“Voices of Terror: Manifestos, Writings, and Manuals of Al Qaeda, Hamas, and other terrorists from around the world and throughout the ages.”

Edited by Walter Laqueur

Reviewed by Jeremy Moses

What is terrorism?  One might think that a 520 page collection of writings on the subject would have to start with some kind of definition, or that the choice of writings would clearly reflect a common meaning.  In this case, sadly, neither of these applies.  Laqueur’s cursory discussion of this question in the three page preface does nothing to provide any insight into the principles that guided his choice of extracts.  Explaining that terrorism is “a strategy used by the extreme right and the far left”, that it is “not a static phenomenon”, and that “recent groups have given a bad name to terrorism” does nothing to add to our understanding of the concept, and this lack of definition goes on to render the entire volume confounding in the extreme.  The fact that Laqueur then introduces the three parts of this book in the incorrect order gives a good indication of the chaotic assembly of writings on tyrannicide, revolution, guerrilla warfare, and Islamic terrorism that are to follow.

In reading this work one question keeps returning: what, if anything, is it that all of these pieces have in common?  Throughout part one, which is basically a rehash of Laqueur’s 1977 (Or possibly 1987: Laqueur’s recollection is contrary to the information on the copyright page) Terrorism reader, it seemed that terrorism was perhaps being defined as violence carried out by non-state actors and directed against the state.  Yet this definition unravelled in part two – a reprint of Laqueur’s Guerrilla Reader, also published in 1977 – when the “small war” doctrines of numerous European military leaders are introduced to the mix.  Part three, which returns us to the twentieth century and particularly to Islamic doctrines of political violence, is perhaps the most useful part of this book, but there is little here that could not be found through cursory internet searches.  Indeed, this section appears to have been largely compiled by this means, and the book finishes with a bizarre and incomprehensible cut-and-paste from a “terrorist website” under the heading “Terrorism 2004: Towards Weapons of Mass Destruction.”  Never mind that the extract was posted in 2003 by someone who is clearly mentally ill and says nothing – at least nothing comprehensible - about weapons of mass destruction.

The lack of an organising concept of terrorism underpinning this book is further reflected in the fact that the title is extraordinarily misleading.  While there are indeed a number of excerpts from groups and individuals that advocate terrorism contained within this volume, there are also many passages that have been written by philosophers, historians, and journalists that are by no means classifiable as “voices of terror” and certainly do not fit under the terms suggested by the subtitle.  To imply that figures such as Aristotle, Marx, Engels, or the International Crisis Group (to name but a few) are “voices of terror” is laughable.  The misnomer is made even more ludicrous given the fact that some excerpts, such as that of Emil Julius Gumbel, are against the use of violence for political ends.  With all these inconsistencies in mind, one can only assume that the title was chosen not to represent the content, but to cash in on current public interest in the subject.

Aside from the lack of any clear academic direction behind this work, there are also a number of technical problems.  As already noted, the preface introduces the parts in the incorrect order, and Laqueur’s introductions to each section are poorly written, with numerous grammatical errors.  Furthermore, many of the selected extracts lack attribution or even the most basic bibliographic detail.  A number of internet sources, for example, list only a homepage as a source, setting a standard that would not even be accepted a the undergraduate level.  

Overall, Voices of Terror is poorly organised comes across as an extremely lazy and almost incomprehensible collection of readings that offers little to the study of contemporary terrorism.  To again return to the preface, I was intrigued by Laqueur’s comment that the study of the history of terrorism “is not an academic exercise.”  In this case, he is spot on: there simply is no good reason for putting all of these extracts together in a single volume, and it leaves the reader more confused than ever as to what terrorism actually is.  
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