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e-Expectations: Why terrorism is just the smoke. 

The Paris terrorist attacks of “Friday the 13th” of November, as well as the previous 

Charlie Hebdo attack that took place on 7 January 2015, are only the latest and most 

visible events in the contemporary history of the terrorist phenomenon. Like the tragic 

events of 9/11, these have struck our societies at the heart of their image, and in their 

imagination.  

However, many more terrorist-type attacks have taken place around the world in 2015, 

and only a few really capture our “air time.” Moreover, terrorism as a phenomenon still 

largely remains a relatively marginal action when considering the scope and the scale of 

humanity as a whole. Giving terrorism too much credit thus risks recreating the strategic 

conditions for failure while our societies should nonetheless remain vigilant but carry-on. 

In fact, we need to manage our e-Expectations regarding terrorism as a phenomenon. 

Particularly in the West, and precisely because of our heavy dependence on information 

and their supporting technologies, terrorism appears to be a more important phenomenon 

than a more pragmatic assessment would indicate. We can simply account for the number 

of death by road accidents or even by suicide to be concerned. For our societies, terrorism 

has nonetheless become a new source of annoying anxiety, literally amplified by the 24/7 

media coverage. Recognizing that terrorism is seeking that kind of attention, we are hard 

pressed to consider the phenomenon in a more realistic way, according to its true nature.  

Indeed, the “war on terror,” is intrinsically an unwinnable concept. Humanity has only 

been able to mitigate and to moderate the so-called use of terror over the last centuries 

and we have been powerless to actually stop it. In essence, there has always been “terror” 

in warfare. Giving terrorism too much credit and too much air time, however, is actually 

having the net effect of increasing the global and particularly western anxiety over the 

phenomenon. We may well be under the false impression that terrorism is a force to be 

reckoned with, while in fact, terrorism still remains very much a marginal phenomenon 

committed by a band of the World’s Anarchists, Radicals and Terrorists (WARTs).  

In this analogy, terrorism does not require amputation, but the application of precise and 

surgical special operations. We do need to cut off the snake’s head, or heads, but we 

shouldn’t lose much sleep over it. After all, Canada has some of its best and brightest 

working to attenuate such a threat. 

What we should be concerned with however, are the more fundamental root causes of the 

insurgencies, namely in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Libya, Nigeria as well as in Afghanistan and 

many other unruly places. Indeed, “unruly places” is also precisely the point, in that these 

insurgencies emerge in the absence of sound public management practices that meet all 

the people’s e-Expectations. It can be said that this is the basis for the rapid rise of Daesh 

(the so-called Islamic State), which has thrived in the rift created between Sunni and Shia 

Muslims. Hence, addressing the root causes of insurgencies is crucial, and not terrorism 

per se; terrorism is simply a symptom. Managing our e-Expectations in this regard 
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becomes key, as addressing the root causes will likely take decades of mentoring and 

teaching the right people the best practices. 

More concerning than terrorism are the new strategic fault lines which might re-appear in 

its wake, between the different parties. Indeed, our reaction to terrorism is more 

dangerous than the terrorists: “Not only are we playing into the terrorists’ hands, and thus 

giving terrorism the needed momentum, the countries of the world are reacting in such an 

uncoordinated and even conflicting fashion that new geopolitical fissures are emerging 

that are far more worrisome than any strike, or campaign, extremists could orchestrate”.  

Thus, we are in dire need of a Comprehensive Approach to address the root causes of 

such terrorism, namely the boiling insurgency between the Sunni and the Shia Muslims: 

“We have seen a stunning lack of strategy, coordination, or even coherent thinking about 

how to deal with the threat. Within the Middle East, we continue to see a wide variety of 

approaches linked to some variation on the ‘enemy of my enemy is my friend’ doctrine”.  

In a Comprehensive Approach, commonly understood principles as well as collaborative 

processes enhance the likelihood of favourable and enduring outcomes within a particular 

situation. In its simplest definition, the Comprehensive Approach means blending civilian 

and military tools and enforcing co-operation between government departments, not only 

for operations but more broadly to deal with 21st  Century security challenges. 
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And providing leadership may not be the proverbial “silver-bullet,” as any external force 

or influence in the region is much like artificial life-support, as we have seen in the past 

with Iraq. Conversely, strategic decapitation may not be a better strategy only creating a 

power vacuum in order to replace a known demon with an unknown one. Mentoring or 

teaching the moderate locals how to manage their own affairs may be a more balanced 

strategy in the medium to long-term, for up to decades, but ultimately, some leadership 

will have to emerge from within. As Phil Gordon from the Council on Foreign Relations 

notes: “Empowering the Sunnis of Iraq and de-escalating the conflict in Syria are 

essential to curbing the rise of the terrorist group”. There is also a case to be made for the 

soft partition of Iraq as in Yugoslavia, requiring the creation of major institutions largely 

from scratch and a good dose of e-Expectations management.  

Henceforth, terrorism is only a symptom of the more fundamental causes of insurgencies, 

such as lawlessness and lack of education. We do need to eradicate terrorism propaganda 

and to disrupt their communications, as well as cut-off the snake’s head. But, moreover, 

we need to be paying attention to the bigger picture – that these insurgencies are fuelled 

by discontent which risks destabilizing other parts of the world in the near future. We 

need to beware of the trap set by terrorism itself, in which strategic fault lines are made to 

carry-out their prophecy of a third world war waged by proxy states.  

In effect, thanks to terrorism, alarm bells are ringing and we need to stop the fire, not the 

smoke; terrorism is simply the symptom. As such, a more Comprehensive Approach is 

required to tackle the real root cause issues at hand. 
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