
PHIL 123: Internet, Society, and Philosophy 
Instructor: Claire Pickard 

 
1. Course Description  
 
Philosophy is intimately connected to the problems and the phenomena that we encounter every 
day. Philosophy helps us refine the kinds of questions we ask and specify the sort of things that 
ought to be questioned. In 2018, nothing is more relevant to the problems of daily life than the 
internet. Social media, data mining, cryptocurrencies— these are the sorts of ideas and 
interactions that inform our experience of the present. As such, they are deeply deserving of 
philosophical inquiry. This course will explore philosophical writings together with 
contemporary discussions of internet and culture. 
 
2. Class Meetings  
 
Class will meet on Monday-Thursday from 12:00 – 12:50 p.m. in 303 GER.  
 
3. Office Hours and Contact Information  
 
My office hours are Monday, 10am to 11:50am in Susan Campbell Hall 232. If you are 
unavailable during that time, please email me at cpickard@uoregon.edu and we can make other 
arrangements.  
 
4. Course Requirements 
 
Final grades will be determined as follows:  
 
Participation/ Attendance 15 %  
Reflection Papers 25% 
First Essay 25 %  
Second Essay 35 %  
 
Participation and Attendance: You are expected to participate actively in this class, which 
includes attending class, reading all assigned material prior to class, and participating 
productively and professionally in the discussion. You are expected to bring that day’s reading to 
class, unless it is a podcast or video. If it is an article online or on Canvas, you may either bring a 
laptop/tablet or print out the article. I would prefer that you not use your cell phone in class.  
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Short Reflection Papers: These are 300-500 word short reflections on your personal 
engagement with one of the texts. They can be handed in at any time prior to the class for which 
that reading assigned, but all three must be handed in by Wednesday of Week 9. You must 
identify the main argument of the reading (the conclusion and the premises) and give a response 
to that argument. These papers will be graded on comprehension of the material (although asking 
questions about concepts you did not fully understand is encouraged) and thoughtfulness in 
response to the material. Although some questions are encouraged, if you truly do not understand 
any part of a certain reading, you should pick another for this assignment (but feel free to come 
discuss the reading in office hours). Readings marked with (*) on the syllabus are not eligible 
for these assignments.  
 
Two Essays: There will be two essays assigned for this course, one due at the beginning of week 
5 and the other due during finals week. The prompts will be released two weeks prior to the due 
date. The goal of these essays will be to demonstrate both your knowledge of the material and 
your ability to evaluate and analyze philosophical arguments. Papers should be typed, in Times 
New Roman, double-spaced, font size 12, with one-inch margins. Late papers will be marked off 
one full letter grade for every day they are late, unless prior arrangements have been made. 
Failure to complete either of the essays will result in an automatic failure in the course (grade F). 
Grading rubric for essays:  
A = Excellent. No mistakes, well-written, and distinctive in some way or another.  
B = Good. No significant mistakes, well-written, but not distinctive in any way.  
C = Okay. Some errors, but a basic grasp of the material.  
D = Poor. Several errors. A tenuous grasp of the material.  
F = Failing. Problematic on all fronts indicating either no real grasp of the material or a complete 
lack of effort.  
 
5. Learning Outcomes  
 

• Articulate and evaluate philosophical arguments about internet and culture 
• Develop close-reading skills of a text 
• Develop communication and discussion skills, especially in relation to a primary text 

 
6. Course Policies  
 
Incompletes and extensions will be given only in the event of documented emergencies.  
 



Emergencies: In the event of a major campus emergency, course requirements, deadlines and 
grading percentages are subject to changes that may be necessitated by a revised semester 
calendar or other circumstances.  
 
Sexual Violence: The UO is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of 
discrimination and sexual harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence and 
gender-based stalking. If you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences 
gender-based violence (intimate partner violence, attempted or completed sexual assault, 
harassment, coercion, stalking, etc.), know that you are not alone. UO has staff members trained 
to support survivors in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, 
providing academic and housing accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and 
more. Please be aware that all UO employees are required reporters. This means that if you tell 
me about a situation, I may have to report the information to my supervisor or the Office of 
Affirmative Action and Equal Opportunity. Although I have to report the situation, you will still 
have options about how your case will be handled, including whether or not you wish to pursue a 
formal complaint. Our goal is to make sure you are aware of the range of options available to 
you and have access to the resources you need. If you wish to speak to someone confidentially, 
you can call 541-346-SAFE, UO’s 24h hotline, to be connected to a confidential counselor to 
discuss your options. You can also visit the SAFE website at safe.uoregon.edu  
 
Accessibility: If you have a documented disability, please contact me in advance. If you need 
accommodations in this class, I will work with the Accessible Education Center to find a solution 
for you.  
 
Academic Misconduct: With the advent of the Internet, plagiarism has become an increasingly 
serious problem at universities around the country, particularly in classes like this one, where 
papers determine a substantial part of the grade. In order to avoid plagiarizing from a source, 
both direct quotations and paraphrases or summaries of material found in traditional print media 
or on the internet must be acknowledged. If you have any questions about how this definition 
will be interpreted, please do not hesitate to discuss the matter with me. Plagiarism and cheating 
on exams undermines the integrity of the academic community. When undetected, it gives the 
perpetrator an unfair advantage over students who are graded on the basis of their own work. In 
this class we will do our best to detect plagiarism and cheating. Students who are aware of 
violations by others should bring this to my attention. This is the right thing to do. It is also in 
your own self-interest. There will be zero tolerance for plagiarism in this course. Plagiarized 
papers will receive a 0, the student will automatically fail the course, and their name will be 
given to the university authorities. For more on the University of Oregon policy on plagiarism, 
see the following website: http://libweb.uoregon.edu/guides/plagiarism/students/  
 



6. Assigned Text 
One book is required for this course: 
Michael P. Lynch, The Internet Of Us: Knowing More and Understanding Less in the Age of Big 
Data, Liveright Publishing, 1st ed. ISBN-10: 1631492772 
 
The rest of the readings will be available on Canvas under “Files” or will be available online, 
with the URL given in the syllabus. 
 
7. Tentative Assignment Schedule (Subject to revision as we proceed. Specific assignments 
announced in class)  
 
 

Week 1: Philosophy and the Internet 
 
M: Syllabus and Course Intro 
T: Koopman, “The Age of ‘Infopolitics’” 

https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/the-age-of-infopolitics/?rref=collecti
on%2Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

W: Lynch, Ch. 1 
R: Lynch, Ch. 2 

Week 2: Social Media and Identity 
 
M: Cheong, “Experimental Investigations of #authenticity Online” [Canvas] 
T:  *Wisecrack, “Why Do We Take Selfies?” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMxm-aXAwc4 
W: Marche, “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/05/is-facebook-making-us-lonely/
308930/ 

     Klinenberg, “Facebook Isn’t Making Us Lonely”  
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/culturebox/2012/04/is_facebook_making_us_lonely_
no_the_atlantic_cover_story_is_wrong_.html 

R:  Gehl, “‘Why I Left Facebook’” [Canvas] 

Week 3: The Internet and Desire  
 
M: Duguay, “Dressing up Tinderella: interrogating authenticity claims on the mobile dating 
app Tinder” [Canvas] 
T: Kearney, “Losing our Touch” 

https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/08/30/losing-our-touch/?rref=collection%2
Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

W: Paasonen, “Diagnoses of Transformation” [Canvas] 
R:  Tarrant, “Truth Claims About Porn” [Canvas] 



Week 4: Conspiracies 
 
M: No Class— Professor out of town  
T: Keeley, “Of Conspiracy Theories” [Canvas] 
W: Burdick, “Looking for Life on a Flat Earth” 

https://www.newyorker.com/science/elements/looking-for-life-on-a-flat-earth?mbid=so
cial_twitter 

R: Garber, “The Lasting Trauma of Alex Jones’ Lies” 
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2018/08/the-lasting-trauma-of-alex-
joness-lies/566573/ 

Week 5: Fake News and Facts 
 
Monday: Essay 1 due on Canvas at the beginning of class 
M: Fish, “‘Transparency’ is the Mother of Fake News” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/07/opinion/transparency-fake-news.html?rref=colle
ction%2Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

T: Lynch, Ch. 4 (“Deleting the Truth,” “The Real as Virtual,” “Interlude”) 
W: Lynch, Ch. 4 (“Falsehoods, Fakes, and the Noble Lie,” “Objectivity and our Constructed 
World”) 
R: Frankfurt, “On Bullshit” [Canvas] 

Week 6: Politics and Online Speech 
 
M: Duggan, “How Platforms are Poisoning Conversations” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/05/how-platforms-are-poisoning
-conversations/524031/ 

T: Nguyen, “Escape the Echo Chamber 
https://aeon.co/essays/why-its-as-hard-to-escape-an-echo-chamber-as-it-is-to-flee-a-cul
t 

W: Lynch, Ch. 3 
R: Van Norden, “The Ignorant Do Not Have a Right To an Audience” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/opinion/free-speech-just-access.html?rref=collec
tion%2Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

 

 Week 7: Privacy 
 
M: Douglas, “Doxing: A Conceptual Analysis” [Canvas] 
T: Nagel, “Concealment and Exposure” [Canvas; excerpt] 
W: Lynch, Ch. 5 
R: Singer, “Visible Man: Ethics in a World without Secrets” [Canvas] 
 



Week 8: A.I. and Cryptocurrencies 
 
M: Bostrom, “Chapter Six: Cognitive Superpowers” [Canvas] 
T: Burton, “How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love A.I.” 

https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/21/how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and
-love-a-i/?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

W: Feuer, “The Bitcoin Ideology” 
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/15/sunday-review/the-bitcoin-ideology.html 

R: Bogost, “Cryptocurrency Might be a Path to Authoritarianism” 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/05/blockchain-of-command/528
543/ 

Week 9: Big Data 
 
M: Video: Slavin, “How Algorithms Shape our World” 

https://www.ted.com/talks/kevin_slavin_how_algorithms_shape_our_world/transcript?
language=en 

T: Mehta, “Big Data’s Radical Potential” 
https://jacobinmag.com/2015/03/big-data-drones-privacy-workers 

W: Koopman, “How Democracy Can Survive Big Data” 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/22/opinion/democracy-survive-data.html 

All Short Reflection Papers must be submitted by the start of class Wednesday 
 
R: No Class- Thanksgiving  

Week 10: Digital Humans 
 
M: *Lynch, Ch. 9 
T: *Barfield and Williams, “Cyborgs and Enhancement Technology” [Canvas] 
W: *Clark, “We Are Merging With Robots” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/13/opinion/we-are-merging-with-robots-thats-a-goo
d-thing.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fthe-stone 

R: Final Discussion 

Finals Week 
12/4: Second Essay Due on Canvas at 10:15am 

 


