FV2153: MASS AFFECT: MEDIA CULTURE AND THEORY
Fall 2021

2 credits

Tuesdays: 4:10-6:00pm

In-person delivery: Tishman

Zoom for remote and quarantining students only:
https:/bennington.zoom.us/j/94131921811

join.slack.com/t/massaffect-fall2021/shared_invite/zt-v3zbwya9-7r1C3sBnimHFE

p2b055u6eQ
Access to VAPA D204 and KINO screening room through Campus Security

Mariam Ghani

Pronouns: she/her/hers

mariamghani@bennington.edu

Office hours: Mondays 11 am-12 pm, VAPA B203, email by Sunday night to confirm
Seminar Section 1: Commons 318

Senem Pirler

Pronouns: she/her/hers
senempirler@bennington.edu
Office hours: by appointment
Seminar Section 2: Commons 256

Jen Liu

Pronouns: she/her/hers
jenliu@bennington.edu

Office hours: Mondays 12-2pm: SIGNUP SHEET
Seminar Section 3: Commons 203

COURSE DESCRIPTION

In this remote course, we will trace the development of audiovisual media (film,
video, and sound art) and hybrid media practices through an interdisciplinary lens.
Through screenings, listening sessions, theoretical readings, and discussion, we will
investigate core ideas at the center of modern and contemporary time-based work,
from experimental practices to the mass media they have developed in conversation
with. Topics will include but are not limited to: the origins of cinema, the origins of
sound art, the politics of representation and documentary, the implications of the
democratization of digital forms, and installation practices alongside other expansive
forms of artistic production. In smaller discussion groups within the greater course,
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students will reflect on the relationship between representation and technology,
unpacking politicized narratives and their audiovisual mediums, the ways in which
our identities have been molded by the media of our time, and the ways artists have
crafted alternative and critical models to these master narratives using the tools of
modern media.

COURSE FORMAT

This course is in-person with an option for remote students, and meets once per
week for the entirety of the Fall term. Class will alternate weekly between lecture hall
presentations and small sectional seminar discussions, viewing, and listening. For
the former, 1.75 hour lecture/presentations/screenings will be delivered in Tishman to
the entire class, with associated reading/viewing/listening links assigned for the
following week. These will be provided to you as links from the course Slack. The
following week, you will meet in smaller breakout groups for discussion, in which we
will review both the lectures and the assigned reading/viewing/listening, and look
at/listen to additional materials. There will be three discussion groups, one to each
instructor. Each student will be assigned to co-lead one discussion session. This
primarily involves preparing questions about the async content to pose to the group.
Brief reading and other responses will also be due biweekly on Slack, in advance of
seminar discussions.

You will also be required to produce one final paper OR project, based on a proposal
that we approve. The finals will be presented on the last day of class, and all three
instructors will be present for all the final presentations.

The Video Edit Lab (VAPA D204) is available and reservable by students in this class
for coursework and final project production.

COURSE SLACK

If you are required to read, write, or watch something before any week of class, it will
be indicated in the course Slack channel. To join the Slack workspace:
https://join.slack.com/t/massaffect-fall2021/shared_invite/zt-v3zbwya9-7r1C3sBnimHF

pP2b055u6e0

Please make sure you are added to all the necessary channels and receiving Slack
notifications in your preferred format, so that you don't miss anything. Required
reading, viewing links, and other course resources will usually be posted as direct
downloads/links. Please note that some reading/viewing links can only be opened on
campus unless you log in with Bennington credentials.
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If readings/screenings are assigned, you should write a brief (1 paragraph max)
reading response, posting it directly to the appropriate group channel in Slack. We
are asking for written responses to be posted this way to minimize the work involved
for all of us. Find something in the assigned material that sticks with you, and write
about why it interests you, or why you disagree with it, or how it resonates with your
own work or ideas. We will use written responses as a springboard for synchronous
discussion.

Also, please note that weekly assignments may change. It is your responsibility to
communicate with your fellow students as well as check the course Slack every week
for syllabus updates, readings, viewing links, and assignment details - especially in
case of missing a class.

COURSE SCHEDULE

August 31: Intro, screening: contemporary and historical media
Media - about media.

Sept 7 - 14: War Machines

The history of media technologies is a history of war. Almost everything we think of
today as a tool of media production or distribution, creative expression or everyday
communication and navigation, was originally developed as part of the great pushes
for innovation during specific war efforts and the post-WW?2 development of the
permanent military-industrial-academic complex we now refer to as the “iron
triangle.” What are the implications of these origin stories for the machines through
which we see and hear, write and read, speak and listen, teach and learn, play and
posture, reveal and conceal, position ourselves in the world, analyze our environment
and each other, document truths and construct fictions, store our memories and
predict our futures? What “optical unconscious” is produced by the military uses of
technologies that become dispersed into everyday use? How have artists and media
makers turned these technologies against themselves to think critically about what
it means to see/hear war from a distance?

Sept 28 - Oct 5: Post-War Montage Strategies Across Disciplines

The term "Montage" was brought into wide use in European culture (and much later
in the States) by Soviet films: first by Sergei Eisenstein's Potemkin and later by others.
The term, Montage, came from photography as "photomontage" which was used
purely as a visual term to describe the process of composite imagery. With the
invention of new media technologies, Eisenstein and other Soviet filmmakers
considered Montage as an audiovisual term (not just a visual one), and as an artistic
opportunity to explore the relationship between sound and image. They used
Montage to explore new artistic languages and forms, but also as political rhetoric.



We will explore the potentiality of a “cut": how the audiovisual editing techniques can
be used to create forms and artistic languages, what are the politics of “cutting”, and
how the aesthetics of “cutting” performed by queer, Black, and feminist media
makers can be used as defiant strategies.

Oct 12 - 19: Media Analysis Part 1: Colonialism, Capitalocene

The late 19th century was a time of convergence: between the heights of European
colonialism, the explosion of print media as the first global communications
technology, the transition of American slavery to Jim Crow, and the rise of advertising
as we know it today. In all of it, media, consumer capitalism and human/resource
exploitation went hand in hand, and in this section we will trace a few connected
lines that draw out the constructed origins of the mediated self in the Global North.
Meanwhile, with media’s rise comes artistic resistance in the early to mid 20th
century: we'll look at Dada, the Surrealists, Fluxus and the Situationists, who used
retournement and appropriation to challenge urban capitalism and the colonialist
war machine. Expansive practices abroad - Gutai and Brazil's Neo-Concrete -
visualize the historical traumas sublimated by dominant Western media’s narratives.
Critical but idealistic impulses result in midcentury evocations of
techno-grassroots-utopianism through the Portapak, closed-circuit TVs, tweaked
circuits, experiments in public access television and media collectives - while those
same impulses merge with corporate co-optation which continue to this day - EAT,
other Bell Lab efforts, MIT Media Lab, and Ars Electronica, amongst many others.

Oct 26 - Nov 2: Media Analysis Part 2 & Expanded Cinema

Intro to Final Paper/Project

The history of media art in the late 20th and early 21Ist century is one of rebellions
against corporate consolidation and neoliberalism, whose tactics and innovations are
rapidly assimilated into the mainstream and converted into either corporate income
streams or extremist political strategies. Expanded cinema emerged from an
impulse to escape the screens and airwaves colonized by mass culture and corporate
media, and built on earlier attempts to subvert broadcast technologies by
turning/détourning them against their makers. Expanded cinema is perhaps most
identified with the creation of immersive audiovisual environments - some of the
earliest were constructed in geodesic domes - but it also encompassed some of the
first experiments with interactive cinema, spatialized audio, and live-streamed video.
These artworks can be seen as the antecedents of the online video and immersive
cinematic sound we now experience, current VR/AR/XR technologies, and even
reality TV, before they became profitable enterprises. Meanwhile, methods developed
by hackers to break into companies and by activists to spread ideas across the
Internet and social networks were co-opted by companies to sell products,
campaigns to sell politicians, and governments to counter dissident voices. As the
1976 film Network predicted, as soon as a revolution is televised, it becomes grist for



the corporate media mill, and as corporations become increasingly consolidated, the
mass media companies of “The Endless Chain” are now subsidiaries of even larger
companies with even more opaque agendas. What does “independent media” look
like today? How do we sort information from disinformation? What have we
inherited, and what have we discarded, from the heady experiments of expanded
cinema?

No class November 9: Plan Day. Submit Project Proposal Due via Slack,
including timeline.

Nov 16: Individual Meetings

Nov 23 - 30

Part I: Affect Theory | Queer (as) Failure & Utopia

In this lecture, we will explore introductory texts on affect theory and how queer
theories from BIPOC and feminist authors have contributed and changed the
concept of affect. We will “cruise” through the texts of queer theory —specifically
focusing on queer (as) both “failure” and utopia— and explore how these texts inform
current art practices.

The scholarship on affect theory discusses and challenges distinctions between
mind and body by giving attention to the materiality and the felt aspects of "things".
Affect theory also brings attention to the embodiment of spectatorship, one who is
more than a "disembodied eye/ear”. In media studies, the "affective turn” caused a
shift from the predominantly visual to the physicality of artworks and their
sensory/affective reception: how "things" feel, for whom, and with what potential.

Part lI: Retrofitting for the Present: Rewriting Media

According to Mbembe, “we can finally become our own spectacle...A different kind
of human, entangled with objects, technologies, and other living or animate
things...constituted through and within digital technologies and new media forms.”
While his intention in stating as such is at best ambivalent, various artists have
addressed the reality of hybridization: of personal and cultural identity, of the
biological body, of the human species. We will look at digital glitch as a space of
possibility, gaps in past media narratives as a space of possibility, and taboo
biopolitics as media spectacle as, yes, a space of possibility.

December 7: Final Paper/Project due
Presentations of Final Paper/Project to class section



CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING STUDENT WORK

In general, coursework is assessed based on the following criteria: quality of ideas,
qguality of work executed, and ability to articulate and explain your thought processes;
understanding of the specific historical and theoretical material presented, and
ability to relate that material to an overall understanding of mass media, media
theory, media art, and contemporary context; and the amount of time, effort, and
thought given to coursework.

Discussion leadership is evaluated for level of preparation, comprehension of
material, and effective teamwork, with extra points for creativity of approach.

Written responses to reading are evaluated for comprehension and criticality, with
extra points for style.

If you collaborate with another student in the course on your final project, we'll ask
each of you to write a paragraph describing your own and your partner's
contributions to the project, so that we can assess whether the work was equitably
distributed. If you collaborate with a student from outside the course, we'll ask you to
submit a brief statement describing your role and your collaborator's roles.

GRADE BREAKDOWN

Reading responses 20%

Discussion leadership 10%

Final paper/project  40%

Class participation®* 30%

*includes synchronous participation in discussions and final critiques, and/or
equivalent asynchronous participation in cases where synchronous participation is
not possible, see policy below

RECORDING AND DISTRIBUTION

Small group discussions will not be recorded, unless one of the group members
cannot attend and makes a specific request two days in advance for a recording, to
which all the group members agree. If the group members do not agree to
recording, a note-taker may be requested. If the group members do agree to
recording, the recording will only be given to the student who requested it, and the
student will be required to delete the recording by the last day of class.

ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION POLICY



We will not penalize anyone for absences or lateness caused by technological
barriers and glitches, as long as you extend that same courtesy to everyone in the
course (including your instructors!). We also will not penalize anyone for situations
where synchronous participation is made burdensome by factors out of their own
control (including but not limited to illness, quarantine, family emergencies, and
time zones). All we ask is that you commmunicate the relevant details to your
instructors as soon as you can, and that you propose and fulfill a clear plan to
demonstrate your engagement with the materials you missed. For example, if you
know in advance that you will be missing a synchronous discussion of the reading,
you could request a note-taker or recording, and then write a response to the
discussion in your section’s Slack channel. If you don’t know in advance, you could
write a longer reading response. If you miss a week when you are supposed to
co-lead the discussion, you could make arrangements to co-lead another week. If
YOU Miss a group screening, you could inquire about how to watch the material on
your own and then write a brief response to it. And so on.

ETHICS & INCLUSIVITY
All students must adhere to college-wide policies regarding original work, academic
integrity, and computer and network use. Academic and artistic integrity can be
confusing in the age of appropriation, but please remember that if work is not your
own, the source should be cited and documented appropriately. The general college
policy can be found here:
https://www.bennington.edu/faculty/faculty-handbook/academic-policies-and-proce
mic-and-artistic-ethics-policy. We can have more in-depth discussions of
fair use, appropriation, and the role/presentation of sources in class if needed.

Bennington College is committed to fostering the intellectual growth of all students,
and to creating a learning environment where human cultural diversity is valued and
respected. To that end, in this course all students can expect a respectful, welcoming
and inclusive environment. We hope that all students in this course will openly share
their unigue perspectives and, just as importantly, respect the perspectives,
comments, and contributions made by every other student and guest that
participates in this course during the term. We are also looking at, thinking about,
and sometimes making work that takes strong and sometimes provocative positions
on difficult issues. For example, during the course of this semester we may look at
artworks that include nudity, expressions of sexuality, strong language, violence,
religious imagery, political controversy, contested histories, or other material that you
may find personally difficult or offensive. This can be a difficult balancing act and if at
any point you feel that the environment of the course has become less than
respectful, welcoming and inclusive, please come to us to share your concerns. If you
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feel you can't talk to us for any reason, please reach out to a college administrator
(e.g., from The Office of Diversity & Inclusion, Student Life, or Academic Services)

We may also look at some videos that include formal effects (for example, strobe
effects), that can cause problems for people with photosensitivity or seizure
disorders. If you anticipate that any particular material will present a problem for you
for any reason, please let us know (in office hours, by email, or via Slack DM) at the
beginning of the semester, and we will do our very best to notify you before such
material is shown. Every now and then something sneaks up on us too - if we haven't
seen a film in several years, for example, and have forgotten that a particular scene or
element was included. In that case, please feel free to leave class for as long as you
need to, stop watching/participating until the film/discussion is over, or interrupt us if
you feel it's important that we stop. If you plan to present work of your own that may
include difficult material, please let the class know beforehand and give us some
context for discussion. Try not to surprise us (even if you want a cold read).

Academic Accommodations & Basic Needs

Bennington College provides reasonable accommodations to students with
documented disabilities when requested and necessary to ensure equal access. If
you believe you are entitled to an accommodation, please speak with Katy Evans, the
Academic Services and Accommodations Advisor, about your disability-related
needs. If approved, you will receive a memo detailing your specific accommodations.
Please share this memo with us, so we can set up a meeting to discuss how best to
implement the accommodations. Please note that we will not be aware of your
needs if you do not share it with us. The sooner we meet to discuss your needs, the
better. If you are experiencing new and/or newly significant challenges, please talk to
us, reach out to your faculty advisor, visit Academic Services
(academicservices@bennington.edu or 440-4400), or connect with resources
available through health and psychological services (440-4426 or 440-445]7).

We also understand that basic needs (food, housing, and wellness) have a direct
impact on the academic performance, health, development and success of our
students. If you have a personal circumstance or need that will affect your learning or
performance in this course, please let us or your faculty advisor know so that we can
help find resources to support you during the term.

If you are consistently experiencing technological barriers to accessing course
content and/or synchronous discussions, please let us know so that we can work with
you to find alternative solutions. We will be sending out a confidential survey to
gather some of this information before the term starts.



