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Objectives of the Course

Violence and suffering has been an endemic feature of social and political life. Even if we
regard our lives untouched by violence, images of suffering and pain are close at hand.
This course will introduce students to the anthropology and sociology of Violence,
Conflict and Suffering. Many courses and topics of interest in Sociology and Anthropology
have touched upon violence. For example, the sociology of Ethnicity and Nationalism
often raises a concern and interest in ethnic and communal conflict and violence. Studies
on Diasporas and Transnationalism and Economic sociology often touch upon the
suffering caused by displacement, neo-liberal policies and costly mechanisms for
maintaining the sanctity of national borders. Moments of violence and suffering are also
implicated in questions of representation and the symbols with which we comprehend
the world. Violence and Suffering is thus a framework for approaching the world.

The purpose of this course is to encourage students to question and challenge the
meaning of violence and suffering and to not regard it as something ‘natural’. Students
will explore violence and suffering not only in terms of the extraordinary and the eventful
but also as emerging from and being a part of everyday life. In the process students will
be introduced to ways that will enable them to see violence and suffering, not merely as
an aberration of normal life, but as a part of and producing notions of normality. The
course treats violence and suffering as both produced by and producing the state, society,
culture and politics.

The course will pay close attention to cases and will maintain an interest in the ways
situations of violence and suffering are perceived and documented in different forms
before attempts to generalise and theorise are made. While the course will implicitly
attend to concerns of violence and suffering in the Sociology of South Asia, students will
also be encouraged to think critically about regional and global concerns.

Unit 1: Introduction.

What is violence? What is the Tension between ordinary and normal life with
extraordinary violence? What are the levels of violence and suffering? How has violence
been commonly approached and apprehended? How has violence and Suffering been
understood in the modern world (the colonial /post-colonial transition) and in the social
sciences? The initial inability of Anthropologists and Sociologists in approaching violence
will also be explored until the emergence of studies of violence over the last thirty years.
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Unit 2: The Body in Pain

How do we approach the experience of violence and suffering? What sort of a vector is
the human body in understanding the experience of violence and pain? How do societies
treat the violated and suffering body? What effect does the violated and suffering body
have on socio-cultural formations and representations? How do we approach notions of
well-being in contrast to the suffering and violated body? How is gender implicated in
discussions of the violated body?

Foucault, Michel. 1984. The body of the condemned. In Rabinow, Paul (ed.) The Foucalt
Reader: an introduction to Foucault’s thought. Pp 170-178 New York Penguin

Rose, Nikolas. 2001. The Politics of Life Itself. Theory, Culture, Society 18(1): 1-30

Fassin, Didier. 2010. Ethics of Survival: A democratic approach to the politics of life.
Humanity: International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism and Development
1(1): 81-95

Das, Veena. 1997. Language and Body: Transactions in the Construction of Pain. In Arthur
Kleinman, Veena Das and Margaret Lock (eds.) Social Suffering . New Delhi: OUP Also
available on Jstor ,Das, Veena. 1996. Language and Body: Transactions in the
Construction of Pain. Daedulus 125(1): 67-91

Aretxaga, Begona. 1995. Dirty Protest: symbolic overdetermination and gender in
Northern Ireland Ethnic violence Ethos 23(2): 123-148

Unit 3: Structural Violence, Political Economy and State violence

This unit aims to look at the forms of violence and suffering seen across the world.
Structural inequalities, economic changes and downturns, poverty and resultant
problems of crime are often sources of much violence and suffering. However unlike
situations of war and conflict, they often remain hidden and caught in everyday
functioning of the political economy. How do we approach violence and suffering that
recognises the impact of the inequities of political economy and in the context of everyday
life?
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Unit 4: Violence as a Creative Force-Subjectivities

How does violence and suffering create forms of culture and sociality? How do they shape
our mechanisms and arts of representation? Does violence and suffering create new
notions of self-hood and sociality?

Daniel, E. Valentine. 1996. Charred Lullabies: Chapters in an Anthropology of Violence.
Princeton: Princeton University Press

Das, Veena. 2000. The Act of Witnessing: Violence, Poisonous Knowledge and
Subjectivity. In Veena Das, Arthur Klienman, Mamphela Ramphele and Pamela Reynolds
(eds.). Violence and Subjectivity. Pp 205-225.Berkeley: University of California Press

Jeffery, Laura and Matti Candea. 2006. The Politics of Victimhood. History and
Anthropology 17(4): 287-296

Crapanzano, Vincent. 2011. Harkis: The wound that never heals. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press


http://samaj.revues.org/212

Biehl, Joao, Byron Good and Arthur Kleinman (eds.). 2007. Subjectivities: Ethnographic
Investigations. Los Angeles: University of California Press

Unit 5: Gender, Violence and Suffering

Scholars are increasingly aware of the need to approach the experience of violence and
suffering through the framework of gender. What does a gendered approach to the
anthropological and sociological study of violence and suffering entail? To what extent is
violence and suffering mediated and differentiated by gender?
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Unit 6: Approaching Catastrophe: Genocides, holocaust and ethnic cleansing

The history of the 20t century and after has often been marked by events of mass trauma
and violence such as the holocaust in Europe during the Second World War and genocidal
events taking place after, especially in Eastern Europe and Central Africa. But what do we
mean by terms such as Genocide and Ethnic Cleansing? What kind of events do we
identify as genocide? What kind of a shadow has an event such as the Jewish Holocaust
cast on the way we conceive of violence, suffering and the very question of what it means
to be a human? This unit will explore this questions as well discussing and interrogating
the question of catastrophe and exceptional violence.
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Unit 7: Ethnic and Communal Violence

Communal and Ethnic conflict has been a hallmark of human life in a nation-state,
especially in South Asia. This unit will feature critical readings of communal rioting and
violence and will attempt to show how communal riots, mobs and crowds are not
aberrations but perhaps a part of life in democracies and nation-states.

Spencer, Jonathan. 1992. Problems in the Analysis of Communal Violence. Contributions
to Indian Sociology New Series 26(2): 261-279

Spencer, Jonathan. 1990. Collective Violence and Everyday Practice in Sri Lanka. Modern
Asian Studies. 24(3): 603-623

Spencer, Jonathan. 2007. Anthropology, Politics and the State: Democracy and Violence in
South Asia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Tambiah, Stanley. 1997. Levelling Crowds: Ethno-nationalist conflicts and collective
violence in South Asia. Berkeley: University of California Press

Hansen, Thomas Blom. 2001. Urban Violence in India: Identity Politics, Mumbai and the
Post-Colonial City. New Delhi: Permanent Black

Verkaaik, Oskar. 2004. Migrants and Militants: Fun and Urban violence in Pakistan.
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press

Khan, Naveeda. 2010. Mosque Construction, Or the Violence of the Ordinary. In Naveeda
Khan (ed) Beyond Crisis: Reevaluating Pakistan. Pp 482-518 London: Routledge

Unit 8: War, Conflict and Militarisation

War, Conflict and Militarisation are topics that have been extensively studied in various
disciplines. Within anthropology and sociology, there has been a new critical
engagement, attempting to look at the meaning and life of communities affected by war
and militarisation. In South Asia, most studies of violence have tended to focus on
communal conflict and the riot as the primary method and event of violence. However
the aim of this unit is to introduce students to a new way to think about war and
militarisation of space. What happens to communities recovering from war after peace?
What is life like for communities that remain trapped in militarised areas? What effect
does war and militarisation have on sociality and selfhood? What can an anthropology or
sociology of war offer?
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Unit 9: Documenting Violence and Suffering

What are the challenges and dilemmas in documenting situations and experiences of
violence and suffering? What is the social and political life of representations of
violence and suffering? We shall look news reports, ethnographic accounts, art,
monuments and practices of commemoration. We shall also look at the work of Truth
and Reconciliation Committees. What can sociology and anthropology offer to this
discussion?
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