
Tech Cultures, Tech Selves 

Vanier Social Science Festival 2011 
 

Technology is a lot more than the mere gadgets we use to get things done in our lives.  

From the perspective of the social sciences, technology encompasses the gadgets 

themselves, the specialized knowledge and tools used to develop new ones, the types of 

social relationships and societal conditions that surround and facilitate their creation, as 

well as the ways that societal conditions and social relationships are altered when new 

gadgets are widely adopted and put to use.  Technology is, thus, a core component of 

human social experience, an expression and shaper of human communities and cultures, 

and is a tremendous force in the life chances and development of individual human 

selves.  In this year‘s Social Science Festival, Vanier College teachers, guests, and 

students will explore multiple ways that technologies shape and influence human cultures 

and individual selves.  We will also discover how knowledge creation in the social 

sciences can help us to understand the nature and depth of the possibilities and risks 

arising out of the relationships we have with the gadgets we use in our everyday lives. 

The Social Science Festival was initiated in 2001 by Mark Prentice, teacher of 

anthropology at Vanier College.  Teachers wishing to bring their classes to specific 

events should notify Avi Goldberg by e-mail at goldbera@vaniercollege.qc.ca. 

 

Monday, October 17 
 

11:30-12:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Evolution Rap” 

Baba Brinkman 

 

Rap is an art form with deep roots, a public performance of rhyme, rhythm and narrative 

techniques that reach back to the common origins of humanity. Baba Brinkman weaves 

together storytelling and science to create an interdisciplinary picture of the evolutionary 

origins of rap. Ancient stories and modern hip-hop dramas tie this picture together, 

converging on the universal themes of human experience:  power-struggles, lust, betrayal, 

and the search for an ideal mate. 

 

In The Rap Guide to Evolution, Baba explores the history and current understanding of 

Darwin's theory of evolution by means of natural selection, combining remixes of 

popular rap songs with storytelling rap/poems that cover Natural Selection, Artificial 

Selection, Sexual Selection, and Evolutionary Psychology. The show also engages 

directly with challenging questions about cultural evolution, asking the audience to 

imagine themselves as the environment and the performer as an organism undergoing a 

form of live adaptation. 

 

Combining rap, storytelling, comedy, and evolutionary science, Baba Brinkman will 

challenge the way you think about hip-hop culture, Charles Darwin, and the history of 

literature, all through the furious force of rhymes. 



 

 

13:00-14:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Of Penis Gourds and Phallocrypts: The Anthropology of a Bizarre Item of 

Clothing” 

Matthieu Sossoyan 

 

Anthropology is the study of human evolution and cultural diversity. If there is anything 

somebody in anthropology would like to do, is to make other people seem logical, 

reasonable and understandable. And, as you will see in this presentation, if you can do 

that in New Guinea, you can do that anywhere! This presentation will discuss one of the 

most unusual items of clothing found in the world : the phallocrypt, or penis gourd, as 

worn by many men in the New Guinea Highlands. We will discuss the wearing of these 

gourds, and how notions of nudity and modesty vary in the world. We will also examine 

how these penis gourds have become symbols of identity and defiance in the face of 

Indonesian colonialism.  

 

14:30-15:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Facebook and the Field: The Changing Face of Anthropological Fieldwork” 

Jacky Vallée 

 

The first cultural anthropologists to do fieldwork over a century ago went to distant and 

unfamiliar lands and had to adapt to whatever local technology was available. Today, 

most of the people anthropologists work with have access to "modern technologies" like 

the Internet and cell phones. Not only does this change how an anthropologist relates to 

research participants and how they form social networks, but it blurs the line between 

"being at home" and "being in the field". It also raises some interesting ethical dilemmas. 

Based on his own PhD research in Eeyou Istchee (James Bay), Jacky will describe how 

things like Facebook and texting affected his research process and his relations in the 

field during and after fieldwork. 

 

16:00-17:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

Film Screening—“Blood in the Mobile” (Frank Piasecki Poulsen ) 

Introduced by Nathan Loewen 

 

Did you know your mobile phone contributes to violence in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo? Director Frank Piasecki Poulsen takes on the Congolese military and warlords to 

gain access to Bisie, a militia-controlled mine that produces cassiterite, a tin oxide used in 

cell phones. Poulsen reveals a mineral trade plagued with violence and human 

exploitation. He takes his findings back to mobile phone giant Nokia, a company that nets 

up to $1.6 billion in profits annually. His hope is that Nokia will stand behind its claim 

that ―Sustainability is in everything we do.‖  

 



Tuesday, October 18 
 

8:45-9:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

Women‟s Studies Presents: 

Film Screening—“The Water Front” (Liz Miller) 

 

What if you lived by the largest body of fresh water in the world, but could no longer 

afford to use it?  This is the question posed by Liz Miller’s documentary, in which she 

follows a group of mostly women activists in their struggle to have water acknowledged 

as a human right in a Michigan town where residents had received water bills as high as 

$10,000, have had their water turned off and their homes foreclosed.  Miller, a professor 

at Concordia University, is involved in women’s and human rights organizations around 

the world.  

 

10:00-11:15 (Amphitheater B 223) 

 

"Constructed or Constructing? Our Lives in a Digital World" 

Panel Discussion on Technology with Ruth Belfer, Kate Cairns, Sarah Coughlin, & 

Sheila Das 

 

This panel explores the question: How are we building our lives in today's technological 

world? Panelists will discuss how our conceptions of knowledge, time, relationships and 

our very identities are shaped through our interactions with contemporary technologies. 

Sharing diverse perspectives from both teachers and students, the panel promises a 

fruitful discussion of the promises and pitfalls of technology for individuals and 

communities. 

 

11:30-12:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“ „The Final Frontier‟:  Technology, Space Travel, and Hollywood” 

Alena Perout 

 

Exploring has always been important to human beings, and in the 21st century our 

exploring nature will take us to The Final Frontier - Space. This presentation will 

examine our relationship with Space throughout time. At first we saw the stars in the 

skies as images of gods and astrological clues. We evolved to understand our place in 

Space and quickly saw it as being somewhere to explore. Space is not reserved for 

physicists and astronauts - the influence of Space on the social sciences, history, culture, 

geography, politics, and more, is extremely important and yet often ignored. 

Understanding Space will help us understand ourselves. Space exploration has added 

much to our daily lives. It has helped us discover more about our Earth and the Earth's 

environments. The influence of 20th century Hollywood—movies like Star Wars or TV 

shows like Star Trek—has even inspired the development of new tools and 

technologies. If progress continues, by the end of this century we might even be 



colonizing other planets and building other worlds, going where "no-one has gone 

before". 

13:00-14:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Applied Social Science:  Making it Work in the Business World” 

David Winkel 

 

Taking an autobiographical approach, David will share the road he traveled transforming 

his skills as a social scientist with an academic /public service orientation to a successful 

career as a marketer, strategic planner and leading consultant in the restaurant and 

foodservice industries.  He will discuss how skills as a quantitative and qualitative 

researcher and analyst employing the principles of the Scientific Method can lead you to 

an exciting and rewarding career in for-profit and non-profit enterprises. 

 

14:30-15:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

"Citius, Altius, Fortius: The Role of Technology in Sports" 

Marc Belanger 

 

Citius, altius, fortius means faster, higher, stronger. This is the Olympic motto. While 

technology certainly has the potential to help humans go faster, fly higher, and be 

stronger, it arouses some interesting issues when looked at in the context of sports. This 

presentation will examine the many different ways that technology has been applied in 

sports. It will also offer a variety of examples to illustrate the many social forces that 

influence our decisions about how to use technology in sports. 

 

16:00-17:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“A Few Pages From the Story of Education in India:  Palm, Paper and Web” 

Nathan Loewen 

 

My talk will go on a journey to understand education in India. Thanks to Vanier's 

International Studies office, I was able to make a trip there this summer. I visited brand-

new universities as well as ancient libraries and schools. I met old-school stuffy 

professors as well as dynamic problem-solvers. In every situation I asked myself a few 

questions: "What technologies are being used for learning?", "How and why are they 

being used?" and "How might Web 2.0 tools be used for learning?" My talk will describe 

the places I visited and people I met. Along the way, I will present some answers to the 

first two questions. Answering the final question will required freshly-inspired ideas. 

Please come to this talk and suggest your vision for the future.  



Wednesday, October 19 

 

9:30-10:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Exploring the Gendered „Nature‟ of Technology” 

Lyne Marie Larocque 

 

Are technologies inherently gendered? What is it about the BBQ that makes it a ‗guy‘ 

thing? Are men really more drawn to the computer and women more prone to talk on the 

phone? These are just some of the questions that we can ponder as we put the gendered 

‗nature‘ of technology under the sociological microscope. 

   

11:00-12:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Games of Chance and Choice:  Social Interactions in the Lab” 

Eli Spiegelman 

 

This talk will describe the use of computer-based ―games‖ for economic experiments. 

These experiments place subjects in situations of strategic interaction. They are faced 

with choices that determine not just how much money they earn (yes, money – this is 

economics), but also how much others earn. A central question is often whether they will 

―cooperate‖ and split a large sum, or try to take more for themselves. Although no money 

will be involved in this talk, there may be an opportunity for audience members to 

participate in such games.  

12:30-13:45 

 

UB Social Science Quiz Show (Auditorium A 103) 

 

The annual Social Science Festival Quiz Show with Vanier teacher Peter Gantous as 

Master of Ceremonies. Teams of students show off their social science knowledge in this 

informative and entertaining competition. Come cheer them on! 

 

14:00-15:00 (Amphitheater B 223) 

 

The Psychology Department Presents: "Ask a Psychologist" 

 

Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be a psychologist? Come and hear a 

panel of teachers from the Psychology Department talk about their experiences in 

becoming a psychologist and what their jobs are like now. It's also your chance to ask a 

psychologist anything you want to know! How do I become a psychologist? How long 

does it take? How much money do psychologists make? Do psychologists really analyze 

everyone they meet, including friends and family?! Bring your questions, and this panel 

of Vanier psychology teachers will provide you with answers. 

 

Spaces are limited!  If you plan to bring your class, please contact Avi Goldberg at 

goldbera@vaniercollege.qc.ca 



 

14:00-15:15 (Staff Cafeteria D 140) 

 

“Environmental Sustainability:  Is Technology the Solution or the Problem?” 

Student Panel & the Vanier College Sustainability Office 

 

The renowned pagan leader Starhawk famously asked ―Since when has the problem 

become the solution?‖  when confronted with this technology/environment question. Yet, 

humans have proven themselves wonderfully adaptable when confronted with local and 

complex environmental problems. Do you think that technology has taken us too far? Or 

will technology be able to solve our major ecological crises (climate change, water issues, 

chemical contamination, over-population)? Come hear our student experts and partake in 

this open discussion on this key question. 

 

Spaces are limited!  If you plan to bring your class, please contact Avi Goldberg at 

goldbera@vaniercollege.qc.ca 

 

16:00-17:15 (D Cafeteria Annex) 

 

“Cliques and Cafeterias: A Workshop About Commensality and the Discovery of 

Difference” 

Danielle Gratton & Bob W. White 

 

Cafeterias are not only places that people go to in order to eat, but places where they go 

in order to be together. In today‘s world of increased contact between people of different 

cultural and racial backgrounds, public spaces such as cafeterias are charged with 

symbolic and social tension, especially where different types of cliques coalesce around 

common interests or shared identities.  Is it normal for people to form cliques based on 

linguistic, ethnic or racial identity?  Is the formation of cliques a form of exclusion, or 

worse yet, racism ?  Commensality—the practice of sharing food—is universal but varies 

from one culture to another and this commonality may serve as a means of discovering 

difference on its own terms.  This interactive workshop will use the idea of commensality 

and space of the cafeteria to explore how difference functions and why it matters 

Spaces are limited!  If you plan to bring your class, please contact Avi Goldberg at 

goldbera@vaniercollege.qc.ca 

 



Thursday, October 20 
 

10:00-11:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

Ron Charbonneau Memorial Lecture 

 

“The Evidence Against Lee Harvey Oswald; President John F. Kennedy‟s Assassin” 

Miles DeNora 

 

American President John F. Kennedy was assassinated almost 48 years ago. For many 

people the question remains: who killed him? A 2003 Gallup survey indicated that 75% 

of Americans believe that there was a conspiracy involved in the assassination. There are 

a series of possible culprits indicated by those who believe in a conspiracy: the Mafia, the 

CIA, the Soviet Union, Cuba, even vice-president Lyndon Johnson. People who believe 

in a conspiracy dismiss the person who was arrested in connection with the assassination 

within 80 minutes of the crime; Lee Harvey Oswald. This talk will focus on some of the 

―controversies‖ surrounding the assassination while highlighting the overwhelming 

evidence that implicates Oswald in Kennedy‘s death, evidence that is ignored by 

conspiracy theorists.  

11:30-12:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“The Virtual Fan:  How Technology is Changing the Way we Cover and Consume 

Spectator Sport” 

Stephen Brunt 

 

Former lead Globe and Mail columnist, best-selling author, and now full-time contributor 

across all Sportsnet media platforms, Stephen Brunt draws from his prolific career of 

analyzing and writing about Canadian and international sports to speak about the ways in 

which new media technologies are altering the experience of spectator sport. In the face 

of a rapidly expanding new media landscape, managers of teams must negotiate a 

paradoxical reality. They must keep paying fans in the seats of their stadiums and arenas 

while simultaneously advancing the digital delivery of sports entertainment content to be 

consumed by fans at great distances (and different times) from the games themselves. 

Digital sports content has not only sped up the availability of scores, it has also changed 

fan interaction with their teams as well as their expectations of sports journalism. Seeing 

spectator sport as one of the most popular and active sites of human entertainment and 

distraction, Stephen Brunt will use his vast experience of covering players, managers, and 

communities of fans to discuss the movement of the worlds he writes about into the age 

of web 2.0 and beyond.      

 



13:00-14:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

Film Screening—“Remote Control War” (CBC Doc Zone) 

Introduced by Jamie Millroy 

 

Robots that kill. In sci-fi movies, this is a classic futuristic scenario. But as this film 

reveals, robotic war is already here. The American robotic fleet has grown to 7,000 robots 

in the air and 12,000 on the ground. From today‘s CIA drone strikes to the next 

generation of armed autonomous robot swarms, warfare is being revolutionized. Remote 

Control War gains entry to the Pentagon, robotic production facilities and cutting-edge 

research laboratories to discover the latest technology. What are the new rules of 

engagement? Will having no casualties make going to war too easy? What happens when 

future robots can decide on their own whom to kill?  

 

14:30-15:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“My Personal Reality with Blindness and the Bigger Picture” 

Peter Nikolantonakis 

 

Peter, who attended and graduated from Vanier in 1992, is of Greek-Canadian descent.  

Peter will discuss his personal experience with blindness.  Among other themes, Peter 

will explain how and when he became blind.  He will also describe the various stages of 

blindness and some of the key issues and challenges faced by blind people every day. 

 

16:00-17:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“Raising Babies - Facts vs. Fiction”   
Karen Tee 
 
Find out the facts and expose the fiction when it comes to raising babies.  Learn about 

nutrition during pregnancy, adjustment to parenthood, bonding with your infant, what 

makes a good home environment, how to discipline a child, and more.  After decades of 

good research, it‘s now quite clear how to raise a baby who is as happy, as easy to get 

along with, and as bright as possible.   

 



Friday, October 21 
 

10:00-11:15 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

"Sustainability, Identity, Reality:  Musings of an Unlikely Reality TV Star" 

Ben Starr 

 

Ben Starr grew up on a sheep farm in rural West Texas with no television or internet.  As 

an adult, he had a natural disdain for television media, particular the reality TV format.  

After an intense decade of world travel, during which he visited all 7 continents, he ended 

up on reality TV himself on three different occasions: Rachael Ray's So You Think You 

Can Cook (2007), HGTV's All American Handyman (2010), and Fox's MasterChef with 

Gordon Ramsay (2011).  In this session, he offers a unique perspective on reality TV and 

its influence on both the contestant and the viewer, as well as opinions on the 

"sustainability" of the reality TV format in future media. 

 

11:30-12:45 (Auditorium A 103) 

 

“ „Madzi Ndi Moyo‟:  Water Access in Malawi” 

International Education Student Panel 

 

As part of an initiative to increase awareness of global issues, 8 Vanier College students 

participated in 2 year program about access to safe water. Students learned about issues 

first hand by living in a rural sub-Saharan community in Malawi and interviewing rural 

Malawian men and women, politicians, and community workers. Students visited various 

villages (with and without access to safe drinking water), NGO‘s and government 

offices.  This panel will explore what they learned. 


