
Gut Feelings and Fake News

Course and Instructor Information 
Quarter 
Day/Time/Location 

Instructor: Molly Brown 

I will hold office hours on a regular basis (time and location TBA). If  this time is not convenient for 
you, please send me an email to set up an appointment for a different time. 

I can be reached by email at mollybrown@uchicago.edu. 

1. Course Description 

Psychological research has long suggested that as rational agents we are essentially reliant upon 
intuition, heuristics, and, as it were, gut feelings. This same research also suggests that, on the one 
hand, beliefs formed by way of  these largely unconscious processes are vulnerable to bias and error 
while, on the other hand, we are liable to be overconfident in their reliability. What to do? 

In this course, we will examine the psychological bases of  knowledge and inquire into their wider 
epistemological significance. Our guiding aim is to understand some of  the ways in which our 
reliance on gut feelings shapes our attitudes toward “fake news”—or deliberate misinformation and 
manipulation—in its many guises. Three questions will guide our investigation. First, how should 
insights about the rationality (or lack thereof) of  gut feelings inform the way we think about 
fundamental issues in epistemology? We will consider, for example, justification, the nature of  
evidence, the reliability of  testimony, and intellectual virtues and vices. Second, do some of  the 
reasoning biases typically deemed irrational have some practical and epistemic value? Moreover, 
might such behaviors sometimes be rational? Third, insofar as our gut feelings do produce irrational 
behavior, what lessons should we draw about our own thinking and the ways in which we evaluate 
and engage in discourse? What normative principles might we adopt that both (a) give due place to 
our deep dependence upon gut feelings and (b) help mitigate their potentially pernicious effects? 

2. Course Format and Expectations 

This course will be part lecture and part discussion based. Regular attendance and participation in 
class is a requirement of  the course. Student questions and comments are encouraged and will be 
addressed to the extent possible given constraints of  time. (Extended discussion is always welcome 
during office hours.)  

My aim is to foster a discussion environment in which different people with different learning styles 
may flourish equally, which means that I strive to include as many people in the conversation who 
can be persuaded to get involved. That said, since some of  us are naturally inclined to verbal 
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participation and others of  us are not, frequency of  verbal input is not always the most reliable 
indicator of  who is involved. It is possible, in other words, to participate rigorously without speaking 
up a whole lot. Please be attentive to your colleagues’ differing learning styles, comfort levels, and 
ways of  contributing in order to increase the likelihood that we are able to make progress together 
as a classroom community. 
 

3. Course Objectives and Assessment 

The primary goals of  this course are to promote an understanding of  the psychological and social 
bases of  knowledge, a facility with analytic methods, and an appreciation for the philosophical and 
personal import of  an epistemological approach that is sensitive to the actual cognitive situations of  
agents. Further, students will be able to recognize common biases and errors in reasoning, identify 
situations in which we might be susceptible to them, and develop strategies to avoid or counteract 
them in their own thinking.  

Students will spend significant time throughout the quarter working through their initial reactions to 
a text and its arguments, and then writing them up into reasoned and articulate responses for the 
purpose of  philosophically fruitful discussion and inquiry. The skills developed through writing 
exercises and discussion is intended to foster collaborative, problem-solving, and rhetorical skills.  

Evaluation in this course will be based on the following: 

(1) Participation: 55% 

Participation will be assessed in several ways. 

(a) Attendance: Regular attendance is necessary for success in this class and will be taken for granted, 
i.e. attendance will be considered but will not, on its own, have a quantitive impact on your 
grade. Please do let me know as soon as you can if  you expect to miss class, or have had to miss 
class unexpectedly. Absences will be excused in case of  family emergency, illness or medical 
reasons, religious accommodation, or unexpected travel delay. 

(b) In-class writings and activities: Occasionally, class may involve an activity or brief  writing. (5%) 
(c) Weekly writing assignments: Beginning in week two, each week you will write a brief  1-2 page 

response to one (or both) of  that week’s readings. These assignments can be thought of  as 
something like journal reflections. They are intended to be fairly open-ended and useful to you 
as a way to think about the readings, flesh out intuitions, and prepare for discussion. These 
writing assignments constitute the bulk of  your grade in this class and, because I don’t take 
verbal contributions to be the most salient measure of  participation, they will also be the most 
significant indicator of  engagement with the material and overall class involvement. Grading will 
be mostly based on effort and thoughtfulness. Put another way, if  you complete these 
assignments and you do so in a way that makes good use of  the readings and class discussion, 
then you will very likely be successful in this class. Additionally, you can quite easily use these 
writing assignments as a basis for your final paper. To that end, I recommend that you use these 
occasions to begin to identify an issue that is of  interest to you and, where you can, build on it 
each week. Grading will be on a √+, √, √- scale. (50%) 
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(2)  Final Essay Proposal: 15% 

A brief  (1-2 paragraph) proposal for your final essay will be due in week 7.  

(3)   Final Essay: 30% 

You will write one essay, 10-12 pages in length, on a topic of  your choice (prior approval required). 
The essay will be due at the end of  week 10. 

4. Texts:  

All readings for the course will be made available through the Canvas site. 

5. Schedule of  Readings and Assignments: 

Week Day 1 Day 2

Part I, Judgment Under 
Uncertainty 

Week 1: Introduction, Psychological 
approaches to Intuitive Reasoning

Report: “Reliance on Gut Feelings 
Linked to Belief  in Fake News, Study 

Finds”: https://news.osu.edu/
reliance-on-gut-feelings-linked-to-
belief-in-fake-news-study-finds/ 

Optional Reading: R. Kelly Garret, 
Brian E. Weeks, “Epistemic Beliefs’ 
Role in Promoting Misperceptions 

and Conspiracist Ideation”  

Gerd Gigerenzer, selections from Gut 
Feelings  

1. Gut Feelings, pp. 3-19 
2. Less is (Sometimes) More, pp. 

20-39 
5. How Intuition Works, pp. 40-53 

Evolved Brains, pp. 54-73 
4. Adapted Minds, pp. 74-92  

6. Why Good Intuitions Shouldn’t Be 
Logical, pp. 93-103 

Week 2: Heuristics and Biases Daniel Kahneman, selections from 
Thinking Fast and Slow 

1. The Characters of  the Story, pp. 
19-30 

2. The Associative Machine, pp. 50-58 
3. Cognitive Ease, pp. 59-70 
4. A Machine for Jumping to 

Conclusions, pp. 79-88 
5. How Judgments Happen, pp. 89-96

Kahneman continued: 

1. Anchors, p.119-128 
2. The Science of  Availability, pp. 

129-136 
3. Linda: Less is More, p. 156-165 

Writing Assignment #1 Due

Week
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Part II, Social and Psychological 
Bases of  Knowledge: Intuition, 

Evidence, and Inquiry 

Week 3: Epistemic Agents and 
Cognitive Situatedness

C. Thi Nguyen, “Trust as an 
Unquestioning Attitude”

Linda Martin Alcoff, “Epistemologies 
of  Ignorance” 

Writing Assignment #2 Due 

Week 4: Justification and Injustice Amia Srinivasan, “Radical 
Externalism”

Elise Woodard, “Gaslighting, Implicit 
Bias, and Higher-Order Evidence” 

Writing Assignment #3 Due

Week 5: Evidence and Prejudice Endre Begby, “The Epistemology of  
Prejudice”

Endre Begby, “Evidential 
Preemption” 

Writing Assignment #4 Due

Week 6: Confirmation and 
Polarization

Raymond S. Nickerson, 
“Confirmation Bias: A Ubiquitous 

Phenomenon in Many Guises” 

Thomas Kelly, “Disagreement, 
Dogmatism, and Belief  Polarization” 

Writing Assignment #5 Due

Week 7: Inquiry and Intellectual 
Character

Quassim Cassam, “Vice 
Epistemology”  

Heather Battaly, “Can Closed-
Mindedness be an Intellectual 

Virtue?” 

Writing Assignment #6 Due 
Final Essay Proposal Due

Part III: Judgment and 
Manufactured Uncertainty 

Week 8: Merchants of  Doubt

Matthew R.X. Dentith, “What is Fake 
News?” 

Optional Reading: Matthew R.X. 
Dentith, “When Inferring to a 
Conspiracy Might Be the Best 

Explanation”

Naomi Oreskes, selection from 
Merchants of  Doubt 

“What’s Bad Science? Who Decides? 
The Fight Over Second Hand 

Smoke”, pp. 136-168 

Optional Reading: Carl Sagan, “The 
Fine Art of  Baloney Detection” 

Writing Assignment #7 Due

Day 1 Day 2Week
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6. General Course Policies 

Policy regarding due dates 

Weekly writing assignments are due in class on the assigned date. Because these writings are intended, 
in part, to help prepare for discussion, their usefulness decreases after the assigned dates. For this 
reason I will not accept late assignments, but I will drop the assignment on which you receive the lowest grade. 

Policy regarding extensions 

Reasonable requests for extensions on the final essay will be granted as allowable by the college 
calendar. 

Policy regarding citation 

For weekly writing assignments, you may simply cite the readings in abbreviated form, e.g. (author, 
pp.). For the final essay you must include a proper works cited or bibliography in either MLA or 
Chicago Manual of  Style format. 

Students with disabilities 

If  you require any accommodations, please provide me with a copy of  your Accommodation 
Determination Letter as soon as possible so that we may discuss how to implement your 
accommodations in this course.

Week 9: Plausibility and Pascal’s 
Wager

William James, “The Will to 
Believe” (selection, Pascal’s Wager) 

Ottmar Edenhofer, Martin Kowarsch, 
“Pascal’s Wager Reframed: Toward 

Trustworthy Climate Policy 
Assessment for Risk Societies”

Melissa L. Carrion, “You Need to Do 
Your Research: Vaccines, Contestable 
Science, and Maternal Epistemology” 

Optional Reading: Lorraine Code, 
“Doubt and Denial: Epistemic 

Responsibility Meets Climate Change 
Skepticism” 

Writing Assignment #8 Due

Week 10: Epistemic Rebooting: 
Institutions and Individuals 

Regina Rini, “Fake News and Partisan 
Epistemology”

C. Thi Nguyen, “Echo Chambers and 
Epistemic Bubbles” 

Final Essay Due

Day 1 Day 2Week
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