
LING 26540: Language & Technology

Instructor: Tran Truong (trantruong@uchicago.edu)

Winter 2021

Class Location & Time: Stuart 101, M/W 4:10–5:30
Office Hours: By appointment only as a result of covid-19 restrictions

Course Description

Notable proponents of generative linguistics have argued, not uncontroversially, that the ability to
acquire language is the defining characteristic of the human species. Yet the human is not only Homo
orator, but also Homo faber: we are further distinguished from non-human animals by our tool use and
the complex technologies that have thence emerged. In this course, we will discuss the relationship
between language and technology—and between linguistic change and technological innovation. We
will take as a point of departure the history of writing, before moving on to important case studies
at the language-technology interface, including the typewriter and cochlear implant. In the latter half
of the course, we will shift our focus to computer-mediated communication, with an eye on how
technology is simultaneously positioned as a force that creates and forecloses certain possibilities for
linguistic expression and metalinguistic reflection.

Course Objectives

At the end of this course, you will be able to:

1. identify the ways in which new technologies create the conditions of possibility for the emergence
of new linguistic styles, genres, and repertoires;

2. understand how language technologies shape, and are shaped, by linguistic structure;

3. compare, contrast, and evaluate the often negative ideologies that arise around linguistic and
technological change;

4. bear witness to the manner in which marginalized populations (e.g., women, Deaf people, African
Americans, indigenous peoples, etc.) are surveilled and excluded—or liberated and enfranchised—
by language technologies; and,

5. conduct fieldwork on a technology-mediated language style, genre, repertoire, community, or
subculture of your choice.

Prerequisites

This course has no prerequisites.
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Required Materials

All readings will be posted on Canvas.

Grading

10% Participation & attendance
5% Discussion leadership
10% Canvas discussion posts (due weeks 1, 2, 3, 4, 6)
20% Writing assignment 1: Close reading (due week 5)
20% Writing assignment 2: Field notes (due week 7)
10% In-class presentation (week 9)
25% Writing assignment 3: Final paper (due week 10)

Participation & attendance

When I lead discussion, I practice cold calling to ensure the full participation of all students. This is a
good way for me to master your names. It also makes it easy for me to give everyone full points for
this grading component at the end of the quarter. Please speak to me individually if cold calling makes
you anxious or uncomfortable, and we can figure out an alternative solution. You will always be able
to skip your turn when called upon by saying Pass. Once during the quarter, you will be in charge of
leading discussion.

Punctuality: Barring exceptional circumstances, I pledge to begin and end class on the hour. This
means that you should arrive a few minutes early and be ready to start right at 4:10. This also means
that you are free to leave as soon as class ends, even if I am in the middle of a sentence.

Canvas discussion posts

On most weeks in which there is no major writing assignment due, you will submit a Canvas post.
On week 1, this will be a self-introduction. On weeks 2, 3, 4, and 6, your post can take the form of a
response to a reading or a response to another student’s post. Posts should be at minimum 300–500
words.

Research project

By the end of week 2, you will pick a phenomenon at the interface of language and technology. Ex-
amples include emojis, dogespeak, nounself pronouns, reply guys, reaction GIFs, orthographic representation
of African American English on social media, autocorrect, etc. You may also choose a technology-based
community or subculture: Twitch streamers, incels, unboxers, the dirtbag left, knitters on Pinterest, prison
abolitionists on Twitter, the Beyhive, English-to-ASL poetry translators, etc. The phenomenon or community
may be as broad or as narrow as you want, but it should be something you would be willing to study
for 9 weeks. You do not have to be an active user of the phenomenon or an active member of the
community (nor do you have to endorse the beliefs or practices of the community).
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Writing assignment 1: Close reading

In a paper of 5–7 pages in length, you will describe and analyze one aspect of the linguistic style, genre,
or register associated with your chosen phenomenon/community. It should begin with a presentation
of the data you are considering (e.g., a transcription of a video, screenshots or reproductions of social
media posts, etc.), followed by an explanation of the data that would be understandable to someone
who has no knowledge of the phenomenon/community in question. The paper should attend to the
formal and structural properties of the data (i.e., what does it mean when the speaker/signer/writer
uses this form?) as well the manner in which the language technologies involved influence the form,
meaning, and interpretation of the data. (Example: Expression of nonbinary identity in a gendered language:
The case of Hebrew-speaking Tumblr users.)

Writing assignment 2: Field notes

From week 2 onward, you will collect linguistic data relevant to your chosen phenomenon/community.
You will transcribe, annotate, and give preliminary analyses of these data, and submit these field
notes in week 7. Special attention should be paid to both the speakers/signers/writers’ engagement
with technology as they produce the data, as well as the manner in which your understanding of the
language-technology relationship has evolved throughout the data collection process. Where possible,
field notes should make connections to course readings, in-class discussions, and Canvas posts (your
own or other students’). Depending on your chosen focus, the form and structure of your field notes
may look very different from another student’s. (Example: A zip file of 5–7 YouTube videos of a beauty
vlogger, with an accompanying transcriptions and your own reflective/dialectical/ethnographic notes.)

Writing assignment 3: Final paper

Your final paper should be 10–15 pages in length and make use of the data you have collected. A range
of options are possible: you could write a longer, more in-depth close reading of another data fragment.
Or you could write a lexicon or ethnography of your chosen phenomenon/community. Or you could
write a methodological or ethical guide to working with your chosen phenomenon/community. In
any case, you will need to foreground the ways in which intellectual engagement with your topic is
important for our shared understanding of the language-technology interface. Many other options are
available and can be chosen in consultation with me. You will give a presentation of the topic of your
final paper in class on week 9. (Example: Speedrunning and the problem of transcribing and representing
multimodal interaction.)

Schedule

Readings are subject to significant modification, depending on the research foci you choose. Please
come to class having already read the assigned reading for a particular day. Do not worry about under-
standing everything! We will take all the time we need in class to unpack any parts that were difficult
to grasp.
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Week 1 (remote): Technology, broadly considered
M Jan 12 Postman, Paul. 1998. “Five things we need to know about technological change.”

—. 1993. Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology. New York: Vintage
Books. Chapter 1.
Orben, Amy. 2020. The Sisyphean cycle of technology panics. Perspectives on
Psychological Science 15(5):1143–57.

W Jan 14 Kelly, Kevin. 2010. What Technology Wants. New York: Viking. Chapters 1 & 3.
Heidegger, Martin. 1977. “The question concerning technology.” In The Question
Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. William Lovitt. New York: Garland
Publishing.
optional: Murphy, Justin. 2020. “Can we escape? On Deleuze and Heidegger with
Johannes Niederhauser.” The Other Life [Audio podcast]. https://otherlife.transistor.fm/episodes/

can-we-escape-on-deleuze-and-heidegger-with-johannes-niederhauser.

Canvas post #1 due.

Week 2: Writing & the alphabet
M Jan 18 Birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr. (no class)
W Jan 20 Mullins, Daniel A., et al. 2013. The role of writing and recordkeeping in the cul-

tural evolution of human cooperation. Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization
90:S141–51.
Logan, Robert K. 1986. The Alphabet Effect: The Impact of the Phonetic Alphabet on the
Development of Western Civilization. New York: St. Martin’s Press. Chapters 3 & 6,
optional 7.
Pae, Hye K. 2020. Script Effects as the Hidden Drive of the Mind, Cognition, and Culture.
Cham: Springer. Chapter 5.
optional: McLuhan, Marshall & Robert K. Logan. 1977. Alphabet, mother of invention.
ETC: A Review of General Semantics 34(4):373–383.
optional: Shlain, Leonard. 2008. The alphabet versus the goddess: The conflict between
word & image. ETC: A Review of General Semantics 65(2):110–113.
optional: Cixous, Hélène. 1976. The laugh of the Medusa. Trans. Keith & Paula Cohen.
Signs 1(4):875–893.
optional: Bird, Steven. 2001. Orthography and identity in Cameroon. Written Language &
Literacy 4(2):131–162.
Canvas post #2 due.

Week 3: The printing press & typewriter
M Jan 25 Eisenstein, Elizabeth L. 1968. Some conjectures about the impact of printing on

Western society and thought: A preliminary report. The Journal of Modern History
40(1):1–56.
optional: Eisenstein, Elizabeth L [Library of Congress]. 2011. Divine Art, Infernal Ma-
chine: The Reception of Printing in the West [Video]. YouTube. https://youtube.com/
watch?v=pjCtnM050dQ.

W Jan 27 Kittler, Friedrich A. 1999. Gramophone, Film, Typewriter. Trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-
Young & Michael Wutz. Stanford University Press. Chapter 4.
Canvas post #3 due.
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Week 4: The telephone, television, & social media
M Feb 1 Hall, Kira. 1992. Women’s language for sale on the fantasy lines. In Locating Power:

Proceedings of the Second Berkeley Women and Language Conference, 207–22.
Wallace, David Foster. 1993. E unibus pluram: Television and US fiction. Review of
Contemporary Fiction 13(2):151–194.

W Feb 3 Center for Humane Technology. 2020. Ledger of Harms. https://ledger.
humanetech.com.
Choose one of the following:
Orlowski, Jeff. 2020. The Social Dilemma. Exposure Labs. https://netflix.com/
title/81254224.
Harris, Tristan. 2019. A Path to Humane Technology [Video]. YouTube. https:
//youtube.com/watch?v=-oFcGfQ8bWM.
Canvas post #4 due.

Week 5: Language technologies & audism
M Feb 8 Sewell, Cobi. What I Think About Cochlear Implants [Video]. YouTube. https:

//youtube.com/watch?v=VPt9mGxnL20.
Nović, Sara. 2018. “A clearer message on cochlear implants.” The New York Times.
Humphries, Tom, et al. 2012. Language acquisition for deaf children: Reducing
the harms of zero tolerance to the use of alternative approaches. Harm Reduction
Journal 9:6.
Choose at least one of the following:
Lane, Harlan. 1999. The Mask of Benevolence: Disabling the Deaf Community. San
Diego: DawnSignPress.
Levy, Neil. 2002. Reconsidering cochlear implants: The lessons of Martha’s Vine-
yard. Bioethics 16(2):134–53.
Sparrow, Robert. 2005. Defending Deaf culture: The case of cochlear implants.
Journal of Political Philosophy 13(2):135–152.
Byrd, Serena, et al. 2011. The right not to hear: The ethics of parental refusal of
hearing rehabilitation. Laryngoscope 121(8):1800–4.
Ochsner, Beate, et al. 2015. Human, non-human, and beyond: Cochlear implants
in socio-technological environments. Neuroethics 9:237–50.

W Feb 10 Hill, Joseph. 2020. Do deaf communities actually want sign language gloves?
Nature Electronics 3:512–3.
Forshay, Lance, et al. 2016. Open letter to the Office of News & Information,
University of Washington.
Lahoue, Isabella. 2020. The generation that doesn’t believe Helen Keller existed.
Medium.
optional: Edwards, Terra & Diane Brentari. 2020. Feeling phonology: The conventional-
ization of phonology in protactile communities in the United States. Language 96(4):819–40.
optional: Erard, Michael. 2017. Why sign-language gloves don’t help Deaf people. The
Atlantic.
optional: O’Connor, Timothy F., et al. 2017. The language of glove: Wireless gesture
decoder with low-power and stretchable hybrid electronics. PLOS One 12(7).
Writing assignment #1 due.
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Week 6: Language technologies & anti-Blackness
M Feb 15 Turner, Katlyn, et al. 2021. The abuse and misogynoir playbook. In The State of AI

Ethics, January 2021, ed. Abishek Gupta. Montreal AI Ethics Institute.
Bailey, Moya & Trudy. 2018. On misogynoir: Citation, erasure, and plagiarism.
Feminist Media Studies 18(4):762–8.
Trudy. 2014. Hypervisibility and marginalization: Existing online as a Black
woman and writer. Gradient Lair. https://gradientlair.com/post/73378519207/
black-woman-hypervisibility-marginalization-social-media.
optional: Newton, Casey. 2020. “The withering email that got an ethical AI researcher
fired at Google.” Platformer. https://platformer.news/p/the-withering-email-that-got-an-ethical.

W Feb 17 Rickford, John R. & Sharese King. 2016. Language and linguistics on trial: Hearing
Rachel Jeantel (and other vernacular speakers) in courtroom and beyond. Language
92(4):948–88.
— [StanfordSCOPE]. 2014. Race & Dialect Prejudice in the Zimmerman Trial
[Video]. YouTube. https://youtube.com/watch?v=qH-vshQf2g0.
Canvas post #6 due.

Week 7: Ethics
M Feb 22 D’Arcy, Alexandra & Taylor Marie Young. 2012. Ethics and social media: Im-

plications for sociolinguistics in the networked public. Journal of Sociolinguistics
16(4):532–46.
Townsend, Leanne & Claire Wallace. 2016. Social media research: A guide to
ethics. Ms., University of Aberdeen.

W Feb 24 Guest lecturers: Jessica Kantarovich & Corinne Kasper. Language technologies
& indigenous languages.
Writing assignment #2 due.

Week 8: Cohorts
M Mar 1 Seemiller, Corey & Megan Grace. 2016. Generation Z Goes to College. Jossey-Bass.

Chapter 2.
optional: Mannheim, Karl. 1952. The problem of generations. In Essays on the Sociology of
Knowledge, ed. Paul Kecskemeti. London: Routledge.

W Mar 3 Zebra IQ. 2020. Gen Z trends report.
Hart, Andrew. 2018. “Against generational politics.” Jacobin.
Last day to fulfill discussion leadership role.

Week 9: Summative assessments
M,W Mar 9,11 Final presentations

Writing assignment #3 due Th Mar 18.

Territorial Acknowledgment

This course meets on the homelands of the Niswi-mishkodewinan, an alliance between the Ojibwe,
Ottawa, and Potawatomi. The State of Illinois is also home to the Ho-Chunk, Inoka, Menominee,
Meskwaki, Miami, and Sauk. The uses of technology in the maintenance of endangered languages,
as well as the diversity of language-technology ideologies within indigenous communities, will be im-
portant topics of discussion in week 7. The Department of Linguistics at the University of Chicago is
strongly committed to the training of indigenous linguists.
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Course Policies

Technology

For in-person meetings, I encourage students to print out materials in advance to minimize the in-
class use of laptops and mobile devices. Some students may have access needs and/or politico-moral
commitments that necessitate the use of technology. Those of you without such needs or commitments
should consider that the discussion-based classroom is one of the last discourse contexts in which
you can choose to be fully (or mostly!) removed from the virtual world. Consider the technology-
minimizing policy as an opportunity to cultivate your attentional control and other executive functions,
which have been so thoroughly atrophied in this era of constant hyperstimulation. Given that we will
examine our relationship with technology very closely in this course, we might come to conclude that
this policy—and the ideologies that underlie it—are not fit for purpose. I look forward to having that
discussion with all of you.

Access

If you have an access need that could be met by means of a reasonable accommodation, let me know.
You do not need to discuss with me the nature of your disability. You do not need to file your disability
with the university. Your access need may not be related or reducible to a medical(ized) disability at
all. None of these factors will limit your eligibility to request an accommodation. I am personally and
deeply invested in your human flourishing in the context of this course, whether or not your access
needs are legible or legitimate to the university bureaucracy and/or the medical establishment. We
will be thinking deeply about language technologies and access(ibility) in week 5.

E-mail

I am a millennial and will be extremely available by e-mail. E-mails that contain a formal salutation
(Dear Tran) and valediction (Sincerely) will be responded to the moment they are received (although if I
am using my mobile device, I may not use the salutation and valediction myself). Less formal e-mails
will be responded to within twenty-four (24) hours. The relationship between writing, formality, and
the liminal nature of e-mail (as a highly oralized written genre) will be a minor theme of this course.

Malpractice

Plagiarism (i.e., taking someone else’s work and passing it off as your own) and collusion (i.e., let-
ting someone else pass off your work as their own) are serious cases of malpractice and shall be dealt
with pursuant to university policy. Source mal- and misattribution, while less serious if done uninten-
tionally, also constitute malpractice. I strive not to view these behaviors as a moral failing, nor as a
reflection of a student’s character: this is why I reject the terms academic honesty and academic integrity.
Rather, I view them as a failure of socialization into the discursive norms of the linguistics community.
Such norms can at times be opaque, arbitrary, and even unproductive: if your understanding of them
is hazy—or if your rejection of them is principled—I strongly encourage you to meet with me. The
emergence of such notions as copyright and authorship is a technology-mediated phenomenon and will
be a topic of class discussion in week 3.
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Resources

• College Writing Tutors: https://writing-program.uchicago.edu/writing-support/ccwt/

• Writing Tutors specializing in students for whom English is an additional language: https://esl.uchicago.edu/
one-on-one/

• Center for College Student Success for students from first-generation, lower-income, and/or immigrant backgrounds:
https://college.uchicago.edu/student-services/center-college-student-success/

• Sexual Assault Dean-on-Call, available 24/7: 777-834-HELP

• Ordained Religious Advisors at the Office of Spiritual Life: 773-702-2100

• Student Health Service: 773-702-4156

• Student Counseling Service: 773-702-9800
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