Syllabus (PLS 102)
The Political Challenges of Technologies and Science: An Introduction
Instructor: Jean-François Caron
Email: jean-francois.caron@nu.edu.kz


Course description

This class provides an introductory overview of the ethical questions associated with contemporary technologies. It examines the relationship between science and society with a focus on the implications of contemporary technologies on the pillars upon which our Modern societies are built on, namely equality, freedom, solidarity and autonomy. It will emphasize the potential and dangers of internet, artificial intelligence, transhumanism and autonomous machines through the following questions: How should we determine the social acceptability of technologies? Is technology changing human life for the better or for the worse? Does technology ameliorate or exacerbate injustice and social inequality? Who should be held responsible for technological failure?

Course objectives:

Identify and explain how Modern societies may benefit or be threatened by contemporary technologies;  

Develop a basic vocabulary for discussing the ethical dimensions of technology; 

Criticize public policies, social practices, and political-economic institutions that shape, and are shaped by, scientific discovery and technological design. 

Final Grades will be divided the following way :

Mid-term (March 3)								30%
Exam on the mandatory book (March 17): 			30%
Final exam (date TBD):	 						40%

Grading scale 

A 	95-100
A- 	90-94.99
B+	85-89.99
B 	80-84.99
B-	75-79.99
C+ 	70-74.99
C 	65-69.99
C- 	60-64.99
D+ 	55-59.99
D 	50-54.99
F 	<50

All lectures and tutorials will be asynchronous. I will upload the videos on a Youtube channel every Sunday, which means that you can access the material any time you want. You can find the link here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCh6Vy93kwkhD_LfbX_htlbQ 

The class will usually be divided in two parts: a lecture and a tutorial. While the former video will explain an author’s philosophy, the latter will for its part consist in a thorough analysis of a text. It is your responsibility to read the texts prior to the lectures and tutorials. I have indicated links where you can find them online. When readings are not available online, they will be sent by email during the preceding weekend.    

I will hold virtual office hours every Tuesdays and Thursdays of the week from 9 until 10am on Zoom. I will send you the link by email every week.

Evaluations :

Mid-term and final exam

During the semester, you will have 2 exams that will cover all the lectures and all the readings of a specific period. The first exam (mid-term) will cover the first 5 weeks of classes while the second exam (final exam) will be comprehensive. While the first exam will be worth 30% of the final grade, the final exam will be worth 40% of the final grade. These exams will consist in essays questions. In the case of the mid-term exam, questions will be sent to your NU email account at 1:29pm and you will have until 2:45pm to upload your answers on Moodle. More precise information will be given regarding the final exam once the registrar will assign a time slot later on in the semester.

Exam on the mandatory book

On week 8 (March 10), you will have to answer questions based on the mandatory book The War of the Machines : Contemporary Technologies and the Morality of Warfare, London : Routledge, 2019. You will have 75 minutes to write your answer. All answers will have to be uploaded on Moodle before 2:45. Your questions will be sent to your NU email at 1:29pm. 

Your weekly expectations:

Every week, a lecture will be posted on Moodle. Prior to watching it, you will be expected to complete the required reading(s) that are indicated in green color in the syllabus. This will allow you to have a better understanding of the lecture’s content. Moreover, some classes will be associated with a tutorial during which the instructor will talk in details about a specific text that is indicated in red color in the syllabus. Needless to say that it is necessary to read the texts before watching the video. This exercise will not only develop your reading and analytical skills, but it will also allow you to have a deeper and better understanding of what the weekly lecture is discussing. 

Course Outline

1st week (January 24-28)
General introduction on the current state of technological development: should we be afraid of robots?

Reading for the lecture: 
Jacob Turner, Robot Rules: Regulating Artificial Intelligence, London, Palgrave MacMillan, 2019, pp. 1-38

2nd week (January 31-February 4)
The main pillars of Modern societies

Reading for the lecture: Kim Ian Parker, “Locke, Religion, Rights, and the Rise of Modernity”, https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/lumen/2012-v31-lumen0356/1013071ar.pdf  

Reading for the tutorial: Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition. http://elplandehiram.org/documentos/JoustingNYC/Politics_of_Recognition.pdf

3rd week (February 7-11)
Internet and social networks: tools for democratization?

Readings for the lecture: Jerry Berman and Daniel J. Weitzner, “Technology and Democracy”, Social Research, Vol. 64, No. 3, 1997, pp. 1313-1319.
Malcolm Gladwell, “Small Change: Why the Revolution Will not be Tweeted”, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/04/small-change-malcolm-gladwell 
Sasha Issenberg, “How Obama’s Team Used Big Data to Rally Voters”, MIT Review. https://www.technologyreview.com/2012/12/19/114510/how-obamas-team-used-big-data-to-rally-voters/ 

Reading for the tutorial: Anita Breuer, Todd Landman and Dorothea Farquhar. 2015. “Social media and protest mobilization: evidence form the Tunisian Revolution”, Democratization, Vol. 22, No. 4, pp. 764-792.

4th week (February 14-18)
Are algorithms objective or tools of discrimination? 

Reading for the lecture: Jodi Kantor, “Working Anything but 9 to 5: Scheduling Technology Leaves Low-Income Parents with Hours of Chaos”, New York Times, August 13, 2014. https://nurses.3cdn.net/d287f9318fee49caba_2gm6bh5i3.pdf 

Reading for the tutorial: Yuki Fujioka, “Television Portrayals and African American Stereotypes: Examination of Television Effects When Direct Contact is Lacking”, Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, Vol. 76, No. 1, 1999, pp. 52-75.


5th week (February 21-25)
Technologies and medical treatments + transhumanism and human enhancement

Readings for the lecture: 
Neil Savage, “Another set of eyes for cancer diagnosis”, Nature, Vol. 579, March 26, 2020, https://media.nature.com/original/magazine-assets/d41586-020-00847-2/d41586-020-00847-2.pdf 
Nick Bostrom, ‘A History of Transhumanism Thought’. https://nickbostrom.com/papers/history.pdf 

Reading for the tutorial: Jean-François Caron, A Theory of the Super Soldier: The Morality of Capacity-Increasing Technologies in the Military, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018, chapter 5.  

6th week 
Mid-term (March 3)
Revision session on zoom on March 1st (1:30-2:45pm)

7th week (March 7-11)

No lecture or tutorial this week. Get ready for the second exam on March 17. Read the book !

8th week (March 17)
Second exam
Contemporary technologies and the ethics of warfare (1)

Reading: Jean-François Caron, The War of the Machines : Contemporary Technologies and the Morality of Warfare, London : Routledge, 2019. 

Spring break (March 21-25)

10th week (March 28-31)

Contemporary technologies and the ethics of warfare (2)

Reading for the lecture: Arkin, Ronald C. Arkin, “The Case for Ethical Autonomy in Unmanned Systems”, Journal of Military Ethics, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2010, pp. 332-341. 

no tutorial

11th week (Apri 4-8)

Technological failure: who is responsible?

Reading for the lecture: Gabriel Hallevy, “The Basic Models of Criminal Liability of AI Systems and Outer circles”. The text can be downloaded on Moodle.

12th week (April 11-14)

The future of professions and the need for a new economic paradigm?

No reading for the lecture:

Reading for the tutorial: Philippe van Parijs, “Basic Income: A Simple and Powerful Idea for the Twenty-first Century”, Politics and Society, Vol. 32, No. 1, 2004, pp. 7-39.

13th week (April 18-22)
Are robots substitute to love and care?

Reading for the lecture: David Levy, “The Ethics of Robot Prostitutes”, http://www.roboethics.org/icra2007/contributions/LEVY%20Robot%20Prostitutes%20as%20Alternatives%20to%20Human%20Sex%20Workers.pdf 

Reading for the tutorial: Amanda Sharkey & Noel Sharkey, “Granny and the robots: ethical issues in robot care for the elderly”, Ethics and Information Technology, Vol. 14, 2012, pp. 27-40. 

Surveillance and privacy

Reading for the lecture: Andre Ferguson, The Rise of Big Data Policing, New York: New York University Press, pp. 1-19; 

Reading for the tutorial: Andre Ferguson, The Rise of Big Data Policing, New York: New York University Press, Chapter 5. 

Final exam date TBD


