Sociology 4461: Critical Thinking in Society

Spring 2009

Syllabus

Revolution is a drama of passion. You do not win the People over by appealing to reason.  

Mao Ze Dong

Jay Watterworth

Telephone: (303) 239-8482

e-mail: jaywatterworth@comcast.net  (Please let me know what class you are in.)

Office: 11a Ketchum

Office Hours: Monday & Wednesday: 12 – 1:00 or by appointment.

Course Description: This course will develop your ability to think critically using a specific topic that we will examine throughout the semester.  We will be examining one means that is employed to examine society, the documentary film.  

Sociologists study social or symbolic interaction as one of the three paradigms used to exam society (along with functionalism and conflict theory).  We are interested in the presentation of ourselves and others not only for the information imparted, but the means by which we do so.  What do documentaries, as a looking glass, tell us about ourselves?  How do they go about doing this?  Who is saying this, how do they do it, what is their motivation, are they successful?

This semester we will be examining these questions from a variety of perspectives.  The rich catalog of documentary films offers a unique variety of insights into our social world and the filmmakers each speak to us in their individual voices in offering their interpretations of that world.  Our goal is to use this exercise as a means to understand and practice the dynamics of critical thinking.  The readings you will be subjected to will give you a framework for this understanding, but the real learning will be in our joint effort to digest these presentations.

One film to appear on a critic’s Ten Best in 2008 was a story of a Frenchman who walked between the two towers of the World Trade Center in 1974.  What on earth could this film do to earn such a distinction?  What could it tell us about society?  Is it as valuable to the human condition as a film that deals with a more serious subject, like health?  But the best known movie about health was made by a showman, not a serious sociologist (or is Michael Moore a sociologist)?  What about Mr. Moore’s film Fahrenheit 911, is that a documentary or just propaganda?  What is propaganda, Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willen?  Some would say that film is one of the most beautiful ever made, yet what’s the subject matter?  This is an old discussion that goes back to the beginning of the historical roots of these films which have always been looked at as a completely different genre than popular films.  Is it possible for a documentary not to be propaganda or at least biased in its presentation?  Can biased thinking be critical?

Documentary films address a variety of issues and topics.  We will be going beyond the National Geographic explorations of odd cultures or Nature’s displays of odd animals (not that they are not valuable and interesting) and look at films that are trying to make a point, introduce a new take on an old subject, promote a message, or have an axe to grind.  Theoretically, they are an example of critical thinking.

We will spend the balance of the semester viewing and discussing a variety of documentary films.  Obviously, we will be using and refining the techniques we will have discussed.  We will be interested in the topic of the film as well as the film itself.  How can documentaries shape public perceptions?  Are they more effective in reflecting social life than traditional literature?  What was the effect of rock and roll concert movies on popular culture?  Could we say that these were the precursors of MTV?  How do documentaries even frame art whether music or the fine arts?  What insights into the inner working of government and the military can we glean from the ruminations of former Defense Secretary Robert McNamara as revealed in the Oscar winner, The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons of Robert S. McNamara?  Why did McNamara offer such a personal insight into what his thinking and motives were during the build up in Viet Nam?  Was he trying to excuse himself, justify his actions, make a clean breast of things?  Was he being cleverly manipulated by Errol Morris?  Do his observations, the lessons, apply in today’s world?

Readings:  I will provide you with readings for the course.  There will be articles and excerpts from books about the art of critical thinking and the art of documentary films.  

Anyone can look for fashion in a boutique or history in a museum. The creative explorer looks for history in a hardware store and fashion in an airport. - Robert S. Wieder, journalist

Assignments: To keep our class interesting and on track, I will provide resources for discussion.  (And, yes, it will be on the exam.  You are responsible for what goes on in class – everything. You are also responsible for knowing all the information that is assigned to you including readings – whether we discuss them in class or not.)  If you miss class, it is your responsibility to find out what you missed.  Get to know someone in this room; they might be able to provide you with notes should you need them.  Do not depend on me!  Your first assignment is to read and digest all your assigned readings over the next three weeks.

The semester will be divided into different topic areas.  There will be three or more films per section.  Before each film, we will discuss it; during the film, we will stop it and discuss it; after the film is over, we will discuss it.  In order to have an informed discussion, one must have something of substance to say; to be able to be a discerning listener; to practice the art of presenting an informed rebuttal; and to synthesize what one has gleaned from the experience – in other words, to articulate one’s critical consideration. 

If they can get you asking the wrong questions, they don't have to worry about the answers. Thomas Pynchon, writer (1937- )

After we finish a topic, you will write a paper that will employ your critical thinking skills.  We are interested in the individual films and how they compliment or contradict one another in addressing a particular social issue.  I do not want a summary of the films but your examination and evaluation of them.  Yours is the voice I want to hear, supported by outside resources such as the readings, the book, and others’ reviews of the films that you might find on the Internet.  These papers will be at least three pages long for credit, more if you want an A.  These essays are not formal term papers, but rather more personal in nature in that I am looking for evidence of your critical thinking skills, not a rehashing of someone else’s.  You have a great deal of latitude in dealing with this assignment and with that comes responsibility – you have to actually say something interesting.  You are the ones who seem likely to actually succeed in obtaining a certified university education, being seniors and all.  I expect to harvest the fruits of your laborious education and I expect you to write accordingly.  We will discuss this in detail in class.

Midterm Exam: There will be a midterm exam on the book and readings.

Final Exam Paper: The final is a take-home.  You will be given a selection of topics from which you choose two to answer by writing two essays.  This may ask you to watch a film on your own, so the assignment will be given so you will have time to do this.  

I like a film to have a beginning, a middle and an end, but not necessarily in that order.

- Jean-Luc Godard

Grades: The grade you earn will be determined by averaging the scores of your papers, the exam, and the grades you receive for your final exam papers (each essay will be graded separately).  

Attendance: Attendance is required.  In order to have a class that works to everyone’s advantage, we all have to be there.  We will be watching movies in class and discussing them in class, something that should/will be included in your essays.  Participation is expected behavior.  During the semester if it seems like people are missing classes, we will have quizzes that will count toward extra credit.  If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to obtain notes from one of your classmates.  Do not even think about asking me for my notes.  You are also responsible for any announcements that are made in class whether you are there or not.  Please keep all returned exams (and other returned work) in the event that you have a grade dispute at the end of the semester. 

………………………

All this was inspired by the principle - which is quite true in itself - that in the big lie there is always a certain force of credibility; because the broad masses of a nation are always more easily corrupted in the deeper strata of their emotional nature than consciously or voluntarily; and thus in the primitive simplicity of their minds they more readily fall victims to the big lie than the small lie, since they themselves often tell small lies in little matters but would be ashamed to resort to large-scale falsehoods. It would never come into their heads to fabricate colossal untruths, and they would not believe that others could have the impudence to distort the truth so infamously. Even though the facts which prove this to be so may be brought clearly to their minds, they will still doubt and waver and will continue to think that there may be some other explanation. For the grossly impudent lie always leaves traces behind it, even after it has been nailed down, a fact which is known to all expert liars in this world and to all who conspire together in the art of lying. These people know only too well how to use falsehood for the basest purposes.

~ A. Hitler, Mein Kampf (Murphy translation, page 134)

