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Abstract
In May 1954 Vietnamese nationalists won one of the great military victories of the modern
era when they defeated a French expeditionary force at the remote outpost of Dien Bien Phu.
Vietnam’s stunning triumph ended French colonialism in Indochina and set the scene for the
United States’ disastrous intervention eight years later.
Although the fall of Dien Bien Phu occurred more than half a century ago, the battle
continues to present a compelling metaphor for contemporary Australian military strategy.
Numerous factors contributed to the Viet Minh’s triumph, but the most crucial was the local
army’s ability to conduct war amongst the people—something that was entirely beyond both
the comprehension and the competence of the French invaders.
Since federation, Australian defence strategy has oscillated between two main forms,
expeditionary campaigns and the defence of Australia. Expeditionary campaigns have been
the dominant model even though, with the notable exception of the Second World War, their
unintended consequences have diminished rather than enhanced national security.
One influential school of strategic debate has currently created something of a self-serving
dynamic between expeditionary campaigns and the associated notions of war amongst the
people and the so-called three-block war. As Western strategists struggle to develop a theory
for defeating today’s elusive asymmetric enemies, that school has propagated the circular
argument that war amongst the people and the three-block war are the keys to success, only
boots on the ground can execute those concepts (boots on the ground implies the
occupation of territory, which implies expeditionary campaigns, which are based on war
amongst the people, and so on).
Yet as Dien Bien Phu revealed, one man’s expedition is another man’s invasion. Thus, we
should not be surprised that Western armies have proven entirely incapable of fighting
amongst the people in Indochina, Iraq, the Middle East and Central Asia. For example,
Australia’s scorecard from the recent decades of the expeditionary strategy reads as follows:
one disaster, one fiasco, one disaster-in-waiting, and a few blunders. It is impossible to
believe that this outcome has served the national interest.
Those campaigns have starkly exposed the innate limits of land power. Almost by definition,
an army of occupation is incapable of conducting war amongst the people; while the
unavoidable limits on personnel imposed by recruiting standards and resignation rates make
the notion of the three-block war not merely unrealistic but unachievable. The fact is that
expeditionary campaigns are predicated on capabilities that armies do not have and cannot
acquire.
Australia is in the fortunate position of being able to adopt a primarily defensive military
strategy which both avoids the flawed logic of expeditionary campaigns and offers a credible
method for controlling the immediate environment and defending the fundamentals of our
national wellbeing. Affordable, rational, militarily credible, non-threatening and achievable,
the defence of Australia remains the nation’s best strategic option.

Dien Bien Phu, and the Defence of Australia
Alan Stephens

Introduction
In May 1954 Vietnamese nationalists won one of the great military victories of the modern
era when they defeated a French expeditionary force at the remote outpost of Dien Bien Phu.
Located some 500 kilometres northwest of Hanoi and only 30 kilometres from the Laotian
border, the powerful French garrison at Dien Bien Phu was regarded by Western military
experts as almost impregnable. Vietnam’s stunning triumph ended French colonialism in
Indochina and set the scene for the United States’ disastrous intervention eight years later.
Although the fall of Dien Bien Phu occurred more than half a century ago, the battle
continues to present a compelling metaphor for contemporary Australian military strategy.
That metaphor has three dimensions.
First, the battle of Dien Bien Phu was fought between one polity, Vietnam, which was
defending its homeland, and another, France, which frequently used so-called expeditionary
forces to apply military power in pursuit of political objectives. To the Vietnamese,
‘expeditionary’ was, of course, a euphemism for ‘invasion’. The relevance of this model to
Australian military strategy should be clear. From the time of federation in 1901 to the
present, the central question for the defence of Australia has always been: should national
forces be sent abroad to fight as part of a coalition, almost invariably under the leadership of
a ‘great and powerful friend’ as a means of earning security credits with that friend; or should
they instead concentrate on the largely self-reliant task of the direct defence of the Australian
continent?
Second, Dien Bien Phu provides an intriguing window into a form of conflict which in the past
decade has been popularly characterised as ‘war amongst the people’. Best examined in
General Rupert Smith’s book The Utility of Force, war amongst the people is described as ‘a
new paradigm’ in which political and military developments are ineluctably intertwined, to the
extent that people in their homes, in their towns, in their countryside—indeed, anywhere—
‘are [now] the battlefield’.1 The concept has been brought into sharp focus by the high
incidence of urban warfare over the past 20 years in the Middle East, the Balkans and
Central Asia, where a diverse range of militarily primitive militias, nationalists, religious
zealots, professional terrorists and the like have exploited the complex environment of cities
to become a vexing, sometimes seemingly intractable, problem for their technologically
superior Western opponents.
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War amongst the people is not, however, an entirely new phenomenon. Urban and rural
masses have always been part of the fabric of war, from the time of the sieges recorded by
Thucydides 2500 years ago to the suicide bombers of today’s mega-cities.2 And it was as
true for Thucydides as it is today that the context of warfare shaped by ‘the people’ has often
been decisive, especially when one protagonist has been perceived as indigenous and the
other as foreign. What is relatively new is the people’s ability to decide the outcome of
military conflict, not through the force of arms but in the court of world opinion. Winning
hearts and minds is no longer a hollow slogan from the American war in Vietnam but an
essential component of any campaign plan.
Finally, and as a corollary of the preceding point, Dien Bien Phu brutally exposed the innate
physical, social, strategic and intellectual limits of land forces—that is, of armies—when they
are used for expeditionary or, more correctly, invasion operations.
This paper contends that at a time when the West’s strategic preferences are being severely
challenged, if not confounded, by militarily inferior groups, a number of fashionable concepts
which claim to reveal a way forward and which invariably imply the need for expeditionary
campaigns have not been adequately tested. These concepts are: war amongst the people;
complex and adaptive (that is, close-up) warfare; and the so-called three-block war. Even
though those and similar theories have not been satisfactorily critiqued, they already shape
force structures. More significantly, the imperative they create for expeditionary/invasion
operations can fundamentally influence national defence policies. It is for this reason that the
epic campaign at Dien Bien Phu remains relevant to contemporary Australian defence
strategy.

Dien Bien Phu
The claim is regularly made that only boots on the ground can defeat insurgents and
guerrillas.3 So frequently has this mantra been chanted that for many defence commentators
it has become a self-evident truth, to the extent that the full scope of its implications has not
been adequately questioned. The fact is, though, that there is no self-evident truth here.
For example, the more than half-a-million sets of boots eventually on the ground in Indochina
could not win the war there for the United States between 1962 and 1975; and the Israeli
Army’s massive and permanent presence for 40 years in the occupied territories and the
Lebanon has made no difference whatsoever to Israel’s long-term security prospects.
Indeed, it is because boots on the ground are unlikely ever to provide an answer to the ‘war
amongst the people’, which defines the context of conflict in the Middle East, that successive
Israeli governments have clandestinely and illegally assembled an arsenal of some 200
nuclear weapons as their (perceived) ultimate security safeguard for the future. Nor has the
constantly increasing number of boots on the ground made the slightest difference to the
current invasion of Iraq by the United States. In mid-2007, at the height of yet another buildup of ground forces, insurgents continued to detonate bombs in major population centres on
an almost daily basis, including one for the first time in the Iraqi parliamentary building inside
Baghdad’s heavily fortified ‘green zone’ administrative centre.4
None of the foregoing is to suggest that there is no place for invasion and occupation
strategies in defence planning. On the contrary, it would be facile to argue otherwise. Thus,
for instance, the objective circumstances which obtained during the Second World War
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clearly demanded the seizure by force and the occupation of enemy-held territory, as they
also did following Argentina’s annexation of the Falkland Islands in 1982. Similarly, there can
be a strong case for humanitarian operations such as the UN-endorsed intervention in East
Timor in 1999, which was sanctioned by both the aggressor nation, Indonesia, and the
people of the host polity, the East Timorese.
It is to suggest, however, that there are powerful pressures that can make boots on the
ground a mere number rather than a universal panacea. As Dien Bien Phu demonstrated,
those pressures expose the innate limits of land power.
Unlike air forces and navies, armies are ineluctably tied to geography. Almost every action
an army commander takes is to some extent dictated by the imperatives of the lie of the land.
Thus, while air and sea forces are generally able to train and prepare for operations within a
single geographic context, armies tend to focus on the specific nature of their current theatre,
which might be desert, jungle, mountain, metropolitan, littoral, and so on. Furthermore, an
army’s ability to manoeuvre is defined by features such as rivers, ravines, roads and
railways. The end result is that those kinds of objective circumstances are likely to shape or
even decide tactics and strategies. That was the case for the French Army in Vietnam.
France’s hold on its Indochinese colonies had been weakened during the Second World
War, when Japan’s occupation of much of Southeast Asia shattered the myth of Western
superiority and facilitated the rise of nationalist movements. Either too arrogant or too
ignorant to appreciate that the game was up, French politicians tried to reassert their rule
after the war. But in Vietnam the chaos of wartime had enabled nationalists led by Ho Chi
Minh to strengthen their position. In September 1945, he declared the establishment of the
independent Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Although subsequently driven out of most
major urban centres by French expeditionary forces, Ho Chi Minh’s army, commonly known
as the Viet Minh, began to fight an increasingly effective ‘war amongst the people’ through a
rural-based guerrilla campaign.
It was at this stage that one of the fundamental and enduring limits of land power was
exposed.
The French commander in Vietnam, General Henri Navarre, wanted to fight a war of
movement, as opposed to a war of (largely fixed) position. Navarre appreciated that, if he
were to counter the Viet Minh, his soldiers, like those of the enemy, needed to manoeuvre
rapidly around the countryside and amongst the people, taking the initiative and meeting
threats when and where they arose. Navarre’s problem was that his army was inadequate for
the task: in his own words his military options were constrained by ‘the lack of adaptation of
our forces’.5 Simply put, the French Army was unsuited to the terrain, the climate and, most
importantly, the social context of Vietnam. However, because his army was already on the
ground in Indochina, Navarre had to do something with it. Consequently, he was compelled
to fall back on a strategy of position, which he did by establishing a system of fortified camps
known as ‘hedgehogs’ throughout Vietnam. This was, Navarre acknowledged, a ‘mediocre
solution’, but it was his only choice.
The system of hedgehogs was the antithesis of flexibility and movement. Indeed, even to call
it a ‘system’ is flattering because in practice it quickly degenerated into a series of
disconnected outposts, each difficult to resupply and reinforce and each vulnerable to a
concentrated attack by the enemy at the time of his choosing. The establishment of the major
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garrison at Dien Bien Phu during the second half of 1953 represented a super-sized version
of the thinking behind the hedgehogs.
By mid-1953 Navarre had become disturbed by his inability to contain the Viet Minh, let alone
defeat them. The French expeditionary force might have been occupying the major
population centres, but the Viet Minh held sway over much of the countryside. Frustrated by
his enemy’s elusiveness, Navarre became increasingly eager to engage the Viet Minh in a
large set-piece battle which he believed his forces could dominate with their superior artillery
and air power. Simultaneously, Navarre was concerned that the Viet Minh might make a
move against the Laotian ancient royal capital of Luang Prabang, which was regarded as a
strategic centre of gravity for Indochina. Overland access to Luang Prabang from Vietnam
was dominated by the Muong Thanh valley some 60 kilometres away, so Navarre decided to
establish a powerful garrison at the village of Dien Bien Phu in the centre of the valley.
Subsequently, the idea of using the garrison to lure the Viet Minh into the sought-after setpiece battle began to gain favour.
Navarre had been drawn into a static posture at Dien Bien Phu more by circumstance than
by choice. It should not be surprising, therefore, that his commander on the spot, Colonel
Christian de Castries, became hostage to the combination of geography and his army’s
inherent limitations. Nor should it be surprising that, reacting in a manner not uncommon in
armies, de Castries tried to make the geography fit his preferred campaign plan. This was,
needless to say, tactically dangerous in the extreme.
All-out fighting in the set-piece battle the French had been seeking began on 13 March 1954
and ended in humiliation two months later when de Castries surrendered unconditionally.
Conducted more in the nature of a siege than anything else, the battle nevertheless involved
many of the features of modern warfare: massed assaults and counter-attacks, heavy
firepower, desperate infantry clashes, complex trench systems, airborne offensives, aerial
resupply, close air attack, paratroop drops, armed reconnaissance patrols, attempted
breakouts and reinforcements, and, on the final day, the detonation by the Viet Minh of a
massive mine at the very edge of de Castries’ command post.
De Castries’ original plan for victory at Dien Bien Phu had incorporated all of those missions
and more. Three of his planning assumptions were, however, of superseding importance.
These were: that he would have artillery dominance; that his army would be able to hold the
airstrip inside the garrison; and that he would enjoy an abundance of resupply which the Viet
Minh could not hope to match. In the event, all three assumptions fell victim to the French
expeditionary force’s inability to conduct war amongst the people—a result that should sound
a warning to today’s strategists.
The Muong Thanh valley is about 18 kilometres long and eight kilometres wide and is
surrounded by steep, heavily wooded hills.6 Paths are few and narrow; ravines and rivers are
many and awkward. All approaches to the valley are extremely difficult for men on foot, let
alone for the movement of heavy machinery and supplies. De Castries and his staff believed
that the Viet Minh were unlikely to have much artillery and that, even if they did manage to
manhandle some batteries onto the heights overlooking Dien Bien Phu, the guns would be
small and lack the range to bombard the garrison. Consequently, the French believed they
would derive a battle-winning edge from their own artillery. No less important to de Castries
was the airstrip at Dien Bien Phu, which would be used for resupply—artillery shells, small
arms ammunition, weapons, food, perhaps even reinforcements—and for launching close air
attack sorties by fighter and light bomber aircraft.
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Central to both assessments was the assumption that the airstrip would remain open. It was
at this phase of their planning that Navarre and de Castries twisted the objective
circumstances to suit their army’s innate limitations.
The commanding heights of the Muong Thanh valley were some 10 to 12 kilometres from the
airstrip—a distance the French believed was ‘superior to the useful range of any enemy
artillery’.7 As a means of both strengthening this perceived advantage and offsetting his
army’s relative immobility, de Castries established artillery support bases on two hill outcrops
known to the Vietnamese as Doc Lap and Him Lam, respectively three and two kilometres
north and northeast of the airstrip and both about 500 metres high. The geography of the
Muong Thanh valley also led de Castries to establish a third, more powerful, artillery support
base seven kilometres south of the main garrison and airstrip at Hong Cum.8
These fire support bases were fundamental to de Castries’ plan. It seemed that as long as
they were held he would have a battle-winning advantage in what was expected to be the
decisive use of artillery fire; furthermore, French aircraft would be able to use the airstrip at
Dien Bien Phu for resupply and to deliver additional firepower. As events transpired, de
Castries’ plan had failed on one count even before any heavy fighting began and it failed on
a second as soon as it did.
Against the odds, the Viet Minh had manhandled two regiments of medium-range artillery
pieces together with heavy mortars onto the hilltops surrounding Dien Bien Phu.9 Their
commander, former history professor General Vo Nguyen Giap, had mobilised some 30,000
peasants, and it was these porters who overcame the hostile terrain to give their army the
weapons and the logistics chain that to all intents and purposes decided the battle of Dien
Bien Phu.10 Artillery pieces were broken down into component parts to facilitate their
movement by individuals, who in turn converted bicycles into ‘pack cycles’ that could move
as much as 200 kilograms.
More than any other single event, this remarkable achievement revealed that Giap was
fighting a war amongst the people that the French could never hope to emulate. The instant
the Viet Minh guns started their bombardment on 13 March 1954, de Castries knew his
situation was dire. It quickly became worse.
Geographically separated from the main force, difficult to support and even more difficult to
reinforce, the forward artillery bases at Doc Lap and Him Lam immediately came under
intense fire and then assault. De Castries’ defensive problems were compounded by his
inability to use the guns at the third forward base, Hong Cum, which were out of range. When
both of the northern artillery bases fell inside the first 48 hours, the strategic calculus had
shifted dramatically in the Viet Minh’s favour. Giap was able to move some of his own
artillery onto Doc Lap and Him Lam and bombard the main French garrison from close
range. Even more important, he was able to make operations from the airstrip almost
untenable. De Castrie’s entire plan had been undermined and the very survival of his 13,000
soldiers was at risk.
For the next seven weeks the French fought courageously and inflicted far more casualties
on the Viet Minh than they themselves sustained. But numbers, weight of fire and, most
critically, the support of the people in the form of the logistics train, all favoured the locals.
Attempted breakouts failed, as did all efforts to reinforce the besieged garrison. At one stage
consideration was given in Washington to mounting a massive air strike against the Viet
Minh positions—even perhaps with nuclear weapons—but President Dwight Eisenhower
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decided that the potential costs were likely to exceed any strategic gains. Dien Bien Phu fell
on 7–8 May 1954 following a recklessly brave frontal assault on de Castries’ command post
by the Viet Minh. Some 10,000 of the 13,000 French soldiers (including many Vietnamese
mercenaries) died either during the battle or in subsequent captivity. Like Navarre’s strategy,
they were victims of the innate limits of land power. Dien Bien Phu represented a massive
failure of mindset, organisation and culture by the French Army.
The strategists who had advised Eisenhower not to intervene on France’s behalf included the
chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, Admiral Arthur Radford, and the air force chief, General
Nathan Twining (both of whom favoured an air strike against Giap’s forces); and the army
chief of staff, General Matthew Ridgway (who was opposed to any direct American
involvement). It was to be nothing less than a tragedy that Ridgway’s counsel, which
prevailed in 1954, had been forgotten by 1962, when the United States next considered
putting troops on the ground in Indochina to fight a war amongst the people.11

War amongst the People
The notion of having to fight amongst the people is directly related to the long-standing army
compulsion to seize and hold ground, which in turn is an invariable consequence of
expeditionary or invasion campaigns. The impulse to occupy territory as a tactical warfighting
reality and, more significantly, as a strategic given, is as old as warfare itself; indeed, for land
forces it has been not so much a doctrine as an article of faith whose rationale is apparently
so obvious as to require no explanation. A brief review of the tactical implications of the
doctrine of seizing and holding ground is necessary here for the insight it provides into the
strategic dimension of the logic that promotes expeditionary campaigns.
Few factors are more important to a soldier than the lie of the land. High ground is usually
preferable to low ground; ground hidden from observation is safer than open ground; only by
dominating ground can a population be controlled and lines of communication sustained; the
capture of a particular location might in the right circumstances achieve a strategic effect by
itself; and so on. And there is the self-evident truth that human beings depend utterly on land
for their existence. We nevertheless need to understand that, as is the case with many
seemingly sacrosanct military beliefs, attempts to translate ambitions into outcomes can
generate a range of unintended consequences.
Because armies primarily move on a two-dimensional surface, they have customarily
campaigned by working their way through a linear sequence of objectives, some of which
may have no strategic value. It would of course be simplistic to suggest that every attempt to
seize and hold ground should invariably satisfy a superior strategic logic. There could be a
wide range of opportunistic but nonetheless compelling reasons for wanting to occupy a
certain piece of land that may of itself be irrelevant to the objectives of the overall campaign
but which promises short-term advantage, such as offering a superior position from which to
launch the next manoeuvre, or providing access to shelter or food. It is a fact of life that
continental operations almost invariably must remain responsive to the realities of geography
regardless of any other consideration. Put simply, what this means is that in order to arrive
at, say, ultimate objective ‘D’, land forces, unlike sea and air forces, will first have to occupy,
however briefly, waypoints ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’. Progress through those points and across the
intervening terrain is commonly characterised by extended campaigns involving a great deal
of manoeuvre and numerous engagements.
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When Alexander the Great set out in 334 BCE to expand his empire, he very reasonably
started at the beginning—at the border of his Macedonian homeland—and worked his way
progressively eastwards through Asia Minor, Persia and India. Similarly, when the allies
began the liberation of Europe in 1944, they came ashore at Normandy—one of the closest
landing points to their base in England—and fought their way across France and the Low
Countries to their ultimate objective of Germany. Unlike their air and sea counterparts, the
allied armies had little option other than to progress sequentially.
Exceptions can be found, primarily when outflanking manoeuvres are attempted, often with
airborne parachute landings or amphibious assaults, to insert forces rapidly behind existing
enemy frontlines or to establish a new frontline. Douglas MacArthur’s landing at the rear of
the North Korean Army near Inchon in September 1950 provided a spectacular example of
the former, while his ‘island hopping’ campaign in the Southwest Pacific Area in the Second
World War, when some enemy strongholds which stood along the line of his advance from
Australia to Japan were simply bypassed, represented an equally effective instance of the
latter. Such examples are, however, the exception rather than the rule. The history of land
campaigns is predominantly one of sequential operations.
At the same time, like every other strategic notion, the perceived need to take and hold
ground should be questioned, not simply accepted. Ultimately war is a clash of wills and, like
any other military operation, the mere taking of ground need not of itself represent an end or
a desired effect, just as it will not necessarily break an enemy’s spirit. Ends should never be
confused with ways.12
The emphasis modern armies continue to place on seizing and holding ground as an end in
itself—as automatically representing a strategic objective—can perhaps be attributed to a
redundant obedience to the great Prussian soldier/philosopher, Carl von Clausewitz.13 When
Clausewitz analysed strategy in the early 19th century, it was reasonable to argue, as he did,
that the destruction of the enemy’s army was the highest objective of warfare, because in
that era the army often embodied the national will. From that, it followed that the most
effective model of combat would be one predicated on the annihilation of soldiers and their
machines, which in turn implied the necessity to invade and to occupy territory.
But circumstances have changed since Clausewitz formulated his treatise. As the
distinguished historian Sir Michael Howard has noted, from the time at least of the FrancoPrussian War of 1870–71, defeating a nation’s armed forces has not necessarily equated to
achieving a political victory. Even when the entire French regular army was captured
following the siege of Metz in October 1870, the conflict continued for another five months as
a people’s or guerrilla war. In other words, regardless of the defeat of an army or any
occupation of territory, a nation is beaten only when its population capitulates. It is precisely
this linkage which has been apparent in contemporary ‘wars amongst the people’ and which
underlies the strategic dimension of this poorly understood, frequently misrepresented
notion.
The fact is that for the past 137 years—that is, since the siege of Metz exposed the truth of
the matter—Western armies have been singularly unsuccessful at fighting amongst the
people. The list of failures is long and depressingly consistent in theme and content.
France’s disaster in Indochina stands as a case-study of how not to conduct a military
campaign. Both the primary weapon (the army) and the strategy were unsuited to the social,
political and geographic environment. The French expeditionary force had little interest in the
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Vietnamese and their society, instead imposing a foreign culture onto the landscape. Locals
who wished to advance had to become de facto Frenchmen; and those who joined the
French Army were formally relegated to second-class status.14 Not that the nationalists were
always exemplary citizens. Systematic brutality, including assassination and torture, was
commonly used by Ho Chi Minh, Vo Nguyen Giap and other senior leaders in the struggle to
control the people. But the nationalists could not have won at Dien Bien Phu or anywhere
else without the remarkable self-sacrifice, courage and widespread support they generally
received from the population.
The contrast with the communist insurgency in Malaya is instructive. At the same time that
France was blundering to defeat in Vietnam, the British Commonwealth was fighting an
ultimately successful campaign against communist terrorists in the Malayan Emergency from
1948 to 1960.15 The fundamental difference was that, unlike the situation in Indochina, the
British never really had to fight a war amongst the people. To start with, the insurgency was
largely confined to members of Malaya’s minority Chinese community, and the enemy force
rarely exceeded 5,000.16 And in a ploy which effectively removed many of ‘the people’ from
the conflict, the British established a system of fortified strategic hamlets into which
vulnerable villagers were moved at night to isolate them from the insurgents. It is noteworthy
that the Americans subsequently tried to introduce strategic hamlets in South Vietnam, but
after some early success the tactic ran out of steam simply because of the sheer scale of the
popular resistance to the Western invasion.
When the Americans and their allies (including Australia) started arriving in Vietnam in
strength in the early 1960s, they were aware of the French expeditionary force’s failure to win
the battle for the local ‘hearts and minds’ and from the outset instituted civic aid programs
intended to address the matter. But at no stage did they display any real understanding of
what they needed to do. Indeed, given that they were widely regarded as invaders, it was
always likely that they would fail. Their problems, and those of the army’s generally, started
from Clausewitz’s enduring truism that war is an extension of politics.
The succession of South Vietnamese governments that American military power propped up
from 1962 onwards were corrupt, fragile, and of dubious legitimacy, and many indigenous
military units were incompetent and unwilling to fight. At the time the US commitment was
starting to grow, some senior American officials were largely ignorant of the country: of its
customs, its culture, its values, its history, even its location.17 (The parallel with the invasion
of Iraq in 2003 is depressing.) As late as 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson still had not
articulated a coherent strategy for the conflict he was in the process of escalating. Not
surprisingly, combat operations came to reflect that lack of policy direction.
Under the pedestrian leadership of General William C. Westmoreland, American and allied
forces eventually adopted a strategy of search and destroy as their broad approach to
defeating the communist army (which consisted of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese soldiers)
in South Vietnam. Search and destroy amounted to a series of limited duration, large-scale
operations into communist dominated territory, mounted from vast, secure—and, therefore,
culturally isolated—base camps. The intention was to demolish enemy strongholds, capture
supplies, cut lines of communication, encourage surrender, and kill troops and their
supporters.
If this particular version of attrition warfare had been related to the objective circumstances in
Vietnam and to some over-riding strategic goal—to some clearly defined, credible, higher
political effect—it might have been appropriate. In practice, search and destroy was
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operationally questionable, culturally insensitive, and strategically irrational. The alleged
comment that ‘we have to destroy this village to save it’—a grotesque sentiment of uncertain
origin—came to define the US approach to the war, together with Westmoreland’s notorious
response to a media question about high Vietnamese casualties: ‘They’re Asians, and they
don’t really think about death the way we do’. Search and destroy’s most telling effect was to
alienate many of the South Vietnamese civilians whose interests it was purportedly serving.
Additionally, reacting to the all-pervasive quantitative analysis of operational activities that
was then in vogue in the Pentagon and which was directed by Defense Secretary Robert
McNamara and his immediate staff, nicknamed ‘the whiz kids’, American field commanders
began to use statistics, first, as a measure of achievement, and second, as a de facto
strategy. Numbers started to become ends in themselves, as daily lists of ‘achievements’
were reported back to Washington from Saigon: so many bridges destroyed, so many food
and weapons caches captured, so many villages pacified and, most perniciously, so many
enemy troops killed in action.
Given the strategic lacuna at the highest levels of government and McNamara’s managerial
passion for quantifying war, it was almost inevitable that ambitious field commanders would
start to inflate the figures in their reports. Worse still, those figures (especially the daily
reporting of communist killed in action) came to be seen as an indicator of progress.
Counting body bags became a substitute for strategy. Rather than win hearts and minds, this
approach revealed an underlying contempt for the Vietnamese people.
In an unwitting parody of the French at Dien Bien Phu, the American Army was ignoring both
the objective circumstances and its own inherent limitations. Tragedies like the My Lai
massacre on 16 March 1968 exposed the true nature of the invasion and made it almost
impossible for the United States and its allies to fight amongst the people.18 Far more harmful
in the long-term, events such as My Lai and, later, the Abu Ghraib prison torture and abuse
committed by American military police in Iraq in 2004, severely damaged the West’s moral
standing.
*

*

*

The argument is often made that the Australian Task Force which was based in Phuoc Tuy
province some 60 kilometres southeast of Saigon from 1966 to 1972 performed better than
the Americans in combat against the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese, and in managing
civic action programs.
There is no doubt that the Australian Army fought with distinction in Vietnam. Collectively and
individually the army was well-trained, disciplined, and militarily effective. During daylight
hours at least, the Task Force established a degree of control over its area of responsibility
which was absent from much of the rest of the country. And several minor incidents
notwithstanding, standards of behaviour were of the highest order for an army on operational
service. Nevertheless, the Task Force’s ability to conduct war amongst the people must be
questioned. Enemy resistance was never extinguished; numerous population centres were
never ‘pacified’ and continued to support the guerrillas; and 24 hours after the Australian
withdrawal in 1971, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese had re-asserted their dominance in
Phuoc Tuy province. Moreover, despite a reasonably comprehensive civic action program,
the Australian Army never came close to gaining the degree of acceptance by the local
community that the concept ‘amongst the people’ implies. Given the circumstances under
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which the Task Force was established, and the army’s recruiting and posting practices, this
should not have been surprising.
The Australian Army’s then-chief of the general staff, Lieutenant General John Wilton,
personally decided to locate the Australian Task Force in a rubber plantation at Nui Dat in the
middle of Phuoc Tuy in order to isolate the troops from the locals, a mindset later described
by one historian as typical of the army’s ‘barrier mentality’.19 Nui Dat was remote from major
towns but close to a number of villages, two of which were believed to be populated by Viet
Cong sympathisers. Consequently, the decision was taken to ‘relocate’ the 4,000 inhabitants
of those villages. The Australian official war history records that the relocation was regarded
as a military necessity and that the local Vietnamese province authorities readily gave their
approval.20 The history also admits, somewhat ingenuously, that problems arising from the
forced resettlement ‘took a little time to resolve’.
In fact, notwithstanding a well-intentioned and reasonably thoughtful civic aid program that
ran for the duration of the Australian occupation of Phuoc Tuy province, the ATF never
succeeded in convincing enough Vietnamese of the righteousness of either their presence or
their cause. To refer again to the official history, Australian aid programs were ‘implemented
unilaterally’ and ‘without sufficient coordination with local officials’, too often the needs of the
locals were not met, and the ‘somewhat transient’ nature of the program negated much of its
intended social and political influence.21
These impediments to the establishment of any genuine accord with the people in whose
backyard the war was being fought, and whose interests allegedly were being served, were
unintentionally exacerbated by the army’s recruitment and posting practices.
Because of concerns over security in Southeast Asia generally and the looming demand for
foot soldiers in Vietnam in particular, in 1965 the Australian Government introduced a
compulsory military service scheme.22 Conscripts were drafted for two years (later reduced to
18 months), which for those who were sent to Vietnam involved a year’s training followed by
a year’s tour on active duty. National servicemen were integrated into regular army
formations but were not allowed to exceed 50 percent of any unit.
This recruitment and posting policy led to two almost inevitable consequences. First, while
the regular army did a fine job training the conscripts and the latter in turn performed
admirably in combat, it was clear that, given the time limits involved, everyone’s overriding
priority would be to learn how to fight and how to survive. Cultural sensitivity plainly would be
a secondary consideration at best. And second, since everyone served a one-year tour, it
followed that the Task Force turned over its entire complement of soldiers annually. Again,
this plainly was inimical to developing and sustaining any sort of worthwhile connection to the
Vietnamese population. Since gaining that population’s voluntary support was the ultimate
aim of the war, it might seem that Australian policymakers and strategists had missed the
point.
Conscription was abolished in 1972, but the practice of relatively short-duration tours
continues in today’s Australian Defence Force (ADF). Personnel management for the major
deployments to theatres in Iraq, Afghanistan, the Solomon Islands and East Timor over the
past decade has been predicated on tours of 4–12 months, periods that are manifestly
inadequate for most individuals, let alone units, to develop and sustain constructive
relationships with local societies. It is true that individual soldiers occasionally develop close
relationships with indigenous populations, but they are the exception rather than the rule, to
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the extent that the officer associated with one such success story in 2007 was described as a
‘maverick’ within the Australian Army.23 Any policy that relies on a few individuals is neither
sound nor likely to succeed.
Assimilation problems caused by short tour-lengths are aggravated by the ADF’s continuing
inability to recruit and retain sufficient numbers of suitable people. Despite extensive and
costly public relations campaigns, the Australian Army has consistently been unable to meet
its recruiting targets, falling around 10 percent short each year for the past decade at least.
Because of that long-term failure, the permanent force’s strength actually fell between 2004–
05 and 2005–06.24 The highest proportionate loss rate occurred in the enlisted ranks; that is,
among the men and women who do most of the frontline fighting and who have most contact
with the ‘people’ when they are engaged in expeditionary campaigns. The army fell 19
percent below its recruiting target in 2004–05 and 11 percent in 2005–06. Worsening this
situation was a separation rate in 2005–06 of 12 percent, with 20 percent of all army recruits
quitting in their first 12 months. Furthermore, those overall figures tend to disguise the extent
of the problem amongst the enlisted (operational) ranks because they incorporate the better
recruitment and retention data relating to officers.
It is important to appreciate that none of these problems is new. In 1987 an Australian
parliamentary committee felt compelled to enquire into the high wastage (loss) rates of
people from the ADF and came to the conclusion that the problem was more institutional
than transitory.25 In the 20 years since, the relative numbers have not changed substantially
despite greatly improved conditions of service—better housing, pay, retention bonuses,
family care, etc—intended to make life in the defence forces more attractive. Nor is it likely
that recently announced reduced entry criteria will help; on the contrary, some commentators
believe they may only make things worse by lowering standards.26 Described by one
authoritative source as a crisis, the ‘accelerating’ rate at which the ADF generally and the
army specifically turns over its frontline people suggests that any attempt to construct and
maintain a force capable of conducting war amongst the people is unrealistic.27 If the ADF is
to achieve its objective of raising two new army battalions—around 2,600 combat troops—by
2016, it will have to lift its annual recruitment of fulltime personnel from 4,670 to 6,500—an
increase of 39 percent, and a demand which seems likely only to aggravate the problem.28
In summary, the competency limits imposed by recruitment and retention difficulties should
be regarded as a continuing feature of the ADF and should therefore be factored in to
concepts of operations and the national defence strategy.

The Myth of the Three-block War
The concept of the three-block war has been promoted with great success by Western
armies and marine services. It is a subset of the notion of war amongst the people, and in
combination with that broader scheme provides the essential justification for expeditionary
(invasion) campaigns. But like its progenitor, the three-block war is an intellectual house of
cards.
First postulated in the late 1990s by the then-commandant of the US Marine Corps, General
Charles Krulak, the concept attempts to define a model by which land forces can
successfully operate in an unfamiliar, probably hostile, primarily urban environment. It is
noteworthy that the model grew out of the persistent failure of Western armies to cope with
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precisely those conditions during expeditionary campaigns in places like Vietnam, Somalia,
Iraq, Afghanistan, Bosnia, the Gaza Strip and the Lebanon.
Krulak speculated that in any three contiguous urban blocks a soldier might be required to
deliver humanitarian assistance in the first, act as a peacekeeper in the second, and fight a
life or death combat in the third.29 (Some theorists have since suggested a fourth ‘block’ in
the form of information operations.) The model itself is an accurate enough description of the
complex and challenging environment favoured in the past decade by many of the West’s
enemies. The problem is finding an army capable of satisfying the model’s demands.
Australia’s pre-eminent strategic scholar, Robert O’Neill, has identified those qualities which
Western land forces require to operate successfully within the setting of expeditionary
operations, war amongst the people, and the three-block war.30 His findings describe a land
force whose hypothetical standards frankly stretch credibility.
O’Neill starts by stating that Western armies are too small and must be expanded, but he
does not say how this might be achieved without risking an unacceptable decline in quality.
In the case of the ADF, the perennial recruitment and retention factors discussed above and
the decision already taken to lower recruiting standards indicate that there is no quick or
easy answer to this problem.31 Nor would a return to conscription be feasible. In Australia, for
instance, conscription is politically unacceptable; while in the United States the poor
performance of some US Army units during the Vietnam War was in part blamed on reluctant
conscripts and was one of the reasons the draft was abolished by President Richard Nixon in
July 1973.
If the situation with quantity is worrying, there is even less reason to believe that armies can
achieve the qualities asserted as essential to prosecute a three-block war. Before discussing
those qualities, it is important to acknowledge the longstanding and deservedly fine
reputation of Australian Army combat troops, and to note that substantial numbers who join
at the most junior enlisted level eventually progress to senior rank through ability, hard work,
and formal study. Nevertheless, it remains the case that the educational entry requirement
for most combat musterings, including riflemen, patrolmen, and commando special forces, is
Year 9; that is, three years below the standard for completing secondary school.32
According to O’Neill a successful expeditionary campaign demands soldiers who are able
substantially to ‘erode’ the cultural barriers that separate them from the people they are trying
to help. In itself that is a sensible objective. But when those barriers are listed as language,
religion and social mores, and a knowledge of local history, geography, institutions and
economics, the argument stretches belief. And if that is not enough—remembering that in
many circumstances these same soldiers are going to be, properly enough, in fear of their
lives—they also have to master civilian skills (for civic aid programs) and have some capacity
to ‘enter into an informal exchange with indigenes’.33
At the risk of labouring the point, we should always remember that to the local population our
‘expeditionary’ troops are their ‘invaders’. The distinction is not mere semantics: it is utterly
fundamental to any credible analysis of the contemporary battlefield. As Douglas MacGregor
has argued, ‘the days when armies of Christian Europeans and Americans could occupy the
countries of non-Europeans and dictate developments are over’.34 It is difficult to avoid the
conclusion that O’Neill’s army of the future is based more on wishful thinking than on an
objective analysis of what armies can, and cannot, do.
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The truth of the matter is that rather than assimilate with the various populations whose
countries they have invaded, Western forces have preferred to isolate themselves. There is a
very good reason for this: as the commanders of the Australian Task Force at Nui Dat
appreciated, armies of occupation are far less likely to be killed if they operate from secure
bases. Nothing has changed in the 40 years since then. The point here is that contemporary
strategists cannot have it both ways—a reality the Israelis and the Americans have both
tacitly acknowledged in the Middle East.
From the first day the state of Israel was established in the former British mandate of
Palestine in 1948, the Israelis have been fighting amongst the Arab people of the Middle
East. Conflict has ranged from major wars to the constant struggle to contain terrorist
attacks, in recent years most notably by suicide bombers. Given the clash of cultures that
characterises this situation, it is probably unrealistic to expect that the Israeli Defence Force
could ever fully assimilate itself with the diverse range of Islamic states and interest groups
whose incursions it must attempt to prevent. Nevertheless, the decision taken in 1994 to
erect a number of so-called security fences to control the movement of non-Israelis and Arab
Israelis into and out of Israel is a telling monument to the realities of modern warfare.
The first barrier was completed in 1994 in the Gaza Strip. Work on the second, a much more
ambitious project along the West Bank frontier, was started in 2002; by April 2006 some 408
kilometres of the total of 703 kilometres approved by the Israeli Government had been
constructed. Three gates are opened for 20 minutes each day to allow the strictly controlled
entry and exit of those Palestinians fortunate enough to be permitted access to their jobs or
relatives on the other side of the wall. Much more to the point from the Israeli perspective,
the incidence of terrorist attacks has been greatly reduced.
Putting aside the intransigence of Middle Eastern politics, the Israelis have every right to
defend themselves. In the context of this paper, though, the most telling commentary on the
barriers comes from the names they have been given by the protagonists. To the Israelis
they are ‘security fences’; to the Arabs they are ‘racial segregation walls’ and ‘apartheid
walls’. The sad terminology could scarcely be further removed from the simplistic notion of
the three-block war.
Similar problems in Iraq have seen similar measures taken by the American army of
occupation. Reference has already been made to Baghdad’s ‘green zone’, the heavily
fortified restricted area in which the US and allied senior leadership and their support staff,
and Iraqi politicians and civil servants, isolate themselves from the community they serve.
Every individual who lives in the green zone is entitled to self-preservation, but local
perceptions of what is in effect a gated community for the privileged inevitably have been
jaundiced.
The implicit message of the green zone was reinforced when in early 2007 numerous
massive concrete walls were built in selected areas of Baghdad, with the objective of
separating the inhabitants of some of the city’s most violent neighbourhoods. Thus, Sunnis
were kept apart from Shi’ites and vice versa, and the Americans and their allies were kept
apart from everyone.35 Within weeks of the walls going up, (the minority) Sunni communities
were complaining that their suburbs were being turned into ghettos, a grievance which
prompted Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki to order the US military to stop construction.36
Once again, the barriers may have been militarily sensible, but they gave the lie to any
suggestion that the Western armies were part of the community.
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A different manifestation of the same problem emerged in nearby Afghanistan, which was
occupied in 2001–02 when Western expeditionary forces drove the medieval Taliban regime
from government. Afghanistan historically has fractured along regional and tribal fault lines,
with local warlords remaining indifferent to any nominal central government in the capital of
Kabul. A brief period of national unity followed the Taliban’s overthrow, but the political scene
soon declined back into warlordism and the Taliban soon started to reassert itself, especially
in the southeastern region around the shared border with Pakistan. Unable to pacify the
more hostile regions, the US-led expeditionary forces concentrated on securing Kabul by
surrounding it with thousands of soldiers and their weapons. In other words, the barrier
mentality asserted itself and Kabul was turned into an oversized green zone.
The war against the Taliban is of course one of culture, not of arms. The area in which
Australian forces have been active—the southern province of Uruzgan—has been a hotbed
of recruitment for new Taliban foot-soldiers since the Western invasion in 2001. Elsewhere
the occupying forces have had little influence over law and order; for example, Afghanistan
produced a record opium crop in 2006 and is on track to reach a new record in 2007.37
Furthermore, the regular death of Afghani civilians as ‘collateral damage’ from the invaders’
air and ground fire constantly undermines popular support.38
Pakistani officials have a unique and intimate knowledge of Afghanistan, of al-Qaeda, and of
the Taliban; indeed, Pakistan’s directorate of Inter-Services Intelligence has long been a
sponsor of the Taliban. Those officials are derisory of the West’s efforts to win the local
hearts and minds, dismissing as ‘mission impossible’ the expeditionary force’s clumsy efforts
to conduct war amongst the people.39 It is simply one more epitaph for a familiar and
depressing story.

The Limits of Land Power
The central point to emerge from this discussion so far is that for the past 60 years the
outcome of most Western expeditionary campaigns has been dubious at best, disastrous at
worst. The primary reason for this long history of failure has been the patent inability of
Western armies to fight amongst the people in general and to demonstrate the (unrealistic)
range and level of skills implicit in the concept of the three-block war in particular. No rational
analyst could be happy with the unintended consequences of the expeditionary strategy: as
Robert O’Neill has noted in relation to Iraq, any gains that might have been made have been
far ‘outweighed by the damage and insecurity’ they have generated.40
None of this is to say that Western defence forces should forgo the ability to occupy hostile
territory by seizing and holding ground. Quite the contrary, the most cursory study of history
indicates that this remains a necessary military capability, especially in the modern era of
humanitarian intervention operations. The question is: how can we do it in a way that
maximises the West’s comparative military strengths and minimises its vulnerabilities? and
the answer is, ‘quickly and precisely’. There is no shortage of models, as the following
examples illustrate.
The first model is provided by China, which early in 1979 gave a deft demonstration of
matching the application of force to its army’s inherent limitations. Irritated by a series of
perceived insults and alleged illegal behaviour by Vietnam, on 17 February China’s leaders
sent 120,000 troops across their shared border to conduct ‘punitive military operations’.
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Population centres were occupied and assets seized as Chinese soldiers penetrated some
40 kilometres into Vietnam. Then after only three weeks they withdrew. Although the fighting
had often been intense, the scale of the incursion had been carefully controlled and the
Chinese were satisfied that they had, in their words, ‘taught Vietnam a lesson’. By keeping
their action brief and focused, the Chinese Army minimised the dangers of unrealistic
expectations and unintended consequences.41
An equally measured but quite different model was revealed on several occasions by
American-led coalitions during the 1990s in the Middle East, the Balkans, and Central Asia.
Three features of those campaigns are noteworthy. First, on each occasion the Western
coalition fully exploited the immense comparative advantage it enjoys in applying precise
firepower from a distance, primarily from air and sea platforms. Second, to the extent that
Western land forces were involved, they tended to be relatively small numbers of highly
mobile, highly skilled special forces. And third, whenever the warfighting situation needed
large numbers of soldiers on the ground, indigenous armies were used, invariably to
considerable effect, especially when fighting amongst the people.
Thus, during a humanitarian intervention against Serbian forces in Bosnia in 1995, Bosnian
Croat and Muslim armies were successfully used to supplement NATO air power which was
provided by air force, navy, army and marine manned and unmanned aircraft and by shiplaunched missiles. Four years later, a similar approach in Kosovo involved the Kosovo
Liberation Army; while in Afghanistan in 2001–02 Western special forces and air power
combined with a number of local armies, notably the Northern Alliance in the north and a
number of predominantly Pashtun tribes in the south, to overthrow the Taliban.
While the indigenous armies played a minor albeit necessary role in the Balkans, they were
critical in Afghanistan. The question was one of how to kill or force the surrender of
substantial numbers of seemingly intransigent Taliban and al Qaeda terrorists. Periodically
the Americans were confronted by besieged fortress-cities (Mazar-i-Sharif, Herat, Kabul,
Kunduz, Kandahar) whose enemy garrisons could have been destroyed either by bombing,
which would have caused the death of non-combatants, or by massed warfare between the
local armies, which was likely to involve heavy casualties, massacres and war crimes. In the
event, precision bombing was more effective against urban targets than perhaps ever before,
but on most occasions indigenous ground forces were required to clean up pockets of
resistance.
Muslim extremists will continue to ‘fight with America’ and the other nations that actively
oppose them. What they are unlikely to do in future is to fight in mass, seeking instead to
adopt the classic guerrilla tactic of operating in small groups that make high-value, highpublicity hit-and-run attacks against civilian as much as military targets. Land forces will have
a critical role to play in that campaign, but they will be land forces of a different shape and
outlook from those that characterised 20th century armies. In the Australian setting, the most
useful soldiers are likely to be those who will be capable, first, of exploiting information
derived from sensors such as airborne early warning and control (AEW&C) aircraft,
surveillance unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and perhaps satellites; and second, of
complementing the operational flexibility and precise stand-off firepower of weapons systems
such as strike/fighters, long-range missiles launched from surface platforms, unmanned
combat air vehicles (UCAVs), AC-130 gunships, attack helicopters, and loitering weapons.
The final indicative model was developed by the American Army officer Robert Scales, who
has proposed a combined arms methodology in which armies ‘would not need to occupy key
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terrain or confront the mass of the enemy directly’.42 Implicit in Scales’ concept is the
judgment that in many circumstances it will be preferable either to destroy an enemy’s assets
or briefly but decisively strike against one vital point, rather than routinely try to occupy and
seize his territory.
Under Scales’ model, doctrinally and technologically advanced land forces would use fastmoving air and surface vehicles to make rapid and unexpected manoeuvre one of their
primary characteristics. They would also work as an integrated whole with air strike forces,
with the lead element at any one time being decided by the enemy’s disposition. Should the
enemy concentrate, he would be identified and attacked with precision weapons launched
from air platforms operating at standoff distances. Should he disperse and go to ground, not
only would he negate his own ability to concentrate force, but he would also leave himself
vulnerable to attacks by numerically and qualitatively superior land forces exploiting their
rapid manoeuvre capabilities. Prototypes of this kind of operation were evident on occasions
during the American-led invasions of Afghanistan in 2001–02 and Iraq in 2003.
For example, in the months leading up to the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, a small group of
Australian, American and British special forces won a remarkable victory. Their immediate
objective was to ensure that western Iraq was free of Scud missiles which might have been
fired at Jordan and Israel, thus dangerously broadening the pending war. Not only did the
allied forces meet that objective, but they also effectively controlled about one-third of the
Iraqi land mass. According to then-chairman of the US joint chiefs of staff General Richard
Myers, the key to that extraordinary achievement was the availability of air—surveillance,
reconnaissance, information and strike—24-hours a day, seven days a week, which was fully
integrated with the action on the ground.43 This little-known operation may represent the
epitome of the 90-year history of air/land warfare.
The crucial common feature in each of those illustrations is the brevity of the occupation and
warfighting phases. It was only when Western armies overstayed their (strictly limited) period
of usefulness and tried to become something they are not that they started to experience
serious problems in Afghanistan and Iraq.

The Defence of Australia
From the time of federation in 1901, Australian defence strategy has taken one of two main
forms. Expeditionary campaigns officially styled as ‘forward defence’ have been the dominant
model, with Australian troops fighting overseas alongside their British and/or American allies
as a means of contributing to the defeat of (perceived) common enemies and of accruing
security credits to be called-in should the Australian homeland itself ever be directly
threatened. Examples include the First and Second World Wars, Malaya, the Korean War,
Vietnam and, more recently, the Middle East and Central Asia.
The second, less practised, form has been the so-called defence of Australia, a strategy
implicit in the Defence Act, which established the Australian Army in 1903 and which brought
together the colonial (state) militias as a national Citizen’s Military Force forbidden by law to
deploy outside Australian territories. That defensive posture was superseded by the decision
to raise the expeditionary army which fought at Gallipoli and on the Western Front during the
First World War. In the 1930s the Australian Labor Party briefly revived the defensive
approach by advocating a continental defence strategy, largely because of its greater
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independence. The strategy slipped off the agenda once more during the expeditionary
campaigns of the Second World War, Malaya, Korea and Vietnam before resurfacing again
in the mid-1970s and finally achieving official status in the 1987 Defence white paper.44
Vigorously challenged by the Australian Army, whose leaders believed the strategy
marginalised their service, and then brought into question by a surge of expeditionary
commitments under US leadership in the 1990s, the 1987 white paper enjoyed only a short
official life-span.45
Despite prevailing for the majority of federation, the expeditionary strategy has been a
doubtful, even dangerous, proposition, as a review of the results (as opposed to the
promotion of vested interests) has shown. The single unquestionably successful application
was the Second World War, in which the territorial ambitions and moral depravity of the axis
powers clearly threatened Australia’s national survival and demanded an unconditional
military response. Otherwise, though, throughout a diversity of eras and contexts, the return
has been dismal.
Forests have been sacrificed to the debate on cause and effect in the First World War: was it
a genuine global conflict whose geopolitics demanded an Australian contribution, or was it
just the last hurrah of a jaded and degenerate group of aristocratic European cousins?
Regardless of our answer, the 60,000 Australian dead and 156,000 wounded, gassed or
taken prisoner from an enlistment of 300,000 and a total population of less than 5 million
remains by far the heaviest price ever paid for any expeditionary campaign mounted in the
perceived national interest. Yet even that shocking premium was unable to return a dividend
in 1941 when, for the very good reason that it was fighting the Nazis in Europe, Great Britain
was unable to send forces of any substance to help Australia in its most dire hour of need
against the threatened Japanese invasion.
The return on Australia’s participation in post-Second World War expeditionary campaigns is
similarly contentious. Two firm observations can nevertheless be made. The first is that,
notwithstanding Australia’s substantial contribution to the Korean War from 1950 to 1953, the
United States—chosen during the Second World War to replace the United Kingdom as our
‘great and powerful friend’—still sat on the fence when military tensions arose between
Australia and Indonesia over the future of Irian Jaya in the early 1960s. As the aphorism has
it, in international relations there are no enduring friendships, only enduring interests. And
second, the decade-long invasion of Vietnam was a disaster for all concerned. None of the
Western armies involved could do what it said it would, despite a massive and continually
increasing commitment of soldiers and firepower; millions of young Vietnamese, American
and Australian men, among others, were killed; untold destruction was inflicted on Vietnam;
and enormous damage was done to Western prestige.46 It is hard to see how those
outcomes served Australia’s national interests.
It is not yet clear whether a similar disaster will emerge from the 2003 invasion of Iraq, but
the indications are that the author Thomas Ricks’ characterisation of this latest expedition as
a ‘fiasco’ will be more right than wrong.47 Perhaps the most pernicious aspect of the
occupation has been the torture and abuse committed by American military police at Abu
Ghraib prison, a shameful episode which has severely damaged the West’s moral standing.
Yet in an appalling postscript to Abu Ghraib, three years later, a survey of US Army and
Marine forces found that only 47 percent of soldiers and 38 percent of marines believed that
non-combatants should be treated with dignity and respect; more than one-third believed that
torture should be permitted to save the life of a comrade; and less than half said that they
would report a colleague for unethical behaviour.48
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To summarise thus far, for 60 years now some of the most advanced Western armies,
including those of France, the United Kingdom, the United States, Israel, and Australia have
excelled in brief air/land battles, but have been singularly unsuccessful trying to fight
protracted campaigns amongst the people. Two obvious questions arise: why do politicians
continue to authorise such campaigns; and why do armies continue to believe they can win
them?
For Europeans, shared land borders might provide a partial answer to the first question:
reasonable fears of, say, a rapid spread of communal or ethnic violence might make an
armed intervention seem the least worst option. But any government taking such a decision
must be prepared for the long haul, as the British found in Northern Ireland, as the NATO-led
Stabilisation Force found in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and as the US-led coalition and the
International Security Assistance Force are currently finding in Iraq and Afghanistan
respectively.
A fortuitous accident of geography has eased that kind of dilemma for Australia. As the only
island continent, Australia is uniquely placed to exploit its geography as a factor in defence
policy. Indeed, that is precisely what the 1987 Defence white paper did, articulating a
strategy based on controlling the air and sea approaches to the country’s north and
northwest, from which directions any significant military threat would have to materialise.
There is no need to revisit in detail the long and heated debate which the 1987 paper
generated. But its effect on the national defence strategy needs to be understood. Two
points are central.
The first is that the paper did not discount either expeditionary campaigns or other
expressions of offensive military action. What it did do was place a hitherto absent emphasis
on self-reliance and the ability to control events in the air/sea gap that surrounds this island
continent. In essence, the paper shifted the essential strategic form from expeditionary to
defensive. The verb ‘control’ is the key to strategy’s logic, and it has frequently been the
subject of misrepresentation.
Threat assessments generally start by considering three variables: capability, motive, and
intent. Plainly, it would be misleading to suggest that any country or interest group presently
possesses enough of each to threaten an invasion of Australia, a conclusion that has been
seized upon by opponents of the defensive strategy to assert its irrelevance.49 The issue is,
of course, more complex than that. Because of the difficulty of determining motive and intent,
and because of the decrease in interstate wars (especially between the liberal democracies),
the art of threat assessment has started to look less to the traditional approach and more to
the central question of: what is it that we need to defend?50 In other words, what are the
fundamentals that establish the national well-being? If we accept that the world remains a
dangerous and uncertain place, then strategic planning that focuses on defending those vital
and largely identifiable assets and values makes eminent sense. Hence the emphasis on
controlling events in Australia’s air/sea gap.
The second point arising from the 1987 white paper was the Australian Army’s belief that it
had been marginalised by the emphasis placed on a defensive as opposed to an
expeditionary strategy. There was some truth in that, since any strategy directed towards
controlling an air/sea gap is likely to give its force structure priorities to air and naval
capabilities. The sensibilities of any of the single Services should not, of course, be allowed
to influence strategic determinations. In this instance, army supporters mounted a forceful,
wide-spread and sustained public attack on the defence of Australia policy, drawing on
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history, politics and tradition, and using the full spectrum of argument from scholarly analysis
to personal ridicule.51 In essence, the campaign contended that Australia’s defence strategy
had always been based on expeditionary forces in general and boots on the ground in
particular, that the invasion model has served Australia’s national interests, and that it should
continue to do so.
It is hard to assess precisely the effect of the army’s publicity campaign.52 What can be said
with certainty is that, from the early 1990s onwards, the ADF’s increasing involvement in
expeditionary campaigns indicated that the 1987 policy had been overturned in practice.
Yet, as the proverb goes, we should be careful what we wish for. So far the unintended
consequences of this policy reversal have been many and various and, more often than not,
disastrous. By any measure they have been overwhelmingly inimical to Australia’s national
security. Of the major commitments, Afghanistan remains a work-in-progress of uncertain
duration and outcome, and in the long-term the Iraq fiasco may prove far more dangerous
than Vietnam.53 Robert O’Neill’s conclusion in relation to Iraq bears repeating: any gains that
might have been made have been greatly ‘outweighed by the damage and insecurity’ they
have generated.54 That conclusion is disturbing, but it should not be surprising given that the
expeditionary strategy which informed those campaigns is predicated on a capability that
does not exist.

Summary
The remarkable victory won by Vietnamese nationalists over a French expeditionary force at
Dien Bien Phu in 1954 should sound a warning to contemporary Australian strategists.
Numerous factors contributed to the Viet Minh’s triumph, but the most crucial was the local
army’s ability to conduct war amongst the people—something that was entirely beyond both
the comprehension and the competence of the French invaders. Dien Bien Phu represented
a deep-seated failure of mindset, organisation and culture by the French Army.
Since federation, Australian defence strategy has oscillated between two main forms:
expeditionary campaigns and the defence of Australia. Expeditionary campaigns have been
the dominant model even though, with the notable exception of the Second World War, their
unintended consequences have diminished rather than enhanced national security.
One influential school of strategic debate has currently created something of a self-serving
dynamic between expeditionary campaigns and the associated notions of war amongst the
people and the so-called three-block war. As Western strategists struggle to develop a theory
for defeating today’s elusive, asymmetric enemies, that school—almost exclusively the
domain of armies—has propagated the circular argument that war amongst the people and
the three-block war are the keys to success, that only boots on the ground can execute those
concepts (boots on the ground implies the occupation of territory, which implies expeditionary
campaigns, which are based on war amongst the people, and so on).
Yet as Dien Bien Phu revealed, one man’s expedition is another man’s invasion. Thus, we
should not be surprised that Western armies have proven entirely incapable of fighting
amongst the people in Indochina, Iraq, the Middle East and Central Asia. For example,
Australia’s scorecard from the recent decades of the expeditionary strategy reads as follows:
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one disaster, one fiasco, one disaster-in-waiting, and a few blunders. It is impossible to
believe that this outcome has served the national interest.
Those campaigns have starkly exposed the innate limits of land power. Almost by definition,
an army of occupation is incapable of conducting war amongst the people; while the
unavoidable limits on personnel imposed by recruiting standards and resignation rates make
the notion of the three-block war not merely unrealistic but unachievable. The fact is that
expeditionary campaigns are predicated on capabilities that armies do not have and cannot
acquire.
Australia is in the fortunate position of being able to adopt a primarily defensive military
strategy which both avoids the flawed logic of expeditionary campaigns and offers a credible
method for controlling the immediate environment and defending the fundamentals of our
national wellbeing. Affordable, rational, militarily credible, non-threatening and achievable,
the defence of Australia remains the nation’s best strategic option.
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