
The distilled wisdom of animated TV
character Homer Simpson in a philosophy
course? The idea may sound absurd but for
the Department of Philosophy and Classics,
as one of the most literary and intelligent
comedies on television today, The Simpsons
is fertile ground for such questions as: Does
Nietzsche justify Bart’s bad behavior? Is
hypocrisy always unethical? What is Lisa’s
conception of the Good? 

Now, U of R students are going to have
the opportunity to address the philosophical
nuances of The Simpsons and other television
programs and recent films. Next semester the
department will offer Philosophy Through
Film, a course designed to introduce students
to some of the central issues and topics in
philosophy.

“We see it as a way of bringing students
into a discipline that has a reputation for
being difficult,” says department head David
Elliott. “The course deals with the basic
questions we ask in a philosophy course, but
in a context that many students are familiar
with.”

Elliott had been thinking about offering
such a course for some time, prompted, in
part, by the expanding body of literature
examining philosophical ideas in films and on
TV. Five years ago, Seinfeld and Philosophy
was published following the run of the hugely
popular sitcom. A more recent release, The
Simpsons and Philosophy, continues the
trend of books and articles examining how
some films and TV programs deal with the big
ideas and big questions that have challenged
philosophers for centuries. 

Elliot knew that sessional lecturer Jeff
Vancha had an interest in cultural studies,
and so the pair decided to develop and offer
the course. Vancha, who has a particular
interest in The Matrix movies, says the course
will  ask questions such as: What is
knowledge? What is freedom? What is a good
society? It will also examine topics such as
ethics and the difference between appearance
and reality.

“The people who made The Matrix films
made a conscious effort to capture ideas using
the cinematic medium. They explored ideas

like these at a very high level,” Vancha
observes. “These are not the ideas of dead
white men; they are ideas that continue to
resonate, and people continue to address
them. They continue to shape our culture.”

Vancha has chosen a book called
Philosophy Goes To The Movies as the main
text for the course. This will be supplemented
with other writings and, if possible, screenings
of films and TV programs. (There are some
copyright and intellectual property rights
issues to be worked out). He expects plenty of
discussion and debate in the classroom.

“Interactivity applies very well to a course
like this,” Vancha says, especially for this
generation of students, many of whom seem
to be dialed in to the new movies and TV
programs.”

For now, the course is being offered on a
test basis. Elliott would like to offer it a
couple of times to gauge student demand for
the course. If student interest is there, and the
department can support it ,  Philosophy
Through Film could become a standard
course offering at the U of R.
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Math + culture = effective learning

Update

Philosophy through film and television

Toronto actor, dancer and educator William Lau (right) was joined by Lu Min, a principal actor with the Shanghai Peking
Opera Company, at a Nov. 18 performance of Chinese (Peking) Opera at the University Theatre. The art form draws from
tradition dating back to the 12th century and combines elements of theatre, mime, music and dance. The pair also
presented a workshop and lecture at the University. 
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For the head of the Department of Science
at the First Nations University of Canada,
Edward Doolittle, mathematics is a beautiful
thing. However, for many of his students math
is more of a puzzle than a thing of beauty.

“Many aboriginal students have difficulties
with hard science and mathematics,” Doolittle
observes. “Aboriginal people are missing out
on the power and the beauty of these
disciplines.”

It’s a problem Doolittle has been thinking
about since he first attended the University of
Toronto, and really came to the fore when he
began tutoring aboriginal students in his
second year there. One of his conclusions was
that students should think of mathematics as
relevant to them.

“My view of education is that we build on
previous knowledge,” Doolittle says. “So, we
must build on what students bring with them.
They come with some math abilities, and a lot
of culture. I think we can use that prior
knowledge to teach more effectively,” Doolittle
adds.

Doolittle believes it’s important to show
how mathematical concepts can be applied to

aspects of culture, where the mathematical
notions may not be immediately evident. This
requires both knowledge of mathematics and a
deep understanding of culture, he continues. 

In recent years some scholars have
developed a fusion of mathematics and
ethnology called ethnomathematics: the study
of how a particular cultural group understands
and expresses mathematics. With the help of a
grant from the Canada Foundation for
Innovation, Doolittle is integrating examples
of how indigenous cultures employed
mathematics into university-level mathematics
courses.

“For example, in some African cultures
there is a game that requires you draw a figure
without lifting the writing device from the
drawing surface. Working through the
problem posed by the game can be tied to
some modern mathematical concepts,”
Doolittle explains. He also cites another game
– the peach pit stone game – from his own
Mohawk ancestry. The game was played during
the mid-winter ceremony, and could continue
for a day or more.

“The clan would split into two
groups to play the game, with hand-
made garments or crafts as a wager.
The payoff for each round was
calculated so the game was balanced,”
says Doolittle. “Now someone did
those calculations, so there are
concepts of fairness, probabilities and
expectations embodied in the game.”

Another example involves
kinship concepts, where the
mathematical conception of
relationships can be applied to real-
world situations, such as: Is your
brother’s brother your brother?
Through such problems students

learn about the subtlety of mathematical
reasoning and the danger of jumping to
conclusions, Doolittle explains. In addition, he
adds, analysis of the problem can lead to
discussion of how it might be phrased in
different languages, and how that might
change the answer.

“Examples like these resonate with
students,” says Doolittle, “but it’s difficult to
incorporate them into our courses because the
courses we teach have a set amount of material
to go through. They are also often prerequisites
for other courses.”

In order to get aboriginal students
interested in math, Doolittle believes the

curriculum needs to be modified from
kindergarten to graduate school. He’s
discussed the idea with other scholars, and he’s
encouraged by an invitation to give a
presentation on knots and aboriginal math
education to the Aboriginal Teacher Education
Program at Queen’s University, where he
taught for several years.

“Knots are literally with us from the day
we’re born,” Doolittle notes, “and knotting is a
traditional skill where the concepts that are
taught are equivalent in all ways to those that
are taught in modern math classes. Knots can
be studied at any level, from kindergarten to
Nobel Prize-level research.” 

Edward Doolittle, head of the First Nations University of Canada’s Department of Science,
is working to make mathematics more culturally relevant to aboriginal students. 
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R Nov. 25-Dec. 2
First Year Services Student Success Seminars
Various student seminars such as library
orientation, midterm exams, resume and portfolio
building.
Info: 585-5376
www.uregina.ca/fys

Thurs., Nov. 25 - 1:15 p.m.
Chemistry seminar
“Thermodynamic and Kinetic Studies 
in Acid Gas Removal from Gas Streams”
Speaker: Amr Henni
Rm. 408, Classroom Bldg.
Info: 585-4146

Fri., Nov. 26 - 9:30-11:30 a.m.
“University access and student finances in
Canada”
Speaker: Sean Junor 
Language Institute Theatre (Room 215)
Info: 585-5289 
www.uregina.ca/presoff/orp/

Fri., Nov. 26 - 3 p.m.
Fine Arts lecture series
“Imagining Female Ecstasy: Queer Experience, 
(Un)Conventional Narrative, and Rave Culture”
Speaker: Charity Marsh
Rm. 050, Riddell Centre
Info: 585-5529

Fri., Nov. 26 - 7:30 p.m.
Musica Sacra
Music and pageant for the Advent season
Featuring: Wascana Trombone Quartet and ACTIO
Chapel, Campion College
Info: 359-1244

Wed., Dec. 1 - 4 p.m.
Sociology seminar
“Assessment of Police Performance: A survey 
of university and high school students in Regina”
Speaker: Henry Chow
Rm. 420, Classroom Bldg.
Info: 585-4186

Wed., Dec. 1 - 4 p.m.
Geology seminar
“Tornadoes and Hail research on the Canadian
Prairies”
Speaker: Alexander Paul
Rm. 126, Classroom Bldg.
Info: 585-4222

Thurs., Dec. 2 - 1:15 p.m.
Chemistry seminar
“Self-Assembly Processes in Liquid Crystals - 
Organized Soft-Matter for Nanopatterning”
Speaker: Torsten Hegmann
Rm. 408, Classroom Bldg.
Info: 585-4186

Thurs., Dec. 2 - 4 p.m.
Book launch
Two Campion College professors will present their
publications.
Authors: John D. Meehan and Lee Ward
Campion College cafeteria, main floor
Info: 359-1244

Fri., Dec. 3 - 3:30 p.m.
Orlene Murad Academic Discussion Series
Readings from their recent poetry.
Speakers: Andy Stubbs and Michael Trussler
Rm. 348, Administration-Humanities Bldg.
Info: 585-4311

Dec. 4-5 
Schubert Symposium and Performances
Chamber concert and symposium addressing 
some of the lacunae that exist in Schubert
research.
University of Regina
Registration: www.luthercollege.edu/schubert2004
Info: 585-5540

Dec.6
Last day of lectures

For a complete Calendar of Events at the University
of Regina visit our Web site at www.uregina.ca


