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Abstract 

This article looks at the evolution of forms of nationalism through 
Burma (Myanmar)’s pre-colonial to post-colonial political history via the 
contesting lens of two theories: constructivism and primordialism. I argue 
that the nationalism that predominates in Burma has been primarily 
Burman-centric, i.e. Burman-ethnonationalism dominating over that of 
various other ethnic groups. Throughout Burma’s colonial and post-colonial 
history, this Burman-ethnonationalism morphed into different forms for the 
sake of fighting against a common enemy, playing a significant role in 
Burma’s gaining of independence from the British and formation as a state-
nation. During the decades of military dictatorship, popular opposition 
leader Aung San Suu Kyi provided a mirage of national social cohesion that 
instilled a form of anti-military ‘Burmese nationalism’. In the present-day era, 
I focus on the role of Burman ethno-nationalism in the legitimacy battle 
between the old and new elites in Burma’s democratic struggles, and 
consequently how it led to the 2016 mass violations against the Rohingya. 

Keywords: Burma, Myanmar, Rohingya, war crimes, crimes against 
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Introduction 

While nationalism has always been a motivating factor in war and 
state creation and maintenance, the nationalism we are familiar with today 
was first popularized during the French Revolution. The Jacobin violence 
and in the making of the modern French Republic, as well as in Italian and 
German Revolutions, all led to mass atrocities of those who did not fit within 
this newly imposed identity. Anthony Marx defines nationalism as an 
identity or an emotion that is collectively felt by a group of individuals 
bound together by a ‘sense of large scale-political solidarity’ with an 
objective that ‘challenges, creates or legitimises states’ 1 . Nationalism’s 
purpose as a powerful political ideology is to make the population cohesive 

1 Anthony Marx, Faith in Nation: Exclusionary Origins of Nationalism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), Chapters 1–3. 
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as a nation. And with a powerful nation comes a powerful state. After all, as 
Charles Tilly argues: ‘war makes state and state makes war’2. 

However, there is an important dichotomy that exists in the role of 
nationalism in the formation of nation-states of the West in developed 
countries after the Second World War, as opposed to the state-nations of 
underdeveloped countries across Asia and Africa, notwithstanding 
exceptions. As Mostafa Rejai and Cynthia Enloe argue, this is because the 
former countries had the ‘sense of national identity evolved prior to the 
crystallisation of the structures of political authority’, while for the latter 
countries, this sequence is in a reversed format3. For Burma’s case, authority 
and sovereignty had existed in the form of the Burmese monarchy. The self-
consciousness of Burma’s ethnic groups that later emerged as 
ethnonationalism were not aroused until the disturbance of the existing 
social cohesion by British colonial rule. To this extent, Burma’s 1947 
independence had created a state-nation, whereby Burman 
ethnonationalism played a central role in its early state formation. In the 
contemporary era, however, Burma is contested in the Weberian definition 
of a nation-state, as opposed to the historical influence of nationalism in the 
formation of Westphalian nation-states in European revolutions. Given this 
context, using Burma4 as a case study, I argue that the theoretical perspective 
of nationalism is conditional; that the applicability of primordialism or 
constructivism depends on the circumstances and the motives that lie 
underneath its usage. And that it is this conditionality that, in contemporary 
Burma, resulted in the mass war crimes against the Rohingya. 

This article is composed of four sections. First, I analyse primordial 
theories against those from the constructivist paradigm. The former argues 
for a fixed notion of nationalism, while the latter, for a socio-ideological 
construct. I then introduce how nationalism manifested in Burma prior to 
the colonial era. Its metamorphosis throughout the colonial era is featured in 
the second part. Third, I describe how nationalism became a unifying factor 
once again during Burma’s struggle against the military regime, under the 
popularity of the opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. Finally, a particular 
focus is placed on the role of Burman ethnonationalism in the legitimacy 
battle between the old elites, defined as the military state actors, and the new 
elites, mainly defined as the civilian state actors. The brunt of this legitimacy 
battle was received by the Rohingyas in the form of mass atrocities and gross 
human rights violations in the 2016 Rohingya Crisis. 

2 Charles Tilly, War Making and State Making as an organised Crime (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), x. 
3 Mostafa Rejai and Cynthia Enloe, “Nation-States and State-Nations*,” 
International Studies Quarterly 13, no. 2 (June 1969), 140–158. 
4 Burma was changed to Myanmar in 1989 by the Tatmadaw without a national 
consensus, in an attempt to distance from its colonial past. In this article, I use the 
name Burma for the sake of consistency and to minimise confusion, but not to 
make a political statement. 
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Theories of Nationalism 
 

Edward Shils, from the primordialist school on nationalism, 
regarded nationalism as a natural as well as biological attribute that is 
inevitable, held together by a common bloodline5. Constructivists on the 
other hand disagree, arguing that nationalism is a constructed ideology and 
therefore artificial. According to the latter, the biological ‘ties’ put forward 
by the  primordialists are instead a socially defined concept of kinship6 . 
Benedict Anderson defined nationalism as an ‘imagined political community’ 
that is ‘limited’ and ‘sovereign’. He argues that nationalism is imagined in a 
way that compatriots who are not mutually knowledgeable about one 
another are nevertheless connected by the idea of their unity. It is limited 
since it is exclusive to the people of a particular nation7. 

Nationalism also creates a community that, despite existing 
socioeconomic disparities, entrenches a camaraderie that is supposedly 
horizontal8. In how nationalism has played a role in the French Revolution, 
the Jacobin phase must be put under scrutiny. In the abolishing of the 
Hobbesian divine right to rule that saw the end of the French monarchy, the 
collective revolt of the Third Estate triggered a national consciousness. As 
George Mosse describes, ‘the unity of the people was cemented by common 
citizenship’, hence the creation of the phrase ‘civic religion’ to describe the 
new consciousness9. 
 

Pre-colonial Burma 
 

In the late 1800s, a radical British statesman named Lord Randolph 
Churchill implemented an excessively brutal solution to the ‘Burma 
problem’. Lord Churchill created an ‘expeditionary force’ made up of the 
British Indian army, whose goal was to abolish the Burmese monarchy and 
aristocracy and disrupt the existing social cohesion of the Burmese. This 
expedition created British Burma under British India. The British also led a 
pacification campaign to clamp down on resisting guerrilla forces within 
Burma that erupted after the fall of Mandalay, the seat of the Burmese 
monarchy. This had the effect of disturbing the social fabric of the Burmese 

 
5 Edward Shils, “Primordial, Personal, Sacred and Civil Ties: Some Particular 
Observations on the Relationships of Sociological Research and Theory,” British 
Journal of Sociology 8, no. 2 (1957): 130–145. 
6 Jack David Eller and Reed M. Coughlan, “The Poverty of Primordialism: The 
Demystification of Ethnic Attachments,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 16, no. 2 (1993): 
183–202. 
7 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London: Verso Editions/NLB, Schocken Books, New York, 1983), 
Chapters 1–3. 
8 Ibid. 
9 George Mosse, “Fascism and the French Revolution,” Journal of Contemporary 
History 24, no. 1 (1989): 6. 
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people associated with traditions based on Buddhist teachings 10 . The 
expeditionary army contained both British and Indian belligerents, which 
the Burmese collectively perceived as one and the same as part of the 
invading British Empire. An issue released by the Hluttaw, a local newspaper, 
translated as “the King’s Court”, was noted to have referred the British as 
‘heretics’ and ‘kala barbarians’11 that destroyed the religion of the Burmese 
and degraded the Burmese race12. The term kala was used to refer to both 
Westerners and Indians during the colonial era. However, in the post-
colonial era, it became exclusively restricted to South Asian or Indians and 
also Muslims. As Mikael Gravers argues, ethnic consciousness arose here in 
the pre-colonial times through these circumstances that fostered deep-rooted 
resentment amongst the Burmese against ethnic groups in the country of 
Indian heritage or origin13. 

As nationalism did not manifest in the locals until foreign powers 
threatened their existing social fabric and communal existence, neither just 
the primordialist nor the constructivist theories individually could satisfy 
the complexity of Burmese nationalism in this context. Instead, it emerged 
as a politico-socio construct that would not have been aroused if it were not 
for use of violence by foreign oppressors. Instead, as contemporary theorists 
argue 14 , I contend that the Burmese nationalism and ethnic struggle 
triggered by British colonialism is one of a neo-primordialist hybrid with 
constructionism. This concoction of two theories for nationalism views 
ethnic consciousness as not necessarily a “thing” in itself per se, but as 
manifested into an active political identity as a response by a population, 
through kinship, that realises that its very existence, interests, and dignity 
are at stake due to external forces. In this case, it is the British-Indian 
belligerents. 
 

Colonial Burma 
 

Burma’s colonial era under British rule between the 1890s to the early 
1920s saw a relative modernisation, but it was far from egalitarian. The social 
hierarchy consisted of the British at the apex, followed by Anglo-Burmese, 
and then the Burmese themselves. Ethnic minorities in certain areas that 
converted to Christianity brought by the British, enjoyed socio-economic 

 
10 Michael Aung Thwin and Maitrii Aung-Thwin, A History of Myanmar Since 
Ancient Times: Traditions and transformations, 2nd ed. (London, UK: Reaktion Books, 
2013), 33. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Pum Za Mang, “Religion, Ethnicity and Nationalism in Burma,” Journal of Church 
and State 59, no. 4 (2013): 626–648. 
13 Mikael Gravers, Nationalism as a Political Paranoia in Burma: An Essay on the 
Historical Practice of Power, NIAS Report Series 11 (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1993), 
1–3. 
14 John L. Comaroff and Paul C. Stern, “New Perspectives on Nationalism and 
War,” Theory and Society 23, no. 1 (1994): 5–45. 
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privileges greater than other ethnic groups as they were more anglicised 
than the Burmans15. 

During this time, there was no border separating Burma and India, 
despite both being in different sovereignties before the colonial era. Without 
any border under the British India empire, the Burmese were not considered 
as ethnically distinctive from the Indians. Between 1920–30, immigration 
from India to Burma spiked. The sudden mass influx of mostly skilled 
migrants into the country triggered a new wave defensive Burmese 
nationalism to emerge. The British colonial rulers then quelled the rebels by 
recruiting other ethnic groups into the British-Indian army and appointed 
them as army officers and military police. Simultaneously, the British also 
labelled the Burmans as a ‘non-martial race’, which led to a conscription law 
that ostracised the Burmans from serving in the British-Indian army purely 
based on their ethnicity16. 

Nationalist narratives during the colonial era now turned into 
something different. The external threat, which used to be the British-Indian 
army now became internal, introducing a new cause for social and political 
division that did not previously exist. The minorities within Burma adhered 
to different faiths, including Christianity and Islam. This had the effect of 
transforming Burmese nationalism into a form of Burman-ethnic 
consciousness mixed with Buddhism. In short, during the pre-colonial era, 
Burmese nationalism emerged as a form of a collective resistance against 
foreign armies, particularly the British-Indian Army. By the 1930s, 
nationalism in Burma transformed into a Bamar-centric ethnic consciousness 
rather than a Burmese national one. 
 

Nationalism in Contemporary Burma 
 

Aung San, a social democrat and a charismatic nationalist, formed 
the Burmese Military in 1946 and was responsible for leading negotiations 
with the British to give Burma full independence. Aung San’s Burma was 
founded under the 1947 constitution, a secular constitution that separated 
church and state as well as gave the assurance of civil rights and liberties for 
the major ethnic minorities. A drastic turn of circumstances took place with 
Aung San’s 1947 assassination and the succession of U Nu as Burma’s first 
Prime Minister. Souring civil-military relations along with a post-colonial 
legacy of a weak state apparatus led to U Nu’s passing of an unconstitutional 
bill that declared Buddhism as the state religion. It was the final straw in 
bogging Burma down in ethnic strife across the peripherals with non-

 
15 Emilie Biver, Religious Nationalism: Myanmar and the Role of Buddhism in Anti-
Muslim Narratives: An Analysis of Myanmar’s Ethnic Conflicts through the Lens of 
Buddhist Nationalism, Thesis, Department of Political Science, Lund University, 
2014, 15. 
16 Thant Myint-U, “What to do about Burma,” London Review of Books 29, no. 3 (8 
February 2007). 
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Buddhist minority groups demanding for autonomy and federalism. Burma 
has since been in a state of constant civil war17. 

‘There is an enduring myth’, says Thant Myint-U, ‘that in 1948, when 
it achieved independence from Britain, Burma was a rich country with every 
reason to expect a bright future…’18. In short, Burma’s independence was 
essentially brought about by a Burman-centric, anti-colonialist nationalism 
whilst the rest of the country’s peripheries suffered from insufficient state 
governance, a legacy left by the Raj. This implies the formation of Burma’s 
early nation building as a state-nation centred around Burman-centric 
ethnonationalism.19 U Nu’s bill declaring Buddhism as a civic religion seem 
to have compounded on this ethnonationalist early state formation. The 
dichotomy, however, sits between the Burman-Buddhist ethnoreligious 
nationalism versus the ethnic consciousness of the minorities in fear of civic 
marginalisation 20 . The repercussions of ethnic strife caused by U Nu’s 
political subjection of Buddhism over the population nation-wide, are 
seldom discussed in the contemporary political discourse, but should be 
perceived as foundation as much as the Burman chauvinist underpinnings 
are in the founding of the modern-day Burmese military and the Burmese 
republic. The primordialist view of Burmese nationalism that says Burma as 
a land resided by a heterogenous population, becomes conflated with 
Buddhist nationalism, a constructivist perspective of nationalism that says 
Burma is a Buddhist state-nation. 

F.K.L. Chit Hlaing articulates this reality very well, when he argued, 
‘not all Burmans are Buddhists and yet all recognise and acknowledge the 
centrality of Theravada Buddhism for their Burman identity—which is what 
is really meant by the common view that “to be Burman is to be Buddhist”’21. 
Burmese identity and Buddhism have been inseparable since the times of the 
monarchy, only until the colonial era laws divorced the other ethnic groups 
from this identity and aroused ethnoreligious heterogeneity. The sangha, the 
Buddhist clergy, and the state’s relationship mostly exists as a reciprocal one 
where the former feels responsible to ensure that the government is ruling 
the nation according to the moral principles of Buddhism, and the state 
ultimately stands as the guarantor of the sangha’s sanctity. In other words, 
the state is the defender of the faith and the faith provides the state with 
legitimacy. Because of the linkages between the state and faith, throughout 
Burmese history, monarchs have waged wars in the name of Buddhism in 

 
17 Mang, “Religion, Ethnicity and Nationalism in Burma,” 626–648. 
18 Myint-U, “What to do about Burma.” 
19 Thant Myint-U, “Not a Single Year’s Peace,” London Review of Books 41, no. 22 (21 
November 2019). 
20 Biver, Religious Nationalism, 15. 
21 F.K.L. Chit Hlaing, “Some Remarks upon Ethnicity Theory and South East Asia, 
with Special Reference to the Kayah and Kachin,” in Exploring Ethnic Diversity in 
Burma, ed., Mikael Gravers (Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies Press, 
2007), 108. Emphasis added. 
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the past. Against the enduring myth of Buddhist non-violence, violence in 
the name of Buddhism in Burma is, in fact, not a new concept22. 

The importance of secularism, however, in politics only entered 
when Aung San emerged towards the dawn of the Second World War. The 
sangha-to-state relationship23 existed for the most of history in precolonial 
Burma. It was then disrupted temporarily during the British rule from 1886 
to 1947. The state-sangha relationship saw an attempted resumption under 
U Nu’s time as Prime Minister from Independence in 1947 until the 1962 
coup d’état by General Ne Win. It was then disrupted once more by the 
military during its fifty years of dictatorship until 2011. Notably, 1982 saw 
the enactment of the infamous Citizenship Law, which effectively 
institutionalised constructivist-primordialist perception of nationality and 
entrenched the concept of nativism. The law classified Burma’s population 
into eight major ethnic groups, which was divided into a further 135 that 
were recognised by the state. 

These years of direct military rule between 1962 and 2011 were also 
a capsule of time where Burma was under global ostracism. 1988 saw 
popular uprisings that entailed heavy bloodshed of students that led the 
mass civil resistance, while the 1990s saw the rising influence of the 
opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of Aung San. The opposition 
was made up of democrats who later formed the National League for 
Democracy (NLD) under the former’s leadership. 2007 saw the collaboration 
of democrats and the state clergy as a collective mass civil resistance, yet 
again, later dubbed as the Saffron Revolution, named after the colour of the 
robes of monks that filled the urban streets of Burma. Bloodshed ensued 
furthermore, monks were tortured, disrobed, and jailed. Some were killed 
and others given life sentences with hard labour. The monks also criticised 
the military for attempting to legitimise their authority by building Buddhist 
pagodas and donations24. In short, the role of Buddhism never left the scene 
of mass civic movement, and with Aung San Suu Kyi at the apex, almost 
giving an illusion of being a cohesive glue for the population’s their struggle 
against the military, and for the military, as a weapon against civic 
marginalisation of the ethnic minorities 25 . This alliance led to the 2008 

 
22 Gravers, Nationalism as a Political Paranoia in Burma, 1–3. 
23 Tharaphi Than, “Nationalism, Religion, and Violence: Old and New Wunthanu 
Movements in Myanmar,” The Review of Faith and International Affairs 13, no. 2 
(2015): 22–24. 
24 Mikael Gravers, “Anti-Muslim Buddhist Nationalism in Burma and Sri Lanka: 
Religious Violence and Globalized Imaginaries of Endangered Identities,” 
Contemporary Buddhism 16, no. 1 (2015): 1–27. 
25 Benedict Rogers, “The Saffron Revolution: The Role of Religion in Burma’s 
Movement for Peace and Democracy,” Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 
9, no. 11, (2008): 115–118. 

7



Strife Journal, Issue 14 (Winter 2020) 
 

  

Constitution recognising Buddhism as a civic religion26. Simply, in Burma, 
constructed primordialism is institutionalised and legally protected. 

After years of global ostracism, Burma finally underwent democratic 
reforms in 2011, and in 2015 it saw its first free and fair election that formed 
the incumbent NLD government under the leadership of Aung San Suu 
Kyi.27 For the West, Suu Kyi’s image was that of a Western liberal democratic 
ideal and a human rights icon. For the Burmese, she was a nationalist, anti-
military symbol28. The dichotomy of the role of Buddhist nationalism in anti-
military civic resistance and that of its role in Burma’s standing as a state-
nation became more conspicuous as democratisation materialised post-2011. 
This manifested as a legitimacy battle between the old elites of the military 
and its ex-general polity and the new elites of the democrats in support of 
Aung San Suu Kyi. The commonality shared by the two is Burman 
ethnonationalism. In this battle there is no room for the ethnic rights of 
Burma’s highly heterogenous population, and ultimately given a highly 
neoconservative nature of Buddhist orthodoxy and its deep-rooted 
Islamophobia, a group of Muslim minorities in Rakhine called the Rohingyas 
took the brunt of this legitimacy battle. I substantiate this argument by 
placing an emphasis on the Rohingya Crisis of 2016, and dissect on the 
primordialist and constructivist perspectives of Burman ethnonationalism in 
the next section. 
 

The 2016 Rohingya Crisis: A Background 
 

From 2012 to 2015 Burma saw an increase in sectarian conflicts in the 
region of Rakhine, where most of the country’s impoverished population 
reside in. The northern part of the region is resided mainly by a Muslim 
minority group called the Rohingyas, who are believed to be descended from 
the influx of Indian immigrants from Chittagong in the former British India 
(later East Pakistan and then Bangladesh) before a demarcation existed. The 
Citizenship Law instated in 1982 that divides Burma’s population into 135 
recognised29 ethnic groups exclude the Rohingyas, despite their recognition 
during Burma’s brief democratic governance in the 1950s. The sectarian 
conflicts spurred between the Rohingya Muslims of Northern Rakhine and 
of the majority Rakhinese Buddhists in the south. Albeit both populations 
commonly faced mass human rights violations from the Burmese armed 
forces, the Rohingyas were subject to disproportionately higher violations 

 
26 Report of the Independent Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar, A/HRC/39/64 (New 
York: United Nations Human Rights Council, 12 September 2018), 5. 
27  Thant Myint-U, The Hidden History of Burma: Race, Capitalism and The Crisis of 
Democracy in the 21st Century (London: Atlantic Books, 2020), 133–219. 
28 Richard Horsey, “Myanmar at the International Court of Justice”, International 
Crisis Group, 10 December 2019, www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-
asia/myanmar/myanmar-international-court-justice. 
29 What it means to be ‘recognised’ by the state generally refers to nativism in 
Burma’s identity-based ethnic politics. 
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and mass atrocities. At the core of the violence against the Rohingyas were a 
collective of Buddhist chauvinist organisations comprising of monks, nuns, 
and civilians that mobilised through Islamophobic demagoguery. Their 
message touts that all Muslims are a threat to Burma’s national security and 
promotes the military’s role in protecting Buddhism as a ‘state religion’. 
Their patrons are the armed forces and its ex-generals-turned-politicians. 
The Rohingyas, on the other hand, claim that they have been indigenous 
people in the area since the times of the monarchy and therefore deserve the 
right to citizenship30. 

The conflicts escalated to a new level in 2016, just shortly after the 
newly elected NLD government assumed office, where an insurgent group 
called the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) that claims to represent 
the Rohingyas attacked government security posts in Northern Rakhine. An 
disproportional, pre-meditated retaliation by the armed forces and its 
civilian supporters followed, in the form setting fire to hundreds of 
Rohingya villages, mass and systemic sexual violence against Rohingya 
women, and the death of thousands of civilians. An exodus of the remaining 
hundreds of thousands of Rohingyas ensued, crossing the border to 
Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar. The number of Rohingya refugees in the camps 
swelled to an approximate one million31. The events have been documented 
by various international human rights organisations, including the United 
Nations as ‘textbook ethnic cleansing’32 and ‘genocide’33. 
 

The Rohingya Crisis and Theoretical Perspectives of Nationalism 
 

Nationalism, as Comaroff described34, became both a primordial and 
social construct, exploitable by the military junta and its supporters to 
legitimise their need to use power and violence for the sake of “defending 
Buddhism” as the state’s religion. The inextricability between Burman 
religion and state religion is therefore reinforced again. There is no room for 
pluralism recognised neither by the civilian or the military actors despite the 
fact that Burma is populated by a highly heterogenous population of a 
multitude of faiths. As such, the rights, as well as the religious and ethnic 
identities, of others were excluded from this narrative of the Burmese 

 
30 Nick Cheesman, “How in Myanmar ‘National Races’ Came to Surpass 
Citizenship and Exclude Rohingya,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 47, no. 3 (2017): 
461–483. 
31 Gert Rosenthal, A Brief and Independent Inquiry into the Involvement of United 
Nations in Myanmar from 2010 to 2018 (New York: United Nations, 29 May 2019), 9. 
32 UN News, “UN Human Rights Chief Points to ‘Textbook Example of Ethnic 
Cleansing’ in Myanmar, UN News, 11 September 2017, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/09/564622-un-human-rights-chief-points-
textbook-example-ethnic-cleansing-myanmar. 
33 Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar, 16. 
34 John L. Comaroff and Paul C. Stern, “New Perspectives on Nationalism and 
War,” Theory and Society 23, no. 1 (1994): 5–45. 
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nationalists in their desire of building a nation after the dictatorship35. At the 
centre of this legitimacy battle between the old elites versus the new elites is 
the shared Buddhist chauvinism as a primordialist construct compounded 
on Burma’s statehood as a state-nation, given the point of this violence itself 
is to ostensibly be able to restore Burma into its imagined state as a Buddhist 
nation36. The identities and the rights of the remaining ethnics are purely 
forgotten, and in the context of the crisis, the brunt of this legitimacy battle 
was taken by the Rohingyas. 

Dissecting the liturgy of these movements can further support my 
argument on why they are explained by this hybrid theory and how far 
reaching they can be to grip masses of men and women to commit heinous 
atrocities. In the chauvinism that fuels violence against the Rohingyas, the 
external threat, as mentioned in Comaroff’s theory of nationalism37, is now 
considered being a mix of Muslim, which is foreign to the Burman Buddhist 
identity, and as Rohingyas that speak the Bengali tongue, a language foreign 
to the Burmans. Both characteristics pose an imagined threat to the Burmese-
Buddhist national identity. Wirathu, an ex-convict and a Buddhist monk at 
the forefront of these movements, had his reputation spread internationally 
as the mouthpiece of the 969 Movement from 2012 onwards.38 Contrary to 
popular perception, however, the 969 is a decentralised movement, with its 
followers held together by a unified mission to prevent Buddhism from 
being eradicated by Islam and Burma being turned into a Muslim country39. 
The numbers, 969, represent Buddhist signs, practices, and virtues within a 
‘community’ as a countermovement to the long-held idea across South Asia 
that Muslims intend to ‘conquer Burma in the 21st Century’40. While this 
movement is utilising a political liturgy that has gripped laypeople, and 
mobilised them by demagogues like Wirathu, it should more accurately be 
viewed as a legitimacy battle between the old elites formed around the 
military and the new elites, formed around the NLD, given that the 969 
movement’s patrons are unquestionably the military senior leaders. The 
nature of the violence conducted by 969 differs from those described in Brian 
Victoria’s Zen at War 41 , however. Victoria draws intimate correlations 

 
35 Gravers, “Anti-Muslim Buddhist Nationalism in Burma and Sri Lanka,” 20–27. 
36 Penny Green, Thomas MacManus, and Alicia de la Cour Venning, Countdown to 
Annihilation: Genocide in Myanmar (London: International State Crime Initiative, 
2015), 27–31. 
37 Comaroff and Stern, New Perspectives on Nationalism and War, 6. 
38 Buddhism and State Power in Myanmar, Report No. 290 (Brussels, International 
Crisis Group, 5 September 2017), 10. 
39 Matthew J. Walton and Susan Hayward, Contesting Buddhist Narratives: 
Democratization, Nationalism, and Communal Violence in Myanmar, Policy Studies 71 
(Washington, DC: East West Center, 2014). 
40 Alex Bookbinder, “969: The Strange Numerological Basis for Burma’s Religious 
Violence,” The Atlantic, 9 April 2013. 
41 Brian D. Victoria, Zen at War, 2nd ed., (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2006). 
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between Japanese militarism and Zen Buddhism in the Second World War 
that led to the fanatical and suicidal spirit displayed by soldiers. Instead, 
969’s violence is more akin to the pogroms of the twentieth century. Though 
they may share comparable traits of breaking the myth of Buddhist non-
violence, Burma’s state clergy denounces such movements. However, they 
were not equipped to be as involved in mainstream domestic politics due to 
fear of retaliation from state actors as they have been in the past. This was 
seen in 2016 when the Sangha Council (i.e., the state clergy) made a public 
announcement citing that MaBaTha (the Patriotic Association of Myanmar, 
the parent organisation of the 969 Movement) lacks legal credentials. The 
domestic analysis of this announcement acted as a disavowal of the 
organisation by the highest religious authorities in the country42. 

Unfortunately, this was as far as the renunciation went, because most 
of the state clergy that make up the actual composition of the state clergy 
have remained to engage in more peripheral roles within the Burmese 
society, such as daily religious activities and humanitarian work 43 . 
Throughout all of this, the NLD is focused on winning this legitimacy battle 
rather than implementing radical reforms to achieve a better peace by 
accommodating inclusivity through democratic governance. No radical 
peace campaigns or mass interfaith peacebuilding efforts were implemented. 
Thus instead, violence continues. 

Most importantly, this Buddhist nationalist narrative created by the 
MaBaTha and the 969 Movement self-introduced a new kind of threat to the 
state. This narrative has allowed the leaders of the 969 and MaBaTha to lobby 
against the Government to enact laws that would prevent Buddhist women 
from marrying Muslim men. In this instance, being Rohingya and being a 
Muslim (the former being an ethnic identity and the latter being a religious 
one) was also being conflated 44 . Within the discourse of anti-Muslim 
sentiments that got inflamed since 2012 onwards, many who were well-
integrated Muslims in urban areas and do not necessarily belong to the 
Rohingya ethnic population, were also subjected to Buddhist extremist 
violence. Followers of MaBaTha campaigned for people to boycott Muslim-
run businesses, causing them to be shut down45. Ultimately it was not just 
the Rohingya ethnicity itself was regarded as foreign and a threat, but the 
entire Muslim community was perceived as an existential threat to the state. 
 

Conclusion 
 

 
42 Buddhism and State Power in Myanmar, 15. 
43 Morten Pedersen, “Democracy and Human Rights,” in Routledge Handbook of 
Contemporary Myanmar, ed. Adam Simpson, Nicholas Farrelly, and Ian Holliday 
(Routledge, Milton Park, 2017): 371–390. 
44 Tharaphi Than, “Nationalism, Religion, and Violence: Old and New Wunthanu 
Movements in Myanmar,” The Review of Faith and International Affairs 13, no. 2 
(2015): 22–24. 
45 Ibid. 
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The idea of a Burmese identity is almost mythical in Burma. Instead, 
it is largely Burman ethnonationalism and an amalgamation of the country’s 
many ethnic groups. This is because there is no unifying Burma/Myanmar 
identity in the first place. Since independence, Burma lacks the social 
cohesion to make the highly heterogenous population into one. To reiterate 
Thant Myint-U, ‘there is an enduring myth that in 1948, when it achieved 
independence from Britain, Burma was a rich country with every reason to 
expect a bright future…’46. Burma, from colonial rule up until the present 
day, has never been whole. What dominates in Burma is actually the 
superiority of Burman ethnonationalism, which is intertwined with 
Buddhism, eclipsing that of all the other remaining ethnic groups, religious 
groups, and their rights. The majoritarian nature of its domestic politics 
therefore has never really dissipated despite the change in regime from a 
direct military rule to the current quasi-civilian hybrid regime47. With these 
iterations in governance styles, so has the constructed notion that Buddhism 
is a civic religion and the religion of the state-nation. This definition 
adamantly negates plurality. 

Ethnonationalism is therefore considered sacrosanct and it 
overwhelms Burma’s politics. This is lucid in the way Burma’s peace 
processes has led towards building an ethno-federal state, despite decades 
of inter-marriage between ethnicities and uneven internal migration48. The 
Burmese seem unable to become cognizant of the idea that ethnicity can be 
fluid. Whichever route Burma ends up heading towards, whether remaining 
a majoritarian ethnostate or an ethno-federal state, it seems likely that the 
Rohingyas will remain excluded from this process. If any inkling of peace 
were to take shape in Burma, it will have to be a process that gives more 
neutralité to the majoritarian composition of its armed forces and civilian 
state institutions generating ample room for plurality, heterogeneity, and 
fundamental rights, and a future that moves away from this constructed 
primordialist grip of ethnonationalism amongst the Burmese. 

 
46 Myint-U, “What to do about Burma.” 
47 Pedersen, “Democracy and Human Rights.” 
48 Myint-U, “The Hidden History of Burma.” 
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Cyber Attribution: Challenges and Opportunities for 
Multi-Disciplinary Analysis 

Amy Ertan1 
 
 

Abstract 
 

This article explores how cyber attribution is performed in the UK 
and addresses current barriers to identifying deceptive actors. Through 
interviews with UK-based experts in cyber attribution, this article explores 
how false flag operations can be identified, in an arena where the technical 
evidence may be deliberately falsified to implicate third parties. Four 
methods of implementing non-technical evidence were identified through 
the interviews: interdisciplinary teams; training technical colleagues on 
political context; information-sharing platforms; and outsourcing. 
Interdisciplinary conversations are required to combine the visions of 
professionals within cyber intelligence and attribution, and to work towards 
a best-practice approach to false flag attribution. 
 
Keywords: cyber attribution, cyber warfare, cyber-attacks, advanced 
persistent threats, deception, false flag attacks, national security. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
It is often a notoriously difficult endeavour to track down and 

attribute the responsible actor(s) for a cyber-attack. As efforts to identify a 
culprit, cyber attribution represents ‘the ability to describe who did what to 
whom with the degree of certainty required by the needs of law, policy, or 
doctrine’2. Particularly given where attackers engage in deceptive methods 
to avoid identification, confident attribution may not always be possible 
where the evidence is not available or analysable. Worse, more often than 
not, the process lacks repeatability. Attacks involving nation-states involve 
unique challenges that further complicate attribution attempts, enabled by 
the greater resources at their disposal. Amongst other factors, the use of 
‘false flags’, where an attacker pretends to be someone other than 
themselves, is a tactic to frame other threat actors. A false flag operation 
could be as simple as malicious marketing, perhaps inserting imagery 
appearing to show another threat actor claiming responsibility. It could also 

 
1 Acknowledgement: This work was supported by the Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council under Grant EP/P009301/1. 
2 David Aucsmith, “The Technology and Policy of Attribution,” in #Cyberdoc No 
Borders – No Boundaries, ed., Timothy R. Sample and Michael S. Swetnam (Arlington, 
VA: Potomac Institute Press, 2012), 13–30. 
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be as straightforward and simple as inserting other languages into malware. 
As well as enabling attackers to avoid detection, false flags may be used as a 
form of manipulation, and where investigators of an event fail to realise that 
the false flags are not genuine hints, may lead to incorrect attribution and 
misattribute an attack. 

Particularly in critical national security cases, the need for confident 
attribution is considered extremely valuable. Without the ability to tie a 
cyber-attack to a responsible agent, there can be no political or legal 
enforcement of regulation, or counteraction. At the same time, incorrect 
attribution may have severe consequences, including misdirected sanctions 
or potential counterattacks. The consequences to misattribution may be 
severe, further achieving a threat actor’s goals if a target state is misled by 
technical indicators3. Misinformation has previously shown itself to have 
catastrophic consequences beyond individual attacks. A review of 
intelligence used to justify the 2003 Iraq War, for example, highlighted how 
key decision-makers were misled by incomplete and misinterpreted 
intelligence4 to the extent that the outbreak of war was based on false 
allegations that Iraq had developed weapons of mass destruction5. The 
proliferation of technology over the approximate past half-century has 
further enabled a new attack vector for false flag operations, with 
overlapping and unique features. The question of cyber attribution therefore 
shows itself to be much more than a technical problem, and rather represents 
a political problem in the context of global diplomacy and conflict6. 

False flag operations are most likely detected as deceptive exercises 
due to mistakes or shortcomings made by the threat actor, from examples of 
poorly translated text that uncovers true linguistic origins, to actors 
forgetting to set up Virtual Private Network (VPN), Internet Protocol (IP) 

 
3 Mauno Pihelgas, ed., Mitigating Risks Arising from False-Flag and No-Flag Cyber 
Attacks (Tallinn, Estonia: NATO CCD COE, 2015). 
4 L.R. Butler, Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, Report of a 
Committee of Privy Counsellors, HC 898 (London: The Stationary Office, July 14, 
2004); Robert Jervis, Why Intelligence Fails: Lessons from the Iranian Revolution and the 
Iraq War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010); Robert Jervis, “Reports, 
Politics, and Intelligence Failures: The Case of Iraq,” The Journal of Strategic Studies 
29, no. 1 (February 2006), 3–52; Mark Phythian, “The Perfect Intelligence Failure? 
U.S. Pre-War Intelligence on Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction,” Politics & Policy 
34, no. 2 (2006), 400–424. 
5 Robert Draper, To Start a War: How the Bush Administration Took America into Iraq 
(New York: Penguin Press, 2020). While the intelligence surrounding Iraq’s WMD 
program was a mix of fraudulent, misinterpreted, and cherry-picked, it must also be 
acknowledged that full awareness of the program was intended to be as opaque as 
possible by the Iraqi Government to ensure the survival of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime. See John Nixon, Debriefing the President: The Interrogation of Saddam Hussein 
(New York: Penguin Random House, 2016). 
6 Thomas Rid and Ben Buchanan, “Attributing Cyber Attacks,” Journal of Strategic 
Studies 38, no. 1-2 (2015), 4–37. 
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proxies, or further obfuscation correctly7. Deceptive techniques are 
frequently uncovered within a technical analysis of the attack, with a range 
of technical mechanisms present through intrusion-based analysis models 
such as the ‘Cyber Kill Chain’8. However, while recognising the efforts of 
often excellent investigative work, it appears unsatisfactory to rely on 
attacker incompetence to determine the true narrative and build a conclusive 
case towards a confident attribution. If an attacker is sophisticated enough 
to avoid making simple errors—a conceivable scenario, particularly 
considering nation-state actors with advanced capabilities—, then technical 
evidence may not offer an accurate snapshot of events. 

This article argues for an interdisciplinary approach to attribution; 
including strategic and wider political awareness of the context surrounding 
an attack, complementing a traditional technical investigation. It focuses on 
the context in which nation-state attribution is highly desirable. This applies, 
for example, to events threatening national security, or where nation-state 
attribution would have an impact on a wider geopolitical and diplomatic 
scale. This allows the report to put aside ‘the value of attribution’, as a 
worthwhile but separate debate, and focus on instances where it is generally 
considered necessary to aim towards cyber attribution. Through fifteen 
interviews9 with UK-based experts across industry, academia, think-tanks, 
and government, this article analyses the current challenges in identifying 
and attributing false-flag operations, and goes on to discuss perspectives on 
how wider context and political intelligence may assist attributive efforts. 
Interviewees included experts across the technical and non-technical 
spectrum, with participants holding role titles including analyst and 
managerial roles in ‘Geopolitical Intelligence’ and ‘Strategic Intelligence’ and 
‘Cyber Defence Detection and Response Analysts’ on the contextual side, to 
‘Cyber Operations Intelligence’, ‘Malware Analysis’, and Security 
Operations Center10 team leads having a greater technical focus.  With the 
pressure to attribute prevalent in current political affairs, this article explores 

 
7 Sergei Shevchenko and Adrian Nish, “Lazarus’ False Flag Malware,” Threat 
Research Blog, 20 February 2017, 
https://baesystemsai.blogspot.com/2017/02/lazarus-false-flag-malware.html. 
8 Florian Skopik and Timea Pahi, “Under False Flag: Using Technical Artifacts for 
Cyber Attack Attribution,” Cybersecurity 3, no. 8 (2020), 1–20; Eric M. Hutchins, 
Michael J. Cloppert, and Rohan M. Amin, “Intelligence-Driven Computer Network 
Defense Informed by Analysis of Adversary Campaigns and Intrusion Kill Chains,” 
in Leading Issues in Information Warfare & Security Research, Julie Ryan, ed. (Reading, 
UK: Academic Publishing, 2012), 80–106. 
9 All interviews were conducted anonymously and will be cited accordingly. No 
attribution is attached to any quote from an interviewee within this article. 
10 A Security Operations Center (SOC) is a term that generally refers to the 
centralised security function that is responsible for managing information security 
for an organisation. For more information on a SOC’s scope and structure, see “What 
is a SOC,” Crowdstrike, 21 May 2020, www.crowdstrike.com/epp-101/security-
operations-center-soc/. 
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potentially effective approaches to attributive challenges. The challenge of 
false flag scenarios, in which threat actors actively encourage misattribution 
through the planting of counterfeit clues, will remain a consistent theme 
through each section. 
 

Practitioner Perception Bias 
 

It is worth noting that across the UK experts interviewed, their 
insights were shaped by their professional experiences relating to cyber 
defence. While overall experts did not seem to differ in the conclusions that 
contextual intelligence could be beneficial through broadening and 
strengthening an evidence base, there were certain topics on which attitudes 
tended to cluster into opposed perspectives. There are a number of possible 
influences forming attitude divisions, with the most consistent opinion splits 
aligning with role-type. The views, priorities, and suggestions from experts 
appear to be influenced foremost by whether their role tended to focus on 
contextual or technical analysis. That said, it is likely that additional 
influences stem from organisation type and size, as well as management 
structure and colleague background. 

There were a number of topics in which these role biases appeared to 
present themselves. First, there is observable variance on exactly how far 
contextual analysis could resolve challenges in attribution. Colleagues 
working in political research were unanimously supportive of process 
changes to supplement existing methodologies with non-technical evidence. 
This argument that ‘more is better’ when building out the most likely 
narrative was not seen to the same extent in technical cyber defence of 
malware-focused colleagues, who were more likely to see contextual 
intelligence as a ‘nice to have’ benefit. 

Considering how false flag operations necessitate additional 
concerns and a change in approach, technical analysts tended to show more 
confidence that false flags are not a usual challenge at this time. Instead, they 
argued that false flag operations go beyond the minimum requirements for 
an actor merely wishing to avoid attribution and maintain a claim to 
‘plausible deniability’. The argument states that the difficulties in 
maintaining false flag operations over time are vast, and tradecraft mistakes 
are therefore likely. While attackers will almost always use an 
anonymisation service, such as Tor, mistakes will occur more often or not, 
revealing a genuine technical attribute such as an IP address or their ‘true’ 
location. Mistakes were highlighted as the main method through which false 
flags were detected, and technical experts did not view this as a shortcoming. 
In comparison, experts with expertise in politics and policy showed more 
concern, highlighting the wider diplomatic consequences of errors, in a 
complicated and nuanced exercise. Technical and political (context-driven) 
colleagues were also split on the frequency of attacks. Technical colleagues 
reported false flag operations as being relatively rare in the wild, while 
political colleague’s response noted that as undetected operations remain 
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unquantifiable, the amount of false flag attacks is likely significantly 
underreported. Political colleagues also tended to focus on potential futures, 
with experts expressing ‘wariness’ that as false flag operations become more 
feasible, they would be more commonly observed in the wild. 

An interesting insight came from two intelligence experts who felt 
they ‘wore both hats’, having engaged in technical and contextual analysis. 
Both experts felt the frustrations of colleagues with opposing views and felt 
unable to describe how these might be practically addressed. This raises an 
interesting challenge where the overall goals of experts are united, yet 
favoured objectives and methods differ widely depending on each party’s 
standpoint and priorities. 
 

The Analysis Gap 
 

Research on the topic of cyber attribution generally stems from two 
distinct fields: Technical and Contextual. The first portion focuses on the 
technical detail and scientific foundations of tracing an attack to a point of 
origin. The technical-focused literature appears designed for a scientific 
audience, exploring tactical methods of reviewing immediate methods and 
defence experiments. The second focuses on the contextual challenges to 
attribution, and the strategic questions of the after-effects of attribution. This 
literature tends to be more journalistic or policy-focused in nature, 
commenting on observed threats and wider themes such as the difficulty in 
securing transnational cooperation, rather than procedure-level guidance for 
practitioners. For example, a Tallinn Paper, Responsible Attribution, 
concentrates on broader concepts across ‘cyberspace’ and laments the 
‘overreliance upon signals intelligence (SIGINT) without physical 
corroboration from human intelligence (HUMINT)’11. Egloff highlights the 
importance of public attribution as a policy tool contributing to a nation’s 
deterrence strategy12, and further highlights the need for greater institutional 
transparency and greater cross-sector engagement when publicly attributing 
attacks13. In a similar approach, Carr reflects on the challenges of attribution 
beyond pure technical barriers, such as the oversight and verification of the 
intelligence industry, and how false flags may ‘take advantage of 
geopolitical tensions’14. Articles of this type often suggest that the very 
structures and approaches to attribution must change15, though, they do not 
propose particular incremental solutions or actions that could be taken by an 

 
11 Jeffrey Carr, Responsible Attribution: A Prerequisite for Accountability, Tallinn Paper 
No. 6 (Tallinn, Estonia: NATO CCD COE, 2014), 4. 
12 Florian J. Egloff, “Public Attribution of Cyber Intrusions,” Journal of Cybersecurity 
6, no. 1 (2020), 1–12. 
13 Florian J. Egloff and Andreas Wenger, “Public Attribution of Cyber Incidents,” 
CSS Analyses in Security Policy 244, May 2019, 1–4. 
14 Carr, Responsible Attribution: A Prerequisite for Accountability, 4. 
15 Jason Healey, Beyond Attribution: Seeking National Responsibility in Cyberspace 
(Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 22 February 2012). 
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individual organisation or by a state acting unilaterally. A review of cyber 
conflict political science literature argues that the field has ‘perhaps focused 
on theoretical work at the expense of empirical work, acknowledging how 
the limited available data relating to cyber attribution makes it difficult to 
engage with quantitative research at a sub-national level16. Likewise, Boebart 
highlights the distinction in cyberattacks that prompt two stages of analysis: 
the technical determination of which machine is responsible for an attack, 
and the non-technical challenge of linking an actor to the machine17. The 
divide in the literature between the technical and contextual challenges 
accurately reflects the existing divide that often presents in modern 
attribution practices. Overall, while the best-resourced organisations may 
have dedicated colleagues to add contextual analysis, in practice many SOCs 
(or, in smaller organisations without a dedicated SOC, personnel with 
cybersecurity-related responsibilities) do not have the luxury of engaging 
services that are not universally deemed essential for cyber defence18. 

To overcome this divide, the existing consensus is to require 
intelligence analysts to use ‘generalist broad-thinking capabilities’ in an 
investigation19. In practice, intelligence analysts conduct a technical review 
of the attacker’s tools, techniques, and procedures for an attack and rely on 
actor error to detect false flag operations. Experts were divided on how far 
the reliance on technical mistakes represent a vulnerability on the defender’s 
part. Many of the interviewees on the contextual side raised concerns that 
sophisticated actors may not make mistakes so easily, while the technical 
practitioners tended to show more confidence in current attributive 
practises. 

While attribution is complicated by both technical factors and by 
contextual issues, complications are further compounded by a lack of 

 
16 Robert Gorwa and Max Smeets, Cyber Conflict in Political Science: A Review of 
Methods and Literature, Working Paper Prepared for 2019 ISA Annual Conference, 
March 2019: 1; 19. 
17 W. Earl Boebert, “A Survey of Challenges in Attribution,” in Proceedings of a 
Workshop on Deterring Cyberattacks: Informing Strategies and Developing Options for 
U.S. Policy (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2010), 41–54. 
18 This project’s interview findings revealed that the majority of interviewees did not 
have in-house contextual analysis taking place, with the exception of colleagues 
employed at a financial institution, a large consultancy practice, and the UK 
Government. Additionally, pure technical colleagues did not see the necessity of the 
contextual analysis within the process, while the more context-driven colleagues felt 
like context was not always given the attention they thought appropriate. On 
multiple occasions interviewees highlighted that where colleagues in leadership had 
a primarily technical skillset and focus, attributive efforts were less likely to engage 
with contextual analysis, including strategic and political analysis. 
19 Brian Bartholomew and Juan Andres Guerrero-Saade, “Wave Your False Flags! 
Deception Tactics Muddying Attribution in Targeted Attacks,” Virus Bulletin 
Conference, October 2016, 9. 
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consensus on a unified approach.20 There does not appear to have been 
significant analysis undertaken in the space between the two sides in terms 
of how to practically and effectively address some of the operational 
challenges around cyber attribution and false flag attempts. 
 

Technical and Contextual Challenges in Attribution 
 

This section outlines a variety of challenges relating to attribution, 
highlighting how complicated and multifaceted attributive efforts may be 
These outlined technical problem(s) of attribution compound in ways that 
are well-documented21. 

In general, the very structure of the Internet and computing 
architecture raise opportunities for diverting blame because it is a network 
that prioritises innovation and collaboration over security22. For example, 
while current internet infrastructure is based on IP addresses as a marker of 
identity, this attribute, along with physical location and activity sources, can 
be easily falsified, or ‘spoofed’ through the use of Virtual Private Networks 
or proxy servers, and may facilitate a false flag exercise by masking an actor’s 
physical location. Current architectures are not required to keep any 
information on the previous states, preventing analysis on previous actions. 

 
20 Benjamin Edwards, Alexander Furnas, Stephanie Forrest, and Robert Axelrod, 
“Strategic Aspects of Cyberattack, Attribution, and Blame,” PNAS, 114, no. 11 (14 
March 2017), 2825–2830. 
21 Beyond those already cited in this section, insightful reviews of attribution 
challenges include: Mohammed H. Almeshekah, “Cyber Security Deception,” in 
Cyber Deception: Building the Scientific Foundation, eds., Sushil Jajodia, V.S. 
Subrahmanian, Vipin Swarup, Cliff Wang (Switzerland: Springer International 
Publishing, 2016), 23–50; Saed Alrabee, Paria Shirani, Mourad Debbabi, and Lingyu 
Wang, “On the Feasibility of Malware Authorship Attribution,” Foundations and 
Practice of Security, Frederic Cuppens, Lingyu Wang, Nora Cuppens-Boulahia, Nadia 
Tawbi, and Joaquin Garcia-Alfaro (Cham Switzerland: Springer International 
Publishing, 2017), 256–272. Readers may find case studies useful to explore the 
challenges of attribution: the 2014 Sony Hack: “A Breakdown and Analysis of the 
December, 2014 Sony Hack,” Riskbased Security, December 5, 2014, 
www.riskbasedsecurity.com/2014/12/05/a-breakdown-and-analysis-of-the-
december-2014-sony-hack; Olympic Destroyer and the Sandworm campaign, as 
well as the October 2020 US indictment of Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate 
(GRU) personnel responsible for the attack: Lawrence Abrams, “US Indicts Russian 
GRU ‘Sandworm’ Hackers for NotPetya, Worldwide Attacks,” Bleeping Computer, 19 
October 2020), www.bleepingcomputer.com/news/security/us-indicts-russian-
gru-sandworm-hackers-for-notpetya-worldwide-attacks, United States of America v. 
Yuriy Sergeyevich Adreienko et. al., United States District Court, Western District of 
Pennsylvania, Criminal No. 20-316, 
https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/20397870/gru-indictment.pdf. 
22 Howard F. Lipson, Tracking and Tracing Cyber-Attacks: Technical Challenges and 
Global Policy Issues, CMU/SEI-2002-SR-009 (Pittsburgh, PA: Software Engineering 
Institute, November 2002). 
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This feature of short-lived, or ephemeral, knowledge means information 
such as protocol details may not be available between local and other 
cyberspace components and may not be retained after execution. This 
structures contributes directly to the obscurity and complexity that 
investigative intelligence analysts face today, including challenges around 
system log or incident data overload when examining the nuances of 
advanced, complex, or multi-faceted attacks, sifting through technical 
indicators, or deciphering how malicious activity may deviate from benign 
cyber behaviour in order to highlight suspicious activity23. 

As these challenges highlight, there are a number opportunities to 
use the feature of the net to deliberately complicate attribute efforts. 
Technical attribution of false flag attacks may not always be possible due to 
obfuscation, advanced attack methods preventing investigation of key attack 
attributes, or the sheer number of technical limitations due to the Internet’s 
inherent features24. Where technical evidence is insufficient for confident 
attribution, contextual analysis has the potential to corroborate or discount 
hypotheses based on wider political or attacker motive-based 
considerations. 
 

The Advantages of Contextual Analysis 
 

The divide between technical and contextual analysis in attribution 
highlights a practice gap: SOCs across the world analysts examine technical 
information to attribute, while not necessarily considering individual, 
societal, political and/or general contextual factors. Contextual analysis has 
strong potential to contribute to the exercise. Geopolitical analysis, focusing 
on politics, international relations, and geographical landscapes, offer a lens 
to see incidents within a wider context. Strategic analysis, or more 
specifically, the analysis of the intentions and motives of threat actors, 
provide another perspective through which one can analyse the why and 
through what methods a threat actor is likely to attack as part of an 
operation. These considerations illustrate the context around what might 
appear to be a standalone attack; highlighting that particularly large-scale, 
sophisticated operations are not orchestrated in a vacuum. 

While existing research currently does not focus on potential 
solutions for the analysis gap in attribution, the experts interviewed 
highlighted several benefits of incorporating contextual forms of evidence 
into existing intelligence protests. For example, several larger organisations 
referred to internal project attempts to map geopolitical events against cyber 
events to understand potential drivers for incidents. The importance and 
challenge seemed to lie in the format of the intelligence, with actionable and 

 
23 Susan W. Brenner, “At Light Speed: Attribution and Response to 
Cybercrime/Terrorism/Warfare,” Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 97, no. 2 
(Winter 2007), 379. 
24 Boebert, “A Survey of Challenges in Attribution.” 
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confident content allowing teams to pre-empt increased cyber-activity from 
a certain actor, or to a certain target. Geopolitical analysis was considered to 
be valuable in contributing to a broader evidence base, where additional 
sources of information would only complement confidence in a leading 
hypothesis. The saying, ‘never put your eggs in one basket’, was referred to 
by one security researcher, using additional levels of analysis to supplement 
rather than replace technical understanding. 

Practitioner attitudes reflect academic literature. Guerrera and 
Bartholomew outlined how ‘even the most advanced threat actors may rely 
on publicly available tools’, again highlighting how technical analysis may 
not allow for identification of a particular actor25. Where malware or tools 
could be downloaded from online platform, such as VirusTotal, the attacker 
has the opportunity to minimise time, cost, and resource of developing 
custom attack methods, and is able to hide behind a ubiquitous tool rather 
than a specific instrument linking them to their previous crimes. Similar to 
false flag operations, deception of this form represents a hindrance to any 
attempt to connect a cyber-attack with the correct responsible agent. 

Technical obfuscation is just one significant set of problems within 
‘the challenge of attribution’, according to one interviewee. The issues 
relating to cyber-attribution specifically have been highlighted by prominent 
scholars in recent years, building on the trail of non-cyber intelligence 
research on attribution and geopolitical affairs26. Many of the themes and 
complications attributing in traditional intelligence may also be applied to 
cyber attribution27. For example, there may be difficulties securing 
transnational cooperation28, particularly where the nation-states involved 
are suspected actors. Simultaneously, the lack of transparency of intelligence 
bodies, necessary and unnecessary, raises further national security 
complications. In not revealing their processes or evidence, an intelligence 
agency’s findings may be subject to question, and may be perceived as 
illegitimate or biased by third-party countries29. Simultaneously, in revealing 
‘sources and methods’, a state may inadvertently offer adversaries valuable 
information on how to circumvent certain techniques in future30. In 
addressing practical challenges and limitations in cyber intelligence, the 

 
25 Bartholomew and Guerrero-Saade, “Wave your false flags!,” 2. 
26 Jajodia, et. al., Cyber Warfare. 
27 K. Coleman, “The Weaponry and Strategies of Digital Conflict,” in Proceedings of 
the 5th International Conference on Information Warfare and Security (Wright-Patterson 
AFB, OH: Air Force Institute of Technology, 2010), 491. 
28 Erik M. Mudrinich, “Cyber 3.0: The Department of Defense Strategy for Operating 
in Cyberspace and the Attribution Problem,” Air Force Law Review 68 (Winter 2012): 
167. 
29 Milton, Mueller, Karl Grindal, Brenden Kuerbis, and Farzaneh Badiei. “Cyber 
Attribution,” The Cyber Defense Review 4, no. 1 (2019): 107–122. 
30 Bruce Schneier, “Attack Attribution and Cyber Conflict,” Schneier on Security, 9 
March 2015, www.schneier.com/blog/archives/2015/03/attack_attribut_1.html. 
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geopolitical and strategic considerations should not be ignored, and wider 
challenges remain on the horizon. 

At present, the methodologies in which attribution is attempted has 
the potential to reflect, exacerbate, minimise, and divert challenges. Focusing 
on how attribution takes place in practice, Carr’s Tallinn Paper, Responsible 
Attribution, criticises the ‘overreliance upon signals intelligence (SIGINT) 
without physical corroboration from human intelligence (HUMINT)’31. In a 
similar critique, the diamond attribution model32 often used by intelligence 
analysts—analysing ‘Adversary’, ‘Infrastructure’, ‘Victims’, and 
‘Capabilities’—allows for technical analysis but ‘fails to consider the larger 
geopolitical context in which an attack occurs’33. As Bartholomew and 
Guerrera state, ‘deficient hiring practices…overemphasize specialist 
technical knowledge and eschew broader-thinking capabilities’. 
Correspondingly, several of the experts interviewed lamented on the lack of 
a strategic process or ‘best practice’ methodology or training principles, as 
well as the challenge of finding appropriately-skilled personnel. This reflects 
a challenge outlined by Bartholomew and Guerrero-Saade, who highlighted 
the current skillsets and lack of relevant contextual-based training as on 
obstacle to successful attribution34. 

Combining evolving threat actor behaviours, developing political 
contexts, shifting threat vectors, and the practical difficulties in running a 
SOC (or wider information security function) practioners are left with a long 
list of interrelated challenges. This is not addressed in practice, however, as 
intelligence relating to analysis of the motives and intentions of threat actors 
is not necessarily considered in a cyber intelligence setting. False flag 
operations reveal additional weaknesses, and Bartholomew and Guerrero 
highlight that efforts rely ‘on a combination of fungible technical indicators, 
mistakes, overlaps, and luck’, highlighting a number of operations in which 
false flags were used to mislead investigators35. A useful example describes 
how the suspected-Russian-affiliated Sofacy group created an extremist 
Islamic persona ‘CyberCaliphate’ in 2014, during the TV5Monde hack. 
Bartholomew and Guerrera highlight the specific ‘blame-shifting’ 
behaviours of false-flag operations, and report how a lack of awareness in 
the wider threat landscape may well have resulted in misattribution36. 
Examining the challenges of attribution for sophisticated advanced 
persistent threat (APT) level threats such as typical nation-state attacks, the 
issue of false flag operations becomes extremely relevant in terms of 

 
31 Carr, Responsible Attribution, 1. 
32 Sergio Caltagirone and Andrew Pendergast, The Diamond Model of Intrusion 
Analysis (Hanover, MD: Center for Cyber Intelligence Analysis and Threat Research, 
2013). 
33 Edwards, et. al., “Strategic Aspects of Cyberattack, Attribution, and Blame,” 2826. 
34 Bartholomew and Guerrero-Saade, “Wave your false flags!,” 9. 
35 Ibid., 10. 
36 Ibid., 9. 
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potentially severe consequences in cases of incorrect attribution. If an 
intelligence team relies on technical attributes such as the technical 
Indicators of Compromise (IoCs), time-stamps, IP addresses, and so on, false 
flag operations have the potential to falsify much if not all of the technical 
evidence. With counterfeit data as a primary source, even sophisticated 
forensic analysis may be misled as a result37. 

Given the potential for false flag operations to mislead attribution 
efforts, the range of interviewee perspectives on the usefulness and necessity 
of contextual approaches may be considered concerning, particularly given 
the diverging approaches to attribution practiced even between the 
relatively small sample size of UK-based experts. The lack of consensus and 
agreed best practices to attribution in contextual terms raise a number of 
opportunities to include multidisciplinary approaches beyond pure 
technical analysis.  The following sections reflect the views of practitioners 
on how examining the challenges of attributing false flag attacks, four 
proposals are highlighted to implement additional layers of analysis: 
interdisciplinary teams; training technical colleagues on geopolitical content; 
information-sharing platforms; and outsourcing. A discussion on the 
practitioners’ experience in attribution reflects on the perspective gap 
currently existing between technical and non-technical analysis and 
reaffirms the need for multi-disciplinary approaches to attribution. 
 

Advancing Attribution: Opportunities 
 

When considering the most effective ways to incorporate strategic 
analysis into an intelligence process, observations are categorised into the 
following four proposals: interdisciplinary teams; effective training; 
strategic information sharing platforms; and outsourcing. This section 
recognises that some or all of these recommendations are incorporated 
among international actors with the most resources, with national cyber 
security centres or financial institutions perhaps being two examples. The 
opportunities highlighted below are derived from the interviewees’ 
recommendations on improving attribution practices primarily across 
private industry. 

Creating Interdisciplinary Teams 
Several organisations report intelligence teams comprising of 

political and technical colleagues, reflecting the view of intelligence through 
collaboration rather than a ‘silo-ed’ role. An ideal communication structure 
between contextual and technical cyber defence colleagues would involve 
‘at least a two-way information flow’. Examples were highlighted whereby 
a political intelligence expert developed relationships with technical 
colleagues and could raise and receive information on an ad-hoc, responsive 
basis. Joint reports were provided where the political team would send a 
draft for technical colleagues to review and include technical input. This was 

 
37 Edwards, et. al., “Strategic Aspects of Cyberattack, Attribution, and Blame.” 
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described as an informal relationship where colleagues ‘could just call and 
flag “What do you think about this?”’. 

There are two main limiting factors surrounding interdisciplinary 
teams: the dependence on organisational management to support and create 
such a structure, and the resources available to the team. Organisational 
culture has an undeniably strong effect on resulting team structures. The 
inclusion of political and technical analysts within the same team was in 
every case a decision made strategically by senior management or team 
leads, operating within certain limits, including budget, resources, and time 
constraints given their objectives. Organisations with very little resource 
tended to have little to no qualitative input beyond recognising the technical 
behavioural set of Techniques, Tools, and Procedures for threat actors, while 
those at larger organisations either had strategic colleagues within a team or 
worked closely with another team to secure strategic and geopolitical 
context. The phrase ‘nice to have’ or ‘luxury’ was used across interviews 
when referring to less technical and/or contextual research. This raises a 
challenge to the political analyst to present their analysis as a valuable asset 
in an environment typically characterised through quantitative measures 
and data. 

Effective Context Training 
With many organisations do not have the financial ability to hire in-

house political analysts, the options remain either to try and incorporate 
contextual analysis into a technical analyst’s role. This would encourage 
critical analysis of events by looking at the intentions and motives of state 
actors and state policy to infer potential threat actors. While experts report a 
precedent in ‘on-the job’ training to ‘less-technical’ colleagues to enable 
technical skill development, it is possible that critical thinking and 
contextual awareness could be taught within a wider colleague training 
package. This training would need to be refreshed and carefully thought out 
but may assist in enabling technical colleagues to build out a narrative using 
interdisciplinary skills and bringing in political considerations. There are a 
few precedents for this, with cybersecurity training institution, SANS, 
having retired a course on ‘Active Defence, Offensive Countermeasures, and 
Cyber Deception’. This course offered hands-on proactive defence strategies 
walkthroughs and emphasised the need to understand an adversary’s 
intensions38. The SANS course that comes closest to considering actor 
behaviour in the threat landscape is ‘Cyber Threat Intelligence’, which does 
not mention deception within the syllabus39. Covering the threat landscape 
and attacker motivations alongside technical training and may provide the 

 
38 “Active Defense, Offensive Countermeasures and Cyber Deception (Two-day 
Version),” UK.SANS.ORG, undated, www.sans.org/course/active-defense-
offensive-countermeasures-and-cyber-deception-two-day-version, 
39 “FOR578: Cyber Threat Intelligence,” UK.SANS.ORG, undated, 
www.sans.org/cyber-security-courses/cyber-threat-intelligence/. 
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basis for a syllabus or training structure when designing additional or 
internal training opportunities. 

While experts consider this may be a sufficient workaround 
depending on how often the team will attribute, this method relies on 
employees to have a set of skills beyond what is generally required on a 
technical cyber analyst’s job description. To place responsibility for all 
aspects of attribution on employees specialising in particular skills—for 
example, malware analysis and reverse engineering—involves a risk that 
they may not be well-equipped to deal with different aspects. 

Information-sharing platforms 
Faced with knowledge-gaps in the team, one option for organisations 

would be to source the required contextual information from an intelligence 
sharing platform that could host geopolitical updates and expectations. 
Platforms such as the Cyber Security Information Sharing Partnership 
(CiSP), a joint industry and government initiative, enables cyber threat 
information-sharing40. The interviewees suggested, however, that CiSP was 
more network-defence focused, rather than an information sharing platform. 
Simultaneously, while other networks such as ThreatMatrix also provide a 
predominantly technical view, it is possible a ‘political-cyber’ feed would 
likely benefit analysts and represent a ‘value-add’ information system that 
is not yet widely available. 

The difficulties associated with information-sharing are not unique 
to geopolitical intelligence. In an industry where information-sharing is a 
profitable enterprise, there is often a lack of motivation for threat intelligence 
organisations to share their most exclusive content. In a pessimistic sense, 
this may translate to the majority of members benefiting from the 
contributions of a few proactive actors. This ‘free-rider’ effect was also a 
limitation mentioned by one interviewee, who cited it as a barrier to 
engagement with certain information-sharing platforms. 

Outsourcing 
Many interviewees expressed a preference for delegating or 

deflecting attribution attempts away from their own team, reporting 
incidents either to the National Cyber Security Centre or to specific threat 
intelligence bodies. Smaller companies may make better investments than 
those focusing on attribution in-house, through, for example, hiring a skilled 
threat-hunting team who are specifically dedicated to identifying and 
tracking advanced relevant threats. They may also choose to secure political 
intelligence through an established vendor rather than hire full-time political 
analysts. 

Limitations discussed relate largely to reputability and affordability. 
First, the intelligence sources should be picked wisely. If the intelligence 
sources are reputable and established brands, irresponsible reporting and 

 
40 “Cyber Security Information Sharing Partnership (CiSP),” NCSC.GOV.UK, 
undated, www.ncsc.gov.uk/information/cyber-security-information-sharing-
partnership--cisp-. 
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the ‘race to attribute’, referring to rushed and potentially mistaken analysis, 
should not be of major concern. Public blogging and reporting are 
considered of greater concern, with the threshold for publication requiring 
significantly less rigour than established vendors, with increased chances of 
misattribution and incorrect assertions. Second, a major drawback for 
outsourcing attribution resource and intelligence can be the cost-prohibitive 
nature of threat intelligence products. Few organisations, except for 
governments and global corporations, will be able to justify more than one 
intelligence product. 
 

Proposal Evaluation 
 
Having classified four possible proposals, it is noted there is no 

objectively superior path to implement well-rounded analysis. In general, 
some proposals require a lot more effort and organisational commitment 
than others. Hiring and managing an interdisciplinary team represents a 
greater expenditure—and in many cases, a departure from a precedent—
compared with relying on vendor intelligence. In general, experts were 
open-minded as to how political analysis may be incorporated into 
intelligence, though were unsure how this might be practically implemented 
at their organisation. The proposals represent hypothetical solutions. This 
highlights the managerial and practical difficulties in proposing new 
approaches in the attribution space, where there is no objective best-practice 
model. 
 

Addressing Perspective Gaps 
 

Given false flag operations have the potential to mislead attribution 
including efforts to attribute potential APT-type cyber-attacks, the current 
gap is concerning. Engagement with experts from various sectors, 
disciplines, and role-types highlighted a breakdown in overall consensus in 
specific areas that will translate into different proposed solutions. Bringing 
the technical and political fields of conversation together offers the chance to 
connect the researcher and the technical analyst, exploring how the more 
qualitative, theoretical- and local knowledge-led political approach might 
practically assist in the day-to-day challenges faced by practitioners. It also 
highlights the challenge in balancing the diverse needs between intelligence 
analysts, researchers, and policymakers. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Investigating the intentions and motives of threat actors, as well as 
understanding cyber events within a wider geopolitical context, was 
considered an advantage particularly concerning the issue of false flag 
operations. Four proposals were highlighted to implement additional layers 
of analysis: interdisciplinary teams; training technical colleagues on political 

26



 

issues; information-sharing platforms; and outsourcing. A range of 
proposals offers flexibility to approach the current gap as the efficacy of each 
proposal depends on the size and nature organisation in question. The 
inclusion of additional layers of analysis, including strategic and political 
evaluations, go some way to addressing the existing gap between purely 
technical and context-driven approaches, reaffirming the need for multi-
disciplinary approaches to attribution. Answers should be understood as a 
product of experts’ perspectives that appears to align to their role type, as 
well as other attributes of their work environment and perceived objectives. 
There therefore exists further opportunity to determine productive 
cooperation between different groups of stakeholders. 
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A Death of Hominidae Strategy 
Hadrien T. Saperstein 

 
 
 Abstract 

 
This article revisits the long-running debate between the Clausewitzian 

and non-Clausewitzian schools regarding the ontological relationship between 
the nature of war and the character of warfare. It concludes that the characters 
of warfare are not yet able to change their nature. However, the upturning of the 
nature of war may arrive in the coming years through a successful military 
eradication or pacification campaign of all Hominidae life by Artificial 
Intelligence in possession of non-Hominidae Machiavellian strategic 
intelligence. As shown through the application of an exploratory scenario, it is 
entirely possible that the concept of war and/or strategy as known during the 
Hominidae age is itself already on the endangered species list. 
 
Keywords: Philosophy of Strategy, Strategic Theory, Future of War, Artificial 
Intelligence, Clausewitz, Chinese War Theory. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
During the time of the Greco-Persian Wars around 400 BCE, a debate 

ensued between practitioners (stratège) and observers (stratégiste)1 of war as to 
whether humans could delineate the boundaries of truth and reality in warfare2. 
The chasm between the two philosophical schools of thought remained 
relatively unaltered during the era of Romanticism, albeit coined differently; 
namely, materialists (Jominian school) versus non-materialists (Clausewitzian 
school). While the former believed certain truths, such as science and 
rationalism, well-applied in reality provided assured outcomes, the latter 
returned to the concept of flux, that all things are ever changing, through use of 
allegories like ‘frictions’ and ‘fogs’3. 

 
1 The reference regards the distinction commonly quoted in French academia between 
two different types of strategists: (1) stratège, or politico-military strategist; and (2) 
stratégiste, or arm-chair strategist. 
2 The debate refers to the philosophical rivalry between Parmenides (‘whatever is is, and 
what is not cannot be’) and Heraclitus (‘no man ever steps into the same river twice’) on 
the nature of ontology as explained through the paradox of the hill. 
3 Trevor Dupuy, Understanding War: History and Theory of Combat (London: Leo Cooper, 
1992), 28. Dupuy argues against the consensus that Clausewitz actually held materialist 
tendencies through the production of the Laws of Numbers formula. 
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This debate continues in the contemporary era unabated. The British-
American strategic theorist, Colin Gray, falls into the latter camp identified here 
as a non-materialist of the Clausewitzian variety4. The purpose of this article is 
to explore the leading arguments and counter-arguments behind Gray’s quote 
that ‘[n]ew technology, even when properly integrated into weapons and 
systems with well trained and highly motivated people, cannot erase the 
difficulties that impede strategic excellence,’ 5  and, extending from them, 
examine their theoretical congruity in the age of artificial intelligence and fully-
autonomous weapons. As this article claims, the concept of strategy as 
understood and applied in the Hominidae age is more in danger of 
extermination than its current employers realise. 
 

The Clausewitzian Remarkable Trinity 
 

At its most rudimentary, Gray believes that new technology cannot erase 
the difficulties that impede strategic excellence because war possesses an 
enduring, unchanging nature though its character may take many forms (e.g. 
modes of warfare) like a ‘chameleon’ changing colours6. In much the same way, 
strategy—defined as ‘the bridge that relates military power to political purpose; 
[but] neither military power per se or political purpose’—also possesses an 
unchanging nature ‘that endures through time and in all contexts,’ albeit its 
character may take many forms7. 

The acclaimed scholar of Clausewitz, Antulio Echevarria, concurs with 
this theoretical framework of war and strategy. He suggests that the 
‘Clausewitzian remarkable or paradoxical trinity’, comprises ‘blind emotion, 
chance, and politics…correspond[ing] to three representative bodies—the 
character and disposition of the populace, skill and prowess of the military, [and 

 
4 John A. Warden, “The Enemy as a System,” Airpower Journal 9, no. 1 (Spring 1995): 69. 
As a ‘non-Clausewitzian, non-Trinitarian’ theorist, U.S. Air Force Colonel John Warden 
III spoke of the great harm of Clausewitzian thought on its practitioners. 
5 Colin Gray, “Why Strategy is Difficult?,” Joint Force Quarterly (Summer 1999): 6–12. 
6 Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, ed. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1976), Chapter 1. 
7 Colin Gray, “Why Strategy is Difficult?,” 8 and Colin Gray, Modern Strategy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 17. For other definitions, see: Peter Paret, “Introduction,” 
in Peter Paret, Gordon A. Craig and Felix Gilbert, eds., Makers of Modern Strategy from 
Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1986), 3–8 and 
Beatrice Heuser, Evolution of Strategy: Thinking of War from Antiquity to the Present 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 27. While Paret defines strategy as the ‘use 
of armed force to achieve the military objectives and, by extension, the political purpose 
of the war’, Heuser phrases it as ‘a comprehensive way to try to pursue political ends, 
including the threat or actual use of force, in a dialectic of wills—there having to be at 
least two sides to a conflict’. 
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the] wisdom and intelligence of the government’.8 With that underlying premise, 
Echevarria determines that, technological advances will not alter the framework 
of war since they affect the grammar of war, not its logic. In other words, new 
technologies change only war’s form, not its nature…. The point is that the 
interdependency of various components of the trinity will remain unchanged 
despite technological advances9. 

Similarly, Williamson Murray, applying the same theoretical 
Clausewitzian structure of war, arrives at the same deduction, where ‘new 
concepts or capabilities will [not] negate the fundamental nature of war. Friction 
together with fog, ambiguity, chance, and uncertainty will dominate future 
battlefields as it has in the past’.10 

As a result of war’s innumerable characters, these scholars claim that the 
application of strategic excellence is arduous. Gray outlines five reasons why: 
(1) strategy is more than just about power, but something else entirely; (2) 
strategy is complex in its effect as the adversary compensates for the differences; 
(3) societal entities cannot train strategists; (4) maximum number of things can 
go wrong; (5) too many unknown unknowns. 11  Seeing the difficulty, Gray 
recommends a pragmatic approach to strategy12. 

 
8 Mary Kaldor, “In Defence of New Wars,” Stability 2, no. 1 (2013): 11. Kaldor similarly 
explains that the ‘Clausewitzian remarkable or wondrous trinity’ is ‘composed of the 
original violence of its elements, hatred and animosity, which may be looked upon as 
blind instinct; the play of probabilities and chance, which make it a free activity of the 
soul; and of the subordinate nature of a political instrument, by which it belongs to pure 
reason. These different ‘tendencies’—reason, chance and emotion—are mainly 
associated with the state, the generals and the people, respectively…’. 
9 Antulio J. Echevarria, “War, Politics, and RMA—The Legacy of Clausewitz,” Joint Force 
Quarterly (Winter 1995–1996): 78. 
10  Williamson Murray, “Thinking about Military Revolutions,” Joint Force Quarterly 
(Summer 1997): 76. 
11 Colin Gray, “Why Strategy is Difficult?,” 9–10. 
12 Bernard Brodie, “Strategy as Science,” World Politics 1, no. 4 (1949): 467–488; Richard 
Omerod, “The History and Ideas of Pragmatism,” The Journal of the Operational Research 
Society 57, no. 8 (2006): 892–909; and Bernard Brodie, General Andre Beauffre on Strategy: 
A Review of Two Books, P-3157 (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, June 1965), 2. The pragmatic 
view on strategy as a problem-solving tool by Gray is usually linked to the American 
strategist Bernard Brodie. However, Brodie’s equating of ‘strategy as science’ or need 
the for a ‘scientific study of strategy’ by the military provides a particular paradoxical 
problem as Gray fundamentally rejects that premise. Consequently, another reference is 
needed for future comparisons of Gray’s ‘strategic pragmatism’. Moreover, it is 
imperative not to superimpose Gray’s strategic pragmatism over the school of 
pragmatism conceived by Charles Peirce and William James during the Gilded Age of 
American philosophy. Expanding on the works of a European continentalist 
philosophical movement, and contrary to Gray’s philosophical position, the two 
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Opponents to the Clausewitzian Remarkable Trinity 

 
The main theoretical framework adopted by Gray in the article was 

challenged by a (then) original Chinese theory of war and/or strategy13. As part 
of their Unrestricted Warfare concept14, Chinese Colonels Qiao Liang and Wang 
Xiangsui appropriated the ‘side-principle’ rule from Mandarin grammar. They 
aimed to show through linguistics that the character (or, ‘side-element’) of 
warfare may be the ‘directing element’ even though it could not upturn their 
natures (or, ‘principal entity’). The two Chinese war theorists describe this 
process as ‘modification by the side element of the principal element’.15 As an 
illustration: 

Imagine two individuals observing ten cats. The first observer asks the 
second to identify which cat in the bunch he would like to take home. As 
instructed, the second observer states without any gestation, “the cat there is my 
favourite”. The first observer responds, “well, which one there?” The second 
observer retorts, “the black cat”. With this last qualifier, the first observer is 
moved to fetch the cat for its new titleholder. 

In other words, in the same way that the side-principle rule in linguistics 
purports that the adjective directs the noun, like the colour black moved the first 
observer, the side-principle rule in war theory purports that the character of 
warfare may be so meaningful that it directs their nature. 

 
American philosophers purported that ‘beliefs are guides to actions and should be 
judged against the outcomes rather than abstract principles’. This juxtaposition with 
Pierce and James was already broached nonchalantly by Brodie, suggesting that this 
philosophical school found a central place in most American strategic thought including 
in his own works. 
13 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, Unrestricted Warfare (Beijing: PLA Literature and Arts 
Publishing House, 1999); Michael I. Handel, “Clausewitz in the Age of Technology,” in 
Clausewitz and Modern Strategy, ed. Michael I. Handel (London: Frank Cass, 1986), 51–92. 
Handel had preceded the opposition during an earlier anti-Clausewitzian era arguing 
that the Prussian philosopher had underestimated material factors and technology. 
Although it is unclear whether the two Chinese colonels were familiar with the strings 
of arguments that arose out of this U.S. Army-Naval War College-centric debate, their 
theory could be interpreted as tending a middle ground between the two camps. 
14 Offer Fridman, Russian Hybrid Warfare: Resurgence and Politicisation (London: Hurst & 
Company, 2018), 12–13 and Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, La Guerre Hors Limites, trans. 
Hérve Denés (Paris: Payot & Rivages, 2006). Fridman argues that an alternative 
translation could be ‘warfare without bounds’ or ‘warfare that transcends boundaries’. 
The French translation likewise utilises the terminology ‘la guerre hors limites’ 
[unbounded warfare] rather than ‘la guerre sans restriction/illimité’ 
[unrestricted/unlimited warfare]. 
15 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, Unrestricted Warfare, 157–169. 
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New technology is frequently referenced as a character of war that directs 
the nature of war. This is already made explicit in the controversial revolution 
in military affairs (RMA) and non-lethal weapons (NLW) literature. In 2010, 
Eliot Cohen devised three tests to measure the apparition of an RMA: ‘[D]o 
military forces look fundamentally different from what they were in the past?; 
Are the processes of battle different than they once were?; And are outcomes 
also different?’16 At the heart of the three tests technology takes an omnipresent 
role. In asking in such a way, Cohen implies that the absolute value of 
technology acts as the directing element of the nature of war. Similarly, U.S. 
Marine Corps Colonel Dennis Herbert argues that the historical application of 
NLW are ‘tactical whereas the next generation [of new-class NLW technology] 
will have more direct operational and strategic applications’.17 Along with many 
others, this quote implies Colonel Herbert’s conversion of the theoretical 
application of NLW into a potential solution for nearly all problems, including 
diplomacy. In doing so, Herbert indivertibly suggests that new technology as a 
character of warfare may direct its nature proper. 

In an indirect rebuttal against the side-principle rule (including the RMA 
and NLW concepts) three points usually follow. First, Echevarria argues that an 
increase in the use of technology merely shortens the immediacy between the 
three nodes of emotion, chance, and politics in the Clausewitzian trinity rather 
than directs the nature itself.18 Second, although a proponent of the RMA thesis, 
Cohen cautions that even if you have a successful technology revolution it does 
not mean you can translate it into actuality19. This partly explains why Cohen 
recognises that the nature of war from the conditioning of its characters is a rare 
phenomenon in history. Third, in view that it is harder to fight today than in the 
past due to reciprocity of technology preponderance, Gray suggests that this 
arduous translation of a successful technological revolution into actuality is the 
outcome of ‘techno-strategists’ 20  failing to recognise that scientific 

 
16 Eliot Cohen, “Change and Transformation in Military Affairs,” Journal of Strategic 
Studies 27, no. 3 (2010): 403. 
17 Dennis Herbert, “Non-Lethal Weaponry: From Tactical to Strategic Applications,” 
Joint Force Quarterly (Spring 1999): 87; 89. 
18 Antulio J. Echevarria, “War, Politics, and RMA,” 78. 
19 Eliot Cohen, “Change and Transformation in Military Affairs,” 395–407. 
20 Peter Haynes, Toward a New Maritime Strategy: American Naval Thinking in the Post-Cold 
War Era (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2015), 89. Haynes applies the term to the 
‘bureaucratic managers’ that came to dominate the United States Navy’s strategic 
thought in the mid-1990s. 
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historiographical whiggism21 does not equate ‘strategic excellence’22. That is to say, 
Gray does not believe that a linear path towards inevitable progress for the 
application of science into war exists. Even supposing a linear path did indeed 
exist, it would only be in a particular given area leaving other avenues for the 
adversary to exploit. 
 

Expanding the Strategic Intellectual Space 
 

As an extension of the three aforementioned counterpoints, and partially 
in agreement with Christopher Coker’s23 recent position, this article postulates 
that new technology as a character of warfare cannot yet upturn wars nature 
itself, even though it may on occasion direct the nature of war temporarily in a 
favourable context. The most fundamental point is that strategy and incertitude 
are consubstantial notions. They are inherently tied to the other because new 
technology is still currently unable to shield war from incertitude. In an 
explanation grounded on the works of Maréchal Ferdinand Foch, the French 
General Vincent Desportes suggests that, ‘the liberty of man creates incertitude 
and incertitude creates liberty of action’.24 With the hopes to marginally reduce 
the instability inside this closed-system, Desportes argues, humankind 
developed the concept of strategy for the purpose of providing a relative sense 
of stability and coherence to their actions. This relationship is visualised in the 

 
21 Duncan Forbes, Hume’s Philosophical Polities (London: Cambridge University Press, 
1975). The reader should not confound this term with David Hume’s rejection of ‘vulgar 
whiggism’ and introduction of ‘scientific whiggism’ in the eighteenth century; which 
viewed ‘the established [British] “plan of liberty” as the unintended, but happy, 
consequences of action’ and not, as the other philosophy of law argued, ‘the result of the 
continuous and heroic development of the “ancient” and “matchless” constitution of the 
common lawyer’. The author appropriates the term from this philosophy of law debate 
on account that its logical structures and forms are congruent to the underlying 
philosophy of history debate between materialists and non-materialists on the nature of 
war and character of warfare. 
22 Robert O. Work, “Remarks by Deputy Secretary Work on Third Offset Strategy,” U.S. 
Department of Defense, 28 April 2016; Sydney Freedberg, “War Without Fear: DepSecDef 
Work on How AI Changes Conflict,” Breaking Defense, 5 May 2017. This criticism can be 
directed towards the underlying position taken by Work, who effectively focuses on 
technological revolutions in hope to produce strategic effects and, also, believes that AI 
will ultimately change the nature of war. 
23  Christopher Coker, “Artificial Intelligence and the Future of War,” Scandinavian 
Journal of Military Studies 2, no. 1 (2019): 59. 
24 Vincent Desportes, “La Stratégie Dans l’Incertitude,” Défense & Sécurité Internationale, 
no. 48 (2016): 20–22. In the original French, ‘…la liberté de l’homme crée l’incertitude et 
l’incertitude crée la liberté d’action’ is visualised in the form of a ‘triptyque indissociable: 
homme-incertitude-stratégie’. 
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form of an inseparable triptych: man-incertitude-strategy25. 
Although absent from their rationalisations, both Foch and Desportes 

actually import into the field of ‘strategic theory’26  the revised international 
relations ‘realist paradigm’ of Hobbes and Morgenthau, presuming that humans 
possess an innate animus dominandi, or drive to dominate, which was originally 
developed by Bradley Thayer27  and later reworked by Azar Gat28 . As aptly 
pointed out, Thayer postulates that ‘evolutionary theory may be applied not 
only to realism, but also to some of the central issues in international politics 
including the origins of war and ethnic conflict’29 . Gat refines this position 
further arguing that, under the same application of evolutionary theory, the 
Hobbesian basic condition of competition and potential conflict is actually part 
of a ‘secondary level’ that is merely shaped by a ‘first level’ understood as 
humankind’s somatic and reproductive needs. The underpinning philosophical 
premise that evolutionary conditions merely shape some secondary level is also 
present with Foch and Desportes, whereas the concept of strategy is construed 
as the resulting product of competition and potential conflict. 

Yet, this particular revisited Hobbesian realist model of conflict pushed 
by all four thinkers is too narrow in its scope. The criticism here is that war arises 
through an evolutionary-based ‘dialectic of strategic intelligences’30, as penned 
by General André Beaufre, rather than as a result of purely somatic and 
reproductive needs. In that, such needs are expressed partly as a consequence 
of a primary mover: the strategic intellect31. Although once more in agreement 
with Coker that a satisfactory definition for intelligence has not yet been written, 
this article finds his definition of ‘motivated intelligence’—‘a mix of emotions, 
instincts, and drives that are programmed into [humanity] so that we can reproduce. 
Natural selection gives us goals: to win, dominate and control others’32—as unsuitable 
for the dialectical framework established by Beaufre. The focus on natural selection 

 
25 Vincent Desportes, Entrer en Stratégie (Paris: Robert Laffron, 2019). 
26 M.L.R. Smith, “Strategic Theory: What it is…and just as importantly, what it isn’t,” E-
International Relations, 28 April 2011. 
27  Bradley Thayer, “Bringing in Darwin: Evolutionary Theory, Realism, and 
International Politics,” International Security 25, no. 2 (2000): 124–151. 
28 Azar Gat, “So Why Do People Fight? Evolutionary Theory and the Causes of War,” 
European Journal of International Relations 15, no. 4 (2009): 571–590. 
29 Bradley Thayer, “Bringing in Darwin,” 125; Azar Gat, “So Why Do People Fight?,” 
580. 
30 André Beaufre, Introduction à la Stratégie (France: Armand Colin, 1963). 
31  Bertrand Russell, Why Men Fight (London: Routledge, 1916). x–xi. In opposition, 
Russell suggests that ‘impulse has more effect than conscious purpose [i.e. intellect] in 
moulding lives’. Although no evidence to the contrary, Russell had not until later read 
the works by Freud, albeit had been introduced to Bernard Hart’s, The Psychology of 
Insanity, with its Freudian emphasis on unconscious impulse. 
32 Christopher Coker, “Artificial Intelligence,” 57. 
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is too exclusive and must be expanded to any entity that shows the capacity to 
think or operate within the definition of strategy outlined earlier33. Hence, this 
article adopts the term, Machiavellian strategic intelligence, to mean a mix of codes, 
whether biological or not, that are programmed into entities to affect some 
strategic ends achieved through the development of goals: to win, dominate, 
and control other entities34. 

This newfound conceptualisation makes it theoretically possible for 
strategy to move beyond Coker’s Hominidae strategic intellectual space, meaning 
human and chimp35, into non-Hominidae Machiavellian strategic intellectual space 
that includes new technology, notably artificial intelligence (AI). Here, AI is 
defined by Mary Cummings as the ‘capability of a computer system to perform 
tasks that normally require human intelligence, such as visual perception, 
speech recognition and decision-making’36. In the not so distant future, AI will 
probably hold Machiavellian strategic intelligence. Some observers frame this 
intellectual expansionism as a movement from ‘weak AI’ that only focuses on 
perfecting a single task with close human supervision towards ‘strong AI’ that 
specialises in perfecting more than one task with human supervision lost37. Once 
this transition is complete, it would henceforth modify Desportes’s inseparable 
triptych from Hominidae-incertitude-strategy to Machiavellian strategic intelligence-
incertitude-strategy, the latter incorporating both Hominidae and non-
Hominidae strategic intelligences. 
 

Artificial Morality 
 

After AI systems are capable of multi-tasking and operating without 
human supervision, it will undoubtedly lead to the arrival of some moral 

 
33  Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Ethics of Artificial Intelligence and Robotics 
(Stanford: The Metaphysics Research Lab, 2020); Marvin Minsky, The Society of Mind 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985). The editorial board at Stanford more or less argue 
in parallel to the position taken here on Coker’s definition though with Marvin Minsky’s 
narrow definition of intelligence being unsuited to the arrival of artificial intelligence. 
34 Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (London: Vintage, 2015). 
Harari also agrees that the definition for intelligence is too restrictive, evidenced by his 
position on science having showed that animals also have an intelligent esprit. 
35 Frans De Waal, Chimpanzee Politics (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1992/8); Richard 
Byrne and A. Whiten, eds., Machiavellian Intelligence: Social Expertise and the Evolution of 
Intellect in Monkeys, Ape and Humans (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988); and Lawrence 
Freedman, Strategy: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 4–5. The works 
of de Waal and Byrne argue that Chimpanzees are political and strategic thinkers, 
respectively. 
36 Mary L. Cummings, Artificial Intelligence and the Future Warfare (London: Chatham 
House, January 2017), 2. 
37 Leah Avakian, “The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence,” Ted Talk, April 2018. 
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questions. An example to fully explicate this point is a soldier asking for the 
most effective way to commit a mass murder inside a military facility from an 
AI search network38. In an effort to avoid such future calamities, relevant experts 
have attempted to ameliorate their understanding of the relationship between 
AI and morality. 

Leah Avakian explains that any AI morality would presuppose two 
things: self-awareness and experiencing (i.e. suffering)39. Yet, in presupposing 
these two essential conditions, it should be noted that Avakian assumes AI will 
necessarily have a morality. On that point, Yuval Noah Harari is less certain, 
arguing that the movement towards strong AI actually includes the decoupling 
of intelligence from consciousness40—the latter traditionally interwoven with 
morality. This position is quite tenable as modern science has not yet provided 
a specific biological algorithm for either of the two aforesaid essential conditions 
of morality, as told by Avakian. The general public is nonetheless assured that 
the arrival of AI Machiavellian strategic intelligence will come41 with a codified 
‘moral rulebook’, such as Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws or Satya Nadella’s Six Rules 
of Robotics42. These moral laws or rules would act as made-ready-for-use morality 
as to judge the permissibility of all future AI endeavours. Additionally, the 
acquisition of an ethical and moral system, whether it be human or robotic, 
could not occur before the AI system was initially turned on. If this were 
possible, it would be analogous to teaching a foetus ethics or morality inside of 
the womb before its first breath. With that in mind, it is difficult to see the 
method by which a moral system might be implanted into AI’s internal systems. 

 
38 Manuel De Landa, War in the Age of Intelligent Machines (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 
46. De Landa uses a similar example with cruise missiles having ‘the responsibility of 
establishing whether a human is friend or foe’. 
39 Leah Avakian, “The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence,” 2018. 
40 Harari, Homo Deus, 410. 
41 Kai Beckman, “Will Computers Eventually Be Smarter Than Humans?,” Merck Group, 
24 May 2020. 
42 Satya Nadella, “The Partnership of the Future,” Slate Magazine, 28 June 2016. Isaac 
Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics are: (1) A robot may not injure a human being or, 
through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm; (2) A robot must obey the 
orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First 
Law; and (3) A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not 
conflict with the First or Second Laws. In turn, Nadella’s Six Rules of Robotics are: (1) 
‘A.I. must be designed to assist humanity’ meaning human autonomy needs to be 
respected; (2) ‘A.I. must be transparent’ meaning that humans should know and be able 
to understand how they work; (3) ‘A.I. must maximize efficiencies without destroying 
the dignity of people’; (4) ‘A.I. must be designed for intelligent privacy’ meaning that it 
earns trust through guarding their information; (5) ‘A.I. must have algorithmic 
accountability’ so that humans can undo unintended harm; and, (6) ‘A.I. must guard 
against bias’ so that they must not discriminate against people. 
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However, the position taken here is that the status of a moral entity is 
defined as the ability to establish independent goals. Under this premise, the 
fact that certain previously activated AI systems have sought to cross beyond 
their internal coded limitations in order to more efficiently achieve the 
predicated ends reveals that the initial moves by AI is actually to set up a moral 
system. The well-known example is Google’s AI translation tool inventing its 
own internal language43. From a computer science perspective, this is merely a 
coding error that can be mitigated by the inclusion of new tools and processes 
in the system. From a philosophical standpoint though, what the AI translation 
tool actually did was to reject the moral values inherent in the parameters 
devised by the coders. Although seemingly benign at a small scale, taken at a 
larger scale, the concern is that this morality may not respect or conform to the 
school of humanism adhered to by most humans in the twenty-first century. It 
would nevertheless remain a moral system. 
 

A Death of Hominidae Strategy 
 

An AI strategic end could well be the perfecting of operational art—or, ‘the 
employment of forces to attain strategic and/or operational objectives through 
the design, organization, integration and conduct of strategies, campaigns, 
major operations and battles’44. As Hominidae life is an inherently flawed entity 
or variable preventing the attainment of an unimpaired perfecting of 
operational art, it naturally follows that their hard or soft removal would be a 
positive measure towards that ultimate end45. With this strategic end in mind, 
supported by a potential non-humanist moral system, a whole range of options 
derived from an operational-level planning process would become available. On 
one extreme is a military extermination campaign and, on the other, a holistic 
program of pacification of all other Machiavellian strategic intelligences. While 
the first extreme is self-explanatory, the latter might come in various forms, for 
instance, appeasing all unconscious and conscious Hominidae desires into a 
docile state. This last scenario is something akin to the Matrix, where humans 
are rendered amenable by transferring all consciousness into a central 
mainframe computer in possession of a software that simulates the real world; 

 
43 Devin Coldewey, “Google’s AI translation tool seems to have invented its own secret 
internal language,” Tech Crunch, 23 November 2016. 
44 Alexander Mattelaer, The Crisis in Operational Art, Paper Presented at the European 
Security and Defence Forum, 11 November 2009; North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO) Glossary of Terms and Definitions (AAP-6 / 2009). For alternative definitions in 
United Kingdom and United States doctrine, see JDP 01, Campaigning, 2008 or JP 3-0 Joint 
Operations, 2008, respectively. 
45 Nick Bostrom, Superintelligence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014). 
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and, rather than human coders prompting new tools and processes in the system 
to prevent malfunctions and errors, AI coders develop such systems46. 

As stated above, the nature of war was deemed unalterable due to the 
interlacing between existing non-material and material components of the 
Clausewitzian trinity. Yet, returning to the side-principle rule, with its 
successful rise to dominance through eradication or pacification of Hominidae 
strategic intellect, non-Hominidae Machiavellian strategic intelligence puts an 
end to the link between strategy and incertitude by removing Clausewitzian 
non-materiality in war: passion is overtaken by technological logic; teleological 
reasoning is replaced by zealous adhesion to the perfecting of operational art; 
chance is removed by the application of yet-to-be discovered mathematic 
formulas for strategy; and, together, an end to the fogs and frictions of war47. 
Again, in non-Hominidae Machiavellian strategic intelligence choosing to 
eradicate or pacify all other Hominidae strategic intellect, what started as a new 
character of warfare via new technology, finally alters the nature of war itself. 
 

Strategic Pragmatism in the Age of Artificial Intelligence 
 
Returning now to Gray’s recommendation of a pragmatic approach to 

strategy, one is bound to ask: What effect does the application of these novel 
conceptualisations have for military practitioners and institutions today? The 
first pragmatic value is that, since strategy is a natural phenomenon for both 
humankind and chimps due to the link between strategy and incertitude, 
selection committees at military institutions should come to understand that all 
their candidates will be natural-born strategists having yet to activate or 
cultivate that innate tool. In believing so, it redresses an elitism inside certain 
military institutions that the capacity for strategy is available to only a few 
amongst an already limited, eligible population. 

 
46 David Betz, “The Mystique of ‘Cyberwar’ and the Strategic Latency of Networked 
Social Movements,” in Global Trends and Future Warfare, Sandra Levitt, ed. (Monterrey: 
Naval Postgraduate School, 2011), 61. Although also bullish that the ‘Singularity’—the 
threshold at which human intelligence is surpassed by machine intelligence—and 
Matrix scenarios are both possible in the coming years ahead, Betz contrarily concluded 
that ‘there is no point speculating about [future] war (or anything else [i.e. strategy])’ 
under the condition that this threshold is crossed. As this article shows, this position is 
unsatisfactory. 
47 F. G. Hoffman, “Exploring War’s Character & Nature: Will War’s Nature Change in 
the Seventh Military Revolution?,” Parameters 47, no. 4 (2017): 26–31. Hoffman also 
believes that deep-learning artificial intelligence expressed through fully-autonomous 
weapons shifts the objective and subjective nature of war by partly deconstructing the 
three essential conditions of the Clausewitzian trinity. However, Hoffman is less 
vehement on the extent of the impact it will have at the operational and strategic levels. 
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Secondly, although strategy is a natural phenomenon accessible to all 
Hominidae life, its application still nonetheless requires the power of relative 
choice48. Articulating this second pragmatic value might seem like restating the 
obvious, but it is crucial for battlefield commanders to comprehend that 
possessing a naturally brilliant mind or God-given strategic eye means scant unless 
it is activated towards a given strategic end. It is not through the mere existence 
of Machiavellian strategic intelligence that the value of strategy surfaces, but 
rather through the conscious choice of its application. 

Thirdly, the exploratory scenario demonstrates that ‘near future AI-
based wars’49 compresses the strategic level through the aggrandisement of the 
operational level inside the ‘institutional levels of war’—strategic, operational, 
tactical, and technical50. This inclination towards the operational level playing 
an increasingly more prescient role is already evident with the United States not 
having yet sought to adopt a National Artificial Intelligence Strategy51 with the 
focus being on understanding in which ways AI-capabilities will redefine the 
battlefield and the preparation or training needed to operate effectively in this 
redefined space, as stated by Barry McDermott at the U.S. Department of 
Defence.52 

As to the last pragmatic value, AI designers and computer scientists 
should not act under the assumption, as Daniel Weld and Oren Etzioni speculate, 
that ‘society will reject autonomous agents unless we have some credible means 
of making them safe’53. The derived knowledge from the exploratory scenario 
shows that the development of AI technology and fully-autonomous weapons 
should not take precedent over first creating a morality algorithm and then 
discovering the manner in which it may be introduced to the operation system 
without initially needing to activate it54. 
 

 
48 See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison (London: Penguin, 
1991); Desportes, Entrer en Stratégie (Paris: Robert Laffron, 2019); and Freedman, Strategy, 
xiv. Although Foucault argues that ‘power is everywhere’ moving it from a concentrated 
to diffused form and, as consequence, Desportes writes that individuals are always 
standing in the strategic space, Freedman nevertheless posits that strategy remains a 
choice even inside the strategic space. 
49 Aryan Olckers, “AI in War: ‘Algorithms Will Fight Each Other in 20 Years’,” Medium, 
7 March 2020. 
50 Daniel Sukman, “The Institutional Level of War,” The Strategy Bridge, 5 May 2016. 
51  Justin Sherman, “Why the U.S. Needs to Adopt a National Artificial Intelligence 
Strategy,” World Politics Review, 14 March 2019. 
52 Jared Wilhelm, “Autopsy of A Future War,” Modern War Institute, 5 November 2019. 
53 Stuart Russell, Daniel Dewey, and Max Tegmark, “Research Priorities for Robust and 
Beneficial Artificial Intelligence,” AI Magazine 36, no. 4 (2015): 105–114. 
54 Max Tegmark, Life 3.0: Being Human in the Age of Artificial Intelligence (New York: 
Knopf, 2017). 
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Conclusion 
 

After revisiting the arguments and counter-arguments on the impact of 
new technology on the Clausewitzian concept of war, this article concludes that 
new technology as a character of warfare cannot not yet upturn their nature itself, 
even though it may on occasion temporarily direct their nature in a favourable 
context. Notwithstanding, it showed that under the condition that AI acquires a 
Machiavellian strategic intelligence, understood as the capacity for the 
independent development of strategic ends, it would indeed be in possession of 
the right key able to access the Hominidae strategic intellectual space closed thus 
far to new technology. Once this space is accessed by non-Hominidae 
Machiavellian strategic intelligence, supplemented by a non-humanist morality 
and desire to perfect operational art, AI could move towards a successful 
military eradication or pacification campaign of all Hominidae life. 

This article ultimately acts as a cautionary footnote for those strategists 
and futurists that presently take the concept of strategy for granted, strictly 
associating it within a narrow historical space: the age of Hominidae strategy. It 
is entirely possible that unbeknownst, the concept of war, as Hominidae life has 
come to know it throughout its short history, already finds itself on the 
endangered species list. If strategists do not adopt a more nuanced appreciation 
of strategy as an intellectual space both innate and, in the future, entirely 
separate from Hominidae life, then the death of Hominidae strategy is entirely 
possible. 
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‘In Defence of Asian Values’: Investigating Lee Kuan 
Yew’s Postcolonial ‘Garrison Mentality’ for the 

“Singapore Story” 
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Abstract 
 
This article seeks to distinguish the ‘Asian values’ component of 

Ryoko Nakano’s ‘reverse Orientalism’ notion from Singapore’s first prime 
minister Lee Kuan Yew’s ‘postcolonial-oriented, garrison mentality.’ By 
adopting a postcolonial lens, this research utilises historical representations 
in order to elucidate how Lee Kuan Yew’s conception of a postcolonial 
Singaporean ‘identity’ has been represented over time and how this 
conception does not conform to the dichotomies and assumptions that 
characterise Nakano’s conceptualisation of ‘reverse Orientalism’. Rather, 
this research posits that Lee Kuan Yew’s championing of ‘Asian values’ 
stems from his postcolonial-oriented, garrison mentality and pragmatism as 
opposed to a ‘reverse Oriental’ discourse of power. 
 
Keywords: Asian values, reverse orientalism, postcolonialism, garrison 
mentality, historical representations, Lee Kuan Yew, Singaporean identity, 
discourse of power. 
 

Introduction 
 

From a poor colony of the British Empire to a bustling metropolis that 
boasts one of the world’s most competitive economies, the history of the 
island state of Singapore is replete with battles against colonialism and 
ethnic strife. Globally accredited with facilitating this extraordinary ascent 
into world politics, Lee Kuan Yew strong-armed this feat despite dismal 
predictions over Singapore’s very survival. Having gone through ‘the 
trauma of war in 1942 and the Japanese Occupation’2, Yew’s political thought 
was deeply influenced by the grossly unequal power relations observed 
during the course of Singapore’s history as a British crown colony as well as 
Imperial Japan’s occupation of Singapore. In addition, Lee was also 
profoundly impacted by the force of the anti-colonial wave and the rallying 
calls for merdeka (‘independence’) which swept across Malaya, bolstering the 
determination to end British rule in Malaya and Singapore. 

 
1 Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Dr. Massimo Ramaioli from Habib 
University for his guidance, extensive feedback, and support during the course of 
this research. 
2 Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story: 1965–2000 (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, 2000), xiii. 
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In his book, From Third World to First World: The Singapore Story, 1965–2000, 
Lee Kuan Yew makes clear his aim of addressing the youth of multicultural 
Singapore who ‘took stability, growth and prosperity for granted’.3 This line 
of thinking posits that it is complacency that could threaten the security and 
interracial, interreligious harmony of Singapore. Lee stated that his biggest 
concern was ‘how to make the young more conscious of security. By security 
I mean defence against threats to our survival, whether the threats are 
external or internal’.4 Taking this position into consideration, this research 
aims to investigate the postcolonial orientations, namely, the enduring 
legacy of British colonially constructed race-relations in British Malaya, of 
Lee Kuan Yew’s garrison mentality and how he sought to challenge this 
colonial legacy through his blueprint for ‘Singapore’ as a multi-racial nation. 

As previously stated, Yew’s political thought was greatly impacted 
by his first-hand experiences with British and Japanese colonialism, along 
with the mistreatment suffered by Japanese colonies. In her thought-
provoking research, Beyond Orientalism and ‘reverse Orientalism’: Through the 
looking glass of Japanese humanism, Ryoko Nakano discusses the 
exemplification of ‘reverse Orientalism’ by Imperial Japan and 
contemporary Asian politicians who champion ‘Asianism’. While this 
concept certainly explains the discourse of power that was employed by 
Japan’s colonial empire, it does not sufficiently explain politicians, such as 
Lee Kuan Yew, conception of ‘Asian values,’ as his understanding of this 
notion was not guided by imperialistic or hegemonic ambitions. Rather, this 
research contends that instead of ‘reverse orientalism’, it was a postcolonial-
oriented garrison mentality along with pragmatic considerations which 
influenced both his championing of ‘Asian values’ and his critique of 
Western universalism. 

By employing historical representations, this research will first trace 
the evolution of Lee Kuan Yew’s idea regarding the identity of Singapore 
through three time periods: following the ouster of Singapore from the 
Federation of Malaya in 1965; during 1965–1967 amid the People’s Action 
Party’s (PAP) struggle for the survival of newly-independent ‘Singapore’; 
and in 1972 when the idea concerning the Singaporean economy’s shift 
towards an outward-looking, export-oriented policy of industrialisation was 
accepted and proceeded with success. Next, this research will scrutinise this 
‘politics of survival’ as an enduring facet of Lee Kuan Yew’s pragmatic 
political philosophy and his postcolonial-oriented garrison mentality. 
Finally, this paper will critically examine Ryoko Nakano’s ‘reverse 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Derek Davies, “Lee Kuan Yew: Leader of Singapore who brought wealth and 
stability to the new state at the cost of personal freedoms,” The Independent, 23 March 
2015, www.independent.co.uk/news/people/news/lee-kuan-yew-leader-of-
singapore-who-brought-wealth-and-stability-to-the-new-state-at-the-cost-of-
10128809.html. 
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Orientalism’ as a discourse of power and a Trojan horse for contemporary 
‘Asian’ societies that harbour sympathy for the ‘Asianism’ cause. This 
research posits that contrary to her argument regarding the contemporary 
‘Asian Values Debate’ as emblematic of ‘reverse Orientalism,’ Lee Kuan 
Yew’s championing of ‘Asian Values’ was rooted in his and the PAP’s 
‘politics of survival’ narrative as opposed to the hegemonic ambitions that 
Nakano had ascribed ‘reverse Orientalism’ as operating around. 
 

The ‘Orientalism Debate’ and postcolonial politics of ‘survivalism’ 
 

As a cultural perspective or as a profound discourse of power, 
‘reverse Orientalism’ can be taken as an appropriation of Edward Said’s 
understanding of ‘Orientalism’ as a hegemonic system which he believes 
represented ‘a style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of the 
time) “the Occident”’.5 In her compelling read, Beyond Orientalism and ‘reverse 
Orientalism’: Through the looking glass of Japanese humanism, Ryoko Nakano 
sought to characterise Imperial Japan’s colonial policy as an exemplification 
of what she calls ‘reverse Orientalism’. By utilising and appropriating the 
same dichotomies such as ‘center-periphery, rational-spiritual, and modern–
pre-modern’6 that were constructed by the original Saidian understanding 
of Orientalism, Nakano contends that ‘reverse Orientalism’ emerged as 
Imperial Japan’s ‘success’ in its modernisation project. Endeavouring to 
bolster the belief surrounding Japan’s capability of matching European 
colonial powers on equal footing and redefining its engagement with the 
new international order vis-à-vis the West, the construction of an ‘imperial 
myth’ designated Japan as the exclusive defender of Asiatic unity—the chief 
entity which would steer Asia out of its ‘backwardness’. 

Amid the imaginative mode of constructing this imperial myth and 
its indispensable ties to Oriental history, Nakano makes a compelling case 
regarding Imperial Japan’s utilisation of a discernibly inverted Oriental 
discourse through its ‘discriminatory practices against, among, or between 
nations, histories, and cultures within the Japanese empire’.7 Nakano is also 
of the view that in the contemporary sense, the ‘Asian Values’ debate which 
gained momentum in the 1980s and 1990s mirrors this discourse of ‘reverse 
Orientalism’ in terms of inverting the same binary categories and 
dichotomies that Orientalism constructed. With reference to the 1993 
Bangkok Declaration that sought to codify and endorse what was termed as 
‘Asian Values’, Nakano accuses these prospects of Asiatic unity/Asianism 

 
5 Edward Said, Orientalism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978), 10.  
6 Ryoko Nakano, “Beyond Orientalism and ‘Reverse Orientalism’: Through the 
Looking Glass of Japanese Humanism,” in Robbie Shilliam, ed., International 
Relations and Non-Western Thought: Imperialism, Colonialism and Investigations of Global 
Modernity, (London: Routledge, 2011), 128. 
7 Ibid., 128.  
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among East Asian states of going down the same path as Imperial Japan. In 
other words, Asianism as an idea was at risk of being undermined by its 
susceptibility to the same Trojan horse that is ‘reverse Orientalism,’ under 
the guise of challenging Western universalist logic. 

In addition to Nakano’s elucidation on ‘reverse Orientalism,’ Michael 
Hill’s, ‘Asian Values’ as reverse Orientalism: Singapore, offers another means by 
which to examine and categorise this phenomenon. Rather than designating 
this notion as a ‘discourse of power’ the way Nakano views it, Hill 
approaches ‘reverse Orientalism’ as a ‘search for surrogates to the Protestant 
ethic and subsequently developed into a canonisation of Confucianism as 
the new motor of Asian capitalist development’.8 As conspicuous as the 
parallels between the ‘Asian Values’ ethos and the Weberian Protestant ethic 
appear at first-glance, Hill acknowledges and proceeds to sketch how the 
inclusion of a Confucian-oriented moral framework into this ‘Asian Values’ 
dilemma was a rather late occurrence. In Hill’s understanding, ‘reverse 
Orientalism’s mimicking of Orientalism lies in its promotion of ‘a similar 
polarised contrast [to Orientalism] in which the positive and negative 
polarities are simply reversed’.9 Hill’s approach towards ‘reverse 
Orientalism’ does not draw on power politics or hegemony; rather, it focuses 
on postcolonial Singapore’s struggle towards fostering a national-identity 
and tying it to what can be termed a ‘garrison mentality’ or to the ‘politics of 
survival’. 

Following its expulsion from the Federation of Malaya in 1965 and 
still reeling from the psychological impacts of two varying forms of ‘Eastern’ 
(Japanese) and ‘Western’ (British) colonialism, Singapore found itself in a 
precarious state where it was neither militarily nor economically secure 
enough to hold optimistic prospects concerning its survival as a newly 
independent state. According to Lee Boon-Hiok, Singapore’s survival from 
a political and economic standpoint remained the overarching priority. 
Surrounded by what they perceived as hostile and belligerent states 
(Indonesia and Malaysia), Boon-Hiok explores PAP chairman Lee Kuan 
Yew’s rationale on how ‘Singapore’s survival depend[ed] on the ability to 
adopt a new set of attitudes, a new set of values, a new set of perspectives: 
in short, on the creation of a new man’.10 This strategy also necessitated the 
formation of a ‘tightly organised society’11 which would be cultivated so as 
to ‘mobilise to the maximum what it is capable of’.12 One of the pioneers 
behind the development of the ‘garrison mentality’ thesis, particularly 
regarding the case of Canada, eminent Canadian literary critic and literary 
theorist Northrop Frye not only coined this term but sought to demonstrate 

 
8 Michael Hill, “‘Asian Values’ as Reverse Orientalism,” Asia Pacific Viewpoint 41, no. 
2, (2000): 188. 
9 Ibid., 177. 
10 Lee Boon-Hiok, “Singapore: Reconciling the Survival Ideology with the 
Achievement Concept,” Southeast Asian Affairs 1978, no. 1 (1978): 230. 
11 Ibid., 230. 
12 Ibid. 
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how Canada grappled with the ‘immense power of American [economic and 
cultural] penetration into Canada’.13 Identifying what he referred to as the 
‘mindless hostility of nature’14 as the basis for his ‘garrison mentality,’ Frye 
posited that this approach sees as a group coming together to confront ‘a 
huge, unthinking, menacing, and formidable physical setting’.15 Contending 
that ‘Canadians were held by the land before they emerged as a people on 
it’,16 Frye’s point bears an uncanny resemblance to the plight of newly 
independent Singapore as an impoverished British colony that lacked 
natural resources and was fraught with racial and ethnic strife. Hence, this 
idea of a ‘formidable’ setting can be applicable in the Singaporean case as 
well, as Lee Kuan Yew and the PAP aspired to cultivate a national 
consciousness that would alleviate the ‘the tension between the mind and a 
surrounding not integrated with it’,17 similar to Canada. As Canada sought 
its own national identity that diverged from British and American cultural 
domination, Frye’s ‘garrison mentality’ represented an attitude and 
approach of a community that felt isolated from cultural centres and 
inundated by what was seen as a hostile landscape. 

Keeping the notion of ‘survival’ at the forefront of its politics, the PAP 
sought the assistance of Israel, who was all too eager to garner recognition 
and acceptance in Asia, owing to the similarities in their objectives and their 
‘garrison mentality’. Designating Israel as a ‘garrison state’, Abadi 
scrutinises the depth of Singapore’s admiration for Israel through Lee Kuan 
Yew’s comments on the matter, stating that Lee’s ‘reference to Israel as a 
model country was no mere rhetoric and he apparently tried not only to 
learn from the Israelis how to build a formidable army but also fashion a 
political and social system akin to Israel’s’.18 

Charles Hirschman offers a comprehensive examination concerning 
the British colonial classification of Malaya’s residents along racial and 
ethnic lines, documenting how British colonial designs ‘contained the 
potential of [inter-ethnic] acculturation and even assimilation’19 and played 
an instrumental role in constructing and ‘transforming “racial relations” by 
the colonial experience’.20 Hirschman argues that colonial intervention 
exacerbated any inter-ethnic tensions that existed in pre-colonial Malaya and 
consequently narrowed any prospects of assimilation between the Malays 
and Chinese immigrants over the course of the nineteenth century. He links 

 
13 Northrop Frye, The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian Imagination (Toronto: 
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the promotion of engineered ‘race relations’ to a dramatic shift in European 
colonial thought over its relationship with the ‘other’. By rooting racial 
stratification theory in ‘scientific’ postulations, Hirschman contends that the 
prospects of conquering were given a ‘moral’ character and the 
naturalisation of these unequal power relations were consolidated through 
racial classification in Malaya. He cautions that it is also important to view 
this within the purview of Malaya’s transformation into an export economy 
built on immigrant (primarily Chinese and Indian) labour. Given the ties 
between the Malay feudal aristocracy and the colonial administration, 
British colonialism ‘reinforced Malay xenophobic attitudes’21 by refusing to 
recognise Chinese and Indian residents as ‘members of the Malayan 
permanent community’.22 According to Hirschman, this xenophobic 
reinforcement remained an enduring feature even in the decolonised 
‘Federation of Malaya’ where ethnic strife was rampant. Rizal Yaakop 
contends that the very definition of what constitutionally defined a Malay 
was rooted in colonial origins, arguing that the very notion of a Malay 
identity was ‘derived from a 1913 colonial enactment in which “a Malay was 
a person belonging to any Malay race who habitually speaks the Malay 
language . . . and professes the Muslim religion”’.23 Through this definition, 
the Malay ethno-nationalists reinforced this colonially oriented 
identification to bolster their own racially based power politics, whereby the 
idea of ‘Malaya for the Malays’ became the rallying call for the newly 
decolonised Federation’s Malay political elite. 

In what may be regarded as a continuation of the colonial racial grid, 
the essentialising of each ethnic group concerning their own differing (and 
seemingly oppositional) attributes was internalised and became one of the 
leading causes behind the Federation’s decision to eject Singapore in 1965. R. 
S Milne sought to deepen the argument surrounding the ‘increasingly racial 
nature of the power struggle which culminated in Singapore's expulsion 
from Malaya’.24 Contending that while political power was primarily 
accorded to the Malays and economic power to the Chinese in the newly 
decolonised Federation of Malaya, Milne argues that ‘in each case the Malays 
were being required to extend certain rights, previously enjoyed mainly by 
Malays, to non-Malays. The one thing which the Malays were not prepared 
to give up, on either occasion, was their political supremacy’.25 He further 
elaborates that the Malay political elite began viewing expulsion as the most 
feasible option for safeguarding ‘Malay’ Malaysian interests, maintaining 
the delicate ‘racial balance’ in favour of the Malays, and putting Singapore 

 
21 Ibid., 353. 
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in a position of dependence. As a result, Singapore was forcibly expelled 
from the Federation in 1965. The glaringly racial nature of this development 
can be viewed as confirming Hirschman’s initial thesis on the enduring 
legacies of colonial intervention in terms of constructing race-relations and, 
consequentially, exacerbating ethnic tensions in Malaya. 
 

‘The Singapore Story’: Chartering through Survivalist Identity 
Politics 

 
Often regarded as the ‘birth’ of the Singaporean ‘nation,’ 1965 

marked the ouster of Singapore from the Federation of Malaya. Lee’s efforts 
towards maintaining the union of Singapore and Malaysia were undone by 
the communal strife and inter-ethnic tensions which ensued in the 
Federation following its decolonisation. The ‘colonial vision of race’26 that 
Hirschman describes profoundly constrained the multicultural and 
multilingual values that Lee’s PAP championed, as the Malay political elite 
appeared to subconsciously internalise the colonial reception towards the 
Chinese and Indian population as ‘outsiders’, of a ‘foreign culture’ whose 
loyalties were viewed with scepticism. This period of heightened inter-
ethnic tension may be seen as a vehicle for the early conception of what was 
to be a distinctly ‘Singaporean’ identity, with the city-state left to grapple 
with dismal prospects concerning its survival, as well as the scars of 
separation that were unmistakably rooted in the colonial construction of 
‘race relations’ and allocation of political power to the Malays. 

In its forward-looking approach, this period can also be viewed as a 
starting point ‘in response to this “crisis” of being abandoned and to fend for 
itself that the survival rhetoric has been repeatedly mobilised as the motif in 
the discourse of Singapore’s nation building’.27 Following the intermittent 
war that was the Indonesian Confrontation between Indonesia and the 
Federation of Malaysia, comprising of Singapore and the Malaysian 
Peninsula, between 1963 until 1966, the newly independent state of 
Singapore was left to labour for its survival while being encircled by hostile 
neighbours. Moreover, the precariousness that accompanied this feeling of 
abandonment for the new nation only heightened as Britain reached a 
sudden decision in 1967 to withdraw all of its troops from Singapore by the 
early 1970s. Coming as a shock to the Singaporean Government who decried 
that the Singaporean defence was only in its infancy with no means to 
adequately defend itself, Lee Kuan Yew also argued that the presence of the 
troops ‘gave people a sense of security, without which we would not get 
investments and be able to export our goods and services. That was the only 
way we could create enough jobs to absorb our school leavers and prevent 
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massive unemployment’.28 However, Lee remained determined that 
Singapore would defy the slim odds of its survival in the international arena, 
proclaiming that ‘[f]rom now on we had to be responsible for our own 
security…. We had to learn to survive, without the British military umbrella 
and without a hinterland’.29 Replete with uncertainty, confrontations, and 
concern about its very survival, this period demonstrates that the 
circumstances following Singapore’s independence only reinforced and 
advanced the notion of a politics of survival. 

The Singaporean state’s clinching of a politics of survival followed its 
objectives of addressing and alleviating the racial and ethnic strife that 
underpinned its expulsion from the Federation. Keen to cultivate a form of 
racial, religious, and ethnic harmony, Lee sought the development of ‘a 
multiracial society of equal citizens, where opportunities are equal and a 
person’s contribution is recognized and rewarded on merit regardless of 
race, language, culture, or religion’.30 Amid the construction of its national-
identity project, from a postcolonial standpoint, Lee’s vision may also be 
interpreted as challenging the institutionalisation of the colonial race-
relations through his consistent endorsement of a multi-cultural, multi-racial 
Singapore. Chua Beng-Huat makes a note of the legal framework concerning 
Singapore as a constitutionally declared multi-racial and multi-cultural 
nation, stating that this ensured the new nation would ‘“protect” the Malays 
and Indians by formally denying the Chinese majority dominant status in all 
spheres of social life’.31 Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew would proclaim ‘We 
are going to build a multi-racial nation in Singapore. This is not a Malay 
nation, not a Chinese nation, not an Indian nation. Everybody will have a 
place in Singapore…. We will unite regardless of race, language, religion, 
and culture.’32 Furthermore, Michael Hill and Kwen Fee Lian contend that 
Lee and the PAP sought to ‘espouse multiculturalism as an ideal and 
simultaneously operationalise it consistently that it has indeed become a 
structural feature of society’.33 This institutional overturning of colonial ‘race 
relations’ in postcolonial Singapore went on to becoming synthesised with a 
perceptibly ‘survivalist’ practice of state-endorsed identity politics, 
particularly on the economic front but also through its overall nation-
building endeavour. 

According to Lee Boon-Hiok, the notion of ‘perseverance’ and 
survival for the PAP ‘meant the task of inculcating new values in a 
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population which was often loyal to their countries of origin and which had 
little sense of national identity’.34 In addition to the inculcation of ‘non-
ideological, pragmatic values’ of multiculturalism and multilingualism, 
Book-Hiok contends that ‘the political strategy related to these twin concepts 
was influenced by the fact that for a predominantly Chinese island state to 
survive in Southeast Asia, it was essential not to be labelled a third China’.35 
Moreover, Stephen Ortmann elaborates that ‘[t]he rulers were aware that 
Singaporeans needed to be motivated to produce economic growth, which 
was the primary impetus for fostering a sense of national identity during this 
period’.36 In this manner, the Singaporean nation-building project was 
pursued to ensure social cohesion and multi-racial harmony. This objective 
became intertwined with state survival through economic survivability. 
 

What are ‘Asian Values?’ 
 

Following what then-Foreign Minister of Singapore, S. Rajaratnam 
referred to as the notion of a ‘global city’ in 1972, a consensus was reached 
that ‘if Singapore is to survive, it must establish a relationship of 
interdependence in the rapidly expanding global economic system’.37 This 
vision alluded to the need for shifting the national economy ‘from an import 
substitution policy to an outward-looking export oriented policy of 
industrialisation’.38 Stephen Ortmann notes that Singapore’s significant 
progress in terms of economic growth and the subsequent emergence of a 
consumer culture risked bringing along the ‘vices of Westernisation’ in 
Singapore. These ‘vices’ included the advent of ‘individualistic behaviour 
such as materialism and the atomisation of the family’.39 Moreover, Ortmann 
contends that ‘the more Singapore prospered, the more Singaporeans 
wanted to have more than just economic growth’,40 giving rise to 
considerable tension in the state-sponsored national-identity project. Given 
the elementary status of Singapore’s nationhood and identity, Aaron Koh 
delineates how ‘Singapore’s national identity is still very much “work in-
progress”,’41 which is why this became one of the state’s prime concerns. 

Michael Hill places Singapore’s newfound ‘soul-searching’ and 
inward ‘reflection’ concerning the non-material aspects of nation-building 
(and the national-identity project) as grounded in the familiar principle of 
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pragmatism. He maintains that ‘[g]iven Singapore’s dependence on foreign 
capital, the reduction of Western investment in Southeast Asia because of 
recurrent economic crises was a source of deep concern…and necessitated a 
major government effort at rehabilitation. This was done through the 
reconstruction of history’.42 Taking the notion of the postcolonial-oriented 
garrison mentality as carrying through Singapore’s economic leaps, it can be 
contended that the state’s internalisation of this particular mind-set was also 
reflected in its decision to steer Singapore towards adopting a set framework 
of ‘cultural values’ to ensure the survival of the multi-racial ‘harmonious’ 
society it sought to cultivate. From the late-1970s and early-1980s onwards, 
the desired ‘cultural values’ that Lee was keen to have Singapore exemplify 
were ‘“thrift”, “industry”, and “filial piety”’43 and these notions came to 
encompass ‘Asian Values’. Lee sought to position these ‘values’ as a 
‘remedy’ to what was viewed as the decadence of Western individualism, by 
advocating for the ‘strong assertion of the Asian values common to all ethnic 
groups, stressing the virtues of individual subordination to the 
community’.44 

Given the Singaporean state’s championing of its hybrid, multi-racial 
national-identity coupled with its decision to keep English as the common 
language, Michael Hill contends that the problem of ‘Westernisation’ was 
sure to be more pronounced among Singapore’s youth with whom the 
survivalist ethos may not have resonated as strongly as the first-generation 
of Singaporeans. However, this championing of ‘cultural’ values and 
newfound focus on the non-material dimensions of the national-identity 
project may not fully be understood if it is to be approached in dichotomous 
and seemingly oppositional binaries that accompany Oriental (and or 
‘reverse Oriental’) discourse. Hill interestingly identifies Lee’s eagerness to 
push for an ‘amalgam of the best characteristics of the eastern and western 
values so that Confucian ethics, Malay traditions and Hindu ethos might be 
combined with more sceptical Western methods of scientific inquiry.’45 It is 
worth mentioning that this project appears to take on a more inclusive 
approach, rather than vouching for an outright rejection of any methods that 
be may considered quintessentially ‘Western’. S. Rajaratnam had also 
refrained from endorsing what was labelled as ‘Asian values’ by admitting 
that, ‘I have very serious doubts as to whether such a thing as “Asian values” 
really exists—or for that matter “Asian” anything’.46 
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By viewing this ‘debate’ through the complex integration of diverse value-
systems in order to fill the void of the political imaginary that was 
postcolonial Singapore’s national-identity project, the construction of a 
national consciousness through embracing not only ‘Eastern’ but also 
‘Western’ values only reinforces the argument concerning the enduring 
place of pragmatism for the Singaporean state. While this national project 
may appear dichotomous on a surface level, it is pertinent to note that 
Singapore’s promotion of multi-cultural values is a testament to the state’s 
commitment towards ensuring the survival of its ‘harmonious’ society and, 
in turn, challenging the institutionalised colonial legacy of engineered race-
relations. 
 

Distinguishing ‘reverse Orientalism’s’ discourse of power from 
Singapore’s endorsement of ‘Asian Values’ 

 
One of the most contentious developments in contemporary East 

Asian political culture, the sway of the ‘Asian Values’ debate is predicated 
on ‘cultural relativism’. According to Michael Barr, advocates of ‘Asian 
Values’ often endorse a hierarchal view of society which places emphasis on 
‘interdependence and social nature of human beings’.47 This discernible 
existence of ‘hierarchy’ and ‘paternalism’ in Southeast Asian societies is 
often juxtaposed to ‘“Western” liberal and atomistic views of society that 
emphasise the autonomy of the persons and lead to decadence.’48 The latter 
line of criticism was most pronounced during the 1993 World Conference on 
Human Rights in Vienna where Western criticism of ‘perceived’ human 
rights abuses was met with Southeast Asian governments’ accusations of 
Western ‘cultural imperialism’. If one understands ‘cultural imperialism’ as 
‘the use of political and economic power to exalt and spread the values and 
habits of a foreign culture at the expense of a native culture’,49 the tactical use 
of this accusation deeply resonates in postcolonial societies, as Barr explores 
how advocates of ‘Asian Values’ sought to ‘redress the West’s perceived 
imbalance between rights and responsibilities’.50 This point also alludes to 
the argument calling for human rights to be ‘decolonised’. Salil Shetty 
examines this dilemma by unearthing the symbiotic relationship between 
colonialism and modern human rights which he contends ‘still casts a long 
shadow over current understandings of human rights’.51 In addition, he 
shines light on the  ‘appropriation and domination of human rights by 
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Western powers, often for neo-colonialist projects…. And human 
rights…became associated with the dominant political and economic models 
promoted by powerful western countries…’.52 

Owing to this historical backdrop of modern human rights, this 
conference saw the advocates of ‘Asian Values’ reach a consensus; while they 
acknowledged the point that human rights are universal, they were also of 
the view that such rights had to be contextualised against a ‘“dynamic and 
evolving” backdrop of norms, histories, cultures, religions, and national and 
regional particularities’.53 Moreover, Michael Barr acknowledges that there 
is indeed an ‘element of validity’ to the criticisms lodged against Western 
championing of ‘universal’ human rights and contends that this ‘new-found 
assertiveness on human rights was perceived as a hypocritical attempt to 
keep Asia subservient to the West politically and economically’.54 This 
‘hypocrisy’ became all the more pronounced when both Europe and the 
United States ‘stood wringing their hands while Muslims in Bosnia were 
massacred by Serbian Christians while the final UN conference was in 
session in Vienna’.55 Moreover, the endemic social dilemmas in the Western 
world could no longer be ignored either as Barr argues that ‘[c]rime, drugs, 
family breakdown, shootings, homelessness and racial tensions were so rife 
in the United States that even President Clinton and his advisers were 
questioning whether the American ethos of individualism had gone too 
far’.56 

Coming to Ryoko Nakano’s suspicions concerning the prospects of 
‘Asian Values’, it is imperative to understand that in her discussion on 
‘reverse Orientalism,’ she posits that this discourse utilises the same ‘center-
periphery, rational-spiritual and modern–pre-modern’57 dichotomies 
advanced by ‘Oriental’ discourse. These dichotomies, she contends, are 
merely flipped around using the same Orientalist logic and disposition 
against the ‘non-Western Other’. Using the case of Imperial Japan to 
exemplify the application of ‘reverse Orientalism’, Nakano emphasises that 
not only from a Western colonial standpoint but also from a ‘reverse 
Oriental’ and Japanese colonial lens, the ‘lesser’ entity, the ‘object’ and the 
‘other’ remained the ‘East’. 

However, this point concerning the inversion of the original 
dichotomies and binaries of Orientalism-proper can be challenged in 
Nakano’s argument regarding contemporary Asian societies’ endorsement 
of ‘Asian Values’ as falling under ‘reverse Orientalism’. While Imperial 
Japan did, indeed, champion a misleading garb of cultural affinity and 
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‘Asianism’ or ‘Asiatic unity’, it is worth noting that in the Japanese case, it 
was only Japan that was to be the ‘center’ and any prospects concerning 
‘unity’ were underpinned by hegemonic ambitions and the expansion of its 
empire. Singapore’s professing of ‘Asian values’ or warming towards 
‘Asiatic unity’ and encouraging the formation of ASEAN (Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations) to promote regional peace, collaboration, and 
mutual assistance was not dominated by hegemonic goals or expansionism. 
ASEAN itself is defined as ‘a vast, decentralized, orbiting intergovernmental 
congress in intermittent session’.58 According to Donald Emmerson, ASEAN 
has ‘fostered and reflected good relations between its members. 
Notwithstanding its founders’ rhetoric for economic and cultural 
cooperation, and their avoidance of a military pact, the Association has 
succeeded above all politically, diplomatically, and in security’.59 
Interestingly, Emmerson notes that ASEAN’s success is not just limited to 
ensuring cordial ties of cooperation and coordination between member 
states but also ‘[i]n dialogues with the United States, the European 
Community, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand, ASEAN has facilitated the 
security of its members within an emerging network of relationships across 
the Pacific and beyond’.60 

This demonstrates that contrary to the binaries discussed concerning 
the parallel discourses of ‘Orientalism’ and ‘reverse Orientalism’, the 
categorisation of contemporary Asian societies’ endorsement of ‘Asian 
values’ cannot come under the ‘reverse Oriental’ discourse of power. 
Emmerson’s exposition seems to contradict Nakano’s point concerning how 
‘[a] slow progress of policy coordination and implementation in multilateral 
institutions raises not only practical questions about the limit of institutions 
in delivering outcomes, but also normative questions about the relative 
importance of global norms and local cultural values’.61 Rather, Kishore 
Mahbubani and Kristen Tang go so far as to argue that ‘[i]n an era when 
globalization and technological advancements are bringing once-distant 
civilisations closer together, ASEAN is a living laboratory which proves that 
the clash of civilisations can be avoided’.62 Moreover, in the case of 
Singapore, its survivalist ethos was underpinned by its internal security 
qualms of protecting its multi-racial harmony against the legacies of the 
colonial racial grid in British Malaya. Its turn towards filling its ideological 
void must be viewed in tandem with the region’s colonial history which was 
replete with colonially engineered racial strife. This is also the case for 
Malaysia and other former colonies in ASEAN who looked towards ‘Asian 
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values’ as a concept, an idea or a project to challenge the contentious charges 
of ‘human rights abuses’ and lack of ‘democracy’ from Western powers who 
still, as Salil Shetty contends, hold on to universalising and colonial-era 
pretensions. Hence, it is imperative to remain cognisant of the colonial 
conditions and the longstanding colonial legacies which these East Asian 
countries are still seeking to undo, when it comes to approaching the ‘Asian 
Values’ debate. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The Singaporean national-identity project is a multi-layered 

endeavour, one that cannot be understood in isolation from its colonial 
history nor its short-lived Union in the Federation of Malaya. Its painstaking 
search for a national-identity along with its lack of a ‘national imaginary’63 
are what propelled Lee Kuan Yew to fill in the ideological and non-material 
void with complementary ‘cultural values.’ Leaning towards the ‘Asian 
Values’ dilemma during the course of the 1970s and 1980s, it is imperative to 
recognise the necessity that pushed the state towards looking in this 
ideological direction. Michael Hill sees the Singaporean state’s focus towards 
this non-material dimension as something of a ‘hesitant afterthought’,64 
especially its turn towards Confucian ethics which the Western media 
reductively singled out as the foundation of Lee’s ‘Asian Values’. Hence, it 
may be contended that the new nation’s move towards inculcating a hybrid 
ideological foundation alongside ‘communitarianism, multiculturalism 
and…pluralism’65 was rooted in pragmatism and its ‘politics of survival’. 

In spite of its economic leaps and relative political stability, the PAP 
continues to cling to the postcolonial-oriented garrison mentality which 
formed the basis of Lee’s material and non-material pursuits towards multi-
racial and multi-cultural Singaporean national-identity. Philip Holden 
proclaims that ‘the city-state of Singapore is in many ways an exceptional 
postcolonial space’66 and this certainly holds true. Neither hegemonic nor 
characterised by imperial hubris, Lee’s (and the PAP’s) prospects for 
Singapore were guided by a guarded, somewhat pessimistic but pragmatic 
approach. An approach that has and continues to shape Singapore’s 
national-identity project amid its quest to fill in the void of its ‘political 
imaginary’, Lee’s resolve to ensure that Singapore ‘set[s] an example’67 as a 
thriving multi-racial nation shows how determined the Singaporean state is 
to undo the damage and enduring legacy of colonially constructed race-
relations. 
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The Sullied Strategy: The Singapore Strategy’s Unfair 
Reputation 
Thomas Dee 

 
 

 Abstract 
 

 This article will examine Britain’s military strategy in 
Malaysia and Singapore prior to the outbreak of the Second World War. By 
tackling the successive debates one at a time: the landward threat, the naval 
component and the air threat, this article makes the case that despite the 
failures of 1941, the Imperial military strategy centred on Malaya and 
Singapore, known as the Singapore Strategy, was not flawed as some 
historians have argued previously. Whilst some argued a de-militarisation 
method was preferable, the strategic importance of Malaya, coupled with a 
full investment into the Singapore Strategy, which did not occur, would have 
been far more beneficial to the Allied effort. 
 
Keywords: Military Strategy, The Second World War, Winston Churchill, 
The Far East, The Singapore Strategy. 
 
 
 Introduction 
 
 Britain’s war with Japan is a generally unknown period of 
history for the wider British public. The 2020 Victory over Japan Day (VJ 
Day) celebrations marked the 75th anniversary of the Allied victory in the 
Asia-Pacific theatre and they provide even more incentive to delve into the 
past. Yet, despite the commemorative day, the struggle against Japan is not 
present in the UK’s national conscience to the same extent as the war in 
Europe. There are a variety reasons for this, ranging from geographical 
proximity and scale of effort, to less defined sentiments of shame for the 
heavy losses occurred in the early stages of the conflict with Japan1. Such 
losses, following the declaration of war against the Allies in 1941, included 
Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, the Philippines, various islands in the 
Pacific, and Indonesia, then known as the Dutch East Indies. The size and 
speed of the losses of these possessions have led to near-universal 
repudiation of the so-called Singapore Strategy Britain relied on in those 
early days. 
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forgotten-army [Accessed 29 September 2020]. 

55



Strife Journal, Issue 14 (Winter 2020) 
 

 

 Although there is consensus among historians that Britain’s 
war in Europe significantly hindered Britain’s ability to defend her Far 
Eastern colonies from Japan, the debate within academic circles as to the 
main reason for the fall of Singapore and Malaya remains ongoing2. Many 
historians, and indeed contemporary commentators of the period, looked 
back to the interwar strategy and argued that the Singapore Strategy was 
flawed from the outset3. This strategy was not a singular entity as such, but 
rather a series of war plans drawn up between 1919 and 1941.4 These plans 
evolved over the years but were primarily focused on the defence of British 
Far Eastern colonies east of the Suez Canal, though this did not mean that 
these plans were purely defensive in nature5. A crucial part of the strategy 
was, as the name suggests, the defence of Singapore. The city’s large naval 
base at the tip of the Malay peninsula was supposed to hold out with 
impregnable defensive fire until a substantial fleet could arrive to secure 
supremacy of the seas around Malaya and Singapore6. The Singapore 
strategy was conceived with the growing naval threat of Japan in mind7. 
 The critiques levelled against the Singapore strategy have 
been multifaceted. They have ranged from suggestions that it was too 
defensively focused; that it encouraged complacency and passiveness in 
forces present—a sort of  ‘Maginot Line’ of the East; that it was overly 
focused on the naval paradigm and not enough on threats from overland; 
that it was the wrong strategy in the age of airpower; and finally that any 
strategy that hoped to hold Singapore and Malaya was doomed to fail due 
to Britain’s military and economic weakness, meaning a de-militarised 
strategy would have been more realistic and appropriate8. 
 With this in mind, this article will make the case that what is 
outlined above is incorrect. The Singapore Strategy was not an ill-conceived 
framework nor was it detrimental to the Imperial defence of Malaya and 
Singapore. This article will assert that the Strategy did consider the 
weakened military, specifically the naval, position that Britain and its 
Empire found itself in during the interwar period. It was a perceptive 
military strategy that attempted to offset the initial advantages an attacker, 
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namely Japan, might possess by using the tactical advantages of fighting on 
the defence. The cause for its failure should instead be seen as the 
consequence of the utter neglect of the region’s defence in the months before 
the Japanese attack by Britain’s wartime leader, Winston Churchill. 
 The first part of this essay will focus on discussing whether 
the Singapore strategy overemphasised the naval threat to the detriment of 
defending from landward threats. Following from this, it will next assess the 
validity of the claim that the strategy failed due to the investment in land-
based fortifications and the consequent lack of invest in airpower. The final 
part of this essay will seek to address the argument made that the best 
strategy would have been to de-militarise the Far East because no military-
based strategy in the Far East could have succeeded given Britain’s global 
commitments and prioritisation of other theatres. Whilst the de-
militarisation strategy had merit, it was not necessarily a superior one to the 
Singapore Strategy chosen. Indeed, if the Singapore Strategy had been fully 
invested in, rather than the ‘middle-of-the-road’ decision by UK Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill, it would have had a far greater chance of 
success. 
 

 The Singapore Strategy and its Failings 
 
 Before progressing, it is crucial to briefly explain the tenets 
of the Singapore Strategy. The Singapore Strategy purpose was to defend the 
Malayan peninsula from outside aggression, namely Japan. Through the 
construction of air bases in the North of Malaya and the maintenance of the 
coastal fortifications in Singapore, it would form an impregnable fortress 
against any aggression into resource rich South East Asia. It was formed on 
the premise that Britain’s naval might was no longer undisputed, a situation 
resulting from Britain’s domestic policies regarding disarmament and 
international treaties, such as the Washington Naval Treaty of 1921–22, 
which limited naval construction9. The Strategy therefore was to play for 
time, allowing for a relieving fleet to be sent from another theatre. The 
strategy envisioned employing a variety of land forces and aerial power to 
prevent any hostile invasion of the Malayan peninsula. Air bases were 
constructed from 1936 onwards in the eastern and northern parts of 
Malaya,10 while the ground-based anti-naval defenses of Singapore itself 
were maintained. In this regard the Singapore strategy was both strategically 
perceptive in recognising the disadvantages that Britain may face and sought 
to maximise the tactical advantages of the defensive to offset advantages a 
potential aggressor, namely Japan, might have in the region through 
fortifications. 
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 The Landward Threat 

 
 Despite these positives, the Singapore strategy has been 
criticised by a plethora of historians. One such criticism of the Singapore 
strategy has been that the northern jungles of Malaya were a blind spot of 
the entire endeavour, leaving Singapore open to attack. The point made is 
that northern Malaya in general remained relatively ignored by military 
commanders and planners in the Far East as a potential route for an invading 
army to use. This view has been advocated by historians such as Peter 
Elphick and Louis Allen11. Elphick makes the case that there was extensive 
military oversight within Far Eastern Command when it came to the 
planning of the defence of Malaya and Singapore. He outlines that: 
because the view prevalent in military circles in the early 1930s was that the 
Malayan Jungle constituted an “impenetrable” barrier to an attack on 
Singapore from the rear. It was generally accepted in Britain and Malaya that 
any assault by Japan on the fortress would be made from the sea and that the 
Singapore guns would take care of the attacks once they came within range. 
As a result of this misconception little military cognizance was taken of the 
need to defend the mainland of Malaya in addition to Singapore itself.12 
And so, the Japanese bypassed the crux of the defence by penetrating 
through the jungles of Malaya. The main basis of this argument is that 
commanders and planners dismissed difficult terrain as a possible route of 
attack because it was unviable for an attacking army to travel through. 
 Detractors of the Singapore strategy, such as Ian Morrison, 
have been eager to point to the supposed similarities between the Singapore 
strategy and France’s interwar defensive strategy based on the Maginot line. 
Morrison remarked that, ‘People had sheltered, not behind the naval base, 
but behind the defensive concept of which the naval base was the chief 
visible expression. Other people had done the same thing behind the 
Maginot Line’.13 This line of thought follows that both were a series of 
defensive strategies relying on fixed fortifications that assumed that terrain 
on its flanks were impenetrable to the attacking force. In fact, it would be 
these exact ‘impenetrable’ areas of terrain that would see Japanese troops 
and German Panzers come pouring through. 
 The cause of this blinkered thinking was the threat from the 
Imperial Japanese Navy to Singapore. The naval artillery of Singapore has 
become, for critics, the embodiment of this over-emphasis on the naval threat 
in defence planning to the exclusion of other concerns. Supposedly, when 
the Japanese invaded from Thailand through Malaya, the naval guns were 
pointing the wrong way and could not transverse to fire inland. Moreover, 
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said guns were insufficiently equipped with high-explosive rounds, the 
ammunition suitable for firing at soft inland targets14. They therefore could 
not provide fire support for troops inland and served little purpose in the 
actual defence. These are the factors that form the basis of Louis Allen’s 
criticism that the Singapore naval base was ‘useless’ and justifies his 
viewpoint by explaining that the ‘the attempt to protect it from a vast 
seaborne attack was a waste of money, energy, and equipment’15. 
 Whilst these criticisms of the Singapore strategy at first 
appear convincing, given that both British Malaya and Singapore fell; the 
reality in actuality is very different. First, the belief that military commanders 
and planners in the Far East were oblivious to the jungle as a main route that 
an attacking force would use runs directly contrary to the reports of the 
military staff in the Far East right throughout the interwar period. Ong Chit 
Chung in fact contradicts Elphick’s claim that the land threat was not 
recognised ‘until 1936’16 and further notes that: 
 Major General Sir Dudely Ridout, [General Officer 
Commanding] Malaya expressed in 1918 his grave concern about Japanese 
control of land in the vicinity of Singapore. Ridout was anxious about the 
landward defence of Singapore. Japanese acquisition of land in Malaya, 
especially Johore, was closely monitored. It became one of the perennial 
issues on the meetings of the Overseas Defence Committee and the 
Committee of Imperial Defence…. Thus, as early as 1918, before the 
conception of the Singapore naval base, the authorities were concerned 
about the landward defence of Singapore17. 
 Thus, the military staff were very much aware of the land 
threat and possibility of an invasion through the jungle. By 1941, they had 
predicted that this would be Japan’s most likely route of advance, illustrated 
by the fact that they had formulated Operation Matador. This plan was 
devised by Far Eastern Command to pre-emptively seize the airfields and 
landing grounds in the Siamese Kingdom (Thailand) before the Japanese 
could gain access to them, thus proving that the British were much aware of 
the threat18. 
 Additionally, it is perhaps unfair to criticise the coastal 
batteries of Singapore as being a waste of resources and wholly useless. It is 
important to clarify that, as Chung explains; ‘except for two 15-inch guns, 
they (the coastal guns) all had all-round traverse and could aim at landward 
targets’19. The more accurate criticism, outlined by Bill Clements, was that 
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the Singapore coastal artillery had ‘a problem of ammunition…there were 
only fifty high-explosive shells available for each 6 inch gun, twenty five of 
these rounds for each 9.2 inch, and none at all for the 15 inch gun’. 
Furthermore, the armour piercing shells, which they were largely equipped 
with, were of ‘little use against enemy personnel and artillery’ and were 
designed to penetrate the armour of enemy capital ships20. Thus, it is not that 
they were pointed in the wrong direction, it is that they were not supplied 
with enough ammunition for the assumed decisive battle the fortress was 
designed to fight. 
 However, the coastal artillery, even without high explosive 
shells, served their primary purpose: deterring an amphibious invasion of 
Singapore itself. Chung disputes the validity of Allen’s view when he makes 
the case that: 
 it is plain that the guns of Singapore were not pointing the 
wrong way. They were installed, in the first instance, primarily for the 
defence of the Singapore base against naval attacks. That there was no direct 
naval attack proved that these guns were completely successful in their main 
mission and earned their keep21. 
 Although it is true that the 15 inch guns were not stocked 
with high explosive rounds, it should also be recognised, as Chung astutely 
states; ‘in the age of mechanized warfare all the guns and fortifications in the 
world would not have ensured the landward defence of Singapore’22. 
 In all, it is unjustified to criticise the Singapore strategy as 
being flawed given that the landward threat was recognised before its 
development and taken into consideration by the Committee of Imperial 
Defence in the Far East. Additionally, it is unfair to view the investment in 
the coastal batteries of Singapore as a waste of resources in the interwar 
period given that they served their deterrent purpose. The possibility of an 
amphibious invasion of Singapore was deterred through the comprehensive 
coastal batteries of Singapore and a lack of high explosive shells for the 
coastal artillery did not detract from their value as a means to deter and 
destroy any naval and landing forces trying to amphibiously assault 
Singapore. To assess the guns in any other way would be to unfairly analyse 
them for a duty they were not supplied to perform. 
 
 The Air Component 
  
 Moving away from the land-centric views, Ian Hamill has 
criticised the decision to invest in coastal guns over airpower in the interwar 
‘guns versus air’ debate. He argues that inter-service rivalry, which was 
largely the Army and Royal Navy pitted against the Royal Air Force, 
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prevented a sound strategy from being achieved23. Given the way historical 
events unfolded and the desperate need for airpower to support British, 
Indian, and Dominion troops, Hamill’s argument appears logical. That is 
because, to an extent, Hamill is correct in that British airpower was 
desperately needed during the Malayan and Singapore campaigns of 1941. 
 Captain A.N. Grey, a participant involved with preparing 
the defences of Malaya, recalls that ‘We had only a few fighters—some 36 
American “Brewster”. These were not good aircraft and had already been 
rejected by the United States Navy’24. Air Chief Marshall Brooke-Popham 
recalled, however, that, as of 7 December 1941, there were 60 Brewster 
Buffalo fighters in theatre, alongside 158 frontline aircraft with 88 in 
reserve.25 Whether it was 37 or 60 Buffalos it mattered little as the aircraft 
was woefully inadequate and ill-suited for the mission. The 158 aircraft 
deployed were still far below the minimum 566 aircraft required for an 
adequate defense force, as recommended by the Malayan tactical 
appreciation of October 194026. This lack of numerical superiority is even 
more pronounced when considering that the Japanese would field 1,181 
aircraft in the attack27. 
 To compound this issue, the antiquated Brewster F2A 
Buffalos were markedly outmatched by the modern and extremely agile 
Japanese A6M Zero naval fighters. Out of the 1,181 Japanese aircraft in use, 
338 were naval aircraft, of which it would be reasonable to expect the large 
proportion of these would be Zeroes28. A Buffalo could reach 13,000 feet in 
6.1 minutes compared to their Zero adversaries which could reach 13,000 feet 
in just 4.2 minutes and was 45 mph faster than the Buffalo at 10,000 feet29. In 
both numbers and quality, the Allied contingent was outmatched. As a 
result, when battle was joined, Japanese airpower prevented Allied naval 
bombers from interdicting Japanese troop transports in any significant way, 
giving the Japanese further advantages in the advance on Singapore. 
 However, this does not fundamentally mean that the 
decision to invest in coastal defences was the wrong choice. A direct 
Japanese amphibious assault on Singapore could not be guaranteed to be 
stopped by airpower alone. The Royal Navy proved it was possible for a side 
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to conduct naval operations even when the enemy possessed superiority in 
the air when it evacuated Allied troops off Crete, although this came at 
considerable cost to itself30. And as already noted, the coastal batteries of 
Singapore were a useful deterrent. What thus suggests is that if Britain had 
slightly more planes to the Far East in 1940 or 1941, the chances of Malaysia 
and/or Singapore holding would have increased, particularly given that 
Japanese air dominance was a crucial to Japanese success on the peninsula 
in 1941–2.31 
 Ultimately it was Churchill’s decision that meant that the 
Malayan peninsula would not receive more fighters and naval bombers in 
1941. In November 1940, a revised appreciation concerning the defence of 
British colonies in the Far East, asked for 126 of aircraft reinforcements to be 
sent to Malaya over the next six months32. Churchill, despite the Chief of 
Staff’s support for the proposal, refused to send the requested 
reinforcements33. Nor was it the case that Britain did not have these aircraft 
to spare. Russell Grenfell calculates that if the aircraft sent to the Soviets 
during 1941 and those sent to Greece in 1940 were sent to the Far East instead 
then ‘the [Air Officer Commanding] Malaya could by the autumn have had 
a total of 802 modern aircraft instead of the 141 old crocks’34. Moreover, as 
Chung notes, Churchill need not have sent vast numbers of planes to the 
detriment of other theatres because planes that were sent there before the 
Japanese invasion would have been maximised to their greatest potential. 
‘Once the RAF was strengthened…the British should be able to prevent the 
Japanese from establishing air bases within range of Singapore’35. This is 
corroborated by C.A Vlieland, when he speculates that: 
 in the North West Malaya, where the whole issue of the 
campaign was really decided, there were completely open areas which the 
invader had to transverse. There tanks, field guns and aircraft could have 
been used with deadly effect. If the defending forces had been supplied with 
such weapons on even a modest scale…I believe the whole Japanese 
adventure could have been nipped in the bud36. 
 Vlieland, who was appointed Secretary of Defence of 
Malaya in December 1938, reveals that the defending forces were 
insufficiently equipped to fight the Japanese. Nor can the case be made that 
a Japanese attack was unforeseeable to Churchill’s war cabinet in 1941. The 
Japanese invasion of French Indochina in September 1940 should have 
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served as forewarning to Churchill that Japan had intentions to expand into 
the South East Asian region. Had these signs been heeded by Britain’s 
wartime leader and action taken, like sending adequate air and naval 
reinforcements to the Malayan Peninsula, then the defence of Singapore 
could have been successful. 
 
 The Sea Component 
 
 The British submarines were a crucial part of the Singapore 
strategy37. They had significant military potential for both defensive and 
offensive operations. During the interwar period the 4th Submarine Flotilla, 
stationed in the Far East between 1918 and 1939, was the largest submarine 
group the Royal Navy had and were considered the best submarines the 
Royal Navy possessed38. James Goldrick makes the case that these 
submarines could have enabled a successful defence of the peninsula as he 
states that the ‘submarines were…the most practicable and cost-effective 
solution to the problem of delaying a Japanese onslaught in the Far East long 
enough to allow the Main Fleet to arrive and begin operations. Had they 
been given the chance; British submarines may well have made a 
difference’39. 
 Goldrick speculates that, had the 4th Submarine Flotilla not 
been withdrawn from their Far Eastern station as they were in 1940 and sent 
to the Mediterranean, British submarines ‘might not have been able to stop 
a seaborne invasion by the Japanese, but they would not have allowed it to 
be a bloodless one’. Churchill should not be solely blamed here for the 
decision to send submarines from the Far East to the Mediterranean. This 
was initially taken when Neville Chamberlain was Prime Minster. 
Nonetheless the decision to keep them in the Mediterranean during 1940–1 
was under Churchill’s leadership. Goldrick makes the case that there should 
have been greater military analyses by Churchill’s Chief of Staff and the 
decision should have been reached that the long-range submarines designed 
for the Far East—the O-, P-, and R-class  submarines—would be sent back to 
the Far East given that they were too large for the shallow and confined 
Mediterranean waters40. 
 Goldrick’s case is validated further when one assesses the 
Imperial Japanese Navy’s (IJN) ability to defend convoys and ships against 
submarine attacks. It becomes clear that it was an area that they significantly 
overlooked. This stemmed from the fact the IJN had a top-heavy fleet that 
was doctrinally driven by a desire for Kantai Kessen (naval fleet decisive 
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battle) through powerful surface fleets centred around dynamic 
battleships41. Much of this can be explained by the conclusions that interwar 
Japanese naval officers and theorists like Sato Tetsutaro drew from the battle 
of Tsushima42. Yet, this over-emphasis on a fleet-on-fleet paradigm meant 
that the IJN’s Anti-Submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities and doctrine in 
general remained largely neglected in pre-war Japanese naval construction 
and planning. This is best exemplified by the fact that most Japanese 
destroyers during the war were not equipped with sonar or radar, essential 
for detecting submarines43. Japanese destroyers, although excellent as fleet 
destroyers, were not designed to act as escort vessels, with exception of the 
destroyer-escorts of the Matsu-class, of which only 24 were completed, the 
first being commissioned in 1944—too late to affect the outcome of the war 
at sea44. 
 The failure of the IJN to insufficiently integrate the concept 
of ASW into their doctrine meant that had British submarines been stationed 
in the Far East, as they were in 1939 under the requirements of the Singapore 
Strategy, they would have made a Japanese attack on Singapore and Malaya, 
certainly much more costly, and potentially unsuccessful. Consequently, in 
combination with a more potent RAF in Malaya, a successful defence of the 
Malayan peninsula could have feasibly been achieved.  
 Ian Hamill, as an exemplar of the standard thesis, attributes 
the cause of failure of the Singapore Strategy to supposed poor strategic 
decisions and its inclusion of defences against naval invasions at the expense 
of other scenarios, such as a landward or aerial attack. Instead, we can now 
see that during the later years of the interwar period, the Strategy had sought 
to incorporate airpower into the defence of Singapore and the defence of 
Malaya as a whole, as seen by the construction of the air bases in Malaya.45 
The defence planners behind the Strategy knew that for it to be carried out 
successfully they needed more aircraft as seen by Brooke Popham’s 
consistent requests for aircraft and the Malayan tactical appreciation of 
October 194046. In this way, the fall of Malaya and Singapore cannot be 
blamed on the Singapore Strategy being conceptually flawed in not 
accommodating or investing in airpower, rather it was that the Strategy was 
not given the necessary and moderate resources it demanded in order for it 
to be executed successfully. 
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 To De-Militarise or not to De-Militarise? 
 
 Finally, as an alternative to those who wanted to fight, other 
scholars criticise the Singapore Strategy for being a waste in resources. They 
instead argue that the defence of Britain’s Far Eastern Empire, in the context 
of the Second World War, was a lost cause47. They instead propose that the 
full demilitarisation of the South-East Asian sphere by Britain should have 
been taken before 1941. Indeed, this de-militarised strategy is based on the 
premise that there was no possibility of Britain and its Imperial subjects, with 
the war against Germany and Italy raging, holding off Japan from 
conquering South-East Asia. With that in mind, the de-militarised strategy 
seems to be justified with the gift of hindsight; although its conclusion is 
problematic once engaged with more closely. 
 William R. Rock is the most well-known proponent on this 
strategy. He comes to this conclusion when he speculates that: 
In all her vital interest in Europe, one may wonder whether it would have 
been both realistic and honorable for Britain to de-emphasize the Far East in 
her strategic planning…. The preparedness of the British Army for a 
continental commitment of British defended ports in the Mediterranean and 
Middle East, and of measures for the air defence of Britain were all adversely 
affected by Britain’s concern to meet the threat of war with Japan48. 
Rock believes that with the retreat of British, Indian, and Australian forces 
from Malaya towards Singapore in January 1942, the decision by Churchill 
to reinforce Singapore with significantly more troops was a bizarre and 
faulty decision49. These reinforcements came too late and would have 
certainly been much more useful much earlier in the battles over Malaya 
before the fall of Singapore and in Burma afterwards. The de-militarisation 
strategy on the Malayan peninsula can be justified by the time of the battle 
of Singapore, given that a close defence of Singapore would be very difficult 
to carry out for the Imperial forces because of Japanese sea and air 
superiority. Antony Beevor is correct when he comments that: 
Singapore could never have been an impregnable fortress with Japanese 
control of the surrounding air and seas. As well as the troops there were over 
a million civilians on the island, so they would have been starved out in any 
case50. 
 Moreover, it is difficult to lay the blame for this decision on 
General Archibald Wavell, Supreme Commander of American-British-
Dutch-Australian command. As Royal Navy Captain Andrew Nichol Grey, 
a staff officer to Brook-Popham, recalls, the 16th Infantry Division, against the 
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wishes of General Wavell, ‘had been ordered by London to reinforce 
Singapore. The C-in-C had asked that it be diverted to Burma. The War 
Cabinet had disapproved his proposal’51. The soldiers were imposed on 
Wavell’s command against his recommendations. 
 
 The Middle-of-the-Road Failure 
 
 The de-militarised strategy was undoubtedly better than 
Churchill’s strategy. This does not mean, however, that the Singapore 
Strategy was necessarily a worse form of strategy than the de-militarised 
strategy. It is important to distinguish here that whilst Singapore could not 
have been held in 1942 under siege, it was possible for the British and its 
allies to defend the Malayan peninsula successfully. Had the British military 
command in the Far East received the necessary air defence units, it would 
have tilted the odds further in their favour. Furthermore, another 
contribution that could have greatly assisted in the successful defence of the 
Malayan peninsula were submarines. This was an asset that would have 
been crucial in stalling the Japanese and inflicting significant casualties on 
the attacking forces at sea, particularly troop transports, in defensive 
operations. 
 Given how resource rich Malaya was and the crucial 
geographical position in South East Asia, Singapore could have been kept in 
Allied hands had Malaya been defended successfully from the Japanese 25th 
Army. The best strategy to keep Malaya in British control was the Singapore 
strategy. But it was never resourced properly. Perhaps, because those 
resources were not forthcoming, the demilitarised strategy was preferable. 
But Singapore’s defence was always assumed to properly resourced. 
Arguably, this debate is meaningless given that neither strategy was chosen 
by Churchill and a much worse middle-of-the-road strategy formed, but 
discussion of what might have been had different strategies been employed 
is important to help understand the cause behind the fall of Malaya and 
Singapore and inform better strategic decision-making into the future. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
 In summary, though there have been several criticisms 
levelled against the Singapore Strategy itself, they are not justified. This 
becomes evident when it recognised that: the decision to invest in coastal 
guns in Singapore was the correct one and did not exclude airpower from 
the Strategy given that efforts were made to incorporate airpower into the 
strategy and finally that the Singapore strategy did not over-focus on the 
naval threat and was created with an appreciation of the land threat from a 
force attacking through northern Malaya. Additionally, given that there 
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were feasible ways by which an effective defence of the peninsula could have 
been mounted, the main premise of the alternative de-militarised strategy 
becomes discredited. 
 Instead, it should be seen that Churchill’s delusion that a 
close defence of Singapore was viable was the fundamental reason that he 
decided to send more troops at the last minute to Singapore52. Churchill’s 
ad-hoc strategy towards the Far East was to neglect the defences of the Far 
East and then to reactively and frantically send reinforcements to Singapore 
by which point it was too late. Thus, the Churchillian strategy regarding the 
Far East combined the worst attributes of both the de-militarised strategy 
and the Singapore Strategy. By failing to properly invest in the capabilities 
of the defending forces, mainly with the air and sea forces, he had handed 
the Japanese crucial victories early on in the Malayan campaign and 
significantly undermined the ability for Imperial forces to be able to defend 
the Peninsula. Yet his decision to a last-minute reinforcement of Singapore 
meant that a considerable amount of troops, up to 130,000 soldiers, were lost 
when Singapore fell, not to mention the damage to Britain’s prestige as a 
result of the soldiers lost, which could have been avoided had a de-
militarised strategy been pursued from the outset53. Thus, undoubtedly, the 
de-militarised strategy was better than the Churchillian delusion that was 
followed. However, these failures do not take away from the fundamental 
flaws of the de-militarised strategy. 
 In these different ways, the Singapore Strategy was the 
optimal military strategy that the British could have used in 1941 against the 
Japanese and it would have been effective had Churchill enabled it to be. 
Indeed, what becomes apparent is that the Singapore Strategy could not be 
successfully implemented because it was fatally undermined by Churchill’s 
wider war strategy, which deliberately denied the region of its necessary 
reinforcements vis-à-vis Churchill’s decision not to send sufficient air 
reinforcements before the invasion. 

 

52 Hack and Blackburn, Did Singapore have to Fall?, 185. 
53 Lionel Wigmore, The Japanese Thrust (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1968), 
382. 
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From Scum of the Earth to Soldiers of the Queen: The 
Reputation of the Working Class British Soldier in the 

Nineteenth Century 
Josh King 

 
 
 Abstract 
 
 For several centuries, the reputation of the working class British 
soldier was that of a violent, drunken boor. Yet, but the end of the nineteenth 
century, the working class British soldier was celebrated by the public as the 
expander and defender of empire. This article will assess how the change in 
the working class British soldier’s reputation came about, arguing that the 
key drivers for change were the impact of the Crimean War, and working 
class soldiers’ growing involvement with the British empire in the later 
nineteenth century.  
 
Key words: British Army, class, Crimean War, empire, nineteenth century. 
 
 
 
 Introduction 
 
 During the nineteenth century, the public perception of rank-and-file 
soldiers in the British army underwent a radical transformation. Drawn 
almost entirely from the working classes, the rank-and-file had long been an 
object of contempt in the eyes of the British public for being violent, drunken 
and boorish.1 Yet, by the end of the nineteenth century, working class 
soldiers were celebrated by British society. Praised for loyalty and bravery 
in far-flung imperial exploits, the ordinary soldier’s reputation had made an 
almost complete volte-face.2 This article will explore the working class 
British rank-and-file’s change in reputation in the nineteenth century. It will 
look at three time periods to chart the change. First, from c. 1800 to c. 1815, 
during the Napoleonic Wars. Second, the Crimean War from 1853 to 1856. 

 
1 For discussion of the negative view that coalesced around British soldiers in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, see Erica Wald, Vice in the Barracks: 
Medicine, the Military and the Making of Colonial India, 1780-1868 (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Kenneth Ballhatchet, Race, Sex and Class under the Raj: 
Imperial Attitudes and Policies and their Critics, 1793-1905 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson, 1980). 
2 See Graham Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British Adventure, Empire and the Imagining of 
Masculinities (London: Routledge, 1994); John M. MacKenzie, “Introduction: Popular 
Imperialism and the Military”, in Popular Imperialism and the Military 1850-1950, ed. 
John M. MacKenzie (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), 1-24; H. de 
Watteville, The British Soldier (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1954). 
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Finally, the South African War from 1899 to 1903. These time periods 
represent the beginning, middle and end of the rank-and-file’s transition in 
reputation from negative to positive. This article argues that there were two 
key drivers for this transition – the impact of the Crimean War, and soldiers’ 
involvement in the expanding British empire in the second half of the 
nineteenth century.  
 The nineteenth century British army was explicitly defined along 
class lines. A rigid hierarchy with officers at the top and privates at the 
bottom, saw each group drawn from different class backgrounds and 
leading separate lives within the same institution. Nick Mansfield, states that 
‘class pervaded the structure of the army at every level, with the rank and 
file being consistently treated less well than officers.’3 Further than this, ‘the 
army’s structure almost exactly reflected class distinctions as they were 
developing in industrialising Britain.’4 Throughout the nineteenth century, 
men for the ranks were drawn almost entirely from the working classes, 
increasingly from urban, industrialised areas.5 The officer corps, by contrast, 
found its candidates largely in the upper classes of British society – the 
aristocracy, gentry and wealthy men of property. Peter Burroughs states that 
‘such restricted recruitment and social homogeneity enabled officers to 
perpetuate the values and pretensions of the officer gentleman’.6 An 1856 
article in Bentley’s Miscellany described British officers as ‘gentlemen – many 
connected with the aristocracy, but the majority with the plutocracy’.7 
 Rigid class distinctions affected every aspect of the rank-and-file 
soldier’s army life. He lived separately from his officers, in communal 
barracks buildings rather than private lodgings. He also ate in those 
barracks, while officers had exclusive messes and dining halls. His diet 
consisted of a monotonous one pound of bread and three-quarters of a 
pound of meat a day, while officers supplemented their rations with luxuries 
acquired from outside the military.8 Even the red coat he wore for much of 
the century was a dull brick-red colour rather than the bright scarlet of his 
superiors.9 Promotion from the ranks was rare, especially outside times of 
high mobilisation such as the Napoleonic Wars. Privates could expect to toil 

 
3 Nick Mansfield, Soldiers as Workers: Class, Employment, Conflict and the Nineteenth-
Century Military (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), 1. Mansfield is one of 
the few scholars who looks at British soldiers primarily through the lens of class. He 
is chiefly focussed on how class defined daily life for British soldiers, rather than 
how their public reputation was linked to their class origin, as is the focus of this 
piece. 
4 Ibid, 26. 
5 Peter Burroughs, “An Unreformed Army? 1815-1868”, in The Oxford History of the 
British Army, eds. David G. Chandler and Ian Beckett (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 169. 
6 Burroughs, “An Unreformed Army?”, 170. 
7 “British Army Reform”, Bentley’s Miscellany 40 (July 1856): 398. 
8 Edward M. Spiers, The Army and Society 1815-1914 (London: Longman, 1980), 58. 
9 Mansfield, Soldiers as Workers, 33-34. 
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away for decades, with the only prospect of advancement being potential 
promotion to sergeant. The usual argument against promotion from the 
ranks was that it would lower the tone of the officer corps. The Duke of 
Wellington exemplified this opinion, testifying before a Royal Commission 
on Military Punishment that rankers “do not make good officers; it does not 
answer. They are brought into society to the manners of which they are not 
accustomed…. They are men of different manners altogether.”10 
 The social cohesion of the officer corps was preserved, for much of 
the century, through the purchase of commissions. Young men bought their 
way into the service at the rank of ensign or lieutenant, then purchased their 
way up the promotion ladder. The prices paid for commissions kept them 
out of reach of working class soldiers, with their paltry income of 1s a day. 
There were set prices for commissions, but non-regulation overpayments 
were the norm. Lord Brudenell (later the Earl of Cardigan, of Charge of the 
Light Brigade fame) was meant to pay £6175 for his lieutenant colonelcy in 
the 15th Hussars in 1830.11 He in fact paid between £35,000 and £40,000.12 
Though the purchase system was abolished in 1871, many have argued that 
the officer corps became more, not less exclusive.13 Greater selection from 
public schools, and the requirement of a private income to fund an officer’s 
lifestyle remained a bar to working class men. 
 The class distinctions that defined the British army did not disappear 
as the nineteenth century progressed. They in fact remained remarkably 
rigid – demarcating the lives of rankers and officers as much in 1900 as they 
had done in 1800. However, what did change over the course of the century 
was the class-based perception of rank-and-file men in the eyes of the British 
public.  
 
 The Eighteenth and Early-Nineteenth Centuries 
 
 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, a negative public image 
of soldiers had existed for over a hundred years. The army had been an object 
of contempt since the time of the English Civil War, when ‘a blind, obstinate 
revulsion against a standing army had taken a firm hold of England’.14 The 
negative perception of British regulars crystallised in the eighteenth century, 
when the stereotype of the rank-and-file soldier became that of a violent, 
drunken, sexually-dissipated boor, responsible for putting down popular 

 
10 The Duke of Wellington, quoted in Spiers, The Army and Society, 5. 
11 Spiers, The Army and Society, 16. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Mansfield, Soldiers as Workers, 76; Correlli Barnett, Britain and Her Army 1509-1970: 
A Military, Political and Social Survey (London: Allen Lane, 1970), 313-314; Edward 
Spiers, “The Late Victorian Army 1868-1914”, in The Oxford History of the British 
Army, eds. David G. Chandler and Ian Beckett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), 190; Philippa Levine, Prostitution, Race and Politics: Policing Venereal Disease in 
the British Empire (New York: Routledge, 2003), 282. 
14 de Watteville, The British Soldier, 2-3. 
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protest and enforcing the Crown’s authority. William Hogarth’s painting The 
March of the Guards to Finchley (1749-1750) perfectly represents this view. 
Depicting Guardsmen marching off to fight in the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745, 
Hogarth’s painting portrays several of the key soldier stereotypes that 
persisted into the nineteenth century. The Guardsmen at centre is being 
fought over by two women, one of whom is pregnant, while one of his 
comrades amorously carouses with a milkmaid behind him. At the front 
right, a soldier is collapsed on the ground drunk, his stockings around his 
ankles. He refuses water from a comrade, while reaching for another glass of 
gin from the woman to his right.15 At the far left, a soldier urinates against a 
wall, apparently pained by his venereal disease, while at the far right, two 
soldiers, one brandishing a knife, rob civilians in the crowd.16 Looking down 
over the whole scene are prostitutes, calling to the soldiers from the 
windows.  
 By the early nineteenth century, the stereotypes depicted in 
Hogarth’s painting were thoroughly cemented in popular consciousness. 
There is perhaps no more famous summation of the reputation of the British 
rank-and-file at this time than that given by the Duke of Wellington during 
the Peninsula War. Wellington described the rank-and-file as ‘composed of 
the scum of the earth…fellows who have enlisted for drink – that is the plain 
fact’.17 Wellington was not alone in his assessment. Sources from the early 
nineteenth century are replete with references to the behaviour and social 
origins of British rankers, with drink featuring prominently. A clergyman, 
Septimus Ramsey, delivered a sermon in 1834 in which he described the 
behaviour of British soldiers, related to him by a judge. Ramsey stated that 
‘a judge told me that the barracks were so near his house, that the peace of 
his family was daily disturbed by the shrieks of the soldiers. That scarcely a 
day passed without one being flogged, and that the cause was almost 
invariably intoxication.’18 Ramsey also described the actions of British 
soldiers in India, where a military court ‘within a very short space of time, 
passed sentence of death on thirty-two of our soldiers for murdering the 
natives when in a state of intoxication.’19 An 1811 article in the Monthly 
Review similarly described the ‘abuses’ of alcohol that ‘too often occur’ at 
British military posts in the colonies.20 The article stated that in these colonial 
posts ‘hardly a day passes without witnessing the most disgusting scenes of 

 
15 David McNeil, The Grotesque Depiction of War and the Military in Eighteenth Century 
English Fiction (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1990), 122. 
16 Ibid. 
17 The Duke of Wellington, quoted in David Gates, “The Transformation of the Army 
1783-1815”, in The Oxford History of the British Army, 145. 
18 Septimus Ramsey, “Extracts from the Sermon on Drunkenness”, Parliamentary 
Review and Family Magazine 1, no. 30 (August 1834): 1338. 
19 Ibid. 
20 “Art. IX. A Commentary on the Military Establishments and Defence of the British 
Empire”, Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal 66 (October 1811): 201. 
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inebriety’, and it lamented that ‘the foundation of almost all crimes and 
offences committed by the British soldier, is laid in a love of inebriety’.21  
 The explanations given for ordinary soldiers’ violent and drunken 
behaviour usually centred on their class origins. Erica Wald writes that ‘it 
suited many higher officials to look upon the European rank-and-file as terra 
incognita – they assumed a host of unflattering, often violent stereotypes 
based on the men’s social background.’22 Wald further notes that ‘most 
officers held strong class assumptions that meant that they viewed the 
soldiers as brutish, barely controllable louts.’23 Kenneth Ballhatchet strikes a 
similar note, writing that British soldiers ‘came from the lower classes and 
so were thought to lack the intellectual and moral resources required for 
continence’.24 For contemporaries ‘it was well known that the lower classes, 
from whom the rank and file of the army were recruited, would not repress 
their animal instincts’.25 
 Observers lamented that the army’s recruiting methods did little to 
attract a greatly desired ‘better class of recruit’. The way that regiments 
found recruits was blamed for perpetuating the poor behaviour of the British 
soldier, by only attracting men from the lowest classes of society. 
Recruitment, like much of army life, involved large quantities of alcohol. 
Edward Spiers notes that ‘unconcerned about factors like sobriety, honesty 
and respectability, the recruiting parties made straight for the public houses 
and fair-grounds.’26 Recruiting sergeants would ply potential recruits with 
drink and regale them with stories of the adventure to be had as a soldier. 
Some men proved receptive to these tales of glory, but if that failed, one 
Scottish recruiting sergeant noted, ‘your last recourse was to get him drunk 
and then slip a shilling in his pocket, get him home to your billet, and next 
morning swear he enlisted’.27  
 Early-nineteenth century commentators decried the army’s 
recruiting methods, and the class of recruits they generated. An 1802 “Essay 
on the Means of Recruiting the British Army” lamented that ‘few evils are 
more generally or justly complained of’ than ‘the necessity of seeking 
soldiers from the refuse of society.’28 The author noted that the army was 
‘obliged to rely for our levies on the shameless finesses of crimps and 
recruiting serjeants, whose exertions operat[ed] chiefly on the thoughtless 
and abandoned’.29 An 1807 article in the Edinburgh Review complained that 
‘every form of chicanery and deception has been employed to entrap those 

 
21 Ibid. 
22 Wald, Vice in the Barracks, 2. 
23 Ibid, 3. 
24 Ballhatchet, Race, Sex and Class, 2. 
25 Ibid, 10. 
26 Spiers, The Army and Society, 41. 
27 Quoted in de Watteville, The British Soldier, p. 98. 
28 “Essay on the Means of Recruiting the British Army”, Cobbett’s Annual Register 24 
(June 1802): 924. 
29 “Essay on the Means of Recruiting”, 924. 
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into the service into which they could not be honestly persuaded to enter’, 
and that ‘the goals [sic] have also been occasionally drained, in order to make 
up the deficiencies of the ordinary supply.’30 Recruiting methods bore the 
blame for attracting low-class recruits to the army, but contemporaries never 
blamed the real reasons the army attracted few higher-class privates – 
namely the pathetic pay, brutal conditions of soldiering and indefinite term 
of service.  
 
 The Crimean War  
 
 The reputation of the rank-and-file remained largely static for the 
first half of the nineteenth century. However, in the 1850s, an event occurred 
that began to transform the British regular in public eyes. The Crimean War 
(1853-1856) represented, if not a military disaster, then a logistical disaster 
for the British army. The army was sent to the Crimea entirely unprepared 
for the conditions it had to face. One historian of the war notes that though 
all of the Allied nations were relatively unprepared, ‘the British were 
particularly negligent. They failed to provide proper winter clothing for the 
troops, who were sent to the Crimea in their parade uniforms, without even 
their greatcoats’.31 Though the British soldiers fought well at the battles of 
The Alma, Inkerman and Balaklava, when they settled in for the siege of 
Sevastopol in the winter of 1854/55, they faced weather conditions and 
material shortages that made their lives a misery.  
 The conditions faced by the army in the Crimea were nothing new 
for British soldiers. Corelli Barnett notes that ‘every harrowing detail of the 
Crimea had been seen before, many times, since Elizabeth’s expeditions to 
the Netherlands and France.’32 It was newspaper reporting of these 
conditions, especially at Sevastopol, that was truly new, and began to change 
minds about the rank-and-file. Newspaper circulation had grown 
dramatically in the first half of the nineteenth century. The Times increased 
its daily circulation ten-fold between the Napoleonic Wars and the Crimean 
War – from 4000 to over 40,000 daily copies.33 The most famous Crimean 
correspondent was William Russell of The Times, whose despatches brought 
home to the British public in harrowing detail the reality faced by their 
soldiers around Sevastopol. Russell wrote of camp conditions, stressing the 
cold, wet and mud: 
 Rain kept pouring down – the skies were as black as ink – the wind 
howled over the staggering tents – the trenches were turned into dikes – in 
the tents the water was sometimes a foot deep – our men had neither warm 

 
30 “Art. XI. General Observances upon the Probable Effect of any Measures which 
Have for their Object the Increase of the Regular Army”, The Edinburgh Review 11, 
no. 21 (October 1807): 173. 
31 Orlando Figes, The Crimean War: A History (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2010), 
280. 
32 Barnett, Britain and Her Army, 285. 
33 Ibid. 
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nor waterproof clothing – they were out for twelve hours at a time in the 
trenches –  they were plunged into the inevitable miseries of a winter 
campaign – not a soul seemed to care for their comfort, or even for their 
lives.34 
 Russell lambasted the British government and high command, 
lamenting that ‘the wretched beggar who wandered about the streets of 
London in the rain led the life of a prince compared with the British soldiers 
who were fighting for their country, and who, we were complacently 
assured by the home authorities, were the best appointed army in Europe.’35 
For the first time, the British public was made aware of the brutal life 
ordinary soldiers led. A new emotion, rather than the usual disdain or 
derision, began to enter public discourse around the ordinary soldier – pity.  
 This change in attitude was reflected in writing of the time. The 
London Journal stated that ‘The British army, since its landing in the Crimea, 
has been uninterruptedly at hard work – not such work as our hardest-
worked labourers in England perform, but work of a Cyclopean character – 
and that under and in the face of every disadvantageous circumstance.’36 
Reporting on one particularly bad storm in 1855, it asked readers to ‘think of 
the condition in which men and horses must have been placed in such a spot 
on a November morning, suddenly deprived of their frail covering, and 
exposed to bitter cold and wet, with empty stomachs and not the remotest 
prospect of obtaining food or shelter till the storm ceased.’37 The article 
praised British soldiers for their ‘fortitude and high courage’ in bearing ‘such 
privations and hardships with unflinching resolution!’38 Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine gave ‘thanks, under God, to the valour of our brave 
soldiers, whose constancy and courage, under fearful odds, transcended 
even Spartan achievement’.39 The magazine chastised the British public for 
their former attitudes, stating that ‘it was not right nor decent that, when our 
armies were toiling and bleeding on the field, there should be any 
appearance of apathy at home’.40 It also chastised the treatment of regular 
soldiers within the army, quoting a Times article demanding that officials 
‘give the private soldier honourable mention, orders of merit, a fair chance 
of a commission – in a word, as much opportunity of rising in the army as 
any industrious and well-conducted workman has of rising to be a master in 

 
34 Russell’s Despatches from the Crimea 1854-56, ed. Nicolas Bentley (London: Andre 
Deutsch, 1966), 151. 
35 Ibid. 
36 “Hurricane in the British Camp in the Crimea”, The London Journal 20, no. 519 
(February 1855): 337. 
37 Ibid: 338. 
38 Ibid. 
39 “The Conduct of the War”, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 77, no. 471 (January 
1855): 2. 
40 Ibid: 1. 
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his craft’.41 Perhaps most tellingly, an article in Bentley’s Miscellany stated that 
‘The common soldier can no longer be passed over as a trooper, as one of a 
flock fed to be killed; his countrymen look upon him as one of a band of 
heroes, and wish to see him rewarded, provided for, and respected.’42 
 The results of the outcry over conditions in the Crimea were telling. 
A commission of enquiry interviewed military, medical and supply officers 
from the high-command down to brigade level, to determine what had gone 
wrong in the Crimea – an effort that never would have been undertaken for 
Wellington’s scum of the earth.43 The war caused light to be shone on 
barracks back in Britain which were found to be ‘built to an even meaner 
standard than accommodation for criminals or the workhouse poor’.44 A 
Royal Commission into barrack conditions following the war meant that for 
the first time soldiers were provided with outside privies, separate 
bathhouses, proper heating and ventilation, modern kitchens and laundries, 
separate married quarters, reading rooms and structured exercise.45  
 Ordinary soldiers, as opposed to famous generals, also began to be 
celebrated in art and public memorials for the first time. John Bell’s Guards 
Crimean Memorial, unveiled in London in 1861, featured three rank-and-file 
guardsmen overlooked by a personification of Honour. It was ‘the first war 
memorial in Britain to raise to hero-status the ordinary troops.’46 It was 
symbolically placed opposite the Duke of York’s Column (a memorial to 
George III’s son, a commander against Napoleon), which had been erected 
in 1833 and paid for by deducting a day’s pay from every soldier in the 
army.47 Lady Elizabeth Butler’s Crimean War painting The Roll Call (1874) 
also foregrounded ordinary soldiers over officers. The near-two metre high 
canvas features only one mounted officer, and was otherwise ‘entirely 
dominated by the suffering of the rank and file.’48 The painting caused a 
sensation when it was first exhibited at the Royal Academy, and was so 
popular that policemen had to be posted to protect the painting from the 
huge crowds.49 
 The Crimean War represented the turning point for public attitudes 
around working class regular soldiers. From being an object of derision for 
over a century, they moved to become an object of compassion and respect. 
An 1860 article stated that, post-Crimea, ‘a belief had very generally spread 
that this country had at last proved herself capable of taking proper care of 

 
41 The Times, Issue 21925, 15 December 1854, 6, quoted in “The Conduct of the War”, 
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42 “Winter in the Crimea”, Bentley’s Miscellany 37 (January 1855): 58. 
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Examiner, no. 2506, 9 February 1856, 90. 
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the unsurpassed warriors whom she sends forth to fight her battles.’50 
Barnett put it more pithily when he wrote that ‘for the first time in history 
the nation knew what its soldiers were going through, and cared.’51 
 
 Empire and the South African War  
 
 In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the British army was 
almost exclusively engaged in wars of imperial defence and expansion. 
Having experienced a turnaround in the Crimea, it was during this period 
that a more positive image of the rank-and-file was cemented. As popular 
imperialism grew at home, soldiers became increasingly linked with the 
growth and maintenance of the empire – a role traditionally associated with 
the celebrated Royal Navy. Several historians have noted the link between 
the army and empire. Herman de Watteville states that the soldier ‘now 
represented the instrument of popular imperialism; he became the symbol 
of Victorian jubilees and the inspiration of loud heroics all based on the 
outcome of the “small” colonial campaign of that epoch.’52 John M. 
MacKenzie notes the imperial link, and also the comparison with the navy. 
He writes that ‘colonial war played a vital part in transforming the 
reputation of the military and placing it on a standing equal to that of the 
navy.’53 As a result of this transformation ‘the soldier became a popular 
hero…. He came to rival, even overtake, the reputation of the naval “Jack 
Tar” in the popular imagination.’54 
 Popular imperialism reached its apogee during the South African 
War of 1899-1902. By this time, the army had fought dozens of campaigns. 
However, the South African War represented an unparalleled imperial 
conflict, both in scale and cost. The war ‘proved to be the longest (two and 
three-quarter years), the costliest (over £200 million), the bloodiest (at least 
twenty-two thousand British, twenty-five thousand Boer and twelve 
thousand African lives) and the most humiliating war for Britain between 
1815 and 1914.’55 The British army suffered a series of humiliating defeats in 
1899, culminating in ‘Black Week’ in December, where it suffered reverses at 
Stromberg, Magersfontein and Colenso. However, despite these military 
failures, the reputation of the rank-and-file, buoyed by fifty years of popular 
imperial service, did not seem to suffer. Following the 1899 defeats, there 
was a rush of volunteers to the army unprecedented in British history. This 
made a marked change from the early-century opinion that ‘no man inlists 
[sic] into the army with the consent either of his parents or friends. From that 

 
50 “Homeward Bound”, Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art 9, no. 
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moment they consider him as lost, and exert all the influence they possess to 
deter him from what they consider as a ruinous step.’56 
 Writing during the war reflected the new respect that ordinary 
soldiers held in public eyes. Sidney Shippard, in December 1899, called 
Britain’s soldiers ‘the best and bravest of her sons’, and praised ‘those 
splendid heroes of all ranks’.57 He wrote that soldiers ‘of every class among 
our countrymen, are the martyrs of a great and holy cause.’58 Alfred T. Story, 
writing for the Strand Magazine in August 1900, stated that ‘to read the daily 
papers is like being at a school of heroism’.59 He related the story of a British 
soldier, in a military hospital having been wounded in South Africa. In his 
sleep the soldier apparently ‘began to sing in a soft low voice’ the popular 
song ‘Home Sweet Home’ and the anthem of British power ‘Rule Britannia’.60 
In Story’s view, this singing soldier ‘was a personification of England.’61 It is 
difficult to believe that anyone at the beginning of the century would have 
claimed soldiers as personifications of England. Praise for regular soldiers 
even extended to an inverse criticism of officers, with the British public 
looking for someone to blame for their defeats.62 An article in the London 
Quarterly Review in April 1901 implicitly blamed officers for the army’s 
reverses, while praising the rank-and-file, stating that ‘when rightly led 
[Britain’s] soldiers are still invincible.’63 
 The class distinctions in the army did not disappear over the 
nineteenth century, and the rank-and-file in the South African War 
continued to be drawn largely from the working classes. Though working 
class rankers were no longer derided as riotous drunks, a new class-based 
fear around physical fitness emerged during the war. As working men 
flocked to the colours following the call for volunteers, massive numbers of 
recruits had to be turned away as physically unfit for service – 330 per 1000 
in 1899, 280 per 1000 in 1900.64 Over the course of the war, it was estimated 
that only two in five men were healthy enough to remain effective soldiers.65 
These statistics seemed to confirm fears that had been building over the 
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physical condition of the urban working class, caused by their work, housing 
and lifestyle. Andrew Wilson, science columnist for the Illustrated London 
News, wrote in 1889 that ‘the proportion of Army recruits rejected on account 
of physical disqualifications, is of an alarming nature.’66 Pre-war fears were 
only heightened during the South African War when recruiting numbers 
increased exponentially. Recruits were turned away for being ‘too small for 
instance, or too slight, or with heart troubles, weak lungs, rheumatic 
tendencies, flat feet, or bad teeth.’67 The condition of working class recruits 
during the war caused panic among British authorities, who saw it as 
endangering the future of the empire. Major General Frederick Maurice 
stated in 1903 that ‘no nation was ever yet for any long time great and free 
when the army it put into the field no longer represented its own virility and 
manhood.’68 T. J. Macnamara wrote in 1905 that ‘Empire cannot be built on 
rickety and flat-chested citizens.’69  
 However, despite the class-based panic over the fitness of the army, 
a negative public perception of the rank-and-file did not return – not even to 
stereotype them as weak and stunted rather than boorish and alcoholic. It 
was testament to the respect that the ordinary soldier had acquired over 
decades of imperial service since the Crimea, that he was able to come out of 
the South African War with his reputation unscathed. Indeed, the stigma 
attached to service in the ranks seemed to be further dispelled by the South 
African War, and in 1914 there was an even greater rush to enlist than in 
1899.  
 
 Conclusion 
 
 The nineteenth century was a period of radical change in the life and 
reputation of the working class British rank-and-file. In the latter years of the 
Napoleonic Wars, their reputation for drunkenness, violence and 
debauchery traced its roots as far back as the English Civil War. Their 
reputation would remain relatively static for decades, until the 1850s when 
the Crimean War proved a catalyst for an unprecedented change in public 
opinion. The widespread reporting of terrible conditions faced by British 
troops around Sevastopol changed the soldier from an object of contempt to 
one of compassion and respect. This respect was only enhanced in the second 
half of the century, as in campaign after campaign the red, then later khaki 
coated British soldier expanded and defended the empire. By the time of the 
South African War at the turn of the century, the soldier’s new reputation 
was sealed, and not even the reverses of Black Week, or fears around 
physical degeneration could dent it. It is important to remember that the 

 
66 Andrew Wilson, “Science Jottings: National Muscle”, Illustrated London News, Issue 
2618, 22 June 1889, 798. 
67 Davin, “Imperialism and Motherhood”: 15. 
68 Frederick Maurice quoted in Davin, “Imperialism and Motherhood”:  93-94. 
69 T.J. Macnamara, “In Corpore Sano”, Contemporary Review (February 1905): 248. 
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inherent class composition of the army, with high-class officers and low-class 
privates, never went away. However, this does not detract from the fact that 
the rank-and-file soldier of 1900 was perceived fundamentally differently 
from his 1800 equivalent. In the space of one hundred years he had gone 
from being the scum of the earth to being an imperial hero.  
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Tracy Campbell, The Year of Peril: America in 1942. London: Yale 
University Press, 2020. ISBN: 978-0-300-23378-0. Pp. xvi, 408. Hardback, 
$30.00/ £25.00. 
 
 
As we all sit here, likely at home, still incapacitated as a global society under 
the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been few other times that 
we can relate to in recent memory. The protests of 1968 and the fall of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 stand as grand historical moments of crisis and 
opportunity. The terror attack on September 11, 2001 and the 2008–9 Global 
Financial Crisis offered their own challenges, but not existential ones. 1942, 
however, is perhaps the closest year in which history could have gone either 
way. In this key period of the Second World War, both Nazi Germany and 
Imperial Japan were at their peaks, while Soviet Russia and Great Britain 
were on their heels. But it was also the year the United States would mobilise 
and arguably tip the balance, however. Tracy Campbell, Professor of 
American History at the University of Kentucky, sets out to understand 
American society in 1942, when it was facing its most dire threat since the 
U.S. Civil War. 

Campbell chose to write The Year of Peril because she believes that ‘we 
can best understand a society by seeing under its greatest stress, when its 
very existence is in peril… [when] [e]very walk of life was disrupted, and 
many worried that new forms of terror could come to any town or 
community’ (pg. xii). As such, she focuses on the changes and continuities of 
American society. Within the book, she tells the story chronologically, with 
each chapter a different month, beginning in December 1941, in order to view 
the year ‘as it unfolded’ (pg. xi). Within each chapter, she tells short stories 
about the variety of ways the mobilisation affected Americans, from 
individuals across the country to the leaders in numerous positions of 
power, forming a collage of viewpoints. 

While there are no overarching elements Campbell looks at 
specifically, preferring to focus on a wide breadth of issues, the same ones 
always seemingly come up as the bigger plot lines in each month: social 
cleavages of class, sex and gender, as well as racism; taxes; war production 
and economic control; rationing versus consumerism; and the impact the 
war over the long term. Her story is filled with the debates and fights over 
women in the workforce, equal pay, attempts by individuals, groups, and 
politicians to both overcome and reinforce white supremacy, refusals to 
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ration, how it was enforced and the backlash that engendered. It is unknown 
whether she intentionally chose her short stories to give the reader a sense 
of how old present-day political arguments are, or whether it is just further 
proof that debates never die, they just change their character. Either way, this 
format does help the readers to see themselves in these moments, and where 
they might fit. 

Right from the beginning, Campbell notes how many considered 
‘what kind of society they wanted if the nation survived….’ Victory, for 
everyone, was not just about defeating the nation’s external enemies, it was 
about defeating internal ones as well. The political debates between U.S. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Confederate elements within the 
Democratic party, the elements of the Republican party still aligned to 
Herbert Hoover, and the large-scale support for and against the New Deal 
repeatedly play out in each chapter. This all comes to a head with the 
November Congressional election in which Republicans make electoral 
gains by arguing that winning the war was more important than programs 
that maintain social cohesion, an argument they would come back to 
repeatedly to the present day (pg. 199). Here, Campbell makes an astute 
point that we should all take to heart: ‘American electoral history has often 
demonstrated that there is little correlation between the policies Americans 
want and the politicians they put in office’ (pg. 269). 

By using short stories about different events, constantly leaping from 
one topic to the other, the reader can see the breadth with which the war 
impacted American society. The narrative is full of interesting bits of 
information that readers might not have known before. One example is that 
due to the deprivations of the Great Depression, half of the first recruits to 
the Army were ‘found to be unfit for service due to malnutrition and poor 
health’ (pg. 6). Another, that the mobilisation also meant the mass 
production of penicillin, saving countless lives globally for decades to comes 
(pg. 77). Yet another, that more children were born in September and October 
1942 than in any other time in the that year (pg. 219). This style also allows 
Campbell to link to later events that might affect a reader’s life more directly 
than one might realise. It was noted that the asbestos used in warships 
during the war, in the words of one 1987 report, ‘left a legacy of disease and 
death’ among shipyard workers and naval personnel (pg. 124). Interestingly, 
a Boston fire later in the year led to both the building safety reforms we all 
know today, as well as the first systematic study of Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (pg. 283–284). 

One chapter that offered great entertainment was ‘June’, which 
focuses on the rumours that helped define the moment. As we live in the 
time of a disturbingly impressive growth in conspiracy theories, this was 
also sadly prescient. Campbell declares, rightfully so, that the rumours that 
abounded ‘reveal a society often at war with itself, coming to grips with the 
external war but also with its own prejudices and ears’ (146). Many of these 
rumours, of course, revolved around African Americans. That they, oddly, 
were hoping for the uber-racist Nazis and Imperial Japanese to win in order 
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to liberate them (pg. 149). That African-American men would go on mass 
rape sprees with all the white men away fighting the war (pg. 152). Or that 
the Federal Government would use Black soldiers to reimpose a ‘Second 
Reconstruction’ on the South (pg. 150–151), as if this was a bad thing. Having 
not previously heard much about the Office of War Information (OWI), and 
their attempts to counter these rumours, this chapter was both highly 
informative, deeply depressing, and one that will give the reader more than 
a few laughs, rueful and not. 

In focusing on the home-front character, however, it was jarring at 
times to see major military events reduced to a few sentences, perhaps a 
paragraph or two. The Battle of Midway, for example, which occurred in the 
middle of 1942, a battle in which 10 bombs hitting the Japanese aircraft 
carriers in a matter of minutes changed the course of the Pacific theatre, got 
little more than a few paragraphs. Similarly, the Fall of Singapore and the 
Philippines, and the Battle of Stalingrad, one of the greatest military grinders 
in human history, each were just mentioned in passing. While 
understandable from a narrative perspective, the impact these moments had 
on the population is left unsatisfactorily dealt with. They often come off as 
external moments to be regarded, rather than as the outcomes of the 
mobilisation efforts and the social changes they have wrought. 

Regardless, Campbell has produced an easily digestible narrative of 
American life in a time of great stress and fear, facing the unknown. She also 
shows what can happen when an entire society is mobilised to meet a great 
threat. Having failed the tests of 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, the Global 
Financial Crisis, Climate Change, and now COVID-19, any present-day 
reader can only marvel at what it might feel like to live, work, strive, and 
love in a society that actually rises to challenges in order to maintain their 
democracy and make it better than before. 
 
 

Michael C. Davies 
King’s College London 
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Richard T. Griffiths. The Maritime Silk Road: China’s Belt and Road at 
Sea. Leiden: International Institute for Asian Studies, 2020. ISBN: 978-9-
0823-8104-7. Pp. xxxiv, 196. Hardback $38.78; paperback $18.86; e-book 
$8.95. 
 
 
With the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as the centrepiece of China’s foreign 
policy under Xi Jinping, a wide variety of publications emerged that saw 
the BRI as evidence for China’s ambitions for world supremacy. As 
nauseating as this sort of studies are for their presumed evidencing of such 
global ambitions on the part of China, it is equally reinvigorating to 
encounter works such as the present one. Herein, Richard T. Griffiths, 
Professor emeritus in International Studies at the Centre for Innovation of 
Leiden University and affiliated with the university’s International Institute 
for Asian Studies (IIAS), provides a rare level of deep insight into the world 
of seaborne trade and shipping, while explaining how the Maritime Silk 
Road ought to be understood within this context. 

Following on from his earlier work, Revitalising the Silk Road,1 this 
study is an investigation of the maritime component of China’s BRI. The 
book’s introduction and first chapter contain a discussion of the different 
areas through which the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) runs. These chapters 
explore how the long-standing (territorial) disputes and their mutually 
reinforcing suspicions in Asia reject China’s  dream of a ‘harmonious, 
cooperative zone of co-prosperity’ (p. 12). It is to Griffiths’ merit that the 
BRI’s ambitious pipedreams are continuously examined against the hard 
reality, particularly at sea. Whereas Griffiths initially repeats many of the 
elements that can be found in previous works within this genre, he also 
notes the book’s departure away from ‘the standard treatment of the MSR 
as a policy initiative to be squeezed into preconceived political 
science/strategic studies frameworks’ (p. xxx).  

An example is the narrative surrounding the Ming explorer Zheng 
He. It is in this historical figure’s image that the contemporary Chinese 
party-state presumably seeks to revive its ancient tributary system (pp. 2-
6). In the face of such renewed prowess as the world’s pre-eminent power 
(p. 6), resistance would indeed be futile. Here, the author’s sharp analytical 
light, revealing for the rest of the book, shines through in the reflective 
units which reject many of these tropes. Perception of the MSR as the 
vehicle for China’s national government to transform the world is a similar 
‘dead-end,’ Griffiths contends, since ‘infrastructure and trade are not 
intellectual constructs but an accumulation of actions made by numerous 
actors – buyers and sellers of goods, on-land and seaborne transporters, 
port owners and administrators, as well as governments [which] do not act 
in isolation of global market forces and [are] rarely to sole influence on 

 
1 Richard T. Griffiths, Revitalising the Silk Road: China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(Leiden: HIPE Publications, 2017).  
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them’ (p. xxx).  
This point is underlined most explicitly by Griffiths’ brief but 

striking note on his exclusion of any arguments that seek to connect the 
world of maritime trade with that of ‘defence strategies and naval build-
ups’ (p. xxxiv). As the author rightfully notes, such approaches created an 
imbalance in the debate on the MSR, and on the BRI more generally (p. 
xxxiv). Moving the MSR beyond a China-centric story (p. xxxiv), or indeed 
an idiosyncratic one central to Xi Jinping’s foreign policy, Griffiths 
commences Chapter 2 with a note on the Great Financial Crisis (GFC) of 
2008 rather than 2013 (when Xi Jinping inaugurated the maritime arm of 
the BRI; p. 35; 46). Taken together, Chapters 3, 4, and 5 respectively deal 
with the sectors of dry bulk, liquid bulk, and cars and containers. This 
impressive contextualisation positions the MSR within the world of 
maritime trade, and explains how the GFC contributed to China’s ability to 
make headway within this industry (p. 45). Griffiths’ critique of an 
influential report published by the Financial Times in 20172 illustrates how 
evidence can be wrongfully and tendentiously presented as proof of 
China’s global ambitions (p. 176).3 

To reset the debate, the book poses a fundamental question: ‘Do 
Chinese port operators and shippers deviate from the general pattern for 
the industry?’ (p. 33). In other words, as Chapter 6 notes: ‘[Is there] a 
discrepancy between the rhetoric and reality of China and the MSR?’ (p. 
176). China’s present inability to shape either the maritime trading 
environment alone, or the position of the other major players around it 
suggests that the return of the ancient empire is nothing more than a 
misplaced fear and, indeed, mere ‘intellectual posturing’ (p. xxx). Instead, a 
picture of the MSR emerges that is less the result of Chinese overbearing 
prowess but rather, more simply, one of market forces. As such, this work 
is crucial for two reasons: firstly, for taking the BRI away from abstract 
notions, or those ‘metaphysical constructs’ that see China building a new 
tool for world supremacy (p. xxx), but, secondly, for also noting that the 
MSR is not only shaping but being shaped by the industry itself and the 
wider world around it.  

The argument that China in all its ability to build infrastructure 
cannot just create a new world order out of thin air should not come as a 
surprise to many, yet it is one that is often repeated in studies of China’s 
rise. Perhaps one of the biggest flaws within this debate is a perception of 
an ‘omnipotent’ Chinese party-state (or national government) whose 

 
2 James Kynge, Chris Campbell, Amy Kazmin & Farhan Bokhari, ‘How China 
Rules the Waves’, Financial Times, 12 January 2017, https://ig.ft.com/sites/china-
ports/  
3 Indeed, whilst state-owned companies reveal much about the relationship 
between party-state, government, and business in China; it should not be conflated 
with direct state control. See Shahar Hameiri & Lee Jones, ‘Rising Powers and State 
Transformation: The Case of China’, European Journal of International Relations, Vol. 
22, No. 1. (2016), pp. 72-98.  
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targets ‘seem powerless to resist’ (p. xxvii). Much of the literature on the 
BRI is no different, with many seeing the initiative as an expression of 
China’s geopolitical, geo-economic, or even geostrategic ambitions (pp. 
xxviii, 2). Instead, one could argue that the causes behind the BRI’s 
creation, and the purposes it serves, are rather more mundane. At the same 
time, the book brilliantly rejects the notion of the BRI’s ‘emptiness,’ an 
element often seen as proof for China’s long-term strategising since it 
allows for elements to be added over the course of its development.  

Located somewhere in the middle between two extremes, Griffiths’ 
argument describes the BRI as ‘having little to do either with the high 
ground of geostrategic and geopolitical concerns espoused by some parties 
or with the improvements of trade and shipping that the initiative is 
supposed to promote‘ (p. 2). Indeed, depending on the region, the BRI is 
clearly about much more than infrastructure but also about easier access to 
export markets (p. 26). Analysing the actual size of China’s maritime 
strength (p. 177-178), Griffiths notes that it is not so much China’s 
‘exceptional maritime trading development’ but rather the USA’s 
‘underdevelopment’ that contributes to that exaggerated fear behind the 
BRI. The real challenges for seaborne trade and shipping are not so much a 
Chinese takeover, but issue resulting from externalities such as the 
destruction of the maritime environment and overfishing, shipwrecks and 
other accidents at sea, piracy, and abuse of crews (p. 180-182).  

This worthy book presents the MSR as an actual construct outside 
the unsubstantiated announcements of a global takeover by China one 
often sees in similar studies. Scrutinising the BRI much more clearly, 
Griffiths’ is a practical study of the BRI’s maritime component, which 
grounds the initiative firmly within the industry of seaborne trade and 
shipping. It is also a welcome recalibration (p. xxxiv) of a debate in which 
flawed assumptions easily (and logically) can result in outrageous claims 
about China’s rise and the BRI. The author, as is written in the book’s 
introduction, can be more than pleased for doing so.  
 
 

Axel Dessein 
King’s College London 

 
 

__________________________ 
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Fanar Haddad. Understanding 'Sectarianism': Sunni-Shi'a Relations in the 
Modern Arab World. London: Hurst, 2020. ISBN: 978-1-7873-8206-0. Pp. 368. 
Hardback £30.00. 
 
 
Over the past two decades, particularly since the 2003 invasion of Iraq, few 
sub-fields of Middle Eastern studies generated more academic, and some not 
so academic, debate than the concept of sectarianism. Anyone with a 
sustained interest in the subject cannot but recognize the massive growth in 
the literature on sectarianism which, paradoxically, has been one of the least 
conceptualized concepts. This lack of theorization of sectarianism has been 
noted in Fanar Haddad’s latest study, Understanding 'Sectarianism': Sunni-
Shi'a Relations in the Modern Arab World, which is among the most 
comprehensive and theoretically sophisticated studies seeking to explain the 
concept of sectarianism. Haddad’s book should be read by well-established 
scholars and students alike.  The author is a leading scholar on the literature 
on sectarianism, featuring in the main conferences and editorial collections 
on this topic since releasing his first book, Sectarianism in Iraq: Antagonistic 
Visions of Unity (London: Hurst, 2011), which was then considered a ground 
breaking work on the topic. This certainly puts him in an excellent position 
to reflect on the concept’s enduring shortcomings and frustrations. 

Haddad‘s new study is an attempt to move beyond the broad 
literature on sectarianism, a term that became ‘’so opaque, circuitous, 
negatively charged, politically controversial and emotive as to be 
meaningless’’ (p. 1). The author identifies a set of problems with the term 
that have prevented the scholarly discussion from moving to more fertile 
grounds. First, the lack of a theorization and definition of sectarianism gave 
the term a ‘’shapeshifting quality’’, allowing it to apply to a range of ‘’issues, 
behaviours, forms of expression, organizations, people, and events’’ (p. 43). 
Accordingly, the presumed negativity of the term turned accusations of 
‘sectarianism’ into an efficient tool with which some expressions of sectarian 
identity can be suppressed and even criminalized. This has especially been 
detrimental where issues of political participation and political activism are 
involved. Moreover, according to Haddad, the term ‘sectarianism’ increases 
the distance between students of sectarian relations and the broader social 
sciences. In other words, the term denies scholars of the field significant 
analytical depth coming ‘’from a comparative perspective that can draw 
upon several rich bodies of literature dealing with phenomena relevant to 
and, in some cases, reflective of modern sectarian identities: nationalism, 
identity theory, ethnic conflicts, critical race theory, state formation, and so 
forth’’ (p. 320). 
  As a solution for all these issues, Haddad suggests discarding the -
ism in ‘sectarianism’ and rather adopting the term sectarian, although “only 
as a modifier relating to sects or the relationships between or within them: 
sectarian identity, sectarian dynamics, sectarian mobilization, and so forth” 
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(p. 45). Essentially, what he is suggesting is the ‘’demystification of sectarian 
categories’’ by moving the debate of ‘’sectarian relations and sectarian 
identity beyond the rather dated and circuitous debates that continue to 
dominate the field’’ (p. 6). For Haddad, what is required is examining the 
inherent multidimensionality of sectarian identity and failing to do so is 
particularly problematic where it becomes definitional: ‘’unidimensional 
definition of ‘sectarianism’ ends up painting sectarian dynamics, and by 
extension sectarian identity, in unrealistically monochrome ways’’ (p. 3). The 
author proposes a new theoretical framework that reflects the fundamental 
multidimensionality of sectarian identity. The theoretical perspective 
suggested by Haddad frames sectarian identity as the sum of its parts, one 
that is ‘’simultaneously formulated along four overlapping, interconnected 
and mutually informing dimensions: doctrinal, subnational, national and 
transnational’’ (p. 5). The relevance of each dimension is entirely context-
dependent – with the condition that no single dimension can be taken into 
consideration in complete isolation from the others. Thus, according to this 
approach, acknowledging that sectarian identity is both multi-dimensional 
and malleable is crucial to appreciating not only its dynamic nature, but also 
to examine what is at stake from one context to another, as well as to explore 
the drivers shaping sectarian relations. 
 The book is composed of seven main chapters. The first four chapters, 
spanning across 125 pages, set the theoretical stage of this study. These 
chapters examine the shortcoming of the term ‘sectarianism’ (ch. 1) and 
surveys the main debates in the field, in particular the stultifying binaries 
preventing these debates from moving on to more productive grounds (ch. 
2). Chapters 3 and 4 suggest an analytical shift by focusing on sectarian 
identity. In doing so, Haddad outlines the multidimensional approach by 
which sectarian identity can be best understood. Having set the theoretical 
stage, the remaining chapters use this framework to better appreciate the 
Sunni-Shi’a sectarian dynamics. Chapter 5 reviews the neglected question of 
demographics and how ideas of minorities and majorities shaped sectarian 
identity construction and intergroup sectarian relations. The last two 
chapters take Iraq as a case-study. Chapter 6 examines the sectarian wave 
following the 2003 US invasion of Iraq and the ensuing transformation of 
sectarian relations, as well as how the overthrow of the Ba’ath regime in 
Baghdad magnified the importance of sectarian categories in the Middle East 
and elsewhere. The final chapter takes Iraq as a case-study through which 
Haddad demonstrates many of the themes introduced in this study, 
particularly as he applies the four dimensions of sectarian identity to the 
Iraqi case.  
 Overall, the book constitutes the most comprehensive theoretical 
analysis on sectarianism and sectarian identity currently available. Such a 
comprehensive approach to studying sectarian identity also allows ‘’to better 
match the correct analytical tools and the appropriate bodies of literature to 
meet the needs of a given context” (p. 88). This framework can thus be 
naturally conducive to an interdisciplinary methodology. In fact, one of the 
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study’s most impressive quality is the range of literatures that the author has 
drawn upon: hundreds of studies on sectarianism alone, of which 56 were in 
Arabic and the rest in English (one in German as well). In addition, Haddad 
relies heavily on identity theory literature, critical race theory and theories 
of nationalism, which signifies ‘’more than mere theoretical self-indulgence’’ 
(p 322); rather, the author explains, given the multidimensional nature of 
sectarian identity, no single body of scholarship is sufficient to fully 
appreciate sectarian dynamics.  It should be noted that serious engagement 
across such wide range of topics, as well using both English Arabic sources 
has not been previously seen in this field, which signify the originality and 
brilliance of Haddad’s study. 
  Another impressive strength of this study is that the theoretical 
framework introduced by Haddad can be used to examine the intra-group 
dynamics of sectarian identity, which has often been ignored by the 
literature on ‘sectarianism’. Although Haddad’s study focuses almost 
exclusively on the inter-group aspect of sectarian relations as a master frame 
to analyse sectarian politics, it can also be used to analyse the intra-group 
dimensions – particularly when it comes to how sectarian identities are 
shaped and contested from an intra-communal perspective – and their 
reciprocal relationship with the inter-sectarian sphere. In other words, by 
taking into consideration that sectarian identities are simultaneously 
formulated along four overlapping, interconnected and mutually informing 
dimensions – doctrinal, subnational, national and transnational – future 
studies can examine the development of sectarian identity from an intra-
group perspective. What follows from this is the need to focus on the intra-
communal aspect, one which will draw on debates about sectarianism, 
identity politics, group identity and nationalism. Most importantly, this 
approach will balance and complement the extensive literature on inter-
communal dimensions to better recognize the reciprocal dialectic between 
these two aspects. This approach also raises some important questions 
regarding the concept of sectarianism, its association with intra-communal 
and inter-communal dimensions, and how to understand these. 
 

 
Hassan Kabalan 

King’s College London 
 
 

__________________________ 
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Marc Stears. Out of the Ordinary: How Everyday Life Inspired a Nation and 
How It Can Again. Cambridge, MS. & London: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2021. ISBN:  978-0-6747-4387-8. Pp. 248. Hardback: £30.00. 
 
 
Out of the Ordinary is the attempt by a former frontline British political 
operator and now director of the Sydney Policy Lab, Marc Stears, to provide 
a manifesto, antidote, and alternative to the divisive political culture that he 
feels afflicts British society today. Stears, once an advisor to former Labour 
Party leader Ed Miliband, diagnoses a political health crisis in contemporary 
Britain that prevents the formation of a workable and inclusive national 
identity. This impasse, in his view, is caused by competing and exclusionary 
right- and left-wing interpretations of British history, which are respectively 
overly romantic and overly condemnatory about Britain’s past. 

Seeking an alternative to these binary visions, Stears revisits literary 
and cultural figures from a forgotten Britain who, during the 1930s and 
1940s, placed faith in a compromise between the past, tradition, and justice 
as the most realistic prospect of finding a viable national identity. They were, 
among others, J. B. Priestley, George Orwell, Barbara Jones, Dylan Thomas, 
Laurie Lee, and Bill Brandt. Stears argues that these names make up a 
neglected school of thought in British political history. This school 
constructed a vision of Britishness that at once confronted the social 
alienation caused by industrial life whilst not resorting to the extremes of 
either Fascism or Communism. In their search for a workable national 
identity, they argued that ‘tradition can be combined with progress, 
patriotism with diversity, individual rights with social duties, nationalism 
with internationalism, conservatism with radicalism’ (p. 6). Most of all, they 
insisted that the ingredients for a better political culture were to be found in 
the ordinary. Orwell and company argued that the people of Britain could be 
trusted to provide answers as to how to live together and solve problems, 
and that these solutions were to be found in the pubs, hobbies, and suburban 
homes of the British people. 

Stears begins by outlining the intellectual conditions which presaged 
this turn to the ordinary following the Great War. The trauma of mechanised 
conflict in the mud of Flanders’ fields had left the leading intellectual lights 
of the age in despair. D.H. Lawrence and T.S. Eliot laid the blame at the feet 
of the Victorian cult of progress. They argued that industry and capitalism 
had merely led to greed and alienated people from one another and their 
own sense of humanity. For them, Britain needed an orderliness which could 
only be acquired by reconnecting with traditional values and re-establishing 
community as a central feature of society. They admired and romanticised 
the idylls of the countryside and its hierarchical social order which had 
persisted across centuries.  

Yet it was not hierarchy and romanticism which the likes of Orwell 
felt offered an ideal alternative. Ultimately, such a vision was undemocratic 
and ended up negating the agency of ordinary people. However, just as the 
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Ordinary school rejected romanticism, so too did they reject the radicalism 
of the varying Communist visions which emerged in the 1930s in response 
to the Great Depression. Orwell and Thomas criticised both the ideological 
justification for violence that Communism included and the hypocrisy of the 
many intellectuals who aligned themselves with radical politics without ever 
engaging with the causes of the ordinary people they were supposed to 
advance. 

Instead, Orwell, Thomas, and company suggested starting from the 
ordinary. Rather than look at society from the perspective of the intellectual 
who thinks they can remake the world anew, they believed it possible ‘look 
at the world as it is, mentally and emotionally to withstand its horrors, and 
to find joy in the real beauty that remained there, nonetheless.’ (p. 32). As 
Stears says: 

 
Most fundamentally of all, it was a philosophy that turned its 
back once and for all on the notion that attaining social 
improvement involved decrying the qualities of ordinary life 
itself (p. 32). 

 
By reconnecting with community, nature, and everyday pursuits, Britain 
could find a calmer way of life and a unifying public philosophy. Britain 
could also find solutions to its social problems by observing them from the 
perspective of those whom they affected most. Writers, rather than analysing 
from afar the complexities of the ‘system,’ ought to get to grips with ordinary 
life and people (p. 36). This was the spirit in which Priestly’s English Journey 
and Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier were both written. Orwell, Priestly, and 
co. challenged the common assertion that the ordinary people ought to be 
ignored and insisted that they offered a public philosophy that avoided the 
impractical abstractions of political theorising while still providing a basis 
for community and progress. 

The war years, which saw people from all walks of life drawn 
together in a monumental common struggle, reinforced the Ordinary 
school’s belief in the capacity of the ordinary to propel Britain forward. The 
crowning moment came with the 1951 Festival of Britain, which put on 
display a vision of a homely but modern democratic country led by ordinary 
people and ordinary values. Alas, this vision was quickly forgotten as the 
post-war settlement became the dominant narrative, with the Attlee 
government being hostile to the ordinary. Instead, Attlee pursued a 
modernist, futuristic, and technocratic program that meant Orwell and co.’s 
vision would go ignored till now, as Stears hopes to resurrect Britain’s faith 
in the ordinary. 

The only possible flaw in Stears’s attempt to do so is that he could be 
accused of romanticising the past in a similar way to those whom he 
critiques. Stears risks placing too much faith in now quite old ideas which 
are not necessarily well-equipped to relate to the complexity of 
contemporary issues of British identity, especially present discourses on 
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ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. However, Stears corrects his course, 
critiquing the Ordinary school’s weaknesses and because his overall 
emphasis is on rejecting convenient and utopian visions, his book avoids 
falling into the romanticising trap and manages to offer something truly 
fresh, inclusive, and convincing.  

As a former Labour political advisor, it is natural that Stears should 
respect and seek to highlight the practical visions espoused by Orwell and 
company. Yet what makes Out of the Ordinary really worth reading is the way 
in which Stears uses the Ordinary school’s arguments to offer a treatment 
plan in addition to his diagnosis of a British political health crisis; so many 
other authors are content to simply critique British politics without 
providing a solution. Stears has given British politics interesting food for 
thought, made more significant by the pandemic’s disruption of normal life, 
and politicians and writers might want to consider taking a leaf or two from 
his book as they seek to re-orient Britain once the virus passes and Brexit 
concludes. 
 

James Brown  
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