
 

Science in Film 
Accuracy vs. Suspension of Disbelief 

Purpose:  The objective of this seminar is for participants to gain an appreciation of how films portray 
science and how that frames societal perceptions of science.  Are films accurate? Do they define our 
understandings of science and how we live? 

Description: An understanding of science is essential for people to navigate their worlds. Over the past 

year, our confrontation with human contribution to climate change and a response to the pandemic have put 

science front and center.  

    Appreciation of science is also generated through mass-marketed films. We will discuss well-known films 

and assess what they tell us. Examples include The Andromeda Strain for microbiology and neurology, One 

Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest or Patch Adams for health care, The China Syndrome or Silkwood for 

portrayals regarding pollution. Do these films (or directors) have agendas? Do we assume a movie tells us 

the truth? Does the film inform or reinforce prevalent misunderstandings? The audience must balance the 

need for accuracy versus a willing and knowing suspension of disbelief.   

    Films also frame how we appreciate scientists. Are scientists portrayed as trustworthy or malevolent? 

Consider whether Frankenstein promotes our perception of the doctor as unstable or whether it encourages 

societal acceptance of mental illness.  

Role of participants: All participants will be encouraged to watch the films to be discussed. Each film will 
be presented by one or two people.  S/he or they will provide a synopsis, identify key scenes, the relevant 
science, and describe overt and implied messages about that science. After the presentation, the presenter 
and moderator will lead a group discussion of the film and points raised in the presentation.  
    This seminar lends itself well to the on-line environment. Film clips are not required but can be 

incorporated into PowerPoint or as a YouTube offering(s) to be shared on the Zoom platform.  

Resources: Films can be obtained through one of many streaming services. Access to selected films will be 
free, e.g., through Kanopy (through membership at one’s local public library), CW-MARS, Hoopla, YouTube, 
or through a service (e.g., Netflix) accessible to all seminar participants. 
    The moderator will provide a list of potential films addressing an aspect of science, including (but not 
limited to) aerospace, extraterrestrials, animals (care, husbandry and extinction), pollution, anthropology, 
diseases, delivery of health care, microbiology, neuroscience and psychology, and physical science. 

About the Moderator:  Michael Miller is a retired professor in biology and anatomy. He is a cinephile who 
enjoys thought-provoking films and discussing their meanings and interpretations. 

Course # 21SSC 
Format: Seminar 

Moderator:  Michael MIller 

Date and Time: Tuesday, 9:30-11:30 AM 
10 weeks, starting February 23 

Location: ONLINE, via Zoom 

Maximum number of participants: 18 
Auditors accepted: Yes, up to 2 


