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needed in most of the policy issues 
debated.

Few readers would complain 
that the volume’s breadth of policy 
is too narrow. Taxation, population 
growth, employment, education, 
the environment, work and family, 
health and microeconomic reform 
are some of the topics on offer. Nor 
is the range of viewpoints presented 
narrow. For example, the chapter 
on the Kyoto protocol is debated 
by representatives of the Australian 
Conservation Foundation, BP 
Australasia, and two academics 
with opposite stances on the merits 
of ratification.

Unfortunately, the book’s 
subtitle, ‘a new reform agenda for 
Australia’ is rendered redundant 
by a paucity of content that could 
be described as ‘new’. Sure, there 
is an agenda of issues listed in the 
chapter titles. Anybody with a basic 
interest in current affairs could 
come up with a similar list. Nor 
do the conclusions offer a coherent 
alternative, other than recognition 
that policy proposals benefit from 
thorough research and careful 
implementation.

One important area not covered 
in the book is industry policy. 
Reform in this area has been glacial, 
with levels of protection in some 
sectors still high and with a raft of 
industry expenditure programmes 
providing hundreds of millions of 
dollars in taxpayer-funded largesse. 
These programmes contribute to 
a welfarist culture that impedes 
reform in some of the other areas 
considered in the book; therefore, 
some discussion of their merits 
would have been justified.

A frustrating feature of the 
book is that the contributors 
whose excerpts are included are 
listed in alphabetical order at the 
front of the book, but not in the 
index. To find the excerpt from a 
particular contributor, you have to 

sophistication, it should be judged 
both misleading and dangerous.

Berman starts with a discussion 
of totalitarianism. Here, he revives 
Norman Cohn’s thesis, from 
his Pursuit of the Millennium, 
that mankind is sometimes 
overwhelmed by non-rational 
attractions for millenarian ideas 
with totalitarian aspects to them. 
These have characteristic motifs 
of an oppressed people subject 
to various conspiratorial Satanic 
forces, and of a movement and 
leader who will rescue them and 
institute a new realm of peace. 
Berman makes the obvious links 
between Hitler, Stalin and others 
of that period. He also discusses 
the glorification of violence and 
of suicide in some revolutionary 
writers. He then considers the 
influence of some of these ideas 
and movements upon Muslim 
countries, and offers a fascinating 
and quite detailed discussion of the 
Islamist writer, Sayyid Qutb.

Qutb was a leader of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt who 
composed, inter alia, a massive 
commentary on the Qur’an, 
while in jail. Berman’s account 
of Qutb’s work makes him out 
to be an interesting and original 
social analyst, who brought 
together Islamic and Western 
themes in a striking way. At the 
same time, Berman singles out 
for attention some themes, such 
as the unacceptability of a liberal 
separation of church and state, 
and a distinctive understanding of 
toleration, which are standard ideas 
within Islam, rather than anything 
distinctive to Qutb.

After some further discussion 
of the views of Qutb and of some 
other Islamists, their international 
influence and their links to 
terrorism, Berman discusses 
attitudes towards the Nazis in 
France by some people on the Left 
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Paul Berman’s Terror and 
Liberalism is an important, 

readable and indeed fascinating 
book. It is a reflection on 
September 11 and on the run-up 
to the invasion of Iraq. But its 
concerns run much wider than this. 
Berman argues for the need to draw 
parallels between the phenomenon 
of radical Islamism and nihilistic 
revolutionaries and totalitarianism 
in the early and mid 20th century. 
On this basis, together with a 
study of the appeasement of Hitler, 
Berman develops an argument for 
engagement: military, intellectual 
and organisational. It is an 
American left-liberal’s case for 
endorsing, and going beyond, 
George W. Bush. In the rest of this 
review, I will give an impression of 
Berman’s argument. I will then 
suggest why, despite its verve and 

guess where it would appear using 
the chapter titles and thumbing 
through the chapter, or by 
guessing their topic and checking 
the index.

On a more positive note, there 
is a comprehensive reference list 
of books, journal articles and 
conference papers which allow 
the reader who wants more detail 
to follow up points of interest. 
This, and the reminder that many 
areas of policy continue to cry 
out for reform, make the volume 
worthwhile enough.

Reviewed by 
Peter Taft
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in the run-up to World War II. He 
argues that attempts at sympathetic 
understanding led down a 
primrose path to appeasement 
and, eventually, to participation 
in the Vichy government, and to 
sympathy for ideas which, initially, 
they had set out only to explain. 
(One interesting feature of his book 
is Berman’s interest in France, and 
his use of French writers from 
Camus to recent writers on Islam 
and international affairs.)

Berman follows this with 
criticism of some Western 
intellectuals’ sympathy for 
terrorism. He is critical of the 
attempt to see terrorism as an 
understandable response to 
people’s situations (rather than 
as a kind of madness that from 
time to time infects people). He 
briefly discusses Noam Chomsky 
as an example. There is then harsh 
criticism of those who would seek 
to understand and to excuse suicide 
bombing as a tactic against Israel, 
leading in turn to discussions 
of reactions towards September 
11. (It would have been useful if 
Berman had also explored Muslim 
understandings of these issues. In 
particular, one needs to appreciate 
the extent to which what Berman 
depicts as non-rational terrorism 
can be understood as a fully 
rational response to people’s 
situation. This is not to argue in 
its favour, but, rather, to argue 
that we need to understand what 
we are dealing with, and above all 
to distinguish between terrorism 
and self-defence.)

Berman concludes his book 
by drawing from his discussion 
of appeasement in France the 
moral that there should be an 
engagement with totalitarian ideas 
and movements to be found, today, 
within the Muslim world. He 
endorses George Bush’s military 
activities, and especially his stress 

on women’s rights, in Afghanistan. 
But Berman argues that Bush does 
not go far enough. He argues for 
an end to Realpolitik, and, instead, 
for a morally-inspired project of 
nation-building for the sake of 
human rights. After references to 
the Gettysburg Address, he argues 
for an intellectual and institutional 
initiative akin to that which was 
undertaken against Communism 
after World War II in favour of 
liberal values. In this, Foundations 
might take over the financial role 
played by American Trades Unions 
during the Cold War.

What is wrong with all this, and 
why have I called it dangerous?

First, the revival of Cohn’s 
analysis of totalitarianism is 
almost embarrassing. It returns 
us to some of the worst Cold 
War scholarship with its vague 
parallels between ideas, and claims 
about irrationalism, as opposed 
to analysis either of why there 
were common features between 
movements that, ideologically, 
were prima facie different, or of the 
conditions under which totalitarian 
ideas may appeal to people. These, 
surely, are something that has to be 
explained (and, pace Berman, to 
offer such an explanation is hardly 
to offer an apology for the ideas 
themselves). But here one needs to 
look at the social conditions that 
made such ideas appealing. In the 
early and mid 20th century, fascism 
and Stalinism spoke to problems 
of unemployment and upheaval 
in societies in transition between 
tradition and modernity. It is, 
surely, significant that much of the 
Muslim world could be described 
as facing similar problems today.

Second, Berman has 
misdiagnosed some of the issues. 
For many Muslims, a division 
between church and state is 
intellectually problematic. With 
Berman, I am an enthusiastic 

liberal (although in my case, of the 
classical variety). But contemporary 
liberalism in Western countries has 
been a product of the historical 
marginalisation of the churches, 
and a privatisation of their role, in 
a manner that is hardly acceptable 
to those who are still Christian 
believers in anything like the 
traditional sense (think only of 
Fred Nile!). Various kinds of 
accommodation with what became 
liberalism were 
developed by the 
churches over 
a long period 
of time, and as 
much through 
the practice 
of politics as 
through abstract 
p o l i t i c a l 
thought. It is, 
however, exactly 
this practical 
o p p o r t u n i t y 
for thinking 
through what 
Islam might mean in a modern 
setting, and in the context of the 
exercise of democratic political 
power, which Muslims have hardly 
had; not least because of colonial 
domination, and subsequently 
through the US propping up a 
variety of authoritarian regimes 
because they were willing to secure 
oil supplies, or to be on the right 
side in the Cold War.

The problems of what a 
democratic Muslim politics is to 
look like, and how Islam is to come 
to terms with commercial society 
and with Western liberalism, surely 
need to be thought through, and 
worked out in practical terms, by 
Muslims. The West can insist on 
action against genuine terrorism. 
We can be keen to extend a hand 
in friendship and assistance, and 
(in a tactful manner) can raise 
issues about human rights where 
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I took the opportunity to read 
this book whilst travelling 

in China and Vietnam. As my 
journey progressed, more and 
more evidence emerged of the 
remarkable growth these two 
economies continue to experience. 
And at the same time, it became 
increasingly apparent that this 
growth pattern can be directly 
related to a growing reliance on an 
evolving form of private property 
rights. For instance, Vietnam’s 
emergence from being a rice 
importer to being such a successful 
exporter that Japan has recently 
decided to impose an additional 
barrier to trade, demonstrates 
vividly the impact of extended 
leasing rights over land to farmers. 
Edwin West’s Chapter 1 evocation 
of Adam Smith’s conclusion that 
‘well-respected property rights 
placed in a clear and secure legal 
setting, together with guaranteed 
liberty, were sufficient to set the 
wealth of nations on a course for 
almost perpetual growth’ (pp.38-39)  
certainly rang true. But the question 
lingers: what would be possible 
if the bundle of rights to land in 
China and Vietnam was further 
extended to freehold status and 
personal liberty was guaranteed? 

This book helps to address that 
question but also provides a useful 
input into the consideration of 
the related question: How 
might such rights emerge over 
time? These questions would 
appear to be fundamental to 
any understanding of economic 
processes yet the key insights 

involved in property rights analysis 
are frequently omitted from 
the teaching of undergraduate 
economics. Economics 1 is often 
founded on the explanation of 
the mechanisms of market models 
and possibly some normative 
component of welfare economics 
to allow policy analysis. But what 
is frequently—but of course 
not always—missing is the 
development of an understanding 
of what underpins economic 
activity. As the editors note in 
their introductory comments, ‘in 
classical economics, well-defined 
and secure property rights were 
typically assumed to exist, not 
analysed and explained’. Whilst 
nothing much has changed for the 
novice student, there have been 
important developments in the 
discipline. This volume helps to 
bring those developments to the 
attention of a wider readership. 

It was, indeed, one of the 
authors, Terry Anderson, who 
was responsible for jolting me 
from my perception of property 
rights as being exogenous from the 
economic system. The occasion 
was my presenting some thoughts 
on environmental economics to 
a meeting of the Mont Pelerin 
Society in the mid-1980s. I 
made a statement to the effect 
that economics was all about the 
allocation of scarce resources—a 
definition that had been drubbed 
into me since my earliest exposure 
to the discipline. Anderson (rightly) 
pointed out that economics 
was rather concerned with the 
allocation of the rights to resources. 
In other words, it’s important for 
economists to realise the need to 
‘dig deeper’ so that property rights 
are considered as part of the story 
and not merely a ‘given’.

This ‘revelation’ was 
exceptionally valuable to me in 
my professional development and 

these pose no religious problems. But 
the last thing that we should do is 
embark upon a kind of cultural 
crusade for liberalism. Muslims 
may subscribe, at least formally, 
to certain ideas that are at odds 
with Western liberal values. These 
require careful consideration if they 
are to be brought into co-existence 
with one another. Berman’s 
approach, while well-intentioned, 
could easily come over as a form 
of cultural imperialism directed at 
some of the tenets of Islam itself. It 
could risk turning actions directed 
against those few Islamists who 
endorse terrorism into a major rift 
with the Muslim world as a whole. 
Not only may such interventions 
give succour to exactly the kinds 
of ideological movements that 
Berman deplores, but they may 
become a major liability for those 
Muslims sympathetic to liberal 
ideas.

It is worrying that someone as 
able and as intelligent as Berman 
should get things so wrong. He 
acutely diagnoses some of the 
ways in which George W. Bush’s 
ideas, while sounding alright at 
home (at least to some people), do 
not travel. But he seems oblivious 
to the way in which his own views, 
and his proposed push for his brand 
of liberalism, and a particular 
interpretation of human rights, 
would equally seem problematic 
in a significant part of the world 
today. It is the very clarity, interest 
and plausibility of this book that 
makes its defects so worrying.

Reviewed by 
Jeremy Shearmur


