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Recycling past errors

A perennial and pervasive cultural belief in the Australian 
community is that conservative governments meet their 
national defence responsibilities better than Labor ones. The 
truth, with limited exceptions either way, is that governments 
of both political persuasions have been equally prone to 
neglect defence investment – and generally always keen to 
spend revenue elsewhere where the political and electoral 
advantages appear much greater. Arguably this is an inherent 
consequence of our three-year parliamentary cycle.

The Howard Government, for example, is often cited as 
increasing defence investment by some 55 per cent in dollar 
terms. To put this in perspective, however, social security, 
health and education spending all increased by more, by 
every measure, over the same period (even before we factor 
in all the additional spending in these latter three areas by 
the states and territories). In truth, Defence spending remains 
well within its long-term average band as both a percentage 
of the federal budget and of GDP – and well below the GDP 
percentages recommended as necessary in every Defence 
White Paper since 1976.

Five supra-partisan points of fact are particularly worth 
noting about defence investment:
•	 Beginning in 2000, nearly all the increases are catch-up 

investment to reverse decades of sustained neglect.
•	 They began only after the late 1999 East Timor crisis had 

proved just how badly ADF capability had deteriorated.
•	 The Howard government before 2000 had largely 

continued the sustained period of under-investment of 
previous Labor and Coalition governments.

•	 No responsible government of any political complexion 
could have continued to ignore, obfuscate or perpetuate 
the depth of neglect that existed by the early 2000s.

•	 The strategic calls on the ADF from September 1999 
onwards, and the resulting high operational tempos, have 
demonstrated we need a real defence force not a notional, 
niche or hollow one.
In the year before the November 2007 election several 

inter-linked factors came together in the modernising of 
Labor defence policy. First, there was generational change 
as Kim Beazley retired and was replaced by Kevin Rudd. 
Second, there was clear recognition that at previous elections 
the Coalition had benefited greatly from the widespread 
perception that Labor was not as sound on national security 
issues. Third, there was genuine and realistic recognition of 
international strategic realities, and the need for a strong ADF, 
by key Labor figures not least Kevin Rudd.

Throughout 2007 Labor continually argued that it would 
maintain the higher levels of defence investment and do so 
because they were undoubtedly necessary – including the 
three per cent real increases annually out to 2016 needed 
to rebuild the ADF. Labor also undertook not to cancel or 
unduly postpone any of the long-delayed major modernisation 
projects then finally underway.

The Rudd Government’s first defence budget therefore 
merits close scrutiny. Despite statements that increases to 

defence investment have continued – and that they remain 
highly necessary – there are very disturbing signs of 
backsliding. That cuts are in effect being made instead, and 
by budgetary legerdemain (see pages 6-7), only makes this 
seeming betrayal worse.

17 years afterwards, our defence force is still recovering 
from the serious damage so thoughtlessly inflicted by the 
Hawke Government’s 1991 Force Structure Review. Labor 
has consequently long suffered from community perceptions 
that its governments are intrinsically less reliable where 
national defence responsibilities are concerned. The Rudd 
Government needs to ensure that the 2009/10 defence budget 
dispels rather than reinforces this entrenched belief.  

Comment and Information
Leading Article  1
Letters  2
Current Comment  6
Major Furphy  11
The Sharp End  30
Association Update  32
Subscriptions and Privacy Policy  10
Articles
Towards a general theory of geopolitics 
in our time: Philip Bobbitt and  
the rise of the market-state    Paul Monk 12
Ships, SLOCs and security at sea James Boutilier 19
Saving the nation or serving the 
government? Ric Smith 25
Afghanistan myths and legends Jim Molan 30
Review Essays
Gallipoli: Attack from the Sea Rob Walls 34
Song of the Beauforts: No. 100 
Squadron RAAF and Beaufort 
Bomber Operations Jack McCaffrie 38
The Collins Class Submarine Story:  
Steel, Spies and Spin James Goldrick 44
Rivals: How the Power Struggle 
Between China, India and Japan 
Will Shape Our Next Decade Andrew Shearer 48
Securing the State: Reforming the 
National Security Decision-making 
Process at the Civil-Military Nexus Peter Leahy 50
Reviews
Gallipoli Sniper: The Life of  Billy Sing  Kenneth Thomas 36 
The Battle for Wau:New Guinea’s 
Frontline 1942-1943                   Dr Michael McKernan 37
Selling the Korean War: Propaganda, 
Politics and Public Opinion in the 
United States, 1950-1953     Professor Peter Edwards 40
The Battle at Ngok Tavak: A Bloody 
Defeat in South Vietnam, 1968 Bill Deane 41
Why We’re Losing the War on Terror    Brian Agnew 42
The Oxford Companion to Australian 
Military History  Neil James 43
The Three-Trillion Dollar War: The  
True Cost of the Iraq Conflict Neil James 46
The Emerging Global Order: Australian 
Foreign Policy in the 21st Century Ian Dudgeon 47
Ethics Education in the Military Dr Hugh Smith 52
Our cover
A RAAF C-130J aircraft at its base in the Middle East 
Theatre of Operations.                 Photo courtesy of the ADF



Defender – Autumn-Winter 20082

letters

le
tte

rs

The letters pages are an important part of Defender’s role in furthering informed public debate on 
defence and wider national security issues. Letters to the Editor of Defender are submitted on the 
condition that the Australia Defence Association as publisher may edit all letters and reproduce them 
in electronic form. Emailed letters should be sent to defender@ada.asn.au. All writers must supply their 
name, address and daytime telephone number. Identification of writers will be withheld where justified. 
Letters should be kept to a maximum of 300 words (ideally 150-250) and avoid personal attacks. 

defender@ada.asn.au

Sir: Rosemary Ganly’s excellent list of persistent terminology 
and conceptual errors by journalists trying to report defence 
matters was still missing a few notable examples.

Surely the most common amateurish error recently is that 
any minor and localised upsurge in fighting, or even isolated 
incident, is automatically branded an ‘offensive’. Although 
my ire does rise quickly whenever I see any fighting by 
our troops ridiculously described as a ‘gunfight’ as though 
cowboys or gangsters, not soldiers, were involved.

Journalists who unthinkingly regurgitate such hyperbole 
or sloppy jargon are surely forgetting the neophyte mistakes 
that got them a resounding ‘fail’ at journalism boot camp.

In describing the slide in newspapers recently Kerry 
Stokes put his finger on the problem saying that for 50 
years journalists have been shouting at their readership. 
Many defence reporters are some of the loudest shouters 
of the lot.

They need to calm down, get off the coffee, and talk to us. 
We can then listen rather than just become annoyed.

Tony Watts 
Western Australia

Sir: I read Rosemary Ganly’s letter on the shortcomings in 
media reporting of the ADF with great sympathy.

While it may be difficult for old soldiers to accept the 
crass mistakes of modern press reporting it must surely be 
infuriating to those young people bearing the burden on the 
front line. Although Ms Ganly identifies a number of the 
typical gaffes it would be easy to extend the count further.

The question remains, however, what is the mainstream 
media doing about the matter? When will editors and 
producers recognise they are dealing with a highly specialised 
and very sensitive field in which words carry particular 
nuances? What will it require for them to recognise that a 
cavalier attitude or style can do grievous harm?

When will they either employ reporters who are familiar 
with the subtleties of what they are reporting or train 
specialist reporters in the field? We naturally expect more 
from our media than we are getting. It would be good if they 
lifted their game.

Pat Beale 
South Australia

Sir: Rosemary Ganly was quite right to highlight again the 
sad situation where wounded ADF personnel are incorrectly 
described as merely injured. This crass insensitivity is no 
doubt due to ignorance rather than malice, and is surely the 
result of so few media practitioners having the personal or 
family knowledge of war casualties so common in previous 
generations.

Unfortunately this particular example of common media 
error has ill effects even worse than the original insult. It fails 
to emphasise the distinction that the wounding resulted from 
deliberate enemy action, usually intended to kill them. It was 
not the random result, however tragic, of chance, neglect 
or momentary inattention like most industrial, vehicle or 
household accidents.

On the contrary, their wounding resulted from a deliberate 
decision to readily accept the responsibilities and dangers of 
Service life, be it sailing into hostile waters, getting airborne 
for yet another mission or leaving the protection of a trench 
or armoured vehicle to go forward in the face of enemy fire. 
One would have thought that even a cub reporter would 
understand and appreciate the difference.

The growing inability to recognise this distinction 
in everyday life, in great part due to media insensitivity 
and indifference, can eventually lead to bureaucratic and 
legislative failures in caring for the wounded and the ill. 
Especially if it results in unfairly and incorrectly equating 
their situation to inappropriate civilian norms such as 
worker’s compensation measures.

The care, rehabilitation and compensation of our military 
wounded and ill has different moral and practical grounds. 
Those whose wounds or illness affect their health and limit 
their enjoyment of the rest of their lives are in this unfortunate 
position because they placed themselves in harms way after 
having stepped forward to serve our Nation and protect our 
precious way of life.

George Mansford 
Queensland

Sir: Few Australians appear to really understand the important 
role played by our Service personnel or how thinly stretched 
they are. One reason for this is the media’s lack of writers 
and commentators who have personal experience of naval, 
military and air force operations, and knowledge of the past 
history of our defence force.
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This has led to a great deal of misinformed nonsense about 
these subjects appearing in the media. When coupled with 
the general ignorance on defence matters of much of our 
political class, some of whom seem to believe that Australia 
maintaining a serious defence capability is unjustified, futile 
or immoral, healthy public debate on such issues is regularly 
circumscribed.

The ADA plays a critical role in keeping the public 
informed of the strategic problems facing Australia and the 
often inadequate resources or support provided to our defence 
force. The ADA’s steady, informed and public opposition to 
those ever keen to slash defence expenditure is an admirable 
effort in the national interest. Keep up the good work.

Frank Bennett 
Victoria

Sir: This truly is an amazing country when there is a hue 
and cry over the efforts of 400 odd of our young people in a 
foreign country. When we discover that they were not as well 
trained or as well equipped as we thought, there is a universal 
cry for more money and resources so that we will not face 
losses or damage to our prestige and reputation as a nation.

Well even the most myopic observer will realise that 
it is Australia’s Olympics team to which I refer, not the 
young men and women of the ADF who are overseas for 
considerably longer periods – in much less comfortable and 
far more dangerous environs. And they certainly will not be 
later offered lucrative endorsement contracts by swimwear 
and cereal companies.

Yet we continue to send first-rate troops into a much 
more competitive environment, battle, without first-rate 
equipment. Or we do not send the types of unit we might 
otherwise send, or we send them with borrowed armoured 
vehicles, because their unit’s organic fighting vehicles are 
simply not good enough. A similar situation applies to attack 
and utility helicopters, although numbers not obsolescence 
is the main problem there.

When young Signaller Sean McCarthy dies from loss of 
blood, even where the lack of medevac helicopters was not 
a direct contributor to his death (but could well have been 
in different tactical circumstances), there are just a few 
articles on aviation assets, or rather the lack of them, then 
the agitation dies out (pardon my wording).

Yet when the rudder on an Olympics rowing boat 
breaks it is earth-shattering news across the country and 
even makes the lead item on Today Tonight. We have no 
genuine armoured infantry fighting vehicles for our troops 
in Afghanistan, yet the equipment needs of the Olympic 
cycling team seem greater.

I’m no enemy of sport – far from it. I just think some 
proportionality in perspective and action would be good 
here.

Australian soldiers are being placed in needless danger, 
today, because of long-standing upgrade and procurement 
debacles. Our mid-1960s APCs, which remain incapable 
of modern battle in Afghanistan even when ‘upgraded’ at 
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enormous expense, are one of several similar problems. All 
our governments since Project Waler was cancelled in the 
mid 1980s are to blame for this situation.

Our new government needs to do the walk and not just 
the talk in fixing this. Blaming the Howard Government is 
a cop-out because it was the Hawke Labor Government that 
cancelled replacing our M-113 APCs when they were ‘only’ 
25-30 years old, and the Keating and Howard Governments 
that dawdled for another decade as these vehicles drifted 
towards their 40th birthday (now past). How many of our 
politicians are still driving a car their family bought in the 
mid to late 1960s?

Adrian Quilty 
New South Wales

Sir: I agree with Major Jim Hammett (Defender, Summer 
2007/08) in relation to mission creep by our Special Forces 
to the detriment of our infantry battalions. I write this as 
a veteran and a loyal former member of 3RAR, 1 SAS 
Coy RAR, 4RAR, SASR, 9RAR and the Infantry Corps in 
general.

In the 1990s I wrote to the Minister for Defence when 
the Government was sending engineer, signals or medical 
units on peacekeeping missions without infantry protection. 
I pointed out the folly of always relying on foreign infantry 
and, as time went by, the dubious value of much of that 
protection resulted in Australian infantry being increasingly 
used for our deployments to Cambodia, Somalia and, 
thankfully, Rwanda.

In those politically correct times I think the Government 
would have deployed them all dressed in civilian clothes if 
they could have gotten away with it. I must also sadly confess 
to the fact that I actually wrote to the Minister then, scolding 
him and the senior officers of the ADF for not finding an 
overseas mission for the SASR.

With East Timor in 1999 many of us had assumed that the 
need to deploy a diverse and balanced force to that task had 
brought an end to the foolish notion that we could always 
meet our strategic and moral obligations by contributing 
so-called ‘niche capabilities’ only. And kick out of bounds 
the even more stupid idea that the ADF and particularly the 
Army should be narrowly configured accordingly.

Since that time, unfortunately, the pendulum has continued 
to swing. We are now at the opposite extreme and mission 
creep has got us to the position where the Special Forces 
are assumed to be universal problem solvers and are being 
increasingly used in inappropriate roles. As an example, 
in the early weeks of UNTAET in East Timor, a patrol 
comprising a ten-man infantry section exchanged fire with a 
few ‘militia’ who fled into a scrubby flood plain. The ‘Quick 
Reaction Force’ was called for, which resulted in the arrival 
of a five-man SAS patrol by helicopter, instead of a couple 
more infantry sections to sweep the area. This ludicrous 
situation had the roles of the SAS and the infantry completely 
reversed. The incident was greeted with great mirth by the 
infantry section at that time but not anymore.

Now, due to constant deployments, and because the 
Special Forces are at almost their maximum possible size 

given the overall size of the Army they are recruited from, the 
SASR in particular is haemorrhaging experienced soldiers, 
sorry ‘operators’, at an unsustainable rate. Furthermore, the 
dangerous and counter-productive ‘Special Forces cult’ is 
being reinforced by their growing monopolisation of even 
standard infantry tasks – and by the new direct enlistment 
scheme whereby entrants to SASR can avoid experiencing 
the rest of the Army and how it all fits together. These trends 
and the resultant cult risk producing undue elitism, arrogant 
separatism and a generous sprinkling of ‘cowboy-ism’, rather 
than a balanced approach to being special and understanding 
the reasons why.

It is my sincere hope that this crisis of identity and morale 
problem in the infantry can be solved as soon as possible. 
One obvious solution is to let the infantry again undertake 
the types of infantry task that Australian diggers have done 
well, around the world, for nearly a century. This is not only 
for their own professionalism and professional self-respect, 
or to prevent burn-out in the SASR, but also because without 
experienced infantry, in our infantry battalions, from where 
else will the vast bulk of suitably experienced entrants for 
the Special Forces be drawn.

Bruce Scott 
New South Wales

Sir: As a career intelligence analyst in the defence force and 
the Department of Defence for some four decades, and a 
Vietnam veteran, I remain puzzled about the extent to which 
operational security is being cited so minor and harmless 
detail is withheld on ADF tactical operations.

For example, when Signaller Sean McCarthy was sadly 
killed in action the press articles all reported that ‘An ADF 
spokeswoman yesterday refused to say where the bombing 
took place, citing obvious security concerns’. The Dutch 
Defence Ministry promptly revealed that the incident took 
place in the Baluchi Valley and our newspapers duly reported 
this anyway.

Surely, in at least this case, the reluctance to report even 
the general location, some days afterwards, was not necessary 
on operational security grounds. Even if our operations in 
the general area were ongoing the enemy must have been 
aware of this, and us not announcing such a general area was 
operationally meaningless to either side.

After all, the enemy planted the bomb and knew where 
it was specifically located not just generally. They were 
also likely to have observed the detonation, seen the results 
to some extent and probably reported them up their own 
command chain. At least some local inhabitants would 
probably have known of the planted device and may also have 
observed the explosion. They would probably have passed 
this information on to the enemy even if the enemy were not 
observing the attack directly. Finally, the incident received 
widespread publicity anyway, including by us and including 
the details that a soldier had died and his identity. It would 
be safe to assume that the enemy would disseminate all these 
details, and their own knowledge of the general and perhaps 
even specific area of the attack, for propaganda purposes.
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Why then was the general location of the attack as the 
Baluchi Valley so important it could not be confirmed even 
days afterwards? We need to sustain public support for our 
commitment in Afghanistan and sustain public faith in the 
need for operational security measures when they are really 
important. Sufficient and timely detail on the great job our 
troops are doing needs to be publicised, and an appropriate, 
logical and consistent balance of information and operational 
security needs to be maintained. This is not happening at 
present.

John Giersch 
Australian Capital Territory

Sir: The last eighteen months or so have seen strong debate 
about expanding the RAN’s submarine force to counter a 
strategic outlook looking increasingly volatile in an era of 
global power shifts.

The submarine lobby has naturally made a concerted 
effort over this period to have its voice heard. Most have 
recommended a force of up to 12 submarines but some from 
the academic side of the lobby have recommended even 
more. The assumption, either declared or unspoken, is that 
the next-generation submarine force will form the core of 
the RAN’s future combat capability.

The latest offering in this regard comes from Dr Stephan 
Fruhling, of the ANU’s Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, 
in Golden Window of Opportunity: A New Maritime Strategy 
and Force Structure for the Australian Navy, published in full 
in the Kokoda Foundation’s Winter 2008 Security Challenges. 
He argues for just such a submarine-based maritime force 
structure. As a corollary to a proposed increase in the numbers 
of submarines he calls for commensurate decreases in the 
surface fleet, specifically the AWD and LHD programs.

Quite simply, such a force structure is flawed and would 
leave Australia strategically and operationally vulnerable. Dr 
Fruhling makes a cogent case for an increase in the submarine 
force in an increasingly less certain world, but not at the 
price of seriously unbalancing our maritime capabilities as 
a whole.

Without wanting to reproduce the comprehensive 
coverage of such debates in Going Down to the Sea in Big 
Enough Ships (Defender, Autumn 2005), and Amphibious 
Manoeuvre: On and Off the Water (Defender, Spring 2004), 
I would point out the following:

Any aggressor who would persist in engaging an Australia 
in possession of an enlarged submarine force (ie. is not 
deterred) is likely to be one willing to sustain the certain 
losses involved. A submarine-heavy force structure for the 
RAN would therefore be one more likely to lead to stalemate 
rather than decision through victory, or indeed deterrence. 
With only submarines and aircraft (in limited numbers) the 
ADF would have insufficient flexibility and capability to 
gain or maintain the initiative and ‘remove the stick’ from 
an adversary. If, on the other hand, the aggressor was a 
great power with the ability to overwhelm our stalemate 
by submarine, it would be far more likely than not that this 
situation would be one where our great power ally was 
involved anyway.

Surface and subsurface force elements perform 
complementary not mutually exclusive roles, both 
strategically and operationally. Surface units generally cannot 
provide the large-scale sea denial that subsurface forces 
can. Submarines cannot provide sea control on their own, 
although they can help surface forces to gain and maintain 
it. Denial is generally defensive and most often reactive in 
strategic terms. A capability to fight for control of the sea, 
however limited in scale or strategic reach, allows the ADF 
some opportunity to achieve the strategic or operational 
initiative. Therefore an appropriate force-mix needs to 
include both surface and subsurface units.

Our surrounding seas are a maritime highway not a 
continental moat. The archipelagic nature of our region, 
both near and wider, means that we need some capability 
for joint amphibious manouvre as a component of sea 
control. Not reliance on just ships and aircraft and certainly 
not reliance on only submarines and aircraft. The ability 
to project force ashore by firepower, ground manouvre or 
both is also a force multiplier across the whole spectrum of 
conflict. Amphibiosity is a logical corollary for any defence 
force seeking to dominate archipelagic maritime approaches. 
It also maximises the effect of our comparatively limited 
numbers of troops. Additionally, recent ADF experiences in 
Bougainville, East Timor and Solomon Islands have proved 
the need for greater amphibious-lift capabilities at company 
and battalion-group strength for stabilisation operations.

It is also worth noting that no credible simulation or 
study appears to have shown that a larger number of smaller 
amphibious ships is better than a smaller number of larger 
ones in the vast majority of plausible scenarios modelled. 
Concerns that the bigger ships are more vulnerable are over-
stated, as this would only occur in the higher-level (and 
probably coalition) wars where we would be most unlikely 
to be deploying them on our own and less well-protected 
anyway.

Tasking of the RAAF in our maritime approaches would 
always be significant and would at various times include 
maritime patrol, maritime strike, precision strike, strategic 
strike, close-air-support and combat air patrol. The RAAF 
obviously cannot be everywhere at once, especially across 
such varied roles and huge distances, and always in sufficient 
strength. Submarines cannot control the airspace over the sea. 
Aircraft can, at least when they are present, but true control 
of the sea in its air, surface and subsurface domains cannot be 
achieved with aircraft alone, certainly not with the numbers 
we have. We therefore need an ADF force structure that 
includes a balance of surface, subsurface, air and amphibious 
units in order to achieve even a limited measure of true sea 
control over our maritime approaches.

Brett Nordstrom 
Queensland
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Snap Shots
This much larger than usual omnibus issue of Defender 

(to help catch up for delays in publication) addresses 
topics across the spectrum of strategic policy, capability 
development and operations. Dr Paul Monk’s essay 
addresses the intellectual big picture of how we should 
conceptually frame our most basic thinking about strategic 
policy-making. While a longer article than those the 
journal normally runs, the truly fundamental importance 
of his topic and the logic of his approach makes this a very 
interesting and enlightening read. Dr Monk also joins the 
editorial board of Defender from the next issue. After his 
many thought-provoking articles and book reviews in 
recent years we feel confident our diverse readership will 
welcome him aboard.

Another Canadian contributor, Dr James Boutilier, 
analyses why we are in the midst of the most dynamic 
maritime era in living memory and how strategic concerns 
about the security of sea-lanes-of-communication (SLOCs) 
are only one aspect of this globalised dynamism. The 
review essay by Andrew Shearer discusses many of the 
same points.

Ric Smith discusses the seeming paradox that ‘east of 
Mumbai the guns are silent’ but no-one is reducing defence 
spending. In terms of inter-State conflict Asia has been 
peaceful for a generation, and certainly the most peaceful 
it has been in a century, yet most countries continue to 
see a need to increase their defence capabilities. He also 
examines the changing roles of armed forces across the 
region and, from the practical rather than the conceptual 
angle, touches on several of the same themes and issues 
also described by Paul Monk.

In the Sharp End, recently retired Major General Jim 
Molan contributes a punchy refutation of commonly 
expressed myths and legends about Afghanistan, its history 
and the current international assistance effort there. If his 
words could be reported and understood on all the blog sites 
purporting to discuss such matters public debate would be 
much better informed.

With nearly double the number of book reviews, and 
five of them review essays, this issue covers a far wider 
range of recent publishing than we are usually able to do, 
and includes historical, military professional, defence 
capability, foreign and strategic policy, and international 
ethics issues.

In closing, we advise that the next issue of Defender will 
be the last for our longtime editor, Dr Malcolm Kennedy. 
After some 25 years of editing the journal from its birth, 
and after recovering from a serious illness, Malcolm 
is understandably retiring from the day-to-day fray to 
concentrate on his family and his health. The next issue of 
Defender will feature his farewell essay looking back on an 
often tumultuous quarter century of debate about Australian 
defence and strategic policy.  

Nightmares long remembered
By far the two worst modern failures by Australian 

governments to meet their defence responsibilities were the 
Hawke Government’s 1991 Force Structure Review (FSR) 
and the Howard Government’s 1997 Defence Efficiency 
Review (DER). Many of today’s depleted capabilities, 
inefficiencies and systemic problems resulted from their 
narrow terms of reference (in pursuit of pre-conceived 
outcomes), ideological motivations and the ill-conceived 
and largely bogus ‘reform’ programs that followed each 
‘review’.

As the editorial in this issue of Defender notes, as well 
as continuing the rebuilding of the ADF after decades 
of comparative neglect (by both Labor and Coalition 
governments) throughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, the 
Rudd Government has to overcome some quite deep-seated 
community and corporate memories about the failures of 
the Labor governments concerned. The ill-thought through 
and politically opportunist FSR, for example, slashed the 
size of the ADF by some 30 per cent and foolishly abolished 
several of the capabilities we subsequently most needed 
in East Timor in 1999 and afterwards. The FSR has cast 
an especially long and baleful shadow. Even today, nearly 
two decades later, its effects still limit ADF capabilities and 
the consequent choices available to government about our 
national strategic options and our ability to mount and sustain 
operational commitments.

The Rudd Government therefore needs to emulate 
Caesar’s wife in being above suspicion about both its 
commitment to its defence responsibilities generally and its 
commitment to its 2007 election promises in particular. As 
preparations for the 2009/10 budget ramp up, it is important 
that the Government not try to repeat the blatant pea and 
thimble tricks it has apparently stooped to perpetrate in its 
first budget after winning office.  

Staring down yet another 
slippery slope

In March 2008, long before the global financial crisis 
rendered budget surpluses untenable, the fight was apparently 
on in earnest within the new Rudd Government to rein 
in expenditure across the board. The defence budget is 
the fifth largest federal outlay. As the only wholly federal 
function among the major categories of national investment, 
however, the Defence allocation is disproportionately visible 
politically – and commonly regarded both politically and 
bureaucratically as a great consumer of money and a rather 
unproductive one economically at that. It was firmly in the 
sights of the Expenditure Review Committee (ERC) as it 
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chopped spending as and when it could. Bureaucrats in every 
department can tell you just how ruthless and arbitrary the 
cuts were, even in areas of social policy dear to the hearts 
of those left of centre politically.

When it came to cutting defence investment though there 
were a couple of obvious and significant problems.
• First, up until 2000 Defence had generally been the victim 

of continual cuts and constraints for decades not, as for 
most portfolios, the odd year here and there. The increases 
introduced since 2000 were catch-up investment to redress 
all these prolonged cuts and limited allocations.

• Second, Labor had spent most of 2007 promising the exact 
opposite to cuts. There would, they stated, be absolutely 
no cut to the Defence budget if Labor was elected, not 
least because the existing levels of investment were fully 
justified.

• Third, during the election campaign Labor went even 
further and promised to honour the existing government 
commitment to three per cent real growth per annum in 
defence spending until 2014/15 (subsequently extended 
to 2015/16 in Labor’s 2008 budget announcements).
Making matters worse for those seeking to trim the 

government’s bottom line was the index used to determine 
just what is ‘real’ in terms of defence budget growth. The 
Non-Farm Deflator (NFD) had been put forward by Defence’s 
arch enemy, the Department of Finance, many years before 
as the index used to peg defence budget increases.

At that time the NFD was an unremarkable index that 
limited the flow of extra taxpayers’ dollars to what the 
central agencies regard, generally unfairly, as those profligate 
and often indiscriminate spenders of public money at the 
Department of Defence.

However, booming demand from China and others for 
Australian minerals had eventually turned the NFD into 
a generous index, one that would deliver many hundreds 
of millions of dollars more each year to Defence. The 
best estimate available to those outside the bureaucracy is 
that around $A1.3 billion extra should have made it onto 
Defence’s headline budget figure for the 2008/09 financial 
year.

But it did not, and the path that money took creates a 
dangerous precedent for the basis of Defence’s operational 
funding. It calls into serious question the validity of the 
Rudd Government’s commitment to sustained and sufficient 
investment in our common defence.

Because wars are inherently dynamic and relatively 
unpredictable, operations undertaken by the defence force 
are generally done on the basis of ‘no-win no-loss’ to the 
Defence budget. This means that government decisions 
on deploying troops, and the nature of their tasking and 
operations, are primarily taken on the basis of tactical or 
strategic necessity rather than cost. Few argue against this 
method. If a battalion is needed to complete a task effectively 
it hardly makes sense to have the bean counters whittle it 
back to a company to save money.

However, it is apparent that the billion-dollar plus NFD 
‘windfall’ is not being paid to Defence in the usual way in 
2008/09. Instead of being fed into Defence’s overall budget 
it will be used instead to pay for ongoing operations in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Timor and the Solomons. Let it be crystal clear, 
this is money that should have been available to plug gaps 
in the Defence Capability Plan, upgrade the badly neglected 
defence bases around Australia, or a myriad of other urgent 
needs such as a personnel system that actually works.

The facts of this budgetary legerdemain can be found in 
the detail of Defence’s Portfolio Budget Statements 2008/09 
(Budget Related Paper No. 1.4A & 1.4C). Table 1.2.4 on page 
17 of the 2008/09 PBS, entitled Defence 2008-09 Budget 
measures, clearly details the funding from the government 
for operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, Timor and the Solomons 
as zero – just little dashes on the page where the figures 
denoting real dollars should be.

This billion-dollar fudge was even noted in the fine print 
on one of the many budget day media releases from the 
Minister for Defence. Look at the bottom of an imaginatively 
titled release, Defence 2008-09 Budget, dated 13 May 2008 
and you will see ‘Note 3: Funding for overseas operations in 
2008-09 will come from internal resources and funding’. That 
is over a billion dollars of internal resources and precious 
little funding.

What precedent does this budgetary pea and thimble trick 
set for the no-win no-loss operational funding arrangements 
for Defence? Will concerns over the global financial crisis 
be used to justify yet more cuts to Defence investment in 
the 2009/10 budget? What of the now increasingly fragile 
commitment to the needed three per cent real growth in 
Defence investment?

There should not be a trade-off between building the 
defence force the country will need in the future and funding 
the operations of the ADF that operates on our behalf now. 
The Rudd Government seems to be forgetting that they 
promised to do both and agreed that both were needed.  

Afghanistan – holding the line
Both sides of politics continue to support our commitment 

to the UN-endorsed, NATO-led, International Assistance 
Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. At the same time, public 
opinion in Australia continues to drift away from support 
for the commitment.

To its credit the Rudd Government has consistently 
maintained a defensible and logical line, domestically and 
internationally, and publicly and in private. They stress 
that our commitment will continue, for as long as it takes, 
to secure Afghanistan’s future and prevent that benighted 
country from again becoming a sanctuary from which 
Islamist terrorists can mount their attacks across the world.

General Jim Molan’s sharp end article on pages 30-31 
refutes many of the claims commonly put forward by those 
opposing our involvement. As in all complex counter-
insurgency wars we may be in Afghanistan for a very long 
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time until the situation stabilises, governance improves, and 
Afghan security forces that can meet international standards 
for professionalism and respect for human rights are able to 
take over.

The Rudd Government has also consistently stated 
that it does not envisage increasing the size of the ADF 
commitment. Australia is already the largest non-NATO 
troop contributor, the tenth largest overall, and the sixth 
largest among the contributors doing the actual fighting. 
Again this public position is logical, especially as so many 
of the Western European members of NATO refuse to pull 
their weight in the war. Any increase in the Australian 
commitment at present would only allow such countries to 
further renege on their responsibilities as ostensible members 
of an alliance at war.  

Being a partner not a passenger
Most of our military commitment to Afghanistan is in 

Oruzgan Province where we are the junior ISAF partner to 
the Netherlands. The Dutch, along with the British, Danes, 
Estonians and Lithuanians, are certainly not among those 
Western European NATO members dragging their feet in 
Afghanistan.

At the end of 2010, however, the Dutch may have to 
scale back or withdraw their contingent from Oruzgan due to 
legislative and parliamentary constraints in the Netherlands 
– which is permanently governed by amorphous coalition 
administrations elected by proportional representation. The 
US has stated that should the Dutch withdraw, and no other 
NATO member be prepared to replace them, the US will 
do so.

Unwilling as the Australian government is to face this 
situation (at least publicly), it does confront us with vital 
strategic, operational and moral choices. That we should and 
will stay the course in Oruzgan is not one of them.

That we should not stop adding our voice to those 
NATO members with troops actually fighting in southern 
Afghanistan, who are insisting that the recalcitrant NATO 
members mend their ways and help in that region, is not 
one either.

But it would be in neither our operational nor our strategic 
interests for the USA to become the senior ISAF partner in 
Oruzgan. In terms of our operational cultures, it would instead 
be better for us, the Americans and indeed the Afghans, if 
we assumed the responsibility of senior ISAF partner to 
command and control the necessary counter-insurgency 
operations at the operational and tactical levels.

Similarly, at the strategic level, in terms of both the war 
across Afghanistan and our wider global strategic relationship 
with the USA, it would be better for both Australia and the 
US if we assumed the majority ISAF responsibility for the 
securing of Oruzgan. Not only has the US already borne too 
much of the burden in Iraq and Afghanistan, it is important 
we assure our major ally that we are willing and capable of 
more than token or ‘niche’ contributions to the joint military 

endeavours of the Western alliance. Canada has set an 
excellent strategic and moral benchmark in this regard.

This would undoubtedly require us to deploy a battalion 
group to the province (and we can). Based on allied 
experiences this would need to include artillery, tanks 
and, if they achieve operational capability in time (which 
is doubtful), our new armed reconnaissance helicopters. 
Otherwise the US or someone else would need to provide 
the attack helicopter support needed.  

Escalating a war in order 
to win it

As in all wars we must also be prepared to escalate the 
war in order to win it. Just as we (and our allies) successfully 
did and threatened during Confrontation in the early to mid 
1960s – and in effect achieved by deterrence in stopping the 
1999 East Timor crisis from becoming open hostilities.

The suggestion that an increased troop commitment 
somehow indicates that you may be losing a war is just 
that, only a suggestion. It is also often just a mutation of the 
reflexive claim of ‘quagmire’ that is too readily tossed up in 
place of reasoned argument from time to time.

The increasing success of the American ‘surge’ in Iraq 
provides a good example of an operational and political 
circuit-breaker – in that country and the wider region 
strategically. It again demonstrates that increases in force 
size, or actual or threatened escalations in force, can lead 
to resolution of a problem (if not always victory in the 
conventional sense) – and do so sooner than continuing to 
accept a perhaps problematic status quo.  

Monash fever erupts again
In World War I the Australian Corps, of five divisions, 

was our major commitment to the Western Front in 
France and Belgian Flanders. We also had the Desert 
Mounted Corps comprising two Light Horse divisions and 
various independent formations and units in the Palestine 
campaign.

General Sir John Monash was an exceptionally able and 
talented senior commander. He commanded at brigade level 
from June 1913, divisional level from June 1916, and then 
corps level from May 1918. He remains probably the best 
known senior Australian military commander in popular 
terms, certainly so in the case of historical figures.

Monash was instrumental in significant victories on the 
Western Front and in the evolution of modern military staff 
and operational planning processes. Being an Australian, 
and originally of a citizen-soldier background and with 
Jewish antecedents, Monash also remains distinctive in 
the public mind even generations afterwards. Memories 
of him are further burnished because of popular, but not 
always historically accurate, folk memories of the perceived 
indifferent performance of many British generals in 
comparison.
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Most forget or are unaware, however, that Monash was 
not the first Australian to reach command of a corps, or 
command of a corps predominantly comprising Australians, 
or the first to reach the ranks of lieutenant general and general. 
These achievements were won, equally on merit, by General 
Sir Harry Chauvel, the commander of the Desert Mounted 
Corps in Palestine. Chauvel was later also a distinguished 
Chief of the General Staff and Inspector-General of the Army 
throughout most of the 1920s.

Recently there have been calls for Monash to be 
posthumously promoted to field marshal. These calls stem 
from a genuine desire to further honour him and a belief that 
he was somehow unfairly discriminated against by not being 
so promoted at the time or before he died in 1931. Most of 
the reasons commonly cited to promote him posthumously 
are, however, wrong in fact or mistaken in interpretation and 
respect for consistency and precedent.

The discrimination argument is easily dealt with. In 
ascending order of formation and the rank of its commander, 
corps are commanded by lieutenant generals, armies by 
generals and army groups or major operational theatres by 
field marshals. Monash held the correct rank for his position 
at each level of command.

The consistency and precedent arguments are similarly  
dealt with easily. None of the others who commanded the 17 
corps of the British Commonwealth forces on the Western 
Front were promoted directly from lieutenant general to 
field marshal either. Even if the argument is accepted that 
the Australian Corps was effectively as big as some armies, 
Monash was still promoted general in retirement in 1929, 
although this occurred so he would not be offended when 
Chauvel was similarly promoted (and the evidence points to 
this being at Chauvel’s insistence).

We also need to think what Monash would have probably 
wanted or felt that he deserved. The evidence indicates 
he always acknowledged and respected Chauvel as his 
professional senior throughout the 1920s. On his gravestone 
he directed that it read only ‘John Monash’.  

Symptoms of a deeper historical 
malady

The misguided push to further honour Monash 
posthumously is really just another manifestation of enduring 
and deeper problems about how we can, or should, really 
use historical lessons to guide our contemporary defence 
efforts.

Most Australians have only superficial or no knowledge 
of our military history. They are therefore unduly vulnerable 
to the misrepresentation of that history or of being attracted 
to emotional or political calls to rewrite or ‘redress’ 
it. Moreover, as the case of Monash demonstrates, the 
contemporary popularity of an issue, or the current celebrity 
of an historical individual, should rarely count more than 

considered decisions taken at the time – or merit as it was 
then adjudged. If we are, for example, to start promoting 
people posthumously there are other, lesser known but 
equally meritorious figures in Australian military history 
with as good or better cases for such promotion. And once 
started where and how could you then stop?

Even where Australians do have some knowledge of our 
military history, the interests underlying it are often purely 
historical. Those concerned unfortunately tend to see no 
obvious correlation between what history teaches us about 
deterring, and winning, wars and how these lessons can be 
applied to our contemporary and future defence challenges. 
In other words, too many draw either no lessons or the wrong 
lessons from our military history.

This general or specific ignorance is unfortunately too 
often exploited. It especially underlies the frequent dearth of 
informed debate on strategic and defence issues in the general 
media and parliament for example. It also helps explain why 
so many subjective and even highly biased opinion articles, 
or radio and television programs, on strategic and defence 
matters are published or broadcast. These ignore historical 
lessons or misrepresent them because those doing it know 
they can usually get away with it.

The urge to misrepresent historical fact or rewrite history 
often appears to result from attempts to gain a real or 
perceived contemporary political or ideological advantage. 
The posthumous promotion of Monash, or implying that 
any Australian military effort in Europe or the Middle East 
in either World War was unnecessary, is too often suggested 
by those keen to push the idea that our current foreign and 
strategic policy should be essentially isolationist.

They infer, for example, that Australia had no strategic 
interest in preventing Germany win either World War and/or 
that ‘foreign wars’ do not ever concern us. As well as being 
ahistoric, this wrongly assumes Australians of those times 
were far more emotional or gullible than us, or that they 
were much less able to assess their strategic circumstances 
in their own time than we can now do – both in their case 
then and our case now. At the very least such assumptions 
are highly arguable.

Finally, calls to rewrite or ‘redress’ history can be 
motivated by sentiment or ideology more broadly. These 
usually include the belief that we can remake history, or atone 
for previous occurrences with which we now disapprove, by 
making symbolic gestures. Both ideas are usually based on 
the at best arguable assumptions that it is correct to do so and 
that we have the moral right to do it. They are certainly based 
on the questionable assumption that those making decisions 
at the time were somehow less well-informed, less capable 
or more prejudiced than us now second-guessing their 
circumstances and their actions long afterwards. We may be 
more informed at times (because we can know in retrospect 
what happened then) but the risk is that our prejudices are 
just different, not necessarily better ones.  
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Cultural revolution redux
As I may have mentioned once or twice in the past, my 

boss Barney (Air Marshal Barney Stoush, the VCDF) is 
renowned among Russell Hill’s corridor cognoscenti for his 
dry but ready wit during bureaucratic flaps. This especially 
comes to the fore when the mills of bureaucracy grind 
particularly slowly or noisily, our political masters again 
fall prey to the delusion that one of their current obsessions 
is an original thought that has never failed before, or some 
allegedly new doctrinal innovation proposed for the ADF is 
trumpeted as an absolute war-winner but is merely just new 
wine in old bottles re-labelled with Powerpoint.

The current pursuit of one billion dollars in annual 
‘savings’ for the next decade from the Defence allocation 
has hit two of these hot buttons. Barney, of course, was 
not taken in for a minute by the promise that capability 
development and operations were ostensibly quarantined 
from the chase. ‘Just watch’, he counselled the Chief-of-Staff 
and me quietly, ‘how the bureaucratic classifications and 
descriptions of various longstanding functions and activities 
will now mutate to cancel out common-sense’s inoculable 
or prophylactic effect’.

After surreptitiously checking my dictionary I found he 
was unerringly correct as usual. This latest mutation of the 
Salem virus was soon raging on all six floors in R1. Even 
the most isolated and remote corners of far-off R2 and R3 
provided none of their usual immunity to the infection and 
its frenzy for ‘cuts’, ‘cuts’ and yet more ‘cuts’.

Within the first few days various second-order, but 
undoubtedly operational and capability-related, functions 
were adjudged as merely administrative at the stroke of a 
pen; with no thought to the hard-won lessons of experience, 
both operational and bureaucratic. The murderously orphaned 
functions were then thrown on the block for arbitrary slicing 
and dicing. Ever more tenuously justified proposals soon 
followed – especially as there was no shortage of ambitious 
candidates keen to join the senior evasion service – and 
plenty who scented the air and threw options and themselves 
forward whenever they encountered a Minister, Secretary 
or CDF.

Returning from one particularly bloody committee session 
of the most high, Barney described the parade of willing 
officials proposing cuts as ‘redolent with the atmosphere of 
a Maoist self-criticism session at the height of the Cultural 
Revolution – but without the degree of personal restraint 
shown by the Red Guards’.

Born in the 1970s, and largely educated by post-
modernists, I nodded vaguely at the factual allusion – with 
the result that the Chief-of-Staff added yet another history 
book to my weekend professional reading list. Barney, a 
firm believer in humour as the second line of defence against 
stupidity, then sharpened his point about the resurgence of 
ultra-Maoist cultural practices. Hunting up the old high-
ceremonial uniform jacket he wore when defence adviser 
in New Delhi many years ago, he prominently hung it on 

his office hat stand, surmounted by a flat cap and a little red 
binder.

The first two or three bureaucratic butcher boys, popping 
in to brief the VCDF on their latest sinew slicing forays, 
missed it entirely. Feedback via the brew-crew rumour mill 
revealed that the next enthusiastic butcher boy to visit was 
just as insensitive to subtlety. He apparently thought the 
prominently displayed jacket was something to do with the 
annual gripping controversy, fought by heated emails to and 
fro across all six floors, as to whether the colder weather 
temperature setting in R1 should be 19.5, 20 or 20.5 degrees 
Celsius.

It was not until the fourth or fifth visit by a keen knife-
wielding functionary that Barney was actually asked about 
the significance of the ancient jacket and its symbolic neo-
Maoist accoutrements. The question had come at the end of 
a briefing where Barney was told that all overseas exchange 
postings were now regarded as both administrative and 
expensive and therefore a prime target for savage cuts.

Now a positively seething Barney is a rare sight. Like 
all fighter pilots he is famous for his equable and even 
temperament, but he struck and he struck hard. Pointing to 
the rounded edges and shape of the jacket’s Victorian-era high 
collar, Barney noted its strong resemblance to the Mao suits 
worn by victims during Cultural Revolution self-criticism 
sessions. Building on the analogy he pointed out China’s 
inwards-looking marked decline as a result of such self-
destructive measures. He further reminded his questioner that 
overseas postings, in fact, saved money, lives and national 
reputation. ‘How else’, Barney boomed, ‘could we ensure 
comprehensive inter-operability with allies and friends, 
operationally benchmark ADF professionalism effectively, 
and acquire key professional experiences and qualifications 
simply not available or feasible within our own resources’. 
‘Moreover’, he slammed, ‘overseas postings generally 
achieved all this at a fraction of the financial and operational 
costs of the alternatives over the long run’.

Both his rage and his unrelenting stream of logic were 
a wonder to behold. After the butcher boy in question had 
fled the power suite, disarmed and in some terror, Barney 
throttled back, applied the flaps and made a text-book 
three-point landing. His usual introspection soon followed, 
coupled with his penchant for ably passing on lessons to 
the successor generations. ‘Self-inflicted jerk injuries to the 
knee’, he mused at last, ‘need surgeons not butchers and 
men not boys’.  
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Too often when we examine Australia’s present strategic 
circumstances it is the big picture that is confusing to 
most of us, more than the details; or rather, the details 

can confuse us just to the extent that we lack a coherent big 
picture. I am at the beginning of a research project into the 
utility of the ideas of Philip Bobbitt for understanding that 
big picture and so I shall sketch out those ideas for you.

In April 2001 my essay in Quadrant, Twelve Questions 
for Paul Dibb, was a response to an essay he’d had in the 
July-August 2000 issue of the same magazine, which had 
been titled A Trivial Strategic Age? Dibb had opened up 
by remarking that we do not have an adequate label for the 
strategic era we are in. We find ourselves, he suggested, in 
‘an indecipherable world in which the previous certainties of 
the Cold War have been replaced by a maze of complexity 
and contradictions.’ Dibb’s most fundamental complaint at 
that time was ‘the discipline of strategic studies has been of 
little use in enlightening our understanding of the current 
state of international affairs.’ He commented that ‘the body 
of knowledge that was built up during the Cold War is 
now of little use’ and that the academics had become ‘too 
preoccupied with theoretical introspection to be of much use 
to policy makers.’

As a consequence, he concluded, ‘...strategic policy is 
being made “on the run” without a well-grounded body 
of analysis to guide defence priorities.’ Yet in this state of 
apparent confusion, Dibb helped Hugh White draft the 2000 
Defence White Paper. It is high time we did, indeed, develop 
a well-grounded body of analysis to guide strategic policy. 
But neither Dibb nor White has done so while at the Strategic 
and Defence Studies Centre at ANU, in part because they lack 
an aptitude precisely for theoretical introspection.

Perhaps my most pointed criticism of Dibb, in April 
2001, was that his impatience with ‘theoretical introspection’ 
seemed to place him ‘in some danger of finding himself up the 
strategic studies creek without a cognitive paddle.’ More than 
seven years later, I believe this has been demonstrated rather 
dramatically by much that has been occurring in the world 
around us. A great deal has been happening since April 2001 
and new thinking is certainly required in order to grapple 
with it. If Dibb’s remarks about the Russian intervention in 
Georgia are an indication of his state of mind, however, he, 

Towards a general theory of 
geopolitics in our time:

Philip Bobbitt and the rise of the 
market-state

 
Paul Monk

at least, is not doing any new thinking even now. Instead, 
he seems to be urging us to get back to the future, with a 
few platitudes about great power politics. Robert Kagan 
was, perhaps, a little closer to the mark in warning of the 
complacency of the Western Europeans, but we need much 
more than simple talk about the rough balance of power.

Let’s recall a few of the striking developments of the 
present decade:
• the irruption of global Islamist jihad;
• a rapid increase in Chinese wealth, power and 

assertiveness;
• the widening proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 

with Pakistan, Iran and North Korea of particular 
concern;

• the uncertain future of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty and of counter-proliferation with regard to WMD 
in general;

• growing problems with cyber security, not least with 
large scale hacking operations coming out of China and 
apparently sponsored by the PLA;

• the peak oil problem;
• the complex challenges of climate change;
• the possibility of pandemic disease in a globalised 

world;
• the collapse of the Doha Round of free trade talks;
• the global economic meltdown and the fragilities and 

vulnerabilities it has highlighted in the international 
financial order;

• the widespread sense that the United States itself is in 
irreversible relative decline as a power and the tendency 
to liken it to the Roman Empire; and

• the more and more evident deficiencies of the international 
institutions set up at the beginning of the Cold War to 
serve the maintenance of world order, notably the United 
Nations, the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund.
So much for Francis Fukuyama and what he acclaimed 

in the early 1990s as The End of History. Yet the list of 
developments above is only a very preliminary one and to 
run through these topics in detail would be several articles 
in themselves. Let me; therefore, confine myself to three 
central observations:
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• First, in order to think more or less coherently and in 
practical terms about this array of challenges, we do, in 
fact, need theoretical introspection. Indeed, we need a new 
kind of general theory in the geopolitical arena analogous 
to the ‘general theory of employment, interest and money’ 
developed by John Maynard Keynes in the 1930s in the 
midst of the Great Depression.

• Second, such a general theory has been developed over 
the past decade by Philip Bobbitt; most notably in his 
landmark 2002 book The Shield of Achilles, and applied 
to the challenge of globalised terrorism in his new book, 
Terror and Consent, which he had planned to call The 
Bow of Odysseus, only to be overruled by his publisher.

• Third, in working with this general theory, as with any 
theory, we will get the most return on our investment 
of time and effort by using a Popperian approach to the 
relationship between theory, reality and judgment. Those 
familiar with the work of the late Karl Popper, author of 
The Open Society and Its Enemies and Conjectures and 
Refutations, among many other works, will be aware that 
he rejected the concept of knowledge as apprehension 
of certain truth in favour of the idea that we advance 
our understanding of the world through making bold 
conjectures that are then tested against reality and revised 
as we discover our errors.

Why we need a new general 
theory of geopolitics

In decrying the academic preoccupation with theoretical 
introspection, in 2000, Paul Dibb lamented the loss of the 
‘certainties’ on which strategic policy had been based during 
the Cold War. But on any serious reading, the Cold War was 
full of uncertainties and its ending was rooted precisely in 
those uncertainties. I remember feeling bemused, in 1989 
and 1990, at the widespread incredulity that the Soviet bloc 
was falling apart. Those who were incredulous had been 
prisoners to their own certainties. I had just completed a PhD 
in 1988, in which I had remarked that the history of the 20th 
century was that of the collapse of one obstacle after another 
to the further expansion of the global capitalist order – and 
that the next in line for capitulation, as recent developments 
plainly demonstrated, were the command economies of the 
anti-capitalist states. That remark was not based on certainty 
or ideological faith, but on a general theory which I had 
developed in the 1980s.

A great deal was changing in the world before the 
demolition of the Berlin Wall and it is those changes which 
both triggered that seminal event and opened the floodgates 
to much that we are experiencing now. I never say, by the 
way, that the Berlin Wall ‘fell’, because this suggests that it 
did so all on its own, whereas human agency was the critical 
factor. There has been widespread agreement, since 1991, 
that we need a serious conceptual reframing of geopolitics. 
It is just that the various reframings on offer have not, thus 
far, been very convincing. There has actually been almost an 
avalanche of books on geopolitics over the past seventeen 
years. Indeed, we can feel swamped by it almost to the point 

where we give up on any serious effort to master it all. But if 
we do that, we reduce ourselves to confusion and ineptitude. 
We need powerful conceptual tools. We need a new and 
compelling general theory.

What, then, is the relationship between globalisation, the 
global Islamist jihad, the rise of China, the dangers of cyber 
warfare, the challenge of WMD proliferation, the collapse 
of the Doha Round, the dangers of climate change, the 
global economic meltdown, the view of the United States 
as a declining empire and so on? How do we make sense of 
all these phenomena? What is it actually intelligent to do, if 
we want to respond to them all without coming to grief? It 
would be fatuous of me to declare that the answer is simple 
or that I am certain I have it. But as a student of these matters, 
I have found the work of Philip Bobbitt more interesting and 
suggestive certainly than that of, say, Paul Kennedy, Francis 
Fukuyama, Robert Kagan or Thomas Friedman, to mention 
but a few of the better known names in the field.

To underscore the need for serious theory, let us consider, 
for example, the quite popular idea that the United States is 
in decline and can usefully be compared with the Roman 
Empire. This is an attempt at theory by means of historical 
analogy. It is a somewhat vague attempt at a more general 
theory or conceptual perspective. Let’s reflect on that, as 
a way into the broader question of why we need a general 
theory and what kind of things a really useful general theory 
would need to be. After all, even those whose knowledge 
of history is pretty thin have heard of the fall of the Roman 
Empire to the barbarians and the coming of the Dark Ages. 
The very idea of the Republic and the Empire, as shadowy, 
portentous concepts, surfaces again and again in popular 
culture, most famously in the Star Wars films. Somehow, 
the analogy with Rome seems to provide perspective – but 
it is a fatalistic and ominous perspective that does little to 
enhance our sense of what it might be useful to do in all the 
circumstances.

Niall Ferguson and Chalmers Johnson have used, instead, 
an analogy with the decline and retreat of the British Empire, 
but methodologically, the approach is basically the same. 
It is, in both cases, an attempt to understand the course of 
contemporary affairs and anticipate the future course of 
events in terms of a general, more or less cyclical, theory of 
states. This is an approach to geopolitics that goes back to 
the Greeks, if not earlier and was famously represented in 
the 1930s by Oswald Spengler in his dark prophecy of The 
Decline of the West.

Polybius, in his powerful account of The Rise of the 
Roman Empire, looked ahead, in the 2nd century BCE, and 
anticipated its eventual fall. He did not anticipate that the 
Empire would last another 600 years. When its fall began, 
with the sack of Rome by Alaric’s Goths, in 410 AD, St 
Augustine made an even grander attempt at a theoretical 
synthesis, in his remarkable book The City of God Against 
the Pagans. Empires come and go, he wrote, but the true 
eternal city, the City of God, will not fall and we should 
place our hopes in it, not in Rome. Augustine believed 
that the barbarian invasions were a sign that he and his 
contemporaries lived in the senectus mundi – the old age of 
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the world – and that the End of the World was coming, if not 
imminently then within that epoch. He would, doubtless, be 
astonished by the staggering vitality and inventiveness of the 
modern world. Yet here we are again, with prognostications 
of both the fall of the ‘Empire’ and even the End of the 
World, as we know it.

The problem with these kinds of theories is that they are 
very informal and fatalistic. They do not offer very much 
more than suggestive parallels by way of explaining what 
is happening at present or may actually occur in the future; 
much less do they provide the conceptual tools for taking 
action that would alter the anticipated course of events or 
enable us to grapple more effectively with the challenges we 
face. Yet that is what we require of theory in the physical 
sciences, or economics. It is, surely, what we need from 
theory, when it comes to understanding geopolitics and the 
tasks of our time.

That means not simply seeing rough analogies with the 
past, however intriguing these may appear, but explaining 
the nature of the analogies with some rigour, identifying the 
differences between cases and, above all, specifying what 
insights and principles may be derived from all this to guide 
action in a non-fatalistic manner. This is what Machiavelli 
was attempting in his Discourses on the First Ten Books of 
Livy and his more famous political pamphlet, The Prince. 
It is, also, to give him his due, presumably what Paul Dibb 
was driving at, in 2000, when he remarked that ‘academic 
work that really makes a mark in the wider community is 
that which develops principles to guide policy.’ Yet in his 
most recent commentaries, he describes the rise of Russia 
and China very much in ‘back to the future’ terms. I think 
we need to do better than this and I believe we can.

Philip Bobbitt’s general theory of 
geopolitics

When Philip Bobbitt’s The Shield of Achilles was published 
in 2002, it was acclaimed by Michael Howard, former Regius 
Professor of Modern History at Oxford and Chair of Military 
and Naval History at Yale, as ‘a remarkable and perhaps a 
unique book’. Bobbitt advanced in this book a general theory 
of state formation, law and strategy. While it demands close 
analysis and may be problematic in a number of ways, it 
is the most thought-provoking attempt at a new general 
theory of geopolitics of which I am aware. Not only Michael 
Howard, but many others, including Henry Kissinger, have 
acknowledged it as having great significance.

Michael Howard wrote, in his foreword to The Shield of 
Achilles:

There have been many studies of the development of 
warfare, even more of the history of international relations, 
while those on international and constitutional law are 
literally innumerable. But I know of none that has dealt 
with all three of these together, analysed their interaction 
throughout European history, and used that analysis to 
describe the world in which we live and the manner in 
which it is likely to develop. Indeed, few people can 
match Philip Bobbitt’s qualifications to write it: doctorates 

in both law and strategic studies, a respected record of 
publications in both, long experience in government and 
all informed by a deep understanding of history such as 
most professional historians would envy.
The Shield of Achilles is not a book that can be digested at 

one sitting or on one reading. My friend and business partner, 
Tim van Gelder, remarked to me some years ago, of Making 
It Explicit, a massive study of language, truth and meaning 
by the philosopher Robert Brandom, that it is not a book one 
‘reads’, but a book one studies and slowly absorbs and one 
which, in the process, completely transforms one’s outlook 
on life. I believe much the same might be said of The Shield 
of Achilles. The problem, of course, is that, because such 
books are so formidable, relatively few people read them at 
all, much less study them and absorb their lessons. As far 
as I can gather, not very much more has been absorbed into 
the general understanding of decision makers from Bobbitt’s 
work than the term ‘The Long War’; but even it has been 
misapplied, being used to describe the struggle against 
globalised terrorism, whereas Bobbitt used it to describe the 
series of conflicts from 1914 to 1990 that constituted much 
of the history of the 20th century.

The general theory that Bobbitt advances is that the state 
has its genesis not in law or in war, but in the symbiotic 
relationship between law and war. This symbiosis has 
resulted in an evolution of state forms since the fifteenth 
century. While there may be some generic phenomenon 
called ‘the state’, Bobbitt argues, its specific characteristics 
change from century to century, driven by the imperatives of 
adapting both law and strategy to one another. The state as we 
became accustomed to it in the 20th century was not the state, 
but the nation-state. And the unending process of evolution 
is driving a mutation of the nation-state into a new state form 
that Bobbitt calls the market-state. His theory is detailed, 
powerful and has many implications for the guidance of 
strategy, and law, both domestic and international. It also 
has profound implications for force structure, including the 
concept of defence reserves, and seems to explain many 
of the ad hoc changes we have been seeing over the past 
decade or more.

The key to Bobbitt’s worldview is his observation that 
war is not an aberrant form of human behaviour that can 
be prevented once and for all by recourse to international 
law. He argues that the very nature of the state has been 
determined by the changing demands of war, with new legal 
frameworks for both states and the relations between states 
emerging in the cauldron of epochal wars. Crucially, what 
triggers epochal wars is that a process of evolution has left 
behind the laws and stabilities that obtained between states 
following an earlier settlement, and has created fundamental 
uncertainties about order and the use of power. This has 
occurred again and again and is occurring again right now 
– with grave implications.

It is well enough known that artillery and the printing 
press brought an end to the feudal order; the telegraph and 
railways to the dynastic order. What Bobbitt argues is that 
these were not merely historical episodes of a curious nature, 
but are clues to how history actually works. We are in the 
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midst of another such epochal shift, he argues, and we need 
to think hard and act adroitly, if we are to avoid another cycle 
of wars. He opens the Prologue to The Shield of Achilles 
with the words:

We are at a moment in world affairs when the essential 
ideas that govern statecraft must change. For five centuries 
it has taken the resources of a state to destroy another state; 
only states could muster the huge revenues, conscript 
the vast armies, and equip the divisions to threaten the 
survival of other states. Indeed, posing such threats, and 
meeting them, created the modern state. In such a world, 
every state knew that its enemy would be drawn from a 
small class of potential adversaries. This is no longer true, 
owing to advances in international telecommunications, 
rapid computation and weapons of mass destruction. 
The change in statecraft that will accompany these 
developments will be as profound as any that the State 
has thus far undergone.
Notice the key technological developments by 2000 that 

Bobbitt mentions, as the counterparts of the mobile artillery 
and printing press of 1500 or the railways and telegraph of 
1900. But he enlarges on the implications, bringing law and 
strategy together. As a consequence of these developments, 
he argues, all due to the competition between different kinds 
of nation-state during the Long War, ‘the constitutional 
order of the nation-state is now everywhere under siege.’ 
A new kind of state form is necessitated by these same 
developments and, therefore, we are seeing and will see 
a transformation of the fundamental raison d’être of the 
state, the legitimating purpose of the state and the logic of 
its strategic endeavours – with implications for domestic 
constitutional law, international law, intelligence collection 
and analysis, force structure and military strategy.

In language which invites reflection on the discussion of 
interests versus geography in the informal strategic policy 
debate we have been having in this country over much of 
the past decade, Bobbitt wrote, in 2002:

The nation-state’s model of statecraft links the sovereignty 
of a state to its territorial borders. Within these borders, 
a state is supreme with respect to its law, and beyond 
its borders a state earns the right of recognition and 
intercourse to the extent that it can defend its borders. 
Today this model confronts several deep challenges. 
Because the international order of nation-states is 
constructed on the foundation of this model of state 
sovereignty, developments that cast doubt on that 
sovereignty call the entire system into question.
Five such developments do so: (1) the recognition of 
human rights as norms that require adherence within all 
states, regardless of their internal laws; (2) the widespread 
deployment of nuclear weapons and other weapons of 
mass destruction that render the defence of state borders 
ineffectual for the protection of the society within; (3) 
the proliferation of global and transnational threats 
that transcend state borders, such as those that damage 
the environment, or threaten states through migration, 
population, disease or famine; (4) the growth of a world 
economic regime that ignores borders in the movement 

of capital investment to a degree that effectively curtails 
states in the management of their economic affairs; and 
(5) the creation of a global communications network that 
penetrates borders electronically and threatens national 
languages, customs and cultures. As a consequence, 
a constitutional order will arise that reflects these five 
developments and, indeed, exalts them as requirements 
that only this new order can meet. The emergence of a 
new basis for the state will also change the constitutional 
assumptions of the international society of states, for that 
framework, too, derives from the domestic constitutional 
rationale of its constituent members.
Bobbitt anticipated that one alarming symptom of this 

state of affairs would be global terrorism able to cause 
unprecedented damage to metropolitan states. But the larger 
significance of his general theory has been somewhat lost 
in the preoccupation with terrorism worldwide since 2001. 
It is that larger significance, however, to which I would like 
to draw your attention.

While he is thought to have argued that the epochal war 
of our time will be or is already a war against terrorism, 
Bobbitt actually argued, both in The Shield of Achilles and 
in Terror and Consent, that terrorism was only a premonitory 
symptom of the changes that are occurring in the international 
system – like Caribbean piracy in the seventeenth century. If 
we address those symptoms intelligently, he suggested, we 
might avoid descent into a cataclysmic epochal war between 
great powers vying for primacy in the constitutional order of 
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we can expect a new epochal war in which 

a new form of the state – the market-state 

– asserts its primacy as the most effective 

constitutional means to deal with the 

consequences of the strategic innovations 

that won the Long War

market-states. This emphasis is somewhat obscured by his 
concentration on the symptomatic problem in Terror and 
Consent and his urgent insistence in that book that ‘almost 
every widely held idea we currently entertain about twenty 
first century terrorism and its relationship to the Wars against 
Terror is wrong and must be thoroughly rethought.’

 Writing in 2000, before The Shield of Achilles went 
to press and months before 11 September 2001, Bobbitt 
commented:

When the best commentators look at the future, they 
seem to divide between two expectations: some, like John 
Keegan, expect that states will master the arts of peace 
and that war will wither away; others, like Martin van 
Creveld, believe that war will degenerate into civil chaos, 
fought by stateless gangs. One might say that the former 
see a future of law without war, and the latter a future of 
wars without law. My own view, of course, is that law and 
wars will persist because they are mutually supportive. 
And this is not the worst dynamic equilibrium: a state 
without strategy for war would be unable to maintain its 
domestic legitimacy and thus could not even guarantee 
its citizens civil rights and liberties; a lawless state at war 
could never make peace and thus would be trapped in the 
cycle of violence and revenge.
The parliamentary nation-state 
has emerged from the Long War 
as triumphant. Nevertheless, we 
should not expect that either 
this form of the constitutional 
order or the Peace that recorded 
its ascendancy will be eternal. 
Mindful of the past, we can 
expect a new epochal war in 
which a new form of the state – the market-state – asserts 
its primacy as the most effective constitutional means to 
deal with the consequences of the strategic innovations 
that won the Long War. To shape, if not permanently 
forestall this war to come, the society of states must 
organize in ways that enable it to prevent the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction, to treat expeditionary 
interventions as opportunities for consensus-creating 
coalitions and to share information as a means of defence 
against disguised attacks. By these means, the next 
epochal war can be converted into a series of interventions 
and crises, instead of a world-shattering cataclysm or a 
stultifying and repressive world order.
When, just before his book was due to go into print, the 

attacks of 11 September 2001 occurred, he wrote a post-
script. He described what had just happened as ‘an historic 
opportunity’ to take stock and come to terms with the dangers 
of the new era. He called this decade an Indian Summer, 
remarking that the term:

…usually evokes a pleasant sensation of warm autumn 
weather that gives us a second chance to do what winter 
will make impossible. The origin of this phrase, however, 
is more menacing. The early American settlers were often 
forced to take shelter in stockades to protect themselves 
from attacks by tribes of Native Americans. These tribes 
went into winter quarters once autumn came, allowing 

the settlers to return to their farms. If there was a break in 
the approaching winter – a few days or weeks of warm, 
summery climate – then the tribal attacks would be 
resumed, and the defenceless settlers became their prey. 
Once again, the settlers were forced to band together or 
to become victims, attacked one by one.
In the comfort of his library, in Austin, Texas, in 2006, 

Bobbitt told me how his ancestor, Edward Bobbitt, had been 
caught in the open by raiding Native American tribesmen 
in Massachusetts, murdered and mutilated, in the Indian 
summer of 1643. That brought home vividly what he meant 
by the expression having more sinister connotations.

He argued that, in the Indian Summer of our current 
prosperity and strength, we should seek to overhaul the 
constitutional order of the nation-state and its assumptions 
about international security, especially collective security, 
developing new legal and strategic frameworks for self-
defence against terrorism – such as shared intelligence, 
shared surveillance information, new technologies for 
security such as nanosensors, cyber defences and missile 
defences, revised approaches to critical infrastructure security 
and civil defence emergency procedures in the event of cyber 
attacks or biological warfare attacks, new international 

covenants regarding extradition, 
pre-emption and non-proliferation 
– so that nation-states in the process 
of losing their grip and mutating into 
market-states might not only defeat 
international terrorism, but avoid 
the kind of peer competition that 
could plunge mutating states into 
cataclysmic great power conflict of 
novel and terrifying kinds.

Al Qa’eda, he believes, is only the first of a species of 
market-state terrorism. The United States is not so much a 
declining empire as a liberal democratic nation-state mutating 
into an entrepreneurial market-state. China is a communist 
nation-state mutating into an authoritarian mercantile market-
state. The A.Q. Khan nuclear proliferation network is the 
harbinger of deadly market schemes to come, in the world 
created by WMD, rapid computation and global capital 
markets. Climate change and the dangers of pandemic 
diseases, electronic globalisation of culture and identity 
politics are challenges of the new epoch which will require 
revisions to strategy and law, because they pose transnational 
dangers. The collapse of the Doha Round; the impotence of 
the United Nations, the increasing irrelevance of the World 
Bank and, not least, the great derivatives debacle, which has 
triggered the current global financial crisis, are all symptoms 
of the shift in world affairs that is ushering in the new order 
or disorder of market-states – though, of course, they could 
portend regression and confusion.

A Popperian approach to the 
general theory

The application and testing of Bobbitt’s general theory 
require detailed work and analysis. In undertaking such 
analysis, there are conceptual traps for the unwary. A.N. 
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Whitehead, Bertrand Russell’s collaborator in writing 
the Principia Mathematica, long ago pointed out that we 
confound our thinking again and again by committing what 
he called ‘the fallacy of misplaced concreteness’. He meant 
that we invent labels for things as a means for classifying 
them and making sense of them, but then mistake the label 
for the thing itself. This is an error of which we need to be 
wary in using so powerfully structured a general theory as 
Philip Bobbitt’s. At every step, we need to check whether 
there are such things as ‘nation-states’ and ‘market-states’, 
for instance; or whether these are simply convenient labels 
we may use to give some semblance of order to our thinking 
about extremely complex realities boiling and crawling with 
contradictions, anomalies and anachronisms.

In his last book, The World of Parmenides, Karl Popper 
inquired into how the conceptual breakthroughs in scientific 
cosmology and critical rationalism by the pre-Socratics, 
2500 years ago, laid the foundations of modern philosophy 
and science. He centred the book on Parmenides, because 
Parmenides, who discovered that the moon is a sphere and 
that it does not have its own light but reflects that of the Sun, 
was prompted by these startling realisations to postulate a 
general theory of perception and reality. That conjecture 
by Parmenides was so powerful, but so paradoxical that 
it impelled later philosophers, especially Leucippus and 
Democritus, to refute it and, in doing so, to develop the 
theory of atoms and the void upon which modern science 

would later be based. Popper’s interest here is in the origins 
of our intellectual disciplines and methods for theorising and, 
crucially, for critically revising our theories and beliefs.

In that Popperian spirit, we should not so much believe 
Bobbitt’s general theory, as to use it to stimulate really serious 
and systematic thinking about our strategic circumstances. 
John Maynard Keynes remarked that practical statesmen who 
expressed scorn for abstract theory were invariably slaves 
to the ideas of some defunct economist. Likewise, those 
who profess impatience with detailed conceptual analysis 
of the kind Bobbitt offers, are very likely to be the slaves of 
preconceptions which they fondly imagine to be simply the 
‘realities’ of the world. In Terror and Consent, Bobbitt makes 
numerous suggestions for the reform of intelligence, strategy, 
law and force structure; but he remarked to me before the 
book had come out, ‘The one thing we most need to do is 
to think.’ His general theory is a wonderful stimulus to the 
kind of thinking we urgently need to do.

Some force structure 
implications

What, then, might be some of the implications of Bobbitt’s 
general theory for Australian national security? I found myself 
thinking of this, for instance, when reading Ross Babbage’s 
claim, earlier this year, that Australia faces the rise of Asian 
powers on such a scale that we would need to contemplate a 
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massive increase in defence expenditure and the acquisition 
of 400 combat aircraft or 30 conventional submarines, in 
order to be able to ‘rip the arm off’ an aggressor in a future 
war. I had similar thoughts when reading Major General Jim 
Molan’s fascinating memoir of his work in Iraq for Ricardo 
Sanchez and George Casey in 2004-05. Neither Ross nor Jim 
offered a conceptually or theoretically elaborate assessment 
of the challenges we face, only an account of Ross’s fears 
about Asian great powers and Jim’s concerns arising out 
of his remarkable experience in Iraq. To think through our 
national security and the force structure requirements of the 
new epoch, we must dig much deeper.

If Bobbitt’s general theory is any guide, we are in a world 
in which the nature of the dangers we face will require a 
capacity for securing various kinds of critical domestic 
infrastructure against disabling attack from sources that we 
will often not be able to identify in advance and possibly not 
even after the event. It will require more emphasis on pre-
emption than on deterrence and more capacity for resilience 
than for retaliation. Such resilience will require a wide variety 
of skilled civil defence and defence force reserve capabilities 
to handle emergencies and the consequences of mass casualty 
or system disabling attacks by hostile forces; or to resuscitate 
systems of public order, governance and basic services in the 
aftermath of an intervention, whether on the scale of Iraq or 
that of the Solomons.

It will require that we have the capability to contribute 
meaningfully and not always just symbolically to coalition 
operations, in efforts to check the depredations of globalised 
criminal or terrorist forces; to defend the human rights of 
those exposed to genocide or gross abuse by their own 
regimes; and to head off the various dangers posed by the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction; to bring relief 
in the event of massive natural disasters and to respond 
swiftly and effectively to the possible outbreak of pandemic 
disease. It will entail an enhanced capacity to work within a 
changing international order of things and not rest on long 
established assumptions about where our interests lie or what 
the threats are to our well being and sovereignty. At the most 
fundamental level, it will require that we look at national 
security as something far more elaborate and sophisticated 
than simply the defence in the last resort of our borders or 
the much vaunted ‘sea-air’ gap to our north.

Even a cursory acquaintance with what has been 
happening over the past decade indicates that many of these 
things have started to be looked to or at least talked about, 
in an ad hoc manner. They have, however, occasioned much 
confusion and I am not aware of any theoretically informed 
and systematic assessment of Australia’s security challenges 
that brings all this together in coherent form. The implication 
from Bobbitt’s general theory that seems to me to have 
the most direct relevance to the ADF’s reservist elements, 
for example, is that they need to be seen and developed 
increasingly not as a half trained cadre of foot soldiers for a 
main force war, but as a highly skilled range of specialists 
who can be called upon in case of a domestic or international 
emergency to buttress the core force in being.

This will include doctors, dentists, scientific specialists, 
computer specialists, intelligence analysts, police forces, 
linguists, engineers and logisticians, to name a few; 
specialists whom it is extremely expensive for the armed 

forces to keep on the pay roll, but who are indispensable in 
any one of a spectrum of scenarios that may confront the 
armed forces and the state as a whole in the years ahead. 
We have spent a decade developing the concept and to some 
extent the reality of a hardened and networked army and a 
joint force. We would do well, now, to develop a concept 
of defence force reserve elements as a vital, extended and 
resilient component of the national security system in the 
emergent age of the market-state. And if we are to do that, 
we will need a radically new approach to and attitude towards 
the funding and development of such reservists compared 
with any that we have previously known.

The 2008 Defence White Paper is currently gestating. 
White Papers have a history of being quickly overtaken 
by events. I hope that this one will not be. If it is not to be, 
however, it should be informed by profound theoretical 
introspection and a reconfiguring of how we understand 
national and international security. I am not sanguine about 
the chances of it being grounded in any very searching 
re-examination of the traditional postulates of Australian 
strategic policy. This is, perhaps, an unfair as well as a bold 
conjecture; and I shall be delighted if it is refuted in the 
months ahead. We shall see what we shall see.  

Dr Paul Monk is a founding director of Austhink (www.
austhink.com) in Melbourne. His most recent article in 
Defender was ‘Fallujah: Close combat in complex terrain’ 
in the Summer 2007 issue.
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We are in the midst of what is, arguably, the most 
dynamic maritime era in living memory. By 
virtually any metric – shipbuilding tempos, energy 

flows, megaport development, container traffic, trans-oceanic 
commerce, the growth of navies, the creation of coast guards, 
and the likelihood of piracy or maritime terrorism – this is 
a period without parallel. At its simplest, these phenomena 
are a product of and contribute to rapid globalisation and, 
more narrowly, the rise of China and India. They, in turn, are 
illustrative of the relentless industrialisation of East Asia; the 
rise of oil-fired economies that are hugely consumptive of 
energy and whose export-driven economies have placed a 
new premium on the safe, timely, and untrammelled passage 
of goods along the so-called Sea Lanes of Communication 
or SLOCs.

Contraction of US naval power
While China lies at the heart of these developments, we 

need to turn our attention to the United States first. The United 
States is the world’s greatest exponent of power projection 
by sea, a naval power with an unparalleled global presence. 
However, like the Royal Navy (RN), the United States Navy 
(USN) is a navy in a state of profound numerical decline.

There were 6700 ships in the USN at the end of World 
War II. That number fell to approximately 575 by the mid-
1980s and currently stands at about 273. While one can 
argue that individual warships are far more sophisticated 
and lethal today than they were twenty or sixty years ago, 
the fact of the matter remains that the USN’s decline is 
not only relative, but absolute as well. Like the RN in the 
decade before World War I, the USN is faced with growing 
competition. It would be an exaggeration, par excellence, to 
suggest that the Chinese and Indian navies are any match for 
the USN, but the correlation of forces, as the Soviets used to 
say, is moving in ways that are not favourable to American 
seapower in the long term.

Faced with this reality, the USN has sought to adjust its 
doctrine and dispositions. Since the end of the Cold War, 
the USN has shifted its forces from deep ocean operations 
to littoral operations principally in the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans; that is to say it foresees American warships operating 
close to Asian shores. Technology, of course, has enabled 
naval vessels to project power ashore, in many cases far 

ashore. It was one thing for the World War II-era battleship, 
USS Missouri, to bombard the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon from 
a range of sixteen miles in the 1980s. It was quite another 
thing for US warships to launch cruise missiles against Khost 
in the heart of Afghanistan in 1998 in the hope of killing 
Osama bin Laden. But operating close to an enemy shore is 
not without its risks because missiles, like Iranian C-802s, 
are quite capable of reaching well out to sea.

There is another deeply disturbing constraint on US 
and other naval forces operating in the littoral, namely the 
threat from the burgeoning array of submarines – some 
140 by current estimates – operating in the Indo-Pacific 
region. In general terms, Asian navies are also going up-
market, which is to say that not only are they modernising, 
but they are also expanding and adding bigger and bigger 
combatants. Thus, the Republic of Singapore Navy (RSN), 
for example, has moved from corvettes to frigates, while 
the Royal Bruneian Navy has sought to move from offshore 
patrol boats to corvettes. A subset of these processes is the 
appearance of more and more submarines in regional navies. 
The Chinese are now building submarines at three times the 
rate of the Americans. Many of the regional boats are quiet, 
conventional craft, manoeuvrable and difficult to detect. 
There is, indeed, an irony in all this in the sense that in the 
1990s, the USN, relieved of the burden of hunting Soviet 
boomers and hunter-killer submarines in the deep ocean, 
articulated doctrines calling for a shift in focus towards 
enemy coasts. In so doing, the Americans committed their 
naval assets to operating in submarine-rich environments that 
are extremely challenging from an anti-submarine warfare 
(ASW) perspective – all that at a time when they had begun 
to lose sight of the stern imperatives of ASW.

At the same time, in recognition of the fact that the world 
centre of political, military, and economic gravity has shifted 
into the Indo-Pacific region, the Americans have decided 
that they must redistribute their naval assets. Following the 
publication of the Quadrennial Defence Review (QDR) in 
March 2006, the USN moved six of its eleven aircraft carriers 
into the Pacific and stationed 60 per cent of its submarines 
in the same ocean. Naval operations in World War II had an 
indelible impact on the USN’s psyche. They drove home the 
tyranny of distance in the Pacific and the need to be close up 
to Asia if one wishes to continue exercising command of the 

Ships, SLOCs
and Security at Sea

 
James Boutilier



Defender – Autumn-Winter 200820

sea. This is particularly the case by virtue of Washington’s 
ambiguous security relationship with Taipei and American 
security alliances with Japan and South Korea.

Thus, what we see is the most powerful navy on earth cut 
in two, numerically, in the space of two decades; a navy that 
has fundamentally reordered its doctrine; and a navy that has 
embarked on a historic redistribution of its assets to reflect 
contemporary geo-strategic realities. The USN has been, 
and will continue to be, the principal agent for maintaining 
peace and good order at sea in the new Asia of the twenty-
first century. That said, the USN finds itself faced with those 
contradictory forces that have afflicted a variety of armed 
forces in the post-Cold War period, namely strained finances 
(and a shipbuilding industry beset with difficulties) and rising 
global commitments.

1000-ship navy
The answer to these challenges has been the 1000-ship 

navy concept. This concept recognises two vital realities: 
the gulf between naval ends and means and the need for the 
international maritime community to co-operate in defence 
of the last great global frontier – the largely unregulated 
‘ocean commons’ of the high seas. Clearly, the 1000-ship 
moniker is a rhetorical flourish, or at least it is for the moment. 
However, it is not inconceivable that, downstream, the navies 
of the world could find themselves functioning as a global 
maritime force for good order at sea. Certainly, a planet 
where 90 per cent of all commerce moves by sea argues 
powerfully in favour of such a visionary collaborative effort. 
Furthermore, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, 
that were secondary or tertiary concerns for the USN, have 
achieved a new prominence in US naval doctrine. While there 
are those who express anxieties about the potential for a new 
Cold War at sea between the United States and China, there 
seems little likelihood that there will be any further Jutlands 
or Midways. Instead, the grim lessons of the Aceh tsunami 
of December 2004, coupled with sobering predictions 
about more devastating tropical storms as a result of global 
warming, have highlighted the importance of utilising naval 
assets at the other end of the spectrum – away from war 
fighting towards constabulary endeavours.

Rising Chinese naval power
Traditionally, the Chinese paid relatively little attention 

to the sea. Their priorities related to the maintenance of 
domestic stability and the defence of the nation from threats 
emanating out of the heartland of Asia. However, they have 
reoriented their axis of national interest dramatically in the 
past quarter century. The locus of economic development 
has been the coast (and more specifically, the Yangtze and 
Pearl River deltas). Stellar economic growth has meant that 
the Chinese have no alternative but to focus mightily on 
their SLOCs.

SLOC dependency has been further reinforced by China’s 
insatiable appetite for energy, most of which comes in by 
sea. In fact, China has undergone what can only be described 
as a maritime revolution; a revolution that has transformed 

Beijing’s vision of naval power and has fuelled powerful 
maritime ambitions relative to port development and 
shipbuilding capacity. In short, the Chinese have embraced 
Mahan. At its simplest, the Chinese have succumbed to the 
dictum that great nations have great navies and great navies 
are the hallmark of great nations. But Mahan’s vision was 
not confined to grey hulls alone. Instead, a nation needs a 
sense of the importance of the sea, a sense that reflects and 
reinforces the critical importance of merchant shipping and 
related maritime infrastructure.

In the past few years, writers and commentators have 
reflected on the monumental achievements of the great 
eunuch admiral of early fifteenth century China, Zheng 
Ho. But Ho’s accomplishments were ephemeral and out of 
keeping with the Middle Kingdom’s territorial roots. After 
the Chinese Communist victory in 1949, Beijing began to 
contemplate a national navy, but Mao’s vision of seapower 
was extraordinarily limited. Disciples of Soviet naval 
doctrine, the Chinese used their naval assets for coastal 
and riverine patrols in support of land operations. Thus, the 
People’s Liberation Army, Navy (PLAN) was not a navy in 
the true sense of the word. It was a maritime flanking force 
consisting of increasingly elderly and obsolete patrol craft.

The change began to occur in the 1980s when Admiral 
Liu Huaqing started to emulate the great Russian admiral, 
Gorshkov, to the extent that the full, autonomous potential of 
the PLAN came to be recognised. However, for many years 
the navy remained a relatively low priority, nationally. What 
mattered was fostering the economy, but as the economy grew 
it fed back in a closed loop to the navy. Greater prosperity 
meant bigger defence budgets, and growing exports and 
imports meant that a more powerful and sophisticated navy 
was needed to ensure the integrity of China’s SLOCs.

If that argument was not sufficiently compelling in and of 
itself, there was always the question of how to reincorporate 
that Chinese terra irridenta, Taiwan. Seapower, in its various 
forms, was clearly one of the keys to ensuring that the 
‘lost province’ was ‘merged’ with the mainland. Seapower 
would permit a cross-straits invasion, would enable China to 
interdict Taiwanese ocean-going commerce, and would set 
the stage for holding American naval forces at arms length. 
Thus, temporary sea denial would rob the Taiwanese of any 
US naval support.

Accordingly, the Chinese set about to do what they had 
never done before, build and operate a blue-water navy. 
They have been resolute in their endeavours, capitalising on 
an indigenous shipbuilding industry and exploiting Russian 
technical support and arms sales, particularly in the realm of 
submarines and supersonic ship-killing missiles; the latter 
intended to be powerful deterrents to US carriers operating 
in the approaches to Taiwan and off the Chinese coast. 
As suggested above, the Chinese still have a considerable 
way to go, but their continued dedication to the design and 
construction of fresh generations of frigates and destroyers 
is uncharacteristic, to say the least.

The ahistoric growth of the PLAN, not to mention a 
significant number of long-range deployments to such far-
flung destinations as St. Petersburg and Peru, have fuelled 
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speculation about the possibility of a Chinese aircraft carrier 
or carriers. This speculation has waxed and waned since 
the early 1990s. Currently, the ex-Soviet carrier Varyag lies 
alongside in the northern Chinese port of Dalian. It is only 
slightly more than a hulk, but the Chinese have painted her 
in naval livery and are known to have operated aircraft from 
land-based, simulated flight decks for quite some time now. 
One can only imagine that there is a titanic debate unfolding 
within the Chinese naval community about the wisdom of 
going down the carrier road.

On the one hand, the Chinese are nothing if not pragmatic 
and it is impossible for them to ignore the fact that the 
Americans have been involved in high intensity, global carrier 
operations for more than three-quarters of a century. How can 
the PLAN ever hope to rival that breathtaking aggregation of 
experience, let alone cope with the equally breathtaking price 
tag associated with air wings, carrier logistics, and so forth? 
However, rising Chinese self-satisfaction at their economic 
achievements and the siren-like seductions of Mahanianism, 
argue compellingly in favour of aircraft carriers. After all, 
the British, the French, the Italians, and, more tellingly, the 
Indians, have carriers; why not China?

The Chinese, not surprisingly, seem genuinely torn over 
this issue. For the moment they appear committed to building 
up those surface elements that would support full-blown 
carrier operations in the future. Bereft of organic airpower, 
the PLAN will content itself at present with reliance on 
submarine and surface-launched anti-ship missiles, but there 

seems every likelihood that they will make a historic leap 
of faith in the realm of carrier operations in the next half-
decade. They will no doubt be encouraged to do so, despite 
their justifiable anxieties, by the declaration by Admiral 
Mansorin, the Russian chief of navy, to the effect that Russia 
hopes to have at least half a dozen carriers at sea in the next 
twenty-five years.

East-Asian maritime trade
Chinese naval ambitions must be seen and understood 

within the context of explosive maritime changes ashore. 
The top six ports in the world (in terms of the throughput 
of TEUs, or standard twenty-foot containers) are located 
in East Asia. They are Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, 
Shenzhen, Busan and Kaohsiung. In 2005, Singapore handled 
23,192,000 TEUs. By way of contrast, the port of Vancouver 
(which, in its defence, is also a bulk port) handled 1.7 million 
containers. Five million containers behind Singapore was the 
port of Shanghai. A year later, in 2006, Shanghai handled just 
under 22 million TEUs and seems destined, very shortly, to 
become the world’s largest port in terms of container traffic. 
It is telling to note that Shenzhen handles more TEUs every 
year than all of the ports in the United States combined.

What we see, therefore, is the world’s greatest aggregation 
of ports in the 1200-mile arc from Hong Kong to Busan. 
This is ‘ground zero’ in the world of global commerce. If we 
look at this phenomenon in a slightly different way, we see 
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that Shanghai has been growing, year on year, by roughly 
28 per cent, a staggering achievement. This growth reflects 
the fact that trans-Pacific trade is 3.5 times as great as trans-
Atlantic trade, and intra-Asian trade is growing even faster. 
Accordingly, even if a self-confident and nationalistic China 
felt that it could forego having a navy, the imperatives of 
commerce protection would make arguments in favour of 
a navy irresistible.

An absolutely critical dimension of China’s seagoing 
commerce is its enormous reliance on imported energy. 
In the past decade, Beijing has embarked on a concerted 
campaign to diversify its energy sources. The result is oil 
and gas flowing from such places as Venezuela, Western 
Canada, the Sudan, the Middle East, and Indonesia. These 
energy SLOCs lead outwards from the Chinese coast across 
the Pacific and Indian Oceans. In the case of the latter, tankers 
bound for China pass close by India and through the narrow 
confines of the Strait of Malacca. Recently, Chinese leaders 
have expressed anxiety about the possibility that the Strait 
of Malacca might be closed by accident or design, thereby 
interrupting crucial energy imports. Consequently, Beijing 
has embarked on a complementary strategy, one that sees 
China also importing energy overland from Russia and the 
Central Asian republics.

China’s appetite for energy is huge. Asia’s consumption 
is growing much faster than the world’s and China’s 
consumption is growing much faster than Asia’s. China 
consumes more energy than Africa and the Middle East 
combined. China produces eight million barrels per day 
but consumes 24 million barrels per day and the levels 
of dependency are rising steadily, particularly as China 
introduces more and more vehicles on the nation’s roads. 
The sales of heavy-duty trucks – now standing at ten million 
– have risen six-fold since 2000, while car sales have risen 
eight-fold.

To cope with this mounting demand, China has begun 
to expand its shipbuilding capacity dramatically. China has 
been the world’s third-largest shipbuilder for some years 
and in the period from 2000 to 2005 it accounted for 29 
per cent of global production; all this at a time when 90 per 
cent of the world’s merchant ships are built in Asia. China’s 
expected output will be 40 million dead weight tons in 2010 
and Beijing anticipates that China will be the world’s largest 
shipbuilder by 2015, overtaking South Korea and Japan in 
all but the most sophisticated construction realms.

Japanese reactions
The Japanese have grown increasingly concerned about 

the relentless rise of Chinese naval power. This is ironic in 
the sense that Beijing railed for many years about Japanese 
remilitarisation and it is now China that has racked up almost 
two decades of double-digit growth in military budgets.

Concerns about China’s military might have contributed 
to a profound reassessment of Japan’s place within the 
northeast Asian security environment. The trigger, if one 
can identify a single cause, was North Korea’s decision to 
launch a three-stage Taepodong missile over Japan and into 
the North Pacific in late August 1998. This event was Japan’s 

9/11. It brought home to Tokyo – a capital otherwise captured 
by the problem of Japanese anaemic economy – the nation’s 
parlous security condition.

The Japanese, after all, live in a tough neighbourhood. 
They have fought the Russians repeatedly (and, indeed, are 
still technically at war with them since the Russo-Japanese 
conflict in World War II has never been concluded with a 
peace treaty), occupied the Korean peninsula for over a third 
of a century, and fought the Chinese in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. What the Japanese see now is a Russia 
re-emerging from the turmoil of the 1990s, a nuclear-armed 
North Korea, a South Korea challenging Japanese territorial 
claims at sea, and a China emerging as the military and 
economic great power of East Asia.

If the North Korean missile launch was a wake-up call 
for the Japanese, 9/11 was the galvanising moment in terms 
of national priorities. In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks 
on New York and Washington, the Japanese Prime Minister, 
Junichiro Koizumi, promised assistance to the United States 
despite the fact that there was no enabling legislation on the 
books empowering him to do so. The Diet addressed this 
deficit with remarkable speed and by the late autumn of 2001, 
Tokyo began dispatching Japanese Maritime Self-Defense 
Force (JMSDF) vessels to the Indian Ocean in support of 
Coalition Task Force 150, the allied naval formation that 
was operating in the North Arabian Sea over and against 
al-Qa’eda. This was history in the making. What had been 
completely unthinkable suddenly became thinkable, and the 
Japanese started deploying warships to the Indian Ocean for 
the first time since 1945.

These historic deployments (terminated briefly in late 
2007 as a result of political manoeuvring within the Diet) 
were part of a much larger reassessment of Japan’s security 
needs. That reassessment resulted, over the years, in the 
defence agency being elevated to ministerial status and 
serious, though attenuated, attention being paid to the 
possibility of deleting or revising Article 9, the so-called 
‘no war’ clause in the Japanese constitution. Those changes 
occurred over and against an increasingly brittle security 
environment, particularly at sea.

Contentions
Unlike the Atlantic, which is largely free of contentious 

jurisdictional disputes, the Pacific is plagued by jurisdictional 
problems. Any visitor to the office of the South Korean Chief 
of Naval Operations will be struck by the fact that, sitting on 
the coffee table in his office, is a large plaster model of Dokdo 
Islet, a rocky outcrop that stands roughly halfway between 
South Korea and Japan and is disputed by both powers.

Similarly, far to the south, in the approaches to the northern 
coast of Taiwan, is the Chunxiao oil and gas field. Beijing 
and Tokyo have come head-to-head over where the maritime 
boundary lies between the two nations and whether the 
Chinese are trying to tap into the field by drilling diagonally 
from just inside their territory in order to gain access to 
the reserves. Beijing is employing a continental shelf 
interpretation derived from the United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea, while Tokyo is employing a median 
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line argument (an argument that Beijing has employed with 
respect to disputed claims elsewhere in the region!).

Whatever the case, this is only one of an array of 
maritime irritations or provocations involving the Chinese 
and Japanese. These have led to Tokyo lodging a series 
of formal complaints about the unauthorised penetration 
of Japanese water space by Chinese surface vessels and 
submarines. The Chinese, for their part, are almost certainly 
engaged in detailed hydrographic work in an effort to arrive 
at a comprehensive understanding of the oceanic domain off 
China’s coasts; the arena in which they see the possibility 
of hostile naval activity involving the USN and, potentially, 
the JMSDF. 

In keeping with this familiarisation strategy, the PLAN 
has been deploying more and more of its submarines into 
the waters of the Western Pacific and beyond in order to 
test American awareness of their activities. The high profile 
surfacing of a Chinese Song-class submarine within five 
miles of a US carrier battle group (seemingly undetected by 
the Americans) in 2006 is an illustration of this phenomenon. 
One can only presume that the USN is equally active, but 
these Cold War-style deployments by both sides raise the 
stakes in the Western Pacific demonstrably.

The Americans have sought to address the relative decline 
of their global naval presence by forging new maritime 
ties in the region. The most obvious of these relates to the 
Washington-New Delhi axis. While both capitals would 
be quick to dismiss arguments that Indo-American naval 
collaboration is aimed at containing China, it is hard to 
avoid the conclusion that that is exactly what it is intended 
to do. Indeed, if you look at the world through Chinese eyes, 
you see American forces in South Korea, Japan, Okinawa, 
Guam, the Philippines, Australia, Singapore, India, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Mongolia. In a number of 
cases, the American presence is minimal – contingents 
dedicated to communications, intelligence, or Special 
Forces operations. But the perception of ‘containment’ is 
inescapable.

Nonetheless, the Chinese are not above implementing 
their own containment strategies. The Chinese are almost the 
only friends that the beleaguered and thuggish junta in Burma 
have. In fact, Beijing is particularly interested in the geo-
strategic potential of Burma. The Chinese have established 
listening stations on the Burmese coast, a metaphoric stone’s 
throw from Port Blair in the Andaman Islands, the home of 
India’s East Fleet headquarters. Those same stations are able 
to monitor missile telemetry from India’s east coast launch 
site. Burma is also a convenient source of energy, timber, and 
minerals destined for China, and, in extremis, the Chinese 
could bring Middle Eastern oil across Burma to Yunnan in 
the event of some disruption of tanker traffic through the 
Strait of Malacca.

Indian Ocean rivalries
The Chinese also have a military presence in an area of 

the Himalayas contested by Beijing and New Delhi and have 
sought to reinforce their long-standing relationship with 
Pakistan by investing $US400 million in the development 

of the new Pakistani port of Gwadar on the Baluchi coast 
west of Karachi and close up to the Strait of Hormuz. There 
has been a good deal of speculation among analysts as to 
whether the Chinese will utilise Gwadar in the future as a 
port from which PLAN vessels can sortie.

Certainly, Chinese interests in Indian Ocean maritime 
commerce have continued to grow steadily as a consequence 
of Beijing’s greater and greater dependence on Iranian and 
Middle Eastern energy, as well as China’s contemporary 
diplomatic offensive into Africa strategically in search of 
oil, gas, and critical raw materials.

These developments are occurring at a time when India 
has become increasingly unambiguous about its naval 
primacy in the Indian Ocean. Not only are the Indians 
concerned about China’s growing maritime and naval interest 
in what New Delhi considers to be its ocean, they are also 
concerned about the evolution and security of their own 
SLOCs. India is highly dependent on imported energy and 
bland reassurances, notwithstanding, New Delhi sees China 
as the enemy of the future.

This is yet another example of the hedging strategies that 
have become a hallmark of the region. Put simply, what you 
see – or hear – is not necessarily what you get. While there 
is a good deal of anti-Americanism in the region (based, in 
part, on justifiable critiques of the shortcomings in American 
foreign policy), no one wants the Americans to absent 
themselves from the region.

The overarching regional concern is what China’s 
endgame is. Despite rhetoric from Beijing about the ‘peaceful 
rise’ of China and despite the more polished and nuanced 
performances of Chinese spokespeople abroad, there are 
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deep reservations across the region as to what the world will 
look like when Chinese hegemony (a term that horrifies the 
Chinese who have always wanted to reserve that word as a 
code for thinly veiled criticisms of the United States) becomes 
more evident.

Thus, what we find are overt and covert security 
arrangements being put in place side-by-side with burgeoning, 
‘business as usual’ commerce with China. India is a part of 
this phenomenon. Trade between Indian and China continues 
to grow at an impressive pace, but New Delhi remains 
clearly undecided about just how benign the world will be 
when China’s military and political power becomes more 
profound.

The Indian and Pacific Oceans are the quintessential 
maritime arenas and it is perhaps no surprise that New Delhi 
has sought to exploit the inherent flexibility, mobility, and 
versatility of seapower in order to develop one of the premier 
elements of India’s hedging strategy. More specifically, this 
has taken the form of a dramatic expansion of naval ties 
between the Indian Navy (IN) and the USN.

It is important to note, however, that New Delhi has not 
confined itself to the American axis alone. Instead, the IN 
has begun to engage in an active outreach programme to 
other navies in the region, like the Indonesian Navy and 
the Republic of Singapore Navy (RSN). This multinational 
strategy was illustrated graphically in September 2007, when 
the IN played host to the USN, the RSN, the Royal Australian 
Navy (RAN), and, tellingly, the JMSDF, in the big Malabar 
02-07 exercise in the Bay of Bengal. Japanese participation 
was particularly noteworthy because the Japanese have long 
invoked the alleged prohibition of ‘collective security’ to 
justify confining their naval exercises to the USN alone. Are 
we witnessing the waning of this long held, but dubious, 
construct? Is Japanese involvement a measure of Japan’s 
desire to be recognised as a full participant in and contributor 
to global security?

Nascent interactions
Whatever the case, naval diplomacy has become a critical 

element in the language of regional security. This fact was 
highlighted by the visit of the PLAN’s destroyer Shenzhen 
to Tokyo and the corresponding refusal by the Chinese 
authorities to allow the American carrier USS Kitty Hawk to 
enter Hong Kong. Similarly, the USN’s utilisation of naval 
vessels to provide relief to storm-ravaged Bangladesh builds 
on a global trend (sparked in large part by naval support for 
tsunami victims in Aceh in 2004-05) toward the inclusion of 
humanitarian relief (HR) and disaster assistance (DA) as a 
frontline naval responsibility. This trend has been reinforced 
by increasingly cogent arguments that global warming will 
contribute to greater and greater levels of storm damage in 
an area of the world already prone to flooding, landslides, 
and earthquakes.

The focus on the HR and DA, as they have come to 
be called, is a promising sign. There are probably more 
flashpoints at sea in the Indian and Pacific Oceans than 
anywhere else in the world. Concerns over fisheries, illegal 
fishing, piracy, contested maritime boundaries, the movement 

of illegals by sea, terrorism, the ownership of islets, and the 
unauthorised penetration of water space have contributed to 
levels of tension across the Indo-Pacific region.

At the same time, however, there is mounting evidence 
of a willingness on the part of navies and nations to co-
operate at sea. One of the foremost examples related to the 
security mechanism, formalised in September 2007, among 
the Indonesian, Singaporean, and Malaysian governments, 
whereby they agreed to maintain trilateral naval patrols 
(commenced in July 2005) for the purpose of preventing 
piratical attacks in the Strait of Malacca.

These countries are also members of the region-wide 
Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS) which brings 
together all of the regional heads of navies to discuss common 
concerns and foster cooperation. We have also witnessed the 
willingness of a number of navies – the USN, IN, RSN, and 
RAN – to work together to provide relief for tsunami victims 
in Indonesia and elsewhere in the Indian Ocean, and the 
commitment of two Chinese vessels from Qingdao to assist 
South Korean authorities in their efforts to cope with a major 
oil spill on beaches southwest of Seoul.

We are currently in the midst of what is, arguably, the 
most dynamic maritime era in living memory. By virtually 
any metric – shipbuilding tempo, energy flows, megaport 
development, container traffic, trans-oceanic commerce, 
the growth of navies, the creation of coast guards and the 
likelihood of piracy or terrorism – this is a period without 
parallel in the Asia-Pacific region.

Both India and China, reliant on export-driven economies, 
have reoriented their national axes toward the sea. Both 
nations are building up their naval power and the USN, 
concerned about the dramatic growth of the Chinese navy, 
has repositioned the bulk of its carrier and submarine assets 
into the Pacific. The USN has sought to enlist the support 
of like-minded navies in keeping with the 1000-ship navy 
concept – and to build a navy-to-navy relationship with the 
Indian Navy; a move buttressed by closer relations between 
the latter and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force.

These are tectonic shifts in naval power. The problem of 
reconciling national foreign policy objectives with operational 
priorities constitute a series of significant challenges for the 
countries and navies operating in the Pacific.  

Dr. James Boutilier is the Asia-Pacific Policy Advisor 
at Canada’s Maritime Forces Pacific Headquarters in 
Esquimalt, British Columbia. Dr. Boutilier’s academic career 
includes teaching at the University of the South Pacific in 
Fiji and Royal Roads Military College and the University 
of Victoria in British Columbia. The original version of 
this article was published in ‘Canadians and Asia-Pacific 
Security’, the 2008 Vimy Paper of the Canadian Conference 
of Defence Associations Institute and is republished courtesy 
of the Institute.
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Changing uses of armed forces
In looking at the Asia Pacific region as a whole, and 

especially at South East Asia, it is tempting to conclude that 
military forces are playing a lesser role in government today 
than they were, say, 30 years ago. That would be a generally 
fair conclusion, notwithstanding the fact that, even in the 
past two years, there have been military-led coups in two 
countries in the region, and in a third the military has adopted 
a controlling role in national affairs pending the resolution 
of a messy political situation.

Across the Asia-Pacific region, military forces differ 
significantly in the ways they serve their nations, and in 
the governance frameworks within which they exist. Some 
are like the Australian Defence Force (ADF), which is 
subordinate to civil authority both constitutionally and in 
practice. In other cases the armed forces have a much greater 
role in governing the nation and indeed in its political life. In 
some cases of course this derives from the fact that military 
forces, as a result of their role in the birth of their nation, have 
retained a kind of implicit overwatch on political life.

Traditionally, or in the classic models, armed forces have 
existed in order to be able to defend or deter attacks on 
their country’s territory or other aspects of its sovereignty. 
In this model, decisions about the size of the force, how 
it is structured and what capabilities it needs are based on 
assessments of the nature of any threat that might be faced 
and analysis of how best to defeat or deter it. In some cases, 
this sort of assessment and analysis process is sophisticated 
and rigorous, while in other cases it is instinctive and based 
on historical experience and less tangible considerations. 
Always, of course, economic conditions help shape decisions 
about force size and structure and equipment. It remains as 
true today as ever it was that you cannot talk about strategy 
without talking about budgets.

Historically, what I have called this traditional or classical 
approach has been based on assumptions about the prospects 
of state-on-state conflict. This is however a subject in which 
the assumptions are changing in many parts of the world.

Several factors are affecting this change. At the strategic 
level, the nature of global strategic issues is changing. One 
result of this is that armed conflict between nations has 

Saving the nation
or serving the government?

 
Ric Smith

become rare. Whereas national security was once mainly 
about securing one’s state against threats from other states, 
it is now much more about security against different kinds 
of threats, including all those non-state actors we talk about. 
In addition, there is it seems a greater readiness on the part 
of some governments at least to use military forces to tackle 
problems that are not necessarily military in nature.

Strategic background
Strategic analysts, those who focus on the big picture, talk 

about the strategic power shifts occurring in the Asia-Pacific 
region and their potentially destabilising effects. It has been 
said that the rise of Asia has been the most important global 
historical trend of the last 100 years, and that it is likely to 
prove as significant in reshaping world affairs as the industrial 
revolution in Western Europe was in the 18th and 19th 
centuries and the first part of the 20th century. Asia’s rise is 
of course far from complete, and the strategic issues arising 
from it are still being played out, but even at this stage they 
must be judged significant.

Whenever a new power arises, so the historians tell us, 
the existing powers will feel challenged. The question then 
is, how will they respond to that sense of feeling challenged? 
By trying to defeat that challenge? By trying to contain it? 
By embracing it? By adjusting their own posture, or even by 
embracing the change and seeking to benefit from it? Or by a 
mix of all these strategies? These are the issues the strategic 
thinkers are wrestling with in relation to this region.

At the next level down, the analysts have been in a more 
or less continuing state of anxiety for at least 30 years about 
a range of conventional issues or ‘flash-points’ which are 
seen to have the potential to cause conflict in the future, 
mostly because they have in the past. The list includes, 
among other issues, Kashmir, with which India and Pakistan 
remain preoccupied; the South China Sea, in which territorial 
disputes involving several nations abound; the Taiwan issue; 
and North Korea. These issues have been on the regional 
security agenda for decades, and continue to exercise 
security analysts and, in varying degrees at different times, 
government officials.
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Yet, despite all this wariness about the shifts in the tectonic 
plates of the Asia-Pacific region’s strategic landscape, and 
the continuing concerns about the region’s so called ‘flash 
points’, the fact is that there has not actually been a state-on-
state conflict, or even a new civil war, in Asia since 1979.

At a conference of military and other security experts in 
Canberra in 2005 Kishore Mabhubani, a former Secretary of 
Singapore’s Foreign Ministry and Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations in New York, caught our attention when 
he said ‘east of Mumbai, the guns are silent’.

The 1970s saw three costly conflicts in Asia – the first 
in Vietnam, the second between India and Pakistan, and the 
third between China and Vietnam. Since then, a generation 
has passed without armed conflict between nations in Asia. 
This is quite remarkable when you look back on the 100 
years that preceded it. It is also of course in stark contrast 
with the region ‘west of Mumbai’, which remains the world’s 
great cauldron of conflict and both strategic and ideological 
tension.

It is not my purpose here explore in detail the reasons 
why we have enjoyed such a protracted absence of conflict 
in the Asia-Pacific region. It is worth noting, however, that 
the beginning of this peaceful era coincides very closely with 
the decisions of Deng Xiaoping and the Chinese leadership 
in 1978-1979 to take a new direction in China’s economic 
development. It has been a period in which governments in 
the region have focused heavily on economic interests and 
decisions and have seen the benefits of this for their national 
economies.

These 30 or so years have also been characterised by 
the increasing effectiveness and credibility of regional 
consultative forums. This applies not least to ASEAN, which 
while not in itself facilitating dispute resolution, has at least 
brought regional governments together. Since the 1990s, 
APEC and other forms of regional dialogue and summitry 
have also played a part. While often disparaged as ‘talk 
shops’, these forums have nevertheless enabled government 
leaders to talk directly to each other in an environment in 
which particular issues are seen in wider contexts. They have 
helped define a set of regional interests which governments 
have been able to place above national self interest.

In short, for most governments in the Asia-Pacific region, 
the status quo has been kind and there are strong disincentives 
to disrupting it.

This said, no government in the region has yet been 
willing to forego the insurance provided by a capable 
military force or to declare what in another time might have 
been called a ‘peace dividend’. Nor would I expect them 
to do so. The continued commitment to prudence in this 
regard is reflected in the fact that, even after a generation of 
no conflict, military expenditure in the region continues to 
grow. Indeed, it seems that almost every country in the Asia 
Pacific region has grown its defence budget over the past 
decade. Some of this growth has been required to meet the 
increasing personnel costs experienced in most countries as 
a consequence of their economic growth, but there has also 
been an increase in capability generally as new generations 
of equipment have been ordered or acquired.

Some might see it as ironic that military budgets 
should grow as they have in a time so free of conflict. But 
governments clearly judge that the present peace cannot be 
guaranteed forever, and that slowing down their military 
development is not a gamble they can afford to take.

One can also envisage strategic writers arguing that the 
continuing peace has actually been underwritten by the fact 
that most states have been able to maintain credible military 
deterrence capabilities. This may indeed be the case, though it 
is of course a self-serving and often unprovable argument.

My own perspective is that governments have for the most 
part continued to increase their military spending partly for 
strategic reasons and partly because, as I will argue, they 
are in fact in many cases asking more of their forces in a 
number of respects. It is also the case, I am sure, that many 
are spending more simply because they can – that is, because 
the economic good times have enabled them to do so. To put 
it another way, as the national cake has grown, military forces 
and defence departments have wanted to see their slices 
grow too. And of course, even if there hasn’t quite been an 
arms race, there has been an element of ‘keeping up with the 
Joneses’, of acquiring capabilities for symbolic reasons.

Changing nature of security 
threats

The second factor is the changing nature of perceived 
security threats to national security. The threats are seen now 
to come not so much from the armed forces of other states, but 
rather from a wider range of sources and in particular from 
non-state actors. They are often seen also to be international 
in nature, and to have their origins in situations of civil 
governance breakdown.

The range of non-state actors will be familiar to you 
– terrorists of course, but also pirates; smugglers of people, 
arms and drugs; organised criminal gangs; and so on. And 
the sorts of situations which it is feared might give rise to 
non-conventional challenges to international security include 
those in failed or feeble states, such as Afghanistan was when 
al-Qa’eda took root there.

Much has been written and spoken about the nature 
and origins and indeed the ‘root causes’ of new security 
challenges. Analysts have noted the effects of globalisation 
in enabling easier communication among disaffected groups, 
thus facilitating, for instance, the effective franchising of 
terrorism. Globalisation has also enhanced access to some 
forms of weaponry and to the means of applying asymmetric 
power, and has facilitated the working of international 
criminal networks.

Readiness to deploy forces
Beyond these changes there is also, I would argue, an 

increasing readiness on the part of many governments to 
use military forces to tackle problems that are not military 
in nature or origin, and in some cases that do not involve 
any security dimension at all. This is not a new practice, but 
it does seem that among governments like ours in Australia 
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there is a new level of willingness to deploy forces at home 
and abroad to take on problems where civil authorities have 
not succeeded or do not have the resources to succeed.

Cynics might suggest that this is a manifestation of the 
adage ‘if the only tool you’ve got is a hammer, then every 
problem looks like a nail’. But military force is a necessary 
response to some of the new types of threats to international 
security. That threats are coming from sources other than 
formed military units does not mean that military force is 
not the appropriate means for tackling them, only that it must 
be applied differently.

The fact is that few if any police forces in the world can 
bring to bear the sort of power that is sometimes needed in 
the early stages of what we now call ‘stabilisation operations’ 
or in response to large scale breakdowns of civil order of the 
kind we have seen in some African states and, in our own 
region, in the Solomon Islands and East Timor.

It seems also to be increasingly widely recognised that 
no government can act alone outside its own borders. 
Governments generally recognise that if they are to deploy 
forces abroad, it is best to do so in co-operation with other 
governments. This reflects in part, of course, a concern, when 
acting internationally, to want to be in ‘good company’, and 
to be able to share both the political and financial burdens. 
More broadly, I would also see it in part as one further result 
of the ‘shrinking’ of the world which has arguably led to 
a greater need, scope and capability for collective or co-
operative responses to international conflicts or to problems 
that might become international security challenges, and 
indeed to natural disasters.

Commensurate with this, we are also seeing some 
examples of governments which face domestic problems 
asking for help from abroad. In recent times Australia, for 
example, has responded to three separate requests from 
regional governments for help in the face of law and order 
problems which had their origins in domestic political 
conflict.

The net effect of these three changes – new strategic 
circumstances, new kinds of threats, and a greater willingness 
to use or request military forces in non-military situations 
– has been to change the uses which are being made of armed 
forces and indeed often the frequency of their deployment.

The experiences of the ADF over the last few years bear 
this out.

Operational tempos and lessons
For the ADF, the 25 years which followed the end of the 

deployment to Vietnam in 1972 were relatively quiet. In all, 
some 40 separate operations were undertaken, mostly UN and 
other multinational peacekeeping activities. Some, like the 
deployments to Namibia (1989-90), Cambodia (1991-93) and 
Somalia (1992-93), were relatively large and demanding, but 
they were generally predictable, allowed plenty of planning 
time, and were optional but uncontroversial.

It is sometimes said that the new era began for Australia 
with the preparation for the intervention in East Timor in 
1999, though perhaps in retrospect the Namibia, Cambodia 
and Somalia deployments were harbingers of the change. 

At all events, since 1999 Australia has deployed more than 
90,000 defence force personnel on overseas operations, a 
vastly increased tempo compared with the 25 years before 
1999. Currently, some 4000 members of the 53,000-strong 
force are on operational deployments in Australia, its 
territorial waters or overseas at any one time.

Three points in particular are worth making about 
Australian operations over the last decade.

Widespread deployments
The first is that they have been geographically widespread. 

They have ranged from Australia itself and its territorial seas 
to the Solomon Islands and Tonga in the South Pacific, to Iraq 
and Lebanon in the Middle East, to Afghanistan in central 
Asia and to Sudan in Africa.

Diverse nature of operations
Second, the operations have also differed widely in their 

nature. In Iraq, we have at times been at the highest ends of 
modern warfare, and in Afghanistan too the fighting has been 
fierce and involved some of the worst of modern weaponry. 
But in four of the deployments we are particularly proud of 
– to Bougainville, to Bali after the bombings in 2002 and 
2005 and to Sumatra after the tsunami – no weapons were 
taken ashore, while in Solomon Islands, where we had nearly 
two thousand personnel deployed at one time, there was 
barely a shot fired in anger.

Policy-rich operations
Third, in almost all cases recent deployments have 

also been what I call ‘policy-rich’ operations. This term 
embraces several elements. In many cases, the operations 
were optional, that is, matters of policy choice in which the 
Government could have chosen either to do them or not to do 
them, and could decide the size and nature of our deployment. 
The emergency responses to the Bali bombings in 2002, 
when 202 people (including 88 Australians) were killed and 
hundreds injured, and again in 2005, were probably cases in 
which we had no practical choice but to move quickly with 
everything we could help with. The response to the tsunami 
in late 2004 was another case in which we had no real choice 
but to do something, though quite a lot of choice about what 
we did and where. For the rest, there was always an a priori 
question of choice which rested on the policy benefits the 
Government identified in any proposed operation. 

There are other senses too in which what we have been 
doing is ‘policy rich’. In three of the ADF’s deployments 
– those to Solomon Islands, East Timor and Tonga – we were 
in fact responding to requests from governments for help in 
stabilising lawless situations. Interestingly, in two cases the 
government concerned changed, as a result of elections, after 
we deployed, and in one of these cases (Solomon Islands) 
the new government was less than fulsome in its support 
for the presence of the regional coalition, though the people 
themselves remained very supportive.

As well, in almost all cases our deployments required us to 
work either with other governments or with the UN or both. 
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That in itself requires complicated policy negotiations about 
command arrangements, rules of engagement, the handling 
of prisoners or detainees, media management, and so on.

Further, and very importantly, most of our recent 
deployments have required us to work with other agencies of 
our own Government, which in turn has required decisions 
about leadership of the mission, the boundaries of activity, 
funding and so on. As a reflection of the complexities, in 
neither the intervention in Solomon Islands nor the Bali 
response was the ADF the lead agency, though it was the 
largest contributor of people in both cases.

In some ways, working out these arrangements, 
for instance with police, overseas aid, foreign affairs, 
immigration, customs and quarantine authorities and 
agencies, was quite demanding because our cultures and 
experience and approaches to command and management 
are quite different. These differences had to be reconciled 
if we were to operate effectively together. Along the way 
Defence had to coach some of our government colleagues 
carefully about what they could reasonably expect, or not 
expect, from the ADF. Equally, the ADF had to learn a lot 
about the legal and other constraints under which other 
organisations work.

These experiences have demonstrated three things very 
clearly – the added value from effective inter-operability with 
other agencies of government, especially the Federal Police; 
the adaptability and agility of the mostly conventionally-
trained ADF units; and – above all – the importance of 
effective co-ordination at the national policy level. These 
are lessons that other regional governments have noted with 
interest.

Beyond this, many of the ADF’s deployments have 
been ‘policy rich’ in the broader sense that we have been 
seeking both military and civil outcomes, or sometimes just 
civil and humanitarian outcomes, from our operations. The 
objectives of the deployment of force in many cases have 
been ‘more malleable than absolute’, and our forces, where 
they have been fighting, have been doing so amongst people 
and against often elusive enemies who in almost none of the 
cases have existed in formed military units. It has also been 
a characteristic of many of these deployments that there has 
been no clear, pre-agreed ‘end state’ or point at which we 
could say the job has been done.

The effect of all this has been that while operational 
success has been very evident, the strategic objective, 
however ill-defined, has been more elusive. In some cases, 
we have had to accept the reality that we will never get to a 
situation in which we can say that we have won; rather, we 
will be talking about degrees of success or failure – a very 
frustrating notion for military people, I know, but one they 
have to accept.

Some will recognise in this commentary points very 
similar to those expressed by General Sir Rupert Smith in 
his book The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern 
World. The general published his work in 2005, and as soon 
as I read it, in early 2006, I recognised what he was saying as 
a description of much of what we were wrestling with.

Domestic tasks
There is one further dimension to the way the ADF has 

been used in recent years that deserves comment. This 
concerns the increased requirement for elements of the force 
to do more within Australia, through being tasked to provide 
a wider range of services on behalf of the Government.

In part, this has arisen from the threat of terrorism. In 
Australia’s case, some of it has been in relation to hosting 
particular and significant international events such as the 
Olympic Games in 2000, the Commonwealth Games in 2006 
and APEC in 2007, all of which involved ADF assistance 
to civil policing. To provide for military assets being used 
more readily in the event of a major terrorist incident, some 
amendment of the laws governing such call-out provisions, 
including for reserve forces, were necessary. I understand 
that other governments, including Singapore, have taken 
similar action. This of course adds a further dimension to 
the complexity of the business for which our military forces 
must be prepared.

Beyond the area of counter-terrorism, Defence assets in 
Australia have also been used increasingly in recent years 
on operations in support of civilian agencies in countering 
people smuggling and the growing volume of illegal fishing 
in Australian waters. These are roles which in some other 
countries are undertaken by coast-guards, but Australian 
governments have so far taken the view that our maritime 
assets are too small to split between blue water duties and 
border protection, and anyway that a versatile force should 
be able to do both. At any one time these days, we have some 
400 ADF personnel deployed on these border protection 
operations.

At home, the ADF has historically been called upon to 
help in times of natural disasters, such as floods and bush 
fires. A further dimension to such assistance emerged when 
the ADF was directed to provide logistic support and medical 
staff to the emergency intervention in health and social issues 
affecting indigenous communities across northern Australia. 
Similarly, the defence forces of many regional countries 
have been involved in planning, supporting and in some 
cases co-ordinating the response to an outbreak of avian flu 
or other pandemic.

This kind of domestic activity reflects the basic reality 
that, as a general rule in any country, the defence force will 
be the biggest, best resourced, most accessible work force 
available to the government. It is in addition a work force 
many of whose members are on stand-by at any one time, so 
it is not a matter of pulling them off one job to do another, as 
it is for instance with most of our police forces.

Humanitarian operations
The role of military forces in response to humanitarian and 

natural disasters demands particular attention, especially in 
the Asia-Pacific region. Military forces are frequently called 
upon in response to disasters to provide medical, logistic and 
engineering capabilities. No other agencies of government 
offer all of these capabilities or the scale or skills required 
to mount big operations.
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This was demonstrated very fully across the region in the 
responses to the tsunami which struck in late 2004 and again 
in the responses to Pakistan’s huge earthquake in 2005. In the 
countries most directly affected by that tsunami – Indonesia, 
Thailand, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and India – military forces 
were of course called out, but many other governments in 
the region also sent force elements.

The response of the Singapore Defence Force to the effects 
of the tsunami in Aceh in northern Sumatra, was especially 
impressive, reflecting not only Singapore’s proximity to 
the disaster but also its capabilities (especially its Chinook 
helicopters), the efficiency of its forces and – above all - the 
will of its Government. From Australia’s point of view, we 
were pleased to be able to put our resources at the disposal 
of the Indonesian general who was in charge in Sumatra 
– another first - and to work with Singapore’s forces and 
later with other nations when they arrived.

We cannot be certain whether there will be armed conflicts 
in this region in the future, but we can be certain that there 
will be natural disasters. Regrettably, the tectonic structures 
of South East Asian and the Pacific rim ensure this. We 
must hope that the Krakatoa eruption is not repeated: Anuk 
Krakatoa is growing rapidly, and the effects of an explosion 
today like that in 1883 would be so much greater than it was 
even then.

Whether or not we will face this catastrophe is unknown, 
but lesser events are certain, and so too is the likelihood 
that military forces will be called upon. We do not know 
where or when, but regional defence forces should certainly 
be prepared. For the Australian and New Zealand Defence 
Forces, being alert to prospective disasters in the South 
Pacific is part of their lives and, whatever the state of our 
political relationships with the island states, if a calamity 
occurs they always look to us.

While natural disasters of this kind have always been with 
us, the world today faces two new or increased risks. The 
first, if the pundits are correct, is the risk of what are being 
called ‘extreme weather events’ – typhoons, floods and so on. 
We have seen some of them already, and in cases like those 
in New Orleans, in Innisfail in northern Australia in 2006, 
and in response to the recent floods in the United Kingdom, 
military forces were called upon. Indeed, in the UK case, the 
Royal Air Force has described its involvement in the flood 
relief as its biggest-ever peacetime operation.

The second is the risk of pandemics. Again, in many cases 
our military forces are already involved in response planning 
and, if there is an outbreak of one or other of the threatened 
epidemics, much will be expected of them.

The use of military forces in these circumstances is good 
from more points of view than just that of disaster relief. It 
demonstrates to tax-payers that their money is being used 
well even if it is not being used to prosecute wars. When 
international efforts are involved, the co-operation that 
results enhances understanding and indeed interoperability 
between regional defence forces. Successful operations in 
other countries are good for reputations and relationships.

Adapting to change
In regard to the tempo and nature of defence force 

deployments, both internationally and domestically, the 

Australian experience is being reflected in at least some other 
regional countries. The reality is that the role of regional 
military forces is shifting away from the traditional and 
exclusive tasks of defeating and deterring military threats to 
national sovereignty, towards their use in support of more 
subtle and complex policy and government service agendas 
both abroad and at home.

For the present, in Australia’s case at least, no one is 
seriously suggesting that we should move away from 
equipping our force and preparing it primarily for its 
traditional or conventional roles. While we can all hope, no 
one who takes these matters seriously is prepared to say that 
the current hiatus in industrial, state-on-state conflict in the 
Asia-Pacific region will last forever.

But there is a view that we can and should start do a bit 
more to move the doctrines, training and preparation of our 
military forces beyond these primary or core duties. We need 
to do a little more to prepare our personnel more purposefully 
for what so many of them actually do, not just in the realm 
of modern, irregular warfare and peacekeeping, but also in 
the new forms of stabilisation, civil support, humanitarian 
and other non-combat operations which are so much part of 
the reality of military life today. 

Ric Smith, AO, PSM, was Secretary of the Department of 
Defence 2002-06, Australian Ambassador to China 1996-
2000, and Ambassador to Indonesia, 2001-2002. This article 
is an edited – and slightly updated – version of an address 
he made to the Asia-Pacific Programme for Senior Military 
Officers in Singapore in 2007.
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As a practitioner of counter insurgency with experience 
in Iraq, I often find myself discussing the Afghanistan 
insurgency and what can be learned from Iraq. In my 
discussions, I have noticed that popular legends and urban  
myths often divert discussion on countering the insurgency in 
Afghanistan, just as they did in Iraq – and often with as little 
validity. A few of these rhetorical flourishes and conceptual 
mirages should be addressed.

‘Victory will not be achieved by military means alone’. 
No military person of any credibility ever said that it would. 
But the military has overwhelming responsibility to counter 
insurgencies especially in their initial stages, which often 
last for years. The Iraq counter insurgency is now just out 
of its initial stage after six years. Social and infra-structural 
reconstruction, and political compromises and reform, can 
now succeed without physical interference. The full range of 
counter insurgency measures and techniques aimed at ‘hearts 
and minds’ can now be applied.

‘This is a “civil war” so foreigners should not be involved 
in it’. This implies that, even if it was a civil war (whatever 
that is), foreign involvement is somehow prohibited. There 
is no such moral rule or legal prohibition and neither should 
there be – each involvement should be judged on its merits. 
The alternative is for the international community to ignore 
intra-State problems even where they are likely to fester into 
inter-State ones. Not to mention ignoring the humanitarian 
responsibility to try and prevent genocide, terrorism or other 
atrocities. Such as in Kandahar a few weeks ago, where the 
Taliban spurted battery acid into the faces of schoolgirls as 
part of their longstanding opposition to the female half of 
the population receiving an education – or indeed having any 
civil and political rights.

‘Western forces are the problem so remove them and the 
problem will go away’. This naïve belief ignores Afghan 
history after the Soviets left. Not only were the Afghan people 
subjected to over a decade of vicious conflict but Afghanistan 
became a sanctuary where al Q-aeda trained Islamist terrorists 
for attacks across the world. The perpetrators of the 9/11, Bali 
and London attacks all received there command, control and 
training in and/or from Afghanistan.

Offering a false and lazy analogy between the Soviet 
invasion and the UN-endorsed International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) also ignores that ISAF is supporting 
Afghanistan’s first ever elected government (however 
imperfect this government may be as it develops) rather 
than propping up a brutal communist dictatorship. ISAF also 
makes great efforts to comply with international humanitarian 
law (IHL). The Taliban and al Qa’eda in contrast ignore IHL 
and regard Western compliance with it as a vulnerability to 
be exploited ruthlessly, not respected or reciprocated.

‘The Soviets could not do it, so how can we be successful’. 
This ignores that the Soviets were an occupying army 
propping up an unelected dictatorial regime, not a UN-
endorsed assistance mission. Moreover, there are no 
guarantees in war – if the West became as involved or used 
the same methods as the Soviets in Afghanistan, we too might 
fail. The more advanced technology that we now possess is 
not the answer but it is a factor. The quality and experience 
of US troops, and their restraint in counter insurgency, is now 
far higher than the Soviets. One of our greatest advantages 
is our morality and our openness to scrutiny.

‘Australia does not have a strategic interest in Afghanistan’. 
This reflects an interesting view of the challenge from 
Islamist extremists for a country living next to the largest 
Islamic nation in the world, (and where 88 Australians were 
murdered by Islamist terrorists). It is a narrow view in the 
extreme, and denies our humanity and our responsibilities as 
relatively wealthy and lucky citizens of this interdependent 
world.

‘There is only one course of action, and it is to: talk to 
the Taliban; or conduct a diplomatic offensive; or change 
the nature of the government’. There are any number of 
purported simple answers to the Afghanistan problem and 
all of them are wrong. Insurgencies are only amenable to a 
comprehensive strategy and it is never easy.

‘Western democracies are incapable of long term 
commitments’. The US (and a few of its allies) stayed the 
course in Iraq. Our enemies may now not be so certain that 
we will ‘cut and run’ when it gets tough or they get even 
nastier.

Afghanistan
myths and legends
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‘The financial crisis now means we cannot afford it’. The 
financial crisis is the greatest own goal of the fight against 
extreme Islamism. If the issues are acknowledged as big 
enough, the costs of a commitment to Afghanistan can still 
be met.

‘Australia is so small we could not make a significant 
contribution’. The US and the UK, the bulwarks of our world 
security system, are desperate for usable and professional 
military assistance. Australia can make a significant 
contribution and as a minimum should look to the Dutch and 
Canadians as a benchmark. What does a defence budget of 
$A22 billion actually buy us if we cannot provide a range 
of strategic and moral options to government? Our strategic 
guidance has been telling us for years that we must be able 
to make and sustain the kind of deployment that could be 
appropriate for Afghanistan, and now we somehow cannot 
do it?

‘Australia went to Afghanistan to prevent international 
terrorism – we are already strategically successful’. This is 
a popular official self-delusion used for ending discussion 
at Senate Estimates hearings. It is meant to reinforce a view 
that Australia has done enough, but confuses rhetoric with 
actual results. It certainly wins some discussions but ignores 
the reality of the entire world outside Canberra.

‘Australian troops are fighting well – we are tactically 
successful’. There is no denying that Australian troops are 
fighting well at the tactical level in Afghanistan. If nothing 
changes it should be expected that, like, Vietnam, they will 
continue to perform brilliantly at the tactical level until the 
day that we lose the war strategically.

There can be no certainty in war. Winning is never 
guaranteed. Troop commitment in such foreign interventions 
is about probability. More troops only decrease the probability 
of being defeated, and increase the probability of winning. 
Similarly, to think and talk clearly about Afghanistan may 
increase the probability of making a right decision. But 
the other thing that Iraq teaches me is that, regardless of 
our understanding, we always reserve the right to make 
extraordinarily stupid decisions.

All wars are ultimately contests of will and end when 
one side gives up. Most wars involve tough choices, moral 
dilemmas and considerable sacrifice. Quitting just because 
the course of the war has seemingly become hard is simply 
defeatism or escapism rather than intellectual or moral 
fortitude. Quitting in the face of an enemy who despises 
international law and our whole way of life will only 
postpone further confrontations not prevent them on terms 
acceptable to the international community.  

Major General Jim Molan, AO, DSC (Retd) served in the 
Australian Army for over forty years until July 2008. He 
commanded at every level from platoon to division and 
was Australian Army Attache and later Defence Attache 
in Indonesia in 1992-94 and 1998-99 respectively. From 
April 2004 to mid 2005 he served in Iraq, much of the time 
as the Chief of Operations at Headquarters Multinational 
Force–Iraq (MNF-I). His book, ‘Running the War in Iraq’, 
was recently published by Harper-Collins.
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Vale Sir Charles Walter Michael 
Court, AK, KBE, KCMG

Sir Charles Court, who died in Perth on 22 December 
2007, aged 96, was a patron of the Australia Defence 
Association for nearly twenty years but was always careful 
to ensure that his long career and reputation in politics did 
not affect the apolitical aims and work of the Association.

Born in Crawley, West Sussex, on 29 September 1911 
his family emigrated to Western Australia when he was six 
months old. Educated at the selective-entry Perth Boy’s (now 
Hale) School, he also began formal music training at 12 
– after playing the cornet in the Salvation Army band where 
his family worshipped and later the Perth RSL Memorial 
Band. In 1930 he and his cornet won the brass solo division 
of the national band competition. Later, in 1953, he became 
a life member of the musicians union, having joined as a 
14-year old in 1925. While working as a newspaper delivery 
boy he studied accountancy at night school and in 1927 was 
articled to a firm of auditors. He opened his own accountancy 
practice in 1933 and was a foundation partner of Hendry Rae 
& Court, 1938-1970.

In 1953 he entered state parliament as the member 
for Nedlands and subsequently became the Minister for 
Industrial Development and the North West (1959-71) and 
Railways (1959-67). He became Opposition Leader in May 
1972 and Premier on 08 April 1974, replacing Labor’s 
John Tonkin (another founding member of the ADA). Sir 
Charles (first knighted in 1972 when his OBE was upgraded) 
retired as Premier on 25 January 1982, shortly after his 
70th birthday.

As a minister, deputy premier and later premier he oversaw 
the Ord River Scheme, the development of the Kwinana 
industrial strip in Perth, the start of large-scale iron ore 
mining in the Pilbara, and the significant Japanese investment 
that helped transform Western Australia from a largely 
agriculturally-based economy to one based on resources. He 
was instrumental in getting the North West Shelf gas project 
off the ground and also oversaw the development of the nickel 
mining and mineral sands industries in WA.

His interest in defence matters began in the mid 1920s as 
a senior cadet and a short-term conscript in the 1909-1929 
national service scheme, and then a volunteer in the Militia’s 
44th Battalion. In all three cases he was apparently soon 
grabbed by the unit band.

In 1940 he re-enlisted as a private in the Army Service 
Corps (ASC), with the intention of transferring to the 2nd AIF 
as an infantryman. After being soon promoted lance corporal, 
corporal, lance sergeant and sergeant he was commissioned 
as a lieutenant. In February 1942 he transferred to the 2nd 
AIF and was posted to the 1st Armoured Division, then 
in New South Wales. Soon after he was promoted captain 
and appointed as adjutant of the division’s ASC Support 
Group. After attendance at the Staff College’s junior wing, 

at Duntroon, he served on the DAQMG (administration and 
logistics) staff at Headquarters 1st Armoured Division.

He moved with the division to Western Australia in late 
1942 and was later promoted major while serving with 
its headquarters. In 1943 he was seconded for a period to 
Headquarters Northern Territory Force in Darwin, and led 
one of the staff teams undertaking operational and logistic 
military appreciations of the potential use of northern 
Australia for offensive operations against the Japanese.

After completing the senior wing of the Staff College, 
then located at Cabarlah on Queensland’s Darling Downs, 
he was posted in early 1945 to Headquarters 2nd Corps 
and then Headquarters 3rd Division, both at Torokina in 
Bougainville, where he remained until demobilised, as a 
lieutenant colonel, in early January 1946. He was awarded 
the OBE in 1946 for his service as a logistics staff officer in 
Bougainville, particularly for maintaining and co-ordinating 
communication and supply lines in the outer islands between 
April and September 1945.

In later life Sir Charles was honorary colonel of the 
University of Western Australia Regiment, 1969-1974, and 
the Special Air Service Regiment, 1976-1980. He was a 
patron of the Australia Defence Association, 1981-1998, and 
the patron of the Special Air Service Association, 1987-1994, 
and the Pilbara Regiment Memorial Fund, 2003-05. He was 
made a life member of the RSL in 1981.

Beyond and above party politics and his military service, 
Sir Charles had a passionate interest in defence matters, 
including the economic strength required to sustain our 
national defence efforts and the vulnerabilities and potential 
of northern Australia in both regards. Long before such 
views became commonly accepted, he maintained that the 
integrated development of industry, commerce and strong 
population bases in northern Australia had synergistic effects 
on economic strength, economic stability and national 
defence.

From the 1980s to the early 2000s he was a particular 
supporter of the Army’s new Regional Force Surveillance 
Units. In conjunction with Major General Ken Taylor (Retd), 
its honorary colonel for twenty years, he maintained a special 
interest in the development of the Pilbara Regiment. In 
August 2002, in a ceremony with Ken Taylor officiating, the 
regiment’s new purpose-designed troop depot in Carnarvon 
was officially opened by Sir Charles and Lady Court and 
named the Sir Charles Court Lines. On Remembrance 
Day 2005 Sir Charles also unveiled the Pilbara Regiment 
memorial in Karratha.

A keen reader of Defender for decades he continued to 
correspond with the ADA national office until suffering 
ill-health in early 2007. The ADA thanks Lady Court and 
his family for Sir Charles’ long and dedicated service to the 
cause of Australia’s defence. His state funeral in Perth on 04 
January 2008 was a most fitting farewell for a great Australian 
visionary and pioneer.  
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Vale Major General Kenneth 
Joseph Taylor, AO (Retd)

Major General Ken Taylor, who died in Perth on 22 March 
2008, aged 78, was another ADA member with long-held 
and strong views about the development and defence of 
northern Australia. Views he put into particular effect in the 
early 1980s when the Army’s senior commander in Western 
Australia, and which he continued to express intellectually 
and practically until his death almost thirty years later.

Born in Subiaco on 15 June 1929, his father was an agent 
for Shell and Ken’s early education was in country schools 
such as Lake Grace and Merredin, before the family returned 
to East Perth and then Dalkeith. His secondary education was 
at Christian Brothers College in Perth where Ken excelled 
at both sport (swimming, sailing, tennis and hockey) and 
academic studies (especially mathematics and physics). He 
entered the Royal Military College, Duntroon, in the 1947 
intake, reputedly after his earlier desire to become an atomic 
physicist was subverted by the ten shillings a week pocket 
money then paid to Duntroon cadets.

Fittingly enough, Ken graduated from Duntroon to 
the Royal Australian Signals (corps) in 1950 and then 
completed a Bachelor of Science degree at the University 
of Western Australia. He served in the Korean War as a rifle 
platoon commander with 1RAR and 2RAR during 1953-
54, including in the battle of The Hook. In the late 1950s 
he completed a two-year postgraduate course in applied 
science and technology at the Royal Military College of 
Science, Shrivenham, in the UK and then served on an 
exchange posting with the British Army of the Rhine in 
West Germany.

He attended the Army Staff College at Fort Queenscliff in 
1961 followed by a staff posting at (the Commonwealth’s) 
Headquarters Far East Land Forces in Singapore. Returning 
to Australia he raised 103 (task force) Signal Squadron 
in 1965 and, following promotion to lieutenant colonel, 
became commanding officer of the Sydney-based 1st Signal 
Regiment. This was followed by a staff posting as head of the 
communications-electronics branch at SEATO Headquarters 
in Bangkok and attendance at the Joint Services Staff College, 
Latimer, in the UK.

On promotion to colonel in 1973 he was Director of 
Recruiting at Army Headquarters and in 1974 was appointed 
the Director of Military Art (and deputy commandant) at 
RMC Duntroon. Promoted to brigadier in 1976, he was 
the first Director-General of Computer Operations in the 
Department of Defence.

In 1980-82 Ken was double-hatted in command of the 
5th Military District (covering Western Australia), and of the 
main field army formation based there, the Army Reserve’s 
13th Field Force Group (now 13 Brigade). During this time, 
ably supported by then WA premier, Sir Charles Court, he 
studied, developed and argued the case for an Army Reserve 
unit in the Pilbara dedicated to the local defence of the region. 
After winning approval, he raised the Army Reserve’s 5th 
Independent Rifle Company at Port Hedland in the Pilbara in 
1982, and it was subsequently expanded, as he had planned, 
into a full Regional Force Surveillance Unit as the Pilbara 
Regiment in 1985.

Ken left WA for Canberra on promotion to major general 
in 1982 and the post of Chief of Materiel – Army at Army 
Headquarters, the senior specialist job in the Army for officers 
of a technical background. He was appointed an Officer in 
the Order of Australia in 1985, retired from the Army after 
38 years service in May 1985 and returned to Perth.

In retirement he was honorary colonel of the Perth-based 
10th Light Horse Regiment, 1985-1988, but the Pilbara 
Regiment also remained deep in his affections and psyche. In 
June 1988 Ken became its first honorary colonel and was still 
enthusiastically in harness when he died just short of 20 years 
later. As honorary colonel he was very popular among all 
ranks and a willing fixture at regimental ceremonial activities. 
He also remained very interested in the operational side of the 
unit, attended all course concentration periods and worked, 
with Sir Charles Court, in the early to mid 2000s to have the 
regiment’s impressive memorial erected (and opened by Sir 
Charles in 2005). In 1997, the regiment’s new headquarters 
in Karratha was named Taylor Barracks in Ken’s honour.

For a soldier, Ken also loved the sea. After sailing at 
school and with the Sea Scouts on the Swan River, he later 
raced sailing dinghies, crewed in the Sydney to Hobart and 
Parmelia yacht races, and in the infamous 1979 Fastnet race 
in the UK from which his boat withdrew. He was eventually 
the first commodore of the Army Sailing Association. His last 
boat, an S80 called Katie, was raced on the Swan out of the 
Royal Perth Yacht Club. He played hockey into his early 60s, 
golf until his mid 70s and was also a founding member and 
several times president of the West Lewis Island Gentlemen’s 
Fishing Club in the Dampier Archipelago. A bronze plaque 
at Todd Bay, erected by his club mates, commemorates his 
love of Australia’s North West and its people, as well as his 
rare qualities as a friend and mentor to many.

Ken’s well-attended military funeral at Karrakatta in Perth 
on 02 April 2008 included a 100-man guard of honour from 
his beloved Pilbara Regiment and other WA units. In October 
2008 his name was added to the honour roll on the regimental 
memorial in Karratha and his two sons scattered half his ashes 
in the waters of the Dampier archipelago, with the other half 
scattered in the Swan River at East Fremantle.

The ADA thanks his wife, Ket, and their family for 
Ken’s long, dedicated and thoughtful service to the cause of 
Australia’s defence.  

BEQUESTS TO THE ADA
Have	you	considered	making	a	donation	or	bequest	to	
the	Australia	Defence	Association?

The	Association	runs	a	very	lean	operation	and	every	dollar	
makes	a	difference.	A	suitable	form	of	bequest	is	‘I	bequeath	
the	sum	of	$__________	to	the	Australia	Defence	Association	
(ABN	16	083	007	390)’.

If	you	have	already	made	a	will,	you	don’t	have	to	
change	it;	you	can	simply	make	a	codicil.

The	Association	can	assist	with	the	provision	of	will	or	
codicil	forms,	or	referral	to	a	solicitor.	Further	details	
may	be	obtained	from	bequests@ada.asn.au

association update



Defender – Autumn-Winter 2008��

re
vi

ew
s

reviews

Gallipoli: Attack From the Sea
Victor Rudenno

A review essay by Rob Walls

The title of this book by Dr Victor Rudenno is misleading. 
It is really about submarines and their exploits – principally 
submarine war patrols – during the combined British and 
French campaign to force and control the Dardanelles and 
the Sea of Marmora during World War I. Control of this 
seaway, which links the eastern Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea, would have enabled much improved Allied support of 
Russia and her efforts on the Eastern Front. It would also 
have provided the Allies a much greater capacity to shape 
events in the Balkans strategically, thus impacting on Turkey, 
Serbia, Greece and Bulgaria (the latter eventually joining the 
Central Powers in October 1915).

As the book’s introduction notes: ‘The Gallipoli campaign 
of 1914-15 is one of the most discussed [campaigns] of the 
First World War …..[it] continues to seize the imagination 
today.’ Yet the role of Australians in naval aspects of the 
Dardanelles campaign had been relatively neglected until 
the work of Dr Tom Frame and the Brenchleys in the last 
two decades.

Any addition to what seems to be an ever-broader and 
perennial series of Gallipoli accounts and interpretations 
needs to be different if it is to make a successful and 
lasting contribution to the genre. Gallipoli: Attack from 
the Sea is indeed different. It puts aside further discussion 
of the strategic controversies surrounding the Dardanelles 
and focuses instead on the submarines involved and how 
they performed. The narrative addresses submarines 
from Germany, Austria, and France as well as Britain and 
Australia. The results of the campaign provided a basis for the 
influence of submarines on naval warfare, and a benchmark 
for their performance, ever since.

The phases of the campaign are covered chronologically 
from each opponent’s point of view, rather than discussing the 
actions of both sides together. This enables detailed coverage 
of each submarine’s activities but demands a continuing 
contextual reference, using a timeline. The book records 
the remarkable coincidence, wherein arguably the two best 
submariners of the Dardanelles campaign were both at sea 
in the theatre of operations at the end of May 1915.

The German hero was Kapitanleutenant Otto Hersing 
commanding U-21. On 25 May 1915 he sank the British 
pre-dreadnought battleship HMS Triumph off Anzac Cove, 
to the chagrin of the ANZACs and the delight of the Turkish 
soldiers watching from the cliffs above. Two days later, he 
sank the pre-dreadnought battleship HMS Majestic off Cape 
Helles. As they were throughout most of the campaign, anti-
submarine capabilities were ineffective. Battleships were 

then withdrawn from the frontline. For the remainder of the 
campaign, including the Suvla assault in August 1915, naval 
support for land forces was markedly reduced and destroyers 
became the workhorses of naval gunfire support for the troops 
ashore. On his submarine’s arrival at Constantinople, Hersing 
was awarded the order Pour le Merite – the highest bravery 
honour awarded by the Kaiser (and known colloquially as the 
‘Blue Max’); his crew were each given the Iron Cross.

The Royal Navy’s hero was Lieutenant Commander 
Martin Nasmith (later Admiral Sir Martin Dunbar-Nasmith, 
VC, KBE) commanding HM Submarine E-11. His was 
not the first submarine through the Narrows to the Sea of 
Marmora – that achievement was earnt by the Australian 
submarine AE-2, commanded by Lieutenant Commander 
Dacre Stoker, RN, on 25 April 1915 – but Nasmith was 
the most successful submarine commander in operations. 
He literally took the fight to the quays of Constantinople 
harbour and the Golden Horn in the first of three war patrols 
in the theatre.

Dr Rudenno provides a well structured context for the 
excitement of the submarine activities he portrays. His 
work is not, as his publisher claims, the analysis of the 
strategies and actions of all land, sea and air forces at 
the Gallipoli peninsula, but it is ‘a gripping narrative’ of 
the conduct and complexities of submarine operations in 
the Dardanelles campaign. In addition to the insights the 
book gives into the characteristics and personalities of the 
submariners (perhaps just as relevant today as in World War 
I), it provides fascinating details of the impact of technology 
on submarines, their operation and the development of anti 
submarine warfare.

One of the remarkable aspects of submarine warfare in 
World War I was the rate of development of imaginative 
concepts associated with the application of the new 
technologies then becoming available. These aspects 
included the design of submarine hulls, propulsion systems, 
sensors (including radio and sonics), weapons – such as 
torpedoes and mines – and gathering and using intelligence. 
Operational concepts were constantly being assessed and 
further developed as well; an illustration of this being the 
development of underwater sound signalling as co-ordinated 
submarine operations progressed.

In terms of military techniques, the Dardanelles campaign 
had enormous influence not only on World War I but also 
World War II. The book’s broader context describes the 
greatest amphibious operation of modern times up to that 
point. The landings and subsequent evacuations from the 
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Gallipoli peninsula provide lessons and procedural insights 
to those who study, plan and conduct amphibious operations 
even to this day.

The linkage between sea and land operations is well made 
by the author and he succinctly describes how the failed 
attempts of the naval offensive to force the Narrows led 
to the landings of 25 April 1915. There were other matters 
of significance too as many of the techniques applied in 
the Gallipoli campaign were new or experimental, notably 
the use of submarines and aircraft. Thus the Dardanelles 
campaign was instructive as well as informative in both 
combined and joint operations, by sea, land and air. The 
learning process was a costly one in terms of men’s lives and 
resources – eight of the thirteen Allied submarines involved 
in the campaign were lost.

The book provides broad ranging coverage of matters 
such as aerial reconnaissance, naval artillery spotting, 
aerial bombing, and the use of radio. Some of the ‘firsts’ 
involved are the world’s first successful torpedo attack from 
an aeroplane, and the first submarine ever to be sunk from 
the air.

Disconcertingly, the notes to the chapters contain details 
and discussion which might better have been included in the 
narrative. The book’s appendices suffer perhaps from having 
too much information and data to select from for inclusion; 
they are helpful nonetheless. The photos are evocative: the 
author is fortunate indeed to have such a collection.

In his introduction the author states:
….the impact of the Allied submarine campaign on 

the Turkish merchant navy in the Sea of Marmara was 

significant, although not conclusive. At certain times, 
particularly during major land engagements, Turkish 
forces were under considerable pressure, but this did not 
stop their war machinery or the final despatch of men 
and materials to the front. By the end of the ten-month 
Gallipoli campaign, nearly half of the Turkish transports 
had been sunk, so that a much reduced level of men and 
materials was transported by sea……
The narrative supports his judgement.
The efforts of the U-Boats were perhaps more conclusive 

in that their results had a sustained influence on Allied naval 
operations and plans. This applied even though they were not 
as frequently active in the theatre as the British submarines 
in particular were.

Ultimately the Dardanelles campaign was an operational 
stalemate and a strategic failure for the Allies. The campaign 
was, however, the first one in the history of naval warfare 
where submarines of both sides made a significant impact 
on the outcome.

Dr Rudenno has researched his book thoroughly. It has an 
extensive and useful bibliography, covering material from 
amongst the first written to the latest published. Gallipoli: 
Attack from the Sea is a fine addition to the history of naval 
warfare and a most useful contribution to the annals of sub-
surface warfighting.  

Victor Rudenno, ‘Gallipoli: Attack From the Sea’, UNSW 
Press, Sydney, 2008, Softback, 338pp., RRP $A44.95. This 
review essay is republished courtesy of the Journal of 
Australian Naval History.

Don’t miss out – 20% off the first 
published history of the 6th Division!

This captivating read, written by military historian 
Mark Johnston, features more than 200 photos,
many never previously published.

For more information and to receive 20% off 
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Gallipoli Sniper:  
The life of Billy Sing

John Hamilton

Reviewed by Kenneth Thomas

For every soldier, fear of death on the battlefield causes 
anxiety. Where death strikes by an unseen hand this can also 
cause hyper-vigilance and even terror. Being stalked and 
killed by a sniper, for example, can become particularly high 
on the list of individual survival concerns.

The nature and topography of the Gallipoli campaign 
in particular were ideal for sniping by both sides – much 
more so than the Western Front where random or sustained 
artillery bombardment posed much greater risks. Gallipoli 
Sniper tells the story of Billy Sing (nicknamed ‘Assassin’), 
the most proficient sniper in the whole 1st AIF. With 201 
officially confirmed ‘kills’ at Gallipoli and more on the 
Western Front he remains the most successful sniper in 
Australian military history.

For those who aspire to be a sniper, patience forms the 
cornerstone of a successful career. In that era, well before 
anyone had even heard of the Dardanelles, the art of patiently 
waiting for a target to appear and calmly, calculatingly, 
pulling the trigger to hit it was part of the way of life for 
many Australian men. Born out of the necessity to survive the 
unforgiving Australian outback, this natural ‘bush’ skill was 
quickly adapted to survive and beat the unforgiving Turk.

With Gallipoli Sniper, John Hamilton, author of Goodbye 
Cobber, God Bless You (reviewed in the Summer 2004 
Defender), continues his love affair with the Light Horse 
regiments – this time when they fought dismounted as 
reinforcements at Gallipoli and concentrating on one special 
trooper. Having walked the ground to Chatham’s Post, 
Hamilton draws on his own personal fascination for the 
peninsula to impart a graphic level of detail when describing 
the landscape, the men and the utter waste of life.

Following a bedding-in period, the 5th Light Horse 
took position at the right of the line at Bolton’s Ridge and 
it was from here that they secured Chatham’s Post and the 
summit which would become Billy Sing’s sniping nest. The 
effect a sniper can have on the morale of troops under fire 
should never be underestimated. The constant thought of 
death affects thinking, actions and morale. Sing understood 
this and went to great lengths choosing his targets using 
cold calculation. Hamilton captures this methodical skill 
with explicit inserts from private accounts and official war 
diaries.

Sing left Gallipoli prior to the evacuation suffering from 
‘rheumatism’ and perhaps mumps, recuperated on Malta and 
was transferred to North Queensland’s 31st Infantry Battalion. 
His illness delayed his departure for France and he missed the 
battalion’s participation in the battle of Fromelles where it 
suffered 572 casualties. In March 1916 Sing was awarded the 
Distinguished Conduct Medal for his efforts at Gallipoli.

Hamilton follows Sing to the Western Front where his 
precision marksmanship saw him awarded the Belgian Croix 

de Guerre, but again at great 
cost. He was sent home to 
Australia in July 1918 after 
being gassed at Polygon 
Wood, and where he was 
recommended for a Military 
Medal. According to one version, he stalked a machine gun 
impeding his battalion’s advance and killed all eight Germans 
in the strongpoint.

Gallipoli Sniper is, however, a rise-and-fall story of 
hardship and tragedy as well as consummate professional 
achievement. Hamilton also takes the reader back to a time in 
Australian history when colour, heritage and class were daily 
obstacles. Born William Edward Sing to a Chinese father 
and an English mother in the rural Queensland township of 
Clermont in 1886, Billy, as he came to be known, grew up 
in an Australia that was increasingly fearful about threats of 
foreign invasion from Asian powers to the north.

At the age of 24, capitalising on his mother’s English 
heritage, Billy moved to Proserpine to open a new chapter 
in his life. Through hard work in the cane fields, membership 
of the Proserpine Rifle Club and participation in the local 
cricket competition, William Sing was accepted as a ‘natural 
born British subject’ and on 12 August 1914 enlisted in North 
Queensland’s 5th Light Horse (as trooper number 355).

Sing returned to a hero’s welcome in Proserpine after 
the war but, as is typical of many an Australian story of 
both post-war periods, he struggled with readjusting to 
‘returned’ life. He started as a soldier settler but walked off 
the land heartbroken and later tried prospecting and mining. 
Plagued by ill-health and succumbing to alcoholism, his 
life underwent a steep decline. When he died in his sleep 
in a Brisbane boarding house in May 1943 he had only five 
shillings to his name and no longer possessed his DCM and 
Croix de Guerre. What triggered this decline is not well 
documented, however it would be a fair assessment that his 
time spent on the Gallipoli Peninsula and the Western Front 
contributed significantly.

With extensive archival research, and period accounts 
from Sing’s peers and commanders offering personal insights 
into the man, Hamilton does an exceptional job in drawing 
together the written accounts. This is a well-researched, 
detailed and compelling story. Hamilton’s easy writing 
style allows readers to immerse themselves in the detail and 
follow every shot as Billy Sing’s observer. A recommended 
read for any junior soldier aspiring to become a sniper and 
a worthwhile investment for the general reader.   

John Hamilton, ‘Gallipoli Sniper: The Life of Billy Sing’, 
Pan Macmillan Australia, Sydney, 2008, Softback, 331pp., 
RRP $A34.99.
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The Battle for Wau: New 
Guinea’s Frontline 1942-1943.

Phillip Bradley

Reviewed by Dr Michael McKernan

Yet, in truth, Ted St John is a minor character in The 
Battle for Wau. It is just that Phillip Bradley keeps coming 
up with these sorts of surprises that force his readers to think 
deeply about the bigger questions. And that is always what 
very good history should do. Other characters come and go, 
too, and unlike On Shaggy Ridge there is steel in Bradley’s 
treatment of some Australian leaders. He has no time for the 
first of the Australians in command at Wau, Colonel Norman 
Fleay, and apparently with good reason. Fleay was promoted 
quickly from lieutenant to lieutenant-colonel, all in a matter 
of months, and as Bradley wisely observes, ‘while rank could 
be readily conferred, the experience implied by rank could 
not’. Bradley writes of Fleay as ‘panic-stricken’ and criticises 
New Guinea command for not relieving the hapless colonel. 
Bradley convinces me that this is all fair but Fleay’s treatment 
does remind us that war is mighty tough on reputations.

You’ll meet, though, plenty of men to admire and marvel 
at. Like Lieutenant Pat Dunshea, who had left school at the 
age of twelve, and gone on the road with his swag, looking for 
work: ‘a tough life had made him a tough man and taught him 
all about self-reliance, an invaluable quality in New Guinea’. 
Dunshea is described as ‘the toughest physical specimen, 
black or bloody white, in New Guinea’. Bradley’s eye for 
the detail and the right quote almost never fails him.

So all the elements of good military history can be 
found in this book: a clear and authoritative narrative, 
character aplenty, a well-developed sense of place, an agile 
understanding of tactical and strategic complexity, and 
a strong sense of the ambiguity of life and war. Thrown 
together with importantly good contemporary and modern 
photographs, and clear and frequent maps, this is truly a book 
to relish. Just one problem, though. Published by Oxford 
four years ago and two pages shorter, On Shaggy Ridge sold 
for $45. The Battle for Wau, published by Cambridge in the 
same Australian Army History series that has just moved 
publishers, and two pages longer, it sells for $75. That is a 
great pity. This book deserves a wider readership than that 
price will allow.   

Phillip Bradley, ‘The Battle for Wau: New Guinea’s 
Frontline 1942-1943’, Cambridge University Press (and 
the Army History Unit), Port Melbourne, 2008, Casebound 
and jacketed, xvii+285pp., RRP $A75.00. This review is 
republished courtesy of ‘The Canberra Times’.

Occasionally a book makes such a strong impression that 
you make a mental note to read whatever else the author might 
write. It is unusual, indeed quite remarkable, when you have 
that reaction with the book of a first-time author. It happened 
to me, though, with Phillip Bradley. His first book, published 
in 2004, On Shaggy Ridge, told the story of Australians 
in battle in a voice that was clear and authoritative, with 
attention to individuals and detail that was comprehensive 
and compelling, a story, parts of which, will remain with the 
reader across the years.

Now we have Phillip Bradley’s second book. Same format, 
almost exactly the same length, same country, same focus 
on the Australians at war, but from a slightly earlier time 
in the New Guinea campaign, and in battle at a place that 
is possibly slightly less known even to Australian military 
history readers. You would wonder if it would work a second 
time, you would fear, on opening The Battle for Wau, that 
perhaps it was too much of a risk to try it all again.

Not a bit of it. This is just as good a book as On Shaggy 
Ridge and it is now fair to say that in Phillip Bradley Australia 
has found another military historian of the very first rank. Last 
time in reviewing Bradley I started off with the old cliché 
about a historian needing a stout pair of boots. Recently I 
reviewed a book that told of another aspect of Australians in 
World War II where it was abundantly clear that the writer 
had not for a second trod in the path of the Australians he 
was writing about. The deficiency showed on just about 
every page of that book. Bradley’s familiarity with the land 
over which the Australians fought around Wau is so strong, 
so developed, so intense that the reader can see what he has 
seen, can walk on the tracks the Australians fought over, 
can live in the pitiless jungle that gave these men home for 
months and years. Bradley proves again, and in spades, that 
you simply cannot do military history without an absolute 
familiarity with the places of battle.

He concentrates again on individuals in battle and has 
an appropriate sense of the place of character in history. I 
was astonished to discover Edward St John as a brave and 
forthright, but junior, leader. Some readers may remember 
Ted St John as a federal parliamentarian ‘sanctimonious and 
self-important, prim and ascetic’ in the words of Ian Hancock, 
John Gorton’s biographer. Gorton could not abide St John. 
Yet in Phillip Bradley’s hands we find St John resolute, bold, 
brave and very necessary to the story. It makes you think, St 
John’s emergence into the story, that war shapes men in ways 
that are never predictable. And might give them qualities that 
may never see the light of day again. Or that, more simply, 
we are all better in our youth than in our mature years.
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dangerous that it might otherwise have been for air and ground 
crews alike. High on the list of these was the performance of 
the Beaufort itself. Even after some significant modification 
for Australian conditions it still gave trouble for most of 
the war. Problems with elevator trim and carbon monoxide 
poisoning caused the loss of several crews and aircraft. 
According to King, the elevator trim problem was suspected 
to be behind many of the 91 deaths at the Operational 
Training Unit at Bairnsdale and East Sale between March 
1942 and August 1945. This particular problem was not 
finally resolved until early in 1944.

The Beaufort was also difficult to fly in formation at the 
very low levels needed to drop torpedoes because it tended 
to waffle at 150 knots. Adding to the potential for a lack 
of confidence in the aircraft were ongoing and significant 
serviceability problems relating to engines and bomb tail 
fuses, for example, both of which led to fatalities. Landing 
accidents also seemed to be quite frequent. In fact, by mid-
1943 Prime Minister Curtin was expressing concern as to 
the state of the Beaufort force, with 51 of the 303 aircraft 
then delivered having been lost and only 121 serviceable of 
the remaining 252.

King relates very vividly the constant problems associated 
with operating in the tropics. For the aircrews there ‘was 
nothing exciting in searching a vast expanse of ocean for 
hours on end in normal conditions and, in stormy weather, 
it was irksome and hazardous.’ Indicating the nature of the 
problem, when returning from a strike on 16 April 1944, 31 
US Army Air Force fighters and their pilots were lost through 
bad weather and the limited navigation aids which afflicted 
all aircraft types at the time. Tropical diseases also took their 
toll, dysentery and malaria especially. At one period in late 
1942 nearly one third of No. 100 Squadron had malaria. This 
was not unusual.

Although the book does not delve deeply into the personnel 
issues that exacerbated the inherently stressful existence of 
the air and ground crews, it does provide hints that there 
were many complications and that the Air Force ‘system’ 
took some time to come to terms with this. Crew fatigue 
had become a problem by mid-1943 and the associated loss 
of a crew led to the posting out of other original squadron 
members. Not surprisingly, some individuals developed 
drinking problems and the loneliness coupled with broken 
personal relationships did result in occasional suicides. 
But, only in late 1944 did the RAAF introduce a personnel 
rotation system that took account of the nature and extent of 
the demands on its people.

Song of the Beauforts: No 100 
Squadron RAAF and Beaufort 
Bomber Operations

Colin King

A review essay by Jack McCaffrie 

Song of the Beauforts, republished to a wider audience by 
the RAAF Air Power Development Centre as a volume in the 
RAAF historical series, is a very well produced history of 
RAAF Beaufort bomber operations in the South West Pacific 
during World War II. Written by one of the surviving No. 
100 Squadron aircrew, Colin King, the book concentrates on 
the exploits of the squadron and the work of other squadrons 
within No. 71 Wing.

Originally a Royal Air Force squadron based in Singapore, 
No. 100 received the first six Australian-built Beauforts at 
Seletar in December 1941. None of the aircraft was armed; 
five were returned to Australia because of serious defects 
and the one aircraft remaining at Seletar was destroyed by 
Japanese strafing on 07 December after a forced landing 
at Kota Bharu. This was an inauspicious and revealing 
beginning for an aircraft that became a mainstay of RAAF 
anti-shipping, anti-submarine and close support operations 
in the South Pacific.

The squadron transferred to the RAAF on 28 February 
1942 while based at Laverton. For much of the remainder 
of 1942 it conducted sea patrols (often monotonous), firstly 
in southern waters and then in the Coral Sea. It moved bases 
several times and by September 1942 No. 100 was operating 
from Milne Bay. For the remainder of the war the squadron 
operated from a succession of bases around the coast of 
Papua New Guinea.

Much of No. 100’s work in and around New Guinea 
consisted of anti-shipping strikes using torpedoes dropped 
at low level. As the author points out, however, by mid-1943 
there was much dissatisfaction with the limited effectiveness 
of torpedo attacks and consideration was being given to 
converting the Beauforts to close-air-support aircraft. By late 
1943 that had happened, at least for No. 100 Squadron, and 
it began to concentrate on day and night bombing attacks in 
support of Allied troops operating against the Japanese. These 
operations, with occasional diversions into anti-submarine 
work, continued until the end of the war in the Pacific.

The book brings this work to life. It was often conducted 
in poor weather conditions and in the face of heavy enemy 
fire, but with growing and ultimately total control of the air. 
The squadron enjoyed its greatest success with bombing 
operations in support of ground forces, operations for which 
the aircraft was perhaps best suited and from which the crews 
derived greatest satisfaction. Perhaps even though aircraft 
and their crews are considered to be capable of ‘multi-roling’ 
some roles will always be performed better than others.

One of the strengths of this history is the way in which 
it illustrates the factors that made life more miserable and 
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Inevitably a book like this relies on anecdote for much of 
its value and interest. There are many personal stories in this 
book but none as arresting as that of Ray Graetz, a wireless 
operator with No. 100 Squadron. His Beaufort ditched on 20 
May 1944 after being shot down. Two crewmembers were 
killed when their dinghy was machine-gunned from the shore. 
Graetz, though wounded in this encounter, survived until 28 
May (when he was picked up by a US Navy PT boat). During 
the intervening days, Graetz, while trying to get back to his 
airfield, stumbled across a succession of Japanese patrols 
which either failed to see him or ignored him. He also took 
the trouble to sabotage Japanese equipment along the way, 
whenever the opportunity allowed. Reading the account 
of this amazing saga left the reviewer wondering if it had 
all been a figment of Graetz’s imagination. The reality is 
that he was awarded the Military Cross for his bravery and 
initiative.

The second half of the book is a series of ‘behind the 
scenes’ vignettes, covering various aspects of the Beaufort 
and its equipment, the support and maintenance effort and a 
whole range of personnel-related matters. For this reviewer 
the most interesting of these were the story of the trim tab 
problem already alluded to (and how it was eventually 
solved) and the No. 100 Squadron personnel profiles. While 
some of the air and ground crews drew a line under their war 
service, a good number remained in touch over the years and 
the profiles show that many lived long and eventful lives after 
the war in a variety of occupations.

Seeking lessons from experiences such as those of No. 100 
Squadron can be worthwhile, if also perhaps somewhat risky. 
The point is to examine these experiences and to determine 
whether they hold any relevance for today and tomorrow. One 
such issue might well be the operation of tactical aircraft in 
and around the archipelagoes to our north, particularly for 
sustained periods.

Although the Beaufort was ‘state of the art’ in its day, it 
was a fairly simple machine by today’s standards. Despite its 
comparative simplicity, however, it suffered several major 
and fatal faults. Additionally, the RAAF was hard-pressed to 
provide the necessary level of logistics support for the aircraft 
in the theatre of operations. The logistics problems extended 
beyond maintenance of the aircraft. As King points out, once 
the US Army Air Force Squadrons moved on, the RAAF was 
forced for a time to impose food rationing. The far greater 
complexity of today’s aircraft and the raised expectations of 
Service personnel have not made logistic support any easier 
to manage. Significant air and sea-lift capacity, together with 
assured supplies of materiel, would be needed to support any 
protracted operations offshore.

Despite the Beaufort having a quite respectable range 
(about 1600 miles) No. 100 and the other squadrons operated 
from several Papua New Guinea airfields during the war. 
The squadrons moved as tasking changed, as the focus of 
ground operations shifted and to ensure responsiveness to 
such tasking. Future campaigns in, for example, the so-called 
‘inner arc’ of the archipelagoes to our north could be similarly 
geographically dispersed. A major difference, however, 
would be the relatively few airfields capable of supporting 

current or projected combat aircraft – not to mention the 
fewer aircraft likely to be available. The situation could be 
further complicated by the need to operate both air-to-air 
refueling, and airborne early warning and control aircraft, in 
conjunction with the tactical aircraft given the comparatively 
limited combat range of contemporary tactical aircraft. The 
anticipated entry into ADF service of two medium-sized 
amphibious ships within the next few years emphasises the 
potential for future offshore operations. It also emphasises 
the need for responsive air support for at least some of those 
operations.

Song of the Beauforts is not a chronicle of the South 
Pacific campaigns in World War II. It is a chronicle of the part 
played in those campaigns by a dedicated group of RAAF 
air and ground crews flying one particular aircraft, and of 
their tribulations in trying to get the job done. As such it is 
a valuable addition to the writings on the war in the South 
Pacific. It will be welcomed by general readers and those with 
a specific interest in the air war in this part of the world.  

Colin M. King, ‘Song of the Beauforts: No. 100 Squadron 
RAAF and Beaufort Bomber Operations’, 2nd edition, 
RAAF Air Power Development Centre, Softback, 456pp., 
RRP $A25.00 (available from http://airpower.airforce.gov.
au/Publications/List/38/Historical-Titles.aspx).

review
s



Defender – Autumn-Winter 2008�0

Selling the Korean War: 
Propaganda, Politics, and Public 
Opinion in the United States, 
1950-1953

Steven Casey

Reviewed by Professor Peter Edwards

The current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan have 
provoked frequent comparisons with that in Vietnam, not 
least in the importance of ‘the home front’. That term has 
taken on quite different meanings from those that applied in 
the two world wars, when it meant tangible contributions to 
the war effort – such as the manufacture of munitions – as 
much as the maintenance of morale in the face of blockades 
and the bombing of cities. In more recent wars, smaller in 
scale and mostly at some distance from Australia and its 
major allies, the focus has been far more on the need to 
maintain public support for the conflict, as the cost in blood 
and treasure continues for year after year and challenges 
are mounted to the war’s necessity, strategic wisdom and 
morality.

For many Australians and Americans, especially those 
of the present writer’s generation, the classic case of the 
importance of public opinion in a post-1945 war was 
Vietnam, and especially the media coverage of the Tet 
offensive of early 1968. For years afterwards, many argued 
that the war had been lost by the media, especially by the 
television reports broadcast to the living-rooms of middle 
America. This view was summarily dismissed as neither 
useful nor factually accurate by the current Chief of Army, 
Lieutenant General Ken Gillespie, when he opened this year’s 
Army History Conference. It is a sign of the importance of 
the topic that the conference was devoted to the historical 
lessons and current operational relationship between the 
military and the media.

The value of Selling the Korean War is that it takes the 
story back before the Vietnam War to the first of the major 
limited wars of the post-1945 era, Korea. The sobriquet 
‘the forgotten war’ carries a little less weight these days, 
but on the question of the relationship between political 
leaders, the military and the news media, it has indeed been 
overlooked too often. The central contention of this book is 
that the Korean War was when the American political and 
military leaderships first had to manage public opinion in 
a limited war. Just after the largest war the world had ever 
seen, President Harry Truman and his political and military 
subordinates had to cope with a new set of challenges. They 
had to stir the public sufficiently to ensure continued support 
from Congress and the electorate, while not arousing the 
public to the extent that it was calling for a wider, perhaps 
global, war against the Soviet Union.

Steven Casey, the author of Selling the Korean War, is a 
senior lecturer in the Department of International History 
at the London School of Economics. (What a pity it is, 
incidentally, that no Australian university has seen fit to 
create such a department. In most history departments in 
this country, other than at the Australian Defence Force 
Academy, it is rare to get more than one historian interested 
in international relations, in peace and war, generating the 
stimulus that comes from collegial contact.)

Casey’s book is not military history as that term is 
usually understood, but a substantial, scholarly and nuanced 
account of the Truman administration’s handling of the 
media and public opinion throughout the Korean War. All 
the familiar episodes are there – the advances and retreats, 
the Inchon landing, most importantly Truman’s sacking 
of General MacArthur – but seen through the prism of the 
administration’s media management and the associated 
political controversies.

For a reader today, perhaps one of the most interesting 
themes is the tension within the Republican Party between 
the ideologues of the Right and the moderates with more 
experience of international affairs in both peace and war. This 
is the time not only of the egregious Senator Joseph McCarthy 
and the House Un-American Activities Committee, but also 
of the rise and electoral victory of that most politically skilled 
general, Dwight D. Eisenhower. While Casey is careful not 
to write history as an exercise in current political polemics, 
I suspect that this account will reinforce the regret felt by 
many Americans that General Colin Powell did not become 
the Republican President of the United States in 2000.

Selling the Korean War is written primarily for an 
academic readership. It is large and thorough, but clearly 
written, with a judicious balance of narrative and analysis. 
It should also be read by anyone with a serious interest in 
the Korean War, by those interested in American politics and 
foreign policy in the mid-twentieth century, and especially 
by anyone with a serious interest in the relationship between 
political leaders, the military and the media, as they shape 
public opinion in a limited war.  

Steven Casey, ‘Selling the Korean War: Propaganda, Politics, 
and Public Opinion in the United States, 1950-1953’, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 2008, Casebound, xi + 476 pp., 
RRP $A87.50.
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The Battle at Ngok Tavak:  
A Bloody Defeat in South 
Vietnam, 1968

Bruce Davies

Reviewed by Bill Deane

In a month when US and Vietnamese forces suffered 
their highest casualty rate, apparently no Australian media 
reported the May 1968 battle at Ngok Tavak Only three 
Australian army advisers were involved and none were 
killed or wounded, although a total of 31 Americans and 
South Vietnamese died. The overrunning of a small, isolated 
outpost by a force made up of North Vietnamese Army and 
local Viet Cong, with no Australian casualties, was unlikely 
to rate a mention.

Yet the circumstances surrounding the battle had 
certain features that aroused the curiosity of Bruce Davies, 
himself a decorated former member of the Australian Army 
Training Team Vietnam and the joint author of an AATTV 
history The Men Who Persevered (reviewed in the Summer 
2005/06 Defender). What was such a motley group – an 
Australian Army captain who commanded a Mobile Strike 
Force company of three platoons commanded by one US 
Special Forces sergeant and two Australian Army warrant 
officer advisers with 122 Nung (an ethnic minority) Civilian 
Irregular Defense Group mercenaries, four other US Special 
Forces, three Vietnamese Special Forces, three interpreters, 
35 Montagnard (mountain people) CIDG reinforcements, one 
US Navy medic and 43 US Marine Corps artillerymen with 
two 105mm howitzers – meant to achieve when ‘seemingly 
dropped in the middle of an enemy-infested wilderness?’

The Ngok Tak deployment began with Captain John 
White, the company commander, receiving a briefing at 
Da Nang to take his force to reconnoitre an area about 
eight kilometres south of a major Special Forces camp at 
Kham Duc, and 20 kilometres from the Laos border, to 
gather intelligence on enemy movements. From thereon, 
the narrative gets a sharp edge as, unsurprisingly after 25 
years, accounts of who did what, said what and achieved 
what differ among the various combatants and from official 
reporting – Davies has cast his research net far and wide 
– but the general flow of events is clear.

White had hoped to establish, in an old French earthworks 
fort close to Little Ngok Tavak Mountain, a patrol base that, 
if endangered, could move at short notice. Having artillery 
suddenly foisted on him restricted his flexibility. Pointing this 
out to his Da Nang headquarters resulted in the unsolicited 
arrival of 35 Montagnard CIDG reinforcements – shortly 
afterwards wires to mines and telephones were cut. Several 
patrolling contacts also indicated not only that the Nungs 
preferred flight to fighting but that a strong attack could be 
expected.

It took place at about 0315 on 10 May 1968, heralded by 
the Montagnard CIDG killing a marine and several Nungs 
guarding a gap in the perimeter wire, followed up with 
a mass attack by North Vietnamese and local Viet Cong 
guerrillas that overran the howitzer positions. In darkness 

lit by exploding ammunition, 
both sides fought a confusing, 
tenacious, close quarter battle. 
Air fire support arrived, and 
at dawn the two Australian 
warrant officers, Frank Lucas 
and Don Cameron, managed 
to coax some Nungs into 
taking part in a counter-attack 
that drove remaining enemy 
beyond the perimeter wire 
but still able to direct fire on 
to the defenders. Medical 
evacuation helicopters were 
not shot at but two large 
helicopters with reinforcements were hit and disabled on 
the helipad, blocking it. With ammunition running low and 
anticipating a further assault, White told headquarters he was 
evacuating the position and, ignoring orders to remain, led 
the survivors out on foot, to be picked up later by helicopters 
and having evaded an ambush.

US and Australian relations in Da Nang were soured 
by subsequent dissension in relation to Ngok Tavak and 
other claims, but particularly because eleven marine 
corpses remained at the site. The three Aussies were posted 
to a different Special Forces unit. Later official lies told 
to relatives about fictitious measures taken to attempt to 
recover the remains led some to believe for years their loved 
ones were prisoners. Eventually, after political infighting, 
efforts by a dedicated band of Vietnam Veterans of America 
members saw a February 1995 visit to Ngok Tavak by a nine 
member Australian/VVA team that included White, two other 
Ngok Tavak survivors, the NVA battalion commander who 
led the attack and two of his superiors. War stories were 
swapped, joss sticks were burnt, feelings expressed, White 
thanked his former enemy for not firing on the medevac 
choppers, a Native American VVA member held a ceremony 
for the unburied fallen, and all felt ‘an obvious emotional 
freedom’. 

The Ngok Tavak aftermath saw both Australian warrant 
officers rightly receive gallantry awards. But the rejection by 
an Australian general of a recommendation by the AATTV 
commander that White receive a military cross for bravery 
and leadership, and instead get a Mention in Despatches, 
on the grounds that White’s elder brother had also been 
recommended for the same award elsewhere, still rankles 
AATTV and other veterans.

Davies’ narrative is non-judgemental and some elements 
partly contradict the publisher’s claim he brings resolution 
to questions surrounding Ngok Tavak. Such questions 
– concept of operations, tactics used, etc – make his book 
worthy of study as a discussion/training manual, given that 
Australian forces in Afghanistan are apparently operating 
in not wholly dissimilar circumstances. But one combat 
principle is inviolate – superiors should supply the ground 
commander’s stated needs and then stand back.  

Bruce Davies, ‘The Battle at Ngok Tavak: A Bloody Defeat 
in South Vietnam, 1968’, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest NSW, 
Softback, 242pp., RRP A$29.95. This review is republished 
courtesy of the ‘Canberra Times’.
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Why We’re Losing the War on 
Terror

Paul Rogers

Reviewed by Brian Agnew

Retired US General Barry McCaffrey, returning from a 
recent visit to Iraq, provided an upbeat assessment of the 
six-year war there claiming that the United States is now 
clearly in the end game in that theatre. He judged that there 
was a dramatic and growing momentum for economic and 
security stability which is unlikely to be reversible. If this 
proves to be the case, the US will have rescued the situation 
from near disaster. The other counter-insurgency campaign 
in Afghanistan is yet to reach such a tipping point. With these 
apparent changes in fortune, the timing and thrust of Paul 
Rogers’s Why We’re Losing the War on Terror is perhaps 
unfortunate.

The question in his title encapsulates the core problem 
with the book, and not just because it implies a subjective 
pre-conception that the ‘war on terror’ (whatever that is) is 
lost. Rogers’ approach is to chronicle recent events in lieu 
of analysis. This also evades the necessity to focus on the 
identity and nature of the specific threat involved, in this 
case Islamist terrorism. Rogers does not really define what 
he means by the war concerned either. Is it just the conflicts 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, together or separately, or does it 
include the broader, inter-linked and largely UN-endorsed 
military, law enforcement and rule-of-law campaigns against 
Islamist terrorism across much of the world?

Rogers examines the early years of what he describes as 
the ‘war on terror’ to analyse why the US and its partners 
have failed to achieve their aims. As Professor of Peace 
Studies at the University of Bradford in the UK, Rogers’ 
work is typical of this multi-disciplinary genre and indeed the 
book’s specialist social sciences publisher. Originally trained 
as a biologist, Rogers’ interests migrated to international 
relations following the oil shock associated with the 1973 
Arab-Israeli War. Currently his focus is on the war on 
terrorism and this is not his first book on the topic. Rogers has 
received widespread attention through his monthly reports 
for the Oxford Research Group and previously his weekly 
commentary on the Open Democracy website.

The book is presented in three parts. The first addresses 
the context of the period leading up to the events of 9/11. 
He describes what he believes to be the American political 
developments, especially the rise of the neoconservatives 
and Christian Zionists in an unlikely fusion, that delivered 
the ‘war on terror’. Military developments involved with 
the rise of the US as the sole superpower are discussed, as is 
the USA’s long term commitment to the security of Persian 
Gulf oil supplies.

The second part analyses the Iraqi and Afghan campaigns 
as attempts to defeat al-Qa’eda as a movement. Several 
aspects of each action are examined including, for example, 
the impact of the 2004 Battle for Fallujah and the decision 

by India not to deploy a 
division to Iraq. The third 
part of the book examines the 
consequences of US policy 
and suggests an alternative 
Western security posture.

With such a broad canvas the book is simply too brief 
to explore the subject in any definitive or academically 
objective manner. Roger’s style is easy to read, and the 
book is helpfully footnoted and unmarred by major factual 
errors. But his selection of argument and presentation of 
supporting evidence is restricted to those that clearly support 
his conclusions, or that are likely to capture the interest of 
a casual reader. There are only limited attempts to present 
countervailing views.

A chapter proposing to explore ‘the relationship of the 
oil issue to the war on terror’, for example, is superficial at 
best. Rogers summarises the dependency of industrialised 
and industrialising countries on oil imports (with the US and 
China importing 63 and 50 per cent of their requirements 
respectively), but then stating that the oil reserves of the 
Persian Gulf provide 60 per cent of the world’s proven 
reserves does not in itself link such matters to the ‘war on 
terror’. Nor can the creation of US Central Command be 
attributed to this alone, rather than the broader intention to 
help provide greater stability in a strategically volatile region 
– and where this instability and the international reactions to 
it long predate the rise of Al Qa’eda in particular and Islamist 
extremism generally.

The book’s final chapter purports to provide an alternative 
model to what he posits as the current ‘western security 
posture’. Rogers suggests that the ‘control paradigm’ used 
by the West to defeat its enemies has failed, as evidenced by 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. He suggests that 9/11 has 
put back by five years or more the possibility of embracing a 
more sustainable approach to security. Environmental impact 
of human activities on the entire biosphere and the ‘brutal 
divisions of wealth and poverty’ are suggested as the ‘core 
drivers of future insecurity’. How this alternative approach 
might defeat Islamist fascism is not explained.

Rogers has provided an easily readable but one-sided view 
of events, and the possible causes for current conflicts centred 
in the Middle East. He promises much but falls well short of 
delivering a well-reasoned critique of the war on terrorism, 
its perceived origins and potential resolution.  

Paul Rogers, ‘Why We’re Losing the War on Terror’, 
Polity Press, Cambridge UK, 2008, Softback, 177pp., RRP 
$A24.00.re
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The Oxford Companion to 
Australian Military History

Edited by Peter Dennis, Jeffrey Grey, Ewan 
Morris  and Robin Prior with Jean Bou

Reviewed by Neil James

The first edition of The Oxford Companion to Australian 
Military History was published in 1995 towards the end of the 
nearly three decades of peace that followed our withdrawal 
from the Vietnam War in 1972. Given that the period since 
1999 has seen our defence force the busiest it has been since 
at least the early 1960s, this second edition includes most 
welcome updates of the last 13 years.

This second edition with 1200 entries (50 of them 
thematic) is 58 pages shorter, almost entirely due to the 
removal of the photographs, but the pages are slightly bigger 
and the quality of the paper and readability much improved. 
Many of the existing entries have been updated, there are 
many new ones, and the alphabetical heart of the companion 
has been reorganised in an even more logical fashion.

This companion is intended to assist research and point 
you to further reading if required. It is also great for just 
dipping and picking up outline knowledge of unfamiliar 
areas of our naval, military and air force history.

In keeping with the consistent integrity of the companion, 
the thematic entry Aboriginal resistance to white invasion 
has been renamed frontier wars and now includes a good 
summary of the continuing historiographical controversy in 
this area. There is also an informative new thematic entry 
on Aboriginal traditional warfare.

The updating is mostly accurate but the odd inconsistency 
occurs. The list of peacekeeping operations includes several 
humanitarian assistance missions so either the title or the 
contents need to be tweaked. Some entries, however, remain 
confusing in their titling or in their conceptual or academic 
execution.

Given the particular importance of the topic generally, one 
unusually large thematic entry, Strategic debate in Australia 
1945-2005, is very disappointing in this regard. It is instead 
only a marginal rewrite of Coral Bell’s 1995 entry Strategic 
debate in the nuclear age, Australian contributions to, a quite 
different topic. The entry mainly comprises debates about the 
academic discipline of strategic studies, both internationally 
and nationally, with whole pages then devoted to a potted 
history of the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre (SDSC) 
at the ANU.

Left unmentioned is the substance of the fundamentally 
important and continuing debates about Australian defence 
strategy in the 1945-2005 period (why not 2008, incidentally). 
Where limited aspects are mentioned this is incomplete, 
sometimes inaccurate and reflects an SDSC-centric and 
somewhat cosy perspective from academia, rather than a 
broader appreciation of what actually occurred and why. A 
particularly one-sided and certainly out-of-touch claim is 
even repeated from the first edition:

The policy-makers in the armed forces [sic] as well 
in the bureaucracy have sometimes been irritated by the 
theorists, regarding them as people who rock the boat, 

push the debate in unwanted 
directions, and reveal matters 
it is inconvenient to have 
exposed.
The point is not made that 

experienced practitioners of 
strategy and its execution by 
operations might also object 
because some theories are simply 
impractical or invalid. Similarly 
ignored is that those in control of 
Department of Defence strategic policymaking for a long 
period in the late 1980s, and throughout the 1990s, were 
by origin or temperament academic theorists – with results 
regarded as at least controversial by most and disastrous by 
many.

There is no mention either of the excellent contributions 
to debate by the Australian Defence Studies Centre at 
ADFA throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the major 
contributions by the Navy, Army and Air Force think-tanks 
over the last decade in particular, or even the ADA’s small 
but steady input since 1975. Oddly, the armed neutrality ideas 
of David Martin are given a few words, but not that his tiny 
Armed Neutrality Association disbanded in 1992 through 
lack of interest, support and influence.

The contribution of the Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute (ASPI) since 2001 cracks a single penultimate 
paragraph. Even then ASPI’s creation is attributed to 
‘… a sense among political leaders … that a body rather 
more directly oriented to immediate policy issues than the 
SDSC … would be desirable’. This may be partly true but 
completely overlooks the widespread view at the time and 
since, including elsewhere in academia and indeed by some 
within the centre itself, that SDSC had become moribund and 
effectively irrelevant to national strategic debate.

Finally, it is surely strange, in a history companion, for 
an entry on this topic to omit the long and productive efforts 
by Professor David Horner of the SDSC, and Dr Michael 
Evans of the Army, to record and discuss the various schools 
of Australian strategic thought and the historical cycles 
underlying debates over strategic policy.

The companion’s 45 maps, 17 explanatory tables and four 
lists remain highly useful. The comprehensive appendices 
listing key military, ministerial and bureaucratic officeholders 
since federation omit the commanders of the Naval and 
military forces before 1911 and 1909 respectively and this 
should be corrected in future editions. There is also now a 
13-page index, a much needed aid to cross-referencing absent 
from the first edition.

If you maintain even the most basic interest in, or library 
of, Australian military history then you need to obtain this 
new edition of The Oxford Companion to Australian Military 
History. It is also a valuable tool for anyone researching or 
commenting on Australian defence matters and would be a 
particularly helpful reference on the desk of any journalist 
or columnist seeking to do so. 

Peter Dennis, Jeffrey Grey, Ewan Morris and Robin 
Prior with Jean Bou (editors), ‘The Oxford Companion 
to Australian Military History’ (second edition), Oxford 
University Press, South Melbourne, 2008, Casebound and 
jacketed, 634pp., RRP $A79.95.
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The Collins Class Submarine 
Story: Steel, Spies and Spin

Peter Yule and Derek Woolner

A review essay by James Goldrick

who had no preconceptions from previous associations with 
the Collins class, or the RAN, there could also have been 
a price to pay through an inability to question more deeply 
just what lay behind some of the underlying assumptions and 
statements made in interviews.

Surprisingly, the historical background to the Collins 
Class is sketchy at best and sometimes misleading at 
worst. This is partly the result of the editing process and 
the compression already criticised. But it also reflects both 
limited reading and a lack of consultation with other naval 
historians – particularly regrettable deficiencies given the 
nature of this writing project. There are two important 
consequences. The first is that a more detailed assessment 
of the RAN’s previous experiences with submarines, and a 
deeper analysis of their intended roles within the Navy’s force 
structure, would have made much more comprehensible the 
context for the revival of the submarine arm at the beginning 
of the 1960s – and the subsequent debate over the priority 
that submarines should receive.

The second is that the book tends to assume that the 
views of the early Oberon-vintage submariners accurately 
describe and assess the perspective and the views of the 
remainder of the Navy, particularly its leadership, not only 
in the 1960s but even up to the present day. The statement 
in the last pages that (italics added) ‘Even if not entirely 
accepted throughout the navy, the role and effectiveness of 
submarines in Australia’s defence has been established’ is the 
culmination of this attitude. This claim of non-acceptance is 
particularly irritating to a serving member, quite untrue and 
offered without any evidence at all.

Any argument over the importance of the submarine as 
a component of the RAN was, even if not already obsolete, 
absolutely concluded with the demise of the carrier-borne 
fighter and strike capability in 1982-83. This is a vital point, 
because the debate that has recently been urged over the size 
of a future submarine force may be needed in order to judge 
the relative allocation of resources within a force structure 
best configured to meet Australia’s future needs. It will not 
be on the question of whether there should be submarines in 
the RAN at all – that has long been settled.

That there should have been a certain ‘siege’ mentality 
in the leadership of the early Oberon force is not entirely 

The Collins Class Submarine Story: Steel, Spies and Spin 
is the joint production of Peter Yule and Derek Woolner, 
and is a project commissioned by Cambridge University 
Press with support from the Department of Defence. It cites 
its aim as ‘simply to tell the story of the submarine project 
from its origins to about 2005.’ The book itself is based upon 
a combination of unclassified, open source and specially 
declassified material and, perhaps most importantly, more 
than 130 interviews with many of the protagonists.

In many ways the book achieves what it sets out to do. 
The authors have, despite the introduction indicating a 
certain hauteur in relation to military and defence issues, 
presented an honest, generally dispassionate and reasonably 
comprehensive narrative. They have let the various actors 
speak for themselves and, so far as the third-person narrative 
permits, with their own voices. They convey very well the tale 
of an extraordinarily ambitious project that achieved much, 
but which was dogged by complex problems, conflicting 
interests and increasing controversy as the years went 
on. They give credit where it is due and are careful about 
ascribing blame to individuals. This is as it should be, since 
some of the decisions which may appear most egregious in 
retrospect generally had more than reasonable justification 
at the time.

Nevertheless, there are some significant faults. The 
text is somewhat dense and the technical explanations 
not always completely clear (particularly in areas such as 
sonar and submarine noise), to a degree that your reviewer 
occasionally wondered whether these complex topics had 
been fully mastered by the authors themselves. This may be 
the result of the text having been significantly compressed 
from the original manuscript, but the book remains in need of 
further editing, which might have shortened it further while 
improving the clarity of the narrative.

The publisher-led compression has also exacerbated some 
fundamental problems of method and of historiography. The 
book’s primary reliance upon oral history creates certain 
limitations because the statements deployed in evidence 
reflect not only the prejudices and preoccupations of the 
subjects but their ‘spin’, whether unconscious or not. Despite 
the book’s subtitle Steel, Spies and Spin, such ‘spin’ seems 
not always to have been apparent to the authors. While it 
may have been right to seek a principal author (Peter Yule) 
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surprising. The submarines were physically separated at 
Neutral Bay from the fleet’s major surface units at Garden 
Island. They operated in a naturally ‘adversarial’ tactical 
environment in relation to the surface fleet and, initially at 
the rank of lieutenant commander, their commanding officers 
were vastly junior to the nine captains and six commanders 
then at sea in command of major combatants and support 
ships. Their testimony has therefore to be considered with 
sympathy, but also with care.

Two examples are enough. The first concerns the 
early years of the Oberon force. Any study of the relative 
importance being accorded the new submarine capability 
in its early years must acknowledge some significant facts. 
The Oberons on commissioning were excellent platforms, 
but lacked sophisticated fire control systems and deployed 
a primary weapon system, in the form of the aged Mark 
VIII straight running torpedo, that was the equivalent, to 
quote a contemporary analogy, ‘of arming a Chieftain tank 
with a two-pounder gun’. The series of weapon, sensor and 
combat sensor developments which eventually produced 
the Submarine Weapons Update Program (SWUP) for the 
Oberon class were set in train within a few years of the 
commissioning of the first RAN unit. This occurred in an 
atmosphere of increasing economic constraint and at a time 
when the Australian fleet was still ostensibly centred on its 
aircraft carrier. In describing this effort, The Collins Class 
Submarine Story makes it clear in some ways just what an 
extraordinary achievement SWUP represented (and one 
greatly to the credit of all concerned). However, the book 
gives little coverage to describing the wider naval context 
and the way that the RAN was developing as a whole – or 
the extent to which the Navy was actually supporting the 
progress of the submarine force.

This lack of wider context continues in the strictures 
which are placed on the Navy for a failure to accept the 
implications of its parentage of a unique type. According to 
The Collins Class Submarine Story, this was reflected during 
the early years of the Collins class’ service in inadequate 
maintenance and quality control. Fair enough, but the fact 
that the Defence Organisation as a whole had to adjust to 
the consequences of the 1997 Defence Efficiency Review, 
and the subsequent Defence Reform Program, receives little 
attention and ignores the pressures that the entire naval 
organisation was experiencing at the time.

The list of interviewees is indicative of the problem. To 
be fair to the authors, the book does not include a tally of 
those who were approached but who refused to be involved. 
Nevertheless, the list is strongly biased towards submariners 
and does not include a number of senior officers whose 
perspective would have been extremely valuable. While 
Vice Admiral Ian MacDougall, Chief-of-Naval-Staff 1991-
1994 was interviewed, his comments are relatively limited 
in scope and suggest that his views were not sought on wider 
issues. Similarly, although two of the Chiefs-of-Naval Staff 
in the most important periods have since died (Admiral 
Michael Hudson, 1985-1991 and Vice Admiral Rod Taylor, 
1994-1997), several other flag officers who served as Deputy 

Chief-of-Naval-Staff or in posts such as Chief of Naval 
Operational Requirements and Plans are still very much with 
us. They would have been able to contribute a great deal, as 
could successive Secretaries to the Chiefs-of-Naval-Staff 
in the period.

Your reviewer also wanted the authors to follow up 
on particular comments and observations, many of which 
may be extremely perceptive but which are not necessarily 
developed. The cultural readiness of the RAN’s submarine 
arm for the transition to the new class is a case in point. 
Although manpower problems clearly played their part, 
and the shipyard environment was not necessarily ready 
for a ‘hands-on’ approach from the prospective operators, 
there are suggestions that the commissioning crews may 
have been over-confident in their ability to operate the new 
platform. This attitude has elsewhere been described to your 
reviewer by a senior submariner of another navy (and talking 
about his own Service) as ‘the delusion of single-platform 
expertise’, by which the commentator meant that a force 
which operates only one class of unit has a tendency to 
confuse its comprehensive understanding of that platform 
with the possession of a similar mastery over other machines. 
This makes transition from one type to another a very difficult 
cultural challenge. It would be interesting to know more 
about this issue, from all sides.

Despite all these criticisms, this book is an important 
contribution to our understanding of what is an important 
national problem and a continuing national challenge. As a 
piece of history it, and the material assembled in its writing, 
will be a treasure trove for future historians who can access 
all the classified files in future years. It will also provide 
them with a useful starting point when they make their 
own approaches to the survivors of those who contributed 
to this book – memory is a false jade and stories tend to 
change as time passes. What has been said in The Collins 
Class Submarine Story will be a reference in its own right, 
as well as something to compare with the files when all are 
eventually opened.

The pity is that, with further research, wider consultation, 
additional time in production and more rigorous editing, 
The Collins Class Submarine Story could have been very 
much better. The whole project may simply have not had 
enough time to develop something which is quite good into 
an analysis that could have been outstanding. Nevertheless, 
the book should be compulsory reading for all those involved 
with complex technological projects. There are lessons in 
plenty for those who are and will be involved in the Air 
Warfare Destroyer and Amphibious Platform projects – even 
if only in the management of complex international and inter-
organisational relationships.

In all, a valuable contribution on a subject of continuing 
national importance.  

Peter Yule and Derek Woolner, ‘The Collins Class Submarine 
Story: Steel, Spies and Spin’, Cambridge University Press, 
Port Melbourne, 2008, Casebound and jacketed, 371pp., 
RRP $A59.95.
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victim to error, questionable 
assumptions and general lack 
of academic rigour.

They fail to separate 
the costs of the war per se 
from those resulting from 
its bungled execution. This 
in itself in not necessarily 
a problem but it does skew 
some of their recommended 
financial reforms to prevent 
reoccurrence, and in further 
weakening their general 
argument for immediate 
withdrawal from Iraq.

There is also next to no balanced discussion of the 
economic, financial and strategic costs of the alternatives 
to the war. These principally involved the continued 
expensive, complex and failing containment of the Saddam 
Hussein regime, and the risks to strategic equilibrium in 
the region and to an international economy so dependent 
on Middle Eastern oil supplies. These costs also included 
the serious undermining of the UN’s overall authority as 
its disarmament sanctions and general responsibilities for 
preserving international peace and the rule of law were 
continually flouted by Iraq and others. Nor indeed does the 
book seriously discuss the cost implications of not having 
to deter or fight future wars now arguably forestalled by the 
Iraq intervention. The book does mention the likelihood of 
further wars possibly caused by the intervention and of the 
opportunity costs of the US being so tied down in Iraq that 
strategic threats, from Iran and North Korea, have arguably 
worsened.

The Three-trillion Dollar War makes nine detailed 
recommendations for how the US should organise the 
financing of its wars and a further nine about the long-term 
care of the resulting veterans. The book’s wider contributions 
to US policymaking and the formulation of grand strategy 
are negligible ― with three exceptions where conclusions 
are also applicable to Australia.

First, the costs of a war ‘live on long after the last shot 
has been fired’ and are disproportionally borne by war 
veterans and their families. Second, ‘war has become too 
easy for America’. As a check and balance, the costs of 
any war should be borne by current taxpayers (not through 
debt) so all a nation’s citizens are forced to consider all the 
implications and sacrifices involved appropriately. Finally, 
in an era where a democracy’s wars are largely fought by 
a professionalised defence force made up of volunteers 
(rather than a wider and deeper call on the nation’s financial, 
human and moral resources), every citizen must be made to 
confront the sacrifices in dead and wounded being made on 
their behalf, and in perpetuity, by a very small part of the 
national family.  

Joseph Stiglitz and Linda Bilmes, ‘The Three Trillion 
Dollar War: The True Cost of the Iraq Conflict’, Allen Lane 
(Penguin), Camberwell Victoria, 2008, Softback, 311pp., 
RRP $A32.95. This review is republished courtesy of The 
Australian.

The Three-Trillion Dollar War: 
The True Cost of the Iraq Conflict

Joseph Stiglitz and Linda Bilmes

Reviewed by Neil James

Joseph Stiglitz has held the chair in finance and economics 
at Columbia University Business School since 2001. A 
previous chief economist at the World Bank he also served 
on the US Council of Economic Advisors in the Clinton 
administration. In 2001 he was a co-winner of the Swedish 
central bank prize for economics affiliated to the Nobel 
Prizes. Linda Pilmes lectures in public policy at Harvard’s 
Kennedy School of Government. She also served in the 
Clinton administration as a senior official in the Department 
of Commerce

The authors of The Three-Trillion Dollar War frankly 
admit that ‘we are both ardently opposed to the war and 
were against it from the start’. This motivation unfortunately 
distracts the book from an objective public finance and 
economic focus, or from analysis based on first principles, 
uncontroversial assumptions and letting facts speak for 
themselves. More generally, there are also too many forays 
into strategic policy and international relations matters 
well outside the authors’ social science expertise and 
experience.

Stiglitz and Bilmes ably argue that the economic costs 
of the Iraq War are very high, that they include a range of 
visible, invisible, direct and opportunity (forgone) costs, that 
these costs will continue for several decades, and that Bush 
administration cost estimates have been wrong from the start. 
They also effectively discuss the macroeconomic effects of 
the war on both the US and international economies but are 
much less successful when trying to discuss the strategic 
costs.

The three-trillion dollar figure is their mid-range estimate 
and is probably much closer to the mark than the figures of 
$US5-800bn quoted by Bush administration officials. Their 
best estimate is two trillion and their most pessimistic, five. 
The main cause for the wide differences is that Stiglitz and 
Bilmes rightly use (long-term) accrual accounting whereas 
official US Government figures are mainly the result 
of current cash accounting methods ― such as military 
operations in Iraq totalling $US55bn during 2007. Purely 
for comparison, US participation in World War II cost five 
trillion in today’s dollars and the overall cost of Australia’s 
participation in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars to date is 
around $A2.5bn.

Despite the book’s title, one minor complication 
throughout is insufficient separation of Iraq War costs 
from those in Afghanistan (often because US Government 
accounting systems do not facilitate this), and from costs 
stemming from wider efforts to counter Islamist terrorism 
globally.

It is with their discussion of the antecedents and history 
of the Iraq War, and the execution of grand strategy and 
military operations more generally, that the authors fall 
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The Emerging Global Order: 
Australian Foreign Policy in the 
21st Century

Russell Trood

Reviewed by Ian Dudgeon

This monograph, published as a Lowy Institute Paper, has 
three strong supporting features. It identifies and credibly 
explains the range of issues likely to shape the global order in 
the 21st century; it draws out the implications of these issues 
for Australian foreign policy; and it is written by Senator 
Russell Trood, formerly one of Australia’s leading academics 
in the field of Australian foreign and defence policy and Asian 
affairs. The book is an essential read for anyone with a serious 
interest in future global issues and discussion of the foreign 
policy strategies Australia should adopt in response to best 
protect and promote our national interests.

The paper is comprised of four parts. The first three 
examine the emerging global order and the fourth discusses 
the options for Australian foreign policy.

Part l discusses the key geo-political ‘fault lines’ 
of contemporary international politics. These include 
globalisation and the geopolitical shifts associated with 
the economic growth of China and India, the future role 
and influence of the USA including the importance of 
Western liberal values, changing ideologies including 
(especially) the challenge of radical Islam, environmental 
issues, and challenges to state sovereignty. Part II discusses 
the likely prevalence of inter-state and intra-state war, and 
various issues confronting international organisations and 
international law. Part III discusses other prominent and 
familiar international security issues such as international 
terrorism, WMD, global energy security, climate change, 
changes in world demography, pandemics and trans-national 
crime. Overall, these three parts describe a global order 
undergoing significant transformational change with major 
challenges for all players across the political, strategic, 
economic, and societal spectrum.

Part IV emphasises that Australia is inescapably caught 
up in this situation of transformational global change. 
Trood’s consequent approach is based on the conviction 
that Australia must understand the global and regional 
forces shaping the strategic environment and gain a clear 
understanding of our own national interests within that 
environment. He argues that Australia’s global engagement 
requires a realistic national foreign policy strategy based on 
what he describes as selective global activism. This he defines 
as the ordering of national priorities and then having the 
appropriate diplomatic, military, economic, legal and other 
relevant means to implement sound policy and contribute 
to ‘international public goods’. Trood also sees it as an 
evolutionary ‘process of policy innovation that builds on 
existing strategic foundations’.

He concludes with ten recommendations to support an 
effective foreign policy strategy. These recommendations 
include both new capabilities and reinforcing capabilities 
and policies already in place.

His lead recommendation concerns the development of 
policy processes and mechanisms to reinforce Australia’s 

capaci ty  for  whole-of-
government policymaking. 
Two new capabilities are 
recommended to support 
this. The first is the creation 
of an independent, statutory, 
National Security Office 
(NSO) that would report 
to the Prime Minister and 
whose responsibilities would 
include policy advice and 
co-ordination, and crisis 
management. The second is 
the production by the NSO 
every three years or so of a 
National Security Appreciation (NSA) that would underpin 
a National Security Strategy and serve as the foundation for 
the conduct of Australia’s foreign policy. Such a formal and 
structured appreciation would indeed be a major reform.

Trood fol lows wi th  three  capabi l i ty- re la ted 
recommendations to execute such holistic policy. The first 
two focus on maintaining and developing the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). He stresses DFAT’s need 
for adequate funding to ensure retention of the department’s 
high quality core capabilities. He also recommends the 
creation within DFAT of a new intelligence assessment 
capability with specific responsibility for examining long 
term strategic trends and their policy implications. His 
third capability-related recommendation covers the need 
to maintain a credible, technology-advanced, defence force 
that can conduct both ‘low-end’ peacekeeping and ‘high-end’ 
combat operations.

The remaining four recommendations are more policy 
oriented. The first concerns maintenance of our collective 
defence alliance with the US but ensuring the right balance 
between alliance obligations and national interests. The 
second recommends a continuing priority focus on Asia 
and the South Pacific where our national interests will 
generally be most directly and fully engaged. The third 
and fourth recommend support to the Western liberal order 
through maintaining and building effective multilateralism, 
active involvement in regional and global institutions; and 
promoting the importance of a rules-based international order 
through international law.

All up, the publication is 200 pages in length and, while 
comprehensive, has been written in a readable and digestible 
style. The only potential omission in contemporary terms is 
reference to the long-term effects and implications of the 
current global financial crisis. Its exclusion is understandable 
as the paper was written before the full extent of the crisis 
became apparent. Nevertheless, given the style and logic of 
the paper, it is not difficult to overlay the global financial 
crisis across the relevant issues to put them in mutual 
perspective. 

Finally, it is comforting to know that the knowledge and 
experience behind this paper now resides in the Australian 
Senate and constitutes an expert resource for the parliament 
and the people of Australia.  

Russell Trood, ‘The Emerging Global Order: Australian 
foreign Policy in the 21st Century’, Lowy Institute for 
International Policy, Lowy institute Paper 23, 2008, Softback, 
200pp., RRP $A20.00 plus $5.00 postage (or download from 
www.lowyinstitute.org).
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Rivals: How the Power Struggle 
Between China, India and Japan  
Will Shape Our Next Decade

Bill Emmott

A review essay by Andrew Shearer

he provides three balanced, well-researched essays on each 
country’s economic and political development.

Unsurprisingly, China’s rise is pivotal to Emmott’s 
narrative: ‘it forms the centrepiece around which everything 
else is taking shape’. Emmott rightly gives considerable 
attention to China’s internal political and economic 
dynamics. He argues that China’s economic development 
has been much less even than sanitised official figures would 
suggest and sees substantial economic challenges ahead, 
particularly resurgent inflation. Emmott judges this problem 
as so serious that it could force China’s leaders to shift the 
focus of monetary policy away from maintaining a stable 
(and undervalued) currency to fighting inflation. The ensuing 
appreciation in China’s currency would have profound 
implications for the structure of its manufactured export-led 
growth model as well as for Asia and the world.

It could also have a profound domestic political impact. As 
Emmott says, China is not an orderly place. Future economic 
change is more likely to be disorderly than previous reforms 
and will pose tougher political management challenges, 
perhaps as tough as any since the inflationary pressures 
of the 1980s which culminated in the tragic Tiananmen 
uprising and massacre. Environmental degradation is also 
feeding social unrest (the Lowy Institute recently initiated a 
major study into the dynamics of the environment in China). 
Ultimately, though, Emmott is a realist: China’s political 
system may evolve gradually. But, absent some dramatic 
aberration, Western-style democracy is not about to break 
out any time soon.

He does not beat up the China threat, doubting the Chinese 
Government will follow the ‘rich country, strong army’ 
approach that led Japan disastrously astray in the 1930s. 
But nor is he naive. He expresses concern about the lack of 
transparency in Chinese defence planning and notes that the 
mistrust this breeds is echoed in growing concern around 
the world about foreign investment by Chinese state-owned 
companies, particularly in the resources sector. This issue 
is likely to become much bigger in Australia, with more 
than $A30 billion of Chinese applications already awaiting 
approval by the Foreign Investment Review Board.

Bill Emmott, editor of The Economist ,1993-2006, author 
of six books on Japan and also of 20:21 Vision - 20th-Century 
Lessons for the 21st Century (Allen Lane, 2003), makes 
a compelling case that the future belongs to Asia, ‘with a 
commensurate transfer of political power and intellectual 
influence away from the West’. But what sort of future? The 
nature of this historic shift will profoundly affect Australia. 
For a country whose destiny and national identity have 
hitherto been shaped by ‘the tyranny of distance’ (in Geoffrey 
Blainey’s phrase), Australia will find itself suddenly much 
closer to the epicentre of global power.

Maximising the benefits and minimising the risks of 
this transition will be the most important challenge facing 
Australian foreign and strategic policy-makers over the next 
few decades. In raw economic terms, the opportunities for 
Australia are enormous. The subjects of Emmott’s book, 
Japan, China and India are respectively our first, second and 
sixth largest export markets, among them consuming nearly 
$A65 billion worth of Australian merchandise.

Australian exports to China and India are growing 
rapidly and are unlikely to let up significantly for at least 
a decade or two; Japan too will remain a crucial economic 
partner for many years. Australia’s economy is weathering 
the global credit crunch and the increasingly grim United 
States downturn largely much better than most thanks to 
some continued growth in China and India. Australia is not 
a central player in Rivals. But our burgeoning resources and 
energy trade, and growing strategic links with Asia, form a 
key subplot to a story Emmott tells clearly and persuasively. 
This is a tale of extraordinary economic development and 
integration which is lifting hundreds of millions of people 
out of poverty, creating a burgeoning regional middle class 
and binding the diverse countries of Asia in a web of ever 
closer trade and investment ties.

But it is also a tale of growing great-power competition 
and potential strategic instability. Narrating this development 
epic is arguably where Emmott is at his best. He brings to 
bear a strong political economy approach in the precise 
prose which is the hallmark of The Economist, the magazine 
Emmott edited for over a decade. At the core of the book 
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Emmott is refreshingly frank about the regional 
consequences of China’s authoritarian political system: 
‘The main problem in Asia is fear and suspicion of China. 
It is not going to go away.’ Among the more suspicious are 
Japan, India and the United States. It is hard to say much 
new in the crowded field of literature on Asia, but one of the 
strengths of Rivals is that, while giving China prominence, it 
also brings India into the picture, treats Japan seriously and 
(despite a few fashionable anti-Bush asides) recognises that 
the US will continue to play a crucial stabilising role in Asia. 
Emmott makes clear that India must be an integral part of 
any coherent regional strategy. That is why for him the US 
civil nuclear bargain with India’s reforming Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh represents Bush’s ‘Nixon moment’. It is 
hard to imagine that the Australian Government will not come 
under renewed pressure to approve the sale of uranium to 
India, which makes impeccable environmental and economic 
sense and can be justified in light of India’s excellent non-
proliferation record if the Singh Government survives and 
the Nuclear Suppliers Group endorses the deal.

Sensibly, Emmott cautions against underestimating 
Japan’s importance. He acknowledges Japan’s ageing 
population and political sclerosis. But behind this facade 
he sees steady incremental progress and positive economic 
and political signs. Emmott has a good feel for Japan’s 
reawakened strategic anxiety, underlining that concern about 
China’s rise is a central feature of Japanese politics and policy. 
For these reasons he supports Japan’s decision to reach out 
to new strategic partners including Australia (through the 
historic Joint Declaration on Security Co-operation signed by 
John Howard and Shinzo Abe in 2007), and India (through 
joint naval exercises also involving the US, Australia and 
Singapore, and the now-lapsed Quadrilateral Dialogue). 
After some early missteps in its bilateral diplomacy the 
Rudd Government seems to have largely signed on to this 
approach.

One of Emmott’s insights is to puncture the notion 
that Asia’s rise will necessarily be smooth and without 
competition or even conflict. He contrasts the rapid economic 
integration of Asia with its increasingly discordant great 
power politics. In Europe, post-war economic integration 
has been accompanied by gradual political convergence and 
pooling of sovereignty (although this process is not without 
limits, as Irish voters have highlighted). But at least so far, 
Asia’s economics and politics have been ‘separate planets’: 
unprecedented economic integration in Asia occurs as the 
region comes more and more to resemble an arena for 19th 
century-style balance-of-power politics with China, Japan 
and India leading the jostling.

As Emmott states, ‘Asia is a dangerous place ... ripe with 
flashpoints and danger zones.’ But nor is conflict inevitable. 
Far from it: ‘If that process of integration and economic 
growth continues, as it should, it will form the single biggest 
and most beneficial economic development in the twenty-first 
century, providing dynamism, trade, technological innovation 
and growth that will help us all.’ Australia’s international 
policies must remain geared to ensuring this is Asia’s future 
while hedging skilfully against the risk of a more Hobbesian 
region. Achieving this difficult but crucially important 
balance will tax Kevin Rudd’s diplomatic and strategic skills, 
and those of his successors.  

Bill Emmott, ‘Rivals: How the Power Struggle Between 
China, India and Japan Will Shape Our Next Decade’, 
Allen Lane, Harmondsworth UK, Casebound, 336pp., RRP 
$A49.95.

Andrew Shearer is Director of Studies and a Senior Research 
Fellow at the Lowy Institute for International Policy in 
Sydney. This review essay expands on an original review 
published in the ‘Canberra Times’ and is republished 
courtesy of that paper.
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Securing the State: Reforming 
the National Security 
Decisionmaking Process at the 
Civil-Military Nexus

Christopher P. Gibson

A review essay by Peter Leahy

This book, written by a serving colonel in the United 
States Army, comprehensively examines the complex and 
often difficult relationship between senior US military 
officers and their elected and appointed civilian leaders. 
To understand the book it is important to comprehend the 
differences between the US command and control system 
and our own.

In the US the President is Commander-in-Chief, in fact 
and action, and he commands operations through regional and 
functional combatant commanders such as the Commander 
of Central Command (covering the Middle East and Central 
Asia) and Pacific Command (covering the Asia-Pacific 
region).

The Secretary of Defense is the principal defense policy 
adviser to the President and under the President’s authority 
exercises direction and control over the Department of 
Defense. During operations the chain of command to 
the combatant commands runs from the President to the 
Secretary of Defense directly to the commander of the 
combatant commands.

The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS) is not 
formally part of this operational chain of command. Although 
he is the principal military adviser to the President, neither the 
Chairman nor the Joint Chiefs of Staff (the US equivalents of 
our Service Chiefs) as a body have any command authority 
over combatant forces.

These arrangements establish a tension between the 
Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff. This tension is not evident in Australia (or the UK, 
Canada and New Zealand) where the Chief of Defence 
Force (CDF) is both the principal military adviser to the 
Minister for Defence (and the Government) and the senior 
commander of the defence force. The CDF’s command and 
control of operations is exercised through the Chief of Joint 
Operations (CJOPS).

While our national security command and control 
arrangements are different, Securing the State has much 
to offer the Australian national security community. This 
is especially the case as we introduce a National Security 
Adviser within the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet and move the Chief of Joint Operations and his staff 
to the new headquarters facility at Bungendore. Happily, we 
are in much better shape than the United States, but this does 

not mean that there is no room for analysis and debate about 
senior-level civil-military relationships in Australia.

The thesis of Securing the State is that under current 
arrangements the President and the Congress do not get 
balanced strategic analysis, options and advice from their 
most senior military professional advisers. The author seeks a 
balanced approach where elected leaders get advice from all 
senior participants, civilian and military. He is direct about 
his thesis and no punches are pulled when discussing the 
performance of individuals, past and present, in the American 
national security apparatus.

Using historical examples Gibson advances his preferred 
model of a balanced relationship between the Secretary of 
Defense and the CJCS. In his view Generals Washington 
(Continental Army) and Marshall (World War II) got it right 
and ‘set the standard’. Generals Wheeler (Vietnam) and 
Myers (Iraq in 2003) got it wrong and ‘ultimately proved 
ineffective’.

The historical discussion is comprehensively covered and 
is a particularly strong point of Securing the State. While 
at times the thorough footnoting is a distraction, it adds 
considerably to his argument and the utility of the book. Those 
who lived through Vietnam and have read Robert McNamara 
(In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam), and 
H.R McMaster (Dereliction of Duty), on the topic will find 
the historical section of the book most interesting. Gibson 
concludes that the decision to Americanise the Vietnam War, 
and how the decision was taken, stand as clear examples of 
the dangers of political control of the military being misused 
to over-ride or marginalise the very independent and direct 
professional military advice that government leaders need to 
hear. McNamara, for example, undervalued military advice 
and senior officers did little to ensure that their dissenting 
voices were heard.

Gibson saves his strongest condemnation however, for 
more recent events and joins the healthy, largely military, 
analysis of the 2003 Iraq War and the failure of post-war 
policy. Gibson’s assessment is that the relationship between 
Secretary Rumsfeld and General Myers was dysfunctional. 
Gibson concludes that Rumsfeld wrongly believed that it 
was his job to keep the military ‘in check’ by intruding in 
military professional and operational matters (rather than 
limit his oversight to overall strategic and policy direction) 
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– and Myers behaved as if such a degree of domination and 
intrusion by the Secretary was somehow a legitimate exercise 
of civil control of the military.

Gibson advances the view that the degree of structural 
dysfunction, and the resultant weakness in the military advice 
provided, were not just based on personality differences. 
He believes instead that current US command and control 
arrangements marginalise the CJCS and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff – and that this is a serious mistake in principle, structure 
and practice.

While the CJCS and the Joint Chiefs might be the 
senior military officers, the combatant commanders of each 
operational theatre work directly to the Secretary of Defense 
as the representative of the President. Consequently, Gibson 
argues, the CJCS is not integral to war plan development, 
and due to a centralisation of power in the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense, the individual and collective 
judgments of the Joint Chiefs are dangerously excluded 
or diminished. Gibson makes very strong points about 
how General Franks contributed to the marginalisation of 
the Joint Chiefs by offering Iraq war plans that matched 
Secretary Rumsfeld’s personal theory of war – the ‘Afghan 
model’ and ‘transformation’. We are now very much aware 
of the catastrophic results achieved when these theories met 
actual battlefield situations and complex wider strategic 
circumstances. Indeed, the recent nomination of former 
Chief-of-Staff of the US Army, General Eric Shinseki, to a 
Secretary’s position under the new President reminds us of 
the reaction of Secretary Rumsfeld to Shinseki’s unwelcome 
but eventually correct advice on troop numbers required to 
secure Iraq.

Gibson proposes that US legislation be amended to ensure 
that the civil control and military professional responsibilities 
of the Secretary and CJCS respectively be better delineated, 
and that USA’s top military leaders are more involved in 
the deliberations and drafting of war plans. His proposals 
include the establishment of a Commanding General of 
the Armed Forces to replace the CJCS (in the same way 
our CDF grew out of the Chairman of the Chiefs-of-Staff 
Committee). He further proposes that the Combatant 
Commanders be subordinated to the CG Armed Forces 
and then to the President, not in principle or practice to the 
Secretary of Defense. It will be interesting to see if these 
recommendations achieve any traction.

Much of Gibson’s thesis concerns failures attributable to 
the marginalisation of the CJCS and the Joint Chiefs due to 
control of professional military advice through the Secretary 
as an individual and his Office as an institution. In Australia 
the situation is different and better. But there are elements 
of our system that bear monitoring and recognition of the 
lessons that Gibson points out.

Some in Australia remain confused over the principle of 
civil control of the military. This means civil control by the 
Prime Minister and the Minister for Defence, through the 
CDF, not by civilian employees within the bureaucracy.

Personalities also play an important role in any 
institutional structure. In the Australian case our ‘diarchy’, 
of often ill-defined shared responsibilities between the CDF 
and the Secretary of the Department of Defence, introduces 
unnecessary tensions. While generally handled well by the 
individuals involved, this structure could be a major catalyst 
for dysfunction and perpetually risks potential failures in the 
system, especially in coping with more serious crises.

Additionally, as we transition to new arrangements under 
CJOPS at Bungendore, it is essential that the CDF and 
Service Chiefs remain intimately involved in the analysis 
and determination of national strategy and war plans. It 
is essential, for example, that the presentation of CJOP’s 
analysis and plans is through the CDF and his military 
advisers, which include the Service Chiefs, not direct to a 
National Security Adviser, Minister or Prime Minister.

One of the best things about Securing the State is that 
it continues the now well established trend of serving US 
military officers writing about important topics and having 
the courage to state their case clearly and loudly. It makes the 
American military stronger and better. Wouldn’t it be nice if 
it happened more often here?  

Christopher P. Gibson, ‘Securing the State: Reforming the 
National Security Decisionmaking Process at the Civil-
Military Nexus’, Ashgate Publishing Limited, Aldershot UK, 
Casebound, 162pp., RRP $A132.00.
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Ethics Education in the Military
Edited by Paul Robinson, 

Nigel de Lee and Don Carrick

Reviewed by Dr Hugh Smith

than most states, eschews character 
development in favour of clear, 
logical principles of conduct.

The Australian approach to 
ethics education is pragmatic and 
shows, as Jamie Cullens argues, a commendable readiness 
to debate and discuss contemporary ethical issues such as 
those surrounding the ADF’s experience in Rwanda, the 
crash of two Black Hawk helicopters in 1996 and the HMAS 
Westralia fire. Inquiries by Parliamentary committees into 
various incidents, policies and personnel matters have no 
doubt helped in creating this openness. Rather less valuable 
in Australia’s ethics education, perhaps, is heavy reliance 
on positive exemplars and the ADF’s proud history, and a 
generally ad hoc approach to delivering such education. (In 
passing, this reviewer would like to correct a media error 
relating to his earlier proposal for a centre for military ethics: 
the estimated budget was not $300 million but a much more 
modest $300,000 per annum.)

Four chapters, including an excellent introduction by the 
editors, discuss more general issues. Don Carrick, writing on 
the future of ethics education, believes that there is a growing 
desire to develop ‘good soldiers who are also good people’, 
that soldiers increasingly need stronger reinforcement for 
their moral integrity in the tasks they undertake (the increase 
in PTSD among returning soldiers seems evidence for this), 
and that armed forces risk losing their ‘moral compass’ if 
they move away from idealistic, perfectionist ethics towards 
a more caring and virtuous ethics. Alexander Moseley, taking 
a classical liberal position, questions loyalty to the state as 
a basis for ethics in the military – on the grounds that this 
is relativist rather than universal. Moseley also argues for 
the development of ‘unlimited criticality’ in the soldier, to 
the point where he or she may reject military service; such 
an approach, he concludes, will ultimately make for better 
soldiers and better citizens. 

The contributions to this book are variable in quality and 
focus. Martin Cook, for example, is particularly insightful 
about who ‘owns’ ethics at the US Air Force Academy. 
Patrick Mileham is revealing about the evolution of ethics 
teaching in the British Army as a whole. Overall, this is 
a valuable review of the many issues surrounding ethics 
education for the military. It does not seek to provide all the 
answers but certainly demonstrates the extent of the challenge 
in teaching ethics in the armed forces and provides much 
material for debate.  

Paul Robinson, Nigel de Lee, Don Carrick (editors), ‘Ethics 
Education in the Military’, Ashgate, Aldershot, 2008, 
Softback, 224pp., RRP $A66.00.

Almost everyone agrees that ethics education in the 
military is desirable. Almost everyone has different ideas 
about what it should seek to achieve and about how it ought 
to be provided.

Is the purpose of ethics education primarily functional 
– enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the military 
instrument – or aspirational in that it seeks to produce 
soldiers who are virtuous people (in the terms used by Jessica 
Wolfendale in this collection of essays)? Should ethics 
education aim at intellectual understanding or at character 
development? Should it focus on law-like rules and codes of 
conduct or on developing moral virtues? Should the content 
of ethics education be specific to the military profession 
or should it range over ethical issues relevant to the wider 
society?

Debate is further fuelled by questions about the nature 
of military activity (do military ethics now need to 
incorporate peacekeeping, law-enforcement and humanitarian 
intervention?), about political-military relations (is loyalty 
to one’s state or government a sufficient basis for military 
ethics?) and about the modern soldier (does he or she have 
a greater right than before to judge the morality of the cause 
for which they fight?).

Then there are practical issues. How should such 
education be presented (at what academic level? in what 
depth? over what length of time?), who should teach it 
(chaplains? soldiers? academics?), who should be taught 
(officers? NCOs? other ranks?), and at what institutions 
(cadet academies? staff colleges? in the unit?). Often, one 
suspects, the ethics education actually adopted by armed 
forces reflects what free space can be found in the training 
program, who is at hand to teach it and when military 
personnel are available to learn.

This edited collection tackles these questions and more. 
There are ten chapters by different contributors on ethical 
education in eight democratic countries, including the US, 
UK, Israel, Japan and Australia (by Jamie Cullens of the 
Centre for Defence Leadership Studies at Weston Creek). As 
one might expect, each country’s approach reflects its own 
history, society and military experience.

Britain, for example, is anxious not to be too intellectual 
about it, relying on a lingering tradition of the ‘Christian 
gentleman’ and preferring an institutional ‘ethos’ over 
individual ethics. Canada with its unified military has 
centralised its ethics teaching. Germany, anxious to escape 
its past, emphasises the ‘citizen in uniform’ and promotes 
internal guidance (innere Führung) in its soldiers. The 
Japanese contributor harks back to The Imperial Precepts 
to the Soldiers and Sailors of 1887. Israel, which uses 
conscription and compulsory reserve service more extensively 
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