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The idea that the 
world is “crashing 

in” on Canada comes 
from the University 
of Toronto geopolitics 
expert Janice Gross 

Stein, in a quote given to Michael 
Taube for an article in this edition of 
C2C Journal. It seems a particularly apt 
metaphor to describe the tumultuous 
events of the last year, including the 
murders of two Canadian soldiers 
and the shoot-out on Parliament Hill 
involving domestic jihadist wannabes 
inspired by the Middle East’s most 
virulent radical Islamist movement 
yet. There is also the bloody conflict 
in Eastern Ukraine orchestrated by 
Russian empire revivalist Vladimir 
Putin, the dreadful Ebola outbreak in 
West Africa that threatened to infect 
our hemisphere, the huge democracy 
protests in Hong Kong where some 
300,000 Canadians live, and a 
fitful global economy that has had 
unnerving impacts on oil prices and 
our Canadian petro-dollar.

When we were developing the 
theme for the Winter edition of C2C a 
couple of months ago, the global pot 
was boiling furiously and these stories 
owned the news cycle. Some of them 
are merely simmering now, allowing 
trivial stories like the spectacular fall 
of the CBC’s unfathomably popular 
radio host Jian Ghomeshi to compete 
for headlines. 

The what-fresh-hell-is-this ap-
proach to journalism is a perilous one, 
for when the sky stops falling and the 
sun comes out, even temporarily, one 
can look like Chicken Little flapping 
around with its head cut off. Or worse, 
like global warming doomsayers on a 

planet that has seen no appreciable 
increase in aggregate global 
temperatures for 17 years.

But even if unsustainable paranoia 
was part of the inspiration for this 
magazine, it produced a clutch of very 
well-conceived and executed essays 
examining some of today’s biggest 
challenges to Canadian security and 
foreign policy. They are weighted, 
inevitably, towards what is surely the 
single biggest current threat to global 
security, Islamofascism. 

Patrick Keeney takes us deep into 
the “Captive Mind,” where communism 
was once seen as the gateway to a 
secular materialist utopia, and where 
Islam is now held up as a “religion of 
peace.” Robert Joustra agrees radical 
Islamism is a dangerous religious 
phenomenon, and thus approves 
of what he calls the “religious turn” 
in Canadian foreign policy. The 
aforementioned Michael Taube’s piece 
examines the potential for security 
and foreign policy to frame the 
ballot in next year’s federal election. 
It’s uncommon but not unheard of 
in Canadian political history, and 
current polling indicates these issues 
are exceptionally high on the public 
agenda.

Jeffrey Collins looks at national 
security through the prism of military 
procurement, which has stalled as 
Ottawa made post-Great Recession 
deficit reductions and pre-2015 
election tax breaks its top budget 
priorities. George Koch and John 
Weissenberger agree Canada needs 
to upgrade its military assets as part 
of a resolute western response to 
modern Russian aggression, which 
is no different from ancient Russian 

aggression, and is only ever contained 
by acting in kind. 

Paul Robinson responds to all 
this fearmongering with a welter of 
data indicating that by almost every 
measure, our world is a safer, stabler, 
and more secure place than it has been 
in a long time. But John Thompson 
looks just over the horizon and sees 
declining global food reserves and 
spiking prices as harbingers of a 
hunger-driven international security 
crisis that could make our current 
travails look insignificant – and create 
enormous opportunities for Canada to 
prosper through increased demand for 
our agricultural products, along with 
all our other resources. 

Thompson’s piece picks up the 
thread that runs through most of the 
articles in this edition of C2C Journal; 
the idea that Canada today is occupying 
a bigger and bolder space on the 
world stage. It’s partly because our 
population is growing, as is the strategic 
importance of our human and natural 
resources. Some would say it’s also 
because of the forthright ambition of 
the Harper Conservative government 
to “punch above our weight” on matters 
of international security and trade.  
Another school of thought, articulated 
by members of the traditional Canadian 
intelligentsia who might otherwise 
be described as “former friends of 
Jian Ghomeshi,” holds that the Harper 
government’s illiberal bravado is 
marginalizing our international influ-
ence. Maybe so, but the clear trend is 
that for good or ill, Canada’s getting 
bigger as the world gets smaller. 
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Reviving and Revising 
the Canada First Defence 
Strategy ..............................25
by Jeffrey F. Collins

In its early years the Harper Conservative 
government was committed to 
rebuilding the Canadian Forces after 
the Liberal “decade of darkness.” Then 

the Great Recession hit, the Afghanistan War ended, and defence 
procurement spending went dark, again. It’s unlikely to be revived in an 
election year, writes Jeffrey F. Collins, but it must and eventually will be, 
with a new emphasis on navy and air force hardware to meet the new 
challenges and priorities of global security in today’s post-“boots on the 
ground” environment.

Threat Inflation in a Time of 
Peace and Stability .............. 8
by Paul Robinson

When Franklin D. Roosevelt said in 1932 
that “the only thing we have to fear is 
fear itself,” he was trying to buck up 
America’s spirits during the depths of 
the Great Depression. It’s hard to imagine 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper saying anything quite like that in the 
context of today’s fears about terrorism, Russian aggression, and other 
national and international security threats. If anything, the PM seems to 
think we’re not fearful enough. But he, and all of us, should relax, writes 
Paul Robinson, because we’re actually living in a time of unprecedented 
peace, stability and security. 

Will Foreign Policy Frame the Ballot in 2015? ......4
by Michael Taube and Paul Bunner

Foreign policy rarely figures prominently in Canadian federal election campaigns. 
Typically the ballot question is framed by domestic issues, fiscal and economic 
conditions, and the personalities of the party leaders. But a year out from the 2015 
election, foreign policy issues are omnipresent in Canadian politics. From Islamist 
terrorism at home and abroad, to Russian aggression in Eastern Europe, to the Ebola 
outbreak in Africa, the world seems a dreadfully dark and dangerous place. As a result, 
write Michael Taube and Paul Bunner, a big question in voters’ minds next October 
may well be, which party and which leader can best keep our country safe?

Hunger and its  
Discontents.........................17
by John C. Thompson

O Canada what a fortunate country to 
have such an abundance of fertile land 
and fresh water. Not just fortunate in 
the sense of a people well-fed and 
watered, but in the geo-political sense 

of a country well-endowed with vital strategic assets in an increasingly 
hungry and thirsty world. Food insecurity has been a catalyst for social 
and political upheavals throughout human history. The world’s population 
is headed from 7 billion today to as many as 11 billion by 2100. Global 
food reserves are falling, and prices are spiking. This is a recipe for the 
next big global security crisis, writes John C. Thompson, and Canadian 
foreign policy makers would be well advised to start planning now for its 
challenges and opportunities.

The Religious Turn in 
Canadian Foreign Policy ...21
by Dr. Robert Joustra

The creation of the Office of Religious 
Freedom by Canada’s Conservative 
government in 2013 was widely panned 
as a symbolic gesture, aimed mainly at 
the ruling party’s theoconservative base. 

With a staff of five and budget of $5 million a year, what real impact 
could it have in a world awash in religious persecution and violence? 
That remains to be seen, although it already has projects underway in 
several countries. And in “God’s Century,” writes Robert Joustra, where 
theology is supplanting ideology as the primary fuel of political conflict, 
we should all be praying for the success of the OFR. 

How to Fight Radical Islam? 
Free our ‘Captive Minds’ .....15
By Patrick Keeney

Many in the West were once inclined 
to appease communism and fascism 
because they promised a secular 
materialist utopia, which was a great 
comfort to a post-religious society 

confused and uncertain about the purpose and meaning of life. Besides, 
appeasement was easier than confrontation. The same mindset now 
cripples our response to radical Islam, writes Patrick Keeney, by deluding 
us into thinking that jihadi terrorism, at home and abroad, has little to do 
with the Muslim religion, and much more to do with materialist causes 
like poverty, inequality or “social exclusion.” This delusion blinds us to the 
true menace of Islamist “religious totalitarianism.”

How to Play Russian  
Roulette ..............................11
by George Koch and John Weissenberger

2014 marks the 100th anniversary of the 
start of the First World War, which began 
in part because of persistent Russian 
meddling in the Balkans. The Soviet 
Empire that grew out of the Bolshevik 

Revolution was largely created by Russian meddling in the affairs of its 
eastern and central European neighbours before, during and after the 
Second World War. Today the Russians are meddling in Ukraine, among 
other countries. The point is, the core of Russian foreign policy never really 
changes. We should not be surprised or acquiescent. If we give Vladimir 
Putin an inch, he will take a mile. Prime Minister Stephen Harper has been 
saying as much for years, write George Koch and John Weissenberger, and 
it’s time for tougher action by Canada and the other western powers to 
contain modern Russian aggression.
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by Michael Taube and Paul Bunner

Canada’s next federal election is less than a year away. 
The platforms of the national parties are already 
taking shape, with the ruling Conservatives touting a 

budget surplus, family income splitting, and richer child tax 
benefits and credits. The Official Opposition NDP has rolled 
out a national daycare plan, while the poll-leading Liberals 
are promising job creation and infrastructure investments. It 
has all the makings of a very conventional Canadian federal 
election, with all the contenders seeking to bribe voters with 
their own money.

Of course, any number of wild cards could pop up between 
now and next October. The trial of Senator Mike Duffy, for 
example, could go very badly for the Tories. Plunging oil 
prices could take Canada’s petro-dollar to depths it hasn’t 
seen in years, causing traumatic economic shocks. There’s 
even speculation that Prime Minister Stephen Harper will 
announce he’s leaving early in the New Year, setting the 
stage for a Conservative leadership contest and throwing all 
the current political calculations up in the air. 

Don’t bet on this last one though, because there’s another 
issue bidding to dominate the 2015 ballot frame, and it plays 
to Harper’s longest, strongest suit – foreign policy.

A little-travelled man who showed scant interest in 
foreign policy during his early political career, Harper 
cut an unlikely figure as future global statesman. But as 

Prime Minister, he immediately vowed to “restore Canada’s 
status and influence on the world stage,” and seized every 
opportunity to position himself as a bold, principled and 
rather bellicose international leader whose middle-power 
country was determined to “punch above its weight.”

To that end, he presided over Canada’s outsized role in 
the Afghanistan War during its bloodiest phase, staked out 
a pro-Israel position far beyond that of any of his Canadian 
predecessors (and most of his international contemporaries), 
played a big role in scuppering the Kyoto climate change 
Accord (while promoting Canada as a “global energy 
superpower”), hectored Beijing on human rights more 
than once, lectured the world on how to properly manage 
the Great Recession, metaphorically challenged Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to an Inuit leg-wrestling match 
over control of the Arctic, routinely snubbed the “despots 
and dictators” at the UN, and roamed the earth with pen in 
hand, signing free trade deals with any country that would 
bite.

Nearly ten years into his reign, far more Canadians loathe 
Harper than love him, but it’s fair to say a majority respects 
him, however grudgingly, as the second-longest serving 
leader in the G8 (trailing only Germany’s Angela Merckel by 
a few months), and a pretty tough hombre in a thug-infested 
world. 

Serendipitously for Harper, the pre-writ world of 2014-
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15 is an unusually volatile, scary place, inhabited by Islamic 
State terrorists and beheaders in the Middle East and their 
deranged, drug-addled acolytes at home, a Russian Anschluss 
of Eastern Ukraine, a minor plague in Africa, precarious 
economic conditions almost everywhere but North America, 
and an extremely lame-duck president in Washington who 
makes Harper look like Harry Truman.

All that said, however, history and conventional wisdom 
hold that foreign policy almost never plays a role in 
Canadian federal elections. The great Free Trade election 
of 1988 was a notable exception (as was the 1911 free 
trade election), and Lester Pearson beat John Diefenbaker 
in 1963 partly over the issue of basing U.S. nuclear missiles 
in Canada. Other than that, foreign policy only dominated 
elections during the world wars. 

“Canadians don’t ordinarily think about foreign and 
defence policy at election times,” says Jack Granatstein, the 
prolific author, military historian and Fellow at the Canadian 
Defence and Foreign Affairs Institute (CDFAI). “Daycare or 
tax cuts seem more important than soldiers 
or fighter jets…Will the coming election be 
different? Likely not, despite events. Voters 
will weigh the party’s economic promises 
more than positions on foreign affairs.”

Other veteran political soothsayers aren’t 
so sure. University of Calgary Professor Barry 
Cooper, a Fellow at CDFAI as well as the 
Centre for Military and Strategic Studies, 
thinks Canadians may well go into the 
voting booth next fall asking themselves 
which party and leader will keep the country 
safe from all the international bogeymen. “I 
agree that for the first time in living memory, 
foreign policy may play an important role in 
the next general election,” says Cooper. “Apart 
from the remarkably theatrical violence 
in the world, foreign policy has come to 
prominence in Canada in part because of 
the feckless leadership, or rather, lack of 
leadership, provided by the Americans over the past 6 years.” 

Cooper believes an election fought over foreign affairs 
would benefit Harper and the Conservatives because they 
have a track record of actions that largely aligned with 
public opinion on the Afghanistan and Libyan missions, the 
more recent air campaign against Islamic State in northern 
Iraq, and Putin’s neo-imperialism. Plus the PM has never 
missed an opportunity to publicly celebrate the history 
and heroism of “our brave men and women in the Canadian 
Forces.” It’s good policy and good politics, says Cooper: “The 
interesting thing is, for Canadians, that Prime Minister Harper 
has restored a degree of pride in the country by stepping up 
and actually committing troops and equipment.”  

Get used to foreign policy in federal elections, suggests 
Janice Gross Stein, Director of Toronto’s Munk School of 
Global Affairs. “The separation between the domestic and 
the international is fading as globalization deepens. Almost 
every big foreign issue has domestic consequences and 

important domestic policies are linked to what happens in 
the world.

“The world has come crashing in on Canada,” adds Stein, 
“as new kinds of threats to security and new opportunities to 
diversify trade and investment emerge as the global balance 
of power shifts. Walling ourselves off from the world is not 
an option.”

Politicians have understood since Machiavelli the power 
of fear to move votes. The Liberals under Jean Chretien and 
Paul Martin used fear-mongering successfully as part of 
their “hidden agenda” campaigns against the Conservative, 
Alliance and Reform parties during their reign from 1993 to 
2006. The Tories, in turn, used widespread insecurities about 
the economy to win over voters in 2008 and 2011. 

Will fear of terrorists and Putin and Ebola and other things 
that go bump on the nightly news help the Conservatives in 
2015? In September, an Ipsos Reid poll for Global News had 
the Liberals leading the Tories nationally by seven percent 
(38 percent - 31 percent). This had been roughly the spread 

in most opinion polls for months. But when 
respondents were asked which political 
party would be the best choice to manage 
Canada’s foreign policy, the Tories jumped 
to 42 percent, followed by the Liberals at 32 
percent and the NDP at 26 percent. In the 
weeks that followed, amid an unrelenting 
barrage of frightful news from abroad capped 
by October’s IS-inspired attacks in Quebec 
and Ottawa, other polls indicated that the 
gap between the Liberals and Conservatives 
in national voting intentions had narrowed. 

Abacus Data’s September 22 poll about 
Harper’s approach to foreign policy also 
showed a preponderance of Canadians 
onside with it. 49 percent supported his 
stance on Canada-US relations, while 27 
percent were opposed. 45 percent supported 
his position to use the military to combat 
Islamic terrorism, while 32 percent were 

against. 52 percent supported the decision to send CF-18s 
to pound IS in northern Iraq. Even on the bitterly divisive 
Israel-Palestine file, 36 percent agreed with the PM’s point 
of view versus 33 percent who disagreed.

As Abacus’ Bruce Anderson and David Coletto pointed out, 
“The number of voters that agree with [Harper] on current 
international issues is substantially higher than the number 
of people who say they are planning on voting Conservative.” 
In their opinion, the data “indicates that this has potential 
to be of political value, if foreign policy turns out to matter 
more in the next election than it usually does.” Which gives 
a lot of incentive to Tory election strategists to make it so.

Their main objective, as always, will be to create a clear, 
stark choice between Harper and Liberal leader Justin 
Trudeau and NDP leader Thomas Mulcair, based on the 
simple calculation that they can win another majority with 
40-45 percent of the vote as long as the two left-of-centre 
parties more-or-less equally split the rest. They will certainly 

❝The 
pre-writ 
world of 
2014-15 is 
an unusually 
volatile, 
scary 
place.~
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highlight real and invented contrasts on tax cuts vs tax hikes, 
direct child benefits vs national day care, and experience 
and competence vs inexperience and incompetence.

But depending on what their polling, focus groups, and 
political instincts are telling them, the Tories may also 
decide to highlight contrasts on foreign policy, the military 
and terrorism. And those contrasts will be stark indeed. Both 
the New Democrats and the Liberals voted against sending 
CF-18s to Iraq, and both favoured political and humanitarian 
interventions instead. Trudeau also ventured that Canada 
should not be “whipping out our CF-18s to show how big 
they are,” a comment that is likely to figure prominently in 
Conservative ads questioning the Liberal leader’s credibility. 

Responding to the killings of Canadian soldiers in 
Quebec and Ottawa by unstable young Canadian men 
who aspired to jihadism, Harper was quick to proclaim the 
perpetrators as terrorists. Mulcair demurred, saying “the 
information that is now available to the public comforts 
me in my choice not to use the word terrorism in describing 
the act that took place here.” Much to the disappointment 

of Tory character assassins, no doubt, Trudeau agreed these 
were acts of terrorism, because the RCMP said they were. 
Deferred responsibility for his position aside, it was a clearer 
denunciation of terrorism than his initial response to last 
year’s terrorist bombings during the Boston Marathon, when 
Trudeau said, “We have to look at the root causes…we don’t 
know now if it was terrorism or a single crazy or a domestic 
issue or a foreign issue.”

The polling data from Ipsos and Abacus suggests that 
Harper’s direct, confrontational messaging on foreign 
policy resonates more positively with Canadians than the 
more pacific, nuanced approaches favoured by Trudeau 
and Mulcair. Conservative spin doctors certainly seem to 
think so, for they worked very hard to make sure the media 
reported the PM’s stern words to Putin at the November G20 
conference in Australia: “I guess I’ll shake your hand but I 
have only one thing to say to you: You need to get out of 
Ukraine.”

In 1965 Prime Minister Lester Pearson said as much to 
President Lyndon Johnson about U.S. bombing in Vietnam 
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and the story that got out was that the big Texan grabbed the 
smaller Canadian by the lapels and told him to “stop pissing 
on my rug.” It didn’t seem to hurt Pearson or the Liberals 
politically at the time, perhaps because most Canadians 
opposed the war in Vietnam and subscribed to Pearsonian 
foreign policy ideals that positioned Canada as the world’s 
pre-eminent peacekeeper.

But that was a half century ago. How Canadians see the 

world and our place in it seems to have changed, and the 
2015 election may speak volumes about both.

Michael Taube is a columnist for The Washington Times and a 
weekly pundit on CTV News Channel. Paul Bunner is the editor 
of C2C Journal. Both are former speechwriters for Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper.

By Paul Robinson

“In this year much of our world has become a darker 
place,” said Prime Minister Stephen Harper in late 
October following the murders of two Canadian 

soldiers in Quebec and Ottawa, “and certainly it has become 
more dangerous.”  Some gap between perception and reality 
is inevitable, but Harper’s words show how public discourse 
on international security has not merely diverged from 
reality, but has become completely unhinged from it. It is 
now widely assumed that the world is becoming, as Harper 

says, “more dangerous.” But this assumption is just plain 
wrong.

Compared with the Cold War era, the last 20 years have 
seen less armed conflict worldwide, less terrorism, and more 
political stability. Unfortunately, a refusal to recognize this 
reality has led to repeated demands for more aggressive 
security policies to combat supposedly growing threats. 
These policies have included greater powers for the police 
and security services and military interventions overseas 
which have been costly in blood and treasure but have 
brought few, if any, benefits. In general these policies have 



8 Volume 8, Issue 3

proven counter-productive, undermining the West’s moral 
authority and creating unnecessary enemies. The greatest 
danger facing Canada and the Western world is not any 
of the dangers about which we currently worry, but self-
inflicted threat inflation.

Today’s threat is a serial shapeshifter, repeatedly 
metamorphosing into something different every time we 
cease to be scared. In its first post-Cold War manifestation it 
took the form of overpopulation causing ecological disaster, 
social collapse, and violent conflict. As Robert Kaplan put it 
in his 1994 article and later book The Coming Anarchy, “The 
crime and lawlessness of West Africa is a model of what 
future life could become everywhere.”

U.S. President Bill Clinton was so taken by Kaplan’s book 
that he recommended it to his staff, but its central thesis was 
too preposterous to scare people for long, and following the 
wars in the Balkans the threat shifted its shape to something 
else – ethnic cleansing. This was now the scourge of the 
future, the prevention of which required military action and 
larger defence budgets.

Ethnic conflict soon ran its course. It was too remote 
geographically, besides which, with the exception of the 
Rwandan genocide, there wasn’t actually that much of it. By 
the late 1990s, rogue states had supplanted it as the new 
danger, and North Korea featured as the occasional enemy in 
Western military exercises.

After 9-11, terrorism became the thing, along with so-
called “weapons of mass destruction”. The gradual revelation 
that the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq in 2003 was based 
on false premises did not dent the fearmongering one bit. In 
fact, the ensuing insurgency in Iraq pumped it up, for there 
was suddenly a new terrorist danger created by the invasion. 
“Failed states” replaced “rogue states” as the greatest threat 
to world peace.

Today, though, failed states are 
competing with overly powerful 
ones to be global public enemy 
number one. In this regard, a report 
submitted to the Secretary General 
of NATO in June 2014 by a panel of 
experts was quite intriguing. The 
report opened with a startling claim, 
saying: “In 2010, there were no clear 
and immediate threats to European 
security. . . . International terrorism 
persisted, but did not evolve into an 
existential threat. The direct impacts 
of new security risks … appeared 
distant.” In other words, all the 
previous claims of a more dangerous 
world were false. But not to worry, 
for the report went on to find a new 
threat – Russian aggression. Because 
of the Russians, the authors claimed, 
“Today, there can be no faith in the 
continuation of a relatively benign 
security context.” The report wrapped 

up with a section entitled, predictably, “The Emergence of a 
More Dangerous World.”

After all this it is hard to know what the real threat is: big 
states, rogue states, failed states, large international terrorist 
organizations, individual homegrown radicals, weapons of 
mass destruction, lone lunatics with rifles, or all of them 
simultaneously. Take your pick. Whichever you choose, 
the outcome is the same – the threat in question is more 
deadly than any before it. In February 2012, General Martin 
Dempsey, the chairman of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
who was born in 1952 during the Korean War and who was 
ten years old when the world stood on the brink of nuclear 
annihilation during the Cuban Missile Crisis, declared, “I 
can’t impress upon you enough that in my personal military 
judgment, formed over 38 years, we are living in the most 
dangerous time in my lifetime, right now.” And Senator John 
McCain explained in July 2014 that the world is “in greater 
turmoil than at any time in my lifetime,” a remarkable 
statement for someone who was born in 1936, lived through 
the Second World War, and was later a prisoner of war in 
Vietnam.

If we are to believe all this, the world in 2014 is more 
dangerous than it was at the time of the previous more 
dangerous, which in turn was more dangerous than the more 
dangerous before that, and so on. It is frankly amazing that 
we are still here.

The reason that we are here is quite simple. The world is 
not more dangerous than ten years ago, or fifteen years ago, 
let alone than during the Cold War. Every statistical analysis 
of international conflict shows a sharp decline in conflict in 
the past 20 years. For nearly two decades Professor Monty 
G. Marshall has been assembling data on international 
conflict for the University of Maryland and more recently 
the independent research organization Center for Systemic 

Chart 1.  States Experiencing Warfare, 1946-2013 (Source: Center for Systemic Peace)
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Peace. His statistics indicate that today 
there are fewer wars and fewer people 
being killed in wars than at any time 
since the 1950s, as shown by Chart 1 
indicating changes in the numbers of 
states experiencing armed conflicts 
from 1946 to 2013.

Nor has terrorism replaced war as 
an existential threat. Terrorism peaked 
worldwide in the mid-1980s, and in 
North America a little earlier, around 
1970 when groups such as the Front 
de Liberation du Québec in Canada and 
the Black Panthers and Weathermen in 
the U.S. were active. As Chart 2 shows, 
the incidence of terrorism within North 
America has declined dramatically in 
the past 40 years. The attacks on the 
World Trade Center and Pentagon 
on 11 September 2001 were unique 
in scale and although there was an 
increase in the number of terrorist incidents worldwide in 
2013, this was due almost exclusively to the wars in Syria 
and Iraq. Five countries – Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria, 
and Nigeria – accounted for 80 percent of all terrorism-
related deaths. If you live in Canada or the United States 
your chances of being killed by terrorism are almost zero. As 
Stephen Pinker concludes at the end of his 2012 book The 
Better Angels of Human Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, 
“we may be living in the most peaceable era in our species’ 
existence.”

Furthermore, there is more political stability than before: 
fewer revolutions, fewer coups, and less crime. As Chart 
3 shows, since the end of the Cold War the number of 

autocracies worldwide has dramatically declined, while the 
number of democracies and anocracies (states somewhere 
between autocracy and democracy) has increased. Today’s 
international security environment is by all historical 
standards extraordinarily benign.

Statistics are dry and boring. Psychological research 
shows that they have little emotional impact, whereas 
highly publicized stories of terrorism and war hit home. 
This makes us exaggerate the danger posed by unusual 
events and distant conflicts, a tendency accentuated by the 
fact that bad news outsells good news. This has led to ill-
considered policies with a number of negative outcomes, 
including: radicalization of elements of the Canadian 

population; costly and unnecessary 
wars; destabilization of various regions 
of the world; alienation from the West 
of the inhabitants of those regions; 
and curtailment of the civil liberties of 
Canadians.

The radicalization of a handful of 
Canadians is the most troublesome 
domestic outcome. Radicalization 
has many causes, and it cannot 
simply be reduced to a reaction to 
Western foreign policy. Nevertheless, 
foreign policy is a factor. A decade of 
war in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya 
has undoubtedly contributed to the 
problem, and increased the possibility 
of home-grown terrorism.

One could argue that this is just 
the price we pay for the achievement 
of important security objectives – 
that a slightly increased terrorist 
threat at home is compensated for 
by the elimination of a greater threat 

Chart 2.  Number of terrorist incidents in North America, 1970-2013 (Source: Global Terrorism Database)

Chart 3: Global Trends in Governance, 1800-2010 (Source: Center for Systemic Peace)
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overseas. However, the price has been out of proportion to 
any benefit. We spent $10 billion fighting in Afghanistan 
and sacrificed 158 precious Canadian lives. Yet the Taliban 
continue to control parts of the country, while opium 
production is at an all-time high, and it’s hard to see how we 
have made either Afghanistan or Canada much safer.

The same could be said of the 2011 bombing of Libya. By 
removing a dictator from power we thought that we would 
turn Libya from a rogue state into a model member of the 
international community. Instead, we turned it into a region 
of chaos which has exported terrorists southwards into Mali 
and eastwards into Syria and Iraq.

The anarchy that the West has regularly left in its wake in 
the past two decades has brought some to believe that we 
are creating chaos as a deliberate strategy. So many of our 
security policies so obviously fail to enhance our security 
that some people have concluded that they aren’t meant 
to. Russians are a prime example. Even 
many liberal Russians see the West’s 
support for the overthrow of Ukraine’s 
elected president Viktor Yanukovich 
in February 2014 as part of a Western 
plot to create a ring of anarchy around 
Russia.

To us this may seem like paranoid 
nonsense, but to them it is perfectly 
logical. It fits with what they see 
as a pattern of Western behaviour. 
For instance, in 2001, in order to 
pursue its plans for national missile 
defence, the United States withdrew 
from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, 
antagonizing Russia. Now NATO is 
pushing hard for a missile defence 
system to defend Europe against the 
threat of Iranian nuclear missiles. Yet 
in 2007 a U.S. National Intelligence 
Estimate (NIE) concluded that Tehran 
halted its nuclear weapons program 
in 2003. The Director of the U.S. 
Defense Intelligence Agency in 2010, 
Lieutenant General Ronald L. Burgess Jr. , affirmed that 
“the bottom-line assessments of the [2007] NIE still 
hold true. We have not seen indication that the [Iranian] 
government has made the decision to move ahead with 
the program.”

Threat is a combination of capability and intent. While 
Iran could theoretically produce a nuclear weapon, it 
currently has no intent to do so, according to top U.S. 
security officials. Imagine how this looks to Moscow. 
Knowing that the supposed Iranian nuclear missile threat 
to Europe does not exist, the only explanation Russians can 
come up with for NATO’s actions is that the missile shield 
is directed against them. As Vladimir Putin told the Russian 
parliament in December 2013, “It was the Iranian nuclear 
program that at one time served as the main argument 
for deployment of the missile defence system. Now what’s 

happening? The Iranian nuclear program is going away, 
but the missile defence system stays. … [It] is a significant 
component of a strategic offensive potential.” By needlessly 
exaggerating the danger from rogue state nuclear missiles 
we have inflated the paranoia of a powerful and important 
country and strengthened the political hand of its leader. We 
are worse off as a result.

At the same time, by inflating threats we are harming 
ourselves at home. The past decade has witnessed a 
significant expansion in the size and budgets of both 
the Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) and 
Communications Security Establishment Canada. Canadians 
pay for this in more than just higher taxes. Edward 
Snowden’s revelations indicate that innocent Canadian 
citizens cannot feel certain that their private movements 
and communications are only being tracked with good 

cause. And sadly, we cannot trust that 
our intelligence and security agencies 
will always act responsibly, as shown 
by a 2013 Federal Court judgement 
that CSIS had breached its duty of 
candour by failing to reveal the full 
scope of its activities when seeking a 
warrant. Had the Canadian government 
strengthened oversight of its security 
agencies, there might be less cause 
for alarm, but instead it has done the 
opposite, abolishing the position of 
the Inspector General of CSIS in 2012. 
Given the decline in domestic and 
international terrorism, it is not obvious 
that the increased powers and budgets 
of our police, security, and intelligence 
services, and the resultant reduction 
in the civil liberties of Canadians, are 
justified.

The world has not become a “darker 
place” filled with threats. If it seems that 

way, it is because we keep our eyes half shut, and so bump 
into things we can’t see properly. We live in a particularly 
safe region of a world which, compared with all of recorded 
history, is remarkably peaceful. If we were to open our eyes 
we would find it easier to navigate around the real obstacles 
to an even more peaceful future.

❝Every 
statistical 
analysis of 
international 
conflict shows 
a sharp decline 
in the past 20 
years.~

Paul Robinson is a professor in the Graduate School of Public and 
International Affairs at the University of Ottawa. He is the author 
of numerous books and articles on Russian history, military history, 
military ethics, and international security, and he blogs at  
www.irrussianality.wordpress.com. 
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How to Play Russian Roulette

By George Koch and John Weissenberger

In 1910 a young Hercygovinian named Zerayich, trained 
by the Serbian Army, tried to assassinate the Austrian 
governor of Bosnia. Having failed, he committed 

suicide, becoming an instant martyr to Serb nationalists. 
Assassination, regicide, blood-oaths and murder of wayward 
members were all peculiarities of the Serbian Black Hand 
(a.k.a. “Union of Death”). Along with the rest of the Serbian 
Radical Party, they helped cause the First World War. 
Normally this might only excite history buffs, but for the 
fact that Russia had been backing Serbian radicals since 
late in the previous century. It caused no end of trouble 
for Russia’s adversaries, and worked so well that the Soviet 
Union maintained this practice. During the Yugoslav civil 
war, post-Soviet Russia sided with her Serbian Orthodox 
co-religionists. During the Kosovo crisis, Vladimir Putin-led 
Russia funneled arms to Serbia. In November 2014, Russia 
and Serbia held their first ever joint military exercises in 
Serbia.

In August 2008, following escalating tension and 
clashes between the Republic of Georgia’s military and 
various militias, rebel groups and Russian “peacekeepers” 

in the Georgian regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the 
Russian military invaded Georgia. It blockaded much of 
Georgia’s coast, bombed and occupied cities, nearly toppled 
Georgia’s elected government and pushed to within miles 
of the capital, Tbilisi. Georgia’s army, which had performed 
adequately against the rebel militias, was crushed by 
Russia’s regular military. Today Russia continues to occupy 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia, which are likely lost to Georgia 
forever.

Russia’s recurring behaviour demonstrates that current 
strongman Vladimir Putin is not an aberration. He is in the 
mainstream of Russian foreign policy and public opinion. 
Russians’ view of their Motherland’s Great Power destiny is 
widespread and durable. It endured even in the early 1990s, 
Russia’s most liberal period. As former Russian possessions 
like the Baltic States were gaining their independence, a 
radical Russian nationalist named Vladimir Zhirinovsky was 
elected to the Russian Duma and gained influence. In his 
literal chest-baring and in his foreign policy, he was a kind 
of proto-Putin. Among other things, Zhirinovsky declared 
that Russia’s “natural boundaries” included the Baltic coast. 
Around the same time, the ostensibly liberal Prince Michael 

❝Get out of Ukraine.~
- Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper to Russian President Vladimir Putin 

November 15, 2014
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Romanoff, an exile who was born and had lived exclusively 
in the West, told an interviewer that the Baltics were really 
not able to “manage their own affairs” without Russia's 
“guidance”.

So Putin is no historical accident or rogue leader. His 
over-arching objective is maintaining and expanding 
Russia’s areas of control and influence. His strategy is 
to dominate countries that will submit and destabilize 
countries that won’t, beginning with the weakest and/or 
smallest. Everything else is tactics. 

These are numerous and varied, often applied in 
escalating sequence. They include: threats and bellicose 
rhetoric; provocations such as military flights or ground 
manoeuvres in border areas; deception and misinformation; 
trumped-up concerns over Russian ethnic minorities in 
independent countries; denouncing/delegitimizing opposing 
countries’ governments; assassination, sometimes on one’s 
own side to invent provocations; support, funding and 
arming of “indigenous rebel 
groups”, in some cases not 
only controlled, but created 
by Russia; and provision 
of Russian “volunteers” to 
aid (or stir up) rebel forces. 
If the latter step proves 
insufficient, Russian military 
forces are always at hand to 
intervene directly. 

While Russia has con-
tinuity of purpose, her leaders 
of ten show opportunism in 
execution. If the rebels do 
well on their own, let them 
roll. If the enemy dom-
inates the battlefield, you 
accuse it of murdering Rus-
sian civilians and send in the 
army to “protect” the rebels. 
Sometimes ethnic clean-
sing is used to solidify the 
changed landscape. Rus-
sia will then extend diplo-
matic recognition to these 
new “countries”. These sub-
sequently operate as Russian-run extensions of Russia herself. 
Crimea is but the most recent example.

Over the past year, Russia has been applying its age-old 
model on a grand scale in Ukraine. One of the latest twists 
should be familiar, in form if not detail: a sudden flare-up of 
tension in Trans-Carpathian Ruthenia. Located in Ukraine’s far 
northwest, it is yet another “troubled” micro-region containing 
a local ethnic group plus Ukrainians and Russians. 

Among the sadder aspects of these murderous charades 
is the West’s inexhaustible ability to be “surprised” at 
Russia’s behaviour, and to regard each of what should be 
familiar tactics as new, unusual or particular to a situation. 
Instead of recognizing the Russian playbook, not only the 
victim country but much of the West is sent reeling with 

each repetition. The bafflement is generally accompanied by 
attempts to “understand” Russia’s motives and goals. 

Often there is also an (unhealthy) dose of identifying 
with the enemy. Voices in the West portray Russia’s goals as 
understandable and even legitimate, even if her tactics are 
objectionable. The West was caught off-guard in 2008, just 
as it had been by Russian tactics in Serbia years earlier, and 
just as it was again this year in Ukraine. The 1970s pop band 
Boney M showed a deeper understanding of Russia’s intrinsic 
aggressiveness than most post-modern Western diplomats, 
ending their hit “Rasputin” with the exasperated cry: “Oh, 
those Russians!”

Western weakness, lack of preparation and naïve 
inclination to view Russia as a “normal” country amenable to 
western diplomatic conventions typically allow it to achieve 
far more than it should. Whether Russia merely cements 
control over a breakaway region or two, or actually topples 
a national government and renders the whole country a 

puppet, the outcome is 
a victory. It’s merely a 
question of scale. 

Russia will, however, 
lim it its behaviour or 
back down in the face of 
vigorous opposition, even 
without the use of force. 
In 2008, President George 
W. Bush sent military cargo 
planes to Tbilisi and had 
them linger on the runway. 
This apparently deterred 
Rus sia from shelling the 
Georgian capital, pos-
sibly even halting the 
invasion. So it would seem 
that Russia under Putin 
would rather intimidate, 
bamboozle and roll the 
West, achieving nearly cost-
free gains, than confront 
the West directly.

Given that this is the 
Russian playbook, step 
one for the West – Canada 

included – should be to recognize it as such. Clear-headed 
realism should be the foundation of the strategy for dealing 
with Russia, predicting Putin’s next moves, and devising 
tactics to forestall or counter them.

The Western leader who is farthest ahead in this area 
is Prime Minister Stephen Harper. Early in his tenure, he 
flagged Putin as by nature a militaristic aggressor. In 2008, 
responding to the Georgia invasion, he said “it really indicates 
a Soviet-era mentality. And I think it is something that all 
democratic countries should speak out strongly against.” At 
the time, other G8 countries like Italy said nothing, while 
France partially blamed Georgia.

Putin has been further emboldened since the election 
of U.S. President Obama, who has betrayed allies and cast 
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away strategic advantages like missile defence in Poland 
and the Czech Republic. In Harper, Putin has an opponent 
made of sterner stuff, albeit with severely limited resources 
at his disposal. Prior to the 2013 G-8 meeting over the 
conflict in Syria, Harper said Russia’s support of President 
Assad constituted “backing thugs”, and pointedly described 
the subsequent meeting as “G7+1”. (Putin inscrutably replied 
that Harper was “a Trotskyite”.) And at the G20 Summit in 
Australia this fall, Harper issued a Reaganesque ultimatum 
to the Russian leader, telling him to “get out of Ukraine.”

Recently in the on-line Washington Post, Daniel Fata, 
deputy assistant secretary of defense for European and 
NATO policy from September 2005 to September 2008, who 
helped Georgia during Russia’s invasion, observed that Putin 
simply lies when he claims that Russia’s interventions are 
limited in scope and designed to protect local Russians. 
Putin’s wider aims in Georgia and Ukraine, Fata believes, are 
to topple governments he doesn’t like. He failed in Georgia. 
He’s still working on it in Ukraine. Fata 
asserted in the article that Putin wants 
“to try and take Kiev if he can … if the 
consequences aren’t too severe for him.” 
The way to deal with Putin, Fata believes, 
is to “find things that matter to Putin that 
we can threaten to cut off and suspend.”

Canada is limited in its capacity to 
impose such “things”, but there are foreign 
policy areas where Canada can exert 
influence, including:

Energy policy – Russia has used energy 
as a geopolitical weapon for decades, 
not least binding Western Europe to its 
natural gas supplies. This goes back to 
at least the Cold War, when the Soviets, 
among many tactics, bankrolled Western 
environmental groups to oppose nuclear 
power and favour natural gas. It has 
since been deeply corrupting, with a 
former German chancellor even sitting 
on the board of Russia’s state-controlled 
Gazprom. Although Europe can’t be “liberated” from 
Russian gas dependency anytime soon, Canada should keep 
increasing production and exports of oil and natural gas 
through pipeline and LNG terminal construction. De facto 
North American energy independence is within reach, which 
will immensely strengthen both countries while weakening 
Russia and diversifying European natural gas supplies 
through LNG imports.

Defence – With Russia testing western air defences 
almost daily, it is urgent to move forward on RCAF 
modernization. It’s not clear if the F-35 is the right aircraft 
but Canada needs to maintain a modern air force and in 
significant numbers. Ditto for the navy and army, which also 
need tools to support deployments world-wide.

Sanctions – Roughly aligned with her allies, Canada 

has imposed escalating sanctions on some of the Russian 
business elite and institutions since March 2014. While more 
than symbolic, they don’t seriously impinge on the almost 
$3 billion in annual Canada-Russia trade. Given that Russia 
buys less than 5 percent of our exports, Canada could easily 
ratchet up sanctions and would be well-advised to do so in 
responses commensurate with further Russian aggression. 
Economically, Canada competes in the same league as 
Russia. Even though the latter’s population is more than four 
times that of Canada, its GDP is only 15 percent larger.

Acting strategically – Recently, there have been 
encouraging instances when Canada exerted important 
strategic influence internationally by applying critical 
capabilities. For example, by providing C-17 Globemasters 
for France’s intervention in Mali, Canada made an essential 
contribution to the success of a historically much larger power. 
The purchase of the C-17s was the brainchild of the much-

maligned former Defence Minister, Gordon 
O’Connor. The move was bitterly opposed by 
then-Chief of the Defence Staff Rick Hillier, 
who insisted that Canada could outsource 
its strategic airlift to – wait for it – the 
Russians. As other western powers’ strategic 
capacities continue to wane, Canada has 
been adding capabilities, increasing the 
country’s options to act strategically.

Leadership – Lastly, we shouldn’t 
underestimate the power of moral 
leadership. Harper is now one of the 
longest-serving Western leaders, and time 
has borne out many of his positions. Simply 
showing courage, consistent and well-
founded policies, and being proven right 
more often than not will increase Canada’s 
international influence. Harper has been 
on the right track, and Canada shouldn’t 
throw away the hard-won advantages this 
confers.

The Harper government’s language has been pointedly 
clear toward Russia, in terms that must curdle cappuccinos 
in the Fort Pearson offices of Ottawa’s foreign affairs 
bureaucracy. Since Russia’s occupation of Crimea, the phrase 
“Putin regime” has frequently been used to underscore 
Russia’s aggressive, authoritarian behaviour and distinguish 
it from a responsible country.

Support for Harper’s approach may be growing. Putin was 
treated as a pariah by most of the leaders at this fall's G20 
Summit. And Obama’s former Secretary of Defense, Leon 
Panetta, has been calling for tougher action. Interviewed 
recently about the tepid U.S. response to Russian aggression, 
Panetta stated that the prudent response would have been 
to arm the Ukrainians, bolster NATO allies in the region, 
and put regional missile defence back on the table. This is 
stronger than anything Harper has said, but one suspects 
that if he had the resources, the Prime Minister would do as 

❝Russia’s 
recurring 
behaviour 
demonstrates 
that current 
strongman 
Vladimir Putin 
is not an 
aberration.~
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Panetta suggests.
Putin recently expounded on the morality of the 1938 

Munich Agreement and the ethics of the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Pact whereby the Soviet Union partnered with Nazi Germany 
in carving up Eastern Europe in 1939. Clearly he has a view 
of history and an idea of Russia’s place in it which might 
charitably be called “unreconstructed”. Canada and the West 
are best served when they understand the consistent Russian 
view of history and character of her leadership, and recognize 
that what may appear to be erratic or irrational foreign policy 

behaviour is in fact a remarkably long-standing strategy. 
Canada’s policies should be based on these realities.

George Koch is a Calgary-based writer with an interest in European 
and military history who travelled extensively in Eastern Europe 
during the Cold War and later reported on the Yugoslav civil war.

John Weissenberger is a petroleum geologist and student of history, 
whose family experienced life in the Balkans. He has written for 
the National Post and Calgary Herald, and has been active in 
politics since the 1970s. 

14 Volume 8, Issue 3

How to Fight Radical Islam? 
Free our ‘Captive Minds’

By Patrick Keeney

The Captive Mind is the title of a 1951 book by the Polish 
poet Czeslaw Milosz, winner of the 1980 Nobel Prize 
for Literature.  In it, Milosz, a refugee from   communist 

Poland, speaks out against the obtuse and wilful blindness 
of the West about events behind the iron curtain.  He takes 
the West to task for its self-deception and its lack of political 
fortitude in combating the injustices and depredations of 
the communist bloc.  The book attacks the moral corruption 

and intellectual duplicity required to support the tissue of 
lies that was life under communist rule.

Although Milosz’s outrage is directed at communism 
(“a stupefying and loathsome phenomenon”) and the 
complicity of its western apologists, the book may be 
read as a meditation on the larger dangers of intellectual 
conformity.  According to Milosz, there arose among the 
western intelligentsia a consensus view, one which refused 
to challenge the totalitarian nature of communism, and so 
deliberately avoided the battle of ideas that desperately 
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needed to be fought.   Milosz’s lesson is that to combat 
totalitarianism, in whatever form it takes, it is imperative 
that democratic societies engage in honest, open and 
robust debate.  In a healthy democracy, this means that no 
set of beliefs, no ideology, no text, no creed and no religion 
is exempt from critical scrutiny.  Doctrinaire or dogmatic 
beliefs of any stripe need to be challenged in the public 
square.  

Such a candid debate has been noticeably absent when 
discussing the most recent iteration of totalitarianism, 
radical Islam. Like all ideologies, radical Islam is concerned 
with beliefs which lie at the heart of the human condition. 
It espouses universal principles for human conduct, and 
prescribes the ideal political state, namely the Caliphate.  
Like communism before it, radical Islam has proclaimed the 
one true faith, and has set out on a messianic 
mission of global conquest.

Yet at its core, radical Islam advances ideas 
which are irreconcilable with the accounts of 
justice, equality, moral autonomy, and creedal 
forbearance given in liberal democracies. 
Whereas western democracies are built 
upon such foundational notions as pluralism, 
freedom, equality, toleration, codified rights 
and the rule of law, radical Islam forthrightly 
rejects these standards. Instead, it divides the 
world into believers and infidels, oppresses 
religious minorities, subjugates women, 
actively persecutes homosexuals, demands 
death for apostates, and advocates the stoning 
to death of adulterers. The contrast could not 
be more pronounced. We in the liberal west 
are right to call radical Islam barbarous; but 
we are mistaken if we think that the religious 
vision it sets out for its believers doesn’t hold 
great appeal.  

The stubborn refusal of the west to 
acknowledge that the violence that is daily 
perpetrated in the name of Islam arises from 
religious zeal is, frankly, mystifying.  The media 
denies this by evoking platitudes (“Islam is a 
religion of peace”), while the political class 
engages in either outright lies or euphemisms 
to evade uncomfortable truths.   Both Barack 
Obama and David Cameron have engaged in such absurdities 
as “ISIS is not Islamic,” or that ISIS “has nothing to do with 
religion.”  When a jihadi kills innocents, such as occurred in 
Canada with the murders of Warrant Officer Patrice Vincent 
and Corporal Nathan Cirillo, the political class falls back on 
one of two explanations: either such violence is the result 
of psychopathy and mental illness, or else it is because the 
individual subscribes to a perverse version of his religion. 
As Justin Trudeau opined after the attack in Ottawa, “...this is 
not the real Islam.”  Politicians are unwilling to acknowledge 
the politically awkward truth that such violence can be 
motivated by an authentic and sincere religiosity. Hiding 
behind a veil of falsehoods, platitudes and euphemisms, we 
avoid acknowledging the obvious:  that the world contains 

a great many jihadis who are willing to kill and die for their 
religion. As Edward R. Murrow observed, “The apparent we 
see eventually, the obvious takes a little longer.”  

Radical Islam is a brutal, extreme and vicious 
interpretation of Islam; nevertheless, it is an interpretation 
to which a great many Muslims do, in fact, subscribe. 
Moreover, extremist organizations such as ISIS have broad 
support across the Middle East, as well as among the Islamic 
diaspora in the west.  Yet many in the west stubbornly refuse 
to acknowledge radical Islam is a genuine subsidiary of the 
Muslim faith. Why is this?

I think in large part the answer lies in a set of conventional 
beliefs about the world which have become axiomatic in 
discussions about politics and society. These suppositions 
can be traced to the intellectual legacy of Karl Marx, who 

posited that historical movement comes 
about not because of ideas or the deeds 
of “great men”, as previous generations 
had mistakenly believed. Rather, history 
is driven exclusively by the material 
conditions of society. According to 
Marx, we need to rid our minds of “false 
consciousness,” and look exclusively to 
the dominant material relationships 
which hold in society. And these material 
relationships can be distilled into one of 
two ideas: the quest for power, which is 
politics, or the quest for wealth, which is 
economics.  

This notion that it is the material 
conditions alone which provide an 
explanatory matrix for historical 
movement has become the de facto 
position of the West. In this limited sense 
we are all Marxists now, for when looking 
for the so-called “root causes” of conflict, 
our politicians, academics and journalists 
instinctively look to narratives of political 
or economic deprivation. Such unvarying 
materialist explanations develop into 
what the American writer Michael Ledeen 
calls “pidgin Marxism,” which posits 
that unjust or inequitable economic or 
political conditions invariably lead to 

desolation and hopelessness, which in turn leads to conflict 
and violence. For example, after the Boston Marathon 
bombing, Justin Trudeau suggested that “there is no question 
that this happened because there is someone who feels 
completely excluded.” So, despite terrorists’ public avowals 
of Muslim causes, or the frank proclamations of jihadis 
who publicly declare their desire to conquer the world 
and subjugate the infidel, we nevertheless refuse to take 
seriously the religious genesis of these ideas. Instead, we 
insist on folding jihadi violence into a narrative that makes 
sense to our own way of understanding the world, one which 
makes it impermissible to concede the power and force of 
religious ideas.  

Yet by ignoring the religious element, and translating the 

❝Like 
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struggle into such materialist concepts and categories as 
poverty, political inequality, and discrimination, the nature of 
what and who we are fighting is radically misconceived. The 
plain truth is that we are engaged in a battle of ideas. 
If we are to win the battle, we need to set aside our own 
materialist biases, and take seriously the religious world-
view of the jihadi. Rather than filtering the “war on terror” 
through the preoccupations of a secularized west, we need 
to understand the religious sensibilities which motivate the 
enemy.  

This will require a concerted effort of the imagination. In 
part, this is because Islam posits norms which are alien to 
our own; but in larger part it is because the secular West 
no longer recognizes the resoluteness and determination of 
religious believers. To a very significant degree, the collective 
memory of the west has 
forgotten how powerful an 
inducement religion can be 
to action. This constitutes 
a failure of the imagination 
as well as sheer ignorance 
of the facts. Even the most 
inattentive student of history 
cannot fail to notice the great 
violence and brutality which, 
over the millennia, has been 
perpetrated in the name of 
religion.  

So rather than frame the 
debate in a language which 
conforms to materialist pre-
occupations, the democracies 
need to engage in a frank 
assessment of the religiosity 
which drives radical Islam. 
Why is it that radical Islam 
and violent jihad have such 
an appeal, even for Muslims 
born and raised in Canada 
and the West?   

Perhaps one of the more 
helpful ways of answering 
this question is to view 
radical Islam as the latest 
manifestation of what might be termed the “totalitarian 
temptation”, or what Susan Sontag once referred to as 
“fascinating fascism”.  As witnessed in the crucible of the last 
century, totalitarian ideas hold enormous appeal to masses 
of people. To think that this broad appeal has somehow 
diminished today is delusional. Unlike democracies, where 
in principle no one way of life is inherently superior to 
another, totalitarian systems claim to have identified 
immutable, impersonal and absolute laws to which all must 
submit. Contrary to a common misunderstanding, totalitarian 
rule is far from lawless or arbitrary; rather, it rests ultimately 
on so-called “suprahuman” laws, which claim to provide total 
knowledge of the past, the total explanation of the present, 
and the reliable prediction of the future.  Communism 

claimed to have uncovered the invariant laws of history, 
while Nazism, in advancing the superiority of the Aryan race, 
cited the immutable laws of nature.  In like fashion, radical 
Islam claims to be instituting on earth the unassailable will 
of Allah.

Conceptualizing radical Islam as a form of religious 
totalitarianism allows us to glimpse some of its great appeal. 
Like communism, fascism and Nazism, it is a system of 
thought which, at root, sets itself against the philosophy of 
liberal democracy, and proposes a very different account of 
human flourishing, namely that given in the Koran and Sharia 
law. For its adherents, life is no longer uncertain, ambiguous 
or without meaning. Rather, it provides the believer with 
the sort of moral and intellectual certitude which appeals 
to many, particularly to the idealistic young. The ironclad 

will of Allah licences the 
faithful to ruthlessly crush 
dissent, and sanctions such 
savageries as beheading 
the unbeliever or stoning 
to death the apostate.  For 
the true believer, no action 
is too depraved or too 
wicked, for one is doing 
the will of Allah under the 
mandate of heaven.  As a 
sincerely believing jihadi, 
one is assured that however 
depraved and horrific your 
actions may appear to 
the non-believer, they are 
nonetheless sanctified by 
the only judge who matters, 
Allah himself.  

It is of course foolish to 
think that Islam somehow 
has a monopoly on religious 
violence. There have been 
no shortages of attempts to 
posit “the one true God”, or 
“the one best way to live”, or 
to derive a “final solution,” 
all of which have resulted in 

fanaticism, political disaster and, ultimately, great inhumanity. 
Here is how Isaiah Berlin put it:

If you are truly convinced that there is some 
solution to all human problems, that one can 
conceive an ideal society which men can reach if 
only they do what is necessary to attain it, then you 
and your followers must believe that no price can 
be too high to pay in order to open the gates of 
such a paradise.   

Over the millennia, the allure of killing in the name of one’s 
God has motivated countless thousands from practically all 
faiths. It is facile to think that this idea has not survived into 
our own age, or that its appeal has somehow lessened.  
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Moreover, the willingness of individuals to sacrifice 
themselves in the name of belief is frequently underestimated.  
As Milosz writes, “There is an internal longing for harmony and 
happiness that lies deeper than ordinary fear or the desire 
to escape misery or physical destruction.”  The sanctification 
of violence, even to the point of self-destruction, holds great 
appeal, particularly to young males.   As Sam Harris recently 
commented about the ISIS fighters:

Contrary to what many liberals believe, those bad 
boys who are getting off the bus in Syria at this 
moment to join ISIS are not all psychopaths, nor 
are they simply depressed people who have gone 
to the desert to die.   Most of them are profoundly 
motivated by their beliefs. Many surely feel like 
spiritual James Bonds, fighting a cosmic war against 
evil. After all, they are spreading the one true faith 
to the ends of the 
earth—or they will die 
trying, and be martyred, 
and then spend etern-
ity in Paradise. Secul-
ar liberals seem un-
able to grasp how 
psychologically reward-
ing this world view must 
be. 

Given the materialist 
presuppositions of the West, 
we remain imaginatively 
closed off from the sen-
sibilities of religious fer-
vour, and so are perplexed 
by what attracts so many 
to the cause of religious 
fanaticism. It is not so much 
that the secular West is 
turning a blind eye to the 
religious roots of radical 
Islam; it is rather that the 
West misconceives the rel-
igious psychology at work in 
Islamo-fascism.  

The prevailing tend ency in the west is to sentimentalize 
the religious impulse, and to sanitize the history of 
religious conflict. We are inclined to view all religions as 
variations of the Sermon on the Mount, which is to say as 
benign wellsprings of universal benevolence. Or, we adopt 
the similarly spurious view that all religions as equally 
true, or equally false or equally irrelevant. This failure to 
take religion seriously, and to make distinctions between 
and among various faiths, is both naïve and dangerous.  
At a minimum, it fails to appreciate that some religions, 
at least some of the time, enjoin their adherents to 
violence and savagery in the name of their God. In a word, 
the sentimentalizing of religion teaches that violence 
is a perversion of the religious instinct: yet as history so 
abundantly shows, and as the jihadis of recent years have 

so ably demonstrated, violence is frequently at the heart of 
the religious impulse.  

By viewing Islam through the secular preconceptions of 
the west, we are culpable of two consequential errors: one, 
we mistakenly assume the benevolence of all religious 
injunctions, and so fail to acknowledge the link between 
Islamic ideology and violence; secondly, we fail to grasp the 
powerful psychological inducement which Islam offers to 
individuals, and to young men in particular.  

The culture of the secularized west suffers from an 
impoverishment of the religious imagination. It is as if we 
have imposed an embargo on ourselves, one which invariably 
lays jihadi violence on a Procrustean bed of materialist 
assumptions. While we may be in denial about the force 
and power of religion, large parts of the Muslim world are 
not. As Dean Inge observed, “It is useless for the sheep to 

pass resolutions in favor of 
vegetarianism, while the 
wolf remains of a different 
opinion.”

We need to speak 
directly and honestly to the 
ideology of radical Islam, 
openly acknowledging its 
power to move believers to 
violence. This means that we 
need, as a start, to exchange 
euphemistic falsehoods 
and platitudes for serious 
analysis.  Such disingenuous 
ways of speaking corrupts 
our thinking, misrepresents 
our adversaries’ motives, 
and precludes an honest 
assessment of the true 
nature of the conflict.   

We are engaged in a war 
of ideas with radical Islam, a 
totalitarian, anti-democratic, 
and inhumane religious 
ideology, whose adherents 
subscribe to a toxic set of 

beliefs which threaten our way of life. If we are to prevail, 
then we need to set aside our materialist assumptions, 
recognize the religious psychology of the jihadi, and try, 
as far as is possible, to imaginatively enter his world. To 
candidly acknowledge that our adversary is acting from 
genuine religious belief may be an uncomfortable truth; but 
our failure to do so will only obscure from view the real “root 
causes” of this war, and prevent us from understanding what 
is ultimately at stake.

Patrick Keeney has written for both the academic and the popular 
press. He has contributed articles and reviews to journals and 
newspapers in Canada, the U.S., Ireland, and the U.K.  He is co-
editor of Prospero: A Journal of New Thinking in Philosophy for 
Education.  He can be reached at pkeeney@telus.net.
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By John C. Thompson

Human beings need to eat every day and we get very 
nervous when we don’t know where our next meal 
is coming from. As it is with individuals, so it is with 

whole societies. Food shortages and fear of hunger have 
been a potent force in history.  While dissatisfaction with 
a government might be endemic, the trigger for political 
instability often involves food. Even in the 20th Century, 
major wars were often decided by food issues.

These points are not generally understood in well-fed 
Canada, but as the 21st Century wears on we will probably 
have good cause to know it. Food security will be a major 
issue in our increasingly crowded world, and our own 
national security may depend on doing what we can to 
assure food security for others.

Throughout history there is no more potent force for 
political stability than cheap plentiful food, and no more 
likely cause of political unrest than the fear of hunger.  The 
stability of the Roman Empire rested with cheap grain from 
Egypt – along with circuses to distract the mob. 

Shifts in climate, like the end of the Medieval Warming 
Period in the early 14th Century, can unleash the Four 
Horsemen. So can sudden geological events like super 
volcanoes, which can throw so much ash into the 
atmosphere that hemispheric or global temperatures may 
drop. The 1815 explosion of Mount Tambora triggered “the 
Year with No Summer” and the explosion of Krakatoa in 
1883 triggered the event known as the “Hunger Winter” in 
the recollections of many North American First Nations.

More routine causes have their influences too. Two years 

❝Civilization is 24 hours and two missed meals deep.~
- Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle, Lucifer’s Hammer
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of poor crops triggered the French Revolution and the Paris 
mob was violently restive until July 1794, when a massive 
grain convoy of nearly 200 ships from America finally eased 
hunger fears. 

The European revolutions of 1848 followed the potato 
blight that had caused severe famine in Ireland. While not 
as crucial as in Ireland, potatoes still formed a substantive 
portion of the European diet, and consecutive crop failures 
triggered widespread unrest from England to Hungary.

Economic disruption and warfare can also bring the 
fear of hunger in their wake, often with epic political 
consequences. Russian peasants found Lenin’s promise 
of “Peace, land, bread!” more persuasive than his Marxist 
rhetoric in 1917. The hunger caused by the Allied Blockade 
of 1914-18 lingered in German memories for decades.  
Lizzie Collingham’s superb book The Taste of War: World War 
II and the Battle for Food, demonstrates how an obsession 
with food security haunted the 
Germans, Italians and Japanese in the 
1930s and was a strong impetus behind 
the aggressiveness of their respective 
regimes. Hunger was a contributing 
factor to tens of million deaths of the 
Second World War, particularly in Nazi-
occupied Russia and Poland, and in 
areas of Asia occupied by the Japanese 
military.

While many commentators hailed the 
Arab Spring of 2011 as an expression of 
Muslim desire for prosperity, democracy 
and clean governments (the appetites 
for which are real enough), they perhaps 
missed the real driver of the protests.   
Food prices had reached an all-time 
high in early 2011. The Egyptian 
housewives brandishing loaves of 
bread in Tahrir Square were at least as 
concerned about eating as voting.

Predicting the future is a hazardous 
business but it is possible to look at 
major trends and make some informed guesses. Humanity 
is becoming increasingly urbanized – more people now 
live in cities than live outside of them and the number of 
ten-million plus urban centres is growing; particularly in 
Asia and Africa.   Historically, urban centres are the most 
vulnerable to instability when food is threatened.

While urbanization does tend to slow down birth rates, 
and the overall human population is expected to crest in 
this century, the UN’s latest population estimates see the 
world population rising from 7 billion today to 9.6 Billion 
people by 2050 and possibly 11 billion people by 2100.  At 
the very least, there will be many more mouths to feed.

The last fifty years or so have seen dramatic prosperity 
increases in many parts of the world – including the most 
populous nations like China and India.  As people grow more 
prosperous, they want more on the dinner plate – especially 

animal protein. The growth in Chinese meat consumption 
alone has had a major influence on feed prices.

The Green Revolution of the 1960s met and deterred 
the grim Malthusian certainties of the likes of the Club of 
Rome and Paul Ehrlich – whose 1968 and 1972 books The 
Population Bomb and Population, Resources, Environments:  
Issues in Human Ecology predicted imminent mass starvation 
and anarchy. But even though technology and globalization 
have vastly increased agricultural productivity in the 
decades since, new warning alarms are being sounded. 

Paul Roberts' The End of Food argues that the quest for 
peak efficiency in food production is reaching diminishing 
returns. Thomas Pawlick’s book, also titled The End of Food, 
reveals its contents in the sub-title:  How the Food Industry 
is Destroying our Food Supply – And What You Can Do About 
It. And Andrew Nikiforuk’s Pandemonium:  Bird Flu, Mad Cow 
Disease and Other Biological Plagues of the 21st Century, 

identifies some acute fragilities in the 
agricultural sector that result from 
globalization. These authors have 
their critics certainly, but it would be a 
mistake to dismiss their arguments out 
of hand.  

Even without a Super-volcanic 
eruption, the onset of the next ice 
age (both of which are looming on 
geological schedules) or some other 
super-sized spanner in the machinery 
of food production, humanity is going 
to face considerable challenges in 
meeting food requirements through 
this century.  Beyond the dire tocsins 
of Roberts, Nikiforuk and Pawlick are 
other problems – urban sprawl, climate 
change (whether human induced or 
not), and the constant flux in pricing 
caused by market speculations. 

Political systems can induce famine 
– as Ukrainian Canadians who recall the 
Holodomor can attest. Similar dynamics 

worked to worsen the Ethiopian Famine of 1983-5 and the 
Somali famines of the early 1990s were heightened by a 
complete breakdown of civil society attending the fall of the 
Siad Barre regime.  We may also see similar situations in the 
21st Century, and Egypt seems especially ripe for a perfect 
storm of inadequate food production, over-population, and 
failing political and economic infrastructure.

Set against these dismal scenarios there is – as ever 
– the human capacity for adaptability, improvisation and 
invention. The 19th Century’s progress was dominated 
by the steam-driven Industrial Revolution and the 20th 
Century’s technology was generated by the revolution 
in electricity which filled our cities with light, let us talk 
across continents, and replaced all kinds of labour with 
new machines. At the start of the 21st Century we are in 
the throes of three technological revolutions – genetics, 

❝There is no 
more potent 
force for political 
stability than 
cheap plentiful 
food, and no 
more likely 
cause of political 
unrest than fear 
of hunger.~
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robotics and nanotechnology.  Every human advance carries 
both threats and opportunities and the laws of unexpected 
consequences will have their say; but a host of glittering 
possibilities awaits.

 Somehow, we will probably manage to feed everyone, 
but it may be a rough ride.

Canada is one of the few countries that can face the 21st 
Century with confidence about our supplies of fresh water, 
energy and food.  But many other nations will envy us for 
this situation as shortages and crises threaten. 

Thus, in the coming decades, it will be in our national 
interest to do what we can to enhance food security 
elsewhere in the world.  
This is definitely not an 
argument for beating our 
swords into plowshares.  
For a start, elements of 
the Canadian Forces have 
been active somewhere 
almost continually since 
2001 and the late 2014 
engagement against ISIS 
marks our third shooting 
war so far this century.  
There will be more. But 
food issues will become 
more closely linked to 
security issues than at 
any time since the Second 
World War.

The real challenge will 
be something far beyond 
support for NGOs engaged 
in famine relief.  The 
volatility of world food 
prices since the onset of 
the ‘Great Recession’ in 
2008 is less a matter of 
commodity speculation 
as it is of a fundamental 
inability of production 
to keep pace with global 
demand.  Therein lies the 
real problem.  Price spikes 
will trigger instability with unforeseen consequences – as 
they did in 1789, 1848 and again in 2011 – and conventional 
attempts to regulate a twitchy world commodities market 
will likely go nowhere. 

What we really need is a food reserve to help 
flatten price spikes.  In the last 20 years, humanity has 
steadily eaten up our food reserves.  According to the US 
Department of Agriculture, the global stock of wheat and 
mixed grains fell from 440 million megatons in 1998 to 
260MM in 2006.  In most years of the last 20, growth in 
consumption has outstripped increased production. Hence 
the food price spikes of 2008 and 2011, which is alarming 

enough for western consumers (especially those on limited 
and fixed incomes), but provokes genuine anger in the 
developing world where rising prices can cause serious 
economic hardship and health-threatening hunger.

Canada is one of the few countries that can reliably 
generate food surpluses in the coming decades. We are the 
world’s fourth largest wheat exporter, the largest exporter 
of hogs, and the third largest exporter of cattle; plus first 
in oats, sixth in barley and twelfth in corn.  As big a player 
as we already are, we should be planning to ramp up 
agricultural production, not just for the sake of our export 
income, but also to amass a floating reserve.  

Prime agricultural land 
is not so abundant that 
we can continue to allow 
subdivisions and strip malls 
to continue to sprawl across 
it. Farming in Canada today 
is highly corporatized and 
technologized, but prim-
ary productio n is still dom-
inated by family businesses, 
and we need more farmers.

Canadians have always 
been inventive and in-
novative.  We need to be 
playing to those strengths 
as well.  For example, in-
vesting in R&D for cheap 
and efficient desalination 
and water-pur ification sy-
s t  ems would go far in 
satisfying the growing 
thirst for fresh water in 
much of the rest of the 
world.  More investment 
in genetic, robotic and 
nanotech applications for 
agriculture will also be 
useful.

France’s Prime Minister 
at the end of the Great War, 
Georges Clemenceau, is said 
to have remarked that “War 

is too important a matter to be left to the military”.  In the 
balance of the 21st Century food security is going to be too 
important to be left to farmers, agribusiness corporations or 
commodities investors:  We need to prepare accordingly. It 
should have a wing of Fort Pearson all to itself.

John Thompson is a prolific writer and commentator on security 
issues who spent five years with the Canadian Institute of Strategic 
Studies and 24 with the Mackenzie Institute.
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The Religious Turn 
in Canadian Foreign Policy

By Dr. Robert Joustra

The 20th Century, as Henry Luce and his prodigious 
legacy reminds us, was manifestly American. Who will 
dominate the 21st? Niall Ferguson argues it will belong 

to China, as did 18 of the last 20 centuries. Brian Lee Crowley 
and his team at the MacDonald Laurier Institute hopefully 
predict it will be Canada’s. But the formidable intellectual 
triumvirate of Daniel Philpott, Monica Toft and Timothy Shah 
persuasively contend it will probably be God’s. 

Canada’s federal Conservative government evidently 
agrees, and has responded with an Office and Ambassador 
of international religious freedom. Created in early 2013 
with a modest staff of five and budget of $5 million, it has 
some heavy lifting to do. Conditioned to think of political 
conflict in secular, ideological terms through much of the 
20th Century, we have much to relearn about how to engage 
with religion. And in today’s world it’s an extremely delicate 
business, fraught with peril for secular bureaucrats and 
religious actors alike.

Still, this “religious turn” in Canadian foreign policy 

is an essential one to meet the challenge of what Scott 
Thomas, Senior Lecturer at the University of Bath, calls 
the “global resurgence of religion.” Given the real limits of 
secular politics, it won’t be easy for diplomats to reconcile 
today’s most virulent forms of political theology with liberal 
democracy. There might, however, be seeds for how to do so 
in the embryonic Office of Religious Freedom, and in a new 
approach to diplomacy.

In engaging religion overseas, diplomats will by necessity 
rely less on traditional government-to-government 
interaction, and more on engagement with “little platoons,” 
defined by their religious practice and belief. As the Institute 
for Global Engagement’s President Chris Seiple writes, “only 
good theology beats bad theology,” and only an activist 
Canadian foreign policy prepared to facilitate and support 
“good theology” abroad will have the tools necessary to do 
effective diplomacy in God’s Century. 

Few disagree our post 9-11 world is characterized by 
la revanche de Dieu, although heavyweight scholars and 
pundits still think of religion as a proxy for other underlying 
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problems that manifest religiosity, like ethnic or nationalist 
tensions, and economic or gender inequality. Such arguments 
have a long and sometimes embarrassing history in North 
American foreign policy, not least when the CIA dismissed 
Islam and religion generally in the 1979 Iranian revolution 
as "mere sociology".

So to argue that religion is back and that there has been, 
and should continue to be, a religious turn in Canadian 
foreign affairs, rests on understanding religion as a social 
and political phenomenon that is meaningfully distinct 
from, not merely a proxy for, other more usual suspects 
like poverty or ethnicity. But one should not infer that this 
is an unambiguous celebration of religion in politics. Some 
religious politics are poisonous, destructive, and degrading, 
and must be resisted and barred from properly functioning 
liberal, secular democracies, deserving of that name.

All of this is soundly summarized in God’s Century by 
Philpott, Toft, and Shah. The relationship 
between politics and religion, they argue, 
is neither obviously positive nor obviously 
negative. Whether religion is a danger to 
politics depends, the authors argue, on two 
things that may accurately predict how 
resurgent religion will matter in global 
politics: First, on the political theology of 
the religion, that is how religious actors 
perceive themselves in that context and 
how their faith stands in relation to it; 
and second, the nature of the relationship 
between religious and political authority.

Citing data from around the world, 
the authors contend that repressive or 
religiously exclusive governments tend 
to shift the way minority religious actors 
think about themselves and practice their 
religion. Depending on the nature of the 
repression and exclusivity, the tendency is 
to radicalize those minorities (or in some 
cases, majorities, outside the minority 
orthodoxy in power). Their perhaps 
obvious (but no less socio-scientifically 
sound) conclusion is that the more participation religious 
groups have in politics and governance, the more likely a 
friendly overlap of traditions and communities can be a 
“force multiplier” for social good. 

This is not an endorsement of religious politics, but for 
the political engagement of diverse religious communities, 
bringing the full weight of their convictions to the public 
square. That is close to how Quebec scholars Charles Taylor 
and Jocelyn Maclure (in their writing about the debate 
over “reasonable accommodation” of religious minorities 
in that province) define secular societies, where secular 
means the area of public overlap of agreement, achieved 
by whatever means citizens find personally persuasive. It is 
also reminiscent of the great Catholic philosopher Jacques 
Maritan’s pithy comment about the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights: “We all agree on these rights, provided 
nobody asks us why.”

So religion is back, neither obviously good or bad, but 
potentially a powerful force multiplier for social good.  
Strong religion and weak states is the story across much of 
the globe. The challenge, then, is to figure out what role such 
an important force should play in Canadian foreign affairs.

A secular institution like Canada’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs, Trade and Development might seem ill-equipped to 
deal with resurgent religion. Our former ambassador to the 
Vatican Anne Leahy disagrees: She argues that religion was 
never off the radar at DFATD, but always embedded at region 
or country specific desks. And Andrew Bennett, Canada’s 
fledgling Ambassador for Religious Freedom, has said there 
was never a question of whether religious expertise persisted 
in the Department, but how best to pool and harness already 
existing expertise in Canadian foreign policy. 

This does not mean there aren’t serious limits on what 
Canadian diplomats can do in God’s Century. Diplomats have 

no power to impose our principles like 
freedom of religion or belief, free markets, 
freedom of speech, and other indivisible 
human rights. Weak states might be 
induced to allow us to help with their 
constitutions, but strong religions won’t 
let us rewrite their theology.

This is, in fact, part of the reason why 
freedom of religion or belief is such an 
essential human right in a world awash 
with religious power and conviction. The 
only way to progress toward the universal 
principles Canadians so properly cherish 
is through religious progress. As Geoffrey 
Cameron and I have argued elsewhere, 
citing the situation in Iran: 

It is a paradox not unique to 
Iran…that promoting religious 
freedom usually requires more 
public dialogue about religious 
interpretation, not less of it. The 
basis for restricting the rights of 
religious minorities in Iran is a 
narrow ideology, propagated by a

small clerical elite that uses its con trol on ideas to 
preserve a hold on power. Alternative interpretations 
of Shi’ism are mar ginalized within the public sphere, 
currently dominated by discourses that perpetuate 
a culture of intolerance against those who do not fit 
within a rigid ideological cast. While Iran is rightly 
held accountable by international human rights 
bodies, to which it is a party and signatory, the long-
term task of creating a society in which minorities 
are treated equally and pluralism is valued will 
require more public space in Iran for debate about 
Islamic theology.

The road to meeting on secular principles in Iran runs 
through Shi’a Islam. It is Shi’a Muslims who can reform the 
Islamic politics and culture of Iran, they who can challenge 
entrenched and monopolistic perspectives on the Islamic 
source and meaning of political legitimacy. There are, 

❝Only good 
theology beats 
bad theology, and 
only an activist 
Canadian foreign 
policy supporting 
good theology 
will have the 
tools necessary 
to do effective 
diplomacy in 
God’s Century.~
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however, several ways Canadian foreign affairs can and 
should engage religion both at home and abroad – even in 
repressive theocracies like Iran – to encourage a meeting on 
secular principles.

The politics of religious engagement are often split 
between what is called Track 1 and Track 2 diplomacy. Track 
1 is traditional state-to-state, diplomat-to-diplomat work. 
It leverages the conventional apparatus of the political 
community, rights based frameworks, and international 
law. This approach can yield some positive results such 
as getting people out of jail. But “naming, blaming, and 
shaming” typically has little or only short-term effect, since 
few political cultures respond well to public embarrassment 
and brow beating.

Track 2, popularized 
dur ing the Cold War, is 
unofficial, back-channelling. 
It is often used by states to 
advance their goals through 
non-state actors, such as 
religious leaders, cultural 
and educ ational influencers, 
busin ess entrepreneurs, 
and human itarian agencies. 
It is a grassroots strategy 
that en gages directly with 
local political culture and 
theology.

Neither track adequately 
responds to the global 
resurgence of religion, which 
has not only decentered 
the nation-state, but also 
blocked the regular and the 
back channels of diplomacy. 
There is no ‘red phone’ to 
ISIS, to radical Salafists, to 
Boko Haram, or to Hamas, 
and it is very difficult to even 
identify the actors who can 
be engaged when the groups 
and institutions are non-
state, when their operations 
pivot from place to place, 
and when their organizational 
structure transcends the increasingly porous boundaries 
of nation-states. (As in the fluid presence of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, for example.)

Some new, hybrid form of diplomacy is needed in the 
world of weak states and strong religion. Call it Track 1.5: 
the essential recognition that states can and must engage 
indigenous, increasingly highly religious, communities in the 
work of diplomacy. And, further, the humble recognition that 
state actors themselves may not be best placed, may in fact 
be badly placed, to do any more than merely facilitate the 
political-theological hermeneutics and innovation necessary 
to root fundamental human rights – including religious 
freedom – in indigenous logic and rationale. In short, official 

foreign policy partnerships must take many and variable 
forms, not merely with religious communities in their 
specific regions of interest, but with those communities in 
other regions who may have the capacity, insight, and literacy 
necessary for effective engagement which state actors lack. 
A parallel idea, advanced by DFATD policy analyst Marketa 
Geislerova, advocates for the use of diaspora religious 
communities at home to engage their counterparts abroad. 

Here the Office of Religious Freedom yields just such an 
emerging model of engagement, through consultations and 
conferences with religious communities at home, and the 
support, via its Religious Freedom Fund, of political-religious 
actors abroad, who are working to build secular-consensus 

toward Canadian principles. More 
than four-fifths of the Office’s 
budget is actually dedicated to 
the Fund, and several rounds of 
funding have now been completed.

In August 2013 funding was 
announced for projects in Nigeria, 
Eastern Europe and the South 
Caucasus, and Indonesia. The 
project in Nigeria, where thousands 
have been killed in sectarian 
violence between Christians and 
Muslims, is being delivered by The 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 
which is developing conflict 
mediation capacity between 
religious leaders, while training up 
to 10 senior government officials 
on religious conflict resolution. 
Work in Indonesia includes a 
partnership with the SETARA 
Institute for Democracy and Peace 
for “an increased understanding 
by religious communities of 
their constitutional rights”, and 
“the provision of advocacy and 
networking tools to religious 
communities,” including “training 
for teachers on tolerance and 
pluralism.”

In April 2014 two projects in 
Pakistan received funding. One is 

working with religious and political leaders on human rights, 
including religious freedom, while the other is documenting 
testimony about injustices faced by non-Muslim religious 
minorities. And in October 2014, funding was announced 
for several projects led by the Catholic Near East Welfare 
Association to deepen inter-cultural and inter-religious 
dialogue in Ukraine, where enmity between the Catholic and 
Orthodox churches is part of the larger West-East political 
and ethnic divide.

This is Track 1.5 diplomacy in action. Its goal is to build 
sustainable environments for religious freedom using both 
the top-down (Track 1) and bottom-up (Track 2) approaches. 
The former equips governments to steward religious 

Canada's Ambassador for Religious Freedom Andrew Bennett



Reviving and Revising 
the Canada First Defence Strategy

By Jeffrey F. Collins

In Canadian defence circles the 1990s have long been 
known as the “decade of darkness”. The Chretien 
administration, committed to erasing the country’s 

deficits, slashed the defence budget by 25 percent, from 
$12 billion in 1993 to $9.4B in 1998, plunging troop 
numbers from 74,000 to below 60,000. During and after 
these cuts, the government deployed the Canadian Forces 
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freedom; the latter equips citizens to exercise religious 
freedom responsibly. It is intended to nurture a stable state 
rooted in peaceful social discourse.

This kind of foreign policy is a gamble, and it all may 
sound a bit woolly and fluffy to hard power enthusiasts. 
But the work of promoting and building an international 
system in sync with Canadian principles in the 21st century 
cannot only be done from 40,000 feet. Canada does have an 
obligation to resist religious violence through force of arms, 
but defeating radicalism will take more than fighter jets. 
It will also require that, in the words of Thomas Farr, we 
get “deep into the guts of religion,” leveraging not only our 
communities and expertise at home, but also our friends 
and partners abroad. And it will mean strengthening our 
own Dominion, so it reliably serves as the best example on 

how people of diverse traditions and cultures can embrace 
Canadian principles. Even if we never fully agree on the 
reasons why Canadian virtues are so essential, we must 
continue to build a robust civil and social architecture that 
showcases how people with deep differences can live well 
together.

Robert Joustra (PhD, University of Bath) is co-editor of God and 
Global Order: The Power of Religion in American Foreign Policy, 
and author of a forthcoming book on religious freedom in Canadian 
foreign policy. He is assistant professor of international studies at 
Redeemer University College, a fellow with The Review of Faith & 
International Affairs, and a fellow with the Center for Public Justice.



government delivered a sustained funding plan in 2008 
called the Canada First Defence Strategy. At the heart of the 
CFDS was a 20-year funding formula that would increase 
by two percent per year from 2008 to 2028. In real terms, 
DND’s budget would increase from $18B in 2008 to $30B 
in 2028, totalling $490B over the two decades, with $45B 
to $50B for major acquisitions. Personnel levels would 
grow to 70,000 regulars and 30,000 reserves and further 
recapitalization would occur: 65 “next-generation fighters”, 

100 Leopard II tanks, 17 
Fixed-Wing Search and 
Rescue (FWSAR) aircraft, 15 
Canadian Surface Combatants 
(CSC) warships, 10-12 
Maritime Patrol Aircraft, and 
a new fleet of armoured 
vehicles. 

Until 2010-11, the 
government largely kept to 
the CFDS spending increases. 
The defence budget rose 
by 24 percent, with the CF 
receiving C-17s, C-130Js, 
tanks, M-777 howitzers, and 
Chinook helicopters. Yet the 
government’s remaining pro-
cur ement plans – particularly 
the replacement of almost 
all of the naval fleet – have 
become mired in delays and 
financial controversies. Some 
of this can be attributed to 
bureaucratic processes; the 
number of personnel in DND’s 
Material branch grew by only 
four percent between 2003 
and 2010 while contending 
with a 68 percent increase 
in overall defence spending 
during the same period. 
Nevertheless, it was the 
Afghanistan mission and the 
2008 global recession that 
had the biggest impact.

With Afghanistan, the 
army, quite rightly, became 
the priority. This meant 

that procurement funds had to be reallocated away from 
longstanding naval and air force projects to cover mission-
specific equipment, such as $1.3B for Leopard II tanks. 
While it is challenging to pin down the exact cost of the 
Afghanistan operation a 2008 Parliamentary Budget Office 
report estimated expenses at $13B to $18B over the 2001-
2011 period. In short, budgetary increases made under the 
Martin and Harper governments were largely absorbed by 
Afghanistan. 

(CF) on practically every United Nations mission. Some – 
like the 2000-01 deployment to Ethiopia and Eritrea – were 
of dubious worth, and together they greatly exacerbated 
equipment and personnel problems as both wear and tear 
and retention issues took their toll. By the early 2000s 
the CF was facing a $15B equipment shortfall and people 
began wondering aloud whether Canada would have a 
functional armed forces at all.  

Thus, for many military supporters, the 2006 
Conservative election pledge 
to “Stand Up for Canada”, 
and provide “our brave men 
and women in uniform with 
the tools and resources they 
need to keep our True North 
strong and free”, came as a 
relief. The military would get 
more money, more troops, 
and new equipment. The new 
government also vowed to 
move beyond the operational 
tokenism so characteristic 
of 1990s’ peacekeeping 
missions to actually making 
sub stan tial contributions 
to international sec-
urity. Luckily for the Con-
servatives, their plans were 
buoyed by fortuitous political 
circum stances, including 
broad public support for 
the military owing to its 
outstanding performance 
in the Afghanistan war, 
a reasonably full federal 
treasury, and decent 
economic growth. 

Now, nearly a decade 
later, it’s time to assess how 
well the Conservatives have 
delivered on rearmament. 
The period from 2006 to 
2009 were the golden 
years. Shortly into their first 
mandate, in June 2006, the 
new government unveiled 
$17B worth of procurement 
projects. Billed as the “largest concentration of planned 
defence procurement projects in Canadian history”, the 
shopping list included three Joint Support Ships, six to eight 
Arctic Patrol Ships, four C-17 strategic airlift aircraft, and 
17 C-130Js tactical transports. To put this announcement 
in perspective, the Department of National Defence’s 
(DND) capital budget for 2004-05 was only $3B. The entire 
military budget was just $14.5B.

In order to make these acquisitions a reality, the 
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In response to the 2008 recession, the government 
adopted a two-year, $47B stimulus plan in Budget 2009. 
The federal deficit ballooned to a record high of more than 
$50B. Job creating infrastructure investments, financial 
system liquidity injections, multi-billion-dollar supports for 
automakers and other measures designed to protect jobs 
and goose economic activity became the top priority. By 
and large these efforts succeeded in sheltering Canada’s 
economy from the worst 
effects of the Great Recession, 
but they added well over 
$100B to the federal debt and 
set the stage for an austerity 
drive. Defence, representing 
20 percent of all federal 
program spending, was an 
inevitable target. 

To no surprise Budget 
2012 projected a fifth of all 
federal spending reductions 
coming from defence. Budget 
2014 defence cuts went 
even deeper, accounting for 
a quarter of all spending 
reductions. These measures 
effectively made the CFDS 
unsustainable, its 20-year 
budget reduced from $490B 
to $453B. From a high of $22B 
in 2011 the defence budget in 
2013 stood at $19B. Adjusted 
for inflation, the 2013 sum 
is actually $16B, the same 
as it was in 2005 before the 
Conservatives took power. As 
a proportion of GDP, defence 
spending is now where it 
was during the depths of 
the decade of darkness, at 
1.1 percent, down from 1.4 
percent in 2009. 

These reductions, in 
combination with CFDS bud-
get caps put in place in 
2008, mean that many proj-
ects are underfunded. The 
CSC warships project, for 
example, is at least $14B short. As a stop-gap measure 
the government has launched a number of expensive refit 
schemes to keep core fleets operating into the 2020s: 
$4.2B on modifying the Halifax-Class frigates, $1.2B on 
updating 600 Light Armoured Vehicle IIIs, and an estimated 
$100M on keeping 77 CF-18s up in the air. Meanwhile, 
two of the three Iroquois class destroyers and the entire 
complement of Auxiliary Oil Replenishment ships are being 
sold off as a cost saving measure. Even with these actions 

the government still faces a capability-cost dilemma: 
either increase the defence budget to meet the planned 
procurement needs, or reduce the capabilities by cutting 
equipment numbers, personnel levels, or both. 

Increasing defence spending in the next budget seems 
a non-starter in an election year. Conventional political 
wisdom holds that voters prefer promises of direct benefits 
like tax cuts and childcare support over expensive military 

hardware. On the other 
hand, Canadians have been 
bombarded for months 
with headlines about rising 
national and international 
security threats. The powerful 
emotional response to 
October’s domestic ter ror 
attacks indicates that public 
affection for the Canadian 
Forces has not waned post-
Afghanistan. Most polling 
has indicated strong pub-
lic support for air strikes 
against the Islamic State. 
And if military and foreign 
policy issues do figure 
prominently in the 2015 
election campaign, no party or 
leader will be able to credibly 
position as a defender of 
Canada’s security without 
making commitments to 
rearmament. 

Whatever commit ments 
are made, before or after 
the election, should reflect 
changes in the global security 
environment and current 
priorities of the CF. As the 
army has done relatively well 
on procurement in recent 
years, in large part because 
of the Afghanistan mission, 
the government should focus 
on re-equipping the navy and 
air force. In Canada and much 
of the western world, there 
currently seems little public 

appetite for more “boots on the ground” missions to the 
world’s hotspots anyway, and the emerging western defence 
consensus is that local armies should fight their own 
battles, supported by western trainers and technologies. 
Operations in Libya, Mali, and now Iraq, stand out in this 
regard.

Despite the rust out, Canada’s navy and air force still 
have the high-tech, integrated systems our allies look for 
in operations. Witness the HMCS Charlottetown’s pivotal 
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Overview of Major Procurement Projects
Project Original Quantity Planned 

Budget
Status

Arctic Offshore Patrol Ships 6-8 $3.1B Parliamentary Budget Officer (PBO) deems budget only suitable for 4 ships.
Originally slated for first delivery in 2013. 
First contract now expected in 2015 with delivery between 2021-2025.

C-130J Tactical Lift Aircraft 17 $1.4B Delivered between 2010 and 2012.
C-17 Strategic Lift Aircraft 4 $3.4B Delivered between 2007 and 2008.
Canadian Multi-mission Aircraft 
(formerly designated as 
Maritime Patrol Aircraft)

10-12 $7B 
(estimate)

Acquisition was set to begin by 2020 but due to fiscal constraints a contract is not 
expected until 2025 with delivery between 2026 and 2035.
$2B has been set aside in the interim to upgrade 14 CP-140 Auroras.

Canadian Surface Combatant 15 $26.2B Auditor General states that budget is insufficient. Number of vessels will have to be 
reduced or increase budget.
Original date of first delivery in 2016 and 2017. 
Currently, the contract award is planned for 2020 with delivery after 2035.

CF-18 Replacement 65 $17B Original date of first delivery was 2017. 
Currently, contract is not expected until 2020 with a final delivery period of 2026 to 2035.

Close Combat  Vehicle 108 $2.1B Cancelled in 2013 due to financial pressures. 
Fixed-Wing Search and Rescue 
(FWSAR)1

17 $1.4B Original delivery date for 2014-15. 
Contract now expected for 2015 with delivery between 2021 and 2025.

Halifax Class frigate 
Modernization

12 $4.2B On track for completion in 2017.

Joint Support Ships 2-3 $2.6B Project originates in late-1980s. In 2006, Harper government committed to an initial 
delivery date of 2012.
Contract not expected until 2016 with delivery in 2020.
PBO estimates that project is underfunded by $1.5B.

Joint Unmanned Surveillance 
Target-Acquisition System 
(JUSTAS)

18 $1.5B Original delivery date of 2011.
Due to funding constraints a contract is not expected until 2020 with deliveries by 2025.

Leopard II Main Battle Tank 100 $1.3B Delivered between 2010 and 2012.
Light Armoured Vehicle (LAV) III 
Upgrade

616 $1.2B On track for completion in 2018.

M-777 Howitzer2 37 $114M Delivered between 2005 and 2008.
Maritime Helicopter Project (Sea 
King Replacement)

28 $5.7B Contract signed in 2004 by Martin government. First delivery was to begin in November 
2008 with a new helicopter arriving per month.
Developmental nature of project has pushed back deadline repeatedly. First delivery of a 
fully capable helicopter is not planned until 2018.
Final delivery is not expected until 2020.

Medium Support Vehicle System 1,500 Standard Military 
Pattern (SMP) trucks; 

1,300 ‘Militarized’ 
Commercial Off-The-Shelf 

(MILCOTS) trucks for 
reserves

$1.2B SMP portion has been cancelled twice since 2006 due to cost increases. Original 
delivery was for 2008 to 2010.
Contract for SMP trucks due in 2015. Expected deliveries between 2017 and 2018.
MILCOTS delivered between 2009 and 2012.

Medium-Heavy Lift Helicopters 16 $4.9B Due to cost constraints only 15 procured. Last delivery in 2014, five years later than 
planned.

Tactical Armoured Patrol Vehicle 500 (plus options for 100) $708.7M Contract awarded in 2012. First deliveries expected in 2014.

*Sources: Canadian American Strategic Review (www.casr.ca); Defence Industry Daily (http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/); Department of National Defence, Defence 
Acquisition Guide 2014 ( http://www.forces.gc.ca/en/business-defence-acquisition-guide/index.page); Elinor Sloan, Something Has to Give: Why Delays Are The New 
Reality of Canada’s Defence Procurement Strategy (Calgary: Canadian Defence & Foreign Affairs Institute, 2014); Office of the Auditor General, Chapter 6 – Acquisition 
of Military Helicopters (Ottawa: Government of Canada, Fall 2010); Office of the Auditor General, Chapter 3 – National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy (Ottawa: 
Government of Canada, Fall 2013); Office of the Parliamentary Budget Officer, Fiscal Impact of the Canadian Mission in Afghanistan (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 
2008); Public Works and Government Services Canada, Military and Marine Procurement (http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/app-acq/stamgp-lamsmp/amm-mmp-eng.html).
1 Project originally conceived in 2004. Budget estimate has remained unchanged since then. 
2 First six ordered under Martin government in December 2005. Remainder ordered by the Harper government.



role in coordinating NATO airstrikes 
against Qaddafi’s forces in Misrata in 
2011. Both services are directly tied 
to fulfilling our continental duties 
under NORAD, and our alliance 
responsibilities under NATO. 

But without significant hardware 
upgrades Canada risks becoming a 
bit player in our western alliances. 
At a minimum the air force has to 
replace the F-18s with fighters 
that can interoperate with our great power allies, and 
despite its design setbacks and controversies, the F-35 
remains the optimal choice to do that as it is adopted by 
more countries over the next decade. And strengthening 
the navy offers a political upside in the expansion of 
jobs at domestic shipyards – as well as satisfying the 
government’s promise to enforce Arctic sovereignty as 
melting polar ice opens up the North to challenges from 
Russia and China. 

There are indications that Canada’s shift towards the 
new western defence doctrine, focussing on the navy and 

air force, is already happening. 
The army’s readiness budget has 
been reduced, troop numbers 
frozen, and certain projects, like 
the $2.2B Close Combat Vehicle, 
have been cancelled. This is likely 
to continue, whether military 
and foreign policy becomes a 
2015 campaign issue or not, 
and regardless who wins the 
election. The proliferation of 

security threats over the last year has likely ended the 
latest round of hollowing out the defence budget to pay for 
other priorities, and the main elements of the CFDS will be 
resumed, albeit with significant revisions to reflect the new 
challenges and priorities facing Canada in the present and 
future global security environment.
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❝The Conservatives 
promised to ‘Stand Up 
For Canada’ and spend 
billions to ‘keep the 
True North strong and 
free.~


