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CHAPMAN UNIVERSITY

Orange, California

Honors 339
Perpetrators, Bystanders, and Moral Rebels
Fall Semester, 2025
Day/Time:
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 2:30-3:45 PM, Smith Hall 104
Instructor:
Jim Brown, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Peace & Justice Studies
Contact Info:
Office is Reeves Hall 228; (714) 997-6884; jbrown@chapman.edu
Office hours:
M-Th 1:15-2:15 PM or by appointment.
Course Description

Why do some humans choose violence and commit atrocities and other forms of injustice? Why do many humans remain passive and complicit bystanders? Why do only a few people find the courage and resilience to become moral rebels and act to address injustice? This course addresses these questions through a critical analysis of important social themes (e.g., identity, conformity, & “we/they” thinking) linked to key historical narratives (e.g., genocides and other gross violations of human rights including gender-based violence in conflict zones), with an emphasis on learning inquiry and participatory approaches to understanding human experiences. In this course, we read accounts, view documentaries, and talk face-to-face with the people who are survivors and rescuers and who made courageous choices in response to atrocities.  As students study the lessons of “difficult” histories, reflect on their identity, and consider postmodern perspectives and critical alternatives to the dominant narratives that perpetuate violence and inaction, they learn to make the essential connections between historical decisions and the moral choices they confront in their own lives.

Key Course Themes
The following questions and quotations illustrate some key course themes. 

1) Why study difficult histories such as wars and atrocities?
Margot Stern Strom in Holocaust and Human Behavior: “If we are to win the struggle for the nation’s conscience and future, we must counter lessons of hate with lessons that promote understanding and caring. We must help students examine their thoughts and feelings and then confront not only their own potential for passivity and complicity but also their courage and resilience. And we must teach them to value their rights as citizens and take responsibility for their actions. To do so, they must know not only the triumphs of history but also the failures, the tragedies, and the humiliations” (p. xiv). “…unless [people] are encouraged to make moral judgments, they are likely to become paralyzed by their own thinking and are therefore unable to respond to injustice…it is essential that [people] examine the consequences of actions as well as analyze the causes” (p. xxii).
2) Why is understanding and responding to gender-based violence so imperative?

Nobel Peace Laureate Nadia Murad: “I speak from my experience as a Yazidi, but there are conflict-affected communities in every corner of the world. Reports speak of war-ravaged peoples and sexual violence in conflict across the globe. Yet, I see an international system that has failed to bring justice, safety, and peace. The world has responded the same way to crisis after crisis, somehow thinking each time that the result will be different from the last. Humanitarians and advocates for human rights must recognize their own patterns—the successes along with the shortcomings. To rewrite this story, changemakers must rethink their approach to conflict.”
3) What are some impacts of oppression and how might we respond?
Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed: “One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is that oppressive reality absorbs those within and thereby acts to submerge human beings’ consciousness. Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no longer be prey to its force, one must emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be done only by means of praxis: reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (p. 51).

4) To what extent is an individual capable of overcoming evil and promoting goodness?

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in The Gulag Archipelago: “… the line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either—but right through every human heart—and through all human hearts. This line shifts. Inside us, it oscillates with the years. And even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains … an unuprooted small corner of evil. I have come to understand the truth of all the religions of the world: They struggle with the evil inside a human being (inside every human being). It is impossible to expel evil from the world in its entirety, but it is possible to constrict it within each person.”
5) What’s the impact being aware of the influence of the dominant culture?
Daniel Quinn in Ishmael:
“Once you learn to discern the voice of Mother Culture humming in the background, telling her story over and over again to the people of your culture, you’ll never stop being conscious of it. Wherever you go for the rest of your life, you’ll be tempted to say to the people around you, “how can you listen to this stuff and not recognize it for what it is?”

6) What is the nature of human nature?

Daniel Quinn in Ishmael:

“There's nothing fundamentally wrong with people. Given a story to enact that puts them in accord with the world, they will live in accord with the world. But given a story to enact that puts them at odds with the world, as yours does, they will live at odds with the world. And, given a story to enact in which the world is a foe to be conquered, they will conquer it like a foe, and one day, inevitably, their foe will lie bleeding to death at their feet, as the world is now.”

General Course Objectives

Knowledge: Identify key facts, issues, and ideas and values related to course themes and content areas.
Comprehension: Describe factors that impact identity; describe how social patterns can lead to overgeneralizations, assumptions and stereotypes; describe the tensions that exist between the individual and society; describe a critical historical perspective.

Application: Link the process of critical thinking and self-analysis to action; participate in critical discourse; understand multiple perspectives, contextualize events, and connect to personal experience and current issues; learn to use knowledge of the past to make informed choices.

Analysis: Explore what you bring to the classroom; self-reflect on issues and values that impact your identity; learn to explore thinking, deconstructing and constructing ideas, as a means to think more consciously and accurately.
Synthesis: As you consider the case studies or moral rebels we review in this course, identify the key ideas and link them to your own individual beliefs and identity. 
Evaluation: Critically evaluate group experiences, individual perspectives, and the histories of both mainstream and marginalized groups, cultures, and countries.

Honors Learning Outcomes

Upon completing a course in the University Honors Program students will have:

· Obtained a starting point for integrative exploration of the development of cultures and intellectual achievements through a variety of disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectives;

· Sharpened their ability to critically analyze and synthesize a broad range of knowledge through the study of primary texts and through engagement in active learning with fellow students, faculty and texts (broadly understood);

· Understood how to apply more integrative and interdisciplinary forms of understanding in the advancement of knowledge and in addressing complex challenges shaping the world;

· Developed effective communication skills, specifically in the areas of written and oral exposition and analysis.

Course Expectations & Norms
1. Attend all class sessions!
2. All students are expected to move beyond shallow understanding and develop deeper comprehension of the course topics. This requires deep reading and reflection. We’re not in the shallows now.

3. All students are expected to actively participate in all course activities. 

4. Active participation requires preparation. There are no short cuts. You are expected to comprehend assigned readings at a deeper level of understanding and be ready to actively participate in discussions.

5. Please turn off your cell phones before you come to class. If you are required to use your phone, please step outside the classroom.
6. Participation in class discussions requires both effective expressive and receptive communication skills. Making cogent and insightful comments is important; listening to others is essential.

7. There is an expectation in most college courses that each hour of class time requires on average 2-3 hours of outside preparation including reading and writing activities.
Course Themes & Content
	Course Themes
	Content Areas

	· Identity & Primary World Beliefs

· Impact of Ideologies
· We/They Thinking
· Universe of Obligation

· Conformity & Obedience

· Perpetrators & Victims

· Bystanders, Upstanders & Rescuers
· Grievance and Revenge


	· Ideologies and Identity

· The Yazidi Genocide

· The Rwandan Genocide

· Conflict and Women’s Rights
· Refugees

· WW II and Allied Bombing




Units of Study and Sequence*
	Unit Title
	Readings

	
	

	Part I Refugees and Rescuers
· Immigration and Refugees: Sasha Chanoff

· Identity and Action


	From Crisis to Calling

	
	

	Part II Atrocities, Survivors and Advocacy

· The Yazidi Genocide: Nadia Murad

· Conflict, Violence Against Women, & Women’s Rights


	The Last Girl



	
	

	Part III Bystanders, Conformity & Moral Rebellion

· The Rwandan Genocide: Carl Wilkens

· Universe of Obligation

· We/They Thinking
· Grievance and Revenge

	I’m Not Leaving

	
	

	Part IV Identity & Ideologies
· Identity
· Traditional Ideologies & Critical Theory

· Primary World Beliefs


	Ishmael


*This sequence is subject to reasonable modification based on course needs. In addition to the texts noted, there will be additional readings.
Required Texts

1. Chanoff, S. & Chanoff, D. (2016). From Crisis to Calling. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler

2. Murad, N. (2017). The Last Girl. New York: Tim Duggan Books.

3. Vonnegut, K. (1969). Slaughterhouse-Five. New York: Dial Press

4. Wilkins, C. (2012). I’m Not Leaving. Spokane, WA: World Outside My Shoes.
Optional text: Quinn, D. (1992). Ishmael. New York: Bantam.

Grading
Journals


 50 %
Exams & Quizzes

 50 %

 

Total:
100 %
	A
	B
	C
	D
	F

	A = 100-95
	B+= 89-87
	C+= 79-77
	D = 69-60
	59 & below

	A-= 94-90
	B = 86-84
	C = 76-74
	
	

	
	B-= 83-80
	C-= 73-70
	
	


Attendance Policy

Attendance is mandatory. You are expected to be present, on time, and prepared to participate in every class session. However, you are allowed 1 absence without any explanation or excuse. For each additional unexcused or undocumented absence, your course grade will be reduced by 5%. It is university policy that students who miss more than 20% of the class (6 class sessions) will fail the course.  

There are legitimate reasons to miss a class session. DO NO COME TO CLASS IF YOU ARE SICK! Be sure to check with the instructor if there are extenuating circumstances. 
IMPORTANT: If you miss class for ANY reason, you need to make up the work if you want to avoid that 5% grade reduction. You need to meet with the instructor to clarify what you’ve missed and develop a plan to make up the work.
Notes on Course Assignments & Grading

1. Journals
Students complete journal entries in response to class content, reading assignments, course-linked lectures or films, or other assignments. The content for journal entries will vary depending on the prompt, but in general should include three parts: (A) identification of key points or ideas (25%), (B) deeper reflection and discussion of meanings and their implications (50%), and (C) personal reactions including links to your own life (25%).  These entries need to be clearly labeled, and in most cases, will be shared with class peers 

Students may be assigned journals prior to class based on readings or other sources (e.g., podcasts or films) and typically add additional content to the journal during class or immediately after.
2. Exams & Quizzes
All Students are required to complete a midterm and final exam. For many assignments including readings, lectures, films, podcasts, students will demonstrate their comprehension through successful completion of a quiz.

Resubmission Policy
If you are not satisfied with the assessment of your performance, any journal assignment may be revised based on feedback and resubmitted for reconsideration.  Be sure to include the original when resubmitting.  The final deadline for resubmissions is the last day of class before the final exam.

Other Important Considerations

Chapman University’s Academic Integrity Policy

Chapman University is a community of scholars that emphasizes the mutual responsibility of all members to seek knowledge honestly and in good faith. Students are responsible for doing their own work and academic dishonesty of any kind will be subject to sanction by the instructor/administrator and referral to the university Academic Integrity Committee, which may impose additional sanctions including expulsion. Please review the full description of Chapman University's policy on Academic Integrity: https://www.chapman.edu/academics/academic-integrity/index.aspx

Chapman University’s Students with Disabilities Policy

Students who seek an accommodation for a disability or medical condition to participate in the class must contact the Office of Disability Services and follow the proper notification procedure for informing your professor(s) of any granted accommodations. This notification process must occur more than a week before any accommodation can be utilized. Please contact Disability Services at (714) 516-4520 or DS@chapman.edu if you have questions regarding this process, or for information and to make an appointment to discuss and/or request potential accommodations based on documentation of your disability. The granting of any accommodation will not be retroactive. Here’s more information: https://www.chapman.edu/students/health-and-safety/disability-services/policy.aspx

Chapman University’s Anti-Discrimination Policy 

Chapman University is committed to ensuring equality and valuing diversity, including of backgrounds, experiences and viewpoints. Students and professors are reminded to show respect at all times as outlined in Chapman’s Harassment and Discrimination Policy. Please review the full description of the Harassment and Discrimination Policy. Any violations of this policy should be discussed with the professor, the Dean of Students and/or otherwise reported in accordance with this policy."

Student Support at Chapman University

Over the course of the semester, you may experience a range of challenges that interfere with your learning, such as problems with friend, family, and or significant other relationships; substance use; concerns about personal adequacy; feeling overwhelmed; or feeling sad or anxious without knowing why. These mental health concerns or stressful events may diminish your academic performance and/or reduce your ability to participate in daily activities. You can learn more about the resources available through Chapman University’s Student Psychological Counseling Services here: https://www.chapman.edu/students/health-and-safety/psychological-counseling/.

Fostering a community of care that supports the success of students is essential to the values of Chapman University. Occasionally, you may come across a student whose personal behavior concerns or worries you, either for the student’s well-being or yours. In these instances, you are encouraged to contact the Chapman University Student Concern Intervention Team who can respond to these concerns and offer assistance: https://www.chapman.edu/students/health-and-safety/student-concern/index.aspx. While it is preferred that you include your contact information so this team can follow up with you, you can submit a report anonymously. 24-hour emergency help is also available through Public Safety at 714-997-6763.

Religious Accommodation at Chapman University

Consistent with our commitment of creating an academic community that is respectful of and welcoming to persons of all backgrounds, we believe that every reasonable effort should be made to allow members of the university community to fulfill their obligations to the university without jeopardizing the fulfillment of their sincerely held religious obligations. Please review the syllabus early in the semester and consult with your faculty member promptly regarding any possible conflicts with major religious holidays, being as specific as possible regarding when those holidays are scheduled in advance and where those holidays constitute the fulfillment of your sincerely held religious beliefs. For more information, please see the Fish Interfaith Center website.

A Statement on Chapman University’s Values

At Chapman University, we strive to make meaningful and lasting connections – with one another and with our broader community and world. We aim to cultivate a welcoming environment, helping every person feel valued and empowered to engage and contribute. Our community members are part of the Chapman Family, where relationships matter – and so do ideas. We strive for a vibrant intellectual community where different perspectives are sought and encouraged freely – to enable new thinking to emerge and interdisciplinary dots to be connected. Through these connections, we advance as individuals, as a campus, and as a society.
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