
1 
 

Journalism and the Three Flavors of Bulls#!tocracy 
a.k.a. Media Ethics and the Law  
Prof. Vyshali “Mani” Manivannan  
 

“If you smell something, say something.”* 
- Jon Stewart 

 
Meeting Time: T 11:30-12:50, Hybrid  Class Location: CI 101 
Office Hours: T 1:00-2:00  Office Location: CI 338 
 
News flash 
You belong here. So do your classmates. You belong here if you are majoring, 
considering, or undecided. You belong here if schools and society have minimized, 
denigrated, shunned you and your community. You belong here if schooling gave 
you strong, dedicated teachers and empowering experiences. You belong here if 
you are Sikh, Muslim, Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, Secular, Pagan. You 
belong here if you are white, if you are a person of color, or mixed, or if you “pass” 
as white, or other ethnicities you aren’t. You belong here if you are documented, 
DACAmented, or undocumented. You belong here if you are disabled or differently-
abled, if you are neurotypical and able-bodied. You belong here if you identify as 
gender non-conforming or LGBTQIA, or if you are still learning what those letters 
mean. You belong here if you grew up speaking the King’s English, or Spanish, 
Arabic, Hebrew, or if you code-switch from English in public to your mother tongue 
at home. You belong here if your father was a professor, or if you were the first in 
your family to receive a high school diploma. You belong here, especially, if you are 
still figuring out what and who you are. Especially if you are here as part of the 
collective endeavor to make classrooms more inclusive, respectful, collaborative, 
and just.† 
 
Course Description ‡ 
To quote Jon Stewart, “Bullshit is everywhere.” Taking a cue from the three 
“flavors” he identifies, this course focuses on the tough decisions faced by 
reporters, editors, producers, anchors, and other media practitioners. We’ll 
examine legal and ethical frameworks pertaining to journalism and consider the 
ramifications of choices made at all levels in the profession. There will be plenty of 
questions and no easy or obvious answers. This is not the kind of course in which 
you simply absorb and repeat facts. Ethical reasoning demands self-knowledge, 
careful reflection, and openness to being challenged to substantiate and articulate 
your moral rationale in light of different frameworks—and, frankly, in light of 
Bullshit Mountain. To succeed, you must come to class regularly, struggle with 
                                                           
* Stewart, J. (2015). Jon teaches us how to spot bullshit ourselves. 
http://www.comedycentral.co.uk/the-daily-show/videos/jon-teaches-us-how-to-spot-bullshit-
ourselves#qctKcZZTgBHLfc1C.99  

 
† Adapted from Dr. Kerry Enright’s Welcome/Inclusion statements. 
‡ Inspired in part by Carl Bergstrom and Jevin West’s course on the same. 

http://www.comedycentral.co.uk/the-daily-show/videos/jon-teaches-us-how-to-spot-bullshit-ourselves#qctKcZZTgBHLfc1C.99
http://www.comedycentral.co.uk/the-daily-show/videos/jon-teaches-us-how-to-spot-bullshit-ourselves#qctKcZZTgBHLfc1C.99
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issues, and convey your thoughts clearly in class and in writing. The goal is to help 
you respond to ethical issues by using the provided theories to reach an answer 
you can defend, rather than merely reacting with your gut.  
 
Of course, the secondary (but perhaps more broadly applicable) aim is to teach you 
how to be vigilant for, diagnose, and address bullshit across your information diet, 
from casually racist or new-agey relatives to Twitter trends and daily news. 
 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After this course, you will be able to: 
 

+ Examine real-life situations in which journalists and PR practitioners 
have faced ethics related decisions 

+  Reason through legal and ethical conflicts, using current media law 
and policy and relevant ethical frameworks as decision-making 
models;  

+  Examine the role of good corporate owners, the challenges of 
practicing ethical journalism in an environment filled with 
hindrances, the responsibilities journalists have to sources, 
audiences, and employers, the role of diversity, and how philosophers 
have approached ethical problems; 

+  Understand basic journalism law, such as libel and privacy; 
+ Review basic journalism law, such as libel and privacy; 
+ Examine real-life situations in which journalists and public-relations 

practitioners have faced ethics-related decisions 
 
 
Required Texts 
All readings will be made available to you on the Canvas course site. You will also 
be asked to record video responses using Flipgrid (course code 02a5sw) on your 
computer or phone, and you will need to download and familiarize yourself with 
Twine for your final project. 
 
 
GRADING & ASSESSMENTS 
The grading scale and weighted scores for the class are as follows: 
 

A 90-100%  C  70-74% Participation   20% 
B+  86-89% D  60-69% Midterm (3/9)  20% 
B  80-85% F  0-59% Twine IF (5/1)   25% 
C+  75-79%    Final (5/9)  35% 

 
Participation is essential to your success in this course. I expect you to be 
attentive, raise pertinent questions and react to them, and contribute to weekly 

https://flipgrid.com/02a5sw
https://twinery.org/
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Flipgrid threads, online class notes, and off- and on-line gameplay. I will only 
accept late work in the event of extenuating circumstances. If possible, email me 
in advance of the due date so we can work out alternate assignments or deadlines.  
 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
In this class, we will discuss and debate issues many of you will have strong 
opinions about. We’ll inevitably disagree. Not all opinions are worthy of equal 
respect, but all people are. Remember that the first step in a heated debate is not 
attacking; it’s questioning the logic of the speaker. Target the ideas in specific, 
incisive ways supported by the course readings, not the individuals. This skill is 
central to any exploration of the whys and wherefores of our current bullshit-
saturated media landscape. 
 
It goes without saying that you’re expected to attend class. If you aren’t present 
and immersed in our collective struggle to parse new ideas, you will probably be 
unable to competently evaluate ethics-related situations in written assignments. 
Missing more than two sessions will result in a penalty of 1/3 letter grade, and 
chronic lateness will be treated as a missed session. Let me know immediately if 
you have reason to believe you may be late or absent beyond this allowance. If you 
do miss class, you are still responsible for any work discussed or due that day.  
 
Apart from designating a “class Googler” at the start of each F2F session, I don’t 
police the use of laptops in class, but I do pay attention to how you’re using them. 
I recommend you download at least the syllabus and readings in case Canvas goes 
down. 
 
If you have a documented disability, you should request accommodations through 
the Rutgers Disabilities Services Office. If you require other forms of assistance, 
make sure to meet with me at the beginning of the semester. 
 
And finally, especially in a course about bullshit, don’t plagiarize. In addition to 
Rutgers’ integrity policy linked here, you can find plagiarism infographics and 
citation style guides posted on the course site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/


4 
 

Schedule and readings ‡

 
 
Week 1. Laying the Foundations.  
 
+ SPJ Code of Ethics [2] 
+ Milton, J. (1644). Areopagitica: A speech of Mr. John Milton for the liberty of 
unlicenc’d printing to the Parliament of England [Excerpt]  
+ Mill, J.S. (1869). On liberty. [Excerpt] 
+ Freedom House, U.S. Press Report [7] 
+ Jones, R. & West, S. (2017). The fragility of the free American press. [30] 
 
Supplementary Readings 
+ Hickman, J. (2006). The Nightly News. Issues 1-6, ~25 pages each. TW: gun violence 
 
 
Week 2: What is Bullshit?  
 
+ Frankfurt, H. (1986). On bullshit. 
+ Fredal, J. (2011). Rhetoric and bullshit. 
 
 
Week 3: Free Speech and “Fake News”  
 
+ Fries, J. (1750-1818). Circuit Court (3rd Circuit). [Introductory blurb, p. 11]  
+ Packard, A. (2010). Freedom of expression. 
+ McComiskey, B. (2017). Post-truth rhetoric and composition. [Ethos /Pathos 
Excerpt] 
+ Andrejevic, M. (2016). Commercial nationalism and the affective news 
network. [13] 
 
Supplementary Readings 
+ Schiffrin, A. (2017). How Europe fights fake news. 
 
 
Week 4: A Brief History of Fake News 
 
+ Darnton, R. (2017 Feb 13). The true history of fake news. 
+ Broadcast Hoaxes, 47 CFR 73.1217.  
+ Samson, A. (2005). Plagiarism and fabulism: Dishonesty in the newsroom.  

                                                           
§ Readings should be completed in advance of our F2F meeting date. I’ll let you know via the course site if I 
modify the calendar. 

https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2017/united-states
http://readcomiconline.to/Comic/The-Nightly-News/Issue-1?id=101064
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/evans/N27848.0001.001/1:5.1?rgn=div2;view=fulltext
https://www.cjr.org/watchdog/europe-fights-fake-news-facebook-twitter-google.php
http://www.nybooks.com/daily/2017/02/13/the-true-history-of-fake-news/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/47/73.1217
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+ Smith, M. (2009). Arbiters of truth at play: Media April Fools’ Day Hoaxes. [16] 
 
Supplementary Readings 
+ Shapin, S. & Schaffer, S. (1985). Seeing is believing. [57] 
 
 
Week 5: Doing Ethics in the Gutter  
 
+ Nussbaum, M. (2004). Mill between Aristotle and Bentham. 
+ MacIntyre, A. (1981). The nature of the virtues. Hastings Center. p. 27-34. [7] 
+ Garrett, J. (2004). A simple and useable (though incomplete) ethical theory 
based on the ethics of W.D. Ross. [9] 
+ Ladd, J. (1980). The quest for a code of professional ethics: An intellectual and 
moral confusion. [5] 
+ Beetham, H. (2016). What is digital well-being? HelenB’s e-learning blog.  
 
 
Week 6. Legal Ins and Outs of Bullshit. 
 
+ Packard, A. (2013). Defamation. [29] 
+ Soja, E. (2007). When libel goes online. [1] 
+ Antoniou, A. & Akrivos, D. (2016). Hulk Hogan and the demise of Gawker 
Media: Wrestling with problems of celebrity voyeurism, newsworthiness, and 
tabloidization. [21] 
 
Supplementary Readings 
+ Warren, S. & Brandeis, L. (1890). The right to privacy. [41] 
 
 
Week 7: The Game of Leaks 
 
+ Vanacker, B. (2016). “Just doing his job”: Journalism defending its turf in a 
time of leak investigations. [18] 
+ Martin, M. (2000). Whistleblowing. [12] 
 
 
Week 8: Agenda Setting. 
 
+ McComb, M. & Shaw, D. (1972). Agenda-setting function of mass media. [13] 
+ Mullin, A. & Klaehn, J. (2010). The Herman-Chomsky propaganda model [14] 
+ Boyd-Barrett, O. (2004). Judith Miller, The New York Times, and the 
Propaganda Model [14] 

http://design-4-learning.blogspot.co.uk/2016/03/what-is-digital-wellbeing.html
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+ Anderson, C. W. (2011). Deliberative, agonistic, and algorithmic audiences: 
Journalism’s vision of its public in an age of audience transparency. [19] 
 

3/2 - 3/9:  Midterm Due (.doc/docx, .odf, .pdf) 
 

Spring Break (3/10-3/18) 
 
Week 9: Realer Than Real. 
 
+ Borden, S. & Tew, C. (2007). The role of journalist and the performance of 
journalism: Ethical lessons from ‘fake’ news (seriously). [14] 
+ Berkowitz, D. & Schwartz, D. (2016). Miley, CNN, and the Onion: When fake 
news becomes realer than real. [17] 
+ Day, A. & Thompson, E. (2012). Live from New York, It’s the Fake News! 
Saturday Night Live and the (Non)Politics of Parody [14] 
 
 
Week 10: An Ecology of Bullshit.  
 
+ O’Reilly, T. (2007). “Call for a Blogger’s Code of Conduct.” 
+ Lasorsa, D., Lewis, S., & Holton, A. (2012). Normalizing Twitter: Journalism 
practice in an emerging communication space. [17]  
+ Bruns, A. (2010). From reader to writer: Citizen journalism as news produsage 
[20] 
+ Kperogi, F. (2011). Cooperation with the corporation? CNN and the hegemonic 
cooptation of citizen journalism through iReport.com [16] 
 
 
Week 11: Misinformation and Disinformation. 
 
+ Data & Society (2017). Media manipulation and disinformation online. [60] 
 
 
Week 12: Representation. 
+ Campbell, D. (2004). Horrific blindness: Images of death in contemporary 
media [19]  
+ Harris, C. (1991). Digitization and manipulation of news photographs [10] 
+ Boeyink, D. (1990). Anonymous sources in news stories: Justifying exceptions 
and limiting abuses [13] 
+ Hlavach, L. & Freivogel, W. (2011). Ethical implications of Anonymous 
comments posted to online news stories [16] 
 
 

http://radar.oreilly.com/2007/03/call-for-a-bloggers-code-of-co.html
https://datasociety.net/pubs/oh/DataAndSociety_MediaManipulationAndDisinformationOnline.pdf
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Week 13: (Mis)trust and Transparency. 
 
+ Logan, D.A. (1997). Stunt journalism, professional norms, and public mistrust 
of the media [25] 
+ Coleman, S. (2012). Believing the news: From sinking trust to atrophied 
efficacy [10] 
+ Bachman, J. (2017). The New York Times and Washington Post: Misleading the 
public about U.S. drone strikes. [26] 
+ Farber, M. (2017). The future of journalistic labor in the age of digital 
narratives: The algorithmic authority of automated news as a legitimate 
knowledge producer. [6] 
 
 
Week 14: Where Do We Go? 
 
+ Bois, Y. (2017). Fake News and Alternative Facts: Three Antidotes from 
History.  
+ Beckett, C. & Deuze, M. (2016). On the role of emotion in the future of 
journalism. 
+ Umansky, E. (2017). How we’re learning to do journalism differently in the age 
of Trump.  
 

5/1: Interactive Fiction Due (.zip or .html) 
5/2 - 5/9:  Final Due (.doc/docx, .odf, .pdf) 

 

https://www.propublica.org/article/how-were-learning-to-do-journalism-differently-in-the-age-of-trump

