Department of Communication Studies

Listen • Speak • Engage


COMM 96GQ: San José State University
The Simpsons as Social Science: Exploring Faith, Philosophy, and Ethics 
with America's Favorite Cartoon Family
 Fall 2009
	Instructor:
	Andrew Wood, Ph.D, Professor of Communication Studies

	Office location:
	HGH 210

	Telephone:
	408-924-5378

	Email:
	wooda@email.sjsu.edu

	Web: 
	http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/wooda

	Office hours:
	Tuesdays: 12 to 1 (others by appointment)

	Class days/time:
	T, R - 13:30 to 14:45 p.m.

	Classroom
	Clark 137


	Peer Mentor:
	David Chiang

	Email:
	davidchiangsjsu@gmail.com

	PMC Hours:
	Mon: 10:30 to 12:00; Tues and Wed: 9:45 to 12:00


Course Goals

This is not simply a course about The Simpsons. Moreover, this is neither a course about faith, philosophy, nor ethics. Our friends in media studies, religious studies, and the various humanities would likely scoff at our attempts to address any of these topics in the richness and complexity they deserve. Instead, we encounter this text and context from a position best defined as "social scientific." In other words, we seek to understand the human condition and its religious, philosophical, and ethical quandaries as a site of social construction. And in this class, we view this process through the lens of popular culture. 

One may ask: How might a television show (a cartoon at that) help us reveal the relationship between human interaction and the maze of value systems, economic structures, political institutions, social groups, human locales, and natural environments we encounter daily? Viewing an episode of The Simpsons, one confronts a palimpsest where answers to this question may be found. Look beneath the two-dimensional depiction of yellow-tinted family life in Springfield, USA, and you discover a riotous critique of social order along with an invitation to encounter the relationship between human structures and deeper questions of the human condition.

In many ways, our class mirrors the deceptively simple questions raised by The Simpsons. In one week, we consider the various faces of God. However when Homer Simpson imagines God as an anthropomorphic cliché  ("Perfect Teeth. Nice Smell. A class act, all the way") we also must consider the social construction of deity as a means to justify human choices. In another week, we encounter philosophical notions of ideal government. Yet when Lisa helps form a utopian community in Springfield, we must also consider the economic and political foundations upon which such a perfect state might stand. In a final week, we examine the ethical implications of war. Yet when Bart organizes his neighborhood pals to fight a local bully, we must also examine the spatial battleground as a metaphor for the forces of fragmentation wrecking havoc across the world.

In short, we view episodes of The Simpsons while considering questions like "What is God?," "What is Truth?," and "What is Right?" as social scientists: alert for the ways in which a beloved television show reveals the social construction of questions and answers that emerge from our deepest struggles to make sense of the world and our roles within it. 
Introduction to MUSE

University-level study is different from what you experienced in high school. The Metropolitan University Scholar’s Experience (MUSE) is designed to help make your transition into college a success by helping you develop the skills and attitude needed for the intellectual engagement and challenge of in-depth university-level study. Discovery, research, critical thinking, written work, attention to the rich cultural diversity of the campus, and active discussion will be key parts of this MUSE course. Enrollment in MUSE courses is limited to a small number of students because these courses are intended to be highly interactive and allow you to easily interact with your professor and fellow students. MUSE courses explore topics and issues from an interdisciplinary focus to show how interesting and important ideas can be viewed from different perspectives.

MUSE AND GE Learning Objectives 

Social Science courses should increase the student’s understanding of human behavior and social interaction in the context of value systems, economic structures, political institutions, social groups, and natural environments. Students will establish a strong foundation for becoming a university level student and scholar. Students will become acclimated to both the intellectual and social activities of university life.

This course qualifies as an Area D1 (Social Sciences-Human Behavior) course in your General Education requirements. It is designed to enable you to achieve the following learning outcomes:

1. To place contemporary developments in cultural, historical, environmental, and spatial contexts.

2. Identify the dynamics of ethnic, cultural, gender/sexual, age-based, class, regional, national, transnational, and global identities and the similarities, differences, linkages, and interactions between them.
3. Evaluate social science information, draw on different points of view, and formulate applications appropriate to contemporary social issues.

4. Recognize the interaction of social institutions, culture, and environment with the behavior of individuals.

5. Understand the learning process and their responsibility and role in it. [MUSE]

6. Know what it means to be a member of a metropolitan university community. [MUSE]

Successful completion of this course means that you can:

1. 
Increase your understanding of human behavior and social interaction in the context of value systems, economic structures, political institutions, social groups and natural environments.  

2. 
Establish a strong foundation for becoming a university level student and scholar.  

3. 
Demonstrate discipline-specific mastery of social scientific terms as employed in this course.

4. 
Employ popular culture examples to support your analysis of abstract ideas related to faith, ethics, and philosophy.

5. 
Communicate original responses to contemporary questions related to faith, ethics, and philosophy through academic writing and oral presentation.

Succeeding in this Class 

At SJSU, students are expected to spend two hours outside of class for every one hour of class time. Because this is a three-unit class, you can expect to spend a minimum of six hours per week in addition to time spent in class and on scheduled tutorials or activities. Special projects or assignments may require additional work for the course. Careful time management will help you keep up with readings and assignments and enable you to be successful in all of your courses.

Required Texts and Readings

All readings are available online, either from websites or by downloading PDF articles through Academic Search Premier. Questions about accessing these materials? Chat with your Peer Mentor.

Other equipment requirements

You need two Scantron forms (No. 882-E) and a number two pencil.

University Policies

Academic Integrity: You must be familiar with the University’s Academic Integrity Policy available at http://www.sa.sjsu.edu/judicial_affairs/index.html

“Your own commitment to learning, as evidenced by your enrollment at San Jose State University and the University’s integrity policy, require you to be honest in all your academic course work. Faculty members are required to report all infractions to the office of Student Conduct and Ethical development.”

The following is language common to most Communication Studies syllabi: I will not tolerate instances of academic dishonesty. Cheating on quizzes or plagiarism (presenting the work of another as your own, or the use of another person’s ideas without giving proper credit) will result in a failing grade and sanctions by the University. For this class, all assignments are to be completed by the individual student unless otherwise specified. If you would like to include in your assignment any material you have submitted, or plan to submit for another class, please note that SJSU’s Academic Policy F06-1 requires approval of instructors.

Campus Policy in Compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act: If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, or if you need to make special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please make an appointment with me as soon as possible, or see me during office hours. Presidential Directive 97-03 requires that students with disabilities requesting accommodations must register with the DRC (Disability Resource Center) to establish a record of their disability.

Adds and Drops: You are responsible for knowing add and drop deadlines and fulfilling other university deadlines.

Classroom Protocol

Attendance: In this class, we will frequently discuss issues and concepts that cannot be found in the assigned readings. Therefore your participation is required. If you miss class, it is your responsibility to get class notes or other necessary information from a colleague. 

Make-ups: Assignments are due at the beginning of the class period noted on the greensheet. Unexcused late assignments may be made up (so long as they are not submitted after stated-deadlines). However, I deduct 10 percent per 24-hour period after the assignment is due. 

Tardiness: Be seated when class begins. I reserve the right to alter your assignment requirements if you are excessively tardy.

Extra Credit: I do not offer extra credit. Given the many resources I make available in this class, I believe that every student has an opportunity to earn 500 points. Moreover, grading extra assignments for students who request "extra credit" is unfair to other students who work within the 500-point limit.

Mobile phones and other electronic leashes: Please switch all of your communication devices to non-audible status while in the classroom. 

Assignments

Note: All submitted writing must be typed, double-spaced, and employ 12 point Times New Roman font and 1-inch margins. 

Participation: In order for this class to thrive, you must demonstrate a command of the readings and a willingness to share insightful ideas with your colleagues. (50 points)

Summary Papers: Respond critically to two course readings. Within one to two pages, answer the following questions: (1) What are the author's primary arguments and thesis? (2) How does this text relate to ideas raised in this class? (3) What is your personal reaction to the ideas raised in this text? Note: You will submit one summary paper before the midterm. Papers are due the week of their associated readings. (25 points each: 50 points total)

Student Success Program Activity Responses: Attend at least two SSP workshops/activities during the semester. For each one, you will present a half-page reflection piece that outlines one valuable concept you learned from the activity. Note: You will submit one SSP Activity Response before the midterm. Responses are due the week of the SSP activity. (25 points each: 50 points total)

Course Project: Write a four to six-page essay that provides at least three arguments for an original statement of faith, philosophy, or ethics. Supporting your claim, you will draw from at one course reading and two non-course readings (including correct in-text cites and APA references), along with two Simpsons episodes. Download and attach the PDF gradesheet to your final draft: http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/wooda/gradesheet.pdf (100 points)

Project Oral Presentation: Present a five to seven minute oral summary of your course project. Employ clear organization, extemporaneous delivery, and professional persona. (50 points)

Midterm and Final Examinations: Each exam invites you to synthesize the knowledge gained throughout the course. The exams employ multiple choice, true/false, and matching questions. The final examination is not comprehensive. (100 points each: 200 points total)

Your final grade is based on the following:

Participation


____ out of 50 pts
(10%)

Course Reading Summary Paper
____ out of 25 pts
(5%)

Course Reading Summary Paper
____ out of 25 pts 
(5%)

SSP Activity Response

____ out of 25 pts
(5%)

SSP Activity Response 

____ out of 25 pts 
(5%)

Course Project


____ out of 100 pts
(20%)

Project Oral Presentation

____ out of 50 pts
(10%)

Midterm Exam


____ out of 100 pts
(20%)

Final Exam



____ out of 100 pts 
(20%)

Total



____ out of 500 pts
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A+

465-484
A
450-464
A-
435-449
B+

415-434
B
400-414
B-
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C+

365-384
C
350-364
C-
335-349
D+

315-334
D
300-314
D-
-299

F

Furlough Practicalities 


Background (adapted from material provided by the California Faculty Association): You are no doubt aware of California’s budget deficit. The CSU (California State University System) is facing a $585,000,000 reduction in funding. The cut to San José State University is around $40 million. By cutting back on salaries for administrators, managers, staff workers, maintenance workers, nurses, instructors, librarians, etc., our campus hopes to make up for that $40 million shortfall.

Most of the workers mentioned above voted for a furlough plan, which means that workers will see a 9.23% reduction in pay and a corresponding reduction in workload. This semester you will see the whole campus closed on designated days. Faculty members are also expected to select six additional furlough days for the semester, for a total of nine days, which we must designate in writing. It is illegal for us to do any university-related work on a furlough day, no returning or taking phone calls, no reading emails, no grading papers, nothing.

My scheduled furlough days (subject to change with reasonable notice): 

9/9, 9/16, 9/22, 9/30, 10/7, 10/19, 11/4, 11/18, and 12/2

Classroom Impact: I opted to remove only one day from our class schedule due to furlough (though I will be absent for other reasons such as conference travel). I have limited the number of days cut from the class schedule out of respect for you; the challenges of the first year at college are great enough without losing access to a professor. Even so, I was forced to remove a number of learning opportunities from this class class. These activities and assignments (a third SSP activity response, an abstract, and two non-course reading summaries) helped previous students master course concepts and gain familiarity with university life, but the workload reductions caused by the furlough demanded that I remove them. 

If you have any questions or concerns about the furlough, please speak up in class or arrange to chat with me. And feel free to share opinions about the impact of the furlough process on your education with your elected officials (remembering that your choice to do so is entirely unrelated to your success in this class). I welcome your engagement with this important issue.

Schedule: The Simpsons as Social Science: Exploring Faith, Philosophy, and Ethics with America's Favorite Cartoon Family, Fall 2009

Subject to change with fair notice

	Date
	Description
	Reading
	Assignments

	8/25
	Introduction and course overview
	Greensheet

	

	8/27
	University Skills: Getting involved in SJSU 
	
	

	9/1
	The Simpsons and popular culture
	Popular Culture: A User's Guide: http://www.popularculture.nelson.com/glossary.html
	

	9/3
	The Simpsons and popular culture continued
	Meskill: "Through the screen, into the school: Education, subversion, ourselves in The Simpsons" (Academic Search Premier)
	

	9/8
	Religion and The Simpsons

	Lewis: "Religious rhetoric and the comic frame in The Simpsons" (Academic Search Premier)

Episode: "Homer the Heretic"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/9F01.html
	

	9/10
	Sin and The Simpsons
	Episode: “Homer vs. Lisa and the 8th Commandment”

Optional SNPP Summary:

http://www.snpp.com/episodes/7F13.html
	

	9/15
	University Skills: Library Visit
	
	

	9/17
	Course Project discussion - 

Small group breakout sessions
	
	

	9/22
	Predestination and choice
	Jonathan Edwards' "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God": http://edwards.yale.edu/images/pdf/sinners.pdf
	Course Project Abstract due 

	9/24
	University Skills: Writing Workshop 
	 
	

	9/29
	The Soul
	Episode: "Bart Sells His Soul"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/3F02.html
	Deadline to submit Summary Paper 1 

	10/1
	Faith and science
	Episode: "Lisa the Skeptic"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/5F05
	Non-Course Summary 1 

	10/6
	Midterm Exam
	
	Deadline to submit SSP Summary 1

	10/8
	Exam result discussion - Introduction to course's philosophical turn
	
	

	10/13
	Truth and Beauty


	Keats' "Ode on a Grecian urn": http://www.bartleby.com/101/625.html 

Episode: "Brush with Greatness"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/7F18.html


	

	10/15
	Plato's Allegory of the Cave
	The Republic, Book VII: http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.8.vii.html

Reading after the phrase "Do you know of any other?" is encouraged but optional.
	Non-Course Summary 2 

	10/20
	Plato's Allegory of the Cave continued
	Episode: "They Saved Lisa's Brain" 

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/AABF18
	

	10/22
	University Skills: General Education
	
	

	10/27
	Nietzsche and morality
	Episode: "Bart's Inner Child"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/1F05.html
	

	10/29
	Modernity and Postmodernity
	"The Postmodern": http://www9.georgetown.edu/faculty/irvinem/theory/pomo.html
	

	11/3
	Modernity and Postmodernity continued
	Episode: "Mom and Pop Art" 

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/AABF15
	

	11/5
	Space and place: New environments and social ethics of public life
	Wood and Todd: "'Are we there yet?': Searching for Springfield and The Simpsons' rhetoric of omnitopia" (Academic Search Premier)
	

	11/10
	How might we imagine ideal gender relations?
	Lewis: "'Don't ask me, I'm just a girl': Feminism, female identity, and The Simpsons" (Academic Search Premier)

Episode: "The Secret War of Lisa Simpson"

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/4F21
	Deadline to submit Summary Paper 2

	11/12
	Optional Course Project research consultation with course Peer Mentor
	NOTE: As part of my academic assignment, I am presenting a paper at the National Communication Association's annual conference in Chicago. This is not a furlough day. I will return on 11/16.
	

	11/17
	How can we fight a "just war"?
	Episode: "Bart the General" (7G05)

Optional SNPP Summary: http://www.snpp.com/episodes/7G05.html
	Deadline to submit SSP Summary 2

	11/19
	Course Paper Workshops 
	
	

	11/24
	Oral Presentation Workshops
	
	Deadline to submit Course Project

	11/26
	Thanksgiving
	NOTE: There will be no class for on the holiday. This is not a furlough day.
	

	12/1
	Student Presentations
	
	

	12/3
	Student Presentations 
	
	

	12/8
	Exam Review
	
	

	12/15
	Final Exam
	
	12:15 to 2:30
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