VIOLENCE AND POLITICAL THEORY

Political Science 199C
Spring 2006

W/F 11:40 AM – 12:55 PM

Bio Sci 028

Instructor: Stefan Dolgert

Office: Perkins 02CF

Office Hours:  Wednesday: 10:00-11:30 a.m.; Friday 1-2:30 p.m.

Email: spd5@duke.edu
“And he that breaks a thing to find out what it is has left the path of wisdom.”

---Gandalf the Grey, in Fellowship of the Ring
“Whatever is worth being created is worth being destroyed.”

---Mephistopheles, in Faust
We seem to be creatures that crave life on the edge of a knife.  We are obsessed by violence, in all its forms, and when our own lives do not provide us with a healthy enough dose, we turn to our media and entertainment to supply the deficit.  We kill and maim.  We fight and batter.  We insult and provoke.  We defile and decapitate.  We are victims and executioners, prisoners and jail wardens, and finally, viewers of the televised versions of such events.  And all seems as if preordained, for do we not well know that the Serpent lay in the Garden from the beginning?  That Cain slew his brother Abel?  That Rome was founded upon the murder of Remus by his brother Romulus?  We know that ours is a species founded in blood, and we further know that it will end that way as well.  The Last Judgment comes only after rivers of blood have run, and the Norse myths tell us that Ragnarok, the final battle, ends with the destruction of the gods and most of their world.  We know all of this so well, and yet the question of violence remains an open one.

This class is centered on four primary questions:  1) What is violence?  2) What are the ethics of using violence?  3) Why are we violent?  4) Is nonviolence a coherent alternative?  We will explore each in some detail, beginning with the second question rather than the first because it is sometimes easiest to start with what is most familiar, and we are all acquainted to some extent with the ethics of revolution and war.  We all have opinions on the justice of the causes of Hamas or Al-Qaeda, or the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, and while we will not be reading anything that directly addresses those cases, the basic issues are much the same.  We will move on to the third question, the “why” question, by looking at two basic explanatory frameworks – one biological and the other cultural.  Only after these have been explored will we “return” to the question of what violence really “is.”  (And there is a good reason for the extra quotation marks).  Hopefully our eyes and ears will be open to new possibilities by this point, as we then ask ourselves about practices and institutions that are not traditionally considered relevant to the topic of political violence.  We will follow this questioning of hidden violence by a week that challenges the basis of the inquiry we have undertaken up to this point, by looking at the question of violence from outside of the tradition of the West.  Zen, Hindu, Jain, and Shinto texts will help us to sharpen the questions we ask, allowing us to see the preconceptions that shape the Western view of violence, and providing us with yet another new vantage on the issue.  This will also lead us into our final weeks, as it is through the texts of Gandhi that Martin Luther King Jr. brought the practice of nonviolence to the US.  We will be brought to ask, given all we know of violence and its subtle presence in our daily lives, if and how a nonviolent philosophy of life is really possible.

In the end, what then can we say of violence, and in particular of its relation to philosophy and politics?  Is it our ever-present fate?  Are we condemned, like Oedipus, to enacting our violent tragedy whether we intend to do so or not?  Or is it something that can be challenged, thwarted, pushed back, even defeated?  Can violence one day come to an end?  And can we be the agents of such a portentous change?

The question of violence is the question of our times.

Class Style:

No, this isn’t about popped collars and Abercrombie.  

This class will be conducted much more as a discussion-intensive seminar than a lecture.  I will lecture on occasion, to be sure, but the primary impetus and energy in this classroom will come from you, the students.  Please come prepared to discuss the materials each day, and this means arguing about them in a thoughtful manner with your instructor and fellow classmates.  These discussions should be respectful of others’ views, but in no way does that suggest that we paper over our differences with others.  We will learn from each other precisely to the extent that we can figure out exactly how much we disagree with one another.

Assignments and Grading:

Let me note at the outset how much I detest grading.  It provides a needed stimulus and goad to us all, it is true, but in the end I believe it can also endanger the very foundation of the academic experience.  I will grade you, as all instructors must, but I hope that in the end you can allow yourself the luxury of thinking about the matter at hand rather than focusing on grades.  Some call this idea naïve.  I think otherwise.

Three six-eight page papers.  Each is worth 25% of the course grade – 100 points apiece.  These are due at the beginning of class (except the final paper) on the assigned day, and will be downgraded a letter grade for every day they are late, unless otherwise excused.

Ten single-page (single-spaced) thought papers, due each Wednesday via email to me by 8 a.m. These are due every week of the term, excepting the week of Jan. 11-13 and the two weeks that papers are due in class, and you are allowed to miss two during the semester.  Each paper is worth 7 points.  Missing more than two papers will result in a score of 0 for the entire 10.

It is important that you cite the material you have relied upon in writing these papers, though for the thought-papers I am less interested in careful citation than I am in seeing your first-blush reactions to these texts/movies. If you have questions about when you need to provide citation for a source, please see the Duke Libraries' guide on avoiding plagiarism. If you have questions about how to provide citation on your sources, please see the Duke Libraries' guide on citation formats.  Use any citation format that you like; the main thing is that you give credit to the sources you use.

Attendance:  Mandatory, with one “free” absence.  Counts for 30 points of total course grade, based on quality of participation.  Each unexcused absence will subtract 10 points.

Total: 400 points.  Standard 10% cutoff between grades (90% A, 80% B, etc.).  No curve – everyone gets an A if they deserve it.

Readings:

These books are at the Regulator on Ninth Street:

Camus, Albert.  The Rebel.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice.  Humanism and Terror.

Arendt, Hannah.  On Violence.

Lorenz, Konrad.  On Aggression.

Girard, Rene.  Violence and the Sacred.

You will receive Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon in class.

Additional readings will be distributed in class, or can be found online via Blackboard, E-reserves, or online databases such as JSTOR.

We will be watching three movies as well: Akira Kurosawa’s Ran (1985), Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange (1971), and Neil LaBute’s In the Company of Men (1997).

I am also attempting at present to arrange a tour of a North Carolina state prison, including the death house.  This has not been finalized, so we may have to improvise.

Schedule:

January 13:  Introductions

January 18-20: The Ethics of Violence I

Darkness at Noon, 1-133

January 25-27: The Ethics of Violence I, continued

Darkness at Noon, 133-216

February 1-3: The Ethics of Violence II – the Reply 

Humanism and Terror, 1-189 (entire)

February 8-10: The Right to Kill

The Rebel, 3-104, 112-132 

February 15-17: The State, Killing, and Rebellion

The Rebel, 177-252, 279-306

FIRST PAPER DUE: February 22

February 22-24: Violence and the Political

On Violence, 3-87 (entire)

March 1-3: The Basis in Biology

On Aggression, 3-149

March 8-10: The Basis in Biology II

On Aggression, 150-299 (the rest)

In the Company of Men

March 15-17 SPRING BREAK – See you in Albuquerque! 

March 22-24: The Cultural Foundation

Violence and the Sacred, 1-118, 250-318

March 29-31: What is Violent? – Art, Sex, Gender, Sanity

Antonin Artaud, The Theater and its Double, 84-100, 122-132 (e-reserve)

Catherine Mackinnon, Feminism Unmodified, 32-45, 85-92, 146-62 (e-reserve)

Adrienne Rich, “From an Old House in America,” and “Rape” in The Fact of a Doorframe, 105-6, 119-30 (e-reserve)

Michel Foucault, Herculine Barbin, vii-xvii (e-reserve)

Thomas Szasz, The Myth of Mental Illness, Introduction (e-reserve)

A Clockwork Orange

April 5-7: What is Violent? II – Law, Philosophy, Food, Technology

Albert Camus, “Reflections on the Guillotine” in Resistance, Rebellion, and Death, 173-234 (e-reserve)

Joseph de Maistre, St. Petersburg Dialogues, 18-20 (e-reserve)

Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, 140-2 (e-reserve)

Matthew Scully, Dominion, 247-286 (e-reserve)

Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, 129-54 (e-reserve)

SECOND PAPER DUE:  April 12

April 12-14: The Other of the West: Hindu, Jain, Zen, and Shinto

Bhagavad-Gita, 21-47 (e-reserve)

Source Book in Indian Philosophy, section on Jain philosophy (e-reserve)

Yukio Mishima, “Patriotism,” from A Death in Midsummer (e-reserve)

Daisetz Suzuki, Zen and Japanese Culture, 1-18, 137-215 (e-reserve)

Ran

April 19-21: The Nonviolent Alternative Today

Martin Luther King Jr., A Testament of Hope, 12-61, 289-302, 481-90 (e-reserve)

Mahatma Gandhi, The Moral and Political Writings of Mahatma Gandhi, v.2, selections (e-reserve)

Thomas Webber, “Nonviolence is Who? Gene Sharp and Gandhi,” Peace & Change 28:2 (2003), 250-70 (online)

April 26: The Way Forward

Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, “Non-Violence and the Other,” Angelaki 8:3, (2003), 3-22 (online)

FINAL PAPER DUE:  May 3, 2006, 5 p.m. via email.
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