
Surveillance, the Media, and the Risk Society 
Comm 166 

Spring 2016 
Room: CSB 005 
Time: T/TH 3:30-4:50 
Instructor: Ben Medeiros (bmedeiro@ucsd.edu) 
Office: Sequoyah 220 (though I hold office hours at the Mandeville Coffee Cart unless otherwise 
noted) 
Office Hours: Weds 2-4 and by appointment 

Course Description 
This course offers a social and legal framework for understanding surveillance as a set of cultural 
and institutional practices and as an instrument of social control. Are people monitored more 
intensively today than in the past? How can we determine this? Who’s watching us and why? 
What does it matter if we are being watched? What impact do new surveillance technologies 
have on democratic freedoms? On everyday life? How much privacy are we entitled to — in our 
homes, in our jobs, on the street, and in other settings? How much surveillance is too much? And 
who decides? These are some of the main questions this course will address. 

Course Goals 
By the end of the course, the hope is that you will have developed some ability to:
- Understand different legal guarantees of privacy as well as their limits and exceptions.
- Contextualize debates about surveillance within broader concerns about security as well as 

state and corporate power.
- Analyze how attitudes (and perhaps misconceptions) about technology affect ideas about 

privacy and surveillance. 
- Identify underlying anxieties and aspirations regarding surveillance, privacy, and risk in 

popular culture depictions of these themes. 

Attendance 
Regular attendance is required, and attendance will be taken at every class meeting. If you are 
more than 10 minutes late then you will be counted absent. You can miss 2 class sessions for any 
reason without penalty (i.e. you can skip twice and you don’t even have to make up an excuse, 
but you get no extra “sick days”). Students with 3 absences will be docked a full grade (e.g., 
from a B to a C); students with 4 absences will be dropped two full grades; students with 5 
absences cannot pass the course. Please do not email me to announce that you aren’t coming or 
ask if you “will miss anything important” unless there is an emergency that requires further 
discussion. If your absence is excused, you don’t have to email to tell me; just bring the relevant 
documentation to the next class session.
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On the use of laptops and other devices in the classroom: I am not technophobic and I understand 
the centrality of electronic devices to our lives. You are of course welcome to take notes and look 
up things relevant to the lecture on your laptop during class. While I’d ideally have everyone 
promise to stay off of email, text, and social networks for the duration of class, I realize that this 
is impractical and that taking a second to look at something is probably not going to severely 
compromise your retention of the material or distract your classmates. With that said, I find it 
both pointless and disrespectful when someone is clearly absorbed in doing something else on a 
screen (e.g. engaging in a conversation, doing other work, or watching a video) during class. It 
can also be disruptive to those around you. If I notice you doing something like this (especially 
repeatedly), I will view it as an abuse of my attempt to be reasonable about using devices in the 
classroom. You will be asked to leave class and marked absent that day.

Email
I try to respond to email within 24 hours. I will respond on Monday to email received after noon 
on Friday. I particularly welcome questions about the substance of the course (e.g. “I don’t fully 
understand the concept of __” or “why were these cases decided differently if their facts seem 
similar?”). Don’t expect a response if you ask me a logistical question that you could have 
answered on your own by looking at the syllabus, reviewing previous email correspondence, or 
by asking someone sitting next to you in class.

Assignments 
1. Three reading quizzes (5% each and 10% total; drop lowest score): 
These will be short, unannounced quizzes administered in class. The questions will not be 
difficult if you have done the reading on time, but they will be difficult to answer if you haven’t. 

2. Case “brief” (10%) for one of the assigned cases for Thursday, April 14. Instructions for the 
brief will be distributed at the end of the prior class session. 

3. Privacy and surveillance in the news assignment (15%): 
This assignment asks you to locate a news article or piece of opinion commentary that relates to 
privacy and surveillance and to analyze it in terms of one or two course themes that we have 
covered during the first few weeks. 

3. In-class midterm exam (30%) during week 6: 
The midterm will be a closed-book exam that combines multiple choice, short answer, and essay 
questions. 

4. Take-home final essay (35%) due on the day of the scheduled final exam for the course. 

On grade disputes: if you think you can make a real case for why your answer was more 
effective than I gave you credit for then you are more than welcome to do so. There is a non-zero 
chance that I will adjust the grade. But the burden is on you to make a specific and coherent 
argument up front. In other words, don’t email me to simply say “I don’t think I deserve the 
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grade that I got and I’d like you to reconsider it.” This alone will not help you get your grade 
reconsidered.

Policy on Integrity of Scholarship: Students are responsible for reading, understanding, and 
adhering to the UCSD “Policy on Integrity of Scholarship,” to be found online in the UCSD 
General Catalog 2015-16 at http://www.ucsd.edu/catalog/front/AcadRegu.html. Academic 
dishonesty will not be tolerated and will be dealt with according to this policy.  
 
Students with Different Needs
If you are a student with a disability, please contact the Office of Students with Disabilities 
(OSD) and advise the Instructor in advance to arrange appropriate accommodations to meet your 
needs.

Required Readings 
A course packet will be available at A.S. Soft Reserves (located in Student Center A). Readings 
from this reader are marked “R” on the schedule below. Some links to articles are also included 
below (marked “W”). Since you might not be able to get your reader immediately, all the non-
web readings for the first week of class are posted on Ted. Watch Ted and email notices 
regarding any changes or additions. As a reminder, it is your responsibility to make sure that you 
are able to access the Ted readings after the first class session and that you obtain a copy of the 
reader by the end of week one. 

Course Schedule (subject to minor changes) 

WEEK 1: Frameworks 
What is surveillance? How have social scientists studied it? 
March 29:  
Introduction to the course. Begin reading “Keywords in Media Studies: Surveillance” document 
during class. 

March 31: 
R: James Rule (1973) Social Control and Modern Social Structure. In Private Lives and Public 
Surveillance. London: Allen Lane, pp. 19-43. 

WEEK 2: Frameworks Continued and Privacy Law  
What is a “risk society”?  
What are our legal rights to privacy? What are the sources of privacy law? What are the 
limitations of the law?  

April 5: 
R: Anthony Giddens (1999) Risk and Responsibility. Modern Law Review. Vol. 62, Issue 1. 

April 7: 
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W: Kyllo v. United States (2001) - majority opinion only. 

View on your own: Minority Report 

WEEK 3: Privacy cont’d 

April 12: 
W: Julie Cohen, “What Privacy is for.” Harvard Law Review. Vol. 126, pp. 1904-1918 (2013). 
http://www.harvardlawreview.org/media/pdf/vol126_cohen.pdf 

April 14: 
Assignment: Read the ruling, write a “brief” for the case (according to the instructions that will 
be handed out on Tuesday of this week), and come to class prepared to summarize and discuss 
whichever case you are assigned (I will most likely assign them alphabetically, e.g. last names A-
E get Griswold, F-J get Katz, and so on). Do NOT copy a summary from one of the numerous 
law school websites where you can probably find one for each of these cases. 

Though not explicitly covered in your brief, you should also come to class prepared to discuss 
the following questions: 
What does your case suggest about privacy law in the U.S.? What does it suggest about how 
technological change challenges privacy law? 

1. Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) 
2. Katz v. United States (1967) 
3. Kentucky v. King (2011) 
4. United States v. Jones (2012) 
5. United States v. Skinner (2012) 
6. Florence v. Board of Chosen Freeholders 
(2012) 

WEEK 4 (Oct 27-31): Panopticism; The rise of CCTV 

April 19: 
R: Michel Foucault (1977) Panopticism. Reprinted in Evans and Hall (Eds.) Visual Culture: A 
Reader. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 61-71. 

April 21: 
W: Clive Norris, Mike McCahill, and David Wood (2004). The growth of CCTV: A global 
perspective on the international diffusion of video surveillance in publicly accessible space. 
Surveillance and Society 2 (2/3): 110-135. http://www.surveillance-and-society.org/articles2(2)/
editorial.pdf 

View on your own: Frontline: Are We Safer? http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/are-we-
safer/ 
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WEEK 5: Credit reporting and consumer surveillance 

April 26: 
News analysis assignment due; be ready to present your article for class discussion. 

R: Josh Lauer (2008) From rumor to written record: Credit reporting and the invention of 
financial identity in 19th-century America. Technology and Culture 29(2): 301-324. 

April 28: 
R: Kelly Gates (2010) The Securitization of Financial Identity and the Expansion of the 
Consumer Credit Industry.” Journal of Communication Inquiry 34(4): 417-431. 

W: Alice E. Marwick (Jan 9, 2014) How Your Data Are Being Deeply Mined. New York Review 
of Books. http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2014/jan/09/how-your-data-are-being-
deeply-mined/ 

WEEK 6: Midterm exam and Surveillance of the Press 

MAY 3:  
MIDTERM EXAM — bring a blue book. 

May 5: 
W: Peter Maas (Aug 13, 2013) How Laura Poitras Helped Snowden Spill His Secrets. The New 
York Times. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/18/magazine/laura-poitras-snowden.html 

View on your own: The Lives of Others (Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006) 

WEEK 7: Surveillance of political protest; Counter-surveillance 

May 10: 
R: Patrick F. Gillham (2011) Securitizing America: Strategic Incapacitation and the Policing of 
Protest Since the 11 September 2001 Terrorist Attacks. Sociology Compass 5/7, 636-652.  

May 12: 
R: Dean Wilson and Tanya Serisier (2010) Video Activism and the Ambiguities of Counter-
Surveillance. Surveillance & Society 8(2): 166-180.   

WEEK 8: Surveillance of Minds: Deception Detection  

May 17: 
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W: Melissa Littlefield (2009) Constructing the Organ of Deceit: The Rhetoric of fMRI and Brain 
Fingerprinting in Post-9/11 America. Science, Technology and Human Values. 365-392. http://
library.queensu.ca/ojs/index.php/surveillance-and-society/article/viewFile/3484/3438  

May 19: 
W: Margaret Talbot (July 2, 2007) Duped: Can brain scans uncover lies?  The New Yorker, 52-61. 
www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/07/02/070702fa_fact_talbot  

WEEK 9: Surveillance cinema 

May 24: 
R: Levin, T. Y. (2002) Rhetoric of the Temporal Index: Surveillant Narration and the Cinema of 
‘Real Time.’ In Levin, Frohne, and Weibel (Eds.). CTRL [SPACE ]. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
578-593. 

WEEK 10: Video forensics and law enforcement; Wrap-up and Review  

May 31: 
R: Kelly Gates (2013) The Cultural Labor of Surveillance: Video Forensics, Computational 
Objectivity, and the Production of Visual Evidence. Social Semiotics 23(2): 242-260.  

June 6:  
Final Papers due on Ted by 10 PM 
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Name:

I have read the entire syllabus for Comm 166: Surveillance, Media, and the Risk Society. I 
understand the standards and expectations regarding assignments, evaluation, attendance, and 
conduct described in the syllabus.
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