Cleve Wiese

RHE 309K Proposal 

Topic: The Rhetoric of Objectivity: Fact, Opinion and the Role of the Reporter in the Creation (and Critique) of the News

Journalists (and journalism) must acknowledge, humbly and publicly, that what we do is far more subjective and far less detached than the aura of objectivity implies – and the public wants to believe. If we stop claiming to be mere objective observers, it will not end the charges of bias, but will allow us to defend what we do from a more realistic, less hypocritical position. – Brent Cunningham 

Course Description: 

While accusations of media bias have long been commonplace in American public discourse, their underlying premise – that journalists should adhere to a scientific paradigm of detached, objective fact gathering – is often taken for granted by news consumers. But can reporters actually operate without making personal judgments about the people and events they cover? Is it possible to convert personal experiences into transparent windows on a discrete reality? Is it reasonable (or honest) to try? In this course, students will be asked to examine the notion of journalistic “objectivity” as a rhetorical construct and to dissect and analyze the artificial reconstructions of reality – through selection of details, descriptions, sources, quotes – implicit in every “objective” news story, whether readers are aware of them or not. The course will also address the “controversy” surrounding media bias, examining it as a related rhetorical construct wielded by “stakeholders” ranging from politicians to pundits to citizens and journalists themselves in the service of a gamut of persuasive goals and agendas – a dynamic which can sometimes result in people arguing past one another. 

Rhetoric Text:

Everything’s an Argument by John Ruszkiewicz and Andrea Lunsford
Unit I 

In this unit, students will move beyond simplistic conservative/liberal binaries and analyze the ways different stakeholders constantly reframe and reconstitute the media bias controversy according to particular perspectives and rhetorical goals: Does bias exist? If so, what causes it: Reporters’ liberal political views? Media moguls’ conservative agendas? Human nature? The “horse-race” effect? Is objectivity possible? Or desirable? What, if anything, should be done to keep the news fair and balanced? Can false balance be a form of bias in itself? Utilizing the terminology of stasis theory, students will examine such arguments, their purpose in terms of larger conversations and specific target audiences, and the ways their proponents engage (or fail to engage) each other in meaningful debate. Each student will select and research one prominent “line of argument” in the controversy, locating both textual examples and contextual information about its use in relation to stakeholders and other positions. 

Possible Texts:

Readings from The Elements of Journalism by Bill Kovach and Tom Rosentstiel

“Re-Thinking Objectivity,” by Brent Cunningham (from the Columbia Journalism Review, July/August 2003)

“U.S. Media at the Dawn of the 21st Century,” by Robert W. McChesney (from Rich Media, Poor Democracy)

Readings from What Liberal Media? by Eric Alterman

Readings from Bias, by Bernard Goldberg

Film viewing: Outfoxed 
Unit II 

Even the most straightforward “hard news” stories make implicit arguments – about the best way to understand a situation, about which details are most salient, about which voices deserve to be cast in quotes. In this unit, students will be asked to move beyond an understanding of “objective” news as transparent vehicles of fact and look for underlying perspectives and claims. Each student will select and research a specific news event and – using the “journalistic pentad” (who, what, when, where, why) and the concepts of ethos, logos and pathos – rhetorically analyze at least three “objective” articles about that event published in different newspapers. 

Unit III 

In this unit students will approach the freeform, wildly subjective techniques of 1970s “New Journalism,” its predecessors, it’s current day descendents, and other alternative journalistic models as oppositional rhetorical constructs, each with its own implicit assumptions about reality, subjectivity, and the role of the reporter. As a class, we will read and rhetorically analyze a number of texts using the 5Ws and the rhetorical triangle. Then students will select a single piece by a writer discussed in class, research the larger conversation surrounding its publication, and compare it to contemporary articles on the same subject from more traditional newspapers or magazines. 

Possible texts:

Readings from The New Journalism by Tom Wolfe

Readings from The New, New Journalism by Robert S. Boynton
Readings from Slouching Toward Bethlehem or The White Album by Joan Didion 

Readings from Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail ’72 by Hunter S. Thompson

Readings from The Boys on the Bus, by Timothy Crouse

Readings from Joe Gould’s Secret by Joseph Mitchell

Readings from Newjack by Ted Conover

Unit Papers: 

· One 4-6 page paper discussing a prominent “line of argument” in the bias debate in terms of its point of stasis, any key interrelated or opposing positions, and the stakeholders or audiences likely to utilize and/or respond to it. 

· One 5-7 page paper rhetorically analyzing, comparing and contrasting no fewer than three “objective” newspaper accounts of the same event. 

· One 4-7 page paper rhetorically analyzing a work of “New” or alternative journalism in terms of the larger conversation surrounding its publication, and drawing on at least one contemporary newspaper account of a related topic or event as a point of comparison. 

Grading: 

Essay 1.1 – 10 percent

Essay 1.2 – 15 percent

Essay 2.1 – 10 percent 

Essay 2.2 – 15 percent 

Essay 3.1 – 10 percent 

Essay 3.2 – 15 percent 

Short Rhetorical Analyses and Other Writing Assignments – 25 percent

