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              CONF 393 - 001: Violence: Causes and Alternatives 
George Mason University (GMU) 

The School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution (S-CAR) 
Spring 2019 

January 22- May 15, 2019 
 

Dr. Douglas Irvin-Erickson 
Assistant Professor of Conflict Analysis and Resolution 

Director, Genocide Prevention Program 
    

COURSE and CONTACT INFORMATION 
E-mail dirviner@gmu.edu 
Fairfax office Northeast Module II, Room 108 or Faculty Conference Room. Check both! 
FF office hours      Monday, 2:30 to 3:30 
Arlington office 5th Floor, Vernon Smith Hall, Room  
Arl office hours      Tuesdays and Thursdays, 2:30 to 3:30 
Class Time and 
Location 

Mondays; 4:30 pm - 7:10 pm 
Class Location: Fairfax Campus: Robinson Hall B 224 

 
CONTACTING THE PROFESSOR and CLASSMATES 

Contacting me Please e-mail me if you need to meet outside office hours or talk by phone.  
 

E-mails Please use my GMU email above when emailing me. DO NOT REPLY TO 
MY BLACKBOARD E-MAILS AND ANNOUNCMEMENTS THAT I 
SEND TO THE WHOLE CLASS. When you reply to a blackboard 
announcement or a blackboard email, it goes straight to the junk folder in 
the Mason email server. When you e-mail me, start a new e-mail thread 
with my e-mail address. 
 

Individual 
Conversations 

Please e-mail each other over blackboard, first, to exchange info. Mason 
takes student privacy very seriously. I cannot share your personal contact 
information, and you are under no obligation to share your contact 
information with other students. You can communicate with each other 
completely over blackboard’s “email single user” function.  
 

NOTICE 
 
This course contains extremely sensitive materials. Students will be confronted with images of 
violence, and graphic writings and scholarship about brutal episodes of violence. Students will 
be expected to show extreme respect, empathy, and compassion towards each other this 
semester, especially as we being to explore violence in our social and personal lives.  
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COURSE OVERVIEW 
Course 
Overview 

This course examines the causes, sources, and origins of group violence with 
particular attention to group violence and ethnic conflict. This semester, we 
will explore alternative proposals that explain why violence becomes a 
primary, or at least a viable, form of resolving conflict in some societies. We 
will also explore alternatives to violence, spending considerable time to 
studying ways that people have chosen to avoid violence in responding to 
injustice, and even to avoided violence when responding to violence against 
them.  

Course 
Description 
 
 

This course is designed as an opportunity in a seminar setting to explore 
violence from a variety of intellectual and political perspectives. Readings will 
be wide-ranging and interdisciplinary in nature, addressing levels of analysis 
from the individual and psychological to the nation-state, and emphasizing an 
acquaintanceship with some classics in the field. The role of violence in 
conflict resolution is also considered. The assigned readings in the course will 
form the basis for class discussions throughout the term, but all students will 
be required to choose a topic for their research paper early on and read 
appropriately on this topic outside class for the paper.  

Learning 
Objectives 

• To examines the causes, sources, and origins of group violence  
• To explore alternative proposals that explain why violence becomes a form 

of resolving conflict in some societies 
• To consider alternatives to violence within the context of group conflicts 
• To analyze their own social worlds, with an eye towards preventing 

violence and promoting constructive and peaceful means of resolving 
conflicts 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Reflection 
Papers 
 

F# 

Due on dates marked on syllabus with F. 
 
Students will answer the following questions, and provide at 
least 1 citation for each section of the essay: 

• What is the major question this author is trying to 
grapple with? 

• How does this author attempt to answer this question? 
• What are the author’s methods and sources? 
• Is the author successful, in your estimation? 
• What is the most compelling aspect of this book, for 

you, and why do you think so? 
Then, write a 250 word essay advancing an original thesis about 
the merits of the scholarship in the book. You must cite the 
book of the week, and 1 reading from Steger and Lind’s book. 
 
Instructions: 

• Use the template on blackboard 
• Print and turn in, and upload papers on BB 
• Do not forget to put your name on the essay 
• Word count: total 500 words, maximum 

25% of 
grade 
 
 
 
 
Late papers 
will not be 
accepted 
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Presentations 
 

Ì # 
 

This semester, students will be divided into 7 groups.  
 
Presentation days are the days marked with Ì in the left 
column. 
 
Students are required to lead the class in a facilitated 
conversation, about the readings. No power points are allowed. 
But groups may distribute a 1-page hand out.  
 
Each group must identify: 

• The main questions each author is grappling with 
• The kinds of violence and/or alternatives to violence 

each author is studying 
• The main connections between each text on the syllabus 

this week, and other texts we have read this semester  
• The main theoretical differences between these readings 

and other authors we have read  
• The implications of these differences in terms of 

preventing violence 
 

25% of 
grade 
 
 
 
 
 
If you miss 

your  
presentation 
it will count 

as a 0 

Final Paper Due on Final Exam date (TBD) 
 
See below for assignment 
 
Instructions:  

• Turn in on the exam day by uploading on BB 
• Do not forget to put your name on the exam 
• Word count: 2,000 words, maximum 

 

25% of 
grade 

Class 
Participation 

Each missed class will lower your participate grade by 10%. No 
excuses will be accepted, except for documented medical or 
health emergencies.  
 
Participation grade is measured by how well and how 
thoughtfully you respond to each presentation. Therefore, I 
except you, when you respond, to offer page numbers.  
 

 25% of 
grade 

Total Grade This is our grading scale this semester: 
 
A+ 100 B+ 89 C+ 79 D 60-69 
A 95-99 B 85-88 C 75-78 F 0-59 
A- 90-94 B- 80-84 C- 70-74 * no incompletes  

. 
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READINGS 
 

it is your responsibility to get the readings 
 

Books and e-books can be purchased if you would like to spend the money 
Digital books are available for free from the Mason Library (ask a librarian how to do this) 

All books listed below are on reserve at the GMU Arlington Library 
Journal articles not on blackboard can be accessed through the GMU Library website 

 
The B&N campus bookstore will match the lowest price on Amazon.com. 

 
I also suggest placing an Inter-Library Loan for these books, weeks before the semester begins 

so you can read them for free.  
 

REQUIRED READINGS 
 

ALL BOOKS ARE ON RESERVE AT THE MASON LIBRARY 
 

Books: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Manfred Steger and Nancy Lind, Violence and Its Alternatives: An 
Interdisciplinary Reader. Palgrave, 1999. ISBN: 9780312221515 

2. Rachel Kleinfeld, A Savage Order: How the World's Deadliest 
Countries Can Forge a Path to Security. Pantheon, 2018. ISBN: 
9781101871997 

3. Frances Fox Piven, Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People 
Change America. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2008. ISBN: 
9780742563162 

4. Marguerite Guzman Bouvard, Revolutionizing Motherhood: The 
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. Rowman & Littlefield, 2002. 
9780842024877 

5. Megan Ming Francis, Civil Rights and the Making of the Modern 
American State. Cambridge University Press, 2014. ISBN: 
9781107697973 

6. Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other 
Group Violence. Cambridge University Press, 1992. ISBN: 
9780521422147 

7. Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda. 
Cornell University Press, 2011. ISBN: 9780801477133 

8. Leymah Gbowee & Carol Mithers, Mighty Powers: How Sisterhood, 
Prayer, and Sex Changed a Nation at War. Beast Books, 2013. ISBN: 
9780984295197 
 

 
Pick 1 for 
your final 
exam 

1. Austin Choi, What Slaveholders Think: How Contemporary 
Perpetrators Rationalize What They Do. Columbia University Press, 
2017. ISBN: 9780231181822 

2. Alexander Hinton, Why Did They Kill? Cambodia in the Shadow of 
Genocide. University of California Press, 2004. 9780520241794 
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3. Benjamin Madley, An American Genocide: The United States and the 
California Indian Catastrophe. Yale University Press, 2016. 
9780300181364 
 

NOT 
required 

Interesting books about violence, terrorism, and the cultural meaning of the 
body and the state in the conflicts in Northern Ireland and Palestine  

• Allen Feldman, Formations of Violence: The Narrative of the Body and 
Political Terror in Northern Ireland (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991).  

• Nasser Abufarha, The Making of a Human Bomb (Duke University 
Press, 2009).  

 
POLICIES 

Attendance  Missing more 2 classes will result in a failing grade for the semester. 
Grades George Mason University does not dictate a grading scale. Instructors may determine cut off 

points for A, B, C, etc., and the use of plus and minus grades for A, B, C is also at the 
instructor’s discretion. See above for grading scale. 

Tech policy Cell phones must be silenced while in class, and put away. No laptops allowed.  
Civility This course will explore controversial and sensitive subject matter; it is, therefore, expected 

that students will engage with one another in a respectful manner even when they do not agree 
with one another. 

Conduct and 
Honor Code 

Student are accountable to the following Honor Code: “To promote a stronger sense of mutual 
responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the George Mason University 
community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, the student 
members of the University Community have set forth this: Student members of the George 
Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, and/or lie in matters related 
to academic work.” 

Plagiarism Students are prohibited from: (a) knowingly permitting another student to plagiarize or cheat 
from one's work, and (b) submitting the same assignment in different courses without consent 
of the professor. Should you have any questions about what it means to cheat, plagiarize, steal 
and/or lie, please consult the website: http://oai.gmu.edu/understanding-the-honor-code/ 
Students should review: “Student Strategies for Preventing Violations” link on the Office for 
Academic Integrity’s website: http://oai.gmu.edu/preventing-violations/student-strategies-for- 
preventingviolations/. Any student violating the tenets of the Honor Code will be reported to 
the Honor Committee. 

Sexual 
Misconduct 
and 
Interpersonal 
Violence 
 

George Mason University is committed to providing a learning, living and working 
environment that is free from discrimination, and we are committed to a campus that is free of 
sexual misconduct and other acts of interpersonal violence in order to promote community 
well-being and student success. We encourage students who believe that they have been 
sexually harassed, assaulted or subjected to sexual misconduct to seek assistance and support. 
University Policy 1202 Sexual Harassment and Misconduct 
(http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/sexual- harassment-policy) speaks to the specifics of 
our process, our resources, and the options available to you. Confidential student resources are 
available on campus at the Student Support and Advocacy Center (http://ssac.gmu.edu), 
Counseling and Psychological Services (http://caps.gmu.edu), and Student Health Services 
(http://shs.gmu.edu).  All other members of the University community (including faculty, 
except those noted above) are not considered confidential resources and are required to report 
incidents of sexual misconduct to the University Title IX Coordinator.  For a full list of 
resources, support opportunities, and reporting options, contact Dr. Jennifer Hammat, Title IX 
Coordinator, at http://diversity.gmu.edu/title-ix, at 703-993-8730, or in the Compliance, 
Diversity, and Ethics office in the Aquia Building, Suite 373. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Jan. 28th 
 
 

 
Introduction: 
Violence, Definitions and Concepts 
& Violence and the Law 
 
Extra Credit Quiz – Read the following chapters from Steger and Lind before 
the semester begins, and come on the first day read to take an extra credit quiz.  
 
Each correct answer will add 5 points to your first reflection papers. 
 
Read the following in Steger and Lind: 

1. Arendt, Chapter 1 
2. Wolff, Chapter 2 
3. Coady, Chapter 3 
4. Galtung, Chapter 4 
5. Benjamin, Chapter 5 
6. Foucault, Chapter 6 
7. Derrida, Chapter 7 
8. Fraser, Chapter 8 
9. Sunstein, Chapter 9 & 
10. The Introduction to the book, p. xi to p. 1 

  
PART 1 – Violence & Nonviolence 

 
Feb. 4 
 

Ì 1 
 

 
Read: Steger and Lind, Section VII Nonviolence Alternatives 

• Gandhi, MLK, Jr., bell hooks, Aung San Suu Kyi, Sharp, Turpin and 
Kurtz 

 
Read: Klienfeld, Introduction and Chapter 1  
 

 
Feb. 11 
 

F1 

 
Read: Rachel Kleinfeld, A Savage Order: How the World’s Deadliest Countries 
Can Forge a Path to Security.  
 
Due in class today:  
Reflection paper on Kleinfeld and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 

 
 
Feb. 18 
 

Ì 2 
 

 
Read: Steger and Lind, Section VI on Violence and Class 

• Sorel, Marcuse, Lukás, Steger 
 
Read: Frances Fox Piven, Introduction and Chapter 1 
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Feb. 25 
 

F2 

 
Read: Frances Fox Piven, Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People 
Change America 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Piven and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 
 

 
March 4 
 

Ì 3 
 

 
Read: Steger and Lind, Section III on Violence and Gender 

• Hartsock, Alder, Renzetti, Dworkin, Jenefsky, Seifert 
 
Read: Marguerite Guzman Bouvard, Introduction and Chapter 1  
 

 
March 11 
 

 
SPRING BREAK 

 
March 18 

 
F3 

 
Read: Marguerite Guzman Bouvard, Revolutionizing Motherhood: The Mothers 
of the Plaza de Mayo 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Guzman Bouvard and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 

 
 
March 25 
 

Ì 4 
 

 
Read: Steger and Lind, Section IV on Violence and Race 

• Fanon, Malcom X, Nicholson, West, Marble, Barsh 
 
Read: Megan Ming Francis, Introduction and Chapter 1 
 

 
April 1 
 

F4 
 

 
Read: Megan Ming Francis, Civil Rights and the Making of the Modern 
American State 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Ming Francis and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 
 

PART 2 – Perpetrators, Victims, and Prevention 
 
April 8 
 

Ì 5 
 

 
Read: Steger and Lind, Section V on Violence and Nationalism 

• Kaldor, Tamir, Appadurai, Ahmed 
 
Read: Ervin Staub, Introduction and Chapter 1 
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April 15 
 

F5 
 

 
Read: Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other 
Group Violence 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Staub and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 
 

 
April 22 
 

Ì 6 

 
Read: Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: 1st half of book 
(presentation on whole book) 
 
 
 

 
April 29 
 

F6 

 
Read Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: 2nd half of book.  
Read: Gbowee & Mithers, Introduction and Chapter 1 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Fujii and 1 reading from Steger and Lind  
 

 
May 6 
 

Ì 7 
 

 
Read: Leymah Gbowee & Carol Mithers, Mighty Powers: How Sisterhood, 
Prayer, and Sex Changed a Nation at War 
 
 

 
May 13 

F7 
 

 
Conclusion 
 
Due in class today: 
Reflection paper on Gbowee and Mithers and 1 reading from Steger and Lind 

 
Final Exam 

 
Due Date TBD, based on Mason Schedule of Exams 
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Final Exam 
Assignment 
 
 
Mason Posts 
Final Exam 
Dates On-
line, usually 
half way 
through the 
semester 

 
Pick one of the following two books, which ever one you find more interesting.  
 
My advice is to take them out of the library, and look them over. Obviously, 
their subject matter is different. But, they also have different social science 
methodologies, different ways of studying and analyzing their data, and 
different ways of writing about their subjects. Both are award winning books 
that revolutionized the study of contemporary slavery (Choi) and genocide 
(Hinton). When you consider the books, consider the topic and the 
methodology and writing style you find more interesting.  
 

1. Austin Choi, What Slaveholders Think: How Contemporary 
Perpetrators Rationalize What They Do. 

OR 
2. Alexander Hinton, Why Did They Kill? Cambodia in the Shadow of 

Genocide. 
OR 

3. Benjamin Madley, An American Genocide: The United States and the 
California Indian Catastrophe. 

 
You are now an expert on: examining the causes, sources, and origins of group 
violence; alternatives to violence; and efforts to prevent violence and promote 
constructive and peaceful means of resolving conflicts. You are also an expert 
on reading scholarship on violence at the highest levels.  
 
Write a paper that 1) examines the causes of violence your author studies; 2) 
identified three points where violence can be prevented; 3) and offers potential 
alternatives or methods of prevention that might have worked. 
 
You must cite your main book, obviously. But you must also incorporate the 
arguments and/or evidence from 2 other books, and from at least 2 authors from 
Steger and Lind. 
 
You are not allowed to cite a single source from outside the syllabus. If you 
cite a source not from this syllabus – including a newspaper article or website – 
you will fail this exam. I’m serious.  
 
Why? This assignment forces you to scaffold your writing and thinking through 
the entire semester, beginning with the short reflections, and culminating in a 
synthetic essay. I expect you to draw on your short reflection essays, so do a 
good job on them this semester and you’ll do very well on your final.  
 
This assignment will require you to understand scholarly arguments, analyze 
scholarly texts, and synthesize the arguments and analysis of other authors in 
the course of crafting your own analysis and arguments.   
 
World limit: 2,000 words. Use the template on blackboard.  

 


