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Transhumanism:   

A Seminar in Rhetoric and Technology* 

             
Course Description 
 

The 21st century is inhabited by humans that use ‘smart technologies,’ depend on electronic devices and 

prosthetics to improve their quality of life, and transport their ‘likeness’ on screens across social media 

networks.  Although the cyborg is typically associated with a sci-fi fantasy, differentiating some humans 

from their digital technology use is impossible.  Some of us depend so much on mobile technologies such 

as tablets and smartphones that we sleep in bed with them at night whereas others find themselves so 

disgusted with the data dumping that they choose to live off the grid.  In either case, why does technology 

use seem to provoke passionate deliberation about what it means to be ‘human?’  Throughout this course, 

we will examine a sampling of films, literature, and various theoretical perspectives that explicitly 

comment on being human.  This diverse range of theorists includes W.E.B Dubois, Susan Sontag, Donna 

Haraway, Marshall McLuhan, Richard Doyle, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, and Wark Mackenzie.  

Investigating the matter of being human will occur through your personal, critical responses to texts and 

films.  Class time will be equally divided among thematic discussion, hands-on practice with research and 

design strategies, and professional development. 

 

Course Texts 
 

 The Human Use of Human Beings, N. Weiner 

 The Salt Eaters, T.C. Bambara 

 VALIS, Philip K. Dick 

 Mumbo Jumbo, I. Reed 

 The Female Man, J. Russ 

 The Gutenberg Galaxy, M. McLuhan 

 The Singularity is Near, Ray Kurzweil 

 Wetwares, R.Doyle 

 Additional articles will be accessible via Course Wiki 

 

Recommended Texts 
 

Aristotle's On Rhetoric and Nichomachean Ethics [both texts are available for free on Google Books]  

 

Recommended Websites 
 

http://www.owl.english.purdue.edu (A Wonderful Online Writing Lab) 

http://www.easybib.com (A Fantastic Way to Compile, Document, and Annotate Research) 

http://www.zotero.com (Another Amazing Way to Compile, Document, and Annotate Research) 

http://docs.google.com (A Great Way to Collaborate!) 

http://draftin.com (A Fabulous Way to Flow—p.s. try going into Hemmingway Mode!) 

 

Course Management 
 

We have a private wiki work space that functions as our course management system because they are 

flexible and have a user-friendly graphic user interface (GUI).  The course wiki will be used for the 

purposes of syllabus and assignment modification, as well as journaling and gaining access to certain 

materials.  Your in-class assignments, homework, and peer reviews will be uploaded to your Wiki 

Page.  Each person in the course will have a folder that functions as their portfolio in-progress.  You will 

have the power to edit documents in this space for the benefit of the classroom community. [link TBA] 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=s2YMAAAAIAAJ&dq=on%20rhetoric&pg=PP2#v=onepage&q=on%20rhetoric&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=Mb7WAAAAMAAJ&dq=nicomachean%20ethics&pg=PP9#v=onepage&q=nicomachean%20ethics&f=false
http://www.owl.english.purdue.edu/
http://www.easybib.com/
http://www.zotero.com/
http://docs.google.com/
http://draftin.com/
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Grading Policy 
 

Assignments 

Weekly Reflections:  40%  

Rhetorical Analysis:  10% 

Delivery Plan:  10% 

Project Analysis:  10% 

Research Project:  30% 

Grading scale 

A:  90-100 

B:  80-89 

C:  70-79 

D:  60-69 

F:   59 and below

Weekly Reflections:  Each week you will complete a pre-write and a reflection.  You will compose these 

on your class wiki/blog.  These need not be ‘perfect,’ but should exemplify the quality of your thought 

evolution. 

 

Rhetorical Analysis of a Film:  Each week, a film is listed as part of the activities.  These films are 

intended to complement your reading and expand your ability to deliberate about our course subject.  

They are also designed to enable you to create a learning community with your peers.  You may see as 

many films as you like, but you are only required to write one rhetorical analysis of a film of your choice.  

By rhetorical analysis, I mean you should artfully analyze how language does stuff in these texts—in 

terms of style, trope, narrative, space, time, etc.  Sample essays that utilize textual criticism will be 

provided as models.  Your rhetorical analysis may serve as a building block for a journal article, part of a 

thesis/dissertation chapter, or blog entry.  The point of the assignment is to get you to start considering 

how you write analysis and reflect on your assumptions about language and technology.   

 

Your essay should be no less than seven pages and no more than ten pages.  It should be written in the 

form of an academic essay.  MLA formatting is preferred, and embedded links are ok.  Easybib and 

Zotero are two software applications that will make citation easier for you.   

 

Film Viewing/Access:  I will be showing three films at night in a time/location TBA.  Film screenings 

give us a chance to network outside of class.  However, you are welcome to coordinate meetings with 

peers via the course wiki, email, or doodle.  You may also find the film and view it on your own.  To 

ensure your access to films, I have discussed our media needs with the library who has cordially agreed to 

reserve movies for up to 24 hours for individual rentals.  However, if you want to guarantee ready, long-

term access to the film (especially when you compose the Rhetorical Analysis), you should obtain a 

Netflix or Amazon Prime account.  If you have difficulty accessing any film for any reason, please 

contact me as soon as possible.  

 

Films to choose from include: 

 Metropolis (1927) 

 The Dead Zone (1983) 

 Breakin’ (1984) 

 Daughters of the Dust (1991) 

 Boxing Helena (1993) 

 The Matrix (1999) 

 Gattaca (1997) 

 Miss-Representation  (2011) 

 

Research Project:  Your research project will not be a traditional ‘seminar’ essay.  Instead, you will use 

this class as an opportunity to consider the broader, potential impacts of transhumanism and network with 

interested communities.  Don’t be anxious about trying new things!  I will provide you with plenty of 

resources along the way!   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B4rI__TRvcY
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Some possibilities include: 

 

 Write a conference paper and abstract keyed to a particular CFP 

 Write an article manuscript keyed to a particular CFP or scholarly journal 

 Compose a visual narrative via Tumblr or Instagram* 

 Compile a set of resources about transhumanism for researchers 

 Design an advocacy film or website* 

 An ethnography of a local ‘transhuman’ community* 

 Collaborate with local libraries to conduct technology workshops* 

 Coordinate interdisciplinary discussion groups about topics related to Transhumanism* 

 

This project will be evaluated in light of your goals and professional standards of excellence.  You may 

work collaboratively, with no more than two other peers.  Individuals and groups will demo this work at 

the end of the semester and be encouraged to distribute your research according to your delivery plan.   

 

Delivery Plan:  This activity translates your research into a media capable of reaching an audience.  This 

plan should include your research question, significance of the problem, and a brief discussion of how 

your delivery method enables you to resolve this problem.  The delivery plan should reveal how focusing 

on audience and delivery influences both the purpose of your research and your composing process.  This 

document need not be overly formal in tone, and should consist of no more than three pages.   

Note:  If you are working in a group, you all should submit only one delivery plan. 

 

Process Analysis:  Once you have a sense of what you want to do, consider what you need to know 

before you can accomplish your goal.  If you want to respond to a CFP, you should research a specific 

journal or conference abstract requirements.  I will provide you with a list of possibilities!  Meanwhile, if 

you want to collaborate with members of the local community or people in other disciplines/fields, 

communicating with them at the beginning of the term is necessary.  Additionally, if you want to compile 

resources, you will need to carefully consider how you will organize these resources, and which 

architecture best supports your aims.  Regardless of your delivery plan, you will compose a process 

analysis.  This paper should narrate your research process from the planning to execution stages.  This 

work will give you practice with writing in active voice, as well as the sequential logic of a methodology.  

It is also an opportunity to clarify how you think about your project, and revise your approach during the 

early stages of execution.   

 

The process analysis should be written in the form of an academic essay.  It should have a readable font, 

1” margins on all sides, and consist of no less than 10 pages and should not exceed 15 pages.  MLA 

formatting is preferred, and embedded links are ok.  Easybib and Zotero are two software applications 

that will make citation easier for you.   

 

Note:  If you are working in a group, you all should submit only one process analysis. 

 

Submitting Assignments 
 

Expect to turn in final drafts to:  AlexandriaLockett@gmail.com.  I will make sure that you receive a 

reply upon receipt that says, "I have successfully received your draft." 

 

Gmail makes it super easy for me to open files into a google doc, leave commentary, share it with you, 

and have an online chat about it, if necessary. 
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Late Policy 
 

Please turn in all papers by the deadline.  Late papers are subject to a letter grade deduction per week.  

Note:  The Final Portfolio’s due date is not negotiable.  The department must turn in grades on time. If 

you have an extenuating circumstance, please visit office hours or email me to discuss.  However, refrain 

from using “technical difficulties” as an excuse for me not receiving your work.  If you have computer 

problems or for ANY REASON (e.g. lack of access at home) cannot submit your paper successfully 

via email, it is your responsibility to find a working machine or bring me a hard copy the date the 

assignment is due at the beginning of class.  

 

Conferences 
  

Plan to have at least two conferences with me this term to discuss your work (at any stage of the process) 

and your progress in the course. Try to have the first conference early in the course; don’t delay.  

 

Distance Peer Review or Consultation 
  

If you have extenuating circumstances, I will accommodate your need for accommodations.  When this 

occurs, you may do peer reviews or consult with me one-on-one via teleconferencing on Skype (add 

JaneNova@hotmail.com) or Google Hangout.   

 

Peer Tutoring 
 

I highly recommend taking your work to the Writing Center and/or Digital Labs for additional support.   

Trained consultants assist writers about composition processes, from brainstorming to final draft.  Do not 

expect for the tutor to “fix” your work!  Instead, you should actively participate in your sessions to 

develop organizational strategies that will enable you to become an even stronger writer. 

 

Activity Schedule** 

 

Week 1:  Automation 

Film:  Gattaca 

 

 Google/DuckDuckGo:  CERN and ARPANET 

 Pre-Write:  Define “human.” 

 Read:  The Human Use of Human Beings (N. Weiner), excerpts by N.K. Hayles and Z.Istvan 

Reflect:  Identify one or two passages in the text that most accurately represents Weiner’s 

definition of “human.”  Discuss why you selected these passages, and explicitly connect Weiner’s 

ideas to your own opinion about this term.  In what ways did Weiner’s text complement or 

conflict with your pre-writing about the subject?   

 

Week 2:  Slavery 

Film:  Metropolis 

 

 Visit:  http://www.bls.gov/lpc/ (The Bureau of Labor Statistics Labor Productivity) 

 Pre-Write:  What’s the relationship between humans and work? 

 Read:  Excerpts from W.E.B. Dubois and D. Strickland 

 Reflect:  Consider your writing from last week.  Describe the relationship between DuBois and 

Strickland’s characterizations of work.  How does race, gender, and social class mediate their 

analysis? 

 

*Delivery Plan is DUE!* 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/zoltan-istvan/im-an-atheist-therefore-i_b_4388778.html
http://www.bls.gov/lpc/


 
A.Lockett, Transhumanism Seminar, Page 5 

 

 

 

Week 3:  Queer Bodies 

Film:  Boxing Helena 

 

 View:  How Our Brains See Men as People and Women as Body Parts (Science Daily, July 2012) 

 Pre-Write:  Who counts as human?   

 Read:  The Female Man and excerpts from D. Haraway, A. Lorde, and M. Piercy 

 Reflect:  Comment on Russ’s style and the purpose of her book.  Discuss your sense of 

connection or disconnection from the The Female Man, and the other readings.  How does 

language and grammar influence ‘the human?’    

 

Week 4:  Living Bodies 

Film:  The Dead Zone 

 

 View:  What is Life?  A 21st Century Perspective (Edge, July 2012) 

 Pre-Write:  What is life?   

 Read:  Wetwares and excerpts from L. Margilus and D. Sagan 

 Reflect:  What surprised you the most after reading these texts?  In what ways does your 

definition of life compare/contrast to your definition of human?  

 

Week 5:  Healing Bodies 

Film:  Daughters of the Dust 

 

 View:  A Brave New World of Biohacking (AlJazeera America, October 2013) 

 Pre-Write:  What causes human bodies to ‘break down?’ 

 Read:  The Salt Eaters and excerpt from M.Kelly  

 Reflect:  What types of epistemologies are capable of ‘saving’ human bodies from wearing 

down?  Comment on the text’s representations of physics. 

 

Week 6:  Intelligence Networks 

Film:  The Matrix 

 

 View:  Steamrolled By Big Data (The New Yorker, April 2013) 

 Pre-Write:  Define information. 

 Read:  Valis and excerpts from P.K.Dick and Aristotle 

 Reflect:  What was your reaction to Valis.  How does this text explore humanity?   

 

*Process Analysis is DUE!* 

 

Week 7:  Media Systems 

Film:  Miss Representation 

 

 Interview with Ben Bagdikian (PBS Frontline) 

 Pre-Write:  How does mass media influence humans? 

 Read:  The Gutenberg Galaxy and excerpts by W. Ong, J. D. Bolter, and C. Marvin 

 Reflect:  Drawing on your readings from this week, comment on how technology transforms 

perception and motivation. 

 

 

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2012/07/120725150215.htm
http://edge.org/conversation/what-is-life
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2013/10/18/the-brave-new-worldofbiohacking.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/elements/2013/04/steamrolled-by-big-data.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/smoke/interviews/bagdikian.html
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Week 8:  Novelty and Play 

Film:  Breakin’  

 

 Listen:  Mommy, What’s a Funkadelic? 

 Pre-Write:  Is play a ‘natural’ part of being human?   

 Read:  Mumbo Jumbo and excerpts of S.Sontag, G. Stein, and W. Mackenzie 

 Reflect:  How do we learn to play with meanings? What’s the place of play in human life?  

Discuss the relationship between language and epistemology in Reed’s narrative about control 

society. 

 

Week 9:  Singularity  

 Google/DuckDuckGo:  Neil Harbisson  

 Pre-Write:  What is ‘transhumanism?’ 

 Read:  The Singularity is Near and excerpts of B. Joy, M. Hardt and A. Negri, and P.Levy  

 Reflect:  Does Kurzweil’s theory excite or terrify you?  Discuss your immediate reaction to the 

text. 

 

*Rhetorical Analysis is Due!* 

 

Week 10:  Tinker and Discover 

 Research Writing:  Use Search Engine Optimization (SEO) techniques to generate ideas about 

how to revise and distribute your research paper.  You will practice ‘tagging’ your project.  Work 

with a peer to expand your tags and develop numerous search queries about this work. 

 

Week 11:  Revise and Distribute 

 Revision:  Bring your first draft to class and work with peers to revise your process analysis and 

research design.   

 

Week 12:  Present and Discuss 

Demo your project, get feedback, and discuss course utility 

 

During Finals Week 

Submit a portfolio of your work as a .pdf on the wiki.   

 

Portfolios should include: 
 

 A cover letter introducing your work—briefly discussing any major revisions and uses 

 Your research project (or links to the work) 

 Rhetorical Analysis of a film 

 Delivery Plan and Process Analysis.   

 

Note:  Creating a portfolio offers you an opportunity to revise and edit your work!   

 
*In practice, this syllabus would also include information about course meeting dates/location, office hours/location, specific 

information about campus resources such as writing centers and digital labs, accommodations and non-discrimination 

statements, plagiarism policy, attendance policy, and important dates (e.g. holidays and withdrawal deadlines). 

 

**For an advanced undergraduate course, I would eliminate Weeks 7 and 9 because they are highly theoretical considerations 

that would be of more use to a graduate student evaluating disciplinary discourses or considering the implications of the field.  

These weeks would be used for in-class workshopping on their projects.  I would also require them to review films instead of 

compose a  Rhetorical analysis.  Graduate students should attempt to find their ‘voice’ as a scholar, and practicing criticism 

should both increase their writing skills and provide them with an opportunity to investigate their assumptions about what the 

field means by rhetoric and Rhetorical Analysis.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMuR6DPy-eQ

