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Introduction

T
here is a protracted global war being fought. 
Like it or not, we are in it. It is not a war between 
the West and Islam; however, it is a war between 
Western nations and terrorists. While practically 
different from past wars in the way it is fought, 

philosophically, this war is no different. It is a war of ideol-
ogy; both sides believing themselves justified.

Remarkably, some in the West feel comfortable in con-
templating half measures in the war against terrorism. In an 
interview with The Telegraph (14 November 2010), the British 
Chief of Defence, General Sir David Richards, discussed con-
tainment of terrorism, rather than victory, as a ‘best-case’ 
scenario. This stance is generous, considering the chorus of 
observers who now openly bemoan a perceived or imminent 
loss in the war in Afghanistan. And yet, these views seem to 
reflect a broader willingness to essentially consider the most 
palatable form of defeat rather than to endure the requirements 
of victory. 

Containment sounds like another failed attempt to avoid a 
decisive engagement, namely, appeasement. Non-compromised 
victory should be the only resolution we in the West seek in 

the war against terrorism. While victory in this war may end 
up looking different than past wars, the outcome must be the 
same. One side has to ultimately submit, and one side will 
ultimately submit. 

Their Strategy

For many, al-Qaeda represents terrorism. While it is prob-
ably true that al-Qaeda is currently the main terrorist 

organization in the world, terrorism, even Islamic-based ter-
rorism, did not start with al-Qaeda. It merely represents a 
crescendo in a violent ideological movement. Without decisive 
action against the phenomenon of terrorism, finding a solution 
to the terrorist problem has become more difficult.

Al-Qaeda has played an instrumental role in evolution of 
the terrorist problem. They have been the architect of an effec-
tive strategy enabled by a viral narrative. Their approach is 
simple, but not simplistic. Key messages have inspired reso-
nance for the idea that the West has created an injustice in the 
world that disadvantages Muslims. 

Western presence in traditionally Muslim lands is given 
as evidence of this injustice. The only resolution championed 
is the re-establishment of the Muslim supremacy in their lands 
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New recruits belonging to Somalia’s al-Qaeda-linked al-Shabaab rebel group march in Afgoye, 17 February 2011.
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by any means necessary.  In this way, they have been able to 
inspire action on the physical plane as a force multiplying 
effect for their efforts on the moral plane. Regardless of 
whether this narrative will resonate in the future is somewhat 
a moot point, since it has created the conditions of a danger-
ous world that we presently live in.

Based upon this narrative, an equally simple yet effective 
strategy has been developed. Fighting two fronts, let alone two 
phases of war simultaneously, is not a desirable position. Yet, 
increasingly that is the position in which we find ourselves. 
Terrorists are limiting our option space. 

A cornerstone of the terrorist approach is the effort to 
shift the fight to favourable ground. Taking lessons learned 
from places such as ‘circa-1980s’ Afghanistan, terrorists have 
come to realize that a Western invasion is not necessarily a 
disadvantage. This is especially true when there is no endur-
ingly tractable narrative to articulate our presence and purpose 
in Muslim lands. 

Terrorists have seized opportunities in failed and failing 
states to develop the conditions that favour their fight. As we 
committed forces in various places, they leveraged their posi-
tions with a steady stream of men, money, weapons, and rhet-
oric. Their effective exploitation of the situation has caused us 
to ‘fix’ our forces in many locations, which reinforces their 
narrative and thus reinforces their strategy. It is an evolution 
of the old method of attrition. 

More importantly, their approach has created coalescence 
between terrorists and a broader social milieu, providing 
weight to the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ theme of the terrorist narra-

tive. A dangerous situation has been created. Due to the lack 
of a powerful Western counter-narrative, there is an open 
ended strategic question related to our true aim that has largely 
been left unanswered for many: are we trying to destroy ter-
rorists or Islam?

There is a concurrent effort to open new fronts before the 
last battle is fought on the old front. Terrorists realize that, 
unless consolidated, their position in many countries remains 
tenuous. As both risk mitigation and probably an indication of 
the intent to progress a deliberate strategy, and with their nar-
rative as their vanguard, they are setting the conditions to 
establish new fronts.

While one thrust of their strategy seeks to deny the oppor-
tunity for offensive action on our part, a more insidious effort 
seeks to remove the option to adopt a defensive posture. They 
are also attacking us from within. This reality speaks to fragil-
ity of the rationale for containment. Quite simply, the buffer of 
time and space is being compressed, and without decisive 
action, we are increasing the risk of having to fight the war 
within friendly lines. Likewise, an old spin on the method of 
divide and conquer.

By launching attacks – or simply creating the threat of 
attack – in Western nations, terrorists achieve a number of 
objectives. At a base human level, they create fear. Fear festers 
and turns to frustration, frustration turns to anger, anger turns 
to criticism, and over/unconstructive criticism generally leads 
to inaction. On a more ethereal level, their efforts then cause 
us to question our motives and our methods. Ultimately, this 
process turns us upon ourselves without prompting the recog-
nition of the true cause of our introspection.  
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Hamas militants stand guard near the Rafah Crossing, Gaza, 18 October 2011.
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Counter-productive Mindset

Past wars galvanized Western populations. As watershed 
moments in the modern history of the Western world, they 

became known as ‘the Great War’ or ‘the war to end all wars.’ 
Our war against terrorism has made clear the increasing 
Western discomfort for the general concept of war. This dis-
comfort results in a perceptible awkwardness with the way we 
now approach an immutable reality of human existence. 

Whereas past generations rallied around a cause, and the 
nation adopted a war footing, this is no longer the case. 
Probably beginning with the generational shift post-Second 
World War, it is now the norm to have a highly polarized, 
highly critical public opinion expressed by Western citizens 
who are, on the whole, becoming increasingly disengaged 
from the fight. Our general reluctance to collectively encum-
ber ourselves with the terrorist problem as past generations 
did with their problems, such as Nazi aggression, leaves the 
burden of the fight to be borne by fewer shoulders. Becoming 
unwilling participants en masse increases the risk of defeat.

Western nations now curb the language of war. Barely a 
decade after the worst terrorist attack on Western soil, few 
people want to use the lexicon of a “global war on terror” 
anymore. This is despite the fact that terrorists have affirmed 
their declarations of war on us, and despite the massive costs 

we continue to pay in blood and treasure on a daily basis. 
Allowing ourselves to become the victim of language indi-
cates a shortcoming in our message to the world.

More to the point, Western nations have also curbed our 
participation in the war against terrorism, while paradoxically 
continuing to engage in that war. The ‘troop surge’ in 
Afghanistan, and, more aptly, it being viewed as an effort of 
last resort, seem to indicate that we may have collectively 
fallen out of touch with what it takes to effectively wage war. 
A number of questions have been asked. Amongst the most 
important: Are that many troops required to win the war or to 
rectify the situation in which we find ourselves? 

Unproductive Methods

In many ways, the Western approach to the war against ter-
rorism seems to be a ‘committee approach.’ We no longer 

seem to draw a distinction in the roles, and thus, the unique 
effects of the instruments of national power and their relation-
ship vis-à-vis war. Rather, the attempt is made to meld their 
effects together across a singular continuum of time. Without 
distinct phases and distinct main efforts, it becomes difficult 
to establish or recognize the decisive points and transition 
conditions required to progress a strategy.

The emergence (or resurgence) of the counter-insurgency 
(COIN) body of thought may have unwittingly prolonged the 
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life of the committee approach, particularly as a rationale for 
the view of war as a singular time continuum. A transition 
condition was reached, and arguably passed, in Afghanistan 
in late-2001 with the culmination of distinctly counter-terror-
ism operations. By maintaining a presence without maintain-
ing the initiative, it seems we slipped into COIN as a way to 
make sense of the complex situation in Afghanistan rather 
than having decisively entered into the next phase of a delib-
erate strategy.

An interesting ‘groupthink’ has now developed around 
COIN. Its doctrine is not the problem; COIN becoming fash-
ionable (and probably misunderstood) is the problem. It seems 
for many that war is now synonymous with counterinsurgency. 
And, with every counterinsurgency, there is a demand for a 
‘population-centric approach.’ While not to be dismissed out 
of hand, a relevant population-centric approach to the war 
against terrorism needs to be examined. 

Affected populations are always an important factor in 
war. Yet, the influence of the population on the outcome of 
any war cannot be characterized in nebulous terms. The role of 
the population must be understood, particularly in terms of 
motivations, overall influence, and receptivity, in order that it 
can be positively leveraged in any plan for war. We must get 
away from a highly generalized concept of ‘the population,’ if 
for no other reason than it seems an impediment to deeper 
inquiries about the causes of terrorism and the effects of our 
response to terrorists. 

There is a trap in an ill-defined population-centric 
approach. That is, we run the risk of ceasing to think like our-
selves and for ourselves. We also run the risk of fighting our 
opposition from a reactive posture, rather than from a respon-
sive posture. In short, we will stop fighting our strategy. 

There is also an increasing premium placed upon cultural 
awareness. In many cases, a lack of perceived progress at the 
various fronts in our war against terrorism has been blamed on 

a lack of understanding for the culture in which we operate. 
This notion of cultural sensitivity seems to have entered a 
state of cultural hypersensitivity. Invading a country, espe-
cially on a large scale for a sustained period, creates an abnor-
mal circumstance. It should be no wonder that people do not 
welcome us graciously, especially over time, and especially 
when there is no tangible change in the life circumstances of 
the average person as a result of our presence. 

The nature of our presence and the manner in which con-
duct ourselves while outside our borders will ultimately deter-
mine how the world perceives us. 

Strategic Re-set

The basis of a new approach could start with defining a 
more clear and powerful narrative. Borrowing language 

from Marshall McLuhan, the medium through which we 
express ourselves would then become 
the message. For this to occur, a 
change is required in the paradigm 
through which we view terrorism.

A revised strategic approach 
would make a meaningful distinction 
between anti-terrorism and counter-
terrorism. If ultimately successful, 
both labels would increasingly disap-
pear, along with the predication of 
our interaction with the world, in 
many cases, being based upon terror-
ism. This does not de-value the lexi-
con of a war on terrorism. Rather, it 
brings it to a finer point.

In terms of anti-terrorism, the 
main effort would be to address a 
number of global conditions that 
enable the receptivity of the terrorist 
narrative, such as social, economic, 

and demographic factors that fester into grievances. The dis-
tinction should be significant enough to elevate the phenome-
non of terrorism to the level of grand strategy. Western nations 
would then undertake anti-terrorism efforts as any other global 
issue, to be dealt with in a systems approach akin to the way 
we approach economics (and probably how we should think of 
the environment). An inability to effectively deal with the con-
ditions that can precipitate terrorism is not then explained 
away as a failure of the war against terrorism, and rather, it 
makes it a matter of greater human dignity. 

The death of Osama Bin Laden and the “Arab Spring” do 
not draw a curtain on the issue of terrorism. In fact, it places 
us at a decisive point. While these events are hoped to have 
positive consequences, there is also a potential for a negative 
outcome, especially where the ingredients for a potentially 
dangerous mix exist:  core grievances that exist throughout the 
world not being addressed means that an opportunity to 
strengthen and evolve the alternative to the terrorist narrative 
is being missed. 
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The express purpose of the ‘anti-terrorism book end,’ 
counter-terrorism, becomes almost, if not, singular: eliminate 
the most dangerous individuals who choose to remain outside 
the legitimate fold. In plain terms, the main effort for this por-
tion of the strategy is killing the terrorist. However, as we 
become increasingly successful in parsing the general condi-
tions (and populations) from the core of malign actors, these 
operations would increasingly become limited engagements, 
based upon limited objectives, against a limited number of 
targets. As we progress this strategy, it would make offensive 
action a temporary condition. 

Counter-terrorism does not simply become a treatise on 
killing. It actually aspires to less killing over time as an 
inverse axis to anti-terrorism. The ability to achieve decisive 
action against the terrorist becomes the measure of the victory 
in the war against terrorism, while our ability to positively 
affect the global commons becomes the measure of our 
improvement of humanity. 

A key to this proposed approach will be to the ability to 
effectively balance anti-terrorism and 
counter-terrorism, to accurately identify 
the decision points and transition condi-
tions that affect our ability to manage the 
initiative before we slip indecisively into 
action that is not a clear progression of our 
strategy. Practically, this means efforts, not 
predicated upon terrorism, to foster 
strengthened civil societies in those nations 
that desperately demand it. By doing so, a 
legitimate venue for discourse occurs. 

In order to maintain relevance, terror-
ist organizations will be forced into the 
legitimate fold where their ideas are open 
to true inquiry by the masses. While the 
potential legitimacy of extreme ideas may 
seem a dangerous proposition to some, 
allowing malign influences to remain com-
fortably on the margins of the legitimate 

fold is a much more risky proposition, and a more pow-
erful position for a terrorist organization. 

Those who choose to remain outside the legitimate 
fold will then be unable to masquerade for anything 
other than being enemies of the state, and, in an increas-
ingly globalized world, the enemies of the global com-
mons. As part of this effort, we should focus upon pro-
viding help where it is requested, but should be prepared 
to remove that help when there is a lack of commitment. 
We must also recognize when a threat is prevalent and be 
prepared to remove those threats.

Getting from the current situation to the desired state 
is difficult to envision. It is probably not even possible as 
the next evolution. Rather, it is only likely to be realized 
through a series of incremental gains based, at least in 
part, upon our ability to manage the initiative in the war 
against terrorism, in turn based upon a more strategic para-

digm. Going forward, a nuanced balancing of Western roles that 
mentor, enable, or, when required, direct the winds of change in 
the world is the way that the West will achieve victory.

Victory

Victory in wars past meant some extreme demands, hard 
fought progress over time, and some dark days endured 

in the process of victory. The concept of victory in the war on 
terror is not the childish notion of winning, but rather, in many 
ways, speaks to our existence as we know it. Preserving that 
existence should be only reason why we ask young people to 
die for us. We therefore owe it to them to approach any fight 
with the intent of emerging victorious.

Oliver Ryan Clow has worked in the counter-terrorism field since 2006 
as a civilian employee with Canadian Special Operations Forces 
Command, Department of National Defence. He is a graduate of the 
Royal Military College of Canada (MA War Studies, 2000) and the 
University of Ottawa. He has previously been published in the Canadian 
Military Journal, the Royal United Services Institute Journal (UK) and 
the Royal Air Force Airpower Review (UK).

Osama bin Laden as seen in this still image taken from a video released on  
12 September 2011.

R
e

u
te

rs
 R

T
R

2
R

8
1

X
 b

y
 R

e
u

te
rs

 T
V

D
N

D
 I

S
 2

0
11

-1
0

2
6

-0
9



ViEWS aNd OPiNiONS

Vol. 12, No. 1, Winter 2011 • Canadian Military Journal 59

aM i SPEakiNg JaPaNESE?
CuLTuRaL iMPLiCaTiONS iN  
LaNguagE LEaRNiNg
by dana Batho
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Introduction

L
iving or working in a foreign nation is a chal-
lenge for most, especially when the culture that 
one is immersed in is very different from their 
own. For the CF, the requirement for personnel 
to be culturally aware of the environment they 

are working or fighting in is essential to mission success. 
Whether on deployment to a combat zone or in an overseas 
staff position, cultural awareness training is a necessary com-
ponent to allow CF members to succeed in their tasks and in 
their daily lives. Although language training is included in CF 
cultural awareness training, there is a common misperception 
that this is less important than training about how the enemy 
and friendly forces think and operate.1 However, “language 
and culture are intertwined,”2 and as such, language training is 
essential in understanding a culture, whether that be of the 
local population, the enemy, or the multinational forces that 
one may work alongside. As CF members can be called upon 

to work anywhere in the world, the cultural awareness that can 
be obtained by learning a foreign language is an issue whose 
importance needs to be understood by all CF members. 

As an example of this, the process of learning Japanese 
will be used to demonstrate how much cultural awareness is 
automatically gained through foreign language acquisition. 
Any two foreign languages are going to have differences with 
each other, especially those that originate from very different 
cultures. The distinctions between English and Japanese are 
very noticeable, possibly because Japan’s culture is rooted 
very deeply in strong traditions, whereas Western culture is 
based on influences from all around the world and is quite 
fluid. Communication issues that are common when trying to 
communicate result from how Japanese is structured and cul-
tural norms reflected in the language. This means that simply 
learning Japanese, a massive feat in itself, is not enough to be 
able to communicate effectively; cultural impediments must 
also be navigated.
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Linguistic Issues

Written Japanese

For learners of Japanese, written communication is often 
one of the hardest parts of learning the language. They 

first must master hiragana, which is the Japanese phonetic 
script used to write words of Japanese origin. Then comes 
katakana, which is similar to hiragana but is used to write 
words of foreign origin, often English. There are 46 hiragana 
and 46 katakana characters, representing the Japanese ‘alpha-
bet.’ In addition, kanji, or Chinese characters, are also exten-
sively used in writing. There are approximately 10,000 kanji, 
but the average fluent adult only uses about 2000 of them. 

The first obstacle usually encountered in written Japanese 
is that there are no spaces 
between words. This makes 
deciphering where one word 
starts and another stops very 
difficult, and it makes using a 
dictionary frustrating. In addi-
tion, because katakana is used 
for foreign words (usually of 
English origin), the tendency is 
to sound out the word to dis-
cover the meaning. However, 
the pronunciation has usually 
changed dramatically.

An example is the kata-
kana word マクドナルド (ma-
ku-do-na-ru-do). Only when 
you read the characters very 
fast does the English word 
become apparent – McDonald’s. 
Furthermore, kanji have their 
own complications. The sheer 

number of kanji can prove 
daunting to anyone, but kanji’s 
complexity mostly lies in the 
fact that each character has 
multiple pronunciations, which 
are not logical, and are 
dependent upon which word 
and where in the word the 
kanji is placed. For example, 
一番上 (ichi-ban-ue) means 
‘the top …’ (cadet, floor, etc.), 
and 上級 (jou-kyuu) means 
‘advanced level.’ The charac-
ter 上 is the same, but the 
pronunciation is different in 
each word.

Despite these difficulties, 
kanji does have some advan-
tages. As each individual kanji 
has a meaning attached to it, 
new words that are encoun-

tered in a written text can often be deciphered if the individ-
ual kanji are known. An example of this is 縞馬 (shima-
uma), translating to ‘striped horse,’ which is a zebra. A writ-
ten word that tends to make Western women cringe when 
reading it is 家内 (ka-nai), which means ‘inside house,’ or 
‘wife.’ This combination of meaning-based and visual encod-
ing can make remembering some kanji easier than others.3 Of 
course, if the various pronunciations for each kanji are 
unknown, the reader will not be able to say them, but at least 
the meaning is understood. 

Spoken Japanese

One barrier to spoken communication in Japanese is the 
varying levels of politeness that must be used. There is com-
mon language, polite language, honorific language, and hum-
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ble language. Common language is used for close friends and 
family, whereas polite language is for more formal situations. 
In addition, honorific language is used when speaking to or 
about someone’s actions that is higher in status than you, for 
example a teacher or a boss. Humble language is used when 
speaking to someone superior to you, but about your own 
actions. Each politeness level has a different form, and usually 
the verb is completely different for the honorific and humble 
versions. For instance, the verb “to say” in the common form is 
iu, in the polite form, it is mousu, in the honorific form, it is 
ossharu, and in the humble form, it is moushiageru. This cre-
ates difficulties, not only in learning how to use the different 
forms properly, but in the fact that almost any interaction with 
a Japanese person in a formal setting, such as in a retail shop 
or on the telephone to a company, will be conducted using the 
honorific and humble forms. If they are in a professional set-
ting, Japanese people are unable to switch to less formal lan-
guage forms, even if asked to speak more simply; they consider 
it too impolite. 

Also, Japanese has words that are used exclusively or 
predominantly by one gender or the other. Words such as ne 
and deshou, or ‘isn’t it?’, tend to be used mostly by women. 
Men who learn Japanese from their girlfriend or wife use 
these words frequently, which make other Japanese speakers 
smile, as it is obvious how they learned the language. Another 
example of this gender differentiation is the word for ‘I.’ Men 
would use ore or boku, and women could use atashi. Gender-
neutral forms are watashi and watakushi, which is more for-
mal. If a woman was to use men’s forms, she would come 

across as being harsh and rough.3 Similarly, men using wom-
en’s language sound effeminate. Thus, for a Westerner, learn-
ing to use these gender-specific words can become a minefield 
of (often humorous) miscommunication.

Cultural Issues

Ishin-Denshin

In addition to the structure, there are cultural hurdles implicit 
in how Japanese is actually used. Emily Spencer and Tony 

Balasevicius illustrate the military implications of the inter-
play between culture and language in communication:

Understanding the elements of culture at play … will 
allow security forces to pick up nuances in speech 
and gestures that can provide valuable clues as to the 
possible location or intentions of belligerents. To this 
end, experience has shown that good interpreters can 
do far more than just relay verbatim translations to 
security forces … seasoned interpreters in Afghanistan 
are able to explain nuances that are missed by those 
with only a basic understanding of the language. 
Moreover, they are able to translate these nuances 
into more meaningful messages … [A message] 
might have less to do with what is being said and 
more to do with how it is being said.4 

If one is unaware of the effect that culture has on lan-
guage, mission success could be seriously jeopardized. 
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Enryo

Compared to English, Japanese is a very vague and indi-
rect language; this means that even if one understands the 
words, the meaning of the 
communication may still 
be unclear. A reason for 
this is that “… the 
Japanese … have devel-
oped abundant non-lin-
guistic codes.”5 This is 
called ishin-denshin, or 
“traditional mental telep-
athy.”6 Related is the cul-
tural concept of enryo, 
which means ‘reserve’ or 
‘constraint.’ It is not 
uncommon for  a 
Westerner to unknow-
ingly place their Japanese 
counterpart in an awk-
ward situation: “… 
because Japanese culture 
places a taboo on direct 
expression of one’s 
wishes, it is culturally 
inappropriate to ask other 
people directly what they 

want. ‘Brutal’ direct questions, such as, ‘… Do you want X 
or Y?’ force the addressee to violate enryo.”7 Further, “plain 
speaking … tends to commit the speaker to a hard-and-fast 
position, and thus can easily provoke direct confrontation – 
which all Japanese dread.”8 This can be easily seen in a com-
mon response to a question – ‘Sore wa chotto…,’ which 
translates to ‘That’s a little….’ In English, not fully answer-
ing a question can be seen as being deceptive or sneaky. But 
for a Japanese person, that is the only way that they know 
how to decline an invitation or request politely; to directly 
decline is unthinkable. In fact, because of enryo, the word 
‘no’ is almost never used in Japanese. One exception is if a 
Japanese person is complimented. For example, if you com-
pliment a concert pianist on her skill, she will invariably 
respond with “No, no, no, I only play piano a little.”

Even for those who are fluent in Japanese, understanding 
enryo can ‘make or break’ a business relationship: “… to 
Americans, the Japanese style of negotiation can be confusing 
and even maddening, just as our style can seem blunt and 
threatening to them.”9 This is why many companies hire con-
sultants, such as People Going Global,10 to culturally train 
their employees; it is easier to build a good relationship than 
it is to try to repair one due to cultural misunderstandings. In 
a military setting where lives can be on the line, cultural 
understanding is even more critical.

Enryo is also a part of the actual structure of Japanese. An 
illustration of this is the lack of use of pronouns and subjects; 
conversations tend to be heavily based upon contextual clues 
for comprehension. For instance, in English, a telephone con-
versation might go, “Hi boss, I’m coming in to work today, 
I’m feeling better.” The same conversation in Japanese might 
be “Boss, today’s okay.” Implied is the fact that the boss 
knows the employee has been sick, and if today is okay to 
work, then he must be feeling better. However, if the listener 
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is an outsider to the conversation and is unaware of the sur-
rounding context, it would be nearly impossible to understand 
what had just been said. 

Conformity

Similarly, social influences also play a role in communi-
cation. Conformity is an obvious issue in Japan. In general, 
Japanese people are seen as models of conformity.11 For the 
Japanese, there are set rules of behaviour and speech for any 
possible interaction; however, as foreigners usually are not 
aware of these rules, interactions with foreigners are not as 
straightforward. As a consequence, in an interaction between a 
foreigner and a Japanese person, the Japanese person may 
freeze due to uncertainty, and thus be unable to react appropri-
ately to what the Westerner is saying.12

Conformity also allows some Japanese to discriminate 
against foreigners. Takeyuki Tsuda refers to an example of 
cross-cultural friction in the rental housing market: “… there 
are landlords who refuse to rent to Nikkeijin [Japanese emi-
grants], usually citing differences in ‘customs’ and communi-
cation.”13 From personal experience, even foreigners who are 
completely fluent in Japanese and are married to a Japanese 
national are often discriminated against when renting or buy-
ing housing. Even though problems such as these are unlikely 
to affect CF members directly, it is very important for them to 
be aware of the impact that language and culture can have on 
their daily lives as foreigners in an overseas posting.

Intent

Intent is also an issue in any communication. An illus-
tration of this is in Joy Hendry’s article, in which she refers 
to a discussion between herself (a Western anthropologist) 
and an eminent Japanese linguist. After discussing whether 
she could understand the linguist’s ‘Japanese English,’ he 
states: “I’m afraid I find it a kind of psychological torture to 
speak to foreigners in Japanese. However good their lan-

guage, however perfect their grammar, 
I find it very difficult to understand 
their ‘real intent.’”14 

Tatemae/Honne

Similarly, the concepts of tatemae 
and honne show the use of intent in 
Japanese. Tatemae is the socially 
acceptable view you project to the out-
side world, and honne is what you 
truly think or feel about a given situa-
tion. 15 Because of these distinctions, 
communications with Japanese people 
sometimes cannot be taken at face 
value, because of the “… dual nature 
of the Japanese self in which cultural 
norms discourage the direct expression 
of socially inappropriate inner feelings 
in public behaviour.”16 

Conclusion

Thus, overcoming the intricacies of written and spoken 
Japanese are merely the beginning of a long road of learn-

ing to communicate with Japanese people. Cultural barriers, 
such as enryo, conformity, intent, tatemae, and honne must 
also be clearly understood for effective communication. As 
these elements are based upon centuries of communication 
amongst only themselves, a form of ‘Japanese telepathy’ 
exists. Simply knowing the vocabulary and grammar is not 
enough to be able to communicate in Japanese; the cultural 
elements are equally important.

For military personnel, the implications of not being aware 
of cultural and linguistic issues are even greater: “Failure to 
understand [the populations’] beliefs, values, and attitudes, and 
how they view the world, is tantamount to mission failure.”17 It 
is sometimes difficult to see the cultural component in Euro-
centric languages that share a base common culture with 
English and French, but the cultural component of language 
becomes very clear when learning languages that do not share 
the same linguistic genealogy. Therefore, an analysis of the 
cultural component of Japanese structure and usage provides a 
good illustration of the issues that may be faced by those who 
are deployed overseas. Even if CF members never become flu-
ent in the local language where they are posted, an emphasis 
upon learning as much as possible is vital. Not only will this 
help them to ‘win the hearts and minds’ of the local popula-
tion, it will give them indispensible insights into the culture 
and minds of all those who occupy their operational space, 
leading to an increased likelihood of mission success.

Second Lieutenant Dana Batho is a 2011 graduate of the Royal Military 
College of Canada in Military and Strategic Studies. Eagerly anticipat-
ing commencement of her career as an RCAF Intelligence Officer, she is 
currently pursuing an MA in International Affairs (Intelligence and 
National Security) at the Norman Paterson School of International 
Affairs at Carleton University. She has also studied and lived in New 
Zealand and Japan. 
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C
olonel Maillet, Lieutenant-General Maisonneuve, 
distinguished guests, faculty members, family 
and friends, and graduates of Royal Military 
College Saint-Jean:

It was with great pride and humility that I 
accepted General Maisonneuve’s invitation to speak to you 
today, on the occasion of your graduation from the College. 
First off, I have a deep admiration for the work that is done at 
the College. I had the opportunity to meet the people who 
work here and see their great commitment to the education 
that RMCSJ provides. I felt their pride in belonging to this 
noble institution and their desire to help you reach your full 
potential—not just as students, but also as men and women 
whose human potential is worth developing.

Leadership

When I think about RMCSJ, the word ‘leadership’ imme-
diately comes to mind. There probably exist thousands 

of definitions of the word ‘leadership.’ When I was in the 
Royal Canadian Air Cadets many years ago, we learned the 
definition provided by General Dextraze: “Leadership is the 
art of influencing others to do willingly what is required in 
order to achieve an aim or goal.” When I was a young cadet, 
aspiring to go up through the ranks, I naively thought that this 
was a very simple task. After all, all the leader has to do is 
explain what needs to be done and people will do it. However, 
as I was given to experience leadership roles over the years, I 
have come to the conclusion that leadership is anything but 
easy to implement! General Dextraze’s definition of leader-
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ship is certainly clear and evident. But, as Hegel the philoso-
pher would say, this definition needs to be ‘unpacked’ to 
appreciate the full extent of to what it  actually refers.

For General Dextraze’s definition to work, a certain 
number of prerequisites must be present. Today, I would like 
to share with you three of those prerequisites—knowing, 
know-how and ‘soft 
skills’—which seem 
to me, at first 
glance, to be invisi-
ble in the definition. 
Paradoxically, how-
ever, they make it 
possible to fully 
understand the con-
cept of leadership. 
Over the years, for 
me, these themes 
have become values 
that play an increas-
ingly significant 
role in my personal 
and professional 
journey. Because of 
my position as rec-
tor of a post-sec-
ondary academic 
institution, they 
have also become 
matters of great 
concern.

Knowing

What is knowing? To what does “knowing” refer? As a 
philosopher, I must defer to the greatest master of all 

time, Plato, to broach this notion. To understand what it means 
to know, we must also understand what it means not to know. 
It is important to distinguish between truth and falsehood, 
knowledge and opinion, durable idea and form without sub-
stance. Regardless of what is your chosen discipline, I am sure 
that your studies here have helped you acquire the ability to 
think critically about the multitude of information circulating 
in the marketplace of ideas. Real leaders are able to keep a 
critical distance not only from what others claim to know, but 
also—indeed, especially—from what they themselves claim to 
know. Do I always know what I claim to know? Does my 
knowledge rest on a solid foundation, or does that foundation 
merely appear solid? Have I ever touted statements as knowl-
edge when they were actually just opinions? These questions 
are important because they focus our attention upon the lead-
er’s moral responsibility not to mislead others. To answer 
those questions, we must have enough humility to accept that 
most of the time, we don’t know. As Socrates said, “I know 
one thing: that I know nothing.” That is a sign of great leader-
ship. All leaders must throw themselves into the quest for 
knowledge. The human mind needs to be nourished by ideas 
in order to develop, and it is able to judge the value of those 
ideas and create new worlds, as does an architect working 

with the finest of materials. A real leader is master of his or 
her own mind and knows that out of the millions of ideas cir-
culating in the world, a very small number are eloquent and 
great ideas that are worth being entertained in the long term. 
That is what true study is all about: the long contemplation of 
fundamental questions leading to patience and serenity before 
the complexities of life.

Know-how

Now, on to know-how…When we think of know-how, we 
immediately think about artisans, those who fabricate 

objects with their hands. I think about my father who could 
imagine and build anything to which he set his mind. We have 
all had the pleasurable experience of using an object that was 
perfectly designed, whether a motorcycle, a shoe, or a musical 
instrument. We also know how frustrated we become when the 
object we are using is flawed: the Ross rifle used by Canadian 
troops during the First World War, a badly designed chair, an 
iPhone application that freezes all the time. Everyone in this 
room knows Descartes for his most famous quote: “I think 
therefore I am.” Descartes no doubt had a great preoccupation 
for theoretical knowledge, but what is less known is that he 
had an equal preoccupation for what was then called ‘human 
passions.’ This expression probably reminds us of a title of a 
‘soap’ or novel, but it refers to the notion of self-control, or 
acting properly. Descartes insists that: “[...] to be possessed of 
a vigorous mind is not enough; the prime requisite is to rightly 
apply it.” Knowing is insufficient in itself. Leaders need to be 
able to rightly apply their minds to situations and problems. 
They need to be able to understand how things work, and to 
find creative solutions to problems. But the greatest achieve-
ment in the area of know-how is becoming the artisans of our 
own existence, i.e. working toward becoming a fully devel-
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oped human being. As leaders, you will come to realize that 
your richest resource is your own humanity. You need to 
understand what will make you a better human being, and 
practice this art throughout your life. Contrary to other spe-
cies, we spend a good portion of our lives finding out what we 
are supposed to be as human beings, and experimenting 
through trial and error. The highest achievement in humanity 
that leaders should aim at is the attainment of ethical wisdom. 
This kind of wisdom results from the constant integration of 
theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge. It is also 
called having good judgment, and it would be a mistake to 
take it for granted. At some level, we have all experienced 
failures in judgment. Hopefully, we learn from our mistakes. 
But as leaders, we have a responsibility to think about the 
impact of our actions on close ones, our organizations, and 
society at large. Just as leaders need to take a critical distance 
with ideas, they are the best critics of their own actions. They 
know that their own human existence is calling them to 
increasingly higher standards. Hence, leaders always look for 
opportunities to learn to do better. 

Soft skills

I have talked about knowing, where leaders come to know 
that they don’t know and are forced to become humble, and 

know-how, where leaders continually work on developing 
their own humanity and developing good judgment. Now, a 
few words with respect to ‘soft skills.’ A leader must know 
how to have relationships with others, and that requires emo-
tional intelligence. That type of intelligence helps leaders help 
others realize their own potential. As a leader, it is impossible 
to influence others without cultivating an attitude of compas-
sion. However, compassion is not spinelessness—true compas-
sion is founded upon integrity. A real leader leads others to 
success. We can listen to others and come to understand the 
obstacles preventing them from succeeding but still push them 
to the new heights they are capable of reaching. To help others 
surpass themselves, we must be able to see them more clearly 
than they can see themselves. We must be able to picture oth-
ers in the future. In other words, we must have vision. This 
ability to envision what others can become and to guide them 
to see that vision themselves is a sign of authentic leadership.

Back to General Dextraze

Influencing human beings requires an authentic knowledge 
of the human condition. It also requires an ability to know 

what to do, when to do it, and how to do it. Finally, it requires 
the ability to create a setting where people actually achieve 
themselves in achieving the goals. All of these skills are 
acquired through education. 

The only way to achieve these skills is through education. 
To be more precise, it is the very aim of education. If you 
allow me a last reference to Plato: The aim of education is to 
form leaders who will build a just society.

You have just completed an important step in your aca-
demic journey, and I wanted to pay formal tribute to you by 
showing you the great importance of what you have just 

accomplished. It took courage and perseverance for you to 
obtain your diploma. And you have every reason to be proud 
today. For that, you deserve all of our admiration. I also 
wanted to show you that the road does not end here—true 
education is a lifelong task. Never stop wanting to learn more 
about yourself, others and the world around you. You will 
become better people and make others better people. Lastly, I 
wanted to share with you that if you are called upon to become 
leaders, you have had and will have the immense privilege of 
being supported by leaders throughout your journey. Your 
teachers, parents and friends are an integral part of your suc-
cess. Never forget to recognize what you owe to the masters 
and wise people who have crossed your path. Now, it is your 
turn to become what they were for you.

I have shared with you some of the precious things that 
life has taught me so far in my own educational journey. I now 
wish you every success possible for the next phase of your 
educational journey. Be proud, and make your community 
proud! More than ever, our world needs your leadership.

Chantal Beauvais, B Ph, MA, Ph D, is the rector of Saint Paul University, 
Ottawa. Extensively schooled in philosophy, she is the first rector of the 
university who is not an Oblate. Even more significantly, she is the first 
rector who is neither a priest nor a religious official, and she is the first 
female rector of the university.
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