
Exciting New Philosophy Course 

Have you ever wondered why members of our society think and learn the way they do?  Do you 

ever wonder what long term effects the Digital Age is having on us?  How are computers influencing the 

way we live our lives?  How is the Internet changing our relationships with other people?  How does 

technology define who we are?  TC389/PHIL389, a new class offered in spring 2007, will address these 

issues and more.   

TC389/PHIL389, titled “Philosophy of Electronic/Digital Communication,” promises to be a very 

exciting class.  It is cross-listed in the catalog, meaning that you can get credit in Technical 

Communication or Humanities for taking it.  The course will be taught by Dr. Maggie Griffin.  The course 

description reads, “This course focuses on the effects media has on how we produce knowledge and on 

our identities. The course explores issues surrounding the shift to electronic and digital forms of 

communication, including computer-mediated communication, virtual realities, cryptography, ‘smart 

mobs,’ ethics of file sharing, on-line [sic] education, and other relevant topics.” 

What does this description mean, exactly?  To fully understand, you first need some background 

information.  When theorists began to look at the days when human cultures started writing, as 

opposed to oral communication, they noticed that certain changes took place.  The shift from an oral 

society to a written one resulted in a transformation of how people communicated and produced 

knowledge.  Thinking became hierarchical and linear – much like a book, which is divided up into 

chapters, and read from beginning to end.  Knowledge started being passed on in a static matter; for 

example, books do not change between readings, and you cannot deviate from a book’s linear path 

without losing some sense of its meaning. 

Today our society is undergoing a similar shift: we are shifting from a printed society to an 

electronic, or digital, one.  TC389/PHIL389 will focus on this shift and its effects on how our society 

communicates and produces knowledge.  An example of such an effect lies in how digital 

communication is much more dynamic than print.  A newspaper cannot change its information once 

printed, but a news website can continuously update a breaking news article as events occur.  Another 

example would be Wikipedia, a massive, ever-changing compilation of many peoples’ knowledge.  With 

a website, unlike a book, navigation from one page to another is as simple as clicking a link.  The class 

will look at these differences, and more, in order to get a sense of how our culture is being (and will be) 

changed by the shift to a digital society. 

As if to underscore the emphasis on the dynamic, the class will not be taught in a traditional 

professor-lecturing-at-students manner.  Dr. Griffin said she will be providing the background, as well as 



a philosophical and theoretical framework to the class.  However, she said, “I will be relying on students 

to bring their knowledge of the digital world because they know more than I do.” 

Even though Dr. Griffin will be providing boundaries to keep the class on track, much of the 

direction of the course will be based on student interest.  The class will discuss interests to establish 

topics, and relevant readings will be assigned accordingly.  The number of potential topics is infinite, but 

some possibilities include: impact on language, such as use of emoticons (“smilies”) and abbreviations; 

issues of identity, such as MySpace identity, or issues with concealing identity; issues of knowledge 

access and who controls that access; the Internet as a free agency; or how the Digital Age affects the 

development of relationships. 

 As with all classes here at NMT, there will be homework.  There will definitely be readings, and 

students will have to write responses.  Although the class will be flexible in terms of topics, there will be 

readings by the theorists who studied the oral/written shift.  According to Dr. Griffin, these readings will 

enable students to be able to speak fluently about the shift from oral to written society.  As of the 

writing of this article, a final project was not set in stone, but a major possibility was for students to 

complete a project that helps the class understand an aspect of changes caused by the shift to a digital 

world.  This project can be anything from a presentation, to a website, to a good, old-fashioned paper. 

 The main goal of this class is for students to gain knowledge about knowledge.  When asked 

what she ultimately wanted the class to learn, Dr. Griffin answered, “I want this course to be a class in 

awareness.  I want students to be aware of how we communicate and how we produce knowledge.” 

 


