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Terrorism Studies 

!   Definition:  
!   Orthodox or Traditional studies of terrorism  
!   started in late 60’s - early 70’s 

!   Traits of Terrorism Studies:  
!   Based in COIN Studies (counterinsurgency) 
!   Classic problem-solving approach  
!   Positivist methods – treats terrorism as a free-standing, 

ontologically stable phenomenon which can be objectively 
identified and studied using traditional social scientific 
methods 

!   Defines terrorism as only non-state actors  



Terrorism Studies 

!   Primary Journals/Institutions  
!   Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 

!   Terrorism and Political Violence 

!   RAND 

!   St. Andrews Centre for Studies in Terrorism and 
Political Violence  

 



Terrorism Studies 

!   Primary Experts/Epistemic Community 
! Yonah Alexander, J.B. Bell, Ray Cline, Richard 

Clutterback. Martha Crenshaw, Michael Crozier, Rohan 
Gunaratna, Ted Robert Gurr, Bruce Hoffman, I.L. 
Horowitz, Brian Jenkins, Walter Laqueur, Neil 
Livingstone, Robert Kupperman, Ariel Merari, 
Alexander Schmid, Stephen Sloan, Claire Sterling, 
Graham Wardlaw, Paul Wilkinson 



Terrorism Studies 

!   Why are they influential?  
!   Make recommendations on counter-terrorism to policy 

makers 

!   Called on as experts for media spots 

!   Consistent institutional funding for their research – 
especially when there are multiple attacks – fuels notion 
of the “terrorism industry”  



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Definition:  
!   Reaction and criticism of orthodox/traditional 

Terrorism Studies 

!   Extension of Critical Security Studies  

!   Partly based in left-wing critiques of Western 
Exceptionalism 
!   Noam Chomsky 

!   Howard Zinn 

 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Primary Journals/Institutions 
!   Critical Studies on Terrorism (Journal) 
!   Dynamics on Asymmetric Conflict (Journal) 
!   Perspectives on Terrorism (Journal) 
!   Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Contemporary 

Political Violence 
!   Critical Studies on Terrorism Working Group within the 

British International Studies Association 
!   Network of Activist Scholars of Politics and International 

Relations  
!   University of Goteborg Resistance Studies Network 
!   Terrorism Research Initiative 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Primary Authors:  
!   Richard Jackson, Lee Jarvis, Jeroen Gunning, Marie 

Breen Smyth, Jacob L. Stump, Katerina Dalacoura, Matt 
MacDonald, Swati Parashar, Magnus Ranstorp, Sam 
Raphael, Andrew Silke, Jeffrey A. Sluka, Christine 
Sylvester, Harmoine Toros, Ruth Blakeley, Edward 
Herman, Gerry O’Sullivan 



Critical Terrorist Studies 

!   Why does this field emerge? 

 
(1)  Point to weaknesses in current research 

 

(2) To articulate of a new set of ontological, epistemological, 
methodological, and research commitments, constituting a 
new analytical approach to political terrorism 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Problems with Scholarship of Terrorology:  
(1)  Definition and Theory  

•  Ignores that label “terrorism” is politically constituted  

•  Employs an actor-based definition rather than a strategy-
based definition  

•  Dominated by IR and political scholars – lacking 
multidisciplinary approaches that complicate the theory 
(Ranstorp) 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Problems with Scholarship of Terrorology Cont’d: 
(2)  Methods and Research  

•  Before and after 9/11/2001, primarily relied on secondary 
sources like the media (Gunning; Ranstorp) 

•  Primarily use state sources without question (Raphael) 
•  Ignores history (Lesser et al; Simon and Benjamin; 

Neumann) 
•  Since 9/11/2001, overreliance on literature review-based 

research (Silke)   
•  Blind appeals to authority (Ranstorp; Jackson) 
•  Positivist methods – objective and value-free 

understanding of the social world is attainable 

 
 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Problems with Scholarship of Terrorology Cont’d: 
(3) Politics of Terrorism Research  

•  Distinct ideological and political bias (Herman and 
O’Sullivan; Raphael) 

•  Focus on Western states and their allies as victims 
(Herman and O’Sullivan; Raphael) 

•  Securitization of academic research – perpetuated by 
primarily state-centered funding sources  



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Problems with Scholarship of Terrorology Cont’d: 
(4) Impact of War on Terrorism  

•  “Either with us or against” rhetoric chilled terrorism 
research 

•  Legal repercussions to researching terrorists  

  

There are exceptions within Traditional Terrorism Studies; 
notably, Ted Robert Gurr, Martha Crenshaw have both 
published findings that challenged existing understandings 
of terrorism.  



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   Analyzes Michael Stohl’s 10 Common Myths of 
Terrorism as a useful basis for discussing the social and 
political definitions of terrorism:  
(1)  Political terrorism is ONLY non-governmental actors. 

(2)  All terrorists are crazy. 

(3)  All terrorists are criminals.  

(4)  One person’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter.  

(5)  All insurgent violence is political terrorism. 

 



Critical Terrorism Studies 

!   10 Myths Cont’d:  
(6)  The purpose of terrorism is the production of chaos.  

(7)  Governments always oppose non-governmental 

 terrorism. 

(8)  Political terrorism is exclusively a problem relating to  
internal political conditions. 

(9)  The source of contemporary political terrorism may be 
 found in the evil of one or two major actors.  

(10) Political terrorism is a strategy of futility.  



Responses to CTS 

!   Primary authors arguing CTS fails: John Horgan, 
Michael J. Boyle, David Jones, MLR Smith, Leonard 
Weinberg and William Eubank  



Responses to CTS 

!   Primary Responses and Answers:  
(1)  Criticisms are overstated – TS already criticizes itself 

Answer: More analysis doesn’t hurt and CTS is removed from 
primary constraints on research methods and bias 

 

(2)  Creates a false dualism between TS and CTS  

 Answer: CTS realizes there are overlaps and even if, they 
 are not distinct fields, reviewing previous literature in a 
 reflective manner necessary – focus on content of 
 criticism, not labels 



Responses to CTS 

!   Primary Responses and Answers Cont’d :  
(3)  Research selectively engages the TS literature - CTS is 

 overly critical of Western actions 
 Answer: This is necessary to check the Western bias of 
 TS research 

 
(4)  Suspicions of policy relevant research makes CTS 

 pointless 
 Answer: CTS have found ways to work with 
 policymakers, and NGO’s to advance emancipatory 
 agendas (Toros and Gunning; Horgan and Boyle) 

 



A Postmodern Criticism 

! Baudrillard  
!   Terrorism as spectacle  

!   “The Spirit of Terrorism” published in Le Monde in 
November 2001 



Debate? 

! Indite or create kritiks of terrorism advantages and 
disadvantages using CTS literature 

!   Create surveillance bad because terrorism/national 
security focus bad advantage using CTS literature 

!   Create surveillance bad/terrorism advantage using 
Baudrillard’s kritik of political spectacle  

!   Use TS literature to indite CTS advantages or kritiks 

 


