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The Teaching Course "Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in Asia" 

Master's degree program "Socioeconomic and Political Development of Modern Asia" 

School of Asian Studies, National Research University-Higher School of Economics 

 

Course syllabus 

 

Instructor: Alexandra Sizova, Dr. (School of Asian Studies, Faculty of Faculty of World 

Economy and International Affairs, Associate Professor) 

 

Outline 

I. Course description 

The course is aimed at comprehensive examination of historical and contemporary 

problems of ethnic and religious contradictions in the Asian region, their origins, specific 

features and factors influencing emergence of conflicts in the local, regional and global context. 

Investigation of the ethnic and religious contradiction in the multi-ethnic, multi-religious and 

multi-cultural region of Asia, their political, security, economic, cultural and other implications 

and effects is of extreme theoretical and practical significance at the turn of XX-XXI centuries 

and has a very close connection to all international and intercultural processes in the system of 

social relations. Exploration of such complex and many-sided subject is supposed to be 

conducted with the use of a multidisciplinary paradigm, solid methodological tools and a whole 

set of classic and contemporary literature and sources in both Western and Eastern languages. 

The course addresses the basic roots of ethnicity, religion, ethnic and religious conflicts, 

problems of ethnic and religious wars in Asia, interaction between nationalism, ethnicity and 

conflict, connection between state-building and nation-building, problems of nationalism, 

citizenship and minority rights, the impact of current globalization processes on nationalism and 

generation of conflicts. The discipline implies study of the major theoretical approaches to 

understanding of all mentioned issues.  

 
Pre-requisites (required academic background) 

The pre-requisites for participating at the seminar include essential knowledge of the 

main aspects of world history, history of international relations, geography as well as research 

methodology on the Bachelor level. It is desirable that the students have background training in 

Asian studies. Participation in the seminars requires sufficient competence in using principles 

and methods of social studies required the Bachelor level.  
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In the content respect, the course is closely linked with other courses within the 

curriculum of the Master’s program “Socioeconomic and Political Development of Modern 

Asia” (courses on history, comparative politics, security, economics, etc.), which determines its 

harmonious integration in the curriculum. The interdisciplinary nature of the course presupposes 

that students shall frequently resort to the knowledge and skills obtained during their study at the 

MA program.  

 

II. The course aims and learning outcomes 

A. The course is meant to deepen students’ professional knowledge in the area of 

ethnic and religious contradictions in Asia, the roots of ethnicity, ethnic conflict, ethnic and 

religious wars in theoretical and critical perspective, develop skills in researching and analyzing 

ethnic and confessional interactions with the regional examples of Asia, enhance and enrich 

students’ methodology apparatus in researching social phenomena through the multidisciplinary 

study of ethnic and religious contradictions. As well, the discipline encourages exploring 

classical and cutting-edge trends in conflict and Asian Studies methodology and ways of their 

application to investigations in various areas of Asian Studies. Among meta-subject objectives of 

the course the most important are to develop students’ competence in integrating theoretical 

knowledge with empirical example and to advance their critical and independent thinking, 

abilities to synthesise, contextualize and present new subject-related information.  

 

B. Learning outcomes 

By the end of the course the students will be able to: 

1. to identify causes of conflicts and factors influencing emergence and development of 

ethnic and religious contradictions in Asia in particular and in the world on the whole 

2. to characterize key components, features, stages and types of conflicts and their and 

consequences  

3. to use the key terms and concepts related to ethnic and religious contradictions and 

important facts of history of ethnic and religious collisions in Asia 

4. to explain the logic of major theories of ethnicity, ethnic and religious conflict, analyzing 

and illustrating with empirical examples of “Greater East Asian” countries  

5. to understand the specific features and logic of the key theories of secession, ethnic 

violence, etc.  

6. to define and explain the cutting-edge trends in the field of study and different theoretical 

approaches to exploring ethnic and religious conflicts in Asia 

7. to formulate logical argumentation in specific areas related to ethnic and religious 
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conflict studies in Asia including ethnicity, identity, ethnic groups, ethnic minority rights, 

religion, confessions, cultures, ethnic violence; forced migration, refugees, immigration, 

citizenship, state building and institutions, globalization; dilemmas of democratic transition, etc. 

8. to assess effectiveness of theories of ethnic violence or war, to apply and explain 

strengths and weaknesses of the competing theories with practical examples of the Asian 

countries 

9. to adequately use instruments of the contemporary social science methodology in 

analyzing problems within the field of conflicts in Asia 

10. to identify and explain the basic challenges and trends in ethnic and religious conflicts of 

the Asian region in the regional and global context (in historical and contemporary perspectives) 

11. to effectively work with literature and different types of information resources, to locate, 

analyse, evaluate, synthesise information on conflict-related issues from a wide variety of 

sources 

12. to distinguish between incoherent explanation and well-ground argumentation 

13. to be able to work in group with of experts on theoretical and practical problems linked 

to conflict studies, to critically assess own work and work of the other participants of the course.  

 

III. The course structure 

The course falls into the category of the compulsory and is taught at the first year of the 

Master’s program. The total amount of hours entitled for the course at the first year is 114 hours 

(40 hours of work at class and 74 academic hours of self-study). 

Number of credit units: 3 

 

IV. Syllabus 

The course schedule 

Total class hours Self-study Total 

hours 

Lectures Seminars   

16 24 74 114 
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Course plan (by topics) 

 

Index 

number 

of class 

Title of the topic Distribution of hours 

by a form of work 

Lectures Seminars Self-study 

I Theoretical Aspects of Ethnic and Religious 

Contradictions in Asia 

   

1 Conflict as a Social Phenomenon and a Subject 

of Scientific Inquiry. Key Terms and Concepts. 

Typologies, Stages and Levels of Conflict. Main 

Concepts of Ethnic and Religious Conflict. 

Origins and Consequences of Ethnic and 

Religious Conflicts 

2  6 

2 Historical Overview of Ethnic and Religious 

Contradictions Before and After World War II. 

The Role of Wars In the World History and 

History of Asia. Wars of the “Third Kind”: The 

Change in Nature of Ethnic and Religious 

contradictions after the Cold war 

2 2 4 

3 Nation, Nationalism and Ethnic Conflicts. 

Approaches to Understanding Nation: 

Primordial, Modernist, Constructivist, 

Instrumentalist Approaches. Nationalism and the 

State. Ethnic Policy of State. Nationalism and 

citizenship. Ethno-Political Conflict  

2  6 

4 Ethnic and Religious Conflicts In the World 

Historiography. Theories of Ethnic Violence: 

Rationalist Theory, Mobilization Theory, 

Psychological Theory. Scientific approaches to 

studies of conflicts in Asia. Ethnicity and Ethnic 

Conflict in Asia: Specific Features and Effects 

4  6 

5 Religion and Nationalism, Religious 

Nationalism. Religious Conflict: Definitions and 

Characteristics. The Religious Factor in Ethno-

Political Contradictions. Confessions of Asia 

and Specific Features of Religious Conflicts in 

Asia 

2 2 4 

6 Culture and Conflicts in Asia. Cultural roots and 

consequences of conflicts. Territory and Ethnic 

Conflict. 

2  4 

7 Violence and Terror: Violent Forms of Conflicts 

and Terrorism in Ethnic and Religious Conflicts 
2  4 

II Cases of Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in 

Asia 

   

9 Ethnic and Confessional Contradictions in India   2 4 

10 Ethnic and Sectarian Conflicts in Pakistan  2 4 
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11 Internal Conflict in Afghanistan  2 4 

12 Ethnic Problems in China  2 4 

13 Ethnic and Religious Contradictions in 

Indonesia 
 2 4 

14 Ethnic and Religious Conflict in Sri Lanka  2 4 

15 Ethnic Separatism in North-East India and 

Myanmar 
 2 4 

16 Ethnic Contradictions in Laos and Cambodia  2 4 

17 Religious Contradictions in Vietnam  2 4 

18 Panel Discussion “Ethnic and Religious 

Contradictions and Their Impact on Political, 

Social and Economic Development in Asia” 

 2 4 

 Examination 4 

Total 114 16 24 74 

 

V. Assessment system  

A. Assessment criteria 

The grading system is based at the “10-point” approach to evaluating students’ 

knowledge.  

The form of the final control is examination. 

 

B. Grading taxonomy  

 

Grading item Total score Item status 

Participation 0-40% no less than 80% 

Written & oral assignments 0-40% no less than 80% 

Final examination 0-20% obligatory 

 

 

C. Grading Policy and Assessment Items 

Students should participate in all kinds of work during the course. 

1. Assignments: 40% 

 Written assignments (analytical papers, critical reading papers, article reviews) (5% 

each, total: 20%)  



8 

 

 Final essay / research work on the selected topic (20%): Format: Times New Roman, 

12, 1.5 space, min.12-max 15 pages. The students choose a topic within the course-related range 

of topics upon consultation with the professor. The essay should contain elements of scientific 

research. The requirements for the essay writing are to be provided by the professor in advance. 

The paper should be original with an abstract, annotated bibliography and outline, proper 

footnotes and quotation marks. The students submit the essays to the professor 10 days before 

the end of the course. 

2. Participation: 40%  

 Contribution to the seminar discussions (20%). There will be a number of interactive 

teaching classes, including discussions on methodology, oral and written answers to the 

professor’s questions based on the readings, methodology games, etc. One class participation 

totals max. 10 points. A student abstaining from answer gets 0 points. Class attendance is 

essential. Students who stayed away from a class can get additional points by fulfilling additional 

tasks assigned by the professor. The total score is 20%.  

 Individual project / tutorial presentation to share with the class (20%). The 

presentation reveals students’ knowledge of the topic they have developed, an ability to 

persuasively answer their colleagues’ questions, make coherent argumentation as well as their 

public speech skills. 

3. Final Examination: 20%. 

 

The grading system for the assessment items 

“Outstanding” 10 points A+ 

“Very good” 8-9 points A-, A 

“Good” 6-7 points B-, B 

“Satisfactory” 4-5 points C, C- 

“Poor” 1-3 points F 

 

VI. The course policy and Requirements 

 Students are required to fulfil all the components of assessment in order to get a final 

grade for the course.  

 Reading, analyzing and synthesizing of the required readings is a pre-requisite for 

participating at every class.  

 Attendance of the classes is essential. 
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 Contribution to the discussions at class is extremely significant for successful completion 

of the course and for achieving the main learning goals.  

 A student’s absence at class or abstaining from answer equals to “0” points for 

participation. 

 Students’ absence at less than a half of classes equals to “0” points for participation. 

 Submitting of less than a half of the required assignments equals to “0” points for activity 

on seminars.  

 Late paper submissions, plagiarism and “copy-paste” will be punished by deducing 5 

points per case of breach of the order. 

 

VII. Teaching methodology 

Besides traditional teaching methods, the course involves a number of interactive 

methods (round table discussions, panel discussions, work in pairs, interactive tutorials, etc.) and 

requires active participation of students during class discussions. The teaching is aimed at 

developing academic, cognitive, transferrable skills and is completely oriented at active learning. 

The employed methods of teaching suppose to develop independent thinking, critical assessment, 

own thought formulation, practice special techniques of analysis. The professor applies a set of 

traditional and new teaching tools in order to deliver the course in an engaging and effective way. 

The professor compiles a collection of suggested readings and provides it to the students 

in the electronic or printed form. Students as well are encouraged to find the course-related 

material themselves upon consultation with the instructor. 

 

VIII. Sample topics of final essay / research work  

 The causes and typology of ethnic and religious conflicts (with reference to Asia) 

 Contemporary approaches to nationalism and their application to Asian studies 

 Theories of ethnic violence and their application to the conflicts in Asia 

 The role of ethno-confessional factor in contemporary conflicts (with the example of Asia) 

 The role of the cultural factor in contemporary ethnic and religious conflicts (with 

example of the Asia region or a specific Asian country) 

 The role of the territorial factor in ethnic conflicts in Asia. Borders and ethnic conflict in 

Asia  

 Terrorism and ethnic conflicts in Asia: origins, the present situation and ways of 

countering terrorism in the region 
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 Ethnic and religious contradictions in Asia: the impact on national and regional 

development 

 Internal conflict and the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan in the post-Cold war period 

 Ethno-confessional realities in South Asia: specific features and trends  

 Tensions between Hindus and Muslims in India: origins, the current situation and 

possible ways of settling the contradictions 

 The Kashmir problem in India-Pakistan relations: evolution and alternative ways of 

resolving the problem 

 Sectarian and ethnic contradictions in Pakistan: origins, specific features and trends 

 Ethnic and religious separatism in North-East India and Upper Burma: the history and 

present state 

 Tamil-Sinhalese Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka: the current state and possible solutions 

 Economic and social status of ethnic minorities in Laos and Cambodia 

 Ethnic minorities’ economic and social situation in Thailand. The intrastate ethnic and 

religious contradictions 

 Ethnic and religious issues in Vietnam: history and evolving problems 

 Ethnic and religious contradictions in Philippines: origins, specific features and problems 

of conflict resolution 

 The issue of inter-ethnic relations in China and practice of its governmental regulation 

 Islamic fundamentalism in China after the Cold war 

 China’s new policies in Xinjiang: objectives, results, challenges 

 Ethnic policies in Taiwan and the emerging issue of the Taiwan sub-ethnic conflict: 

origins and specific features 

 Self-identification of nationalities in China / India / Thailand / etc. in the context of 

economic growth 

 Basic priorities and evolution of ethnic and religious policies in PRC / India / Pakistan / 

Afghanistan / Indonesia / Vietnam / Myanmar / Sri Lanka / Cambodia / Laos in the beginning of 

the 21
st
 century 
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IX. List of suggested examination questions 

1. Conflict as a social phenomenon and a subject of scientific inquiry. Types, stages and 

levels of conflicts. The major characteristics and effects of intrastate conflicts.  

2. Specific features of intrastate and interstate conflicts before and after World War II. 

Dynamics of conflicts in the second half of the 20
th

 century-the early 21
st
 century. Main 

conflict zones in Asia. 

3. Approaches to understanding nation, national identity and nationalism: primordial, 

modernist, constructivist, instrumentalist approaches. Ethnic policy of state. 

4. The concept of ethnic conflict. Theoretical approaches to ethnic conflicts, origins and 

causes of ethnic conflicts. The phenomenon of ethno-political conflict. 

5. Ethnic and ethno-political contradictions in contemporary Asia: key features and trends, 

similarities and differences.  

6. Theories of ethnic violence: rationalist theory, mobilization theory, psychological 

theory. Examples of application to the conflicts in Asia. 

7. Religious conflict: definitions and characteristics. Religion and nationalism. Approaches 

to analyzing religious conflicts.  

8. Specific features of religious contradictions in Asia. The role of the ethno-confessional 

factor in intrastate conflicts in Asia (20
th

 -21
st
 centuries). 

9. The cultural factor in intrastate conflicts in contemporary Asia: characteristics and 

trends. 

10. Impact of the territorial factor on ethnic conflicts in Asia. Borders and ethnic conflicts.  

11. Violent forms of conflicts and terrorism in ethnic and religious contradictions in Asia: 

causes, effects, recent examples. 

12. Tensions between Hindus and Muslims in India: origins, the current situation and 

possible ways of settling the contradictions. 

13. Ethnic collisions in Assam and Punjab (India): actors, issues, dynamics, causes, 

structures, strategies. 

14. Ethnic and sectarian contradictions in Pakistan. The Kashmir problem in India-Pakistan 

relations. 

15. The Tamil-Sinhalese problem in Sri Lanka: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, structures, 

strategies. 

16. Internal ethnic and religious conflicts in Afghanistan: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, 

structures, strategies. 
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17. Ethnic and religious contradictions in Indonesia: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, 

structures, strategies. 

18. Ethnic and ethno-political issues in China. Government policies toward ethnic 

minorities in the 20
th

 century-the early 21
st
 century. 

19. Islamic fundamentalism and ethnic separatism in contemporary China. 

20. Ethnic separatism in Myanmar: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, structures, strategies. 

21. Ethnic collisions in Laos: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, structures, strategies. 

22. Identity conflicts in Cambodia: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, structures, strategies. 

23. Ethnic and religious issues in Vietnam: actors, issues, dynamics, causes, structures, 

strategies. 

24. Consequences of ethnic and religious contradictions for development of society, state 

and the system of international relations in Asia in the beginning of the 21
st
 century.  

 

X. List of recommended literature and sources 

 

A. Essential readings 

1. Brown, M. Nationalism and Civil Conflict. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997. 

2. Hearn, J. Rethinking Nationalism. A Critical Introduction. Macmillan: Palgrave, 2006. 

3. Holsti, K. The State, War, and the State of War. Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

4. Horowitz, D.L. Ethnic Groups in Conflict. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985.  

5. Varshney, Ashutosh. Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life. New Hawen, 2002. 

 

B. Additional readings 

1. Arabinda, A, Rohan, G., Wang, Pengxin. Ethnic Identity and National Conflict in China. 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.  

2. Brass, P.R. The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India. Seattle, 

London, 2003. 

3. Christoffersen, G. The PanIslamic Vision in Central Asia: The Geopolitics of Identity 

Formation in the War on Terrorism // Central Asia, Global Terrorism and Asia Pacific Security. 

Honolulu, Hawaii, 2003. 

4. Clarke, M. Ethnic Separatism in the People's Republic of China. History, Causes and 

Contemporary Challenges // European Journal of East Asian Studies, Vol. 12, No. 1, 2013. PP. 

109-133. 

5. Cohen, S.P. The Idea of Pakistan. Lahore, 2005. 
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6. Contemporary Tibet: Politics, Development, and Society in a Disputed Region / Ed. By 

Barry Sautman, June Teufel Dreyer. M.E. Sharpe, 2006. 

7. Cooley, J. Unholy Wars: Afghanistan, America and International Terrorism. L., 1999. 

8. Davis, E.V.W. Uyghur Muslim Ethnic Separatism in Xinjiang, China // Asian Affairs, 

Vol. 35, No. 1. Spring 2008. PP. 15-29. 

9. Desker, B. Islam in Southeast Asia: The Challenge of Radical Interpretations // 

Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 16, no. 3 (2003): 415-428. 

10. DeVotta, N. Linguistic Nationalism, Institutional Decay, and Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka. 

Stanford, 2004. 

11. Donohue, J.J., Esposito, J.L. Islam in Transition: Muslim perspectives. N.Y., 2007. 

12. Galtung, L., Jacobsen, C. and Brand-Jacobsen, K.F. Searching for Peace. The Road to 

Transcend. London-Sterling, Virginia, 2002. 

13. Gunaratna, R., Acharya, A., Chua, S. Conflict and Terrorism in Southern Thailand. 

Singapore, 2005. 

14. Han, Enze. Boundaries, Discrimination, and Interethnic Conflict in Xinjiang, China // 

International Journal of Conflict and Violence. Vol. 4 (2) 2010. PP. 244–256. 

15. Haqqani, H. Pakistan Between Mosque and Military. Wash., 2005. 

16. Intractable Conflicts and Their Transformation. Ed. By Louis Kriesberg, Terrel A. 

Northrup, Stuart J. Thorson. Syracuse, 1989. 

17. Jia, Wenshen, Lee, Yueh-Ting, Zhang, Hanyang. Ethno-Political Conflicts in China: 

Towards Building Interethnic Harmony / Handbook of Ethnic Conflict: International 

Perspectives. Eds. Dan Landis, Rosita D. Albert. Springer Science & Business Media, 2012. PP. 

177-198. 

18. Muslim Separatist Movements in the Philippines and Thailand / Rabasa A., Chalk P. 

Indonesia’s Transformation and the Stability of Southeast Asia / Santa Monica, 2001. P. 85-98. 

19. Palmer, D.A., Shive, G., Wickeri, P.L. Chinese Religious Life. Oxford University Press, 

2011.  

20. Paul, T.V. The warrior state: Pakistan In the Contemporary World. N.Y., 2014. 

21. Rahmatulloyev, E. United Nations Peacekeeping and Preventive Diplomacy: Central Asia, 

Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Costa Rica, 2006. 

22. Richardson, J. Paradise Poisoned: Learning about Conflict, Terrorism and Development 

from Sri Lanka’s Civil Wars. Kandy, 2005. 

23. Saunders, H. A Public Peace Process. Sustained Dialogue to Transform Racial and Ethnic 

Conflicts. N.Y., 2001. 
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24. Shih, Chih-yu. Negotiating Ethnicity in China: Citizenship as a Response to the State. 

Routledge, 2003.  

25. Smith, A.L. Trouble in Thailand’s Muslim South: Separatism, Not Global Terrorism / 

Asia-Pacific Security Studies. Vol. 3, N. 10. December 2004. 

26. South Asia 2015. Europa Publications Ltd, 2014.  

27. Starr, S.F. Xinjiang: China's Muslim Borderland. M.E. Sharpe,  2004. 

28. Terrorism and Violence in Southeast Asia: Transnational Challenges to States and 

Regional Stability / Ed. By P.J. Smith. Armonk, 2005. 

29. Wilson, A. Jeyaratnam. Sri Lankan Tamil Nationalism. Its Origins and Development in 

the 19
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 and 20
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 Centuries. Vancouver, 2000. 

30. Wirsing, R.G. India, Pakistan and Kashmir Crisis. L., 1998. 

31. Zhao, Suisheng. A Nation-state by Construction: Dynamics of Modern Chinese 

Nationalism. Stanford University Press, 2004. 


