WILLIAMS COLLEGE

Spring 2006

Religion 272 – Mass Media and Religious Violence
Monday 7:00-9:40pm
Instructor: Richard Fox (richard.fox@williams.edu)
Mather House 202 (see map, below), office phone 4852
Office Hours: Tuesday 11am-3pm and by appointment
The importance of analyzing public representations of religion-related
violence has become more obvious, indeed urgent, following the
explosion of public commentary in the mass media on the causes and
circumstances of 9.11 and other recent terrorist attacks. Representations
of conflict in Asia and the Middle East have increasingly been cast in
terms of religion, with mainstream Euro-American media commentators
often attributing the threat of regional unrest to a Huntingtonian clash of
civilizations.
Although imagining the situation in these terms does, perhaps ironically,
collude with the rhetoric of some of the more militant (and marginal)
Islamist opposition, such accounts seem somewhat at odds with the dayto-day circumstances in which the vast majority of ordinary men, women
and children are living their lives in Asia and the Middle East.
Furthermore, these accounts ignore – and perhaps even preclude an engagement with – the complex differentiation
of the societies to which they are addressed and the sophistication of their own debates on, e.g., the balance
between security and human rights, whether religion is a private or public matter, the problematic relationship to –
and differences from – ‘the West’, and the nature of civil society.
Organized around a series of media sessions and seminar discussions, this course will examine specific conflicts
and outbreaks of violence as represented in mainstream Euro-American and Asian mass media, with a special
emphasis on their respective assumptions regarding the nature of religion and religious difference.
Course objectives
This course is designed to facilitate your development of:
•

a critical understanding of the processes through which incidents
of religion-related violence are represented in both local and
transnational news media;

•

an awareness of key differences between mainstream Euroamerican mass media and some of their non-western
counterparts in their articulation of religion and violence;

•

an appreciation for the kinds of practices and constraints
involved in day-to-day news production, and the ways in which
these aspects of the profession determine what we see in
newspapers, television and the Internet;

•

a working knowledge of key theoretical issues in cultural and
media studies;

•

and critical research skills working with primary sources.

Finally, you will be expected to reflect on how your work on this course
will impinge on your thinking about the complex relationships between
media, religion and violence in contemporary society.

A course in two parts
This course breaks roughly into two parts. In the first half of the course, we shall read and discuss a series
of books and articles addressing various issues pertaining to the analysis of mass media and religion-related
violence. Most sessions will have a media component followed by seminar-style discussion and analysis. The
purpose of the media session is to engage in hands-on analysis of primary source materials from television,
newspapers and the Internet. In the second half of the course, your research papers will provide the material
for in-class discussion. Further details on the preparation of the research paper will be distributed on
Monday, 13 February.
Course requirements
•

Students are expected to be present and prepared to participate in every class. Please contact the
instructor if you will not be in class. Only one unexcused absence is allowed.

•

This course is a seminar and, as such, active participation is a must. Each student will prepare a shortresponse paper that will comprise the basis for in-class discussion during the first half of the course. 30%
of your final grade will be determined by the quality of this paper as well as the scholarly rigor and
creativity with which you regularly participate in class.

•

Generally speaking, extensions will not be given. Your written work provides an important basis for our
in-class discussion, and so it must be submitted on time. Extensions will only be granted should serious
and unforeseeable circumstances arise.

•

Each student will prepare one short-response paper (1000-1500 words) in which you raise issues and
questions for in-class discussion. These short-response papers are due on the Friday before the session in
which they are to be discussed, and you will be given an opportunity to choose the session for your paper
at our second meeting. Further details are as below – 5% of final grade.

•

News analysis assignment (1000-1500 words), due Monday, February 27th in class – 15% of final grade.
Further details will be distributed on February 20th.

•

One final paper, due April 12th at 5pm. Details will be distributed in class on February 13. This
assignment will receive a composite mark, including graded assessments of (1) your initial research
proposal, (2) the final draft of the written paper, (3) your oral presentation and finally (4) your written
response to, and discussion of, another student’s paper – 50% of final grade.

Short-response paper:
Each student will prepare a short-response paper for one of our in-class discussions. Your paper must both
(a) raise a series of issues and questions from the reading and (b) present a critical analysis of a media
sample of your choice. For instance, you might analyze a recent photograph from the newspaper in the
context of issues raised in Susan Sontag’s book on photography (Regarding the pain of others). Your job is
to present a convincing analysis of your media sample against the backdrop of key issues and questions
raised in our reading for the week. The class will use these short-response papers as the point of departure for
our in-class discussion. Your paper will be due on the Blackboard site at 5pm on the Friday before the
Monday class-session in question. To submit your paper to the Blackboard site, click the button labeled <<
DISCUSSION PAPERS >> and then follow the link to << ADD A NEW THREAD >>. You are encouraged to add
online links to your media sample and/or to upload media samples of your own. In short, get creative! The
idea is to get the ball rolling ahead of time so, when we arrive in class, we’ll be ready to have an engaged and
informed conversation.

Religion 272
Mass media and religious violence

2

Course books to be purchased
1) van Ginneken, J. (1998) Understanding global news; A critical introduction. London etc.: Sage.
2) McAlister, M. (2005) Epic encounters: Culture, media, and U.S. interests in the Middle East since
1945. Updated edition. Berkeley etc.: University of California Press.
3) Said, E.W. (1997 [1981]) Covering Islam; How the media and the experts determine how we see the
rest of the world. New York: Vintage Books.
4) Sontag, S. (2003) Regarding the pain of others. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Additional readings at Blackboard
A set of additional required readings has been posted to the Blackboard site. The documents can be accessed
by clicking on the << READING >> button on the left-hand side of the lead Blackboard page for the course.
The following articles are included in this online collection:
1) Said, E. (2001) ‘The clash of ignorance’. The nation, 22 October 2001.
2) Synopses for all episodes from the Fourth Season (2005) of the Fox television series 24.
http://www.fox.com/24/episodes/season4/
3) Fiske, J. (1989) ‘News readings, news readers’, in Television Culture. London: Routledge, pp. 281308.
4) Fox, R. (n.d.) ‘Conflict@Ambon.net’. http://www.berubah.org/conflictatambon.pdf
5) Excerpt from: Anderson, B. (1983) Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of
nationalism. London: Verso.
6) Hartley, J. (1992) ‘Invisible fictions’. Tele-ology: Studies in television. London: Routledge, pp101-8.
7) Excerpt from: Ang, I. (1991) Desperately seeking the audience. London etc.: Routledge.
8) Vin, R. (2003) ‘Pictures’. In: Broadcast journalism: An insider’s guide to being a great broadcast
journalist, pp.119-141.
9) Fox, R. (2006) ‘Visions of terror: Critical remarks on mass mediated images of the October 12th
bombings in Bali’. In: Mass media and political violence. Sreberny, A., H. Nossek & P. Sonwalker
(eds). New Jersey: Hampton Press.
10) Hobart, M. (2006) ‘Round up the usual suspects’. In: Mass media and political violence. Sreberny,
A., H. Nossek & P. Sonwalker (eds). New Jersey: Hampton Press.
11) Fox, R. (2006) ‘Strong and weak media? On the representation of “terorisme” in contemporary
Indonesian media’. Modern Asian Studies. 40(1): 1-60.
Background readings
A list of ‘Background reading’ has been provided for most weeks. This is not required reading, but rather a
place to begin should you wish to explore in further detail the issues addressed that week. These materials
may be of particular assistance in preparing your research paper; and they can be found either online or in the
library.
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A political cartoon from Kompas – the leading national newspaper in Indonesia – commenting on a
prevalent theme from the era of the New Order régime. When violence would occur between groups
differentiated along religious or ethnic lines, it was almost always blamed on shadowy ‘provocateurs’,
who were said to be working for ‘certain political interests’ in the capital.

Mandatory research orientation
A one-hour research orientation has been specially designed for this course and scheduled at the library for
Wednesday, February 15th (time TBA). If a scheduling conflict prevents you from attending, you should
contact Rebecca Ohm (Rebecca.Ohm@williams.edu), the library research liaison for the Department of
Religion, as soon as possible in order to make other arrangements. An online guide has also been set up to
assist you in your research. It can be accessed directly on http://www.williams.edu/library/
subjectguides/religion/courseguides /REL272spr05.php

Multimedia training
You are likely to want to include a multimedia component in your research presentation. The Office of
Information Technology offers both online and in-person training for a wide range of programs. Further
information is available on their website at http://cf.williams.edu/oit/workshops/index.cfm
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Course Outline
Course introduction: Why do media matter?
Thursday, February 2

Week 1
Covering Islam:
Violence and the Muslim Other
Fear of Islamic ‘extremism’ has
loomed large in the American
imagination since 9.11. Mainstream
news media reiterates daily the idea
that our national security and
personal safety are threatened by
Muslim
‘fundamentalists’,
‘militants’ and the now seemingly
ubiquitous
‘al-Qaeda
terror
network’.
Yet,
while
this
articulation of violence and the
Muslim Other may have gained
new sophistication, support and
prominence in recent years, it is not
without precedent. In this first
week we shall consider the case of
the Iran hostage crisis of 1979-80
A recent cartoon from The economist, (21-7 Jan 2006, p.7).
and how it was covered on
television network news in the
United States. This will comprise the first step in our analysis of the complex of relations between religion,
violence and mass media in contemporary society. We shall consider dominant tendencies in the
representation of religious difference, with a special emphasis on ‘covering Islam’
Blackboard Assignment: Post a media sample (e.g., a photograph, video clip, political cartoon)
demonstrating some key aspect of Said’s argument. Further instructions available at the Blackboard site.
Required reading for Monday, February 6
Said, E. (2001) ‘The clash of ignorance’. The nation, 22 October 2001.
Said, E.W. (1997 [1981]) Covering Islam; How the media and the experts determine how we see the rest of
the world. New York: Vintage Books.
Background reading
Esposito, J.L. (1999) ‘Islam and the west: A clash of civilizations?’ In: The Islamic threat: Myth or reality?
OUP: New York & Oxford; pp.212-89.
Huntington, S. (1993) ‘The clash of civilizations?’ Foreign Affairs, 72: 22-49.

Religion 272
Mass media and religious violence

5

Week 2
That’s entertainment? Facts, fiction and foreign policy
Last week, we discussed Said’s analysis of how Euro-american news media ‘covers’ Islam. This week, we
shall broaden the analysis to encompass the more overtly fictional world of entertainment media. We’ll focus
in particular on the history of US foreign policy in the Middle East and the ways in which ‘the war on terror’
plays out in contemporary popular culture. In class we’ll discuss in some depth the Fox television series 24,
which has just entered its fifth season. (You do the math!) But you are encouraged to consider other media,
including video games (e.g., Splinter Cell) and cinema (e.g., Sum of all fears).
Required reading for Monday, February 13
McAlister, M. (2005) Epic encounters: Culture, media, and U.S. interests in the Middle East since 1945.
Updated edition. Berkeley etc.: University of California Press.
Fox television series synopses from 24.
Background reading
Dixon, W.W., ed. (2004) Film and television after 9/11. Carbondale, IL.: Southern Illinois University Press.
Žižek, S. (2002) Welcome to the desert of the real; Five essays on September 11 and related dates. New
York: Verso.

http://www.fox.com/24/
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Week 3
Cultural studies and the critical analysis of news media
In previous weeks we discussed both news and entertainment media, with a special emphasis on some of the
key ways in which they ‘cover’ Islam. This week, we shall begin to look more closely at the discursive
mechanisms through which this kind of ‘coverage’ is produced. We’ll focus in particular on the case of the
Bali bombings of 12 October 2002, and the extent to which contemporary media theory can be said to
provide an adequate frame of reference for understanding critically the practices involved in news
production.

Required reading for Monday, February 20
1) Fiske, J. (1989) ‘News readings, news readers’, in Television Culture. London: Routledge, pp. 281-308.
2) van Ginneken, J. (1998) Understanding global news; A critical introduction. London etc.: Sage.

Background reading
1) Hartley, J. (2003) A short history of cultural studies. London:
Sage.
2) Hartley, J. (1982) Understanding news. London & New
York: Methuen.
3) Fiske, J. & J. Hartley (2003) Reading television. Second

edition. London & New York: Routledge.

Writing assignment for next week: At the end of this week’s session, you will be given the media
packet that will comprise the raw materials for your News Analysis Assignment. Details for the
assignment will also be distributed, and the assignment will be due at the beginning of our next
class session.
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Week 4
From chaos to coherence:
Making sense of religion-related violence
Cultural and media studies analysts have long criticized the facile coherence of television news in its
representation of complex international situations. This week we shall focus on the journalistic aesthetic of
the here-and-now, with a special emphasis on the idea of ‘breaking news’. Through a discussion of your own
work on the News Analysis Assignment, we’ll consider various modes of journalistic authority – including,
e.g., ‘live coverage’, ‘on the scene’ reporting, and the invocation of ‘eyewitnesses’ and ‘expert’ opinion.

Cartoon from the Bali post following the bombings of 12 October 2002

Required reading for Monday, February 27
1) Media Pack (distributed in class on February 20).
2) Fox, R. (n.d.) ‘Conflict@Ambon.net’. http://www.berubah.org/conflictatambon.pdf

NOTE: NEWS ANALYSIS ASSIGNMENT DUE AT THE BEGINNING OF CLASS.
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Week 5
On imagining audiences:
The practices of news production
Armchair criticism is easy. But, it’s quite
another thing to try to understand the dayto-day practices of a newsroom, and how
they relate to what we see on television
and in the newspaper. This week we shall
consider – among other things – how the
practices of the newsroom are related to
the world of its viewers and readers, and
what is entailed in working to deadline.
We’ll have the opportunity to speak with
the news production team at the Fox23
Newsroom in Albany and view the
filming of the evening news. Only four
students can visit the newsroom at one
time, and so we will be taking three
separate trips on consecutive days. Your
(unwritten) assignment is to reflect
critically on your visit to Fox23. Was it
more or less what you expected? How did you relate the experience to your reading and analysis from
previous weeks? What are some of the key constraints on production? And, given our analysis of ‘breaking
news’, how might the conditions of a newsroom impinge on how incidents of religious violence are
represented? We’ll spend the first half of next week’s session discussing these issues, so it would be a good
idea to make some notes directly following the visit.
Required reading and viewing for the week of Monday, March 6
1) Excerpt from: Anderson, B. (1983) Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of
nationalism. London: Verso.

2) Hartley, J. (1992) ‘Invisible fictions’. Tele-ology: Studies in television. London: Routledge, pp.101-18.
3) Excerpt from: Ang, I. (1991) Desperately seeking the audience. London etc.: Routledge.
4) Please WATCH at least one episode of the evening news on Fox23, weeknights at 5pm and 10pm.

Visits to Fox23 Newsroom in Albany
Small group visits have been scheduled for three consecutive days. You will each have signed up for one of
these groups, and details regarding the visit will be distributed well ahead of time.
Group 1: Tuesday, March 7
Group 2: Wednesday, March 8
Group 3: Thursday, March 9

NOTE: THERE IS NO MONDAY EVENING SESSION THIS WEEK.
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Week 6
Visuality and violence:
Regarding the pain of others
What does violence look like? Is a picture really ‘worth a thousand words’? And, if so, what does this say
about the nature of trauma and representation? Images have played an important and often overlooked role in
the popular imagination of terrorism and religion-related violence. This week we’ll examine some of the
ways in which video footage and other images have figured in the news media, and consider some of the
theoretical implications of the broadly Euro-american preoccupation with violence. Among other questions,
we will consider some of the ways in which Mel Gibson’s film, The passion of the Christ, articulates vision,
violence and authenticity, and how this compares with what we have seen in television and print media
coverage of religion-related violence.
Williams College Museum of Art: You are encouraged to visit the special exhibit entitled Beautiful
Suffering: Photography and the Traffic in Pain. Further details regarding the exhibit are available online at
http://www.wcma.org/exhibitions/06/0106_Beautiful_Suffering.shtml

Required reading for Monday, March 13
1) Vin, R. (2003) ‘Pictures’. In: Broadcast journalism: An insider’s guide to being a great broadcast
journalist, pp.119-141.
2) Sontag, S. (2003) Regarding the pain of others. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
3) Fox, R. (2006) ‘Visions of terror: Critical remarks on mass mediated images of the October 12th
bombings in Bali’. In: Mass media and political violence. Sreberny, A., H. Nossek & P. Sonwalker (eds).
New Jersey: Hampton Press.

Background reading

1) Barthes, R. (1977) ‘The photographic message’. In Image, music, text. Translated by S. Heath. New
York: Hill and Wang. (Originally published as ‘Le message photographique’, in Communications, 4,
1964.)

2) American Press Institute (2001) Crisis journalism: A handbook for media response. Reston, VA.:
American Press Institute. http://www.americanpressinstitute.org/crisis_report.pdf.

Spring break
March 17th – April 3rd
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Week 7
The idea of terrorism:
Rounding up the usual suspects
‘Terrorism’ has become a – if not the – dominant trope in contemporary American thought about the rest of
the world. But what precisely is terrorism? The idea of a ‘war on terror’ has brought with it a mode of
thinking about the world, and one’s place in it, that presupposes a coherent enemy that is both intractably evil
and fundamentally opposed – in every possibly sense – to a series of abstractions including perhaps most
prominently ‘freedom’, civilization and what we might call, for lack of a better phrase, right religion. This
week we shall look more closely at the idea of terrorism and how it has been deployed in the mass mediated
articulation of religion and violence in Southeast Asia. We’ll consider some of the key disjunctures between
Indonesian and broadly Euro-american coverage of both September 11th and subsequent terrorist attacks.
Given that we will have just returned from two weeks’ holiday, we shall also have a brief review of what has
been covered on the course to date.

‘Sophisticated too, eh?!’
Cartoon published in the Bali Post, 10 November 2002.

Required reading for Monday, April 3
1) Hobart, M. (2006) ‘Round up the usual suspects’. In: Mass media and political violence. Sreberny, A., H.
Nossek & P. Sonwalker (eds). New Jersey: Hampton Press.
2) Fox, R. (2006) ‘Strong and weak media? On the representation of “terorisme” in contemporary
Indonesian media’. Modern Asian Studies.

Background reading
1) Burke, J. (2003) al-Qaeda: Casting a shadow of terror. London: IB Taurus & Co. Ltd.
2) International Crisis Group (2003) Jemaah Islamiyah in Southeast Asia: Damaged but still dangerous.
Asia report number 63, http://www.icg.org//library/documents/report_archive/A401104_26082003.pdf
3) Herbst, P. (2003) Talking terrorism: A dictionary of the loaded language of political violence. Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press.
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Weeks 9 - 12
Seminar papers, presentations and discussion
Friday, April 7: Deadline for second supervisory meeting
Monday, April 10: No class – extra time to prepare your paper
Wednesday, April 12: ALL PAPERS DUE AT 5PM
In each of the remaining sessions, we shall see presentations on – and discuss – papers written by members
of the class. A schedule of presenters will be distributed at least ten days prior to the first presentation. You
will be expected to come to class ready to discuss that day’s papers. Further details TBA.
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