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F
uture military officers
must be able to anticipate
and respond effectively to
the uncertainties of a
changing technological,
social, political, and eco-

nomic world—a world in which the
military will play an increasingly promi-
nent role in combating terrorism.

New security environments and
new roles and expectations require
new forms of education for the mili-
tary profession. At West Point, the
U.S. Military Academy has developed
the Combating Terrorism Center and
a program minor in terrorism studies,
the first academic minor program in
West Point’s history.

This curriculum
follows in West
Point’s longstand-
ing tradition of
developing
America’s future
Army officers
through three
interweaving disci-

plines: physical fitness, academic
knowledge, and what we call military
officership. Concerning academics,
the education of military officers
requires an understanding of history,
foreign policy, organizational behav-
ior, and other disciplines relevant to
the military profession. Thus, the
multidisciplinary curriculum at the
U.S. Military Academy at West Point
is similar to most any other liberal arts
college, with an extra layer of plain
old discipline thrown in.

Such academic knowledge is essen-
tial in fighting the Global War on
Terrorism. Today’s military officers
need a comprehensive grasp of asym-
metric warfare principles and strate-
gies. In addition to appreciating the
enemy’s strategies, motivations, goals,
and tactics, officers must understand
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how complex, networked, decentral-
ized, loosely organized groups oper-
ate. From this understanding, the
political, cultural, organizational and
financial seams within those net-
worked organizations can be found
and exploited in order to degrade
their operational capabilities. 

Military officers require an apprecia-
tion for systems thinking and the phe-
nomena of second- and third-order
effects. Military education programs
therefore must stay abreast of new
developments in the sciences, especial-
ly in networks and complexity theory.
Future strategic decision-makers and
operational-level commanders also
require new kinds of pattern recogni-
tion skills in order to cope with future
multidimensional warfare.

In an asymmetric warfare environ-
ment, military officers at all levels
require significant amounts of strate-
gic-level situational awareness. They
need to attack the enemy’s strategy,
not just the active fighters. At the
same time, platoon sergeants are now
making decisions that impact our
nation’s political and military strategy.
Military officers must know several
kinds of geographies and histories—
physical, political, and cultural—in
order to provide their soldiers with
the necessary situational awareness.
For example, knowing the political
and cultural landscape is vital for
understanding the range of possible
tactics available to a local terrorist
group, as well as historical grievances
that may influence local support for
insurgencies.

Equally important, military officers
must understand the non-kinetic
dimensions of today’s conflicts. An
insurgency is conducted in numerous
locations simultaneously, including the
information battlespace. Officers must
think in terms of influence and com-

bined actions, as well as the impact
that military operations will have on
local perceptions. They must have a
full appreciation of many forms of
technology and understand what skill
sets are needed for conducting strate-
gic communications and cyber-war-
fare. At the same time, military profes-
sionals must remember to avoid over-
reliance on technology in their efforts
to gain real situational awareness. 

Officers must have a total grasp of
the struggle, not just the terrorist acts.
Their education must help them
answer a number of new and impor-
tant questions: Why is terrorism being
used as a tactic? What are the political
goals of this group? Is this part of an
insurgency? What are the political,
social, economic, cultural, and infor-
mation dimensions of the conflict, as
well as the security and military
aspects? How do these interrelate? 

Questions like these frame the les-
son topics that are included in the ter-
rorism courses at West Point. 

The Study of Terrorism 
at West Point

The U.S. Military Academy devel-
oped a program of study in terrorism
and counterterrorism after the events
of Sept. 11, 2001. 

The Combating Terrorism Center
(CTC) at West Point opened in 2002
with a grant from Vincent Viola, a
1977 graduate of the Military Academy
and former chairman of the New York
Mercantile Exchange. The CTC is
almost entirely funded by private dona-
tions. BG Russell Howard, USA (Ret.),
former head of the department of social
sciences, directed the center during its
early years. Later,  Wayne Downing, a
retired general and former commander
of all U.S. Special Forces, became the
center’s distinguished chair. 

The CTC employs a team of civilian
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and military faculty whose work is
organized around four themes: terror-
ism, counterterrorism, homeland
security, and weapons of mass
destruction. Courses are offered to all
upper-division cadets at West Point,
and enrollment in these courses has
skyrocketed into the hundreds. 

In their courses, students learn the
history of terrorism, using case studies
to examine a diverse array of groups
including anarchists, ethnic separatists,
and religious extremists. They explore
organizational strategies of terrorist
groups and individual motivations of
members, along with focusing on such
dynamics as recruitment, training, ide-
ology, and communication.

Cadets examine various facilitators
of terrorism, such as transnational
financial and criminal networks, and
gain an appreciation for the organiza-
tional learning aspects of terrorist
groups. They also examine local cir-
cumstances that support terrorism,
including political, economic, and
social conditions that existed before
terrorism became a problem.
Naturally, recent trends in terrorism
are covered in these courses, and
cadets conduct their own research
about events in Spain, Indonesia,
Britain, Pakistan, Nigeria, Egypt,
Israel, and, of course, Iraq. 

Additionally, cadets learn about
U.S. policy for combating terrorism.
They examine the U.S. national secu-
rity strategy, the strategy for combat-
ing terrorism, the homeland security
strategy, and so forth. They also
explore the seven key dimensions of
national power, emphasizing that the

military is only one aspect to a coun-
terterrorism strategy, the others being
intelligence gathering and sharing,
diplomacy, legal/law enforcement,
information operations, finance, and
economics. 

Overall, little time is spent dis-
cussing details of counterterrorism
operations. Rather, the approach to
the study of terrorism is built upon a
conviction that training in tactics,
techniques, and procedures in coun-
terterrorism are only useful when
leaders have acquired an appropriate
intellectual background and can mas-
ter the competencies. Thus, first and
foremost, emphasis is on the need to
be educated, critical thinkers about
terrorism and the reasons why some
groups adopt a strategy of terror as a
means for achieving their objectives.

The Road Ahead
The world’s first historian,

Thucydides, wrote that “the nation

that makes a great distinction
between its scholars and its warriors
will have its thinking done by cowards
and its fighting done by fools.” In the
Global War on Terrorism, it is vital to
link the scholars and the warriors, the
intellectuals and the operators. This is
the purpose of places such as the U.S.
Academy at West Point, where the aca-
demic program produces scholarly war-
riors, and the courses on terrorism are
designed to develop the competencies
military officers must have in order to
deal effectively with the global terrorist
threat. ✯

Dr. James J.F. Forest is the director of
Terrorism Studies at the U.S. Military
Academy, where he leads educational and
research initiatives for the Combating
Terrorism Center at West Point. The views
expressed are those of the author and not of
the Department of the Army, the U.S. Military
Academy, or any other agency of the U.S. gov-
ernment. For more information about the
Combating Terrorism Center at West Point,
please visit our Web site, at:
http://ctc.usma.edu.

West Point cadets take a mixture of courses in the humanities, social sciences,
math, engineering, and the natural sciences. The content of these 30 required cours-
es is organized around this set of 10 multidisciplinary academic program goals,
based on the Academy’s expectations for what an Army leader must know and be.

demonstrate 
• creativity
• moral awareness
• commitment to continued 

intellectual development
• effective listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing skills

and understand
• culture
• history
• patterns of human behavior
• mathematics and science
• engineering and technology
• information technology

ARMY OFFICERS MUST

Source: Educating Future Officers for a Changing World (USMA Office of the Dean, 2002)
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