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Political Science 4215: The Politics of Non-Violence 
 

 
Semester 1, 2015-2016 

Friday, 12-3 
Final Exam: December 3rd, 2015 at 1pm 

AS4, #01-16 
 
INSTRUCTOR
Patrick Taylor Smith 
polspt@nus.edu.sg 
Office: AS1, #04-13 
 
Consultation Hours 
AS1, 04-13 
Tuesday, 1-3pm or by appointment 
 
 
COURSE OVERVIEW 
"Politics of Non-Violence" is a discussion-oriented seminar course that will focus on three 
distinct elements. First, we will distinguish between different kinds of non-violent political 
movements. The most important conceptual distinction, which will structure the course, will be 
between pacifism and civil disobedience. Second, the course will familiarize students with the 
historical trajectory of paradigmatic non-violent movements, including those that were 
predicated on civil disobedience (US Civil Rights movement) and those that were more closely 
connected with pacifism (such as Gandhi's non-violent campaign for decolonization). Third, we 
will look at the distinct theoretical logics of civil disobedience and pacifism, developing accounts 
of when and whether these kinds of social movements are justified. This will involve a detailed 
consideration of the relationship between freedom and political authority as well as just war 
theory. We will also consider and evaluate contemporary movements that have been inspired by 
Gandhi and King. 
 
By the end of the course, students should have substantive knowledge of concepts and debates 
relating to the use of nonviolence and of their development in key contemporary social 
movements.  They should also have learned how to apply some of the methods and techniques of 
analysis that are important in analytic political theory, such as rigor, precision, textual 
interpretation, critical thinking, and clarity of expression and communication. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
1. Reading 

Readings will be available electronically on a weekly basis. There are three books where 
it would be useful to purchase but are not required: 
 
All Men are Brothers, Gandhi 
 



 2 

Why Civil Resistance Works, Chenoweth and Stephan 
 
Just and Unjust Wars, Michael Walzer 
 
The texts for this course are difficult ones, and they have to be read carefully and, most 
important, actively if they are to be understood. Reading in this active way is a time-
consuming process.  You should budget enough time to do all assigned reading carefully 
before class.  Doing the reading is the first and most important requirement if you are to 
succeed in this course.  I suggest that you complete each week’s readings in the order in 
which they appear on the syllabus. 

 
2. Participation (20%) 

Attendance at all course meeting is strongly encouraged.  Excused absences may be 
arranged in cases of illness, religious holidays, family problems, or other emergency, by 
prior arrangement with the instructor. Participation grades will be determined in part by 
in-class performance and in part by good faith contribution to online discussions.  

 
3. First Essay (15%), 1800-2100 words, due Friday, October 2nd  

The first essay will be an argumentative, thesis-driven paper in response to given 
prompts. The prompts will all concern pacifism.   

 
4. In-Class Quiz (10%): given on Friday, September 4th 

There will be a 30 minute, in-class, closed notes quiz on theories of justice and just war 
theory in the beginning of class session 4.  

 
5. Second Essay (25%), 2100-2400 words, due on Friday, November 14th  

The second essay will be an argumentative, thesis-driven paper in response to given 
prompts. The prompts will all concern civil disobedience.  

 
6. Final Exam (30%) 

There will be a final exam on Thursday, December 3rd at 1pm.  The final will include 
several short-answer questions (calling for a response of a paragraph or two) about the 
texts we have read.  It will also include one or more longer essays asking you to critically 
reflect on the texts and their connection to themes we have discussed in lecture. 

 
 
ADDITIONAL POLICIES 
 
Late Papers: Late papers will be subject to a penalty of 1/3 letter grade for each day late 
(weekends will count as one day).  Requests for a waiver of the late penalties will be considered 
if they are made in a timely fashion and supported by a valid, documented reason (typically of a 
medical nature). 
 
Plagiarism: The University treats plagiarism as a very serious offense.  In order to avoid any 
question of plagiarism, please be sure to reference any materials that you quote or paraphrase or 
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otherwise incorporate.  The particular format you use for references is unimportant, provided that 
it is clear and consistent throughout. 
 
Get Off the Grid!  Cell phone use is not permitted during class, and laptops and tablets are to be 
used to consult readings and for note-taking purposes only. 
 
Come See Me!  Come and visit me during my office hours, or email me for an appointment, if 
you have a question about the course or would just like to chat. I would be happy to see you! 
 

SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND LECTURES 
 

The course is separated broadly into four sections.  
 
Section I: Theories of Justice and Political Authority 
1. August 14th: Introduction  
 No required reading. 
 
2. August 21st: Theories of Political Authority 
 Readings:  
 Crito, Plato 
 “Justification and Legitimacy,” AJ Simmons 
   
3. August 28th: Just War Theory 
 Readings:  
 Just and Unjust Wars, Michael Walzer (selections) 
 
Section II: Gandhi and Pacifism 
4. September 4th: Indian Independence, Gandhi, and the Salt Tax Campaign 
  Readings:  
 Chapter 2, Ackerman and Du Vall 
 “Gandhi as Political Strategist,” Sharp 
 
 Assessment: In-Class Quiz 
 
5. September 11th: Gandhi’s Theory of Satyagraha 
 Readings:  
 All Men are Brothers, Gandhi (selections) 
  
6. September 18th: Modern Justifications and Theories of Pacifism 
 Readings: 
 “The Ethics of Killing in War,” McMahan 

“War Crimes and Induction: A Case for Selection Nonsconscientious Objection,” 
Peppers 

  
7. September 25th: Recess Session  
 Readings: 
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Section III: Civil Disobedience 
8. October 2nd: The Invention of Civil Disobedience  
 Readings: 
 “On Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau 
 “Nonviolence: The Gandhi-Tolstoy Connection,” Parel 
 
 Assessment: Paper One due in class 
 
9. October 9th: The US Civil Rights Movement and the Birmingham Bus Boycott 
 Readings: 
 Chapter 8, Ackerman and Du Vall 
 “A Comparative Analysis of Gandhi and King,” Nojeim  
 
10. October 16th: The Writings of Martin Luther King 
 Readings:  
 “Letters from a Birmingham Jail,” King 
 “I Have a Dream,” King 
 “Bullet or Ballot Box,” Malcolm X 
 Why We Can’t Wait, King (Selections) 
 
11. October 23rd: Viewing of Selma 
  Readings: Variety of articles concerning the relationship between King and LBJ 
 
12. October 30th: Contemporary Theories of Civil Disobedience 
 Readings: 
 A Theory of Justice, Rawls (selections) 
 “The Communicative Aspects of Civil Disobedience and Lawful Punishment,” Brownlee 
 
Section IV: Taking Stock 
13. November 7th: Effectiveness of Non-Violence  
 Readings: 
 Why Civil Resistance Works, Chenoweth and Stephan (Selections) 
  
14. November 14th: Contemporary Non-Violent Movements and the Future of Non-
Violence 
 Readings: 
 “Conclusion: Victory without Violence,” Ackerman and Du Vall 
 Philosophy of Nonviolence, Mallat (Selections 
 “Refusals: Some Neglected Aspects,” Kasher 
 
 Assessment: Paper Two due in class 


