
WARRIOR SAINTS: 
Militant Religious Orders of the World  

 
 
Instructor: Dr. Arvind Mandair M/W 10.00 to 11.30 am   Rm:  4153 USB 
Office:  Thayer  Buildiing 6155 
Office Hours:  
Phone:  734-763-6307 
e-mail: amandair@umich.edu 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION:  This course looks at the representation in film and 
literature of some of the more well known militant religious orders of the world, such as 
the Christian Templars, Muslim Janissaries and Assassins, Hindu naga babas,  the 
Khalsa order of Sikhism, and the Buddhist Samurai. Students will be introduced to the 
historical, cultural and ethnic contexts in which these movements arose and the influence 
they exerted in shaping the societies around them. The focus of the course will be to 
examine: (i)  how each of these movements was able to justify violence in the name of 
spirituality, and the idea of religious wars; (ii) whether their legacies have managed to 
survive in the modern world; (iii) the relationship between meditation and the martial arts 
Christian asceticism, Japanese aikido, Hindu yoga, Sikh gatka, Zen Buddhism, and 
Islamic jihad. The course will be taught as a discussion seminar with a minimal some 
lecture component. The course will involve an analysis of how these traditions have been 
presented in modern film and cinema. As well as regular readings, students will be 
expected to watch and analyse relevant films and documentaries. Courses assessment will 
be mainly on the basis of weekly forum posts.  
 
 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS:  

Attendance:  Class attendance is mandatory with unexcused absences resulting in grade 

reductions.  More than 2 unexcused absences will result in grade reductions as follows: 

3 absences – 1/3 grade 

4 absences – 2/3 grade 

5 absences – full grade 

6 absences – F for the course 

 

COURSE ASSESSMENT 
Participation: All students are expected to read the assignments, briefly summarize the key ideas in the 
readings into short responses (see below) and send these responses to the assigned CTOOLS site prior to 
the lecture, present material in class, be prepared to ask questions and discuss the material. 
 



This class itself will be conducted primarily as a seminar. Each class will be divided into two segments: 
Segment 1: will consist of about 40 min discussion during which we will discuss the assigned readings.  
Two students will initiate the discussion by presenting an outline of the readings. In Segment 2 we shall 
look at film or other related material that speaks to the topic of our discussion. Students will be expected to 
watch the film and complete a short reflection 10 min paper immediately afterward. Segment 3 will be 
devoted to the group projects (10-15 min).  
 
Laptop and Tablet Policy:  I do not allow either laptops or tablets in this class. All laptops and tablets 
must be put away. Students are required to take written notes. 
 
 
Assignments 
There will be two types of assignment:  

• Readings:  instructions for readings will be posted regularly on CANVAS (under  site. Students 
are asked to follow the CTOOLS Announcements rather than the readings  listed on the syllabus 
which may be subject to slight modification. 

• Short Responses (50%). Following each reading assignment students will prepare short 
responses that are due before each class.  These short-responses give students an opportunity to 
clarify their understanding of the reading assignments. The aim of these responses is not to try and 
decipher each and every line in the reading. Rather, you should try to identify and summarize the 
central ideas and concepts being argued by the authors. This can be done quickly and easily using 
‘bullet points’ rather than extensive paragraphs. In addition to a few bullet points, each paper 
should adduce at least one key question that can be shared with the rest of the class for discussion. 
ALL students in the class, including the presenter, are required to post their responses on CTools  
under the appropriate topic heading in the ‘Forums’ section.  Responses must be posted by 6 pm 
of the evening prior to class). Responses posted any later than the 5 pm deadline will not be 
counted towards grading. All students are required to read and reflect on the posted questions 
before coming to class. Responses will be graded on a combination of pass/fail and percentage 
score.   

• Group Projects (25%): 
The class will be divided into groups of 4 at the beginning of the semester. Each group is required 
to make a mini-documentary accompanied by a power-point (or similar) presentation about 
representations of religion and violence in contemporary TV and Cinema and its political 
implications. The length of the documentary should be between 25-30 min. in length. Students are 
expected to research film materials other than the ones we have discussed in class. The timeline 
for the practical group projects should be as follows: 
Week 2: meet your team mates and start discussing potential projects..  
Week 3: finalize a broad topic. 
Weeks 4 to 9: research should be in full swing 
Week 9 to 11: put final touches to the documentaries 
Weeks 11 to 14:  documentaries to be presented in class. 

• Class Presentations (5%): Every student (along with a partner who will be allotted at the 
beginning of the semester) will be expected to do one joint presentation based on the response 
reading they have worked on. Presentation topics will also be allotted at the beginning of the 
semester. Each joint presentation is expected to last no more than 10 min and students should use 
PowerPoint to display their key points.  

 
Grading: 
Forum Responses  50% 
Class Presentations 5% 
Group Projects  25% 
Attendance  10%   
Class Involvement 10% 
 

 



Final Grading: 
A: 95pts and above 
A-: 90-94 
B+: 85-89 
B: 80-85 
B-: 76-79 
C+: 70-75 
C: 65-69 
C-: 60-65 
D: 45-59 
F: below 45pts 
 

 

 
COURSE SCHEDULE 

 
 

Part 1: Understanding ‘Violence’ as an Ideological Construct 
 
Weeks 1, 2 and 3 
Topics:    
Introduction and Overview of main themes;   
Complicating Conventional Understandings of Violence ;  
Understanding Violence through the Matrix 
The War Machine  
  
Readings: 

• Mark Jurgensmeyer, “Religious Terrorism as Performance Violence”, chapter 17 
in Oxford Handbook of Religion and Violence, eds. Jurgensmeyer, Kitts, Jerryson.  

• William Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence, Political Theology 
• Slavoj Zizek, Violence, London: Picador, 2008.  Chapter 1 (SOS Violence);  
• Talal Asad, On Suicide Bombing, chapters 1 to 3, New York: Columbia 

University press, 2007. 
 

Film Analysis: The Matrix 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part 2 Christianity and Islam 
 
Weeks 4, and 5 
Topics:   

 Overview of Christianity and Islam: teachings, beliefs, sects and history with a focus on 
the medieval period. The Crusades – historical background;  The Templars: history of the 
order; Organization and Government; Religious Life; Commercial Activities; The 
Templar Myth;  The Hospitalers: history of the order; Organization and Government; 
Religious Life; Commercial Activities;   Teutonic Knights;   Spanish Orders: the 
Reconquista;  Assassins and Janissaries 
 
Readings:   
John Esposito, World Religions, New York: Oxford University Press, chapters 1 and 1. 
Sean Martin, The Knights Templar,  . 
The Muslim Assassins, from:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assassins 
 
Film Materials:  

• The Knights Templar (2000); 
• Kingdom of Heaven;   
• The Knights Templar/Freemasons  
• The Crusades: Victory and Defeat – BBC History Documentary  
• BBC Documentary 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x1iqmn1_bbc-the-crusades-1of3-holy-war-pdtv-
xvid_tech 
 

• The Crusades: Crescent and the Cross, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ePgOFrRIeDo 
 

• The Crusades (Hosted by Terry Jones) , Channel 4 Productions, 2008. 

 

 

 
Part 3    Hinduism and Sikhism 

 
 
Weeks 5, 6 and 7 
Topics:   Overview of Hinduism: main teachings, beliefs, practices and history;   
the Bhagvada Gita and the Indian concept of Just War (dharmayudh) 
 
Hinduism 

• Willard Oxtoby, World Religions (Eastern Traditions), chapter on Hinduism. 
• “The Bhagvad Gita” in Princeton Readings in Religious Violence, 2012, pp 20-24 
• “The Bhagvad Gita”, from R.C. Zaehner’s Hindu Scriptures, pp 249 – 266. 
• Commentary on the Bhagvad Gita, from Oliver Leaman’s Eastern Philosophy, 

Key Readings, pp 37 - 45 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x1iqmn1_bbc-the-crusades-1of3-holy-war-pdtv-xvid_tech
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x1iqmn1_bbc-the-crusades-1of3-holy-war-pdtv-xvid_tech
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ePgOFrRIeDo


• Selection from “Yoga...” in Meditation and the Martial Arts, Michael Raposa, 
pp64-73. 

• Veena Das, “Violence in Hindu Ethic” chapter from Oxford Handbook of 
Religion and Violence 

 
 
Sikhism: Path of the Warrior Saint 
 
Topics:  Sikh history; the ten Gurus; evolution of the Khalsa; Modern Sikhism and the 
Khalsa Tradition;  Constructing Sikhs as a Martial Race; Resistance and the Sikh concept 
of dharamyudh (just war). 
 
Readings:  

• Arvind Mandair, Sikhism: A Guide For the Perplexed (SGFP) chapter 1 
• Arvind Mandair, SGFP, chapter 2 
• British Constructions of Sikhs and Hindus as a ‘Martial Race’; Heather 

Streets, Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British 
Imperial Cultures, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004.  
chapters, 2, 3 and 6 
 

Film Analysis Materials: 
• Sikhs: A BBC Documentary, 1999 
• Remembrance: Sikhs in the Second World War 
 

  
 
 

Part 4      Buddhism and Daoism 
 

 
Weeks 8, 9 and 10 
Topics:  Introduction to Buddhist and Daoist teachings, beliefs and practices; Chinese 
Buddhism with a focus on the Shaolin Monks;  Zen and the Samurai 
 
Readings:   

• Willard Oxtoby, World Religions (Eastern Traditions), Oxford University Press, 
chapters on East Asian Religions.  

• Michael Raposa, “Daoist Moving Meditation”, from Meditation and the Martial 
Arts, 2003. 

• Michael Raposa, “The Way of Spiritual Harmony”, from Meditation and the 
Martial Arts, 2003.  

• Michael Raposa, “Yoga/Zen/Jihad”, from Meditation and the Martial Arts, 2003. 
• Michael Raposa, “The Spiritual Combat”, from Meditation and the Martial Arts, 

2003. 
• Michael Raposa, “Towards a Moral Equivalent of War”, from Meditation and the 

Martial Arts, 2003. 



Film Analysis:  
• Shaolin:  Myths and Logic 
• Shaolin in a Capitalist World 
• Kung Fu (the 1970’s series) 
• Little Shaolin Monks  
• The Last Samurai 
• The Seven Samurai 

http://www.history.com/topics/samurai-and-bushido 
• Samurai Way of the Warrior   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hbAjK4iZx_M 
 

• Samurai Japan: A Journey Back in Time - Lost Treasures of the Ancient 
World 

 
 
 
 
Part 5:   
 
Topic:      WAR, POLITICS & the Figure of the SUPERHERO 
 
Weeks 12 and 13 
 
Readings:  
 
Marc Dipaolo, War, Politics and Superheroes,  
Introduction;  chapter 1;  Chapter 4;  Chapter 5;  Chapter 7;   Chapter 8;  Chapter 9 
 
 
Films to be analyzed include:   
 
Batman 
X-Men 
The Punisher 
The Avengers and Star Trek,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.history.com/topics/samurai-and-bushido
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hbAjK4iZx_M


 
 
 
 
 
 

Week Topic(s) Reading Assignment  Film/ Documentary 
Assignment 

1     
 

  

2      
3       
4       
5       

6       
7       
8       
9       
10      
11       
12       
13      
14     

15     


	Final Grading:
	 Samurai Japan: A Journey Back in Time - Lost Treasures of the Ancient World

