10 September 2008

The Editor

Quadrant

SIR: In the September issue of Quadrant, an article on Australia’s universities (“Hijacking Terrorism Studies”) refers extensively to the book, Terror: From Tyrannicide to Terrorism. In doing so the author of the article claims that the book and its contributors defend terrorism and are “pro-terrorist”. This is a wholesale misrepresentation of the aims, objectives, and contents of the book. It is one among many misrepresentations and unsubstantiated allegations that are too numerous to mention and counter at length. As an editor of and contributor to Terror, let me reassure you that the editors, contributors, reviewers, and publishers of the book are not supporters of terrorism, are not defenders of terrorism, and are not pro-terrorist.

As the title of the book makes plain, the book is about a wide range of political terror, ranging from tyrannicide to terrorism. And as the cover spells out, the book is primarily concerned with issues and instances of terror in Europe during a specific period. It does not pretend to be any broader than that.

The contributors to Terror are drawn from Australia, the United Kingdom, Ireland, continental Europe, and North America. They were chosen because they are widely recognised as leading historians and political scientists in their respective areas of expertise. As with all serious scholarly research, the book underwent a rigorous blind peer-review process, both through its Australian publisher and through its European and North American publisher.

As Terror makes all too clear, terrorism is a serious threat and a serious issue. I encourage your readers to read the book for themselves and to draw their own conclusions. The issues at stake are too complex and too serious for anything less than rigorous analysis and serious consideration.

Dr Brett Bowden

The University of New South Wales at 

The Australian Defence Force Academy

16 September 2008

The Editor

Quadrant

SIR: I refer to the article ‘Hijacking Terrorism Studies’ (September). Those who have been cited by Dr Bendle can correct the misunderstandings and misrepresentations of their views if they wish. I write, rather, to correct the misunderstanding of the role of the University of New South Wales in its teaching at the Australian Defence Force Academy.

Under its Agreement with Defence, the University provides a liberal and balanced education to officer cadets and midshipmen of the ADF, encouraging them to think ‘outside the square’ to prepare them for the complex and unexpected challenges they will face in their careers. In the humanities and social sciences, that means exposing students to a range of disciplines, from English literature to history and politics, and within those disciplines to a range of views. We make no contribution to operational training, for the obvious reason that we are not expert in it.

Academic staff are appointed on the basis of their research and teaching record, according to the University’s rules, and are free to express their views within their area of expertise. They are also required to be professional in their approach to the diverse views canvassed in their courses. I am satisfied both that Drs Burke and Bowden were outstanding appointments to the University, and that they take a professional and undogmatic approach to their teaching.

Professor David Lovell

Head, School of Humanities and Social Sciences

University of New South Wales at ADFA

The Editor

Quadrant

Sir: I write to correct some serious misrepresentations and falsehoods in the article, “Hijacking terror studies”.

I would be surprised if critical terrorism studies had taken over a local fish and chip shop, let alone ‘hijacked’ universities around Australia as its author reports in such an alarmist fashion. It is a very new area of academic study, with great internal diversity and lively debate. Its published output includes a handful of books, and one journal, Critical Studies on Terrorism, which was established in 2008. Its two issues to date include articles questioning whether critical terror studies even needs to exist, among other reasons, because mainstream terrorism scholars have long been putting critical views. My own view, put in its first issue, was that the area should be open to as wide a group of critically-minded scholars as possible, from those concerned with radical transformations that would create a just world order, to those more narrowly concerned with improving counter-terrorist policies. Nor should it show disrespect for quality analysis of a more traditional kind or remain disconnected from its policy concerns.

What appears to anger neo-conservatives are views that terrorist motivations, grievances and self-justifications should be a part of the policy process, and that – because terrorism is defined as political violence directed at civilians with a coercive intent – states can conduct terrorist acts. This does not imply, however, that terrorist violence is justified or that the West ‘deserves’ it. It does not imply moral equivalence, or deny states the right to secure themselves from terrorist attacks, using force if necessary. While such views are regrettably heard on occasion on the left and in Middle-Eastern streets, I know of no reputable critical writer on terrorism who agrees with such views. I personally have always rejected them. 

Which brings me to the appalling and unsubstantiated slur made in the article that I have ‘relentless sympathy for terrorists’ and am ‘pro-terrorist’. The claim is made on the basis of no evidence and in the face of much to the contrary. Had the author properly read the works of mine he attacks, and consulted numerous others listed on my staff webpage, it would be clear that I repeatedly condemn terrorism as an immoral, illegitimate and politically counter-productive form of violence. What could have motivated the author to make such a grossly  untruthful, inaccurate, and potentially damaging slur is beyond me to explain. That Quadrant agreed to publish it reflects poorly upon its integrity and judgment.

Finally, regarding my view of security. In 1999, as I was finalising the first edition of Fear of Security, I argued that attempts by states to seek security by depriving others of it would be counterproductive and meaningless. In 2001 New York and Washington were struck, and in 2004 Osama Bin Laden stated that ‘we want to restore security to our Umma. Just as you violate our security, so we violate yours’. Who now is to tell me that my argument was not both prescient and policy relevant? The critical approach deserves to be a part of the broader conversation about terrorism and security, and if Quadrant readers wish to consult these works with an open mind, they will find them far more sensible and reasonable than they have been portrayed.

Associate-Professor Anthony Burke

University of New South Wales at ADFA.
