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FTVM 366/ DIGITAL 357 / AMCULT 311 (Fall 2023) 

From Prisms to Pantone: Color, Race, and Technology 
 
  When:  
  Where:  
  Professor: Dr. Lida Zeitlin-Wu // lidazw@umich.edu 
  Office hours:   
                
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: Moses Harris, “The Natural System of Colours” (1766)  Right: Angélica Dass, Humanae (2012- ) 
 
Course description 
In this class, we will take a deep dive into the rich, fascinating, and sometimes overwhelming topic of 
color as it is mediated by technology, culture, and politics. By doing so, we’ll open up a larger 
conversation about how technology shapes our perception of the world and ourselves. A major 
conceptual thread running throughout the course will be around the complex relationship between so-
called "abstract" color in the arts and sciences and color as a tool of racial classification and oppression. 
Throughout the semester, we’ll look critically at the ways in which color technologies from photography 
to biometrics have historically been calibrated in a way that perpetuates racial bias. Some questions we 
will grapple with include:  

▪ How does the way we perceive and understand color change with the emergence of new 
technologies? Is digital color really all that distinct from analog color?  

▪ How does one go about representing color “accurately” on screen, and what kinds of 
technological and social compromises are involved? Who benefits from these compromises? Who 
do they harm or leave out?  

Students will have many different modes of engaging with the course material and are encouraged to 
propose a creative or hybrid theory/ practice final project in lieu of a traditional written paper. 
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What This Class Is and What it Isn’t:  
This class is an intellectual exploration of the topic of color as it spans a wide range of technologies and 
media forms. Although you’ll have the option to pursue a multimedia project for your final project, this 
course is not a production, design, or programming class. If you have a background in creative practice 
or coding, I encourage you bring your unique insights and expertise into our in-class conversations and 
online discussion posts, which will focus on culture, identity and representation, politics, and technology. 
If there is one thing I hope you will take away from this semester, it is that technologies—color 
technologies included—are not neutral or objective, but wrapped up in a set of power relations. By the 
end of the semester, you’ll be able to 1) break down a visual media object into its formal or aesthetic 
components and 2) articulate what cultural and political work this media object is doing.   
 
The Rhythm of the Course: 
This class meets UM’s criteria for a blended class. This means that we will meet mostly in person (in 268 
Wieser) and sometimes we will meet on Zoom, or I will send you off with an asynchronous assignment in 
lieu of a synchronous meeting. Based on your responses to our class survey, we’ll work together to 
determine the balance of in-person vs. online, as well as formats that best support discussion for us 
collectively. Make sure to check “Pages” on our Canvas site for the most updated class schedule.  
Much of our time together in class will be spent exploring course themes through discussion and in-
class activities. Periodically, we’ll share pieces from our ongoing portfolio collection (see “Assignment 
Breakdown”) and discuss our in-progress projects. Every week, there will be assigned readings paired 
with either a film screening or set of media or art objects to help us flesh out relevant theoretical and 
historical concepts. We'll look at mainstream and experimental films, contemporary artworks, memes, 
and industry-standard design tools like Photoshop and the Pantone Matching System. There will also be 
two guest lectures by leading experts in the field of color studies: Dr. Michael Rossi (The University of 
Chicago) and Dr. Carolyn L. Kane (Toronto Metropolitan University) and possibly an artist’s visit with 
Astria Suparek (TBD). 
 
Accessibility and Accommodations:  
I am committed to making our learning experience both inside and outside the classroom as accessible 
as possible. Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD), located in G-664 Haven Hall, offers services for 
students with documented disabilities. You can contact SSD at (734) 763-3000 or http://ssd.umich.edu/.  
Regardless of if you are registered with SSD, my goal is to make your learning experience as accessible 
as possible. Please let me know what I can do to maximize your learning, participation, and general 
access in this course, no matter when over the course of the semester they occur to you. Likewise, 
please let me know if there are other life circumstances that may affect your participation. These may be 
personal, family-related, or health-related, or related to your particular learning style. I’m happy to 
discuss adjustments or alternatives as needed. 

 

COURSE MATERIALS 

Please complete the readings and view the at-home screenings before we discuss them in class, and 
make sure to stay on top of the materials as they are outlined on Canvas. Always check “Pages” for the 
most up-to-date schedule. 
 
Texts. All readings are available on Canvas for free as PDFs, except for one required book, to be 
purchased in hard copy (available for purchase at Barnes & Noble, 530 S. State St.). You’ll need it before 
our class session on 10/03.  
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▪ Josef Albers, Interaction of Color, 50th Anniversary Edition (Yale University Press, 2013)– ISBN-
13: 978-0300179354 
 

Optional (I will upload a free PDF, but encourage you to order a hard copy if the text speaks to you):  

▪ David Batchelor, Chromophobia (Reaktion Books, 2000)- ISBN-13: 978-1861890740 
 
Software and Technology (all free with UM student account):  

▪  
 

  
  

 
 

 *Please double-check Canvas for the most up-to-date links. We may use a different link for 
guest   

 speakers depending on their preference. 
 
▪ Canvas: We will be using Canvas for sharing information, discussing class content formally and 

informally, and turning in written work. This is also where you will access readings and streaming 
links. Be prepared to visit the site often, and please make sure you receive notifications to an 
email address you check regularly.  

▪ Microsoft Word (written assignments should be submitted as .doc or .docx files) 
▪ Adobe Photoshop (You’ll need it for our second formal assignment) 
▪ Are.na account. Please sign up for a free account . Are.na is a platform for saving, 

organizing, and annotating digital content, and we’ll use it this semester to host our final project 
portfolios. 

▪ Access to a laptop or tablet during class meetings 
▪ Google Workspace for in-class groupwork and brainstorming 

 
Additional Resource for Digital Projects and Research: 

▪ Caitlin Pollock, UM Libraries’ Digital Scholarship Specialist, is an excellent resource for those of 
you who want to explore interactive platforms for your final projects, such as Storymaps, 
Timeline GS, or Twine. Caitlin will be coming to speak to our class in Week 9, but she is 
available for consultation throughout the semester. Make an appointment here or email her at 
pollockc@umich.edu  

 
Screenings: 
Screenings are an essential part of this class. In the spirit of accessibility, I have made all but one of 
these screenings remote. When watching on your own, try to create as much of a “movie theater” 
atmosphere as you can. Watch on the biggest screen you own, dim or turn off the lights, and put away 
other devices. Be an active viewer and take notes. If you plan to write about a particular film, re-watch 
it! Free streaming links can be found under “Modules” on Canvas, and most are available with captions. 
 
* A note on course content:  
This semester, we will be dealing with difficult, contentious, antiquated, and/or reactionary topics and 
materials. I ask that you engage with these materials in the spirit of critical inquiry. This doesn’t mean 
simply giving these texts and films the benefit of the doubt or excusing their failings, but rather 





 5 

comments and questions. We’ll use these questions and comments for our in-class discussions. At least 
one of the reading responses must be submitted before the due date of the midterm project, but when 
you submit the others is up to you: you can submit them at regular intervals if you like, or you can wait 
for readings and themes that spark your interest. Regardless, keep track of how many posts you’ve 
written so you don’t run out of opportunities at the end of the semester. 
 
Please submit these the night before we discuss your post’s topic in class, by 11:59 pm Eastern Time 
(i.e., if you are writing about a reading we’re discussing on Tuesday, you should post or comment by 
Monday night). The idea behind these due dates is that your responses are "raw,” and I have time to 
read them before we discuss the texts together. One exception will be reflecting on our guest lectures 
after the fact. 
 
Midterm Assignment: “PANTONE’S 2023 Color of the Year is Really…”  
This assignment asks you to combine creativity and humor with critical insight and social commentary. 
You will imagine an alternative reality in which color forecasting corporation PANTONE’s real Color of 
the Year for 2023 is not Viva Magenta 18-1750, but a color of your own design that responds directly to 
the global events of the past calendar year. Using existing memes and social critiques of PANTONE as 
inspiration (e.g., “The United Colors of the Apocalypse”; “Color of the Pandemic”), your assignment will 
take the form of both a fake color swatch with a satirical name and serial number and a brief (200-300 
word) “mock press release” written in the style of PANTONE’s color forecasting team. You’ll submit 
your project to a separate channel on are.na so you can view and comment on your classmates’ projects 
as well.  
 
Media Portfolio Collection and Comments (1 each per week, beginning in Week 4) 
Over the course of the semester, you’ll engage in hands-on research to uncover some new aspect of 
color. Each week, I’ll ask you to add one new item related to our investigations in this course to your 
digital portfolio on Are.na. The possibilities here are vast: it could be an artwork, a scholarly article you 
find interesting, a TikTok or meme, a TV show, or a piece of popular journalism. For each item, add a 
short annotation that describes it and why you found it interesting. Each week, you’ll also choose an item 
from one of your classmates’ portfolios to leave a short comment on. Please aim to add an item to your 
portfolio before the first class of each week!  
 
Final Project  
This final assignment gives you the opportunity to draw upon the readings, concepts, and media 
objects we’ve encountered this term, and to build on theories of color, race, and technology in your 
preferred form of expression or communication. This project can take many forms and I encourage you 
to discuss ideas with me at any point in the semester. Possibilities include (but are not limited to): 

▪ Video essay or short film 
▪ Podcast 
▪ Twine game or other interactive format 
▪ A website 
▪ A physical artwork like a zine, painting, or sculpture 
▪ Fashion or design portfolio 
▪ Other creative/critical options, to be cleared with me in advance 

 
You may also choose to write a traditional 4000-5000 word academic paper. For all creative projects, 
you’ll also submit an 800-900 word Project Narrative. A substantial portion of the last few weeks of the 
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semester will be spent on developing, workshopping, and refining your Final Projects both with me and 
with your peers. 
This assignment will be split into several stages: 

▪ 1-page Project Proposal + short annotated bibliography (150-200 words), due during Week 12 
▪ In-class workshopping during Week 13 
▪ Short in-class presentations during the last two weeks of the semester  
▪ Final Project, due during Finals Week 

 
Extra Credit Opportunities 
During any given semester at the University of Michigan, there are fantastic events happening all over 
campus. I encourage you to take advantage of this intellectual community and to attend any talks, 
roundtables, or symposia that you find interesting and are related (even peripherally) to this course. 
Many events are in hybrid format, meaning that you can attend virtually, and many are recorded if you 
can’t make the time. Below, I’ve listed some options for upcoming events at UM that would count for 
extra credit, but you’re welcome to pitch another event that isn’t listed here—just email me first. 
Whichever event you choose, please write a 500-600 word response (slightly longer than a standard 
discussion post) reflecting on the talk or event and connecting it to our class. Depending on your needs, 
this response will count towards your discussion posts or as a boost to your Engagement grade.  
 
Upcoming events: 

▪ Any events in the Penny Stamps Speaker Series (Thursdays 5:30-7:00 PM at the Michigan 
Theater; see website for specific speakers) 

▪ Tuesday, October 24th, 3:00-4:00 pm, “‘The Great White Way: Photography and America’s 
White Imaginary’ / Carolyn L. Kane in Conversation with Lida Zeitlin-Wu” 

▪ DSI Esports Symposium (investigates notions of race, gender, and inclusivity within the world of 
competitive gaming) 

- Thursday, November 9th, 4:00-5:30 pm: Tara Fickle and Huan He, “Playing Like an 
Asian: Race, Gender, & Athleticism in Esports” 

- Friday, November 10th, 11:00 am-12 pm: Kishonna Gray, “#TechFail: From 
Intersectional (In)Accessibility to Inclusive Design” 

- Friday, November 10th, Lindsey Migliore, “Esports Unveiled: A Journey into the Light 
and Shadows of a Thriving Global Phenomenon” 

▪ Wednesday, November 15th, Stern Auditorium, time TBA: performance by Astria Suparek 
▪ Artist’s talk by Beth Coleman (TBD) 

 
 

COURSE POLICIES 
Attendance 
I expect you to attend our synchronous class meetings—both in-person and virtual—barring the usual 
reasons of illness, personal emergency, or other urgent conflict. As part of your right to privacy, you 
don’t need to give me any personal details or descriptions of physical symptoms when you tell me you 
can’t make it—unless it becomes a pattern, I trust that you have a good reason for not coming. I will not 
be recording any of our in-person or virtual class sessions, though I will record virtual guest speakers. 
The rationale here is that if you’re sick or otherwise unable to attend class, I don’t want or expect you to 
try to “attend” virtually (pre-pandemic, this was how attendance worked). If you’re not feeling well, 
please stay home and rest and avoid getting others sick! Together we will figure out how to make up 
the work you missed. I will post all PowerPoints for my lectures and other relevant material to Canvas, 
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and I encourage you all to exchange contact info or set up a virtual group chat as a class so you can 
debrief if someone misses class. I’m of course also available in office hours if you’d like to check in 
individually.  
 
Technology: 
Particularly given that this is a class about technology, I want to think critically about the affordances 
(advantages) and pitfalls of using devices in class. At the same time, I recognize that students have a 
range of learning styles and that devices can be immensely helpful for those with accommodations. 
Some days, we may also work collaboratively on a Google Doc or look through our portfolios in real 
time. For these reasons, laptops and tablets (but not phones) may be used in class. When we watch 
films or clips in class, please put all devices away.  
 
Contacting Me:  
I try my best to respond to emails within 24 hours on weekdays. If you email me over the weekend, I will 
get back to you on Monday. I encourage you to check in with a classmate if you haven’t heard back 
from me yet—it may be faster. Feel free to email me about any logistical questions or concerns, but 
please save more substantive questions and feedback on written work for office hours.  
 
Academic Honesty: 
Academic honesty is a display of respect for the learning community we are creating in this course and 
at this university. All work submitted must be original, based on your own ideas and expressed in your 
own words. Direct quotation and paraphrasing from print, online, or audio-visual materials must always 
be properly cited and acknowledged, even if the work is your own from another course. All cases of 
academic misconduct will be referred to the LSA Office of the Assistant Dean for Undergraduate 
Education. Being found responsible for academic misconduct will usually result in a grade sanction, in 
addition to any sanction from the college. For more information, including examples of behaviors that 
are considered academic misconduct and potential sanctions, please see Academic Integrity. To avoid 
academic dishonesty, be sure to appropriately cite someone else’s words, phrases, and ideas. Note that 
the best way to avoid plagiarism is open communication. If you are confused about what requires a 
citation, please ask me. 
 
Note: A large portion of this class involves looking at the way technology, including AI, can perpetuate 
bias and exclusion. Please do not use ChatGPT or any generative AI unless you will be explicitly 
analyzing or critiquing this software as part of your process (I’m more than happy to have an open 
discussion about the pitfalls of generative AI in  office hours, or even during class-time if there is 
widespread student interest). 
 
 

CAMPUS RESOURCES 
 
Mental Health and Wellbeing:  
Students may experience stressors that can impact both their academic experience and their personal 
well-being. If you are experiencing concerns, seeking help is a courageous thing to do for yourself and 
those who care about you. If the source of your stressors is academic, please contact me so that we can 
find solutions together. For personal concerns, UM offers a variety of resources, many which are listed 
on the Resources for Student Well-being webpage. UM offers several confidential services that you 
might find helpful, including:  
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▪ Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS): (734) 764-8312, https://caps.umich.edu/  
▪ Sexual Assault Prevention and Awareness Center (SAPAC) 24-Hour Crisis Line: (734) 936-3333, 

https://sapac.umich.edu/ 
 
Writing Center:  
The Sweetland Center for Writing is available to provide free writing consultation during any stage of 
the writing process. Sweetland provides support for all multilingual and international undergraduate 
students, offering a range of credit-bearing courses and sessions at their Writing Workshop and Peer 
Writing Center. You can find information about Sweetland’s consulting services here.  
 
Shapiro Design Lab: The Shapiro Design Lab, which we will be visiting in Week 5, is an excellent 
resource for those of you interested in pursuing a creative final project. They have a everything from a 
19th-century letter press to a 3D Printer and recording facilities for both audio and video—and it’s all 
free for UM students as long as you sign up in advance. Find out more here.  
 
Digital Media Commons 
Located in the Duderstadt Center, the DMC offers audio and video equipment checkout for UM students. 
Like the Shapiro Design Lab, this might be a useful resource for final project production. More information 
is here. 
 
CRLT Resources 
The Center for Research on Teaching and Learning maintains a master list of useful links to resources for 
UM students, including everything from advising centers to technology tools. You can find the list here. 
 
Computer and Video Game Archive 
Though we won’t be discussing games extensively in this class, some of you may be interested in 
pursuing a game-related final project or even designing your own game. Located in Shapiro, CVGA has 
an extensive collection of video games, consoles, board games, and more, from the 1970s to today. 
Find out more here.  
 
 
 

WEEKLY SCHEDULE ON NEXT PAGE 
 

  














