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Commentary

Can Asians fight? 
Organisational-cultural 
impediments to the 
conduct of Asian  
high-tech conventional 
warfare

Ahmed S Hashim

Introduction
Can Asians fight?1 History says they can. The continent of Asia – extending 
from Southwest Asia, a subregion universally known as the Middle East, through 
the Indian subcontinent to Southeast Asia and finally the Far East, has had an 
extraordinary military history.2 Its major subregions: Southwest Asia, the Indian 
subcontinent, and the Indo-Pacific, are replete with tensions and rivalries. Asian 
wars have often been monumental affairs and cataclysmic events. As strategic 
uncertainty increases in the Indo-Pacific region due to heightened tensions 
between the great powers, the United States and the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), the overall modern military capabilities of major Asian powers to wage war 
must be assessed realistically: can they wage modern high-tech conventional 
warfare? That is debatable. History has shown that the acquisition of weapons – 
and in recent decades Asian powers have acquired formidable arsenals – does 
not mean they will be able to use them effectively and efficiently.3

In the mid-nineteenth century, Asian powers had enormous difficulties in 
cognitively understanding what modern war was; prime examples of this failure 
to comprehend the threat posed by Western powers were displayed in the 
responses of Qajar Iran and Qing China. If you fail to understand changes in the 

1 The title is inspired by that of Singaporean diplomat Kishore Mahbubani’s book, Can Asians think? 
Understanding the divide between East and West, Steerforth Publishing, Singapore, 2002. 

2 This piece is a summary of a forthcoming 80-page monograph of six chapters on Asian military capabilities. 
It is divided into Chapter I: Introduction; Chapter II: Can Asians fight: competing explanations; Chapter III: 
Combined arms and joint warfare as measures of modern military effectiveness; Chapter IV: India; Chapter V: 
Japan; Chapter VI: People’s Republic of China; Chapter VII: Conclusions.

3 I discuss the notions of military effectiveness and efficiency in some detail in Chapter III of the forthcoming 
monograph.
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character of war, you cannot make the changes necessary. These were examples 
of ‘cognitive failure’.4 By way of contrast, in the twenty-first century the Asian 
powers that I am addressing in this commentary do understand what needs to 
be done, but whether they will succeed is still open to question. To wage high-
tech conventional warfare requires certain skills, two of which – combined arms 
and, especially, joint warfare – I do not believe have been adequately developed 
and institutionalised in the major Asian armed forces so far, in the twenty-first 
century. I will briefly address the efforts of India, Japan, and the PRC in building 
high-tech conventional military forces that can conduct both combined arms 
and joint warfare.

Brief background
Combined arms is the ability to use all the combat arms –infantry, armour and 
artillery – in an integrated manner on the battlefield to achieve effects that are 
greater than the sum of their parts.5 The practice of combined arms has existed 
since ancient times, but most armies could not implement it due to impediments 
associated with social structures and military organisational issues. The Western 
powers learned combined arms over the course of the centuries but not without 
immense ‘teething’ problems.

Jointness is even more complex, as it involves the command and coordination 
of the different services within a military. Jointness refers to the ability of the 
different services capacity to operate together effectively where the armed  
forces ‘train as a team, fight as a team, and win as a team’. Whereas combined 
arms is fighting within a single domain – land warfare – joint warfare is fighting 
across domains, that is land, air and sea. Jointness is the opposite of the 
organic or ‘single-service’ approach, where each service organises for war 
independently; single-service syndrome is exhibited in training exercises where 
the services do not coordinate or cooperate, even if they are exercising in the 
same training area.6

4 I have adopted the concept of ‘cognitive failure’ from Peter Paret who used it to explain Prussia’s failure 
to understand the implications of the changes in warfare occasioned by the French Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars; see Peter Paret, The cognitive challenge of war: Prussia 1806, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 2009. The French historian and army officer, Marc Bloch had also come up with a similar idea 
when explaining the disastrous French defeat at the hands of the Germans in 1940, when he stated that the 
French politicians and high command failed to understand the character of the war Germany had prepared 
for and waged. See Marc Bloch, Strange defeat: a statement of evidence written in 1940, WW Norton and 
Company, New York, 1999.

5 See Jonathan House, Combined arms warfare in the twentieth century, University of Kansas Press, 
Lawrence, 2001.

6 I have based my discussion here on Jan Angstrom and JJ Widen, Contemporary military theory, Routledge, 
London, 2014, pp 93–109.
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After independence, many Asian states developed extensive conventional 
military capabilities and waged wars against one another. In those encounters, 
Asian militaries were tactically proficient in small-unit exchanges, infiltration and 
flank assaults. But they were woefully unprepared for the complex movement of 
large units beyond the company or battalion levels in the theatre of operations, 
and they often failed to coordinate use of various branches of their ground forces 
on the battlefield. The reasons for failure were many. For instance, the separate 
ground branches did not train or exercise together. In many armies, infantry and 
armour were not familiar with each other’s concept of operations and thus found 
it difficult to operate in a coordinated manner. In addition, commanders were not 
educated or trained in combined arms. In the 1960s and 1970s, Asian powers 
balanced the various branches of their ground forces by building up armour, 
artillery and engineer units. But combined arms did not come easily to many 
armies; this was evident in the dismal performance of the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) ground forces in the Sino-Vietnamese War of 1979.

From the 1980s onwards (and particularly from the 1990s when their economies 
grew), the major Asian powers began to build up their air forces and navies, thus 
also creating more balance in service force structures.7 But this has not meant 
that the path towards jointness has been easy. In China, the People’s Liberation 
Army Ground Forces (PLA-GF) have dominated other services because of the 
centrality of ground warfare in China’s wars to date. This dominance initially 
hindered innovative thinking about power projection and joint warfare, and it 
has continued to be an issue, even as China has become more powerful and 
has sought to shape the geopolitical environment in its neighbourhood more 
to its liking.8 Similarly, the Indian Army has dominated the formulation and 
implementation of Indian strategies against India’s two most pressing threats: 
China and Pakistan.9 The Indian Army is huge and much of its budget goes 
to personnel salaries, benefits and pensions; while curiously, the more capital-
intensive but significantly smaller air force and navy can devote more monies to 
the purchase of platforms. Even with the emergence of jointness, the default 
approach of Asian militaries has been to continue to perpetuate the ‘single-
service’ syndrome, in which each service works alone and jealously guards  
its autonomy.10

7 This is derived from perusing several years’ issues of The Military Balance of the International Institute of 
Strategic Studies. https://www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance. 

8 See Michael S Chase, Jeffrey Engstrom, Tai Ming Cheung, Kristen Gunness, Scott W Harold, Susan Pushka 
and Samuel K Berkowitz, China’s incomplete military transformation: assessing the weaknesses of the 
People’s Liberation Army, RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, 2015, p 51.  
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html

9 See Arzan Tarapore, The army in Indian military strategy: rethink doctrine or risk irrelevance, Carnegie-India 
Paper, 10 August 2020. https://carnegieindia.org/2020/08/10/army-in-indian-military-strategy-rethink-
doctrine-or-risk-irrelevance-pub-82426

10 See Anit Mukherjee, ‘Joint doctrine for armed forces: the single-service syndrome’, Brookings Institution-
India Center, 9 May 2017.  
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/joint-doctrine-for-armed-forces-the-single-service-syndrome/

https://www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR893.html
https://carnegieindia.org/2020/08/10/army-in-indian-military-strategy-rethink-doctrine-or-risk-irrelevance-pub-82426
https://carnegieindia.org/2020/08/10/army-in-indian-military-strategy-rethink-doctrine-or-risk-irrelevance-pub-82426
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/joint-doctrine-for-armed-forces-the-single-service-syndrome/
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Transforming militaries – India, Japan, PLA

India

India’s geopolitical environment has been fraught with danger ever since 
independence. It has fought four wars with its neighbour Pakistan: in 1948, 
1965, 1971 and 1999, as well as numerous border clashes. The dominance of 
ground warfare, particularly during the first Indo-Pakistan War in 1948, obviously, 
precluded jointness; while in the 1965 war, the air force and navy largely did 
their ‘own thing’. The war of 1971, in what was East Pakistan, witnessed some 
effort in the direction of jointness among the services, but this was largely due 
to the personal chemistry between the commanders rather than because of 
any institutionalisation of jointness. Yet even after that war, backbiting and snide 
comments about the lack of cooperation and coordination among the services 
occurred. India’s controversial military intervention in the brutal Sri Lankan civil 
war in 1987 was also marred by a lack of coordination and cooperation between 
the army, navy and air force.11

Each of the Indian services has viewed war fighting from its own perspective, 
and thus, despite attempts at reform, they have lacked a unified and coordinated 
approach to problems of defence and security.12 The Kargil mini-war of 1999, 
in which a surprise border incursion by Pakistani forces took the Indians by 
surprise, shocked the latter into full recognition of the need to overhaul the 
dysfunctional nature of the higher defence structure. The Kargil Review 
Committee recommended a wide-ranging set of reforms, including a call for 
promoting jointness among the services and the creation of a Chief of Defence 
Staff (CDS) post. There was considerable back and forth about this CDS post; 
and the usual bureaucratic inertia, inter-service rivalries and civilian fears of a 
dominant military officer meant the matter was left in abeyance. A Headquarters 
Integrated Defence Staff (HQ IDS) was set up in 2001 to provide a single 
point, tri-service, military advice to the government. An integrated command – 
Andaman and Nicobar Command – was set up to serve as a testbed for raising 
more such joint structures. But these efforts remained half-hearted, and during 
the decade-long premiership of Manmohan Singh (2004–2014) defence reforms 
were neglected.13

11 S Kalyanaraman, ‘Major lessons from Operation Pawan for future regional stability operations’, Journal of 
Defence Studies, 2012, 6(3):43–44. https://www.idsa.in/jds/6_3_2012_MajorLessonsfromOperationPawanfo
rFutureRegionalStabilityOperations_SKalyanaraman

12 BS Sachar, ‘Jointmanship in the defence forces: the way ahead’, Journal of Defence Studies, August 2007, 
1(1). https://www.idsa.in/jds/1_1_2007_JointmanshipInTheDefenceForces_BSSachar 

13 Anit Mukherjee, ‘The great churning: Modi’s transformation of the Indian military’, War On the Rocks, 
5 May 2021.  
https://warontherocks.com/2021/05/the-great-churning-modis-transformation-of-the-indian-military/

https://www.idsa.in/jds/6_3_2012_MajorLessonsfromOperationPawanforFutureRegionalStabilityOperations_SKalyanaraman
https://www.idsa.in/jds/6_3_2012_MajorLessonsfromOperationPawanforFutureRegionalStabilityOperations_SKalyanaraman
https://www.idsa.in/jds/1_1_2007_JointmanshipInTheDefenceForces_BSSachar
https://warontherocks.com/2021/05/the-great-churning-modis-transformation-of-the-indian-military/
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It was left to the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi to promote deep-
seated reforms in the defence sector, which were designed to bring about a 
‘fundamental transformation’ in the military. When he took office in 2014, he 
made clear that the Indian military needed reform: the days of single-service 
culture and turf protection were over. On 15 August 2019, he announced the 
decision to create the post of CDS, to the delight of many defence analysts and 
some senior officers but to the dismay of many who felt threatened by the idea. 
On 30 December 2019, General Bipin Rawat, the 26th Chief of Army Staff, took 
over as India’s first CDS. The CDS was to be senior to the service chiefs and 
their main mission was to promote jointness, by doing away with the large and 
cumbersome single-service commands of each service and creating a smaller 
number of joint theater commands within three years. Each theatre commander 
– and it would not matter which service they emanated from – was to have 
access to the full panoply of the military units of all the services. The services 
themselves would deal with procurement, equipment and training.

The past two years have not been smooth sailing and it would be unfair to think 
that India would achieve superhuman efforts in implementing jointness. It took 
the United States years to overcome the immense bureaucratic hurdles and inter-
service rivalries; even though the first steps were initiated in 1947. In the case 
of India, no sooner had the formation of the CDS been formalised, then old as 
well as new objections emerged. Some of the services, particularly the air force, 
were worried they would lose out in any new system of joint theatre commands. 
Prior to the formalisation of the position of CDS, a navy admiral insinuated that 
the air force was the greatest obstacle in the path towards jointness. Air force 
reticence may, indeed, be understandable given the controversy that the CDS 
himself created in mid-July 2021, when he suggested that the air force was a 
supporting service. This was met by considerable ire on the part of the Indian 
Air Force Chief of Staff. Some objected to the need for India to have a radically 
different structure, given the kind of joint theatre commands that were called for 
were intended for an expeditionary type of military, which India’s military was not. 
Yet, India has not been able to ignore the brutal fact that the PRC’s military is far 
ahead of its own, in both the nature of the PRC’s reforms and the rapidity with 
which they are being realised.
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Japan

The Imperial Japanese military was notorious for its deep-seated and almost 
murderous extended inter-service rivalries between the army and the navy, due 
to differences over strategic outlooks, doctrines and disputes over the budget 
allocated to each service.14 Following its traumatic and total defeat in 1945, 
post-Second World War Japan was forced to renounce war as a sovereign right 
under the ‘peace’ constitution that was imposed on it by the victorious powers. 
This unusual clause was relaxed when the Cold War erupted and Japan, having 
become an ally of the United States, was allowed to rearm under stringent 
conditions.15 Initially, the Japanese Self-Defense Force (JSDF) focused on the 
Cold War threat from the Soviet Union, and the Ground Self-Defense Force built 
a force structure designed to repel a potential Soviet invasion.16 Joint training 
was virtually non-existent and each service contently existed within its own self-
contained universe.

With the end of the Cold War and the growing assertiveness of China as a 
great power, Japan began to focus on China and North Korea as threats.17 The 
changed geopolitical environment and the need to project power to defend 
Japanese interests, including the defence of outlying islands, have forced the 
Japanese to pay greater attention to jointness. However, the path has been 
marred by uncertainty.

The twenty-first century JSDF is one of the most high-tech militaries in the world, 
but it has a long way to go before it achieves jointness. The three services of 
the JSDF ‘do not have a long history of training and operating together’.18 Grant 
Newsham – a former US Marine Corps officer with considerable knowledge of the 
JSDF – has remarked that the force ‘is less than the sum of its parts’ and pointed 
out that many of its exercises are ‘kabuki dances’, elaborate affairs that hide 

14 For a succinct summary, see Michael Barnhart, ‘Domestic politics, interservice impasse and Japan’s 
decision for war’, in Ernest R May, Richard Rosecrance and Zara Steiner (eds), History and Neorealism, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2010, p 185–200. 

15 Michael Haas, ‘Japan’s military rebirth’, Center for Security Studies, Zurich, June 2014, no.155, p 1–4.

16 Jeffrey Hornung, Japan’s potential contributions in an East China Sea contingency, RAND Corporation, 
2020, p x. 

17 John Wright, ‘Solving Japan’s joint operations’ problems’, The Diplomat, 31 January 2018.  
https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/solving-japans-joint-operations-problem/

18 Justin Goldman, ‘An amphibious capability in Japan’s Self-Defense Force: operationalizing dynamic 
defense’, Naval War College Review, Autumn 2013, 66(4):120. 

https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/solving-japans-joint-operations-problem/
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serious deficiencies: intense inter-service rivalries, bureaucratic machinations 
and fights over allocations of the defence budget.19

The obstacles towards jointness can be seen in the saga of the Amphibious 
Brigade. In the spring of 2018, the JSDF underwent its biggest organisational 
reforms; with its command streamlined for more flexible operations and the 
creation of amphibious forces to project power to defend remote islands and 
offshore interests. The JSDF launched the Ground Component Command 
to provide unified command over regional armies and the Amphibious Rapid 
Deployment Brigade. But Japan’s commitment to developing an amphibious 
capability was sidelined by senior Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force leadership, 
who favour investments in ‘big-ticket’ items such as submarines, anti-submarine 
warfare capabilities, aerial reconnaissance and ballistic missile defence.20 The 
view of the navy officers was that the Amphibious Brigade was merely a result of 
intensive lobbying by the army, presumably to retain continued relevance and a 
slice of the defence pie. Moreover, even if the air force and navy came onboard, 
Japan would find it very difficult to conduct complex amphibious operations in 
a fight with the PLA because the various services of the JSDF have no doctrine 
for joint warfare. 21

People’s Republic of China

The armed forces of the PRC, the PLA, was formed in August 1927 as the 
armed wing of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) under Mao Zedong. 
Known initially as the Red Army, during the liberation war against the Japanese 
invaders and the civil war against the Guomindang Nationalist forces of Jiang 
Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek), it was largely an illiterate peasant force. Nonetheless, 
it became a well-trained and hardy land force, defeating the Nationalists and 
winning the Chinese Civil War in 1949 in massive conventional set-piece battles. 
Its concept of People’s War – renmin zhanzheng – assumed that a war would 
be fought within China against an invader, using the regular forces, local armed 
units and people’s militia. None of these forces, not even the largely ground force 
dominated regular military, could project power beyond China’s territory.

19 Grant Newsham, ‘Japan’s military has some serious problems (as China’s military gets stronger)’, National 
Interest, 7 September 2016, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/japans-military-has-some-serious-
problems-chinas-military-17613; John Pomfret, ‘The problem with Japan’s military isn’t warmongering. It is a 
toothless military’, Washington Post, 20 November 2017.  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/11/20/the-problem-with-japan-isnt-
warmongering-its-a-toothless-military/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.720ea0117533

20 Franz Stefan-Gady, ‘Toothless tiger: Japan Self-Defence Forces’, British Broadcasting Corporation, 
15 October 2015. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-34485966

21 Benjamin Schreer, ‘Arming without aiming? Challenges for Japan’s amphibious capability’, War on the 
Rocks, 2 October 2020.  
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/arming-without-aiming-challenges-for-japans-amphibious-capability/

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/japans-military-has-some-serious-problems-chinas-military-17613
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/japans-military-has-some-serious-problems-chinas-military-17613
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/11/20/the-problem-with-japan-isnt-warmongering-its-a-toothless-military/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.720ea0117533
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/11/20/the-problem-with-japan-isnt-warmongering-its-a-toothless-military/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.720ea0117533
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-34485966
https://warontherocks.com/2020/10/arming-without-aiming-challenges-for-japans-amphibious-capability/
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Indeed, in the early decades there was no need to project power strategically; 
the Chinese hoped that an enemy stupid enough to invade would eventually 
be trapped and mired in the Chinese heartland. However, geopolitical and 
technological environments are dynamic; doctrine and strategic thinking must 
keep up.22 From the 1990s, the impetus for defence reform was propelled 
forward not only by lessons learned from China’s previous wars – recognition 
of the need to overhaul a bloated, corrupt and lumbering military – but also 
by lessons learned from ‘other peoples’ wars and the expansion of Chinese 
interests far beyond the PRC’s borders, which required a modern military 
capable of projecting power. The British–Argentine war in the Falklands in 1982, 
in which a British military, stretched by years of defence austerity, managed 
to project air, land and naval forces 14,000 kilometres, impressed the PLA.23 
What shocked the Chinese leadership was the Gulf War of 1991, when a US-led 
coalition destroyed the vaunted Iraqi army. The Iraqi army had been described 
as the world’s fourth-largest combat-proven military having ‘won’ the eight-year 
war against Iran in 1988, and it was armed with Soviet and Chinese weapons. 
The 1991 Gulf War highlighted how backward the PLA was in every aspect 
of modern conventional warfare in comparison with Western military forces.24 
While some progress was made – particularly in the realm of combined arms 
– and the PLA began stressing the need for jointness between the services, as 
evidenced by the increase in writings on the topic, little tangible was achieved in 
this specific area of defence reform during the eras of Jiang Zemin (1993–2003) 
and Hu Jintao (2003–2013).

It has been claimed that the PLA has gone through ten iterations of reform in 
its history. If so, then Xi Jinping – the current leader of the PRC and chairman 
of the Central Military Commission, the highest military policymaking institution 
– instituted the eleventh and most far-reaching set of defence reforms in 
the history of the PLA. They are transformational. From the early days of his 
leadership, which began in 2013, Xi made it abundantly clear – particularly at 

22 See the early speech by General Su Yu (1907–1984), a PLA veteran calling for change, Foreign 
Broadcasting Information Service-China, 8 August 1977, pp 10–21. 

23 Lyle Goldstein, ‘China’s Falklands lessons’, Survival, 2008, 50(3):65–82.

24 For details, see Harlan Jencks, ‘Chinese evaluations of “Desert Storm”: Implications for PRC security’, 
Journal of East Asian Affairs, Summer–Fall 1992, 6(2):447–477; Andrew Scobell, David Lai, and Roy 
Kamphausen (eds), Chinese lessons from other peoples’ wars, Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War 
College, Carlisle Barracks, 2011; Michael Dahm, ‘China’s Desert Storm education’, United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, March 2021, 147(3).  
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2021/march/chinas-desert-storm-education

https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2021/march/chinas-desert-storm-education


Can Asians fight? Organisational-cultural impediments to the conduct of Asian high-tech conventional warfare 

231

the plenum of the 18th Party Congress – that the PLA had to change.25 Xi’s 
reforms were designed, among other things, to reinforce the CCP control over 
the PLA and to create a military force worthy of a rejuvenated Chinese nation 
and able to project power and fight modern wars beyond China’s borders. He 
ordered the dissolution of the obsolescent single-service theatre commands and 
the formation of five joint theatre commands, intensification of educating PLA 
officers in jointness, and the training of PLA units in realistic joint exercises.26

Strategic issues for the Australia and the region
As we address the ability of major Asian militaries to wage high-tech conventional 
warfare in the twenty-first century, we cannot rely on obsolete explanations that 
focus on racial and cultural characteristics; nor on unmanageable and unwieldy 
explanations like addressing the nature of the polity and society.

Admittedly, one cannot deny that the nature of a polity and society has an impact 
on the armed forces. For example, if the political elite is fearful of its military, it 
will act to ensure regime security through, say, the promotion of officers who are 
loyalists, rather than prioritising the military’s ability to prosecute its professional 
task, preparing to wage war. But if a military is rife with political hacks and 
loyalists, whose main job is to ensure regime security, it stands to reason those 
military tasks such as promoting combined arms and joint warfare are not at the 
top of their agenda. There is a connection between the nature of the polity and 
society and its armed forces.

Nonetheless, this does not absolve us from microscopically addressing the 
armed forces themselves as institutions. The failure to do combined arms 
and joint warfare effectively stems from organisational infirmities, bureaucratic 
bottlenecks, different strategic outlooks and service histories, different doctrines 
and inter-service rivalries that cannot be easily traced back to the wider society. 
American defence thinker, Carl Builder, once asserted that each service is an 
institution with a distinct and enduring personality, which can be uncovered by 
looking at the history of each service and its behaviour over time. While he was 
discussing the American military, he implied that this could apply to any military. 

25 Dennis J Blasko, ‘Th Chinese military speaks to itself, revealing doubts’, War on the Rocks, 18 February 
2019, https://warontherocks.com/2019/02/the-chinese-military-speaks-to-itself-revealing-doubts/; See also 
Dennis J Blasko, ‘PLA weaknesses and Xi’s concerns about PLA capabilities, Testimony before the US-
China Economic and Security Review Commission, Panel on “Backlash from abroad: the limits of Beijing’s 
power to shape its external environment”’, 7 February 2019, US-China Economic and Security Review 
Commission. https://www.uscc.gov/hearings/what-keeps-xi-night-beijings-internal-and-external-challenges 

26 The literature output on Xi Jinping’s defence reforms is immense. I have analysed some of the primary and 
secondary sources more extensively in Chapter VI of my monograph. For this paper, I have relied on some 
of the key publications such as Philip Saunders et al., Chairman Xi remakes the PLA: assessing Chinese 
military reforms, National Defense University Press, Washington DC, 2019; Edmund Burke et al., People’s 
Liberation Army operational concepts, RAND Corporation Research Report RRA 394–1 (2020). 

https://warontherocks.com/2019/02/the-chinese-military-speaks-to-itself-revealing-doubts/
https://www.uscc.gov/hearings/what-keeps-xi-night-beijings-internal-and-external-challenges
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I would argue that service personality has had an impact on the trajectory of 
jointness in the Asian militaries addressed here.27

Jointness remains the gold standard for any significant military with large and 
distinct services and pretensions to project power.28 The three Asian powers 
addressed here have cognitively recognised the importance of jointness for their 
armed forces. Their armed forces must be able to operate jointly in defence of 
their contemporary national security interests. Defending some of these interests 
might require the capability to project power beyond national borders and 
sometimes much further afield. Power projection invariably requires jointness.

It is difficult to assess where the three Asian powers addressed here are in 
terms of combined arms and jointness. To be sure, most of their ground force 
exercises are now undertaken as combined arms training evolutions. It is in the 
more complex area of jointness where there is doubt.

First, while I would argue that there is cognition of the need for jointness, I 
am not sure it has become fully instilled within the militaries, particularly within 
the Indian and Japanese militaries, while the PLA remains something of an 
enigma. Civilian leadership has played a significant role in seeking to propel the 
respective militaries of their countries forward towards implementing reforms; 
but the military’s ‘buy-in’ is critical. The three countries recognise that many 
of their security interests that need to be defended lie beyond their immediate 
territories; this means that they must project power to defend those interests. 
Effective projection of power beyond one’s territory requires a military to be joint. 
No one service can do it alone and power projection decays over distance; the 
decay is not mitigated merely by having an abundance of military power but by 
having synergistic military power derived from the capabilities of all the services 
of a military establishment.29

Second, undertaking the reforms to bring about jointness is one thing, being 
able to do it in training and exercises is another thing. Efforts have been made 
to break the single-service syndrome, but it requires major changes in each 
service’s organisational culture, the training of more joint personnel, and an 
increase in the frequency of realistic joint training and exercises.

27 Carl Builder, The masks of war: American military styles in strategy and analysis, Rand Corporation Research 
Study, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1989, pp 3–6. 

28 Email discussion with Professor Jan Angstrom, Swedish Defence University, 27 September 2021. 

29 I have used and modified the arguments of Jonathan Markowitz and Christopher Fariss, ‘Going the distance: 
the price of projecting power’, International Interactions, 2013, 39: 119–143. My forthcoming monograph 
will further develop the relationship between power projection and jointness. 
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Third, the real test of effectiveness in joint warfare is war. None of the militaries 
addressed here has fought a major war for a long time. The PLA has made 
greater strides in achieving a joint military than either India or Japan, which must 
be a source of worry for them. This does not mean that the PLA is on a par with 
its most powerful potential foe, the United States military. The PLA is still an 
‘incomplete’ military power in modern warfare terms. It still suffers from immense 
weaknesses, and the lack of combat experience, bemoaned by certain PLA 
senior officers, may not be the biggest issue.

Finally, while Western countries have mastered combined arms, they still have 
‘teething’ problems with jointness. Nonetheless, they are far ahead of the 
three Asian powers mentioned here when it comes to joint warfare theory and 
practice. The PLA problems in achieving jointness is a benefit for the United 
States and Australia and, of course, both India and Japan, who both see China 
as their primary threats. Crucially, however, Indian and Japanese vulnerabilities in 
this specific area adversely affect what they could bring to the table militarily as 
potential security partners of the United States and Australia. The Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue nations, which brings together the United States, Australia, 
Japan and India to address growing security challenges in the Indo-Pacific, as it 
develops could usefully begin to include exercises and training events that work 
to address this significant issue.30

30 These points were developed in further conversations with Dr Peter Layton. 
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