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of the honorary doctorate of
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Stanford University
Ghent University, 15 September 2016
Madame Rector/Mister vice-Rector,

Distinguished guests,

Dear colleagues,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Once upon a time in the West, there was terrorism but no studies on terrorism. Such an era is nowadays hard to visualise, looking at the avalanche of studies, policies papers and in-depth reporting bears down on us every day, increasing even more with every major terrorist attack.
When Martha Crenshaw started her journey into the study of terrorism, the land was barren. An occasional book chapter, a rare entry in an encyclopaedia, a couple of essays. And that was it. We have to wait for the second half of the 1970s for terrorism studies to slowly expand.

As a bright young student she took the first steps in what would become a lifelong quest for understanding the root causes of a specific form of political violence, called ‘terrorism’. She took courses the Russian revolutionary movement in the 19th and 20th century. She then started to investigate the Algerian war of the 1960s and the FLN, which she turned into the subject of her PhD in 1973. Her continuing reflections about specific historical cases of terrorist campaigns, such as the Russian revolutionaries, the European and American anarchists, the Irish Republicans, and many others led to an ambitious project: going beyond single case studies to present a comparative framework for the analysis of the causes of terrorism. This then became Martha Crenshaw’s landmark article published in 1981 in the journal Comparative Politics: ‘The causes of terrorism’.

Even though it was published 35 years ago, it still represents one of the most cited articles in the field. It was and remains an exceptional contribution to the field of Terrorism Studies. Of particular importance was her insistence on analysing terrorism in its context. 

Especially today, her original emphasis on context is of particular relevance and worth remembering in the light of the importance the study of radicalisation has gained recently. As a concept and a subfield of the Terrorism Studies, radicalisation studies arose a mere 12 years ago, in the wake of the terrorist attacks in Madrid and London in 2004 and 2005. 
The central position the concept of radicalisation acquired in policy, law enforcement and academia as the holy grail of counterterrorism contributed significantly to a shift in focus away from context onto the individual and his or her ideas. One of our colleagues Mark Sedgwick has pointed out: ‘The concept of radicalisation emphasizes the individual and, to some extent, the ideology and the group, and significantly de-emphasizes the wider circumstances’ and the context in which it arises.’ This has not only been detrimental to the ‘why-terrorism-occurs approach’ advocated early on by Martha Crenshaw. Radicalisation moreover got embroiled in growing Western public concerns over immigration, integration and Islam. It came to be seen as a unique and contemporary process linked almost exclusively to Muslim-related phenomena.
Campaigns of terrorism, and I quote Martha Crenshaw, cannot be understood outside of their political and historical contexts. The causes of terrorism indeed lie in a conducive or ‘instigating’ environment that permits its emergence and that provides motivation and direction for groups and individuals to use violence. But by itself this is, still according to Martha Crenshaw, insufficient to account for terrorism, especially since it is the work of a small number of people. So it has to be complemented by the study of the individual’s trajectory into terrorism and by the dynamics of the group he is part of. Put otherwise, the current emphasis on individual trajectories by most radicalisation studies offer no clues if they are not projected into the context in which the individual evolve. But this is politically highly sensitive, because it implies taking a hard look into the imperfections of one’s own society. It is easier to consider terrorism and radicalisation an imported disease by suspect communities.
Dr. Crenshaw’s model stands out because it represents the most robust framework for determining systematically the different types of causal factors, operative at different levels; and because of the opportunity it presents to integrate all of these different types of conditions into one causal model.

During her whole academic career, Dr. Crenshaw has been developing these different lines of inquiry. She thus started to focus in the mid-1980s on organizational theories of terrorist behavior and on the psychology of terrorism. What we now call radicalisation into jihadi extremism appears indistinguishable from that of radicalization into any other ideology.

Also in the 1980s, Dr Crenshaw started to investigate the decline of terrorism. She has warned against the governments over-reacting to the threat of terrorism, since this might provoke rather than discourage terrorism. Processes internal to the organization might be as
important a causal mechanism in a winding down process as external constraints and pressures, particularly government use of force. One of the conclusions of her study of the Algerian war, has particular relevance too for today’s counterterrorism. Indeed, back then, by treating terrorism as a military rather than a political problem, France eroded its own legitimacy and bolstered that of the FLN. A prescient warning for many governments today.
Her insightful and history-based research into terrorism guided Martha Crenshaw’s through the post 9/11 debates over terrorism. No, al-Qaeda’s terrorism was not an entirely new phenomenon. She also argued that the association of religion with terrorism is hard to establish with any precision. Do religious beliefs motivate terrorism? Many if not most actors, whether groups or individuals, that use terrorism have mixed motives, and it is not always easy to pinpoint the specific role of religious beliefs and doctrine as causes, even when the users of terrorism explicitly justify their actions in terms of religious doctrine. Nor is it clear that ideology always determines methods of violence.

Allow me to quote Dr. Crenshaw one last time: “Terrorism remains a challenging topic for academic analysis, never mind the extreme difficulties it poses for policy makers. Its complexities are not easy to understand or explain. Scholars in the field of terrorism studies are still struggling to answer many of the same questions that were introduced forty years ago, even though we have more comprehensive and precise data, more systematic and sophisticated methods, and deeper accumulated knowledge. Defining terrorism and distinguishing it from other forms of political violence  are still problematic, as is the puzzle of determining its causes.”
If we have been able to progress in understanding the scourge of terrorism, the contribution of Dr Crenshaw has been of tremendous importance, both in terms of high-quality academic research and informed policy-making. Dr. Crenshaw has advanced our knowledge and remains a real tower of strength for all of us who have been grasping with these elusive concepts and cruel realities. 

For all this, Martha, I thank you. And I’m proud to welcome you in the Ghent academic community.
Mevrouw de rector/Mijnheer de vicerector, mag ik u omwille van al de vermelde argumenten vragen om het eredoctoraat uit te reiken aan Dr. Martha Crenshaw.
