
ENGL 408C  Spring Term, 2017 

ENGL 408C 
The Rhetoric of Digital Design 

Special Topic: Technological Non-Use 
 

Course Meetings: Wed. 6:30 pm - 9:20 pm, ECH 1205 (Mac Lab)  
Professor: Marcel O'Gorman, Director, Critical Media Lab    
Office: Hagey Hall 258 or 225, UW Main Campus  
Office Hours: Thursday, 3:00-5:00 and by appointment 
Prof’s phone: 519.888.4567 x32946     
e-mail: marcel@uwaterloo.ca 
CML Web Site: http://criticalmedia.uwaterloo.ca 
 
Course Description 
 
The UW Course Calendar describes ENGL 408C as follows: “Students apply a variety of 
analytic perspectives - design discourse, multimodal discourse, rhetorical theory, social 
semiotics - to the design and production of a major digital project (or compilation of projects) 
using professional software and hardware tools.” This term, the course will focus specifically on 
the topic of technological “non-use.”  
 
In the field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI), non-use is viewed as a problem to be solved 
(e.g., Why aren’t people using this or that feature of our software?). For media activists, non-use 
could designate a refusal to engage with certain technologies (e.g., unplugging from Facebook). 
This course will look at non-use in various contexts, from 19th-century British Luddies to 21st-
century Mennonites in Ontario. We will also explore various disciplinary approaches to the topic, 
including gender studies, anthropology, cognitive psychology, and systems design. 
 
This course pays specific attention to the “design” of non-use, focusing on the art, philosophy, 
and politics of unplugging. Students will complete a number of non-use workshops, develop new 
“rituals for non-use,” and create a design project that turns the concept of non-use into an 
object-to-think-with. This course will give students a new vocabulary for discussing technological 
interactions, and introduce them to the practices of Human-Computer Interaction, Speculative 
Design, User Experience (UX) Research, and startup modelling. But above all, this course gives 
students a critical framework and vocabulary for understanding the complex role of technology 
in contemporary life. 
 
Assessment  
 

Individual Seminar Presentation with Reading Notes (20%) 
Minor Design Project with Individual Essay (10% + 10%) 
Major Design Project with Individual Essay (20% + 20%) 
Non-Use Micro-Presentation (10%) 
Participation (10%) 
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Seminar Presentation with Notes and Discussion (20%) 
 
Each student will prepare a 20-minute seminar presentation based on the reading(s) for that 
week, covering key points, terms, and points of contention or discussion. This is not simply a 
summary of the reading, although you must give a comprehensive overview of the text; instead, 
the goal of the presentation is to "translate" the weekly reading so that it is relevant within the 
context of previous and future course readings and assignments. You should make use of 
audio/visual materials of your choice to enhance the quality of the presentation. Don't just 
present the text – and most especially, don't just read notes from a page – engage your 
colleagues in a discussion of the issues.  
 
The presenter will also write a set of reading notes, based on the instructions below, and 
submit these to the professor before the presentation. Ideally, you should be taking notes like 
this for each course reading. The readings in this course are not meant to be forgotten at the 
end of the term. You should leave the course with key concepts that you can employ in writing, 
design, and thinking for the rest of your life. Taking notes ensures that the readings are stored in 
your internal hard drive (hypomnesis), where they will participate actively in your individuation. 
See my interview with Bernard Stiegler for details on this topic. 
  
My recommended note-taking method, which is also a mnemotechnic, is as follows: 

1. Do the reading. 
2. As you read, underline or outline passages that you feel are of significance. What is 
significant? Anything that will help you explain the reading to others, anything that 
reminds you of other readings, anything that coincides with the course theme.  
3. Transcribe the significant passages in a text document, along with bibliographical 
information and page number. 
4. Under the transcribed passage, write a comment about why it is significant. 

You will be graded primarily on the substance of your comments, but the form of the notes 
(bibliographical information, proper transcription) will also be taken into account.  
 
The presentation grade will be based on the following components (5% each): 
comprehensiveness (did you cover the most important parts of the article?); relevance (did you 
relate the reading to other course readings or course themes?); audio/visual materials (were 
they useful or just “wall paper”?); notes (based on critera above). 
 
Non-Use Micro-Presentation (10% - Everyone presents on June 21) 
Each student will give a 5-minute presentation on one of the articles found in the First Monday 
special issue on non-use. Your goal is to quickly summarize the article’s main points, identify the 
author’s disciplinary approach (e.g., Anthropology, English, Gender Studies, etc.), and state how 
the article is like or unlike other specific readings in the class. In addition to this presentation, 
you will submit notes on the article, as with the Seminar Presentation.  
 
Design Pitch with Individual Essay (10% + 10%) - Due Wednesday, May 31 
 
Students will work in groups of two or three to pitch a community-based project that involves 
using the Yondr device case. In the case of this project, you are designing a new 
implementation for an already existing product. Where might Yondr be deployed in the 
community to solve a problem, create a new experience, or open a discussion? How can Yondr 
be used to create new digital habits that foster specific human goals such as communication, 
attention, honesty, presence, etc.? Each group will pitch their proposal in class before (possibly) 
approaching a community partner about the project.  
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Your pitch will be graded on the following components: 1) feasibility (is implementation 
realistic?); 2) transformation (how does your design transform a current space or situation?); 3) 
course readings (how does your design take into account specific concepts from course 
readings?).  
 
The essay will be 7 pages in length and graded on the following components: effective use of 
course readings (cite at least THREE readings from the syllabus); clarity of project description 
(is the concept well explained?); mechanics (spelling, grammar, MLA formatting). Write the 
essay for a general audience, and not for the professor. Imagine that you might present this 
essay to the community as part of your “pitch.” 
 
Major Design Project with Individual Essay (20% + 20%) - Project Due July 26; Essay Aug 2 
 
Working alone or in groups of 2, develop a hands-on project that reflects course readings and 
discussions on the topic of non-use. Select one of the options below, or propose an alternative 
project before July 5. All students will write an essay that reflects on and theorizes the project. 
 
Option 1: Yondr Project Implementation 
Implement the design that was created in Project 1 (or design a new implementation) and 
document its effectiveness. Working alone or in groups, students will employ UX and/or HCI 
research practices to implement a Yondr project in the community and evaluate the project’s 
implementation. The project must be documented and theorized in a 10-12-page essay written 
for a general audience. The essay must cite at least FIVE readings (3 from syllabus), accurately 
document the project’s successes and failures, and make suggestions for future iterations. 
 
Option 2: Yondr Redesign 
Working alone or in groups of 2, students will redesign the Yondr device case, using the 
practices of Speculative Design. How might Yondr be reimagined as a product that integrates 
new digital rituals into daily life? Or how might a Yondr-like product become central in a 
ritualistic ceremony or sacred space? As a speculative design exercise, this project requires 
students to think like science fiction writers or futurists. The design component will be based on 
relative feasibility (“speculative” technology must be explained clearly), context (what kind of 
society are you designing for?), uniqueness (are you reinventing the wheel?). The project must 
be described in a 10-12-page essay written for a general audience. The essay must cite at least 
FIVE readings (3 from syllabus). 
 
Option 3: Digital Non-Use Startup 
Working alone or in groups, students will design a non-use project (hardware, software, etc.), 
and justify it using course readings. Students will submit a Lean Canvas and deliver a 10-15-
minute pitch to the class, complete with a rough prototype and/or visuals (video, infographic, 
etc.). The pitch will be graded on product feasibility, innovation, overall product plan (Lean 
Canvas), and quality of delivery. The project must be documented and theorized in a 10-12-
page essay written for a general audience. The essay must cite at least FIVE readings (3 from 
syllabus), and clearly articulate the product based on the Lean Canvas model. 
 
Participation (10%) 
Students are expected and arrive on time, attend all classes, and actively engage their 
colleagues in seminar discussions. In addition, students will be expected to complete in-class 
workshops, which also count toward the participation grade. Finally, students will be graded on 
their participation in group work, as assessed by their peers. 
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Course Policies 
 
General Expectations 
Students are expected to attend all classes and arrive on time. Written assignments must be submitted to 
the LEARN dropbox by midnight on the due date. Late submissions will be docked 10%/day off of the 
final grade for that assignment. Group work requires active participation by all parties, and problems in 
this area should be reported to the instructor. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the University of 
Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and responsibility. See the UWaterloo 
Academic Integrity webpage and the Arts Academic Integrity webpage for more information.  
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid committing 
academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student who is unsure whether an 
action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, 
cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, 
academic advisor, or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have 
occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information on 
categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to Policy 71 - Student Discipline. For 
typical penalties check Guidelines for the Assessment of Penalties. 
 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her university life has 
been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student 
Petitions and Grievances, Section 4. When in doubt, please be certain to contact the department’s 
administrative assistant who will provide further assistance. 
Appeals: A decision made or penalty imposed under Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other 
than a petition) or Policy 71 - Student Discipline may be appealed if there is a ground. A student who 
believes he/she has a ground for an appeal should refer to Policy 72 - Student Appeals. 
 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 
Note for students with disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of the 
Needles Hall extension (1401), collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate 
accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the 
curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please 
register with the AS office at the beginning of each academic term. 
 
The Writing and Communication Centre 
The Writing and Communication Centre works with students as they develop their ideas, draft, and 
revise. Writing and Communication Specialists offer one-on-one support in planning assignments, 
synthesizing and citing research, organizing papers and reports, designing presentations and e-portfolios, 
and revising for clarity and coherence.   
 
You can make multiple appointments throughout the term, or drop in at the Library for quick questions or 
feedback. To book a 50-minute appointment and to see drop-in hours, visit www.uwaterloo.ca/writing-
and-communication-centre. Group appointments for team-based projects, presentations, and papers are 
also available. 
 
Please note that communication specialists guide you to see your work as readers would. They can teach 
you revising skills and strategies, but will not change or correct your work for you. Please bring hard 
copies of your assignment instructions and any notes or drafts to your appointment.  
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
All readings will be available via link or LEARN. There are no course books to purchase. 
 

Date: Reading/Discussion Presenter 
May 3 Course Introduction 

Thomas Pynchon, “Is It O.K. To Be A Luddite?” 
Kevin Kelly and Kirkpatrick Sale, “Interview with the Luddite” 
Workshop: Ritual Sacrifice 

O’Gorman 

May 10 Neo-Luddism 
Steven E. Jones, Against Technology: from the Luddites to the Neo-
Luddites 
Workshop: Thinking With Yondr 

 

May 17 Non-Use in HCI 
Satchell and Dourish, “Beyond the User: Use and Non-Use in HCI” 
Oudshoorn and Pinch, How Users and Non-Users Matter, Introduction 
Pierce and Paulos, “Counterfunctional things: exploring possibilities in 
designing digital limitations" 
Workshop: Prof Dan Vogel, “What Is HCI?” 

2 presenters 

May 24 
 

Mennonite Tech 
Kraybill, Johnson-Weiner and Nolt. The Amish. (Selections) 
Workshop: Practice the Pitch 

 

May 31 Curmudgeon 1: Getting a Grip 
Hubert Dreyfus, On the Internet 
Workshop: Make the Pitch 

 

June 7 Digital Ritual 
Ronald Grimes, Ritual Studies as Craft (Selections) 
Workshop: Crafting Digital Rituals 

 

June 14 Curmudgeon 2: Uselessness 
Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society (chapter 5) 
Workshop: Julie Funk, “Hacking the Useless Box” 

 

June 21 
National 
Aboriginal 
Day 

Non-Use Across Disciplines 
Eric P.S. Baumer et al., “Why study technology non-use?” 
Non-Use Micro-Presentation – Everyone Presents 
Workshop: Adam Bradley and Cayley MacArthur, “User Gender” 

 

June 28 Curmudgeon 3: Loneliness 
Sherry Turkle, Alone Together (selections) 
Workshop: Prof. Ashley Mehlenbacher, “UX Research Methods” 

 

July 5 Digital Sabbath 
Evgeny Morozov, “Only Disconnect” 
Jason Farman, “The Myth of the Disconnected Life” 
Andrew Sullivan, “I Used to Be a Human Being” 
Workshop: Proposals for final project 

 

July 12 Curmudgeon 4: Pay Make Attention! 
Bernard Stiegler, Taking Care of Youth and the Generations 
Present Iteration 1 of Final Project 

 

July 19 Present Final Iteration of Final Project 
Studio Time for Project Development 
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