Emily Balch Seminar: Section 17: BECOMING DATA
TR 11:40 AM – 1:00 PM, English House II

Instructor: Prof. Devin Daniels (he/him/his)
E-mail: dwdaniels@brynmawr.edu
Office Hours: English House 206, Monday 12:30 to 2:00 PM (use Calendly to book)

Course Description

Personal identity in the 21st century is intimately tied up in different forms of data: social security numbers, credit scores, social media profiles, and more. How did this come to be the case? In this seminar, we will consider how human beings experienced the phenomenon of “becoming data” across the 20th and 21st centuries, with particular attention to the ways that different historical subjects imagined, contested, or collaborated with the institutions and technologies that increasingly penetrated their personal and professional lives. Taking direction from Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson’s claim that “raw data is an oxymoron,” we’ll investigate the social and historical foundations to supposedly “neutral” data, from the racialized history of statistics, to the Cold War origins of digital computing, to the gender politics of cyberspace. 

Assignments and Grading

Your grade consists of the following components. All assignments must be completed in order to pass the course:

· Papers (four total, including a revision): 60%
· Rough drafts, in-class writing, peer review, etc.: 10%
· Conferences: 10%
· Participation: 20%

Papers (60%):
Full details for each paper will be made available throughout the semester, and we will discuss each assignment thoroughly in class as we approach it. The papers will generally grow in length and complexity as we advance, though the third paper will be a (substantial) revision of a prior paper.

Misc. Writing (15%):
Throughout the term, I may give you short writing assignments that are not indicated on the syllabus in advance (e.g., coming to class with sample thesis statements, or outlining a reading) based on our class progress. I may also assign individual or group writing in class, as well as both synchronous and asynchronous peer review. These assignments will be graded on a plus/check/minus scale.

Final Presentation (5%):
During the final week of class, you will perform an oral presentation on your final paper topic/argument. Full stipulations for these presentations will be provided later in the term.

Conferences (10%):
You are required to meet with me for two one-on-one conferences throughout the semester to discuss your writing during the designated weeks (we will schedule these meetings in class). You should also attend my office hours at least twice (you are responsible for scheduling these meetings) for four total meetings. To receive credit for these conferences, you should come prepared with specific questions, ideas, aspects of your writing you wish to discuss, etc., so that we can have a productive meeting. Coming unprepared to a conference will result in zero credit. Missing a conference will also result in zero credit. Conferences cannot be made up or rescheduled except in the case of genuine emergencies.

Participation (20%):
The success of our class depends on your preparation for and participation in our discussions. Your participation should reflect that you have carefully read the assigned texts and watched the assigned films for that day, and you should come to class with a physical (printed) copy of the reading, notes, annotations, and prepared comments or questions. You should also demonstrate attentiveness and respect in regard to your fellow students’ comments (though polite and respectful disagreement is of course encouraged). Frequent but low-quality participation will not necessarily earn a strong participation grade. While I understand that participation can be nerve-wracking, this class is the space in which to gain the necessary practice so you can participate not only in this class but your future classes at BMC. It will not be possible to earn a 4.0 or 3.7 in this class without regular, meaningful participation, and a total lack of participation will result in a zero (not a 65). If you are struggling to participate, I encourage you to chat with me about it so we can brainstorm techniques and strategies to help you enter the conversation. I also reserve the right to “cold call” on students when necessary. 
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Attendance:
You are permitted to miss two class sessions without penalty, but any absences beyond that will lower your final grade by one-third. I do not distinguish between excused and unexcused absences, so you should retain your “free” absences for genuine emergencies. Students with four or more excess absences will be at risk of failing the course. Frequent tardiness or blatant inattention (including use of electronic devices) will result in you being charged an absence. 

Deadlines:
Completing an assignment by the deadline is considered part of the assignment. Late assignments will incur grade penalties of 10% for each day past the deadline, and I will not grade assignments that are more than 2 weeks late. An on-time assignment is almost always going to receive a higher grade than a late assignment, even if the late assignment is somewhat improved!

Cell Phones & Electronic Devices:
During discussions, electronic devices should be silenced and stowed. You should bring printed copies of all readings and a way of taking notes manually (this class should not require extensive notetaking). That said, do feel free to bring a laptop to class for when we are engaging in groupwork, in-class writing, etc. If you use an electronic device during class in violation of this policy, you will be marked as absent for the day. 

Email Etiquette:
I will do my best to respond to emails in a timely manner. Generally, this means between 24 and 48 hours, so you should factor that response time in when you reach out. Please note, however, that I will only respond during business hours (Monday to Friday, 9 AM to 5 PM). I am unable to have in-depth discussions, particularly about papers and writing, via email. If you want to discuss your writing, please schedule an in-person meeting. Please do not email me questions about basic policies, due dates, and other factors that are listed on the syllabus or on assignment descriptions. Always check these documents first and only email me if your question isn’t answered there.

Office Hours
I will hold office hours in English House 206 on Mondays from 12:30 to 2:00 PM. You’re welcome to meet with me for any reason: discussing a paper, sharing ideas you haven’t gotten to talk about in class, having an informal chat about literature or film, etc. To meet with me during my office hours, please use the Calendly link on Moodle and book a time by 10 PM on Sunday so that I know to expect you. If you need to meet outside these hours, send me an email with your full availability so we can schedule something, either in-person or via Zoom. 

Course Content:
Our readings and viewings may contain potentially disturbing content, including but not limited to violence, racism, and gender or sexuality-based discrimination. Part of developing as scholarly writers is learning how to discuss such matters critically. If you are concerned about potential content, I encourage you to research the course texts (particularly the films) in advance or to reach out to me with any specific concerns.

Academic Integrity:
Students are expected to adhere to the spirit and letter of academic honesty. At minimum, all
writing, phrasing, and ideas put forth by someone else should be identified through proper
academic citation – MLA and Chicago style are both standards acceptable for this class. Also, a
student’s name on any assignment turned in will be treated as an explicit statement that the
work is that of the student and of the student alone. Please talk to me if you have any uncertainty about what constitutes plagiarism or proper citation. 

Use of any text-generating software (such as ChatGPT) in any way is not permitted in this course, and use of this software will be treated as plagiarism. I will not grade any work I judge to be generated by AI (to any degree) or which provides uncited quotations or fictional citations; these assignments will receive an immediate zero, which, per the requirement that all assignments need to be completed to pass the course, will result in you failing the course automatically.

The Writing Center:
The trained tutors at the Writing Center offer help with any stage of the writing process:  brainstorming, revising, or polishing a final draft. I strongly encourage you to take advantage of the Writing Center’s resources. The Writing Center is located on the first floor of Canaday Library. Appointments may be made online at www.brynmawr.edu/writingcenter.

Accessibility Policy:
Bryn Mawr College is committed to providing equal access to students with a documented disability. Students needing academic accommodations for a disability must first register with Access Services. Students can call 610-526-7516 to make an appointment with the Access Services Director, Deb Alder, or email her at dalder@brynmawr.edu to begin this confidential process. Once registered, students should schedule an appointment with the professor as early in the semester as possible to share the verification form and make appropriate arrangements.  Please note that accommodations are not retroactive and require advance notice to implement. More information can be obtained at the Access Services website. (http://www.brynmawr.edu/access-services/)

BMC Sex Discrimination and Sex-Based Harassment Policy:
Bryn Mawr/Haverford College is committed to fostering a safe and inclusive living and learning environment where all can feel secure and free from harassment. All forms of sexual misconduct, including sexual assault, sexual harassment, stalking, domestic violence, and dating violence are violations of Bryn Mawr/Haverford’s policies, whether they occur on or off campus. Bryn Mawr/Haverford faculty are committed to helping to create a safe learning environment for all students and for the College community as a whole. If you have experienced any form of gender or sex-based discrimination, harassment, or violence, know that help and support are available. Staff members are trained to support students in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, and more. 

The College strongly encourages all students to report any incidents of sexual misconduct. Please be aware that all Bryn Mawr/Haverford employees (other than those designated as confidential resources such as counselors, clergy, and healthcare providers) are required to report information about such discrimination and harassment to the Bi-College Title IX Coordinator.  

Course Schedule (subject to change)

UNIT 1: Have We Become Data?

Tuesday, 9/1: 
· Introduction
· W. E. B. Du Bois’s Data Portraits

Thursday, 9/3:
· Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson, “‘Raw Data’ Is an Oxymoron”
· Du Bois’s Data Portraits, continued

Tuesday, 9/8:
· Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control”

Thursday, 9/10:
· E. M. Forster, “The Machine Stops”

Paper #1 due Friday, 9/11 at 5 PM

Tuesday, 9/15: 
· The Matrix (dirs. The Wachowskis, 1999)
· WORKSHOP: Thesis Statements and Reasons

Thursday, 9/17:
· FIRST CONFERENCE at your scheduled time


UNIT 2: Computation

Tuesday, 9/22:
· Vannevar Bush, “As We May Think”

Thursday, 9/24: 
· Jorge Luis Borges, “The Garden of Forking Paths”
· WORKSHOP: Developing a Thesis for Paper #2

Tuesday, 9/29:
· Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto”
· Shelley Jackson, My Body: a Wunderkammer

Thursday, 10/1:
· William Gibson, “Burning Chrome”
· WORKSHOP: Developing an Argument

Tuesday, 10/6:
· Paul N. Edwards, from The Closed World
· In-Class Screening: Bugging the Battlefield

Thursday, 10/8: 
· Safiya Umoja Noble, from Algorithms of Oppression

Paper #2 due Friday, 10/9 at 5 PM

FALL BREAK, Oct 10-18

Tuesday, 10/20:
· WORKSHOP: Revision and Peer Review

UNIT 3: Surveillance

Thursday, 10/22:
· Michel Foucault, “Panopticism”

Tuesday, 10/27: 
· Simone Browne, from Dark Matters

Thursday, 10/29: 
· Shoshana Zuboff, “Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of an Information Civilization”

Paper #3 (Revision) due Friday, 10/30 at 5 PM

Tuesday, 11/3: 
· All Light, Everywhere (dir. Theo Anthony, 2021)

UNIT 4: Artificial Intelligence

Thursday, 11/5: 
· Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence”
· WORKSHOP: Outlining a Potential Argument

Tuesday, 11/10: 
· Matteo Pasquinelli, “AI as Division of Labor”

Thursday, 11/12: 
· Gordon Harvey, Writing with Sources: A Guide for Students
· WORKSHOP: Secondary Sources

Tuesday, 11/17: 
· Matthew Kirschenbaum, “Prepare for the Textpocalypse” 
· Gareth Watkins, “AI: The New Aesthetic of Fascism”
· Sam Altman, “The Intelligence Age”

Thursday, 11/19: 
· Abstract and outline of final paper due in class
· WORKSHOP: Peer Review

Tuesday, 11/24: 
· SECOND CONFERENCE at your scheduled time

Thursday, 11/26: 
· NO CLASS (Thanksgiving)

Tuesday, 12/1:
· La Bête (dir. Bertrand Bonello, 2023)

Thursday, 12/3: 
· Laura Preston, “HUMAN_FALLBACK”

Tuesday, 12/8: 
· FINAL PRESENTATIONS

Thursday, 12/10: 
· FINAL PRESENTATIONS

FINAL PAPER due Thursday, 12/10 at 5 PM
