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Prof. John Sanbonmatsu 
Department of Humanities and Arts 
Salisbury Labs, Room 23
Home phone:  781-316-1700
Office hours:  Fridays, 10:00 am-12:00 pm (and by appointment)


Will AI Destroy the World?
Seminar in the Philosophy of Technology
HU-3900/D 26

Is technology value neutral?  Are some technologies more compatible with democracy than others?  How do technological systems intersect with structures of power and authority in society?  Do computers have a gender?  Are we losing control over our machines?  These are some of the questions we ask in the philosophy of technology, the subject of our course this term.  To focus our inquiry, we will be focusing this term on the social implications and dangers posed by artificial intelligence systems.  As powerful tech companies spend trillions of dollars to impose an AI order on human existence, what are the ramifications of AI for economy, society, politics, ethics, education, and consciousness?  What forces and institutions are driving the AI surge, and how do they intersect with institutional power?  How is AI affecting the labor market?  Will AI create a world of leisure and abundance for all, or will it generate massive unemployment, while exacerbating the divide between the haves and have-nots?  How is AI being used by the national security state to enable new forms of surveillance and warfare?  How will AI affect international relations, democracy, and human rights?  What are we losing in the rush to automate human thought, creativity, and relationality?  Are we outsourcing our humanity to machines?  To answer these questions, we will consider such themes as the relationship of technology to capitalism and the state, the politics of artifacts, feminist critiques of technoscience, and the phenomenology of technology.

AI Policy/ChatGPT, Grammarly, etc.:  Absolutely no use of Artificial Intelligence is permitted in this class.  This includes ChatGPT, Claude, Grammarly, Word’s “Co-Pilot,” etc.  AI cannot be used for brainstorming or running "practice" questions through an AI program; outlining; Canvas posts; formulating essay drafts; proofing work.  Students who submit papers showing clear evidence of AI use will receive an NR or appear before the Campus Hearing Board.  Don't outsource your intelligence or moral integrity to a machine.  You are better than that!

Students who successfully complete this inquiry seminar will learn how to:

· Frame and investigate a significant research question of the student's choice
· Engage in careful reading and textual interpretation of texts
· Engage in complex, independent thinking about social and political problems
· Reflect critically on the social/ethical implications of the student's own values  and choices
· Identify appropriate scholarship using library-­‐based resources (learning to evaluate which sources are the most reliable and authoritative)
· Develop their own argument about their research question using relevant evidence
· Discuss the work of other students in a spirit of openness,  cooperation, and dialogue.



At the end of the term, you will submit a term paper focused on a research topic of your choice. Students should strive to produce an outstanding final paper, one that could be considered for the Class of 1879 Prize. The 1879 Prize is awarded by the Humanities & Arts Department each year for excellent work in the culminating project for the HU&A Requirement. Projects must demonstrate exceptional creativity and skill in conceiving, developing, and expressing a theme within any discipline in the humanities and arts.  

Required Books (available from WPI bookstore)

1.  Kate Crawford, Atlas of AI: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial Intelligence (New Haven:  Yale University Press).  

2.  Dan McQuillan, Resisting AI: An Anti-Fascist Approach to Artificial Intelligence (Bristol Univ. Press). 

Evaluation

Seminar preparation and participation = 20% of grade
Prospectus and Outline = 10% of grade
Analysis of two scholarly texts  = 10%
Term paper = 60% of grade

Guidelines for the term paper.
The term paper is an opportunity for you to conduct independent research on a question or topic that seems important or interesting to you. Part of challenge therefore will be to choose the right topic and to narrow the scope of your research so that you can write on a manageable topic. Your final term paper should have a thesis and make an argumentative. Your final draft should draw on and cite at least 12 sources you have researched on your own (including some books). You are also encouraged to draw upon and make use of the assigned course readings.

Attendance.  Class attendance is a requirement of this course; missing more than one sessions may receive an NR. If you are experiencing personal difficulties, please let me know as soon as possible.  I am flexible about deadlines, but I prefer not to get last-minute requests for extensions.

[bookmark: _Hlk129518623]Taking Notes.  Students are required to read and take written notes on the assigned material and to bring their notes--and the printed texts--to class.  No electronics are permitted in the classroom.

Plagiarism.  Anyone found to have copied or paraphrased any part of an external source without proper attribution will receive an NR for the course and face disciplinary action by the Dean of Student Affairs.  Do not ask others to help you write your papers for you--roommates, friends, parents, etc.  Students are permitted to consult the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, so long as they carefully cite the material in their papers. 

Writing Center.  The Writing Center offers one-on-one consultations to help you improve as a writer.  Tutors will happily work with you at any stage of the writing process (early brainstorming, revising a draft, polishing sentences in a final draft). To learn more or to schedule a one-hour appointment, go to the Writing Center homepage: wpi.edu/+writing.

Emotional Well-Being, and Disability Services.  If you are struggling with depression, anxiety, or other emotional challenges, please let me know.  Also please make an appointment ASAP with the Student Development and Counseling Center:  508-831-5540.  If you think you have a learning disability, contact the Office of Disability Services.
Assignment Due Dates


3/17	 Introduction:  Critical Theories of Technology

Troy Jollimore, “I Used to Teach, Now I Catch ChatGPT Cheats”
Herbert Marcuse, “Aggressiveness in Advanced Industrial Society”

3/24	The Political Economy--and Destructive Ecology--of AI

Kate Crawford, Atlas of AI, pp. 14-87, 115-121, 133-147, 176-179

Recommended:
Karen Hao, Empire of AI:  Dreams and Nightmares in Sam Altman’s OpenAI (Penguin 2025)
Levins and Lewontin, "Commoditization in Science"

3/25  Prospectus Due (email Word doc attachment to js@wpi.edu)

4/7	The Politics of Artifacts:  AI and Civil Society

Langdon Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?”
Woodrow Hartzog and Jessica Silbey, “How AI Destroys Institutions”
Judy Wajcman and Erin Young, “Feminism Confronts AI”

Recommended:
Brian Merchant, Blood in the Machine: The Origins of the Rebellion Against Big Tech (Little, Brown)
Kosar, “Marx, Automation, and the Future of Work” 

4/14    AI and the State:  Surveillance, Fascism, and War

	Kate Crawford, Atlas of AI, 182-227
	Readings TBA	

4/15	Outline Due

4/21	Resistance to AI

	Dan McQuillan, Resisting AI: An Anti-Fascist Approach to Artificial Intelligence (pages TBA)

Recommended: 
Jacob Ward, The Loop: How AI Is Creating a World Without Choices and How to Fight Back 

4/28	The Phenomenology and Metaphysics of AI 
	Michael Heim, The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality
	Sherry Turkle, Alone Together:  Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other
	Additional reading TBA on AI, sexuality, and the self

	Recommended: 
	Martin Heidegger, "The Question Concerning Technology"
	
5/5	Student Presentations

This assessment entails both quantitative and qualitative measures (courtesy of Prof. McWeeny):

	Grade
	Description

	A
	The student consistently demonstrates excellence in each aspect of the course, including written assignments, presentations, and class participation.  The student displays self- motivation through her or his engagement with the course material; he or she not only completes all requirements (including assigned readings), but also goes above and beyond them by pursuing relevant interests and collaborations with others that adds to
the value of the course.

	B
	The student has demonstrated satisfactory performance in each aspect of the course, including written assignments, presentations, and class participation. He or she has completed all minimum requirements (including assigned readings), but has not produced a whole greater than the sum of its parts that reflects depth of thought and
excellence in inquiry and expression.

	C
	The student has either not completed the course assignments satisfactorily  , ,  or has failed to complete one or more of the course requirements (including assigned readings). The student has not taken the initiative to engage the material on her or his own terms  and instead relies on others to motivate her or his interests and collaborations. A student who misses more than 3 classes in the term may also be assigned this grade.

	NR
	The student has either failed to complete the course requirements and/or has not  achieved minimal performance in these requirements. The student has not taken the initiative to craft the learning structure that works best for her or him.






Prof. John Sanbonmatsu 
Department of Humanities and Arts

Avoiding Plagiarism

PLAGIARISM is a serious academic offense. Plagiarism occurs when a student quotes or otherwise uses the ideas or original language of someone else, without properly citing (giving credit to) the original source. Worse, it is a moral wrong committed against the student’s professor, who assumes in good faith that the work he or she is evaluating is the student’s own, as well as against the other students in class, who have completed the assigned work in good faith.

Students found to have knowingly copied material from an unattributed source will fail the class or project and will be reported to the Dean. If the student has plagiarized before, she or he may even be expelled from the Institute.

Proper citation practice:  There are two proper ways to cite material in the body of one’s essay. The first is direct quotation—including part of an author’s original language in our own text, while putting the passage in quotation marks. The second is paraphrase, in which we refer to or summarize the ideas of another author, but rephrase the original language so that it now appears in our own words. In correct paraphrase, few if any of the original words from the original author’s cited text appear, and the sentence structure is meaningfully altered. In both cases, direct quotation and paraphrase, we are required to cite the page number and source of the idea. Study the following examples.


Original Source:

“Pensacola State's attrition rate (75% of students who enter fail to graduate) is so high that it is fair to ask whether the institution is properly doing its job.”

– Lawanda Griffin, Colleges Today (New York: Bantam Books, 1999)



Examples of Plagiarism:

Case 1:  Pensacola State has such a high attrition rate (75% of students who enter fail to graduate) that it is fair to ask whether the university is doing its job.

Here, the student uses many of the same words, in the same word order, as the original, and does not even bother to cite the original author—Griffin—or her text. Plagiarism.



Case 2:  At our university, we find that the attrition rate (75% who enter don't graduate) is very high; so high, in fact, that it is probably a fair question to ask whether Pensacola is doing its job. 

	Still plagiarism! Although the student has slightly modified the original, introducing new words and rearranging others, he is still using many of the same words, in the same word order, as used by author of the original. And there is still no citation of Griffin.

Case 3:  Pensacola has a high attrition rate (75% don't graduate), and it is fair for us to ask whether the university is actually working (Griffin, p. 137).

This is “naive” plagiarism: the student has correctly cited the original source (Griffin), but has “borrowed” most of Griffin's original language-- word choice and word order-- without putting it in quotes. This is the most common type of plagiarism. The student wasn’t trying to pass off someone else’s ideas on her own: she just hasn’t learned how to do research properly.

Proper or Correct Paraphrase (no plagiarism):

Case 1:	Are colleges and universities today fulfilling their educational mission? The evidence suggests that not all of them are. Griffin, for example, finds that at Pensacola State, three out of every four students who enter the university never graduate (Griffin, Colleges Today, p. 137).

Note that the student has nicely paraphrased or re-written the original from scratch, and that she properly cites the original source. This is the best way to make use a source text–putting it into your own words, but giving credit where credit is due.

Case 2:  According to researcher LaWanda Griffin, the drop-out rate at Pensacola State is 75% overall, “so high that it is fair to ask whether” the university is really fulfilling its educational mission (Griffin, Colleges Today, p. 137). Unclear from Griffin's research, however, is whether this high attrition rate is due to substandard academic preparation, personal financial difficulties, or student transfers to other, perhaps better institutions.

Here, the student includes a direct quote from Griffin and properly puts the quoted passage in quotation marks. Better still, she has critically evaluated Griffin's argument, found aspects of it incomplete or problematic--and says so.  BEST.

What Makes a Good Philosophy Paper?
by Prof. John Sanbonmatsu
Department of Humanities and Arts

A strong college essay does two things, and does both well:  (1) it advances an argument, using logic and evidence; (2) it demonstrates the student's certain grasp of the arguments and textual details of the course materials and lectures.  Persuasive argument is the key to a successful essay of any kind.  Read the assigned material carefully, critically, and generously, always giving the author the benefit of the doubt.  Take into account possible counter-arguments or objections to your position. Whether you agree or disagree with an author’s position, always say why.  Never dismiss another thinker just because you don't agree with what he or she says.  (At the same time, don’t just "cheer-lead" an author you happen to agree with.) Go over this checklist before turning in your final draft.  Is your essay as strong as it could be?

· Argument.  Have I clearly stated my thesis or guiding question in the beginning?  Have I made a convincing argument?  Are my premises supported?  Are my logical inferences valid?  Have I considered, and dealt honestly with, possible counter-arguments to my position?  Does my paper develop an idea, or does it make the same point again and again?

· Structure and organization.  Does my paper have a beginning, a middle, and an end?  Have I avoided unnecessary tangents and asides?  Does my argument flow logically, from one point to another?  Do I build toward a conclusion?  Does my conclusion sum up the whole?

· Use of Course Materials:  Have I read the texts carefully and taken notes on then?  Have I paraphrased the author(s)' ideas correctly?  Have I cited specific page numbers when paraphrasing or quoting the course material? Have I shown that I understand the nuances and subtleties of the arguments? 

· Concision:  Is my paper as succinct as it could be, or is too wordy?  What can I cut?  Do I spend too much time on minor points, but not enough time backing up my key points? 

· Originality of thought.  Have I approached the material on my own terms, making the argument I want to make--rather than the one I think my professor wants to hear?  Do I have something to say, and have I said it in a powerful way? 

· Honesty and maturity. Is my paper free of polemics, sarcasm, etc.?  Have I put in real time on this paper (10 or more hours)? Am I humble enough to admit that my argument may be flawed or incomplete?  Do I admit to my reader when I don’t know something, or do I try to bluff my way through?

· Care of presentation.  Is my paper formatted correctly?  Is it free of all typos and grammatical errors?  Are the pages numbered and stapled?


