Colloquium: Political Violence and Terrorism
Political Science BC????
Spring 2026
Colloquium, 4 course points
Prof. Marjorie Castle
mcastle@barnard.edu 
Office hours: Tuesdays, 3-4pm; other times by appointment

Course Description
When is violence used against noncombatants in conflicts and what is the impact of such violence? This course focuses on violence against civilians by armed organizations, whether states or non-state actors. We will examine a variety of explanations for such violence, including rationalist, psychological/emotion-based, and organizational approaches. We will also discuss the impact of political violence. Does it get the job done, so to speak? Does violence move terrorist groups closer to their goals? Does indiscriminate violence by the state spur rebellion or suppress insurgencies? Does insurgent violence against civilians make insurgencies more or less effective? While we emphasize violence intentionally causing harm to civilians we will also consider collateral damage.

In addition to our discussions of this literature we will explore what light selected empirical evidence might shed on our questions. You will each select a theoretical problem of interest—e.g., two competing theories, a theory that might be revised or applied in a new context—and write a paper addressing this problem on the basis of empirical research (either through qualitative case studies or quantitative analysis). Your ongoing research will be shared when relevant during our class discussions, and the final weeks of the semester will be set aside for a research workshop.

Student Learning Outcomes
Students who complete this course successfully will:
· Evaluate competing theoretical arguments about political violence.
· Make their own arguments (in written and in oral form) about the causes and implications of political violence.
· Identify a significant issue within the political violence literature to address through empirical research.
· Design, research, and write a substantial research paper (roughly 7500 words) that tests theories against empirical reality.

Course Structure
Your grade will be based upon weekly written assignments, class participation, leading one weekly discussion, peer review of a classmate’s research paper, and your research paper.
Weekly assignments: 20%
Class participation: 20%
Discussion leadership: 5%
Research paper: 50%
Peer review: 5%

Weekly Assignments
Each weekly module in Courseworks contains an assignment, specifying and providing links to the readings and—at least at first--providing questions to address. This helps you to come to class prepared—which is essential because this course assumes that preparation on your part. Any assignment that shows a sincere effort to address the assignment questions clearly making use of the readings will earn one point. Assignments that do not do this will receive no credit.
Your assignment is due on the day of class. You have two options for submitting it. You can either submit the answers through Courseworks--by 9am on the day of class or you can bring a hard copy of your answers to class. In any case, these answers must be typed and double-spaced. Any assignments not turned in by the appropriate deadline will be considered late.
You will receive a grade for this component of the course based on how many of these you complete. The lowest two grades will be dropped, allowing you to miss an assignment and still earn a solid A for this part of the course. (Missing no assignments earns you extra credit, which will figure into your overall course grade.)
Participation
This course requires your active and informed participation. You are expected to come to class prepared to discuss the assigned reading during most of the weeks of the semester. During the final weeks of the semester you are instead expected to offer helpful feedback on your classmates’ research presentations. In order to participate you have to be present. Absences can only be made up if an unexpected and unavoidable emergency kept you from class. If this happens, you must contact me within one week of the absence to make arrangements for make-up work (writing a "What I Would Have Said"). Arriving late to class is disruptive and will hurt your participation grade, but not as badly as missing class. Grades for participation in the previous weeks will be reported on February 13, April 1, and May 1.
Discussion leadership
During our discussions of the literature you will serve once as a discussion leader either alone or in coordination with a classmate. The role of a discussion leader is to foster discussion and debate in a way that engages the entire class and moves our analysis and critique of the readings forward.
Research paper 
Our discussion of the literature will prepare you to identify a theoretical problem of interest, to design a way to address it using empirical evidence, to carry out the necessary research, and to write a research paper of approximately 7500 words. Most research papers in this course will use qualitative case studies, but you are also welcome to carry out quantitative analysis. Weekly assignments in the class may require you to submit preliminary parts of your paper—your introduction with its delineation of your theoretical question, a draft literature review, an outline of your methodology.
In a class during the final weeks of the semester you will present a draft of your research paper. (You will have to submit preliminary materials to me and to your peer reviewer before that class.) There is no separate grade assigned for this, since the sole goal of this presentation is to get feedback from your classmates and me that will help you produce a better final draft.
Peer review
You will be assigned to be peer reviewer for one of your classmates’ research papers. As such you will look over preliminary materials they will provide for you, and you will start off the discussion after their research presentation, doing your best to provide useful feedback. (You will also take notes on the ensuing discussion, and provide a written summary to the paper-writer of the suggestions and recommendations.) In addition, you will read your assigned paper-writer’s penultimate draft, evaluating it using a peer evaluation form I will provide.

Course materials
All assigned readings will be available online through Courseworks. If any of the reading is unavailable, contact me immediately and I will resolve the problem. Make sure to access the readings early each week, since last-minute access problems on your end will not be an acceptable excuse for late work.
I recommend that you acquire Aaron Ritzenberg and Sue Mendelsohn’s How Scholars Write, Oxford University Press, 2021. You will find it valuable as you work on your research paper.

Grading Scale

A+: 99 – 100
A: 93 - 98.99
A-: 90 - 92.99
B+: 87 - 89.99
B: 83 - 86.99
B-: 80 - 82.99
C+: 77 - 79.99
C: 73 - 76.99
C-: 70 - 72.99
D: 60 - 69.99
F: below 6

Barnard Honor Code
Approved by the student body in 1912 and updated in 2016, the Code states: “We, the students of Barnard College, resolve to uphold the honor of the College by engaging with integrity in all of our academic pursuits. We affirm that academic integrity is the honorable creation and presentation of our own work. We acknowledge that it is our responsibility to seek clarification of proper forms of collaboration and use of academic resources in all assignments or exams. We consider academic integrity to include the proper use and care for all print, electronic, or other academic resources. We will respect the rights of others to engage in pursuit of learning in order to uphold our commitment to honor. We pledge to do all that is in our power to create a spirit of honesty and honor for its own sake.”  Use of an AI text generator when an assignment does not explicitly ask or allow for it is considered plagiarism at Barnard College and is unacceptable.

All assignments in this class are to be completed in accordance with the Barnard Honor Code, whether or not the student is a Barnard student. Any student who violates the Honor Code will face dean’s discipline at their home college, and will earn a zero on the assignment in question.

Electronic Devices
I reserve the right to prohibit the use of laptops and other electronic devices (except for handwriting using e-tablet pencils) in class, with the exception of students who receive official accommodations through CARDS.

Center for Accessibility Resources & Disability Services (CARDS) Statement 
If you believe you may encounter barriers to the academic environment due to a documented disability or emerging health challenges, please contact the Center for Accessibility Resources & Disability Services (CARDS) if you are a Barnard student, or Columbia Disability Services if you are a Columbia student. Any student with approved academic accommodations is encouraged to contact me during office hours or via email. If you have questions regarding registering a disability or receiving accommodations for the semester, please contact CARDS at (212) 854- 4634, cards@barnard.edu, or learn more at http://barnard.edu/disabilityservices; the Columbia counterpart website is https://www.health.columbia.edu/content/disability-services. CARDS is located in Diana 307.

Barnard Wellness Statement
It is important for undergraduates to recognize and identify the different pressures, burdens, and stressors they may be facing, whether personal, emotional, physical, financial, mental, or academic. We as a community urge you to make yourself—your own health, sanity, and wellness—your priority throughout this term and your career here. Sleep, exercise, and eating well can all be a part of a healthy regimen to cope with stress. Resources exist to support you in several sectors of your life, and we encourage you to make use of them. Should you have any questions about navigating these resources, please visit these sites:
· http://barnard.edu/primarycare
· http://barnard.edu/counseling
· http://barnard.edu/wellwoman/about
· Stressbusters Support Network (Columbia)

Affordable Access to Course Texts and Materials
All students deserve to be able to study and make use of course texts and materials regardless of cost. Barnard librarians have partnered with students, faculty, and staff to find ways to increase student access to textbooks. By the first day of advance registration for each term, faculty will have provided information about required texts for each course on CourseWorks (including ISBN or author, title, publisher, copyright date, and price), which can be viewed by students. A number of cost-free or low-cost methods for accessing some types of courses texts are detailed on the Barnard Library Textbook Affordability guide. Undergraduate students who identify as first-generation and/or low-income students may check out items from the FLI lending libraries in the Barnard Library and in Butler Library for an entire semester. Students may also consult with their professors, the Dean of Studies, and the Financial Aid Office about additional affordable alternatives for having access to course texts. Visit the guide and talk to your professors and your librarian for more details.

Course Schedule

Note: All readings will be available through Courseworks. Additions and/or substitutions may occur as new work is published and in response to student interests. The final word on readings is what you find in the weekly module.

January 22: Introduction
Benjamin A. Valentino, "Why we kill: The political science of political violence against civilians," Annual Review of Political Science, Vol.17, 2014
Laia Balcells and Jessica A. Stanton, “Violence against civilians during armed conflict: Moving beyond the macro- and micro-level divide,” Annual Review of Political Science, Vol.24, 2021

January 29: Civil War and Ethnic Violence
Stathis N. Kalyvas, “Warfare in civil wars,” in Isabelle Duyvesteyn and Jan Angstrom, eds., Rethinking the Nature of War, 2005
Andras Wimmer and Conrad Schetter, “Ethnic violence,” in International Handbook of Violence Research, 2003

February 5: Surveying the Phenomenon
Benjamin Valentino, “Final solutions: The causes of mass killing and genocide,” Security Studies, Spring 2000
Barbara Harff, “No lessons learned from the Holocaust? Assessing risks of genocide and political mass murder since 1955,” American Political Science Review, February 2003
Kristine Eck and Lisa Hultman, “One-sided violence against civilians in war: Insights from new fatality data,” Journal of Peace Research 44 (2) 2007 

February 12: Rationalist Explanations for Violence
Stathis N. Kalyvas, “Wanton and senseless? The logic of massacres in Algeria,” Rationality and Society, 1999, Vol. 11(3), 243-285
Alexander Downes, “Desperate times, desperate measures: The causes of civilian victimization in war,” International Security, 2006, 30(4), 152-195
Jean-Paul Azam, “On thugs and heroes: Why warlords victimize their own citizens,” Economics of Governance 2006, 53-73

February 19: Challenges to Rationalist Explanations 
Alexander B. Downes and Kathryn McNabb Cochran, “Targeting civilians to win? Assessing the military effectiveness of civilian victimization in interstate war,” in Erica Chenoweth and Adria Lawrence, eds., Rethinking Violence: States and Non-State Actors in Conflict, 2010, 23-56
Jo-Marie Burt, “‘Quien habla es terrorista’ The political use of fear in Fujimori’s Peru,” Latin American Research Review, October 2006, 32-62
Lee Ann Fujii, “The puzzle of extra-lethal violence,” Perspectives on Politics, 11(2), 2013, 410-426

February 26: Political Violence as Independent Variable
T. David Mason and Dale A. Krane, “The political economy of death squads: Toward a theory of the impact of state-sanctioned terror,” International Studies Quarterly, June 1989, 175-198
Stathis N. Kalyvas, “The paradox of terrorism of civil war,” The Journal of Ethics, vol.8, 2004, 97-128
Sara Zukerman Day, Violent Victors: Why Bloodstained Parties Win Postwar Elections, 2022, 1-62

March 5: Rationalist Approaches to Terrorism
Andrew H. Kydd and Barbara F. Walter, “The strategies of terrorism,” International Security, 31(1), 2006, 49-80
Max Abrahms, “Why terrorism does not work,” International Security, 31(2), 2006, 42-78
Virginia Page Fortna, “Is terrorism really a weapon of the weak? Debunking the conventional wisdom,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 67(4) 2023, 642-671

March 12: Collateral Damage
Lisa Hultman, “COIN and civilian collaterals: Patterns of violence in Afghanistan, 2004-2009,” Small Wars and Insurgencies, 23(2), 2012, 245-263
Luke N. Condra and Jacob N. Shapiro, “Who takes the blame? The strategic effects of collateral damage,” American Journal of Political Science, 56(1), 2012, 167-187
Jason Lyall, Graeme Blair, and Kosuke Imai, “Explaining support for combatants during wartime: A survey experiment in Afghanistan,” American Political Science Review, 107(4), 2013, 679-705

March 26: Organizations and Political Violence
Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy M. Weinstein, “Handling and manhandling civilians in civil war,” American Political Science Review, 100(3) 2006, 429-447
Christopher K. Butler, Tali Gluch, and Neil J. Mitchell, “Security forces and sexual violence: A cross-national analysis of a principal-agent argument,” Journal of Peace Research, 44(6), 2007, 669-687
M. Ibrahim Shire, “Protection or predation? Understanding the behavior of community-created self-defense militias during civil wars,” Small Wars and Insurgencies, 33(3), 2022, 467-498

April 2: Recruitment and Participation
Jeremy Weinstein. 2005. “Resources and the Information Problem in Rebel Recruitment,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 49(4), 598-624
Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein. 2008. “Who Fights? The Determinants of Participation in Civil War.” American Journal of Political Science 52(2), 436-455
Jakana Thomas and Kanisha Bond. 2015. “Women’s Participation in Violent Political Organizations.” American Political Science Review 109(3), 488-506
Stathis Kalyvas and Laia Balcells. 2010. “International System and Technologies of Rebellion: How the End of the Cold War Shaped Internal Conflict.” American Political Science Review 104(3), 415-429

April 9: Sexual Violence in War
Elisabeth Jean Wood, "Variation in sexual violence during war," Politics & Society, 34(3), 2006, 124-137
Michele L. Leiby, "Wartime sexual violence in Guatemala and Peru," International Studies Quarterly, 53, 2009, 445-468
Dara Kay Cohen, "Explaining rape during civil war: Cross-national evidence (1980-2009)," American Political Science Review, 107(3), 2013, 461-477

April 16: Research presentations

April 23: Research presentations

April 30: Research presentations

Research paper due by midnight, May 12

