Questions for Sara Grimes’ Comprehensive Examination – Play
Instructions: Answer 2 of the questions below:
1. There has been a strong tendency in the literature on play and games to define these activities in a ‘formal’ way. This approach seeks to abstract a set of seemingly universal qualities that allows one to define play and games in a consistent manner in all societies and cultures, past and present. However, there is a counter-tradition in the literature that promotes a more self-consciously social and historical view.  Writers who adopt this view typically argue that any attempt to define play and games in abstract universal terms is highly problematic. For example, writing in reference to sports, Pierre Bourdieu asserts that the definition of sport is always “social.” Moreover, Bourdieu argues that the social definition of sport is not abstract; rather it is an “object of struggle.” Presumably, if this is true for the definition of sport, it is true for the definitions of play and games as well?
Write an essay that summarizes and explores the strengths and limitations of the two approached to defining play and/or games noted above. Which view do you feel has the greatest relevance for your own research and why?

2. Imagine that you are asked to write a book entitled “The Political Economy of Play.” Outline the kind of theoretical approach that you would adopt and discuss its strengths and limitations. Drawing on the literatures of toys, video games and sports outline the major themes and issues that you feel your book would necessarily address.

3. Brian Sutton-Smith has often remarked that the concept of play is one of the most consistently romanticized concepts in western social thought.  Outline the key arguments to support the idea that much of the literature on play is “romanticized.” How will your own work on video games attempt to avoid the charge of “romanticism?” 

4. Geertz borrows the concept of “Deep Play” from Jeremy Benthem., who developed the concept in the context of a utilitarian philosopher’s concerns for the apparent “irrationality” of the popular recreations of the working classes in England in the early nineteenth century. Why did Benthem see many working class popular recreations as “irrational?” What solutions did the English moral reformers of the early nineteenth century adopt to try to solve this problem?

5. If Huizinga is the canonical writer in reference to a view of play that links play to the sacred, then surely Bakhtin ought to be the canonical writer in reference to a view that links play to the realm of the “profane.” Yet, Bakhtin figures rarely in most philosophical or critical discussions of play.  Why do you think that is? What would a philosophy of play built on the Bakhtinian tradition look like?
Questions for Sara Grimes’ Comprehensive Examination – Technology

Instructions: Answer 2 of the questions below:
1. Technology figures in the field of communication in a very different theoretical framework than in recent constructivist sociology of technology. For example, the work of McLuhan would probably be criticized as deterministic by advocates of all schools of contemporary constructivism. Discuss the similarities and differences in approach and sketch your own conclusions about how to study communication technology.

2. Communication theorists have been sharply divided over the question of the manipulation thesis, the notion that the media shape and control mass publics. The Frankfurt School defended this view which was rejected by many in cultural studies who emphasized the appropriation of media contents by the public. Discuss the various views on this question and consider especially how the inclusion of children in the analysis might contribute to our understanding of the media’s influence.

3. A variant on question 2: Communication developed as a field in tandem with the mass media, especially television. Today, users of the media are not just members of mass audiences of spectators but play an active role in the media, publishing, communicating, forming communities, taking up roles in games, etc. What does this change in the role of the public signify for the theoretical framework of communication studies? How has changing technology affected the fundamental assumptions of the field?

4. There are several different ways to talk about the politics of technology. Your literature review touches on constructivist, political economic, and feminist approaches. Discuss the similarities and differences between these approaches. Is a synthesis possible? If so, what would it look like?
5. Historically, most discussion of technology takes work as the archetypical application. Today, play is more and more salient as an instance of technologically mediated activity. But play is not alone in changing our image of technology. Medical technology is also increasingly important in our image of technology. Households are now full of technological devices. Music is technologized to an unprecedented degree. The computer has replaced the steel mill or the electrical power plant as the key metaphor for technology as such. These changes in our image of technology correspond to changes in the categories of users, from the male worker to the disabled, the student, child or housewife. Discuss these changes as they influence the theorization of technology in the literatures you have studied.
