
LBST D502  Social Science Seminar
Technology and Society:  Past, Present, and Future

Instructor:  Patrick J. Ashton, Ph.D.
Spring 1993

Office:  CM 235   Phone:  481-6669
Section 2589

Hours:  T R  10:30 am - 12:00 noon
Thursday   7:30 - 10:15 pm

             or by appointment
CM 244

Course Description
“Every technological change has an equal capacity for the enhancement and degradation of life, depending on how it is used.”

Barry Jones
“A system that is committed to perpetual intensification can survive only if it is equally committed to perpetual technological change.  Its ability to maintain living standards depends on the outcome of a race between technological advance and the relentless deterioration of the conditions of production.  Under the present circumstances, technology is about to lose that race.”  


Marvin Harris
“The bargain we are being asked to ratify takes the form of a magnificent bribe.  Under the democratic-authoritarian social contract, each member of the community may claim every material advantage, every intellectual and emotional stimulus he may desire. . . . But on one condition:  that one must not merely ask for nothing that the system does not provide, but likewise agree to take everything offered, duly processed and fabricated, homogenized and equalized, in the precise quantities that the system, rather than the person, requires.  Once one opts for the system no further choice remains.  In a word, if one surrenders one’s life at its source, authoritarian technics will give back as much of it as can be mechanically graded, quantitatively multiplied, collectively manipulated and magnified.”

Lewis Mumford
“Once our authoritarian technics consolidates its powers, with the aid of its new forms of mass control, its panoply of tranquillizers and sedatives and aphrodisiacs, could democracy in any form survive? . . . The genuine advantages our scientifically based technics has brought can be preserved only if we cut the whole system back to a point at which it will permit human alternatives, human interventions, and human destinations for entirely different purposes from those of the system itself.  At the present juncture, if democracy did not exist, we would have to invent it, in order to save and recultivate the spirit of man [sic].”

Lewis Mumford

The purpose of this course is to examine the relationship between technology and society.  A key premise of the investigation is that technology cannot be understood outside of its social context.  That is, we shall not assume (as is commonly done) that technology is a socially and politically neutral force which develops according to its own internal logic – a logic which is assumed to be purely technical as well as universally compelling.  Rather, we shall argue here that technology is fundamentally shaped by its social context, and is developed and employed as a means to an end within that context.  To paraphrase Marx, we might say that it is not technology that shapes human existence, but rather existing humans that shape technology.  How existing humans choose to shape that technology has much to do with the social structures within which they find themselves and the parameters for action that are available.  These social forces and conditions will determine whether, as Jones observes above, the technology is used for good or ill.


This is not to deny, of course, that once developed and set in motion, various technologies do have a certain compelling logic, as both Harris and Mumford suggest above.  In this sense, technologies themselves set parameters and help shape the immediate context within which humans act.  An important issue – raised by Mumford above – is the extent to which certain technologies cut us off from crucial choices about, and even control of, our own collective destiny.


The focus of this course is primarily on technology as it relates broadly to the production and reproduction of social life.  In particular, we will examine the relationship between technology and democracy.  While we will mainly be exploring the technologies of the present and the future, we cannot fully comprehend the constraints and possibilities inherent within existing technologies without understanding where they came from.  Thus we will also examine the socio-historical context in which some of today’s major technologies developed.  This course assumes no prior background in either social science or technology.  It does assume, however, a certain level of cultural literacy as it will draw upon sociology, anthropology, history, literature, psychology, political science, economics, business, and labor studies.

Course Materials

The following books are required and are available in Follett’s Bookstore in the basement of Kettler Hall:


Neil Postman, Technopoly:  The Surrender of Culture to Technology.  Alfred Knopf, 1992.


Albert H. Teich, ed., Technology and the Future, Sixth Edition.  St. Martin’s Press, 1993.


Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time.  Fawcett Crest, Ballantine Books, 1976.

Additional readings will be handed out in class and/or made available on reserve in the Helmke Library.

Course Requirements
Participation in the Seminar

Members of the class are expected to take a high level of responsibility for participation in the seminar sessions.  This is of course intrinsic to a graduate seminar, but furthermore it is my contention that, in a democratic society, policies regarding the invention, design and implementation of technology are not mere technical issues, but ones on which all informed citizens can, should, and indeed must have a voice.  I expect your participation to take a variety of forms.  You are expected to read all assigned material in advance, of course, but you are also expected to be prepared during the class sessions to ask for clarifications, pose questions, and relate the material to your own experience.  In addition, each member of the class will take responsibility for leading the discussion during at least a portion of one seminar session.


You are also requested to become consciously aware of discussion and debate concerning technological issues in the mass media.  Each seminar session will begin with a “Show and Tell” period in which participants share with each other information/presentations that they have encountered regarding technology.

Journal

Each student will be required to keep a journal in which you record your experience with, and your reactions to, technology for one week.  That week should be some seven-day period during the first three weeks of February.  The journals will be due in class on February 25.  The actual format of the journal is up to each individual, but the journals should contain entries and reflections for each of the seven days.

Seminar Presentation

The purpose of the presentation is to give you a chance to increase your ability to comprehend and critically evaluate issues relating to technology and to present your conclusions persuasively to others.  The presentations can be done individually or in pairs.  Each individual or group will choose a topic, in consultation with the instructor, concerning the social implications of the introduction of a new technology.  Suggested topics might include:  adding genetically-engineered bovine growth hormone (BGH) to dairy cows; irradiating food in order to give it a longer shelf-life; increasing the use of VDTs (video display terminals) in the workplace; the computerized office and the new home work; development of alternative power sources like solar and geothermal; the proliferation of cable and satellite television channels; the introduction of new technologies of fertility control – e.g., in vitro fertilization (and perhaps gestation), RU286 (the “abortion pill”), etc.


The presentation will describe the technology in question, briefly indicate its present state of development, and, mostly importantly, develop two distinct sets of arguments: those in favor of implementing/expanding the technology, and those in favor of abandoning/restricting it.  It is not necessary for the presenter(s) to present a definitive conclusion, but rather to pose the issues effectively to the class.  Each presentation will, at a minimum, address itself to the following questions:

· What social groups stand to gain the most from the introduction/proliferation of this technology?  Which ones the least?

· How is the introduction/proliferation of this technology likely to affect individual self-determination, freedom and self-esteem?

· Would the introduction/proliferation of this technology enhance or restrict democratic participation in society?  How?


Some regularly-scheduled class time will be made available for seminar participants to meet and plan their presentations and to consult with the instructor.  In addition, each proposal will be critiqued by one or more of your peers.  Beyond improving the proposals, this should help generate and guarantee interest on the part of the audience.


The format of the presentation is up to the presenter(s).  Handouts are encouraged; materials will be duplicated by the instructor if they are submitted at least 2 weekdays prior to the scheduled presentation.  Students are encouraged to go beyond traditional discursive narrative forms of presentation and to make use of various media.


If there is more than one presenter, each will receive an identical grade based upon the clarity, comprehensiveness and depth of the oral report.  Members of the class not involved in presenting a particular report (including the instructor) will evaluate it.

Term Paper 


Each student will be required to write a final paper in which they analyze and assess a particular technology.  This paper should build upon the material developed for the presentation.  Based upon your reading, research, and the in-class discussions, you will be expected to develop and justify a general set of criteria for assessing the social implications of technology.  You will then apply these general criteria to the specific case of the technology that you have chosen to examine.  This much of the paper should be much like a consultant’s report, emphasizing the social benefits and costs of the technology.  You should conclude with your own personal assessment.  More specific guidelines and examples will be discussed in class.

Method of Evaluation


The four elements of evaluation in this course will be weighted in the following way:

Class Participation
20% of final course grade

Journal
20% of final course grade

Presentation
30% of final course grade

Term Paper   
30% of final course grade




100%
Final grades for the course will be assigned according to the following scale:


A
=  88%  - 100%


B
=  78%  -   87%


C
=  68%  -   77%


D
=  58%  -   67%


F
=  57%  and  below

Topic and Reading Assignment Outline

Date   

Reading Assignment, Discussion Topic, Special Event  

Jan 14
Philosophy, Organization & Overview of the Course, Technology Literacy Quiz
Date   

Reading Assignment, Discussion Topic, Special Event  

Jan 21
Reading:
Teich, pp. 1-63



Technology, Freedom, and Democracy

Jan 28
Reading:
Teich, pp. 66-118



Simple Technology, “Primitive” Work?



Guest Presenter:  Dr. Larry Kuznar, anthropologist
Feb 4
Reading:
Postman, pp. 3-70



Discussion of Technopoly
Feb 11
Reading:
Postman, pp. 71-143



Discussion of Technopoly
Feb 18
Reading:
Postman, pp. 144-199



Discussion of Technopoly
Feb 25
Reading:
Teich, pp. 175-227, 366-381



Assessing Technology



Technology journal due
March 4
Reading:
Teich, pp. 160-173, 340-365



Computers and electronic technology



Peer critique of presentation proposals
March 11
NO CLASS –  SPRING BREAK

March 18
Reading:
Piercy


Guest presentation or plant tour

March 25
Reading:
Piercy



Discussion of Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time
April 1
Reading:
Teich, pp. 231-255, 283-292



Reshaping Technology
April 8
No scheduled class – work on presentations and term papers
April 15

Presentations

April 22

Presentations

April 29

Presentations (if necessary)




otherwise, work on term paper




Instructor available for consultation

Thursday, May 6

8 p.m.          Papers Due
1
2
5

