Sample Syllabus

BOROUGH OF MANHATTAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE
The City University of New York
Department of Social Science, Human Services, and Criminal Justice

PHI 111: Cultural and Ethical Issues in Science and Technology



Instructor Information: ________________________________________
				Phone/office/office hour/email


Credits: 3

Course (Catalog) Description
In considering ethical positions ranging from animal rights to environmental philosophies of radical ecology and studying the impact of new reproductive technologies and other biotechnologies on the (so-called) Third World, students learn about advances made by working scientists and feminist philosophers in contextualizing science and technology. A special attempt will be made to study cultural factors as class, gender, and race in order to understand the responsibilities of scientists and technologists for the uses of their knowledge; the ethics of scientific research; and truth and fraud in science and engineering.

Basic Skills Requirement: Writing Proficiency index 55 and above

Required Text & Readings
Sharff and Dusek, Philosophy of Technology, second edition (Wiley). Additional readings are posted on Blackboard. 

Course Student Learning Outcomes		Measurements/Means of Assessment
	1. Students will learn about some of the major approaches to philosophy and will acquire a familiarity with a number of philosophical sub-disciplines, such as metaphysics, epistemology, political philosophy, philosophy of religion, moral philosophy
	Weekly Quizzes test basic understanding; Paper, midterm and final will test comprehension of more expansive ideas

	2. Students will acquire the capacity to recognize and evaluate arguments; they will learn to discriminate between the mere disagreement with a position and well-founded criticism of a position; conversely, they will appreciate the distinction between the mere approval of a position and well-founded support
	Discussion board and blog tasks provide an informal platform for constructing arguments, and the exams and paper furnish a formal platform for evaluation

	3. Students will develop critical thinking skills, and will learn how to place the presuppositions of their own thinking in question.
	Discussion Board and blogs tasks, midterm, final, and paper. 

	4. Students will be able to see the manifold connections between philosophical concepts and their personal, lived experience, and also the disjunctions between these two elements
	The Discussion Board and Blog assignments provide ample scope for relating the class material to personal experience

	5. Students will develop improved reading skills that will enable them to better comprehend primary philosophical texts
	Weekly Quizzes

	6. Students will gain an appreciation for philosophy as a tradition with a rich multicultural heritage and as a central platform for a community’s self-criticism and self-understanding
	Midterm, Final, and Paper



 
General Education Student-Learning Outcomes     Measurements/Means of Assessment
	1. Communication: Students will learn to write, read, listen and speak critically and effectively
	Discussion Board and Blog Tasks, Midterm and Final Exam, and Paper. 

	2. Social and Behavioral Sciences: Students will understand and apply the concepts and methods of the social sciences [
	Discussion Board and Blog Tasks Weeks 1-6, Midterm Exam. 

	3. Values: Students will make informed choices based on an understanding of personal values, human diversity, multicultural awareness and social responsibility
	Midterm and Final Exam, Paper.







Evaluation & Requirements of Students	       

	Mid-Term and Final Exam (15% EACH!) The midterm and final are both 2-hour timed examinations featuring essay-type questions. They allow students to demonstrate their knowledge and formulate arguments that are supported with evidence and reason.

	SLO #1, SLO#2, SLO#3, SLO#6, 
GE SLOs #1-3

E.g. in the Final Exam, students are asked to provide examples of racist technology or racially encoded bias and explain the connection to theories such as ‘color blind racism’ (SLO #3, #6)

	4-5 page paper (25 %) 
Students will write a thesis paper about one of the topics in the course (questions are attached). They will showcase their understanding of the material, their understanding of social science concepts and methods, and their critical thinking skill.

	SLO #1, SLO #2, SLO #3, SLO #6
GE SLOs #1-3

[see attached paper questions and rubric]

	Discussion Board Participation (15%) 
The discussion board tasks give students the opportunity to demonstrate their learning and develop their thinking and awareness through informal writing on set tasks
	SLO #2, SLO #3, SLO #4
GE SLOs #1-2

E.g. Week 2: ‘Borgmann argues that modern technology makes it very difficult for us to preserve focal things and focal practices.
1) Give your own example of a 'focal thing', and say how it fits into its context.
2) Why does Borgmann say that modern technology is a threat to focal things and practices?
3) Say whether you agree with Borgmann or Feenberg on this question, and explain why!’
(SLO #2, SLO#3, SLO #4)


	Weekly Blogs (15%) 
Students will write one blog per week, in which they will bring their personal reflection to bear on the weekly material]

	SLO #2, SLO #3, SLO #4
GE SLOs #1-2

E.g. Week 9: ‘Blog Question: Is it fair to say that, when it comes to thinking about its effects on gender equality, technology today is both part of the problem and part of the solution? Give an example to help support what you say!’
(SLO #2, SLO #3, SLO #4)


	Weekly Quizzes (15%) 
Quizzes allow students to demonstrate their knowledge of the weekly course material and reinforce sound reading habits
	SLO #1, SLO #5

E.g. Week 6 quiz question: ‘According to Fuchs, what is the major difference between a consumption and a community model of the internet?’ (SLO #1, SLO #5)




Outline of Topics

PART 1: THEORETICAL ISSUES
Week 1 
Introduction. ‘What is Technology’? by Val Dusek AND ‘The Greek Concepts of “Nature” and “Technique”’, Wolfgang Schadewalt
Discussion Board Task: Your task this week is to think of an example of a 'technological system'. In your post, 1) describe how this system works, and how people fit into it. And 2) say whether and why you think this system supports Dusek's point that the technological system can 'control' the individual.[SLO #2,3,4]
Blog Question: In your blog post this week, you might reflect on what you learned from Schadewaldt's discussion of the history of the concepts of 'nature' and 'technique'. How have these concepts changed over time? In the modern world, says Schadewalt, we have 'taken man out of nature, placed him over and against it'. What are the consequences of this fact? How has it changed our life and experience? [SLO #3, #4]

Week 2 
Heidegger and Technology. Reading: Albert Borgman, ‘Focal Practices and Things’, and Andrew Feenberg, ‘Critique of Heidegger and Borgman’.
Discussion Board Task: Borgmann argues that modern technology makes it very difficult for us to preserve focal things and focal practices.
1) Give your own example of a 'focal thing', and say how it fits into its context.
2) Why does Borgmann say that modern technology is a threat to focal things and practices?
3) Say whether you agree with Borgmann or Feenberg on this question, and explain why!
[SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: Do you think it's helpful to think about an 'essence' of technology, or do you agree with Feenberg that how technology works depends on what a society does with it and how it integrates it with other things? Use an example or two to support what you say! [SLO #2, 3, 4]
Week 3 
Actor Network Theory. Reading: Bruno Latour,’Actor Network Theory’, and Sismondo, ‘Actor Network Theory: Critical Considerations’
Discussion Board Task: According to Bruno Latour, 'social' does not designate a thing among things, but 'a type of connection between things' (p.280).
1) Use an example to show what it means for something to be understood not as a thing, but rather as the 'tracing of associations' between things. You could focus on, say, a new disease, a new vaccine, a new job, a new catastrophe or disaster, a new consumer product, etc. You don't need to do lots of research! Just use your imagination and power of critical thinking to come up with the kinds of associations that might be important, depending on what you're focusing on.
2) Say whether you think this is a useful way of thinking about society and science, and why!
[SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: In your blog post this week, you might want to think about the four objections to Actor Network Theory that Sismondo lists (p. 292-295). Which of these objections do you think is the most serious or most important, and why? [SLO 2, 3, 4]

Week 4
Feminist Theory and Technology. Reading: Faulkner, ‘The Technology Question in Feminism’, and Rommes, ‘Feminist Interventions in the Design Process’
Discussion Board Task: Take a look at the websites on feminist science and technology and then answer the following questions
1) Based on the resources above, pick either a specific technology or an area of technology (like say, personal safety) and say how this technology works and how it promotes a feminist perspective. You can come up with your own example, or use an imagined or hypothetical tech invention if you prefer.
2) Review Rommes' definition of gender-sensitive design methodologies (p.46). How would you structure a design process to make sure that a tech product took account of women's experiences and perspectives?
3) Faulkner says that to understand how objects are gendered, we must take account of the 'wider gender contexts' within which they are designed and used (p. 229). Think about the technology you picked in (1). How does considering the 'wider gender contexts' help in this case to design a product more focused on women's experience and perspective?
[SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: Faulkner says that the campaign to increase the number of women in technology will not do much without a plan to transform technology 'into a practice that is more democratic and respectful of diversity, with products that are safer, friendlier, and more useful' (p.234).
How would you like to see technology transformed, both in terms of how it is designed, and also in terms of what kind of products get made? [SLO #3, #4]


Week 5 
5) Andrew Feenberg’s Critical Theory of Technology. Reading: Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory and STS’, and Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory and Technology: An Overview’
Discussion Board Task: Pick a technology you are familiar with, and say what you think might be included in the technical code of this technology. Make sure you explain how the technology encodes values that support certain social interests.[SLO # 2, 3, 4]
Blog Question: Feenberg argues that democratic participation in the design of technology is very important for bringing in new and under-represented social interests. Do you think Feenberg is right to believe that this might lead to significant transformations of technology? [SLO # 2, 3, 4]

Week 6
6) The Internet and Society. Reading: Fuchs, ‘Social Internet Dynamics’ in Internet and Society, chapter 5, and Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory of the Internet’.
Discussion Board Task: Both Feenberg and Fuchs describe a process of transformation of the internet, from an information network to a resource for community (Feenberg) or cooperation (Fuchs). Pick a website or web platform that you are familiar with (you tube, tumblr, wikis, slack, twitter, instagram, etc.) and explain how the features of that site or platform promote community or cooperation. [SLO #2, #3, #4)

Blog Question: Both Feenberg and Fuchs say that the new possibilities of the web might promote new forms of democracy, either by changing the 'overall competitive character of society (Fuchs, p. 107) or by allowing the organization and expression of 'participant interests' (Feenberg p. 15). But at the same time, many people worry today about the internet's capacity to spread lies and misinformation.  
Are you optimistic or pessimistic (or a mix of both!) about the internet as a positive force for change in our society? Explain why! [SLO #3, SLO #4]

Week 7 
Mid-Term Exam. (A two-hour exam based on weeks 1 thru 6).[SLOs # 1,2,3,6]

SPRING BREAK: March 28th to April 4th. NO CLASS

PART TWO: PRACTICAL ISSUES IN THE APPLICATION OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
Week 8
Human Enhancement Technologies. Reading: Roduit et al., ‘Ideas of Perfection and the Ethics of Human Enhancement’, and Elliot, ‘Enhancement Technologies and the Modern Self’
Discussion Board Task: Congratulations! You have just been appointed the Chair of the U.S. President's Council on Bioethics. Your task is to write a letter (i.e. a discussion board post!) setting out what you think are the acceptable limits of the use of enhancement technologies, and making recommendations for the future use of these technologies. Make sure you clearly explain the reasoning and the ethical assumptions behind the choices you make. [SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: Elliot points out that it 'feels easier to use technology to change the individual than to fix the social problems' (p. 373). Examples he gives are the use of stimulants to cope with the problem nowadays of having 'soul-deadening jobs', and racial minorities getting plastic surgery in order to 'correct' ethnic features. Do these examples suggest that we should be very wary of using enhancement technology to fix problems that have social roots? [SLO #2, #3, #4]

Week 9
Gender and Technology. Reading: Maher et al., ‘New Forms of Gendered Surveillance’, and Milivojevic et al. ‘Gendered Exploitation in the Digital Border Crossing’
Discussion Board Task: Take a look at the resources in the Week 9 Folder on Gender and Surveillance. In your discussion board post this week, discuss ONE of the issues (e.g. cyberstalking, surveillance and sex work, the role of big data, etc.) of the new forms of gendered surveillance. In your post, you should say what the problem is about, and also suggest one possible solution to the problem.[SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: Is it fair to say that, when it comes to thinking about its effects on gender equality, technology today is both part of the problem and part of the solution? Give an example to help support what you say! [SLO #2, 3, 4]

Week 10
Class and Technology. Reading: Noble and Roberts, ‘Through Google-colored Glass(es)’, and Clayton and Macdonald, ‘The Limits of Technology’
Discussion Board Task:  Discuss one area or issue in which poor or working class people are negatively impacted by the contemporary possibilities for electronic surveillance. What solution would you propose for the issue that you discuss? [SLO #3, 4]
Blog Question: Have you experienced the digital divide in your own life? How important do you think digital inclusion is to a person's life chances in contemporary society? [SLO #3, 4]

Week 11 
Race and Technology. Reading: Daniels, ‘Color-blind Racism’, and Carter and Dyson, ‘Actor Network Theory, Agency, and Racism: The Case of Sickle Cell trait and U.S. Athletics’
Discussion Board Task: Take a look at the resources on color-blind racism, and some forms of technology that involve racial discrimination. In your post this week:
1) Pick one of the concrete issues of racist technology to focus on (you can come up with your own example if you prefer!)
2) Say whether and how you think the idea of 'color-blind racism' is responsible for the problems with this particular technology
3) How could the racist implications of this technology be avoided? Make some recommendations that might help avoid these problems in the future.
[SLO #2, 3, 4]

Blog Question: What was the most important learning experience for you personally in this week's discussion? Write about that on your blog! [SLO #2, 3, 6]


Week 12
Technology and Globalization. Reading: Audretsch at al., ‘Technology Transfers in a Global Economy’, and Francisco, ‘The Internet is Magic: Transnational Families and Technology’
Discussion Board Task: How have communications technologies affected family relationships? We read this week about transnational families and how they have been brought closer by the visual capacities of the new technologies. In your discussion board post this week, write about how you think technology might be transforming your relationships among friends and family. You can be personal and talk about your own experiences, or if you prefer, write about some of the changes that are taking place from a more neutral perspective. [SLO #3, 4]

Blog Question: How does technology support globalization? You might pick a particular technology that plays a role in globalization, or you can focus on either of the readings for this week. It's up to you! [SLO #3, 4]

Week 13 
Internet and Surveillance.  Fuchs, ‘Political Economy of Web 2.0 surveillance’, and Toltier et. al., ‘Key Features of Social Media Surveillance’
Discussion Board Task: This week, we read about the internet and surveillance. Your discussion board task this week is to suggest ONE change that would help to reduce the vulnerability of social media users to surveillance. You can think small (e.g. a privacy policy change) or big (e.g. nationalize all social media!).[SLO #2, 3, 4]
Blog question: We have talked quite a lot about surveillance in this course in different contexts. For this our last blog post, I would ask you to think about whether this course has changed your mind about surveillance, or changed your views with regard to any aspects of it. Are you more or less concerned about the problems of digital surveillance as a result of taking this course? [SLO #3, #4]

Week 14
Final Exam (Based on weeks 8 thru 13) [SLOs # 1,2,3,6]


Rubric For Discussion Board Tasks
	Score
	0
	1
	2
	3

	Ideas and content
	The ideas in the post are not original or relevant to the topic
	The ideas in the post have some originality and connection to the topic. 
	There are some original ideas and the post directly addresses the question.
	There are interesting and original ideas directly related to the topic that are clearly expressed in the post. 

	Writing and Elaboration
	The post is very brief or so badly written as to be virtually unreadable
	Writing style is too unfocused to properly respond to the question. Insufficient elaboration of ideas
	The writing focuses on the question and synthesizes different ideas somewhat effectively. Elaboration is somewhat adequate.  
	The writing is very effective at getting the points across and its elaboration of key points is adequate and appropriate. 





Questions for class paper
 
Answer only ONE of the following questions
 
1)       Discuss some of the strong points and weaknesses of Actor Network Theory (ANT) as a theory of science and technology
Relevant Readings include:
Bruno Latour,’Actor Network Theory’ p. 278-288
Sismondo, ‘Actor Network Theory: Critical Considerations’, p.289-296
Carter and Dyson, ‘Actor Network Theory, Agency, and Racism: The Case of Sickle Cell trait and U.S. Athletics’ (Week 11 folder)
 
2)       How effective is the social constructivist critique of Heidegger’s theory?
Relevant Readings include:
Albert Borgman, ‘Focal Practices and Things’329-349
Andrew Feenberg, ‘Critique of Heidegger and Borgman’, p. 362-374
Dreyfus and Spinoza, ‘Heidegger and Borgman on how to affirm technology’, pp. 350-361
 
3)      How do science and technology today reinforce existing hierarchies of gender, class, and race?
Relevant Readings include:
Faulkner, ‘The Technology Question in Feminism’ p. 224-238
Maher et al., ‘New Forms of Gendered Surveillance’ (week 9)
Milivojevic et al. ‘Gendered Exploitation in the Digital Border Crossing’ (Week 9)
Noble and Roberts, ‘Through Google-colored Glass(es)’ (Week 10)
Clayton and Macdonald, ‘The Limits of Technology’ (Week 10)
Daniels, ‘Color-blind Racism’ (Week 11)
Carter and Dyson, ‘Actor Network Theory, Agency, and Racism: The Case of Sickle Cell trait and U.S. Athletics’ (Week 11)
 
4)       i) Explain Andrew Feenberg’s critical theory of technology  ii) how does the history of the internet support Feenberg’s theory?
Relevant Readings include:
Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory and STS’ (Week 5)
Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory and Technology: An Overview’ (Week 5)
Feenberg, ‘Critical Theory of the Internet’ (Week 6)
Feenberg, ‘Democratic Rationalization’, P. 706-719.
 
 
5)        According to the feminist perspective, how is everyday technology gendered? How might changing the design process help to overcome this problem?
Relevant Readings include:
Faulkner, ‘The Technology Question in Feminism’ p. 224-238
Rommes, ‘Feminist Interventions in the Design Process’ (Week 4)
Maher et al., ‘‘New Forms of Gendered Surveillance’ (Week 9)
 
 
6)        Discuss some problems of privacy and surveillance associated with 1) technology and gender, 2) technology and class, and 3) the internet.
Relevant Readings include:
Maher et al., ‘New Forms of Gendered Surveillance’ (Week 9)
Noble and Roberts, ‘Through Google-colored Glass(es)’ (Week 10)
Fuchs, ‘Political Economy of Web 2.0 surveillance’ (Week 13)
Toltier et. al., ‘Key Features of Social Media Surveillance’ (Week 13)
 
Note that the readings are referenced according to their page numbers in the textbook, or according to which weekly folder they can be found in.
Papers should be 4-5 pages in length, double-spaced. Papers must be uploaded to Turnitin.com before the end of Week 12.


Rubric for Thesis Paper
	
	1 (F)
	2 (D)
	3 (C) 
	4 (B)
	5 (A)

	Critical Thinking
	The paper does not respond to the assignment. It may neglect to use sources where necessary
	The paper does not respond appropriately to the assignment. May misunderstand sources.
	The paper presents an adequate but weak response to the assignment. Shows basic comprehension with some lapses
	The paper responds appropriately to the assignment. It shows careful reading of sources but may not evaluate them critically
	The paper presents an excellent and interesting respond to the assignment. It understands and critically evaluates sources  

	Thesis / Coherence
	The paper lacks a central idea or thesis
	The paper does not have a clear central idea. Or the thesis may be too vague or obvious
	The main thesis is presented in vague or general terms. Paper loses sight of its focus. 
	The paper states its thesis clearly though there may be minor lapses in focus. Acknowledges complexity of the subject and possibility of other points of view.
	The thesis is clearly and effectively communicated and worth developing. The paper may acknowledge complexity or limits or contradictions without losing focus. 

	Support/
Development
	The paper uses irrelevant details or lacks supporting evidence entirely
	The paper depends on cliches or over-generalizations for support. It offers little evidence of any kind. May be personal narrative rather than analysis.
	The paper often uses generalizations to support its points. It may use examples that are too obvious or not relevant. Often depends on unsupported opinion. 
	The paper begins to offer reasons to support its points and to interpret evidence and connections between ideas and evidence. Examples are relevant. 
	The paper uses evidence appropriately and effectively. It provides examples, details, and explanation where appropriate. 

	Organization
	The paper has no discernible organization. It lacks transitions and logical ordering
	The paper may have random organization, lacking internal coherence, and using few transitions. 
	Random lists of ideas rather than a logical structure. Logic of development of paper is not always clear. 
	The paper shows a logical progression of ideas and each paragraph clearly relates to the central thesis. 
	The paper uses a logical structure appropriate to the subject and thesis. Paragraphs transition effectively, and the reader is guided through the chain of reasoning. 

	Grammar, Clarity and Style
	Contains many awkward sentences, misuse of words. Contains grammatical and mechanical errors. 
	Language is too abstract or personal. The paper employs a simple or awkward sentence structure. Contains many grammatical errors.
	The paper uses words that are often vague. Sentences may be confusing or unfocused. Some grammatical errors that but do not impede understanding
	Generally the paper uses words accurately. Sentences are clear. May contain a few errors but do not impede understanding
	Sentences are clearly structured and focused. The paper is almost entirely free of spelling, grammatical and mechanical errors. 




BMCC Policy on Plagiarism and Academic Integrity Statement
Plagiarism is the presentation of someone else’s ideas, words or artistic, scientific, or technical work as one’s own creation. Using the idea or work of another is permissible only when the original author is identified. Paraphrasing and summarizing, as well as direct quotations, require citations to the original source. Plagiarism may be intentional or unintentional. Lack of dishonest intent does not necessarily absolve a student of responsibility for plagiarism. Students who are unsure how and when to provide documentation are advised to consult with their instructors. The library has guides designed to help students to appropriately identify a cited work. The full policy can be found on BMCC’s Web site, www.bmcc.cuny.edu. For further information on integrity and behavior, please consult the college bulletin (also available online).
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