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PLS441/541 Topics in Comparative Politics: 
Political violence in the former Soviet Union
Spring 2023


Professor: Dr. Hélène Thibault
Room: 6.402
Schedule: Tuesday - Thursday 17:00 - 18:15
Office number: 8.507A
Office hours: Tuesday 13h30-14h30 and Thursday: 13h30-14h30
Email: helene.thibault@nu.edu.kz


COURSE DESCRIPTION
The course will introduce key concepts and theories useful for the study of violent conflicts by using different empirical cases in the former USSR, including the Tajik civil war, the war in the Donbass and in the Nagorno-Karabagh, violence in Southern Kyrgyzstan, etc. In particular, we will discuss the categorization of conflicts, micro and macro causes of conflicts as well as actors’ interests and strategies. At the end of the class, students will be able to make a critical judgment on the causes of conflicts.

CLASS RULES
Class conduct
Class attendance is necessary to successfully complete this course. It is important to be on time. Repeated late check-ins may affect your grade. The use of cell phones in class is strictly forbidden. Not only is it impolite but it can be very disruptive for you and your classmates. Laptops and pads can be used ONLY to take notes and read related materials. Misuse of cellphones and computers might affect your participation grade. 

Language quality
You will be judged on your writing abilities for written assignments. I understand that English is not your first language but it is your responsibility to take the appropriate measures to avoid mistakes in your written assignments. Normally, the quality of language counts for 5% of the assignment. 

Late submissions
The deadline for receipt of assessment tasks is noon (Astana local time) on the cut-off date. Submissions received after the deadline will be accepted but the score will be reduced by 10 percentage points every day. Assignments submitted 3 days after the deadline will not be graded. In case of serious sickness, medical notes will be accepted but the professor has the discretion to decide to give an extension or not.

Medical excuses and spravkas
If you feel sick and you will miss an assignment, you must inform the professor in advance. I will ask you to provide evidence that you have completed at least some work to accept your medical excuse. All absences from exams and all late submissions due to illness should be supported by a medical certificate. You need to submit your medical certificate no later than 3 days after the consultation with a doctor. Certificates submitted after this deadline will not be accepted and your absence will be recorded as a missed class. In the past, many students have abused this system. Keep in mind that the professor does not have the obligation to accept a spravka so use it for the right reasons. 
 
Beware of Academic Fraud and cheating! 
Academic fraud is an act committed by a student to distort the marking of assignments, tests, examinations, and other forms of academic evaluation. Academic fraud is neither accepted nor tolerated by the University. Academic fraud will result in an automatic failure for the given assignment and/or for the course and students will be reported to the Faculty. In case of academic misconduct, students are liable to other severe academic sanctions according to SSH policies. 
In recent years, the development of the Internet has made it much easier to identify academic plagiarism. The tools available to your professors allow them to trace the exact origin of a text on the Web, using just a few words. 
Here are a few examples of written academic fraud:  
· Presenting an author’s argument or ideas as your own without quoting him or her;  
· Engaging in any form of plagiarism or cheating;  
· Presenting falsified research data;  
· Handing in an assignment that was not authored, in whole or in part, by the student; - submitting the same assignment in more than one course. 
· Not providing references for a direct quote or statistics.  
· Students who share their work with others are also subject to an academic misconduct penalty. If someone asks for a writing sample for this course, you should direct him/her to the instructor. DO NOT give your draft to other students in and outside of the course. 
· Using the help of AI online tools to produce a written assignment.

More info on how NU’s code of conduct and how to avoid plagiarism is available here.

Grades
Your final grade is final. It is not a basis for negotiations. You are entitled to receive feedback and I will try to be as detailed as possible in my comments. I round up grades for students who are missing 0,5pt to the next letter grade and who have never missed assignments nor handed in assignments late. This is non-negotiable. Trying to negotiate your final grade will reflect poorly on you.


ASSESSMENTS

Participation 5%
The class is a seminar and students are expected to actively contribute to class discussions based on the required weekly readings. Grades will be given based on attendance, active participation and demonstration that they have read the texts and can apply concepts and theories to the topic under discussion. 


News reports 2x5%
The purpose of this component is to create a habit of keeping abreast of former USSR politics, make links between the course content and events taking place in the region, and improve their capacity to be reflective and situate individual events within larger trends, debates, and issues. The length of news reports should be of +- 500 words for undergrads, 700 for MA students and 850 for PhD students. These entries will be used to feed class discussions. Due dates for each student will be determined during the first week. Newsreports need to be posted on Moodle right before the class, so before 5pm. 

Literature review + research question 20%
In anticipation of the final paper, students will produce a literature review of academic sources on a specific topic related to domestic (as opposed to international) political violence. You may choose a case beyond the former USSR for the research project. Students are required to discuss their choice of topic with the professor. The review should be based on at least 10 sources (for undergrads) and the wordcount be around +- 1000 words, 15 sources for MA students the wordcount be around +- 1500 words, and 20 sources for PhD students and the wordcount be around +- 2000 words. The bibliography should contain peer-reviewed journals and books. Non-academic articles can be used but are not included in the count. The literature review should lead to the elaboration of a research problem or question. 
A literature review looks at the major contours of a group of writings as a whole, as opposed to analyzing sources individually. The goal is not to simply summarize each article in succession but to synthesize. You should pull out major themes, arguments and counter-arguments, and identify potential gaps and weaknesses in the literature as a whole. Please refer to NU’s Writing Center resources and/or Toronto’s for tips on how to write a literature review. 
Deadline: Tuesday, February 14, 5pm. 
	
Midterm exam 25%
The exam will be based on class lectures and assigned readings. It will consist of two essay questions which will be answered in class. Thursday, March 2, 5pm.

Final paper 35%	
The purpose of this assignment is to provide an in-depth analysis of a particular conflict that occurred in the post-Soviet space by identifying the actors and causes of the conflict, its nature, main outcomes, and the risks of future escalation. The student should situate his/her analysis in a theoretical perspective with the help of the class’ readings. The paper should have around 4000 words for undergrads, 4500 for MA students and 5000 for PhD students, including bibliography.
Deadline: Thursday, April 27, 5pm.

Debriefing presentation 5%
Students will report about the knowledge they acquired, the challenging concepts and approaches they encountered throughout the semester as well as the conclusions they reached in their research paper. More details about the format will be provided on Moodle. Deadline: Monday, May 1, 5pm. 



Components of final mark

	Evaluation Format
	Weight
	Date

	Participation
	5%
	Ongoing

	News reports
	2x5%
	Ongoing

	Literature review
	20%
	February 14, 5pm

	Mid-term exam
	25%
	March 2, 5pm

	Final paper
	35%
	April 27, 5pm

	Debriefing presentation
	5%
	May 1, 5pm




GRADING

	A 
	95-100 
	Excellent, exceeds the highest standards in the assignment or course. 

	A- 
	90-94.9 
	Excellent, meets the highest standards in the assignment or course. 

	B+ 
	85-89.9 
	Very good, meets the highest standards in the assignment or course. 

	B 
	80-84.9 
	Good, meets most of the standards in the assignment or course. 

	B- 
	75-79.9 
	More than adequate, shows some reasonable command of the material. 

	C+ 
	70-74.9 
	Acceptable, meets basic standards for the assignment or course. 

	C 
	65-69.9 
	Acceptable, meets some of the basic standards for the assignment or course. 

	C- 
	60-64.9 
	Acceptable, while failing short of meeting basic standards for the assignment or course in several ways. 

	D+ 
	55-59.9 
	Minimally acceptable. 

	D 
	50-54.9 
	Minimally acceptable, lowest passing. 

	F 
	0-49.9 
	Did not satisfy the basic requirements of the course. 





SCHEDULE AND THEMES

I. THEORY

(1) January 10-12– Introduction to Comparative politics and political violence
Introduction to the class and presentation of the syllabus. 
Kalyvas, Stathis. 2003. “The Ontology of “Political Violence”: Action and Identity in Civil Wars”. Perspectives on Politics 1(3); 475-494. 
Collier, Paul and Anke Hoeffler. 2004. “Greed and grievance in civil war”, Oxford Economic Papers, 56(4); 563–595. 



(2) January 17-19 – Assessing conflicts I: Structural factors
Cornell, Svante E. 2002. “Autonomy as a Source of Conflict: Caucasian Conflicts in Theoretical Perspective”, World Politics 54(2); 245-276. 
Fearon, James D. and David D. Laitin. 2003. “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War”. American Political Science Review 97(1); 75-90.

Horowitz, S. 2001. Explaining Post-Soviet Ethnic Conflicts: Using Regime Type to Discern the Impact and Relative Importance of Objective Antecedents. Nationalities Papers, 29(4); 633-660. 
OR
Fjelde, Hanne. 2010. “Generals, Dictators, and Kings: Authoritarian Regimes and Civil Conflict, 1973—2004”, Conflict Management and Peace Science, 27(3), 195–218. 


(3) January 24-26 – Assessing conflicts II – Individual motivations
Mueller, John. 2000. “The Banality of "Ethnic War"”, International Security, 25(1); 42-70. 
Ratelle, Jean-François. 2013. Making sense of violence in civil war: Challenging Academic Narratives Through Political Ethnography, Critical Studies on Security 1(2); 159-173.
Wood, Elisabeth Jean. 2009. “Ethnographic Research in the Shadow of the Civil War”, In Edward Schatz, Political Ethnography. What immersion contributes to the study of power, University of Chicago Press; 119-141. Find it on Moodle.  


(4) January 31 – February 2 – Assessing conflicts III – Ethnicity
Beissinger, Mark R. 1998. “Nationalist Violence and the State: Political Authority and Contentious Repertoires in the Former USSR”. Comparative Politics 30(4); 401-422. 
Lake, David A. and Donald Rothchild. 1996. “Containing Fear: The Origins and Management of Ethnic Conflict” International Security 21(2); 41-75.
Tishkov, Valery. 1999. “Ethnic Conflicts in the Former USSR: The Use and Misuse of Typologies and Data”. Journal of Peace Research 36(5); 571-591. 


(5) February 7 – 9 – Assessing conflicts VI – Religion
Heathershaw, John and David W. Montgomery. 2016. “Islam, Secularism, and Danger: A reconsideration of the link between religiosity, radicalism, and rebellion in Central Asia”, Religion, State, and Society, 44(3); 192-218. 
Isaacs, M. 2017. Faith in Contention: Explaining the Salience of Religion in Ethnic Conflict. Comparative Political Studies, 50(2); 200–231.
Toft, Monica Duffy. 2007. “Getting Religion? The Puzzling Case of Islam and Civil War”, International Security 31(4); 97-131.

(6) February 14 –16 – Assessing conflicts V – Climate change
Gleick, Peter H. 2014. "Water, Drought, Climate Change, and Conflict in Syria", Weather, Climate, and Society 6(3); 331-340.
Mach, K.J., Kraan, C.M., Adger, W.N. et al. 2019. “Climate as a risk factor for armed conflict”, Nature 571, 193–197.
Ole Magnus Theisen, Helge Holtermann, Halvard Buhaug. 2012. “Climate Wars? Assessing the Claim That Drought Breeds Conflict”, International Security 36 (3); 79–106.

(7) February 21 – 23 – Assessing conflicts VI - Gender
Speckhard, Anne, and Khapta Akhmedova. 2006. “Black widows: The Chechen female suicide terrorists”, Female suicide bombers: Dying for equality 84(1); 63-80. 
Melander, Erik. 2005. “Gender Equality and Intrastate Armed Conflict”, International Studies Quarterly 49(4): 695–714.
Eriksson Baaz, Maria and Maria Stern. 2012. “Rape as a weapon of war”?, In Sexual Violence as a Weapon of War? Perceptions, Prescriptions, Problems in the Congo and Beyond, Zed Books; 46-63. Find it here.


(8) February 28 –March 2 – IN-CLASS EXAM on Thursday, March 2. 

II. CONFLICTS IN THE FORMER USSR

(9) March 7 – 9 – The Tajik Civil War 
Roy, Olivier. 1993. The Civil War in Tajikistan: Causes and Implications. Washington: United States Institute of Peace; 9-29. Find it on Moodle.
Tuncer-Kilavuz, Idil. 2011. “Understanding Civil War: A Comparison of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan”. Europe-Asia Studies 63(2); 263-290.
Nourzhanov, Kirill. 2005. “Saviours of the Nation or Robber Barons? Warlord Politics in Tajikistan”. Central Asian Survey 24(2); 109-130.


(10) March 14–16 – Violence in Kyrgyzstan
Commercio, Michele E. 2018. “Structural violence and horizontal inequalities: conflict in southern Kyrgyzstan”, Politics, Groups, and Identities, 6(4); 764-784.
Hanks, Reuel. 2011. “Conflict in Kyrgyzstan: conundrums of ethnic conflict, national identity and state cohesion”. Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 13(2); 177-187. 
McGlinchey, Eric. 2011. “Exploring Regime Instability and Ethnic Violence in Kyrgyzstan”. Asia Policy 12 (1); 79-98.

March 20-24– SPRING BREAK Enjoy!


(11) March 28 – 30 – The North Caucasus
Henkin, Yagil. 2006. “From tactical terrorism to Holy War: the Evolution of Chechen Terrorism 1995–2004” Central Asian Survey 25(1-2); 193-203. 
Souleimanov, Emil Aslan and Huseyn Aliyev. 2015. “Blood Revenge and Violent Mobilization: Evidence from the Chechen Wars”, International Security 40(2); 158-180. 
Jean-François Ratelle and Aurélie Campana. 2014. “A Political Sociology Approach to the Diffusion of Conflict from Chechnya to Dagestan and Ingushetia”. Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 37; 115–134. 


(12) April 4 – 6 – The Donbass	
De Cordier, Bruno. 2017. “Ukraine’s Vendée War? A Look at the “Resistance Identity” of the Donbass Insurgency”, Russian Analytical Digest, n. 198. 
Kudelia, Serhiy. 2016. “The Donbas Rift”, Russian Politics & Law, 54:1; 5-27.
Mearsheimer, John J. “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault” September/October 2014 Issue 77-89. Moodle. 
Zhukov, Yuri M. 2016. “Trading hard hats for combat helmets: The economics of rebellion in eastern Ukraine”, Journal of Comparative Economics, 44; 1–15. 


(13) April 11 – 13 – Nagorno-Karabakh 
Melander, Erik. 2001. “The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict Revisited: Was the War Inevitable?”, Journal of Cold War Studies 3(2); 48-75. 
Radnitz, Scott. 2019. “Reinterpreting the enemy: Geopolitical beliefs and the attribution of blame in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict”, Political Geography 70; 64-73. 
Vaserman, Arie and Ram Ginat. 1994. “National, territorial or religious conflict? The case of Nagorno‐Karabakh”, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 17(4); 345-362. 


(14) April 18 – 20 – Transnistria
Kaufman, S., & Bowers, S. 1998. “Transnational Dimensions of the Transnistrian Conflict”, Nationalities Papers, 26 (1); 129-146. doi: 10.1080/00905999808408554
Kolstø, Pål & Andrei Malgin 1998. “The Transnistrian republic: A case of politicized regionalism”, Nationalities Papers 26 (1); 103-127, DOI: 10.1080/00905999808408553 
Dembińska, Magdalena. 2019. "Carving out the nation with the enemy's kin: double strategy of boundary-making in Transnistria and Abkhazia”, Nations and Nationalism, 25; 298– 317. https://doi.org/10.1111/nana.12386 



*Final paper due Thursday 27 April, 5pm.*
*Debriefing presentation due Monday, May 1, 5pm.*



