
Page 1 of 9 

 

Class details Expressive Culture: Film and American Politics  

Tuesday 6:15 – 9:15     

Rm 205.  

 
Instructor 
Details 

Dr. Greg Metcalf 

gmetcalf.also@gmail.com 

 
Prerequisites N/A 

 
Class 
Description 

This course will introduce students to the formal study of film while exploring the 
changing popular vision of American politics that is seen in films about Washington, D. 
C. From the populism of the Depression era films of Frank Capra to post-WWII paranoia, 
the cynical films of the post-Watergate era and more recent depictions of media-
constructed realities, students will explore the way that film reflects and shapes our 
understanding of contemporary and historical American political culture. At the same 
time, students will learn how it is that filmmakers create meaning through the building 
blocks of editing and cinematography and the manipulation of audience expectations of 
genres, stars, and “Hollywood endings.” 

 
Desired 
Outcomes 

Students will learn the basic vocabulary of film form and be able to use it to analyze the 
structure of a film. 
Students will learn film’s narrative and conventional forms and be able to discuss and analyze 
the way these forms . 
Students will learn different approaches to analyzing the meanings and values of a film and 
will apply those approaches in their own writing. 
Students will develop awareness of the way that fictions reflect and shape public and personal 
understandings of news and political events. 
Students will develop an awareness of the importance of cultural contexts as they examine 
similar and different depictions of American politics on film during different social eras over 
the last 80 years. 
 

Assessment 
Component
s 

 
 
 

Class Participation: (Including Weekly @ 1 page Film Responses): 20% 
Scene Analysis (2 – 3 pages/Due Week 6): 10%  
Critical Paper (4 – 5 pages/Due Week 9): 20% 
Final Paper (10 – 12 pages/Due Exam Week): 50% 
 (Abstract of Final Paper 1 Page/Due Week 12) 5% deduction if not submitted. 
 
Class Participation: Students are expected to actively engage in class discussion. Students 
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will be responsible for leading discussion for one of the class. Students will write weekly 
responses noting highlights of formal elements and representations of politics in the films. 
 
Scene Analysis: (2 – 3 pages) Students will do a formal analysis of one scene from a film 
viewed in the first four weeks of class, demonstrating their understanding of film form and the 
way that formal elements create the themes and meaning within the scene. 
 
Critical Paper: (4 – 5 pages) Students will analyze the themes and meaning of one film from 
the first eight weeks of class from a specific critical perspective, using concepts from at least 
two readings to explain how the formal and narrative elements of the film serve the depiction 
of American politics or a theme that underlies the film’s nominal subject matter. In doing so, 
students will demonstrating their understanding of the relationship between the critical 
concepts and the formal elements that shape the meaning of film. 
 
Final Paper: (10 – 12 pages) Students will choose from one of three themes for the Final 
Paper and present an analysis of a specific film or a theme that occurs in multiple themes, 
demonstrating their ability to support their interpretation with analysis supplemented by 
research aimed at understanding their subject as an expression taking place within a specific 
cultural context. Students will share with their classmates a one-page abstract of the Final 
Paper on Week 12. Students are encouraged to incorporate material arising from their 
developing understanding of how politics works in Washington DC into their analysis of how 
it is depicted in film. 
 
Students will be evaluated based on the clarity of their argument (and writing) and how well 
they support the case they choose to make with specific analysis of film elements and citations 
from readings and research.    

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the 
class.  

 
Assessment 
Expectation
s 

Grade A:  The student makes excellent use of empirical and theoretical material 
and offers well-structured arguments in his/her work.  The student writes 
comprehensive essays / exam questions and his/her work shows strong evidence 
of critical thought and extensive reading. 

Grade B:  The candidate shows a good understanding of the problem and has 
demonstrated the ability to formulate and execute a coherent research strategy. 

Grade C:  The work is acceptable and shows a basic grasp of the research 
problem.  However, the work fails to organize findings coherently and is in need 
of improvement. 

Grade D:  The work passes because some relevant points are made.  However, 
there may be a problem of poor definition, lack of critical awareness, poor 
research. 

Grade F:  The work shows that the research problem is not understood; there is 
little or no critical awareness and the research is clearly negligible. 
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Grade 
conversion 

 

NYU Washington, DC uses the following scale of numerical equivalents to letter 
grades: 

100-94  A    76-74  C 

93-90  A-    73-70  C- 

89-87  B+    69-67  D+   

86-84    B      65-66  D 

83-80  B-    below 65 F 

79-77  C+ 

 
Attendance 
Policy 

 

Students are permitted one unexcused absence across the course of the 
semester. 

To seek an excused absence for medical reasons, students must email or discuss 
with Lauren in advance of their missed class. For an excused absence, students 
must produce a doctor’s note dated with the exact dates of the missed class and/ 
or exam. 

Non-medical absences must be discussed with Lauren prior to the date(s) in 
question. Lauren will communicate the absence to all relevant faculty. If you have 
not received notification from Lauren, the student has not procured an excused 
absence. 

NYU Washington, DC expects students to arrive to class promptly (both at the 
beginning and after any breaks), to be attentive, and to remain for the duration 
of the class.  If full class attendance becomes a problem, it is the prerogative of 
each instructor to deduct from the final grade for late arrival and early departure. 
Being more than 10 minutes late counts as an unexcused absence. 

If students have more than one unexcused absence they will be penalized by 
deducting 50 % of the class participation grade (e.g.: If the class participation 
grade is 20% of the final grade, the final participation grade would be reduced by 
50%. 80%--> 40%) 

If students have more than two unexcused absences they will fail the course. 
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Students are responsible for making up any work missed due to absence. This 
means they should initiate email and/ or office hour discussions to discuss any 
missed lectures and assignments and arrange a timeline for submitting missed 
work. 

NYU Washington, DC expects students to arrive to class promptly (both at the 
beginning and after any breaks) and to remain for the duration of the class. Three 
late arrivals or earlier departures (10 minutes after the starting time or before the 
ending time) will be considered one absence. 

Please note that for classes involving a field trip or other external visit, 
transportation difficulties are never grounds for an excused absence.  It is the 
student’s responsibility to arrive at the announced meeting point in a punctual 
and timely fashion.   Staff members may always be reached by cell phone for 
advice regarding public transportation. 

 

 
Late 
Submission 
of Work 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Written work due in class must be submitted during the class time to the 
professor. 

2) Late work should be emailed to the faculty as soon as it is completed. If the 
assignment must be submitted in person, Lauren Sinclair can collect on behalf 
of the faculty between the hours of 10-6, M-F. 

3) Late work will be reduced for a fraction of a letter grade (e.g: A to A-, A- to 
B+, etc.) for every day it is late, including weekends. 

4) Written work during the semester that is submitted 5 days after the 
submission date (including weekends) without an agreed extension fails and is 
given a zero. 

5) Students who arrive to class late for an exam do not have automatic approval 
to take extra time to complete the exam. 

6) Students who miss an exam (including the final) without previously arranged 
permission will receive a zero on that exam. 

7) Assignments due during finals week that are submitted more than 3 days 
without previously arranged extensions will not be accepted and will receive a 
zero.  Any exceptions or extensions for work during finals week must be 
discussed with the Site Director. 
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Students 
with 
Disabilities 

Accommodations are available for students with documented disabilities. Please 
contact the Moses Center for Students with Disabilities at 212-998-4980 or see 
their website (http://www.nyu.edu/life/safety-health-andwellness/students-
with-disabilities.html) for further information. 

 
Plagiarism 
Policy 

The presentation of another person’s words, ideas, judgment, images or data as 
though they were your own, whether intentionally or unintentionally, constitutes 
an act of plagiarism. 

NYU Washington, DC takes plagiarism very seriously; penalties follow and may 
exceed those set out by your home school. All your written work must be 
submitted as a hard copy AND in electronic form to the instructor. Your 
instructor may ask you to sign a declaration of authorship form. 

It is also an offense to submit work for assignments from two different courses 
that is substantially the same (be it oral presentations or written work). If there is 
an overlap of the subject of your assignment with one that you produced for 
another course (either in the current or any previous semester), you MUST 
inform your professor. 

For guidelines on academic honesty, clarification of the definition of plagiarism, 
examples of procedures and sanctions, and resources to support proper citation, 
please see: 

http://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-
guidelines/academic-integrity-for-students-at-nyu.html 

http://gls.nyu.edu/page/gls.academicintegrity 

http://cas.nyu.edu/page/academicintegrity 

http://nyu.libguides.com/content.php?pid=123054&sid=1057581 

 
Required 
Text(s) 

Film: A Critical Introduction (Third Edition) Maria T. Pramaggiore & Tom Wallis  
978-1856697200 
American Politics in Hollywood Film (Second Edition) Ian Scott   978-0748640232 
 
Each week students will be asked to view one film outside of class. Films are specified in the 
syllabus with some alteration possible. 
 

Supplement
al Texts(s) 
(not  

Occasional readings will be posted online. 

http://www.nyu.edu/life/safety-health-andwellness/students-with-disabilities.html
http://www.nyu.edu/life/safety-health-andwellness/students-with-disabilities.html
http://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-guidelines/academic-integrity-for-students-at-nyu.html
http://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-guidelines/academic-integrity-for-students-at-nyu.html
http://gls.nyu.edu/page/gls.academicintegrity
http://cas.nyu.edu/page/academicintegrity
http://nyu.libguides.com/content.php?pid=123054&sid=1057581
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Session 1 

Class 
Meets  

Feb 11 

 
Film, Form and Politics  
Film: Gabriel Over the White House  (1933) Gregory La Cava 
 
Basic Film Terms (1970) Sheldon Renan 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 1 “Introduction,” Ch. 2 “An Approach to Film  

Analysis” (pp. 3 – 32) 
Scott, “Introduction,” Ch. 1 “Film, Ideology and American Politics” (pp. 1 – 33) 

 
Session 2 

Class 
Meets  

Feb 18 

 
Classic Studio Narrative and Ideology  
Film: Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) Frank Capra 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 3 “Writing About Film” (pp. 33 – 58) 

Scott Ch. 2 “Political Film in the Classic Studio Era”  (pp. 34 – 79) 

 
Session 3 

Class Meets 
Feb 25  

 
Narrative Form  
Film: The Contender (2000) Rod Lurie  
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 4 “Narrative Form” (pp. 59 – 86) 

Scott: Ch. 7, “Hollywood and Domestic Politics” (pp. 218 – 254) 

 

 
Session 4 

Class 
Meets  

March 4 

 
Narrative Form and Classic Hollywood Style  
Film: Seven Days in May (1964) John Frankenheimer 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 5 “Mise en Scene,” Ch. 6 “Cinematography”  (pp. 
87 – 184) 
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Session 5 

Class Meets 
March 11 

 
Film Editing and Paranoia 
Film: Enemy of the State (1998) Tony Scott 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 7 “Editing”  (pp. 191 – 232) 

Scott: Ch. 4, “Action Conspiracy & Paranoia in Hollywood Political Films” (pp. 114 – 
157) 

 

SPRING BREAK March 18 

 
Session 6 

Class Meets 
Mar 25  

 
Film Narrative and Sound   
Scene Analysis Due 
Film: All the President’s Men (1976) Alan J. Pakula 

Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 8 “Sound” (pp. 233 – 278) 

Scene Analysis Due 

 
Session  7 

Class 
Meets  

Apr 1 

 
Documentary 
Films: The War Room (1993) D.A. Pennebaker & Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) Michael Moore 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 9 “Alternatives to Narrative Fiction Film:  

Documentary” (pp. 279 – 292, 184 – 190) 
Scott: Ch.6, “Hollywood and America in the New Foreign Policy Era” (pp. 190 – 217) 

 
Session 8 

Class Meets 
April 8  

] 

 
Documentary Influenced  
Films: K Street (2003) Steven Soderbergh & In the Loop (2009) Armando Iannucci 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, 10 “Social Context and Film Style” (pp. 308 – 330) 

 
Session 9 

Class 
Meets  

April 15 

 
The Fake Campaign Documentary 
Film: Bob Roberts (1992) Tim Robbins 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, 11 “Film and Ideology” (pp. 331 – 354) 

Scott: Ch. 3 “ Hollywood on the Campaign Trail”(pp. 80 – 113) 
 
Critical Paper Due 
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Session 10 

 

Class Meets 
April 22 

 

 
Film and Political Stardom 
Film: Ides of March (2011) George Clooney 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 12 “Film Stardom as a Cultural Phenomenon”  
(pp. 355 – 372) 
 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (online) 

 
Session 11 

Class 
Meets  

April 29 

 
Genre Film 
Burn After Reading (2008) Coen Brothers 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 13 “Genre” (pp. 373 – 396) 
Thomas Schatz, “Hollywood Genres” (online) 
 

 

Session 12 

 

Class Meets 
May 6 

 

 
 
 
Biographical Film and Film Authorship  
Film: Nixon (1995) Oliver Stone  

Secret Honor (1984) Robert Altman 
 
Basic Readings: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 14 “Film Authorship” (pp. 397 – 414) 

Scott: Ch. 5, “Political Biography in Film” (pp. 158 – 189) 
Robert Rosenstone, ‘The Historical Film: Looking at the Past in a Postliterate Age’ 
Robert Rosenstone, “The Historical Film as Real History” (online) 

 

 
Session 13 

Class 
Meets  

May 13 

 

 
Longform Film Online 
Film: House of Cards (2013) David Fincher & Kevin Spacey 

Basic Reading: Pramaggiore & Wallis, Ch. 15 “Cinema as Industry: Economics & 
Technology  (pp. 415 – 430) 

Your Instructor      
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Dr. Metcalf ‘s teaches and publishes on the relationship between art and culture, more specifically the way film, 
visual arts and television reflect and shape their cultures. His book, The DVD Novel: How the Way We Watch 
Television Changed the Television We Watch, (Praeger Press: 2012) explored the development of longform 
television in America and it’s relationship to film, graphic novels and the Internet. Metcalf teaches at the 
Universities of Maryland, and Maryland Institute College of Art and has taught and lectured on Film, Media and 
Politics, and Film and Culture at Johns Hopkins University and the Smithsonian Institution.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


