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Course Description 

 
Data-driven technologies are ubiquitous in the realms of economy, politics, culture, and society.             
In these contexts, automated decision systems (ADS), risk assessment algorithms, and various            
artificial intelligence systems govern human lives, move human bodies, and control access to             
information. Design and implementation of data-drive systems is measured against          
expectations of corporate growth, government efficiency, and consumer convenience. In recent           
years, however, concerns about the social, political, ethical, and economic viability and            
accountability of these systems have emerged. In particular, the benefits of these technologies             
This course provides an overview of topics including automation, algorithmic governance,           
gamification, and so-called smart cities. Students will explore how data relates to various social              
contexts including social media, government institutions, and emerging work arrangements.          
The course encourages critical thinking according to various humanities-based approaches,          
such as discourse analysis, digital ethnography, political and cultural theory, and historical            
perspectives. Students are expected to apply acquired concepts to engage with data-driven            
technologies and produce original research designs to explore the applications of data-driven            
technologies and algorithms in diverse social contexts. 
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Course Materials  
 

Required Readings: All materials are available via hyperlink on the course syllabus or through 
our Canvas site (Files Section). 
 

Course Policies 
 

Laptops/Tablets/Phones: Laptops, tablets, and phones are prohibited in class unless 
otherwise indicated by the instructor. (Since we typically engage in group work and/or take 
quizzes on Fridays, you’ll need your laptops on those days.) 
 
Email Communication: I try to respond to emails swiftly. However, if I don’t get back to you 
within 24 hours, please send me a reminder. In any email, you must include HIST (SOC/STS) 
2604 in the subject line, as this helps me filter and organize communication. 
  
Absences: I expect you to show up to every class. I understand, however, that life happens and 
you might get sick or something else might prevent you from attending class. If you are sick and 
have a doctor’s appointment, please forward me a doctor’s note and you will be excused 
accordingly. If anything else happens, I’ll leave it up to you to disclose that to me, but you 
should not expect attendance credit in these cases. 
 
Principles of Community: This class promotes some degree of student participation and 
discussion. It should be clear that we work in a respectful and civil atmosphere recognizing that 
we might not always agree with one another. You’ll find more about principles of community at 
www.vt.edu/diversity/principles-of-community.html. 
 
Honor Code: I expect you to comply with the VT honor code. Specifically, that means 
submitting original content. Plagiarism, failure to cite, and any other dishonest conduct will 
impact your course grade and will be reported to the VT Undergraduate Honor System. 
Plagiarism is “the use of the writing and/or ideas of another without proper acknowledgment.” 
When using the exact words of another person you have to put quotation marks and include a 
citation to reference the source. In general, if you use someone else’s ideas or paraphrase 
someone’s words, you are required to cite and to indicate the source. For all written work, 
follow formatting guidelines laid out in a documentation style of your choosing (Chicago, MLA, 
or APA). 
  
The Undergraduate Honor Code pledge that each member of the university community agrees 
to abide by states: 
“As a Hokie, I will conduct myself with honor and integrity at all times. I will not lie, cheat, or 
steal, nor will I accept the actions of those who do.” 
Students enrolled in this course are responsible for abiding by the Honor Code. A student who 
has doubts about how the Honor Code applies to any assignment is responsible for obtaining 
specific guidance from the course instructor before submitting the assignment for evaluation. 
Ignorance of the rules does not exclude any member of the University community from the 

http://www.vt.edu/diversity/principles-of-community.html
http://www.vt.edu/diversity/principles-of-community.html
http://www.history.vt.edu/UDGHowToWriteEss.htm


requirements and expectations of the Honor Code. For additional information about the Honor 
Code, please visit: https://www.honorsystem.vt.edu/ 

Grading & Assignments 
 

Students will be graded on a 100-point scale with no recourse to make up assignments unless 
approved by the instructor. All assignments are submitted through Canvas. The grade 
breakdown is as follows: 
 
Attendance: 20 pts 
Participation: 5 pts 
Activity Log: 5 pts 
(5) Quizzes: 50 pt 
Final Presentation: 20 pts (Proposal 5 pts, Presentation 10 pts, Report 5 pts) 
 
Quizzes: Quizzes may include multiple choice questions, fill-in-the-blanks, short essay 
responses, and other formats. Quizzes will be taken through Canvas during class. 
 
Activity Log: For a three day period, record daily activities including card swipes, logins, and 
other transactions. In addition, each day you should note at least three interactions that 
somehow stand out (because they were particularly pleasant, unpleasant, etc.). Note the time, 
date, and location and provide one sentence for each occasion. Submit the log in Word format 
through Canvas by 2/15. Additional instructions in class. 
 
Final Presentation: Groups of five students will choose their final project from a provided 
selection of topics. The presentations will reflect on class material and employ qualitative and 
quantitative methods acquired in the course. Additional instructions in class. 
 

Weekly Schedule 
 
Module 1: Data and Social Context 
Week 1: Course Introduction and Goals 
 
Wednesday 1/23 Syllabus and course outline 
 
Friday 1/25 Data & Society - “Algorithmic Accountability: A Primer” 
 

Rodney Brooks - “The Seven Deadly Sins of AI Predictions” 
 
Will Knight and Karen Hao - “Never mind killer robots—here are six real 

AI  
dangers to watch out for in 2019” 

 
Cathy O’Neil - “'Weapons Of Math Destruction' Outlines Dangers Of  
Relying On Data Analytics” 

 

https://www.honorsystem.vt.edu/
https://www.honorsystem.vt.edu/
https://datasociety.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Data_Society_Algorithmic_Accountability_Primer_FINAL-4.pdf
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/609048/the-seven-deadly-sins-of-ai-predictions/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/612689/never-mind-killer-robotshere-are-six-real-ai-dangers-to-watch-out-for-in-2019/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/612689/never-mind-killer-robotshere-are-six-real-ai-dangers-to-watch-out-for-in-2019/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/612689/never-mind-killer-robotshere-are-six-real-ai-dangers-to-watch-out-for-in-2019/
https://www.npr.org/2016/09/12/493654950/weapons-of-math-destruction-outlines-dangers-of-relying-on-data-analytics
https://www.npr.org/2016/09/12/493654950/weapons-of-math-destruction-outlines-dangers-of-relying-on-data-analytics


Optional:  
Cathy O'Neil: “Do Algorithms Perpetuate Human Bias?” (TED) 
 
Ian Lowrie - “Algorithms and Automation: An Introduction” 

 
Week 2: Innovation and Silicon Valley 
Monday 1/28 Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron - “The Californian Ideology” 
 
Wednesday 1/30 Julia Powles - “The Seductive Diversion of ‘Solving’ Bias in Artificial  

Intelligence” 
 
Friday 2/1 Nathaniel Porter - Data Ethics Guest Lecture 
 
Week 3: Scores and Algorithmic Governance  
Monday 2/4 Virginia Eubanks - Automating Inequality: How High-Tech Tools Profile,  

Police, and Punish The Poor (Canvas) 
 
The Open Mind, Virginia Eubank - “Automating Inequality” 
 

Wednesday 2/6 Virginia Eubanks - Automating Inequality: Automating Eligibility in the  
Heartland (39-83) 
 
Dan Hurley - “Can an Algorithm Tell When Kids Are in Danger?” 

 
Friday 2/8 ***Quiz #1*** 
 
Week 4: Scores and Algorithmic Governance II 
Monday 2/11 Rachel Botsman - “Big data meets Big Brother as China moves to rate its  

Citizens” 
 
Adam Greenfield - “China's Dystopian Tech Could Be Contagious”  
 
Jamie Horsley - “China’s Orwellian Social Credit Score Isn’t Real” 
 
David Z. Morris - “China Will Block Travel for Those With Bad ‘Social  
Credit’” 

 
Wednesday 2/13 Black Mirror - Nosedive (in class) 
 
Friday 2/15 Vlad Savov - “Google’s Selfish Ledger is an Unsettling Vision of Silicon  

Valley Social Engineering” 
 

***Activity Logs Due*** 
 
Week 5: Automation and the Future of Work I 

https://www.ted.com/talks/cathy_o_neil_the_era_of_blind_faith_in_big_data_must_end?language=en
https://culanth.org/articles/963-algorithms-and-automation-an-introduction
http://www.imaginaryfutures.net/2007/04/17/the-californian-ideology-2/
https://medium.com/s/story/the-seductive-diversion-of-solving-bias-in-artificial-intelligence-890df5e5ef53
https://medium.com/s/story/the-seductive-diversion-of-solving-bias-in-artificial-intelligence-890df5e5ef53
https://guides.lib.vt.edu/prf.php?account_id=149425
https://www.pbs.org/video/automating-inequality-joyeti/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/02/magazine/can-an-algorithm-tell-when-kids-are-in-danger.html
http://www.wired.co.uk/article/chinese-government-social-credit-score-privacy-invasion
http://www.wired.co.uk/article/chinese-government-social-credit-score-privacy-invasion
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/02/chinas-dangerous-dream-of-urban-control/553097/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/16/chinas-orwellian-social-credit-score-isnt-real/
http://fortune.com/2018/03/18/china-travel-ban-social-credit/
http://fortune.com/2018/03/18/china-travel-ban-social-credit/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R32qWdOWrTo
https://www.theverge.com/2018/5/17/17344250/google-x-selfish-ledger-video-data-privacy
https://www.theverge.com/2018/5/17/17344250/google-x-selfish-ledger-video-data-privacy


Monday 2/18 Andrew McAfee - What will future jobs look like? (TED) 
 

Frank Pasquale - “To Replace or Respect: Futurology as if People  
Mattered” 
 
Astra Taylor - “The Automation Charade” 
 
Optional:  
Kurzgesagt - The Rise of the Machines – Why Automation is  
Different this Time 

 
Wednesday 2/20 Lilli Irani - “Justice For Data Janitors” 
 

Optional:  
AI Now Institute - “The Labor that Makes AI ‘Magic’” 

 
Olivia Solon - “The rise of 'pseudo-AI': how Tech Firms Quietly Use  
Humans to do Bots' Work” 

 
Friday 2/22 TBA 
 
Week 6: Automation and the Future of Work II 
Monday 2/25 Bruce Schaller - “The New Automobility: Lyft, Uber and the Future of  

American Cities” 
 

Jennifer Stark and Nicholas Diakopoulos - “Uber seems to  
offer better service in areas with more white people. That raises some 
tough questions” 

 
Wednesday 2/27 Noam Scheiber - “How Uber Uses Psychological Tricks to Press its Drivers’  

Buttons” 
 

Alex Rosenblat - “The Network Uber Drivers Built”  
 

Adrian Chen - “Next Stop, Uberland: The Onrushing Algorithmic Future of  
Work”  

 
Friday 3/1 ***Quiz #2*** 
 
Week 7: Games and Gamification 
Monday 3/4 Natasha Dow Schüll - “Gambled Away: Video Poker and Self-Suspension” 

 
TVO - Slot Machines: Addiction by Design 

 
Wednesday 3/6 Vincent Gabrielle - “Gamified Life” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cXQrbxD9_Ng&t=1s
https://www.boundary2.org/2015/01/to-replace-or-respect-futurology-as-if-people-mattered/
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https://www.publicbooks.org/justice-for-data-janitors/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vXqpc2jCKs
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/jul/06/artificial-intelligence-ai-humans-bots-tech-companies
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/jul/06/artificial-intelligence-ai-humans-bots-tech-companies
http://www.schallerconsult.com/rideservices/automobility.pdf
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/03/10/uber-seems-to-offer-better-service-in-areas-with-more-white-people-that-raises-some-tough-questions/?utm_term=.2aca6af6be29
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/04/02/technology/uber-drivers-psychological-tricks.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/04/02/technology/uber-drivers-psychological-tricks.html
https://www.fastcompany.com/40501439/the-network-uber-drivers-built
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/11/alex-rosenblats-uberland-review.html
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/11/alex-rosenblats-uberland-review.html
https://www.natashadowschull.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/journalart-Schull-AnthroNow-gambled-away-suspension.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ETB0x2UU6JE
https://aeon.co/essays/how-employers-have-gamified-work-for-maximum-profit


 
Alexander Galloway - “Counter-gaming” 

 
Jennifer deWinter - “Taylorism 2.0: Gamification, Scientific 
Management and the Capitalist Appropriation of Play” (Canvas) 

 
Friday 3/8 TBA 
 
Week 8: Spring Break 
 
Module 2: Information and Smart Cities 
Week 9: Smart Cities 
Monday 3/18 Klaus Schwab - The Fourth Industrial Revolution: Shift 10 (Canvas) 
 

Bruce Sterling - “There Is No Such Thing as a Smart City” 
 
Wednesday 3/20 Tim Luke - “Developing an Arcological Politics: Paolo Soleri on Ecology,  

Architecture, and Society” (Canvas) 
 
Mark Vallianatos - How LA Used Big Data to Build a Smart City in the  
1970s 

 
Friday 3/22 ***Quiz #3*** 
 
Week 10: Infrastructure and Monopolies 
Monday 3/25 Matt Taibbi - “Amazon’s Long Game Is Clearer Than Ever” 
 
Wednesday 3/27 Michael Wu - “Be Afraid of Economic ‘Bigness.’ Be Very Afraid” 

 
Optional: 
PBS - “Why tech industry monopolies could be a ‘curse’ for society” 

 
Friday 3/29 TBA 
 
Week 11: Hospitality and the Sharing Economy 
Monday 4/1 Arun Sundararajan - “Why the Government Doesn't Need to Regulate the  

Sharing Economy” 
 

David Wachsmuth and Alexander Weisler - “Airbnb and the rent gap:  
Gentrification through the sharing economy” (Canvas) 

 
Wednesday 4/3 Sally Goldenberg - “Airbnb Promotes Income Disparity, Curbs Rental  

Market, Union-Backed Study Finds” 
 

http://cultureandcommunication.org/galloway/counter-gaming
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/02/stupid-cities/553052/
https://gizmodo.com/uncovering-the-early-history-of-big-data-in-1974-los-an-1712551686
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https://www.rollingstone.com/author/matt-taibbi/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/10/opinion/sunday/fascism-economy-monopoly.html
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/why-tech-industry-monopolies-could-be-a-curse-for-society
https://gizmodo.com/uncovering-the-early-history-of-big-data-in-1974-los-an-1712551686
https://www.wired.com/2012/10/from-airbnb-to-coursera-why-the-government-shouldnt-regulate-the-sharing-economy/
https://www.wired.com/2012/10/from-airbnb-to-coursera-why-the-government-shouldnt-regulate-the-sharing-economy/
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/albany/story/2018/01/29/airbnb-promotes-income-disparity-curbs-rental-market-union-backed-study-finds-222898
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/albany/story/2018/01/29/airbnb-promotes-income-disparity-curbs-rental-market-union-backed-study-finds-222898


HuffPost - “How Airbnb is Pushing Locals Out of New Orleans’ Coolest 
Neighborhoods” 

 
Friday 4/5 ***Quiz #4*** 
Week 12: Self-driving Cars 
Monday 4/8 Kevin Roose - “Can Ford Turn Itself Into a Tech Company?” 

Freakonomics - “Can an Industrial Giant Become a Tech Darling?” 
 

Alex Davies - “The World's Fair Future of 1939 and the Quest for Our  
Next Utopia”  

 
Wednesday 4/10 Justin Rowlatt - “Why you have (probably) already bought your last car” 
 

Kyle Stock - “Self-Driving Cars Can Handle Neither Rain nor Sleet nor  
Snow” 

 
Friday 4/12 ***Quiz #5*** 
 
Module 3: Student Choice/Review/ Student Presentations 
Week 13: Student Choice 
Monday 4/15  
 
Wednesday 4/17 Michael Fleming (TORC Robotics) - Guest Lecture 
 

First Draft of Final Projects due 
 
Friday 4/19 TBA  

 
Week 14:  
 
Monday 4/22 TBA 
 
Wednesday 4/24 TBA 
 
Friday 4/26 Course Review 
 
Week 15: Presentations 

 
Monday 4/29 Groups 1+2 
 
Wednesday 5/1 Groups 3+4 
 
Friday 5/3 Groups 5+6 
 
Week 16 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0gjZrXyoaQY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0gjZrXyoaQY
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/09/magazine/tech-design-autonomous-future-cars-detroit-ford.html
http://freakonomics.com/podcast/ford/
http://freakonomics.com/podcast/ford/
https://www.wired.com/story/worlds-fair-1939-futurama-utopia/
https://www.wired.com/story/worlds-fair-1939-futurama-utopia/
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-45786690
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-17/self-driving-cars-still-can-t-handle-bad-weather?srnd=hyperdrive
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-17/self-driving-cars-still-can-t-handle-bad-weather?srnd=hyperdrive
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wXVxR31F1gM


Monday 5/6 Groups 7+8 
 
Wednesday 5/8 Groups 9+10 
 

***Final Reports due by 5pm*** 
***Changes to the syllabus are at the instructor’s discretion*** 

 
 


