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Introduction: Data, Knowledge, and Power

The archive cannot in principle contain the world in small; its very finitude means that most

slices of reality are not represented. The question for theory is what the forms of exclusion are

and how we can generalize about them.

Geoffrey Bowker, “The Data/Theory Thing”1

The Data Episteme

Data are ubiquitous, and their number is growing. At the end of the year 2010, roughly 1.3

trillion gigabytes of digital data existed globally.2 In 2020, this quantity is expected to rise to

forty trillion gigabytes.3 As data accumulate, they impact all arenas of individual and social life.4

The advent of Big Data has been recognized for its structural impact on the economy, although

the significance of this shift is debated. In 2017, The Economist published an article

provocatively titled “The World’s Most Valuable Resource is No Longer Oil, it is Data.5 Two

years later, technology entrepreneur Antonío Garcia Martínez published a rebuttal in Wired

Magazine. “Data isn’t the new oil, in almost any metaphorical sense,” Martínez wrote, “and it’s

supremely unhelpful to perpetuate the analogy.”6 He proceeded to describe a major flaw in the

comparison: whereas most oil-producing companies profit from sales among themselves, the

most successful technology firms do not make the data they yield available to other companies.

Instead, they use this data to expand their own business.

6 Antonio García Martínez. “No, Data Is Not the New Oil.” Wired. Conde Nast, February 25, 2019.
https://www.wired.com/story/no-data-is-not-the-new-oil/.

5 “The World's Most Valuable Resource Is No Longer Oil, but Data.” The Economist, The Economist
Newspaper. Accessed March 3, 2020.
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-no-longer-oil-but-da
ta.

4 Throughout my project, I take the word “data”  to mean units of digital computation. Thus the word “data”
may be understood to refer to “digital data.” I discuss the relationship between data and digitality in
greater detail further in this chapter.

3 Petrov, Christo Petrov, “Big Data Statistics 2020.” Tech Jury. Accessed January 18, 2020.
https://techjury.net/stats-about/big-data-statistics/#gref.

2 Josh Halliday “Infographic: Just How Much Data Exists in the Digital Universe?” The Guardian, Guardian
News and Media. Last updated August 2, 2010.
www.theguardian.com/media/pda/2010/aug/02/infographic-data-cloud.

1 Geoffrey Bowker, “The Data/Theory Thing: Commentary,” International Journal of Communication 8
(2014), 1795–1799.
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Martínez asks the reader what they would do if they came to own all of the data from a

year’s worth of user activities on Amazon.com. As he explains, this information is far more

valuable to Amazon than to those unaffiliated with the company:

Sure, you could maybe sell some of that data—there are companies that would love to

know Amazon’s sales data or Google’s search queries or Uber’s routing and pricing

history. But here’s the key thing: Those interested outside parties are competitors, and the

owners of the data would never in a million years sell it. Uber isn’t selling data to Lyft,

Amazon isn’t selling data to Walmart, and Airbnb sure isn’t selling user lists to

Hotels.com.7

Crucially, Martínez observes that the economic value of data resides in their capacity to be

instrumentalized as information. As Big Data grows, digital information is increasingly invoked

to produce and authorize knowledge. Data are primarily valuable in an epistemic capacity, and

their economic success depends on the commodification of information. The interfusion of data,

information, and capital has made digitality into a world-shaping force.

Because the value of digital media resides in their capacity to yield epistemic content, the

rise of Big Data has implications for epistemology, or the arena of philosophical thought which

inquires into the definition and application of knowledge in its manifold forms. My dissertation

identifies the a priori epistemic assumptions on which bodies of knowledge are considered to be

scientifically valid in the age of Big Data. I argue that digitality promotes specific criteria by

which knowledge may be considered scientifically authoritative. In other words, data constitute a

particular episteme, or a discursive mechanism which determines the properties associated with

7 Martínez,  “No, Data Is Not the New Oil.”
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scientificity. I call this mechanism “the data episteme.” The data episteme naturalizes the idea

that scientificity presupposes the capacity to be validated by digital computations. It also abets

the data economy by making digitality a prerequisite for scientific legitimacy.

The concept of the “episteme” was developed by philosopher Michel Foucault, who

throughout his career investigated the relationship between knowledge, power, and human life.

My usage of the term follows Foucault’s definition:

I would define the episteme…  as the strategic apparatus which permits separating out

from among all the statements which are possible those that will be acceptable within, I

won't say a scientific theory, but a field of scientificity, and, which it is possible to say are

true or false. The episteme is the “apparatus” which makes possible the separation, not of

the true from the false, but of what may from what may not be characterised as scientific.8

By the terms of the data episteme, the capacity to be represented as computable data is a

precondition for scientificity. The argument of my dissertation is that psychiatric research on and

practice with psychedelic substances implies a theoretical critique of the data episteme. Stated

differently, psychedelic science indicates limits to the ability of digital data to validate scientific

knowledge. My dissertation frames psychedelic research as a practical and theoretical confound

to the data episteme.

The category “psychedelic” encompasses a wide variety of mind-altering chemicals. The

bulk of psychiatric research on psychedelics has been conducted on what are known as the

“classic” psychedelics. This includes lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), psilocybin (the active

8 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977, ed. Colin
Gordon, trans. Colin Gordon et al. (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1980), 197.
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ingredient in “magic mushrooms”), and mescaline, which is found in the peyote cactus plant.

There have also been notable studies on dimethyltryptamine (DMT), which is a major

component of the hallucinogenic brew Ayahuasca, along with ibogaine, which has a long history

of medicinal use in West Africa.9, 10 These substances are linked through the character of their

effects: psychedelics typically catalyze hallucinations and other significant changes in cognition

and mood, including a distinct impression of unreality and a sense of divine import.11

Today’s research on psychedelic substances follows a decades-long fallow period. LSD

and psilocybin were first synthesized in laboratory environments in 1938 and 1958; numerous

studies conducted between the 1940s and 1960s indicate their efficacy in treating addiction,

depression, anxiety, and related maladies. The year 1970, however, saw the effective suspension

of almost all psychedelic trials in the United States and Europe. 2014 marked the publication of

the world’s first peer-reviewed research on LSD and human consciousness in over forty years,

and the last five years have seen remarkable growth in psychedelic clinical trials.12 The

decades-long dormant period is generally attributed to legal and social factors associated with the

1960s counterculture. As I discuss in chapters four and five, the phenomenological aspects of

12 “MAPS Press Release: LSD Study Breaks 40 Years of Research Taboo.” MAPS. Accessed January 24,
2020.
https://maps.org/research/psilo-lsd/lsd-news-timeline/5205-maps-press-release-lsd-study-breaks-40-year
s-of-research-taboo.

11 Due to their tendency to provoke hallucinations, psychedelics are often called “hallucinogens.” I use the
term “psychedelic” because it is more common in the scientific literature. The word “hallucinogen” should
be taken to refer to psychedelics,

10 National Institute on Drug Abuse. “Common Hallucinogens and Dissociative Drugs.” NIDA. Accessed
January 29, 2020.
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/research-reports/hallucinogens-dissociative-drugs/what-are-disso
ciative-drugs.

9 Some scholars include the drugs MDMA and ketamine under the label  “psychedelic,” although this
categorization is questionable, as they do not typically produce hallucinatory effects. MDMA and ketamine
are often categorized under the different, but related, label of “dissociative.” The matter of whether MDMA
or ketamine are truly “psychedelic” is beyond the scope of my project, although it may bear mentioning
that I do not cite MDMA and ketamine research. See
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/research-reports/hallucinogens-dissociative-drugs/what-are-disso
ciative-drugs.
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psychedelic inebriation may have also problematized the scientific process, leading to this field’s

mid-century decline.

Across several publications, Foucault articulated a mutual dependency between scientific

processes/scientific knowledge and the capacity for domination. In his book Discipline and

Punish: The Birth of the Prison, he writes that “power and knowledge directly imply one

another… there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge,

nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations.”13

To conceptualize psychedelic science as a challenge to the data episteme is to disaffirm the

power relations presupposed and reinforced by digital instruments of knowledge.

Foucault also emphasizes that epistemes are contextually determined: the nature of

scientificity as determined by epistemes is not consistent across time and space. Given their

tendency to change, it is not easy to identify and characterize the characteristics associated with

epistemes. Yet he tells us that this task is politically necessary. As he argues, scientific

knowledge always serves the purpose of regulating, controlling, subduing, and dominating

human life.14 In Discipline and Punish, he describes the ways in which political interests utilize

knowledge as a means towards subjugation. He asks readers to imagine a political “anatomy,”

which would entail  neither “the study of a state in terms of a ‘body’ (with its elements, its

resources and its forces)” nor “the study of the body and its surroundings in terms of a small

state.” Foucault translates “political anatomy” as “the ‘body politic,’” or “a set of material

elements and techniques that serve as weapons, relays, communication routes and supports for

the power and knowledge relations that invest human bodies and subjugate them by turning them

into objects of knowledge.”15 He indicates that the dyadic knowledge-power conceives human

15 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 28
14 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 27
13 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 27
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bodies as wholly available to knowledge. In this view, “the human” exists as a consolidation of

knowledge-power, and constitutive domains of human life emerge only after their epistemic

interpellation. In his books Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason

(1961), Discipline and Punish: The Birth of The Prison (1975), and The History of Sexuality

(1976), Foucault explores knowledge-power as it effects mental salubrity, political subjugations,

and sexuality respectively. The scientifically verifiable existence of these phenomena, he

explains, is predicated on the degree to which they exhibit the characteristics associated with a

dominant episteme.

Following Foucault, I do not assume that human life or the body politic possess intrinsic

ontic or epistemic features. I instead utilize psychedelic science as a means for critically

engaging the epistemic principles associated with both humanity and politics in the present era.

As Foucault demonstrates, such principles facilitate political subordination by representing

human existence not as a product of epistemes, but as preceding discursive construction and

political instrumentalization.

The data episteme advances forms of knowledge which accommodate digitization and

suppresses those which do not.16 In doing so, it effectively redefines knowledge as the

provenance of digital technology. This process of exclusion implements knowledge-power and

naturalizes a digitally scientized worldview. In a similar vein, technology researchers Kate

Crawford, Kate Miltner and Mary L. Gray argue that data constitute “an emerging

Weltanschauung.”17 The data Weltanschauung, they write, is “grounded across multiple domains

17 Kate Crawford et al., “Critiquing Big Data: Politics, Ethics, Epistemology. Special Section Introduction.”
International Journal of Communication 8 (2014): 1664.

16 Throughout my project, I use the terms “digitize” and “datafy” interchangeably. There is little scholarly
consensus on how these terms relate to and differ from one another. My usage of “digitization” and
“datification” denotes the process of “discretization,” which I investigate in this chapter. To summarize
here, I define “digital data” as “discrete computable variables.” Thus the process of rendering phenomena
as digital data entails translation into discrete formats. I use the terms “digitize” or “datafy” to emphasize,
stylistically, that I explore discrete data variables as they are used by digital computers.
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in the public and private sectors,” and is in “need of deeper critical engagement.”18 Insofar as

data mediate and represent human phenomena, they “present blind spots and problems of

representativeness, precisely because [they] cannot account for those who participate in the

social world in ways that do not register as digital signals.”19 I would add that the data episteme

does not recognize phenomena which fail to register as digital signals. Hence the following

problem: what cannot be digitized? I maintain that the therapeutic mechanisms of psychedelic

substances cannot be expressed as digital data because these mechanisms resist full positive

expression, and further, that psychedelic research must openly address the non-positive dynamics

of its object of inquiry. As I argue in chapters three and five, psychedelics induce a non-positive

form of cognition which is causally linked with their therapeutic efficacy. For this reason, I

construe psychedelic science as an empirical refutation of digital positivism.

Positivism and Digital Knowledge Problems

I use the term “positivism” in the sense meant by philosopher Auguste Comte. In his book A

General View of Positivism, Comte proposes positivism as an epistemological framework

designed to rectify an apparent mistake in religious knowledge systems, which is that they do not

stipulate objective proof.20 Comte claimed that the wholesale acceptance of faith, introspection,

or divine intervention as provenants of knowledge discounts the epistemic authority of the

external world, or phenomena whose existence is alleged to be independent of observation. In his

view, epistemic authority rests on the capacity for consensus validation. Hence “positivism,”

which he explains as follows:

20 Auguste Comte, A General View of Positivism, 26
19 Crawford et al., “Critiquing Big Data,” 1667.
18 Crawford et al., “Critiquing Big Data,” 1664.
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The subjective principle of Positivism, that is, the subordination of the intellect to the

heart is thus fortified by an objective basis, the immutable Necessity of the external

world; and by this means it becomes possible to bring human life within the influence of

social sympathy…  In theological systems the objective basis was supplied by

spontaneous belief in a supernatural Will. Now, whatever the degree of reality attributed

to these fictions, they all proceeded from a subjective source; and therefore their

influence in most cases must have been very confused and fluctuating. In respect of

moral discipline they cannot be compared either for precision, for force, or for stability,

to the conception of an invariable Order, actually existing without us, and attested,

whether we will or no, by every act of our existence.21

Positive knowledge abides by standards which are affirmed by multiple witnesses and which

remain consistent across multiple contexts. Because I construe psychedelic science as a

refutation of rote positivism, I do not identify standards of practice or other general features

which might be said to oppose the functions and properties of data episteme. The data episteme

crystallizes and compounds positivist virtues; no systematization of positive qualities could serve

as its theoretical opposite. I instead express the ways that psychedelic science defies positivism

as it is axiomatized by digital methods.

In “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital: Advice for the Centre for Digital Studies,”

English Literature scholar Alan Liu argues that the spread of data undermines all established

criteria for epistemic authorization.22 As he writes, bodies of knowledge are normally evaluated

by hierarchical schematics which determine their legitimacy as respectively “more” or “less.” By

22 Alan Liu, “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital: Advice for the Centre for Digital Studies,” 2014
21 Comte, A General View of Positivism, 26.
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these frameworks, intellectual authority is premised on a capacity for comparison against other

bodies of knowledge. Liu claims that the contemporary digital epistemic inundation calls the

usefulness of these comparative measures into question. As he puts it,

It is unclear that the epistemology of the digital respects, or should respect, a vertical

axiology of truth. Some of the most important dimensions of the digital extend laterally

in networked, distributed, and other “inch-deep but mile-wide” formations. Big data or

crowd data is bottom-up data, not high data (in the sense of “high church” or “high

Latin”) . . . In the digital age, in other words, the “wisdom of the crowd” challenges the

very notion of an epistemology, or philosophy, of knowledge.23

In “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital,” Liu argues that all scholars interested in

digitality should contribute to the construction of theoretical frameworks designed to address the

epistemological complexities of data.24 These schemata would not only account for the problem

described above, but for all digital epistemic paradoxes. This essay does not identify possible

theoretical precepts for a new epistemology of the digital. Rather, Liu proceeds by describing the

particularities of specific epistemic paradoxes, as in the passage excerpted above. Here, he

continues his investigation of the dissolution of truth-making hierarchies:

If we were to juxtapose the Enlightenment with the digital age, we might say that (a) the

French Revolution paid quit to philosophy (and philosophes) by advancing a mob

mentality that later nineteenth-century “historicists” (and twentieth-century revisionary

historians of the Revolution such as François Furet) could only “know” by displacing the

24 “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital” was solicited as a response to Liu’s work in planning the
Centre for Digital Knowledge at Cambridge University

23 Liu, “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital”
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Revolutionary “idea” into notions of “spirit [Geist],” “rumor,” “representation,” etc.; and

(b) the “digital commons” and “open” movement now represents the resurgence of a

similar crowd knowledge challenging scholars. Then and now, the difficulty is that the

object of inquiry puts in question the knowledge-standards of scholarly inquiry itself. 25

In this passage, Liu implies that his elusive object of inquiry — an epistemology for the Big Data

age — exists as a manifest potentiality awaiting discovery. Liu does not recognize that the

condition of existing as independent of a single human mind — in other words, the condition of

positive existence — is the foundational predicate of digital knowledge production. His inquiry

does not permit the reflexive acknowledgment of Comtean positivism to be the theoretical

ground of the data episteme.

Liu claims that digital epistemology must be described positively in the interest of

attracting scholarly attention. Regarding the abundance of research on digitality across multiple

disciplinary frameworks, or what he calls “gestalts,” he writes that epistemology “must be robust

enough to compete with such more common gestalts as ‘society,’ ‘politics,’ ‘culture,’ and

‘economy’ (represented in such phrases as ‘information society,’ ‘surveillance society,’ ‘social

media,’ ‘online culture,’ ‘information economy,’ etc).” 26At this moment in his essay, Liu

addresses the founding members of the Cambridge Centre for Digital Knowledge, who had

solicited his input in developing the Centre’s research curriculum. He advises that the Centre

develop its curriculum as a sort of search for a digital epistemology. Towards this end, he

suggests that affiliates of the Centre should “design a sequence of events, activities, and outputs

that foreground the specific force of digital knowledge amid digital society, politics, culture, and

economy,” and he recommends a number of activities toward this end, including (for example)

26 Liu, “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital”
25 Liu, “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital”
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studies on the differences between popular knowledge and “high” expertise. “All these cycles of

activities would have in common is the goal of sifting the sands of the digital for the unique

quality, or quantum, that is digital knowledge,” he writes.27

The wager of my project is that there exists no specific property which exists across all

bodies of digital knowledge while remaining within the exclusive ambit of the digital. That is,

there is no unique “quality or quantum” of digital knowledge, at least in the sense that “quality or

quantum” denotes general features or attributes, or properties which may be confirmed by

multiple sources. It is only from this non-positivist standpoint that the social stakes of the data

episteme become clear. The ideal of the data episteme is to discredit epistemic informants which

do not withstand positive analysis. Thus its effects on knowledge do not manifest as explicit

features or signatures, but rather as a series of exclusions.

Data and “the End of Theory”

At this time, multiple categories of digital knowledge problems have been documented. Liu’s

case of disintegrating knowledge-standards categorically encompasses several such conundrums.

There is also the exclusion of statistical outliers by computational probabilistic techniques, along

with the notion of the “end of theory,” which was the subject of an eponymous article penned in

2008 by technology journalist Chris Anderson.28 Although they are well-known on their

respective terms, the conceptual threads which run between these problems are largely

undertheorized. As it were, the framing of these problems as issues for politics, economy,

culture, and other discrete frameworks restricts access to their common theoretical ground.

Epistemological analysis enables researchers to view various digital knowledge problems in the

28 Chris Anderson, “The End of Theory: The Data Deluge Makes The Scientific Method Obsolete,” June
2008. https://www.wired.com/2008/06/pb-theory/

27 Liu, “Theses on the Epistemology of the Digital”

https://www.wired.com/2008/06/pb-theory/
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broader context of the data episteme. In chapter two, I expand on the properties of digital data

which permit datagenic technologies to insidiously and systematically promote specific criteria

for scientific validation. Here, I will emphasize that digital knowledge problems may appear

intractable if scholars do not consider that data influence the structural definition of knowledge.

Anderson’s article points to several of the epistemic criteria advanced by digital and

data-intensive methods. Among its other allegedly “unique” affordances, he claims that the Big

Data allows mathematics to claim intellectual superiority over all other methodological

approaches:

This is a world where massive amounts of data and applied mathematics replace every

other tool that might be brought to bear. Out with every theory of human behavior, from

linguistics to sociology. Forget taxonomy, ontology, and psychology. Who knows why

people do what they do? The point is they do it, and we can track and measure it with

unprecedented fidelity. With enough data, the numbers speak for themselves.29

This passage from “The End of Theory” has been widely criticized for its rigid and polemical

vision of intellectual work. In his essay “The Data/Theory Thing,” philosopher Geoffrey Bowker

notes the behaviorist and positivist assumptions behind Anderson’s essay.30 Bowker’s article

speaks directly to the role of positivism in digital epistemology. Considering the fact that

Comtean positivism has been challenged by scholars across all disciplines— including critical

social and technology studies researchers — Anderson cannot defensibly make claims to either

universality or inscrutability.31 I would add that if such an emphasis on positivism is foregone,

31 Including, especially, scholars associated with The Frankfurt School at Goethe University Frankfurt
30 Bowker, “The Data/Theory Thing”
29 Anderson, “The End of Theory”
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digital paradoxes of knowledge may appear irreconcilable. As feared by Liu, all claims to

epistemic legitimacy would appear to be under threat.

Psychedelic Science As/And Methodology

To figure scientific research protocols as systematized critique is, in effect, to turn methodology

into method.32 This technique is inspired by cultural theorist Theodor Adorno, widely

acknowledged for his critical exhortations against positivism. In 1961, Adorno famously debated

philosopher of science Karl Popper, who is well-known for promoting falsifiability as a

precondition of epistemic validity. In “The Popper-Adorno Controversy: the Methodological

Dispute in German Sociology,” philosopher David Frisby presents their conflicting viewpoints:

Once a specific problem has been selected, Popper insists on the primacy of the

methodology to deal with that problem. Adorno questions whether methods do not rest

upon methodological ideals but rather on the facts studied. It is certainly the case

however that in the social sciences those objects of study are selected which may be

handled by existing methods. That is, methodology assumes primacy over relevance....

Central to Popper’s methodological prescriptions are concepts such as hypotheses and

testability. Adorno not only asks whether these may be legitimately transferred from

natural science methodology but further suggests that social laws are incommensurable

with the concept of hypotheses. Thus the logical method of reduction of an entity to its

32 I use the term “methodology” in the sense defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary: “a body of
methods, rules, and postulates employed by a discipline: a particular procedure or set of procedures.”
See Merriam-Webster Dictionary, s.v. “methodology,”
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/methodology

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/methods
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/postulate#h2
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elements, out of which the hypotheses are constructed, virtually eliminates objective

contradictions.33

This passage implies that, by positivist standards, knowledge which cannot be obtained through

available methods would necessarily be denied entry into epistemic canons. Adorno sought to

demonstrate that this also works the other way around: if scholars do not acknowledge the

existence of that which cannot be determined by presently available methods — that is, if they

do not self-reflexively acknowledge that their means are limited — they can only hope to

reproduce “known knowledge.” Adorno suggests as much in his assertion that methods rest upon

“facts studied” rather than ideals.

To be sure, my project evaluates literature not from sociology, but psychiatric research

and practice with psychedelics. While psychedelic science has always crossed traditional

disciplinary bounds, its proper home is in the “psy” sciences — meaning that it is closer to

psychiatry, psychology, and neuropsychopharmacology than it is to sociology.34 But Foucault’s

notion of the episteme is not servile to disciplinary constructs. The “fields of scientificity” to

which Foucault refers transcend the modern configuration of STEM(M) (Science, Technology,

Engineering, Math,and Medicine), as well as what is conventionally known as the “hard

sciences.” “Scientificity” does not entail “the hard sciences;” it merely denotes the authority that

follows from strict complicity with epistemic criteria. Put differently, “scientificity” does not

follow from an “episteme.” The two are mutually constitutive. Adorno’s arguments thus apply to

any field of knowledge production which aspires to scientificity, including both sociology and

psychedelic science.

34See Nikolas Rose, Inventing Our Selves: Psychology, Power and Personhood. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1998.

33 Comte, A General View of Positivism, 26.
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Chapters four and five describe the ways in which psychedelic experience refutes

scientized hermeneutics. As a prefatory summation, I will turn to the psychedelic scholar Luke

Williams’ thesis “Human Psychedelic Research: A Historical and Sociological Analysis,” in

which he comments on the difficulty associated with studying psychedelic experience using

conventional scientific means.35 As Williams writes,

Studies done into the psychological effects of psychedelic drugs present interesting

problems not present in mainstream science or in animal studies of psychedelic drugs.

These problems centre around the subjective nature of the psychedelic experience. The

problems encountered in psychological research of the intrinsic unrepeatability of certain

experiments is here multiplied many times over: the effect of any hallucinogenic drug not

only varies widely from person to person, but is extremely dependent on the “Set and

Setting” of the user.36

The subjective and allegedly “unrepeatable” quality of psychedelic experience has led certain

researchers to intervene in the rote application of quantitative and digital methods in psychedelic

inquiry. Literature scholar Neșe Devenot has suggested that her colleagues in the psy- sciences

should include interpretative qualitative frameworks and speculative approaches in the design

and interpretation of psychedelic research trials. Devenot is expressly interested in methods

informed by literary theory, but she is joined by scholars who emphasize the potential

contributions of Theology, Philosophy, Rhetoric, Anthropology, Queer Theory, and Indigenous

Studies, among other disciplines. These scholars include but are by no means limited to the

36 Luke Williams, “Human Psychedelic Research: A Historical and Sociological Analysis.” Undergraduate
Thesis, Cambridge University, 1999.

35 This is from an essay written by an undergraduate student at Oxford University. It may be unorthodox to
use undergraduate research, but I think this paragraph nicely sums up my interest in psychedelic science.
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anthropologists Nicolas Langlitz and Beatriz Labate, public health researcher Kenneth Tupper,

philosophers Oli Genn Bash, Raphaël Millière, Phillip Gerrans and Christopher Letheby,

psychiatrists Alexander Belser, Elizabeth Nielson, Jeffrey M.Guss, and Eduardo Ekman

Schenberg, and the rhetorician Richard Doyle. My analysis is anchored in their work, along with

the work of many like-minded others within and beyond the disciplines listed above.

In her doctoral dissertation “Altered States/Other Worlds: Romanticism, Nitrous Oxide

and The Literary Prehistory of Psychedelia,” Devenot explores narratives from self-experiments

with nitrous oxide performed by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century romantic poets. She

evaluates one such report from the chemist Humphry Davy, which counts among the earliest

documented endeavors to scientifically assess the effects of mind-altering substances on

consciousness. Devenot provides the following commentary on Davy’s testimony:

Although [for Davy] dependent variables like temperature and pulse could be recorded

objectively with the aid of thermometers and clocks, the ‘data’ resulting from the

subjective experiences of these human trials existed on the level of language alone: the

lived experiences needed to be translated into language form. The perceived novelty of

these experiences —a quality insisted upon time and again by different subjects — posed

special challenges to this process.37

Her project historically contextualizes the call for non-positive approaches in psychedelic

psychiatry from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Psychedelic science literature shows

that novelty, ineffability and dependence on immediate environment are frequently referenced

37 Neşe Devenot, “Altered States/Other Worlds: Romanticism, Nitrous Oxide and The Literary Prehistory
of Psychedelia,” 2015, 44.
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across self-reported narratives from psychedelic users. As I explain in chapter four, these

qualities are consistent across the documented history of psychedelic drug use.

Considering its reliance on immediate context along with its tendency to produce

hallucinations, alterations in mood and thinking, and what some scholars call “non-conceptual”

knowledge, psychedelic inebriation appears to yield a distinctly Gestalt encounter.38 In other

words, the phenomenology of psychedelic palliative mechanisms supersedes the sum of their

parts. If psychedelic experience resists reduction to variable components in the service of

constructing hypothesis tests, it could not be scientifically evaluated using Popper’s

methodology. Any study into the healing functions of psychedelic phenomena would have to

consider its Gestalt quality. This characteristic is key to my argument regarding the

incommensurability of psychedelic psychiatric functions and datafication processes.

Defining Data for Theoretical Critique

My presentation of psychedelic science as resisting expression in data, and therefore as a

challenge to the data episteme, depends on a technical definition. I take the word “datum”  to

mean an irreducible unit of digital computation rather than as a vehicle for any and all

information or epistemic material. This technical conceptualization may seem anomalous in a

study which favors theoretical over empirical inquiry. To elaborate on my usage of “data,” I will

turn to philosopher Alexander Galloway. In his essay “From Data to Information,” Galloway

indicates that the etymological origin of the word “data” bears out a connection between facticity

and the capacity for measurement. As he writes,

38 See, for example, Michael Pollan, How To Change Your Mind: What The New Science of Psychedelics
Teaches Us About Consciousness, Dying, Addiction, Depression, and Transcendence, p. 333
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Data comes from the Latin dare, meaning to give. But it's the form that's most

interesting. First of all, it's in the neuter plural, so it refers to “things.” Second, data is a

participle in the perfect passive form. Thus the word means literally “the things having

been given.” Or, for short, I like to think of data as “the givens.” Data are the things

having been given. Using the language of philosophy, and more specifically of

phenomenology, data are the very facts of the givenness of Being. They are knowable and

measurable. Data display a facticity; they are “what already exists,” and as such are a

determining apparatus.39

Galloway’s interpretation of “data” might signal something redundant about the phrase “data

episteme.” Understood strictly as “that which is knowable,” “data” would already denote the

totality of possible knowledge. The epistemic impact of major quantitative expansions in data

would amount to an increase in degree as opposed to a shift in kind or principle. But while

Galloway depicts data as always knowable and measurable, he does not assert that what is

knowable and measurable is also always data. In other words, “knowledge” surpasses the rote

designation of “data.” For Galloway, all data is knowledge, but not all knowledge is data. More

importantly, he deploys a conventional usage of “data” which has limited theoretical purchase in

studies which exclusively look at digital computing.

The technical meaning of “data” has not been adequately emphasized in technology

studies because it is rarely disambiguated from this expansive definition. A more complete

account would reveal computational mechanization as a major component of the relationship

between digital epistemology and politics. Thus I will address the work of new media theorist

Wendy Chun, whose inquiries into the terms “algorithm” and “software” inspire mine on “data.”

39 Galloway, “From Data to Information,” 2015
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At the outset of her essay on “On ‘Sourcery, or Code as Fetish,” new media theorist Wendy Chun

recounts the ancient fable of the six blind men and an elephant.40 In the story, each man touches a

separate part of an elephant and describes it differently as a result.  One likens the elephant to a

wall; others say it is more like a spear, tree, palm or piece of rope. Each man believes his

understanding to be accurate and the others’ flawed. Chun argues that new media scholars face a

similar predicament:

It is perhaps profane to compare a poem on the incomprehensibility of the divine to

arguments over new media, but the invisibility, ubiquity, and alleged power of new media

(and technology more generally) lend themselves nicely to this analogy. It seems

impossible to know the extent, content, and effects of new media. Who knows the entire

contents of the WWW or the real extent of the Internet or of mobile networks? How can

one see and know all time-based, online interactions? Who can expertly move from

analyzing social-networking sites to Japanese cell-phone novels to World of Warcraft to

hardware algorithms to ephemeral art installations? Is a global picture of new media

possible?41

“On ‘Sourcery’” is a “sympathetic interrogation” of Software Studies, a nascent area of study

within media studies at the time of publication. Chun suggests that the subfield she analyzes

flourished due to the ease with which software can be thought as a common denominator among

new media. “All new media allegedly rely on — or, most strongly, can be reduced to —

software, a ‘visibly invisible’ essence … software seems to allow one to grasp the entire

elephant,” she writes.42 In fact, what is important in her analysis is not software’s actual ubiquity

42 Chun, “On Sourcery,” 300.
41 Chun, “On Sourcery,” 299-300.
40 Wendy Chun, “On Sourcery,” 299.
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— which, she contends, is dubious — but rather its figuration as a common thread among

multiple different technologies. In this sense, its omnipresence is a productive mirage: software

seems to allow one to grasp the entire elephant, so to speak. It is thus attractive as a lens for new

media scholars as they attempt to gather multiple technical and social artifacts into a single field

of vision.

Scholars within the currently emerging field of Critical Data Studies (or CDS) maintain

that data is a societal constituent. I argue that before data serve as social infrastructure, they are

discrete computable integers: inherently meaningless entities onto which symbolic and epistemic

meaning is transferred. They are intrinsically distinct from their functional significations, which

are always multiple and mutable. Additionally, and more importantly for my project, data may

serve as the sole common thread that runs among all forms of digital technology. While media

and cultural theorists, computer scientists, and philosophers might disagree on an exact definition

of “digitality,” they accept discreteness as its fundamental feature.43 The digital is, in this sense,

intrinsically discrete. In other words, data technologies always use finitely-bounded,

discontinuous values to access, represent, and manage information. Digital technology is data

technology.

The title “new media” is often applied to scholars unwittingly. In their book Life After

New Media: Mediation as Vital Process, media theorists Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska

claim that “the majority of the theorists who have used this term have always done so somewhat

reluctantly, with a sense of intellectual compromise they are having to make if they want their

contribution to be recognized as part of a particular debate around technology, media and

43 See M. Beatrice Fazi, Contingent Computation, page 24: “While media and cultural theorists, computer
scientists, and philosophers might disagree on an exact definition of ‘digitality’, they accept discreteness
as its fundamental feature. The digital is, in this sense, intrinsically discrete or, in other words,
characterised as a data technology that uses discontinuous values to access, represent, and manage
information.”
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newness.”44 They also assert that Chun’s self-identification with the phrase “new media” is

self-reflexive. Kember and Zylinska suggest that Chun takes the label of “new” media as a point

of departure, describing the ostensive “singular uniqueness” implied by the word “new” as a

myth that Chun aims to undo. 45

As a descriptor, “newness” may indeed do little but conceal a dearth of similarities

among contemporary media forms. Like Chun, however, I do not simply accept an apparent lack

of internal unity that would give “new media” categorical coherence. There is a reason why “new

media” and “digital technology” are often used interchangeably — although their conflation

belies an absence of cross-disciplinary consensus on these terms’ official or “textbook” meaning.

This lack of agreement should not be taken as a major problem. In fact, it reveals something very

crucial about digital phenomena. If there are no empirical commonalities that bind all digital/new

media artifacts, we can only think about “new media,” “data,” “digital technology,” and so on,

with metaphors developed for this express purpose.

Central to Chun’s analysis is the popular but (as she argues) misconceived notion

according to which software interfaces are viewed as the singular and scientifically inevitable

outcome of their source code. She contends that scholars should instead consider such an

assumption concerning the connection between code and software as fetishistic, whereby that

term implies a process by which causality is inferred from desire as opposed to reason. As she

writes, “software as source relies on a profound logic of ‘sourcery’ — a fetishism that obfuscates

the vicissitudes of [code] execution … the relationship among code and interface, action and

result, however, is always contingent and always to some extent imagined.”46 Chun insists that

46 Chun, “On Sourcery,” 310.
45 Kember and Zylinska, Life After New Media, xiv.

44 Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska, Life After New Media: Mediation As A Vital Process (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2012), xiv.
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the strength of Software Studies lies in its tendency to point up the fact that humanity’s

relationship with technology is largely imagined. As such, the subfield should explicitly reveal

the muddying function of fetishistic reason. It may appear strange to celebrate the foundational

role of mystification in any scholarly field. But a deemphasis on software qua software draws

attention to the necessary place of metaphor and creative thought— fundamentally, acts of

language — in human engagement with the digital. These insights represent the cornerstone of

Chun’s conception of Software Studies.

Data may play a similar role to Chun’s “software,” although there exists a very important

difference between the two. As with Software Studies, a primary function of social inquiries into

data should be to clarify the role of interpretation and imagination in scholarly apprehension of

new media. However, if the overarching goal is to excavate digital technologies from their

varying contexts so as to better evaluate their impact on human life, data is a more useful lens

than software. To explain why this is so, it is necessary to offer a clear technical definition of

“data.”  The benefit of using data as a basis on which to organize thought on the instrumental

effects of digitality cannot be understood by studies that only illuminate its exogenous

effects—which, in fact, describes the majority of existing CDS projects. While these studies are

very helpful, they must be supplemented with the technical definitions of data employed in the

discipline of computer science.

My argument might appear to suggest that Chun was incorrect in tying the role of

imagination to any understanding of new media. The empirical truths of data and digital

technology would seem to withstand human interpretative intervention. However, if one were to

subscribe to this belief, one would miss the fact that human beings invest data with epistemic

power by an imaginative consensus concerning their meaning and purport. This insight, in turn,
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suggests why a technical definition of data becomes important for a critique of positivist digital

epistemology. As the basis for all signifying language acts in computer systems, data is the

eminent sign form of the digital age. I reference Jean Baudrillard’s notion of the sign value form,

which he conceptualized to describe how signifying media are turned into capital.47 Baudrillard

contends that through the sign value form, signifying media — very much including data — are

understood as equivocal with financial worth or capital.

In this sense, capital becomes valuable through acts of imagination — the mental process

by which, for example, ten dollars is translated as an item of clothing or food. Data also become

valuable through imagined resemblances. Rendered by the interpretative functions of a

programming language, data are constructed to resemble human language, visual imagery, sound

and so on. Data and capital are virtual and immaterial entities. Analogical cognitive leaps, i.e. the

actions that make something appear as functionally similar to something else, are required if

humans are to come to believe that they are interchangeable with tangible phenomena; e.g., data

becomes akin to human language and ten dollars can be seen to relate to a t-shirt. In this very

radical sense, imaginative consensus — an inherently positivist phenomenon — is the means by

which digital data become economic vehicles under technological capitalism.

Datafication, Discretization, and Grammatization

As previously mentioned, a number of scholars have demonstrated the positivist leanings of most

digital studies. Critical theorist Christian Fuchs is especially concerned with the effects of

positivism on social investigations of the Internet. In his article “From digital positivism and

administrative big data analytics towards critical digital and social media research,” he remarks

on the tendency of digital positivism to “advance an ‘absolutism of pure [digital, quantitative]

47 Jean Baudrillard, For A Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign
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methodology,’” which in turn promotes “an ‘immunization of the [Internet] sciences against

philosophy.’”48 In his attempts to demonstrate the limits of strictly positivist methods, Fuchs

advocates for Internet scholars to move away from quantitative digital analytics in favor of more

critical and self-reflexive techniques.

While Christian Fuchs and Alexander Galloway engage data in very different ways, their

work is reconcilable. To briefly reiterate, Galloway’s etymological exploration of “data” calls

forth a theoretical continuity between its historical and modern usages, and Fuchs decries the

overuse of digital metrics in social research on the Internet. In Fuchs’s view, digital tools are

frequently deployed at the cost of holistic perspectives on online culture. By contrast, Galloway

views data as a specific category of knowledge, and attempts to describe its connection to related

knowledge-categories, such as “information.”49 For Galloway, these links must be articulated

before data can be properly understood as phenomena of the digital age.

I draw from both thinkers to suggest that a technical definition of data is essential to any

social or political critique of digital epistemology. Thus I will offer an extensive, if

straightforward, technical definition: data are material that can be processed and transmitted by

electronic computer systems. Galloway emphasizes that data is a plural noun. In binary

computing systems, a single datum is either the binary digit zero or one and ones, also known as

“bit” (which is an abbreviation of “binary digit”). Data are measured in groupings of bits. Eight

bits comprise a byte. A gigabyte contains 8,589,934,592 bytes. To return to the opening

paragraph, the global quantity of data is expected to ascend to forty trillion gigabytes of data.

Perhaps, then, the term “Big Data” is warranted.

49 Alexander Galloway, “From Data to Information,” 2015

48 Christian Fuchs, “From digital positivism and administrative big data analytics toward critical digital and
social media research!” European Journal of Communication 2017, Vol. 32, no. 1 (2017), 40,
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While some recent scholarship has portrayed Big Data as the cause of an “epistemic

paradigm shift,” scale does not bear on the structural relationship between data and knowledge.50

My definition of “data”as “discrete integers” allows me to identify expression and discretization

as the functions of the data episteme. Data produce and are produced by expressing and

discretizing knowledge regardless of the quantity in which they come. The smallest amounts of

digital information still advance the data episteme.

Digitization is the process of turning non-computable matter into digital data. It is a

process of discretization in that digitization makes variables discrete, that is, it limits the amount

of values they may contain. Digitization is the delimitation or circumscription act which

introduces finitude to continuous variables, or variables which comprise theoretically infinite

quantities. To digitize/discretize/datafy is to make systematic incisions into continuous

phenomena. This process transforms these phenomena from continuously integrated entities into

an amalgam of atomized and finite parts, or a disintegrated but still structurally fused composite.

The idea of “the discrete” has been embraced by several theorists of digital computation.

In her book Coding Literacy: How Computer Programming Is Changing Writing, English scholar

Annette Vee suggests a link between discretization as the basis of modern computing and global

changes in writing practices after the digital turn.51 Galloway, meanwhile, has discussed the

connection between discretization and aesthetic fidelity “loss” in great detail.52 Vee’s and

Galloway’s research is prefigured by the work of philosopher Bernard Stiegler, whose

theorization of the discrete departs from philosopher Jacques Derrida’s notion of “the gramme.”

In his essay “Grammatization: Bernard Stiegler’s Theory of Writing and Technology,”

52Alexander Galloway et al., “Compression in Philosophy.” Boundary 2 44, no. 1 (May 2017): 125–47.

51 Annette Vee, Coding Literacy: How Computer Programming Is Changing Writing. (Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press, 2017)

50 See Rob Kitchim “Big Data, New Epistemologies and Paradigm Shifts.” Big Data & Society 1, no. 1
(2014), 1-12.
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rhetorician John Tinnell describes the link between Stiegler’s concept of “grammatization” as a

specific form of “discretization” and Jacques Derrida’s “gramme.” As Tinnell writes,

Stiegler’s [grammatization] can be understood as the latest advance in the field of

grammatology, which commonly aims to theorize emerging media parallel to the history

and theory of writing (broadly conceived to include virtually any act of technical

inscription). Stiegler, even more than Derrida, professed to see life in the world — human

becoming, historical change, social organization — as the evolution and play of gramme

(the Greek word for “written mark”). What atoms are to physicists, grammes are to

Stiegler. On the basis of Derridean grammatology, we can gain a sense of what

grammatization signifies in Stiegler’s work. The term applies to processes by which a

material, sensory, or symbolic flux becomes a gramme, which—broadly conceived—can

include all manners of technical gestures that maintain their iterability and citationality

apart from an origin or any one particular context.53

Here, I specify digital data as always the outcome of grammatization processes. Thus data as

discrete integers are technical gestures that, across contexts, maintain their iterability and

citationality, or their ability to incorporate other data and to serve as epistemic informants. Data

assemblages, as structural assemblages of these gestures, are ontologically and epistemically

homogenous.

I do not attribute specific characteristics to the epistemic fluxes which data grammatize.

Rather, I assert that the qualia of epistemic content — their continuous fluxes — are excluded by

the grammatizing process. The data episteme does not allow these fluxes to be conceived of as

53 John Tinnell, “Grammatization: Bernard Stiegler’s Theory of Writing and Technology,” Computers and
Composition 37 (2015), 135.
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knowledge. These qualia, as resolutely continuous, do not succumb to the power of digitization.

Here, Tinnell explains how various technologies have grammatized/digitized their subjects, and

in so doing, violated them. He writes:

For Stiegler, the shift from cuneiform to phonetic symbols is a process of

grammatization, the shift from hand-tools to factory machines is a process of

grammatization, and so is genetic engineering—cells and organs become replicated and

revised like a kind of alphabet. In every case, a continuous flux (e.g., speech, the body,

the genome) becomes broken down into a system of discrete elements (e.g., alphabetic

characters, mechanical systems, recombinant DNA sequences). And, in every case, the

latter’s emergence always disrupts, transforms, and reconfigures the former.54

As I have stated, I am more interested in the instrumentality of the gramme in relation to

continuous fluxes than I am in the properties of the flux. As Tinnell points out, his interpretation

of what Stiegler intended by “gramme” is somewhat broad. In this excerpt, he proposes that

grammes “might include” technical gestures, but he does not reveal any intrinsic nature beyond

this specific capacity. I take Tinnell’s definition as complete and workable nevertheless, and so

focus on the technical gesture enclosed within a digital gramme. These gesturing movements

appear to function in the same way as do Baudrillard’s simulacra as detailed in Simulacra and

Simulation.55 The gesture simulates presence, even if it is not necessarily approximate to what

Baudrillard in Simulacra and Simulation calls “basic reality.”

55 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulations trans. Sheila Faria Glaser. (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2018)

54 Tinnell, “Grammatization,” 136
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Stiegler’s gramme and Baudrillard’s simulacrum can both be connected to philosopher

Jacques Derrida’s concept of “trace.” In her preface to Derrida’s Of Grammatology, literary

theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak asserts that “the structure of the sign is determined by the

trace or track of that other which is forever absent. That other is of course never to be found in its

full being… Derrida, then, gives the name trace to the part played by the radically other within

the structure of difference that is the sign.”56 The “radically other” which is “forever absent” —

and which is also, possibly, near to Baudrillard’s “basic reality” that is not a positivity, but is

rather exclusively marked as a distance from the sign — has no existence in digital data.

Intelligibility and utterability exist in negative relation to the radically other, and yet this

relationship is crucial. Negations establish the border of both thought and knowledge, which are

contingent upon the other for their own coherence and meaning.

My project reads psychedelic science as a substantiation of the negative aspects of

thought, which I call “the idiosyncratic.”  The theoretical justifications for the use of non-digital

methodologies in psychedelic science reveal, in some cases explicitly, a commitment to a

psychological view which affirms the critical role of function of the idiosyncratic. This is the

most significant way that psychedelic science refutes the data episteme. To reiterate, I do not

make any attempt to describe or affix characteristics to that which falls beyond the scope of

computability, nor do I retrieve a particular “quality or quantum of digital knowledge,” as Alan

Liu might desire. Rather, I point to certain phenomena which data cannot mediate. The specific

negations I posit constitute a basis for a general theory of data's epistemic effects.

56Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, xvii.
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Critical Data Studies and Epistemic Limits

Between the years 2014 and 2017, a number of articles were published declaring the need for a

transdisciplinary research field which approaches data as social objects.57 These writings depict

the theoretical and empirical issues of data as not only confounding disciplinary bounds but

academic orthodoxy in general. Most initiatives under the banner of Critical Data Studies have

not distinguished institutional settings for knowledge production as meaningfully separate from

another. For example, CDS scholars do not normally treat the effects of data on research done in

universities as distinct from their impact on corporate or private-sector analyses. The rationale

maintains that such a reduction would run the risk of confining the problems of data to the one

particular arena, and in so doing, preempt studies on the relationship between digital

epistemology and disciplinary orthodoxy.

I affirm this position, in large part because the effects of positivist bias are the same

regardless of the quantity of data. For this reason, I do not characterize the birth of Big Data as a

major change in the history of knowledge after Comtean positivism. I have stated that the data

episteme systematically delegitimizes non-positive knowledge. But the acceleration of digital

epistemic quantia is increasing the speed at which knowledge production must ultimately come

to terms with a horizon of positive intelligibility. Big Data is making it increasingly difficult to

ignore the problems of neo-positivism, and the need for commensurate critical interventions is

growing more urgent in turn.

Epistemology has always been a central concern of Critical Data Studies. In their 2016

article “Can We Trust Big Data? Applying Philosophy of Science To Software,” communication

theorists John Symons and Ramón Alvarado ask scholars to consider theoretical and historical

57 See, for example, Rob Kitchin et al., “Toward Critical Data Studies: Charting and Unpacking Data
Assemblages and their Work” (2014) and Craig M. Dalton et al., “Critical Data Studies: A Dialog on Data
and Space” (2016)
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precursors to digital epistemology. They specifically invoke the work of physicist Evelyn Fox

Keller. Here, they write that Fox’s twentieth-century scholarship portends the problems of digital

computing in the new millennium:

Although there is a broad debate in philosophical literature about the epistemic

implications of the ‘introduction of computers’ into scientific inquiry, it is important to

recognize, following the work of Evelyn Keller, that this introduction took place

gradually in a series of distinguishable stages from the end of the Second World War until

relatively recently.58

They proceed to summarize Keller’s research on the history of computational methods in

scientific analysis, which Keller claims took place in identifiable stages. The inaugural stage

followed the rise of computing after World War II. At this time, digital tools fled from military

laboratories and were used in academic and industrial settings to solve calculus equations that

had proved too complex for earlier technologies. The second stage is defined by the birth of

computational modeling. At that time, Symons and Alvarado write,

scientists were no longer merely simulating possible solutions to differential equations

but rather working under an assumed isomorphism between the observed behavior of a

phenomenon and the dynamics expressed by the artificial system, or computer model,

constructed to track its idealized development. In other words, the aim was to simulate

“an idealized version of the physical system.’’59

59 Symons and Alvarado, “Can We Trust Big Data?,” 7.

58 John Symons and Ramón Alvarado. “Can We Trust Big Data? Applying Philosophy of Science to
Software.” Big Data & Society 3, no. 2 (2016): 6.
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In Keller’s third stage, scientists began to deploy computational analytic and modeling

techniques to investigate context-specific, non-general systems. “According to Keller,” Symons

and Alvarado write, “[the third stage] departs from the first two in that it ‘is employed to model

phenomena which lack a theoretical underpinning in any sense of the term familiar to

physicist.’”60

Symons and Alvarado point out that the chronological trajectory of Keller’s stages does

not necessarily bear out as linear intellectual progress. That is, today’s researchers recognize the

validity of methodological approaches associated with all three, and often blend them. They add

that Big Data techniques lie between first and second stage, and add that Big Data specifically

supports “a software intensive enterprise that is focused on revealing patterns that can be used

for commercial, political, or scientific purposes.”61 Their observations echo Chris Anderson’s

argument in “The End of Theory,” where Big Data appears to undo the moratorium on

correlation-based techniques. In other words, Big Data permits correlation to equate to causation.

The embrace of the correlation appears to be responsible for making theory redundant. In “Can

We Trust Big Data?,”  Symons and Alvarado suggest that Anderson’s anti-theory stance is not

new but rather dates to pre-Enlightenment philosophies of science, such as the notion that the

Earth is at the center of the universe, which also looked to correlation as a form of explanation.

“Can We Trust Big Data?” suggests the need for technical specificity in critical studies on

digital data. Without such specificity, Big Data might simply be seen as the return of

pre-Enlightenment philosophies of science. Countering this view, however, I maintain that digital

epistemology must be centered on the relationship between discretization, positivism, and the

epistemic problems borne by digital computing. The data episteme implies the universal

61 Symons and Alvarado, “Can We Trust Big Data?,” 7.
60 Symons and Alvarado, “Can We Trust Big Data?,” 7.
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fungibility of all phenomena and so produces epistemic norms in accordance with the virtue of

universal commensurability. It thus denies the existence of all non-digitizible phenomena.

Epistemic Limits As Political Effects

I return to the idea of universal fungibility to emphasize that the digital epistemic “horizon” is a

manifest product of the data episteme. This point is perhaps underrecognized in scholarship on

digital epistemology. In his essay “Digital Knowledge: Format, Scale, and the

Information-Knowledge Parallax at the Total Knowledge Horizon,” which was intended as a

reply to Alan Liu’s theses on the epistemology of the digital, historian Peter De Bolla argues that

Liu’s designs for digital epistemology are based on a conservative view of scholarship which

excludes what De Bolla calls “distributed knowledge production.”62 De Bolla views his work as

more supportive of a “future humanities scholarship” which has “shed the protective skin of the

‘discourse model,’” which refers to a style of humanities research which emphasizes

“interpretation and critique” performed by individual scholars.63 This approach, he writes, should

be superseded by “collective and collaborative enterprise distributed in expansive networks of

communication and experimentation.”64 In De Bolla’s words,

This, to my mind, will not be humanities 2.0 (or some such) but digital knowledge work.

In this domain interpretation and critique are no longer centre stage (though there will be

no necessary reason to jettison them entirely), occupying the foreground will be

64 Peter De Bolla, “Digital Knowledge.”
63 Peter De Bolla, “Digital Knowledge.”

62 Peter De Bolla,  “Digital Knowledge: Format, Scale, and the Information-knowledge Parallax at the Total
Knowledge Horizon — A Reply to Alan Liu.” Last updated 15 November 2014.
http://liu.english.ucsb.edu/peter-de-bolla-reply-to-alan-lius-theses-on-the-epistemology-of-the-digital/

http://liu.english.ucsb.edu/peter-de-bolla-reply-to-alan-lius-theses-on-the-epistemology-of-the-digital/


Emma Stamm, Ph.D. | Page 33 of Introduction to Dissertation

information, its gathering and manipulation so as to reveal what knowledge lies within

the quantum level of information as data.65

He adds that, amid an abundance of data, the most urgent task for scholars is to select the correct

tools of knowledge extraction. Because interpretation still has a function in De Bolla’s

framework, his approach is seemingly more inclusive than that of Chris Anderson. What remains

problematic, however, is that he corroborates the capacity to leverage  “significant” knowledge,

or to discern signal from noise, as an objective measure of the worthiness of interpretation and

critique. As he puts it:

In a domain in which everything is potentially capable of finding relation with everything

the task will be to sort out the noise from the significant signal. Although this may well

involve building in the first sense above, it is as likely to involve building in the sense of

conceptualising what digital knowledge might be at the “total knowledge horizon.” That’s

the thing I hope we might aspire to build together.66

The presumption of infinite relatability fails to recognize the existence of the unequivocal. My

project, by contrast, aims to depict psychedelic science as a compelling testimony for the

existence of what might be called the unequivocal, or the singular, or the unique. In chapter five,

I conceptualize this quality as “the idiosyncratic.” This dissertation vindicates “the idiosyncratic”

as the object threatened by the normative power of data episteme, which remake all phenomena

in its own image.

66 Peter De Bolla, “Digital Knowledge.”
65 Peter De Bolla, “Digital Knowledge.”


