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CLLC–L 120: Politics, Resistance, Identity: Facts, Hoaxes, and Fake News 
(or, the History of Bullshit) 

 

 
 
Instructor: Jordan Taylor.                  Email: jt51@iu.edu 
Time & Place: Monday/Wednesday, 1:25–2:40pm. Collins Ed. Basement classroom 
Office hours: Monday, 2:40–3:40, Wednesday, 12:20–1:20, in Collins coffeehouse. 

 
Course description: 

 
Philosopher Harry Frankfurt describes “bullshit” as a claim made for a purpose that 
is indifferent to truth. If lying requires knowing what the truth is and disregarding it, 
then bullshitting means offering information without any regard for whether it’s true or 
not. For bullshitters, getting their message out is the only thing that matters. This course 
examines the bullshit that has become an unavoidable feature of American life, from so-
called “fake news” to Holocaust deniers to your grandma’s email forwards. How did the 
United States get to the point where bullshit is so pervasive? How did people in the past 
grapple with it? Why do so many people believe it? And what can we do about it?  
 
We will examine bullshit through a variety of lenses, including those of political 
scientists, cultural critics, psychologists, philosophers, historians, sociologists, 
communications scholars, journalists, literary critics, and more. Our goal will be to 
equip ourselves to recognize and fight a world of bullshit. 
 
This course does not advocate for one political point of view over another. Bullshit is 
endemic in American culture, and does not only reside on the “left” or on the “right.” Yet 
that does not mean, as many commentators have concluded, that both sides’ points of 
view on a particular issue (such as whether or not the Holocaust happened, to take a 
particularly extreme example) are equally valid or equally worthy of debate. Indeed, we 
will historicize this “both sides-ism” and its implications for American society. This 
course challenges students to evaluate truth-claims not based on their relationship to 
their pre-existing politics or ideology, but based on the evidence available to them. 
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Learning objectives: 
 

• Critical Thinking: No matter what you study at Indiana University, you rely on 
information and media in order to learn. Moreover, as a world citizen in 2018, 
you are constantly facing a barrage of social media, news, and information. 
Through in-class workshops and the “piece of bullshit” and “bullshit inventory” 
assignments, you will be assessed on your critical reflection about your own 
relationship with and literacy about media and information. 

 

• Skills of Inquiry and Analysis: All strong arguments are based on evidence. This 
class will teach you how to effectively find and evaluate evidence for your own 
arguments. It will provide a model for productive, evidence-based conversations 
about challenging issues. These skills will be assessed through reading responses 
and in-class workshops. 

 
• Civic Knowledge: We are all part of a larger information ecosystem, and what we 

do affects others. Sharing a story on social media is therefore an ethical choice. In 
investigating the cultural, political, historical, and social conditions that foster 
bullshit in society, we will wrestle with the question of what we can do to 
challenge the spread of fake news and bullshit. You will be assessed on your 
knowledge of our information ecosystem through reading responses and the 
“piece of bullshit” assignment.  

 
Course policies: 

 
Academic Integrity: Familiarize yourself with the Code of Student Rights, 
Responsibilities, and Conduct. All suspected violations of the Code will be reported to 
the Dean of Students and handled according to University policies. Sanctions for 
academic misconduct may include a failing grade on the assignment, reduction in your 
final course grade, and a failing grade in the course, among other possibilities. If you are 
unsure about the expectations for completing an assignment or taking a test or exam, be 
sure to seek clarification beforehand. Plagiarism is the unattributed appropriation of 
others’ words and ideas as your own. Indiana University’s plagiarism policy (described 
here: college.indiana.edu/plagiarism/index.shtml) will be rigorously enforced in this 
class. Please familiarize yourself with this policy.  
 
Religious holidays: This course respects students’ observance of religious holidays. 
Please speak with me ahead of time if you need to be absent for a religious holiday. 
 
Late work: Please do not turn in assignments late. Late assignments are penalized by 
20% for every class day that they are late.  
 
Respect: This class depends on an open exchange of ideas and discussion. This is only 
possible in an environment of tolerance and mutual respect. We may disagree, but we 
will not attack one another. Students are expected to be respectful to others at all times 
in the classroom. This means that any kind of distracting or disruptive behavior will not 

http://www.iu.edu/~code/
http://www.iu.edu/~code/
http://college.indiana.edu/plagiarism/index.shtml
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be tolerated. If you have any questions about this policy or its implementation, please 
speak with me.  
 

• Identity: This class respects any student’s rights to determine their own 
name(s), pronouns, and identities. If you feel that these rights are not being 
respected, please speak with me.  

 

• Politics: This course is forward-looking in the sense that we will be trying to 
understand the world we live in through the use of evidence and research. It is 
inevitable that we will be discussing controversial topics relating to present-day 
politics and society in this course (the 2016 election might come up). Some of our 
readings, especially those written for online magazines, are composed from a 
strong political point of view (both from the left and from the right). You are 
welcome—even encouraged—to disagree with these readings and argue against 
them in class discussion and reading responses. I certainly don’t agree with all of 
them. Their purpose is primarily to provoke conversation, raise questions, and 
clarify our own beliefs.  

 
As an instructor, I will be sensitive to the fact that our classroom includes a range 
of political opinions. I will never dismiss any student’s beliefs, and I expect other 
students to be respectful of each others’ beliefs. Please contact me if you feel that 
this policy is not being properly implemented. 

 
Content Note: This course occasionally discusses historical events that may be 
disturbing to some students. As a class, we must treat this material with care. However, 
if you feel the need to step outside before or during a particular class conversation, you 
are welcome to do so without penalty. To ensure that you are not penalized, please 
simply let me know that you needed to step outside—it’s not necessary to explain why. If 
you would like to discuss this ahead of time or afterwards, please be in touch. 
 
Privacy: I consider most written work turned in for the class (especially reading 
responses) to be fair game for class discussion or activities, unless it clearly discusses 
sensitive personal matters. If you would prefer that I refrain from using a part, or all, of 
your written work in class discussion, please indicate that when you turn it in.  
 
Electronic devices: If possible, please regularly bring your laptops or tablets to class, 
especially on “workshop” days. Taking notes on electronic devices is permitted. 
Generally, cell phone use is not permitted, unless I specifically sanction it. Please keep 
phones silent. Additionally, I may occasionally ask you to put away laptops during 
portions of the class when they aren’t necessary (such as on film days). Abuse of 
electronic devices will affect your participation grade, and may result in a partial ban.  
 
Email communication: I expect all students to regularly check email. I am usually 
available over email. For simple queries (such as “When is the assignment due?”), please 
consult the syllabus before emailing me. However, I am more than happy to respond to 
emails seeking clarifications, advice, or suggestions. I expect you to communicate 
professionally and clearly over email. 
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Resources: 
 

Disabilities: Every attempt will be made to accommodate qualified students with 
disabilities (e.g. mental health, learning, chronic health, physical, hearing, vision, 
neurological, etc.). You must have established your eligibility for support services 
through Disability Services for Students. Note that services are confidential, may take 
time to put into place and are not retroactive; Captions and alternate media for print 
materials may take three or more weeks to get produced. Please contact Disability 
Services for Students at http://disabilityservices.indiana.edu or 812-855-7578 as soon 
as possible if accommodations are needed. The office is located on the third floor, west 
tower, of the Wells Library, Room W302. Walk-ins are welcome 8 AM to 5 PM, Monday 
through Friday. You can also locate a variety of campus resources for students and 
visitors that need assistance at: http://www.iu.edu/~ada/index.shtml  
 
Writing: Indiana University maintains a Writing Tutorial Services office 
(http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/) in Wells Library. It can be an invaluable resource for 
students who need to develop their ability to produce strong written work. Consultations 
are free, personalized, and confidential. 
 
Counseling: Indiana University offers counseling services in the Health Center. 
Students who are facing personal difficulties should consider making an appointment 
with the university’s Counseling and Psychological Services 
(http://healthcenter.indiana.edu/counseling/). 
 
Office hours: You do not need an appointment to meet with me during office hours. 
Please do come and speak with me about any questions you may have—about the 
course, the readings, history, my expectations, or anything else. Office hours will be held 
in the Collins coffeehouse. If my office hours are inconvenient for you (or if you’d like to 
meet somewhere else), please send me an email and we will figure something out. 
  
Sexual Misconduct: Title IX and our own Sexual Misconduct policy prohibit sexual 
misconduct. If you have experienced sexual misconduct, or know someone who has, the 
University can help. If you are seeking help and would like to speak to someone 
confidentially, you can make an appointment with:  
 

• The Sexual Assault Crisis Service (SACS) at 812-855-8900  
• Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) at 812-855-5711  

• Confidential Victim Advocates (CVA) at 812-856-2469  

• IU Health Center at 812-855-4011  
 
For more information, see http://stopsexualviolence.iu.edu/help/index.html Federal 
regulations and University policy require me to promptly convey any information about 
potential sexual misconduct to our Title IX office. In that event, they will work with a 
small number of others on campus to ensure that appropriate measures are taken and 
resources are made available to the student who may have been harmed. Protecting a 
student’s privacy is of utmost concern, and all involved will only share information with 
those that need to know to ensure the University can respond and assist. 

http://disabilityservices.indiana.edu/
http://www.iu.edu/~ada/index.shtml
http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/
http://healthcenter.indiana.edu/counseling/)
http://stopsexualviolence.iu.edu/help/index.html
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 Grading 
 

• Meeting with instructor: 5% 

• In-class workshops: 20% 
• Attendance and participation: 20% 

• Reading responses: 20% 

• Bullshit inventory: 10% 

• Piece of bullshit: 10% 

• Unessay and presentation: 15% 
 
Meeting with instructor (5%) 
 
You are required to find meet with me one-on-one within the first four weeks of class. 
This meeting will provide an opportunity to discuss your expectations and hopes for the 
class, your learning needs, and any concerns in a casual, non-confrontational 
atmosphere. We may also discuss how this class can help you with your course of study 
at Indiana University and your future.  
 
This conversation does not need to be long. It could last anywhere from 10 minutes to 
an hour. We may speak in office hours, before or after class, or at another time 
depending on your availability. You are responsible for either attending office hours or 
setting up another time to meet with me during the first four weeks of class. I expect you 
to have either met with me or scheduled a time to meet with me by September 12. This 
assignment is graded as a pass/fail.  
 
In-class workshops (20%) 
 
Several times throughout the semester, we will be conducting in-class workshops. You 
will be divided into groups, and asked to complete one or more tasks and write up a 
brief (paragraph-length) report of your findings. On days marked as workshop days on 
the course schedule, bring your laptop computer to class! 
 
During workshops, you will be assessed both based on the strength of your group’s work 
and your individual contribution. If your group does well, but you aren’t doing anything, 
you will not get a strong grade. If you are working hard but your group struggles, you 
can still succeed in the assignment. I will be taking careful note of your collaboration 
and participation during workshop days.  
 
There will be five workshops throughout the semester, and I will drop the lowest grade. 
If you miss more than one workshop for an excused absence, please see me about a 
makeup assignment. Do not miss workshop days, except in cases of emergency. 
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Attendance and Participation (20%) 
 
This is a discussion-centered class. There will be relatively little lecturing, no tests, and 
only a few written assignments. It is therefore very important that you read the material, 
pay attention, and participate in class discussion. For each day of class, you will be 
assessed from a scale of 0–3: 
 

• 0: Absent, unexcused.  
• 1: Failed to demonstrate engagement with course topics and materials.  

• 2: Limited engagement with course topics and materials.  

• 3: Engaged closely with course topics and materials.  
 
At the end of the semester, I will drop the lowest four attendance and participation 
grades. If you have been absent four times, those zeroes will be dropped. If you attended 
class every day, but had four bad days for whatever reason, resulting in grades of “1” or 
“2,” those will also be dropped. Note: arriving late or leaving early will cause your day’s 
participation grade to drop.  
 
In addition to your attendance and participation grade, I will assess an additional 1/3rd 
of a letter grade penalty for every absence beyond the fourth. So if you are absent five 
times, your lowest four grades will be dropped, but the fifth will result in lowering your 
final grade from (for instance) a B+ to a B, or from a C- to a D+. Absences beyond the 
first four may be excused only in the most extreme circumstances, and only then with 
documentation of the emergency (for example: being in the hospital counts as an 
emergency; attending a wedding does not). 
 
Note on participation: I understand that some students are more comfortable in class 
discussion than other students. Your participation will not be assessed solely based on 
the number of times you raise your hand to speak. Rather, I will also be noting your 
involvement in group work, whether or not you are paying attention, your respectfulness 
to other students, and other factors. When determining participation grades, I count 
asking questions just as much as, if not more than, offering an answer or comment in 
response to one of my questions. 
 
Final note: absences do not excuse you from posting reading responses on Canvas. If 
you are absent for a particular day, you will be penalized for also failing to post a reading 
response on Canvas. For absences documented as an emergency, you may turn the 
responses in late. If you are expecting in advance to be absent, I will expect you to read 
ahead and post your response to a reading ahead of time.  
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Readings 
 
There is no textbook for this course—all readings are online. Please bring digital or print 
copies of readings to class. Our readings are mostly short pieces intended to provoke 
discussion. They are written from a range of perspectives. They include pieces written by 
a poet, a librarian, philosophers, journalists, political scientists, psychologists, 
historians, literary critics, and more. 
 
I do not agree with all of them, and I don’t expect you to either. Your job is to think 
about the points they raise, evaluate them, and come to class ready to discuss them. 
After you read something, don’t just immediately move on to the next thing. Give 
yourself some time—even if it’s just a couple of minutes—to think through what 
mattered about that reading, what it connects to (in your own life and in the course), 
and what you think of it.  
 
Reading Responses (20%) 

  
For each day in the schedule below that marked with “Response,” you must write a short 
response on Canvas in the “Discussion” section by 11:00am on the day that they are 
due. They will be graded on a 0–2 scale. 
 

• 0: no response or very poor engagement with course material. 

• 1: minimal engagement with course material. 

• 2: substantial and thoughtful engagement with course material.  
  
Each response should be a well-developed paragraph (at least 4–5 sentences). They may 
also take a different form as long as they show thoughtfulness and effort. In general, 
these responses should not summarize the material, but rather respond to or evaluate it. 
Here are some suggestions for potential starting points:  
 

• Ask a question or several questions. What confused you? Why? 
• What surprised you about the text? What were you expecting?  

• If there’s more than one reading, how do they relate to each other?  

• Connect the reading(s) to other course materials.  

• Reflect on the relationship between the reading(s) and our present (though 
please try to keep personal anecdotes to a minimum). 

• Identify the source’s argument and evaluate its soundness. Do you agree? 
 
There are 23 readings on the schedule eligible for reading responses. I will drop the 
lowest 3 grades. Because responses make up 20% of your grade, your top 20 responses 
will each make up 1% of your final grade. Late reading responses will be penalized 1 
point (on the 0–2 scale above) for every day they are late. Please note that even if there 
is not a reading response due on a particular day, you are still required to do the 
reading. Those readings will prepare you for in-class workshops, activities, and 
discussions which are based on the readings. Not reading will cause your participation 
grade (or potentially your workshop grade) to suffer. 
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Bullshit inventory (10%) 
 
You will complete an inventory of the bullshit you’re exposed to, from the time that the 
course begins to the assignment’s due date on September 17. I do not expect for this to 
be totally comprehensive. Please make note of bullshit as it accrues, so that you don’t 
have to go hunting the night before the assignment is due.  
 
For the purposes of this assignment, you are welcome to explore a wide range of bullshit 
in interpersonal conversations, advertising, social media, news, your other courses 
(hopefully not), etc. However, please focus on bullshit as it relates to issues of public 
interest. For example, include any encounters with climate change denial, lying 
politicians, misleading advertisements, or an inaccurate meme on twitter. Please do not 
include, for example, your roommate lying to you about not eating your food.  
 
We will discuss these in class, so please let me know if you would rather not discuss 
your inventory or some part of it. You are not required to include any information 
about your personal life that may be uncomfortable to disclose. 
 
Your final assignment should include two elements: 
 

1- Inventory. I want to see a fairly basic list or representation of your bullshit diet. I 
have uploaded an excel sheet on Canvas that shows what this might look like, 
with some examples. For this assignment, I would like to see at least 10 
particular items noted. (if fewer, please address this in your reflection) For each 
piece of bullshit, please try to note or think about the the following (though some 
questions will not be applicable):  

a. What’s it about? What does it want us to believe? Why might it want us to 
believe that? 

b. How did you find it? What kind of source or medium did you encounter it 
on? Is that source trustworthy? Does this lead you to reconsider your 
media use habits? 

c. What led you to doubt it? Did you do any follow-up research? Why are you 
sure it’s  

d. bullshit? 
e. Does it confirm or challenge your beliefs? What kind of person’s beliefs 

might it confirm?  
 

2- Reflection: Please provide a short (500-600 word if written) reflection that 
discusses your engagement with bullshit. Did anything surprise you? Does the 
bullshit you encounter regularly relate to what we’ve been discussing in class? 
How does your inventory reflect your own social networks, interests, and media 
consumption habits? How did encountering bullshit affect your mood? 

 
For both pieces of the assignment, you are welcome to explore different formats. See, for 
instance, some of the examples on this version of the assignment. This assignment is 
due by class time on September 17. Please both upload it to Canvas (unless your format 
makes that difficult, in which case talk to me) and bring a physical copy to class. 

http://callingbullshit.org/exercises_inventory.html
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Piece of Bullshit (10%) 
 
Create a piece of bullshit that would be plausible today. This could take many forms: a 
Facebook post or a detailed meme, a news article, a viral video, a data visualization, or 
anything else that might grab the attention of today’s readers or observers. You are 
welcome to be creative with the format.  
 
Note: your fake news piece should relate to the public interest (including but not limited 
to topics such as science, politics, public policy, and major cultural issues) in some way.  
 
In addition, you must provide a brief (500-600 word) written rationale for your piece of 
fake news. Why would this go viral? Why would people believe it and what kind of 
person might do so? What kind of deception does it engage in? What would be 
someone’s motivation for spreading it? What human psychological weaknesses are you 
exploiting? Your rationale should connect your project to course materials and 
conversations. Pieces will be evaluated based on their creativity, the strength of your 
rationale, and the extent to which both pieces reflect engagement with course materials 
and ideas.  
 
Please try not to discuss your fake news piece with other students in the class. This is 
because our final day of class will be an in-class workshop in which groups will examine 
a mix of student-generated fake news and “real” fake news from the recent past. They 
will attempt to discern which was imagined by other students and which was really 
disseminated. If you do end up discussing your assignment with another student, just let 
me know so that I can take that into consideration when assigning groups. Groups that 
are most accurate in their guesses and students whose fake news pieces fool the most 
groups will receive a modest extra credit grade bonus. Make sure that your fake news is 
convincing! 
 
This assignment is due in class on Monday, Nov. 12. Please upload it to Canvas 
(unless it is difficult to do so because of the format, in which case get in touch with me) 
and bring a physical copy to class.  
 
Please do not disseminate this beyond our class. This class is about fighting bullshit, 
not spreading it. 
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Unessay (15%) 
 
Your final assignment for the course is an unessay, to be presented in the last week of 
class. For this assignment, you may choose your own topic, provided that it relates to 
this course. It might be about information polarization, climate change denial, 
confirmation bias, conspiracy theories, or the evolution of media.  
 
You also get to decide the form or media of your unessay. It might take the form of a 
board game, a screenplay, a quilt, a short story, a piece of art, a video, a dance, a musical 
composition, a monologue, a twitter bot, a podcast, a business plan, a prank, a map of a 
theme park, a computer program, a piece of satire, a proposal for a psychological 
experiment, or just about anything you can think of (as long as it’s not illegal or against 
IU policies). You are welcome to choose a medium to present the course material that 
relates to your personal interests or to your course of study at IU. 
 
You will present this unessay to the class in the last week of the course. The presentation 
must last between five and seven minutes. If you produce a video (or something of the 
sort) that lasts longer than this span, you can just play a brief clip, but please upload the 
full project to Canvas. This presentation should focus partly on explaining what your 
unessay is, but should focus more on how your projects connects with course material, 
and helps us to better understand the world of bullshit, fake news, etc.  
 
Email me a one-paragraph unessay proposal no later than Wednesday, Nov. 14. Failure 
to send this proposal will result in a 20% penalty from your final grade for this project. 
 
Your unessay will be judged based on three criteria: 
 

• Explication / Presentation. Your five-minute presentation should indicate how 
your unessay engages with and extends course material. If your project requires 
more explanation than you can reasonably deliver in five minutes, please submit 
a brief written explication.   

• Creativity. Your project should be surprising, interesting, fun, and/or weird. Try 
not to just regurgitate course material in a different form.  

• Effort. Your project should indicate thought, care, and time. If it looks like you 
slapped it together in 10 minutes, your grade will reflect that. At the same time, 
you don’t necessarily need to spend more than 2–3 hours on the project, 
depending on what you choose. If you are working in a genre that would be too 
onerous to complete, you are welcome to offer a partial version (for example, one 
act of an opera, or the first chapter of a novel, etc). I will not be grading based on 
technical execution. So if you make a painting, I won’t be criticizing your brush 
strokes.  

 
This is not an easy (or as some would call it, a “bullshit”) assignment, just because there 
are fewer rules than most. In fact, you may find the unessay to be more difficult than the 
other assignments in this course. Talk to me if you’re having trouble, and we’ll work 
together to develop your unessay. 
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Handy guide for the ASL sign for “bullshit.” 

 
Unit 1: Introduction to Bullshit 

 
Date Topic Readings Assignments 
Aug. 
20 

Introduction   

Aug. 
22 

“A class on 
bullshit?” 

Frankfurt, “On Bullshit,” (1986). Response 

Aug. 
27 

Cognitive error 
and selective 
exposure 

• Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, 
excerpt. 

• Beck, “This Article Won’t Change Your 
Mind,” (2017). 

• Roberts, “America is facing an 
epistemic crisis,” (2017). 

Response 

Aug. 
29 

The Fact Check • Brisbane, “Should The Times Be a 
Truth Vigilante?” (2012). 

• Hemingway, “Lies, Damned Lies, and 
‘Fact Checking,” (2011). 

• Graves, “Anatomy of a Fact Check,” 
(2017). 

• FactCheck.org, “Our Process.” 

Response 

Sept. 
3 

Labor Day No class—enjoy!  

Sept. 
5: 

Spotting BS, I Caulfield, “Web Literacy for Student Fact 
Checkers,” chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4. 

Response 
Bring laptops 

Sept. 
10: 

Spotting BS, II 
Workshop #1 

Caulfield, “Web Literacy for Student Fact 
Checkers,” Field Guide. 

Bring laptops 

Sept. 
12 

Calling Bullshit • Kolbert, “Why Facts Don’t Change Our 
Minds,” (2017). 

• Engber, “LOL Something Matters,” 
(2018). 

• Cook and Lewandowsky, “Debunking 
Handbook.” 

Meeting with 
instructor 
 
Response 

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/03/this-article-wont-change-your-mind/519093/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/03/this-article-wont-change-your-mind/519093/
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/11/2/16588964/america-epistemic-crisis
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/11/2/16588964/america-epistemic-crisis
https://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/01/12/should-the-times-be-a-truth-vigilante/
https://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/01/12/should-the-times-be-a-truth-vigilante/
https://www.weeklystandard.com/mark-hemingway/lies-damned-lies-and-fact-checking
https://www.weeklystandard.com/mark-hemingway/lies-damned-lies-and-fact-checking
https://www.factcheck.org/our-process/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/02/27/why-facts-dont-change-our-minds
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/02/27/why-facts-dont-change-our-minds
https://slate.com/health-and-science/2018/01/weve-been-told-were-living-in-a-post-truth-age-dont-believe-it.html
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Rush Limbaugh’s “Four Corners of Deceit.” (placed in a corner-less circle) 

 
Unit 2: Origins of Bullshit 

 
Date Topic Readings Assignments 
Sept. 
17 

The Newspaper. 
Workshop #2 
at Lilly Library 

 Bullshit 
inventory 
 

Sept. 
19 

Mass Media 
 

• Postman, “Media as Epistemology” 
and “The Peek-a-Boo World,” 
(1985). 

• Chen, “The Fake News Fallacy,” 
(2017). 

Response  

Sept. 
24 

Objectivity 
 

Tuchman, “Objectivity as Strategic 
Ritual,” (1972). 

Response  

Sept. 
26 

Critiques of 
Objectivity 

• Herman and Chomsky, “The 
Propaganda Model,” (1988). 

• Hemmer, “The Conservative War on 
Liberal Media Has a Long History,” 
(2014). 

• “The View from Nowhere.” 

Response  

Oct. 1 Populism and 
Common Sense 

Rosenfeld, “Building a Common Sense 
Republic,” (2011). 

Response  

Oct. 3 Anti-
intellectualism 

• Hofstadter, “Anti-Intellectualism in 
Our Times,” (1963). 

• Nichols, “The Death of Expertise,” 
(2017). 

Response  

Oct. 8 Film: Network Postman, “The Age of Show Business.” Response 
Oct. 10 Film: Network Postman, “Now… This.” Response 
Oct. 15 
 

The Internet and 
Fragmentation 

• Carr, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” 
(2008). 

• Borges, “The Library of Babel,” 
(1962). 

Response 

Oct. 17 Social media and 
Polarization 

Sunstein, Going to Extremes excerpt. Response 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/09/04/the-fake-news-fallacy
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/01/the-conservative-war-on-liberal-media-has-a-long-history/283149/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/01/the-conservative-war-on-liberal-media-has-a-long-history/283149/
http://pressthink.org/2010/11/the-view-from-nowhere-questions-and-answers/
http://thefederalist.com/2014/01/17/the-death-of-expertise/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/306868/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/306868/
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Illustration of the “Great Moon Hoax.” 

 
Unit 3: Studies in Bullshit 

 
Date Topic Readings Assignments 
Oct. 
22 

Conspiracy 
theories, I 

• Hofstadter, “The Paranoid Style in 
American Politics.” 

• Browse Wikipedia’s list of conspiracy 
theories. 

Response 

Oct. 
24 

Conspiracy 
theories, II 

• Uscinski and Parent, “A Theory of 
Conspiracy,” (2014). 

• Nyhan, “Why More Democrats Are Now 
Embracing Conspiracy Theories,” 
(2017) 

Response 

Oct. 
29 

Unessay 
workshop 

•  Response 

Oct. 
31 

Photography 
and the 
Paranormal 

• “The Spirit-Photograph Fraud,” (1922). 
• Kaplan, “Speculations on Spirit 

Photography,” (2003). 

Response 

Nov. 
5 

Electoral 
politics 
 
Workshop #3 

• Subramanian, “Inside the Macedonian 
Fake-News Complex,” (2017). 
Gillin, “How Pizzagate went from fake 
news to a real problem for a D.C. 
business,” (2016). 

Response 
 
Bring 
laptops 

Nov. 
7 

Race and 
Epistemic 
Inequality 

• Young, “Moon Shot,” (2017). 
• Dickerson, “How Fake News Turned a 

Small Town Upside Down,” (2017). 

Response 
 
Bring 
laptops 

Nov. 
12 

Identity • Rothstein, “Vaccines and Their Critics, 
Then and Now,” (2015). 

• Garber, “Al Franken, That Photo, and 
Trusting the Women,” (2017). 

• Weiss, “The Limits of ‘Believe All 
Women,’” (2017). 

Piece of 
Bullshit due 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_conspiracy_theories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_conspiracy_theories
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/15/upshot/why-more-democrats-are-now-embracing-conspiracy-theories.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/15/upshot/why-more-democrats-are-now-embracing-conspiracy-theories.html
https://www.wired.com/2017/02/veles-macedonia-fake-news/
https://www.wired.com/2017/02/veles-macedonia-fake-news/
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2016/dec/05/how-pizzagate-went-fake-news-real-problem-dc-busin/
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2016/dec/05/how-pizzagate-went-fake-news-real-problem-dc-busin/
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2016/dec/05/how-pizzagate-went-fake-news-real-problem-dc-busin/
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/moon-shot-race-a-hoax-and-the-birth-of-fake-news
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/magazine/how-fake-news-turned-a-small-town-upside-down.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/magazine/how-fake-news-turned-a-small-town-upside-down.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/11/al-franken-that-photo-and-trusting-the-women/545954/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/11/al-franken-that-photo-and-trusting-the-women/545954/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/28/opinion/metoo-sexual-harassment-believe-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/28/opinion/metoo-sexual-harassment-believe-women.html
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Nov. 
14 

Fake history • Lipstadt, “Canaries in the Mine,” (1994). 

• Klein, “The controversy over Mark 
Zuckerberg’s comments on Holocaust 
denial, explained,” (2018). 

Response 
 

Nov. 
19–
23 

Thanksgiving 
break 

  

Nov. 
26 

Economies of 
Bullshit. Film: 
Merchants of 
Doubt 

  

Nov. 
28 

Climate change 
and science 
Workshop #4 

• Sloman and Fernbach, “Thinking about 
Science.” 

Response 
Bring 
laptops 

Dec. 
3 

Democracy and 
Information 

 Response: 
Send me an 
article. 

Dec. 
5 

Future of 
Bullshit 

 
Workshop #5 

• Podcast: Radiolab, “Breaking News.” Unessay due 
 
Bring 
laptops 

 

https://www.vox.com/explainers/2018/7/20/17590694/mark-zuckerberg-facebook-holocaust-denial-recode
https://www.vox.com/explainers/2018/7/20/17590694/mark-zuckerberg-facebook-holocaust-denial-recode
https://www.vox.com/explainers/2018/7/20/17590694/mark-zuckerberg-facebook-holocaust-denial-recode
http://www.radiolab.org/story/breaking-news/
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