should be directed to the Office of
Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action (274 McNamara).

Reading/assignment schedule
[Readings should be completed prior to the dates listed.  Readings that aren’t in the required books can be found
on our Canvas site.]

Definitions
21 Jan no reading
23 Jan this syllabus

“How to Do Well in This Course”
Williams, “Culture Is Ordinary”
Vaidhyanathan, pp. xvii-15

28 Jan Vaidhyanathan, pp. 16-66
30 Jan Vaidhyanathan, pp. 67-102

4 Feb Reflection Essay deadline
Barlow, “Economy of Ideas”
Sinnreich, pp. 1-51

6 Feb Sinnreich, pp. 52-76

Copying
11 Feb Gladwell, “Something Borrowed”

McLeod, “Copyright Criminals”
13 Feb Rodman and Vanderdonckt, “Music for Nothing, or I Want My MP3”

Remix
18 Feb Sinnreich, pp. 77-125
20 Feb Lessig, Remix [selections]

Borschke, “Rethinking the Rhetoric of Remix”

Fair use
25 Feb Negativland, Fair Use, pp. i-97
27 Feb Negativland, Fair Use, pp. 99-190



Global issues
3 Mar Rodman, “Lions and Writers and Birds, Oh My!”
5 Mar NO CLASS

10 Mar NO CLASS -- SPRING BREAK
12 Mar NO CLASS -- SPRING BREAK

17 Mar Sinnreich, pp. 126-175
19 Mar Pang, “Copying Kill Bill”

Cultural appropriation
24 Mar SPRs #1-2 deadline

Sinnreich, pp. 176-197
Everett, “The Appropriation of Cultures”

26 Mar Pham, “Racial Plagiarism and Fashion”

Open source
31 Mar Sinnreich, pp. 198-224
2 Apr Raymond, “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”

The commons
7 Apr Sinnreich, pp. 225-249
9 Apr Boyle, “The Second Enclosure Movement”

Student-provided readings
14 Apr readings t.b.d.
16 Apr readings t.b.d.

21 Apr readings t.b.d.
23 Apr readings t.b.d.

28 Apr readings t.b.d.
30 Apr readings t.b.d.

12 May Final deadline for all written work
(1:30 pm)


