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US invasion force fits but not enough to merit their own logos on the high-tech map 
viewed by generals far from the battle.

Most of all, officers in the field lament what they call the ‘Mother, may I?’ 
syndrome that comes with the greater use of these technologies. 17 Rather than rely 
on the judgment of highly trained officers, generals increasingly want to inspect the 
situation for themselves. This is fine if the enemy plays along and gives the general 
several hours to watch the video and decide which bomb to use. But sometimes 
matters aren’t decided on a general’s schedule. An Air Force officer in the Middle East 
described his ultimate frustration, noting a time when even though he had informa-
tion that could have saved lives, ‘it sat in someone’s e-mail queue for six hours’. 18

Generals on Lake Wobegone

Ultimately, these problems combine to add another new problem. Or, rather, they 
create a new wrinkle on a venerable truism of war. As Napoléon once said, ‘One bad 
general is better than two good ones’. 19

A pyramid represents the traditional concept of a military operation, with the 
strategic commander on top, the operational commanders beneath, and the tactical 
commanders occupying the bottom layer. Aided by the new technologies, strategic 
and operational commanders who usurp authority from tactical commanders are 
erasing this structure from above. The pyramid also finds itself endangered from the 
sides. As one UAS squadron officer explains, the simultaneous location of reachback 
operations in multiple spaces presents a major challenge to their command and 
control. 20 Although UASs fly over Iraq, they 
launch out of a base in the Persian Gulf and 
are flown by operators sitting back in 
Nevada. At each of those locales, ‘each 
commander thinks he’s in control of you’. 21 
Even worse, everyone clamors for these 
high-demand assets.

This situation results in ‘power struggles 
galore’, tells the squadron commander. 
Because operations are located around the 
world, it is not always clear whose orders 
take priority. Instead, units get ‘pulled in many directions because you are in virtual 
space. Am I at Nellis, or am I at CENTAF [US Central Command Air Forces, the air 
command in the Middle East]?’ 22

Moreover, by giving everybody in the command structure access to the Internet, 
the ability to watch what goes on and weigh in on what units should do is not 
limited to a unit’s physical location (Nevada) or virtual location (the Middle East). 
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During the Shah-i-Khot battle, for instance, the Predators beamed video of the 
fighting to bases and offices all over the world. Army major general Franklin 
Hagenbeck, commander of US ground forces during the battle, recalls how ‘disrup-
tive’ this was since officers in places ranging from Tampa to the Pentagon now felt 
‘they were in a position to get involved in the battle’. While his team tried to fight 
the battle in Afghanistan, ‘people on other staffs at higher levels would call all the 
way down to my staff and get information and make suggestions’. In the midst of 
battle, some officers back in the United States even called in asking for information 
that they could plug into their own generals’ morning briefing, pestering soldiers in 
combat ‘for details that they presumed their bosses would want to know’. 23

Each of these tasking orders is tough to ignore. Not only do they originate from 
senior leaders, who can make or break careers, but also they tend to come in on a 
‘priority basis’. Generals around the world tend to use a logic that humorist Garrison 
Keillor cites in Lake Wobegon Days. Every single one of them considers his or her 
missions and orders ‘of above average’ importance. But not everyone can be above 
average. This ‘flattening of the chain of command’, summed up retired lieutenant 
general William Odom, causes ‘constipated communication channels’ and ‘diarrhea 
of the email’ that distracts troops from the mission at hand. 24

At its worst, this pattern leads to the battlefield version of too many cooks 
spoiling the meal. A Marine officer recalls that during an operation in Afghanistan, 
he received wildly diverging orders from three different senior commanders. One 
told him to seize a town 50 miles away. Another 
said to seize just the roadway outside the town. 
The third ordered him not to ‘do anything beyond 
patrol five miles around the base’. 25

In this case, the officer ultimately chose to 
seize the town. A veteran of the 1991 Gulf War, 
he felt confident enough to take the career risk 
of going with his gut on selecting the right order 
to follow. But the rise of virtual command from 
afar threatens to hollow out the experience of 
those who will move into these command roles in the future. Explains one former 
Predator squadron commander, ‘You may have some general officer sitting behind 
four Toshiba big screens [TVs] with greater knowledge of the battlefield from the 
distance. And maybe it works the first time when they intervene and save the day. 
But my worry is what happens with the next generation. What happens when that 
lieutenant, who learns thinking the guys in the back are smarter, becomes a colonel 
or a general. He’ll be making the decisions, but not have any experience.’ 26

Where this trend will end, no one is certain yet. Some worry that the ability to 
reach into the battlefield could even prove tempting to those outside the military. 
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Retired marine Bing West expects that ‘in the near future … a president will say, 
“Why do we need these 20 links in the chain of command?”’ Enhanced connections 
could certainly help the commander in chief become better informed about the 
true situation on the ground but could prove catastrophic if civilian leaders are 
tempted to intervene, as West puts it, ‘trying to play soldier’. 27 Referring to how 
Pres. Lyndon B. Johnson often tried to influence air operations in Vietnam, former 
secretary of the Air Force Michael Wynne similarly warned that ‘it’ll be like taking 
LBJ all the way down into the foxhole’. 28

Digitally Leading

So how must commanders—and even more, the training and development 
programs that create our cadre of leaders—respond to this new phenomenon that 
enables them in power and reach but also can enable their worst instincts? Clearly, 
twenty-first-century generals need to bring certain skills to increasingly unmanned 
wars in order to be successful. New technologies are creating an environment ‘where 
the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war can at times be so compressed as 
to appear virtually as a single function’. 29 The downside of this ‘compression’ of the 
battlefield is that it tempts officers to micromanage (the ‘tactical general’ problem). 
However, officers who have what Carl von Clausewitz called the ‘eye of command’, 
who can find the right balance, will achieve what retired lieutenant general Richard 
A. Chilcoat once described as ‘simultaneous awareness’. 30 This is the ‘sweet spot’ of 
future generalship. It involves having a good sense of what is going on at all levels 
of war and making the appropriate decisions at the right levels.

Developing this skill will not be easy. All the information collected, all the 
real-time requests, and all the general ‘diarrhea of the email’ threaten to flood officers 
with data. Much like their corporate counterparts (often thought of as drones in 
their office cubicles), twenty-first-
century generals fighting with drones 
will also have to cultivate the ability to 
manage their in-boxes.

Our professional-development 
system must put more focus on culti-
vating an ethic of ‘enlightened control’. 
Generals literally will have the entire 
battle at their fingertips. With the new 
networks and technologies, they can 
watch nearly every action and make every minute decision. But they still do not 
have an infinite amount of time. At some point, the leader has to turn matters over 
to subordinates. Generals who can figure out when to intervene, when to delegate, 
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and when to empower junior troops to act with initiative will enjoy much more 
success than those who don’t trust their force to do anything without them. Striking 
this balance will become the essence of strategic leadership.

Leaders must also focus on developing the mental flexibility needed to guide a 
‘learning organization’ that adapts to changing circumstances in something beyond 
just a top-down manner. 31 Senior leaders not only must have open minds them-
selves but also willingly empower subordinates to wrestle with new concepts and 
technologies that they don’t even understand. As one colonel writes, ‘I speculate that 
the digital general some 35 years from now might not just communicate differently 
but will actually think differently from his or her predecessors, because conceptual 
behavior itself is evolving during the Information Age’. 32

Although a general may no longer have to be as fit a fighter as the troops, the 
way Henry V or Gustavus Adolphus was considered among the best warriors in his 
army, new technologies do impose certain physical requirements that commanders 
must cultivate in wartime. For one thing, generals should develop skills at using 
computers, e-mail, and other information technologies (beyond the ability to make 
a PowerPoint presentation)—something that once seemed an almost abhorrent 
concept to leaders. General Chilcoat once predicted, ‘To the strategic commander 
of the Information Age, the laptop computer, or its successor, will be a natural 
extension of his mind, as familiar as the telephone, map, and binoculars.’ 33 Events 
in Iraq have borne out his lessons.

Likewise, the fact that generals may not need the kind of physical fitness to wield 
a sword or match their troops in push-up contests does not signal the return of 
300-pound-plus generals like nineteenth century commander Winfield Scott. Rather, 
stamina—not strength—now matters. Command has always been taxing, but it is 
now becoming a round-the-clock job, no matter the commander’s physical location. 
Thus, generals now need the physical 
and psychological endurance of a 
young medical student on call in the 
emergency room.

Some of these changes might 
seem immense, but they will not 
supplant many of the qualities that 
made great generals in the past. For 
example, the idea of enlightened 
control (i.e., giving just enough 
guidance to officers closer to the scene, so that they can best decide what to do) 
is nothing new. The great Prussian generals of the nineteenth century called this 
Führen durch Auftrag (leading by task) as opposed to Führen durch Befehl (leading 
by orders). Their ideal was that the best general gave his officers the objective and 
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then left it to them to figure out how best to achieve it. The most famous instance 
occurred before the 1864 Prussian invasion of the Danish province of Schleswig. 
The commanding general so trusted his officers that, supposedly, he only ordered 
that he wanted to sleep in the enemy’s capital within the week.

Although this may be a bit too succinct for modern war, the example set by 
World War II’s General of the Army George C. Marshall remains an apt model for 
twenty-first-century leaders. New inventions like the radio and teletype may have 
given him the ability to instruct from afar, but Marshall chose to set the broad goals 
and agenda. He had smart staff officers write up details of the plan but ensured that 
everything remained simple enough that a lieutenant in the field could understand 
and implement everything. 34 Similarly, Marine general James Mattis’s guidance to 
his troops before the 2003 invasion of Iraq was just as brief, understandable, and 
worthy as a guide: ‘Engage your brain before you engage your weapon’. 35

General 2.0

But the questions of leadership don’t just stop at the issue of how much leash 
commanders give their subordinates. Every decision in a military operation, be it the 
corporal in the field deciding whether to pull the trigger or Gen Dwight Eisenhower 
deciding whether to give the ‘go’ for the D-day invasion, can be broken down into 
four basic parts, known in the military as the observe, orient, decide, act (OODA) 
loop. One gathers information, figures out the situation, issues orders, and takes 
action. Then, the whole cycle begins again.

But technology has shrunk the time inside this decision cycle. Because massive 
amounts of data come in faster, decisions have to be made quicker. This, for example, 
led to our turning over the defense against mortars and rockets at major bases 
in Iraq to the Counter Rocket, Artillery, and Mortar (C-RAM) automated gun 
system. Humans just couldn’t fit into the shorter OODA loop needed to shoot down 
incoming shells and rockets.

Shortening of time in the decision cycle is not just for the trigger-pullers. The 
shrinking OODA loop is working its way up the chain to the generals’ level. Marine 
general James Cartwright, former commander of US Strategic Command, predicted 
that ‘the decision cycle of the future is not going to be minutes. … The decision cycle 
of the future is going to be microseconds’. 36

Thus, many people think that one last, fundamental change may occur in the 
role of commanders at war. If the first step of technology’s effect on command and 
control is to force officers to learn how to lead troops fighting from afar, and if the 
second is to require generals to figure out when to intervene directly in the battle or 
not, then the final may be figuring out just what command roles to leave to humans, 
and which to hand over to machines.
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The world is already awash with all sorts of computer systems that we use to sift 
through information and decide matters on our behalf. Artificial intelligence (AI) 
in e-mail programs filters out junk mail, and AI systems trade billions of dollars on 
the stock market, deciding when to buy and sell based only on algorithms.

The same sort of ‘expert systems’ is gradually being introduced into the military. 
The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, for example, created Integrated 
Battle Command, a system that gives military officers what it calls ‘decision aids’—AI 
that allows a commander to visualize and evaluate plans, as well as predict the 
impact of a variety of effects. 37 The system can help a command team building an 
operational plan to assess the various interactions that will take place in it. The 
system sees how changing certain parameters might play out in direct and indirect 
ways so complex that a human would find 
them difficult to calculate. The next phase in 
the project involves building an AI that plans 
an entire military campaign.

Real-Time Adversarial Intelligence and 
Decision Making, the military-intelligence-
officer version of this system, is an AI that 
scans a database of previous enemy actions 
within an area of operations to ‘provide 
the commander with an estimate of his 
opponent’s strategic objectives’. 38 Similarly, ‘battle management’ systems exist 
that not only provide advice to human commanders on actions an enemy might 
take, but also suggest potential countermoves, even drawing up the deployment 
and logistical plans for units to redeploy, as well as creating the orders an officer 
would have to issue. 39 The Israeli military is fielding a ‘virtual battle management’ 
AI whose primary job entails supporting mission commanders but can also take 
over in extreme situations (e.g., when the number of incoming targets overwhelms 
the human). 40

Developers behind such programs argue that the advantage of using computers 
instead of humans is not only their greater speed and processing power, but also 
the absence of human flaws—they lack our so-called ‘cognitive biases’. 41 Because 
searching though reams of data and then processing it takes too much time, human 
commanders without such aids must filter which data they want to look at and 
which to ignore. This inevitably leads them to skip information they don’t have time 
to cover. Humans also tend to give more weight in their decisions to the informa-
tion that they see first, even if it is not representative of the whole. This produces 
something called a ‘satisficing’ result—a satisfactory, though not the optimal, 
answer. One Air Force officer planning air strikes in the Middle East, for example, 
describes how each morning he received a ‘three-inch-deep’ folder of printouts 
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with that night’s intelligence data, which he could only skim quickly before he had 
to start assigning missions. ‘A lot of data is falling on the floor.’ 42

Emotions also can shape decisions, even the most major command decisions 
in war. Recent neurological findings indicate that emotions drive our thought 
processes, including leaders’ political decisions, to a greater extent than previously 
recognized. 43 That is, our idealized concept of how decisions are made in war and 
politics—rationally weighing the evidence to decide how and when to act—does not 
tell the full story of how human leaders’ brains actually work.

Studies have shown how two underrated factors frequently shape strategic 
choices in war. 44 The first—powerful emotional experiences that leaders had in 
the past—often steered their decisions, sometimes decades afterwards, including 
even decisions on whether to go to war. The second factor concerns how body 
chemistry affects one’s state of mind. People with high levels of testosterone, for 
instance, are more likely to exhibit aggressive behavior and risk taking; Gen George 
Custer and Gen George Patton seem classic examples. By contrast, those with low 
levels of serotonin are more prone to depression and mood swings, typical of both 
Hitler and Pres. Abraham Lincoln. 45 As these 
examples show, emotions can shape a leader’s 
decisions both for better or worse, so to pull 
emotions out of the equation could yield widely 
divergent results.

Setting aside the worry that such artificial 
decision systems are what enable robots’ takeover 
of the world in sci-fi movies like The Terminator, 
machine intelligence may not be the perfect 
match for the realm of war for the very reason 
that it remains a human realm, even with machines fighting in it. ‘The history of 
human conflicts is littered with examples of how military forces achieved results 
that no algorithm would have predicted’, according to an Air Force general. 46 And 
he is right. Command may seem just like a game of chess to some, but war doesn’t 
have a finite set of possible actions and a quantifiable logic of zeros and ones. 
Instead, ‘in war, as in life, spontaneity still prevails over programming’. 47

Even so, the Pentagon’s work on such programs continues. Few see robot generals 
anytime soon, but many do think that the most likely result for future command 
and control in the decades ahead is a parallel to the Department of Defense’s ‘war 
fighter’s associate’ concept, which is becoming a part of the Army’s Future Combat 
Systems plans. The latter call for US units to have mixed teams of soldiers and robots 
fighting together in the field. We may soon have to wrestle with a situation in which 
their future commanders back at the base may have a staff that mixes advice from 
human officers and AI as well. Retired colonel James Lasswell of the Marine Corps 
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Warfighting Lab thinks that the various technological decision aids will likely evolve 
into an AI ‘alter ego’ for the commander. A sort of artificial aide-de camp to future 
generals, this technology would ‘automatically send and collate information for him 
to have at his beck and call’. 48 As with the issue of tactical generals, even though this 
outcome may enable leaders, it also opens up a whole new array of questions that 
once seemed science fiction but may well lie in our not-too-distant future.

Robot Conclusions

When exploring the future role of machines in war, people often want to focus on 
the obvious issues of whether a robot should be armed or how much autonomy 
should be given to keep the ‘man in the loop’. But it is a far more complex world 
that we are entering.

By providing generals insight into the front lines—something they have lacked 
since the age of gunpowder and telegraphs—new technologies like unmanned 
systems are lifting many of the burdens of command. But in giving newfound reach 
and visibility to the commander, they also add 
many new challenges. Most importantly, these 
technologies present a serious test for simulta-
neously managing an amazing array of possi-
bilities and information while resisting the 
temptation to micromanage subordinates.

But the trend doesn’t stop there. Human 
commanders and their staffs may even one day 
face a challenge to their own role as the pace 
and complexity of war continue to grow.

In short, where the ever-expanding role of machines in war will one day take us 
is a question that used to only be suitable for science-fiction conventions. Today’s 
technologies, however, are bringing this question to our real-world battlefields.

Disclaimer: The conclusions and opinions expressed in this document are those 
of the author cultivated in the freedom of expression, academic environment of 
Air University. They do not reflect the official position of the US Government, 
Department of Defense, the United States Air Force or the Air University.
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‘Smug and Complacent?’
Operation TELIC: the need for 
critical analysis*1

Dr Daniel Marston

Abstract

British operations leading the Multi-National Division Iraq (South East) (MND (SE)) Iraq 
were expected by many to be highly successful due to the British Army’s long and distin-
guished history of successfully prosecuting counterinsurgencies around the globe. However, 
complacency and hubris, coupled with an inadequate understanding of the mission facing 
MND (SE) foiled British attempts to achieve success. It was only through a ‘bottom-up’ 
revision of the British Army’s efforts, led by junior and mid-ranking officers, that significant 
reforms were made. These helped the British Army increase its effectiveness in line with US 
efforts, and allowed them to begin handing over control for security to their Iraqi counter-
parts. How they achieved this success, and the often-difficult progress toward this outcome, 
form the subject matter of this frank and insightful article.

*	 This article was previously published in the Summer 2009 edition of the British Army 
Review.
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The current situation

The British Army’s campaign in Iraq, its overall impact, and whether it has 
been a success or failure are currently topics of intense discussion in the 
UK press, military and government communities. Recently, the Chief of 

Defence Staff referred to Britain as having become ‘too complacent’ and ‘smug’ about 
its experiences in Northern Ireland and Bosnia and their application to operations in 
Iraq. 2 Many within the Army do not dispute this, but I think the opposite viewpoint 
is also worth stating: that there were an equal number, if not more, officers, non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) and soldiers who were not smug, and who actively 
sought to know more about how to reform and adapt their doctrine and tactics for 
the counterinsurgency (COIN) campaign in Multi-National Division (South-East) 
(MND (SE)). 3

Many officers and soldiers lay blame for some of the Army’s bigger mistakes at 
the feet of Whitehall, citing the lack of a ‘comprehensive approach’, and they are 
correct to do so. Others blame limited public support for the UK Government’s lack 
of strategy and resources. Whitehall was guilty 
of not providing the support, troops and 
long-term mindset that were crucial to carrying 
out a successful COIN strategy in MND (SE). 
The British Army was not on the verge of defeat 
in 2007, but Whitehall’s and the Permanent 
Joint Headquarters’ (PJHQ) strategy was flawed 
and close to failure. Many officers felt that 
PJHQ was guilty of ‘watering down’ assess-
ments. As one senior officer noted:

Many of us feel that, notwithstanding limited political and popular support for the 
Iraq campaign, too much military advice from theatre was watered down on the basis 
of perceptions of what the market would bear. In contrast with the US our people in 
Basra struggled to get their views over, as reflected in our lukewarm response to the SSR 
challenge right up to Charge of the Knights (CotK). Personally I point the finger at PJHQ 
who, in my view, filter straight up advice on our requirements. The whole construct lacks 
the dynamism and necessary tension that you see in the US relationships.

The fact that the situation has been turned around is mainly to the ‘in-theatre’ 
Army’s credit. Despite this, all was undeniably not well within the Army, and many 
of those who have served on TELIC operations have not hesitated to say so.
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Observations from TELIC

I had the opportunity to meet, brief, debate with and observe many British units in 
MND (SE) on each TELIC from July 2006 through September 2008. The following 
is a synopsis of my observations and discussions with units either preparing for 
deployment or already serving during this period. As an American military historian 
working as a COIN advisor who has extensively studied the British Army’s record 
of learning and adapting in war, the Iraq campaign has presented an interesting, 
sometimes frustrating, but always an important case study.

The successful British COIN campaigns of the last century have shared a list of 
key ingredients. This list has been used within the British Army as a benchmark, and 
within the US military as a guide, as even a cursory perusal of FM 3-24 4 and recent 
comments from Multi-National Force – Iraq (MNF-I) and United States Central 
Command (CENTCOM) demonstrate:
•	 Comprehension of existing doctrine
•	 Adaptation to local situations and learning from mistakes
•	 Risk-taking organisations
•	 Harmony of effort
•	 Small-unit approach
•	 Corporate memory within theatre headquarters
•	 Appropriate training
•	 Reconciliation amongst their enemies
•	 Ongoing education in COIN
•	 Population security
•	 Understand local perspectives—non-Western metrics
•	 Raise, mentor and fight with indigenous forces (army/paramilitary police/

local auxiliaries)
The necessity of nearly every one of these 

ingredients has been debated in my own 
discussions with officers, NCOs and soldiers 
from divisional level down. Many were open 
to the need for reform and hoped that the 
need would be recognised at all levels of 
the Army.

Observers expected that British forces 
going into Afghanistan and Iraq, given 
their history of success in COIN, would automatically be better suited to waging 
‘wars amongst the people’ than their American counterparts. British officers and 
NCOs provided many layers of advice, from formal discussions in the Pentagon 
to attachments to American units and formations serving in the Sunni triangle 
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and Baghdad in the summer of 2003. 5 At that point in time and for a few years 
after, the British Army was considered the leader in COIN, and its forces were a 
sought-after commodity.

Meanwhile, the British Army, in practice, appeared to be losing its way in 
terms of practical application of key facets of COIN. Many officers and NCOs, 
while able to discuss ‘tactical’ approaches to COIN knowledgeably, were appar-
ently unaware of important operational and strategic aspects of COIN that were 
having an immediate effect in MND (SE). Some British officers, NCOs and soldiers 
demonstrated uncertainty about not only the environment in which they found 
themselves in MND (SE) during 2003–05, but also their mission there, which was 
variously described as peace support operations, nation-building and, sometimes, 
COIN. 6 The overarching narrative for this mission was missing, and the lack of a 
coherent COIN strategy coming from MNF-I in Baghdad during this period only 
exacerbated the situation. 7

It was not uncommon during this period for officers of the Army to be unable 
to list the British COIN principles, define their meaning, or discuss past British 
successes in a meaningful way. Many were not familiar with the work of the key 
theorists such as Major General Sir Charles Gwynn, Sir Robert Thompson and 
General Sir Frank Kitson. Many within the Army have stated this was due to a lack 
of education in COIN, from RMAS through to Staff College. One British officer 
commented, ‘personally, I feel that British doctrinal and historical knowledge of 
COIN is actually a bit of a myth’. 8 Some criticised the validity of the 2001 Army 
Field Manual on COIN in isolation, with no consideration of whether its principles 
were actually being applied in theatre. The Army was not helped by a chorus of 
academics and civil servants who insisted that none of their previous COIN experi-
ence and doctrine was relevant to 
operations in Iraq. Most of these 
claims have since been debunked by 
the United States, USMC and British 
Army’s recent successes.

As the Americans began to adapt 
to deal with the insurgencies in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq, they followed 
the British tradition of bottom-up 
reform. Many American officers at 
junior and mid-level rank began to 
educate themselves in an effort to understand the complexity of a type of warfare 
dramatically different from the one for which they had been trained. Officers and 
NCOs began to examine historical case studies from many countries, trying to find 
solutions for the problems they were facing. Even commanders of brigade combat 
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teams, regimental combat teams and divisions within MNC-I and MNF-I in such 
places as Tal Afar, Al Qaim and Ramadi started to self-educate, but until early 2007 
these initiatives were taking place at the tactical and operational levels in-theatre. 9 
This bottom-up reform was formally linked to higher levels by key generals, such 
as Petraeus and Mattis, who allowed—and encouraged—this change of mindset. 
The change of command which took place at the beginning of 2007, with Petraeus 
taking over MNF-I and General Odierno who was already in charge of MNC-I, 
reinforced this trend.

Some in the British Army began to notice that the approach in the American 
sectors was becoming increasingly ‘population-centric’, and decided that this was 
what was missing in the south. They embraced the concept, and began to agitate for 
equivalent changes, both to their own professional training and the overall strategy 
for MND (SE). Many British commanders were aware that the MNF-I COIN 
guidance issued in July 2007 was not being followed. It stated the following key 
goals, most of which the British Army could not claim to be achieving in MND (SE) 
in the summer and autumn of 2007 and early 2008:
•	 Secure the people where they sleep
•	 Give the people justice and honour
•	 Integrate civilian/military efforts—this is an inter-agency, combined arms fight
•	 Get out and walk—move mounted, work dismounted
•	 We are in a fight for intelligence—all the time
•	 Every unit must advise their Iraqi Security Forces partners
•	 Include ISF in your operations at the lowest possible level
•	 Look beyond the IED—get the network that placed it
•	 Be first with the truth
•	 Make the people choose 10

One incident that illustrates this shift concerns the Multi-National Forces – Iraq 
COIN Center for Excellence (CFE), which was based in theatre at Taji, Iraq. At this 
school, incoming RCT and BCT command staff spent one week receiving briefings 
on COIN and its application in their future area of operations. 11 The structure of 
CFE was based upon a British in-theatre training centre, the Far East Land Forces 
Training Centre, Kotta Tingi, Malaya in the 1950s. 12 A small group of us, including 
a handful of British officers, called for greater British involvement at CFE as staff 
members, to attend the course to learn lessons from other areas, and to deploy 
incoming British commanders to the course. The US military staff at CFE articulated 
their willingness throughout 2007 and 2008 to support a British brigade deploy-
ment and course. Despite great interest from many within MND (SE), and efforts 
from a number of people, this British involvement only occurred in February 2008, 
and this is unfortunate. Both armies would have benefited from sharing important 
information and feedback.
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British units and formations in and out of theatre have had visiting academics 
come and talk about current and past operations on their own initiative. These 
presentations were likely to spark debates about whether the British were actually 
carrying out a COIN operation in MND (SE). Young officers respectfully differed 
from commanding officers who asserted that the British were achieving success 
with the way operations were being run. Other commanding officers felt that 
Basra needed to be cleared, these areas held and the support of the government 
rebuilt, using both British and Iraqi soldiers. These discussions produced plans, 
some of which were carried out on operations, such as Operation SINBAD. 
Operation SINBAD has been seen as an extension of some of the debates that were 
taking place across MND (SE) in the second half of 2006. However, Operation 
SINBAD did not achieve clear, hold, 
build due to the lack of resources, from 
both Whitehall and MNC-I, and a lack of 
political will to see the operation through. 
The change to countering ‘criminality in 
Basra’ in January 2007 did not help the 
internal debate for a change of strategy in 
MND (SE).

Land Command personnel also took 
note of these initiatives, with the result 
that the Land Warfare Centre formalised 
a counterinsurgency cadre for all outgoing brigades deployed to Afghanistan. 13 But 
here also, the institution’s response was fragmented: many of these efforts initiated 
at the lower levels were stymied by a lack of support from higher up the chain of 
command and across Whitehall.

The rotation of divisional headquarters, brigades and battalions within 
MND (SE) occurred every six months. 14 As is commonly known throughout 
the history of COIN, the British experience in particular, six months is not long 
enough to establish a true presence on the ground and to develop relationships 
with local leaders. This was seen as counterproductive by many commanders. 
Many divisional and brigade headquarters came in with their own concept of 
operations, and commanders commented repeatedly that successive TELICs were 
not joined up properly. An overall campaign plan for the south, shift to Provincial 
Iraqi Control and withdrawal, was lacking. The role of MND (SE) divisional 
headquarters was not fully established until TELIC 5, which exacerbated the lack 
of continuity for those operating in the region. Officers repeatedly cited previous 
command structures set up in Malaya, Kenya, Dhofar and Northern Ireland, 
and asked why MND (SE) was following a different pattern. Units fed back that 
continuity in terms of intelligence gathering, reconstruction efforts and working 
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with indigenous forces was lacking throughout most of the campaign. As one 
officer stated to me:

Your points relating to rotation of commands through the 6 month tour structure is at 
the root of most of our problems from Basra and also now in Afghanistan. Not only 
does it work against our accumulation of knowledge and understanding of the situation, 
but it also ultimately undermines our reputation in the face of our US allies who think 
it’s a joke that we scuttle back home after only 6 months in theatre. The extension to 
9 months for Staff officers is an improvement but still doesn’t compare to the American 
system. Collation of intelligence was dire when I was out there. It was clear that 
intelligence from the previous BG’s in 
Maysaan had either been thrown away or 
never collected in the first place. We started 
on a blank canvas. My patrol reports were 
always praised for their level of detail, but 
there was never any follow-up, never any 
pursuit of some significant leads I uncovered 
when in lengthy dialogue with the local 
Sheikhs. I think this was inherent throughout 
the chain of command. 15

Training and mentoring of the Iraqi Army

Despite earlier successes with British Army battalions mentoring the Iraqi Civil 
Defense Corps (ICDC), who had trained and operated alongside their British 
counterparts, by 2006 the British had taken a very ‘hands-off ’ approach to the Iraqi 
Army. Many observers in MNF-I and MND (SE) found this strange, considering 
the British history of creating and training local security forces. MNF-I had made 
its own mistakes building up and transferring responsibility to the Iraqi Army too 
early, but they also created some excellent initiatives to enhance the Iraqi Army 
abilities, such as joint US/Iraqi operations in Tal Afar, Al Qaim and Ramadi. The 
‘surge’ of 2007 was not, as is commonly believed, primarily about numbers, but 
really about how the Americans and the Iraqi Army deployed their forces in Joint 
Security Stations throughout contested areas in an attempt to protect the population. 
Ironically, many British commanders in late 2006 were thinking along the same 
lines. They spoke of embedding British units, such as companies, with Iraqi Army 
units together to fight and live together to clear, hold and build in Basra, and some 
even did it in Maysaan province. Unfortunately, at the end of 2006, this type of 
initiative was considered politically unacceptable in London, and became a major 
issue with the drawdown of troops. 16
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Despite this, British troops deployed with two battalions of the Iraqi 10 Division 
to Baghdad during the ‘surge’ in 2007. Observing this, many British commanders 
were perplexed and frustrated with the hands-off approach in general use in 
MND (SE) throughout 2007 and early 2008. As a result, by February/March 2008, 
commanders within MND (SE) and 4 Brigade were ready to take a different approach 
as the Iraqi 14 Division prepared to clear Basra. This was reflected in an unofficial 
document agreed by the Commander 4 
Brigade, and which was presented to MNF-I. 
It became the starting point for a potential 
shift of strategy in MND (SE) in February 
2008. While many battalion commanders 
agreed with this new approach, it would take 
the launch of CotK (Operation Charge of the 
Knights) to truly facilitate the plan. This 
approach made the following points:
•	 General Mohan’s (COIN) plan for the retaking of BASRA is a key develop-

ment—14 DIV must win this fight and the British must support it in all aspects
•	 British assets in terms of 4 Brigade and future TELICs need to support this effort 

in many manners—this will provide a focus of effort for the British officers, 
NCOs and soldiers as well as playing a role in the future pacification of BASRA 
and BASRA province

•	 British officers, NCOs and soldiers can be embedded across many lines of 
operation within 14 DIV—from staff officers, ISTAR etc to platoon to coy 
embedded roles

•	 This future plan will need to be briefed to MNC-I and MNF-I so they clearly see 
a plan developing for this important area of IRAQ with major British support—
which will be well received by many sceptics in BAGHDAD. 17
The CotK operation occurred earlier than anyone within MNF-I, American or 

British, expected, on 25 March 2008. 18 There were many reports of the ‘five-day’ 
delay to support the efforts of the Iraqis. The timeline for the CotK and the British 
involvement is a little bit different; there was a delay of only three days after the 
14 Division attempted to clear the city. The first reinforcement of Iraqi units from 
the 1st Iraqi Division began to arrive on Sunday and the first US Military Transition 
Teams (MiTTs) arrived on Monday. The first US MiTTed Iraqi Army units went 
into Basra late Monday/Tuesday. General Mohan requested British MiTTs for 
14 Division—a major reversal of his previous position. The 1 SCOTS MiTT went 
in to support the Iraqi 14 Division on Wednesday evening, earlier than expected 
in London. The British commanders on the ground made the decision to commit 
earlier than expected. (According to some sources, the unofficial document helped 
commanders shape what was needed, when restrictions from PJHQ and Whitehall 
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were lifted.) Contrary to many press reports, the British were not embarrassed by the 
CotK; on the contrary, they welcomed the opportunity to demonstrate their profes-
sionalism and their ability to utilise the key ingredients in COIN warfare, learning 
and adapting, in a joint effort with the USMC and US Army MiTTs and the Iraqi 
14 Division to clear the city of Basra. Reporting on CotK has largely failed to note 
the efforts of the General Officer Commanding at the time to support the forward 
headquarters of XVIII ABN Corps, as it came south to help direct the operation.

While MND (SE) and 4 Brigade (and, later, 7 and 20 Brigades) as well as 
personnel from ARRC enhanced the effort with proper embedding of training teams 
amongst the Iraqi 14 Divsion and Basra Operations Command (BaOC), 19 they were 
not the first to recognise that the change was needed. Many other officers from 
earlier TELICs felt the same way, and it happened that these three brigades were on 
the spot and had the capability and willing-
ness to do what was needed. Adaptation 
within MND (SE) continued as British 
MiTTs travelled around in Iraqi Army 
vehicles, which helped create more trust 
within the advisory mission.

Recent efforts, dating from March 2008, 
have helped to foster the establishment of a 
properly trained and led Iraqi 14 Division. 
This initiative was preceded by extensive 
debate about the role of the British Army in building up the Iraqi Army. In the 
course of this debate, many useful lessons from past British experience of training 
indigenous forces were brought up, only to be rejected. 20 This, I feel, was a mistake. 
If the end goal of this initiative was to withdraw and hand over to the Iraqi Army a 
reliable force capable of dealing effectively with insurgents in MND (SE), the way in 
which the advisory mission set out to achieve this was disjointed, to say the least.

The lessons of Iraq

The British Army cannot turn its back on a difficult campaign and disregard the 
lessons, some of which are admittedly very tough to swallow. It must delve into its 
own experiences and extract the lessons that it can take forward for operations in 
Afghanistan and beyond. As one officer noted: ‘We are putting domestic military 
considerations ahead of campaign success; and it will cost us more in the long run. 
Again it is about remaining true to our history and COIN experience.’ 21

The British Army has historically been considered at the forefront of military 
institutions learning from and adapting in various campaigns. This has been true 
in both conventional and unconventional warfare, from the forests and plains 
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of North America in the eighteenth century to Sir John Moore’s reforms which 
enabled the Peninsula Army to perform well; from the colonial conflicts of the 
nineteenth century to the Second Anglo-Boer war; from the trenches of Flanders 
to the jungles of Burma in the Second World War; and from there to the jungles 
of the Malayan Emergency, the jebel of Dhofar and, finally, to the streets of Belfast 
and Londonderry. 22 The history of British experience in creating, as well as living, 
fighting and dying with indigenous forces, is generally considered one of the British 
Army’s hallmarks of excellence. Many armies have also expressed admiration 
bordering on awe at the British Army’s ability to learn and adapt across the spectrum 
of conflict in modern warfare. Other militaries, including the US Army and the 
USMC, have undertaken research and interviewed British officers and NCOs in 
order to better understand its abilities to adapt.

Whitehall, and also some senior officers, failed to understand the nature of the 
growing insurgency in the south, and as a result they failed to implement a COIN 
strategy until the eleventh hour. This failure is all the more strange because, while 
some senior officers and civil servants in Whitehall were asserting, as late as 2007, 
that there was no insurgency in MND (SE), 23 the Army’s Stability Operations in Iraq 
(OP TELIC 2-5): An Analysis from a Land 
Perspective, published in 2006, which specifically 
refers to insurgency and the need for a COIN 
approach throughout, was in circulation within 
the Army. 24

The British campaign in MND (SE) was not 
a glowing success, as some within Whitehall and 
PJHQ may try to claim. The fact that it will end 
on a positive note, as of the summer of 2009, 
has more to do with bottom-up reform within 
units and formations in theatre, and less to do 
with planners in Whitehall and PJHQ. The war has been changing in Iraq since the 
beginning of 2007, and many within MND (SE) recognised early on that different 
approaches might be needed. Some British commanders expressed concern that the 
‘withdrawal’ strategy from Basra to the COB would cause major splits with MNF-I. 
Some even feared a US brigade combat team or USMC regimental combat team 
coming south to clear the city, underscoring their inability to do so. The decisions 
taken in Whitehall in 2006 and 2007 promoting Provincial Iraqi Control and 
handover, as well as withdrawal to the Contingency Operating Base, were not linked 
to the eventual success of the CotK; they could not have been, since the CotK was not 
part of this strategy. In some significant ways, they were two different campaigns.

CotK and the good work done by MND (SE), 4, 7 and 20 Brigades and the Iraqi 
14 Division have allowed the British Army to ‘leave with honour’. Some within the 
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Army, myself included, felt that the ‘honour of the army’ was at stake in 2007. This 
was stated in an internal report written in March 2007, highlighting the shift of 
strategy in the rest of Iraq and the need for the British to refocus their campaign. 
This report was seen by many of the senior staff within the Army and by General 
Petraeus. However, in the end, there was no major shift for the British efforts in 
MND (SE) until March 2008.

It is important to remember that many officers, NCOs and soldiers from previous 
TELICs were part of this eventual success; their efforts to debate, relearn valuable 
lessons and awareness of the US military’s successful reforms led the way to the 
current positive state of affairs: withdrawal from a reasonably stable Basra.

It is not a question of whether the Army is learning, but of how fast, how deep 
and how joined up the learning process is. It is also a question of how fast the politi-
cians and other governmental departments are learning, and how prepared they are 
to accept the risks and costs that are an 
integral part of following the route that 
these lessons dictate.

British officers, NCOs and soldiers 
performed their duties throughout 
TELIC professionally and with courage, 
and they can be proud of their efforts. 
US forces have made no criticism of 
the British Army’s fighting abilities; the 
issues for many, on both sides of the 
Atlantic, stem from the lack of a coherent strategy for MND (SE): one that was 
closely linked into the rest of MNC-I and MNF-I, and that would take account of 
the changing conditions in the whole of Iraq, especially in 2007–08.

What should happen next

The British Army’s experience in Iraq needs careful critical analysis from within its 
own ranks as well as from outside, in order to draw out both negative and positive 
lessons. The Army needs to understand why Iraq was a difficult campaign; and to 
recognise its own fundamental role in changing strategy, policy and ultimately, the 
final outcome in MND (SE). The campaign in Basra has ended differently than many 
in MNF-I, myself included, expected in late 2007. Among other things, it is part of the 
Army’s role to ensure that the British Government, the higher echelons of the Ministry 
of Defence, and the British press and population better understand its responsibilities 
and challenges. The next major debate that needs to occur focuses on the lessons from 
this campaign. Some of these will be difficult to process and apply. As many know, 
COIN campaigns require resources, funding, boots on the ground, specialists from 
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across government, time, a clear understanding of COIN across government and the 
support of the people, both at home and in the theatre of operations. Will Whitehall 
and PJHQ be willing to take the lessons on board, and do something to make sure that 
these mistakes are not repeated in Afghanistan and future COIN campaigns?

The Army cannot, and should not, simply dismiss the valuable lessons of the last 
six years as they ‘move on’ to focus their attention fully on the COIN campaign in 
Afghanistan. Many British officers with whom I have met have questioned why the 
Americans turned their back on their Vietnam experience when there were so many 
excellent lessons to be learned. The answer is that they did so because the campaign 
was difficult, complex, and ultimately unsuccessful. As a result, the American military 
has lost many lives in Iraq and Afghanistan trying to learn lessons, some of them from 
Vietnam, that they had not previously troubled to absorb. As insurgency campaigns 
in Afghanistan and Iraq grew in strength and intensity, a significant number of 
American officers, NCOs and soldiers discovered that the doctrine and tactics they 
were using were not bringing the results they wanted. So they sought to reform their 
own military systems to adapt to the wars they found themselves engaged in, delving 
into others’ experiences, many of them from British Army campaigns. The Americans 
are the first to admit that there is still much work to 
be done in this area. Learning and adapting are, and 
should be, ongoing tasks. All of this is applicable to 
the current debate within the British military.

This exercise needs to avoid the ‘blame game’ 
that often happens in such internal debates. The US 
military is attempting to avoid this in its own assess-
ment of failures and (more recently) successes in 
Iraq, and such finger-pointing is detrimental to the 
honest discussion and analysis that are critical to the 
effective conduct of current and future operations. Any analysis that the British military 
undertakes should be at pains to neither blame nor commend specific people, whether 
in theatre or in Whitehall, but focus instead on evaluating operations and results, 
including admitting that mistakes were made, and learning lessons from them.

In discussing how best to analyse and learn from the British campaign in 
MND (SE), a number of interested parties have echoed, knowingly or not, General 
Sir Frank Kitson’s famous quote about the role of the military in promoting under-
standing of the realities of insurgency and COIN:

We have seen that it is only by a close combination of civil and military measures that 
insurgency can be fought, so it is logical to expect soldiers whose business it is to know 
how to fight, to know also how to use civil measures in this way. Not only should the army 
officers know about the subject, they must also be prepared to pass on their knowledge to 
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politicians, civil servants, economists, members of the local government and policemen 
where necessary. The educational function of the army at these critical moments is most 
important. Amongst senior officers in particular, ignorance or excessive diffidence in 
passing along such knowledge on can be disastrous. 25

Over the last few years there have been signs of improvement in COIN education 
across the British Army, with revised modules for RMAS cadets, an expanded and 
updated Module C for captains and the introduction of lectures from both US 
and UK practitioners for junior to mid-level officer corps at RMAS. This cross-
pollination has extended to brigade and division level headquarters seeking to share 
information with US Army and USMC mid- and senior level officers. There are also 
indications of reforms at Staff College, and some officers have expressed a desire 
for greater linkage between courses run by RMAS, those run by the Staff College 
and other potential education initiatives that may take place. The system is by no 
means perfect, or complete, but the will to continue learning and adapting, in the 
educational as well as the operational sphere, has been established. British officers, 
NCOs and soldiers have realised that COIN is about more than training.

Lessons from Iraq have resulted in some demonstrable progress. The handling 
of deployments and support for Afghanistan operations (HERRICK) are currently 
being debated, with positive progress being made. The fact that the British Army 
has stated that it is on a ‘campaign footing’ has helped shift the discussion a bit for 
some within the media and population. The British Army is close to publishing its 
updated version of the COIN manual, which will include important lessons from 
Iraq from both the US and UK perspectives. The British 6 Division Headquarters 
will serve for a year to allow for better continuity of effort. The outgoing brigades 
are being briefed and are debating many of the important lessons from Iraq and 
Afghanistan, from both the British and American perspectives. Finally, a Land 
Stability and COIN Centre has been established to help coordinate all the efforts of 
training, education, lessons learned and other pieces for the Army. This is all good 
news, but for many in the Army, the most pressing need is for these reforms to go 
deep and long, and to help join up disparate groups within the Army who are trying 
to reform independently.
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Challenges

How Stupid Are We?

Lieutenant Colonel Richard King

Abstract

This article 1 argues that thinking is more difficult than we might imagine. Explaining the 
purpose of thinking and examining some of the issues we all face, the author concludes that 
the Army has problems with thinking. We must address issues with the way we think as 
individuals, in teams and organisationally if the Army is to become truly adaptive.

… there are no positions in Army or the NAG [non-Army Group] that list 
critical thinking skills as either a desirable or mandatory requirement. 2

A man was driving along a country road when he realised he had a puncture 
in his kerbside front tire. As he pulled the car over, he noticed that he 
was outside a psychiatric hospital. He started to change the wheel: first, he 

loosened the wheel nuts on the wheel, and then jacked up the car. Next, he removed 
the wheel nuts and placed them within easy reach on the edge of the road. He then 
removed the wheel and took it to the back of the car, swapping it for the spare wheel. 
When he returned to the front of the car and placed the spare wheel on the ground, 
he accidently knocked the wheel nuts into a drain. As hard as he tried, he was unable 
to either remove the drain cover or reach the wheel nuts, tantalisingly out of reach. 
He sat down, put his head in his hands and wondered what he was going to do.
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He soon realised that a patient from the hospital was standing nearby, 
watching him.

‘I suppose you think this is funny,’ said the driver.
‘No, I don’t,’ replied the patient.
‘I don’t suppose you could help me. I need to get to the next town for a meeting, 

but I don’t have any wheel nuts to attach the spare wheel to my car.’
‘Well,’ said the patient, ‘why don’t you just take one wheel nut off each of the 

other three wheels and use them to attach your spare wheel? That should work as 
long as you don’t drive too fast.’

‘That’s brilliant! It seems ironic that you’re a patient in a psychiatric hospital and 
yet you were able to think of a solution to my problem when I couldn’t.’

‘Yes,’ replied the patient, ‘but while I might be insane, I’m not stupid.’
Stupidity is failing to see an answer when it is plainly evident. Stupidity is behaving 

badly when the behaviour is obviously bad. Stupidity is making dumb decisions 
when the decision should have been recognised as dumb from the start. Stupidity is 
evidenced by the expression of dull and fallacious ideas and opinions. The obvious 
question to ask is: ‘How stupid are we?’ This article will suggest an answer.

But before suggesting an answer, I first need to contextualise thinking. The reason 
for this is that everybody has their own view of what they do with their thinking. 
And most people are wrong.

The Purpose of Thinking

‘I think therefore I am’	 ‘I am therefore I think’ 
René Descartes	 Australian Army Officers 3

Thinking is something we take for granted. After all, we have been ‘thinking’ for our 
entire lives. Yet if we ask ‘What is the purpose of thinking?’, it is actually quite 
difficult to come up with an answer. I believe that thinking 
serves three broad and inter-related purposes: sense-
making, idea-making and decision-making.

Sense-making is what we do when we process data, 
information and the inputs from our physical senses. Sense-
making involves developing an understanding of ‘our’ world 
(as opposed to ‘the’ world). Sense-making can be broken down 
into understanding, learning and teaching. These aspects can 
be broken down further to include such activities as perception, memory, reasoning, 
communicating, analysis, logic and assimilating. While we have been making sense of 
our world since we were born, our ‘perception’ of the world is neither as accurate nor 
as reliable as we might think.

Thinking is 
something we 

take for granted.
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Idea-making is what we do when we seek to understand the context of our 
environment and generate ideas to inform decisions and action. Idea-making 
can be broken down into design and creativity. These aspects can be decomposed 
into such activities as inquiry, systems thinking, idea generation, synthesis and 
innovation. A broad range of techniques is available to enhance idea-making; but 
the Army has made little effort (a generous assessment) to institutionalise any 
of them. 4

Decision-making is a natural consequence of thinking and leads to the actions 
we take. Decision-making involves problem solving, decision formulation and 
planning. These aspects can be broken down into such activities as recognising and 
diagnosing problems, selecting and applying a decision model, and formulating 
and executing plans. As with idea-making, there are a broad range of problem-
solving and decision-making techniques. With the exception of the Military 
Appreciation Process (discussed later in this article), the Army has also failed to 
institutionalise them. 5

These three ‘purposes’ describe the application of thinking, but not the demon-
stration of thinking. Thinking is demonstrated through expressions of thinking.

Expressions of Thinking

The quality of our thinking is expressed 
through the thoughts we have and the actions 
we take. The thoughts we have are usually 
expressed through speaking and writing. 
These expressions of thinking are judged by 
the people who listen to us speak or who read 
what we write. The actions we take are judged 
by those on whom they have an impact. In the 
Army, our thoughts are expressed through 
staff work, written or verbal. Our actions are judged by our subordinates, peers, 
seniors, partners, allies, enemies and, if we reflect on our experience, by ourselves. 
The judgments made on our actions are shaped by the perceptions, prejudices and 
biases of those making the judgments. 6 We also need to consider that thinking 
occurs at different levels; it is not solely an individual activity.

Levels of Thinking

Thinking takes place on three levels: individual, team and organisational. Individual 
thinking is what we do independently of others. Individual thinking is shaped by 
various factors. These include the structure and functioning of our brains, the habits 

We also need to consider 
that thinking occurs at 
different levels; it is not 

solely an individual activity.
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of thinking we develop, and the culture and expectations of the organisations and 
groups to which we belong.

Team thinking is the aggregation of individual thinking, but with the added 
complication of social and cultural interactions within the team. Bruce Tuckman, 
an American psychologist, is well known for his theory of group development, in 
which he identified five stages of development. 7 The stages are forming, storming, 
norming, performing and adjourning. The importance of the stages is that they 
illustrate the effect and influence on individuals of group (team) development. 
When working in teams, individuals do not behave (think) as they would if they 
were acting as individuals.

Organisational thinking results from the aggregation of individual and team 
thinking and is constrained by the culture, traditions and rules that exist within 
the organisation. Organisational thinking can be viewed as resulting in direction 
given to, or influence exerted on, teams and individuals. Here we can make an inter-
esting distinction between rational decision-making and rule following. 8 Rational 
decision-making (on which the Military Appreciation Process is founded) is based 
on developing options, selecting the best option according to agreed (objective) 
criteria, and then implementing the selected option. Rule following, by contrast, 
requires decision-makers to identify the type of situation they face, to understand 
their position within the organisation, and to make a decision based on the rules 
and expectations of the organisation.

Having outlined the three levels on which thinking takes place, we can now turn 
our attention to some of the reasons why thinking is difficult.

Issues with Thinking

We humans share many issues with our thinking, 
and to explain them fully would take many books. 
For that reason I will only highlight four common 
issues that, in my experience, have a significant 
impact on our ability to think.

Perception. Although most of us believe that 
we perceive things as they actually are, evidence 
suggests that our perceptions are actually an inter-
pretation by our brains of sensory information. 9 
What we think is real may not be. The world looks, feels, sounds, smells and tastes 
exactly as our brain imagines it to be. In Figure 1, the green surface on the left looks 
longer and thinner than the green surface on the right, yet they are the same size 
and shape (but 90 degrees out of alignment—measure them for yourself). Whether 
we like it or not, our brains play tricks on us. 10

What we think is 
happening may not 

be the same as what is 
actually happening.
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Our ability to ‘perceive’ what is happening around us is further impaired by 
issues such as ‘inattentional blindness’ and ‘change blindness’. Inattentional blindness 
is caused by our brain’s limited ‘awareness’ and results in our not noticing significant 
events taking place in plain view, but outside the focus of our attention. 11 Change 
blindness is caused by our susceptibility to distraction and results in our not noticing 
significant changes in a scene we are looking at. 12

The unreliability of perception means that we need to be careful when inter-
preting sensory inputs. What we think is happening may not be the same as what 
is actually happening.

Memory. The commonly held belief that our memory is a vast repository of 
everything we have experienced—and that we only need to access it to recall what 
took place—has been proven false. 13 Memory is far less reliable than we might think. 
Our memory of events is a reconstruction, not a recording.

… considerable research indicates that our memories can change. We can even create new 
memories for events that never actually happened! In effect, our memory is not a literal 
snapshot of events which we later retrieve from our album of past experiences. Instead, 
memory is constructive. Current beliefs, expectations, environment, and even suggestive 
questioning can influence our memory of past events. It’s more accurate to think of 
memory as a reconstruction of the past—and with each successive reconstruction, our 
memories can get further and further from the truth. Memories thus change over time, 

Figure 1. Spatial Perception
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even when we’re confident that they haven’t, and those memories can have a significant 
influence on the beliefs we form and the decisions we make. 14

The fallibility of memory has the worrying potential to shape our perceptions, 
to influence our understanding of events, and to impact on the quality of individual 
and team decisions.

The challenge for career managers is to stop posting people simply to fill vacant 
positions and to start planning career pathways that result in the accumulation of 
relevant memories. The value of qualifications is wasted if the holder is unable to 
reinforce learning through relevant experience and continuing development. My 
experience, and I’m confident I’m not alone, is that the qualifications I gained have 
been largely irrelevant to my career management. 15

Creativity. Creativity is a critical requirement for adaptation. We need creativity 
because:

When things change and new information comes into existence, it’s no longer possible 
to solve current problems with yesterday’s solutions. Over and over again, people are 
finding out that what worked two years ago won’t work today. This gives them a choice. 
They can either bemoan the fact that things aren’t as easy as they used to be, or they can 
use their creative abilities to find new answers, new solutions, and new ideas. 16

The problem we all face, however, is that 
creativity is generally conditioned out of us by 
our system of education and our social and work 
cultures. Tradition, in particular, has become a 
yoke around our necks. Tradition is not a valid 
argument for preserving the past: traditions 
remain valuable only if they remain relevant. If 
you want an illustration of the power of tradition 
to stymie creativity and innovation, try suggesting 
that we should reduce the amount of drill we do.

The only thing harder than getting a new idea into the military mind, is getting the old 
one out.

– B H Liddell Hart

The good news is that, regardless of how ‘uncreative’ we might feel we have 
become, we are still capable of producing creative solutions.

… even if it’s not possible to train people to be more creative (and I think it is), it is 
possible to supply them with tools that will allow them to produce creative solutions 
without necessarily being creative. 17

… creativity is generally 
conditioned out of us by 
our system of education 

and our social and 
work cultures.



Australian Army Journal  •  Volume VI, Number 3  •  page 187

How Stupid Are We?

The tools for producing creative solutions are well established and relatively easy 
to learn. As mentioned previously, the problem that Army currently has is that we 
fail to incorporate these tools into our decision-making processes. My opinion is 
that Army’s leaders are uncomfortable with the uncertainty of creativity. It is much 
easier to pursue a safe, dull plan than to try to do something new.

Confirmation bias. None of us is as brilliant or as infallible as we think we 
are. Confirmation bias leads us to seek out evidence to confirm beliefs we already 
hold. Either we do not look for dissonant (disconfirming) evidence, or, if we 
stumble across it, we discount its relevance. This is a major problem in the thinking 
of individuals.

Faced with the choice between changing one’s mind and proving that there is no need to 
do so, almost everyone gets busy on the proof.

– John Kenneth Galbraith

Worryingly, there is even evidence that confirmation bias is hard-wired into 
our brains.

Neuroscientists have recently shown that these biases in thinking are built into the very 
way the brain processes information—all brains, regardless of their owners’ political 
affiliation. For example, in a study of people who were being monitored by magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI) while they were trying to process dissonant or consonant 
information about George Bush or John Kerry, Drew Westen and his colleagues found 
that the reasoning areas of the brain virtually shut down when participants were 
confronted with dissonant information, and the emotion circuits of the brain lit up 
happily when consonance was restored. These mechanisms provide a neurological basis 
for the observation that once our minds are made up, it is hard to change them. 18

Confirmation bias has a major impact on 
the quality of our individual and team thinking. 
It is the main reason we so often miss what in 
hindsight were obvious flaws in our decisions.

I have so far avoided a direct answer to my 
earlier question: ‘How stupid are we?’ The answer, 
based on the evidence I have seen, is that we are 
rather stupid. I can imagine you asking, ‘Who 
are the stupid people?’ Well, if you want to know 
who the stupid people are you need only look in a mirror. I have outlined the four 
problems with thinking which impact directly on all individual thinking. They also 
affect team thinking through their impact on the individuals who form the team. 
These problems (and many more) also affect organisational thinking through the 
aggregation of individual and team effects.

Confirmation bias has 
a major impact on the 

quality of our individual 
and team thinking.
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Facilitation – now there’s an idea!

The Army is a team-focused organisation. Teams define who we are and generate 
the most important components of our capability. Army’s leaders, at all rank levels, 
are excellent at leading. 19 They are inspirational and skilled at eliciting Herculean 
efforts from team members towards achieving the team’s objective. The problem 
that most teams have with ‘thinking’, however, is that they do not know how to do 
it—as a team. Team thinking requires the application of process and technique. 
This is in contrast to team ‘doing’, which can be achieved through coordinated effort 
and following procedure. Team thinking in the Army is hamstrung by a surplus of 
leadership and a deficiency of facilitation.

This lack of facilitation skills also affects training. While we have excellent 
instructors—with great technical knowledge and confident manner—the vast 
majority of them have not been trained to facilitate. Facilitation requires you to help 
a team (or an individual) to get the most out of an activity. It is hard to do this if you 
have an ‘alpha-type’ personality and no practical facilitation skills. A skilled facili-
tator appreciates the importance of planning an 
activity and guiding the team in the use of a wide 
range of appropriate techniques. A skilled facili-
tator understands that team thinking is a process 
and not an event.

When I teach brainstorming to groups I start 
by asking how many people have ‘done’ brain-
storming in the past. Almost everybody raises 
his or her hand. After I have taught the process of 
brainstorming, I ask the question again. Typically, 
less than ten per cent of people then raise their hands. What most of them have done 
in the past can best be described as ‘brain dumping’—the simple dumping of ideas 
related to the nominated topic. Brainstorming requires preparation and the conduct 
of a sequenced arrangement of activities to generate ideas, sort the ideas, evaluate 
the ideas and develop options. The full process of brainstorming can take as long 
as several months and should incorporate the use of additional techniques such 
as nominal group technique and affinity diagrams. You can do brainstorming in a 
much shorter timeframe, but if you think you can complete it within half an hour, 
you’re deluded. If your entire experience of brainstorming has been confined to 
sitting down for 15–20 minutes with three or four colleagues in a small room, with 
a whiteboard and a couple of markers, then you have actually never experienced 
brainstorming. And that is indicative of the difference between leadership and 
facilitation. A leader will lead a team to his or her decision. A facilitator will help 
the team to find better decisions for themselves.

If the Army is to become 
adaptive it will need to 

adopt a more facilitative 
approach to teamwork.
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If the Army is to become adaptive it will need to adopt a more facilitative 
approach to teamwork. This will provide a challenge to Army’s leaders who, based 
on their experience, will probably think that they can do the job just fine without 
the need to change their successful, directive style of leadership.

The Problem with the Military Appreciation Process

If the only tool you have is a hammer, you tend to see every problem as 
a nail.

– Abraham Maslow (1908–1970)

The Military Appreciation Process (MAP) is the only decision-making framework 
we have in the Army. It is based on the rational decision-making model, but is often 
applied more as a planning tool than a decision-making framework. A significant 
problem is that the majority of people using the MAP lack a deeper knowledge 
and understanding of how ‘thinking’ takes place. They are unaware of the limita-
tions we all have when trying to make sense of our environment. They are also 
unaware of the problems we all face when trying to make decisions. Because they 
lack self-awareness, they are therefore compelled to apply the MAP as a linear 
process, without fully understanding the implications of our limited ability to think. 
Even those who are experienced in the use of the MAP may simply be applying 
the process in a more efficient way by varying the application of the doctrine to 
suit different situations. They are working the ‘process’ smarter, but not necessarily 
making smarter decisions.

An even more significant problem, and one which pretty much invalidates the 
quote I chose to open this section, is that most people in the Army do not even use 
the MAP to guide everyday decision-making. Of course, when you ask them if they 
use it they will say that they do; but scratch the surface of their response and you will 
see how shallow it is. They skimp on the Intelligence Preparation and Monitoring of 
the Battlespace, shortcut the Mission Analysis and leap straight in to developing a 
favoured (i.e. ‘I’ve done it before and it worked then’) course of action. Then, a year 
or two after implementation, as the detailed plan of action stumbles over unintended 
consequences, we find that the person who chose it has been posted out and fails 
to learn from the experience. Perhaps I should replace the Maslow quote with one 
(less elegant) of my own:

If the only tool you have is a hammer, and you choose not to use it, then 
either you recognise the need for additional tools or you are stupid.

– Richard King
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When the Australian Military Appreciation Process (MAP) doctrine was first 
published in 1996 20 it was 181 pages long. Five years later, on schedule, the doctrine 
was rewritten, 21 but now it was 292 pages long. Eight years later, a new version is 
due to be released in October 2009, as developing doctrine: the current draft is 592 
pages long. I am not entirely convinced that the added length will either make the 
MAP any more useful or encourage its use. Also worrying is that the rewritten MAP 
will still lack a decent range of tools to improve its application.

Let me digress briefly, and suggest an insight into the management and use of 
doctrine by Army. If the Army is to become adaptive it will have to change the way it 
thinks about doctrine. The best we can achieve with doctrine is to ‘habitualise’ what 
we thought we had to do at a time in the past when we wrote the doctrine. Doctrine 
that takes years to review, produce and validate is out of date and representative of 
an outdated paradigm. All doctrine should be ‘developing doctrine’, and subject to 
continuous review and improvement. Currently, doctrine entrenches what we did do. 
We can only become adaptive if we encourage a focus on what we could do; but that 
would require creativity and innovation.

Some Evidence of Sub-optimal Thinking

Up to now, I have provided my judgment 22 on why it is difficult to think. It is 
probably time to provide some evidence of sub-optimal thinking.

My office windows. On 28 July 2009, I was away from my office for the day. 
When I opened the door the next day, something did not look right. I discovered 
that of the six windows in my office which could be opened, two had been fitted 
with window locks (which were locked, and for which I did not have a key) and 
the remaining four had been riveted closed. I had not known this was scheduled to 
be done, and neither had anyone else I spoke to in the building. Still, I comforted 
myself, the work must have been done for a good reason. And so what if our building 
lacks the amenity of air-conditioning and, by all accounts, becomes uncomfortably 
hot in summer; at least my windows wouldn’t accidentally open.

Two weeks after my windows were sealed, the same worker (I had not met him 
when he sealed the windows, but he said he was the same person) came back to unlock 
the window locks and drill out all the rivets he had fitted previously. He worked 
for a contractor and did not know why the decision was made to seal the windows 
originally, or unseal them two weeks later. He was being paid so he was happy.

Now, noting that it is a requirement to report on adaptive traits or contributions 
towards the Strategic Reform Program, I have a suggestion. If Defence would like 
to improve its chances of saving 20 billion dollars over the next ten years, it could 
start by making less stupid decisions, such as sealing the windows in a non-air-
conditioned building.
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Writings on the Adaptive Army. Calling the Army adaptive does not make it 
adaptive. A change in title—even accompanied by a change in organisational 
structure—does not change habit, culture or tradition. Furthermore, explaining 
how we are going to become an Adaptive Army in documents that are poorly 
written—from a critical thinking perspective—may be 
counterproductive.

I visited the ‘Adaptive Army’ webpage and analysed 
the introductory text and the explanations of the five 
initiatives. To do this I used the ‘grammar’ tool in 
Microsoft Word to show the readability statistics for each 
piece of text. The results were uninspiring. The statistics 
are shown below:

Interestingly, the best-written section (Improved Training & Education) still 
requires the reader to be at least partly university educated in order to understand what 
is written. The writing shows a lack of appreciation for the intended audience, unless 
it is written only for those in Army with a university education. This provides further 
evidence in support of Colonel John Hutcheson’s statement in the last edition of the 

Calling the Army 
adaptive does not 
make it adaptive.

Grammar Tool Statistics for Adaptive Army Homepage

Criterion Intro-
duction

Rebalance 
C2 & Army 
Structure

Personnel 
Initiatives

Improved 
Training & 
Education

Materiel 
Manage-

ment

Army 
Knowledge 

Management

Total 
words

385 1170 502 685 615 424

Sentences 
per 
paragraph

3.2 3.8 6.6 4 3.8 2.6

Words per 
sentence

24.0 21.5 25.1 16.1 32.3 19.6

Passive 
sentences

12% 22% 20% 22% 26% 23%

Flesch 
Reading 
Ease

19.1 21.4 22.3 26.2 19.7 22.2

Flesch-
Kincaid 
Grade 
Level

16.5 15.5 15.8 13.6 18.5 15.0
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Australian Army Journal: ‘I have found that the majority of officers can verbalise their 
ideas, but have great difficulty in expressing those same ideas on paper.’ 23 I would go 
further. I believe that the majority of officers are confident and competent speakers, but 
that their speaking skills mask an underlying problem with thinking. This can result 
in officers expressing forceful, persuasive, but dull opinions and ideas that are given 
greater credibility than they deserve if analysed from a critical thinking perspective.

Further evidence of the difficulty people have in expressing ideas in writing is 
found in CA Directive 14/09, Implementing the Adaptive Army in 2009 – AL1. 
Consider paragraph 9 from that directive:

Adaptive Army is founded on the principle that although Army’s hierarchical structure 
remains crucial to our culture, the right application of modern technology can empower 
individuals and the chain of command through higher levels of personal responsibility 
and communication. Adaptation at its heart balances the need to change as the situation 
evolves with a requirement to retain important corporate knowledge.

Before commenting on this from a ‘thinking’ perspective, I acknowledge that any 
analysis of an extract in isolation from the whole document carries the risk of missing 
important context. My comments on this paragraph can be summed up as: it fails to 
show much evidence of critical thinking. Specifically:
a.	 It confuses ‘principle’ with ‘assumption’. Army’s hierarchical structure is a cultural 

inheritance. A hierarchical structure has historically proven effective for command 
and control. It contributes to tactical, operational and strategic success when 
armies are large, ponderous and complicated. In a non-operational environment, 
however, or a lower-level and more-complex type of operation, a flatter (less 
hierarchical) structure would be more adaptive and would encourage greater 
creativity. It is an assumption that ‘Army’s 
hierarchical structure remains crucial to our 
culture’, and one that should be challenged.

b.	 It misrepresents the meaning of ‘empower-
ment’. The notion that ‘the right application 
of modern technology can empower indi-
viduals and the chain of command through 
higher levels of personal responsibility and 
communication’ is another assumption. 
Technology cannot empower individuals 
and the chain of command. Empowerment requires that individuals (and organi-
sations) have devolved to them the right combination of responsibility, authority 
to act, and the resources to complete the job. This is a cultural issue, not a matter 
of technology. Army has traditionally been strong on devolving responsibility 
but weak on devolving authority. 24 A culture of mission command should be 

Army has traditionally 
been strong on devolving 

responsibility but weak on 
devolving authority.
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at the heart of achieving an Adaptive Army, and yet ‘mission command’ is not 
mentioned in the Directive. 25

c.	 If we ignore the suspect use of ‘empowerment’, it still does not make much sense. 
How will ‘the right application of modern technology’ achieve anything through 
‘higher levels of personal responsibility and communication’? Most people 
already have adequate levels of personal responsibility and are in almost constant 
communication with anybody with a computer terminal and a telephone. Has 
issuing Blackberries to senior officers really empowered them? As Robert 
Townsend writes in his book, Up The Organization, ‘Make sure your present 
report system is reasonably clean and effective before you automate. Otherwise 
your new computer will just speed up the mess.’ 26

d.	 It exhibits poor critical thinking. ‘Adaptation at its heart balances the need to 
change as the situation evolves with a requirement to retain important corporate 
knowledge.’ The use of the word ‘balances’ implies a direct relationship between 
‘the need to change’ and the retention of ‘important corporate knowledge’. While 
this links nicely into the next paragraph in the CA Directive, it is evidence of 
sub-optimal thinking. Adaptation is about recognising the need to change, and 
then having the will and the means to change. Corporate knowledge resides in 
the heads of people; not in a database on a computer. Change will always require 
‘change’. The problem with corporate knowledge is that it needs to be developed, 
built and applied. Every time you post someone to another (different) part of the 
Army their corporate knowledge walks out of the door with them. The Chief of 
Army’s intent is that ‘The Army must continually review and adapt to ensure 
that it remains fit for the changing environment’. Adaptation means changing. 
This sentence would have made more sense if it stated: Adaptation at its heart 
recognises the need to change as the situation evolves and the challenges this 
poses to the development and management of corporate knowledge.
While my issues with office windows and the quality of writing relating to the 

Adaptive Army initiative probably seem like scant evidence of poor thinking in 
Army, they are merely symptomatic. We have a long history of making stupid 
decisions with the best of intentions. For those interested in revisiting some of that 
history I highly recommend reading the book Reglomania. 27

Conclusion

So, is the Army stupid? I believe it is. That does not mean, however, that everybody 
in the Army is stupid, or that everything the Army does is stupid. My assessment 
is that we are stupid as individuals because we do not understand ‘thinking’. We 
do not appreciate how many problems we face in trying to make smart decisions. 
Increased self-awareness through education and training is part of the solution for 
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individuals. Through deliberate effort, individuals can learn to raise the recognition 
threshold for stupid ideas.

Teams face additional problems resulting from Army’s culture. Tradition and 
rank hamper the development and free exchange of ideas. 28 A focus on leadership 
instead of facilitation prevents teams from reaching their true potential. Facilitation 
skills are an essential ‘adaptive’ skill, but if Army decides to ‘up skill’ its people in 
this area we are starting from a very low base.

Organisationally we need to put more effort into thinking. This will not, however, 
slow down the process of adaptation. It may actually speed things up if we make 
fewer decisions that are eventually found to be stupid and which result in consider-
able rework. Here we face another cultural 
problem: Army’s culture is fixated on achieving 
‘end-states’ (completing things) when we should 
be focused on monitoring ‘achievement’. The 
Army focuses too much on delivering outputs 
and too little on achieving outcomes.

Ultimately, it will be very hard to become less 
stupid if we do not recognise the value of critical 
and creative thinking skills and facilitation 
skills, and establish a robust system to develop, 
recognise and reward those skills. Those of you uncomfortable with the thought 
that we might be stupid can console yourselves with the fact that, as you read this, 
critical thinking skills are neither a desirable nor a mandatory requirement. The rest 
of you might think that the time has come when they should be.
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Hugo Slim, Killing Civilians: Method, Madness and Morality in War, 
Columbia University Press, New York, 2008, 319pp.

Reviewed by Dr Narelle Biedermann

Hugo Slim is a writer and scholar with a significant background in 
humanitarian operations. He could have easily chosen to take a preaching, 
moralistic stance in putting this book together. Instead, Killing Civilians 

is a remarkable piece of literature that approaches a unique, yet vitally important 
element of warfare and international violence from a realistic and pragmatic stand-
point. Using accessible language and historical examples, Slim juxtaposes human 
psychology and history in a clever and engaging way. The book is replete with 
exemplars of murder and torture of civilians—non-combatants—from wars around 
the world that serves to reinforce man’s inhumanity to man.

The book is divided into four very apt and neatly compartmentalised sections. 
Part one explores the principles and complexities of civilians in war throughout 
history. Using historical examples from wars in Europe and Asia through to conven-
tional policies overriding most wars in contemporary Africa, Slim highlights that 
protecting civilians or excluding them from involvement in war is impossible and 
that even with best intent, civilian casualties of some kind are inevitable.

Part two is divided into two chapters that set out to describe the seven spheres 
of civilian suffering: killing, injury and rape; and movement, impoverishment, 
famine, disease and distress. There are some particularly confronting historical and 
contemporary examples, but it is an important component that examines the many 
ways in which civilians suffer and how much of this suffering is a deliberate part of 
the strategy or cruelty of war.

Part three analyses why civilian suffering happens, exploring anti-civilian ideolo-
gies, the ambiguities of ‘civilian’ status, and the act of killing. Slim begins this part 
with a statement that ‘people do not kill civilians mindlessly’, and goes on to describe 
the most extreme form of anti-civilian ideology—genocide—as a mindful act in 
which civilians are not identified as ‘civilians’. Instead it sees whole groups of people 
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whose eradication serves an outright political end. The three chapters that constitute 
part three serve to illustrate that the act of killing and inflicting human suffering is 
often a carefully orchestrated human endeavour.

Part four sets out to provide some small amount of realism with which to 
promote civilian protection. Simply repeating that civilian suffering is illegal and 
wrong, as many human rights groups tend to do, will do little to change potential 
perpetrators, he says. Appeals should rather be made to their self-interest, sense of 
fairness, even to old-fashioned virtues like mercy and honour. But with an almost 
perceptible shrug, Slim acknowledges that this probably will not work either.

One of the major challenges in protecting civilians from harm, suffering, violence 
and death is the difficulty in clearly defining who or what is a civilian. At first glance, 
this should seem easy. Certain members of any group of people—women, children, 
unarmed men, elderly, medical and religious professionals—could be described as 
fitting any loose categorisation of civilian, but in many cases throughout history, this 
has been proven incorrect. The Geneva Conventions, for example, provide a limited 
definition by suggesting what civilians are not; they are not members of an armed 
force, ergo they are civilians. Yet, history—and contemporary operations—tells us 
that this is simply not true. The line grows fuzzier the deeper one explores this 
complex issue.

What is particularly refreshing in Slim’s approach to this body of work is that he 
is clearly a realist. He isn’t writing an idealistic or naïve version of death and suffering 
of ‘innocent’ civilians that can be reversed through some enforced hand-holding and 
conversations over a negotiation table. He unapologetically presents the ambiguities 
that are associated with warfare, human behaviour, the presence of civilians and 
limiting violence. He also outlines the complexities of what we in the Western world 
call radical ideologies. As Slim himself concedes, there are rarely totally innocent 
bystanders in wartime. In 2002, Osama bin Laden announced that every citizen of 
any democracy that participates in war is ‘non-innocent’ (p. 198)—and is therefore a 
legitimate target—because their political systems allow them to choose their leaders 
and thus, to choose their wars.

This is a fine book that must make an important contribution to military thinking 
and should get the attention it rightly deserves. Slim notes in his epilogue that this 
book may serve to help people to ‘recognise the ideologies that drive deliberate 
civilian suffering so that they can anticipate them, undermine their logic and act 
against them in the wars that are to come’. For this reason, this book should be 
essential reading for senior commanders, operational planners, specialists, and 
unit-level soldiers and officers.
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Mark Johnston, The Proud 6th: An illustrated history of the 6th 
Australian Division, 1939-45, Cambridge University Press, Port 
Melbourne, 2008, 269pp.

Reviewed by Phil Bradley

There is a wonderful tradition in Australia to write battalion histories and, 
as a result, very few divisional or brigade level histories have been written. 
This can make it very difficult to follow the history of Australian divisions 

in the two World Wars, particularly in the Second World War, where the divisions 
were often split up. With his third illustrated divisional history, Mark Johnston 
shows the value that such histories represent. The Proud 6th follows his earlier books 
on the Magnificent 9th and Silent 7th divisions.

The 6th was the first division raised for the second AIF and, for men brought 
up on the stories of the valour of the first AIF, the battle for Bardia, where the 16th 
and 17th Brigades were employed, confirmed that the latest crop was as good as the 
first. By achieving such a resounding victory in its first action of the war, the division 
set high expectations both for itself and for the rest of the second AIF for the entire 
war. With its spurs in place, two of the brigades went on to serve at Tobruk before 
the entire division was sent to Greece and, much of it, to Crete. As Johnston points 
out in a well-researched Appendix I, the 6th Division lost over 5000 men captured 
in Greece and Crete—almost as many men as the division had killed and wounded 
during the entire war. After a period in Syria and Ceylon, the division returned 
to Australia in August 1942 and the 16th Brigade was immediately sent to New 
Guinea to push the Japanese back along the Kokoda Trail to the coast. When the 
17th Brigade followed, it flew into Wau to hold and then drive the Japanese back 
towards Salamaua. When the tide of the war in New Guinea needed to be turned, it 
was these two 6th Division brigades that did it. The division later went on to fight 
in the final Aitape-Wewak campaign.

Though Johnston is not a veteran, he has always reflected the veteran’s war expe-
riences in his writing, and the same applies here. With the number of living veterans, 
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particularly from the Middle-East campaigns getting fewer and fewer, Johnston 
has still managed to trawl up many of their diaries and photos to illuminate his 
book. Some of these gems have come from the families of veterans and perhaps this 
book will encourage more families to contact Mark. You will never see many of the 
photos he presents here anywhere else and certainly not the final one, which gives 
the reader the strongest indication of what it must have been like to have served 
with such men. Being so well illustrated and partitioned into caption related text, 
the book is very easy to read and reference. Though it is not intended to be a concise 
history, it is an excellent overview and, for most readers, that is an ideal balance. 
Those looking for more detail can go to the battalion and official histories as noted 
in the bibliography.

Johnston notes in Appendix II how difficult it was to receive decorations in the 
6th Division; it was not until the final campaign in 1945 that Bert Chowne and Ted 
Kenna were awarded the Victoria Cross. In an interview with the official historian 
in July 1944, General Savige postulated that no VCs had been awarded within the 
division up to that time because ‘the exceptional leader did not stand out above the 
general level’. One wonders how much higher the recognition of the division would 
have been if men of the calibre of Bill Sherlock or ‘Bull’ Allen had been awarded the 
VCs they deserved. In this book Johnston recognises that Australia has much to be 
proud of with the 6th Division.
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Geoff Plunkett, Chemical Warfare in Australia: Australia’s 
Involvement in Chemical Warfare 1914-1945, Australian Military 
History Publications, Canberra, 2007, 734pp.

Reviewed by John Donovan

Somewhere in these 734 pages there is an interesting book (about 300 pages 
long) struggling to be found. Unfortunately, it is so buried by repetition and 
lack of focus that only the most determined are likely to plough their way 

through to the end.
The principal cause of the lack of focus seems to be that the author attempted to 

fulfil the spirit of his title, when his real interest seems actually to be the experiences 
of the RAAF chemical warfare armourers during the Second World War. However, 
even within that narrower focus, there is too much repetition. For example, similar 
descriptions of the daily work of those armourers were often provided by several 
of them.

Such limited reference as there is to the First World War is largely contained in 
the first chapter, which includes the reminiscences of some armourers about gassed 
First World War soldiers they knew while they were growing up, and an appendix 
(the last of 18) that briefly covers some incidents during the war, the post-war effects 
on three individuals, the effects on animals, and some chemical warfare proposals 
submitted by the public during the war.

The focus on the RAAF experience is demonstrated by the different treatment 
of the trials conducted in Australia. The experimental stations and the Brook Island 
trials of air delivery in Queensland, where there was significant RAAF involve-
ment, are covered in the main text. However, most of the 25-pounder trials, which 
principally involved Army personnel, are covered in an appendix.

Once Plunkett gets to his main interest, however, the story is comprehensive. 
There is much that will (or certainly should) cause eyebrows to rise. The idea of 
walking into to a mustard gas store and detecting the presence of leaking containers 
by sniffing for a garlic smell, or entering a phosgene store with a hand pumped spray 
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full of ammonia solution looking for a reaction on the sprayed ammonia to detect 
leakers there, is the stuff of nightmares.

So, too, are the many photos of casually dressed armourers sitting on containers 
of mustard, or (with the addition of gas masks) venting unwanted phosgene after 
the war by shooting holes in the containers. Burning large stocks of mustard in open 
areas after the war might have been effective, but even in the rush to demobilise there 
must surely have been some senior personnel who questioned such an approach. 
At least with sea dumping there was reasonable prospect that leakages would react 
with seawater to produce safer by-products.

Disposal was not comprehensive, as some areas later had to be decontaminated, 
and at least one individual died around 1960, when he found a drum of mustard in 
the Adelaide Rover area and rubbed onto his skin, having mistaken it for liniment.

What is clear in this book is that preparations were made, starting between the 
wars, for Australia to use chemical warfare. However, this use would only have been in 
response to enemy (principally Japanese, as far as Australia was concerned) first use. 
Plunkett suggests that Macarthur, who had experienced gas during the First World 
War, might even then have refused to authorise its use. However, the preparations 
were comprehensive, training was conducted, and the stocks of chemical weapons 
held were significant.

The book sheds some light on little known incidents during the war. The reluc-
tance of some wharf labourers to handle ammunition ships, for example, might 
have been increased by the fear of mixed loads, when at least one wharfie died after 
mustard contamination. The bureaucratic use of euphemisms is also prominent. 
‘Smoke Curtain Installations’ (for aircraft) sound so much less threatening than 
mustard gas spray tanks! Perhaps this title even deluded enemy intelligence.

The casual attitude of many of the RAAF armourers (who were not specifically 
volunteers for chemical warfare duties, but ‘detailed’ to that speciality) to the material 
they handled has already been mentioned. The limited supervision provided of their 
work is rather surprising. For example, junior non-commissioned officers supervised 
long distance movements, while a leading aircraftman organised the clean up after a 
fully loaded Smoke Curtain Installation dropped off an aircraft taking off at Cairns, 
spreading mustard along the edge of the runway. Their authority on these occasions 
seemed to come more from the fear induced by them telling higher authority exactly 
what they were handling than their actual rank.

The extremely basic facilities provided for maintenance of chemical filled weapons 
are described fully. While ventilation was obviously important, the open sheds provided 
often gave limited protection from the elements, leaving work that surely demanded 
some care to be conducted in less than ideal conditions. For the gourmets among 
readers, the thought that the disused railway tunnel at Glenbrook reverted after the war 
to its previous use as a mushroom farm might put a sharp taste on the tongue!
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On the (darkly) humorous side, some Queensland farmers had to be warned not 
to steal drums of mustard, which they apparently hoped would contain something 
useful as tractor fuel. Also, a stationmaster who declined to provide an engine for a 
trainload of chemicals stuck in the middle of Rockhampton had to be ‘encouraged’ 
by the police to provide one. Another trainload of chemicals was delayed at the main 
platform at Townsville, until the corporal in charge gave the stationmaster a letter 
informing him of the contents of the load. This letter rapidly increased the priority 
for movement of that particular train!

Despite its deficiencies, this book tells an important story, to those with the 
perseverance to find it.
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Peter Ewer, Forgotten ANZACS: The Campaign in Greece, 1941, 
Scribe Publications, Carlton North, 2008, 419pp.

Reviewed by Glyn Harper

This book deals with the dispatch of W Force to Greece in the early months of 
1941 and its ultimate fate. Consisting primarily of the Australian 6th Division 
fresh from its triumphs in North Africa and the 2nd New Zealand Division, 

W Force was a token military commitment made by the British Government even 
though they knew it had little chance of success. However, the British Government 
had issued a guarantee to protect Greek sovereignty in 1940 and such a commitment, 
even one as small as W Force, could produce considerable benefits, or so the British 
Government thought. First, it was intended to show British resolve in a moral cause 
of protecting small, vulnerable nations. Such resolve would impress the United States 
and could lead to the forming of a Balkan front against the Germans and could even 
lead to Turkey entering the war. Such forlorn hopes soon evaporated before the might 
of a German war machine which committed some 27 Divisions and over 1000 Axis 
aircraft to its invasion of Greece. The Greek campaign became one long, hazardous 
withdrawal for W Force. Eventually two Gallipoli style evacuations from the mainland 
of Greece and from the island of Crete would become necessary. Unfortunately 
though, not all the ANZAC soldiers who took part could be rescued and thousands 
had to be left behind, with most left facing long years of captivity ahead of them.

Peter Ewer is a senior official in the Victorian Department of Justice and holds a 
doctorate in technology and culture from RMIT. This is his first book. In Forgotten 
ANZACS Ewer seeks to tell the full story of the campaigns in Greece and Crete in 1941 
but primarily from an ANZAC perspective. And while there is much to like about 
this account of the Greek campaign, Ewer is only partially successful in achieving 
his aim.

It is thoroughly laudable that Ewer recognises that there were two nations 
involved in this ANZAC debacle but the treatment of the New Zealand involvement 
in this campaign is relatively superficial. Ewer has only looked at three files on the 
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Greek campaign in the New Zealand National Archives, something it would take a 
researcher armed with a digital camera less than an hour to do. None of the New 
Zealand unit and formation war diaries have been used, nor has the voluminous 
correspondence of the official historian of the campaign been consulted either. Ewer’s 
secondary sources were primarily the two New Zealand official histories as well as the 
various unit histories. Recent biographies of the two key New Zealand commanders 
Freyberg and Kippenberger have been ignored, as have the recent New Zealand 
publications on the campaign. Ian McGibbon’s scholarly overview of New Zealand 
at war published in 2005 has been ignored too.

This leads to some rather distorted and almost condescending views of the New 
Zealand performances in both Greece and Crete. Based on the evidence, as outlined 
in these recent publications, it is now generally accepted that the New Zealand 
21 Battalion performed poorly at Pinios Gorge in Greece with its commander issuing 
his final order: ‘Head for the hills. It’s every man for himself.’ It is also generally 
accepted that Crete was lost to the allies primarily because of a sequence of serious 
New Zealand command failures at all levels of command. None of these failures are 
recorded in Forgotten ANZACS.

Ewer is on firmer ground in dealing with the Australian involvement and he is 
also comfortable criticising Generals Wilson and Blamey for their poor perform-
ances. Blamey’s early departure from the campaign and his insistence on taking 
his son with him was inexcusable. Ewer’s assessment that Blamey’s haste to comply 
with ‘the most incomprehensible order of the whole campaign’ was ‘unseemly’ is 
spot on. The attention Ewer gives to what was happening on ‘the other side of the 
hill’—that is, to German plans and how they unfolded, is also a welcome feature in 
Forgotten ANZACS. Another considerable strength of Ewer’s book is his use of oral 
sources. Ewer has interviewed thirty-three veterans of the campaign on both sides 
of the Tasman and these recollections have been skilfully woven into the narrative. 
They make the events of the campaign come alive.

This book is a valuable addition to the history of a campaign that is often over-
looked on both sides of the Tasman. Anyone with an interest in what happened in 
Greece and Crete in 1941 or in what ANZAC combat veterans experienced in the 
early years of the Second World War should read it. It is a great pity, however, that 
Ewer’s cursory use of New Zealand sources prevents him from achieving the truly 
ANZAC perspective he was attempting to achieve.
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Book Review

Garth Pratten, Australian Battalion Commanders in the Second World 
War, Cambridge University Press, Port Melbourne, 2009, 435pp.

Reviewed by Craig Stockings

Despite its rather uninspiring title, and the fact that it began life as a PhD 
thesis—and at times reads as such—Garth Pratten’s book: Australian 
Battalion Commanders in the Second World War is an important contribu-

tion in an under-represented area of Australian military historiography. Over the 
decades the acolytes of Charles Bean have done a comprehensive job at idolising the 
heroic deed and sacrifice of Australian ‘diggers’ at war. So too, a healthy tradition 
of military biography has ensured that our generals have had their time in the sun. 
But what of that vital link in between? What about the ‘Old Man’? What about the 
commanding officers that ran the war at a unit level? It is at this historical ‘gap’ that 
Pratten’s book is aimed—and where it squarely hits its target. Key issues such as the 
background, role, influence and conduct of Australian COs are all examined in this 
book—most for the first time.

In its overall form, style and subject matter Pratten’s work is unique. In a field 
too often clogged with repetitious narratives and ‘ripping yarns’, Pratten’s analytical 
approach to the issue of unit command in the Second World War is refreshing. So, 
too, his willingness to move past commemoration or hero worship of the deeds of 
past servicemen into the realm of real critique and judgment, is a healthy contribu-
tion. Alongside accounts of successful command relationships and decision-making 
at a unit level, he is unafraid to call poor leadership by its true name—and describe its 
consequences. Pratten does not pull his punches. This is not a popular or dominant 
tradition within Australian military history but it is a key strength of his book.

The second factor which sets Pratten’s work apart, and which should earn it a 
place on military reading lists and on the bookshelf of anyone interested in military 
history rather than military myth, is the breadth and scope of the research which 
underpins it. Pratten’s judgments of various commanders, command institutions, 
practices and performances are based on a balanced reading (and understanding) 
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of a wide range of sources. His personal opinions surely shine through—but they 
are opinions based on careful analysis, not private fancy. His arguments are logical 
and insightful. His points are well made. The rather scathing appraisals of unit 
commanders in 8 Division during the Malayan Campaign, or the (in)actions of 
certain commanders a little earlier in North Africa and Greece are cases in point in 
this regard. So, too, his careful statistical arguments that demonstrate that Australian 
COs during this conflict were not necessarily the democratic, representative cross-
section of Australian society that ANZAC imagery might have us believe.

Given the numbers of Australian COs that fought, the wide variations in 
combat circumstances for Australian infantry units in battle from 1941–45, and 
the enormous variations in character and leadership styles on display, it is no 
small achievement to have put together a coherent work on the issue of battalion 
‘command’ in the Second World War. Pratten, however, has succeeded—and with 
considerable aplomb.

Those with a passion for military history—I recommend you buy this book. 
Those more comfortable with new versions of the same old ANZAC fables, however, 
may perhaps be better served sticking to the bestsellers.
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Book Review

James S Corum, Bad Strategies: How Major Powers Fail in 
Counterinsurgency, Zenith Press, Minneapolis, 2008, 304pp.

Reviewed by Campbell Micallef

Due to the ongoing conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, the number of books 
written on the subject of COIN is matched only by the myriad of ‘experts’, 
whose emergence suggests that there exists a desire to isolate a strategic 

algorithm, or a ‘silver bullet’ methodology for success. This is understandable, 
considering recent Coalition military adaptation to what is often referred to as a 
‘new way of war’. In fact, as James S Corum posits in Bad Strategies: How Major 
Powers Fail in Counterinsurgency, COIN represents ‘a fundamentally different kind 
of war from conventional war between states’ in terms of both complexity and the 
enemy’s centre of gravity. Yet, refreshingly Bad Strategies neither sets out to highlight 
the ‘alien’ nature of COIN nor does it propose any new model to operate in such an 
environment. Rather, Corum’s approach takes aim at major power grand strategy 
and failure, resulting from unrealistic, unrelenting and ultimately flawed policies 
in occupied lands. As Corum states, we can often learn more from failure than we 
ever can from success.

As history has repeatedly shown, insurgency constitutes a violent response to 
either real or perceived notions of occupation. Whether due to cultural detachment, 
religious zeal, economic disparity or nationalism, major powers share the common 
experience of defending their claimed territory, not only from external attack but 
from the people whom lie within. Thus in turn, counterinsurgency represents a 
comprehensive response to an internal strategic dilemma. In the four case studies 
covered in this book—the French in Algeria, the British in Cyprus, and the United 
States in Vietnam and Iraq—similar stories of failure in this exercise are analysed.

If there is a specific reason to recommend Bad Strategies, it is Corum’s sophisti-
cated examination of the all-too-often simplified nexus between counterinsurgency 
and grand strategy. For Britain and France, their respective failures in Cyprus and 
Algeria were as much to do with poor conduct at the operational level as they were 
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a result of unrealistic national identities. Failure in responding successfully to an 
insurgency is repeatedly shown to be the product of underestimating the threat as 
well as overestimating one’s abilities, misunderstanding the operational as well as 
the international environment, and also due to a blinding inability to adapt and 
consider alternative options—such as a realistic end-state. This was certainly true 
of the United States in Vietnam. Time will tell if history will be kinder with respect 
to Iraq.

Published in mid-2008, some may disagree with aspects of Corum’s analysis, 
particularly with regard to the United States’ 2007 Iraq ‘surge’. Further, readers may 
question the validity of some of Corum’s historical assertions and find error in his 
analytical approach. Ultimately though, Bad Strategies remains an engaging study 
of political decision-making, and reinforces the point that strategies are always 
dependent upon well-crafted policies and flexible approaches. Arguably, there have 
been stronger works published on COIN of late; however, those with an interest in 
senior strategic decision-making within a context of failure would do well to read 
Bad Strategies.
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Are you interested in writing a book review for the Australian Army Journal? Please 
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we can provide you of a list of the books available (you will be provided with a free 
copy that is yours to keep).
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NOTES FOR CONTRIBUTORS

The editors of the Australian Army Journal welcome submissions from 
any source. Two prime criteria for publication are an article’s standard of 
written English expression and its relevance to the Australian profession 

of arms. The journal will accept letters, feature articles, review essays, e-mails and 
contributions to the Point Blank and Insights sections. As a general guide on length, 
letters should not exceed 500 words; articles and review essays should be between 
3000 and 6000 words; and contributions to the Insights section should be no more 
than 1500 words. The Insights section provides authors with the opportunity to write 
brief, specific essays relating to their own experiences of service. Readers should 
note that articles written in service essay format are discouraged, since they are not 
generally suitable for publication.

Each manuscript should be sent by e-mail to <army.journal@defence.gov.au>, or 
sent printed in duplicate together with a disk to the editors. Articles should be 
written in Microsoft Word, be one-and-a-half spaced, use 12-point font in Times 
New Roman and have a 2.5 cm margin on all sides. Submissions should include the 
author’s full name and title; current posting, position or institutional affiliation; full 
address and contact information (preferably including an e-mail address); and a 
brief, one-paragraph biographical description.

The Australian Army Journal reserves the right to edit contributions in order to 
meet space limitations and to conform to the journal’s style and format.

General style

All sources cited as evidence should be fully and accurately referenced in endnotes 
(not footnotes). Books cited should contain the author’s name, the title, the publisher, 
the place of publication, the year and the page reference. This issue of the journal 
contains examples of the appropriate style for referencing.

When using quotations, the punctuation, capitalisation and spelling of the 
source document should be followed. Single quotation marks should be used, 
with double quotation marks only for quotations within quotations. Quotations 
of thirty words or more should be indented as a separate block of text without 
quotation marks. Quotations should be cited in support of an argument, not as 
authoritative statements.
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Numbers should be spelt out up to ninety-nine, except in the case of percentages, 
where arabic numerals should be used (and per cent should always be spelt out). 
All manuscripts should be paginated, and the use of abbreviations, acronyms and 
jargon kept to a minimum.

Biographies

Authors submitting articles for inclusion in the journal should also attach a current 
biography. This should be a brief, concise paragraph, whose length should not 
exceed eight lines. The biography is to include the contributor’s full name and title, 
a brief summary of current or previous service history (if applicable) and details 
of educational qualifications. Contributors outside the services should identify the 
institution they represent. Any other information considered relevant—for example, 
source documentation for those articles reprinted from another publication—should 
also be included.


