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led and trained, were having a minimum impact on the 
ongoing fi ght with the bad guys. Four years later, again in 
the spring (April 2007), I arrived in Kabul to fi nd a dra-
matically changed city with over 4 million people going 
about their daily lives.
 In my new position with Combined Security 
Transition Command – Afghanistan (CSTC-A) as Deputy 
Commanding General, Afghan National Army Develop-
ment, a post I occupied for the better part of a year, we 
traveled constantly, visiting the ANA in all corners of the 
country. This provided me with a good overall perspec-
tive of Afghanistan, with a focus on the ANA.
 On our fi rst trip out of Kabul, we travelled to the 
east, Gardez, to visit the Commander of 203 ANA Corps 
and his counterpart in the Regional Police. We were 
met by an American convoy of Humvees and convoyed 
to the Regional Police Headquarters, where we shared 
the obligatory chai with the Chief of Police and toured 
his facilities, discussing his concerns. While there, we 
heard a rather large explosion and found out that another 
American convoy had been attacked at an intersection we 
had passed through not ten minutes before.
 We continued with our visits and travelled 
by an alternate route to meet the Commander of 203 
Corps. Our meeting was interrupted by the arrival of 
American military and Afghan civilian casualties at the 

American and ANA medical facilities (respectively). 
Shortly thereafter, we found ourselves helping to load 
the more severely wounded Afghan civilians onto US 
Army medical evacuation helicopters to take them to the 
American hospital at Bagram, where they would receive 
better care for their severe injuries. So started my time in 
Afghanistan – every day was different and exciting.
 The organization chart below shows the chain of 
command within which CSTC-A was operating when I 
left at the end of April 2008. This was much the same 
organization I worked within for my time in Afghanistan. 
It should be obvious from the diagram that CSTC-A was 
very much an American Headquarters, answering to an 
American chain of command operating alongside, but not 
reporting to, the International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF), also headquartered in Kabul.
 CSTC-A was a Coalition formation, comprising 
military personnel from Albania, Canada, Germany, 
France, Poland, Romania, the United Kingdom and the 
United States, as well as contracted civilian advisers, all 
working together as mentors and trainers. Our mission 
was to partner with the Government of Afghanistan and 
the international community to organize, train, equip, 
advise and mentor the ANA and the Afghan National 
Police (ANP).
 CSTC-A’s mission, although one of mentoring 

Command and Control construct in Afghanistan as of April 2008.  Note that CSTC-A is not in the NATO chain of command with 
Commander CSTC-A reporting directly to Commander CENTCOM.

Combined Security Transition Command - AfghanistanCombined Security Transition Command - Afghanistan

Afghanistan CAfghanistan C22 as of 27 Apr 08as of 27 Apr 08

RC Capital

USCENTCOM
SHAPE

ISAF

RC West
RC North

RC South

Task Force 
Counter-Terrorism

DCOS 
Operations

RC East

National 
Support 
Element

Director, Air 
Coord Element

DCOS 
Stability

CJTF-101

CJSOTF-A

Afghanistan
Engineer
District

National command
Coordination
NATO OPCON
US TACON
US ADCON

CSTC-A

DCG International 
Security Cooperation

DCG 
Afghan 

Nat’l Army 

DCG 
Pol - Mil

CJTF 
Phoenix

US EMBASSY

4-101 
Brigade 
Combat 

Team

173 
Brigade
Combat
Team

DCG 
Afghan 

Nat’l Police 

CG Combined 
Air Power 

Transition Force

Chief of Staff

DCOMISAF
CoS

DCOS 
Support

JFC Brunssum

DCG ANA
Training CMD



ON TRACK

36          PROMOTING INFORMED PUBLIC DEBATE ON                                         PROMOUVOIR UN DÉBAT PUBLIC ÉCLAIRÉ SUR

                     NATIONAL SECURITY AND DEFENCE                                                        LA SÉCURITÉ ET LA DÉFENSE NATIONALES

The author addressing soldiers of the ANA
in Jalalabad.  Note the semi-tropical lushness of

the surroundings.

and training, saw our soldiers deployed throughout 
Afghanistan, often in section or smaller groups, working 
and fi ghting with the ANA on a daily basis. Success for us 
was an ANA that was professional and competent, literate, 
ethnically diverse, and capable of providing security 
throughout Afghanistan. The ANA comprised fi ve ground 
manoeuvre Corps and one air Corps, for a total of about 
50,000 personnel; by December of 2008 the intent was to 
expand to 70,000 troops. One ground Corps secured each 
region of the country. 
 Afghans came to their army already quite 
willing to fi ght. Training occurred nationally and in each 
Corps’ area. Beyond the basics any new soldier learns, 
commanders at all levels honed the ability to work in 
units and in co-operation with Coalition forces. Growing 
leaders in the non-commissioned offi cer and offi cer ranks 
took time, but the dividends were obvious. By the time 
I left theatre two of the fi ve ground Corps were able to 
plan and conduct complex missions with ANA, ANP 
and Coalition Forces. Of the security operations then in 
progress across the country, the ANA were in the lead in 
all but a small minority.
 To provide extra combat depth to the ANA, a 
Commando training programme was introduced in ear-
ly 2007 (the fi rst serial was in training when I arrived in 
Kabul). Mentored by Special Forces from a number of 
countries, as well as by selected Afghan offi cers and non-
commissioned offi cers who had taken special Commando 
instructor training in the Middle East, this program turned 
out a trained Commando battalion about every 14 weeks. 
At this writing, the sixth Commando Battalion is in train-
ing for a graduation in early 2009.
 We worked with the ANA artillery units (which 
were equipped with old Soviet equipment) to improve 
their equipment and procedures to make them compatible 
with NATO. This would allow the ANA to utilize their 
own artillery in the indirect fi re role. We also put in place 
a plan to replace their Soviet-style small arms with NATO 
standard weapons, and to purchase and provide over 4,000 

up-armoured Humvees.   
 During my time in theatre the Coalition provided 
the vast majority of air support and aero-medical 
evacuation to the ANA. The ANA Air Corps, with its 
American mentors, worked hard to increase its capacities 
and capabilities, and as I was leaving were capable 
of limited aero-medical evacuation and non-tactical 
movement of resources around the country. As the ANA 
Air Corps’ capabilities and resources increase, they will 
begin assuming more responsibility for these missions.
 With soldiers from all of Afghanistan’s major 
ethnic groups – the Pashtun, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Hazaras, 
and Turkmen – the ANA is truly a national force. Their 
battlefi eld successes attested to their competence. These 
were soldiers who wanted to close with and engage their 
enemy. Whenever that enemy was foolish enough to 
stand and fi ght, they lost. As a result, instead of fi ghting, 
insurgents resorted to improvised explosive devices 

Aftermath of a vehicle borne suicide bomber attack.  This 
British up-armoured SUV was similar to the ones we 
used daily.  After seeing this and learning that the British 
soldiers walked away from this attack with fl ash burns 
and minor shrapnel wounds, my Close Protection Team 
had a lot more confi dence in our vehicles 
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and suicide bombers; the growth of confi dence among 
Afghans in their army is, in turn, prompting more tips that 
expose such threats.
 The spectacle of suicide bombs notwithstanding, 
violence was not the rule. Last year, 70 percent of 
incidents occurred in 10 per cent of the nearly 400 
districts. The American Commander of our Regional 
Command East, centred on Jalalabad, reported that more 
than 90 percent of Afghans there enjoyed a peaceful life 
– by Afghan standards; the violence shown by the media 
did not represent the lives of the vast majority of Afghans. 
Instead, the lives of most Afghans were lived peacefully, 
with increasing access to basic services, the prospect of 
a representative and responsive government at the local, 
regional and national level.
 The economy rewarded honest work, and the 
possibility of education exists for children. Instead of a 
breeding ground for corruption and terror, Afghanistan 
was becoming, ever so slowly but surely, a nation of 
stability and dignity with something of value to offer its 
global neighbours.
 Our soldiers also worked hard to return a sense of 
normality to Afghan life. During one of our visits out west, 
near a city called Herat, we visited a battalion of Afghan 
soldiers who were being mentored by some American 
Army Reservists. A few of these American soldiers 
worked for the American Department of Agriculture in 
their civilian lives and were experts in their agricultural 
fi elds. While they were working hard to mentor and train 
the Afghan soldiers, they found time to work with the 
local villagers to improve their farming techniques. They 
also set up a melon growing program where the villagers 
grew and sold melons to the local Afghan Army garrison 
– Afghan soldiers love melons – and sold the excess 
product on the local economy or used them to help to feed 
their families.
 These young Americans also established an 
agricultural farm where they trained the Afghan farmers 
on ways to improve their crop yields and what crops 
were best for their local growing conditions. They also 
re-established vineyards to re-introduce grape growing in 
the area – you may know that Afghanistan used to be one 
of the world’s largest producers and exporters of raisins.   
 They introduced fi sh farming with ponds that 
grew grass that the fi sh ate – a sustainable supply of food 
for the fi sh, and fi sh for the farmers. They re-introduced 
bee keeping, which had been a traditional occupation for 
women in that area. All this they did on their own time, 
not because they had to, but because they wanted to. They 
were going to leave Afghanistan a better place than when 
they arrived – and they did.
 Since my return home, I am asked on a regular 
basis if we should be in Afghanistan and if we are 

making a difference. We need to understand some of the 
background.
 The terror of 9/11 was born and bred in the 
lawless vacuum that was Afghanistan, a shattered land of 
shattered lives left desperate after 30 years of war and 
corruption. Around this vacuum swirled the regional 
turbulence affl icting Iran, Pakistan, China, India and 
Russia. An Afghanistan left unstable and vulnerable to the 
inrush of these forces would prove an immense incubator 
for terrors beyond the compass of imagination.
 So, as part of a Coalition, we went to Afghanistan. 
If we fail there, if we leave Afghanistan without security 
forces, without sound governance, without the rule of law, 
without an infrastructure and an alternative to narcotics, 
we will invite back the forces that spawned 9/11.
 I have been to Afghanistan every year since 2003; 
every year, I have seen improvement as the country, with 
the help of the international community, reawakens. 
Kabul is home to ten times the population I recall in 
2003. Young women and girls are in school, an economy 
is growing and the people have a capable, principled ANA 
of which they are proud. In the growth of a police force 
and the admittedly, but perhaps understandably, more 
gradual birth of a system of governance, Afghans can see 
the dawn of a rule of law.
 Perhaps I can best sum it up by reciting a poem 
written by a young Canadian soldier, Corporal Andrew 
Grenon of Windsor, Ontario, who was killed in an ambush 
in Afghanistan on 3 September, 2008:

Afghan Army soldiers at Camp Morehead undergo 60 
mm Mortar training as part of the Commando training 

program.
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“Why We Fight

I’ve often asked myself why we are here. Why my 
government actually agreed to send troops to this 
god-forsaken place. There are no natural resources. 
No oil, gold or silver. Just people.

People who have been at war for the last 40 plus 
years. People who want nothing more than their 
children to be safe. People who will do anything for 
money; even give their own life.

I look into the eyes of these people. I see hate, 
destruction and depression. I see love, warmth, 
kindness and appreciation.

Why do we fi ght? For in this country, there are 
monsters. Monsters we could easily fi ght on a 
different battlefi eld, at a different time. Monsters that 
could easily take the fi ght to us.

Surrounding these mud walls and huts is a country in 
turmoil. A country that is unable to rebuild itself. A country 
that cannot guarantee a bright future for its youth.

Why do we fi ght? Because, if we don’t fi ght today, on this 
battlefi eld, then our children will be forced to face these 
monsters on our own battlefi eld. 

I fi ght because I’m a soldier.

I fi ght because I’m ordered.

I fi ght, so my children won’t have to.”

These Afghan refugee children and their families lived not far from 
our camp in Kabul.   They all go to school and are the future of 

their country

 Towards the end of my tour, an American col-
league asked me if I thought Afghanistan was worth the 
death of a Canadian soldier. That was a hard question to 
answer and an article I wrote, published in The Globe and 
Mail on 29 April 2008, summarized my feelings at that 
time. A number of months later, I think back on my time 
in Afghanistan and, if asked the same question now, my 
answer would be the same. You cannot put a price on a 
life, but I still strongly believe that the time that I and 
other Canadians have spent and will spend in Afghanistan 
has and will make a difference for the future of that great 
country still struggling to rebuild.  ©

Major Bob Near, an offi cer of the Royal Canadian Regiment, is 
a member of the staff of the Canadian Forces Experimentation 
Centre

US Joint Warfi ghting Developments
by Major Bob Near

The experiences of the US military in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, coupled with detailed analysis of the 2006 
war between Israel and Hezbollah, has led to a number of 
new developments in the US approach to warfare, with 
corresponding impacts on doctrine, training and force 

structures. These developments featured prominently in 
the second annual Joint Warfi ghting (JW) conference, 
which took place this past June in Virginia Beach, and 
attracted some 5,000 participants from across the US 
military, the Department of Defense, and the corporate 
sector.

Speaking to conference thematic, Department of 
Defense Capabilities for the 21st Century: Dominant – 
Relevant – Ready?, more than twenty serving and retired 



Sergeant Miranda Roberston and Sergeant Derek Shaw discuss security needs  during a CIMIC 
patrol in a village outside Kandahar City.

DND Photo by: Cpl David Cribb

Flag and General offi cers, including four star Combatant 
Commanders, provided their assessment of the evolving 
security environment, and what capabilities they believe 
US forces must develop to operate successfully in it.

While ‘lessons learned’ from Iraq were 
frequently referenced, it was the Israeli-Hezbollah 
‘war’ of July-August 2006 that was a constant infl ection 
point for many of the speakers. In that confl ict, the 
highly regarded Israeli forces, whose doctrine and 
training embraced many US ‘transformation’ concepts, 
were fought to a virtual standstill and failed to achieve 
their operational and strategic objectives.  

In examining what went wrong – why numerically 
superior US and Israeli forces fi tted with the most modern 
high-tech equipments, trained to very high standards, 
and operating against, at best, semi-professional and 
seriously outgunned enemy forces in a contained battle 
space, were unable to prevail – has resulted in serious 
introspection on the part of senior US commanders and 
doctrine developers. This has led some of them, most 
notably General James Mattis, Commander of US Joint 
Forces Command (JFCOM) and NATO’s Supreme Allied 
Commander Transformation (SACT), to call into question 
a number of hitherto unchallenged assumptions which 
have characterized the great transformation exercise which 
has governed US, NATO and Israeli force structuring 
and capabilities development for the past seven years.
 The biggest target to 
date in this critical analysis 
has been ‘effects based op-
erations’ (EBO) both in terms 
of the methodology EBO ex-
pounds – a high dependence 
on computer information net-
works – and an accompany-
ing techno-centric ideology 
that posits uncertainty, fric-
tion, and unpredictability in 
war can be greatly reduced, 
if not eliminated through the 
‘movement of electrons.’ 

General Mattis fi rm-
ly rejects such thinking, and 
in his speech at JW 08 made 
clear that the conduct of op-
erations must be based on 
what is known and tangible 
– the specifi c political and 
military goals to be achieved, 
a “fl esh and blood” enemy, 
and a given piece of terrain.  

From this baseline, 
a suitable campaign plan 

must be drawn up, which in turn needs to be executed 
in accordance with the principles of Commander’s In-
tent and Mission Command. Supporting this must be 
well-trained junior leaders who are empowered to act as 
part of a unifi ed, cohesive team, and who are assigned 
specifi c tactical objectives within the campaign plan.
 These and similar perspectives from other senior 
US commanders were a highlight of JW 08.General Mat-
tis’ fi rm rejection of EBO and its associated components 
of System of Systems Analysis (SoSA) and Operational 
Net Assessment (ONA), refl ect his belief (subsequently 
set out in a Commander’s memorandum) that such think-
ing is deeply impoverished – at least regarding the nature 
of war – and constitutes, in his words, an “intellectual 
Maginot Line.” Instead, he calls for US force developers 
to acknowledge both the fundamental unpredictability of 
war along with its tendency to refl ect the nature of its time.

It is this Clausewitzian precept that warfare con-
stantly evolves (although its physical characteristics of 
friction, violence and uncertainty remain enduring) that 
is leading some US military theorists to view the Israe-
li-Hezbollah struggle as a radical new development in 
military affairs, referred to as ‘hybrid wars.’ As described 
by Frank Hoffman of the US Marine Corps’ Warfi ghting 
Laboratory, hybrid wars entail a convergence and fusion 
of regular and irregular warfare techniques that can be em-
ployed both by states and non-state actors, and in which 
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planners to “… get over their next-war-itis.” This means 
concentrating on the immediate challenges at hand, and 
not devoting scarce resources to things force planners 
think might happen in 10 or 20 years time. In short, the 
future is here, now.

 In summary, it may be said that the hard lessons 
of the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan and Lebanon, coupled 
with the arrival of a new generation of offi cers who have 
personally experienced the demands and challenges of the 
evolving security environment, have, in effect, transformed 
the ‘transformation’ that was launched back in 2001-02. 
Certainly, ‘transformation’ as conceived by Admiral 
Arthur Cebrowski, championed by former Secretary of 
Defence Donald Rumsfeld and subsequently embraced 
by most Western military establishments is moribund, if 
not dead – done in by the enduring nature of war and its 
ceaseless complexities as encountered in the crucibles of 
Southwest Asia and the Middle East. Replacing it is a new 
paradigm of military conceptual thinking being led by the 
US Army, Marines and US JFCOM that concentrates less 
on technology-driven concepts and more on the moral, 
physical and psychological dimensions of warfare. In 
short, the focus returns to the art rather than the science of 
war. As one US general stated, “We need to remember that 
war is a human endeavor, not an engineering outcome.”  
©

no one type of warfare necessarily predominates. As such, 
they incorporate a range of different modes of fi ghting 
including conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and 
formations, terrorist acts and coercion, and criminal dis-
order. These multi-modal activities can be conducted by 
separate units, or even by the same unit, but are gener-
ally operationally and tactically directed and coordinated 
within the main battlespace to achieve synergistic effects. 

Asymmetric methods are employed by a techno-
logically savvy enemy who operates inside the US ob-
serve-orient-decide-act (OODA) cycle while manifesting 
an ideology that draws young and fanatical fi ghters to the 
cause. Hybrid war thus allows a militarily weak opponent 
to operate effectively against larger, traditionally struc-
tured and trained armed forces, notwithstanding the supe-
rior fi repower and technology these forces may possess.  

Many US offi cers have come to believe that this 
type of confl ict will be the main strategic and operational 
level challenge facing the US military for the foreseeable 
future. That being the case, a strong argument is being 
made by General Mattis and his intellectual supporters 
that existing force development methodologies based 
on working backwards from a plethora of wide-ranging 
imaginary scenarios and alternate futures, are irrelevant 
and a waste of time. This has led him to urge force 

Transition in American Effects Based Doctrine - Should Canada be 
Concerned?
by Bonnie Butlin

Transition in American Effects Based Doctrine - Should Canada be
Concerned?

Ms. Bonnie Butlin is a Department of National Defence Security 
and Defence Forum (SDF) Intern, employed as the Project 
Offi cer with the CDA Institute.

General Mattis outlined in a 14 August 
Memorandum for U.S. Joint Forces Command (JFCOM) 
that Effects Based Doctrine will no longer be used by 
Joint Forces Command, due to its lack of clarity.1  While 
Effects Based Operations (EBO)2 doctrine has received 
support from across the U.S. military, and variations are 
used by Canada and NATO, there is growing debate in 
the U.S. over whether the approach should be abandoned.
3  This article will look at why EBO has run aground in 
the U.S. and how concerned Canada should be given 
the Afghanistan mission and the impending infl ux of 
American troops. 

Why Did American EBO Run Aground? 

 EBO doctrine emerged from Soviet deep-
operations doctrine of the 1920s and 1930s, and was later 
adopted and developed by the U.S. Air Force.4 American 
EBO became bogged down with 1) casualty aversion 
infl uence in doctrine 2) over-reliance on technology for 
effect, 3) doctrinal confusion between information fl ows 
and command and control fl ows, and 4) the interpretation 
of EBO as service-specifi c and not useful to the Army in 
counterinsurgency.  

Casualty Aversion Infl uence in Doctrine

First, the U.S. interpretation of EBO was infl uenced 
by American casualty-averse doctrinal developments, 
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such as the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine which refl ected 
battle losses of the Vietnam War.5  They directed focus on 
force protection and produced perceptions of a casualty-
averse America. This was reinforced by the Khobar Tower 
losses.6 EBO as a result came to over-emphasize casualty 
aversion and force protection.  

Military casualty aversion became dangerously 
amalgamated with civilian casualty aversion. Civilian 
neutrality became increasingly threatened in warfare 
due to globalization, urbanization, and radicalism 
trends.7 Human security and peacebuilding movements 
emerged, and international law concerning responsibility 
and warfare was more actively applied. This blurring of 
warfi ghting doctrine with the human security agenda was 
amplifi ed by the 9/11 attacks that targeted simultaneously 
military personnel and civilians. 

This legitimacy focus complicated U.S. 
warfi ghting in civilian-populated areas without losing 
support at home.  The U.S. military lacked the ability to 
provide the narrative that would reassure the American 
population of the legitimacy of American war efforts, in 
the event of casualties, as did the government and media. 

Without an effective way to sustain support at 
home over the duration of protracted confl ict, U.S. doctrine 
fell back on security - attempting to sustain support 
through casualty reduction. This required providing the 
predictability and information that would clear the fog 
from the battlefi eld.  The U.S. looked to EBO, with its 
technical precision and ability to minimize collateral 
damage, as an extension of the Revolution in Military 
Affairs (RMA).8  EBO would provide force protection 
and civilian protection, and support a forward-acting 
military while not antagonizing the casualty-averse and 
rights-cautious American population.  

This casualty avoidance “patch” in doctrine 
melded with dramatic increases in precision technology to 
forge an EBO silver bullet to conduct effective operations 
while sustaining domestic support.9  Expectations for 
EBO’s potential were set too high and operational conduct 
was excessively restricted to avoid casualties. 10

Overreliance on Technology for Effect

Second, EBO was operationalized in a way 
that reduced clarity and reliability, and banked on 
predetermined outcomes.  The approach overreached 
in attempting to manage with certainty the battlefi eld 
through technology and information operations. Though 
EBO gained momentum with several successes, including 
the First Gulf War and Kosovo, disillusionment with 
EBO and its parent RMA followed when it did not 
perform as well for ground forces.  Accurate information 

and predictable reactions to counterinsurgency actions 
did not precipitate, and counterinsurgency’s increased 
interface with civillians exacerbated civilian casualties 
and associated concerns.11  Debate over whether EBO 
was service-specifi c or simply fl awed doctrine resulted.  
Technology and scientifi c calculations of warfare failed in 
both achieving effect and sustaining support at home.

Partly to blame was the American 
operationalization of EBO, which was infl uenced by war-
gaming, producing the Systems-on-Systems Approach 
(SoSA) that treated insurgent and counterinsurgent forces 
as distinct, unifi ed systems.   EBO resembled more of 
an intelligence disruption-focused, network-to-network 
model, than a counterinsurgency model, as evidenced in 
the Thunder Run race up the desert in the 2003 Iraq War, 
to disrupt Ba’athist control toward system failure.12

SoSA was accompanied by Operational Net 
Assessment (ONA),13 based on the concept of chain-
reactions producing complete system failure. This was 
consistent with the U.S. Army’s focus on capabilities 
more than motivations or intentions  in identifying threats 
requiring action.

The Israeli Defense Forces has been engaged in 
similar doctrinal efforts aimed at staying ahead of enemy 
decision cycles through gaming calculations, requiring 
assumptions of accurate information and reliability in 
reaction calculations. Israel however failed to achieve its 
objectives in Lebanon in 2006, and was seen as having 
over-relied on EBO,14 which had choked out improvisation 
and failed to produce the second and third order effects 
predetermined by the wargaming sequences.15  Questions 
emerged as to whether EBO was only useful at a strategic 
level, as Effects Based Strategy (EBS).16 

Doctrinal Confusion between Battlefi eld Information 
Flows and Command and Control Flows

Third, EBO doctrine has confused information 
fl ows and Command and Control fl ows.17  EBO has been 
criticized for producing top-down micromanagement and 
with it, battlefi eld confusion through bureaucratic delays 
and distortion. The information fl ow from tactical sensors, 
or “strategic corporals,” up to the strategic level and back 
down to the tactical level is not the same as the Command 
and Control fl ows.18   Relaying Commander’s Intent based 
on intelligence-informed strategy to the tactical level is 
not the same as commanding at the tactical level from the 
strategic level.  Battlefi eld decisions should be infl uenced 
by strategy, but not directed from the strategic level. ONA 
with its chain reaction calculations from the strategic level 
precludes this distinction, and choked off improvisation at 
lower levels. 
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 Al-Qaeda understood the EBO distinction 
between information and Command and Control fl ows, 
only dealing with regional, not local level insurgents, 
while maintaining overall strategic effect and fl uidity 
without distortion due to micromanaging.19 Hezbollah 
also operated as such during the 2006 war. At its best 
EBO is a way of thinking, not a pre-mapped sequence 
of pre-determined actions and reactions.20  As tactical 
events can have strategic impact, so EBO must be able 
to push strategic effect down to the tactical level, without 
micromanagement.  

This confusion is affecting how the U.S. fi ghts 
global insurgency.  The SoSA system of mapping and 
disruption is not as effective against global insurgencies 
as against state insurgencies.21  Global insurgencies are 
not networks or distinct, unifi ed systems, but operate at a 
higher level of organization.  Threat groups are networked 
or “plugged in” to the global ideology or movement.  Threat 
groups should not be aggregated, but rather disaggregated, 
or “unplugged” from the global insurgency, and dealt with 
separately, sequentially and at the regional level.22  The 
SoSA and ONA operationalization of EBO is suboptimal 
against global insurgency. 

  American doctrine must abandon the network-
to-network approach, and adopt a more fl uid military 
model of interdiction that can manage all levels of threat. 
This is the message behind the General Mattis memo.   

Interpreting EBO as Service-specifi c

Fourth, EBO is seen as service-specifi c - consistent 
with USAF strategic tradition. Defeating an insurgency 
requires a holistic approach, with a universal strategy 
across the effort.   EBO has proved to be of lesser value for 
the Army, which faces higher casualty risks and adverse 
reactions at home. The casualty avoidance doctrine “patch” 
was wearing thin for the Army.  General Mattis suggested 
that EBO was more than mis-operationalized, but rather 
fl awed.23 EBO was suggested to be inherently unsuitable 
for the Army and counterinsurgency writ large.24

Far from being of questionable utility for the 
Army, EBO may be critical to sustaining and building 
resilience into domestic support over the duration of 
protracted confl ict. The U.S. Air Force was able to achieve 
effect through technology, which reduced casualties. The 
army in counterinsurgency must achieve effect through 
perceptions, for which technology is less useful.  EBO 
is designed to change the perceptions of not only the 
enemy, but perceptions at home, and may be essential for 
counterinsurgency.25   

EBO, through innovative domestic application, 
may go beyond protecting critical vulnerabilities in-
theatre through force protection and casualty avoidance, 
to hardening the domestic Centre of Gravity by addressing 
the perceptions of the population at home.  

Canadian Concerns

Decades of American doctrinal development 
is being rebalanced.  Canadians need not be concerned 
so long as the U.S. does not overcorrect toward attrition 
strategies out of frustration with the EBO approach. 
This would decrease interoperability among coalition 
partners, create exploitable seams between American and 
Canadian areas of operation and jeopardize the outcomes 
of combating global insurgency. 

This is of particular concern for Canadians 
with the large number of U.S. troops scheduled to come 
into Afghanistan, and with Canada being less able to 
shift away from EBO.  Other Canadian government 
departments have made considerable investments toward 
partnership with the Canadian Forces and Afghans and 
there are fewer Canadian Forces resources available to re-
write doctrine.26  Two aspects of this U.S. Joint Doctrine 
transition are key for Canada.  

Re-operationalization 

General Mattis’s memo portends a necessary 
re-operationalization of American EBO, rather 
than its wholesale abandonment.  A more “realist” 
operationalization may take on several characteristics that 
would be benefi cial to Canada.  

First, a more fl uid operationalization may take 
a more conservative view of the ability of technology 
and action-reaction calculations to reduce the fog of war.  
Reduced emphasis on expensive high-tech innovation 
may ease Canadian-U.S. interoperability, which Canada 
has struggled with.  Second, re-operationalized EBO 
may distinguish between military and civilian casualties 
in terms of military doctrine versus human security and 
peacebuilding thought. Merging the two can distort 
strategy and effect, benefi ting neither military doctrine 
nor civilian-focused agendas.  It would enable sound 
military choices based on merit, and success breeds 
support in its own right.  Third, re-operationalization may 
rebalance management of the battlefi eld from the strategic 
to the tactical level by separating conceptualization of 
information fl ows and Command and Control fl ows, 
improving interaction among Canadians and Americans.
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Falling Back on the Familiar – Improvisation and 
Attrition

American frustration with EBO has resulted in 
America’s falling back on familiar Jominian (annihilatory) 
and Clausewitzian (chaotic) understandings of warfare.  
General Mattis’ memo refl ects this, calling for a return 
to warfi ghting basics.27  Too great of an American shift 
toward attrition and improvisation may create friction 
with the Canadian EBO approach.

Strategy will remain critical as U.S. Joint Force 
Doctrine transitions.  First, strategy provides focus, which 
provides clarity and prevents overstretch.28 Strategic 

clarity within chaos is critical for coalition partners, and 
focus is needed more than ever in the midst of countering 
global insurgency and networked threats.  Second, strategy 
provides credibility to improvisation.  Improvised attrition 
increases risk to soldiers,29 compounding domestic support 
issues in counterinsurgency.  Third, maintaining the larger 
strategy is key to setting the narrative and sustaining 
support at home when greater casualties are at risk. 

There is no reason at this point to raise alarms about 
American doctrinal transition in terms of the Canadian 
mission in Afghanistan or Canadian interoperability with 
American forces.  General Mattis’s call for reform appears 
to be both necessary and measured.  ©
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Centre for Military and Strategic Studies - University of Calgary

by Nancy Pearson Mackie and Andrew Sullivan

Centre for Military and Strategic Studies - University of Calgary

As the Centre for Military and Strategic Studies 
(CMSS) nears its 30th anniversary at the University of 
Calgary, it has much to celebrate. Over the past three 
decades as a member of the Security and Defence 
Forum (SDF) community, it has grown from a small 
research programme to a large Centre with a full graduate 
programme, a network of scholars from a variety of 
disciplines, and the mandate to promote and develop 
excellence in military, security and defence studies.
 The strength and success of the Centre is a function 
of its people – its Fellows, students, associates, and staff. 
The Centre’s eleven core research areas refl ect the multi-
disciplinary fl avour of the activities of the Fellows and are 
categorized within the following subject areas: Canadian 
Military Studies; Civil Military Relations and Military 
Anthropology; Peacebuilding Development and Security; 
Unconventional Warfare; Domestic Security; Ethics and 
Morality in Confl ict; Seapower/Naval History; Arctic 
Security; Strategic Thought; Israeli Security Studies; and 
United States Policy and Politics. Dr. David Bercuson, 
Director of the Centre, specializes in modern Canadian 
politics, Canadian defence and foreign policy, and 
Canadian military history and has just published a book, 
The Fighting Canadians: Our Regimental History from 
New France to Afghanistan. Dr. Holger Herwig, Director 
of Research at the Centre, is the holder of the Canada 
Research Chair in Military and Strategic Studies. 
 The Centre’s growth over the past several years 
has made it possible to establish two research chairs 
at the University of Calgary. The Canadian Defence & 

Foreign Affairs Institute Chair in Civil-Military Relations 
is currently held by Dr. Anne Irwin of the Anthropology 
Department. She is working on a book about her 
experiences as an academic outside the wire with Canadian 
forces in Afghanistan. Dr. Terry Terriff holds the Arthur J. 
Child Chair of American Security Policy and is currently 
completing a book on military change and the US Marine 
Corps. Additionally, the Centre is currently funding the 
J.L. Granatstein Post Graduate Fellowship, currently held 
by Dr. Patrick Lennox. He recently returned from being 
embedded for two months on Her Majesty’s Canadian 
Ships Iroquois and Protecteur as they patrolled in the 
Arabian Sea during Canada’s most recent contribution 
to the maritime dimension of the American-led war on 
terror. As this is Dr. Lennox’s second and fi nal year in the 
position, the Centre is now accepting applications for the 
Fellowship for the fall of 2009.
 The Centre is part of a network of government 
organizations, non-governmental groups, institutes, and 
centres including the Department of National Defence, the 
CDFAI, and the Canadian International Council. This had 
led to many cooperative efforts in research and scholarship. 
For example, the CDFAI, in partnership with the Centre, 
sponsors the Canadian Military Journalism Course. The 
course includes a combination of media-military theory 
coupled with fi eld visits to armed forces regular force and 
reserve units in order to enhance the military education of 
Canadian journalists who will report on the issues facing 
the Canadian Forces and their activities domestically and 
abroad.
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 Another joint venture is the Peacebuilding, 
Development and Security Program (PDSP), with the 
Institute of World Affairs in Washington, D.C. The PDSP’s 
mission includes the fostering of both practitioner-focused 
and scholarly research along with interagency and civil-
military dialogue in order to improve the practice, and 
ultimately the effectiveness, of international assistance to 
confl ict-affected countries.
 The Centre’s Master of Strategic Studies degree 
programme has been offered for several years at the 
University of Calgary. The number of students selected 
for this program remains intentionally small, with a total 
of only 26 Masters’ students and 10 ‘Special Case’ Ph.D 
students in 2007-08. This very low student-to-professor 
ratio combined with its multi-disciplinary focus permits 
CMSS to offer a unique Master of Strategic Studies degree 
(MSS). Recently, the University’s Board of Governors 
approved a Ph.D programme in Strategic Studies for fall 
2009. This will regularize the ‘special case’ Ph.D now 
offered and allow the Centre to offer a full complement of 
post-graduate studies.
 The MSS Co-op component places students with 
one of several private sector or government institutions to 
gain a practical perspective on their research. This hands-
on program is unique in Canada, and provides an additional 
opportunity for students to distinguish themselves in the 
eyes of future potential employers.
 The Centre has extended its academic reach 
through an international student exchange programme 
with the Helmut Schmidt University (HSU) in Hamburg, 
Germany. This agreement allows University of Calgary 
graduate students to study abroad at both HSU and at the 
University of Hamburg while registered at the University 
of Calgary. In exchange, the Centre benefi ts from hosting 
students of HSU at the University of Calgary, promoting 
the sharing of ideas and perspectives.
 Students admitted to a CMSS degree program are 
assured of funding. In 2008, students earned $342,580 in 
external funding. Since 2001, the Centre has graduated 
approximately 37 MSS and 3 Ph.D students. These 
graduates have taken up positions in government or 
industry, or have gone on to further educational challenges. 
Students are encouraged to present their research at 
national and international conferences and monies are 
made available for conference or research travel. 
 Students at the Centre contribute innovation and 
diversity to the variety of issues in the fi eld.  Current 
thesis research encompasses a wide range of issues and 

geographic locations, from water security to confl ict 
resolution and from Africa to the Arctic. A key part of the 
school year is the Strategic Studies Student Conference. 
Students plan and promote this conference, providing post-
secondary students an opportunity to present their research 
to their peers. The 2008 Tenth Anniversary conference 
saw keynote presentations on a variety of security-related 
fi elds, such as the psychology of terrorism, military-media 
relations, and myth-making in the First World War.
 The heightened intellectual energy experienced 
by the Centre over the past three decades has led to the 
creation of two scholarly journals. The Journal of Military 
and Strategic Studies (www.jmss.org) is a quarterly peer-
reviewed electronic journal edited by Drs. John Ferris, Jim 
Keeley and Terry Terriff, and draws articles from around 
the world on strategic issues. One of the oldest electronic 
journals in the fi elds of military and strategic studies, 
the JMSS will be relaunched in the winter of 2009 with 
the aim of becoming the journal of record in Canadian 
security policy and one of the best electronic open access 
journals in the world on issues of strategic and military 
studies. In addition to the JMSS, the Centre publishes the 
Calgary Papers in Military and Strategic Studies. Under 
the direction of Dr. John Ferris, this peer-reviewed journal 
provides an additional opportunity to enhance awareness 
of security and defence issues among the general public 
and to contribute to the public policy debates and public 
education on defence and security issues. 
 Conferences, workshops, and guest lecturers 
all contribute additional perspectives to the work of 
the Centre. Now in its eleventh year, the Ellis Lecture 
in Military and Strategic Studies is an annual lecture 
series, held in cooperation with the Calgary Highlanders 
Regiment, to honour a Canadian war hero of World War 
Two. Past lecturers include J. L. Granatstein, David Pratt, 
and Terry Copp. Conferences and workshops on the role 
of reserves, homeland security, military education, and 
the future of the Canadian Navy have contributed to the 
dynamic research agenda of the Centre and have provided 
an avenue for students, faculty, and others to share their 
research. The proceedings from the conference, Preparing 
for the Next Century of Canadian Sea Power, are being 
produced into an edited volume to be ready for the 100th 
anniversary of the Canadian Navy in 2010.
 Thirty years from its humble beginnings, 
the Centre has grown into an infl uential and engaged 
community of scholars who are actively working on the 
problems and challenges faced by Canada in a dynamic 
and rapidly changing world.  ©
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Notes on the CDA Institute’s
11th Annual Graduate Student Symposium
by Bonnie Butlin

Notes on the CDA Institute’s
11th Annual Graduate Student Symposium

The 11th Annual CDA Institute Graduate Student 
Symposium was held in Currie Hall at the Royal Military 
College of Canada (RMCC), Kingston, on October 
31st – November 1st, 2008. The Symposium contributes 
annually to education and dialogue on security and 
defence issues, which are core to the CDA Institute’s 
role.  The Symposium is a popular public and established 
gathering that showcases the best of a growing body of 
graduate-level research on security and defence subjects. 
The Symposium provides an opportunity for students to 
network within the security and defence community, both 
military and civilian.  Approximately 100 people were in 
attendance.

The Symposium received a record number 
of submissions this year, as well as an unprecedented 
number of submissions at the PhD level.  The Symposium 
featured the work of graduate students from 14 academic 
and military institutions, including Security and Defence 
Forum Centres from across the country. Thirty-seven 
graduate-level students from across Canada and from 
the United States and Germany presented research at this 
bilingual event. 
 A broad range of security and defence issues were 
covered by the presenters across 10 panels:

1.    Canadian Foreign Policy Issues
2.    Intelligence and Terrorism
3.    Military Privatization
4.    Counterinsurgency Strategy and Operations
5.    Organization in Confl ict
6.    Engagement and Escalation:  Canada’s
       International Role
7.    Emerging Security Issues
8.    Assets, Procurement and Transformation
9.    Strategy and Doctrine

10.   Eurasian Confl ict Issues

 The Symposium featured two keynote speakers: 
Mr. Mel Cappe, President of the Institute for Research on 
Public Policy (IRPP), gave a well-received talk entitled, 
“Defence of Canada – Who Cares?”  Senator Hugh Segal 
was the keynote speaker for the second day, speaking 
on, “NATO and the New Russian Reality:  Coming to 
Terms.”  

 Presenters included:

University of Calgary – Doug Munroe, Wilfrid Greaves, 
Marshall S. Horne, Joseph Zeller, Geoff Jackson, Craig 
Leslie Mantle, and Second-Lieutenant Sebastian Schramm 
(on attachment from Helmut Schmidt University of the 
Federal Armed Forces of Germany, Hamburg).

Royal Military College of Canada – Second-Lieutenant 
Alexandra Duval, Kathleen Pellatt, Willemijn Keizer, 
Jordan Axani, Edward P. Soye, Second-Lieutenant Roch 
Carrier, Second-Lieutenant Pierre-Luc Rivard, Gregory 
Liedtke, and Mils Farmus.

Queen’s University – Sarah Shapiro, Robert Engen, Erica 
Maidment, Ryan Dean, and Michael E. Dietrich.

Carleton University – Eric Jardine, Brandon Deuville, 
and Doug MacQuarrie.

University of Waterloo – Sophie Khuon.

University of Ottawa – Natalie Ratcliffe, and M. Spilka 
O’Keefe.

University of Alberta – Vandana Bhatia, and Satish 
Purushottam Joshi.

Université Laval – Marie-Louise Tougas.

Indiana University, Bloomington – Nicholas Corbett.

Université du Québec à Montréal – Amélie Forget.

Brock University – Alexandra Thomson.

Simon Fraser University  -  Linda Elmose.

Land Forces Quebec Area and Joint Task Force (East) 
Headquarters, Montreal – Major Eric Dion.

American Military University and Canadian Land Forces 
Command and Staff College, Kingston – Captain Nils N. 
French; and
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Dalhousie University – Sabrina Hoque.

 The top fi ve presenters received signed copies 
of Major General (Ret’d) Lewis MacKenzie’s book, 
“Soldiers Made Me Look Good.” The top three presenters 
also received cash prizes of $3,000, $2,000 and $1,000. 
The CDA Institute is very pleased that for the fi rst time 
the book and cash prizes were complemented by all-
expenses paid trips to the April 2009 NATO Summit in 
Strasbourg–Kehl for the top fi ve presenters, sponsored by 
NATO.  
 Those fi nishing in the top fi ve were Linda Elmose, 

Marie-Louise Tougas, Mils Farmus, Wilfrid Greaves, and 
Major Eric Dion. 
 Honourable mention was given to M. Spilka-O-
Keefe, Natalie Ratcliffe, Kathleen Pellatt,  Robert Engen, 
and Captain Nils N. French.  
 Presentations, photos and prize winners can be 
found on our website, online at
http://www.cda-cdai.ca/symposia.htm
 Next year’s Symposium has been tentatively 
booked for October 30th and 31st, 2009, to be held again in 
Currie Hall at RMCC.  ©

Arnav Manchanda holds a Master of Arts in political science 
from McGill University. He is currently the Special Events 
Coordinator with the CDA Institute, and was a Department of 
National Defence Security and Defence Forum intern with the 
Institute until August.

Book Review

The Post-American World
by Fareed Zakaria

Reviewed by Arnav Manchanda

The Post-American World

Fareed Zakaria, “The Post-American World.” Norton, May 2008. Hardcover, 288 pages, 
$28.50.

 Theorizing about the 
future of world affairs has 
become quite fashionable. 
Some analysts talk of a shift 
away from the idealism of the 
post-Cold War era and a ‘return’ 
to power politics, others of a 
shift of economic and military 
power away from the United 
States and the West. Such 

analysis is often couched in a sense of inevitability, and 
at other times contains advice for Western policymakers. 
Such contemplation has come to a head with the ongoing 
global fi nancial crisis and the election of Barack Obama 
as the next American president.
 In The Post-American World Fareed Zakaria, 
noted international affairs writer and editor of Newsweek 
International, takes the prescriptive approach. He 
explores the political and socioeconomic dynamics of 
a ‘post-American’ era in world affairs. Zakaria argues 
economic modernization and prosperity dominate as 

the central driving forces as more societies embrace the 
benefi ts of modern civilization. This has led to a shift in 
relative economic power, away from the United States and 
towards rising powers such as India and China. This, in 
turn, has implications for the global balance of power and 
foreign policy, and Zakaria writes that US policymakers 
must be proactive to avoid international irrelevance.
 He explores these shifts by examining the 
prospects of the two main new players, China and India.
 China’s rise is a matter of brute economic 
power, market size and production, and Zakaria writes 
that the country is becoming the next economic giant. 
Furthermore, its strong government can exercise direct 
control and develop its infrastructure and capabilities 
with a long-term perspective. This economic power will 
bring more international infl uence for China, which will 
be fundamentally different from that of the United States, 
less interventionist and more incrementalist.
 There are obstacles, however. Zakaria warns that 
rapid economic development and rampant poverty in the 
countryside could surpass the ability of the Chinese state 
to manage the social and environmental ramifi cations and 
lead to internal instability. Figures of Chinese economic 
growth and Gross Domestic Product are often overblown 
or unclear, and its skewed demographic profi le as a result 
of the one-child policy will cause future socioeconomic 
hardship. Furthermore, openness and accountability are 
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not hallmarks of China’s government. Indeed, while 
China may profess to follow a harmonious and peaceful 
approach to foreign policy, her rise will be viewed with 
suspicion in some quarters. For instance, its deals with 
questionable African regimes for resources and its stirring 
up of violent nationalism on occasion are examples of the 
‘dark side’ of rising powers.
 India’s rise, in comparison, is almost the antithesis 
of China’s. India’s society, Zakaria argues, is dynamic and 
innovative. A commitment to the rule of law and property 
rights also stands in stark contrast to China’s top-down 
approach. The ease of India’s integration into the global 
economy indicates that while its development may not be 
as quick or dramatic as China’s, it may be more enduring. 
However, massive poverty, poor infrastructure, and the 
threat of social instability and terrorism (as evidenced 
recently in Mumbai) remain obstacles to India harnessing 
its national assets for larger purposes. Furthermore, 
Indian foreign policy is often rooted in airy idealism and 
not in concrete calculations of national interest. Zakaria 
notes that this is changing, for instance with the India-US 
nuclear deal.
 Far from being just another theory that laments 
or celebrates American decline, Zakaria does what Robert 
Sibley described recently in the Ottawa Citizen: “With all 
their dire warnings declinists demonstrate a key reason 
for American dynamism: the capacity for self-correction. 
Declinism raises the alarm against the dangers it perceives 
and thereby fosters the will to ward off the decline it 
predicts.”1

 Zakaria’s central prediction is that the United 
States will no longer be able to utilize its power 
unilaterally to direct world affairs. Instead it will have to 
take into account other states’ viewpoints and interests, as 
these countries will be able to conduct more independent 
foreign policies. It will have to be more pragmatic and 
more discerning in its foreign policy interests if it hopes 
to maintain its leading role, and will have to engage with 
all kinds of regimes, as the use of force alone is not an 
effective strategy. Similarly, asymmetric challenges 
such as those that span borders must be addressed with 
‘soft power,’ by harnessing the power of civil society, 
legitimacy, and international institutions and rules.
 Zakaria describes the current US response to these 
global changes as more defensive than engaging: “Just 
as the world is opening up, America is closing down.” 
He writes that this must change, and that the US has the 
economic, political, military, social and cultural strength 
and appeal to continue to be the dominant international 
actor for several decades.

1  Robert Sibley. “Beware false prophets.” Ot-
tawa Citizen, 2 August 2008.

 There are some contradictions and discrepancies 
in Zakaria’s arguments. He writes that the US should 
engage in ‘à la carte’ multilateralism by utilizing whatever 
international mechanisms suit the situation; however, this 
does not quite gel with his call for the US to engage in a 
more rules-based international system, as an ‘à la carte’ 
approach is arguably already embodied in the current 
American approach of engaging ‘coalitions of the willing’ 
and bypassing certain international treaties. Furthermore, 
Zakaria simultaneously calls for the strengthening of 
existing international institutions 
and the creation of new ones, 
without being specifi c.
  In addition, the author 
often gets caught in the ‘magpie 
and shiny objects’ trap: he 
gushes over the number of news 
channels in India, the height of 
new skyscrapers in Dubai, and 
the largest shopping mall in the 
world in Beijing. To his credit, 
he does recognize that size does not entail economic 
and political success. This remains dependent on the 
inventiveness and incentivization of wealth creation 
within a country, factors that make the United States so 
successful.
 Zakaria also makes some rather questionable 
claims about which powers – apart from India and 
China – will play prominent leadership roles in global 
politics and economics. Readers looking for a treatise on 
contemporary power politics should pay attention instead 
to Robert Kagan’s The Return of History and the End of 
Dreams. Zakaria writes that Europe will soon balance the 
US; however, in reality the continent is likely to remain 
an international economic giant and military pygmy. He 
also notes that South Africa and Mexico will lead their 
continents, but this seems rather optimistic given their 
domestic weaknesses. Zakaria also describes Russia as 
a re-emerging player, but its declining population and 
stifl ing centralized state will impede this in the long-term, 
notwithstanding its military forays into its ‘near-abroad’ 
such as recently in Georgia.2 In addition, Zakaria does not 
discuss the role of non-state actors after initially alluding 
to their growing infl uence in the confi guration of global 
power. He glosses over the threats posed by amorphous 
and stateless entities such as Al Qaeda and its affi liates, 

2  For a fascinating view of demographics and 
Russian ambitions, see: Spengler, “Americans play 
Monopoly, Russians chess,” Asia Times Online, 19 
August 2008, http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Cen-
tral_Asia/JH19Ag04.html
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and the challenges posed to Western culture and practices 
by those who reject them.
 Despite these shortcomings, Zakaria’s underlying 
theory remains mostly sound. Moreover he provides 
some useful lessons for countries that wish to make an 

impact in the world. One, they must be willing to engage 
with outside infl uences and ideas. Two, they must have 
a clear calculation of their interests and harness national 
resources for a national purpose. And third, states and 
societies must enable wealth creation and innovation over 
centralization and extraction.  ©

Anne Frances Cation has a Master of Arts in Religion and 
International Relations from the Munk Centre at the University 
of Toronto. She is the Security and Defence Forum Associate at 
the Canadian International Council, has interned at the Offi ce 
of Disarmament Affairs at the United Nations and has worked 
for Canada Command and Canadian Forces College. 
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The Way of the World:
A Story of Truth and Hope in an Age of Extremism
by Ron Suskind

Reviewed by Anne Frances Cation

The Way of the World:
A Story of Truth and Hope in an Age of Extremism

Regaining American Moral Leadership

Ron Suskind. The Way of the World: A Story of Truth and Hope in an Age of Extremism. 2008. 
Doubleday Canada, $32.95.

The United States of 
America fi ghts many battles. 
For Ron Suskind, these battles 
are internal, and are fought 
within the Bush Administration 

and inside each American. Suskind portrays the United 
States as a broken whole, which, if each person begins 
to act selfl essly and without clandestine motives, will 
regain its moral authority. This need for a moral compass 
is Suskind’s central point, which he frames with the moral 
struggles of several sundry characters.
 While his characters are not all American, their 
encounters with the United States alter, or even end, 
their lives. The challenges of Ibrahim Frotan, a troubled 
Afghan exchange student in Denver, Candace Gorman, 
a lawyer representing a Guantánamo Bay detainee, and 
the late Benazir Bhutto, among others, colour Suskind’s 
book. All characters have an inner battle, which are mostly 
resolved with an enlightening cross-cultural experience or 
an affi rmation of democratic values. These characters also 
demonstrate the importance of a shared search for truth.  
Suskind terms this search the transforming question of 
American culture.

 Suskind’s fl uid prose and stark character insights 
make The Way of the World a smooth and enjoyable 
read. The frankness and relatable protagonists refl ect 
Suskind’s experience as an author: in 1995 he received 
the Pulitzer Prize for Featured Writing and this book was 
a New York Times nonfi ction bestseller. His analysis of 
President George W. Bush is particularly powerful. Bush’s 
inclination to act instinctively helped him get elected but 
interferes with his ability to function effectively. Bush 
lives in a Presidential Bubble, which Suskind argues is 
created because all relationships after election as President 
become “corrupted by the gravitational incongruities 
between the leader of the free world and everyone else.” 
Instead of working to pop this bubble, Bush continues to 
live by his instinct. Suskind’s strengths are manifest during 
his portrayal of such tragic situations and characters.  
 Suskind’s woven stories are an excellent 
medium to convey his morally prescriptive statements. 
One is carried along with the stories, and easily grasps 
his concepts. His analysis of the 9/11 Commission, for 
instance, ends with just such a digestible prescriptive 
statement. The 9/11 Commission blamed the September 
11 attacks on the American leadership and intelligence 
community’s lack of imagination. Suskind warns that the 
same leaders still lack imagination because they cannot 
imagine the negative ramifi cations if the United States of 
America continues to act dishonestly and without moral 
authority. The key to overcoming this problem, Suskind 
states, is transparency and information sharing.  
 Likewise, he condemns the American 
administration for not taking greater measures to 
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prevent Bhutto’s death. Such inaction exemplifi es 
how the Administration was unable to see Bhutto’s 
evolution, through which she became more democratic 
and representative of Pakistan’s moderates. Instead, the 
Administration supported President Pervez Musharraf 
because he had the support of the military. The American 
failure to support Bhutto, Suskind holds, demonstrates 
that the United States has fallen so far from its moral 
principles that it chose the wrong side in the contest 
between democracy’s ideals and tyranny’s prerogatives.
 These various characters, while effective in 
affi rming the importance of democracy and of thinking 
for oneself, muddle Suskind’s voice and create a mosaic 
of personalities and opinions. The randomness with which 
Suskind scatters his fi rst person disorients the reader, 
making it diffi cult to gauge where Suskind ends and 
where his characters begin. In the end, one cannot know 
if Suskind agrees with most of his character’s opinions or 
if his character’s opinions are his own.
 Controversy surrounded the release of this book. 
It alleges that the United States ignored former Iraqi 
intelligence offi cial Tahir Jalil Habbush’s statements 
in 2003 that Iraq did not have any weapons of mass 
destruction, later resettled him in Jordan, bribed him with 
$5 million, and forged a letter from him which tied Saddam 
Hussein to 9/11’s leader Mohammad Atta. Shortly after 
this book’s release, Robert Richer, a former CIA offi cial 
and main character in the book, issued a denial, which 
Suskind countered with taped conversations, supporting 
his book’s allegations. In late August 2008, American 
House Judiciary Committee Chairman John Conyers 
announced plans to review Suskind’s forged-documents 
allegations. Conyers’ fi ndings have not been released.
 Overall, this is a book about simple contrasts: 
the America that foreigners see in Hollywood versus 

the America that foreigners’ experience; open source 
knowledge versus secret CIA fi les; and democracy versus 
militancy. Of his contrast cases, Suskind champions 
political liberalism over realism. He depicts Bush as 
short-sighted and focused on the next election, and 
contracts him to former President Gerald Ford, who, 
Suskind writes, chose ethical decisions which fl outed 
electoral calculations, such as pardoning disgraced former 
President Richard Nixon. The Way of the World contains 
two Americas: one America represents the country, and 
the other the dream. These, for Suskind, act as tragic 
contrasts. Ibrahim Frotan, the Afghan 
exchange student, encounters this 
disconnect during his diffi culty 
in adjusting to American life. By 
restoring its principles of honesty and 
democracy, Suskind holds, America 
can once again become this dream.
 Like any good book, The 
Way of the World will maintain its 
relevancy. While its August 2008 release missed two 
key events – the November 2008 presidential elections 
and the subprime mortgage crisis – its central call 
for a reinstatement of legitimacy remains applicable. 
Importantly, this book questions the most effective way for 
the United States to engage the world. Standing back from 
answering this question, Suskind states that, “a complex 
personal truth about selfl ess giving” can create a moral 
standard which will guide the nation. The “way of the 
world,” Suskind explains, is that people save one another. 
This push to a global collective, alongside the struggle 
of the world’s most powerful country to rediscover its 
original, transforming principals, is a captivating story. 
Beyond being a deconstructive criticism of the United 
States, Suskind remains hopeful: think for yourself and 
act on behalf of everyone.  ©
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