
1 
 

University of Michigan School of Information 
 

SI 410 (AMCULT 410; DIGITAL 410) 
Ethics and Information Technology1 

Winter 2021 
 
 

Credits: 4 
Instructor: Irene V. Pasquetto, Assistant Professor of Information (irenevp@umich.edu) 
Graduate Student Instructors: Elizabeth Batiuk (ekbatiuk@umich.edu), Abraham Mhaidli 
(mhaidli@umich.edu) 
 
Time: 

● SI 410-001 (lectures and workshops): Tuesdays and Thursdays from 5:30-7:00pm 
● SI 410-002 (discussion): Tuesdays 7-8pm 
● SI 410-003 (discussion): Tuesdays 7-8pm 
● SI 410-004 (discussion): Wednesdays 5:30-6:30pm 
● SI 410-005 (discussion): Wednesdays 6:30-7:30 pm 

Instructor Office Hours: ONLY by appointment, Wednesday 4 pm to 5 pm, Thursday 3 pm to 4 pm. 
Location https://umich.zoom.us/j/5630391018  
GSI office hours: Elizabeth: Wednesday 5:30 to 6:30 pm; Abraham: Monday from 4 to 5 pm 
 
Course Overview: Ethics and Information Technology draws on research literature in ethics of information, 
critical informatics, related fields, and contemporary events and issues, to explore the connection between 
information technologies, ethics and questions of power. The course satisfies the LSA Upper Level Writing 
Requirement, so significant individual and group writing assignments will reinforce learning through 
collaborative editing and blogging. The course investigates the key question of: “What does it mean to build 
ethical IT?” and situates such question in relation to the economic, political, legal, technological, and cultural 
structures and forces that shape the ways that information is created, used, made available, controlled, and 
discarded or destroyed. Additional questions that are explored in the class are: “Who is responsible for 
building ethical IT? When and how can unethical IT be harmful? To whom?” Topics include foundational 
norms and models of IT ethics, information and democratic institutions, legal and cultural perspectives on 
access, surveillance and privacy, censorship and leaks, the economics of information, the politics of 
classification, categories and ontologies, mis- and disinformation, and issues of bias, fairness and 
transparency in algorithms and data-driven epistemologies. This mixed lecture/discussion course is designed 
to combine weekly readings, intensive writing and revisions, and group activities to deepen the students’ 
understanding of the core issues that arise at the intersections of information technologies, ethics and power, 
as well as the students’ ability to write on such topics in a professional manner.      
 
Learning outcomes: 

1. Demonstrate competency in constructing and revising written arguments on a variety of ethical 
issues that concern the use and impact of information technologies. 

1. Demonstrate literacy in current debates on information ethics, through collaboratively written wiki 
articles. 

2. Demonstrate ability to identify, analyze and describe new issues of ethics and power concerning 
information technologies through blog posts. 

3. Demonstrate competency in evaluating choices made by self and others when serving in the roles 
of writer and editor roles that expose personal, social, or multicultural differences. 

 
1 This syllabus builds on the original version of the class as it was developed and taught by Prof. Paul 
Conway until Winter 2020. 
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Instructional objective: 

4. Promote competency in intense engagement in course learning activities via collaborative editing 
and feedback that encourage multimodal expressions. 

 
Grading overview (see separate documents for details on assignments and evaluations): 

● Overall attendance in lecture and discussions (5%), and participation in discussions (10%) 
(Individual) 15% 

● Blog/comment on ethics and power dynamics in IT (individual + collaboration) 20% 
● Create/revise personal statement on data identity (individual + peer review) 10% + 10% 
● Create/revise a MediaWiki content (collaboration) 15% + 30% 

 
Attendance at all lecture sessions is very important and factors significantly into the final grade. MediaWiki 
contributions are evaluated collaboratively and assessed quantitatively and qualitatively, based on revisions 
of individual and group contributions. Blogging is graded individually on initial post and on commentary and 
re-posts. The statement on data identity is evaluated by peers and graded individually after revisions.  
 
Required Reading (Canvas): The domain where ethics, power and technology intersect is rich with thoughtful 
writing from a variety of disciplines. One purpose of the course is to sample some of this literature. Required 
readings come from widely diverse sources, some of which are popularly accessible and some of which are 
academic in origin. Many readings are drawn from the research journals or academic books, while other are 
drawn from popular and specialized press.  
 
Academic Integrity: All students in this course will be held to high standards of scholarship and integrity. 
Personal responsibility and integrity are assumed, and all forms of academic dishonesty and misconduct are 
prohibited. Academic dishonesty may be understood as any action or attempted action that may result in 
creating an unfair academic advantage for you or an unfair academic advantage or disadvantage for any 
other member or members of the class. The instructor will not tolerate any conduct, without regard to motive, 
that violates the academic integrity and ethical standards of the University community. Issues of academic 
integrity will be handled according to the policies established by LSA.  
http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity/procedures/index.html  
 
Students with Disabilities: If you need an accommodation for any reason, please let me know at your earliest 
convenience. Some aspects of this course, the assignments, the in-class activities, and the way we teach may 
be modified to facilitate your participation and progress. As soon as you make me aware of your needs, we 
can work with the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) to help us determine appropriate 
accommodations. SSD (734-763-3000) typically recommends accommodations through a Verified 
Individualized Services and Accommodations (VISA) form. I will treat any information you provide as private 
and confidential. For additional information on services and support, visit UM Services for Students with 
Disabilities at: http://www.umich.edu/sswd/  
 
Office Hours: I encourage you to take advantage of at least one office hour session during the course. I am 
available and willing to provide advice on all aspects of the course, including course readings, writing 
assignments, laboratory exercises, grading and assessment generally, as well as the topical substance of 
the course itself. 
 
Course Evaluation: Your end-of-term evaluation of SI 410 is useful to the School of Information. A link to 
the online evaluation form is in your Canvas dashboard. We will allow time in class for completion of the 
evaluation. 
 
Goals of Upper Level Writing Requirement (ULWR) 

● build on skills and strategies developed in first-year writing courses; 
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● produce complex, analytical evidence-based arguments that address specific audiences; 
● refine their ability to write effectively both within and beyond specific disciplines; 
● use feedback to improve their writing through revision; 
● demonstrate familiarity with the genres and conventions characteristic of effective writing. 

 
Scope of writing assignments in ULWR courses 

● require a substantial amount of polished writing, usually between 25 and 40 pages (7500-12,000 
words) over the course of the semester (or the equivalent in digital media projects), though this 
may vary among disciplines; 

● take a variety of forms typical of academic and professional writing in particular fields, 
including projects that incorporate collaboration, digital media, or other relevant genres; 

● integrate writing with course content; 
● are sequenced throughout the semester to facilitate the development of ideas and concepts; 
● provide clear and explicit guidelines to help prepare students for challenging rhetorical tasks; 
● include a clear indication of when and how writing-related instruction will take place during lecture 

and/or discussion; 
● provide at least three structured opportunities for students to receive feedback on their writing-in-

progress and require substantial revision of at least 50% of their writing. 
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Reading and Discussion Guide 
 
A note about reading: The following list of readings is largely fixed. But as the course progresses, 
the instructor and GSIs may substitute readings or add selections from the news media or popular 
magazines. All readings are posted in Canvas and are associated with the weekly modules. 
 
I encourage you to jot down notes, questions, and key passages as you do the reading. This will 
facilitate your contribution to the discussions and to your own writing. Having questions and 
comments written down especially helps if you sometimes feel hesitant to contribute during 
discussion. Ask questions and voice opinions and reactions related to the content of the course.  
 
Always look for the big picture or the main point, and then refine your thinking with the details. 
Even though you are undergraduates, consider reading “How to Read for Grad School,” by 
Professor Miriam Sweeney, to help you think about how to make the most of your time preparing 
for class: http://miriamsweeney.net/2012/06/20/readforgradschool/     
 
Week 1: Course and assignments overview 
 
The first week of class establishes the key themes of the course (Tuesday) and provides an 
overview of the assignments and reading/writing expectations (Wednesday and Thursday).   
 
Week 2: IT, Ethics and Power 
 
This week we define the key concepts and ideas that we will be working with throughout the 
class. What is an information technology? What does it mean that information technologies 
“have politics”? What is “the ethics of IT”? What are the dynamics of power, in relation to IT?  
 
Required reading: 

● Floridi, Luciano. (2010). Chapter 1 Ethics after the Information Revolution. In The 
Cambridge Handbook of Information and Computer Ethics. Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press.  

o Example of a question of ethics: 
https://www.technologyreview.com/2018/10/24/139313/a-global-ethics-study-
aims-to-help-ai-solve-the-self-driving-trolley-problem/  

● Winner, Langdon. (1980). Do Artifacts Have Politics? Daedalus 109 (1): 121-136.  
o https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Langdon_Winner  

● Castells, M. (2007). Communication, Power and Counter-power in the Network Society. 
International journal of communication, 1(1), 29. 

o Example of a question of power: Joy Buolamwini, 
https://www.ted.com/talks/joy_buolamwini_how_i_m_fighting_bias_in_algorithm
s#t-7181  

 
Optional: 

o Watch “The Social Dilemma” (Netflix)  
o Read “More than tools: who is responsible for the social dilemma?” 

https://socialmediacollective.org/2020/10/05/more-than-tools-who-is-
responsible-for-the-social-dilemma/ 
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o Read “Flamethrowers and Fire Extinguishers” – a review of “The Social 
Dilemma” https://librarianshipwreck.wordpress.com/2020/09/17/flamethrowers-
and-fire-extinguishers-a-review-of-the-social-dilemma/  

 
To watch and discuss in class (Thursday): Clips from “The Social Dilemma”  
 
Week 3: Naming, collecting, classifying 
 
The primary goal of an information technology is to organize information into structures. 
Structures are derived from classification schemas and categories. Any act of classification is 
human-made and impacts how social life is organized and valued. Why do we classify? Is the act 
of classifying “natural”? How do information structures and classification schemas impact 
society? Who has the power to classify, and who hasn’t? When is classifying ethical, and when it 
is not? 
 
Readings: 
 

● Bowker, G. and Star, S. L. (1999). Sorting Things Out: Classification and its 
Consequences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

o Introduction: To Classify is Human.  
o Chapter six The Case of Race Classification and Reclassification Under 

Apartheid. 
● Drabinki, E. (2008). Teaching the Radical Catalog. In Radical cataloging: Essays at the 

Front, 198-205. 
 
Optional: 

● Panofsky, A., & Donovan, J. (2019). Genetic Ancestry Testing Among White Nationalists: 
From Identity Repair to Citizen Science. Social Studies of Science, 49(5), 653-681. 

o Alt-right trolls are arguing over genetic tests they think “prove” their whiteness, 
https://news.vice.com/story/alt-right-trolls-are-getting-23andme-genetic-tests-
to-prove-their-whiteness   

 
To watch and discuss in class (Thursday): Clips from White Noise: A Documentary on the Rise of 
the Alt-Right  
 
Week 4: Data Justice 
 
Data is the new oil, as some would say. Where is data extracted from? (a hint: our digital trace) 
Who owns data? Who manipulates it? How can we produce, use and share data, ethically? 
 
Required readings: 
 

● Boyd, D., & Crawford, K. (2012). Critical Questions for Big Data: Provocations for a 
Cultural, Technological, and Scholarly Phenomenon.” Information, Communication & 
Society, 15(5), 662-679. 

● O’Neil, C. (2016). Introduction. In Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data 
Increases Inequality and Threatens Democracy. New York: Crown Publishing Group. 
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● D'Ignazio, C., & Klein, L. F. (2020) The Numbers Don’t Speak for Themselves. Chapter 
six in Data Feminism. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

 
Optional: 

● Dencik, L., Hintz, A., Redden, J., & Treré, E. (2019). “Exploring data justice: 
Conceptions, Applications and Directions.” 

● Benjamin, R. (2019). Introduction. In Race After Technology: Abolitionist tools for the 
New Jim Code. Social Forces.  

 
To review and discuss in class: Manifest-no https://www.manifestno.com/ 
 
Week 5: Bias in algorithms 
 
If data is the new oil, algorithms are the means through which data are “refined” to extract 
usable information. Algorithms extract value (in the form of information) from data. The ways in 
which we design algorithms impact what counts as information and knowledge, and what does 
not. This week we review ethical design for algorithms.  
 
Required readings: 

 
● Mittelstadt, B. D., Allo, P., Taddeo, M., Wachter, S., & Floridi, L. (2016). The ethics of 

algorithms: Mapping the debate. Big Data & Society, 3(2), 2053951716679679.  
● Noble, S. U. (2018). Introduction. In Algorithms of oppression: How Search Engines 

Reinforce Racism. NYU Press.  
● Eubanks, V. (2017). Chapter 1 From Poorhouse to database. In Automating Inequality. 

NY: St. Martin’s Press. 
 
Optional:  

● AI Ethics: Seven Traps, https://freedom-to-tinker.com/2019/03/25/ai-ethics-seven-traps/  
● Alpaydin, E. (2016). Introduction. In Machine Learning: The New AI. Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press. 
● McIlwain, C. D. (2019). Black Software: The Internet and Racial Justice, from the AfroNet 

to Black Lives Matter. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Week 6: Media manipulation and disinformation on the Internet 
 
IT technologies and applications (e.g., the Internet) mediate the exchange of information 
between information producers (media), aggregators (platforms), and consumers of information 
(users). What happens when some groups create and promote low quality, misleading, and 
potentially hateful content on the Internet? How can we design IT that can resist – or at least 
limit – attempts to manipulate and misguide users?  
 
Required readings: 

● Saslow, Eli. (2018). How Lies Become Truth in Online America. The Washington Post, 
November 17, 2018. 

● Wardle, C. (2017). Fake news. It’s complicated. First Draft, 16. 
● Phillips, W. (2018). The Oxygen of Amplification. Data & Society, 22. 



7 
 

Skim: 
● Donovan, J., & Friedberg, B. (2019). “Source hacking: Media manipulation in 

practice.” Retrieved from Data&Society website: https://datasociety. net/output/source-
hacking-media-manipulation-in-practice 
 

Optional: 
• Arendt, Hannah. (1967, February 25). Truth and Politics. The New Yorker. 
• Lippmann, W. (2012). Liberty and the News. Courier Corporation. 
• DePaulo, Bella. (2004). The Many Faces of Lies (chapter 12)  
• Olsson, Erik. (2008). Knowledge, Truth and Bullshit.  
• Vaidhyanathan, S. (2018). Antisocial Media: How Facebook Disconnects Us and 

Undermines Democracy. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
To watch and discuss in class (Thursday): Clips from Feels Good Man  
 
Week 7: Big Tech & the ethics of digital labor 
 
This week we review some key issues of ethics that emerge in the context of digital labor and IT. 
These concerns span from the exclusion of minorities to the workforce or from certain positions 
of power, to the challenges of participating in the production of services and products that are 
unethical in nature, dangerous, or harmful. 
 
Required readings: 
  

● Zittrain, Jonathan. (2007). The Internet creates a new kind of sweatshops.  
https://www.newsweek.com/internet-creates-new-kind-sweatshop-75751  

● Roberts, S. T. (2019). Introduction. In Behind the Screen: Content Moderation in the 
Shadows of Social Media. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

● **Lindtner, S. (2020).  Introduction and Chapter 5. In Prototype Nation: China and the 
Contested Promise of Innovation. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

** Note: Read both the Introduction and Chapter 5 in Lindter. 
 

Optional: 
● Introduction to Hicks, M. (2017). Programmed Inequality: How Britain Discarded Women 

Technologists and Lost its Edge in Computing. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
● Introduction to Gillespie, T. (2018). Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content 

Moderation, and the Hidden Decisions that Shape Social Media. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

● Irani, L. C., & Silberman, M. (2013, April). Turkopticon: Interrupting Worker Invisibility in 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors 
in Computing Systems (pp. 611-620). ACM 

 
Case studies to be discussed in class (optional readings): 

● Why aren’t there more Asian-Americans in leadership positions?  
o https://hbr.org/2016/12/why-arent-there-more-asian-americans-in-leadership-

positions 
● The business of War: Google employees protest work for the Pentagon, 
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o https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/technology/google-letter-ceo-pentagon-
project.html  

● “I Have Blood on My Hands”: A Whistleblower Says Facebook Ignored Global Political 
Manipulation 

o https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-ignore-political-
manipulation-whistleblower-memo 
 

Week 8: Crowdsourced Knowledge, IT and Wikipedia 
 
Wikipedia is a complex information ecosystem. This week we discuss how this system functions 
to ensure quality (value). Look for the roles played by human agents (including research scholars) 
and artificial agents. Why do you trust or not trust Wikipedia?  
 
Required readings: 
 

● Forte, Andrea, Vanessa Larco, and Amy Bruckman. (2009). “Decentralization in 
Wikipedia Governance.” Journal of Management Information Systems 26 (1): 49-72.  

● Lievrouw, L.A. (2011). “Challenging the experts: Commons knowledge.” In Alternative 
and Activist New Media Cambridge, MA: Polity, pp. 177-213. 
 

Optional: 
● Zittrain, Jonathan. (2008). “The Lessons of Wikipedia.” In The Future of the Internet and 

How to Stop It. New Haven: Yale University Press, Chapter 6, pp. 127-48.  
● Carr, N. (2011). “Questioning Wikipedia.” In Critical Point of View: A Wikipedia Reader. 

Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, pp. 191-202. 
 
Week 9: Access and reuse of scientific data, software and publications 
 
Who should have access to science means and products, such as data, software and 
publications? This week we will discuss the rise of the open access and open data movements in 
science, and the ethical concerns attached to problematic and potentially misleading reuses of 
scientific products by "laymen." 
 
Required readings: 

● Suber, P. 2004. A Very Brief Introduction to Open Access. Available: 
http://legacy.earlham.edu/~peters/fos/brief.htm  

● Stallman, R. 2002. “The GNU Project” and “The GNU Manifesto.” In Free 
Software, Free Society: Selected Essays of Richard M. Stallman, Ed. J. Gay. Boston, MA: 
Free Software Foundation, pp. 15-30. 

● Edwards, P. N. (2019). Knowledge Infrastructures Under Siege. Data Politics, 21. 
● Watch: The Internet’s Own Boy, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3268458/  

 
Skim:   

● Guerilla Open Access Manifesto, 
https://archive.org/stream/GuerillaOpenAccessManifesto/Goamjuly2008_djvu.txt 

● Kupferschmidt, K. (2020, February 26). ‘A completely new culture of doing research’: 
Coronavirus Outbreak Changes How Scientists Communicate. Science (AAAS).  
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Optional: 

● Delfanti, A. (2011). Hacking Genomes: The Ethics of Open and Rebel Biology. 
International Review of Information Ethics, 15, 52-57. 

● Delfanti, A., & Iaconesi, S. (2016). Open Source Cancer: Brain Scans and the Rituality of 
Biodigital Data Sharing. In The Participatory Condition in the Digital Age. University of 
Minnesota Press.  

● Epstein, S. (1996). Impure Science: AIDS, Activism, and the Politics of Knowledge (Vol. 
7). University of California Press. 

 
Watch and discuss in class: Clips from The Internet’s Own Boy 
 
Week 10: Internet, copyright and remix culture 
 
This week we will study the controversies surrounding copyright and the Internet. What does 
“public domain” mean? What are the copyright implications for a networked society?  
 
Required readings: 

● Postigo, H. (2012). Introduction. In The digital rights movement: The role of technology 
in subverting digital copyright. MIT Press, pp. 1-15.   

● Lessig, L. (2004) Free Culture. New York: Penguin Press. http://www.freeculture. 
cc/freeculture.pdf.  

Read all of chapter 9 (pg 108-115),  
part of chapter 13 (pg 213-228), 
and the beginning of the conclusion (pg 257-261). 

● Watch RiP: A Remix Manifesto, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1397511/  
 
Optional: 

● The Public Domain Manifesto. http://publicdomainmanifesto.org/manifesto 
● Explore https://creativecommons.org/    

 
Watch and discuss in class: clips from RIP: A Remix Manifesto 
 
Week 11: Anonymity and Harassment Online  
 
This week we look at the implications of losing anonymity in online spaces. We will discuss case 
studies on unauthorized face recognition and harassment of various sorts. What is the difference 
between anonymity and identifiability? What are the personal advantages and disadvantages of 
anonymity in the online environment? Does online anonymity threatened or empowered you? 
Both? 
 
Required Readings: 

● Wallace, Kathleen A. (2018). Online Anonymity. In Himma and Tavani, pp. 165-190.  
● Massanari, Adrienne. (2015). #Gamergate and The Fappening: How Reddit’s Algorithm, 

Governance, and Culture Support Toxic Technocultures. New Media & Society 19 (3): 
229-46.  
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● Acquisti, Alessandro, et al. (2014). Face Recognition and Privacy in the Age of 
Augmented Reality. Journal of Privacy and Confidentiality 6 (2): 1-20.  

 
Listen to: 

● https://gimletmedia.com/shows/reply-all/v4he6k, https://gimletmedia.com/shows/reply-
all/v4he6k  

 
Optional: 

● Johansson, Marcus, 2009. “Why unreal punishments in response to unreal crimes might 
actually be a really good thing,” Ethics and Information Technology 11 (1): 71-79.  

● Brennan, Geoffrey and Pettit, Philip. 2008. “Esteem, Identifiability, and the Internet,” in 
Information Technology and Moral Philosophy, edited by Jeroen Van Den Hoven and 
John Weckert. Cambridge University Press, pp. 175-94.  

● Powers, Thomas. 2003. “Real wrongs in virtual communities,” Ethics and Information 
Technology 5: 191-198.  

● Stroud, Scott R. 2014. “The Dark Side of the Online Self: A Pragmatist Critique of the 
Growing Plague of Revenge Porn.” Journal of Mass Media Ethics 29: 168-183.  

 
Week 12: Surveillance and Data Reuse 
 
This week we will conduct thought exercises on the implications of the emergent global 
“surveillance culture.” The Age of Surveillance Capitalism looks at the development of digital 
companies like Google and Amazon, and suggests that their business models represent a new 
form of capitalist accumulation that she calls “surveillance capitalism.” What are some of the 
dimensions of surveillance that might pose ethical dilemmas? Is any surveillance value neutral? 
What are the moral implications of the various forms of surveillance (past, present, future)? 
 
Required readings: 

● Talese, Gay. 2016. “The Voyeur’s Motel.” The New Yorker, April 11, 2016. 
● Zuboff, Shoshana. 2019. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human 

Future at the New Frontier of Power. New York: Public Affairs. Chapter 18: A Coup from 
Above, pp. 495-525. 

● Harb, J., & Henne, K. 2019. Disinformation and resistance in the surveillance of 
indigenous protesters. In Information, Technology and Control in a Changing World (pp. 
187-211). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

 
Listen to:  

● Reply All, All My Pets, https://gimletmedia.com/shows/reply-all/llhe3j/125-all-my-pets  
 
Optional: 

● Scott, J. C. (2020). Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human 
condition have failed. Veritas Paperbacks. 

● Dubbeld, Lynsey. 2003. “Observing bodies. Camera surveillance and the significance of 
the body.” Ethics and Information Technology 5: 151-162.  

● Richardson, Ruth and Brian Hurwitz. 1987. “Jeremy Bentham’s self-image: an exemplary 
bequest for dissection.” British Medical Journal 295 (18 July): 195-198.   
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● Browne, Simone. 2016. [interview] “The Surveillance of Blackness: From the Trans-
Atlantic Slave Trade to Contemporary Surveillance Technologies.” [7 pages]. See also 
the introduction to Browne’s Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness. 
https://www.scribd.com/document/283448443/Dark-Matters-by-Simone-Browne 

● Doyle, Tony. 2009. “Privacy and perfect voyeurism,” Ethics and Information Technology 
11:181-189.  

● Lyon, David and Zygmunt Bauman. 2011. Liquid Surveillance: A Conversation, London: 
Polity Press, chapter 6, “Probing surveillance ethically,” pp. 132-141 

● Patton, Jason W. 2000. “Protecting privacy in public? Surveillance technologies and the 
value of public spaces.” Ethics and Information Technology 2: 181-187. 

 
Week 13: Censorship and Global Information 
The Internet Age has generated much writing on censorship. We look at the impact on 
information ethics on three aspects of global transformations in IT: deliberative democracy; neo-
colonialism; and pluralism. Is censorship possible in an Internet with few boundaries? There is no 
simple answer to this question when one considers events in China, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, 
and the European Union. 
 
Required Readings: 

● "Securitize/Counter-Securitize: The Life and Death of Malaysia’s Anti-Fake News Act," 
https://datasociety.net/library/securitize-counter-securitize/  

● “The Rise of Digital Authoritarianism In Egypt: Digital Expression Arrests From 2011-
2019,” https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/publications/the-rise-of-digital-
authoritarianism-in-egypt-digital-expression-arrests-from-2011-2019/  

● "In China, internet censors are accidentally helping revive an invented “Martian” 
language," Quartz, https://qz.com/1028258/in-china-internet-censors-are-accidentally-
helping-revive-an-invented-language-called-martian/   

● "We Chat, They Watch How International Users Unwittingly Build up WeChat’s Chinese 
Censorship Apparatus", https://citizenlab.ca/2020/05/we-chat-they-watch/ 

 
Check it out: Open Observatory of Network Interference - Explorer https://explorer.ooni.org/  
 
Optional: 

● Mathiesen, Kay. (2009). Censorship and Access to Expression. In The Handbook of 
Information and Computer Ethics, edited by Himma and Tavani, pp. 573-588. 

● Chen, Adrian. (2014, October 23). The Laborers Who Keep Dick Pics and Beheadings 
Out of Your Facebook Feed. Wired.  

● Floridi, Luciano. (2015). Should You Have the Right to be Forgotten on Google? NPQ. 
● Partridge, Stephanie L. 2013. Pornography, Ethics, and Video Games. Ethics and 

Information Technology 15:25-34.  
 
Week 14: Wrap up & writing workshops 
 
There are not due readings on this day.  
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Assignments  
 

Blogging on Information Technology, Ethics and Power  
[20% of total grade] 
 
Blogging well is an important writing skill, one that comes with reflection and practice. The 
overall goal of the assignment is to combine insightful reading with succinct and creative writing 
in the form of blog posts that improve in quality, partly through revision. Although there are 
many great examples of individual blog sites, the model we point to for inspiration is the blog 
platform Medium https://medium.com. Link to the class Medium publication: 
https://medium.com/si-410-ethics-and-information-technology  
 
This assignment has two purposes. The first purpose is to provide a framework for assessing and 
interpreting the readings assigned in the first weeks of class. These readings are part of a larger 
body of literature on an emerging philosophy and sociology of ethics, power and information 
technology. They are complex and sometimes dense, but provide a foundation for 
understanding the ideas presented in the rest of the course. The second purpose of the 
assignment is to express your learning from these readings in two blog posts, commentary on 
the blog posts of fellow students, and substantive revision of one of the two posts to 
demonstrate a deeper grasp of content and style. 
 
Requirements  
 
Blog Posts: Each student must post two (2) blog entries and one revision over a six-week period. 
Each blog post must demonstrate attention to one or more of the required readings in the first 
three weeks of class. The posts can be focused on a single reading for a given week. 
Alternatively, the posts may compare and contrast the readings for a given week on a single 
theme or idea present in two or three of the readings. Finally, blog posts may involve an 
assessment of one reading in a week in comparison with information or ideas that you get from 
other sources, including news media, movies, music, or the general information environment. 
The highest grades for the assignment will be given to students who demonstrate critical insight 
and improved writing across the assignment. 
 
Commentary: Every student must also leave comments on the blogging of fellow students. 
Commentary may focus on the quality and style of the blog post or on the substance of the 
argument/analysis presented in the post. Each student must post at least three separate 
comments on the blog posts other than your own; we encourage much commentary. Students 
are allowed and encouraged to comment on comments posted to their individual blog posts. 
There is no limit to the number of comments that can be appended to blog posts. Students will 
not be rewarded for excessive commentary but will be rewarded for succinct and insightful 
commentary. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: Your first three comments must go to statements that have not yet received 
three comments. After that, you may (and are encouraged to) add comments to other posts. 
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Word Length: One of the key skills in blogging and commentary is to say a lot with few words. 
Blog posts must be a minimum of 250 words in length and may not exceed 400 words in length. 
Any commentary appended to blog posts must be at least 100 words in length and may not 
exceed 200 words per comment. Over the two posts in six weeks, students are expected to 
improve the quality of their writing in terms of depth of analysis, succinctness, and style. At any 
point after the commentary period for the second blog post, students must choose one of their 
two posts and make substantive improvements in the style and substance, including the use of 
illustrations where appropriate. 
 
Grading the Assignment 
A maximum of 20 points may be earned for this assignment. The points are awarded for the 
combination of blog posting, commentary, and revision. 
 
The assignment of points for blog posting and commentary is based on the instructor’s 
assessment of three factors: 1) the depth of analysis of the blog posts and commentary, which 
reflects the careful study of the assigned readings; 2) succinctness of writing, which usually 
derives from careful composition and self-editing prior to posting; and 3) blog writing style, 
including attention to grammar, punctuation, and power of the writing to grab the reader’s 
attention. Six points are reserved for rewarding improvement in writing across the two blog 
posts and your revision. It is possible to lose some points on the two blog posts but still end up 
with the full total of 20 points for the assignment, if extra effort results in significant improvement 
in the revision. 
 
Grading Scheme: Points Earned for Components of the Assignment 
 

Submission Blog Points Comment Points Improvement 
Post 1 2 1  
Post 2 4 2  
Post 3 (revision) 5 3 6 
Total Points 11 6 6 

 
Deadlines to Keep in Mind 
Please see the course calendar (posted in Canvas) for deadlines. Submission deadlines are firm. 
Late submissions will be penalized 20% of the total assignment grade. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



14 
 

 

Your Online Data Identity  
[10% + 10% = 20% of total grade] 
 
This assignment is experimental in nature. We may modify some of the specific procedural 
details. The purpose of this assignment is to construct an “autobiography” of your online 
data identity, with particular emphasis on what information may be accumulated about you by 
data brokers and/or identity-based social media applications. The assignment explores the 
ethical implications and power dynamics of identity representation by examining the extent to 
which your online identity is authentic, complete, and stable. 
 
During the middle portion of the course, you will complete a four-step assignment: 

1. Attempt to discover what information about you is online and how that information 
may or may not be shared, and to what information you may and may not have access 
to; 

2. Write and illustrate an autobiographical statement in the class MediaWiki; 
3. Review and comment on the statements of at least two other students in the class; 
4. Revise the statement in response to feedback received from students and instructors, 

along with the comparison of your statement with others in the class. 
 
You will build, share, and edit the narrative and visual aspects of your statement in the class 
MediaWiki tool. Additionally, each student is responsible for providing feedback to at least two 
fellow students about their statements. 
 
Step 1: Search and Find Your Data Identity 
 

A. Search and find yourself online using Google and/or other search engines. Pay attention 
to what information is open as opposed to behind a paywall.  

B. Assess the specific factual details about you that are present in one or more social 
media applications. Assess how much of this information is available or not. Refer to 
appropriate data sharing policies. 

C. Depending on what you find out about your personal data, pursue one or more privacy 
statements from the sources of the data (if you can find them). 

 
Step 2: Write and Illustrate a Statement on Your Data Identity 
 
Purpose: Report your findings conceptually (not the specific data). Describe the extent to which 
you (embodied) and your (digital) embodiment online are accurate, authentic, and stable. Your 
statement will have two key elements. First, it will be organized around a theme (think: thesis 
statement). Second, it will discuss elements of your online identity that provide evidence for the 
relationship between you and your data identity. 
 
You may get as creative as you wish (or MediaWiki allows) in thinking through and documenting 
how you construct and reconstruct your online data identity. 
 
Format and style: The autobiographical statement will take the form of an illustrated essay, 
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edited in the SI 410 MediaWiki site. You may compose your initial statement in MS Word or 
other text editing software and then cut and paste into MediaWiki. The reflection should not 
exceed 1,500 words in length (the equivalent of 6 double spaced pages of text). It should not be 
less than 5 double spaced pages. You may edit and revise your reflection in the MediaWiki site 
up to the deadline of the assignment. The writing may conform to any writing style that you 
choose – be creative. The narrative does not have to be written in first person. The narrative 
does not have to be written in present tense but may shift to reflect the temporal aspects of your 
digital identity. 
 
Illustrations: Upload at least two illustrations to MediaWiki site and then embed the images in 
your essay, adding appropriate caption information. Format the illustrations in relationship to 
the appropriate surrounding text. The illustrations can take the form of discrete images from 
your social media applications, illustrations created (by you) on the fly, or another source. 
 
Remember: to create a new page in edit mode, place the name of the page inside a pair of 
double brackets. Example [[Mavis Staples]] 
 
Step 3: Comment on the Writing of Other Students 
 
Essays will be assessed in a system similar to the peer-review system used by academic journals. 
Students will take the role of reviewers, who provide commentary on an article draft to the editor 
and the author. The instructor, in this case, takes the role of the editor who makes the final call. 
On a first come, first served basis, each student will comment on the quality of the work 
presented in statements by two (2) fellow students. Each student will comment on a minimum of 
two statements. Each individual statement should receive a minimum of two (2) comments. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: Your first two comments must go to statements that have not yet received 
two comments. After that, you may (and are encouraged to) add comments to other statements. 
 
How to get credit: Be sure to put your name on your comments. This is not an anonymous 
exercise. The commentary must be placed under the “Discussion” tab and entered in edit 
mode. 
 
Criteria: The commentary should focus on two issues: 

1) Seriousness of purpose: how deeply did the author of the statement assess his 
or her data identity relative to the “real him or her or they;” assess the 
genuineness of the effort. 

2) Quality of writing: how well-crafted is the statement in terms of style, logical 
flow, and grammar? 
 

Your role as a commentator is to offer positive reinforcement where appropriate and 
constructive suggestions for improving the autobiographical statement. 
 
Step 4: Revise your Statement 
 
Based on the comments you receive and on your open comparison of the work of other 
students in the class, revise your statement to improve the style and substance of your 
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contribution. In one of the class discussion periods, you will have an opportunity to discuss the 
statements of the students in your section. 
 
Grading: Final grades are assigned by the Graduate Student Instructors and the Instructor and 
submitted individually and privately through Canvas. Grading will be strongly influenced but not 
determined by peer commentary posted on discussion tabs. The total assignment is worth 20% 
of your final grade, or 20 of 100 points. The following are the basic criteria for assigning the 20 
points: 

● Up to ten (10) points for the extent to which the first draft of your autobiography 
statement describes and illustrates those primary and secondary elements of your 
online identity related to your theme; and that your theme relates to 
authenticity, embodiment, and/or temporality.  

● Up to ten (10) points for the quality and depth of your analysis of your final product, 
after revisions.  
 

Deadlines: See schedule 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Collaborative Wiki Writing and Editing  
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[15% + 30% = 45% of total grade] 
 
Concept: The assignment is designed to accomplish four interrelated goals. 

1. Learn some of the mechanics of writing with the assistance of a collaborative wiki tool. 
2. Model the writing style and structure of collaboratively developed encyclopedias. 
3. Expose some of the ethical dilemmas and power dynamics that accompany collaborative 

writing and editing in a wiki environment. 
4. Synthesize and extend the core concepts of the course. 

 
Since this assignment contributes toward satisfaction of the LS&A Upper Level Writing  
Requirement, the principal focus of the work is on producing a specific written article for the 
class wiki and then editing your work and the writing of other students in the class. The net result 
is a useful compendium of articles on ethics and information technology. 
 
How to Get Started: The class MediaWiki site is the location for all of the writing and editorial 
work for the assignment. Make sure you are comfortable using the basic writing and editing 
tools at MediaWiki. An excellent set of help pages is available through MediaWiki 
[http://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Help:Contents]. 
 
Procedures 
 
1. Choose a topic. Select from the list of potential topics discussed in class. You may also 
propose your own topic, but the instructors will decline your requested topic if they believe that 
the topic is outside the scope of the class or may not expose ethical issues relevant to the class. 
You must identify a unique topic; i.e., two students in the class may not draft an initial article on 
the same topic. Topics are assigned on a first come basis. Create a new page for the article and 
enter the topic on the index page, with a link to your article.  
 

Concept. Ideas such as “information integrity,” “misinformation,” ”digital labor,” “bias 
in algorithms,“ “privacy in the online environment,” “virtual reality,” “Infosphere,” “digital 
ontology,” are all drawn from the course readings and discussion. It is also acceptable to extend 
the course concepts into the realm of new and popular media (e.g., “virtual reality in film,” “rock 
and roll and technology,” “technology ethics in the movies,”) or to apply the concepts in an 
international or multicultural setting (e.g., women and new media in China). Follow your own 
personal interests and apply them to the assignment. Use the syllabus and the 
reading/discussion guides as a key to identifying concepts. The syllabus and reading guides will 
also lead you to articles that you can use to both write your draft article and document your 
ideas. If you choose this option, you must provide a definition of the concept that relates it 
directly to ethics and information technology. 
 

Person. You may write a biographical article for the author of any of the articles listed on 
the syllabus. Some people are more well-known and “documentable” than others. You may also 
write a biographical statement for any person who has advanced the understanding of computer 
ethics or information ethics in the past 50 years. Some of these people are mentioned in 
assigned articles but are not themselves authors of articles that you read. If you choose this 
option, you must be sure to explain the major contribution(s) the person has made to ethics and 
information technology. 
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Object/environment/technology. You may write a descriptive article on an information 

object (or product) that has ethical implications. This can be an online platform, a game, an 
information technology, and so on. Write about an object that you are familiar with and ideally 
you use on a daily basis or often. If you choose this option, you must identify in your draft article 
the ethical issues associated with your object. 
 
2. Find information. Some topics may already have Wikipedia entries and other online 
encyclopedia entries. It is OK to start with pre-existing information, make major revisions, and 
then add your own ideas.  
 
PLAGIARISM ALERT: Do not attempt to pass off Wikipedia entries as your own work. You may 
start with Wikipedia entries to get ideas, but you must document your starting point. It is 
extremely easy for the instructor to identify plagiarized content from Wikipedia and other online 
sources. The opportunity of this assignment is to work with existing content as raw material for 
something you wish to say, while documenting where you got your content and ideas. 
 
3. Write a full article and submit under your own uniqname. Your article should contain between 
750 and 1000 words, longer if necessary. Articles that are too short won’t have enough 
substance to edit. Articles that are too long are hard to read and may require major surgery to 
make them readable. The technical quality of your initial writing will be stronger if you draft your 
article in a word processing program and then cut the results into the MediaWiki site. 
Additionally, if you edit and adapt content that you find in other sources, it will be easier to 
maintain quality if you paste and edit in a word processing program, then edit and revise within 
the MediaWiki site. Your first draft article should contain the three major components of a good 
Wikipedia article: an opening paragraph that grabs the attention of the reader, the body of the 
article in one or more sections, and references, formatted as fully as possible according to 
Wikipedia guidelines. First draft articles that are largely undocumented blather will be graded 
harshly. 
 
FAIR WARNING: The first draft must demonstrate some independent learning on the chosen 
topic, through a combination of clear description of the concept/person/object and 
documentation of sources. It is impossible to get a good grade on the initial submission without 
demonstrating learning about the chosen topic. If you have a good topic in mind for your first 
draft, do this: create a MediaWiki page for that topic right away, enter a paragraph that 
describes the topic, and enter the page on the PAGE NAME of your page/topic on the lists of 
Topics & Categories page. To do this, go into Edit mode and mimic the editing codes that are 
already there. Once you have “claimed” your topic in this way, you have until the actual 
deadline to flesh out the article to demonstrate knowledge of the topic. The goal of the 
assignment for the rest of the term is to apply collective knowledge to the first drafts to improve 
the quality of the individual articles and the collective MediaWiki site. 
 
Here is a link to a guide on how to write a great article on Wikipedia: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Good_articles We are striving in our assignment to reach 
or exceed Wikipedia’s own expectations. 
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4. Edit your own work in MediaWiki. Add links, references, illustrations. Add appropriate sub-
headings to make the article look and read well. You may undo other student’s editing if you 
feel that the editing is wrong. 
 
5. Edit someone else’s article with attribution. You may edit the wording to improve the 
readability. You may correct spelling and punctuation. You may add footnotes, links, illustrations, 
and even new sections. You may delete portions of the article if you feel that doing so improves 
understanding. You will not achieve full credit for this assignment without substantive editorial 
work on at least four other articles. Learn how to work in a collaborative environment: do not 
edit articles that have been already edited by many other students. Look for articles that haven’t 
been substantially edited yet and focus your editorial work on those articles. It is your 
responsibility to make sure that all articles receive a similar number of contributions.  
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: First edit the articles that have not yet received edits. After that, you may 
(and are encouraged to) edit other articles.  
 
Assignment Deadlines: See course schedule for specific deadlines 
 
Deliverables: Each student is responsible for making contributions to the collective SI 410 
MediaWiki site. Each student must draft and submit one original article on a topic related to 
Ethics and Information Technology. Each student must edit and improve the work of at least four 
articles submitted and edited by other students in the class. Each student must contribute 
illustrations to the MediaWiki site. Each student must add at least four references to four articles 
submitted to the MediaWiki site., beyond their own. The quantity of your editorial work is an 
important factor in your final grade for this assignment. 
 
Because this assignment is fundamentally about writing and editing in a “wiki mode,” the quality 
and style of your written contributions and editorial engagement are the most important 
measure of success. Additionally, because this assignment involves learning how to use a 
particular software tool in a way that exposes students to the ethical challenges of collaborative 
authorship, the quantity and variety of your work on the site as a whole is an important measure 
of success. 
 
Grading: The assignment is worth 45 percent of your total grade (45/100 points) for the class. 
Grades will be assigned individually, based on the following criteria: 

1. Quality of the written article that you submit originally to the MediaWiki course 
site. 

2. Clear evidence of time invested in writing, editing, and adding appropriate 
illustrations, and other substantive content to the written articles submitted and 
edited by you and others in the class, as evidenced by your presence in the 
“History” tabs of multiple article sites. 

3. Contributions to the “Discussion” sections of one or more articles, showing 
where ethical issues arise in the creating or editing of article content. 

4. Evidence of ability to describe one or more key ideas covered in the course 
readings, class lectures, and discussion, in part through the insertion of citations 
to published readings or links to appropriate websites. 
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It will be important to begin with a quality entry, as your original submission will be worth 20 
points. The remaining 25 points will come from your substantive contributions to other students’. 
The highest grades for this assignment will go to students who demonstrate a grasp of the 
distinctive combination of 1) the “wikipedia” style of writing (which requires demonstration of 
expertise), 2) the acquisition of the technical skills required to display, illustrate, and document 
the substance of a wiki article, and 3) substantive editorial work on the wiki. 
  
Your Wiki Article                   10 points  
 
Revision of Your Wiki Article                            10 points  
 
MediaWiki Collaborative Editing         25 points total 

● Quality of editing                              15 points  
● Quantity of articles edited (at least four articles)               10 points 

 
 
 


