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CHAPTER 1


Introduction


At the heart of Australian defence policy is a tight ball of contradictions, which is what makes this topic so fascinating. Take, for instance, the paradox of Australia’s geography. Australia is the only country that is also its own continent. Its size makes it difficult to defend. It also makes it extremely difficult to attack and close to impossible to invade and occupy. These notions manifest themselves in the minds of Australians in two seemingly contradictory ways. First, Australians have historically had a deep sense of vulnerability. This ‘security anxiety’ has most visibly manifested itself in Australia’s desire to tightly align itself with a ‘great and powerful’ friend: first Great Britain and later the United States.1 On the other hand, Australians have historically been comfortable spending relatively little on their defence, presumably because they cannot see any immediate conventional military threat and therefore believe that a small defence force is adequate.


Considering these contradictions, it becomes less surprising that a survey of Australian defence scholarship points to all thirty-two points of the compass. There is no shortage of new defence strategy suggestions, and they vary dramatically. They range from Hugh White’s plan of ‘sea denial’ through to Ross Babbage’s deterrence by punishment strategy, which would enable Australia to ‘“rip an arm off” any major Asian power that sought to attack Australia’.2 An options smorgasbord is presented to Australian policy-makers, which contributes heavily to the current indecision. Clearly, we are in need of a tool to help navigate through this web of countering arguments. How would we know a ‘good’ defence strategy if we saw one? Alternatively, and more pertinently for this book, how should we attempt to evaluate the different defence strategies currently available to Australia? Despite rivers of ink having flowed during the second half of the twentieth century on seemingly every aspect of strategy, answers to these questions remain elusive. Most previous research has concentrated on the formation of strategy,3 the nature of strategy,4 or the specific ‘types’ of strategies (e.g. nuclear or counterinsurgency).5 This combined understanding points us in the right direction, but fails to get us all the way to an answer. The central aim of this book is to take our knowledge of strategy that final mile and construct a framework that can ‘test’ proposed defence strategies and identify their respective strengths and weakness.


There is broad agreement that Australia is in need of a new defence strategy that better suits the challenges of an increasingly contested Asia. Beginning in the 1990s, economic and military power has dramatically shifted away from Europe and towards Asia. According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies, the year 2012 marked a watershed moment in the history of world affairs with Asia spending more on defence than Europe for the first time in the modern era.6 Second, despite it being likely that the United States will remain the most powerful international actor for the foreseeable future, its unchallenged global primacy is fast coming to an end. This is particularly true in Asia. The confluence of these first two factors means that Australia has entered very uncertain times. Although no country in the region poses a direct military threat to Australia, the instability caused by these seismic power shifts and the emergence of great power rivalries in the region are collectively the greatest security challenge Australia has faced since World War II.


The Australian Defence Force has spent almost two decades on high-tempo operations in East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan. These long deployments were in conjunction with other demanding operations, including the Solomon Islands intervention. All these operations are now, however, drawing to a close. Alan Dupont has called this window of opportunity an ‘inflection point’, suggesting: ‘In every era there are inflection points which require long-established institutions to re-evaluate their goals, strategy, structure and resource allocations to ensure their future health and relevance. As a major organ of state, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) is no exception.’7 Australia now has an opportunity to carefully evaluate and develop its defence posture, strategy and organisation to respond to the changing power dynamics in the region.


The argument


The central argument of this book is that the philosophy of strategy should be used as the basis for defence strategy evaluation. Breaking down strategy into its component parts allows them to be marshalled into an effective evaluation tool. A good strategy is the application of resources to achieve a high-end political goal, in the knowledge that friends and competitors are likely to adjust their own strategies in reaction to your own. Although this is my own definition, it is a close paraphrasing of classic definitions that can be found in writings on the subject dating back two centuries.8 Thus, the essence of strategy can be broken down into three main elements: (1) the pursuit of high-level political ends, (2) the strategic interaction in competition or cooperation and (3) the economic, cultural, geographic and political constraints. This is a relatively uncontroversial method of breaking down strategy. After surveying more than 200 years of strategic thought, Beatrice Heuser comments: ‘[T]he link between policy at the highest level and the use of military force as a tool, postulated by Clausewitz but not yet coupled by him to the word “strategy”, gradually became a matter of universal consensus.’9 This book makes a substantial deductive theoretical step: taking our philosophical understanding of strategy and converting it into a practical evaluation tool.


Since antiquity, politico-military scholars have attempted to formulate a set of rules for fighting wars and winning battles. This book is not one of those. The celebrated Swiss military scientist, Antoine-Henri Jomini, has come to personify the ‘rules of war’ or even the ‘science of war’ school of thought.10 This association is somewhat unfair, being primarily due to his short flirtation with the geometrics of interior lines of advance. There was a moment for Jomini when the neat columns of soldiers moving across the battlefield conjured up comparisons with Newtonian astronomy, which also had appeared random until a threshold of scientific knowledge was reached, unlocking the workings of the solar system. But Jomini was not the first, and certainly not the last, military scholar who was seduced by the dream of uncovering the laws of war. The idea that war has certain enduring and universal principles that young officers could learn, apply and win battles with has been popular throughout history. These ideas gained particular currency following the European Enlightenment and, by the Franco-Prussian War, the French were instructing their officers on the ‘laws of war’ with the only disagreement being whether there were twenty-four or forty-one principles.11


On a casual first reading, my approach might seem to be in this tradition. It is not. War, and therefore strategy, is a highly unpredictable phenomenon. The philosopher of science, Karl Popper, argues that phenomena can be positioned on a continuum between ‘clouds’ and ‘clocks’.12 On the ‘cloud’ extreme he placed highly unpredictable phenomena, such as a swarm of flies that acted completely randomly except that they would turn inward if they found themselves too far from the centre. Human societies, international politics and economics would all fall on this end of the spectrum. On the other extreme, he placed the solar system, which follows the laws of physics and is extremely ‘clock-like’.13 War and strategy are far more ‘cloud-like’ than ‘clock-like’. Despite the nature of strategy being much closer to Popper’s swarm of flies than the solar system, it is possible to identify certain broad characteristics. Each individual fly’s movements might be random, but they will tend towards the centre. The time and place they swarm might be completely unpredictable, but they will appear only during daylight.


Many regard Carl von Clausewitz as history’s greatest military philosopher.14 Although they never met, the Prussian philosopher was the contemporary and rival of Jomini. Virtually ever since, scholars have compared Clausewitz’s more ‘cloud-like’ conceptualisation of war and strategy with Jomini’s supposedly more ‘clock-like’ approach.15 Clausewitz even came close to using the ‘cloud’ analogy for war when he spoke of ‘all action’ in war taking place ‘in a kind of twilight, which, like fog or moonlight’ distorts ‘objective knowledge’.16 Over time, this idea has been remembered as the ‘fog of war’. Clausewitz was a staunch critic of the scientific approach to war, writing that he pitied ‘the soldier who is supposed to crawl among these scraps of rules, not good enough for genius, which genius can ignore, or laugh at’.17 For Clausewitz, war and strategy existed in a world of chance, luck, probability, uncertainty and ‘friction’.18


Nevertheless, Clausewitz would have supported our three principles on the essence of strategy. Those principles are not attempting to predict the behaviour of individual flies, but rather point out that they will turn inward if they get too far from the centre. Indeed, all three elements of strategy can be found in Clausewitz’s own writings. The first ideal is directly derived from Clausewitz’s observation: ‘War is merely the continuation of policy by other means.’19 The second, that strategy involves opponents and friends who may change their own strategies in response, can also be tracked back two centuries: ‘… war is not an exercise of the will directed at inanimate matter as is the case with the mechanical arts, or at matter which is animate but passive and yielding, as is the case with the human mind and emotions in the fine arts’; rather, according to Clausewitz, ‘In war, the will is directed at an animate object that reacts.’20


Finally, Clausewitz was fully aware that the resources of a state were finite and that this meant that strategy was always a matter of trade-offs. In his analysis of depots, for instance, Clausewitz discussed how more was always better but would inevitably mean cutbacks somewhere else in the military. He argues: ‘One has to remember that since no state ever has more money than it needs, the high cost of maintaining depots will necessarily cut into the expenditure on the armament and the size of the army.’21 As such, our three elements of strategy can be directly traced back through two centuries of thinking on strategy to the writings of Clausewitz. As set out earlier, these three propositions (i.e. (1) that strategy should be linked to political ends, (2) that it should consider the reaction of other actors, and (3) that it should consider domestic cultural, political and resource considerations) are not, in themselves, contentious.


The second part of the book is devoted to using this evaluation tool to map a path forward in the Australian defence debate. Stephan Frühling suggests that Australia’s major strategic problem is that it ‘does not have a strategy that would link the use of force, or the threat of force, to stability in the Indo-Pacific region’.22 This book is largely a response to this paucity. The book’s secondary argument is that in an increasingly contested Asia, Australia’s defence policy needs to focus on reducing the risk of great power competition in its two most important security regions: the Indo-Pacific Arc and the Melanesian Arc. However, the defence strategies employed in these two regions will need to be tailored to their unique set of risks and challenges. In the Indo-Pacific Arc (which encompasses much of maritime South-East Asia), Australia needs to work with its neighbours to design strategies that impose costs on the emerging Asian great powers if they consider competing for influence in the region. Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and Australia have a shared interest in ensuring that the emerging strategic competition between Japan, China and India does not manifest itself in the sea lines of communication through the Indo-Pacific maritime corridor. Across the Melanesian Arc, Australia’s defence strategy should focus on mitigating the severity of potential internal crises, while economic developmental aid, good governance programs and institution-building should continue to be used to decrease the chances of their onset.


Throughout its history, Australia’s primary strategic objective has been to deny the Indo-Pacific Arc to any and all hostile powers. The Indo-Pacific Arc stretches from the Bay of Bengal in the west through to the Pacific Ocean in the east. The Indo-Pacific Arc is the maritime gateway between the Indian and Pacific oceans. In addition to Australia, the region includes Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia. As such, the Indo-Pacific Arc is distinct from the Indo-Pacific Region, which is normally defined as being far more expansive (sometimes as large as from Madagascar to the United States).23 The Indo-Pacific Arc has long loomed large in the conscientiousness of Australian defence policy-makers, although they have ascribed it different names over the decades, including Australia’s ‘zone of strategic responsibly’,24 the ‘ANZAM region’,25 ‘northern approaches’26 or the ‘sea and air gap’.27 Since around 2010, however, referring to the area as the ‘Indo-Pacific Arc’ has grown in popularity. As chapters 6 and 7 examine, there are sound reasons to suspect that the Indo-Pacific Arc will become the focus of great power rivalries over the coming decades. Australia’s primary strategic objective should be to mitigate the threat of great power rivalry through the Indo-Pacific Arc and to minimalise its impact on Australia if it does eventuate.


Ordering our thoughts: defence policy, defence strategy and defence doctrine


Australians have seldom thought in terms of a ‘grand strategy’ or ‘national strategy’.28 In contrast with their Anglophone counterparts, Alan Dupont argues that Australians have ‘rarely articulated a national strategy and certainly never a grand one’.29 The lack of a clearly defined national strategy has caused considerable conceptual confusion in Australia’s strategic thinking. To fill the conceptual void, Australian defence scholars have instead employed terms such as ‘defence policy’, ‘defence strategy’ or ‘defence doctrine’. These terms are commonly treated as synonyms. A review of the literature on Paul Dibb’s 1986 Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities,30 for instance, will find it interchangeably labelled as a policy,31 strategy32 and doctrine33—sometimes alternating between them in the same article. The different concepts of defence policy and defence strategy are even mangled in the original document. For instance, the Dibb Review proposed that a ‘strategy of denial would be essentially a defensive policy’.34 So is it a strategy or is it a policy? In the past, Australian defence scholars have generally made little effort to draw a conceptual line of distinction between defence policy and defence strategy. Yet policy is different from strategy. As a result, in the past, Australian defence scholars have largely used their own intuition to define these different concepts. It has caused confusion.


This section will help clarify this confusion by defining (1) defence policy, (2) defence strategy and (3) defence doctrine (see table 1.1). To employ a sporting analogy, defence policy is similar to the role of a manager of a soccer club. It is tasked to make decisions such as which league to compete in and whether to direct money towards stadiums, recruiting new professional players or the junior leagues. The main questions for defence policy are similar: what should military power to be directed to achieve? Considering these strategic objectives, where should resources be directed? Strategy is the role of the coach. Although restricted by the players made available through the choices of the manager, and with little say as to the opposition chosen for him, the coach’s job is to outthink the opposing coach. The main question for defence strategy is how military power can be used to achieve a strategic objective. Doctrine is the style, combinations and skills employed by the team. A soccer team can perform complicated plays initiated by the coach’s simple instructions because everyone knows what the other players in the team will do. Doctrine instils predictability into the manoeuvres of one’s own side. For example, soccer players and coaches can return to their national teams (e.g. the German or Brazilian teams) after extended periods of playing for overseas clubs, and still anticipate how their teammates will play on the basis of knowing the national team’s culture and traditions.


Table 1.1: The conceptual hierarchy of defence planning








	Defence policy

	The translation of strategic interests into strategic objectives and the organisation of military capabilities (including procurement, basing, budget, force structure)






	Defence strategy

	The application of available military power to mitigate threats to strategic interests






	Defence doctrine

	The organisational culture of the military force









Defence policy


Defence policy involves the political decision on how to convert strategic interests into strategic objectives and how to convert latent military power into actual military power. In other words, defence policy outlines where and what the military is expected to do, and provides the resources to achieve them. It first defines the objectives of a state’s military power. For example, a defence policy may define its primary strategic objective as the mitigation of proximate threats or, alternatively, to respond to challenges to the international order wherever they arise around the globe. Second, it sets out how resources will be marshalled and applied to work towards achieving the strategic objective. These issues will include budgets, recruitment, training, procurement, force structure, readiness times, estimated warning times, basing, and sustaining military forces. Hence, defence policy captures everything from analysing a state’s geopolitical situation, to aspects of defence planning that Michael O’Hanlon calls the ‘science of war’, which is the ‘structured, analytical, often quantitative, often rather technical side of preparing for combat’.35


Some have argued that the conceptual line of distinction between defence policy and defence strategy is that the former does not involve an opponent per se; that is, that policy and strategy both involve the mobilisation of resources to achieve an objective but only strategy involves an opponent. Hew Strachan, for one, argues:


Policy has a more unilateral thrust. Its application is not necessarily impeded by the machinations of adversaries. The problems which governments tackle with policies may be the product of economic and social change or of acts of God, rather than of human design. They may adapt and refine those policies in the light of circumstances and as they implement them … But a policy, at least in its idealised form, remains a statement of one government’s intent.36


This neat conceptual distinction makes considerable sense when applied to other areas of governmental interest. For instance, consider a government’s education policy or health policy versus a government’s free trade negotiation strategy. The latter clearly involves an opponent whereas the former examples have a more ‘unilateral thrust’. This does not necessarily hold for defence policy. As will be discussed in further detail in chapter 2, defence policies define the strategic objectives that the state’s military will be used in order to achieve. Threats to a state’s strategic interests create strategic objectives. These threats are generally other states or coalitions of states. In Australia’s case, during the twentieth century, defence policy was at various times concerned with threats to its strategic interests arising from the perceived revisionist behaviour of imperial Japan, post-colonial Indonesia or communist China. It maybe said that defence strategies tend to be ‘in the mind’ of the opponent more than defence policy. But even this more limited position needs to be qualified. Indeed, the first question that defence policy asks is: what are the threats to our strategic interests? This immediately requires an assessment of likely revisionist states and their likely intentions. Inferring an opponent’s intentions requires an attempt to deduce what they are thinking.


Defence strategy


Defence policy is concerned with setting strategic objectives and directing military power towards those ends; defence strategy is its implementation. Defence strategy employs military power to mitigate threats to strategic interests. Threat mitigation involves decreasing the likelihood of an adverse event occurring or reducing the severity of its outcomes if it does occur. Defence policy provides the guidance on what threats need to be mitigated and the available resources to do that. Defence strategy is concerned with how this will be achieved. As such, in one sweeping defence policy document the government might identify a number of strategic interests that must be defended. The defence policy-makers might also detect several threats to those interests. As such, a single defence policy might result in employing a number of different defence strategies. Great Britain, for instance, may have one overarching defence policy but different defence strategies for Europe, Africa and the Middle East.


‘Defence’ strategies are concerned with the use of force to shape the international environment during peacetime. Defence strategies seek to reduce the likelihood of adverse developments occurring towards strategic interests and to diminish their severity if they do occur. As such, it is important to distinguish defence strategy from military strategy. This distinction is necessary for accuracy. For example, it would be awkward to speak of a ‘defence strategy’ for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Although defence strategy may inform how a subsequent war is fought, wartime strategy should be called military strategy or some other subvariant. Military strategy is concerned with winning battles in order to impose an outcome on a foe. Defence strategy, in contrast, is concerned with using military power to shape and guide international events in peacetime in such a way that fighting is not necessary. ‘For the goal of strategy’, according to Everett Carl Dolman, is ‘to influence states’ discourse in such a way that it will go forward on favourable terms’.37 Defence strategy uses military power to achieve an outcome without fighting, which according to Sun Tzu is the ‘acme of skill’.38 Liddell Hart expressed a similar sentiment, maintaining: ‘The perfection of strategy would be, therefore, to produce a decision without any serious fighting.’39 The aim of defence strategy, as Edward Mead Earle argues, is to ensure that ‘resort to war is either rendered unnecessary or is undertaken with the maximum chance of victory’.40 It is incumbent upon planners to actively minimise threats to strategic interests, instead of waiting for a greater cost to be borne.


Defence doctrine


Defence doctrine is the mechanism through which the mind of the military commander is transferred to the minds of their subordinates.41 The purpose of defence doctrine is to forge the military into an appropriate tool to give effect to the defence strategy. As Harald Høiback argues: ‘By nature it is difficult to anticipate what our adversaries will do and even sometimes what our own politicians are likely to do, but a common doctrine makes it at least easier to guess what our own troops will do.’42 Defence doctrines can serve as either educational or command tools. As educational tools, doctrines allow the military to know what duties the commander is likely to demand of them. It informs them of their part in the defence strategy and allows them to prepare in accordance with the scheme. As a command tool, defence doctrines allow the commander to anticipate how their forces will behave. This allows the commander to issue relatively simple instructions while having a sophisticated expectation of the manner in which they will be carried out. Doctrinal differences between the US Marines and Army, for example, mean that a marine temporally embedded in an army squad could expect to experience considerable cultural disorientation, and vice versa. In Australia’s case, arguments for doctrinal change often advocate for the Australian military to cast off its ‘continentalist’ mindset and develop a maritime doctrine akin to the United States or Royal Marines.43


Some may object to this definition by suggesting that defence doctrines, such as the Defence of Australia ‘doctrine’, are more akin to the way scholars of US foreign policy speak of presidential doctrines, for instance the Truman, Reagan or Bush doctrines.44 Doctrines in this usage may seem to be meta-policies: large overarching approaches to foreign policy that provide shape to the multitude of everyday decisions made throughout the president’s term in office. This is true, to an extent. I would argue, however, that doctrine within this context is not dissimilar to our earlier usage. It would be a mistake to equate presidential doctrines as the administration’s ‘grand strategy’, ‘defence strategy’ or ‘defence policy’. The Truman Doctrine is not identical to containment.45 The Truman Doctrine was the administration’s worldview and internal organisational culture that gave birth to its new grand strategy, we now call containment. When scholars refer to the ‘Bush Doctrine’, they are describing how George W. Bush’s administration viewed the United States’ place in the world, what tasks it would most likely undertake, and the internal culture of the foreign policy apparatus under his leadership. The Bush Doctrine was much more than simply preemption.


Presidential doctrines allow foreign policy officials and the bureaucracy to anticipate the course of action the president is likely to want to take in any given circumstance. This is not dissimilar from this definition of defence doctrine: ‘An approved set of principles and methods, intended to provide large military organizations with a common outlook, and a uniform basis for action …’46 Hence the use of doctrine within US foreign policy is closer to the organisational use of the term than it might first appear. Once again, doctrine is an informal command and educational tool that shapes the organisation’s culture, traditions and behaviour in order to forge it into an instrument suitable for the roles the leadership are likely to demand of it in the future.


Methodological approach


Despite defence policy and strategy attracting considerable debate in Australia, to date, attempts to rigorously evaluate alternatives have been rare. The aim of this book is to begin filling that gap and, subsequently evaluate proposed Australian defence strategies. It will distinguish the ‘good’ strategies from the ‘bad’.


The major challenge to appraising alternative defence strategies is the lack of data. The Australian mainland has been seriously threatened only once—by Japan in World War II. This means that there are insufficient observations to empirically test different defence strategies. Indeed, even the coding of War World II might prove contentious: was Australia’s strategy in World War II a failure because it was bombed? Alternatively, was it a success because Australia was able to fight off the attacker? Australian history provides only moderate variation in the independent variable (different defence strategies) and virtually no variation in the dependent variable (direct attacks to Australia).


As a consequence, we are forced to lean more heavily upon theory. The methodological approach that will be applied is based on the ‘frame test’ principle.47 The first stage in evaluating defence strategies is to isolate the most important components of the strategy. I assess proposed strategies three ways: (1) the goal consistency test, (2) the foil test and (3) the workability test. The goal consistency test examines uniformity of goals between the defence policy and that of the defence strategy. The foil test assesses how difficult it would be for an opponent to thwart it. Finally, the workability test evaluates the proposal against the capability constraints outlined by the defence policy. Richard Rumelt’s work on business strategy evaluation suggests that a ‘good’ defence strategy needs to pass all three tests. Rumelt argues that there ‘may be many features of the proposed strategy that are attractive, insightful, and potentially effective. It takes, however, only one major flaw to invalidate the strategy.’48 As such, if any of the proposed strategies fail one of these three tests, then they should be categorised as a ‘bad’ strategy.


Alternative research methods


There is little doubt that an empirically driven research method would be the best approach for evaluating defence strategies. Hypothetically, provided there were a large number of historical cases, a large-N study would be the best research method for answering this book’s central question. Unfortunately, however, the lack of historical data makes this approach impossible. Indeed, the lack of historical data even omits a small-N comparative case study approach. As such, from the outset, the two most popular and best established social science research methods are off the table.


There are alternatives, however. One may begin, for example, by assuming that all previous Australian defence strategies have been deterrence strategies and that all but one has been successful;49 that is, Australia has largely been secure for the past century because would-be attackers have been successfully deterred. Glenn Snyder’s standard definition of deterrence is: ‘One deters another party from doing something by the implicit or explicit threat of applying some sanction if the forbidden act is performed, or by the promise of a reward if the act is not performed.’50 In this case, Paul Huth and Bruce Russett’s method for empirically testing deterrence might prove helpful.51 Huth and Russett’s classification of cases of immediate deterrence by punishment contain three stages: (1) State A must be observed to have the intention of carrying out Action a, (2) State B must threaten retaliation (Action ß) if State A proceeds with Action a, and (3) State A must be judged either to have acted or not. The assumption is that successful deterrence occurs when State A weighs up the benefits of Action a against the costs of Action ß and concludes that the costs outweigh the benefits.


I would argue that an Australian defence scholar pursuing this approach might want to modify Huth and Russett’s definition to better match Australia’s circumstances. First, they would need to exchange immediate deterrence for general deterrence. Immediate deterrence is when the attack is imminent. General deterrence, or what is sometimes called ‘standing deterrence’, is when the attack is not imminent. Although necessary, this would weaken the link between cause and effect and introduce additional problematic confounders. Second, the Australian defence scholar would probably need to exchange Huth and Russett’s deterrence by punishment with deterrence by denial. Even with these modifications, however, the inescapable problem remains that excluding World War II there are no documented cases of states even having the intention of attacking Australia.52 As such, an application of deterrence simply exchanges the lack of attacks on Australia for a lack of aggressive intentions as the elusive dependent variable.


A second possible method is to use history. This has traditionally been the most popular method among defence scholars. Arguably, the aspiration of most students of military history is to reveal insights and guidance for the current generation through the study of the past. On this point, Liddell Hart famously asserts that there ‘is no excuse for any literate person if he is less than three thousand years old in mind’.53 Yet there are limits to the lessons that history can provide, which historians are normally among the first to point out. Clausewitz argues that if ‘anyone lists a dozen defeats in which the losing side attacked with divided columns, I can list a dozen victories in which that very tactic was employed. Obviously this is no way to reach a conclusion.’54 Duelling historical analogies can be found in almost every argument on strategy. Indeed, as several political scientists have shown, policy-makers have little trouble in listing supportive historical analogies regardless of their positions.55


Finally, some may submit that using simulations, scenarios, hypotheticals and wargames might prove to be useful evaluation tools. Over recent years, computers have radically improved the utility of combat simulations. Simulations can provide valuable insights into the utility of contending defence strategies. They have now reached a level where they are central to the development of defence strategy. Simulations and wargaming have the additional utility of building coordination between multiple agencies.56 But it is in regard to multi-agent simulations that their limitations also come into sharp relief. As two of Australia’s most lauded defence scholars have argued, it is ‘extremely difficult to design scenarios which are acceptable to all participants in a given decision-making process, and more importantly, which can remain relevant throughout the lifecycle of a given capability’.57 Simulations are generally snapshots of reality. Decisions must be made as to whom will be included in the simulation, the geographical location of the hypothetical scenario and the weapon systems that may be used. By their nature, these decisions will be immersed in bureaucratic politics. They are only as good as their frame of reference, which unfortunately is normally highly political. As US Marine Corps General Anthony C. Zinni reports, the services and departments frequently try to ‘out-doctrine each other, by putting pedantic little anal apertures to work in doctrine centers, trying to find ways to ace out the other services and become the dominant service in some way’.58 As such, simulations have proven to be most useful in refining existing strategies and tactics rather than developing or evaluating them.


Plan of the book


This book consists of eight chapters. Chapter 2 examines the three elements of defence strategy and further develops methods for observing how closely proposed defence strategies meet the ideal. This chapter is novel in being the first serious attempt to develop a method for evaluating defence strategies. It surveys the historical writings on the nature of strategy to distil three tests of good strategy: (1) the goal consistency test, (2) the foil test and (3) the workability test.


Chapter 3 assesses the current suite of options for a new Australia defence strategy. The four alternatives selected for evaluation are Paul Dibb and Hugh White’s respective versions on the Defence of Australia policy, Ross Babbage’s flexible deterrence, Michael Evans and Rory Medcalf’s respective views of a ‘status quo’ defence policy and, finally, Alan Dupont’s security-based defence policy. It applies the ‘frame tests’ developed in chapter 2 to these current proposals and finds that few of the current alternatives pass the tests to be considered ‘good’ strategy.


Chapter 4 further refines our understanding of strategic interests and strategic objectives. It shows that countries have strategic interests that are often enduring, if not permanent, features of their defence planning. This is because strategic interests are often intrinsically linked to a state’s geography. However, the threats to these strategic interests change over time. The specific threats to a state’s strategic interests will be an outcome of the regional balance of power. Over decades, or even centuries, revisionist great powers may rise and fall, correspondingly increasing and then decreasing the specific threats to their neighbour’s strategic interests. It is the strategic objective of defence policy and strategy to mitigate threats to strategic interests. However, not all strategic interests need, or can, be converted into strategic objectives. Some strategic interests are not presented with a credible threat. Some other threats to strategic interests are beyond the state’s military power to mitigate. This chapter submits that only those strategic interests that face a credible threat and are within the state’s military power to be mitigated ought to be translated into its strategic objectives.


Chapter 5 shows that Australia’s enduring strategic interests follow a similar logic to other maritime states. In descending order of importance, they are: (1) the Australian mainland and its littoral seas, (2) the Indo-Pacific Arc, (3) the Melanesian Arc, (4) continental South-East Asia and (5) a favourable international order under the auspices of a friendly superpower. Threats to any of these five strategic interests would increase the likelihood of a conventional military attack. Chapter 5 traces the development of Australian defence policy and strategy from the Singapore Strategy through to Forward Defence and the Defence of Australia to show that these five strategic interests have persistently been at the core of Australian defence planning. The key change over time has been how these strategic interests have been translated into strategic objectives. Not all strategic interests have consistently been converted into strategic objectives—because at times they have not been threatened or because mitigating threats to them were judged to be beyond Australia’s military power.


Chapter 6 examines the redistribution of military power towards Asia and within it. These new power contours are shaping the new threats to Australia’s strategic interests. The reverberations of the rise of China are already having significant consequences for the region. On the other side of the Indo-Pacific Arc, India is also growing in naval power—albeit two decades behind China’s development. The cumulative result of all of these changes is that the Indo-Pacific Arc is emerging as some of the most valuable geopolitical real estate in the world. The Indo-Pacific Arc is the bottleneck of international maritime trade and the buffer between China and India’s emerging spheres of naval influence. This chapter argues that mitigating and managing the threats to the Indo-Pacific Arc will emerge as Australia’s primary strategic objective over the coming decades.


Chapter 7 outlines a new defence policy and strategy for Australia, which emphasises mitigating the threat of great power competition through the Indo-Pacific Arc and the Melanesian Arc. It submits that the emerging power dynamic through the Indo-Pacific Arc resembles a prisoner’s dilemma. This insight can be used to guide the way Australia uses its military power to diminish the chances of great power strategic competition through these waterways.


Chapter 8 concludes by discussing the limitations of this current study and pointing to areas of future research. The chief strength of this book is that it places defence strategy squarely under the spotlight. Previous studies, for the most part, have taken a more holistic approach, seamlessly moving between policy, strategy and doctrine, usually without even being aware of the transition. By omitting defence policy and defence doctrine from the discussion, this book makes many fresh insights into the nature of defence strategy. Nevertheless, the book’s spotlight approach is both its greatest strength and biggest weakness. The next step will be reconciling the findings of this book within a wider discussion on policy and doctrine.
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CHAPTER 2


Evaluating defence strategies


‘Strategy’ has become a buzzword. Businessmen, politicians, educators, bureaucrats and sportsmen have all enthusiastically embraced the term and, by doing so, obscured its meaning. Nowadays no business report is complete without reference to a ‘core strategy’ or a ‘growth strategy’.1 Its mistreatment has led one book in business studies to lament that strategy ‘is probably the business world’s most used and abused word. We have strategies for everything: from advertising to logistics to human resources to custodian engineering. This is a shame, for the concept of strategy is both profound and useful.’2 Columnist Matthew Parris worries that ‘strategy’ now masks the meaning of the word that precedes it, and asserts: ‘There exist few modern circumstances where the removal of the word “strategy” from any passage containing it fails to clarify matters, usually demonstrating the argument’s circularity.’3


Although Parris is probably overreaching, it is difficult not to have some sympathy for his view. The use of ‘strategy’ or its paronym ‘strategic’ throughout documents conveys a sense of military precision and control while implicitly stressing the importance of the organisation’s leader. Its ubiquity has diluted its precise meaning. Even defence specialists are not immune. It is not unusual to hear defence analysts and commentators speak of ‘strategic imperatives’4 or the ‘military strategic environment’.5 The loose and lazy use of the word is problematic for sophisticated analysis—in any field.


Strategy is much more than simply a plan or a policy.6 Good strategy involves matching goals with resources and being conscious that friends and competitors are likely to adjust their own strategies in response. Situations requiring this kind of thinking extend well beyond the military. Indeed, there are many examples in everyday life where individuals create and execute a strategy, from bargaining with a used car salesman through to a soccer coach deciding how the opposing coach will react if she brings on a second striker. However, for erudite defence analysis we require a deeper and more precise understanding of the concept.


Early attempts at defining strategy emphasised its ‘making war on a map’ element, and reflected the primary concern in those historical wars—a focus on supply lines and moving mass armies in the age of total war. For instance, in 1853, Louis-Édouard, a French naval officer, wrote that strategy is ‘the art of determining the decisive points of the theatre of war and the general lines and routes along which armies have to move to get there’.7 Following the total wars of the twentieth century, the definition of strategy tended to broaden beyond matters of operational art. A century after Louis-Édouard, for example, B.H. Liddell Hart famously defined strategy as ‘the art of distributing and applying military means to fulfil the ends of policy’.8 Colin Gray’s definition, in turn, built on Hart’s earlier contribution by defining strategy as ‘the use that is made of force and the threat of force for the ends of policy.’9 At first glance, in light of Hart’s earlier definition, Gray’s contribution might seem modest; however, Gray, a scholar of nuclear strategy, was keenly aware that military force is applicable in situations that may not involve actual shooting and extended his definition to capture the ‘threat of force’ as well.


Arguably one of the best characterisations of strategy—thus far—was penned by André Beaufre, who defines strategy as the ‘art of the dialectics of wills that use force to resolve their conflict’.10 As a French general, Beaufre witnessed the collapse of the French army in 1940 and later fought in Algeria and Vietnam. He understood better than most that determination matters, and that a weaker actor who was prepared to suffer greater costs in the pursuit of their competing political goals could defeat a stronger one. As such, Beaufre shifted the emphasis in his definition of strategy to amplify that strategy is a ‘dialectic of wills’. This underscored the fact that a conflict must involve two sides and that success of a strategy is a relative proposition. The major drawback of Beaufre’s characterisation of strategy is that, unlike Gray and other nuclear era strategists, he does not include a role for the threat of force.


This chapter proceeds by first reviewing positivist and normative definitions of strategy. It argues that many of these past definitions, despite presenting themselves as positivist propositions are, in fact, normative statements, which is to say that they tend to describe what strategy ought to look like, rather than how it regularly appears. Second, this chapter musters these normative definitions to establish three ‘tests’, informed by what generations of scholars on strategy largely agree are the essential elements of good strategy.


Strategy: positivist vs. normative definitions


For the past 200 years, military philosophers have broadly defined strategy in a similar way. Strategy has consistently been defined as the (1) mobilisation of available resources to (2) pursue a high-end political objective within context of an (3) interaction with another actor. As the survey above of Louis-Édouard, Hart, Gray and Beaufre’s definitions suggests, these definitions are often presented as positivist statements. That is, they define what they believe strategy is. For example, consider Lawrence Freedman’s definition that: ‘Strategy is about the relationship between (political) ends and (military, economic, political etc) means. It is the art of creating power’,11 and more recently added that it is ‘about maintaining a balance between ends, ways, and means; about identifying objectives; and about the resources and methods available for meeting such objectives’.12 After defining what strategy is, authors will often survey historical cases where the protagonist did not mobilise sufficient resources, or have an articulated political objective, or pay due concern to the likely counteractions of opponents and allies. These historical cases of poor strategies are treated as cautionary tales.


If a protagonist’s attempted strategy does not comply with all three elements of strategy, can they still be said to be employing a strategy at all? A positivist approach would imply that unless a strategy conforms to the definition, then it is not a strategy. One may conclude, for instance, that the hapless historical protagonist had a plan, but no strategy. However, in the literature, this is generally not the case. There is normally little doubt that even poor strategies are still strategies. They are simply bad strategies. That is, although definitions are normally written as positivist propositions (i.e. strategy is the mobilisation of available resources to pursue a high-end political objective within context of an interaction with another actor), authors usually intend them to be normative propositions (i.e. strategy should mobilise available resources to pursue a high-end political objective within context of an interaction with another actor).


Definitions of strategy have tended to be presented as positivist statements but are, in fact, meant to be normative propositions.13 Wars have often begun without clear political objectives; likewise, other attempted strategies have failed to take into consideration the likely response of the opposition; and, at other times, states have followed strategies that were clearly going to exhaust their domestic social, economic and political capital. It is fairer to say that Freedman’s definition resembles what he believes a good strategy should be, not necessarily what all strategies throughout history have been.


The positivist/normative distinction has a long lineage. The views of Clausewitz’s contemporary and colleague at the War Academy in Berlin, Otto August Rühle von Lilienstern, perfectly highlighted this distinction. Writing in 1817, a full fifteen years before On War was published, Rühle argues that wars should have ‘a final political purpose, which means that war is undertaken … in order to realise the political purpose upon which the State has decided’. However, Rühle also realised that many wars were fought for the personal interests of individual ‘officers and state officials, or the army; in short, of some subordinate interest, but not for the sake of the common well-being of the state’.14 Rühle’s writings impeccably capture the distinction between ‘why wars should to be fought’ on the one hand and ‘why wars are fought’ on the other.15


For our current purposes, however, the confusion in the positivist/normative distinction works in our favour. Although claiming they were describing what strategy is, generations of scholars have instead helped to distil the core tenets of what ‘good’ strategy ought be. They are threefold.


First, good strategy seeks to achieve the high-end political objectives of the state. These goals should be clearly defined and contain markers for success. Bad strategy sets goals that are influenced by other interests, such as those of an individual branch of the armed forces, the bureaucracy or even the betterment of an individual. Worse still, some strategies might be devoid of any defined ‘end’; that is, a government might assemble a force and send it into combat with only a vague sense of a final objective. In the early days of World War II, Winston Churchill reportedly told H.G. Wells that British strategy was a ‘Keep Muddling Through Policy’. In the opening stages of the war, Churchill was unsure about Britain’s ultimate political objective, but knew something had to be done. Churchill’s strategy was refined and improved over time, but must be considered to have originally been a ‘bad’ strategy.


Second, good strategy should include studious attempts to predict how other actors will respond, whereas bad strategy does not. The Bush administration’s strategy for the 2003 invasion of Iraq, for instance, has come under considerable criticism for its insufficient consideration of how the Iraqi forces would react after being defeated in a conventional confrontation.16 Many have argued that this was a bad strategy because it failed to seriously consider the possibility that the conventional Iraqi army might simply break down and merge with local Fedayeen units, which could then create a space for other local guerrilla, militia and terrorist groups to join the resistance.


The final component of good strategy requires states to match available means to the desired ends, and is easily susceptible to misuse. Paul Kennedy’s influential book, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, argues that the great powers of history collapsed owing to imperial overstretch; that is, when their political and military commitments abroad could no longer be supported by their economic base.17 In a further example, histories of Napoleon and Hitler’s invasions of Russia commonly conclude that their respective campaigns failed, in part, owing to the aims being beyond the limits of their military capabilities.18 Similarly, Gil Merom argues that democracies often lose against much weaker adversaries in guerrilla warfare because of a ‘normative gap’, which is the difference between what the democratic society is willing to tolerate (measured both in terms of its own money and soldiers’ lives, and the brutality it is prepared to inflict on the opposing society) and what is required to win.19 Once again, good strategy would take these social and resource restraints into consideration when formulating strategy, whereas ‘bad’ strategy will overreach.


Testing defence strategies


How would we know a ‘good’ defence strategy if we saw one? The discussion above leads us to distil that overarching question into three subsequent parts:


1 Do the defence strategy’s aims align with the high-end political objectives of the defence policy?


2 Has the defence strategy taken into consideration the likely counter-strategies of friends and opponents?


3 Can the strategy feasibly achieve the aim of the policy with the resources that have been made available?20


When considering these elements of strategy, there are two things to keep mind. First, the elements will not be static. The defence policy objectives of the state will change, the behaviour of other actors will adapt, and the available means will fluctuate. Furthermore, the state itself can manipulate the variables that are under its control. For example, governments routinely exaggerate threats to increase public support and extract additional resources.21
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