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 Political Violence  

 
In the past century more than four times as many people have died at the hands of their 

own government than have died in all the wars combined. Yet, state violence, has been 
understudied.  In this class we will look at the politics of collective violence.  We will look at the 
actions of specialists in violence, such as police and military, as well as those of ordinary men, 
who under particular circumstances engage in ethnic cleansing, genocide or terrorism.  We will 
pay particular attention to the social relations and micro-dynamics of violence, and context in 
which men commit acts of extraordinary cruelty, engage in altruistic acts of heroism or silently 
watch from the sidelines.   

We will begin the course by looking at ordinary German policemen drafted by the Nazi 
regime to implement the Final Solution in Poland.  Why did these policemen, most of whom had 
joined the force in an unsuccessful effort to avoid military service, actively and sometimes 
enthusiastically participate in mass genocide?  We will then look at France, at the violence used 
in its colonial empire, the violent reaction it generated, and the legacy of that conflict on the lives 
of Africans and North Africans born in France.  We will conclude the first half of our course by 
looking at divided states, and ethnic frontiers such as those in Israel/Palestine, Serbia/Bosnia, 
and India/Pakistan.   

After the mid-term exam we will shift our attention to ordinary police violence in the 
democratic countries of United States, Israel and Ireland, paying particular attention to the role 
of standard stories and silent bystanders.  These cases will be contrasted with other cases of 
political violence from Latin America to Vietnam.  Finally we will conclude with an in depth 
examination of the United States war on terror, looking at how the war on terror degenerated 
into, what Janet Mayer calls “a war on American ideals,” and how this war helped spawn new 
terror networks. 

Course Requirements: Grades will be based on take home mid-term exam (45%), take-
home final exam (45%) and class participation, including but not limited to oral presentations 
(10%).  Students may choose to write a research paper in lieu of a final exam. 

 
 
OBJECTIVES OF THE COURSE 

 
 
 This course has three main objectives.  The first is to address the substantive issues of 
the course, as described above.  The second is to improve your analytic skills, your ability to 
read critically, and to synthesize.   The third is to improve your writing skills, and your ability to 
write a persuasive essay with a clear argument and supporting evidence, organized in a logically 
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coherent manner.  
   
 
 
Required Books: 
 
Severine Autesserre, 2010. The Trouble with the Congo: Local Violence and the Failure of 
International Peace Building.  New York: Cambridge University Press 
 
Browning, Christopher. 1998. Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final 
Solution. New York: Harper-Collins Publishers 
 
Conroy, John. 2000. Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary People: The Dynamics of Torture. New 
York: Alfred Knopf. 
 
Mayer, Janet.  2008.  The Dark Side: The inside Story of How the War on Terror Turned into 
a War on American Ideals.  New York: Double Day. 
 
Tilly, Charles. 2003. The Politics of Collective Violence. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 
 
Course Assignments 
 
Week one , January 14: Introduction  
 
Week two : January 20:  A Relational Theory of Collective Violence 
 

Read: Charles Tilly, “Contentious Conversations,” “Relational Origins of Inequality,” 
“Political Identities in Changing Polities,” and “Social Boundaries”  

 
Week three, January 27:  Politics of Collective Violence 

 
Read Politics of Collective Violence, 1- 44 
Read preface and Ordinary Men, 1- 77 
 

Week four, February 3:  Police Battalion 101 
 

Read, Ordinary Men, 78 - 120. 
Read, Politics of Collective Violence, 75-80, 102 - 110 

 
Week five, February 10:  Reflections on a Massacre 
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Read Ordinary Men, 121 - 225 
See film "Night and Fog" by Alain Resnais 

 
 
 
 
 
Week six, February 17: French colonialism 
 

Read Politics of Collective Violence, 130 – 150 and 
On blackboard: “The Making of the Algerian Proletariat,” “Morts pour la France,” 
chapter one of Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization:  The Algerian War 
and The Remaking of France (pp 19 – 54) and Schneider “Police Power and Race 
Riots in Paris.” 

 
See “Battle of Algiers” 
 
Mid-term handed out 
         
Week eight, February 24: Boundaries and Violence: Serbia/Bosnia, Israel/Palestine, 
India/Pakistan 
 

Read Charles Tilly, 170 – 193 and on blackboard: James Ron, “Varying Methods of 
State Violence,” 275 – 300, “Boundaries and Violence: Repertoires of State Action 
along the Bosnia/Yugoslavia Divide,” 609 – 649 and “Israel/Palestine and the Dialectics 
of Repression,” 445 – 472, Saumitra Jha and Steven Wilkinson, Veterans, 
organizational skill and ethnic cleansing: Evidence from the Partition of South Asia and 
Robert Pape “Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism” 

 
Week nine , March 3:  The Congo 
 

Read The Trouble with the Congo, 1 – 125 
 
See “Lumumba” 
 
Mid-term due 
 
March 6 – March 13, Spring Break 
 
Week ten, March 17: Read on the Congo 
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Read The Trouble with the Congo, 126 - 272 
 

Week eleven, March 24: Ordinary Police Violence 
 

Read Politics of Collective Violence, 113 - 129, Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary 
People, 1- 122 

 
 
 
 
Week twelve, March 31:  Bystanders 

 
Read Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary People: The Dynamics of Torture, 123 - 256  

 
Week thirteen, April 7: United States War on Terror 
 

Read The Dark Side, 1 – 100 
  
Week fourteen, April 14: United States War on Terror 
 
 Read The Dark Side, 101 - 212     
 
Final handed out 

 
See “Taxi to the Dark Side” 
 
Week fourteen, April 20: The Dark Side of America 

 
 Read The Dark Side, 213 - 327 
 
 
Final due April 27 
 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY CODE 
 
All students must adhere to the Academic Integrity Code 
(http://www.american.edu/provost/registrar/regulations/reg80.cfm).   As the code states, "By 
enrolling at American University and then each semester when registering for classes, students 
acknowledge their commitment to the Code. As members of the academic community, students 
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must become familiar with their rights and their responsibilities. In each course, they are 
responsible for knowing the requirements and restrictions regarding research and writing, 
examinations of whatever kind, collaborative work, the use of study aids, the appropriateness of 
assistance, and other issues. Students are responsible for learning the conventions of 
documentation and acknowledgment of sources. American University expects students to 
complete all examinations, tests, papers, creative projects, and assignments of any kind 
according to the highest ethical standards, as set forth either explicitly or implicitly in this Code 
or by the direction of instructors."  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS 
 
In the event of a declared pandemic (influenza or other communicable disease), American 
University will implement a plan for meeting the needs of all members of the university 
community.  Should the university be required to close for a period of time, we are committed 
to ensuring that all aspects of our educational programs will be delivered to our students.  These 
may include altering and extending the duration of the traditional term schedule to complete 
essential instruction in the traditional format and/or use of  
long distance instructional methods.  Specific strategies will vary from class to class, depending 
on the format of the course and the timing of the emergency.  Faculty will communicate class-
specific information to students via AU e-mail and Blackboard, while students must inform their 
faculty immediately of any absence due to illness.  Students are responsible for checking their 
AU e-mail regularly and keeping themselves informed of emergencies.   In the event of a 
declared pandemic or other emergency, students should refer to the AU Web site (www. 
prepared. american.edu) and the AU information line at (202) 885-1100 for general university-
wide information, as well as contact their faculty and/or respective dean’s office for course and 
school/ college-specific information.       
 
 
 
 
                                                                                           


