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Forced to Change: Crisis and Reform in the Canadian 
Armed Forces. Bernd Horn and Bill Bentley. Dundurn, 
2015. 167 pp.

Does the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) 
have an attitude problem? Is a legacy of 

anti-intellectualism at the highest levels with-
in the CAF leadership leaving Canada’s largest 
and most powerful guarantor of 
security ill-prepared to defend 
the national interest at home 
and abroad? Bernd Horn, a colo-
nel in the CAF Reserves, and Bill 
Bentley, a retired infantry officer 
who now works in the Depart-
ment of National Defence’s stra-
tegic education cell, the Cana-
dian Defence Academy, seem to 
think so. And while there is merit 
to some of their conclusions, the 
vehicle that they have chosen to 
make their argument, Forced to 
Change, is hardly ideal. Neverthe-
less, the book’s flaws — a lack of context, un-
even research, and poor organization are the 
most prominent among them — should not 
prevent readers from appreciating this deeply 
disturbing, and at times compelling, account 
of the Canadian military elite’s history of disre-
gard for the merits of continuing professional 
education. 

Horn and Bentley’s story begins in the af-
termath of a brutal Second World War that 
exposed Canadians to the complexities of in-
ternational conflict and the value of a profes-
sionalized military force structure. After Can-
ada’s troops returned home, both the minister 
of national defence, Brooke Claxton, and the 
CAF’s own Inter-Service Committee on Officer 

Training recommended that all officers com-
plete an undergraduate university degree as 
part of their professional qualifications. Nearly 
two decades later, less than one third of active 
CAF officers were university graduates. In re-
sponse not only to this clear failure, but also to 
what was perceived as an ever-more complex 
global environment, in 1969 the CAF estab-

lished an Officer Development 
Board under Maj.-Gen. Roger 
Rowley. Rowley’s group once 
again recognized undergradu-
ate education as what Horn and 
Bentley call “the foundation of 
professional expertise” and once 
more recommended that the suc-
cessful completion of a university 
degree become a basic require-
ment for all CAF officers. Attain-
ment of a degree, which repre-
sented an opportunity for officers 
“to fully develop their intellectual 
potential,” was one part of what 

Rowley proposed as a three-pronged Officer 
Professional Development system. The other 
prongs were an understanding of and devotion 
to the philosophy and ethic of the profession of 
arms and tactical expertise (13).

Rowley’s report came and went without, ac-
cording to the authors (but not, it should be 
noted, according to others whom I consulted 
in preparing this article), an effective formal 
response from the CAF leadership. Still, the in-
termittent calls for a greater emphasis on pro-
fessional military education did not abate. In 
the mid-1980s, they focused largely on senior 
officers. Competing reports — one by Maj.-Gen. 
C.G. Kitchen, the other by Col. David Lightburn 
— agreed on the importance of graduate-level 
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academic study to the effectiveness of the CAF’s 
future leaders in an operating environment that 
required decision-makers adapt to unpredict-
able threats rather than respond to expected 
ones, but differed on whether such education 
should be pursued in civilian universities or 
through a dedicated, specialized military-run 
program. Once more, the authors contend, 
there appears to have been little response from 
above.

Instead, during the budget cuts of the 1990s, 
officer development was hit hard. The National 
Defence College, which had until then served 
as the focus of continuing professional educa-
tion for the senior cadre, was closed, as were 
the CAF Staff School, Royal Roads Military Col-
lege, and Collège Militaire Royal de Saint-Jean. 
Yet another report in 1994, this one by  Lt. Gen. 
(ret’d) Robert Morton, reaffirmed much of what 
Rowley’s team had argued 25 years earlier, but 
it, too, had only a limited impact on a financially 
constrained military leadership that seemed, 
again according to the authors, to refuse to 
acknowledge the extent to which the lack of 
formal education among the Forces’ senior 
decision-makers could ultimately damage the 
performance and reputation of the institution 
as a whole. In the early 1990s, just over half of 
CAF officers had earned a bachelor’s degree and 

barely 1 in 20 had achieved a graduate credential. 
Regrettably, Horn and Bentley fail to contextu-
alize these numbers by providing comparable 
data from other militaries, but it remains clear 
that if the critical thinking skills, open-minded-
ness, and intellectual flexibility that a university 
education is supposed to provide were integral 
to long-term strategic success, the CAF was 
poised to fail miserably.

Compounding the all but inevitable pending 
crisis was an international environment that 
made it much too easy for the leadership to ig-
nore the need for change. This was the period of 
what has been called the revolution in military 
affairs: a time when rapid developments in the 
power of computer, information, and satellite 
technology enabled some to conclude wist-
fully that the art of thinking strategically could 
eventually be outsourced to machines. Add 
to that an increase to the Forces’ operational 
tempo in a time of decreasing budgets, and it 
wasn’t hard for CAF leaders to put off profes-
sional education indefinitely. What was needed 
more urgently, they believed, were officers with 
significant tactical and operational experience 
and expertise.

All of these challenges were significant, but 
the authors miss what might ultimately 
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have been the most significant development of 
all. The early 1990s also witnessed the beginnings 
of a movement to reconceputalize not just the 
meaning of security but also the role of the state 
in relation to it. When the Cold War ended, a 
number of thinkers speculated about the decline 
or even demise of the state as a global entity, 
and the end of inter-state conflict more gener-
ally. As members of a global society, the think-
ing went, individuals had to become the new 

focus of the world-wide security establishment, 
and the international community had a collec-
tive duty to protect them from the destruction 
so often caused by rapidly increasing instances 
of intra-state conflict (the irony of labelling the 
new conflicts intra-state never seems to have oc-
curred to these prognosticators). In Canada, this 
idea began to take hold under Brian Mulroney’s 
Progressive Conservatives, but it was taken to an 
illogical extreme during the Chrétien-Axworthy 
period that followed.

Regardless, such thinking affected civil-mil-
itary relations in Canada in a way that Horn 
and Bentley have ignored. During the Cold 
War, the CAF held a monopoly on the state’s 
tools of conflict management in the defence 
realm. Threats to Canada were understood in 
nuclear, if not conventional military terms, 
and only the military had the power to even 
try to combat them. As a result, from the per-
spective of the Canadian government, change 

within the CAF’s institutional culture had to be 
effected cautiously. Military force was Canada’s 
first and only line of hard defence against the 
communist threat. So long as members of the 
CAF appeared capable, with those capabilities 
defined in tactical terms, it was difficult to jus-
tify civilian efforts to fundamentally challenge 
their culture and ethos. The risk of undermin-
ing the institution’s capacity to defend the in-
terests of the state was too great.

The premises of the human security doctrine 
challenged such thinking. No longer, it ap-

peared, did the government have to concentrate 
its concern on the viability of the state. The fo-
cus was shifting to citizens, who faced different 
challenges that had to and could be met with 
different tools. The spread of pandemic diseases 
could not be fought successfully through mili-
tary force, nor could hunger, poverty, or envi-
ronmental degradation. If the government’s 
primary duty evolved from preserving the se-
curity of the state to ensuring the prosperity of 
its people, then military force became just one 
of many tools at its disposal. The monopoly was 
essentially broken. 

Horn and Bentley’s assessment of the CAF’s 
institutional ethos prior to the crisis in Soma-
lia is therefore incomplete. That there was what 
they call “a crisis in culture,” seems clear, but 
to neglect the power dynamics at play that for 
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Nonetheless, thanks to the persistence of a 
small cadre of dedicated reformers, some 

progress was made. The Royal Military College 
of Canada (RMC) Board of Governors Study 
Group called for a forward-looking common 
core curriculum at the College and it was ulti-
mately instituted under Principal John Cowan. 
The Canadian Forces College developed a pair 
of new extended, graduate-level courses for se-
nior officers and launched them successfully. (It 
also, the authors fail to note, initiated a difficult 

but successful process to get its 
professional Master of Defence 
Studies (MDS) program for ma-
jors and lieutenant command-
ers accredited by the Ontario 
Council of Graduate Studies.) 
The chief of the defence staff 
appointed a special advisor 
on professional development 
whose office published Officer-
ship in the 21st Century, a state-
ment of requirement for officer 
professional development. The 
report spawned the Canadian 
Forces Leadership Institute, 
which took ownership of the 

need for new doctrine to outline the tenets of 
effective leadership within the profession. The 
CAF launched the Canadian Military Journal 
to serve as a forum for sustained intellectual, if 
not also scholarly, conversation. A professional 
development centre for non-commissioned 
members was established in Saint-Jean, Que. 
And in 2002 the Canadian Defence Academy 
was founded to oversee and coordinate all of 
the new structures and commitments. A series 
of highly regarded publications followed.

By 2006, the Canadian Armed Forces’ reputa-
tion had been fully rehabilitated. The leadership 
was demonstrating significantly greater intellec-
tual agility in Afghanistan and the institution’s 
commitment to critical and creative thinking 
seemed real. Nevertheless, Horn and Bentley 
doubt that a genuine cultural transformation 
had taken place. Anecdotal reports of senior CAF 
leaders disparaging the importance of scholarly 
study remained plentiful; generals (and, presum-
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a long time protected the senior military elite 
from civilian intervention is to misrepresent 
not just the challenges of the time, but also 
those of the future.

Before the latter could be faced, the implica-
tions of the senior leadership’s neglect of the 
value of professional military education became 
brutally apparent. As Horn and Bentley put it: 
“it was the torture of Shidane Arone, a teenage 
detainee, by Canadian soldiers in Somalia on 
March 16, 1993, which proved to be the catalyst 
that sparked the implosion of 
the CAF officer corps” (36). Bad 
enough was the damage done 
by the incident itself. It was 
compounded exponentially by 
the refusal of much of the se-
nior leadership to cooperate 
with the investigations that fol-
lowed. By 1996, public support 
for the military had reached 
almost record lows, leaving the 
government with the power, 
and incentive, to intervene.

The story that follows in 
Forced to Change is much too 
short to be complete. In Jan. 
1997, a new minister of National Defence, Doug 
Young, demanded an end to over three years of 
flawed investigations into the Somalia incident 
and commissioned his own report, which in-
cluded four separate studies by senior academ-
ics into the state of professional military educa-
tion. No fewer than eleven recommendations in 
what became the Defence Minister’s Report to the 
Prime Minister on Leadership and Management in 
the Canadian Forces demanded enhancements 
to the level of rigour applied to the conception 
and implementation of intellectual develop-
ment policies and programs within the armed 
forces. Young lost his seat in the subsequent 
federal election but his successor, Art Eggleton, 
established a Minister’s Monitoring Committee 
to ensure that the CAF leadership followed the 
report’s recommendations. Shaping the Future 
of the Canadian Forces: A Strategy for 2020 (more 
commonly known as Strategy 2020) followed in 
1999. Still, there was resistance within the ranks. 
Another study on officer professional develop-
ment was published not much later and it, too, 
failed to achieve unanimous support.

A culture of rigid 
anti-intellect-

ualism has been 
institutionalized 

within at least 
parts of the CAF 
for a number of 

generations
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ably, admirals) are alleged to have found ways 
to bypass educational requirements that might 
otherwise have prevented the promotion of their 
favourite officers; and practical experience in 
Afghanistan allegedly overtook the capacity to 
learn and adjust to an unpredictable global en-
vironment as the primary determinant of career 
success. Even more disconcerting to the authors, 
when the Department of National Defence faced 
significant budget cuts with the onset of the fed-
eral government’s Strategic Review process in 
2010, the Canadian Defence Academy was hit 
particularly hard. Bentley and Horn conclude 
with a guarded optimism that enough positive 
change has been effected so as to exert a rela-
tively positive long-term impact, but they do so 
extremely grudgingly.

Whether their tepid hopefulness is justified 
is difficult to judge. The authors rely extensively 
on interviews to make their case and their sub-
jects, while knowledgeable, do not represent a 
sufficiently broad sampling of the players who 
have shaped professional military education in 
Canada over the last two decades. Most obvi-
ous, the analysis is excessively army-centric. My 
admittedly limited understanding of the post-
Somalia developments indicates that Don Mac-
namara, now a retired RCAF brigadier-general, 
and Alan Okros, now a retired naval captain 
and colleague of mine, have been instrumental 
as catalysts for reform, but they are both ig-
nored in this book, as are Lt. Gen. (ret’d) Fred 
Sutherland, Maj.-Gen. (ret’d) Fraser Holman, 
and many others. Forced to Change is also insuf-
ficiently aware of the politics and evolution of 
the Royal Military College of Canada since the 
1990s. There is virtually no mention of the Spe-
cial Forces and its unique educational program 
and requirements, nor does the book include 
any investigation of the role that gender might 
or might not have played in the persistence of 
the culture of anti-intellectualism at the high-
est levels of the military leadership. The book’s 
third through sixth chapters are ever more re-
petitive and poorly edited.

There is, then, yet another biting irony in 
Forced to Change: in so much as the authors 

rightly condemn the CAF’s leadership for intel-
lectual laziness, the book itself — published, it 

is worth noting, by a press that does not require 
peer review in the traditional, academic sense 
— reflects a similar lack of rigour. While Horn 
and Bentley quote a warning from a ministerial 
monitoring body of the danger that “new edu-
cation policies could simply serve to perpetuate 
the culture of ‘ticket punching’ that has already 
infected elements of the officer corps” (130), 
they might well be accused of perpetuating a 
culture of CV-padding that has already infected 
significant elements of the academic world. Put 
another way, the authors present enough re-
search to justify a decent, if not good, scholarly 
article, but not the short book that Dundurn 
Press has published.

A more serious book on the past, present, 
and future of professional military education 
in Canada would begin with the same premise 
as do Horn and Bentley: “Education is the core 
of any profession, and the profession of arms 
is certainly no exception” (132), but it would 
explore the topic differently. First, it would es-
tablish the academic and professional context 
more effectively. We learn, for example, bits and 
pieces about the American approach to educat-
ing US troops — an approach that Horn and 
Bentley describe much too optimistically, con-
sidering Joan Johnson-Friese’s recent Educating 
America’s Military — but we do so through quo-
tations from noted scholars, rather than hard 
data. Moreover, there is no comparable research 
offered on other militaries, included those more 
similar to Canada’s in terms of size and external 
mandate. Is the culture of anti-intellectualism 
unique to Canada, or is it a systemic problem 
across the Western, or even wider world? Are 
other militaries dealing with it? If so, how? It 
is difficult to assess the quality of the Canadian 
response without some sort of baseline, and the 
authors have provided nothing of the sort.

Second, Forced to Change has either ignored, 
or failed to recognize a number of challenges 
facing Canadian military educators that mili-
tate against the kind of seismic cultural shift 
that Horn and Bentley not only demand, but 
seem to expect to take place within a single 
generation. Consider, for example, the impact 
of the Royal Military College of Canada’s status  
for the present as the only federal institution 
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empowered to confer post-secondary degrees.* 
If one is to accept, and it is reasonable to do so, 
that a culture of rigid anti-intellectualism has 
been institutionalized within at least parts of 
the CAF for a number of generations, one must 
also recognize that such a culture would place 
unprecedented stresses upon the academic ad-
ministration at RMC to produce an academic 
program that would be respected in a civilian 
world where education is a provincial respon-
sibility. In other words, because, as a federal 
institution, RMC does not have to abide by pro-
vincial standards, its leadership seems to feel 
obligated to abide by them even more closely 
than any provincial university simply to affirm 
its academic bona fides. 

Consequently, the Royal Military College has 
traditionally privileged research excellence over 
teaching prowess in its hiring and promotion 
processes. To secure academic credibility in the 
civilian world, one must speak the language of 
academe, and that language quantifies success 
in terms of publications and research funding, 
rather than in measures of long-term student 
learning. This is not to suggest that professional 
military institutes should not promote and re-
ward research excellence. It is to argue, how-
ever, that if the primary goal of establishing a 
distinct, parallel system of higher education to 
educate current and future national security 
professionals is to promote critical thinking of 
the highest order, it seems strange not to em-
phasize teaching and learning more explicitly 
in faculty hiring and development. RMC has 
actively recruited exceptional researchers, but 
where is the campaign to employ the most ef-
fective instructors? Why not a faculty chair in 
teaching excellence, or one in military educa-
tion? To its credit, RMC has very recently initi-
ated a process to institutionalize a more signifi-
cant commitment to student success, and by 
extension to teaching and learning. Moreover, 
the Canadian Forces College’s commitment 
to publishing clear learning outcomes with all 
of its curricular materials is impressive. Both 
commitments, however, would benefit from a 

* Former Defence Minister Jason Kenney in 2015 
approved the restoration of the Collège militaire 
royal de Saint-Jean as a degree-granting institution. 

faculty complement that is better versed in the 
science, both cognitive and behavioural, of stu-
dent learning.

RMC is a bilingual institution, and this, too, 
creates challenges that might be interpreted 

by some as inflexibility. The obligation to make 
professional military education accessible in 
both official languages creates inefficiencies and 
redundancies that can be neither avoided nor 
ignored. Ironically, the bilingualism requirement 
typically results in smaller classes which provide 
military educators with the opportunity to spend 
more time with individual students, but it also 
makes hiring more difficult, and can lead to cul-
tural tensions among the faculty. Requiring the 
senior academic leadership to be bilingual re-
stricts RMC’s ability to recruit senior administra-
tors from the greater scholarly community and 
the consequential limitations on the breadth of 
experience evident in the upper levels of the aca-
demic management team are significant. That 
the minister of national defence holds a veto over 
the appointment of the RMC principal is also un-
derstandable from a political point of view, but it 
is hardly ideal. Once more, these comments are 
not meant to suggest that official bilingualism is 
a problem; rather, they are meant to emphasize 
the incredible constraints facing Canadian mili-
tary educators who seek to effect transforma-
tional cultural change.

RMC’s experiment with distance learning 
is another example of the paradoxes of profes-
sional military education in Canada that the 
authors ignore. Certainly, there are reasons to 
try to expand access to continuing education 
to members of the CAF who cannot be in Saint-
Jean, or Kingston, or Toronto on a full-time ba-
sis. Moreover, there is real value, as Horn and 
Bentley suggest, in increasing the number of 
senior officers who hold meaningful graduate 
degrees. But to make those degrees meaningful, 
courses must be rigorous. That means employ-
ing full-time faculty who can develop and de-
liver a quality curriculum that can be adjusted 
and improved year upon year. Creating a cred-
ible distance learning program is certainly pos-
sible, but it requires an investment of time and 
resources that I have yet to see.

In spite of these concerns, I am hopeful about 
the future of professional military education in 

Military Education
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Canada. My optimism, however, has little to do 
with the analysis in Forced to Change. Indeed, 
every time that I hear anecdotally that part of 
the curriculum at the Canadian Forces College 
is “too academic,” which, while occasionally 
suggestive that a reading or activity is too eso-
teric, usually means that it has demanded more 
of members of the student body intellectually 
than they had initially expected (a problem that 
can typically be rectified by better explaining 
the activity’s intent in advance), I am reminded 
that the instinctive anti-intellectualism that ap-
pears to have been indoctrinated into some of 
the older officers more than two decades ago 
has not entirely abated. Nonetheless, unlike the 

situation in countless other institutes of pro-
fessional military education around the world, 
the Canadian Armed Forces, and by extension 
the Department of National Defence, have got-
ten the fundamental core of higher education 
right: they have consistently promoted and de-
fended the faculty’s right to complete academic 
freedom. My work is never vetted before it is 
published, nor are my comments to national 
and international media. I can give public lec-
tures to whomever I want when I want. And my 
scholarship, both in terms of its focus and its 
outcomes, is entirely my own. If any of this ever 
changes, then we will all really be in trouble. •

Does Our Military Have a Good Brain?
A Reply — By Howard Coombs

The 1890 publication of Spenser Wilkinson’s 
The Brain of an Army: A Popular Account 

of the German General Staff familiarized high-
ranking officers of the British Army with con-
cepts surrounding the education, organisation 
and institution of the 
German General Staff. 
Wilkinson highlighted 
the professional au-
thority of the German 
General Staff and the 
deficiency of the Brit-
ish by citing Major-
General Henry Brack-
enbury’s testimony to 
a “Select Committee...
appointed to examine 
into the Army and Navy 
Estimates.” Directly in-
viting the comparison, Brackenbury described 
the German General Staff as:

… the keystone of the whole system of Ger-
man military organization … the cause of the 
efficiency of the German army … acting as the 
powerful brain of the military body, to the de-
signs of which brain the whole body is made to 
work … I cannot but feel that to the want of any 
such great central thinking department is due 

that want of economy and efficiency which to a 
certain extent exists in our army.

Wilkinson went on in 1895 to publish The 
Brain of the Navy, which advocated similar ideas 

for the Royal Navy. This 
all came about because 
prevailing tendencies 
in politics, society and 
warfare had produced 
European militaries 
whose officer corps’ 
did not have the pro-
fessional and intellec-
tual capacity imbued 
within them to deal 
with the complexities 
of the environment of 

conflict. Bismarck’s uni-
fication of Germany and its revitalized, modern 
Imperial Army demonstrated in its European 
victories of 1866 and 1870-1871 an organization-
al model to emulate.

The Brain of an Army met with an unfriendly 
reception. The prestigious Journal of the Royal 
United Services Institute described the work as 
“interesting” but “uncomplimentary” to those 
not part of the German General Staff. Nonethe-
less, in hindsight, Wilkinson identified the key 

Gen. Sir William Otter (1843-1929)
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issues in a fashion that could be grasped by 
those who needed to understand them. Today, 
he is credited with providing impetus to the de-
velopment of cohesive and coherent models for 
British Army staff education.* 

There are welcome echoes of this salutary dis-
cussion in Bernd Horn and Bill Bentley’s Forced 
to Change. Horn and Bentley propose that the 
reforms to Canadian military professionalism 
— arising from public outcry in the scandals of 
Somalia, Rwanda, and the former 
Yugoslavia of the 1990s — are in 
danger of being undone. 

Their book is aimed at the mil-
itary enthusiast and published 
through a reputable popular 
press known for its promotion of 
accessible military history. Horn 
and Bentley, both intimately in-
volved in the implementation of 
the reforms of the 1990s, have cre-
ated an account based on their 
personal experience, using inter-
views with many of the decision 
makers of the period and a range 
of other materials. They describe 
the structures, concepts and policies put in 
place to address systemic failures of profession-
alism and professional knowledge, and the di-
minishment of these reforms over time. In their 
mind, the Canadian Armed Forces is creating 
the conditions for a reprise of the adverse mili-
tary performance of the 1990s. Education may 
be in jeopardy. However, as Chapnick points 
out, Forced to Change would benefit from more 
rigorous editing. Its theoretical frameworks 
may be too dense for an untutored reader. Even 
so it provides a platform for future research in 
an area that has been virtually untapped.

Neither Forced to Change nor Chapnick 
has much to say about the sometimes 

pervasive influence of the American military. 
In the years after the Second World War, the 
alliance with the United States and Canada’s 

* Brig. Gen. (Ret.) James D. Hittle, United States Ma-
rine Corps, The Military Staff: Its History and Develop-
ment, 3rd ed. (Harrisburg, PA: The Stackpole Compa-
ny, 1961), p. 153-54.

willingness to support the Pax Americana set 
the strategic context and corresponding tone 
of operations for the Canadian armed services 
in the following decades. The Royal Canadian 
Navy (RCN), the Canadian Army, and the Royal 
Canadian Air Force (RCAF) became closely af-
filiated with their American counterparts. At 
times, in the absence of clear national security 
policy objectives, the services focused upon 
their own visions of Canadian defence needs. 

Their viewpoint was often 
formed by military-to-military 
contacts with U.S. services or by 
American perspectives. 

The lack of a consistent and 
lasting Canadian strategy, either 
national or otherwise, to provide 
a focal point to our military ef-
forts created a Cold War history 
of operations that can only be de-
scribed as fragmentary. Canada’s 
piecemeal commitment during 
the Korean War, the shape and 
use of Canadian contributions 
to NATO, and the creation of 

NORAD revealed the consistent lack of a clear 
understanding of their ramifications or how our 
forces should be used.

A key problem was the isolation of the Cana-
dian military profession from society at large, 
which Horn and Bentley explore in detail. Some 
of this was reinforced by relationships across 
the border. In effect, members of the profession 
of arms in Canada defined themselves through 
their mutual interactions with the American 
services. 

While the courses offered by the Canadian 
Army and the RCAF staff colleges were cre-
ated using the Canadian knowledge painfully 
gained over years of conflict, the curricula re-
tained some of its British heritage, and also 
absorbed increasing American content. Some 
of this inherited alchemy was lost in the 1970s. 
In the absence of Canadian joint professional 
military knowledge following unification, that 
of the United States was used. The result was 
a Canadian unified force that did not “own” as-
pects of its own professional knowledge with a 
commensurate impact on the coherence of its 
professional capability.

Military Education
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The tragic failures of the 1990s — in Soma-
lia, Rwanda, and Yugoslavia brought into sharp 
relief the failure of our military leadership to 
evolve in tandem with society. The Canadian 
Forces struggled, too, at the outset of the war in 
Afghanistan. Rather than creating irreversible 
momentum, the reforms undertaken since 2002 
following our initial Afghanistan operations 
have in some ways overwritten and marginal-
ized those earlier changes of the 1990s. 

Contrary to Chapnick’s 
belief that a number 

of these reforms have been 
successful, that is not the 
case. In 2015 the Canadian 
Defence Academy was sub-
sumed by Military Person-
nel Generation Command 
and no longer has the in-
dependence of action and 
authorities with regard to 
professional development 
and education that was 
originally intended by the 
reforms of the 1990s. This 
demonstrates a decreasing 
emphasis on professional development and ed-
ucation in the Department of National Defence. 
The Canadian Forces Leadership Institute has 
been eliminated in all but name. The Canadian 
Military Journal (never quite as independent 
as originally intended) and some educational 
programming at the Canadian Forces College 
in Toronto are not baseline funded in budget 
estimates but depend on the ability of the Ca-
nadian Armed Forces to “find” the money to en-
able them to continue from year to year. 

The Master’s degree in Defence Studies from 
RMC is viewed solely as a professional degree, 
by both college and recipient. This casts doubt 
on its articulated goal of producing the broader 
cognitive competencies necessary for the fluid, 
unstructured, and complicated environment 
of conflict — a problem foreseen in the 1990s 
reforms. At the highest level there is still no 
formal focused professional education for ad-
mirals and generals despite greatly increased 
responsibilities and, for most, vastly changed 
work environments. It remains apparent that 

military professionals still struggle to interact 
in a relevant fashion with government. 

Chapnick highlights the importance of civil-
military relations and indeed in government 
relations. Many regular officers are unprepared 
to operate in this arena. During an interview in 
2015, Richard Fadden, the former Deputy Min-
ister of Defence serving as the National Security 
Advisor (NSA), made the observation that offi-
cers who reached high ranks were usually very 

intelligent – indeed, he em-
phasized that there were no 
“duds” at that level. He ex-
plained that he found them 
to be broadly read and well-
informed on many issues. 
However, he also perceived 
that the solutions they came 
up with for problems at the 
strategic level were inappro-
priate for the heterogeneous 
environment at the national 
level. While the identified 
approaches would undoubt-
edly work for the military, 
these were inappropriate for 
the government. 

In a broad sense, the Forces’ strategic leaders 
did not understand that their proposed solu-

tions had to work for the government as well 
as the military. Ultimately, the vast majority of 
senior leaders do not consider the impact of 
proposed solutions on other government de-
partments, the fiscal framework and the overall 
government policy framework. Fadden stated a 
strong belief that the shift to accommodating 
this broader policy world is very difficult for 
many in the Forces.†

Procurement is a complex, highly bureau-
cratized responsibility of the upper leadership 
which, like policy, requires experiential as well 
as educational preparation. Given recent pro-
curement problems, strategic level qualifica-
tions in this area may also be lacking. It struck 
the National Security Advisor that the Canadian 

† Interview with Richard Fadden, National Security 
Advisor, by Brig.-Gen. (ret.) G.E. ( Joe) Sharpe and Bill 
Bentley, Feb. 13, 2015.

There were no ‘duds’ 
... but the solutions 

the senior brass came 
up with for strategic 

problems were in-
appropriate for the 

heterogeneous 
environment at the 

national level.
— Richard Fadden

Military Education



 
10 from The Dorchester Review vol. 5 & 6  (2016-17)

Armed Forces sees equipment and technology 
“… through the prism of yesterday. What they 
need is what they got.” 

Chapnick suggests that RMC, a university 
whose primary “customer” is the Canadian 
military, is challenged on a number of fronts. 
A primary focus is research published in aca-
demic venues, as opposed to research support-
ing the profession of arms. 
As in wider university cir-
cles, teaching is not held in 
as high esteem as academic 
research. Furthermore, al-
though bilingualism is nec-
essary, unlike the remainder 
of the civil service no real 
provision has been made for 
the general implementation 
of second language training. 
Instead it is offered to those 
in key academic positions, 
after they are selected, so 
that they can meet the lan-
guage requirements of the 
post. This undoubtedly has 
had an impact on both officer training and ef-
ficient administration. All of this clearly under-
mines proper educational support for the Cana-
dian profession of arms.

In the security atmosphere of the 21st cen-
tury, countries have a domestic and interna-
tional responsibility to anticipate and deal with 
niche threats posed by groups and individuals 
in a range of situations. Military forces must be 
capable of countering conventional and asym-
metric warfare, non-combat operations, hu-
manitarian relief and the gamut of peace and 
stability missions. Nonetheless, the nature of 
conflict itself remains a constant. The Canadian 
Armed Forces must be adaptive and responsive; 
well-attuned to governmental relations and the 
imperatives of civil-military relations.

The conundrum remains as articulated by 
Wilkinson at the end of the 19th century. How 
does one create the “brain” capacity to reason 
through and successfully deal with the tests 
of an ever-changing security setting? As Vice-
Admiral (Ret.) Larry Murray, a former Deputy 
Chief of Defence Staff, reflected on the 1990s 

after his retirement: “We were all too busy or 
something, we weren’t listening … if you want a 
system to work you better put some friggin’ tal-
ent there and we don’t always figure that out.”‡ 

A renewal of military education must be 
grounded in the recognition that the Canadi-
an Forces’ purpose is not only to demonstrate 
operational excellence but to develop people 

who have a full range of in-
stitutional competencies 
like program management, 
policy development, and 
procurement. If ongoing de-
ficiencies are not addressed, 
inertia will validate George 
Santayana’s warning, “those 
who cannot remember the 
past are condemned to re-
peat it.” A renewal must take 
into account all aspects of 
the Canadian profession 
of arms, solidly grounded 
in Canadian professional 
knowledge and competency 
— with the goal throughout 

each individual career of putting the right man 
or woman in the right place at the right time. •

Not as dumb as we 
think we are

By David Last

Pause to look at the journal you are reading. 
It is not a policy or military journal, but tar-

gets a wider audience on broader issues. That 
such a journal would host a discussion of profes-
sional military education in Canada is a promis-
ing sign of mature discourse on security and the 
military profession in Canada. The protagonists 
of the debate all know each other, but to speak 
to a wider audience requires both an indepen-

‡ Interview with Vice-Adm. (ret.), Larry Murray by 
Brig.-Gen. Sharpe, Mar. 21, 2003.

‘We were all too busy. 
We weren’t listening … 
If you want a system 

to work you better put 
some friggin’ talent 
there and we don’t 

always figure that out.’ 

—Vice Adm. (ret.) 
Larry Murray
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dent press and our independent voices. Neither 
should be taken for granted. Independent me-
dia exist in fragile political and economic eco-
systems. Our independent voices as public ser-
vants or citizens with defence connections are 
easy to silence, as Forced to Change implies, and 
as Chapnick states in his final warning.

The discussion is parochially Canadian, and 
we should see Canada in international con-
text, because security demands international 
cooperation. The debate reflects institutional 
tensions, which can preserve or threaten schol-
arship, so we should look carefully at our insti-
tutions. Finally, the content of education is im-
portant, but education divorced from practice 
cannot improve security. 

F orced to Change implies that Canada is a 
laggard in professional military education. 

In global terms, this is simply not true. Of 193 
UN states, 95 today have institutions of higher 
military education, offering some kind of post-
secondary qualification. Canada predated most 
with the founding of the Royal Military College 
in 1876. When RMC began offering degrees in 
1959, it was ahead of at least 59 other countries, 
which have since turned towards more univer-
sity-like education. 

In the 1960s, an officer corps with a third of 
its members holding degrees was nothing to be 
ashamed of; until the 1990s, the global norm for 
commissioning was a short course, or a non-
degree program of study. Canada was ahead of 
the global pack in developing professional mili-
tary education, though only in the middle of the 
NATO pack. The percentage of officers holding 
degrees, however, is a weak indicator of intellec-
tual activity.

The consistent parade of study teams and 
delegations visiting RMC, the Canadian Forces 
College, and more recently the Canadian De-
fence Academy, suggest that Canada has been 
a leader since the 1980s. It is envied by many of 
the officers with whom I have discussed profes-
sional education. Canada deserves credit for 
military faculty successfully competing for re-
search funds, for putting on international mili-
tary conferences, for bilingual professional pub-
lications with peer reviewed articles, for staff 
college research projects, for CDA’s leadership 
in developing curricula for NATO’s Partners for 

THE 
MILITARY LEADERSHIP 
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COL. BERND HORN & ROBERT W. WALKER
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In the simplest of terms, leadership is about 
influencing people to achieve an objective that 
is important to the leader, the group, and the 
organization. It is the human element –
leading, motivating, and inspiring, particularly 
during times of crisis, chaos, and complexity 
when directives, policy statements, and 
communiques have little effect on cold, 
exhausted, and stressed followers. 

Strong leadership encourages subordinates to 
go beyond the obligation to obey and commit 
to the mission in a way that maximizes their 
potential. The Military Leadership Handbook 
is a concise and complete manual that identi-
fies, describes, and explains all those con-
cepts, components, and ideas that deal with, 
or directly relate to, military leadership. The 
book is a comprehensive compendium that 
focuses on, among other subjects, cohesion, 
command, cultural intelligence, discipline, 
fear, and trust. this applied manual provides 
invaluable assistance to anyone who wishes 
to acquire a better understanding of both the 
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Peace, for mounting professional development 
seminars around the world, and for pioneering 
executive development programs for officers 
and non-commissioned members. In global 
comparison, Canada does well. Why?

One explanation is that RMC has been a 
genuine military university for a long time, 
with graduate programs, and qualified faculty 
who do research, compete for funds, publish, 
and bring their scholarship into the classroom. 
Closing the other two military colleges (Royal 
Roads and Saint Jean) in 1995 
improved RMC. It concentrated 
faculty and students and stimu-
lated distance education; RMC 
was forced to change. Increas-
ing academic faculty at the Ca-
nadian Forces College brought 
independent research into staff 
college classrooms. Dr. Chapnick 
is in the first generation of this 
enlarged faculty. 

Bentley and Horn became part 
of the new Canadian Defence 
Academy at about the same time in 2003. But 
CDA is not really an academy. A former Direc-
tor of Learning Management, Dr. Jim Barrett, 
described it as the “department of education” for 
the Forces — academic administrators rather 
than educators. Anyone following university 
politics is aware of the tension between scholars 
and administrators. Does this layer of bureaucra-
cy protect and advance the university-like char-
acteristics of RMC, CFC, and the ambitions for 
revival of Collège Militaire Royale de Saint Jean, 
or does it constrict them and absorb resources? 
Will CDA administrators try to shape military 
scholarship, and would this spell the trouble 
Chapnick fears?

Scholar-administrator tension is common 
in universities. Scholar-practitioner tension is 
common in professional schools in business, 
law, medicine, and teaching. Having visited 
more than a score of military academies and 
staff colleges and interviewed officers from 
more than 50 countries, I can attest to the uni-
versal tension between the academic and the 
experiential in professional military education. 
As in other professions, it is healthy and inevi-

table. The professional university must bring 
research and practice together, and RMC and 
CFC have a good track record going back to the 
1960s, spurred on by practitioners like Horn, 
Bentley, Howard Coombs, and others who have 
published irrepressibly.

Chapnick notes that Horn and Bentley miss 
the most important change in the security 

environment — rethinking the nature of secu-
rity and the state’s role in providing it. Neither 

Forced to Change nor Chapnick’s 
reply offers much on the con-
tent of education. Officers who 
do not understand the forces 
that create and sustain Canada’s 
fortunate status are ill-prepared 
to strategize for its defence, or 
for its replication abroad. 

A new approach to security 
was articulated in the National 
Security Policy drafted in 2003, 
describing interconnected 
human, national, and inter-
national security. Since then, 
there has been insufficient de-

bate in military circles, in Canada and abroad, 
about whether military operations like those 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya actually im-
prove security — not “did we fight well?” but 
“did we mistake a development challenge or 
a political transition for a fight?” These ques-
tions demand officers who understand po-
litical, economic, and social dimensions of 
security, as well tactics and operations. To get 
there, professional military education must 
transcend the military in the way health and 
education researchers have adopted systems 
approaches. This isn’t just a question of how 
much education, or how many degrees officers 
have, but the kinds of thinking and engage-
ment we encourage amongst military leaders, 
between countries and within them. 

The cover of The Dorchester Review 5:2  
asked, “Are Canada’s military officers smart 
enough?” Fortunately, we’re not as dumb as 
we sometimes think we are — but with cli-
mate change, survival migration, food and 
water shortages, rising inequality and new 
patterns of violence, this is no time to rest on 
our laurels. •

The question is 
not only ‘did we 
fight well?’ but 

‘did we mistake 
a development 
challenge or a 

political transi-
tion for a fight?’
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Officers 
Should Be 

Trained 
to Need

If the military is simply to be 

used for political ends, senior 

officers should be trained 

accordingly — writes 

Col. Pat Stogran

The Dorchester Review has embarked 
on an important discussion about the 
drive towards having an educated of-

ficer corps in the Canadian Forces. In Forced 
to Change: Crisis and Reform in the Canadian 
Armed Forces, Bernd Horn and Bill Bentley 
posit that the Forces are today dismantling 
the reforms to military professionalism that 
took place subsequent to scandals in Soma-
lia, Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia in the 
1990s. In his review (“Are Canada’s Senior Offi-
cers Poorly Educated?” Autumn-Winter 2015), 
Adam Chapnick concedes that senior brass 
might suffer from “intellectual laziness,” but 
insists that although it will take a number of 
generations to eradicate anti-intellectualism, 
we are on the right track from an academic 
perspective. 

In his reply David Last (“Not as dumb as we 
think we are,” Spring-Summer 2016) agrees that 
the CAF is no laggard in professional military 
education. A rare breed of military officer who 
is arguably as experienced militarily as he is 
qualified academically, Dr. Last states that the 
venerable Royal Military College and Canadian 
Forces College, and the entity created in 2002 

to champion professional development — the 
Canadian Defence Academy — are the envy of 
other countries. For Dr. Last, it is difficult to ac-
cept that CAF professional education could be 
as flawed as Forced to Change would have us 
believe. 

Howard Coombs, who can boast the same 
rare blend of military and academic legitimacy, 
is decidedly less praiseworthy. In “Does Our 
Military Have a Good Brain?” (Spring-Summer 
2016) Coombs challenges Chapnick’s sugges-
tion that the reforms have taken root but will 
take some time to blossom — and, by extension, 
Last’s optimistic assessment. Coombs affirms 
the CDA has lost some of the independence 
and influence within the CAF that it enjoyed at 
its inception. Coombs goes on to suggest that 
Horn and Bentley should have better contex-
tualized the issue, particularly the “pervasive 
influence” that the American military has had 
on the CAF. One effect of the latter is that the 
knowledge base promulgated in the profession-
al development of our officers is out of step with 
Canadian capabilities. Coombs recalls how a 
senior bureaucrat on the one hand praised his 
military counterparts as “very intelligent” and 
well-informed — but on the other, found them 
incapable of making an effective contribution 
to national governance.

As an old warhorse I have long since been 
put out to pasture, but I was personally caught 

COUNTERPOINT STEPHEN THORNE
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up in the professional development initiatives 
of the turn of the century while focussing my 
every effort on developing my prowess as a 
contemporary war-fighter. Having read the 
book and the subsequent exchange in The 
Dorchester Review, I am of the opinion that 
the drive to enhance the academic standing of 
the CAF professional officer corps was as un-
necessary as it was unsuccessful, and should 
be scaled back considerably if not abandoned 
completely. I would suggest Canadian opera-
tions in Kandahar were an acid test — and that 
tactically and operationally we failed miserably. 
Chapnick suggests that CAF leadership dem-
onstrated “greater intellectual ability” and ap-
plauds “the institution’s commitment to critical 
and creative thinking.” Why, then, in 2009 when 
US General Stanley McChrystal assumed com-
mand of the International Security Force in 

Afghanistan (ISAF) did he proclaim that NATO 
had been acting like “a powerful but stupid bull 
lunging after insurgents,” adding that, “without 
a change of tactics NATO may yet have its ears 
cut off by the Taliban”? 

Canada had been a lead nation in the mili-
tary operations in Southern Afghanistan since 
2005, so the criticism must be interpreted as 
an indictment of the intellectual prowess of the 
Canadian military brass. I would submit that 
senior management in the CF had retrenched 
itself in the Cold War culture of just doing what 

everybody else in NATO was doing, particularly 
the United States. In Afghanistan in 2009, Cana-
dian troops were handily destroying insurgents 
at the tactical level, just as the US military had 
been doing prior to our return to the Southern 
theatre and just as they had done in Vietnam 
before that. Strategically, however, by the time 
McChrystal arrived, Canada was well on its way 
to losing the war. Senior brass can be excused, 
I believe, for not viewing the world and issues 
of national governance through the same lens 
as their bureaucratic counterparts (as Coombs 
observes). However, it is inexcusable that our 
military higher-ups failed to take responsibil-
ity and assert a leadership role in whole-of-
government operations driving to a successful 
conclusion. Later, Ottawa was so relieved to put 
Afghanistan behind it that we did not instigate 
the kind of brass-tacks review that was rightly 

imposed on the bumbling officer corps after the 
military operations of the 1990s went awry.

Dysfunctional 
Indeed I submit that the culture of senior man-
agement in the Canadian military was, and is, 
so dysfunctional that academic agility would 
correct few of the ills that were apparent in the 
aftermath of Rwanda and Somalia. At that time 
Lieutenant General Romeo Dallaire became 
a central figure in revising the professional 
development gateways for the officer corps — 

Military Education
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and was thus invited to write the foreword to 
Forced to Change. He states that having served 
his entire career during the Cold War he was 
“woefully unprepared to command the contem-
porary operations that emerged after the Berlin 
Wall came down.” He adds that in this new re-
ality the warrior ethos is fundamental but it is 
not enough to achieve mission success. I would 
argue that the General demonstrated some-
what less than a warrior ethos 
in Rwanda, but very much the 
ethos of a general officer who 
was destined for the highest 
appointments in National De-
fence Headquarters.

I must qualify this by stat-
ing categorically that I have the 
utmost respect for General Dal-
laire. No one can postulate how 
they themselves might have 
reacted in the dire situation he 
found himself in. He did the 
best he could under the circum-
stances and given his training 
and experience up to that point 
in a stellar military career. That 
said, however, it would have behoved the sys-
tem to review everything about that campaign 
in order to extract any lessons learned. The ex-
periences Senator Dallaire articulated in Shake 
Hands With the Devil should have triggered a 
flurry of professional and academic reverse-en-
gineering at all levels to assure we would have 
an operationally relevant military in the new 
millennium. Instead, the Canadian Forces put 
the General on a pedestal and adopted an over-
ly-academic interpretation of his experiences. 

Peter Drucker supposedly said, “Culture eats 
strategy for breakfast.” Indeed, the culture of any 
organization is as influential as it is invisible, and 
the NDHQ ethos manifested itself in the doomed 
operation in Rwanda long before the genocide 
erupted. General Dallaire wrote that following 
his reconnaissance, which the UN described as 
a “technical mission,” he crafted what he thought 
were aggressive Rules of Engagement to reflect 
the explosive potential for ethnic conflict and 
better suited for what he called a “Chapter six-
and-a-half operation.” He was reticent to recom-
mend to his superiors that the mission be elevat-
ed to a Chapter 7 operation because he believed 

it would only gain him a one-way flight back to 
Ottawa. Simply put, telling one’s superiors what 
they want to hear rather than what they should 
understand is characteristic of the NDHQ cul-
ture and antithetical to the warrior ethos. 

Another manifestation of NDHQ culture in 
the unfolding of the genocide was what 

happened when Dallaire 
sought permission from his 
superiors to raid the weap-
ons caches that were being 
amassed in preparation for 
the murder spree. Predictably, 
word came back from Kofi 
Annan at the Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations in 
New York to cease and desist. 
The General recalls how he 
was beside himself with frus-
tration. It is extremely telling 
that the person in New York 
to whom Dallaire repeatedly 
vented his frustration — only 
to have it fall upon deaf ears 

— was a fellow Canadian, Major-General Mau-
rice Baril. That the commander of an armed 
force, albeit lightly armed, who subscribes to 
the warrior ethos would obey an order to ob-
serve and report on a genocide is (or should be) 
inconceivable. To add to the disgracefulness of 
the entire event, Baril went on to be promoted 
to Chief of the Defence Staff. The NDHQ cul-
ture remains one of blind obedience bordering 
on outright obsequiousness and it is complete-
ly understandable why Dallaire acted and re-
acted the way he did — saluting and following 
orders however distasteful and ultimately de-
structive. It is no wonder that General Dallaire, 
as an extremely dedicated, compassionate and 
intelligent officer, would next embark on a cru-
sade to enhance the decision-making skills of 
the officer cadre.

Somalia should have eliminated all doubt 
that change was necessary. For Horn and Bent-
ley, “it was the torture of Shidane Arone, a teen-
age detainee, by Canadian soldiers in Soma-
lia on March 16, 1993, which proved to be the 
catalyst that sparked the implosion of the CAF 
officer corps.” Chapnick emphasizes quite 

The culture of 
senior manage-

ment in the Cana-
dian military is so 
dysfunctional that 
academic agility 
would correct few 
of the ills observed 
after Rwanda and 

Somalia
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correctly that notwithstanding the damage 
done in-theatre, it was “compounded expo-
nentially by the refusal of much of the senior 
leadership to cooperate with the investigations 
that followed.” This was another illustration of 
the dysfunctional culture among senior officers. 
When the Chief of Defence Staff, Admiral John 
Anderson, appointed by Minister of Defence 
Kim Campbell, visited the ill-
fated Airborne Regiment in 
Somalia, he is alleged to have 
encouraged the unit to avoid 
incidents that might embarrass 
the Minister because she might 
be seeking the leadership of the 
Progressive Conservative Party. 

Such a warning again suggests 
a degree of servitude to political 
imperatives that runs contrary 
to the warrior ethos. Yet this 
type of behaviour has been dem-
onstrated time and time again 
by successive Chiefs of Defence 
Staff. Anderson and a later CDS, 
General Jean Boyle, were short-
toured for allegedly tampering with evidence on 
Somalia, presumably to prevent embarrassment 
to the government and themselves. In another 
demonstration of obsequiousness, Baril famously 
declared that it was his fault when Prime Minister 
Chrétien was subjected to public criticism for not 
cancelling a family ski trip at Whistler to attend 
the funeral of King Hussein of Jordan. Baril took 
the blame for the CF’s alleged failure to maintain 
an aircraft in readiness for such contingencies 
— an assertion as demoralizing as it was non-
sensical. The air force would most assuredly have 
responded at short notice had the PMO asked. 
More recently, Air Force General Thomas Lawson 
publicly and emphatically apologized for misin-
forming his Minister following the latter’s public 
(and incorrect) assertion that Canada’s CF-18s 
were essential to the fight in Iraq because our air 
force was the only one in the coalition other than 
that of the United States that could deliver preci-
sion-guided munitions. As a “fighter jock” himself 
the General had to have known that was flat-out 
wrong, which made it reasonable to infer that the 
incident was yet another example of the propen-
sity of general officers to tell their political masters 
what they want to hear.

Most recently in Parliament the possibility 
that our Special Forces in Iraq might engage in 
“combat” became a hot potato for the current 
CDS, General Jonathan Vance. He made the ex-
traordinarily contradictory statement that our 
troops in Iraq — whose mission is to advise, train 
and assist Kurdish forces against ISIL — were not 
on a combat mission although they were “lawful 

participants to an international 
conflict.” This is an invitation to 
ridicule. First, our forces are in 
close intimate support of the 
Kurdish forces who are doing 
the killing. Secondly, the deci-
sion to involve the Canadians 
in close combat rests entirely in 
the hands of the opposing forc-
es. Moreover, it is now admitted 
that our soldiers did directly 
engage enemy forces who dem-
onstrated hostile intent. It is 
deeply to be regretted that suc-
cessive Defence Chiefs would 
go to such lengths to please 
their political masters and even 

worse that their example sets the standard for all 
senior officers to emulate if they hope to be pro-
moted and receive choice appointments. 

In conclusion I believe our officer corps 
should be trained-to-need. I submit that gov-

ernment-funded graduate and post-graduate 
education is not needed. As David Last wrote 
elsewhere, in the Canadian Military Journal, 
military officers are “managers of violence,” but 
when we intervene in a place like Afghanistan 
such a mission requires the orchestration of 
all the instruments of national power includ-
ing diplomatic, policy, social, humanitarian, 
and economic drivers. Since it is unlikely that 
the Government of Canada would ever articu-
late a clearly-discernible objective for a mili-
tary deployment overseas — or that it would 
ever empower senior officers with overall con-
trol of all assets in-theatre and the latitude to 
do whatever is legally and ethically necessary 
to arrive at a desirable end state — I contend 
that senior management in the CAF should be 
trained merely to employ military assets to sat-
isfy political ends. In other words, there is little 
point in educating Canadian officers  to have 
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Education: 
what is it 
 good for? 

A Reply to Col. Stogran

— By Howard Coombs

War, huh, yeah
What is it good for
Absolutely nothing
War, huh, yeah
What is it good for
Absolutely nothing
Say it again, why’all …

— Edwin Starr, “War” (1970)

The argument put forward by Col. (ret’d) Pat 
Strogan, in “Counterpoint: Officer Train-

ing” in The Dorchester Review (Autumn/
Winter 2016), reminds one of the 1970 counter-
culture song “War,” with the exception that the 
subject of the refrain is not war but the educa-
tion of the Canadian military leadership. Stro-
gan, an accomplished infantry officer, makes a 
passionate case that the Canadian “officer corps 
should be trained-to-need” and that “govern-
ment-funded graduate and post-graduate edu-
cation is not needed.” The Armed Forces should 
focus only on leadership training, applying uni-
lateral military activities to meet political ob-

jectives, rather than focusing on ideas involving 
Whole of Government (WoG) activities or high-
er competencies of campaigning and associat-
ed planning. His cri de cœur is supported by the 
argument that the CAF did not learn appropri-
ate lessons from its experiences in Rwanda and 
Somalia. The changes, particularly those per-
taining to education, which came out of these 
and other events in the 1990s, resulted in an 
officer corps with an overly academic approach 
to military activities that has limited relevance 
to the profession of arms in Canada. A “dysfunc-
tional” senior leadership remains in place for 
which academic breadth cannot compensate. 
This is compounded by operational and tactical 
failure in Afghanistan, and a focus on American, 
rather than Canadian, military practices.

My perspective is somewhat different and 
more optimistic. There have been positive, al-
beit fragile, gains made over the last 20 years. 
These advances have been in part due to educa-
tion, both academic and professional. This edu-
cation has equipped the officer corps, as well 
as senior non-commissioned sailors, soldiers, 
and aviators, with the cognitive competencies 
to understand and formulate appropriate mili-
tary responses in a complex 21st century secu-
rity environment. It is not just expertise, but in-
cludes developing the ability to think critically 
and creatively, as well as expanding the intel-
lectual breadth required to design and conduct 
military activities. However, like any interesting 
story it is necessary to start at the beginning …

At the end of the Second World War Canada 
had a world-class military. The professionalism 
of these forces had been honed by sacrifices in 
a myriad of campaigns. Over the decades of the 

the intellectual capacity to design and lead 
campaigns the way that the United States does 
when our government will likely never allow 
them to actually do so.

I would further argue that Canadian fighting 
prowess has made a far greater contribution to 
Canada and humankind by deploying against 
forest fires, floods, an ice storm and even a 
heavy dump of snow in Toronto than the 158 
killed, countless wounded, and suicides result-
ing from our military fiasco in Afghanistan. The 

renowned managerial prowess of NDHQ should 
be refocused on earning battle honours for re-
sponding to natural disasters. It would still be 
important that the CAF maintain its high readi-
ness for combat operations — if for no other 
reason than to enable our troops to protect 
themselves when they are sent into harm’s way 
overseas, in order to earn political points for the 
government of the day, and so that Canada can 
be seen to be contributing to peace and stability 
in the world. •



 
18 from The Dorchester Review vol. 5 & 6  (2016-17)

Cold War this conventional capability was di-
minished by a succession of governments who 
applied fiscal resources to other departments 
and programs. It was a difficult time. As years 
passed, the focus of Canada’s forces became the 
bilateral and multilateral defence agreements 
with the United States military in both North 
America, through NORAD, and abroad in NATO, 
giving the Canadian services a distinctly Ameri-
can focus. On top of this came an emphasis on 
“peacekeeping.” Although initially the military 
was reluctant to commit to this new concept, 
it was later seen as a way to maintain general-
purpose war fighting competencies. The Chief 
of the Defence Staff (CDS), General Paul Man-
son, succinctly expressed this idea in 1989 in 
an article entitled “Peacekeeping in Canadian 
Foreign and Defence Policy” for the Canadian 
Defence Quarterly:

Canadian soldiers are trained as ‘soldiers first’; 
that means that Canadian contingents can be 
deployed in peacekeeping roles as integrated, 
self-sustaining units capable of dealing with 
the widest range of potential military con-
tingencies. The determination to deploy only 
fully-trained military personnel in what can be, 
potentially, a very dangerous role, bears wit-
ness to Canada’s unwillingness to put the lives 
of those who serve in Canadian peacekeeping 
contingents at unnecessary risk. 

In short, peacekeeping was conducted by con-
tingents made up of military professionals ca-
pable of fighting.

It was the post-Second World War interna-
tional system based on balance of power rela-

tionships underpinned by a Westphalian world 
order that allowed for UN peacekeeping based 
on Chapter VI mandates. The Peace of Westpha-
lia that ended the Thirty Years War (1608-48) 
confirmed sovereign powers and created a new 
political order in central Europe. It provided for 
the primacy of the state and allowed the state 
to pursue any means in order to ensure its well-
being. The pursuit of individual national inter-
ests by various states had the net effect of de-
fusing inter-state antagonism and maintaining 
the balance of power between those nations. 
This included the convention of not meddling 

in other’s affairs, particularly those that were 
domestic. 

With the expansion of European empires and 
influence outside the Old World, these West-
phalian ideas came to underpin the world or-
der and international law. One can argue that 
these ideas persisted until the end of the Cold 
War and the fragmentation of the relative sta-
bility established within the bi-polar balance of 
power relationship between East and West. 

Despite this later disintegration, early peace-
keeping operations were exemplified by the 
Canadian-led UN Emergency Force (UNEF I) of 
1956-67. There was an agreed upon peace, with 
threats to the agreement easy to detect, discern, 
and defuse. The model of “soldiers first” was ap-
propriate. While the security environment was 
becoming increasingly complicated with the 
growing instability of the Westphalian system 
towards the end of the Cold War, the academic 
requirements for officers had changed little 
since the end of the Second World War. More-
over, the content and quantity of formal profes-
sional education for most officers in the Cana-
dian military had diminished. 

A Post-Westphalian System
During the 1990s the international commu-
nity not only bore witness to the dismember-
ment of the Soviet Union, but also a change to 
the global security environment. The world be-
came post-Westphalian, its security challenges 
best understood using the notion of “asymme-
try.” Asymmetry depicts a manner of conflict 
in which a weaker opponent, not necessarily a 
state actor, uses a stronger adversary’s vulner-
abilities to achieve a temporary or lasting ad-
vantage. In the early 1990s futurists Alvin and 
Heidi Toffler wrote that war would “someday 
be waged not only by governments but inter-
national agencies like the UN itself — even 
perhaps by non-national players on the global 
stage, from transnational corporations covert-
ly employing mercenaries to fanatic religious 
movements.” The difference between activities 
of war and peace, civilian and military, became 
blurred. 

Consequently, as violence became more nu-
anced and missions more complicated, the 
roles demanded of peacekeepers expanded. 

Military Education
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Canadian deployments to Somalia in 1993, 
Rwanda during 1993-94, and disclosure of in-
cidents at Bacovici in the former Yugoslavia in 
1993-94, created a great deal of public and pri-
vate scrutiny. In some cases, the focus on gen-
eral purpose combat skills resulted in untoward 
events which, in a rapidly globalizing world, 
were quickly made public. In turn, these events 
negatively affected both the mission and Cana-
dian public support of it and its 
military.

The incidents in Somalia 
resulted in the Commission of 
Inquiry into the Deployment 
of the Canadian Forces (CF) 
to Somalia (1993-1997). Some 
of its results pertained to aca-
demic and professional educa-
tion. By the late 1990s, ministe-
rial direction was issued that 
raised academic requirements 
for officers and expanded pro-
fessional military education. 
The former created a degreed 
officer corps while the latter 
increased professional requirements. The gap in 
professional military education caused by the 
1994 closure of the National Defence College 
in Kingston led to the approval and establish-
ment of the Advanced Military Studies Course 
(AMSC) and the National Strategic Studies 
Course (NSSC) at the Canadian Forces College 
(CFC) in Toronto in 1998. These two separate 
courses have since been combined into the 
ten-month senior leadership National Studies 
Program. Mid-level leaders were educated at 
the then Canadian Forces College Command 
and Staff Course, which was revitalized to be-
come the Joint Command and Staff Program. 
For the Army, with its Staff College in Kingston, 
the former five-month Canadian Land Forces 
Command and Staff Course for junior officers 
has become a much shortener Army Operations 
Course. Both the Navy and Air Force have taken 
steps to revitalize professional development for 
officers in the first part of their careers. Further-
more, these changes have not been confined 
to the officer corps, the Non-Commissioned 
Member Professional Development program 
in St.-Jean, Quebec was created in 2003 and is 

focused on the professional education of NCOs 
in the broader, non-service or trade specifics. 
Throughout the same period of educational 
reform steps were taken to ensure that all offi-
cers had an undergraduate degree and access, 
if needed, to postgraduate education. All of this 
was done in an effort to ensure that the CAF 
leadership was intellectually able to deal with 
the complexities of the 21st century security 

environment. 

These changes were still na-
scent or had not yet been 

enacted when Canada became 
involved in Afghanistan. The 
9/11 terrorist attacks provid-
ed the Canadian government 
with the impetus to reestab-
lish defence and security cre-
dentials with the Americans, 
which took form in a military 
contribution to Operation 
Enduring Freedom. Whether 
knowingly or not, Canada be-
came bound to a commitment 

that inexorably grew with time.
This commitment initially lacked clear stra-

tegic objectives or a vision of what mission 
success would look like beyond stabilizing the 
security environment. Consequently, an initial 
lack of comprehension by politicians resulted in 
an approach to the military mission that dem-
onstrated a lack of understanding of the con-
flict. That incomprehension did not change un-
til casualties started to mount in 2006 after the 
move from Kabul to Kandahar. This relocation 
was part of the larger strategy of establishing 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), which 
initially were coordinating mechanisms that 
incorporated military and civil efforts, bringing 
together government departments to ensure 
that development and reconstruction efforts 
were aligned with the demands of the mission. 
The PRTs later became more involved with sup-
porting local governance and priorities.

‘Whack a mole’
This absence of clear strategic goals re-
sulted in unfocused military objectives and, 
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from 2006 until the surge of 2009, piecemeal 
force employments. Despite some early suc-
cess, notably Operation Medusa, a large-scale 
combat operation that destroyed organized 
Taliban units in Kandahar, Canadians were pri-
marily used as a “fire brigade” rushing around 
the south to reinforce other NATO forces or to 
fight. Some Canadian officers dryly referred 
to these activities as “whack-a-mole” when 
discussing the constant shifting of tactical 
deployments in response to or attempting to 
preempt insurgent activities. Also, this lack of 
tactical coherence sometimes resulted in criti-
cism regarding Canada’s commitment. To ad-
dress the lack of a national campaign plan that 
explained — to the Canadian military, govern-
ment and public — the use of tactical force, 
the Canadian Expeditionary Forces Command 
(CEFCOM), now replaced by Canadian Joint 
Operations Command (CJOC), created a docu-
ment that integrated a number of internation-
al and national civilian policy documents, as 
well as military plans and directives. The re-
sultant document, which wove together these 
sometimes conflicting plans, was described by 
the former commander of CEFCOM, retired 
Lt.-Gen. Michel (Mike) Gauthier as presenting 
a “challenge.” The ability to reconcile these dif-
ficulties to create this campaign plan can be 
attributed to the education received by Cana-
dian officers. ...

To continue reading this article, subscribe to The 
Dorchester Review, or order Vol. 7, No. 1.

Paul T. Mitchell 
Replies to Col. Stogran

I met Pat Stogran only once, at a University 
of Manitoba conference, shortly after his return 
from his ground-breaking mission to Afghani-
stan with the PPCLI. I was a bit hero struck, re-
garding a man who had led his soldiers in the 
first actual combat mission the Canadian Army 
had undertaken since Korea. Those weren’t just 
firefights that had erupted in the midst of tense 

peacekeeping as had happened in the Medak 
Pocket in Bosnia. These were honest-to-good-
ness warfighting missions to destroy the Tali-
ban. The things that everyone in the Canadian 
Army had signed up for, but had never been 
ordered to practice. Meeting Stogran was like 
meeting a vision from times past.

Thus it was with considerable sadness that I 
read his impressions of efforts to improve offi-
cer education in the CAF and at the Canadian 
Forces College (CFC) in particular, for here is a 
man of experience for whom I have a great deal 
of respect.

As Director of Academics at the College, 
a professor since 1998, and the first of an 
11-member faculty of Defence Studies (the larg-
est such collection of academics devoted to 
the study of military affairs in Canada), I have 
witnessed what I can only call a revolution in 
military education. Thus, to read that Stogran 
considers those efforts entirely wasted and 
better abandoned is disheartening. But then, 
I would feel that way, wouldn’t I? It’s my job to 
guard and advance the academic standards of 
the programmes delivered at CFC; how else but 
personally would I take Stogran’s opinion? How 
else could I feel but defensive to have our efforts 
at CFC so harshly judged? And indeed, what a 
challenge for a civilian academic who has never 
faced the test of battle to tell a man of such ex-
perience how wrong he is.

Experience is the subtle knife of the military 
profession — so critical for the practice 

of war, and yet the lessons of which are so dif-
ficult to share with those who have never had 
the opportunity to be faced with the demands 
of combat, including those military members 
as yet “unblooded.” It is telling that in Strogran’s 
article, he highlights the comments of both my 
military colleagues, Col. (ret’d) Howard Coombs 
and Lt.-Col. (ret’d) David Last, privileging their 
assessments over that of my civilian colleague, 
Adam Chapnick, one of the most gifted young 
academics writing and teaching in Canada 
today. Our lack of professional experience is 
surely one of the biggest barriers we face when 
we stand in front of a class of 130 plus majors 
and lieutenant-colonels, most with extensive 
operational experience; even more daunting is 
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demics, traditional military know-how would 
be sufficient. This is also a familiar story. It is a 
narrative that I confronted directly on my first 
day of work at CFC when I was told by several of 
my military counterparts that there was noth-
ing “useful” an academic could teach profes-
sionals about the practice of warfare.

Stogran’s conclusions bear some examina-
tion. In terms of success or failure of the Afghan-
istan mission, there are several ways to look at 
this. Stogran can rightly point to the undeniable 
success of his own deployment. While Opera-

tion Anaconda failed to destroy the Taliban, it 
dislodged them from Afghanistan and lead to 
relative stability in the country until 2006, when 
they surged back into Kandahar province. It 
was a fairly typical mountain warfare opera-
tion, not unlike those described by Clausewitz 
170 years earlier in his classic On War. No fancy 
learning was required to practice such opera-
tions as compared to the decidedly mixed re-
sults in Kandahar between 2005 and 2014.

Still, despite those mixed results, Afghani-
stan was a “good war” for the Canadian Army. 
Our allies had developed significant doubts as 
to whether the Canadian army was still up to 
the task of fighting and shedding blood. The 
army showed it could, and not collapse, even 
as it conducted those operations at the end of 

facing the class of colonels and naval captains 
on the National Security Programme, who are 
all on the edge of promotion to flag rank. And 
yet, because we recognize and respect the pro-
fessional experience of our students, we often 
have immensely productive educational rela-
tionships and the purely academic parts of our 
curriculum are frequently the most popular ex-
periences during their 10-month programmes 
at CFC.

Stogran suggests, however, that such learn-
ing is of no value, especially from a taxpayer’s 
perspective, and should be abandoned. The CAF 
should turn its back on the conclusions of the 

Young Report, issued in the denouement of the 
Somalia Commission, which called for greater 
academic rigour in Professional Military Educa-
tion (PME). He points to failures in Afghanistan, 
every bit as great as those faced in Somalia, 
and as yet unscrutinized, as those operations 
were. He charges the ongoing politicization of 
Canadian generals, told through the anecdotal 
reference to Rwanda, another military failure. 
Learned soldiers, equipped with Masters of 
Defence Studies, were unable to find a winning 
strategy, probably because they lacked the po-
litical courage to stand up to callow politicians 
concerned only for their own re-election. A fa-
miliar story.

Stogran suggests that rather than fancy de-
grees taught by smart but inexperienced aca-
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a globe-spanning logistical tail. Furthermore, 
in the eyes of Canadians, despite their doubts 
about the wisdom of the mission that had been 
assigned to the military, the professional con-
duct of the CAF instilled a new found pride 
in the soldiers, sailors, and aviators who took 
part, washing away the stain conferred in So-
malia. While the 158 men and 
women who died during the 
Afghanistan campaign, to say 
nothing about the numbers 
of those wounded and psy-
chologically harmed during 
the mission, is a steep price to 
have paid for this, the renewal 
of Canadian faith in the mili-
tary institution is priceless, 
especially considering the 
trust we may have to place in 
the CAF in much worse sce-
narios potentially looming 
ahead of the nation.

Secondly, it must be point-
ed out that despite his warf-
ighting experience, Stogran never served at 
the top of the chain of command. Every soldier 
only sees his or her own part of the war, nev-
er the whole. Thus, it is ironic for Stogran to 
conclude that the failures of the mission were 
due to politicized generals who only served 
their own career interests by telling pecuniary 
and risk adverse politicians what they wanted 
to hear. Stogran has only his experience as a 
military officer to back his claim as there is 
no evidence that the army was hamstrung by 
politicians in the conduct of its tasks. Gen. 
Rick Hillier remains infamous to this day in 
the halls of power in Ottawa for his ability to 
get his way. He restored tanks to an army that 
had already foresworn them and modernized 
Canadian artillery with M-777s, an act which 
flew in the face of attempts to dedicate the 
army to peacekeeping.

It’s true that the Kandahar mission was un-
der-resourced for the scale of the challenge – 

a situation also faced by the much larger British 
army in Helmand province. Still, it is doubtful 
the CAF could have sustained any larger com-
mitment over the eight years of operations 

without breaking, even with reinforcements 
from the Reserves who played a vital role in 
force generation. Lieutenant-General Andrew 
Leslie, the army Commander, complained of the 
organisation running “red hot”. A larger com-
mitment more appropriate to the demands of 
the mission would have required a larger army; 

that was a political problem 
that the CAF wisely recognized 
no amount of PME, purely pro-
fessional or academic, could 
have solved. Again, the success 
for the CAF in Afghanistan, 
limited though it may have 
been, was that no operational 
failure occurred and our mili-
tary conducted itself in theatre 
with the highest of profession-
al distinction, even as some of 
our larger allies did not.

Lastly, it must be said that 
the operational challenges 

confronting the CAF in the 2005-2013 period 
were significantly different from those which 
Stogran dealt with. As noted, his mission was 
purely combat. It had well defined military ob-
jectives, easily accomplished with well under-
stood military tactics, techniques, and proce-
dures: disrupt, destroy, and defeat the Taliban. 
This is not to underestimate the professional 
challenge Stogran confronted in the moun-
tainous terrain around Bagram air base, but it 
bears no resemblance to the frequently shift-
ing goals of creating a secure environment, 
developing effective governance in Kandahar, 
and even improving the social conditions in 
which women and girls lived their lives. How 
this was to be accomplished in a traditional 
tribal environment where Western concepts of 
liberty and political responsibility were poorly 
grasped, if at all, remains a subject of specula-
tion and debate. No military is naturally good 
at this, especially in the limited time frames 
that were allocated.

It is impossible to prove a direct correlation 
between CFC’s academic mission and the pro-
fessional conduct of the CAF in theatre. It is 
possible that the two are only contingent rather 
than causally related. However, one is able to 

The complex 
environment the 

CAF confronted in 
Kandahar required 
critically thinking 
officers educated 

in matters beyond 
those of pure 

doctrine.
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assert that the complex environment the CAF 
confronted in Kandahar required critically 
thinking officers educated in matters beyond 
those of pure doctrine.

Outside the Box
Here is where militarily inexperienced ci-
vilian professors can make a professional dif-
ference. Our mission, as we tell our students, 
is not to teach them “how to do their job.” They 
are the professionals. Our mission is to help 
them think about their job, to understand the 
context in which they are embedded and the 
ways it influences how they act. Further, it is 
to get them to reflect on just how they think 
about their professional agency: is this the best 
way to achieve our mission? Are there other 
alternatives? In other words, to think outside 
of their professional boxes. This is particularly 
difficult in complex scenarios where small 
tactical actions can have enormous political 
consequences. Last, it is to develop articulate 
and critically expressive officers who can argue 

persuasively: to speak truth to power convinc-
ingly and diplomatically. Eric Lerhe’s wonder-
ful analysis of Canadian military affairs during 
the war on terror, At What Cost Sovereignty? 
demonstrates just how effectively the Cana-
dian military succeeded in this.

In the coming decades, the international 
and domestic environment is likely to be far 
more unstable than during the Post-Cold War 
period. The demands of a contemporary op-
erating environment on the military will re-
main high and probably increase, stretching 
both the physical and intellectual muscles of 
our military leaders. The cost of equipping, 
training, and sustaining the CAF will escalate 
even as Canada deals with the costs of an ag-
ing population and crumbling infrastructure. 
Our military will require well educated and ar-
ticulate officers who are not simply experts in 
death and destruction, but also diplomacy and 
development. They will need to explain their 
needs and missions to skeptical bureaucrats 
and taxpayers alike. For this task, professional 
experience will not be enough. •
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