Professor Sandra Harding

Vice-Chancellor, James Cook University

Cc: Professor Janet Greeley

Pro-Vice Chancellor, Faculty of Arts, Education and Social Sciences

Dear Professor Harding

I write to you regarding a serious matter involving Dr. Mervyn Bendle, a senior lecturer in JCU’s School of Humanities.

Attached is an article Dr. Bendle published in the September 2008 edition of the journal Quadrant, entitled “Hijacking terrorism studies”. This article purports to be a scholarly and credible meta-theoretical analysis of the writings of a range of scholars in terrorism studies in Australian universities, and presents a range of his opinions as research findings about the quality and implications of that research. Dr. Bendle publishes the article under his academic affiliation at James Cook University. I do not know if Dr. Bendle intends to claim the article as a DEST or non-DEST publication, but it is clear that the article is presented as a scholarly essay that presents research findings of some urgency and importance.

One of the claims in the article to my mind raises serious concerns about the integrity and honesty of Dr. Bendle’s research. I am not aware of what your processes are in such cases, but you may wish to consider a formal and transparent investigation by JCU as to whether or not it constitutes a case of serious academic misconduct.

The claim comes on pages 37 and 41, which is that myself, the ANU’s Dr. Paul Pickering and ‘other academics’ have ‘relentless sympathy for terrorists’, ‘defend the Islamist terrorists who conducted the July 2005 London bombings’, and are generally ‘pro-terrorist’. 

You will appreciate that this claim by Dr. Bendle is indeed a grave and serious charge, which needs to be supported by the clearest possible evidence. 

In fact, Dr. Bendle offers no evidence whatsoever, and indeed should have been aware of numerous instances – both in the works he cites, and in other of my own publications which are publicly listed on my staff webpage – that directly contradict his assertions. I, for example, have repeatedly argued that terrorism is an immoral, unjustifiable and politically counter-productive form of violence. 

Dr. Bendle’s completely fallacious assertions are presented as research findings, using a university affiliation and implying professionally-endorsed training and expertise. Based on his educational qualifications, publications and stated teaching responsibilities, Dr. Bendle does not appear to have expertise or training in international relations or security affairs. Had a physical scientist falsified data, or made conclusions in a paper which were said to be supported by data but were in fact not supported by that data, there would be serious consequences. There are sadly numerous cases of such conduct around the world, as has been reported in publications such as the Guardian and New Scientist. This case of Dr. Bendle’s Quadrant article seems to be identical in nature. 

I urge you to give consideration to how James Cook University should respond to Dr. Bendle’s conduct. It would seem important for the protection of the integrity of James Cook University’s research reputation that this occurs.

I will be happy to provide a panel or review with copies of my own writings which demonstrate the misleading nature of Dr. Bendle’s research findings, as would others who are mentioned in such terms in the article by Dr. Bendle. 

Dr. Pickering, in response to his earlier correspondence with the Head of the School of Humanities, Associate-Professor Lansdown, was told that Dr. Bendle enjoyed academic freedom and that we should seek normal avenues of response. We are pursing a right of reply. Whilst I fail to understand how academic freedom includes the right to make unsubstantiated and potentially defamatory imputations, Professor Lansdown’s understandable response is beside the point I am making to you in this letter.

Dr. Bendle’s claims are presented under his university affiliation as research findings in a scholarly essay, and they must meet accepted standards of research quality, professionalism, and data integrity. 

I look forward to hearing from you regarding this matter.

Yours sincerely

Anthony Burke
Associate Professor of Politics and International Relations
Coordinator, Postgraduate Coursework programs
School of Humanities and Social Sciences
University of New South Wales at the 
Australian Defence Force Academy
