
Media outlaws Comm 5231 / Fall 2020
Prof. Gil Rodman (rodman@umn.edu)   Zoom-office hours: Th 1:00-2:15p CT and by appointment
GTA Bree Trisler (trisl005@umn.edu) Zoom-office hours: by appointment

Course description
This  is  a  course  about  media  subversives:  people  working  outside  of  mainstream  media  institutions  who
nonetheless find creative and provocative ways to use the media for cultural, political, and/or economic critique and
resistance.  Over the course of the semester, we will examine a range of “alternative” media phenomena, including:

• Anonymous
• Black Lives Matter
• computer hackers
• copyright pirates

• hip-hop
• media pranksters
• “Occupy” protests
• open source software

• performance artists
• punk rock
• remix artists
• Riot Grrrl

Our goal will not be to romanticize these “outlaws” as latter day Robin Hoods, nor will we simply condemn them as
criminals or troublemakers.  Instead, we will study how and why such figures struggle against the global “media
monopoly” so that we might come to a richer understanding of (a) the nature of the media’s considerable political
and cultural power, and (b) the ways that ordinary people can be active political agents, innovative creators, and
powerful critics -- even in the face of seemingly unassailable corporate media power.

Canvas
This course is offered entirely online via UMN’s Canvas platform.  To access Canvas, CLA suggests that you use:

• computer:  less than 6 years old with at least 1GB of RAM
• internet:  connection speed of at least 512 KB per second
• web browser:  the most recent version of Chrome or Firefox, with JavaScript enabled

Canvas offers slightly different recommendations than those above, though the most significant variation is that they
claim their software will work properly on the Safari and Edge browsers.  Please note that these are  minimum
recommendations,  and  that  your  experience  accessing  the  course  materials  will  be  much  smoother  if  your
technology exceeds them.  This is especially true for your internet connection.  If your connection is only 512K, you
will have significant difficulty accessing and downloading the required course materials.

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   and select “COMM 5231” from either the Dashboard or the Courses menu.  Canvas offers additional
information about how to use the platform in both text and video formats

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.  (Canvas admits this quite frankly: “The
Canvas interface was optimized for desktop displays, so using small form factors such as phones may not be a
pleasant experience in using Canvas. . . . Since Canvas uses small elements of Flash, not all Canvas features may
be supported on mobile devices, especially on iOS.  However, Canvas offers limited support for native mobile
browsers on tablet devices.  For additional details, please reference the limited-support mobile browser guidelines.”)

The online course materials will be available in the following file formats:
• texts:  pdf
• audios:  mp3
• videos:  mp4
• images:  jpg / jpeg

Devices that meet the technical requirements above should be able to handle these formats without any difficulty.

We will use Canvas for several things this semester:
• access to the official course documents
• access to all the required readings except for the required books
• access to the audio prompts for each Block
• a graded discussion forum where you will contribute posts and comments about the course material
• a repository for various media examples relevant to our required readings
• the delivery mechanism for your major writing assignments
• business-related announcements about the course

For support with a wide range of technical issues, the U has set up a helpful resources page.

https://canvas.umn.edu/
https://it.umn.edu/working-learning-campus
https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-13692-canvas-limited-support-guidelines-for-mobile-browsers-on-tablet-devices
https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Video-Guide/Canvas-Overview-Students/ta-p/383771
https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Student-Guide/tkb-p/student
https://canvas.umn.edu/
https://canvas.umn.edu/


Workload
This is a 3 credit hour course, which means that you should expect to spend at least 9 hours each week doing the
work necessary to complete the course satisfactorily.  Please note that this figure is both an estimate (since actual
reading/writing speeds will vary significantly) and an average (some weeks may require more work than others).  It
reflects the minimum amount of work necessary to pass the course.  If you’re aiming to earn an above-average
grade, you may need to spend more than 9 hours/week on this course.

Tip:  Do not overburden yourself.  12-15 credit hours is a full-time courseload, since it translates (roughly) into 36-
45 hours of total work per week: i.e., the equivalent of a full-time job.  If you are enrolled in more than 15 credit
hours, you may be taking on more than is healthy.  This is especially true if you are also working and/or have major
life responsibilities (e.g., parenting, taking care of elderly/ill family members, etc.).  There are only 168 hours in any
week.  If your average schedule has you spending more than 80 hours/week on Big Tasks (i.e., school, work, and
other major responsibilities), you may want to find ways to ease your load.

Times
All scheduled items are listed in US Central Time.  If you are taking the course from some other time zone, you are
responsible for making the arrangements necessary to match that schedule.  (If this describes you, know that you’re
not alone, as I am working from Germany until sometime in November.)  Block-related deadlines -- i.e., the locking
of the discussion forum -- are automatically enforced by Canvas.

Graduate students
If you are a graduate student, the basic rules in this syllabus vary slightly for you:

• Unless we make an explicit agreement to the contrary, you are required to do all the assigned readings and
participate regularly in the discussion forums.

• We will  hold  Zoom  meetings every 3-4 weeks (dates and times to be determined)  to  discuss additional
graduate-level readings (also to be determined).  These Zoom meetings and readings are both required.

• Your major written work for the course will be to research and write a paper that (a) fits the course theme,
(b) is at least 6250 words long and (c) is suitable for submission to a scholarly conference and/or journal.
You must meet with me no later than 6 Oct to discuss your proposed paper topic, submit a formal topic
proposal no later than 13 Oct, and submit a final version of your paper by 22 Dec.

• You are not required to complete the Replacement Readings assignment described below.
• I assume that grad students are more invested in the course’s core issues than in grades -- to the point

where  grades  are  potentially  counterproductive.   As  such,  successfully  completing  the  graduate-level
requirements above will earn you an A for the course.  That said, if you are clearly slacking off, I reserve the
right to go deeper into the alphabet when I submit final grades.

Undergraduates who believe they can handle the extra work of the graduate-level requirements are welcome to
meet with me to discuss the possibility of taking the course with those rules.  That meeting must happen no later
than 21 Sep, and you should be prepared to convince me that you can perform at graduate student level.

Blocks
The course is organized in 7 two-week Blocks, each of which will use the following schedule:

• Day 1 (first Tuesday), 1:00 pm - audio prompt #1 posted
• Day 3 (first Thursday), 1:00 pm - Zoom-office hours
• Day 4 (first Friday), 5:00 pm - DC #1 deadline
• Day 7 (first Monday), 5:00 pm - DC #2 deadline
• Day 8 (second Tuesday), 1:00 pm - audio prompt #2 posted
• Day 10 (second Thursday), 1:00 pm - Zoom-office hours
• Day 11 (second Friday), 5:00 pm - DC #3 deadline
• Day 14 (second Monday), 5:00 pm - DC #4 deadline
• Day 14 (second Monday), 5:00 pm - RR deadline [Blocks #4-7 only]



Readings
The books (three required, one recommended) are all available from the University Bookstore in Coffman Union:

Required
• Marilyn DeLaure & Moritz Fink (eds.), Culture Jamming
• Stephen Duncombe (ed.), The Cultural Resistance Reader
• The Yes Men, The Yes Men
Recommended
• Wayne C. Booth et al., The Craft of Research [fourth edition]

The  recommended  book  is  intended  for  those  of  you  who  are  aiming  to  complete  your  Capstone  Project  in
connection with this course.  The rest of our required readings are available on Canvas.  

The asynchronous nature of the course gives you some leeway in terms of when you read.  In general, though:
• All the listed readings are required, and I would encourage you to do them in the order they are listed.
• Listening to the audio prompts will not serve as a substitute for doing the readings.  As the name suggests,

these audios are intended to serve as starting points for the discussions we will have on Canvas.
• The four DC (Discussion Contribution) deadlines within any given Block serve as a rough but useful guide

for how to pace your reading.  If you tackle roughly 25% of each Block’s reading in ways that allow you to
make a DC prior to each of those deadlines, you will be reading at a good pace.

Grades
There are three main components to your final grade:

• The number of Replacement Readings (RRs) for which you earn credit
• The number of Blocks in which you earn at least one DC credit
• The number of Discussion Contributions (DCs) for which you earn credit over the course of the semester

Your final grade will be calculated based on the following table:
A B C D

RRs 4 3 2 1
Blocks 7 6 5 4

DCs 24 20 16 12
Reaching all three targets in a particular column means that you earn the grade at the top of that column.  You earn
one fractional grade boost by reaching one target associated with the next higher grade.  You earn two such boosts
by reaching two targets associated with a higher grade.  You cannot earn more than two such boosts, nor can you
earn boosts for partial progress with respect to the DCs target.  Some examples:

• 2 RRs, 5 Blocks, and 16 DCs (exactly on target) earns a final grade of C.
• 2 RRs, 6 Blocks, and 18 DCs (one higher target reached) earns a final grade of C+.
• 3 RRs, 6 Blocks, and 18 DCs (two higher targets reached) earns a final grade of B-.
• 4 RRs, 5 Blocks, and 18 DCs (two higher targets reached) earns a final grade of B-.
• 4 RRs, 6 Blocks, and 18 DCs (three higher targets reached) earns a final grade of B-.

• “S/N” grades will only be given to students who have registered for the course on an S/N basis.
• “I” grades will only be given under extraordinary circumstances (i.e., major life emergencies).

Discussion contributions (DCs)
Without the opportunity to conduct the course in person, the discussions that we would normally have twice a week
in a classroom using our voices will instead take place 24/7 on Canvas using the written word.  Each Block will have
its own discussion forum, which will be open for your DCs from 1:00 pm on Day 1 (1st Tuesday) until 5:00 pm on
Day 14 (2nd Monday).

In order to earn credit, any given DC:
• must be  at least 250 words long  (only your own words will count toward that total, and extended “filler”

prose will not count toward that total)
• should stake out a clear  position on a  major issue raised by the required readings and/or  the audio

prompts for the Block in question
• should support that position with a persuasive argument

https://bookstores.umn.edu/course/comm-5231-lec-001-media-outlaws-twin-cities-fall-2020


DCs that (1) are primarily summaries of the readings/prompts, (2) focus on minor facets of the readings and/or on
topics unrelated to the course, or (3) offer simple statements of (dis)agreement without any substantive commentary
of your own will not meet this requirement.

There are 3 types of DCs you can make.  You can
• write about one or more of the Block’s required readings
• respond to a DC made by one of your classmates
• respond to an audio prompt or a DC made by me

For  any  given  Block,  you  cannot  earn  credit  for  more  than  one  of  these  types  of  DCs  unless  you  make  4
creditworthy DCs during that Block.

Within each Block, there are 4 deadlines for DCs:
• Day 4 (first Friday), 5:00 pm - DC #1 deadline
• Day 7 (first Monday), 5:00 pm - DC #2 deadline
• Day 11 (second Friday), 5:00 pm - DC #3 deadline
• Day 14 (second Monday), 5:00 pm - DC #4 deadline

Late DCs will earn fractional credit relative to their lateness: e.g., a DC that misses 1 deadline is worth 0.75 credits,
one that misses 2 deadlines is worth 0.5 credits, one that misses 3 deadlines is worth 0.25 credits.  Canvas will
automatically close the forum at the end of each Block, and you will not be able to post to that forum after that point.

Tips:
• Your DCs should be respectful and constructive -- especially (though not exclusively) if you are disagreeing

with something one of your classmates has written.
• Good DCs involve an approach to writing that is more formal than the average in-class discussion but less

formal than a standard research paper.  You do not need to approach your DCs as if you were producing a
publishable essay,  but  you should still  craft  your words with  enough care and thought  for  them to be
productive additions to a larger conversation.  Think about what you want to say before you start writing.
After you’ve written something, re-read and edit it for clarity and style before you post it.

• In order to respond to your classmates’ DCs appropriately, you will need to read them with the same care
and thought that you give to the required readings.  You are  not obligated to read every DC that gets
posted, but you should still do your best to follow as much of the full conversation as you can.

Replacement readings (RRs)
Each RR requires you (1) to find a reading (N.B.: audios and videos count as “readings” for this assignment) to add
to a future version of this course that  replaces one of our current readings and (2) to write an essay of  at least
1000  words that  makes  a  persuasive  argument explaining  how and  why  the  course  would  be  significantly
improved by your suggested substitution.

Any replacement reading you submit must:
• have a direct connection to both the course theme and to the Block where your rejected reading is found,
• be at least 1000 words long (for printed sources) or 5 minutes long (for audio/video sources),
• not be written/created by an author who’s already on our syllabus, and
• not appear on syllabi from previous versions of this   course  .  

Other rules:
• There are four deadlines for RRs, one each at the end of Blocks #4-7, and you can submit a maximum of 4

RRs overall.  You can always turn in RRs early, but you cannot turn them in late: e.g., if you miss the RR
deadline at the end of Block #4, you can only submit 3 RRs overall.

• For any individual RR essay, your argument needs to involve a straight one-for-one swap: i.e., you don’t get
to suggest multiple readings as replacements, and you don’t get to replace more than one existing reading.

• For purposes of this assignment, any individual chapter from the required books that is already on the
syllabus counts as a single reading.

• Your RRs do not have to involve readings in the Blocks during which you submit them: e.g., if you turn in an
RR at the end of Block #5, it can be about a replacement for a reading from any Block.

• Along with your essay, you must submit a copy of the reading you are suggesting.  If your reading is freely
available online (e.g.,  it’s  not behind a paywall),  you simply need to provide the URL.  Otherwise,  you
should supply a digital copy of your suggested reading.  The version of the reading you provide must be
complete (e.g., no missing pages) and legible (e.g., not heavily marked up).

http://www.gilrodman.com/syllabi


RRs will not be assigned formal grades -- either they meet the requirements and earn credit, or they don’t -- but I
will return RRs submitted prior to 16 Nov with constructive feedback.  In the event that an RR submitted prior to that
deadline does not earn credit, you will have the chance to revise and resubmit that RR in ways that bring it in line
with the assignment’s requirements.  Such revisions will be due no later than the end of Block #7.

All  RR  essays  and  copies  of  your  suggested  readings  must  be  submitted  via  Canvas as  uploaded  files.
Acceptable formats for your essays are LibreOffice (.odt), Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx), and Rich Text Format
(.rtf).  RR essays submitted in other formats (PDFs, Microsoft Works, etc.) or as links to online files (Google Drive,
Dropbox, etc.) will not be accepted.  (Formats for your suggested readings have more leeway, but still need to be
files that I can access.  If you aren’t sure about a particular file/format, ask me about it in advance.)

Tips:
• Think about your argument in relational terms.  How does your new reading fit into the Block in question?

How does it fit into the syllabus as whole?  What does it add to the course that is an improvement over the
reading you want to replace?  What makes your suggested reading a suitable replacement for the current
reading you want to see removed from the syllabus?

• A course with a theme as broad as this one will never be able to include all the major topics/issues that fit
that theme.  As such, any argument you make in favor of a new reading needs to do more than simply point
out  that there’s nothing about topic A on the current syllabus, and that  your chosen reading fixes that
problem.  In such cases, you will want/need to make a persuasive case for why topic A deserves to be on
the syllabus in place of topic B (i.e., the topic of the reading you’d like to see replaced).

• New readings should match the size/scope of the readings you would like to replace.  You’ll have a hard
time making a convincing argument that  (for instance) a 1200-word personality profile from a celebrity
gossip magazine will work well to replace a 5000-word historical analysis from an academic journal.

• There is no single “right” answer that I look for in an RR.  The overall quality of the argument you make
matters more than the specific position you take.  That said, some positions are much harder to defend
successfully than others.  Whatever position you take should be well supported by (a) the available facts
and (b) a persuasive, well-constructed argument.

• Remember that your goal isn’t simply to demonstrate that you have an opinion: it’s to persuade your reader
why your position on the issue at hand is the best one (or, at the very least, a better one than most others).
RRs that merely assert a position without arguing it will not meet the requirements of this assignment.  That
same rule also applies to RRs that focus on extended summary and/or paraphrasing of readings/sources,
rather than on making an argument of your own.

• Focus on the main argument(s) in the readings/sources in question.  An argument you try to build around a
single paragraph from a 20-page article (for instance) will only work well if that paragraph is absolutely
central to the article as a whole.  If the author’s main argument still holds up without that paragraph, then it’s
not important enough for you to put it at the center of your essay.

Capstone project (optional)
In order to fulfill the Capstone Project requirement in connection with this course, you must write a well-researched,
argumentative essay of 2500+ words on a topic that fits the course’s main theme.  Because this project results in a
separate grade and earns you an extra credit hour, it involves work above and beyond the course requirements.

There are several mandatory deadlines built into the project that (1) keep you from procrastinating too much, (2)
give us time to give you constructive feedback, and (3) give you time to act on that feedback in productive ways:

21 Sep Register for Comm 3999W-006
29 Sep Meet (via Zoom) with Gil
6 Oct Topic proposal / 10-item bibliography
20 Oct Thesis paragraph draft
17 Nov Rough draft
15 Dec Meet (via Zoom) with Bree
22 Dec Final paper

Except for 21 Sep, all the deadlines above are 1:00 pm US Central Time.  They are also all “drop dead” deadlines:
i.e., failing to meet any of them (which includes failing to meet their minimum requirements) means that you are no
longer eligible to fulfill your Capstone Project requirement in Comm 5231 this semester.  Further details about the
Capstone Project are available on a separate handout.



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

• plagiarism in any of its forms
• copying another student’s work (in whole or in part)
• having someone else do any of the course’s required work on your behalf
• knowingly assisting someone else in their efforts to engage in any of the above practices

The minimum penalty for academic dishonesty is a grade of zero (0) for the Block in question.  For more details,
please see the U’s information page on student integrity.

Miscellaneous
• If you have not already done so, please fill out the pre-semester student survey for this class.  If you do so

before 1:00 pm on 8 Sep, you will earn 1 free DC credit toward your Block #1 grade.
• The U has created “Learning Online 101” to help students adjust to online classes.  It’s a self-paced course

that the U estimates will take 2-4 hours to complete.  It is completely optional, but if you take it and upload
your “Certificate of Completion” to the course Canvas site by the end of Block #1, you will earn 1 free DC
credit toward your Block #1 grade.

• The contents of this course -- i.e., the readings, the audio lectures, the Q&A forum posts -- are not intended
for public circulation or distribution.  You are permitted to download and make personal backup copies of
such materials to help you complete the course successfully, but not otherwise.

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

• Please make note of both the U’s  policy statements for syllabi and the U’s COVID-related updates to the
policy regarding makeup work.

Reading schedule
[Except for the required books, all readings are available on Canvas.]

Block #1 8-21 Sep
Keywords:  Culture / Media / Pranks / Activism / Resistance

• Williams, “Culture Is Ordinary”
• Duncombe, pp. 1-15 (Duncombe)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 1-90, 393-401 (DeLaure & Fink, Dery, Herold, McLeod)
• Meikle, “Making Meanings and Making Trouble”
• McLeod, “On Pranks”

Block #2 22 Sep - 5 Oct
Keywords:  Performance / Identity Correction / Satire

• Duncombe, pp. 327-332, 359-378 (Hoffman, Rubin, Grote, Boyd)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 402-404, 418-422, 433-440 (Boyd, DeLaure, DeLaure)
• The Yes Men [entire book]
• Mönkiedieck, “The iPhone 4CF (Conflict Free)”

Block #3 6-19 Oct
Keywords:  Punk / Riot Grrrl / Hip-Hop

• Duncombe, pp. 149-183 (Kelley, Cosgrove, Hebdige, Clarke, Riot Grrrl, Hanna)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 365-390 (Baranchuk)
• Dimitriadis, “Hip-Hop”
• Dery, “Public Enemy Confrontation”
• Rose, “Soul Sonic Forces”
• Morgan, “Hip-Hop Feminist”

https://policy.umn.edu/education/makeupwork-faq?j=8950322&sfmc_sub=38667425&l=591_HTML&u=182440171&mid=6327455&jb=3
https://policy.umn.edu/education/syllabusrequirements-appa
http://z.umn.edu/LearningOnline101
https://forms.gle/HcoCCEAwHaXFFnGs9
http://www.oscai.umn.edu/integrity/student/index.html


Block #4 20 Oct - 2 Nov
Keywords:  Remix / (Re)Appropriation

• Duncombe, pp. 89-96, 135-149, 185-192 (Scott, Hobsbawm, Hall)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 179-200 (McDonnell)
• Lessig, Remix [selections]
• Meikle, “Whacking Bush”
• Collins, “Acting Out”
• Everett, “The Appropriation of Cultures”

Block #5 3-16 Nov
Keywords:  Open Source / Copyleft / Transparency

• Vaidhyanathan, “Open Source as Culture/Culture as Open Source”
• Torvalds & Diamond, “Why Open Source Makes Sense”
• Raymond, “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”
• Lessig, “The Limits in Open Code”
• Levinson, “Wikipedia”

Block #6 17-30 Nov
Keywords:  Hacktivism / Anonymous

• Duncombe, pp. 379-396 (Dominguez)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 410-417 (burrough)
• Jordan, “The Hack”
• Norton, “Inside Anonymous”
• Coleman, “From Internet Farming to Weapons of the Geek”
• Lievrouw, “Alternative Computing”
• Ingraham & Reeves, “New Media, New Panics”

Block #7 1-14 Dec
Keywords:  Whose Streets? / Occupy / Black Lives Matter

• Duncombe, pp. 113-118, 347-357 (Bey, Jordan)
• DeLaure & Fink, pp. 300-347 (Walker, Bratich)
• Mirzoeff, “Why I Occupy”
• DeLuca, Dawson, & Sun, “Occupy Wall Street on the Public Screens of Social Media”
• Taylor, “Black Lives Matter: A Movement, Not a Moment”
• Banks, “Disciplining Black Activism”


