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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
The purpose of this course is to provide a critical understanding of 
advertising's role in society. We will examine the history of advertising, the 
commercial and social aspects of the messages conveyed by ads, and the 
advertising industry's influence on social relations and institutions, such as 
journalism. The basic orientation of the course is to study consumer media 
culture (advertising, public relations, and branded space) as a form unique to 
modern society. Advertising, as the authors of one of our readings put it, is a 
mode of social communication, one that has become the “privileged form of 
discourse.”  This has implications for relations between democracy and 
communication. This means that this course is neither a practical training 
class in how to create ads nor necessarily in how to create more effective 
mediated communication. As citizens and members of society you will need 
the tools to understand the pervasiveness of consumer culture in the 
mediated sphere. This course will give you these tools.  
 
We will begin with a broad history of modern advertising, and then learn how 
to read ads critically as conveyors and creators of social values.  We will then 
focus on advertising’s relationship to a variety of social issues and practices 
(gender, race, youth, environmentalism, rebellion). Some time will be spent 
on the recent innovations and experiments in “techniques of persuasion.” 
We’ll examine these techniques as they inform new modes of interactive and 
networked communication. Finally, we will examine the recent globalization 
of advertising, as well as the counterpractices (culture jamming, adbusters, 
cyberprotests) directed at an increasingly commercialized and branded world. 
The course will also introduce a number of media studies modes of analysis, 
including semiotics, cultural history, political economy, quantitative data 
analysis, and ethnography. 
 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES  
 
1. Demonstrate an understanding of approaches to, and debates 

surrounding, the role of advertising in society.  
2. Describe the implications of corporate influence on public institutions, 

including journalism and education. 
3. Describe the implications of consumer culture on social identities 

(especially race and gender), youth, and relationships.  
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4. Analyze print and audio-visual advertisements using social semiotic 
methodologies. 

5. Acquire and improve media literacy skills. 
6.  Developed written abilities to express their analytic skills. 
 
By the end of the course a successful learner will be able to reason critically 
when discussing advertising; demonstrate and exercise an independence of 
thought; deploy analytic strategies for interpreting ad texts; and contribute to 
discussions of consumer culture with a thorough understanding of historical 
and social contexts. 
 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
All readings are provided on Sakai under Resources according to the 
corresponding weeks. Updates to the syllabus and course announcements will 
be sent out periodically to the email address connected to your Sakai profile; 
please regularly check that email.  
 
 
GRADING & ASSESSMENT 
 
The grading scale is as follows: 
 

A: 90-100%   C+: 75-79%   F: 0-59%  
B+: 86-89%   C: 70-74%  
B: 80-85%   D: 60-69% 

 
Late work will not be accepted. In the event of extenuating circumstances, 
please email in advance of the due date so we can work out a different 
deadline. 
 
Your grades will be based on the following assignments: 
 

Midterm Exam (2/28):  40% 
Project De/Construct (5/1)  20% 
Final Exam (5/10):   40% 

 
Participation is essential to your success in this course. You are expected to 
pay attention, raise pertinent questions, react to the questions raised by your 
peers and myself, and discuss relevant issues of your own.  
 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
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■ EXAMS 
You will have two exams in this course, a midterm and a final exam. The 
format of the exams will include multiple choice, short answer, identification, 
matching, and brief essay questions. Both exams will synthesize the 
semester's historical and theoretical discussions and will cover the impact of 
consumer culture on particular institutions and events (e.g. journalism, 
families, schools). You may be required to perform race and gender analysis 
and other forms of textual analysis on particular ads. The final exam is 
cumulative and will take 20% of its content directly from the midterm exam, 
70% from the second half of class, and 10% from larger thematic questions 
that span the whole course. Extra credit questions will appear on the exams, 
but no separate extra credit assignments will be given.  
 
No late assignments will be accepted whatsoever. Makeup exams will only be 
given if you have documented medical concerns, a conflicting religious 
observance, or a death in the family. You must let me know about any of the 
above in advance of the exam start date. Similarly, if you have a disability, 
you must register with the Office of Disability Services and bring me the 
requisite paperwork well in advance of the exam dates. 
 
■ PROJECT DE|CONSTRUCT 
For this assignment, you will need to design two advertisements around a 
fictional product that will be detailed during the second or third week of 
class. The first ad you design should reflect early to pre-1960s advertising, in 
keeping with the types of advertising discussed in the first half of class; the 
second should reflect post-1960s to contemporary advertising, as discussed in 
the second half of class. Each ad should be accompanied by “mission 
statements” of a kind, in which you perform identification and academic 
analysis of the techniques you use and explain why/how they are significant 
to the time period in question. Finally, you must choose one of your ads, make 
a copy of it, and deface it in a way that recognizes and subverts the 
techniques of advertising being used. The defacement, also, should be 
accompanied by a mission statement explaining and advocating your 
defacement choices and their impact. 
 
Thus, you will end up with 3 ads and 3 mission statements, each of which 
should be around 500-800 words. You must use the course readings to explain 
your choices and support your analysis. I expect a minimum of 10 readings to 
be used in total. 
 
Don’t worry about artistic skill, and be sure to have fun with this! There is no 
one way to do this assignment, so the best way to figure out your case study 
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is to begin drafting! You are welcome to workshop with a partner in class as 
you move through the design and drafting process. You have the whole 
semester to work on this project. Full guidelines are posted under the 
Assignments tab on Sakai. 
 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 
Attendance. Students are expected to attend all classes and to arrive on time, 
and to “attend” discussion boards as well. Missing more than 2 sessions will 
result in a lowered grade, and chronic lateness will be treated as a missed 
session. Most of our class time will be used for discussion, and if you are not 
present to participate in our collective struggle to parse new ideas, you will 
probably be unable to competently evaluate ethics-related situations on 
exams and in papers.  
 
If you are absent, you must submit all assignments due that day by the 
deadline via email. If you miss class, you are responsible for getting the notes 
from a classmate, as I will not make my notes or lectures available during 
office hours.  
 
Safe environment. In this class, we will discuss and debate issues many of 
you will have strong opinions about. Although not all opinions are worthy of 
equal respect, all people are. Remember that the first step in a heated debate 
is not an ad-hominem attack but a tactic focused on questioning the logic of 
the speaker’s statement. When we disagree in this class, as we inevitably 
will, we will do so in a calm and courteous manner, targeting ideas, not 
individuals. 
 
Technology. Cell phones should be turned off at the start of class. I allow 
note-taking on laptops but do not allow use of Facebook or IM. Twitter is only 
acceptable if we do in-class exercises involving a Twitter backchannel, at 
which point you will be asked to use a particular hashtag and tweet for class 
purposes only.  
 
Accommodations. Students with documented disabilities who wish 
accommodations in this class must do so through the Rutgers Disabilities 
Services Office @ <http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/> 
 
Academic Integrity. Rutgers University takes academic integrity and 
plagiarism seriously, with a detailed policy provided @ 
<http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/>. For a digestible version, please refer 
to <http://wp.rutgers.edu/courses/101/plagiarism_policy/index.html>. 

http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/
http://wp.rutgers.edu/courses/101/plagiarism_policy/index.html
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Multimedia presentations about academic integrity may be found at 
<http://www.scc.rutgers.edu/douglass/sal/plagiarism/intro.html> and 
<http://wps.prenhall.com/hss_understand_plagiarism_1/0.6622,427064-
,00.html>. For guidance regarding citations, please refer to Purdue’s Online 
Writing Lab @ <https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/>. 
 
Other. You are responsible for becoming aware and following the guidelines 
specified in university policies, procuring information literacy skills needed 
for academic success, seeking advisement when needed, and taking 
advantage of support services.  

http://www.scc.rutgers.edu/douglass/sal/plagiarism/intro.html
http://wps.prenhall.com/hss_understand_plagiarism_1/0.6622,427064-,00.html
http://wps.prenhall.com/hss_understand_plagiarism_1/0.6622,427064-,00.html
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/
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CALENDAR 
*The readings are listed under the weeks they will be discussed. All readings must be 

completed in advance of our class meetings for the purpose of discussion. I will let you know 
in class or via email if I make any changes to this schedule.  

 
 

Week 1:  Introduction/Early History 
1/17 Introduction 

 
1/19 Sivulka, Ch. 1 (23) 

 
Week 2: History of Modern Advertising & Consumer Culture 
 1/24 Sivulka, Ch. 2 (23) 
 
 1/26 Marchand, “Advertisements as Social Tableaux” (16) 
 
Week 3: The Language of Ads 
 1/31 Fowles, “Deciphering Advertisements” (10) 
 
 2/2 Berger, “Analyzing Print Advertisements (Fidji Perfume)” (8) 
 
Week 4: Gender 

2/7 Kilbourne, “The More You Add, the More You Subtract” (5) 
 
 2/9 No Class 

Watch: Killing Us Softly 4 
Jhally, “Advertising, Gender, and Sex” (11) 

 
Week 5: Culture Jam 
 2/14 Lasn, “Spring” (11) 
 
 2/16 Lasn, “Spring” (11) 
 
Week 6: Race and Colonialism  

2/21 Sivulka, “White Soap and Black Consumer Culture” (12) 
 
2/23 McClintock, “Soft-Soaping Empire” (8) 
 

Week 7: PR 
2/28 Stauber and Rampton, Toxic Sludge [Excerpts] (13) 

  Screening: Toxic Sludge 
  
 3/2 Midterm Exam 
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Week 8: Targeting Kids 
 3/7 Quart, “Branded: The Buying and Selling of Teenagers” (9) 
  Screening: Consuming Kids 
 
 3/9 Schor, “Born to Buy” (25) 
    

- SPRING BREAK     -  
 
Week 9: Youth, 1960s, and Hip Consumerism 
 3/21 Frank, The Conquest of Cool [Excerpts] (15) 
 
 3/23 Frank, The Conquest of Cool [Excerpts] (32) 
 
Week 10: The Brand - Gen X and Cool Hunting 
 3/28 Project Workshop 
   
 3/30 Klein, No Logo [Excerpts] (32) 
  Screening: Merchants of Cool 
 
Week 11: The Space of Consumption - Malls and Minds 
 4/4 Rushkoff, “Atmospherics” (9) 
  Screening: Packaging/Merchandising 
 
 4/6 Rushkoff, “Atmospherics” (9) 
  Screening: Buyology—Malls 
 
Week 12: Contemporary Techniques I – Stealth/Guerilla, Affective Marketing 
 4/11 Sivulka, “Ch. 10” (28) 
 
 4/13 Screening: Persuaders 
 
Week 13: Contemporary Techniques II: Product Placement, Interactive 
Marketing, Social Media 
 4/18 Jenkins, “Buying into American Idol” (18) 
 
 4/20 Turow, “Watching Your Every Click” (10) 
  Screening: Retailers and Predictions 
 
Week 14: Conclusions & Project Workshop 
 4/25 Conclusions/Themes 
 
 4/27 Project Workshop 
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5/10 Final Exam, 4:00pm -7:00pm (Voorhees 105) 
 
 
NOTE: Now that you know when the final exam will take place, do not make 
plans to leave campus earlier and expect a makeup exam.  If you have 
already made plans to leave campus by this date, I recommend you drop the 
course. 
 


