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GOV 94pj: The Political Theory of Social Movements 
 

Spring 2023 
Wednesday, 9:45 a.m.-11:45 a.m. 

CGIS K401 
 
 
Instructor Justin Pottle 

College Fellow, Department of Government 
jpottle@g.harvard.edu  
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 1 p.m.-3 p.m. or by appointment, CGIS South 316 
 

Course Site  https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/117659 
 
 

Course Description 
 
Many of our most enduring images of democracy in action take place in the streets, involving those 
who lack formal political power acting in opposition to those who possess it. Yet social movements 
can pose puzzles for democracy: they often pit publics against the practices and institutions that 
typically characterize polities as democratic – elected representation, the rule of law, and rational 
deliberation among them. This course investigates the place of social movements in democratic life 
and their significance for realizing democratic values outside, alongside, and against institutions of 
official politics. Readings draw from political theory, political science, and historical and 
contemporary activists to explore the potential and dilemmas of movement democracy.  
 
The course is organized in four parts. The introductory segment begins by taking up social 
movements’ place in democratic theory and grassroots politics’ relation to formal political institutions. 
The second explores the ethics of protest and dissent, with a focus on questions of civil and uncivil 
disobedience. The third investigates activities of movements, such as collective organizing, shaping 
narratives, and constructing and politicizing identity. The course concludes by looking at 
contemporary movements as sites of democratic theorizing. 
 
 

Assignments and Grading 
 
This course emphasizes discussion and debate. You are required to come to class having done the 
reading assigned for that day and to draw on it in the classroom. What’s important is quality, not 
quantity, of participation – comments must constructively engage with the readings or the arguments 
of your peers to count toward your participation grade.  
 
For each session (starting Week II), I’ll ask you to submit a brief discussion question to Canvas by 
Tuesday night. These should be 2-3 sentences that use the texts to motivate and pose a question for 
further discussion or debate.  
 

• Participation will make up 30% of your final grade and will include the quality of your in-
class contributions, your discussion questions, and discussions in office hours. 

https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/117659
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This course’s practical focus is in developing your analytic writing skills by learning to make and 
rigorously defend arguments. Written assignments will be of two types.  
 
Three argumentative papers (3-4 pages): these papers ask you to develop your own arguments 
about the course material by identifying key themes that run across texts, juxtaposing explanations, 
identifying gaps in writers’ reasoning, or applying ideas to new cases.  
 

• Each paper will constitute 10% of your grade.  
 

Final seminar paper (12-15 pages): you will have two options for a final paper: 

• Write a philosophically informed analysis of movement-aligned organization or activity in 
the Cambridge/Somerville area. To do this, you will be expected to interview several group 
leaders and place the group(s) and its (their) work within broader democratic context. 

• Write a research paper that advances a novel argument about the themes of the course in the 
style of contemporary democratic theory. 

 
Ahead of writing your paper, you will submit a 1-page proposal that lays out which option you will 
take, your proposed subject or research question, and intuitions about your argument. Once 
submitted, you are required attend office hours to discuss your proposal, address any concerns, and 
clarify your argument and outside sources.  
 

• The final paper will make up 40% of your grade. 
 
Extra Credit: At any point during the semester, you may watch one of the following films and submit 
a two-page paper analyzing its themes in relation to the course texts. Successful extra credit papers 
can increase one of your short paper grades by up to a full letter grade.  

• Norma Rae, The Hate U Give, Sorry to Bother You, American Factory, La Chinoise (Contact me with 
help streaming) 

 
 

Late Policy and Extensions 
 

Late assignments will be docked one-third of a letter grade per 24 hours late. However, life is busy, 
and I am happy to accommodate you so that you can write the best papers you can. If you would like 
an extension, whatever the reason, reach out to me no later than 48 hours in advance of the deadline 
to develop a plan for prompt submission.  
 
 

Attendance 
 
Attendance is mandatory. If you are unable to make a session for a foreseen reason, please send 
documented rationale no later than 48 hours before class. In case of an emergency, notify me as soon 
as possible. Requests for excused absences will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. Unexcused 
absences will result in a significant penalty to your participation grade.  



3 
 

 
Laptops and other electronic devices are permitted in class to access the readings. However, if they 
prove to be a distraction from discussion, I will forbid them. 
 
 

Note on Participation 

Participation is never easy. While our goal is to think through difficult questions carefully and 
rigorously, you should see your passions and lived experiences as fodder for inquiry. As a class, our 
goal should be to create a space where we all feel comfortable being vulnerable, taking risks, and 
challenging one another, regardless of background or normative commitments.  

To do that, I expect:  

• You listen respectfully to one another while speaking.  

• When you join in, you engage your peers’ comments on their own terms and in context. 

• You will be sensitive to the human stakes at play. Our discussions will touch on difficult topics 
like racial and gender oppression and mass violence, and your peers may be personally affected 
by the subject matter. Deep disagreements are likely to surface.  

• You will draw on current events only in relation to core questions and themes raised by the 
readings.  

• You will be conscientious about who is being heard and unheard.  

• You will exercise good judgment toward each other’s privacy and refrain from sharing our 
conversations on social media. 

  
A critical challenge will be learning to talk about bitterly contested political issues in a way that is 
respectful both of each other and of people who see the world in a profoundly different way than you 
might. Demeaning or belittling language will not be tolerated. Rather, we will cultivate the capacity for 
deliberating with and about persons as equals. Conversations may, whatever speakers’ intentions, cause 
you offense or make you uncomfortable sharing your views. If this becomes the case, I encourage you 
to reach out to discuss the problem and how to best move forward. 
 
 

Collaboration and Citation Policy 
 
Political theory is collaborative. You are encouraged to discuss your ideas for assignments with your 
classmates and to find useful insights from your conversations. But all written work must be your 
own. If you received any formal feedback on your writing (either from your peers or resources like 
the Writing Center), you should identify those you consulted at the top of the submitted assignment. 
All ideas, findings, and quotes must be cited properly. The Harvard Guide to Using Sources is an 
invaluable resource. You may use your preferred citation format, but you must use it consistently.   
 
 
 Course Readings  
 
This is an empirically grounded course in political theory. Readings include selections from 
comparative and American politics, political philosophy, epistemology, and sociology as well as 

https://usingsources.fas.harvard.edu/
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political theory proper. They have been chosen to expose you to the breadth of thinking around 
protest and social movements and to give you practice reading and finding connections across 
disciplinary styles. My selection of a piece should not be interpreted as an endorsement of its 
argument. 
 
Assigned reading ranges between 100 to 150 pages a week, though those pages vary in their density. 
You are not required to purchase any books for this course. Digital versions of all the required 
readings are available online through the Canvas site or Hollis. 
 
 

Schedule of Readings 

 
Part I. Social Movements in/as Democratic Theory 

 
January 25: Movement Politics 
 

• Sidney Tarrow. 2011. Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. Introduction, 

Chapter 1.  

• Sidney Milkis and Daniel Tichenor. 2022. “Movements, Executive Power, and Democratic 

Precarity in American Political Development.” Pages 1-21, 47-64. 

• Sheldon Wolin. 1994. “Fugitive Democracy”  

• Deva Woodly. 2017. “#BlackLivesMatter and the Democratic Necessity of Social 
Movements.” 

 

 

February 1: Social Movements and Democratic Values 

 

• Donatella Della Porta and Mario Diani. 2006. “Social Movements and Democracy.” 

• Mohammad Ali Kadivar, Adaner Usmani, and Benjamin H. Bradlow. 2020. “The Long 

March: Deep Democracy in Cross-National Perspective.” 

• Iris Marion Young. 1991. Justice and the Politics of Difference. Chapters 3-4, 6. 

 

 

Part II. The Ethics of Protest 
 
February 8: Civil Disobedience 1 

• Martin Luther King Jr. 1963. “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”  

• John Rawls. 1971. A Theory of Justice. Chapters 1(1-4), 3 (18-19), 4. 

• Carl Cohen. 1975. “Defending Civil Disobedience.” 

 
 
February 15: Civil Disobedience 2 

• William Smith. 2011. “Civil Disobedience and the Public Sphere.” 

• Robin Celikates. 2016. “Democratizing Civil Disobedience.”  
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• Candice Delmas. 2018. A Duty to Resist: When Disobedience Should Be Uncivil. Chapters 1-2, 6. 
 
Paper 1 Due February 19 

 
February 22: Nonviolence 

• M.K. Gandhi. 1909. Hind Swaraj. Chapters 16-17. 

• Mark Engler and Paul Engler. 2016. This is an Uprising: How Nonviolent Revolt is Reshaping the 

Twenty-First Century. Chapters 1, 8-9. 

• Erica Chenoweth. 2020. “The Future of Nonviolent Resistance.” 

• Alexander Livingston. 2021. “Nonviolence and the Coercive Turn.” 

 
 
March 1: Disruption, Direct Action, and Violent Protest 

• Martin Luther King Jr.  1968. Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? Chapter 1-2   

• Clarissa Rile Hayward. 2017. “Disruption: What is it Good For?” 

• Avia Pasternak. 2019. “Political Rioting: A Moral Assessment.” 

• Jonathan Havercroft. 2022. “Why Is There No Just Riot Theory?”  
 

 

Part III. Doing the Work 
 

March 8: Organization and Organizing 

• Jo Freeman. 1972. “Tyranny of Structurelessness” 

• Ella Baker. 1970. “Developing Community Leadership” 

• Hahrie Han, Elizabeth McKenna, Michelle Oyakawa. 2021. Prisms of the People: Power & 

Organizing in Twenty-First-Century America. Chapters 4-6. 

• Andrew Sabl. 2002. “Community Organizing as Tocquevillean Politics: The Art, Practices, 

and Ethos of Association” 

 

Paper 2 Due March 12 

 
March 15: No Class 
 
 
March 22: Narrative Making and Agenda Setting  

• Deva Woodly. 2015. The Politics of Common Sense: How Social Movements Use Public Discourse to 

Change Politics and Win Acceptance. Chapters 1, 3-5. 

• Daniel Carpenter. 2022. “Agenda Democracy.” 

 

 
March 29: Protest, Knowledge, and Emotion 

• José Medina. 2013. The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic Injustice, 
and the Social Imagination. Introduction, Chapters 1-2, 6. 
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• Deborah B. Gould. 2009. Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT UP's Fight against AIDS, Chapter 4 

 

 

April 5: Social Movements and Social Media 

• Dustin Kidd and Keith McIntosh. 2016. “Social Media and Social Movements.” 

• Castells, Manual. 2015. Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age. 

Chapter 1. 

• Cristina Beltrán. 2015. “‘Undocumented, Unafraid, and Unapologetic’: DREAM Activists, 

Immigrant Politics, and the Queering of Democracy.” 

• Archon Fung and Jennifer Shkabatur. 2015. “Viral Engagement: Fast, Cheap, and Broad, 

But Good for Democracy?” 

 

Final Paper Proposal Due April 9 

 

Part IV. Contemporary Social Movements 
 
April 12: Black Liberation 

• Alicia Garza and L.A. Kaufmann. 2017. “A Love Note to Our Folks” 

• Deva Woodly. 2022. Reckoning: Black Lives Matter and the Democratic Necessity of Social Movements. 
 

Paper 3 Due April 15 

 
 
April 19: Environmentalism 

• Kate Aronoff, Alyssa Battistoni, Daniel Aldana Cohen, Thea Riofrancos. 2022. A Planet to 

Win: Why We Need a Green New Deal. Chapter 2. 

• This is Not a Drill: An Extinction Rebellion Handbook. Declaration of Rebellion, Foreword, 

Selections. 

• Andreas Malm and Daniel Sherrell. 2022. “Should Environmental Activists Sabotage Fossil 

Fuel Infrastructure?” 

 

 
April 26: Movements on the Right 

• David Hines 2022. “Rules for Conservative Radicals.” 

• Margaret Canovan. 1999. “Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy.” 

• Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson. 2012. The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican 

Conservatism. Chapters 1, 3, 6. 

• Jeremy W. Peters. 2019. “The Tea Party Didn’t Get What It Wanted, but It Did Unleash the 

Politics of Anger.” 

 
Final Paper Due TBD 
 


