FOUNDATIONS OF MEDIA THEORY MID-TERM EXAM

Please choose three of the following questions to address, each in an essay no longer than three pages. Be sure to identify which question you are addressing at the beginning of each essay. You may use texts both internal and external to the course, your fellow classmates, and your instructor and T.A., but I encourage you to ensure that your work is your own work. I do expect you to quote from our readings so that you can demonstrate your comprehension of the course texts – but I’m much more concerned about how you’ve made sense of the class material, and how you apply it to real-world media cases. There is no single correct way to answer these questions, so please do not bother to ask yourself that most restrictive of questions: What kind of an answer does Dr. Mattern want? What I want is: a strong, well-written argument and creative application. Your papers are due in my mailbox in the Department office by NOON on Tuesday, 11/23. Late submissions will not be accepted. 

1) How might medium theorists and audience studies scholars

take similar or different approaches to the study of the "situatedness" of

media interaction? That is, how might McLuhan and Fiske, for example,

approach similarly or differently a study of the *places* in which people

interact with their media? What different questions might each theoretical

approach bring to light? How might these theoretical approaches complement

each other in the study of "situated media interaction"? Perhaps it might

help to couch your response in terms of a case study, or one particular

example, like the way school children use computers in the classroom, or

the way pub patrons use the televisions perched above the bar, or any example of your choosing. You might even engage in a little ethnographic research. 

2) Can media studies be a “science”? Which of the theoretical frameworks we’ve used lend themselves to a more “scientific” application, and which do not – and why? What are the benefits and drawbacks of regarding media studies as a “science”? Of course, answering this question requires that you define what you mean by “science.” 

3) How might media theory influence the day-to-day decision-making of media producers – filmmakers, videographers, sound engineers, digital media designers – even advertisers? Which of the theoretical approaches we’ve examined would most likely be applied – perhaps in modified form -- in the media workplace, and how? Or, is media theory irrelevant to media production? If you wish to argue the latter, you’ll need to make a strong, well-supported claim. 

4) Is resistance political, as Fiske argues? Choose one commonly aberrantly read text (some of the examples we’ve mentioned in class have included The Smurfs and The Wizard of Oz), examine its dominant and potential oppositional readings (perhaps you could look at how various minority populations might “misread” the text) – and address whether or not the potential for opposition truly empowers the individuals or interpretive communities engaged in the resistive “reading.”

5) Many of us lament the insipidness and inanity of the media offerings made available to “the public” – and we regret even more the public’s readiness to accept these offerings, eat them up, and ask for more. Is the media “public” really so base and uncritical in its media consumption? What assumptions do we, as media “scholars,” make about “the average viewer/listener/reader”? Where and how do mass society theory, media effects theory, audience studies, and the theory of the Frankfurt School influence these assumptions? Are audience members actually much more savvy than we give them credit for being? Do they, for example, watch reality shows as we “enlightened” do, with tongue in cheek, fully aware of the shows’ irony and parody? Might we be giving the audience too much or too little credit? What does it matter? 

6) What are the Barthesian “myths” propagated in particular media categories or genres? Begin by providing your own synopsis of what Barthes means by “myth.” Then examine what myths are propagated through, for example, emo or West Coast rap, “shelter” magazines (e.g., Simple, Dwell, Wallpaper, etc.), public radio, McSweeney’s publications, the Oxygen Network, iTunes, or hybrid car advertisements. Choose your own examples – but please refrain from using those we’ve already addressed in our readings or in-class discussions. Examine how these myths are coded; refer to the chart from Fiske’s “The Codes of Television” to remind yourself of the various levels on which a media text – and not only televisual ones – can be coded. And be sure to ask yourself the “so what?” question: How or why is this mythologization socially, culturally, politically, or historically significant? 

7) The medium is the message. If that’s so, what are the messages that our personal digital assistants, our camera-equipped cellular phones, our blackberries, our portable mp3 players, and other “wearable” or “portable” technologies are making about us – about the way we live and what we value? There is, of course, a political element to this question, since these technologies are not made readily available to the general population; the fact that these accouterments of “connectedness” belong to the “wired elite” says much about media haves and have-nots. What are the political “biases” (remember that handout of media biases I gave you?) of these technologies? What’s the fundamental message underlying and permeating these technologies? If you wish to address a type of media technology other than portable technologies, feel free to do so, but try to apply some of these same questions in your analysis. 

8) It seems that anyone who watched television during the weeks leading up to and during the election couldn’t help but notice the “hypermediated” environments in which politics were played out. Or could they? Are we any longer conscious of the hyper-mediated-ness of both our mediated and physical environments, or have we become so desensitized by the ubiquity of media that we barely notice its incessant appeals for our attention? What might be the dangers of this uncritical acceptance of – this desensitization to – hypermediation? What special skills does one require to “read” a hypermediated media text – and how does one acquire those skills? Given the central role that media play in our democratic process, how are these questions of “hypermedia literacy” politically significant? 

9)  “Hey, you there!” Through this “hailing,” Althusser says, all ideology “interpellates” us into various subject positions. The television commercial, in promising to help us cure our halitosis, interpellates us into value systems we might call the “hygienic” and “consumptive.” Television shows’ camerawork hails us into the scene by making us feel as if we see the scene as a character would see it, by equating the camera with our own eyes. What special techniques for interpellation have our newer media technologies – particularly computer-based technologies – developed? How does Microsoft interpellate us into the Gates Ideology? What is that ideology, and what subject position do we occupy in relation to it? How is Microsoft’s interpellation different from Apple’s, and how do we become different subjects in each case? Or, to take another example, how does the very form of a search engine interpellate us as a particular kind of subject? Choose your own digital example and address its practices of interpellation – and the ideologies into which we, as subjects, are hailed. 

10) In his famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Walter Benjamin addresses the way mechanical reproduction technologies have altered our approach to and reception of artworks – and the political significance of those changes. He argues that the loss of “aura” may actually be beneficial: it demystifies the production of art and democratizes the artwork, bringing it into closer contact with the viewer for his or her critical contemplation, and politicizes it. After synopsizing the changes that mechanical reproduction has wrought, ask yourself what has become of the work of art in the age of digital reproduction. Please narrow your focus to one kind of art – visual art, interactive art, music, etc. – and address how digital reproduction, distribution, and exhibition technologies have altered the way audiences approach, receive, and make sense of artwork; the ways artwork is created – including the content it works with – and presented; the and the political uses to which art can be and is put. 

