Course Details

Course Description

Instructor
Prof. Joshua DiPaolo

Extremism and belief in conspiracy theories are on the rise. We cannot
understand the current political moment without understanding the
nature of extremism and the lure of conspiracy theories. To prepare you
for political engagement in contemporary society, through the study of
a wide range of real-world cases, this course will help you understand
and critically examine extremism and conspiracy theories.

Office Hours
… & By Appointment
Email
jdipaolo@fullerton.edu
Class
…
Course Website
Canvas
Tech Support
Student Help Desk
(657) 278-8888
studentithelpdesk@fullerton.edu
Required Texts
Cassam, Q. Extremism: A Philosophical
Analysis
Muirhead, R. & Rosenblum, N. A Lot of
People are Saying

The course will be divided into three main units:
1. The Extremism Web: We will explore the nature and various forms
of extremism and its relation to other concepts like radicalism,
fanaticism, and fundamentalism. Martin Luther King Jr. famously said,
“The question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of
extremists we will be,” suggesting extremism is possibly a good thing. We
will investigate whether there are both good and bad kinds of extremism.
Finally, we will study theories of the causes of extremism.
2. Conspiracy Theories: We will ask what makes something a
conspiracy theory, how conspiracy theories work, why people believe
conspiracy theories, and whether and when belief in conspiracy theories
is warranted. We will contrast “classic conspiracy theories” with “the
new conspiracism,” while assessing the threat conspiracism poses to
democracy.
3. Deradicalization & Preventing Radicalization: Through a careful
study of why people radicalize and what causes them to deradicalize, we
will conclude the course by identifying possible solutions to the
problems encountered throughout the course.

Along the way, we’ll also discuss…

Other readings freely available on
Canvas

Freedom of thought, intellectual vices (like closed-mindedness),
echo chambers, existentialism, the relationship between gender
and extremism, a variety of conspiracy theories and biographies
of (former) extremists, and much more!

Truth-Seeking
In a philosophy class, you are a truth-seeker, not a mere information consumer. Rather than just learning
what others have thought, you will aim to rationally justify your own answers to course questions.
Autonomy & Curiosity
Students learn best when they have the autonomy to pursue intellectual projects that satisfy their own
curiosity. For this reason, each student will be able to exercise autonomy regarding what we discuss, which
assignments they complete, what ideas they devote their attention to within each assignment, and, for one
assignment, how exactly they will demonstrate their learning.
Learning Goals: By the end of this semester, you should be able to:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Characterize, distinguish, and recognize varieties of extremism.
Describe and assess competing accounts of fanaticism.
Describe causes of extremism and deradicalization.
Justify your own (tentative) stance on questions about the morality of extremism.
Distinguish conspiracy theories from the new conspiracism.
Analyze and evaluate the logic and rationality of conspiracy theories and conspiracism.
Analyze barriers to deradicalization and explain promising solutions to problems associated with
extremism and conspiracy theories.
8. Explain some of the threats to democracy posed by extremism and conspiracy theories.
9. Apply philosophical and political theories of extremism and conspiracy theories to case studies
and current events.
10. Share knowledge acquired in this class with their broader community.

Reading Responses
Student-Led Discussions
Curiosity & Autonomy
Building Knowledge Project
Final Paper
Total

100
80
80
120
120
500 Pts

Please read coursework descriptions carefully.
Please ask questions if you’re not sure you
understand them.

Grading Policy
A+
A
AB+
B
BC+
C
CD+
D
DF

98-100%
92-97%
90-91%
88-89%
82-87%
80-81%
78-79%
72-77%
70-71%
68-69%
62-67%
60-61%
0-59%

490-500 Points
460-489 Points
450-459 Points
440-449 Points
410-439 Points
400-409 Points
390-399 Points
360-389 Points
350-359 Points
340-349 Points
310-339 Points
300-309 Points
0-299 Points

GRADE SUMMARY: PERCENTAGES
Final Paper
24%

Reading Responses
20%
Student-Led
Discussions
16%

Building Knowledge
Project
24%

Curiosity &
Autonomy
16%
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Coursework Descriptions

You will be assigned to Group 1-4. What assignments you’re required to complete each week will depend on which group
you’re in. Know your group! (Every student will be required to complete the same number of assignments.)
Reading Responses: 5 responses/25 points each/lowest score dropped. To help you reflect on the readings, you
will write reading responses throughout the semester. Submit them on Canvas before the beginning of
class on the first day we are scheduled to discuss that reading.
Instructions: Write a single-spaced one-paged paper critically engaging with a component of the assigned
reading. Either raise an objection to an author’s argument or conclusion, criticize their analysis of a
concept, identify important omissions in their discussion, or provide additional argument in favor of their
conclusions.
Student-Led Discussion: 2 Class Discussions/80 points total. Your group will lead discussion during two
class periods. For each period, you will choose/be assigned one of the assigned readings, and you will (1)
create a handout, (2) summarize, (3) raise questions about, and (4) lead discussion of the paper during that
class period.
Curiosity & Autonomy Assignments: 80 points total. Each student must complete a set of individual
assignments. You and I will together craft an individualized plan based on your individual interests and
strengths. For example: if you love reading, then you can read a book on real-life conspiracy theorists and
report back to the class about what you read; if you love creating art, you can create a piece of art that
demonstrates a key insight you’ve had during class. If you love or are curious about… then we can probably
find a way for you to pursue that passion for this assignment. Together, you and I will determine a plan
that allows you to follow your curiosity and demonstrate your learning how you see fit.
Building Knowledge Project. This is a semester-long project. Throughout the semester, you will work
on a project of your choice. The aim of the project is to share ideas related to philosophy of science with
others. It can take many forms.
•
•
•
•
•

Website: Construct a website that communicates a concept learned in class to the public, and that
applies it to a real-world problem.
Video: Create a video that communicates a concept learned in class to the public, and that applies
it to a real-world problem.
Game: Create a game (computer game, board game, parlor game, etc.) that illustrates a concept
learned in class, and that could lead some players to arrive at interesting conclusions related to
philosophy of science.
Interview: Interview people who work in science related fields about philosophical questions they
confront, and then create a video or a website in which you analyze your interview material.
Other: Be creative. Do what interests you!

This project has three stages.
Stage 1: Early in the semester, you will choose a project to work on, and you’ll set some goals to
meet by the middle of the semester.
Stage 2: Throughout the semester, you will provide updates on your progress.
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Stage 3: At the end of the semester, you’ll submit a project portfolio. The project portfolio will
include your (i) project and your (ii) project paper.
Project Assignments Overview
1. Submit Goals
2. Submit Update Posts
3. Submit Portfolio: Product & Paper
Remember: you get to select the type of project you work on. I want to give you an opportunity to work
on something that genuinely interests you. And I want you to reflect on your own learning.
Building Knowledge Project: Posts 3 Posts/10 Points Total. Throughout the semester, you will provide
updates on your progress. The first post will outline the goals for your project. The rest will ask you to
assess and detail your progress.
Building Knowledge Project: Paper 20 Points. You will write a 600-word paper describing your project,
how it relates to what you learned in class, and what you’d like others to learn from it.
Building Knowledge Project: Product 90 Points. This is what you create: the video, podcast, artwork,
website, game, etc. If you create something physical (e.g., a game), you will share with me whatever
components you can via Canvas and upload pictures of the rest.
Paper: 1 Final Paper/120 Points. An argumentative research paper on a course topic. You will articulate
and defend your own stance on issues raised in the course. You’ll write an approx. 3000-word paper in
which you do the following: (1) Briefly describe the topic on which you’re writing. (2) State your thesis
very clearly and carefully. (3) Briefly summarize arguments/ideas/debates related to our readings. (4)
Carefully and fully defend your thesis in relation to this argument. This paper will likely expand upon your
reading responses.
Grade Changers
Participation: 25 points will be deducted from your final grade if you do not regularly participate or
you are distracting in class.
Attendance: 2 free absences. 4 points will be deducted from your final grade for an unexcused absences,
starting Week 2.

Communication

Office Hours: I will have Office Hours at the times listed above, and by appointment. You can drop in
to my scheduled office hours. If those times don’t work, you should ABSOLUTELY feel free to set an
appointment with me. Use the Scheduling Script to schedule a time to meet. I want to help you succeed!
Scheduling Script
Want to schedule a meeting outside of office hours, but not sure what to say? Feel free to use this script:
“Hi Josh/Professor DiPaolo,
I’m in your [CLASS NAME & TIME]. I’d like to schedule an appointment with you outside of your scheduled
office hours. Do any of these times work for you [LIST THREE DIFFERENT TIMES YOU CAN MEET]?
Thanks,
[NAME]”
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Contact: Emailing me is best! Check the syllabus first if asking about the course.
You: I expect you to regularly check your email and Canvas for announcements.
• Regularly check your junk email folder too!
Ask a Question Boards: On Canvas, there will be two “Ask a Question” discussion boards: (1) “Ask
Josh a Question” and (2) “Ask Peers a Question.” I will regularly check (1) and rarely check (2). You
should check both often.
• Questions on these boards should be general. Think: “Could someone else benefit from knowing
the answer to this question?”
o If Yes, post.
o If No, email me.
o If you have a question about the course, please check these boards before emailing.
Accommodations: I will do my very best to help students with disabilities, special needs, or learning
challenges succeed in this course. Students with disabilities who need accommodations, access to
technology, or information about emergency building/campus evacuation processes should contact
Disability Support Services. Services are available to students with a wide range of disabilities and
conditions.
Disability Support Services
Phone: (657) 278-3112
Website: www.fullerton.edu/dss
Academic Integrity & Plagiarism: Please only submit work that is your own. Doing otherwise is one of
the worst mistakes you can make in your academic career. If plagiarism is found in your work, you will be
subject to prosecution to the fullest extent of university code, which will result in a failure of the assignment
and will probably result in your failure of the course. Confirmation of plagiarism precludes you from being
eligible to repeat the course under the university’s course repeat and grade forgiveness policy
Make a Good Impression: Education is a professional environment. One day you may want a letter
of recommendation from me. You may want your peers to recommend you for some professional position.
Assume you will want these things, and behave accordingly.
Emergencies
To be prepared for classroom emergencies, please visit: http://prepare.fullerton.edu
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Tentative (Very Ambitious!) Schedule
Date Topic
Readings
Learning Outcomes & Assignments
Week 1: Course Introduction
T
Course Overview
Instructor Introduction Video
1. Become familiar With Course
Syllabus
2. Get to know each other
Th
Paranoid Style
Hofstadter The Paranoid Style in American 1. Become familiar with this classic essay
Politics
2. Assess strengths and weaknesses of “paranoid style”
framework
3. Become familiar with central examples of extremism
and conspiracy theories
Week 2: Varieties of Extremism
T
Ideological,
Cassam Introduction
1. Begin understanding the differences between
Methods, & Mindset Cassam How to Think about Extremism
ideological, methods, and mindset extremism
Extremism
2. Reflect on whether other types of extremism are
How
to
Study
possible
Extremism
Th
Ideological
Cassam Ideological Extremism
1. Distinguish different forms of ideological
Extremism
Optional: Miller-Idris What is the Far Right?
extremism
2. Learn conceptualizations of left/right spectrum
3. Reflect on absoluteness/relativity of extremism
Week 2 Assignments
All Groups: Reading Responses
Week 3: Mainstreaming Extremism & Mindset Extremism
T
Mainstreaming
Miller-Idris Mainstreaming the Message
1. Learn how extremist ideas can become mainstream
2. Start reflecting on the role of conspiracy theories in
extremism
Th
Mindset Extremism
Cassam The Psychology of Extremism
1. Understand the notion of mindset
2. Understand Cassam’s characterization of mindset
extremism
3. Reflect on accuracy and completeness of Cassam’s
account
Week 3 Assignments
Groups 1-2: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Individual Meetings to Plan Curiosity & Autonomy
Assignments
Week 4: Fanaticism, Sacred Values, and Intolerance
T
Nietzschean
Katsafanas Fanaticism and Sacred Values
1. Understand the notion of sacred values
Fanaticism
2. Understand Enlightenment accounts of fanaticism
3. Assess the merits of Enlightenment accounts of
fanaticism
4. Understand historical & contemporary Nietzschean
accounts of fanaticism
Th
Illiberal Fanaticism
Cassam
Extremism,
Fanaticism,
and 1. Assess the merits of Nietzschean accounts of
Fundamentalism
fanaticism
2. Understand Cassam’s “illiberal” fanaticism
3. Reflect on the relationship between fanaticism and
extremism
4. Assess Cassam’s account
Week 4 Assignments
Groups 3-4: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Week 5: Good extremism?
T
Civil Disobedience & King Letter from Birmingham Jail
1. Reflect on the relationship between civil
Good Extremism
disobedience and methods extremism
2. Reflect on King’s idea that we should be extremists
for love and justice

6

Th

Merry’s Challenge

Cassam Why not extremism?

Week 6: Gender & Extremism
T
Women
in Blee Becoming a Racist: Women in
Extremism
Contemporary Ku Klux Klan and Neo-Nazi
Groups
Th
Women
in Llanera The Misogyny Paradox and the Alt-Right
Extremism

Week 7: Echo Chambers & Radicalization
T
Echo Chambers
Nguyen Epistemic Bubbles and Echo Chambers

Th

Radicalization:
Nature & Causes

Cassam Pathways into Extremism

Week 8: Existentialism, Anxiety, & Radicalization
T
Freedom
& Fromm Escape from Freedom Selections
Extremism
Th

Catch-Up

No New Reading

1. Understand “Merry’s Challenge”
2. Reflect on whether King and Slavery abolitionists
should be considered extremists
3. Assess Cassam’s response to Merry’s Challenge
Week 5 Assignments
Groups 1-2: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Building Knowledge Project Goals Due
1. Understand the “misogyny paradox”
2. Begin reflecting on why women participate in
patriarchal hate groups
1. Reflect on why women participate in patriarchal
hate groups
2. Assess Llanera’s response to this question
Week 6 Assignments
Groups 3-4: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
1. Understand the difference between epistemic
bubbles and echo chambers
2. Begin reflecting on how bubbles and echo chambers
can contribute to radicalization
1. Understand Cassam’s account of radicalization
2. Understand some of the causes of radicalization
3. Assess Cassam’s account
Week 7 Assignments
Groups 1-2: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
1. Understand the existentialist account of
radicalization
2. Assess this account
1. Reflect on connections, questions, and conclusions
Week 8 Assignments
Groups 3-4: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Building Knowledge Project Update 1

Week 9: Conspiracy Theories Introduction
T
The Purpose of Uscinski Why Study Conspiracy Theories?
Studying Conspiracy
Theories

1. Begin reflecting on the significance of conspiracy
theories
2. Correct and/or reflect on common misconceptions
about conspiracy theories
Th
Conspiracy Theory Consume readings, podcasts, videos, etc. to bring 1. Become familiar with a range of conspiracy theories
Examples
in examples of conspiracy theories
2. Reflect on their commonalities and differences
Week 9 Assignments
Groups 1-2: Reading Response
Week 10: What is a Conspiracy Theory? What is a Conspiracy Mindset?
T
Conspiracy Theories: Uscinski What is a Conspiracy Theory?
1. Understand different types of “conspiracy theory”
Definitions
Dentith Conspiracy Theories and Philosophy
2. Assess arguments for/against pejorative definitions
Optional: Napolitano Conspiracy Theories and of conspiracy theories
Self-Insulation
Th
Conspiracy Mindset
Brotherton Conspiracy Minded
1. Understand psychology of conspiracy theorists
2. Reflect on relation between Conspiracy Mindset and
Mindset Extremism
Week 10 Assignments
Groups 3-4: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
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Week 11: Who Believes Conspiracy Theories?
T
Symmetry
Uscinski & Parent Who Are the Conspiracy 1. Understand the symmetry thesis that people across
Theorists?
the political spectrum equally believe conspiracy
theories
2. Understand the evidence for/against the symmetry
thesis
3. Assess the symmetry thesis
Th
Political Position
Uscinski & Parent Conspiracy Theories are For 1. Understand the “for losers” theory
Losers
2. Assess the theory
Week 11 Assignments
Groups 1-2: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Week 12: Are Conspiracy Theorists Epistemically Vicious?
T
Yes!
Cassam Vice Epistemology
1. Understand the basics of vice epistemology
2. Understand and assess Cassam’s argument that
conspiracy theorists are closed-minded, gullible, etc.
Th
No!
Pigden Are Conspiracy Theorists Epistemically 1. Understand and assess Pigden’s argument
Vicious?
Week 12 Assignments
Groups 3-4: Reading Response
Student-Led Discussion
Week 13: The New Conspiracism and Democracy
T
New Conspiracism
Muirhead & Rosenblum The New Conspiracism 1. Understand the “new conspiracism”
2. Compare and contrast classic conspiracy theorizing
with the “new conspiracism”
Th

New Conspiracism & Muirhead
&
Democracy
Democracy

Rosenblum

Delegitimating 1. Understand and assess the threat new conspiracism
poses to democracy
Week 13 Assignments
Student-Led Discussion
Week 14: Fall Break!!

Week 15: Challenges & Solutions?
T
Speaking truth to Muirhead & Rosenblum Defending Democracy
conspiracies
Optional: Cassam Countering Extremism

1. Understand the “speaking truth to conspiracies”
approach
2. Understand the “counternarrative” approach
3. Assess the strengths and weaknesses of these
approaches
4. Reflect on relationship between fighting extremism
and freedom of thought
Th
The Real Challenge
Verwoerd et al. Peace as Betrayal
1. Understand the challenge from emotional and
Optional: Phelps-Roper The Appearance of Evil meaning value of extremism and conspiracism
(selections)
Week 15 Assignments
Building Knowledge Project Post 2
Week 16: Challenges & Solutions?
T
Empowerment
& Van Prooijen Empowerment as a Tool to Reduce 1. Understand the “empowerment” and “affective”
Affective Solutions
Belief in Conspiracy Theories
approaches
Young Disinformation as the Weaponization of 2. Assess these approaches
Cruel Optimism
Th
Catch-Up
No New Reading
1. Reflect on connections, questions, and conclusions
Week 17: Finals Week
Week 17 Assignments
Final Paper Due
Share Building Knowledge Project
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