Kenneth Minogue to Editor of Quadrant

                                                                            September 8, 2008
SIR: My sometime colleague Imre Lakatos, the Popperian philosopher of science, had two self-explanatory terms to characterise bad science: “monster barring” was one, and “concept stretching” was the other. Quadrant has recently had two brilliant pieces on concept stretching, and they deserve comment.

Both essays were by Mervyn F. Bendle’. “Indicting Liberal Democracy for Genocide” in the March 2008 issue was followed by “The Ideological Takeover of Terrorism Studies,” in September. Both of them analyse an enthusiasm for concept stretching, and the concepts involved are genocide and terrorism.

Definitions are the necessary tools of the activity of classification, but they tell us nothing about the field being classified, though they may suggest new aspects of the field not previously considered. Understandably, Raphael Lemkin who invented the term “genocide” wanted a term that could express the full horror of Nazi extermination policies. It is therefore useful as a forensic tool, but it reveals nothing else, and it began as that logical oddity a definition based on a single instance. It wasn’t long, however, before every example of human nastiness was clamouring to be admitted to this powerful definitional speace, and that seems to be why Professor Kiernan of the Yale Centre for Genocide Studies ( Ah! - “Studies”) spends six hundred pages rambling through world history in order to conduct a forensic examination of the record. He lacks judicial authority, though he would clearly love to have it.

Actually it soon becomes clear that his real interest lies in a bizarre kind of political activism, in which the definition of genocide is stretched in a Lakatosian manner to generate something like a predictive science of genocidal conduct in the past. His eccentric ambition is to line up Anglo-American settler societies with Adolf Hitler and Heinrich Himmler as criminals against humanity. Modern settler societies turn out to be systematically genocidal, and others, from thirteenth century Mongols to the Nazis themselves, are rather sidelined. It expresses above all the perverse Australian passion to domesticate the term “genocide” in the national story.

The Nazi use of modern technology with the explicit intention to eliminate a whole “race” of people was indeed unique. It goes beyond one fact that stares any historian in the face: namely, that peoples (I emphasise the plural) do not much like each other, and it only takes a few conflicts of interest and a generalising of attitude for them to be at each other’s throats. And when that happens, it will be easy to find “racist” utterances of “the only good X is a dead X” kind. Race is a recent bit of pseudo-science, and there is actually much more explanatory mileage in avoiding contemporary echoes and promoting “tribalism.”
Terrorism is another word that commonly does an Orwellian switch. Some talk of “state terrorism” which is a nonsense, not because states are not wild and terrifying entities on their day, but because the expression “terrorism” is only useful as specifying private enterprise violence conducted by shadowy people who (unlike states, usually) strike from the darkness, often righteously declaring that the responsibility for the death they cause is entirely that of the people who won’t do what they demand. Playing games with terrorism is why Anthony Burke, for example, is cited by Bendle. Burke’s central target is George Bush and the Iraq war, and he boldly insist on “a ‘critical’ approach: one that refuses to accept the representations of the world...but instead questions the very categories” we use.

Burke wants to have more context in judging terrorism, by which he seems to mean assembling the publicly advanced grievances of each side. A genuinely historical inquiry, however, would dissolve grievances into events, just as it would soon dispense with question-begging abstractions such as genocide and terrorism. If you are concerned with a case of hijacking aeroplanes in order to crash them into office blocks, you don’t need much context to make a moral judgement. But there are, no doubt, wider questions.

Many of your readers will be familiar with the philosopher John Anderson’s identification of philosophy with the activity of criticism, a half truth that became embarrassing in university circles when Marxists took it up. They were nothing if not critical of “society” so (by an interesting logical jump) they must have been critical, and therefore academic. Philosophy cannot, of course, be formularised, but the least harmful attempts would be some such formal term as “thoughtfulness”, which at least is in tension with the judicial (or judicialising) fantazising of academics playing at history and social science by declaring what fits or does not fit what definitions.
The people Bendle deals with are activists who want to make a better world. They have created an exciting new academic corruption. Passing this off as “critical” (as against those other uncritical dunces) is merely a bit of self-puffing scholasticism (not to be confused with scholarship.) Scattering psychiatric terminology - “obsession” “addiction” “fetish” etc. adds an impressive claim to superior sanity. New academic corruptions aren’t created every day. And here we seem to have an Australian speciality - we even export it to the States! Makes a chap proud to be Australian.
But - a corruption is still a corruption! The point of the academic world is to engage with truth and reality, not to indulge in forensic fantasies of bringing the villains of past and present before a fantasy war crimes tribunal. Definitional games tell us nothing new about the world, and the more thoroughly we understand the history of events, the more will unique features emerge, and the less useful will be grandiose practical abstractions such as “genocide” and “terrorism.” Human nastiness does not lose its horror, but the practical judgements, if worth making at all, come when they should - post hoc.
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