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Data Genealogy (& Media Archaeology): Critical Inquiry into the Informational Present 
 

PHIL 607, Spr. 2017 
 
Colin Koopman, Dept. of Philosophy, University of Oregon 
 
 

 
 
 
Course Description: 
This course will explore the possibility of a philosophical-historical engagement with our 
contemporary data-driven obsessions.  What makes possible the formatting of selfhood that we 
perform on social media?  What motivates our idyllic dreams for big and ever-bigger data?  What 
historical cunning informs the obsessive surveillance of today’s corporate and governmental 
surveillance regimes?  How new—and how old—are new media, cutting-edge information 
technologies, and the informatics of our present? 
 
The course will have two aims in taking up these questions.  First, the course will offer an 
opportunity to study the philosophical methodologies of archaeology and genealogy associated with 
the work of Michel Foucault.  This being a philosophy course, we will begin with a careful study of 
some of Foucault’s work and its methodological presuppositions.  Second, and equipped with this 
methodological apparatus, we will consider various approaches to what might be considered 
archaeologies and genealogies (in a broader sense of these terms) of contemporary informational 
assemblages.  We will begin with two canonical Foucault-inspired precedents established by the 
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work of Friedrich Kittler (in media archaeology) and Ian Hacking (in the history of statistics).  From 
there we will consider a handful of very recent efforts to develop genealogies of the narrow now of 
data. 
 
Instructor Information: 
Email: koopman@uoregon.edu 
Office Hours: Wed 2p-4p (in SCH 250A) or by appointment 
 
Course Meetings: 
Every Tue and Thur, 6:00p-8:00p (in SCH 250C) 
   w/ occasional additional meetings (or rescheduled meetings) per the schedule below 
 
 
 
 
Reading & Work Schedule: 
 
Note: Readings with a * are supplementary/optional readings (and may be assigned to student presenters weekly) 
 
  

Background: Foucault’s Archaeology and Genealogy as Critical Methods 
 

 Method: Archaeology & Genealogy 
4/4 
 
 
 

Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic, “Preface” & “Conclusion”; pp. ix-xix & 195-199 
Foucault, Lectures on the Will to Know, Lctrs. I & II; pp. 1-18, 22-28 
Recommended: Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” 
 

 Foucault’s Genealogy of Disciplinary Power 
4/6 
 
4/11 
 
4/13 
 

Foucault, Discipline and Punish, Pts. I & II.; pp. 3-131 
 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish, selections, Pt. III; pp.135-228 
 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish, selections, Pt. IV; pp. 231-308 
Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, & Problematization” 
 

 Two Paradigmatic Foucauldian Critiques 
4/18 
 
 
 
4/19 
 
 
 
4/20 
 
 

Arnold Davidson, The Emergence of Sexuality, chs. 1 & 2 
(Guest seminar visitor: Verena Erlenbusch) 
Recommended: Koopman, draft ms., “Conceptual Analysis for Genealogical Philosophy” 
 
Recommended workshop w/ Verena Erlenbusch (Wed Apr 19 @ 2:00p, loc TBD) on: 
Erlenbusch, “Genealogy & Normative Reconstruction: Towards A Critical Theory of Terrorism” 
Recommended: Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, ch. 7 
 
Verena Erlenbusch, Genealogies of Terrorism, chs. TBD (read in advance) 
- Lecture w/ V. Erlenbusch, 4:00-5:30, Knight Lib. Browsing, “Genealogies of Terrorism” 
- Dinner w/ V. Erlenbusch, 6:00-8:00, Location TBD (dinner will be paid for) 
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Two Precedents: Pursuing the Historical Critique of Data & Media Cultures 
 

 The Archaeology of Media 
4/25 
 
4/27 

Friedrich Kittler, Optical Media; pp. 19-125 
 
Friedrich Kittler, Optical Media; pp. 125-231 
 
Recommended: Kittler, The Truth of the Technological Age: Essays on the Genealogy of Presence 
Recommended: Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter 
 

 The Genealogy of Statistics 
5/2 
 
5/4 
 

Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance; pp. 1-124 
 
Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance; pp. 125-215 
 
Recommended: Hacking, “Biopower and the Avalanche of Printed Numbers” 
Recommended: Hacking, Historical Ontology (on method) 
 

  
Our Question: the Historical Critique of the Power of Data in Our Present 
 

 Expository Power in the Digital Age 
5/9 
 
5/11 

Harcourt, Exposed: Desire and Disobedience in the Digital Age; pp. 1-165 
 
Harcourt, Exposed: Desire and Disobedience in the Digital Age; pp. 166-284 
 
Recommended: Harcourt, Against Prediction: Punishing & Policing the Actuarial Age 
Recommended: Harcourt, “Rethinking Power with & beyond Foucault” at The Carceral (on method) 
 

 Disciplinary & Sovereign Power in the Surveillance of Race 
5/16 
 
5/18 

Simone Brown, Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness; pp. 1-62 
 
Simone Brown, Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness; pp. 63-164 
 
Recommended: Brown & French, “Surveillance as Social Regulation: Profiles and Profiling Technology” 
Recommended: Lyon, Identifying Citizens 
 

 Sovereign Power in the Cloud 
5/23 
 
5/25 
 
 

Tung-Hui Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud; pp. 1-78 
 
Tung-Hui Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud; pp. 79-149 
 
Recommended: Hu, "Black Boxes and Green Lights: Media, Infrastructure, and the Future at Any Cost" 
Recommended: Deleuze, “Postscript on Societies of Control” 
 

 Infopower and the Informational Person 
5/30 
 
6/1 
 

Koopman, draft ms., introductory ch. + ch. on documentary identity 
 
Koopman, draft ms., ch. on personality algorithms + ch. on racial informatics + concl. ch. 
 

 Toward Future Critiques 
6/5  Paper, Polished First Version, due Mon. of Week 10 (mid-day; exact time TBD) 
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6/6 
 
6/8 
 
6/15 

 
Class Readings TBD based on student interests 
 
Student Presentations of Research Paper Topics 
 
Paper, Final Version, due Thurs. of Exam Week (exact time TBD) 
 

 
 
Readings & Books: 
Students are expected to acquire the following six books in the editions by the publisher listed in the 
parentheses.  It is very important that you do not use alternate editions of these texts as that 
unnecessarily slows up class discussions when you ask everyone else to supply you with an 
alternative pagination scheme.  These have not been ordered via the campus bookstore so please 
acquire them on your own: 

• Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Vintage Books edition) 
• Kittler, Optical Media (Polity) 
• Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge) 
• Harcourt, Exposed (Harvard) 
• Brown, Dark Matters (Duke) 
• Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud (MIT) 

Additional assigned, recommended, & secondary readings will be made available online on Canvas. 
 
 
Student Work & Assessment: 
 
1) Participation, 10% of final grade (these requirements also apply to auditors). 
 

This course will be a seminar.  It requires active participation in a series of discussions that will extend throughout the 
quarter.  I will expect that everyone (including auditors) to be very well-prepared at the beginning of every class 
session. 

• 5% of grade – I expect active participation in the class by all students.  I will strive to facilitate the seminar in 
such a way that we have excellent conditions for excellent conversations.  While I will do what I can to make 
the class a welcoming environment for all, please let me know what I can do further. 

• 5% of grade - On any given day, I may ask a small group of you (selected at random) to initiate a discussion by 
starting us off with this question.  Please always be prepared to do that. 

 
2) Online Discussion Contributions, 10% of final grade (this requirement also applies to auditors). 
 

I expect all participants to come to class prepared, that is, you must be prepared with questions about and debates with 
the assigned readings for that session.  Accordingly, I will ask everyone to post a single question or comment about the 
reading to our course website (via Canvas at canvas.uoregon.edu).  Everyone must post by the following time: one hour 
prior to the beginning of each class session.  Please keep your posts short so that it is manageable for everyone to review 
all comments in the thirty minutes or so prior to class.  The first post will be due prior to the second meeting of class. 

• 10% of grade – These posts will cumulatively amount to 10% of your final grade (they will be graded pass/fail 
rather than for quality). 
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2) In-Class Presentation, 10% of final grade (this requirement also applies to auditors). 
 

During weeks 4 thru 8 all students (and auditors) in the class will briefly present to the class an additional selected essay 
or chapter by one of our primary authors.  A list of additional writings and presentation slots will circulate during week 
3 and everyone will need to sign up for a presentation slot at that point.  Your presentation should briefly connect the 
additional reading to the main assigned reading by our author and raise questions for the class to consider.  Typically, 
presenters will be asked to begin the class with their presentation.  You should aim for a 10-15 minute presentation. 
 
3) Final Research Paper (in two stages), 70% of final grade (does not apply to auditors) 
 

You will write a final research paper, which will be developed and due to me in two stages. 
 

First Version of Final Paper (35% of final grade) 
• 30% of grade – You will write a short argumentative essay, due (as a hardcopy and via email) as per the 

schedule above. 
• You are expected to develop your own essay on one of two topics.  The essay may either be: 

o An essay that engages methodological problems in Foucauldian archaeology and/or genealogy, 
on the basis of either Foucault’s work, or one of the other works that we have read in the course 
that explicitly claims to be Foucauldian in inspiration. 

o An investigative essay in which you deploy archaeology and/or genealogy to take up a question 
of interest to you concerning some aspect of contemporary data cultures.  In this case, your essay 
should contain at least a brief section stating what you take to be the archaeological and/or 
genealogical method you deploy in the paper (and where you draw it from, either in Foucault or 
elsewhere). 

• The first shorter version of your paper should be about 3000 words exclusive of notes and references.  
Your essay should discuss assigned primary readings as well as secondary readings (which I can help you 
locate, so visit my office hour).  

• You will revise this essay and expand it into a longer final research essay due during exam week.  But the 
first version of the essay should be polished and well-argued.  You are expected to turn in a finalized piece 
of writing, and not a draft.  You will revise this finalized piece of writing once more, but that just shows 
that revision is an extensive process.  Think of it this way: my written feedback on your paper will be 
more useful to you if you turn in to me a piece of work that you think is perfect; if you turn in something 
that you know to have shortcomings, then my feedback will likely only reflect what you already know. 

• 5% of grade – You will append to your paper a bibliography that includes three short (100-word) abstracts of 
secondary literature relevant to your chosen topic.  It is important that you craft your paper around a topic for 
which some secondary literature is available.  Find three sources and summarize, or abstract, them in your own 
words. 

 

Final Version of Final Paper (35% of final grade) 
• 25% of grade – You will then take the first version of your research essay, along with my comments, and other 

peer comments (if you swap with a peer, which you should), and write a final research essay. This will be due 
(as a hardcopy and via email) early in exam week as per the schedule above. 
• This will be a revision of and improvement upon the first version of the paper you turned in late in the 

term.  This essay should engage with one both the assigned primary literature and relevant secondary 
literature. 

• The final essay should be about 3000-3500 words exclusive of notes and references (i.e. a conference-
length paper).  Please note that 3500 words is a hard limit (unless we have previously arranged otherwise).  
I want you to do everything you can to stay within this limit because this is a typical conference-length 
paper limit (at least in the discipline of philosophy). 

• 5% of grade – In addition, you must turn into me a one-page (single-space) set of revisions notes (of the kind 
you will be expected to submit to a journal if you get a ‘revise and resubmit).  This will explain all major 
revisions you made in your paper.  It will also explain any decision you have made to not institute revisions in 
light of reviewer (i.e., instructor, i.e., me!) comments.  You should write this as a letter. 

• 5% of grade – You will include at the front of your paper two short abstracts (of your paper) of different 
length, according to customary conference-submission and journal-publishing standards.  The first abstract 
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should be a 100-word summary describing the core argument of the paper.  The second abstract should be a 
longer 250-word version of that.  If you need to see a sample abstract please ask me for one. 
 
 

Learning Outcomes: 
 

• Engage important contemporary philosophical debates, through reading both recent philosophical works and 
works drawn from the history of philosophy. 

 
• Compare, contrast, and critique representative authors from various philosophical traditions and historical 

periods.  
 

• Develop and improve professional skills including presentation of material to peers, preparing papers for 
conference submission and preparing article abstracts. 


