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ENGH 319 Cell Phone Cultures 

Tuesdays and Thursdays 12:00-1:15 • Thompson Hall 1018  
engh319fall2012.pbworks.com • facebook.com/GmuCellPhoneCultures  

Stephen Groening • Robinson A 353F • email: sgroenin@gmu.edu • twitter: @sgroenin 
 

Whatever it is called – the cellular phone, cellphone, mobile phone, or just plain mobile – it has become 
the preeminent communications device worldwide. Its uses include telephony, calendaring, mapping, 
instant messaging, time-telling/time-keeping, web browsing, and more. It has hailed as the new solution 
to economic development in so-called emerging (and neglected) markets. It has been vilified as the cause 
of shortened attention spans, decrease in sociability, and increase in teen-age driving accidents. Whether 
villain or panacea, the cell phone is seen has a necessary precondition for economic and social success in 
the contemporary world. 

This course will explore these issues, treating the cell phone as a technological device whose cultural, 
social, and economic significance is a key indicator of the structures of contemporary society. After 
beginning with some foundational studies of the cell phone’s precursors, we will examine contemporary 
histories and analyses of the cell phone and cell phone cultures. 

 

The Film and Media Studies program (FAMS) is an interdisciplinary minor offering courses from various 
departments including English, Communication, Modern and Classical Languages, and Art and Art History. The 
minor offers in-depth examinations of various types of media, including film, television, and new media. FAMS is a 
good way to supplement your major with a topical, dynamic background that appeals to a range of prospective 
employers. 
 
Aside from two required courses (English 372, which is offered every semester, and Communication 380, offered 
every year), courses and topics vary by semester. Examples of current and past offerings include Global India, Film 
and Poetry, Sports Documentaries, Black Popular Cultures, Surveillance/Cinema/Reality TV, Jailed!: Incarceration 
on Screen, Japanese Cinema, Post-Soviet Cinema, and The Birth and Death of Cinema. 
 
Additional information about Film and Media Studies can be found on our website, fams.gmu.edu or contact 
fams@gmu.edu 

 

 

Policies 

The GMU Honor Code requires all members of this community to maintain the highest standards of academic 
honesty and integrity. Cheating, plagiarism, lying, and stealing are all prohibited. See honorcode.gmu.edu for more 
details. 

Technology: Bring your cell phone to class! During certain class sessions, the use of cellular phones will be permitted, 
encouraged, and in some cases, mandatory. During other class times, your phone must be on silent and put out of 
sight. Do not let your phone be a distraction from the course, make sure it supplements and complements the course. 

If you do not have a phone, you may want to consider a “pay-as-you-go” or “prepaid” plan, which allows you to 
obtain a phone for little money (less than books for a college course).  
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Laptops or tablets may be permitted for the purpose of taking notes only, but you must submit a request in writing to 
do so. Engaging in activities not related to the course will result in a significant deduction in your grade. The laptop 
form permission is available on the course wiki. 

Email: Students must use their MasonLIVE email account to receive important University information, including 
messages related to this class. See http://masonlive.gmu.edu for more information.  

Course Wiki: engh472670fall2012.pbworks.com  

You will find some course readings, the syllabus, laptop permission form, and other ancillary materials on the wiki. 
You are responsible for making sure you can access the course wiki. If you run into any technical problems, contact 
the ITU Support Center (703 993 8870) or courses@gmu.edu.  

Facebook page: facebook.com/GmuCellPhoneCultures 

If you do not have a Facebook account, you should create one with your Masonlive email. You can use the account 
only for this class and close it at the end of the semester. Make sure to choose your privacy settings carefully and 
stringently! 

Twitter: #cellphonecultures 

If you do not have a Twitter account, you should create one with your Masonlive email. Like the Facebook account, 
you can always close it at the end of the semester. 

Disability accommodation: If you have a documented learning disability or other condition that may affect academic 
performance you should: 1) make sure this documentation is on file with Office for Disability Services (SUB I, Rm. 
4205; 993-2474; http://ods.gmu.edu) to determine the accommodations you need; and 2) talk with me to discuss 
your accommodation needs. 

Diversity Statement: George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding growth 
and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, policies, procedures, 
services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quality environment for work, study and personal growth. An 
emphasis upon diversity and inclusion throughout the campus community is essential to achieve these goals. 
Diversity is broadly defined to include such characteristics as, but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, 
age, disability, and sexual orientation. Diversity also entails different viewpoints, philosophies, and perspectives. 
Attention to these aspects of diversity will help promote a culture of inclusion and belonging, and an environment 
where diverse opinions, backgrounds and practices have the opportunity to be voiced, heard and respected. For 
more, visit: http://cte.gmu.edu/Teaching_at_Mason/DiversityStatement.html 

 

Schedule 

 
August 28 (surveys, introductions) 
 
August 30 (group assignments) 

• Whitney, Alison “Can you fear me now?” from The Cell Phone Reader 
• Breselor, Sara “Gordon Gekko’s Cell Phone” in Slate.com 

 

Groups: students will be assigned to groups for the purposes of group exercises and projects as well as individual 
written work designated by group. Groups will be determined based primarily on making sure that each group has 
members with smartphones, after that it’s basically random. If you need to change groups, I must receive a request 
via email by midnight September 10. 
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Antecedents  
 
September 4 (précis, group A: 4 pts) 

• Marvin, Carolyn “Community and Class Order” from When Old Technologies Were New 
September 6 (précis, group B: 4 pts) 

• Spigel, Lynn “Portable TV: Studies in Domestic Space Travel” from Welcome to the Dreamhouse  
September 11 (précis, group C: 4 pts) 

• DuGay, Paul (et al) “Making Sense of the Walkman” from The Story of the Sony Walkman 
September 13 (précis, group D: 4 pts) 

• Morse, Margaret “An Ontology of Everyday Distraction” from The Logics of Television 
 
 

Précis 

These are individual papers to be turned in by each member of the group. 

Each précis must be 500-750 words. The primary purpose of these assignments is to make sure that you understand 
the readings. Therefore, each critical summary consists of three parts: 1) an accurate and full summation of the 
author’s argument; 2) definition of key terms and concepts demonstrating their relationship to the main argument; 
and 3) an articulation of how the article fits with the rest of the course material. Once you have fulfilled these 
requirements you may evaluate the argument, space providing. A sample précis is available on the course wiki. 

Some tips to help you get started: 

• Read critically and study all the assigned reading materials. Become comfortable in the use of vocabulary, terms 
and concepts of television studies. Keep a running log and/ or glossary of these terms in your notebook. 

• Make sure you know and understand the philosophical underpinnings of the argument, assumed and/ or 
accepted hierarchies, as well as methods of interpretation and argument. 

• Support your claims with evidence. When making a declaration about an article, cite or quote the article. For 
example: “Mary Smith argues that the rise of media conglomerates threatens democracy (Smith, 12)” or “Mary 
Smith states, ‘the threat to democracy lies in conglomerates denying access to channels of communication’ 
(Smith, 12).” That way, I can check and make sure you have interpreted the article correctly and have 
understood it thoroughly. 

• Think comparatively: compare and contrast the ideas, concepts, methodologies, and arguments of different 
authors and articles throughout the semester. 

• Evaluations of article should not take the form of “bad,” “good,” “stupid,” “weird,” or “cool.” Its relevance to 
your personal life is not a concern for these assignments.  

• Make sure that you evaluate the article in terms of its engagement with its subject (not your own personal life, 
opinions, or experience). Does it accomplish what it sets out to do? Is it fair to its object? Does it fairly 
characterize it opponents? 
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Public Performance/Private Talk 

 
September 18 

• Gergen, Kenneth “The Challenge of Absent Presence” from Perpetual Contact  
September 20 

• Nyíri, Kristóf, “The Mobile Phone as a Return to Unalienated Communication” from Thumb Culture 
 
September 25 (one page informal paper on cell phones and private conversation: 5 pts) 

• Geser, Hans “Is the cell phone undermining the social order?” from Thumb Culture  
September 27 

• Humphries, Lee “Social Topography in a Wireless Era” in The Journal of Technical and Professional Writing  
 
October 2 (Field research site choice) 

• Ling, Rich “Mobile Communication and Ritual Interaction” from New Tech, New Ties  
• Rice, Jenny “Overhearing: The Intimate Life of Cell Phones” from Small Tech 

October 4 (Workshops on ethnographic sites, method) 
 
October 11 (In-class video essay presentations: 7 pts; Field research report due: 15 pts) 
 

One page informal paper: This should be a reflection paper on your own experience using a cell phone for private 
conversation in public places or on your own experience observing others using a cell phone for private conversation 
in public places. The paper must, in some way, engage and rely on the ideas introduced in the articles by Gergen 
and/or Nyíri. Although I do not expect the formal academic style I require for the précis, spelling, grammar, syntax, 
and organization still count.  

Field research site choice: You should be prepared to tell the class what you plan to use as the site for your field 
research and explain why it is a good site for research (see below). 

Field research: Essentially a mini-ethnography modeled on the kinds of study described in the articles by 
Humphries, Ling, and Rice. Students should choose a public or semi-public site to observe people using their cell 
phones (e.g. outdoor seating at a restaurant, the Metro, a sidewalk). You should pay close attention to how cell 
phone users and eavesdroppers act in these situations. Take careful notes.  

Your field research report should be 800-1200 words. The report must be written in formal academic style, it must 
describe your site, summarize your major findings, and you must engage and rely on the ideas presented in the 
readings for this section. In addition, you must submit your observation notes (these do not count towards the word 
limit). 

Video essay: A 45-60 second unedited video of your site, shot with your cell phone. It must in some way pertain to 
your field research and include depictions of cell phone use. These videos must be posted to the wiki by the start of 
class, October 11, when we will hold a critique session. 

Paired work: If you do not have a cell phone with video capability, you will be paired with a student who does. The 
pool of potential pairs will be posted to the wiki on August 30 and pairs must be formalized by the start of class 
September 18.  Pairs will share the same field research site, submit a single 90-second unedited video, but turn in 
separate notes and separate field research reports.  
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Control/Freedom 
 

[Social Movements] 
October 16 (précis, groups A & B: 8 pts) 

• Gordon, Janey “Artifact of Popular Culture, Tool of the Public Sphere” from The Cell Phone Reader 
October 18 

• Palfrey, John; Bruce Etling; and Robert Faris “Reading Twitter in Tehran?” in The Washington Post 

• Gladwell, Malcolm “Small Change” in The New Yorker 
• Ingram, Mathew “Memo to Gladwell” from gigaom.com 

 
[Surveillance] 

 
October 23 (précis, groups C & D: 8 pts) 

• Lauer, Josh “Surveillance History and the History of New Media” in New Media and Society 
October 25 

• Sydiongco, David and Will Oremus “Cellphone spying” in Slate.com 
• Oremus, Will “Law enforcement wants your private cellphone data” in Slate.com 

• Rajagopalan, Megha “How many millions of cellphones are police watching?” in ProPublica.com 
• Maass, Peter and Megha Rajagopalan “That’s no phone. That’s my tracker” in ProPublica.com 
• Goldacre, Ben “How I stalked my girlfriend” in The Guardian 

 
[Institutions] 

October 30 (Texting)  
• Madrigal, Alexis “Are We Addicted to Gadgets or Indentured to Work?” in The Atlantic Monthly 

• Earl, Robert “Do Cell Phones Belong in the Classroom?” in The Atlantic Monthly 
• Severson, Kim and Robbie Brown “Cell Phones, Though Banned, Thrive in Prison” in The New York Times 
• Kolb, Liz excerpt from Toys to Tools  

 
[Flashmobs] 

November 1 (No Class) 
November 6  

• Niven, Larry “Flash Crowd” from Three Trips in Time and Space  
November 8 (Flashmob workshop) 

• Wasik, Bill “#Riot: Self-Organized, Hyper-Networked Revolts – Coming to a City Near You” in Wired  

• “Rise of the Slacktivist” from sortable.com 
 
*December 4 

12:00 until 12:15 (Group A flash mob performance: 21 pts) Q&A 12:15-12:30 
12:45 until 1:00 (Group B flash mob performance: 21 pts) Q&A 1:00-1:15 

*December 6  
12:00 until 12:15 (Group C flash mob performance: 21 pts) Q&A 12:15-12:30 
12:45 until 1:00 (Group D flash mob performance: 21 pts) Q&A 1:00-1:15 
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Précis: See assignment box for “Antecedents” 

Texting: This will be a ‘silent’ class. Discussion will take place entirely via twitter. Students should bring and use 
their phones for this class. The Twitter conversation, using the hashtag #CellPhoneCultures, will be displayed using 
projectors, so that students can follow along. Tweets will be evaluated on their engagement with the issues raised in 
the readings, questions and ideas brought up by fellow classmates, and reflections on the activity of texting and 
tweeting itself. 

Flashmob: These are long-term group projects. Planning will begin November 8th; after a brief discussion of the 
articles, the class will divide into groups to brainstorm ideas for their project. By the end of that class, the groups 
should have at least formed a consensus on an idea.  

Flashmobs should engage topics from the ‘Control/Freedom section of the course. This engagement can be explicit 
in nature (signs, t-shirts, slogans, spoken word, etc.) or implicit (that is, evocative). If desired, groups can choose to 
also address subjects brought up in other sections of the course in addition to the ‘Control/Freedom section.  

Flashmob performances should last from five to seven minutes. 

Because flashmobs are supposed to be spontaneous, each group will get a fifteen-minute timeslot; the performance 
can begin at anytime in the first eight-minutes of this timeslot. A 15-minute question and answer/discussion will 
follow. After the Q&A, a fifteen-minute break will be observed to give everyone a chance to proceed to the next 
location. 

Flashmobs must take place in a semi-public or public space on campus and the site of the flashmob must be integrated 
into the event itself. Groups should make sure to make plans for inclement weather. Because we have limited time 
for these performances, the sites should be centrally located (i.e. not the Field House or Aquatic Center).  

Groups must notify the class of the location of their flashmob event at least one hour prior to the performance via 
the course’s Facebook page and Twitter feed. Be as specific as possible; for instance, “The Johnson Center” is too 
vague. Keep in mind that your classmates (and professor) do not know every space on campus, so choose your site 
carefully. 

Flashmobs may be musical, silent, loud, serious, didactic, pedantic, dramatic, and/or comedic. In other words, 
content, form, and style is open to the group member’s collective decision. 

Flashmobs may not include any illegal activities or any activities that violate George Mason University policies. 

I will have a sign-in sheet for each flashmob performance; attendance is mandatory for all. I expect lively (and fun) 
discussion sessions. 

I will be checking with each group between November 8th and December 4th to make sure that the projects are 
proceeding smoothly.   
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Identity 

 
November 13 (Facebook postings on identity and cell phones until November 20: 6 pts) 

• Cooley, Heidi “It’s all about the fit” in The Journal of Visual Culture 
• Fortunati, Leopoldina “The mobile phone as technological artifact” from Thumb Culture 

November15 
• Richardson, Ingrid “Pocket Technospaces” from Mobile Phone Cultures 
• Vincent, Jane “Emotional Attachment and mobile phones” from Thumb Culture 

November 20 (No Class, Photo essay assignment due: 7 pts)  

 

Facebook postings: Over the course of the week, students must post on the course Facebook page observations, 
links, photographs, or videos on the issues raised in the articles by Cooley, Fortunati, Richardson, and Vincent 
regarding the link between cell phones and personhood. Quality of postings is the primary criterion of evaluation for 
this assignment, although quantity plays a role as well.  

Photo essay: 10-15 digital images taken with a cell phone that engage and rely on the ideas presented in the articles 
by Cooley, Fortunati, Richardson, and Vincent. These photos must be accompanied by a statement of 100-200 
words that describes the project, your intentions, and your engagement with the material. In addition, if you use any 
photo editing or streaming service (e.g. Instagram) you must also mention this in your statement. Photo essays (with 
statements) must be posted to the wiki by the end of the regular class session on November 20. Comments and 
feedback on others’ photo essays counts toward your participation grade.   

 
Convergence 

November 27  
• (précis, groups A & B: 8 pts) Levinson, Paul “The Little Big Blender” from The Cell Phone Reader 
• (précis, groups C & D: 8 pts) Orgad, Shani “Mobile TV: Old and New in the Construction of an Emergent 

Technology” in Convergence: the International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies  
November 29 (one page informal paper about cell phones as ‘converged’ devices: 5 pts) 

• Garber, Meghan “Maybe we should stop calling smartphones ‘phones’” & “The smartphone replacement 
index” in The Atlantic Monthly 

 
 

Précis: See assignment box for “Antecedents” 

One page informal paper: This should be a reflection paper on your own experience using a cell phone for 
purposes other than telephonic conversation. The paper must, in some way, engage and rely on the ideas introduced 
in the articles by Levinson, Orgad and/or Garber. Although I do not expect the formal academic style I require for 
the précis, spelling, grammar, syntax, and organization still count.  
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Evaluation 

Date Assignment Points 

    Antecedents     4 
9/4/2012 Précis, Group A 4   
9/6/2012 Précis, Group B 4   

9/11/2012 Précis, Group C 4   
9/13/2012 Précis, Group D 4   

    Public Performance/Private Talk   27 
9/25/2012 Informal paper on conversation 5   

10/11/2012 Video essay 7   
10/11/2012 Field research 15   

    Control/Freedom   33 
10/16/2012 Précis, Groups A & B 8   
10/23/2012 Précis, Groups C & D 8   
10/30/2012 Silent class/Texting 4   
12/4/2012 Flashmob, Groups A & B 21   
12/6/2012 Flashmob, Groups C & D 21   

    Identity     11 
11/20/2012 Facebook postings 5   
11/20/2012 Photo essay 6   

    Convergence     13 
11/27/2012 Précis, Groups A & B 8   
11/27/2012 Précis, Groups C & D 8   
11/29/2012 Informal paper on convergence 5   

    
 

Participation 
 

12 

    
   

100 
 
Participation: I expect full involvement during class sessions. In-class participation encompasses asking questions, 
offering ideas and observations, as well as engaging each other (and me), taking notes, and paying attention when 
others are speaking. In addition, on-topic productive contributions to the course’s Facebook page and Twitter feed, 
as well as answering the occasional survey all count towards your participation grade. Questions and comments on 
others’ video essays, photo essays, and flashmob projects are also included in this score. 


