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Advertising and Society  
Comm 109D 

UCSD Department of Communication 
Winter 2017 
MWF 1-1:50 
Cognitive Science Building (CSB) 001 

Professor: Ben Medeiros 
bmedeiro@ucsd.edu 
Office: Sequoyah Hall 220 
Office Hours: W 2-4 at Mandeville Coffee Cart or by appointment (or request an office meeting 
if you’d prefer additional privacy) 
Teaching Assistant: Sarah Klein 
saklein@ucsd.edu 

Course Description 
This course examines the relationship between advertising, capitalism, and media systems. We 
do so by studying the following topics and themes: 

• How advertising has used different media platforms to reach audiences and has anchored many 
media business models over time. 

• The different aesthetic, rhetorical, and strategic approaches to communicating advertising 
messages. 

• The reception of advertising by various media audiences. 
• Legal regulation of advertising. 
• The ideological significance of advertising messages regarding consumerism, identity, 

democracy, and social norms. 

The course loosely follows the chronological evolution of advertising over the past two 
centuries. Developments since roughly 1975 are, however, more heavily represented. While the 
readings primarily pertain to the United States, the course also attempts to understand advertising 
in its global context. 

We will examine how strategic advertising goals influence the persuasive techniques used in ads 
as well as the decisions about how advertising messages are disseminated. Yet we do not study 
advertising just so that we can copy what works; the purpose is to analyze its socio-cultural 
significance. The course therefore includes no pre-professional or practicum component. At 
the same time, students still acquire a foundational understanding of the creative and strategic 
dimensions of advertising and its relationship to other marketing professions. This can be useful 
if your ambition is to work in one of these professions. 

Required Readings 
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There is one book that is required for the course:  
• Tim Wu, The Attention Merchants: The Epic Scramble to Get Inside Our Heads. Knopf, 2016. 
It’s at the bookstore, but you are welcome to purchase it however you’d like. Buy it ASAP, 
though, as you have to write about it for Week 2. 

Various required articles will be linked from the syllabus, accessible via the UCSD Library 
website, or posted on TritonEd. I’m happy to help if you’re having trouble accessing a reading. 
Don’t wait until the last minute though. Information on connecting from off campus can be 
found here: http://libraries.ucsd.edu/spaces/computing/remote-access/ 

A Note on Readings, Viewpoints, and Assessment 
A fair but incorrect assumption is that readings reflect a professor’s personal viewpoint and 
students must subscribe to this viewpoint in order to do well. In fact, you are evaluated based on 
how well you can understand the logic of the various arguments in the readings, assess the 
evidence provided and remember key details, and apply this understanding to other examples. 
You are not evaluated on whether you adequately “agree” with readings (or with whatever you 
think my personal position is).  

Some ideas might well challenge you to think about your pre-existing beliefs in an unfamiliar 
way. This is — and always has been — part of the point of going to a university instead of a 
vocational training program (they’re both great; just different). So please do debate any of the 
things we talk about in the class, but try not to resist an idea simply because it is unfamiliar. 

Policies
Devices and Classroom Conduct
I am not technophobic. Electronic devices enhance our lives in many ways. There is a significant 
downside to complete bans on electronic devices. You are thus welcome to use your devices to 
take notes, look at readings, and look up things that arise in the course of the lecture. In reality, 
it’s probably not the end of the world if you take a second to look at an email too. Just don’t 
abuse my lenience.

With that said, the classroom must be a space of mutual respect. I respect you by taking your 
questions and comments seriously and doing my absolute best to teach an informative class. 
Similarly, you respect me and one another through your civility and attention. In this spirit, I find 
audible side conversations during class to be especially disruptive (to me and those around you) 
and disrespectful. You’re entitled to two warnings for the quarter, but I’ll have to ask you to 
leave class the third time. Students who are routinely disruptive will also have their final grades 
lowered (see section on grading). The good news is that this policy is usually no problem for 
99% (and often 100%) of students. 

Email Policy
I try to respond to email within 24 hours. There are almost 100 students in this class, so I might 
not always succeed. A gentle reminder is certainly appropriate and welcome if you haven’t heard 
from me after 48 hours. It’s always a good idea to consider whether you’re asking something that 

http://libraries.ucsd.edu/spaces/computing/remote-access/


!3

you could answer on your own before you hit send (if only so you don’t have to wait for a 
response). Please do not email to ask if you missed anything in class or to announce that you 
won’t be coming unless you are sending documentation of an excused absence. Also, please do 
not email Sarah (the teaching assistant) with any logistical questions. She will, however, be 
available for meetings to discuss course content in preparation for the midterm and final exams. 

Students with Different Needs
If you are a student with a disability, please contact the Office of Students with Disabilities 
(OSD) and advise me in advance so that we can arrange appropriate accommodations to meet 
your needs. 

Plagiarism 
Don’t plagiarize. I have had to fail people for plagiarism before. People have been expelled from 
the university for plagiarism. No teacher wants this for a student, but we have to enforce the 
rules. 

Confusion about what exactly constitutes plagiarism is understandable. Is it plagiarism to loosely 
copy from Wikipedia or another site without attribution and change every 4th or 5th word? What 
about turning in a paper based on “notes” written by someone else? Yes, these are both likely 
examples of plagiarism. If there is any doubt in your mind at all about what constitutes 
plagiarism then please visit this website or talk to me (I mean it — I’ll help you, no judgments): 
http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appendices/2 

Assignments and Grading 
Reading Quizzes and Short Writing Responses (30%) 
There will be 5 unannounced reading quizzes. Cumulative assignments test more macro-level 
learning and argumentation; these quizzes reward you for your week-to-week comprehension of 
the material. When a quiz is given, it will cover the reading that is due on that particular day of 
the schedule. These are not intended to trick you and will be quite easy if you’ve kept up with the 
reading and followed along in class. Please bring a writing implement and paper to each class. 

If you miss a quiz and provide documentation showing that you were absent for an excused 
reason then the quiz will simply not count. Excused reasons are confined to the following: 
accident, illness, family emergency, athletic competition (which are treated differently from other 
extra-curricular activities by the university). If you miss one for an unexcused absence, your 
score for that quiz will be zero. I will drop your lowest quiz grade regardless, so missing one is 
no big deal if you’re generally on top of things. There will, however, be no exceptions to this 
policy. 

There will be two 200-300 word reading responses that are due on TritonEd before the 
corresponding class period. The purpose is similar to the quizzes, with one difference being that 
you will be rewarded for self-reflection on these posts (e.g. posing further questions, briefly 
arguing for or against a position) rather than for simply being familiar with the text. 
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In-Class Midterm Exam (35%) 
The in-class midterm will be mostly comprised of multiple choice, true/false, and fill-in-the-
blank questions. There will be a small short answer component as well. 

Timed Take-Home Final Exam (35%) 
This assignment will require you to prepare as you would for an exam because you will not see 
the questions until 24 hours before the exam is due. The difference, of course, is that you’ll 
actually write and submit the answers remotely via TritonEd. It will be due at the time when our 
scheduled final exam would end: March 24 at 2:30 PM. 

Participation and Conduct 
There are no separate participation points allotted. Participation is used to decide borderline 
grades at the end of the quarter (e.g. 89 + good participation = final grade of A minus). 

We all make innocent mistakes, but a sustained pattern of showing blatant disregard for course 
policies will not be tolerated. Those who do so will be docked up to 5 points (out of 100) in the 
computation of final grades.

Course Schedule 

Week 1: Socio-Cultural Analysis of Advertising 
Jan 9 
Introduction to the course: our love/hate relationship with advertising 
Discussion based on this infographic: http://lab42.com/infographics/does-it-really-ad-up  
  
Jan 11 
Why Advertising and Society? 
W: Arthur Berger, Chapter 1 (“Advertising in American Culture”) of Ads, Fads, and Consumer 
Culture, pp. 1-19. Electronic version available via UCSD Library website. 

Jan 13 
Foundations of Rhetorical Analysis and Advertising 
T: Stuart Hirschberg, “The Rhetoric of Advertising.” 
T: Sandra Effinger, “Advertising Rhetoric,” pp. 5-6. 

Week 2: Advertising as Consumer Ideology 
Jan 16 
No Class: MLK Jr. Holiday 
READING AND RESPONSE POST: Wu, Attention Merchants, Introduction. 

Jan 18 
W: Michael Schudson, “Delectable Materialism.” 
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http://prospect.org/article/delectable-materialism-were-critics-consumer-culture-wrong-all-along  

Jan 20 
W: Roland Marchand, “The Parable of the Democracy of Goods.” http://xroads.virginia.edu/
~drbr/marchand.html  

Week 3: The Foundations of the Industry: Newspapers, Patent Medicine, and Propaganda 
Jan 23 
Beginnings: Newspapers as the First Vehicle for Advertising 
Wu, Attention Merchants Ch.1 

Jan 25 
Patent Medicine and “Reason-why” Advertising 
Wu Ch. 2 

Jan 27 
Propaganda and Advertising Nationalism 
Wu Ch. 3 

Week 4: The Development of Core Advertising Techniques and Their Critiques 
Jan 30 
The Origins of Demand Engineering, Branding, and Audience Targeting 
Wu Ch. 4 

Feb 1 
Lucky Strike and Advertising via Changing Norms 
Wu, Attention Merchants Ch. 5 

Feb 3 
Consumer Advocacy and Legal Regulation 
Wu, Attention Merchants Ch. 6 
W:  Doug Linder, “Exploring Constitutional Conflicts: Government Regulation of Commercial 
Speech.” http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/conlaw/commercial.htm   

Week 5: Marketing Causes 
Feb 6 
Socially-Conscious Marketing 
T: Sarah Banet-Weiser, “Branding Politics” from AuthenticTM, pp. 125-160. 

Feb 8 
Political Advertising: Commercial Advertising with a Different Product? 
T: Arthur Sanders, “Creating Effective Political Ads” 

http://prospect.org/article/delectable-materialism-were-critics-consumer-culture-wrong-all-along
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W: Zachary Sniderman, “How Non-Profits Are Tapping Internet Memes & Pop Culture.” 
www.radcampaign.com/blog/meme-jacking-social-good 

Feb 10 
Catch-up day and Midterm Review 

Week 6 
Advertising, Broadcasting, and Mass Audiences 
Feb 13 
In-class midterm. 

Feb 15 
Commercial Broadcasting: the Peak of Mass Attention 
Wu Ch. 8 pp. 96-104, Ch. 10 pp. 128-142 

Feb 17 
“Cool” Marketing and the Mass Media Backlash 
Wu Ch. 12 pp. 161-169 
T: Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool, selection TBD. 

Week 7 
The Decline and Evolution of Mass Attention 
Feb 20 
No Class — President’s Day Holiday 
READING AND RESPONSE POST: Wu Ch. 13 

Feb 22 
PRIZM, New Audience Metrics, and Audience Fragmentation 
Wu Ch. 13 cont’d. 

Feb 24 
Celebrity as (Niche) Attention Merchant: Oprah as Case Study 
Wu Ch. 18 

Week 8: New Advertising Opportunities Online 
Feb 27 
Digital Attention Rituals: Email and the Seminal Success and Failure of AOL 
Wu Ch. 14, 183-188; Ch. 16, 204-214. 

Mar 1 
Google and Search Advertising 
Wu Ch. 20 
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Mar 3 
SEO, SEM, and the “Long Tail” of Search Advertising 
W: David Berkowitz, “The Long Tail of Advertising.” http://www.mediapost.com/publications/
article/45390/the-long-tail-of-advertising.html 
W: inSegment, “What You Need to Know About Long Tail Search and its Decline.” http://
www.insegment.com/blog/what-you-need-to-know-about-long-tail-search-and-its-decline/ 
W: SEO Book, [Infographic] “How Google Killed the Longtail of Search: A Look at How 
Longtail Content Lost Its Edge.” http://www.seobook.com/learn-seo/infographics/longtail-
fail.php 

Week 9: The Changing Relationship Between Advertising and Media “Content” 
Mar 6 
New Revenue for Media Publishers 
Wu Ch. 26 
W: Rae Hoffman, “Is Affiliate Marketing a Viable Business Model In 2016?” http://
marketingland.com/affiliate-marketing-viable-business-model-2016-159804 

Mar 8 
Television and Advertising 2.0: Where Are All the Ads? 
Wu Ch. 27 
W: Rob Toledo, “There Are Tons of Ads on Netflix; You Just Might Not Be Noticing Them.” 
http://exstreamist.com/there-are-tons-of-ads-on-netflix-you-might-just-not-be-noticing-them/   

Mar 10 
Branding Online: New Conventional Wisdom? 
T: Fournier and Avery, “The Uninvited Brand.” 

Week 10: Online Advertising and Privacy Concerns; wrap-up 
Mar 13 
Advertising and Online Sociality 
Wu Ch. 23, 292-302. 

Mar 15 
Data Tracking and Privacy 
W: The Economist, “Getting to Know You: Everything people do online is avidly followed by 
advertisers and third-party trackers.” http://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21615871-
everything-people-do-online-avidly-followed-advertisers-and-third-party  

Mar 17 
Catch-up and Wrap-up 

Mar 24 
FINAL EXAM DUE on TritonEd at 2:30 PM PDT
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