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The aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks has seen a resurgence of sociologically-informed
writings on terrorism and the tension between counterterrorist measures and human rights
policies. This study of the intersection of counterterrorism and human rights is not novel by any
means. In Leviathan Thomas Hobbes argued that individuals in a state must give up some of
their rights in order to gain security. Nicolo Machiavelli made a similar claim in The Prince,
asserting that individuals are willing to surrender certain powers to the state in return for
better personal security. More recently, at the end of the twentieth century, scholars such as
Christopher Hewitt, Paul Wilkinson, Martha Crenshaw, and David Charters have written on
the tradeoff of counterterrorist policies and rights, usually focusing on the fight of
democracies against terrorism and on the prices of this fight. However, since 9/11 there has
been an influx of new writings, largely focused on the fight against the “new terrorism” and
juxtaposing it with what some call the “global human rights regime.”

These two terms (“new terrorism” and “the global human rights regime”) demand further
elaboration. While there is no consensus over what “new terrorism” is and over how
genuinely different it is from the “old terrorism,” there are a number of elements which
appear to be more prevalent in the terrorism of the new millennium. These include acts that
are increasingly motivated by cultural and religious (rather than national) justifications, a

Qual Sociol (2010) 33:205–210
DOI 10.1007/s11133-010-9147-z

E. Shor (*)



rejection of modern values, more amorphous goals and less willingness to compromise, less



Patriot Act and the erosion of the rule of law after 9/11, and warns against the dangers of
the lesser evil approach. Forsythe continues this line, criticizing the Bush administration for
choosing a line of action that opted for abusive interrogation practices over humane ones.
He charges that the damages of the US War on Terror policies are far greater than its
benefits, and include the decline in US reputation, damage to its sense of proper identity
and honor, and above all an increase in antagonism and hostility of foreign populations
toward the United States.

This critical approach is also held by the contributors who review British policies. Colm
Campbell, who writes on the history of British policies in Northern Ireland in Chapter 4,
focuses on the intersection of these policies with international law and the influence of the
historical policies on British policy following 9/11. In Chapter 5 Todd Landman also finds
continuity between pre- and post-9/11 policies. He acknowledges the balance between
rights and security needs, but claims that the British government has simply gone too far in
some of its measures. In Chapter 6, Gershon Shafir focuses on the practice of torture and
the case of Israel. He concludes that there can be no moral or practical justification for
adopting torture of any kind and criticizes US policy makers who sought to emulate Israeli
practices and scholars such as Alan Dershowitz, who offer to regulate torture.

The next three chapters of the book examine three other Western democracies—Spain,
Canada, and Germany. Salvador Marti, Pilar Domingo, and Pedro Ibarra, who write the
chapter on Spain, do not really focus on the conflict of counterterrorism and human rights,
but rather on counterterrorist legislation since 1978 and the discourse surrounding it.
Howard Adelman, writing on Canada’s policies since 9/11, offers an interesting view on the
concept of balance between rights and security, which highlights three alternative meanings
of this concept. He criticizes the Canadian government for failing to maintain balance and
for breaching “absolute rights” in favor of security concerns, despite a very low level of
risk. Wolfgang Heinz, who writes the chapter on Germany’s policies over the years,
concludes that over all they abided by the criminal law and emphasized international
cooperation, with relatively little breaching of human and civil rights principles.

In the concluding chapter Shafir, Brisk, and Daniel Wehrenfennig reiterate the main
theme of the book. They renounce once again Ignatieff’s lesser evil approach, stating that
democracy is not sufficient to protect human rights in hard times and universal human



act against threats. Finally, Donohue reminds us that protection against physical threats and
terrorism is only one type of security. Our sense of safety also comes from other kinds of
security such as security against state violence or environmental security, and these should
not be neglected in the debate.

The main part of the book is a painstakingly detailed account of major legislation in the



the Indian case, Chari defends the acts of the Indian central government and emphasizes the



These weaknesses of the absolute libertarian perspective suggest that the lesser evil
approach, outlined by scholars such as Michael Ignatieff, deserves another look. This
position emphasizes that human rights cannot give a complete guide for action in the face
of terrorist threats. Ignatieff recognizes that human rights principles often cannot tell us
what we are supposed to do and how we should respond when rights are denied by others.
Democracies, he claims, are committed to both the security of the majority and the rights of
the individuals, and neither a morality of consequences nor a morality of dignity can be
allowed exclusive domain in public policy decisions. The danger of the slippery slope,
according to Ignatieff, is solved by the democratic institutions. Brysk recognizes that this
last point (the ability of democratic institutions to prevent gradual deterioration of rights) is
the weakest link of the lesser evil approach. However, the idea that in the face of some
terrorist threats breaching certain individual rights is simply the lesser of two evils is a
considerable challenge to the libertarian approach.

Despite the significant contribution made by the three books reviewed here to the
normative debate over the balance between terrorism and human rights, this debate seems
to be largely driven by moral views. To further advance this debate and to make it more
informed, there is a need for more rigorous empirical research on the policies of a wider set
of countries (especially developing democracies), as well as on the results of these policies
and their short- and long-term effectiveness in reducing terrorist levels.
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