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ABSTRACT

Fiction is an underappreciated tool for learning in defense analysis. Reading and
writing fiction built on academic theory and models in defense analysis could help
strengthen students’ understanding of the motivations of people on both sides of
conflicts. This capstone project breaks ground by showing how short stories can be
written over the framework of established theory related to terrorism and how those
fictional narratives can increase students’ comprehension of select theories. This paper
also shows how writing and analyzing these stories can help students conceptualize the
thought processes of the people in real-world situations related to the theories depicted.
By examining four pieces of acclaimed fiction that engage the reader in topics related to
defense analysis, the project identifies techniques used by authors to relay their messages.
Using similar techniques, this project’s author constructs four stories based on terrorist
radicalization, coercion theory, theory of special operations, and terrorist
deradicalization. Read individually, the stories can strengthen comprehension of their
respective parent theory or model and, if read in sequence, can clarify the connections
between various topics and models in defense analysis. The project provides practical
guidance on the use of fiction to strengthen students’ comprehension of theory and
models in defense analysis and encourages its expanded use in the Naval Postgraduate

School’s curriculum.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because fiction is obliged to stick to
possibilities; Truth isn’t.

—Mark Twain
A. INTRODUCTION

Human beings are storytellers. We create narratives for almost everything. We
understand ourselves, the people we interact with, and the societies we live in through our
stories. They exist for sense-making, to create context, and to justify actions. They help us
predict behavior and coordinate what we can expect from our surroundings. Narratives
have permeated every organization, society, religion, and nation—ancient and modern. As
a species, we tell stories for those exact reasons, but we also generate narratives that serve
to entertain and to inspire, and we tell stories to educate and understand. For generations,
science fiction writers have envisioned what future societies could look like, have imagined
the potential for human greatness, and warned about humanity’s inherent weaknesses and
the risks of moral deterioration. Authors of counterfactuals have imagined how our current
world would have developed if history had turned out differently and have helped us
conceptualize how the many moral rights and wrongs of history have shaped the world we
live in today. The idea that academic theories can be described through the medium of
fiction is hardly new, but to use specific academic models to create a fictional narrative is.
This capstone project endeavors to break ground on this particular topic and explore how
fictional narratives can be used to demonstrate academic theories in operation and their

indirect interactions with other academic topics used in defense analysis.

B. RESEARCH QUESTION AND PURPOSE

The objective of this project is to examine, by example, how fictional narratives
can be utilized to describe, teach, and better understand academic theories or theoretical
models across several subject matters in Defense Analysis. The project also demonstrates
how these elements interact. Specifically, the project aims to use recognized academic

models or theories from various topics taught at the Naval Postgraduate School’s Defense

1



Analysis Department as the foundation to develop a series of interrelated, modular short
stories. These narratives are intended to serve as individual simulations of scenarios that
demonstrate how the models and theories function and are intended to be understood. The
short stories, thus, serve to both explain how the theories could play out in reality and also

elucidate how various topics in Defense Analysis interrelate.

C. PROJECT STRUCTURE

Apart from this introduction chapter, this capstone project is composed of three

elements:

1. A chapter describing the fundamental objective of using fiction as a means
to convey particular messages. A review of the scholarly literature used to
inspire the narratives, as well as an evaluation of messages and techniques
employed by four renowned authors of fiction is presented as a foundation

for the narrative chapters.

2. Four individual narrative chapters. Each chapter consists of a description
of the theory or model used to create the narrative, followed by a main
story and an unpacking of how the narrative helps to explain the academic

theory or model.

3. A chapter recommending how this project could be expanded by other
authors to apply it more broadly in teaching academic theory and models

in Defense Analysis.

To examine how fiction can be used to visualize and convey messages, | evaluate
a handful of well-known novels that have inspired many of my ideas. Specifically, I
examine what the messages of these narratives were and by what techniques the authors
attempted to persuade their readers. The novels examined are Steinbeck’s The Moon is
Down, Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, Heinlein’s Starship Troopers, and
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. These authors intended to relay very specific ideas and
shaped their respective stories toward an already given and often morally value-laden

conclusion. I use the same techniques but shape the narrative over established academic



theory, without looking to establish a specific moral message at the story’s conclusion. The
models used to create the narratives cover four different topics related to International
Terrorism but also touch on related topics across the spectrum of Defense Analysis. The
four main narratives that make up the bulk of the project touch on Terrorist Radicalization,
Proliferation and Counter Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction, Coercion Theory,

Theory of Special Operations, and Terrorist Deradicalization.

With this in mind, I take a closer look sat Professor Fathali M. Moghaddam and his
Staircase to Terrorism Model to generate a narrative of Terrorist Radicalization.! In
generating a narrative that describes why and how some state actors would use
untraditional and indirect methods to amplify their bargaining power or coercive strength,
I take inspiration from the work of Professor Tami Davis Biddle and her description of
coercion theory in practice.2 Further inspiration comes from Dr. David Lai and his
description of China’s indirect GO approach to strategy to explain Chinese motivations for
engaging in such an endeavor.3 Unclassified information from Joint Publication 3-40, Joint
Countering of Weapons of Mass Destruction provides realistic insight into ways of
countering the production of chemical weapons and how dual use technology from civilian
industry complicates the countering of chemical weapons production in my narrative.4 In
generating fiction that describes how modern Special Operations Forces (SOF) engage in
combating and targeting terrorist organizations, I quite naturally glean substantial
inspiration and knowledge from personal experience in the field. To substantiate this
further in academic theory, I examine the work of Vice Admiral William Harry McRaven
and his book SPEC OPS, Case Studies in Special Operations Warfare: Theory and

Practice, and garner additional inspiration from the 2017 book Interdisciplinary

1 Fathali M. Moghaddam, “The Staircase to Terrorism: A Psychological Explanation,” American
Psychologist 60, no. 2 (Feb.—Mar. 2005): 161-169.

2 Tami Davis Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners,” Texas National
Security Review 3, no. 2 (Spring 2020): 95-109.

3 David Lai, Learning from the Stones: A Go Approach to Mastering China’s Strategic Concept, Shi,
(Strategic Studies Institute, 2004).

4 Joint Chiefs of Staft, Joint Countering of Weapons of Mass Destruction, JP 3-40 (Washington, DC:
Joint Chiefs of Staff, November 27, 2019), https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/

ip3_40.pdf.
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Perspectives on Special Operations Forces published by the Royal Danish Defense

College.>

In order to produce a narrative that convincingly covers the subject of terrorist
deradicalization, I take a closer look at “The Pathway Into, Through, and Out of
Terrorism,” as described by Dr. John Horgan in his book Walking Away From Terrorism
while also drawing inspiration from accounts of deradicalization and disengagement from

Ken Ballen’s book Terrorists in Love and Julia Reynold’s Blood in the Fields.¢

The four major narratives based on this research, which comprise the bulk of the
project, are presented in Chapters III through VI. They are intended to give an inside
perspective of an unfolding international, terrorist-induced crisis and follow the several
players involved in the events. The stories are intended to portray characters on every level
of involvement, from a lowly suicide bomber to the French Minister of Defense. Using this
method, I show how the theoretical models taught in the academic sphere of Defense
Analysis overlap and involve various individuals who observe and understand the world
around them through those same dynamics. The intent is not only to generate a series of
stories that can be read and understood as one coherent narrative but to create a string of
stories that are themselves individually created to explain the functions of specific

academic theories and how they could unfold in reality.

Chapter VII concludes the thesis with an evaluation and offers perspective on the
project. In this final chapter, I evaluate how successfully the study has demonstrated the
utility of fictional narratives to portray the chosen academic theories, thereby making them
more accessible for the audience. Based on this evaluation, I conclude with the results of
my study and findings and offer guidance on how to broaden the application of this study’s

approach from the perspective of other scholarly disciplines in the military realm.

5 William Harry McRaven, SPEC OPS: Case Studies in Special Operations Warfare: Theory and
Practice (New York: Ballantine Books, 1996); Royal Danish Defense College, Interdisciplinary
Perspectives on Special Operations Forces (Copenhagen: Rosendahls A/S, 2017).

6 John Horgan, Walking Away From Terrorism: Accounts of Disengagement from Radical and
Extremist Movements (Abingdon, Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2009); Ken Ballen, Terrorists in Love: True Life
Stories of Islamic Radicals (New York: Free Press, 2011); Julia Reynolds, Blood in the Fields: Ten Years
Inside California’s Nuestra Familia Gang (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, Incorporated, 2014).

4



D. MOTIVATION

I joined the Danish Defense Forces in 2002, following the terrible events of 9/11. 1
had many discussions about my decision with friends and family, most of whom
encouraged me to apply. An older friend, who was himself a former U.S. Special Forces
soldier, gave me several pieces of good advice on how to make the most of my time. One
of the things he told me was to: “Always have a book in your pocket. You will be hurrying
a lot and you will be waiting a lot. If you spend your waiting time reading, you’ll read a
book every month.” I took his advice, and he wasn’t wrong. Much later in my career, [ was
sharing a ride with a much younger lieutenant. I noticed he was reading the newly published
“Resistance Operating Concept” and asked if he was studying for an exam. He answered
that he was just reading the concept for fun. [ was impressed by his discipline and admitted
that I had never read a piece of non-fiction for entertainment alone. When he asked me
what I was reading, I answered “almost the same thing” and showed him a copy of John
Steinbeck’s The Moon is Down, a significant example of how fiction was used to encourage
European resistance to Nazi occupation in the Second World War. The point of this short
conversation returned to me several times as I worked on expanding the idea of this
capstone project. Should we not be taking fiction more seriously as an academic tool within
the area of Defense Analysis and Military Studies? And if so, how? Through this project I

hope to produce a first example of how this could be done.
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW

This capstone project garners inspiration from several authors of fiction but uses
academic theory to create narratives to further the understanding of said theory. Therefore,
this part of the project is organized somewhat differently from a conventional literature
review. This literature review aims to validate the chosen theory and to describe the
messages and techniques used in four fictional narratives that serve as inspiration for me.
It should be noted that a mindboggling number of fictional and post-factual works immerse
the reader in subjective depictions of historic military campaigns or contemplate the “what-
ifs” of history. To choose inspiration from one author alone, I would have risked limiting
this study based on my personal preference for a particular writing style or a specific
narrative to the extent that it borders on plagiarism. Therefore, the fictional writings in this
capstone project take inspiration, but stand distinct, from the works of Hemingway,
Remarque, Steinbeck, and Heinlein. The reason it is valuable for this project to look at the
aforementioned works of these authors is that they have been attributed messages that
continue to resonate with their audience. Steinbeck’s The Moon is Down has been
understood as a fictitious example of a resistance operations guide,’ while Nazi Germany
perceived Remarque’s A/l Quiet on the Western Front as a pacifist manifesto that risked
undermining the German people’s will to fight.8 Similarly, Italian Fascists considered
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms to be harmful to the reputation of the Italian Military,?
while Heinlein’s Starship Troopers was criticized for venerating militarism in society and
for having fascist undertones.!0 It is important to emphasize that this project does not

intend to relay a specific political narrative or standpoint. Despite being written by a

7 “The Moon is Down,” National Steinbeck Center, accessed February 24, 2021,
https://www.steinbeck.org/learn/.

8 Patrick Sauer, “The Most Loved and Hated Novel about World War 1,” Smithsonian Magazine, June
16, 2015, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/most-loved-and-hated-novel-about-world-war-I-
180955540/.

9 “Why Italy Banned Hemingway’s Novel A Farewell to Arms,” Books on Trial, accessed August 19,
2021, https://www.booksontrial.com/why-italians-banned-hemingway-novel-a-farewell-to-arms/.

10 Sam Jordison, “Blasting Bugs Is More Complicated than you Think,” The Guardian Book Blog,
The Guardian, July 23, 2008, https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2008/jul/23/
blastingbugsismorecomplicatedthanyouthink.
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Western SOF operator, who was raised, educated, and indoctrinated in a Liberal,
representative democracy, these stories are not intended as narratives to change the reader’s
perceptions of the political-strategical approaches of the Great Powers of the World. Nor
is it intended to influence the reader in any given political direction. As explained, I intend
to build the individual narratives over the framework of already recognized academic
theories with the aim of using fiction as a pedagogical tool to increase students’
understanding of subject matter. This project does not aim to specify by what didactic
process this learning is to be obtained. Students could be assigned readings of already
existing pieces of fiction relating to topics relevant to their field of study, could be asked
to write fiction themselves similar to the narratives found in this project, or professors could
produce pieces of fiction tailored to describe and unpack theories for their students. This
project aims to evaluate, by example, how such pieces of fiction could look and how it

would work to further student learning.

A. ACADEMIC LITERATURE INFORMING THIS PROJECT

In the following four subsections, I will describe the academic theories and models

that serve as foundation of the development of the fictional narratives in this project.

1. Terrorist Radicalization

The root causes for terrorism and pathways to radicalization have been
academically described by several prominent scholars, many of whom offer inspiration to
the radicalization narrative included in this capstone project. Most important of them is
Professor Fathali M. Moghaddam and his Staircase to Terrorism Model. Moghaddam’s
Staircase to Terrorism offers a clear progression of an individual’s radicalization which

serves well to create a narrative.

The model explains six levels that the vast majority of terrorists ascend before
carrying out an act of terrorism.!! Professor Moghaddam portrays how an otherwise law-
abiding individual can be exposed to an escalation of factors, beginning with Psychological

Interpretations of Material Conditions and continuing through Perceived Options to Fight

11 Moghaddam, “The Staircase to Terrorism: A Psychological Explanation,” 161-169.
8



Unfair Treatment, Displacement of Aggression, Moral Engagement, Solidification of
Categorical Thinking and the Perceived Legitimacy of the Terrorist Organization, to
conclude in The Terrorist Act and Sidestepping of Inhibitory Mechanisms. Professor
Moghaddam’s model asserts that classical conceptions of terrorists as hailing from
impoverished conditions or suffering from mental illnesses are wrong, and that the
motivations to commit atrocious acts can be found in people from all walks of life and
understood if analyzed through the individual levels of the staircase. Through the use of
his model, Professor Moghaddam stipulates that policymakers can gain an understanding
of a terrorist’s motivations, to address the root causes of radicalization and reduce the
chance that individuals will begin ascending the staircase. Professor Moghaddam’s
Staircase delivers not only a nuanced academic perspective on what motivates people to
commit acts of terror but an entire framework upon which a narrative for understanding

and portraying terrorist radicalization can be built.

2. State Coercion, Deterrence, Proliferation, and Counter Proliferation

Professor Tami Davis Biddle’s description of coercion theory in practice is a
keystone portrayal of how countries and alliances use compellence and deterrence to either
change or maintain the status quo between states. 12 Professor Davis defines not only the
terminology and language behind coercion theory, she clarifies some of the evident
misconceptions and miscommunications that exist between military practitioners of state
coercion and the civilian, political decision makers who are responsible for commanding
said practitioners into action.!3 Through her precise explanation of Deterrence by
Punishment and Deterrence by Denial she gives a language for describing the mechanisms
of coercion theory in general but also delivers a valid explanation for why any actor, state
or otherwise, would pursue weapons that could be used to coerce stronger adversaries.
Furthermore, her explanation of the fundamentals in coercion theory helps clarify why

some states would look to proxies to assist them in coercing their enemies, simply to

12 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners,” 95-109.
13 Biddle.



minimize the chance of retaliation. 14 This capstone also draws inspiration from Dr. David
Lai and hints at his understanding of China’s GO approach to strategy. By comparing
China’s Grand Strategy to the encirclement tactics of the Chinese game GO, Dr. Lai
unpacks and clarifies China’s approach to the Great Power Competition with the United
States and the West. Through game analysis Dr. Lai provides an explanation of China’s
understanding of warfare; an understanding that is much broader and involves several more
arenas of war than is commonly understood in classical Western thinking. !5 Dr. Lai’s work
functions as an inspirational backdrop but does not establish a specific narrative in this
capstone. As previously mentioned, I intend to draw some inspiration from Joint
Publication 3-40, Joint Countering of Weapons of Mass Destruction. JP 3-40 gives insight
into not only the ways of countering Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) but also
includes entire sections on the production of chemical weapons and identifies dual use
technology from civilian industry that can serve as elements in chemical weapons
production. It is important to note that no production specifics are mentioned in my
narratives, which employ sufficiently general terms to be realistic but not replicable in the
real world. Without going into specifics this understanding is paramount to produce an
accurate description of the size of the logistical operation, the knowledge and know-how
required, and the variety of components and materials required if a terrorist organization
was to undertake such an operation in cooperation with a state actor. 16 JP 3-40 furthermore
gives inspiration to what problems such an operation would likely face, and how it could

be successfully countered.!?

3. Special Operations Force’s Role in Targeting of Terrorist
Organizations

Admiral William Harry McRaven and his book SPEC OPS, Case Studies in Special
Operations Warfare: Theory and Practice are akin to a kind of bible for many SOF

14 Biddle.

15 Laj, Learning from the Stones.

16 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Countering of Weapons of Mass Destruction, JP 3-40.
17 Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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operators across the Western hemisphere. Through analysis of eight case studies of
historical special operations, Admiral McRaven applies his theory of special operations to
confirm that correct use of simplicity in planning, security, and repetition in preparation,
and surprise, speed, and purpose in the execution yield the best possible chance of
achieving the relative superiority needed for SOF success.!8 The Danish Naval Special
Warfare Group “raised” me to understand these SOF truths and to live by them when
conducting missions at home and abroad. I have operated in adherence to those principles
and understand how and why they function in real life. Therefore, I draw inspiration not
only from theory but from real-life experiences in creating my narrative but lean
predominantly on the work of Admiral McRaven to validate these experiences

theoretically.

The created narratives in the following chapters also incorporate thoughts on
leadership characteristics and leadership development from the 2017 publication
Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Special Operations Forces published by the Royal
Danish Defense College. The book identifies the difficulties that SOF leadership face in
their changing roles across the spectrum of operations that Special Operations Forces are
expected to handle. The book further recognizes that finding the right man or woman for
the job may change with the circumstances and characteristics of the mission at hand.!9
The latter of the two SOF-related publications serves only as a source of inspiration for

descriptions of the importance of selection of personnel in Special Operations.

4. Terrorist Deradicalization

In his book Walking Away from Terrorism: Accounts of Disengagement from
Radical and Extremist Movements, Dr. John Horgan investigates the relationship between
the causes for entering into and ultimately leaving terrorism. Horgan examines our present
knowledge in the field of terrorist disengagement and deradicalization by discarding some

of the classic misconceptions of terrorists as being criminally inclined or insane.20 By

18 McRaven, SPEC OPS: Case Studies in Special Operations Warfare.
19 Royal Danish Defense College, Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Special Operations Forces.

20 Horgan, Walking Away From Terrorism.
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discarding stereotypes, Dr. Horgan establishes that there are many reasons why people
would join a terrorist cause and therefore just as many reasons for leaving. Through a series
of case studies of actual terrorist deradicalization and disengagement by former members
of groups such as the Ulster Volunteer Force, Al-Qaeda, and the Provisional Irish
Republican Army, Horgan proceeds to establish a linear model to describe a way into,
through, and out of terrorism while recognizing that the individual causes for these steps
may differ from one individual to the next.2! The model is thus open to interpretation, and
thus, it makes predicting the specific means by which a person may become radicalized
imprecise. Even so, it can be used effectively as a step-by-step theoretical framework for a

narrative description of radicalization and subsequent deradicalization.

Similarly, I draw inspiration from Julia Reynolds’s book Blood in the Fields, Ten
Years Inside California’s Nuestra Familia Gang. As the title indicates, Reynolds spent a
decade interacting with and interviewing members of the Nuestra Familia gang and
describes the stories of these notorious gangsters. Her descriptions depict many of the same
dynamics seen in members who join and subsequently leave terrorist organizations.
Reynolds both establishes who the individuals were before joining, what drew them in,
what kept them there, what alienated them, and what subsequently caused them to
deracialize, leave, or even initiate cooperation with law enforcement.?2 Her book therefore
provides excellent inspiration for the complex description of the terrorist’s journey through

initial radicalization to ultimate deradicalization.

Likewise, inspiration is drawn from Ken Ballen’s book Terrorists in Love. Similar
to the work of Reynolds, Ballen’s book offers no models for understanding the
complexities of terrorist deradicalization but offers much inspiration as his compilation of
interviews contain first-hand stories from radical Islamists. Ballen’s book also describes
the fate of terrorists at every level of engagement, from the disgruntled Saudi youth

persuaded by misinformation to the hardcore ringleader who fervently believes in the

21 Horgan.
22 Reynolds, Blood in the Fields.
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destruction of all that he perceives as impure.23 These interviews serve as inspiration for
some of the individuals portrayed in the fictional narrative covering terrorist

deradicalization and disengagement.

B. WORKS OF FICTION INSPIRING THIS PROJECT

In the following subsections, I will describe four important pieces of fiction that

inspire this project and evaluate the messages and techniques used by their authors.

1. The Moon Is Down
a. The Story

A town is invaded. Quickly, effectively, and not least, surprisingly. The people of
the little town are both physically and psychologically overwhelmed and put up little in the
way of resistance. The colonel who leads the foreign invaders meets with the town’s mayor
and explains that the entire country is now under the invaders’ control. With assistance
from a local sympathizer, the invaders have managed to put the town’s few defenders at a
disadvantage and have gained victory with minimal bloodshed. The invaders claim they
want no trouble with the townspeople. Indeed, they have only invaded the small town to
ensure that the local coal mine remains operational and continues to fuel the invaders’ war
machine. Confused and concerned, the townspeople grudgingly accept the enemy
presence. The colonel who leads the invaders is a veteran of a similar campaign in Belgium
some twenty years past. He warns his officers to be vigilant of the public and work hard to
gain their trust. He fears a reiteration of the experiences he previously had, namely a
resentful populace who will stop at nothing to make the invaders suffer. Though the
invaders are initially confident, they become increasingly apprehensive. An officer is soon
killed by a local man whom the invaders put to death for his transgression. The conflict
fuels the increasing animosity and fans the flames of discontent in the local population,
who begin to show little fear of death. Within months, their dissatisfaction has turned to

outright hatred and a campaign to disrupt the invader’s operation is well underway.

23 Ballen, Terrorists in Love.
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Eventually, soldiers and officers are being killed, locals escape to join the resistance
abroad, and the town’s coal mine is sabotaged. When Allied forces begin dropping
dynamite to increase the effectiveness of the rising rebellion, the invaders try a last,
desperate attempt to quell the efforts of the locals and take the town’s mayor hostage. The
mayor knows that the threat of killing him will not cause his determined population to stop
the resistance and accepts that he going to die. He makes an ominous prediction to the
colonel in charge of the invaders: “You see, sir, nothing can change it. You will be
destroyed and driven out. The people don’t like to be conquered, sir, and so they will not
be. Free men cannot start a war, but once it is started, they can fight on in defeat. Herd men,
followers of a leader, cannot do that, and so it is always the herd men who win battles and

the free men who win wars. You will find that is so, sir.”24

b. Message and Techniques

Originally published in 1942, The Moon Is Down is an excellent example of
fictional literature written to convey a particular message. Steinbeck wrote the book to
serve as Allied propaganda while working for the Office of the Coordinator of Information
(COI).25 The book was covertly published and distributed in many nations across Europe
and subsequently the rest of the world to strengthen the narrative of resistance against the
Axis powers in conquered populations. The book became immensely popular in those
beleaguered nations and was outlawed by all the Axis powers—but was also heavily
critiqued in the United States. Steinbeck was criticized for humanizing the enemy and for
depicting the invaders (the German soldiers) as sympathetic people with real emotions and
dreams, who longed for their homeland the same way as any other normal person would
do.26 Steinbeck’s choice to do so was a technical stroke of genius. By internalizing both
the experience of the invaders and the conquered, he put words to emotions rather than
excuse the actions of the invaders. His description helped to underscore the disastrous

demoralization the invading soldiers experience by being stationed amongst an

24 John Steinbeck, The Moon is Down (New York: Penguin Group, 1995), 111.
25 Donald V. Coers, Introduction to The Moon is Down (New York: Penguin Group, 1995), vii—xii.
26 Coers, Introduction to The Moon is Down (New York: Penguin Group, 1995), xii—xxiv.
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unwelcoming and increasingly resentful local population. Steinbeck’s choice to describe
the experiences of those involved on both sides of the conflict put the entire experience
into perspective. Detestable as the actions of the invaders are, the invaders remain human.
They have human emotions and can be saddened, and they have human spirits which can
be broken. Peaceful, as the conquered population is, they are similarly human. They have
emotions and can be angered and have spirits that can be stiffened in determination for the
defense of their nation. Enabling the reader to empathize with the enemy not only
humanizes the enemy but promotes the reader’s understanding of what drives those we
oppose. Furthermore, Steinbeck’s descriptions of the determination of a conquered people
demonstrates how desperation and helplessness can become a fierce motivator for
individuals to oppose an invader — perceived or otherwise. This lesson, imparted in 7he
Moon is Down, if taught to and understood by Western political and military leaders could
have led to a different international approach in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The
technique of empathizing with and humanizing the enemy will likely prove effective in
describing radicalization and deradicalization narratives, and may, if used in combination
with recognized theory on the subject, bring us closer to understanding terrorist

motivations.

2. All Quiet on the Western Front
a. The Story

All Quiet on the Western Front follows the young German soldier, Paul, who has
signed up voluntarily for service in the First World War. Paul is stationed on the German
Western Front with several of his old classmates who have also signed up to serve. Paul
and his fellow soldiers are already veterans of many battles when the reader first meets
them. When new recruits arrive, the group is slow to establish friendships with them,
knowing full well that many of them will be killed within the first weeks of fighting. Many
of the new recruits are almost certainly doomed until they have learned the rules and
rhythm of combat that keeps the veterans alive. By distancing themselves from the recruits,

the older veterans attempt to psychologically protect themselves. The soldiers are involved
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in several bouts of heavy combat, suffering serious casualties among their own and

delivering similar losses among the enemy forces.

Life in the trenches reduces Paul and his friends to beings that exist for the simple
things in life. Food and safety are the most crucial concerns for the men at the front. After
another bout of heavy fighting, Paul is given leave to go home. His experience is unsettling
to him. Everything looks the same but has also strangely changed for him. Paul no longer
feels at home. His mother is terribly sick, and his father only seems interested in parading
his son around in uniform to show off the family’s contribution to the war effort. Many of
the townsfolk welcome him with overly romantic notions of life at the frontline. It sickens
Paul. Even his old room feels like it isn’t his anymore, and his possessions feel like they

belong to someone else. He decides it was a bad idea to come home on leave.

When Paul finally returns to the front, he is selected for a patrol to gauge the
strength of the enemy lines but is quickly separated from the others. Caught in no-man’s-
land, he hides in a shell hole. When a French soldier lands on top of him in the middle of
a French counterattack, Paul stabs him to death. He watches the French soldier slowly die
and is afterward horribly grief stricken. When he finally manages to get back to the German
lines, Paul confesses his guilt to his comrades who try to console him. Slowly he gets over
the experience and can function as a soldier again. Paul and his friends are then tasked with
guarding a supply depot and enjoy some time with enough food and rest. Paul and one of
his friends are wounded by enemy artillery fire and end up in a Catholic hospital. His friend
loses a leg, but Paul is deemed fit for service and is returned to the front. Soon the German
lines begin collapsing, and Paul and his few surviving friends fight on for a few more
disastrous months. The book ends with one of Paul’s closest friends dying, followed by

Paul himself, just weeks before the armistice.

b. Messages and Techniques

Erich Maria Remarque served on the German Western Front in France in the First
World War. He uses his own familiarity with the horrors of trench warfare to effectively
portray how the war created a disconnect between those who knew fighting from personal

experience and those who did not. Remarque was evidently inspired by his years as a
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soldier and depicts the dread of industrial war with precision and detail. By describing the
de-humanization the soldiers experience in the face of an all-encompassing war, he
manages to explain and contextualize the divide any war creates between the soldiers
fighting and the society from which they hail. Remarque was later described as a pacifist,
but he does not waste pages explicitly judging the concept of war as being morally unjust.2”
Instead, he depicts the conditions under which the soldiers serve, allowing readers to visit

the front line and draw their own conclusions from that experience.

Nazi Germany found the book defeatist and damaging to morale and outlawed
Remarque’s writing.28 Yet, All Quiet on the Western Front appears more focused on
describing the personal consequences war carries for the humans fighting it rather than
decrying the concept of war altogether. It often describes scenes of enormous individual
courage and does not portray the German soldier as weak or incapable. The book is both a
look into the circumstances under which our great grandparents fought, a personal journey
into the zeitgeist of Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century, and by extension
serves as a case study in Nazi distaste for any critique of war. All Quiet on the Western
Front uses words other than a modern writer would; it is set in a different context from
recent wars and is of course set in different times—but Remarque warns of one of the
hardest lessons learned from the past two decades of conflict: That we can armor the car
and armor the men, but we cannot armor their hearts. The techniques Remarque uses are
particularly effective in generating a narrative to substantiate the theory behind the work
of modern special operations forces, and similarly effective in describing the struggles of

the terrorists who stand against them.
3. Starship Troopers

a. The Story

Juan “Johnnie” Rico is a young man living in the twenty-third century. The society

he lives in is vastly different from contemporary societies. The Earth is at peace. Humanity

27 Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front (New York: Ballantine Books, 1982),
Foreword.

28 Sauer, “The Most Loved and Hated Novel About World War 1.”
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is organized in The Terran Federation and is slowly spreading across the galaxy. The
Federation has encountered two alien civilizations that they are at war with. One is a
humanoid race referred to as “the Skinnies,” the other a lethal race of insects called “the
Arachnids.” In the Terran Federation, citizenship is not guaranteed. Citizenship, entailing
the right to vote and hold public office, can only be obtained through military service.
Johnnie is from a well-off and privileged family and has never had any intentions to join
the armed forces. When two of his best friends sign up after college, not least inspired by
their teacher Mr. Dubois who taught History and Moral Philosophy, Johnnie follows along

and sets his mind to joining as well.

Johnnie’s father is very much against his son entering service and cuts ties with
him. Johnnie is enrolled in the Mobile Infantry, a tough branch of the Armed Forces, who
fight their enemies while encased in high-tech battle armor. With their armor, the soldiers
of the Mobile Infantry can jump or fly great distances and have devastating weaponry at
their disposal. Johnnie does his basic training in Camp Currie. The training is outright
brutal and over the duration of their training and selections course, the recruits are exposed
to untold rigors. Of 2,009 recruits only 187 graduate. Fourteen of those who did not make

graduate died during training; one of them was executed for crimes he committed.

When Johnnie has finally made it all the way into the Mobile Infantry, he is
immediately deployed to battle. The war is extremely costly in human and alien life. After
years of service, Johnnie signs up for Officer’s Candidate School (OCS) and is selected.
Before arriving at the school, Johnnie meets his estranged father, who has also signed up
for military service. He explains that his distaste for his son’s service was rooted in
knowing that, in fact, service would have been the right thing. Johnnie finds OCS very
challenging but is eventually promoted to third lieutenant and sent back to the front. He is
deployed to Planet P where humanity is hunting a special kind of Arachnid to gain the
upper hand in the war against the enemy race. The mission is successful, but Johnnie is
critically injured. When he has recovered, he is promoted and reunited with his father who

now serves as Johnnie’s platoon sergeant.
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b. Messages and Techniques

Service to a higher cause matters. So does the willingness to put oneself in harm’s
way to secure the safety of your fellow man against a foreign enemy. Society would be more
peaceful and stable if those who could vote and those who could hold office belonged to a
cast of tried and tested selfless people who understood these values. Heinlein’s book,
humorously rendered in the modern movie classic of the same name, is not only about
fighting aliens in the future.29 Only four of the book’s fourteen chapters are spent describing
combat operations or its elements. Heinlein spends a similar number of chapters describing
the society Johnnie grows up in, the moral obligations, as well as the means of punishment

and the understanding of discipline in that culture.

The greater part of the book follows Johnnie’s mental and physical journey through
the terrors of basic training and later in the story his struggles to pass OCS. Heinlein was
himself a former navy officer and took inspiration from his own experiences to imagine what
such a training and educational regime might look like in the distant future. In Starship
Troopers, Heinlein also imagines future systems of governance, challenges both his fictional
society’s and his contemporary society’s moral stances, and discusses the value of rights
given freely. As science fiction, Starship Troopers focuses surprisingly little on how
developments in science would change human civilization. Instead, Heinlein effectively uses
the element of fiction to imagine future ideals about the virtues of service, self-sacrifice, and

the connections between duty and rights.

After the publication of Starship Troopers, Heinlein was broadly criticized for
supporting militarism and espousing the idea that only certain members of a society should
be entrusted with the privileges that we see as the basic tenets of modern-day democracy.30
Without making an evaluation of Heinlein’s political standpoint, I am certain that Starship

Troopers was intended to cause reflection and discussion on the previously mentioned topics.

29 Jordison, “Blasting Bugs Is More Complicated than You Think”; Calum Marsh, “Starship
Troopers: One of the Most Misunderstood Movies Ever,” The Atlantic, November 7,
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2013/1 1/-em-starship-troopers-em-one-of-the-most-
misunderstood-movies-ever/281236/.

30 william H. Patterson, Jr., “Robert A. Heinlein, A Biography,” The Heinlein Society, August 2011,
https://www.heinleinsociety.org/2011/08/robert-a-heinlein-a-biography/.
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Heinlein’s technique of imagining systems and describing them with inspiration garnered
from real-life experiences is effective. It can prove useful in describing selection criteria of
foreign special forces units and in describing combat operations in circumstances I have not

been deployed in myself.

4. A Farewell to Arms
a. The Story

A Farewell to Arms follows the American lieutenant Frederic Henry who serves as
an ambulance driver in the Italian Army in the First World War. Hemingway initially depicts
his protagonist as someone who serves loyally and to some extent also courageously behind
the lines of the main Italian attack along the Isonzo river. At the front, Henry meets the
beautiful English nurse, Catherine Barkley, and falls deeply in love with her. When Henry is
seriously wounded by shelling, he is evacuated to Milan where he spends an entire summer
recovering from his injuries with Catherine at his side. During their time together Catherine
becomes pregnant, and they decide to keep the child. When redeployed to the frontline,
Henry arrives just in time to witness the Italian military disaster that was the Battle of
Caporetto. During the Italian retreat he is pulled aside by the military police who are
summarily executing officers for cowardice and for causing the Italian defeat. Henry
narrowly manages to escape and finds his way back to Catherine. Together they escape the
country and flee to Switzerland, where they spend the remaining months of Catherine’s
pregnancy in peace and quiet having left the war behind them. The book concludes tragically

with Catherine Barkley and the couple’s baby boy both dying during childbirth.3!

b. Messages and Techniques

I believe that all the people who stand to profit by a war and who help
provoke it should be shot on the first day it starts by accredited

representatives of the loyal citizens of their country who will fight it.32

—FErnest Hemingway

31 Ernest Hemingway, 4 Farewell to Arms (New York: Scribner, 2014).

32 Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms, Introduction, IX.
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I do not recall ever seeing a more evident distaste for warmongering than expressed
by Hemingway in his foreword to 4 Farewell to Arms. Famously, the book was outlawed
in fascist Italy because Mussolini thought the book described the Italian Army
unfavorably.33 However, 1 would argue that this does not appear to be Hemingway’s
intention with 4 Farewell to Arms. Hemingway’s personal feelings for the Italian Army,
his distaste for Mussolini, or even his hatred for war do not cause him to turn his book into
a brutal critique of rising Italian fascism, a cry for pacifism, or even a suggestion that
violence is impossible to justify. Specifically, his distaste for war seems bound to notion
that there are people who would bring about the end of days to line their own pockets or
strengthen their political positions. He effectively describes the disillusionment that arises
from being ordered to fight for a cause one has lost faith in.34 Yet, the political tendency
Hemingway critiques could be said for many world leaders, previous and current, and was

therefore not an explicitly Italian issue.

A veteran of the First World War, Hemingway knew that war simultaneously could
bring out the best and worst in the people fighting it and through his writing invites his
readers to witness both acts of remarkable greatness and of abhorrent wickedness, of great
love and friendships, and of the loss of those as well. Hemingway portrays the immersion
in war and describes the emotions tied to the experiences of the protagonist. Not only does
this make the narrative convincing, but it also evokes recollections of Henry’s experiences
that are tied to a sense empathy. We remember not only what things looked like, but what

they felt like.

In broad strokes, A Farewell to Arms reads more like a Greek tragedy than it does
a contemporary critique of Italy’s role in the Great War. As Frederick Henry is pulled into
and out of the jaws of death, experiences the staggering losses at the front, and the absurd
cowardice and cruelty of the Italian Gendarmerie following the Italian defeat at Caporetto,
he begins to distance himself from his commitment to the war. His animosity is not

particularly with the Italian Military, it is with the war in general. Hemingway uses his

33 “Why Italy Banned Hemingway’s Novel A Farewell to Arms.”
34 Hemingway. A Farewell to Arms, 155-157.
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memories from Italy to convey these feelings convincingly. It is particularly through his
merging of fiction and reality that his story is made believable and realistic. Hemingway
was not present at the battle of Caporetto, but with extensive research and based on his own

experiences with the war, he was successful in depicting the event for his audience.

The text contains no indications that 4 Farewell to Arms was written to relay the
messages attributed to it by the Italian fascists. Unlike the works of aforementioned authors
John Steinbeck, Erich Remarque, and Robert Heinlein, I do not believe Hemingway
intended to hammer home a particular point with his story. Most likely, Hemingway
wanted to talk about people. He was interested in the human condition—in love and loss,
in life and death—and his book revolves as much around those themes as it does war. Does
this then mean that A Farewell to Arms becomes irrelevant for this project? I do not think
so. Hemingway’s ability to describe emotions both big and small is an effective method to
make his characters relatable and the situations they are in believable. His ability to take
inspiration from his own time at the front line to effectively describe the experiences of
other people immersed in similar situations serve as a relevant source of inspiration if
similarly combined with research. A Farewell to Arms is also instructive in considering
how to describe characters and the sentiments and thoughts the protagonists express as I

develop the written narratives of this capstone project.

skeksk

From my literature review of The Moon is Down, All Quiet on the Western Front,
Starship Troopers, and A Farewell to Arms, 1 found that most of the authors did indeed set
out to deliver particular messages and not simply to entertain their audience. Most
significant in the field of Defense Analysis is John Steinbeck’s The Moon is Down which
was overtly created to function as propaganda and to encourage the conquered nations of
Europe to resist German occupation. I do not believe that A/l Quiet on the Western Front
was written as a pacifist manifesto as such, but it certainly is intended to make decision
makers and voters reflect on the horrors and immense human costs of conducting war on
an industrial scale. This reflection is likely what caused Nazi Germany to show such
disdain for the book, as that message would discourage participation in the world war they

were looking to ignite.
22



Starship Troopers, on the other hand, serves as a tool to educate on the values of
service and self-sacrifice in a democracy, and even to criticize the notion that rights are
given for free, rather than earned through blood and sweat. Only in the case of A Farewell
to Arms do I find the attributed message to be off the mark. There may well have been no
love lost between Hemingway and Mussolini, but the story seems much more centered on
an interesting storyline. Similar to Remarque, Hemingway did critique industrial war and
the consequences it inflicts on society, but the narrative is centered around love and loss,
and life and death. These four novels are excellent examples not only to draw inspiration
from but good illustrations of how narratives can be created to explain theory in Defense
Analysis. This begets the question: How then can narratives be used to strengthen the

understanding of academic theory and models?
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III. CONSTRUCTING A WORK OF FICTION TO UNDERSTAND
TERRORIST RADICALIZATION

A. MOGHADDAM’S STAIRCASE TO TERRORISM

In 2005 Professor Fathali Moghaddam developed his Staircase to Terrorism to
improve our comprehension of the processes that those few individuals who carry out
terrorist acts go through.3> Professor Moghaddam theorized that any person engaged in
terrorism must progress up these steps or phases. It is Professor Moghaddam’s central
thesis that comprehension of these steps and having the ability to identify them through the
actions or rhetoric of an individual can increase the chances of timely intervention by
authorities to prevent further escalation towards a terrorist act.3¢ Professor Moghaddam’s

staircase has six steps that are examined in the following sections.
Step 1—Ground Floor: Psychological Interpretation of Material Conditions

Most people are to be found on this floor and have not begun an ascent up the
staircase. Individual interpretations of conditions are key to understanding why some
people eventually leave this floor. Despite the appearance of Material Conditions in the
section heading, terrible material conditions are in themselves not essential to explain why
some people radicalize. On the other hand, the perception (whether real or not) of unfair
treatment is. In this way, unfair material conditions may well be the cause that begins the

ascent, but so can a perceived threat towards religious or ethnic identity or even another

perceived unfairness altogether. It is the perception of unfairness that is key.3”
Step 2—First Floor: Perceived Options to Fight Unfair Treatment

Unfair treatment or the perception of unfair treatment alone will not lead
individuals to climb further up the staircase. Most will not look to violent means to improve

their situation of perceived unfairness. Some people have only limited or even no options

35 Moghaddam, “The Staircase to Terrorism,” 161.
36 Moghaddam, 161-162.
37 Moghaddam, 162-163.
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to fight the unfairness, often because of the lack of proper institutions or societal support.

This can lead to further escalation up the staircase.38
Step 3—Second Floor: Displacement of Aggression

Amongst those who are incapable of standing up against the perceived unfair
treatment by legitimate means, there are some who will subscribe to an “us vs. them”
rhetoric, namely that the cause of the injustices done to them is to be found in the actions

of other nation-states, people of other ethnicities, or entire religious groups.3?
Step 4—Third Floor: Moral Engagement

When the “us vs. them” narrative of displaced aggression has been accepted, the
individual will have bought into a narrative, real or contrived, that makes distinctions
between the in-group and the out-group by moralizing and exaggerating those differences.
That individual has now become an opportune target for recruitment into a terrorist or
terrorist-affiliated organization. Through increasing engagement, the individual will
become isolated from those who disagree with his or her respective viewpoints, establish
anew place of belonging, become privy to secrets of an otherwise closed organization, and
may become fearful for his or her own safety because of the actions of security forces or

even the organization itself. This moral engagement causes an increasing vulnerability to

persuasive arguments for violence against the chosen out-group.40

Step 5—Fourth Floor: Solidification of Categorical Thinking and the

Perceived Legitimacy of the Terrorist Organization

The more time the individual spends immersed in the new in-group, the more he or
she will become accustomed to the rhetoric and actions of the organization. This
normalization will in turn help justify the actions of the group to the individual and help to

validate extremist violence and the killing of civilians.4!1

38 Moghaddam, 161-169.
39 Moghaddam, 164-165.
40 Moghaddam, 165.

41 Moghaddam, 165-166.
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Step 6—Fifth Floor: The Terrorist Act and Sidestepping Inhibitory

Mechanisms

With the fourth floor reached, the last obstacle remaining in the completion of a
terrorist act is the act of an actual attack against a civilian or predominantly civilian target.
Most often, but certainly not always, a means of sidestepping the common human
inhibitory mechanisms is used. Simply put, most terrorists prefer to kill from a distance
using firearms or bombs to prevent them from having second thoughts about going through

with the act.42

B. CREATING THE NARRATIVE

How then can Moghaddam’s Staircase be used to construct a work of fiction to
increase understanding of the model? First and most importantly, the story should unfold
in a credible setting. The observations made by professor Moghaddam are based on
tendencies observed in the real world and for the model to work as fiction, the narrative
must be realistic, too. This entices me to use some of the literary methods used by both
Steinbeck and Remarque. Like Remarque does in his novel A/l Quiet on the Western Front
my story takes place in a setting similar to some I have experienced myself and in the midst
of an existing conflict, using actual locations.#3 Like Steinbeck’s description of the
invaders in The Moon is Down, 1 attempt to put myself in the place of the radicalized man
and humanize his actions rather than dehumanize them.44 This is not to excuse his
radicalization and subsequent fiendish behavior—it is to attempt to empathize with the
feelings not to sympathize with the rationalizations a human being must go through to

successfully climb the staircase.

This means that the story must become an internalization of the six steps to the

extent that we not only understand why someone might choose to continue to escalate up

42 Moghaddam, 166—167.
43 Remarque, A1l Quiet on the Western Front.

44 Steinbeck, The Moon is Down.
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the staircase, but we must also be able to understand the internal logic of the main

protagonist, even if we ourselves disagree with his point of view.

C. THE SMILE

This section was previously published by CTX under the title “At the Very End, I

Smiled.”45

Fight with those from among the people of the Book, who don’t believe in
Allah or in the last day; who don’t make unlawful that which Allah and His
messenger have made unlawful, and don’t adopt the Right way as their way.
Fight them until they pay Jizya with their own hands and are humbled.

—Surah Tawbah (9:29)

The explosion is a muffled noise, but the tremor in the ground discloses the
enormous power of the blast. I blow my whistle and we get up. A second later, the muzzle
flashes make the night glimmer and sparkle. Half of all the world’s sounds fall away as the
explosive bangs of the gunshots mix with the metallic noises of rifle actions. We fire as
one, all eight of us, and death rains on the kuffar. The stock punches hard against my

shoulder, adding a liberating sensation of numbness to the fight.

The fear is gone now. Our tracer rounds draw bright lines through the darkness,
leaving purple and green echoes of their passing on the inside of my eyes. Through the
waning moonlight I see the fruits of our endeavors, as figures collapse to the ground while
struggling to leave their burning armored vehicle. The hard rounds clink off the side of its
armor in a whining cacophony. My magazine clicks empty. I swipe my hand past the
release, yank the sickle shaped canister out with a hard tug, grab another from my rig and
click it into place. I reach over and pull hard on the tap. The bolt slams home and I resume
fire. Suddenly, explosions blossom in the air around us and dirt sprays over me. It feels
like a giant’s whip is splitting the air with vicious cracks. The air is boiling with heat and
blinding lights. Instinctively, I crouch in the ditch, water spilling into my pants. I realize
my error the second I am on my knees. Commander Jayamma and Abu-Mazen were

adamant about this: “When they shoot back, and they will, do not flinch, do not cower or

45 Nikolaj Lindberg, “At the Very End, I Smiled,” CTX I, no. 2 (2021): 6-15.
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show fear. Keep shooting. It is the key to your victory and survival. Or if you should be
defeated the very keys to the gates of Heaven. Keep the words of the Prophet, alayhi as-
salam, in mind: If failure befalls you, do not say; Oh, if only I had done otherwise. Rather

you should do what Allah decrees. Saying IF opens the door to the deeds of Satan.”

Madi is on his knees next to me. I can hardly see him through the darkness of the
night, but I can tell he is contemplating the same as [ am. I snarl in frustration and try to
stand but fail utterly. The second I crest the top of the ditch, more explosions rain down on
us and I am showered in dirt and heat. My legs refuse to accept my desperate command,
my body does not comply. I fall back to my knees and stay down. Madi gets up and fires
his AK. The weapon appears to be silent as it repeats in his hands in an absurd slow-motion.
Even the muzzle flashes look sluggish—disjointed from reality. I try to get up, but then,
with a sound unlike anything I have ever heard, Madi is struck. The entire lower part of his
face breaks open. I am showered in blood and bone fragments and scream soundlessly in
shock. Madi crouches oddly towards me, his tongue lolling absurdly from the gaping hole
that was once his jaw while blood and bile gushes out of him in impossible quantities. He
stumbles over me, and I land on my back in the water-filled trench. I stare into his
malformed face and lose every measure of self-control I have left. Screaming, I punch and
claw at him, pushing his profusely bleeding body away from me. I scramble down the ditch
away from the explosions and my dying friend. I run and stumble, crawl, and stagger
through the muck, all the time trying to keep my head low. The trench leads me to the end

of the next tree line, and I clamber over the edge.

Whip-cracks of gunfire follow me, but I feel no pain and run into the night. I run
and run until I cannot hear them anymore—until I cannot hear anything. No gunfire, no
shouting, no nothing. I keep running through the night without stopping, several times I
stumble and scrape my hands and knees on the hard dirt. When I realize dawn is coming, I
stop. I have never been this tired in my life. I have no idea where I am. It is then I realize,
with horror, that I have lost my rifle. I must have left it in the ditch or dropped it in the
night. I feel so worthless. I have betrayed the responsibility I was granted. I am a failure to
the cause, and this is the proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s back. I have failed my

father’s memory; I have failed the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad, I have
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failed God. I collapse under a tree, and as the first rays of the sun touch my face, I cry. I

cry for the first time since my father died. I am destroyed.
skskok

My father’s name was Bunamo. He used to drink his chai hot. Boiling hot, straight
out of the pot. I would sit and cradle my cup in my hands or let it rest for minutes on the
floor while it cooled enough for me to drink it, but he would stir his a few times and then
happily swill down the near-boiling liquid while I stared in amazement. There was always
something impervious about him, as if the toils of life didn’t wear him down. The long
days working the fields under the sun wouldn’t faze him, his hands and feet wouldn’t crack
or blister like mine, despite the many hours of hard labor and many miles of walking. I
swear by Almighty Allah, I even saw him shake off the bite of a carpet-viper once, as if
the creature’s venom made no impact on him at all. He was a tall man, even for a Kanuri,
and he would be easy to spot from afar. Even if [ had to run all the way across our fields to
fetch him, I’d be able to see his sinewy figure rising above the landscape. When we finished
work for the night, he would often carry my tools as well as his own, as we walked the long
way home to the village. Before bedtime he would tell stories to my brother and me, as
mother swept the floor and rolled out mattresses on the ground. He would talk about the
ancient times when the Kanuri were masters of the Bornu Empire. He would recite the
Quran for us and have us observe our prayers. He was like a rock, solid and unflinching.

Maybe that is why his death still seems so impossible to me and so unfair.

It happened on a Wednesday, and it happened fast. Two men were passing through
our village on a motorbike and shouted out to some of the women on the street that they
had seen Fulani herders nearby coming this way. My mother’s face turned bleak with
concern. “Best let Bunamo know,” she said. “He is in the north field—but please be
careful!.” I remember running like the wind. When I found my father, his face turned
equally solemn. “Did they say from where?,” he asked me, and I had to answer him that
the men hadn’t said, but that the two men on the motorbike had come into the village from
the east. “Good boy, Obi,” my father said and gave my cheek a pinch before grabbing a
reaper and running out across the fields as swift as a leopard. Best as I tried, I couldn’t keep

up with him, but his tall figure was hard to miss. I followed him through several hedgerows
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and across many fields that weren’t our own, until he reached the farthest end of old-man
Ngwari’s fields, more than a mile from the village. Hundreds of cattle were trotting through
the field, herded by hard looking men and a few big boys roughly my own age. Although
they were giving the village itself a wide berth, the cattle herd had already trampled much
of Ngwari’s field, destroying the crops, while others were grazing on seedlings. My father
and two other men from the village, Yuram and Ishaq, were engaged in a heated argument
with some of the herders. I stopped at the last hedgerow about a hundred paces away on
the edge of the field trying to make out what they were yelling about, surmising the details
were related to the damage done to the crops. The only words I could actually make out
were profanities. All three men from our village were brandishing some kind of farming
tools, aggressively pointing to the ruined field. It didn’t seem to upset the herders much,
maybe not least because all four of them had rifles slung over their shoulders. After a few
minutes, something suddenly seemed to rile the youngest of the herders who violently
unslung his rifle, which to my confusion spurred both my father and Ishaq to become even
louder. The argument continued for another few minutes before the same man suddenly
gave Ishaq a violent push and cocked his weapon with a loud metallic clang. The other
three men unslung their rifles, and everyone froze. Now I could hear my father’s voice
clearly enough. It was trembling, something I had only heard once before, when my little
brother, Rahim, was very sick. He was pleading with them, asking them to forgive Ishaq’s
insults and be reasonable. He pointed to the trampled field and said something about crops
coming and going under the will of Allah. For a while, the men didn’t answer him, and I
could hear nothing except the sound of my own heart racing. I started to feel as if his words
had appeased them. Then, a thunderclap split the world in two as the young herder fired
without warning. The others immediately joined in, shooting in cold blood. My father,
Ishaq, and Yuram were shredded with blasts and fell to the ground, limbless like ragdolls.
My screams vanished in the noise of their demise. I felt dizzy. The world went black around
me. The next thing I remember is my mother’s face contorted in pain and her endless
wailing screams as the other villagers tried to console her. How I managed to escape with

my life, I could not tell you to this day.
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The shooting caused exactly nothing to happen. Life carried on. A part of me
wanted it all to end. I was at my wits’ end with grief and anger but tried to stay strong for
my younger brother’s sake. I bit my tongue in anger and sorrow and didn’t shed a tear.
What initially frustrated me was that no one came to our village to investigate the murders.
No policemen from Maiduguri cared to make the trip. No one cared. No one asked any
serious questions, no one attempted to pursue and apprehend the Fulani herders, no one
investigated a motive for the brutal and meaningless killings. What did happen was simply
so unforgivable that I lack the words to describe the indignity. Someone did care about my
father’s death as it turns out—but not about who killed him or why he died. A month after
we had buried our dead, my uncle Mavdé came to claim his brother’s lands. Despite my
mother’s pleading and the many heated comments he received from the village’s other
farmers, he insisted that the land was his family’s property and that with no children of age,
the land was legally his. In the end, my mother accepted to let a court of elders serve as
takhim. They discussed the matter for less than an hour before referring to the figh that
Mavdé should offer my mother marriage in exchange for the land. He of course did,
knowing full well that she would never accept. We packed our few belongings that same
afternoon and left our home on foot with my mother in tears. It was at that point I swore to

Almighty Allah that I would right the wrongs that had been done unto me.
skskok

Maiduguri was noisier and messier than I had ever imagined it could be. Back in
the village, things were tidy enough, people could be trusted, and a car would come by
every other day. In the state capital, cars and people were everywhere, the locals cheated
and lied, and trash littered the streets. We stayed for almost a year with my mother’s sister,
Stima, and her husband, Yacub, until my mother and I had scraped together enough money
to rent a shed for her and my brother to live in. I spent my days working for a cement shack,
carrying heavy bags and mixing mortar for the masons. That’s where I met Madi, who
worked the mortar same as me. He was a year older than I, a whole head taller, and had
turned sixteen a week before my fifteenth birthday. We got into the habit of saying our
daylight prayers together and started frequenting the Bama Road Mosque for Friday
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prayers. Here we met Hakeem al-Yaoundé¢, a man who helped open my eyes. [ am not sure

how he noticed us, Madi and me, but he did.

One evening after prayers, as we were getting ready to leave, he walked straight up
to us and asked if we had liked the sermon. It had been a reading on the Prophet, alayhi as-
salam, his years in Medina and his preparations to return to Mecca. He looked like a person
of influence to me. He was tall and dressed in a clean, white thawb. I answered him that I
had liked it very much. Not only because I liked the story, but because it proved to every
Muslim that patience is a holy virtue. He smiled at my answer and nodded. “You two strike
me as men who can think for themselves,” he said and nodded enthusiastically while
shoving a business card into my hand and putting one in Madi’s shirt pocket. “My name is
Hakeem. Hakeem al-Yaoundé. The two of you should come to one of our Friday prayers.
We talk about the teachings after sermon! I think you would like it. Our imam is the best
in town. The best in the whole country maybe even.” He laughed with a self-assured way
about him. “Because we talk about the meaning of the readings, we only invite people who
are bright enough to form their own opinion. It’s not for everyone.” I looked at Madi who
smiled at Hakeem’s poorly concealed flattery. I didn’t really know what to make of him
and though there was something likeable about him, my own smile failed to manifest. That
didn’t seem to faze him, and he smiled back to both of us. “Anyway, think it over. We are
a bit further down the road, but it is worth the walk.” He winked at us, shook our hands,
and walked away. “What was that about?” Madi asked as we left the mosque. “I don’t
know,” I answered, “maybe he just meant what he said. That he thinks we are able to make
up our own minds about things....” I looked at the business card he had given us. It only
had an address on one side and as-shahada on the other. Madi was silent for a while as we
walked home together. Such was his way when he became pensive. “Should we give it a
try? The other mosque, I mean?” he finally asked just as we were about to part ways. I had
given it some thought myself and decided that something new might be interesting. “I am
game if you are,” I answered. “Alright then, let’s do it,” he said. We bumped fists and

parted ways.

kksk
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Three major things happened over the following six months that shook my world.
The Abu Bakr Mosque turned out to be an amazing and eye-opening experience, Madi, my
best friend, turned out to be a Fulani, and we both got fired by our fat, Christian overseer.
To begin with, I was surprised by the Abu Bakr Mosque. It was much smaller than the
Bama Road Mosque and did not have near the same amount of décor, but the imam, Abu-
Mazen, was an incredible preacher. He came from out of town, and not only was he
convincing in his explanations and well-versed in all the holy texts, he also encouraged
discussions on the topics of the day after his sermon and welcomed all deliberations that
weren’t haram. Madi and I soon became were devout followers, we engaged in the talks
after Khutbah, and were entrusted with many responsibilities. Most important was
screening of other hopeful candidates for the mosque. We would be given the responsibility
of watching them closely for a time to make sure they didn’t have anything to do with
Maiduguri’s corrupt police force, and we would help introduce them to the mosque. Most
importantly, to the after Khutbah meetings. It was during one of these that I realized that

Madi was a Fulani.

We had been regulars at the mosque for five months and had both brought another
young man with us to sermon. Hakeem al-Yaoundé had eyed them out in some of
Maiduguri’s many mosques and we had screened them. It seemed more and more
reasonable to me that Abu-Mazen demanded screening of all new members of the
congregation. His preaching was not for the faint of heart, and unless you had pure
convictions, you might take offense to his descriptions of the kuffar, the Yehudis or the
Shirk. The preaching of the day had been on the role of the traitor and his painful rewards
on the Day of Judgment. Madji, I, and a handful of other young men, including Hassem and
Ekong whom we were mentoring for the evening, were discussing the reading with Abu-
Mazen. I had finally built up the courage to talk about what had happened to my father that
fateful Wednesday a year and half before, because the treacherousness of the act seemed
to fit the discussion well. “The worst thing was probably not even the slaying of my father,”
I explained. “The worst thing was that they were traitors. They were Fulanis and Muslims,
the men who shot my father, but they acted like traitors and pigs!” Madi looked like he had

been struck. “I am Fulani,” he responded, and the room fell silent. It had never even crossed
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my mind that he could be. He was tall, yes, but his muscular build was much more akin to
a Kanuri. I felt like hitting him. I felt like charging headlong towards him, the gall of
eighteen months of grief rising in my throat as a bitter taste in the back of my mouth. Drops
of cold sweat formed on my forehead. I started shaking. Then Abu-Mazen spoke. “Be still,
brothers. Be still and say nothing more, for The Lord weighs every spoken word on his
golden weight and we will answer for our wrongdoings with grief.” The sound of his voice
was like a balsam to my temper. “Behold the division of friends,” he said to the rest of the
room while indicating Madi and 1. “It is the kuffar at work. This I do tell you; it is the
function of the kuffar to cause dismay and unbrotherly feelings within the Ummah. Brother
Obiefune and brother Maduka are now at what they perceive as a justified impasse. But in
reality, it is not justified. They should be even closer brothers because of this wrongdoing.
One has lost his father to the actions of a small group of Fulani traitors, the other hails from
the Fulani tribe, which by association makes him a traitor as well...?” He looked at both
of us and then slowly looked at the faces of everyone present. “Does it?”” he asked. “No! It
does not! The treacherous act that led to the death of brother Obi’s father is a perfect
example of the workings of the kuffar. None of the two men present are guilty of any
wrongdoing in the eyes of Allah. Both are devout Muslims, both are good sons and loyal
brothers, none of them were involved in these killings or the cause of them, but they are at
each other’s throats. The lands of the Fulani have been diminishing for a hundred years as
the Christian government in Abuja take away the land of their forefathers and give it to
Christian people from the south. They build churches where Mosques once were, and they
build villages in the land of the Muslim Fulani, leaving the herders to look for new land
under the threat of death. The herders cross into the lands of the Kanuri farmers and
understandably trouble ensues. Does this justify the actions of the killings? Never! It
merely explains it. But what it also explains is that the grief that now fills this room did not
begin with the killing of brother Obi’s father, it began with Christian kuffar stealing Fulani
lands and sowing the seeds of division in the Ummah. Therefore, I tell you, behold; here
are two friends, close as brothers, and the hatred between them was planted by others. It

shall be my wish that the two of them serve as an example for the rest of us. Their continued
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friendship will prove to all of us that the brotherhood of the Ummah is stronger than the

divisions sown by kuffar and traitors.” He smiled and nodded at the two of us.

I felt completely drained of strength but got to my feet. So did Madi, and a strange
elation surged through me. I could tell from the look of him, he felt the same as I—relieved
to understand by the words of The Book that the two of us were not enemies and never

would be. As we hugged, the whole room cheered.

Not two weeks later we were fired from the cement shack without warning. Joseph,
our fat, Christian overseer, gave little in ways of a meaningful explanation. He started off
with some insulting bullshit about the two of us not working hard enough, but as that was
easy enough for us to refute—we were the oldest and strongest of the “mortar-boys”—he
continued on a rant about there not being enough projects to keep everyone on the shack.
Neither of us felt like pleading with him, and in the end, there was nothing to be done about
it. He was going to have it his way no matter what, so we collected our last week of pay
and left. Two days later he took on two scrawny-looking kids from his church congregation
instead. I was fuming when we arrived at the Abu-Bakr Mosque to pray. Abu-Mazen, in
his wisdom, could tell something was amiss with Madi and I, and he asked us to stay and
talk after sermon and classes. We explained the entire situation to him. As our story gained
momentum, it felt like there was much more to tell than I had realized. Joseph’s many snide
comments, the advantages given to the Christian workers, the unfair treatment of the
Muslim brothers, the poor pay and finally, our completely unjustified sacking. We ended
up talking for more than an hour. Abu-Mazen listened intently but asked only few
questions. Afterwards he sat back with a contemplative look on his face. After a while he
said, “The Surah Tawbah 9:29 reads: “Fight with those from among the people of The
Book, who don’t believe in Allah or in the last day, who don’t make unlawful that which
Allah and His messenger have made unlawful, and don’t adopt the Right way as their way.

Fight them until they pay Jizya with their own hands and are humbled.”

He leaned forward and spoke in a more hushed voice. “Not every Muslim realizes,
but The Holy Quran tells us what to do about this. Though the Christians are of The Book
and are not Shirk, they should be mindful that they are not of the Ummah. They should be

paying Jizya for our tolerance and they should most certainly be humble. Here in
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Maiduguri, they are not. In all of Nigeria, they are not! A reckoning is coming in Borno.
For too long have we tolerated how the Christian subdues the Ummah, when in fact it is
they who should be subdued. I think your time has come.” He turned around and signaled
Hakeem to come over. Hakeem knelt beside us so that the four of us could whisper in
confidence, then Abu-Mazen said. “It shall be my wish that Brother Obiefune and Brother
Maduka be shown the good work. I will offer them a job worthy of their devout beliefs.”
Hakeem smiled broadly. “Finally!” he said. “Finally!”

skeksk

Madi kicked like a horse. The corrugated iron door almost flew off its hinges and
we stormed inside. The first room was a living room with a stamped dirt floor covered in
carpets. Across the room anther doorway was covered by drapes. An oversized flatscreen
television stood on a table facing a large sofa. Joseph was struggling to get up, surprised at
our violent entry. He seemed terrified at the look of us in our uniforms and balaclavas, and
he exclaimed something in a language I didn’t understand. We didn’t give him time to
recover. In an almost synchronous motion, Madi and I brought the AK’s up and opened
fire. The noise was absolutely deafening in the confines of the room, the heat and clap of
the rifle fire was like a slap in the face. Joseph was riddled with shots and spatter flew from
his fat belly and chest. He staggered and swayed for a moment, trying to hold his hands up
in defense. When a shot hit him above the left eye, his face contorted slightly, his eyes
went blank, and he collapsed in a disorderly heap. Blood pooled around him on the floor.
A feeling of rightful vengeance blossomed in my chest. I felt like laughing but ended up
snarling in spite. Four months. Four months of preparations, four months of training with
the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad, all to prepare for this moment, to
prepare for our initiation, to prove that we were true soldiers of Islam and not just young
hotheads. Four months to finally get our revenge on that fat bastard. Then a woman
screamed. She stood in the other doorway clinging to the frame. She was probably his wife.
A stout, little woman in a colorful dress. Most likely Igbo from the look of her. Her screams
seemed endless. I brought the rifle up and shot her in the face. Then we ran into the night.
We followed the planned route down the street and left across the first field, along the

hedgerow at the end and across two more fields before we knelt down and listened to make
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sure no one was following us. Not surprisingly, there was some kind of clamor in the
distance as people came out to see what had occurred but nothing to indicate that anyone
was in pursuit. We took our balaclavas off, changed magazines on the rifles, bumped fists

and started the long walk to the agreed rendezvous point.

“The Ummah, as the Prophet, alayhi as-salam, saw it does not require the
populations of the world to be its subordinates. The Ummah includes, it does not exclude.
It preaches love and respect. But it does so only within the Ummabh. This I tell you, there
is one people who stand above all others, but they will not be known as superior because
of the color of their skin or because of their ancestral heritage. They will not be known as
superior because of their wealth in coin, whom they know or whom they are related to.
They will be known as superior because of their faith and their pious submission to Allah.
The Ummah requires the peoples of the world to submit and become as them. And a joyous

day it will be when the Shariah rule the lives of all men.”

We sat in the sand surrounding Abu-Mazen. He spoke with fervor and there was
truth in every sentence. All the brothers were in military fatigues, rifles slung over their
shoulders, balaclavas around their necks. The black flag of The Ummah flew behind him.
We hung on his every word. “The kuffar are everywhere. They spin their web to make a
rule of law in all Nigeria that strives only to divide the faithful. They will come with their
stories, their books and films and claim to be knowledgeable. They are not. There is only
one knowledge for mankind, only one book that we need. It is the Holy Quran—It holds
all knowledge for all mankind for all eternity. The other books are Haram as declared by
the holy Sheikh Ustaz Mohammad Yusuf. This past Saturday one of the kuffar was granted
the justice of the Ummah. Joseph Kuta, a Christian racist and apostate to the faith, was
given what he had deserved.” A murmur of agreement spread amongst the brothers. “We
will now let it be known in every town in Borno that this was the judgment of the Jama’at
Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad. We will let it be known that when the kuffar
employs a member of the Ummah he should be thankful and humble and show respect, or
he will have judgment passed on him as well. We owe a debt of gratitude for this act of
goodness to Brother Obiefune and Brother Maduka. Let us therefore embrace them as our

own. Come forth, little brothers, it is time.” We all got up and one after another the brothers
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embraced us. I had never been prouder, but somehow the smile wouldn’t manifest. Abu-
Mazen noticed. “We should call you The Solemn One,” he said. “Never a smile from you,
even on such a day of joy.” I forced a weak smile which only made him laugh. “No need
to smile on my account,” he said. “I know your solemnness. I was like that for years after
the Sheikh died. There is pain in your heart still after your father’s death. It will go away,
I promise. As you become the instrument of Allah’s justice, it will go away.” I nodded but
said nothing. “Look at me, Brother Obiefune,” he said. “You are one of us now. I and
brother al-Yaoundé will continue to recruit new brothers, but you will get to deliver the
justice of the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad to the infidels of Borno! Don’t

worry about your heart. Allah will make it glad again when you kill His enemies.”

My mood didn’t lighten over the following months though. We received enough
money in taxes and Jizya from farmers and villagers to make a good life for ourselves even
though we were almost constantly on the move. Village to village—camp to camp.
Sometimes we were many, sometimes we were few. We were asked to do many larger or
smaller tasks for various commanders, sometimes alone, sometimes in groups. | managed
to meet with my little brother Rahim once a month on the outskirts of Maiduguri to give
him money for the family. I participated in three attacks from February to May. Close to
the village Gudda, Madi and I killed two farmers by slitting their throats. Their farm was
half a mile from the village, and everyone knew that those two men lived as man and wife.

Why the locals tolerated it, I couldn’t say—we most certainly did not.

In April, Madi, six other brothers, and I shot eighteen southern forest workers who
were stealing both jobs and firewood from the Gamboru Village’s Muslim community.

That even caught the President’s attention, and Abu-Mazen was very pleased.

In early May, I snuck one of Abu-Mazen’s chosen around two army checkpoints to
the outskirts of the town of Mubi. He went into a mosque where a fallen imam had
condemned the actions of God’s Chosen. Madi escorted another brother who went to the
nearby market. I could feel the force of the blasts from more than a mile away and I was
touched by the selflessness of their sacrifices. We killed eighty six apostates. Allahu-
Akbar!
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In the end of May, the kuffar army had begun to ramp up operations in Borno again.
Check points popped up everywhere, and six brothers were caught and executed without
warning. It was nearly impossible for me or anyone else to get to Maiduguri and we lived
in villages close to the Cameroon border. It was then I was approached by Commander
Jayamma and Abu-Mazen. “Solemn One, I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” Commander
Jayamma said. “Yes, Commander,” I replied. “You have been doing well these past many
months,” he said. “Don’t think we haven’t noticed. I have been talking with Sheikh Abu-
Mazen about entrusting you with more responsibility.” I wondered at the term Sheikh. Abu-
Mazen had always been an unofficial leader of us. The wisest and most trusted of the clerics

but he seemed to always eschew the use of titles himself. I nodded in consent.

“I will give you seven of my men and entrust you with a dangerous mission. It will
not be easy, this much I tell you.” “I stand ready to serve the Ummabh,” I replied. Abu-
Mazen smiled at my answer. “Good,” Commander Jayamma replied. “Not far from here,
just outside the town of Gwoza, the kuffar have built a base for their soldiers. From there,
they come and go to do their check points in this area. We need to punish them. We need
to strike fear and grief into their hearts. They need to feel the judgment of the Ummah, so
that they stay in their camp and fear to tread the very ground outside.” I nodded in
understanding. “I understand, Commander. I will have Brother Ifechi prepare one of his
bombs,” I said. “We will scout out the place and prepare an ambush for them. They will
burn and bleed and they will curse the day they volunteered to fight the Ummah.” Abu-
Mazen was still smiling. He nodded at Commander Jayamma. “Did I not tell you? Brother

Obi is the right man for the job.”

We prepared tirelessly for a week. I drew out a trench in the dust and we practiced
moving in and out and opening fire in unison. We hid in a village not far from the base.
Ifechi and two of the brothers ground out the aluminum and mixed it carefully with
fertilizer and diesel fuel. Madi and I scouted out the location and all the roads in the area.
The kuffar had built their tiny outpost in conjunction with a dirt road not far from Gwoza.
There was a decent amount of traffic in the area which was both good and bad. It was easy
enough for us to walk past the base, sit in one of the fields for a while and look, or even to
buy some food at the local market without drawing suspicion.
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The kuffar worked on a schedule. Every morning, half of their soldiers would roll
out and every night after sundown, they would come back home. Their vehicles were truck-
like, armored cars with five or six men in each. They would go out in groups of two vehicles
and be gone all day. They were predictable. The farmers in the surrounding fields were not.
For that same reason, placing the bomb was difficult. It would have to be done at night and
just before the attack. I concluded that we would be unable to use a pressure plate to set off
the bomb. One of the locals might trigger it and waste the element of surprise. We would

have to place it the same evening and use a wire to activate it.

After a week, we were ready. The was moon was waning, the bomb was complete.
It was so big it required two of us to lift it. Commander Jayamma and Abu-Mazen gave us
a speech on the seriousness of the mission before seeing us off. One of the older brothers
drove us just before sundown. We sat crammed into an old, worn-out truck with the bomb
between us, trusting in Allah’s mercy and Ifechi’s work to keep it from going off. We
stopped at our agreed point, an adjacent dirt road about a mile from the base. We hauled
our prize through the darkness and arrived less than an hour later. I helped brother Ifechi
and Mfoniso place and conceal the bomb, while Madi got the rest of the brothers in position
in a semi-dry watering trench that ran parallel to the road. At 2100 we were ready and in
position. We waited for another hour, but nothing happened. The soldiers normally
returned at around 2130. I whispered to Madi what he thought we should do. He just
shrugged his shoulders and replied, “Maybe wait another hour and see? I don’t know, Obi.
You are in charge.” I shook my head and cursed under my breath. “Make sure the brothers
aren’t sleeping,” I answered. He nodded and disappeared, sloshing down the trench. Five
minutes later, the kuffar appeared. The sound of their armored vehicles was unmistakable,
their headlights bright as the dawn. I have no idea why they were delayed. Madi appeared
by my side, panting hard from running. “They are ready,” he whispered. “Time to bring

the justice.” I nodded and waited for the explosion.
skskok
It is late afternoon before I start coming to my senses. I have remained under the

tree where I collapsed trying to stay out of the sun. [ haven’t seen a living soul all day. Not

surprisingly. I am in the middle of nowhere. I don’t even know where I am myself. Worse
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even, [ don’t know what to do. I cannot return to my mother and brother; I wouldn’t even
want to if I could. I would endanger them. The kuffar would take my actions out on them.
I cannot return to the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad. I have failed them
and fled from the responsibility they bestowed on me. My fear of death sufficient to drive
me to abandon my martyred brothers. [ am a failure—a coward and a failure. Should I just

start walking and try and make a new life for myself somewhere else?

It is nighttime before a revelation descends upon me. I must give myself up for the
judgment of Allah. I must return and confess everything. My life may very well be forfeit
but The Lord is Merciful, and, in His glory, He will find a way to forgive me. But not if I
run away again. I get up and start to walk. It takes me a few hours to catch my bearings
and it takes me all night to find my way back to the village. The sun is coming up when I
stagger in. Brother Chikezie sees me coming in and his reaction surprises me. I halfway
expect him to shoot me dead on sight, but instead he embraces me. He leads me to one of
the houses where Brother Abegunde is cooking breakfast. They ask me questions and I
answer them as best I can. After a while, they tell me to eat and rest. They will find

Commander Jayamma and bring me to him.

I wake sometime in the afternoon as Brother Abegunde tells me to get up and come
with him. He brings me to another house. Sitting on the floor is Abu-Mazen. I avert my
eyes in shame, but he gets to his feet and embraces me. “Sit down, Brother Obiefune,” he
says. “Relax. You are home now. Tell me what happened.” A knot builds in my chest, my
eyes sting, and a sobbing rises in my throat. “There now, Solemn One,” Abu-Mazen says.
“This is not like you.” With a massive effort I calm myself down and explain the events of
that fateful night not two days ago. As always, Abu-Mazen listens intently while only
asking a few questions. Without ever averting his attention, he brews a pot of chai. The
words flow more freely from me as I calm myself down. Abu-Mazen serves the chai as [
talk. He drinks his boiling hot, straight from the pot. When I finally finish, he nods to
himself and begins to slowly work through his Misbaha. We sit in silence like that for
almost an hour as his lips move silently and the beads pass through his fingers one after
the other. Finally, he turns to me. “Brother, Obi. When the devout say insha’Allah, we
mean insha’Allah. In other words, we accept the decision of Almighty Allah, we accept
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His will in all things. Therefore, you are here for a reason. We suffered a defeat two nights
ago. Seven brothers were killed, brother Maduka with them. But the defeat was not
absolute. Five kuffar soldiers died at the hands of you and your men, and Allah, in his
endless wisdom, spared your life. I have contemplated why. I do believe He has great plans

"9

for you

The truck is rumbling along. The discomfort of being hidden in a crate with airholes
doesn’t even upset me anymore. I am aching to be delivered unto Allah. It is not my body
that hurts, it is my soul. I am ready. I will make up for all the injustices served unto me by
weaker souls. We’ve been on the road for seven days now. The past five months have been
terrible. I have been moved from safehouse to safehouse as kuffar operations have spread
across Borno State. I have had very little contact with others even though Abu-Mazen has
been good to me and has stopped by once a month to test my convictions. I have remained

pure in purpose. I am ready to be the Prophet’s chosen son, alayhi as-salam.

It is dusk when the truck stops. They let me out of the box. I climb out and stretch
my tender limbs. The driver, Chiemeize, who looks Fulani to me, hands me a bottle of
water. I drink a sip and hand it back to him. “No, no,” he says. “It is for you.” I drink the
rest. Abu-Mazen appears from the front and looks at me. “How are you, Solemn One?”” he
asks. “Good, Sheikh,” I reply. “I am ready.” He smiles and nods. We are parked at the side
of a seemingly empty dirt road. Apart from a few farmhouses in the horizon there are no
discernable terrain features. After a few minutes, a car appears. Two men jump out. The
look of them is so different that it makes me wonder just exactly where we are. I need not
wait long for the answer as the taller of the two blurts out; “Welcome to Gao.” His accent
is thick and hard for me to place, but I know well that the Ummah here in Mali is struggling.

I suppose this is as good a place as any to meet The Lord.

Abu-Mazen speaks with the two men for a while before turning to me. “Brother,
Obiefune. This is where we part ways. It has been a pleasure and an honor to get to know
you. [ have seen you become a man, and it pains me that I will not be there to share in your
ascension.” “The honor has been mine, Sheikh Abu-Mazen,” I answer. “No, Brother,” he
replies sternly. “The honor is genuinely mine. The end comes to all men. It is what we do

with the time given to us and how we choose to leave the Earth that matters in the eyes of
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Almighty Allah. You are truly one of His chosen. You, by your selfless act, will rectify
any and all wrongdoings done by yourself or against you. This righteous act will save a
hundred souls. It is written, little brother, it is written. Your ascension will be on the wings
of angels, and for your valor you shall feast in golden halls. A special place will be reserved
for you, and when the time comes that we meet again, it is YOU who will teach ME, and I
who will call YOU Sheikh.” He embraces me in a rare show of genuine emotion, and we
hold each other tight. We stand like that for a minute before he releases me and nods. Tears
are welling in his eyes. “On the wings of angels,” he says and walks away. He and
Chiemeize climb into the truck. It starts with a growl and spits black smoke. Then they
rumble on down the road. The tallest of the two men walks over to me and props out his

hand. “I am Ousmane,” he says. “It is an honor to meet you.”

Ousmane drops me off on a dirt trail next to a field. It is dawn. The rising sun is
chasing away the darkness of the night and the sky is turning a crisp and beautiful blue. He
helps me strap the heavy sack to my back. It is packed exactly like that of the local rice
farmers coming to market but contains a hundred pounds of explosives instead. He checks
the detonator, wiring and trigger. Then he pulls the wire through my neck collar, down
though my sleeve and carefully places the trigger in my palm. He looks at me intently and
speaks slowly in his heavy accent. “Brother, you are ready now. Across the field, you’ll
find the road to Tassiga. It is right after the bridge across the river. The French kuffar are
there, checking everyone who comes and goes. When you squeeze the trigger, the bomb
will arm. When you let it go, the bomb will explode. Do you understand?”’ I nod. “Yes,
Brother Ousmane,” I answer. “We’ve been over this. I understand, and I am ready.” He
smiles and claps my cheek. “On the wings of angels,” he says, repeating Abu-Mazen’s

departing words. Then he gets in the car and drives off.

I look around. I can make out the road easily enough from here. A few people are
strolling along on their way to sell goods at the market. Dew has fallen across the field next
to me. It looks like a heavenly bed, beaded with a million pearls. I make my way across
the field and up on the road. Liquid sloshes in my pack. They have added fuel to the
explosives, a fireball of righteous vengeance. The heavy smell of wet dirt is beautiful to
me, the Niger River’s green waters emit a fragrance of life and promise. I notice everything
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around me. The fine, red sand. The intense, blue sky. The humming of the farmer in front
of me. The chiming of cow bells. Busy ants working on the side of the road. The sound of
the river. A bird soaring high overhead. What a marvelous world this is. What a day to be
alive. My lust for life has never been greater, my joy has never before been so manifest.
My fingers tingle, butterflies fill my stomach, my pack feels lighter than air. Ahead of me,

the farmers bunch up to cross the bridge into Tassiga.

Seven French kuffar are checking them one by one, their armored vehicle parked
close by. I get in line and wait my turn, giddy with joy. I squeeze the trigger as hard as I
can. Then one of the kuffar signals me to come forward. He gives me a strange look and
begins to smile as I walk towards him. I realize that he is mimicking my expression and
my heart is fit to burst with glee. Finally, I have held my promise. I have avenged the
wrongdoings done unto me. The kafir’s expression suddenly becomes apprehensive. For

good reason. I am fulfilled. I smile. I let go.

D. UNPACKING THE NARRATIVE

You have just read an example of how to use fiction to explain and detail the
individual steps of Moghaddam’s Staircase to Terrorism, in this case described through the
increasing radicalization of the young Nigerian man named Obiefune. Like many people
in the Borno province, he has grown up under very humble circumstances, yet the poverty
of his existence is no problem for him. He lives a comfortable life with his family and
expects nothing more than what he already has. He is in other words on the ground floor
and perceives no injustices done onto him. Through no fault of his own he is subjected to
a tragedy at the hand of a band of roaming Fulani herders, who slay his father, causing the
subsequent displacement of him, his mother, and his younger brother. The tragedy of his
father’s murder and following displacement of his family are the first perceived injustices
in Obiefune’s life. Based on this experience, he develops an understandable if disagreeable
distaste for Fulanis. The senselessness and absurdity of the event causes Obi to exaggerate
his distaste for an entire ethnic group whom he sees as responsible for his difficult situation.
He feels an urge to retaliate but has neither the means nor the opportunity. In this way,

Obiefune has arrived at the first floor. In Maiduguri he befriends Madi with whom he works
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in one of the local cement shacks. Unbeknownst to Obiefune, Madi is a Fulani. The two
friends, both devout Muslims, are approached and invited to participate in sermons at
another Mosque, where they become steadily more involved with a fundamentalist,
Islamist crowd. When Obiefune realizes Madi is a Fulani, things are at a tipping point for
the two friends, but Obi’s anger is swiftly struck down by the preacher Abu-Mazen.
Understanding that Obi and Madi will look for any opportunity to remain friends, the
preacher deftly directs Obi’s efforts and loathing towards the “real” enemy, namely the
Nigerian Christians in Borno. Obiefune has now arrived at the second level, and when Obi
and Madi experience injustice at the hand of their Christian overseer, it confirms their
building prejudice, and they quickly ascend to the third level. Obiefune becomes
increasingly more involved with the congregation. He takes responsibility for new
inductees, engages in in-group, out-group rhetoric, and begins to genuinely project his
pent-up frustration at the perceived enemy. The success of the moral engagement causes
him to be invited into the heart of the organization. He is recruited in the rank and file of
Boko Haram and receives proper training to begin avenging the perceived injustices done
onto him. His training causes him to ascend to the fourth floor, and he fully accepts the
categorical thinking and perceived legitimacy of the terrorist organization. For Obiefune,
the training is directed specifically at obtaining the fifth and final level, namely the terrorist
act of killing his former overseer. It is important to note that this act simply serves as a kind
of rite of passage to prove and cement his commitment. After his arrival at the fifth level,
Obiefune is a fully-fledged member of Boko Haram. He believes the narrative, owns the
ideology, and is prepared to kill repeatedly for the cause. Though he continues to prefer
sidestepping inhibitory mechanisms, Obiefune becomes an increasingly sinister being,
capable of calculated mass-murder. His journey is, in fact, so complete that when faced
with choosing to leave the organization or to die for it, he chooses “a glorious death” in a
last attempt to rectify the original perceived injustices and prove to himself his commitment

to the cause.

How does this narrative help us better understand Moghaddam’s Staircase to
Terrorism? The story takes us on the journey that Obifune undertakes. By internalizing the

experience, we get to climb the staircase with him which involves us directly in the events
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that cause his increasingly fiendish view of the out-group. We similarly experience how
Obi’s understanding of who comprises the out-group is effectively manipulated by the
preacher Abu-Mazen until it has narrowed almost to the point of being Obi against the
World. Every step up Moghaddam’s Staircase signifies a serious increase in radicalization
which, despite the obvious quality of the Staircase Model, can be hard to empathize with.
Internalizing Obiefune’s radicalization and the horror of his original perceived injustice
helps to make the ascent more tangible and ultimately relatable. When I set out to create
the narrative, I had set my mind on attempting to make the motivations of a suicide bomber
more understandable. This proved to be a major challenge, which takes up a large part of
the story. Much of the narrative therefore deals with Obiefune’s life as a dedicated member
of the terrorist organization, where he has already arrived at the fifth level of the staircase.
Searching for a way to describe how he would in the end completely disregard all inhibitory
mechanisms, I decided the key to the ending would be found at the start and used the
original perceived injustice as the trigger. By explaining how “the selfless act” of suicide
bombing can work to undo previous injustices, I let the preacher Abu Mazen be the

manipulator who pushed young Obi over this last, terrible edge.
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IV. CONSTRUCTING A WORK OF FICTION TO UNDERSTAND
COERCION THEORY

A. BIDDLE’S BASIC INTRODUCTION TO COERCION THEORY

In her 2020 article, Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners, Dr.
Tami Davis Biddle describes the fundamentals of coercion theory. As the name of the
article indicates, Dr. Biddle attempts to increase the practitioner’s—namely the soldier’s—
understanding of how states and some non-state actors can use methods of coercion to deter
adversaries from pursuing military objectives or to compel adversaries to take specific
actions. Dr. Biddle states that: “The word “coercion” itself sits uneasily with military
professionals. It has overtones of blackmail and manipulation, which are anathema to their
self-identity. In general, they also do not take readily to Schelling’s emphasis on threats.
While they fully understand deterrence, they may draw back from the idea that they are in
the business of “threatening” others (and sometimes making those threats credible by

punitive actions) in order to deter and compel.”46

As a military professional, I can attest to the viewpoint described. It is not because
the military practitioner is incapable of comprehending the inherent logic of coercion
theory, but because there is an emotional connection to a career that entails putting one’s
own life on the line for God and Country. Serving to achieve a military objective makes
absolute sense to the soldier in the midst combat—but reducing the act of killing the enemy
and putting one’s own life at risk to being an act of coercion between competing states
reduces this experience to the mundane. It is difficult to come to terms with this central
element of the military profession. We, the soldiers of the world, are the extended arm of
those who would seek to change the status quo either through direct military action or
through actions that compel others to do as our parent state wishes them to do—or we are
the extended arm of those who would seek to maintain the status quo either through direct

defense or through deterrence by denial or punishment.47 Yet, the central point of Dr.

46 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners,” 95.
47 Biddle, 98-104.
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Biddle’s article stands. It is paramount that military practitioners understand what exactly
these terms entail and strive to use them consistently. Importantly the military practitioners
must fathom why both our adversaries and our own politicians and decision-makers pursue

strategies of coercion and compellence to obtain their goals.

Not understanding them may render the practitioner less effective by leaving room
for misunderstandings or misinterpretations of exactly what the intended purpose of
military action is in any given situation. It is of course similarly important that our elected
decision makers are well-versed in the intricacies of coercion theory. If those giving the
orders are uncertain what they want the military professionals to achieve, the chances of
success are slim from the outset. In an increasingly complex world, our political and
military leaders must simultaneously balance the existential threats of strategic competition
and the harassing challenges of international terrorism. But how do our civilian and
military leadership interpret and understand the threats that are being arrayed against
them—and importantly for the purpose of this project—how can fiction help us understand
these mechanisms by putting us behind the eyes of the decision makers themselves when

posed with hostile coercion?

B. CREATING THE NARRATIVE

How can a work of fiction evolving around coercion theory be constructed to
increase the understanding of the concept in action? First and foremost, I feel the need to
state that this has already been done outstandingly in Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 classic movie
Dr. Strangelove. The only issue with Stanley Kubrick’s masterpiece is that it takes place
in a bi-polar world at the height of the Cold War and thus does not consider just how
complex the world has become in recent years. A current piece of literature simulating
modern coercion theory in action should take more things into account than end-of-the-
world scenarios and could bring players other than state actors to the stage. Similar to
Kubrick’s film, it does not have to be absolutely realistic but rather consider the “what-
ifs.” In this case, the narrative will contemplate state and non-state actors in direct
cooperation with each other, using coercive methods to obtain very different objectives.

By placing the main protagonist in the upper tiers of a coerced government, the fictional
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narrative should be capable of describing just how convoluted such actions would be to

understand for those facing them and therefore further underline the issue of possible

misconception that Dr. Biddle warns of.48

In contemplating a scenario that has yet come to pass, I use some of the literary
methods used by Heinlein and Steinbeck. Like Heinlein does in his novel Starship
Troopers, the story should outwardly appear to be about one narrative but simultaneously
revolve around another. In Heinlein’s case, the story is outwardly about fighting alien races
in the future, but in actuality it is just as much the author’s contemplation of concepts such
as duty, self-sacrifice, governance, and citizenship.4® In this case, my story outwardly
appears to be a drama about terrorist action and state conspiracy, but most of its content is
devoted to imagining how a system could and should operate in facing a terrible,
asymmetric, coercive threat. As Steinbeck does in his book The Moon is Down, albeit on a
much smaller scale, I attempt to put myself behind the eyes of the leadership of a nation
pushed past the brink of disaster and imagine the human consequences of making desperate

choices in the eleventh hour.30

C. THE FOG

Know your enemy and know yourself, in a hundred battles you will never
be in peril.

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

The noise cuts through the darkness like a knife—insisting and incessant. I wake,
utterly confused. A strange dream slowly dissipates. For a second, I am unsure of where I
am, until recollection begins to manifest. The Embassy in Washington. Is my alarm clock
ringing? I scan for it in the darkness. It reads 1:47 a.m. It is the middle of the night. My
telephone. I reach for it on the table and sit up. Not that one either. I look around. Across
the room, my secure phone is ringing. Pain stirs in the pit of my stomach. I cast the covers

aside and stumble out of bed, crossing the room in three strides. I kick my briefcase by the

48 Biddle, 96-97.
49 Robert Anson Heinlein. Starship Troopers (New York: ACE, Penguin Random House, LLC, 2010).
50 Steinbeck. The Moon is Down.
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side of the bed, sending it flying. I manage to find the light switch by the desk, turn the
light on, and grab the ringing telephone. The screen reads Unknown Caller. I pick up.
“Yes?,” my voice is grainy. The speaker on the other end is not. His voice is stern and
composed, his accent slightly northern. “Pardon, Madame Minister, I must be waking you
up. It is General Lecointre.” The pain in my stomach turns into a cold knot. “No need to
apologize, General. What is wrong?”” There is a moment of hesitation before he answers.
“We have lost five men in Mali this morning, Madame Minister.” The knot in my stomach
turns into a cold shower that washes down my back. I exhale slowly, compose my
breathing, and calm myself. I sit down. “Go on,” I answer. General Lecointre continues.
“A suicide bomber detonated his bomb at a check point close to the village of Tassiga in
Gao Province. I have only just been notified. It has not hit the news yet, but it will soon
enough. I thought it best that you hear it from me.” I exhale heavily again. Five men. Five
soldiers in one enemy action! My mind is racing. The news will be all over it. There will
be political consultations, discussions on the necessity and validity of our mission in Mali,
hundreds of questions on the standards of the Army’s equipment. And, my God, the
families. “I am sorry. That’s terrible news, General,” I answer. “Have we notified the
families?” “Not yet, Madame Minister. The men are from three different places in the
country. Paris, Toulouse, and Rouen. We are putting teams together to go and make the
notifications. We will make sure they are notified before we release the names of the fallen
to the press. “Right. Make sure you do. I have full confidence that you will handle this with
appropriate discretion and honor, General. Have Army staff begin the preparations for the
repatriation of their remains. If you forward me the details you have at this hour on the
secure net, [ will begin preparing a statement immediately.” He cuts me off. “Madame
Minister. Please do not worry about repatriations or statements, we will handle that. You
need to come home.” I frown at his abruptness. “Come home? I have a meeting with
Secretary Mattis in the morning.” “I know,” he answers. “I know, Madame, I am sorry.
There’s...” I interrupt him back. “General, I realize the severity of the situation, but the
meeting with Secretary Mattis is to discuss our common goals and align our efforts as the
President intends. I will of course explain the circumstances and skip the meetings with the

Joint Chiefs of Staff. I will come home tomorrow evening.” He hesitates for a second.
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“Madame Minister. There is something else. There are more than thirty confirmed civilian
deaths and almost a hundred wounded, including three of our soldiers.” “What...?,” I
exclaim. “How big was the bomb?” “Sizeable, Madame Minister, but that is not the issue.
There are clear indications that the bomb contained some kind of chemical agent. Probably
a blister gas of sorts. We can’t say for sure before our CBRN-teams have assessed the site.”
“Blister gas?” I stutter. “But how?” Horrendous images from World War I flicker past my
mind’s eye. Images of men with red, running eyes and terrible boils—deformed and
swollen. There are another few seconds of silence before General Lecointre speaks again.
“We don’t know for sure, Madame Minister. There are many unknowns at this hour, but
we must address the situation. You need to come home.” It feels like the walls are creeping
in on me. [ am on my feet without consciously realizing it. “I... I’ll be home as quickly as
possible. Thank you, General.” I hang up without waiting for his reply. I take another two
deep breaths to calm myself before dialing Captain Bernard. He picks up the phone
immediately, only his voice gives away that he has been fast asleep. “Madame Minister,”
he says. “How can I be of assistance?” “I am sorry to wake you, Sebastian,” I answer. “This
is a matter of the highest priority and utmost urgency. Wake and scramble my staff for a
short meeting in my suite in fifteen minutes. Please alert Ambassador Araud. He needs to
be part of this meeting; we’ll have to cancel our appointments with the Pentagon. Get a
hold of our pilots and have them prepare for departure immediately. We’ll have wheels up

for Paris in two hours.”

It is raining in Paris and completely overcast. Somewhere beyond the grey clouds,
the sun is slowly setting. The dull light reflects on the wet surfaces. There is a greyness to
our romantic capitol this evening that does not belong. From up here, it looks like some
other city. It could be German or Scandinavian. Gothic almost. There is something ominous
or ill-fated about it. It feels like a foreshadowing of the coming briefing. Beyond the silence
of my headset, the rotor blades of the helicopter are beating a noisy circle. Rain is streaking
sideways down the windows. My eyes hurt. It feels like I haven’t closed them for two
nights. A whole day of endless meetings before going to the U.S., no sleep on the flight,
two hours rest at the hotel, and now back home to this without sleeping again. I feel fit to

keel over. I lean back and close my eyes, hoping to pass out for just a few minutes. It
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doesn’t work. A hundred thoughts immediately cloud my mind. Disturbing images of
gassed civilians, a hundred concerns about the coming hearings, decisions to be made—
briefing of the president. To his credit, Secretary Mattis was an absolute gentleman about
the cancellation of the planned meetings in Washington, even going so far as to extend a
pledge of absolute solidarity with France. “Two minutes, Madame Minister.” The pilot’s
voice cracks over the intercom. I open my eyes and immediately regret having tried to
sleep. It feels like grains of sand are grating on my retinas. Captain Bernard is sitting next
to me, his uniform spotless. The look on his face reveals nothing, but I know that he is
contemplating the situation same as I. Time and time again he has proven to be an
invaluable resource. He may be a junior officer, but he understands the political game and
knows his way around military planning and lingo. He is foresightful and effective. As an
aide-de-camp, he is everything I could have wished for. The helicopter lands on the road
in front of Hexagone Balard. The Gendarmerie have closed off the road. The co-pilot gives
me the thumbs up. Captain Bernard is out before I manage to open the door on my side.
He helps me out and we run in an awkward crouch under the rotors to meet the four waiting
officials. General Lecointre is one of them. We hurry inside, out of the rain, and make our
way to the elevator. The General does not waste time with formalities and jumps to it.
“Welcome back, Madame Minister,” he says. “I am sorry to inform you that another of our
soldiers has succumbed to his injuries, while you were in transit. We expect as a result of
the chemical agent he was exposed to, but we’ll have to wait for the coroner’s report to be
certain. The family has been notified.” I nod, the elevator doors open. “We have just
received notice that ISWAP have claimed responsibility for the attack.” I nod again but do
not reply. He, too, falls quiet. The elevator stops at the top floor. We move in silence
thorough several security doors, handing over every electronic item we have on us before
arriving at the conference room. It is small and has heavily insulated walls. The acoustics
are like that of a sound studio. We are closed off from the outside world. Captain Bernard
holds out the chair at the end of the table for me. He grabs a thermos from a serving table
and pours me a cup of coffee. The General hands him a folder marked “Top Secréte” from
where he pulls out two stacks of files and pictures and places them in front of me. He then

turns towards General Lecointre, stands to attention and leaves. I take a sip of the steaming
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hot coffee and lean back. The General’s otherwise handsome features are crisscrossed with
wrinkles. He doesn’t just look tired; he looks like he is struggling against a deep-seeded
weariness. He may well be a war hero, but he is under an extreme amount of pressure. I
can absolutely sympathize. “Pray do begin, General,” I say. “Do not spare any details. Start

at the beginning. Tell me everything you know.”

I let my hands run down my bodysuit to straighten creases. There aren’t any. Old
habit. The President hands General Lecointre the report back, leans forward, and looks at
me. I begin. “The attack was carried out at exactly 7:52 a.m. on Wednesday, 6 of October,
Monsieur President. The attack itself was uncomplicated in nature. We believe that a single
suicide bomber detonated somewhere between twenty-five and forty kilos of homemade
explosives at a check point on the road leading into the village of Tassiga in Gao Province.
The suicide bomber likely carried the device disguised as a sack of rice. The bomb also
contained what we now believe to be a sulfur-mustard chemical agent. We do not know
exactly how much, Monsieur President, maybe as much as twenty-five liters. An infantry
platoon of soldiers from 1° Compagnie, 1°Bataillon, 27° Brigade d’Infanterie, 4° Régiment
de Chasseurs was on operations in the area and had established check points north and
south of the village as part of a larger security operation intended to instill confidence in
our presence.” The president raises an eyebrow slightly at my last remark as an almost
unnoticeable comment to the lack of confidence the local population must be feeling at this
hour. I continue without hesitation. “The force of the explosion immediately killed five
soldiers and seventeen civilians and wounded another two soldiers and thirteen civilians.
Several of the wounded farmers were also doused in an unknown liquid which we now
suspect to have been a sulfur-mustard agent. Those who had been exposed soon began
forming blisters and four died from asphyxiation. The explosion also caused a cloud of the
suspected agent to rise into the air from which it soon after descended on the village and
the surrounding area, wounding another of our soldiers from the northern check point and
one hundred and ninety-two civilians.” The President grimaces in sympathy. “Of the
civilians an additional fourteen succumbed to the effects of the gas, also reportedly dying
from asphyxiation. The rest of the infantry platoon immediately radioed for assistance and

began performing first aid to the best of their abilities. Their actions may well have saved
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many lives. The company commander, Captain Dubois, arrived at the scene fifty-four
minutes after the blast with the rest of his company and established an effective cordon
around Tassiga to prevent other civilians from entering the area. Medical Evacuation
arrived at 9:10 a.m. and evacuated our wounded men and some of the most severely
wounded civilians. Over the past twenty-four hours we have cordoned the area off
completely and moved in a battalion to secure the scene. We have established a mobile
surgical hospital to treat the wounded on site. Our CBRN-teams are presently collecting
and analyzing the suspected chemical agent and are cleaning the village to prevent further
casualties. The remains of our fallen will be transported home tomorrow—as soon as we
can guarantee that they are uncontaminated and are safe to release to our coroners for
autopsy.” The president nods but says nothing. “As you were briefed, Islamic State West
Africa Province claimed responsibility for this atrocious action a handful of hours ago. We
are still unable to determine whether they are behind it, and if they are, where they got
these chemical agents from. Whether ISWAP were behind it or not, I would recommend
that we align with the recommendations of the chief of the defense staff. Thus, I agree that
we should suspend operations in Mali pending the distribution of better CBRN-protection
equipment to our units and further knowledge of the chemical agents.” I look to General
Lecointre who nods in confirmation. President Macron steeples his hands in front of his
face and taps his lips, looking from me to General Lecointre. He is silent for a few long
seconds before he nods. “I concur with the recommendation. Suspend operations for all
regular units but double-time the effort to bring better CBRN-equipment to our troops. We
need to get operations back up and running. I will not have France cowed by a band of
ragtag fundamentalists. Extend our recommendation to MINUSMA, our international
partners in Operation Barkhane, and to the G5 Sahel.” He looks at the General. “What do
you think, Frangois? Could they be behind it?”” General Lecointre takes a deep breath. “Yes,
Monsieur President. They most certainly could. But I doubt they were alone in doing so.
The U.S.-led actions in Iraq and Syria have ISIS on their heels. Their chemists have been
known to dabble in weaponizing chlorine gas and have supposedly attempted to make
stronger and more lethal chemical concoctions. They’ve mostly used it in combination with

off the shelf drones or small grenade type weapons. We know that ISIS have their eyes on
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the Sahel now that their perverse Caliphate is coming to a definitive end. That said, I have
read no reports from DGSE that describes anything even remotely as potent as this, and I
would venture the analysis that ISWAP did not do this on their own.” President Macron
nods to himself. “So, what do you think? Is this an ISIS chemist at work or do you think
they have a sponsor? A state sponsor, I mean?” General Lecointre looks at me. There is
understandably some apprehension there. I signal to him to continue. “Speak your mind,
General Lecointre,” I say. “We appreciate your experience and would hear your concerns.”
“Alright,” he answers with a nod. “Yes, Monsieur President and Madame Minister. [ would
not go on record with this at the present hour, but I fear that they have a state sponsor
behind them. I cannot substantiate this fear in much more than a gut-feeling, but if I were
a betting man, I would put my money on a state actor being involved. We know a lot about
sulfur-based mustard agents. They were widely used in the First World War. They are very
incapacitating indeed. They cause massive blistering, reddening of the eyes—even
blinding. They cause irritation or even rupture of the mucus membranes, and in very severe
cases, asphyxiation. That said, when used during the First World War, only about five
percent of the contaminated soldiers died from exposure and many of them because proper
treatment wasn’t readily available. Also, mustard gas evaporates fairly quickly in heat,
which makes it less effective in Mali than it would have been on the Western Front. For a
mustard gas to kill as many people so fast as we just saw in Gao, it would have had to be a
refined substance. It would have to be a modern age, military-grade, chemical weapon. A
weapon of mass destruction, if you will. I simply don’t believe that ISWAP could cook up

a modern chemical agent in the desert of Mali without someone else’s help.”
skskok

The Hexagone Balard is bustling with activity, even in the middle of the night.
General Lecointre, Captain Bernard, and I enter the secure department and head straight
for Briefing Room 3. Five men and a woman are waiting for us and stand as we enter. I
already know two of them; Bernard Emié, the Director of DGSE, and General Jean-
Frangois Ferlet, the Director of DRM. Bernard Emié is a white-haired gentleman in his late
fifties and a former diplomat. Though he is new to the job as director of DGSE, he is a very

competent case handler and a man who immediately instills confidence. General Ferlet,
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though also extremely competent, is almost his exact opposite; a dark haired, introvert who
smiles rarely and reluctantly. Also new as head of his agency, his reputation speaks
volumes. A former head of joint operations for Operation Barkhane, he has firsthand
knowledge of the Sahel. I am happy to see him. Director Emié immediately takes the floor.
“Madame Minister and General Lecointre, allow me to introduce Colonel Martin, Director
of Field Operations. Also allow me to introduce Monsieur Christoph Bisset and Madame
Julia Paquet, two of our finest analysts.” He nods to General Ferlet, who continues,
“Madame Minister, General Lecointre. Allow me to introduce Lieutenant Colonel Jerome
LeBlanc from DRM’s Mali Department.” “Thank you, General Ferlet. Thank you,
Director,” I answer and take the time to shake hands with everyone in turn, thanking them
for their continued service. As we sit down, Director Emié turns grave. “Madame Minister,
as you were informed, ISWAP released a videoed statement just over two hours ago. Our
Cyber Warfare teams in the BRGE are in close cooperation with our colleagues in the CIA,
the NSA, and MI6 to limit the spread of the message. Presently no conventional search
engines show it, although Monsieur Bisset has informed me that several dark websites
continue to relay it. The released material appears to be a planned follow-up to ISWAP’s
claim of responsibility for Wednesday’s attack in Gao. I will courteously warn you that the
new material contains several serious claims as well as some disturbing footage, the exact
meaning of which our team will help elucidate.” He taps a remote-control unit in the desk
and a video begins on the flat screen on the back wall. The quality is peculiarly low
compared to the productions of the Middle Eastern branch of ISIS, but the message is
equally disturbing. A masked, but clearly African man in a khaki military uniform speaks
to the camera in French with the black flag of ISIS in the background. He drones in a
curious, almost prayer-like fashion. His accent sounds Malian or maybe even Nigerian to
me, but his vocabulary is very good. “We are the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-
Jihad. We are the loyal children of the Islamic State West Africa Province. For too long
have we endured the involvement of Colonialist France and her allies—the coward and
heathen governments of the Sahel. We will endure them no more. Today we declare
ourselves a state unto the world. To the cowards in Bamako, in Niamey, in Ouagadougou

and Abuja, take heed of my words. We claim the lands of Timbuktu, Taoudénit, Gao, Kidal,
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and Menaka provinces from what used to be Mali. We claim Northern Tahoua, Southern
Agadez, and Diffa provinces from what used to be Niger. We claim Nord, Sahel, and Est
provinces from what used to be Burkina Faso, and we claim all of Borno province from
what used to be Nigeria. These lands are now the new Caliphate, the lands of the chosen
of the Prophet, alayhi as-salam. As Caliph we name the truest faithful among us, the most
righteous and noble Sheikh Abu Mohammad Abubakar bin Mohammad al-Sheikawi.
Surely, there are those amongst you who will say: “Why should we bow and be humbled?”
I will give you the answer. Islam is submission to Allah as ordered by the Prophet, alayhi
as-salam. You should bow because He commands it. We now hold the weapon. We hold
the wrath and retribution of Allah in our hand, and already we have graced the infidels with
His judgment. We are the Ummah in Medina and you the Quraysh in Mecca. We are
coming. We have declared the Caliphate and like the Quraysh, you would be wise to accept
it without objection, lest you face His judgment. Allahu Akbar.” The image fades and
changes to that of a crying African man, tied to a chair. He is in a poor state and appears to
have been beaten. He is sitting in a poorly lit room with a similar black flag in the
background. He squirms and struggles in vain as two men in hazmat suits approach him
holding an unmarked metal canister. General Lecointre reaches over and pauses the video.
“Is it necessary to see what happens next?,” he asks in direction of the two analysts.
Madame Paquet shakes her head. “No, General, it is not, but allow me to explain. The two
men in the hazmat suits spray the victim with what has now been confirmed as a sulfur-
mustard agent. Not surprisingly, it kills him. What is interesting is the speed with which
the aerosols first cause blistering, then cause rupturing of the mucus membranes, and lastly
cause the victim to choke to death. There is a speed and effectiveness to the agent that is
not previously known in sulfur-mustard gas. Administered in the amount shown in the
video, a common blister agent of this type wouldn’t cause symptoms to appear
immediately. Even if ingested, symptoms typically wouldn’t manifest before fifteen
minutes later. In this video, the victim begins to develop visible blisters in less than a
minute, and the other symptoms follow soon thereafter. He dies from asphyxiation in less
than eight minutes, most likely from profuse bleeding in the lower lungs.” I look from

Madame Paquet to Director Emié. He nods and continues. “Yes, Madame Minister. The
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effects are extremely fast as compared to previously known versions of sulfur-mustard
agents. Our CBRN laboratories are attempting to work out precisely in what way the agents
produce the effects so quickly but are presently unable to ascertain exactly how. Naturally,
the point of this videoed murder is to demonstrate the effectiveness of the agent and to
prove that ISWAP’s claim of responsibility in Gao is true.” He clicks the remote control a
few times to fast forward to a different scene. “You need to see the last part of the clip.”
The same masked man appears. “Behold the Weapon of the Ummah, behold the Sword of
Allah. We, the Jama’at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da’wah wa’l-Jihad, claim lordship of the
Caliphate. Under pain of death, we warn you, colonialists and heathens. Respect our
borders and withdraw from our lands or we will let sing the Scimitar of the Prophet, alayhi
as-salam. We will decimate your ranks. We will reap through the populations of the
infidels. We will shell your cities and villages in all the provinces where you remain, and
we will bleed the capitols of your nations. We will give you a week to obey. Allahu Akbar,
Allahu Akbar!” A plethora of voices join in with his chanting. The video zooms out,
showing a whole company of similarly dressed men standing in lines around two artillery
pieces, before fading to a waiving black flag with Arabic-style music playing in the
background. “If you will allow, there are a few things to notice, Madame Minister,”
Colonel LeBlanc continues. “The hazmat suits in the middle clip are heavy PVC suits with
a self-contained breathing apparatus. They are specifically made to handle chemicals but
are for civilian use. They could have been purchased on the open market or stolen from a
laboratory. The two artillery pieces are old Soviet M/46 Howitzers. They were captured
from the Nigerian Army in Borno province in a surprise attack by ISWAP in 2016, but
they are believed to have been smuggled out of Nigeria. Despite the implied threat of being
able to deliver a chemical payload by means of artillery, we do not believe they possess
this capacity yet. In fact, we have no reports to confirm that the two Howitzers have ever
been used. As Wednesday’s means of delivery was a suicide bomber, it is very likely that
a suicide attack is the only viable means with which ISWAP can deliver the agent and be
sure to hit its targets. This limits their capacity to attack. Storing and transportation of a
such a potent sulfur-mustard agent is not easy, which also limits the scope of their options.

Therefore, their implied threat of an attack with sulfur-mustard gas in France is not
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presently considered likely. From the accent of the speaker, the look and accent of the
victim, and the color of the sand in the last frames, we believe this to have been filmed in
Eastern Mali or Western Niger, and we estimate it as likely that the production facility is
there as well. We are presently intensifying HUMINT collection operations across Mali in
order to zero in on its exact location. We have extended a request to our U.S. counterparts
to do the same, which they have agreed to do, of course. I might add that they have
significantly better outreach in Niger than we do.” “Colonel, do you believe that it is
unlikely that they will be able to carry out another attack, before we can find and destroy
their operation? They have only given us a week,” I ask. Before Colonel LeBlanc answers,
Colonel Martin from the DGSE interjects. “That is simply impossible to say, Madame
Minister. We will naturally do everything in our power to achieve that goal, but there is an
unaddressed dark horse in all of this. We do not agree with all the DRM’s conclusions for
one reason. The DGSE do not believe that ISWAP has developed the means to produce
and refine chemical agents on their own. It seems more than likely that they have received
outside assistance. With that assistance could also come other skills or foreign investments
in equipment and hardware which changes the picture in its entirety.” He opens a file in
front of him and pushes it across the table to me. They are personnel files with pictures of
three distinctly Asian-looking men. “These three gentlemen are Yuan-bo Zhang, Ming jie
Liu, and Te Dan Wei. They are Chinese chemical engineers. Scientists working for China’s
CNOOC, a government-owned oil and natural gas company, operating in the Gulf of
Guinea. The three of them were reported kidnapped in September 2016 from their oil
platform in the Usan Field some ninety kilometers offshore from the Nigerian coast. There
had been a series of similar attacks in the Egina Field just a few weeks prior. The Egina
Field is even further out to sea, so we were surprised to hear that the Chinese security was
lax enough for kidnappers to board the platform undetected, moreover successfully get
them off the platform. Nigerian attempts to recover the three of them have failed. Their
kidnappers disappeared into the depths of the Niger Delta, where the government has
almost no influence. For a while we tracked the negotiations for their release, but as
Chinese government negotiators generally show little interest in the fate of their citizens in

Africa, we didn’t give the case much attention before now.” He points almost
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demonstratively to a series of titles at the bottom of the files. “These three gentlemen are
not only exceptionally skilled chemical engineers. They are also two majors and a
lieutenant colonel of the reserves from The People’s Liberation Army. They have worked
both in the military and for the Chinese Government for decades. They specialize in

chemical warfare.”

I stare out of my office window. The clouds and rain in Paris seem relentless. It has
been overcast for a week now and the deluge this afternoon is supposedly the strongest
Paris has experienced since 1880. I know it makes no sense but I cannot escape the thought
that somehow all of this, even the weather, is connected. It feels unnatural. My eyes hurt.
I can feel my pulse beating on them. I take a deep breath. “It is lack of sleep, Florence,
nothing more,” I tell myself. The ultimatum expired yesterday morning. The seven days
have now come and gone, and ISWAP have failed to deliver on their threats. Frustratingly,
the intelligence community is feeding us conflicting messages. For all their informants and
spies, they have found little in ways of proof. For all the hundreds of analyzed reports,
tapping of communications, and scrutinizing of satellite imagery they’ve ended up pointing
in two different directions. DRM sees the situation as a confirmation of their initial
analysis. They believe that there are indications that ISWAP has not been successful in
producing vast quantities of the sulfur-mustard agent, and that it is likely they have
difficulties storing it. Moreover, they do not believe in DGSE’s suspicions of direct
Chinese involvement. DRM believes that the relatively ineffective approach of using a
suicide bomber as method of release attests to this. A collaboration with the Chinese state
would have meant that rockets, artillery, or even drones would have been used for the
attack. From interviews with captured ISWAP fighters, they have found only hearsay and
intangible hints at something big going on within the organization. They have not found a
single enemy officer with knowledge of a larger logistical operation to transport the agent
to other nations, nor anyone who knows of an artillery, missiles, or drone program for
means of delivery. DRM deems the enemy to have gone all-in on a bluff that we have now
called. They believe that the use of the sulfur-mustard agent is simply an attempt to level
the playing field against the relentless onslaught of Operation Barkhane and coerce their

enemies to halt ongoing military operations against them. If that is the case it is a short-
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sighted solution. Operation Barkhane has reduced its operations, but within days they will
be fully operational once again. DRM’s analysis is in stark contrast to the report DGSE has
just given me. It is terrifying reading. DGSE have jumped headfirst down the rabbit-hole
and followed every lead that could confirm their suspicions. They have attempted to track
hundreds of misplaced shipping containers with chemical compounds from Lagos,
Cotonou, and Accra only to lose track of them in the depths of the Malian Desert or the
Niger Delta. They have found reports from across the Sahel of stolen hazmat suits,
laboratory apparatuses, and dual-use medical equipment usable in the production of
chemical weapons that have disappeared from hospitals, clinics, and universities never to
be seen again. The have found disconcerting reports of ridiculously lucrative smuggling
operations to bring unmarked crates and boxes to the middle of nowhere or into the hands
of known ISWAP sympathizers with no questions asked. They have followed trails of
money from middlemen in Egypt and Saudi-Arabia into offshore accounts affiliated with
Chinese front companies in Mali and Nigeria. They have even found an informant ready to
swear that he has heard commanders refer to Asians helping them temper the steel of the
Scimitar of the Prophet. What both reports are sorely missing are actionable targets. There
are several mentions of villages in the ISW AP-controlled areas in Mali and Niger and even
references to a Tuareg village in the southern Algerian desert but nothing concrete enough
to justify direct action. DGSE will not rule out that a large-scale attack is under way and
that it could be on European soil. It sends a shiver down my spine. I think of my son, Cyril.
It could be him and his friends, attacked on the streets. It could be anyone. I imagine the
horror of what an attack in Paris with that sulfur-mustard agent would look like. Bataclan
would become a footnote in history in comparison. If they were to follow Aum Shinrikyo’s
example and release it in the subway, thousands of people would die under horrendous
circumstances. In my mind’s eye I see the explosions shake the underground stations. I see
glimpses of people fighting to escape the gas. A screaming horde of drowning, desperate
civilians, crawling over one another with blood gushing from their mouths, black tears
streaming down their faces, and blisters swelling across their bodies. It cannot happen.
There is a smart rap on the door, the calling card of Captain Bernard. “Come in,” I say, and

the door opens. He crosses the office in four strides and stands to attention. “We are ready
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for you, Madame Minister,” he says and forces a smile. I appreciate the gesture. Everyone
is feeling the pressure. “Thank you, Sebastian,” I reply and get up. “How are you?” I ask.
The smile reaches his eyes and becomes genuine. “Thank you, Madame Minister, not too
bad at all. I managed to sleep in my own bed last night and got to eat breakfast with Colette
and Noelle this morning. I can’t complain.” “Good,” I answer. “I am glad to hear it.” I find
the thought of him eating breakfast with his wife and baby girl comforting. It is a soothing
thought that all across France people are still going about their business in the face of this
evil. Life will not so easily be stopped. “Shall we?,” he asks. We leave the office together
and walk down the hall for this morning’s decision briefing. The past week we have been
pushing four lines of operations in preparation for another attack. We have had all law-
enforcement units in the country on highest alert and have had DGSI follow every
conceivable lead to