
SOC 381 Social Impacts of Science & Technology /SUS 350 
Summer 2020 

 
Instructor: Jean Robertson   Prerequisite: none   Course Credits: 3 
Email: Course Messages OR jrobertson@umassd.edu 
Class Schedule and Location: Online 
 
Course Description  
In SOA 381 we will explore selected social and ethical issues that have arisen as a result of scientific 
knowledge and technological advances, concentrating on contemporary themes. Science and technology have 
had significant impacts on our daily lives; they have freed us from labor, lessened our dependence on nature 
and widened our sphere of social activity.   At the same time developments in robotics, artificial intelligence, 
genetics and biotechnology raise for us many social issues.  In fact, throughout history developments in 
science and technology have occurred before society has had time to fully vet and consider their implications.  
From the atomic bomb to the first test tube baby our social world has had to catch up to these advances. In 
this class we will explore a number of contemporary scientific and technological advances from the social and 
ethical perspective. As we look at the often-unexpected impact of new technologies, we are obligated as a society 
to consider the moral, ethical and social implications of scientific and technological advances. The class will view 
weekly documentary films (links on my courses) and participate in critical discussions. Your mission is to think 
critically about the social impact of science and technology and participate in our lively discussion.  
 
Schedule 

 
Selected Readings:  
Miguel A. Altieri, “Ecological Impacts of Industrial Agriculture and the Possibilities for Truly Sustainable Farming”, in Fred 
Magdoff, John Bellamy Foster and Fred H. Buttel (eds.), Hungry for Profit, The Agribusiness Threat to Farmers, Food and 
the Environment, (New York, Monthly Review Press, 2000), pp.77-92.  
Gilbertson, Annie “Teaching Through Trauma: How poverty affects kids’ brains.” A Special Series on the Los Angeles 
Schools. 
Hughes, Thomas. Human-Built World: How to Think about Technology and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2004).  
Hecht, Gabrielle. Being Nuclear: Africa and the Global Uranium Trade (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012). 
 

Week/Date 
Beginning  Topic Assignments  

Week 1: 6/9-6/15 

Robot Revolution the Rise of Artificial Intelligence. 
Attack of the Drones/ The Future of War 
Conflict Minerals:  How your cell phone is linked to the 
Congo 
 

Introductions 
Hughes 
Hecht 

Week 2: 6/16-6/22 

From Silent Spring to Colony Collapse: Pesticide Use  
Can Sustainability drive innovation? 
Food for All: Vertical Farming 
The Shale Rush: Fracking in America 
 

Nidumolu et al 
Altieri 
Oreskes & 
Conway  

Week 3: 6/23-6/29 Medicine: Genomics and Bioinformatics 
Covid-19 The social causation / social impacts 

Nelson 
Nelkin 

Week 4: 6/30-7/8 

Cyber Wars: Villains or Hacktivists?  
The Fifth Largest Economy in the World: Fraud  
Unlocking the Potential of the Mind: The Future of 
Learning 
Final Issue Briefs Due last class 

Turner 
Gilbertson 



Dorothy Nelkin, “The Social Power of Genetic Information”, in Daniel J. Kevles & Leroy Hood, The Code of Codes, 
Scientific and Social Issues in the Human Genome Project, (Harvard University Press, Harvard, 1992), 177-190  
Nelson, Allondra. Body and Soul: The Black Panther Party and the Fight against Medical Discrimination (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2011).  
Nidumolu, Ram, Prahalad, C.K., and Rangaswami, M.R.. “Why Sustainability Is Now the Key Driver of Innovation.” Harvard 
Business Review September 2009. 
Oreskes, Naomi, and Erik Conway. Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from 
Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming (London: Bloomsbury, 2010).  

Supplemental Readings: Students should have access to newspapers and/or the Internet.  
 

Documentary Films: These films are available on “my courses” via link. 
The Rise of Artificial Intelligence 
Robot Revolution 
A Threat to Internet Freedom 
Vertical Farming 
Attack of the Drones & the Future of War 
Can Hackers be Heros? 
We Are Legion 
The Future of Learning 
NOVA: School of the Future 
Conflict Minerals 
Click Print Gun 
Privacy as Commodity 
Technology Driven Fraud: Is a growing business 
Intro to Genomics 
 
Course Objectives:  
After completing this course, students will be able to:  

1. Recognize how individual experiences and views of science and technology are shaped by social 
location and historical context.  

2. Understand how sociology can be used to explain and predict the impact of scientific and technological 
change.  

3. Understand major theoretical perspectives in sociology and use them to critically analyze the impact of 
social change resulting from scientific knowledge and technological change.  

5. Understand the concepts of culture, society, religion, socialization and social interaction and how they 
relate to the acceptance or rejection of social, historical and global change.  

6. Understand how the characteristics of scientific groups, networks and organizations affect one’s life 
and bring about social and global change.  

7. Deploy the methods of social science and historical inquiry in analyzing the social, political, and 
economic organization of science and technology.  

8. Understand systems of local and global inequality and critically analyze the role of science and 
technology in both exacerbating and lessening the unequal distribution of social resources.  

9. Understand how social institutions like the family, education, religion, politics and the economy have 
changed over time and across space as a result of technological and scientific change.  

10. Recognize some of the dimensions, causes and consequences of social change and  
globalization and the role of social movements in those processes.  
 

Substantive Participation:  
Students are expected to complete assigned reading each week and to participate in classroom 
discussion. The discussion should go beyond repeating or agreeing with peers comments they 
should:  
• Challenge comments on discussion board, including those of the facilitator. Ask insightful questions. 
• Answer other people’s questions. 
• Exemplify the point with real-life events, when possible.  
• Make comments that are relevant to the course content and objectives.  
 
 



Ideas for Substantive Participation Include:  
• Share an experience that is related to the discussion. Comment on other participants’ experiences that are related to 

the course. 
• Ask others questions about their ideas and experiences that are related to the course.  
• Challenge a point that another participant made in a respectful manner.  
• Offer a different perspective on an idea that is being discussed.  
• Give insights gained from readings that were assigned for the week. If you need more information, ask the 

participants a question about the week's reading.  
• Discuss a work issue that is related to the course or discussion and ask for feedback 
• Relate how you have applied what you have read, learned or discussed regarding the course to your personal and 

professional life.  
• Share another resource such as Web links, books, etc. that you have used to answer other participants’ questions or 

as you explore the topics of the course, (as it is a violation of copyright law to copy the actual page).  
 
Evaluation and Grading Breakdown:  

●  Weekly Assignments: Reading, brief reaction paragraphs based on the weeks readings and films 
(5 points each) 60% of grade 
●  Issue Brief: Written issue brief on one advancement of science and technology  with significant social 
implications. (Details to follow in class) 30% of grade  
●  Presentation of issue brief to class 10% of grade  

 
Policy on Late Assignments and Missing Assignments:  
It is expected that students will complete each weekly module during the designated week on the syllabus. 
Students may discuss in advance any problems with completing assignments on time. Consideration will be 
given for reasonable circumstances and an alternative deadline may be agreed to. In all other cases a 2 point 
reduction may be imposed for each day an assignment is late. 
 
Incomplete Policy 
According to the university catalogue, an incomplete may be given only in exceptional circumstances at the 
instructor's discretion. The student must be passing at the time of the request or be sufficiently close to 
passing. If the work is not completed within one year of the recording of the incomplete grade, the grade will 
become an F(I). The incomplete policy for this course is that at least 70% of the course must be already 
completed and an exceptional circumstance (i.e. medical issue) must exist. If you feel you require an 
incomplete for an exceptional reason, you need to email me and state your reasons for the incomplete in 
writing. We will then decide on a course of action.  
http://www.umassd.edu/nfi/teachingandadvising/coursesyllabus/sampleincompletestatement/  
 
Academic Integrity 
All UMass Dartmouth students are expected to maintain high standards of academic integrity and scholarly 
practice. The University does not tolerate academic dishonesty of any variety, whether as a result of a failure 
to understand required academic and scholarly procedure or as an act of intentional dishonesty.  
A student found responsible of academic dishonesty is subject to severe disciplinary action which may include 
dismissal from the University. The procedure for responding to incidents of academic dishonesty may be found 
in Section III of this document. You may also refer to the Student Handbook for information about the judicial 
process.  
*For additional information on violations, infractions, and consequences visit the UMass Dartmouth 
Student Academic Integrity Policy at the link below. 
http://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbook/academicregulationsandprocedures/  
 
Summary of class and academic policies can be accessed at: 
https://www.umassd.edu/media/umassdartmouth/provost/omnibus_language_for_syllabi_-
jan_11_2019.pdf 

As the semester progresses, this syllabus will be adjusted to accommodate any unforeseen circumstances, at 
the discretion of the instructor when needed. 	


