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Introduction to Media Studies Prof. Stuart Ewen 
MEDIA 180 Spring Semester 2013 

 
Midterm Study Questions 

 
On Wednesday, March 13, three of the following essay questions will appear on the midterm 
examination. You will be required to write in response to one of them. In preparing for the 
exam, make sure to pay attention to assigned readings and be prepared to make use of rele-
vant readings, lectures, class discussions and visual media in developing your answers. Answers 
without clear knowledge of course materials and readings and visual materials are unaccepta-
ble.   
 
This is an open book, open notes exam. You may use a computer or mobile device to access 
information, but please be aware of the difference between using sources and plagiarism. You 
are encouraged to bring outlines if they will help you, but pre-written essays are NOT accepta-
ble.  
 
 
1) In Frederick Douglass’ “Learning to Read, and Growing in Knowledge,” Doug-
lass asserts that with knowledge comes power and liberation. What advice could he 
have given to Frankie Mae and her father that might have changed the course of 
their lives? Write a convincing essay using at least two examples from the history of 
the printed word and vernacular literacy that you can imagine Douglass could give 
to Frankie Mae. Be specific and clear in terms of these historical examples. 
 
2) Albert Einstein once said, “Individualism is an optical delusion.”  What do you 
think he meant?  Offering clear and vivid examples discuss how changes in the 
outlook and perspective of visual images—from feudal iconography, through oil 
painting, photography and, today, the internet—have reflected the rise of optical 
individualism and the visual vernacular.  Select a print advertisement from a re-
cent magazine and analyze the way it attempts to speak to and influence the indi-
vidual who views it.  Do you think it works? Why? If you choose this question, 
please attach your advertisement to your exam book.   
 
3) “Style Wars,” produced in 1983, looks into the tension between the city’s official 
culture and the vibrant artwork of a popular graffiti subculture that is defined by 
politicians and police as criminal.  We also see the ways that, over time, graffiti be-
gins to be appropriated and redefined by commercialism, becoming more ac-
ceptable.   

Using “Style Wars” as a starting off point, write a detailed and well supported essay 
in which you discuss the way that society criminalizes forms of popular culture, 
which are seen as dangerous, and then transforms them into commodities that are 
used to promote commercial interests, products and services.  In the process, what 
do you think is gained? What is lost?  Does this matter? 
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In addition to writing about “Style Wars,” and the commercialization of graffiti, 
identify and write about another specific example subcultural expression that has 
been appropriated and redefined for commercial purposes. 

4) In Stanley Nelson’s film, “The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords,” we learn 
of the ways that black newspapers presented a challenge to entrenched racism and 
created a new and powerful voice for African Americans in the first half of the 
twentieth century, and ultimately led to the rise of the Civil Rights Movement.  
Discuss the ways these papers offered the descendants of slaves to interpret events 
for themselves and challenge the dominant paradigm.  In developing your answer, 
draw on clear examples from at least two of the following newspapers, their pub-
lishers and their journalistic staff. 

 A) The Chicago Defender; 

B) The Pittsburgh Courier; 

 C) The California Eagle. 

5) Oliver Wendell Holmes predicted the impact of the photographic image on so-
ciety including implications regarding style, identity and image. Holmes said that 
photography could be likened to a hunt for the “skins” of objects photographed, 
referencing the fact that objects, (or people and places) could now be experi-
enced without their actual presence. 

In Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, the cave dwellers have no access to the actual 
source of the shadow images on the cave walls. Yet even when a freed person ven-
tures outside the cave to discover the real sources of the images and returns to re-
port back to the still enslaved, his information falls on deaf ears.  

The ubiquity of photographic representations today—whether through magazine 
ads, the news media or Facebook—present us with questions about how ideas 
about identity and authenticity are defined in your society.  Write an essay in 
which you explain how photography and, more recently, digital images have come 
to affect the way we see the world and ourselves.  If you choose to answer this ques-
tion, bring in a photograph or digital print out to analyze in detail in your essay. 

6) In at least three of the materials we have encountered this semester, trains have 
been used as a medium for moving a message through time and space. Discuss two 
of these examples at length, explaining how a technology made to transport peo-
ple or things became a media technology for transporting ideas. What was the val-
ue of using a train car as a medium? What could a train achieve that no other me-
dium could get across? Describe how present day technologies are or might be 
used to move messages, in unexpected ways, today. 
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7) What is your section leader’s name?  What is your section number? 

8) Explain how entertainment functions in Fahrenheit 451 as a means of social con-
trol. Use at least two examples from the book to develop your answer.  Using clear 
examples from present-day media culture, make an argument as to whether or not 
Bradbury’s point about “entertainment” is valid in today’s society. 

9) Historically, increased literacy in vernacular languages coincided with the de-
velopment of new forms of visual expression. Both mirrored fundamental social 
and economic changes and the empowerment of groups whose forms of expres-
sion were banned and often punished. Discuss the historical emergence of a “visu-
al vernacular” as a reflection of these changes. Examine the similarities and differ-
ences between the “visual vernacular” and “vernacular literature.” Give clear ex-
amples from readings, discussion sections and lecture materials in developing your 
answer. 

 

 

 

 

 


