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First Year Seminar Course Descriptions 

Fall 2022 
 

Knowing Place, Knowing Self  

Kacie Hittel  

Section: 14 

 

In this section of First-Year Seminar, that core theme will be supplemented with a focus on how 

places and spaces are important for our personal, social, and cultural identities. Encountering this 

theme will enhance our understanding of “ways of knowing” as we investigate how we define 

such ideas as home, here, and there. Doing so allows us to navigate new spaces, recognizing who 

we’ve been as well as who (and where) we want to be. It means confronting issues of gender, 

race, and class as we consider the body in space. It also calls for a multidisciplinary approach as 

we investigate the construction of place and nature, use and sustainability, fixed and dynamic, 

and the interrelatedness of peoples, places, and things. We will ask: How do the places we know 

and love contribute to who we are? Do people make places? Why are we drawn to them? How 

are our relationships influenced by place and space? What does it take to know our way around 

the world?   

 

 

The Invisible Population 

Julia Heath Reynolds 

Section: 93 

 

In this section of First-Year Seminar the core theme of “ways of knowing” will be supplemented 

with a focus on the societal and media perceptions of people with different needs. Mental health, 

disabilities, homelessness, laws, and advocacy are some of the topics to be discussed. In addition 

to the FYS Anthology, “Demystifying Disability” by Emily Ladau will be read as well as the 

accompaniment of various media mediums. Expanding our hearts and minds to be our most 

inclusive selves will be at the center of this course.  

 

 

Machiavelli 

Leif A. Torkelsen 

Section: 80 & 81 

 

Few political thinkers have been as controversial and influential as the famed Florentine 

diplomat, Niccolò Machiavelli. His name has become a byword for skillful and ruthless political 

maneuvering. Although best known for The Prince, Machiavelli’s most important work is his 

analysis of the rise of the Roman Republic in the Discourses on Livy. This course will be based 

upon a close reading of Machiavelli’s Discourses. The readings will be structured for students to 

achieve three course objectives: (1) an understanding of Machiavelli’s thought, (2) a fresh 

perspective on our own representative form of government, and (3) the ability to conduct a deep 

reading of a primary text. 
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Creativity and the Christian Artist 

Carla Lahey  

Section: 71 

 

In this First-Year Seminar section, we’ll examine the FYS “Ways of Knowing” theme through 

the lenses of both faith and the arts. What does it look like to be an artist of faith in the current 

world? How can music, film, theatre, and other arts impact our understanding of society? How 

might our God-given impulse toward creativity lead us to a deeper knowledge of God and the 

world?   

In addition to the FYS anthology, students will engage in readings by artists who make 

connections between their creative work and the Christian faith, including musician Andrew 

Peterson, visual artist Makoto Fujimura, and author C.S. Lewis. Through engaging in these 

works, as well as participating in interactive creative exercises throughout the course, students 

will explore ideas about the role of creativity and faith in the world.  

 

Ways of Knowing, Comedy and Critique 

Carla McDonough 

Section: 82 & 85 

 

In this section of First-Year Seminar, the core theme and FYS anthology will be supplemented 

with a focus on the genre of Comedy. This theme will enhance your understanding of “ways of 

knowing” by examining the intellectual engagement required to get a joke and how comedy 

enriches our lives. George Orwell once commented that “every joke is a tiny revolution,” 

indicating that there is something important going on when we engage in comedy, even though 

comedy is often dismissed as merely silly or entertaining. Comedy can flirt with the tragic (hence 

the oft-cited formula that comedy is tragedy plus time). Comedy can deflate as well as defang the 

powerful and the dictatorial. It is a coping mechanism, a critique, a release, an escape, a 

displacement, and it requires a high level of intellectual engagement to create, and to understand. 

Throughout the course we will focus on the how and the why of what we read, view and hear 

(whether comic or otherwise) and discuss not only what it means but how it affects 

understanding. 

 

Denying the Holocaust: How we know what isn’t so 

Doug Bisson 

Section 1 & 7 

Who says the Holocaust never happened and why do they say it? What arguments do these 

deniers present to support their claims? Is there a difference between “Holocaust revision” and 

“Holocaust denial?” What answers have been made to the claims of the Holocaust deniers? What 

are the motives of Holocaust deniers? 

This course will explore the larger theme of “ways of knowing” by acquainting students with the 

methods of historians and showing how the latter use written documents, eyewitness testimony, 

photographs, physical evidence and demographic data to demonstrate that the Holocaust actually 

occurred. 
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Listen to Women 

Jane Duncan 

Section: 56 

 

With an aim toward intersectionality, this course will use podcasts, opinion-editorials, essays, 

book chapters, vlogs, blogs, and other online media produced by women to examine the various 

ways women tell their stories. The class is designed to be highly interactive and requires 

curiosity, objectivity, and evidenced-based analysis. Students will be provided curated lists of 

materials to start, but will also contribute to the materials that are utilized and analyzed for Ways 

of Knowing. 

 

 

A Worldview and its Influence on Success 

Dan Hodges 

Section 61 

 

In addition to the core curriculum “Ways of Knowing” and focus on liberal education, we will 

look at how an individual’s worldview shapes how that person experiences life and work. 

Specifically, we will explore how embracing the Christian worldview ideals of service and 

cultivation in the workplace can lead to opportunities to succeed. 

 

 

Harry Potter and the Hero's Quest 

Ann Coble 

Section: 27 & 37 

 

This class will address ways to approach critical thinking and analysis using the Harry Potter 

series. Students will read 5 Harry Potter books and watch 2 Harry Potter films, as well as reading 

the First Year Seminar Anthology that is common to all FYS classes. We will use Joseph 

Campbell's theories of the hero's quest as part of that analysis. We will research the Harry Potter 

phenomena by reading scholarly articles as well as popular literature. If you are a Harry Potter 

fan and you love to read, this class is for you! Students need to be aware that this class has a 

heavy reading load.  

 

 

Setting the Table: Food, Migration, Hospitality, and Justice 

Beth Ritter Conn 

Section: 32 & 86 

 

To examine how we eat is to examine how we live and come to know the world, and there is no 

better way to get to know strangers than to eat with them. In this section of First-Year Seminar, 

we study the food system; learn about hunger and food insecurity; examine how various staple 

foods got on our plates by means of histories of human migration, exploitation, and survival; 

contemplate the role food plays in ritual and religious life; discuss the ethical imperative from 

many religious traditions of welcoming the stranger (and learn how to be good strangers 

ourselves); consider ways our personal eating choices both shape and are shaped by our 
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particular social locations; and perhaps even share a few meals—with some Nashville neighbors 

and with one another—along the way. *This is a service-learning course.  

 

Golf, Life Lessons, and Society  

Robbie Matz 

Section: 13 

 

We often hear that golf can teach us the life lessons of honesty, integrity, and respect. But what 

can it teach us below the surface? In this course, we will explore historic and contemporary 

issues facing society through the lens of golf. Together we’ll look inward and ask a myriad of 

questions of how we can use golf as a case study to better understand the world we live in. What 

can golf teach us about civil rights, apartheid, and diversity and inclusion? How is the grass we 

play on tied to slavery? How does golf serve as a community for those battling addictions? How 

can golf lead to self-discovery?  

 

 

Decision-Making, Influences, & Responsibility 

Anna Garr 

Section 44 

 

This course explores the science of decision-making, including how individuals make decisions, 

how decisions are influenced by outside forces, how decision-making relates to personal 

responsibility, and how to make better decisions in our everyday lives. 

 

 

Korean Wave 

Stephen Hankil Shin 

Section: 68 

 

Collectively known as Hallyu, which means “Korean Wave”, Korean TV shows, K-pop songs, 

comics, and films have spread across Asia and beyond. Thanks to new digital communication 

technologies, South Korea has appeared as a new platform for producing transnational popular 

culture – the first instance of a major global circulation of Korean popular culture in history. In 

recent years, Korean popular culture has also become the topic of academic inquiry. But what 

encouraged the popularity of K-culture? Why popular? Why now? What does "Korean Wave" 

mean socially, culturally, and politically in a global media environment? 

 

Moving Pictures 

Richard Gershamn 

Section: 83, 90 & 91 

 

 
Film is magical.  It’s a series of still pictures that create the illusion of movement.  Equally, films 

by using evocative imagery can make us laugh, cry, jump out of our seats or stare in wonder.  
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Storytelling is an ancient art.  Stories reflect our collective consciousness; they tap into our 

beliefs, fears, and aspirations. In this course, we will examine what we know and how we know 

it though the narrative tradition of film. 

 

In addition to reading and writing, students will engage in discussion, debate, and exercises.  The 

goal is to be able to take what we learn, synthesize it, and use this knowledge to solve problems, 

express ideas and examine the world and ourselves. 

 

 

Yes, All Words Matter: The Language of Racial, Gender, Class, and Environmental Justice 

Michelle Shaw 

Section: 69 

 

What is justice? What does justice sound like? What words convey justice? How do the ideas of 

‘fairness’ and ‘mercy’ factor into how we understand and explain justice? Can we recognize the 

language of justice when we read or in everyday speech? If you choose this FYS course section, 

these questions will rest at the foundation of almost every discussion. With the FYS Anthology 

as foundational reading this course will also include supplemental readings and video to expand 

our understanding of justice. We will talk about race, gender, identity, class, and the environment 

as we read each assignment and watch each video. We will closely examine how the language 

we choose to employ can color our message, for better or for worse. 

 

 

Embrace Your Weird 

Douglas Crews 

Section: 09 

 

This First Year Seminar will focus on embracing one’s weird and learning that self-awareness is 

a way of knowing.  The course will focus on and cover the material found in the FYS Anthology.  

Supplemental to the anthology, the class will read about and discuss how to embrace their weird 

and how that can lead to self-awareness!  Embracing oneself can be something people are 

terrified of experiencing.  Nevertheless, embracing one’s weirdness is also a way in which 

people learn and grow.  It is by holding who they are with grace and kindness that we learn to 

use our whole selves for critical growth and change. In this FYS we will discuss how the 

shoulds, musts, perfectionism, and other pressures impact our lives.  The discussions will also 

focus on resiliency, compassion, mindfulness, and confidence as some of the ways to re-frame 

failure and embracing oneself.   
 

 

Social Justice and Civic Engagement: A Liveral Arts Education 

Laurie Gavilo-Lane 

Section: 60 

 

This course examines how social, political, health, and economic justice issues intersect with a 

liberal arts education. We will tackle questions relating to individual and institutionalized 

discrimination and violence, power and oppression, and inequality. The content requires you to 
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grapple with how to question and come up with innovative solutions to protect and enhance the 

dignity, rights, safety, and well-being of individuals and communities. The course aims to 

integrate diverse reading content, including James H. Jones’ Bad Blood, classroom discussions, 

film(s), a campus presentation relating to transformational/restorative justice, community 

engagement, and writing assignments to foster a deep and transformative experience. 

 

 

Artistic Revolution 

Jim Al-Shamma 

Section: 74 

 

Artistic expression is integral to the human experience as a way of knowing, as a means of 

processing what it means to be human. Historically, the avant-garde has found it necessary to 

challenge tradition and to invent new forms of expression. How do we know the world through 

art, and how and why does artistic revolution happen, specifically in the visual arts? 

 

 

Late-5th Century Athens 

Noel Boyle 

Section: 46 

 

The late Fifth Century BCE in Athens was among the most formative and pivotal in human 

history. The Peloponnesian War occurred; Socrates taught and was executed; Euripides wrote his 

tragic plays; Thucydides wrote the first historical account as we understand the role of he 

historian. Studying this period today can shed unique light on our own cultural moment. We will 

be using ancient Greece to take up a standpoint outside our culture, so as to be able to examine 

ourselves. In addition to the FYS Anthology, we will read several of Plato’s early dialogues, a 

play by Euripides, and some of Thucydides history of the Peloponnesian War. An overarching 

narrative for us will be provided by Mary Renault’s masterpiece of historical fiction, The Last of 

the Wine. The net effect is that the basic themes of our class will include war, sexual morality, 

religion, politics, and morality. 

 

 

Knowing and Exploring the World of Fashion 

Priscilla Gitimu 

Section: 50 

 

Fashion is a reflection of society, because fashion mirrors the times. By exploring the world of 

fashion, one has a greater understanding and appreciation of our times. 

The world of fashion is  global and dynamic. We are all part of the fashion world because 

clothing is a basic human need.  In this class we will explore where our clothing comes  from, 

who makes it, how it is made, and distributed.  

We will learn how globalized the fashion industry is and how it impacts our lives. We will enjoy 

learning the glamorous side of the fashion industry by acknowledging the creative delights the 

fashion industry contributes. We will explore fashion and technology and the rising smart 

fashion ideals.  
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Conversely, we will also explore the issues arising  from fast fashion, and its impact on garment 

workers, global inequality, and the environmental concerns it has caused. We will discuss 

solutions  to some of the fashion industry issues  by discussing ethical, sustainable, and circular 

fashion concepts.  

This will be a delightful class with so much to explore, learn, and deliberate on.  

Spoiler alert- We will watch and analyze  -”The True Cost Movie”  that explores several 

aspects about the garment industry.  

 

 

Be an Independent Thinker 

Kenny Jordan 

Section: 66 & 72 

 

We will explore ways of making sense of information and the world around us. During our 

exploration we will examine the psychological concepts of independent thinking, groupthink, 

group polarization, biases, and the concept of critical thinking. Utilizing the First-Year Seminar 

Anthology and various supplemental multimedia tools students will have the opportunity to 

examine and hone their personal thinking styles in becoming independent thinkers. 

 

 

Ways of Knowing: Reassessing Nostalgia and Homesickness as Tools for Self-Reflection 

Mackenzie Groff 

Section: 77 

 

In this course, you will spend time thinking through the different dimensions of what constitutes 

your individual sense of home and belonging. We will explore common human experiences like 

nostalgia, homesickness and déjà vu through a philosophical lens in order to develop tools to aid 

in our own personal journeys of well-being and self-discovery. 

 

 

Strange Things You Should Know 

Mark Anderson 

Section: 48 & 49 

 

A Philosophical circus featuring some of the wildest, weirdest, and most profound people and 

events in intellectual-spiritual history 

 

Trains, Jesus, and Murder: The Gospel According to Johnny Cash 

Jason Loscuito 

Section: 87 

 

Welcome to Nashville, a city where music and Christianity have an outsized influence on each 

other. Perhaps no other person epitomizes this confluence  than Johnny Cash. In this course, we 

will explore the life of Johnny Cash and the music he performed which addressed topics of love, 

God, family, patriotism, justice and redemption through the lens of philosophy and Christian 

theology. Some of the questions we will explore include: What does it look like to be an 
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authentic person? What role does suffering play in character formation and salvation? We will 

also explore the ways that Cash addressed the social issues of capital punishment, prison reform, 

war and the unjust treatment of Native Americans.   

 

 

Sleep, Eat, Move 

Patrick Schneider 

Section: 16 

 

This course will examine some simple, yet effective strategies for forming lasting habits that 

encourage students to sleep sufficiently, eat wisely and move often. These three behaviors are 

instrumental in shaping one’s quality and quantity of life. As a first year college student, it is 

important to establish some consistently healthy behaviors and understand how small changes in 

the area of habit formation that target sleeping, eating, and moving can lead to beneficial results 

over the short and long-term. 

 

 

“I Understood that Reference”: Ways of Knowing through Pop Culture 

Meg Tully 

Section: 28 & 36 

 

While it’s common to hear things like, “Who cares? It’s just a movie,” this course will examine 

the ways pop culture artifacts—including movies, TV shows, celebrities, music, memes, and 

influencers—shape our existence. We will cover topics like Jennifer Lawrence and celebrity cool 

girls, intense fandoms, and the new rules surrounding “spoiler culture” that impact how we craft 

our identities. This course will utilize the FYS Anthology, as well as supplementary readings, 

videos, and podcasts to examine how popular culture shapes our ways of knowing and existing. 

This class is designed to examine and highlight mediated texts that often remain unquestioned 

and the considerable impact they can have on ourselves and the world.  

  

 

Ways of Knowing 

Lucy Watson 

Section: 41 

 

On track with the general course theme, “Ways of Knowing,” this particular class will focus on 

how different aspects of life (politics, history, culture) can influence our everyday lives, how we 

make decisions, and ultimately what we believe about society and people. 

 

 

Strengths, Leadership, and Influence: Your Journey Begins Here 

Bonnie Riechert 

Section: 78 

 

Your core personality includes talents and strengths unique to you. Discovering and developing 

your signature strengths can help you reach your full potential. Using the principles of Gallup’s 
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CliftonStrengths for Students, this class will help you identify your top five themes of talent and 

begin to turn them into strengths to use throughout your college life and beyond. “When you do 

more of what you do best, you build your life around your areas of greatness.” Talent, 

knowledge, skills, and practice are vital parts of the strengths equation. When you understand 

and refine your strengths, you move closer to fulfilling your natural potential as an individual. 

Strengths-based insights and the global strengths movement are based on pioneering studies and 

publications by Dr. Don Clifton (1924-2003), known as the Father of Strengths-Based 

Psychology. Some six decades ago, he posed the question, “What would happen if we studied 

what was right with people?” Leadership and influence insights – on uncovering your purpose, 

achieving your goals, and communicating with confidence -- will be incorporated. 

 

 

“Ciao Bella!” Italy in Movies  

Francesca Muccini  
Sections: 2, 8 & 43 

In this particular section of First-Year Seminar, that core theme will be supplemented with an  
examination of Italian Cinema. This course will provide a portrayal of Italy’s rich cultural  
heritage through some of the most iconic Italian and American movies. Supplementing the  
readings in the First-Year-Seminar Anthology, we will read Italo Calvino’s novel Mr Palomar.  
Italo Calvino’s Mr Palomar looks at the sky, his lawn, the sea, starlings, tortoises, Roman  
rooftops, a girl, giraffes and much else. He wants only to observe and to learn from creatures 
and  things. Like Mr Palomar, we will learn about Italian culture by carefully watching and  
understanding its most famous cinematic production.  

 

Being Un-Offendable   

Jeremy Lane  
Section: 22 

 

Learning how to cope with differing ways of knowing & worldviews through forgiveness 
&  grace. 
 
 

Life, Power, and the Death of God  

Manuel Cruz  
Sections: 31 & 33  

How does our experience of life, power, and desire incline humans toward religious faith? 
Modern thinkers recognize that these same aspects of the human condition may also lead us 
into existential despair and loss of faith, tragically expressed in the phrase, "God is dead." How 
then can the modern experience of life, power, and desire strengthen yet also undermine the 
meaningful possibility of Christian faith as a way of life? To approach this central paradox, the 
course explores the following questions: Is the human desire for happiness, justice, and love 
meaningful? Is life found in a desire for power and domination? Does science and technology 
satisfy our desire to know and understand life? Moreover, what’s God got to do with it? By 
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reading the works of spiritual and anti-spiritual iconoclasts – mathematicians, philosophers, 
novelists, and scientists – the course examines how human ways of knowing and living create 
and distort the meaningful possibility of Christian faith. 

 

The Permanence of Inequality?   

Erin Pryor  
Section: 15  

The Permanence of Inequality? – The core theme “ways of knowing” will be supplemented 
with  a specified focus on understanding social structural inequality. Encountering this theme 
will  enhance your understanding of “ways of knowing” by using a multi-disciplinary approach 
to  explore the impact of social position and the social construction of difference at macro-meso 
micro operations of inequality. Specifically, students will examine social conceptions of race,  
class, and gender to analyze the establishment and perpetuation of inequality. This exploration  
will be accomplished through extensive reading assignments, multiple writing assignments, and  
thoughtful discussion. 

 

Lifelong Learning and Your Impact on the World  

Lauren Lunsford  
Section: 30  

What are the most powerful factors that influence how we learn and who we become? How do  
our experiences with others influence how we connect with our life goals and passions? This  
seminar will examine the role that schools and other people in our lives play in how we learn 
and  who we become by examining current national data and findings, fictional characters, and  
ourselves. We will begin by reading How We Learn and Why It Happens by Benedict Carey  
followed by Smartest Kids in the World and how they got that way by Amanda Ripley. We will  
then explore our role as lifelong learners and our impact on others with others while reading  
When Breath Becomes Air by Paul Kalanithi and The Fire This Time by Jesmyn Ward. 

 

Contemporary Art: A Mirror of Society  

Meaghan Brady Nelson  
Section: 29 

Art reminds us, that even in uncertain times, we each have the opportunity to make a positive  
impact within our own communities. As Chicago based artist and community arts activist  
Theater Gates (2016) states, “When art is present, things are better - even in the toughest  
circumstances." Participants of this First Year Seminar will be introduced to reflexive thinking  
practices that address the pressing social, cultural, and political issues of our time. Together 
we  will explore how contemporary art mirrors culture and society and is a rich resource 
through  which to consider current ideas and rethink the familiar. 
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Decision-Making, Influences, & Responsibility  

Anna Garr  

Section: 44  

This course explores the science of decision-making, including how individuals make 
decisions, how decisions are influenced by outside forces, how decision-making relates to 
personal  responsibility, and how to make better decisions in our everyday lives 

 

Crew, basketball, and the 1936 Olympics.   

Joy Kimmons  
Section: 18 

The journey to the 1936 Olympics reflects much more than a competition for winning Olympic  
gold. It is the Olympics of harmony, civility, and glory within the theater of evil. This seminar  
will explore questions of trust, fear, diversity, power, propaganda, relationships, politics, 
science,  history, humility, grit, religion, and love in the pursuit of new intellectual heights. It 
will  challenge you to engage in civil discourse on alternative points of view as you discern truth 
from  beliefs.  

 

Ways of Knowing – Poverty Alleviation – Big Business or Help that is 
Real?  

Martha Minardi  
Sections: 47 & 55  

Students will study best practices of poverty alleviation in the developing world. Specific  
countries studied will be Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Students will explore the  
contributing factors to poverty, how poverty alleviation is carried out, and how what often  
presents as poverty alleviation is detrimental to the nations that receive help but profitable for  
those who give the “help.” The history and politics of the countries will also be considered. The  
concepts of long-term development and best practices will be explored. Ways of knowing as  
related to critical thinking will be interwoven into the course materials. The reading list for this  
class includes: When Helping Hurts, Longing to Know and Ways of Knowing: First-Year  
Seminar Anthology. 

Political Dystopias: Real and Imagined  

Susan Jellissen  
Sections: 39 & 54 

In light of the broad course theme, “Ways of Knowing,” this particular class addresses the  
general issue of political power. Hans Morgenthau defined political power as “control over the  
minds and actions of others.” As such, have you ever wondered who really rules you? Where  
your ideas about things come from? Whether there are hidden agendas at work? Why those who  
question official narratives are demonized as “conspiracy theorists”? We attempt to answer  
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these questions through a survey of literature and film. Some of the works we shall explore  
include Plato’s Republic, George Orwell’s 1984, and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.  

Creating a better environment - Design for All  

Heejin Lee  
Section: 99  

We are encountering a new beginning – a post-pandemic era. Experts say the world will never 
be  the same after Covid. Climate change is another major problem we are facing. What other 
major  world issues are there? How should we solve these crises and create a better environment 
not just  for us but for our future generations? We will explore today’s crucial issues and think 
about how each of us in different specialties can respond to these problems and find solutions 
together. We  will mostly focus on solving problems and create a better indoor & outdoor 
environment with an  inclusive and creative design thinking process.  

Ways of Knowing: Women and Music  

Nancy Riley  
Sections: 12 & 21 

This class will explore our theme of “ways of knowing” by considering how music is a way of  
knowing with a specific emphasis on women and music. Historically the contributions of 
women  have been overlooked and/or marginalized, and exploring the roles and contributions of 
women  in music can reveal hidden knowledge and alternate, valuable ways of knowing! 
Alongside the  FYS anthology, we will also explore diverse snapshots and case studies of 
women in music,  ranging from western art and classical music, American popular music styles, 
and music from  around the world. 

Success and Failure  

Mark Phillips  
Sections: 23 & 84  

Much of your life in college, and in your career and pursuits afterwards are defined by how we  
determine success and failure. These definitions, and our evaluations of them, often lead to our  
overall sense of happiness. This course attempts to guide students toward clearer perceptions 
of  success and failure, and it utilizes examples in both business and literature.  

 

What does transformational justice mean to you? 

Bernard Turner 
Sections: 19 & 20  

 

This course will allow you to take a journey to become more aware of society's issues that 

prevent others from living meaningful and just lives. 

What does transformational justice mean to you? We will explore this term under the overall 

FYS Ways of Knowing. Issues such as fairness, innocence, accountability, opportunity, 

discrimination, ethical, and hope are some of the factors that will be explored in this interactive 

course. You are one of the future change agents in the social sector so begin your college 

experience by taking this course.  
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Disinformation and Democracy 

Daniel Schafer 
Sections: 65 & 70  

 

Today’s world is full of conspiracy theories, fake news, pseudoscience, bogus medical claims, 

propaganda, superstition, lies, delusions, and unreason of all kinds. Some of this is harmless or 

even entertaining. But fictional, irrational, or incorrect ideas can result in poor decisions and bad 

policy decisions. They can also be used to justify discrimination, oppression, racism, and 

violence. The Holocaust happened partly because both powerful and ordinary Germans 

embraced conspiracy theories about the Jews. Deliberate disinformation campaigns can seriously 

mislead people, leading to ongoing threats to human rights and our collective democratic life. If 

we want to live reality-based lives and sustain an effective democracy, we need to understand 

disinformation – where it comes from, who invents it, who spreads it, what effects it can have, 

and how to identify it. This course also aims to equip you with a functioning “baloney detector” 

– ways to recognize bogus arguments, logical fallacies, and rhetorical tricks used by the 

purveyors of falsehood. We will try to identify our own biases and poor thinking habits that lead 

us away from understanding reality as it is. We will also explore how scientists and other 

scholars decide which claims are likely more truthful than others. Warning: Skeptical approaches 

will be deployed! 

 

 

 

 

 


