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Artificial intelligence (Al) is widely considered a key technology of human progress — as well as a source
of grave potential societal risks — in the 21st-century. Significant scientific innovation in recent years has
equipped Al with transformative potential in a wide range of areas, from the economy and politics to culture
and healthcare. It is easy to overlook amidst the hype surrounding Al that communication is very much at
the heart of these developments. Large language models (LLMs) in particular are fundamentally changing
the calculus of communication as something innately human, equipping bots and other virtual entities with
the ability to communicate increasingly coherently and convincingly. Services based on proprietary
models, such as Open Al's ChatGPT (Based on GPT-3 and GPT-4), Google’s Bard (based on LaMDA)
and a variety of other services are being used in a dazzling array of communicative contexts, from creating
business websites to writing student papers. Beyond text, there are generative models that can create
images, video and audio from written prompts. And beyond proprietary models, an increasing number of
powerfully open source models exist (e.g. Meta’s Llama?2).

The aim of this class is to explore the potential of Al technologies that in some way impact communication
(which will mostly mean generative Al), combining a theoretical and highly practical outlook on the subject.
We will first delve into the underlying technologies underpinning contemporary generative Al, namely deep
neural networks and the so-called Transformer architecture (GPT stands for Generative pre-trained
transformer). We will also discuss theoretical implications of generative Al for communication and media
research.

In a second phase of the class we will work on using generative Al experimentally and creatively in the
context of individual or group-based projects. While no knowledge of programming is required, students
are expected both to do reading of scientific texts in English and to possess a keen interest in the technical
basis of generative Al and the implications of its design for social science.
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