
48 Canadian Military Journal • Vol. 11, No. 2, Spring 2011

ViEwS aND OPiNiONS

I
ntuitively, virtually no one would argue that more edu-
cation is a bad thing. In fact, most would agree that, as 
a philosophical concept, the more education one has, 
the richer one is as a person.1 However, the moment 
resources or cost enter the equation, the value of edu-

cation to individuals often changes. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in the military, where fiscal pressures inevitably 
prompt ‘innovative ideas’ that often revolve around cutting 
professional development, specifically, education. Moreover, 
these same pressures consistently elicit queries with regard to 
the value of education, specifically undergraduate and gradu-
ate degrees, to the military. Questions such as, “Do all officers 
need degrees?” and “What is the military requirement for 
graduate degrees?” are frequently ‘floated’ as a precursor to 
potential program cuts.    

Although the military has historically been an anti-intel-
lectual institution, such discourse seems incredulous, consid-
ering the contemporary operating environment (COE), which, 
if anything, will become even more complex in the future. 
Globalization and persistent conflict, as well as the prolifera-
tion of cheap, accessible technology, challenge the conven-
tional understanding of conflict. Moreover, hybrid threats that 
include diverse combinations of irregular, terrorist, criminal, 

and conventional forces employed asymmetrically, all operat-
ing within populated centres in a variety of culturally diverse 
environments, are just some of the challenges that have added 
complexity to conflict. In order to be effective in this environ-
ment, military professionals must be adaptive and agile in 
both thought and action, as well as adept at critical thinking 
and sound reasoning - all benefits of education. In short, mili-
taries require warrior scholars who are capable of operating in 
the complex battlespace of today and tomorrow.

Warrior Scholar

A number of challenges generated in the 1990s forced the 
CF to examine its anti-intellectual culture and make nec-

essary changes to increase the importance of education to the 
Canadian profession of arms. In fact, reforms included: minis-
terial direction that all officers must hold a recognized under-
graduate degree; the CDS appointment of a Special Advisor to 
the Office of the CDS for Professional Development; the cre-
ation of a Canadian military journal to allow a forum for pro-
fessional discourse; the creation of a Canadian ‘war college’ 
course; and the establishment of a Canadian Defence Academy 
to provide a centre of excellence for CF professional develop-
ment, to name a few of the initiatives. In sum, all were indica-
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tions that the CF apparently recognized its 
anti-intellectualism and its failure to ensure its 
personnel received the required education to 
complement their professional training.

Unfortunately, the long war in Afghanistan, 
and a return to more fiscally challenging times 
have resurrected old attitudes. This reality begs 
the question once again, “Can, or should, a 
soldier also be scholar?” The apparent predi-
lection for anti-intellectualism in the military, 
and time and resource constraints aside, there 
is an intuitive understanding why the military 
mind would focus on training and experience 
rather than education. After all, education is 
not tangible. Unlike training, where quantifi-
able improvements in behaviour can be physi-
cally seen, for instance, marksmanship scores 
or proficiency in drills, education is less evi-
dent in tangible form. It deals with creativity, 
critical thinking, and reasoning.2 These quali-
ties are not always outwardly observable.  

In the Canadian Forces, there still appears 
to be a lack of understanding of the difference 
between training and education. The traditional 
stress on training, that is “… a predictable 
response to a predictable situation,” is often 
confused with or considered synonymous with 
education, defined by Professor Ron Haycock 
as, “… the reasoned response to an unpredict-
able situation - critical thinking in the face of 
the unknown.”3 Because of the CF’s excellent 
training regime and its current success on oper-
ations in Afghanistan, it is easy to be lulled into 
a perception that the institution’s educational 
needs are quite adequately looked after. What is 
overlooked, at great peril, is that the prescribed 
application of ideas and methods, as well as drills and check-
lists, have a purpose and functional utility, but this methodol-
ogy is no longer, if, in fact it ever was, enough to equip leaders 
to cope with and function in the complex post-modern world. 

Simply put, “… education,” according to Royal Military 
College of Canada (RMCC) Professor David Last, a former 
artillery senior officer, “… is the shaping of the mind.”4 
Education assists in our reasoning ability, which, in turn, is 
critical in responding to unanticipated circumstances. After 
all, as the adage goes, you train for certainty and you educate 
for uncertainty. This is crucial to soldiers and senior NCOs, 
and particularly, to officers.  

Equally important is the need to understand, and ability to 
place, the CF’s ultimate purpose and its operations within the 
context of the larger whole and the society it serves. The 
French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte had already recognized in 
the 19th Century that: "Tactics, evolutions, artillery and engi-
neer sciences can be learned from a manual, like geometry; but 
the knowledge of the higher conduct of war can only be 
acquired by studying the history of wars and battles of great 

generals and by one’s own experience.”  He understood: “There 
are no terse and precise rules at all.”5 In the end, neither the CF, 
nor any of its components, exists in and of themselves.6

The requirement to comprehend ‘the larger picture’ can-
not be overstated.7 “Professional officers,” asserts Professor 
Last, “are managers of violence.” He further explains:

Their professional education must allow them to 
understand it. Violence has always been a part of the 
interconnected human conditions that we label war, 
conflict, and peace. In the complex world of today 
and tomorrow, our understanding of these conditions 
needs to be more comprehensive than in the past. 
This is more important than technology, doctrine, 
and strategy, because all are subservient to purpose. 
There is no purpose without understanding. The offi-
cer’s understanding must match that of society - oth-
erwise he or she cannot serve it.8   

This societal connection has another, equally important 
dimension. The Canadian military ethos demands that the CF 
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Bonaparte Crossing the Alps, by Paul Delaroche, 1848.
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remain rooted in Canadian society and reflect its most impor-
tant values and attitudes. In this regard, it is critical to under-
stand that, as Ambassador Paul Heinbecker points out: “… we 
are an extensively educated people.”9 Of the 33 most industri-
alized economies surveyed by the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), Canada ranked sec-
ond behind Russia (Japan was third, and the US, fourth) in the 
percentage of the population that has attained at least a univer-
sity or college-level education. The CF must remain very 
reflective of this leading edge sector of Canadian society if it 
is to retain the trust, confidence and respect necessary to 
maintain the essential support of all Canadian citizens.

In addition, the importance of education to the military 
profession, particularly in the post-modern world, should be 
self-evident, especially in light of the series of crises that the 
CF endured during the cataclysmic decade of the 1990s.10 
Paradoxically, this was recognized as early as 1969, by then-
CDS General Jean Victor Allard. “It matters little,” he wrote, 
“whether the Forces have their present manpower strength and 
financial budget, or half of them, or double them; without a 
properly educated, effectively trained professional officer 
corps, the Forces would, in the future, be doomed at best to 
mediocrity, and at the worst, to disaster.”11  

Intuitively, a professional soldier is better prepared to face 
the unknown challenges of the ambiguous, complex, and uncer-
tain battlespace by having a broad knowledge of theories that 
act as a guide to discretionary judgment, rather than a narrow 
ability in only some of the practical applications of the profes-
sion of arms. As one expert concluded: “Strategic effectiveness 
will increasingly be based on the capacity to think like a net-
worked enemy. Therefore, the military strategist needs to 

understand a complex environment and a diverse range of 
interests, actors and issues while retaining the capacity to “sim-
plify, focus, decide, and execute.”12 Retired American Major-
General Robert H. Scales underlined the need for education 
vice training when he commented: “This new era of war 
requires soldiers equipped with exceptional cultural awareness 
and an intuitive sense for the nature and character of war.”13 

The need for education in today’s complex security envi-
ronment is repeatedly stressed by practitioners, who, through 
the experience with respect to the chaos of conflict, clearly 
understand that education, rooted in critical thinking, problem 
solving, and analytical research, better prepares individuals to 
think, as well as cope, with problems and situations that are 
unexpected. Education assists individuals to not only embrace 
change, but adapt to and anticipate change. More importantly, it 
instils the attitude and the ability to constantly learn from one’s 
environment, and to prepare, as well as to react, accordingly. 
Colonel John Boyd stripped it down to its simplest form. He 
asserted, “Machines don’t fight wars. Terrain doesn’t fight wars. 
Humans fight wars.” To that end, he concluded: “You must get 
in the minds of the humans. That’s where the battles are won.”14  

And, education is the domain of the human mind. Sir 
Michael Howard wrote:

...academic studies can provide the knowledge, 
insight, and the analytic skills which provide the 
necessary basis, first for reasoned discussion, and 
then for action. They provide a forum, and breed the 
qualities, which enable the student, the teacher, the 
politician, the civil servant, the moral philosopher, 
and not least the soldier to reach a common under-
standing of the problems which confront them, even 
if inevitably there is disagreement about the solu-
tions. This dialogue is what civilization is all about. 
Without it societies dissolve.15 

Similarly, and closer to home, Dr. John Cowan, the former 
Principal of RMCC, reinforced the necessity of education in 
relation to the military. “Today, when a young officer may be 
called upon to be a skilled leader, a technical expert, a diplomat, 
a warrior, and even an interpreter and an aid expert all at once,” 
he insisted, “… there is no question that good training is not 
enough. Skills are not enough.” He added, “The job calls for 
judgement, that odd distillate of education, the thing which is 
left when the memorized facts have either fled or been smoothed 
into a point of view, the thing that cannot be taught directly, but 
which must be learned. Without the mature judgement which 
flows from education, we fall back on reflexes, which are 
damned fine things for handling known challenges, but which 
are manifestly unreliable when faced with new ones.”16

Needless to say, as Cowan affirms, there will always be 
new challenges. This was reinforced by Lieutenant-General 
Andrew Leslie, a former deputy commander of the International 
Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan. “Individuals were 
sent home [from Afghanistan],” revealed Leslie. “Immaturity 
and the inability to actually think outside the box made them 
ineffective … What they tried to do was bring their usually 
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very limited experience from somewhere else and apply it the 
same way that it had been done somewhere else and that 
didn’t work … each mission has got its own unique drivers, 
cultural conditions, local nuances, relationships with your 
other allies or other combatants.”17 

Leslie’s observation is indisputable. Until recently, the 
common complaint of any deploying body was that they were 
prepared for the last deployment, and not the situation that 
they currently faced. But, as the saying goes, ‘you don’t know 
what you don’t know.’ Therefore, a culture absorbed solely by 
experience, whether gained in the former decades with reli-
ance upon the 4 CMBG experience of preparing to beat back 
the Soviet hordes at the Fulda Gap in Germany; or, more cur-
rently, on the Afghanistan experience of fighting the elusive 
Taliban in Kandahar Province, is oblivious to the value, if not 
the necessity, of higher education. 

However, General David Petraeus, accomplished soldier 
and veteran of years of combat in Iraq, and currently the com-
mander of NATO forces in Afghanistan, supports the need for 
greater education, particularly graduate studies for senior offi-
cers. He affirms “… that a stint at graduate school takes mili-
tary officers out of their intellectual comfort zones.” Petraeus 
believes: “Such experiences are critical to the development of 
the flexible, adaptable, creative thinkers who are so important 
to operations in places like Iraq and Afghanistan.”18 He explains 
that “… through such schooling our officers are often surprised 
to discover just how diverse and divergent views can be. We 
only thought we knew the contours of debate on a given sub-
ject.”19 Petraeus concluded that graduate studies “… provide a 
fair amount of general intellectual capital and often provide 
specific skills and knowledge on which an officer may draw 
during his or her career.”20 Moreover, he argued: “… [that] 
graduate school inevitably helps U.S. military officers improve 
their critical thinking skills.”21

And so, if experience once again becomes the primary 
discriminator for advancement, and higher education is again 
deemed inconsequential, the CF will return to a system where 
emphasis is placed upon progression in a series of key appoint-
ments and geographic postings, most notably Afghanistan. As 
such, successful completion of these tours once again becomes 
perceived as sufficient to prepare an individual for the next 
higher rank and responsibilities.  

Unfortunately, this type of myopic outlook and inward 
focused mind-set fails to see the inherent flaw of this model. 
Experience in itself is valuable and irreplaceable. But it is 
also constrained by time, geography, and memory. One per-
son’s experience, particularly at a specific time and place, 
does not necessarily represent the knowledge or abilities that 
are needed for an institution to advance into the future. 
Moreover, the perspective from a shell-hole, turret, or com-

mand post is very limited. 
Service needs become 
defined in and of them-
selves without being 
rooted in their proper soci-
etal context. But, most of 
all, a system that values 
experience as the only true 
arbitrator of reality suffers 
from human arrogance and 
frailty. “We see,” wrote 
Major Seiberg in the mid-
1930s, “that the Spanish 
Civil War has up to now 
demonstrated nothing 
really new, and also that 
men only regard experi-
ence as valid when it is 
their own experience. 
Otherwise, it would not be 
possible for the same 
errors that led to failure in 
the Great War to be 
repeated.”22 Simply put, 
those who refuse to open 

their minds are doomed to suffer the limitations of their nar-
row, restricted, and outdated beliefs.

The truth in this condemnation of professional develop-
ment, based almost exclusively upon the experiential para-
digm, settled home in the 1990s. “Undeniably,” wrote General 
J.M.G. Baril, as Chief of the Defence Staff (CDS), “… the 
1990s represented the first strong test of the contemporary CF 
Officer Corps and we found that part of it was broken.” He 
concluded, “Experience in and of itself was not enough.”23 He 
later acknowledged: “… [that] over the past 10 years ... we 
constantly found ourselves thrown into the unknown. 
Complex, ambiguous and politically charged operations tested 
our leadership and confronted us with ethical dilemmas.”  
Baril further conceded, “… here at home we were slow to 
understand and adapt to the large-scale societal changes asso-
ciated with the end of the Cold War and therefore were not 
prepared for these demands.”24  
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Quite simply, the warning previously articulated by 
General Allard well over two decades earlier had gone 
unheeded. As a result, his prophecy came to pass. The predica-
ment was aptly summarized by a former army commander, 
Lieutenant-General M.K. Jeffery. He believed, “… the lack of 
intellectual discipline in the past has got us where we are 
today [1990s]. If we don’t change we will die.” He added: 
“The longer we resist it, the harder we make it on someone 
else.”25  One former CDS insisted: “Officers need to have the 
right mindset to change and evolve the profession.” He added, 
“… knowledge must be valued as a key ingredient to our 
growth as individuals and as a profession.”26 After all, as 
General Petraeus correctly identified, “The most powerful tool 
any soldier carries is not his weapon but his mind.”27  

In the end, every member of the profession of arms must 
guard against slipping back into old mindsets, and must ensure 
that they are ready to meet the challenges that face them, not 
only today, but also into the future. So, can a warrior also be a 
scholar? The answer is definitely ‘yes.’  The many tenets of 
scholarship, namely precision, detailed research, communica-
tions, breadth of knowledge, placement events in a proper 
economic, political, and social context, the drawing of conclu-
sions and trying to discern themes from that, committing them 
to paper, and then articulating them so that others can under-
stand the argument put forward and learn from it, are all skills 
that are necessary for a soldier.  

Equally important, this type of study provides vicarious 
experience. As already articulated, experience is seen as sacro-
sanct, and great emphasis is rightfully placed upon it. But, due 
to real life limitations, experience is often constrained by time 
and place. Scholarship, on the other hand, allows its virtual 
experience to be timeless and to cover a wider breadth of 
activity and circumstance. It provides soldiers with a greater 
repertoire of scenarios, possible solutions, and context from 
which to draw.  

The warrior scholar also contributes to academics by pro-
viding an intangible element to the understanding of past 
events. The plight of the soldier, the confusion, desperation, 
fatigue, fear, and loneliness …, in short, Clausewitz’s friction 
that is experienced at every level adds to the comprehension of 
past events. Those who have experienced it first hand can 
understand and possibly offer a more accurate interpretation of 
historical events by being able to draw upon their own experi-
ences. Conversely, the study of the past, and a scholarly analy-
sis of why things went wrong may assist the warrior in trying 
to mitigate a repetition by using intellectual skill to control, 
correct, or manage as many of those faults as possible.

Furthermore, education arms the warrior with the ability 
to deal with the ambiguity and complexity that our soldiers 
face in the battlespace of today and tomorrow. Beyond the 
practical there is also the intangible. That is to say, a greater 
breadth of knowledge, tolerance to alternate interpretations 
and ideas, a comfort with critical debate and discussion, the 
honing of analytical skills, as well as the exposure to complete 
new bodies of literature and thought that expand the mind 
make the warrior that much more capable. In the words of 
General Petraeus: “The future of the U.S. military requires 
that we be competent warfighters, but we cannot be competent 
warfighters unless we are as intelligent and mentally tough as 
we are aggressive and physically rugged.”28 It is no different 
for the Canadian Forces.

Perhaps Henry Kissinger captured the theme best, espe-
cially for operational and strategic commanders and leaders, 
by using the ‘book’ as a symbol of a broad and comprehen-
sive education:

We have entered a time of total change in human con-
sciousness of how people look at the world. Reading 
books requires you to form concepts, to train your 
mind to relationships. You have to come to grips with 
who you are. A leader [emphasis added] needs these 
qualities. But now we are tempted to learn from frag-
ments of facts. A book is a large intellectual construc-
tion. You can’t hold it all in your mind easily or at 
once. You have to struggle mentally to internalize it. 
Now there is no need to internalize because each fact 
can instantly be called up again on a computer. There 
is no context, no motive. Information is not knowl-
edge. People are becoming researchers not readers, 
they float on the surface. This new thinking erases 
context. It disaggregates everything. All this makes 
strategic thinking [emphasis added] about world 
order nearly impossible to achieve.29  
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NOTES

Therefore, is the warrior scholar an irreconcilable divide? 
Absolutely not. Unfortunately, these two entities have for too 
long remained divided, when, in fact, they should be fused in 
order to strengthen both disciplines.
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