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Course Description: 
This course is not (only) curricular clickbait. 

Online discourse is shifting our awareness of  what writing is and what it can be made to do. 
Among other things, it can serve as conversational mechanism in ways once unimaginable; the 
results, of  course, have been ambivalent, if  not outright negative. In one direction, we’re forced 
to confront anew the functions of  hate-writing and other sorts of  linguistic antagonism—that is, 
trolling. As folklorist Whitney Phillips has demonstrated, before the terms troll (as a noun), to troll 
(an infinitive verb), and trolling (a gerund) entered the English language in the early 1990s, those 
we now call trolls had no other term to explain their own conduct—either to others or to 
themselves. In a fundamental sense, then, the troll was born with the internet. In another 
direction, the internet has allowed for decentralized, immediate, mass-scale publication, as well as 
nearly immediate remixing and recirculation. Things that used to take weeks or months or years 
to happen now happen in minutes, in seconds. These days the after-lives and after-after lives of  
texts may be more interesting than their original instantiations. Those life/after-life cycles also 
progress with stunning speed: a meme can emerge in a moment, gain traction in an hour, and 
run out of  steam in a week.  

In this course, we’ll explore the historical roots and central rhetorical practices of  trolling, going 
as far back as Socrates, whom Encyclopedia Dramatica calls “a famous IRL troll of  pre-internets 
Greece credited with inventing the first recorded trolling technique and otherwise laying the 
foundation of  the science of lulz.” We’ll consider just how rare a phenomenon trolling is (or isn’t) 
and whether some generally respected cultural figures and/or institutions are or aren’t (just 
kidding, they totally are) engaged in the practice. Focusing on the circulation of  writing, in 
addition to its production, we’ll also examine what happens to texts after they appear on the 
internet, especially as they’re meme-ified. What happens when the boundary between reader and 
writer, producer and consumer blurs entirely? 

Course Texts: 
Selections from The Economics of  Attention by Richard Lanham 
Selections from Still Life with Rhetoric: A New Materialist Approach for Visual Rhetorics by Laurie Gries  
Selections from This Is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things: Mapping the Relationship between Online Trolling 
and Mainstream Culture by Whitney Phillips 
Selections from The World Made Meme by Ryan Milner 
Selections from The Ambivalent Internet: Mischief, Oddity, and Antagonism Online by Whitney Phillips 
and Ryan Milner 



Selections from Make America Meme Again: The Rhetoric of  the Alt-Right by Heather Suzanne Woods 
and Leslie A. Hahner 
Selections from Gorgias, Meno, Theaetetus, and/or Republic by Plato 
“Taking It Personally: Reading Derrida’s Responses” by Reed Way Dasenbrock 
“Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida” by John Searle 
Selections from Limited, Inc. by Jacques Derrida 
Selections from Kill All Normies: Online Culture Wars from 4Chan and Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right 
by Angela Nagle 
Selections from The Internet of  Garbage by Sarah Jeong 
Selections from Reading the Comments: Likers, Haters, and Manipulators at the Bottom of  the Web by 
Joseph M. Reagle, Jr. 

Overview of  Course Assignments: 
This course will contain five major assignments, as well as daily in-class writing tasks: 
1. Throughout the course of  the semester, students will work in groups to produce topically 

specific memes and moderate meme pages on Facebook or some other social media platform. 
Each student will be tasked with producing a minimum of  two memes per day. At the end of  
the semester, students will evaluate the quality of  the memes they have produced and reflect 
on their experiences in a 3-4 page essay. 

2. After examining various contemporary definitions of  trolling, students will write a brief  (2-3 
page) essay in which they debate the merits of  various conceptions and ultimately endorse a 
particular perspective. In the course of  that assignment, they’ll also isolate and explain at least 
three of  the central rhetorical tactics of  trolls. 

3. Students will read entries from Encyclopedia Dramatica (the Wikipedia of  trolling) on Socrates, 
the Socratic Method, Philosophy, and so forth, then read selected entries from several 
Platonic Dialogues. They’ll also read some brief  selection from a philosophical interchange 
between Jacques Derrida and John Searle. Then, applying their definition from assignment 
#1 (above), they’ll evaluate whether the eminent philosophers Socrates and/or Derrida 
should be considered trolls. To do so, they’ll summarize and analyze philosophical texts in a 
3-4 page essay. 

4. Socrates and Derrida, to be sure, both frame their philosophical methods as being ethically 
defensible, even oriented toward moral ends. After reading selections from Whitney Phillips’s 
This Is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things; The Ambivalent Internet, co-authored by Phillips and Ryan 
Milner; Sarah Jeong’s The Internet of  Garbage; and Joseph Reagle’s Reading the Comments, 
students will consider whether trolling is inherently problematic in ethical terms in a 2-3 page 
response. Some trolls may defend their actions, but should we believe them?  

5. After reading Lanham’s The Economics of  Attention, Gries’s Still Life with Rhetoric, and Milner’s 
The World Made Meme, students will trace the evolution of  a given meme genre and consider 
its disparate, even conflicting meanings in a 4-5 page essay. 



Grading Breakdown 
Meme Evaluation and Reflection	 	 	 	 	 10% 
Trolling Definition and Rhetorical Analysis Essay	 	 	 15% 
Historical Precursors Analysis		 	 	 	 	 20% 
Ethics of  Trolling Essay	 	 	 	 	 	 20% 
Meme Genre History and Analysis	 	 	 	 	 25% 
Class Participation and In-Class Writing	 	 	 	 10% 

Academic Honesty: 
•         Hofstra University Honor Code: “As a member of  the Hofstra community I pledge to 
demonstrate integrity and ethical behavior in all aspects of  my life, both inside and out of  the 
classroom. I understand that I am accountable for everything I say and write. I will not 
misrepresent my academic work, nor will I give or receive unauthorized assistance for academic 
work. I agree to respect the rights of  all members of  the Hofstra community. I will be guided by 
the values expressed in the P.R.I.D.E Principles. I accept the responsibility to follow this Honor 
Code at all times.” 
•         Honor Code Short Form: “I pledge on my honor that I have done this work with honesty and 
integrity, without giving or receiving unauthorized assistance.” 
•         Academic Honesty: Plagiarism and other forms of  academic dishonesty are serious ethical 
and professional infractions.  For information regarding Hofstra’s statement of  principles with 
respect to academic honesty, examples of  violations, procedures for handling violations, as well as 
a student’s right to appeal a charge, see Faculty Policy Series #11 for undergraduate students and 
Faculty Policy Series #11G for graduate students (https://www.hofstra.edu/faculty/senate/
senate_fps.html). 
   
Student Access Services (SAS): 
If  you believe you need accommodations for a disability, please contact for Student Access 
Services (SAS). In accordance with Section 504 of  the Rehabilitation Act of  1973 and the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of  1990, qualified individuals with disabilities will not be 
discriminated against in any programs, or services available at Hofstra University. 
Individuals with disabilities are entitled to accommodations designed to facilitate full access to all 
programs and services. SAS is responsible for coordinating disability-related accommodations 
and will provide students with documented disabilities accommodation letters, as appropriate. 

Please note that accommodations may require early planning and are not retroactive; please 
contact SAS as soon as possible. All students are responsible for providing accommodation letters 
to each instructor and for discussing with him or her the specific accommodations needed and 
how they can be best implemented in each course. For more information on services provided by 
the university and for submission of  documentation, please contact Student Access Services, 107 
Student Center, 516-463-7075 

https://www.hofstra.edu/faculty/senate/senate_fps.html
https://www.hofstra.edu/faculty/senate/senate_fps.html


Deadlines: 
Please be mindful of  University deadlines; see the Spring 2019 Academic Calendar: https://
www.hofstra.edu/studentaffairs/studentservices/academicrecords/academic-records-
spring-2019-calendar.html  

Incomplete Policy:  
Hofstra’s policies regarding Incomplete grades, default grades, and associated deadlines can be 
found in the Undergraduate and Graduate Studies Bulletins under Class, Attendance, Grading 
Policies. http://bulletin.hofstra.edu/content.php?catoid=86&navoid=10655 .  

Discriminatory Harassment, Relationship Violence and Sexual Misconduct 
Hofstra prohibits sexual and other discriminatory harassment, stalking, domestic and dating 
violence, sexual assault and other sexual misconduct (collectively, “Gender Based Offenses”).  If  
you or someone you know believes they have been subjected to any of  these Gender Based 
Offenses, help is available.  To make a report, or for more information about Hofstra’s Student 
Policy Prohibiting Discriminatory Harassment, Relationship Violence, and Sexual Misconduct 
(available at http://hofstra.edu/sexualmisconduct), please contact the Title IX Officer for 
Student Issues at (516) 463-5841 or StudentTitleIX@hofstra.edu or Public Safety at (516) 
463-6606.  Confidential resources and support are also available from medical and counseling 
professionals in the Student Health and Counseling Center (516-463-6745) and clergy in the 
Interfaith Center.   

Absences for Religious Observance 
Hofstra University recognizes that students and/or faculty may from time to time miss class due 
to religious observances. Students who anticipate missing class for this reason should notify 
faculty members in advance. Likewise, faculty members who anticipate missing class for religious 
observance should notify students in their classes. As per Faculty Policy Series 12 (B): “No student 
shall be expelled or refused admission to Hofstra University because he or she is unable to 
participate in any examination, study or work requirement because of  his or her religious 
obligations and practices. However, all students are expected to complete all assignments and 
examinations. It is understood that no adverse or prejudicial effects shall result to any student 
who avails him or herself  of  religious observances. The University, faculty, and student shall work 
together to achieve a reasonable accommodation concerning any conflicts between educational 
and religious obligations.” 

In accordance with New York State Law, each student who is absent from school because of  his 
or her religious beliefs will be given an equivalent opportunity to register for classes or make up 
any examination, study, or work requirements that he or she may have missed because of  that 
absence on any particular day or days.  

Course Schedule: 
In this course, students will earn three credits in only 15 days; each day’s tasks will constitute 
(roughly) one week’s workload during a fall or spring semester. Given that very rapid pace, course 
readings and activities are rather tightly compressed.  



Class Period Topic Readings/Assignments Due

1 Course Introduction and 
Overview: Stipulative and 
Historial Definitions of Trolling

Phillips This Is Why Intro + Chs 
1-2 

2 Destroying (Online) Utopia Nagle: 1-53

3 Has Trolling Taken Over? 
Antagonism and Mainstream 
Media

Phillips This Is Why Chs 4 & 6;

4 Trolling as Conservative and/or 
Male Domain

Nagle: Ch 6; Woods and Hahner 
Ch 1 and Ch 5

5 Was Socrates a Troll?: Part 1 Encyclopedia Dramatica + 
Selections from Platonic 
Dialogues (see Blackboard 
Folder)

6 Was Socrates a Troll?: Part 2 Selections from Platonic 
Dialogues (see Blackboard 
Folder)

7 Was Derrida a Troll? Dasenbrock; Selections from 
Searle and Derrida

8 Rethinking Writing for a New 
Economy

Lanham Intro, Ch1, Ch 4

9 Doxxing, Swatting, Spamming Jeong The Internet of Garbage 
Chs 1 & 2 plus Conclusion

10 Responding to Online Outrage Nagle: Ch 7 and Conclusion; 
Phillips and Milner Ch 1

11 The Good, The Bad, and The 
Uncertain

Phillips and Milner Ambivalent 
Internet Chs 3 and 5

12 On (Not) Reading the Comments Reagle, Chs 5-7

13 The Grammar and Vocabulary of 
Memes

Milner Chs 2 and 3

14 Tracing Meme Genres Gries Still Life: Chs 6 and 7

15 Parody, Satire, Remxi Gries Still Life: Chs 8 and 9


