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Course Description: 
Digital technology has radically changed our idea of who we are, how we behave, and our notion 
of identity, agency, and society. This course explores questions concerning the relationship 
between media, technology and human. What are the labor, environmental, and social issues 
behind the digital culture? Where does human agency lie in the world undergirded by various 
systems of machines, networks of computers, and the cloud? This course introduces key 
intellectual commitments of digital studies, including untangling the stories we tell ourselves 
about the digital futures, the material infrastructure of data, information, and platforms, and the 
“situatedness “of technologies. In this class, we will use movies, anime, and documentaries as 
illustrations to facilitate the critical assessment of conceptual frameworks. 
 
 
 
 



Course Objectives: 

• Comprehension: 
Recognize key concepts in digital studies 
Describe the connections between conceptual ideas such as machine, labor, society of 
control, and society of network.  

• Analysis: 
Recognize the different forms and components of digital technologies represented and 
embedded in popular media such as fiction, comics, animations, and films 
Form written and oral arguments about the implications of technologies  

• Critique: 
State a social and political issue in terms of media and technology 
Recognize contradictions in literature and scholarly writings on technology and society 
Offer explanations to perceived contradictions  

You will learn some technological facts, but more importantly, you will acquire skills of speaking 
and writing intelligently about social, economic, and cultural issues. Students may vary in their 
levels of competence in the above-mentioned abilities. You can expect to acquire these abilities if 
you honor all course policies, attend classes regularly and participate actively, and complete all 
reading and writing assignments in good faith.  

 
Grading: 
 

Attendance and In-Class Participation       30% 
Two Short Written Reflections (20*2)       40% 
Case Presentation         30% 
Total           100% 
 

 
 
Course Assignments: 
 
Attendance and Participation—30% 
Attendance and contribution to the in-class activities are critical components of the course and 
of your grade. It is essential that students complete all of the required readings before each class 
and be ready to participate in activities. Efforts to engage with peers will also be taken into 
consideration when calculating the participation grade.  
 
Mini-Essay (Short Written Reflections)— 30% 2-3 pages, or 500-800 words.  
You are encouraged to write more than the required length. The best parts of your writing will 
count towards your final grade.  
 
An essay is a concise, question-driven reflection about the required readings of a chosen week. 
You are free to choose the two weeks on which you will write your mini-essay. The essay will be 
submitted as a forum post on the course site. In the reflection essay, you need to summarize the 
readings discussed in the lecture, the central questions raised by the author, supporting or 
counter examples to the author’s argument. You can choose to comment on a digital platform, 
or a digital device. [Examples include Facebook, WeChat, Tik-Tok, Bilibili, iPhone, etc.] A lack 
of critical discussion (such as simply presenting information as unexamined “facts,” and not 
showing its “situatedness”) will result in significant point-reduction.  



 
Final Essay, or Digital Campaign —40% Choose only one! 
 
Essay: 5-7 pages, double-space, 12 fonts 
Digital Campaign: Design a digital campaign to expose a potential issue related to any topic 
discussed in this course. This can take shape in YouTube video, Photo posts (photo-exhibition 
on instagram, or whatever else you can think of. 
 
You can choose to do either a digital campaign, or an essay. In either form, you will use 
materials you have collected (written notes or photos) explore a few related topics of their 
choosing. Each student needs to refer to at least two topics discussed during the course. This 
project will be evaluated based on the principle of clarity, concreteness, and appeal (i.e. how the 
students get their readers interested in the topic).  
 
 
 
Weekly Agenda: 
 
 
Week 1 
Introduction 

 
• Course introduction: 

Technology as a way of seeing the 
world.  
 

 
Advertisement: 
All iPhone commercials 
 

Reading: Cal Newport, “Introduction” to Digital Minimalism, Choosing a 
Focused Life in a Noisy World.  this reading offers something very practical 
about how we can handle our digital environment. 

 
Theme 1:  Digital Futures 
 
 
Week 2 
 
 

 
• Man-Machine 

Movie excerpts: 
Space Odyssey 
 
Documentary Excerpts: 
Reverie of The Connected World 
 

Reading: Norbert Wiener, “Man, Machine, and the World Around” 
 

Week 3   
• Machine-Woman 

 

 
Animation excerpts: 
Ghost in the Shell (about robots, love, 
sex, and cyborgs) 
 

Reading: Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto” 
 

Week 4  
• Robots  
• Glitch Feminism 

 
Documentary Excerpts: 
Reverie of The Connected World 
 

Reading: Chapter on “Your Robot Is Not Neutral,” Your Computer Is on Fire 
 



 
Theme 2: Digital Labor 
 
Week 5 • Invisible Labor 

Working-class media 
consumption 

 
Excerpts of ethnography: 
Dying for an iPhone 

Reading: Susan Leigh Star, “Layers of Silence, Arenas of Work” 
 

Week 6 • Pro-consumption  
Immaterial Labor 

 
Briefing on Mini-essay 

 
Activities: 
Selfies as content 

Reading: George Ritzer and Nathan Jurgenson, “Production, consumption, 
pro- Sumption” and “Home Dance: Mediacy and Aesthetics of the Self on 
YouTube,” by Kathrin Peters and Andrea Seier in The YouTube Reader 

Week 7 • Cloud Factory 
 

Mid-term review.  

 
Movie excerpts: 
A Touch of Sin 
 

Reading: Chapter on “Cloud Factory” from Your Computer Is on Fire 
 

 
Theme 3: Digital Platform 
 
 
Week 8 

 
Platform-Cooperatism 
 
Mini-essay due 
Read projects on “Platform-Cooperatives” from around the world at 
https://platform.coop/who-we-are/icde/ 
 

 
Week 9 

 
Audience Commodity 
 
Briefing on Final Project 
Reading: Fuchs, Christian (2016) Baidu, weibo and renren: The global 
political economy of social media in China. Asian Journal of Communication 
26(1): 14–41.  

Supplementary Reading --  this is a useful article on your final project:  

Fuchs, Christian, “Dallas Smythe today: The audience commodity, the digital 
labour debate, Marxist political economy and critical theory. Prolegomena to 
a digital labour theory of value. TripleC 10(2): 692–740.  

 
Week 10 

 
Games 
 
 
Reading 
Kellie Vella et al., “Pokemon Go and Social Connectedness.”  

https://platform.coop/who-we-are/icde/


 
Theme 4: Digital Scrutiny 
 
Week 11  

Big Data 
Cutural Analytics 
Artificial Intelligence 
Reading (Pick one area of interests): 
 
Fred H. Cate, “Big Data, Consent, and the Future of Data Protection,” in Big 
Data Is not a Monolith 
Lev Manovich, “Introduction” to Cultural Analytics 
Roozbeh Yousefzadeh and Xuenan Cao, “Clueless AI” in Montreal AI Ethics 
 

Week 12  
Digital Sound Surveillance 
 
Reading (Pick one area of interests):  
 
Hadar Levy-Landersberg, “Sound and the City.” 
Wen Lin, “The Hearing, The Mapping, The Web.” 
Chapter on “Siri Disciplines” in Your Computer Is on Fire 
 

Week 13  
Society of Control 
 
Final Project viewing in class 
 
Reading: Gilles Deleuze, “Society of Control”  
 

 
Class Policies: 
 
Late Attendance: Attendance is mandatory and is part of the requirement for passing the 
course. Late attendance will result in loss of attendance and participation points.  
 
Absence: Please communicate with the professor about absences. Absences must be 
accompanied with a formal explanation in accordance with university guidelines. Each absence 
will incur the loss of one attendance point. More than 25% absence (i.e., missing more than 3 
weeks out of a 13-week module) will result in the lowering of one grade level (e.g. A- to B-).  
 
Late Work: No work will be accepted after the deadline.  
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is a serious academic offense and will not be tolerated under any 
circumstances. Work for which plagiarism is proved will be awarded a grade of zero and relevant 
disciplinary procedures will be followed with the institution. 
 
Email Notice: All students must check their emails for last minute changes, useful information 
and class announcements. 
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