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The Australian  

strategic imagination:  
Origins and form

Brendan Sargeant

‘A Little Fable’
‘Alas,’ said the mouse, ‘the world is growing smaller every day. At the 
beginning it was so big that I was afraid, I kept running and running, 
and I was glad when at last I saw walls far away to the right and left, 
but these long walls have narrowed so quickly that I am in the last 
chamber already, and there in the corner stands the trap that I must 
run into.’ ‘You only need to change your direction,’ said the cat, 
and ate it up.

—Franz Kafka

Introduction
The Australian strategic imagination is structured by the claims and 
imperatives of empire in its various manifestations over time in tension with 
the claims and imperatives of the nation as a continually evolving imagined 
community. Australian grand strategy has been the ongoing work of 
reconciling these potentially conflicting imperatives in ways that maintain 
strategic stability. When there is a strategic crisis, the management of this 
tension is often at the core of crisis management and resolution.
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In this essay, I want to explore in a preliminary way the idea of the 
Australian  strategic imagination. Questions that arise include: How is 
the Australian strategic imagination created? What form does it take and 
how does it work? How does it evolve? Can the idea of strategic imagination 
be applied to other countries?

I have personal and professional reasons for my interest. I worked in 
strategic policy in the Department of Defence for many years and was the 
principal author of major strategy and policy documents—some publicly 
available, many still classified. Reflecting on my experience, I am struck by 
the degree of continuity in Australian strategic policy over many decades. 
I have also been struck by the operational focus of strategy as developed 
within Australian policy communities. We argue in policy and academic 
communities about how it has changed and what those changes mean, but 
the larger story is how it has not changed in its essentials over the past 
century. This begs the question: why not?

Imagination and strategy
One of the reasons it has been hard to talk about strategic imagination and 
why it does not appear much in the lexicon of the discourse on strategy is 
that strategy tends to focus on method. It is less concerned with the why 
and more concerned with the how. Lawrence Freedman defines strategy as 
‘the central political art, the capacity to get more from any given situation 
than the starting conditions would suggest are possible’. When I first met 
him in the early 2000s (before his Strategy: A History had been published), 
I asked him what his definition was.1 He said it was ‘the path to power’. 
There are many other definitions, but when you delve into them, they do 
not say much more than Freedman; they tend to be definitions that arise 
out of the context of the time or circumstances that are being discussed. 
In this sense, strategy comes alive in specific case studies and that is often 
the best way to study it.

The discourse on strategy has not developed a vocabulary to describe 
imagination and its workings. Another way of saying this is that it does 
not have a theory of imagination. This is not surprising. Imagination is a 
complicated idea that dissolves into many different meanings depending on 

1	  Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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the context in which it is discussed. Divorced of context, it is a very abstract 
idea. It comes alive in context where it is visible through its manifestations 
and can be analysed in terms of its reality and consequences.

Strategy, because it is method and process, exists in many different contexts 
that govern the nature of the problem to which it is responding and hence 
the specific forms it assumes. When we discuss Australian strategic policy 
and strategy, the context is Australia’s participation in the international 
system. How we describe that system—the theory we use—contextualises 
how we might understand strategy. Different models of the international 
system, built on different theories, will mandate different forms of strategy. 
In this context, to explore the idea of a strategic imagination necessarily 
requires an exploration of the idea of imagination in international relations. 
From my reading (admittedly very cursory: Tim Aistrope, Roland Bleiker), 
international relations theory is not comfortable with the concept of 
imagination and has not found a way of incorporating it into the mainstream 
of its discourse. I have not yet found a well-developed theory of imagination 
in international relations theory, though Bleiker’s work in Aesthetics and 
World Politics opens suggestive pathways towards this.2 This, I suppose, is a 
way of suggesting that the idea of a theory of strategic imagination implies 
the need for a theory of imagination in international relations.

The Oxford Dictionary definition of imagination is that it is a ‘faculty that 
enables one to envisage objects not present to the senses’. Imagination is 
central to our humanity, our ability to live, desire and create. It is the energy 
that drives change in the world through the action of humans as they try to 
envisage and create a world different to the one in which they live. It is also 
critical to the life of academic disciplines because it enables people to step 
beyond the boundaries of the discipline, even if the discipline will have its 
own method to adapt to these new boundaries. My own belief is that we 
create the intellectual structures within which we live and work and which 
we sometimes call disciplines, and these intellectual structures are works of 
imagination that connect to the world in a multitude of ways. For example, 
in my view, the major theories that structure the discipline of international 
relations are works of imagination and can be understood and analysed as 
such. Bleiker, in a striking paragraph in the conclusion of chapter one of 
Aesthetics and World Politics, uses the striking metaphor of an art gallery 

2	  Roland Bleiker, Aesthetics and World Politics (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), doi.org/​10.1057/​
9780230244375.

http://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244375
http://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244375
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where the major and minor theories of international relations are assembled 
as paintings, some large, classical and popular, others to the side and smaller, 
and so on.

The importance of thinking about imagination and its relationship with 
policy and academic discourses in strategy, security and international 
relations is that it can illuminate the meaning and limitations of the 
structures that we have built in these fields in ways that can open richer 
ways of thinking about them and, in some circumstances, new pathways 
for action. It opens the gap between the object of contemplation and our 
descriptions of it, and it is in this gap that meanings reside.

Towards a theory of the Australian 
strategic imagination
In developing this essay, I am working towards a theory of the Australian 
strategic imagination. I draw from eclectic sources, particularly some aspects 
of literary theory. I do this because literary theory offers the richest and 
deepest analysis and exploration of the idea of imagination. It does this 
because it tends to focus on those artefacts of the imagination that we call 
works of literature, and it tries to understand and explain them and, in many 
ways, connect them with larger movements in social, cultural and political 
life. This has produced a rich body of knowledge. While recognising the 
problems of transposing from one context to another, I believe some aspects 
of literary theory offer a rich conceptual and interpretative toolkit for 
exploring and developing the idea of the Australian strategic imagination. 
I also believe that no theory can account for the world or all the rich variety 
of beings and objects it comprises, but different theoretical frameworks 
offer insight, much as the light at different times of the day will allow us 
to see different aspects of the same landscape. My own experience is that no 
single theory will exhaust all the possible meanings in a text.

In the first part of this essay, I discuss the idea of the imagination, particularly 
the English Romantic imagination. I will then suggest how this conception 
of imagination provides a framework for understanding the origins of the 
Australian strategic imagination in the context of Australian settlement. 
I conclude this part of the essay with a discussion of the shape and structure 
of the Australian strategic imagination.
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The second part of the essay explores how the Australian strategic 
imagination develops and evolves. It will put forward the proposition that 
the strategic imagination exists as a set of dynamic relationships that evolve 
over time. In other words, the relationship between artefacts of imagination 
is of more significance in understanding the strategic imagination than 
the artefacts themselves. In this discussion, I will draw on Harold Bloom’s 
theoretical work in relation to poetic influence and misreading.3 I will 
also draw on formalist theory, particularly the work of Caroline Levine, 
to discuss how we can consider the Australian strategic imagination as a 
structure with temporal and spatial dimensions.4 This means that it can be 
conceptualised as an object that can be described and analysed from a range 
of theoretical perspectives that can yield fresh insight. We can understand 
how form structures the strategic discourse, governs the type of language 
that can be used and establishes frameworks within which decisions and 
institution-building occur. Bloom’s and Levine’s works are in many ways 
antithetical; Bloom was not a formalist, nor were the critics with whom he 
was associated. If one wanted to integrate these quite antithetical approaches 
to literary and cultural artefacts, Bloom’s work, and the work of theorists 
like him, focuses on the inner dynamics of an evolving discourse. Levine’s 
work, on the other hand, sets out the idea that establishes the structure and 
boundary within which the discourse develops.

Expanding on the above, Australian strategy can be conceptualised as a series 
of interventions over time in response to a changing external environment. 
The development and construction of these interventions occur within the 
context of previous interventions and ideas about Australia’s relationship 
with the world. We can often trace continuities and discontinuities over 
time using certain ideas and language. We can understand the way in which 
ideas evolve and struggle against each other. We can understand the inner 
dynamics of the strategy discourse, its convergences, tensions and lacunae. 
The Australian strategic imagination conceptualised as an enabling and 
constraining form establishes the limits within which the discourse occurs. 
The dilemma for those who work in strategy, particularly in the face of 
the need to undertake major change, is how to construct a discourse that 
can step outside or challenge the form that has been created and that 

3	  Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1973).
4	  Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2015), doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691160627.001.0001.

http://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691160627.001.0001
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mandates certain approaches and limits. This is where imagination becomes 
important. Levine’s work also illuminates how different forms can reinforce, 
disrupt, contend and constrain.

The idea of strength is a central term that I take from Bloom. In Bloom, 
a strong imagination is one that can establish primacy over precursor 
imaginations. The strength of Wordsworth or Blake, for example, is their 
ability to create in the shadow of Milton. A strong imagination represents 
a discontinuity and may manifest in the emergence of new modes of 
expression and new forms. In this respect, a strong imagination asserts 
primacy over the continuities represented by tradition. An example of this 
in international relations, I suggest, is explored in Evelyn Goh and Barry 
Buzan’s book Rethinking Sino-Japanese Alienation: History Problems and 
Historical Opportunities.5 The discussion in relation to the coexistence of 
China and Japan over centuries is in part about how each seeks to create 
both priority and space. Each of them seeks primacy. Each wants to create a 
consciousness that is so large it absorbs or embraces all other consciousnesses 
within its orbit; the struggle is to assert imaginative strength. China has 
the advantage of scale and a vast civilisation; Japan is perhaps a more 
derivative culture, and its strategy is to create identity through separation 
and distancing. Within the strategic system in which they exist, the conflict 
is a struggle of imaginations in which each seeks priority and control of the 
past, which in turn establishes the future. It is a struggle for primacy, to be 
first and for the power that comes from primacy.

The Romantic imagination in Blake and 
its lessons for strategy
The imagination is an abstract idea. It becomes visible in the reality of its 
creations and its artefacts. The writers whom I have found the most useful 
in helping me think about what the imagination is and how it works in the 
world are those who have tried to describe its workings directly—mostly 
Romantic poets and their critics. These writers offer a vision of the human 
world as an act of ongoing creation. They call the force that drives human 
creation the imagination. They describe this force, this faculty, in many 
ways. Yet, behind the theory and practice, it might be considered as a mode 

5	  Evelyn Goh and Barry Buzan, Rethinking Sino-Japanese Alienation: History Problems and Historical 
Opportunities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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of apprehension distinct to humans that gives the world—the human 
world—the capacity to develop a deeper sense of the nature of reality, an 
understanding that reality is contingent on its status as an act of creation.

Some writers, such as Coleridge, saw the imagination as a creative force like 
the creative power of God. For Coleridge, imagination is a kind of divinely 
mandated creative force; it acts as a force of enlivening change on the world 
that, in its natural state as dead and fixed objects, resists it. The imagination 
is life; reality untouched by imagination represents death. Critics such as 
Bloom argue that the Romantic project was in part an attempt to overcome 
through the creative agency of imagination the reality of death in all its 
manifestations.

Other later poets, such as the American Wallace Stevens, saw the imagination 
as a mysterious yet potent first cause that enabled the poet to begin to make 
his or her world. To be human is first to imagine:

Yet the absence of the imagination had
Itself to be imagined.6

To my mind, William Blake is the poet who provides the most useful 
description of the imagination and how it might be used as a mode of 
perception that enables creation. His conception of imagination enables 
him to see and understand the world from many different perspectives 
simultaneously:

The world of imagination is the world of eternity. It is the divine 
bosom into which we shall all go after the death of the vegetated 
[that is, mortal] body. This world of imagination is infinite and 
eternal, whereas the world of generation is finite and temporal.7

Blake contrasts the world of imagination and the world of generation, this 
material world. What imagination provides is the capacity to apprehend 
this world from a larger or more complete perspective: outside the limits 
of nature and time or other demarcations used to limit perception and 
understanding of reality. In this passage, we can see the Christian myth of 
the fall and redemption and hovering also the ghost of Plato. If we accept 
that these are metaphors for a mode of apprehension, Blake is arguing that 
the imagination—this capacity to create—provides access to a mode of 

6	  Wallace Stevens, ‘The Plain Sense of Things’, in The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1954).
7	  William Blake, A Vision of the Last Judgement (painting, 1808).
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apprehension that enables us to step outside the world apprehended through 
our limited perception to see both more of and more in the world. In his 
major works, he takes the reader through the transformation; the act of 
reading, as Blake teaches, potentially offers access to a larger consciousness. 
The relevance to strategy is that such a mode of apprehension provides 
the ability to understand and shape strategy with a greater sense of what it 
might mean and be able to achieve.

An important aspect of Blake’s work is an exploration of the psychological 
process by which individuals might apprehend the world through their 
imagination. For Blake, our social and political categories are created by 
our modes of perception. Our normal modes of understanding are limited, 
and this is manifest in the difficulty we have accessing through our normal 
processes of perception anything more than a partial understanding of the 
world. The work of the imagination is that of showing how we might see 
beyond these categories to a larger intelligibility.

A deep reading of Blake teaches us to see outside the categories that our 
minds create. A good illustration of this is his Songs of Innocence and 
Experience, in which he explored what he called the two contrary states of 
the human soul.8 The term ‘soul’ is Blake’s and out of fashion these days, so 
perhaps consciousness is a more useful term for our purposes.

Blake used the idea of the imagination as a means of seeing how those 
states of the consciousness constructed partial representations of reality. 
In Songs of Experience, in poems such as ‘London’ or ‘The Tyger’, he shows 
consciousness trapped within the world of experience, unable to see beyond 
that world and therefore unable to understand the nature of that world 
and its place in it. Similarly, in his Songs of Innocence, in poems such as 
‘The Chimney Sweep’, he shows a consciousness that embodies innocence 
and is unable to understand how its perception of reality is partial and 
makes it a victim. The inability of this consciousness to see beyond the 
world constructed within this partial reality, and therefore to either escape 
from or overthrow it, is the source of its oppression. As an aside, when I read 
Blake, I am struck by how the implied consciousness embodied in realist 
theories of international relations resembles the trapped consciousness we 
find in his poems of experience.

8	  William Blake, Songs of Innocence and Experience (London: Penguin Classics, 2017).
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To understand these poems, the reader must step outside the consciousness 
created by the poems to see that neither state nor the combination of the 
states gives full access to meaning. Blake is asking us to read them with a 
larger consciousness than that embodied in the world of the poems. To read 
them, we must have a strong imagination—one that can break through 
the limiting categories (forms) that structure our perception. One way of 
describing this larger consciousness with its greater cognitive capacity is the 
term Blake used: imagination. In so doing, we see that the consciousness 
embodied in the poem’s speaker conveys only a partial representation of 
reality and limits access to truth.

The insight that Blake provides is that any representation of reality is 
partial. The work of imagination is to see beyond the limitations of that 
representation, to understand it and to assert human primacy over the 
construction of representations of the world. He also, in the detailed anatomy 
of the creative imagination that emerges in his work, provides a description 
of those obstacles to imagination, the ‘mind forged manacles’. These include 
self-doubt, fear, jealousy, hate and the other negative emotions. These colour 
perception, narrow the world and create social and political structures that 
dehumanise in both explicit and subtle ways. We see these pathologies at 
work in our public space in policies and institutions conceived by fear.

I have spent some time on Blake because he is the writer who brings the 
most conceptual clarity to discussion of the imagination. Another major 
theorist of the imagination, as noted above, was Coleridge, with his ideas 
of the primary and secondary imagination:

The primary Imagination I hold to be the living Power and prime 
Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind 
of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I Am …

The secondary Imagination I consider as an echo of the former, 
co‑existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the 
primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree and 
in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates in order 
to recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible yet still at all 
events it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, even 
as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead.9

9	  James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, eds, The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Volume 7: 
Biographia Literaria (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).
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But every major Romantic writer built their own theory in the context 
of the project that they were pursuing. If we stand back and consider the 
Romantic imagination from a broader perspective, what binds all the writers 
is the idea that the role of the imagination is fundamentally redemptive, and 
that it is in dialogue with the external world to prevent the intrusion of that 
world into the poet’s consciousness in ways that would threaten or destroy 
its integrity. The imagination struggles against the material world to prevent 
that world from destroying it.

In the context of literature, we see this dialogue play out in many ways. 
I have discussed Blake. In Wordsworth, it was an attempt to protect 
the integrity of the self from the depredations of the city, of politics, of the 
mechanisation of society. Ultimately, as we find in Wordsworth, there is an 
attempt to overcome the reality of death and its avatars, whether they be 
industrialisation, the mechanisation of daily life, poverty, the depredations 
of ageing and death and so on. In Blake, it included the positivist science 
that led to the world view of Sir Isaac Newton, the injustices of empire and 
the modes of thinking that resulted in what he described as the dark satanic 
mills: the Industrial Revolution built on a reductive and mechanistic view 
of reality. In the Romantic imagination, the external world is the world 
of death, the extinction of the living imaginative self. The great Romantic 
writers had imaginations of enormous strength because they challenged 
comprehensively the way in which society was constructed and ordered, 
not only at the level of its processes and artefacts, but also in the major 
thinking that led to such a society. They searched for a language, a mode 
of apprehension, that challenged the state of being and the world view that 
underpinned the society in which they lived, and in which we still live.

Imagination as power
One implication of Romantic theories of imagination is that imagination 
is a source of power. The Romantic writer seeks power over the ‘universe 
of death’ through the exercise of imagination.10 Each writer seeks through 
the exercise of imagination some power over material reality. Poems 
are  the record of this struggle and embody the poet’s strategy to achieve 
their imaginative vision. The Romantic imagination in this context takes 
many different forms. Each writer failed when measured against their 

10	  Harold Bloom, Take Arms Against a Sea of Troubles: The Power of the Reader’s Mind Over a Universe 
of Death (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020), doi.org/10.12987/9780300255812.

http://doi.org/10.12987/9780300255812
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ambition because all came up against the inability of external reality to 
accommodate unlimited human desire. In my own study of Wordsworth, 
I concluded that it is ultimately a desire to overcome the reality of death 
and, for Wordsworth, death established the boundary of his imagination 
and its capability. The larger conclusion of this struggle of imagination and 
reality is that imagination will push up against limits and become visible in 
terms of effect and structure. The imagination is the exercise of power—
over death, over nature, over language, over the brute reality of the material 
world, over the forces of industrialisation, of mechanistic science and so on. 
It is the exercise of a desire for more life and all the things that ‘life’ might 
symbolise and embody: love, choice, self-creation, agency. The stronger 
the imagination, the more successful it is. In this context, I note that in 
his book On Grand Strategy, John Lewis Gaddis defines grand strategy as 
‘the alignment of potentially unlimited aspiration with necessarily limited 
capabilities’.11 In  the terms of this essay, he is describing strategy as the 
pathway between imagination as desire and reality as constraint.

I have spent some time on this because an examination of the Romantic 
imagination gives us a way of thinking about the structure of the Australian 
strategic imagination. I would argue that the Australian strategic imagination 
can be understood as the outcome of the dialogue between imagination and 
the constraints of what we might describe as the material world in all its 
manifestations.

The birth of the Australian strategic 
imagination
There continues to be a debate on why Australia was settled. When I was in 
primary school, we were taught that it was established as a prison in which 
to put people who committed crimes in England. We were also taught that 
the early governors were kind and visionary men and that the convicts 
eventually became settlers and undertook the task of settling and farming 
the land. The Indigenous peoples were presented as a backdrop, not central 
to the drama of settlement beyond being an element of a hostile country. 
Several generations of historians have challenged this narrative, but it still 
has some hold in popular thinking and is certainly the preferred story of 
conservative politicians and their cultural gatekeepers.

11	  John Lewis Gaddis, On Grand Strategy (New York: Penguin Press, 2018), 21.
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The story less often told is that Australia was settled as part of an imperial 
project; it was a strategic location to strengthen the British Empire’s position 
against the French and other competitors. There may have been many other 
convenient reasons for settlement, but the imperial imperative was central 
and the most important. It is in this moment that the Australian strategic 
imagination was born. In this moment two conceptions of Australia came 
into being. One is of Australia as an integral part of the British Empire. 
On strategic matters, it could exercise no independent agency. Its security 
and defence were guaranteed and undertaken by the empire in accordance 
with imperial imperatives. The other, much more fragile conception was of 
Australia as a community, an emerging nation that had to exercise agency 
independent of empire to build its identity. We see the beginnings of 
the idea of an Australian nation, though it took more than a century for the 
idea to mature. It was an idea built on the experience of the development of 
the colonies and the emergence (and imagining) of an Australian identity 
that was related to the experience of Australia as a place and as a unique 
community.

The Australian strategic imagination is structured by the conflict between 
the imperatives of empire and the location of strategic identity within an 
imperial framework, and the emergence of the idea of an Australian nation 
that is independent of empire to the extent that it has a separate strategic 
identity. Over the past century, we have seen the end of the British Empire 
and the rise of the United States as a global power, but this does not challenge 
the foundations of the Australian strategic imagination because we have seen 
the substitution of one empire for another: American hegemony rather than 
British hegemony. The British Empire also still has a life as a particularly 
hungry ghost in current Australian strategic policy and its effect plays out 
in various nostalgias and ideas of strategic identity. If we want to frame this 
in terms of grand strategy, Australia’s grand strategy has been the work of 
managing the tension between the imperatives of the hegemon (the United 
Kingdom, then the United States) and those of the nation in ways that 
maximise Australian security and agency. My argument would be that the 
history of Australian strategic policy both as a series of documents and as 
actions can be understood through this lens.

Earlier in this essay I discussed the concept of imagination with reference 
to the work of William Blake. I did this for two reasons. First, Blake, to my 
mind, is the most profound theorist of the imagination in our culture and 
offers the most comprehensive discussion and anatomy of its expression in 
both art and the world.
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My second reason is that Blake wrote at the height of English Romanticism, 
which was during the period in which Australia was settled by Europeans. 
Blake was a critic of empire and Australia was a product of empire. As Blake 
describes the world of experience in his poems and prophetic books, which 
included his analysis of the pathologies of oppression, we were seeing in 
Australia the establishment of a prison colony that in its structure and 
functioning both embodied and gave expression to the world of experience 
as Blake describes it.

If we consider this world in terms of the categories that we see in the Romantic 
imagination, the early Australian settlers were living in Blake’s world of 
experience. His poem ‘London’, an extraordinary critique of empire, creates 
a world that in its political and social hierarchies and structures of oppression 
is one that the early colonists would have recognised. Empire establishes and 
sustains its forms of oppression in all places simultaneously. Blake’s Songs of 
Experience illuminate the psychology of oppression. The speakers of these 
songs are trapped in that world and do not have the imaginative strength 
to break out. The First Fleet sailed into Botany Bay in 1788. ‘London’ was 
published in 1794.

Another way of thinking about this would be to argue that the circumstances 
and the environment in which these settlers found themselves were a 
cognitive and imaginative crisis because much of what they were seeing and 
experiencing in this new environment was outside any frame of reference 
they had brought with them. It was an enormous imaginative challenge 
and these settlers had limited cognitive resources to meet this challenge. 
Their imagination was not strong. Trapped in a world of experience, empire 
becomes a trope for stability, order and continuity. Empire confers both 
material and psychic security. It becomes a major source of identity, but 
also incarnates the world of experience and its inhabitants in Australia, as in 
Blake’s poem, cannot see any reality beyond it.

The early years of settlement were characterised by violence and resource 
shortages and many difficulties understanding the rhythms of the seasonal 
cycle and how the land might be understood and farmed. The landscape 
was challenging and perhaps, more importantly, did not fit with any 
conceptions that the early inhabitants brought with them. There was a vast 
and unknown interior and the Indigenous inhabitants were often hostile. 
There has been much scholarship on this, in terms of both how early 
settlers saw the country and, more recently, the resistance of the Indigenous 
inhabitants. Noting this, I believe it is reasonable to argue that Australia was 
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born in warfare, half-starved, a fragment of empire and frightened that it 
may not survive. Survival depended on collective action in the government 
and administrative culture that favoured intervention. This, too, has shaped 
the Australian strategic imagination in ways that are still with us today.

But empire is challenged by local community—the life of individuals in 
place—which also works to create identity. We also see the stirrings of 
an idea of nation that in time would create an emergent strategic identity.

The imagination in Australia has always struggled to find its full expression. 
The forces arrayed against it have been formidable. Everyone will have their 
own list, but mine includes the continuing domination of Australian culture 
by empire and, later, by the memory of empire; the challenge of nature in 
Australia—so often a source of disappointment; the legacy of conflict and 
violence in the country’s origins and subsequent history, shrouded in silence 
until recently; the challenge of absorbing into consciousness a completely 
different landscape that did not fit into familiar categories derived from the 
other side of the world; and the incomprehension of and inability to engage 
with what was available to the settler culture through a relationship with the 
Indigenous inhabitants.

Australian culture has always privileged the practical over the visionary, 
the doing over the thinking. It seeks to live in this world, rather than 
contemplate some other. The mainstream story of our art is its struggle to 
come to terms with the landscape. In literature, one of the major tropes 
has been the confrontation of the isolated and diminished self with natural 
and social forces beyond their control. Eccentricity, silence, escape, exile, 
madness, death and transcendence are some of the coping strategies of the 
Australian imagination under challenge (Patrick White and Henry Handel 
Richardson are exemplars of this). The Australian strategic imagination is 
a subset of the Australian imagination and the demarcation is not a simple 
one. However, we can see its expression in a strategic culture of pragmatism, 
predominantly realist traditions of statecraft, a pessimism about the world, 
a reflex to fortress Australia in times of crisis and a willingness to surrender 
strategic policy to the current hegemon.

These are, of course, generalisations, and there are many exceptions to what 
I have described. However, a reading of Australian literature and art reveals 
an attempt to come to terms with, comprehend and represent the Australian 
reality in ways that do full justice to both the present moment and what 
the future that might be. As Mark McKenna, in his essay The Moment of 
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Truth, argues, our culture’s imagination of Australia is incomplete and, in 
some areas, characterised by avoidance and silence.12 For McKenna, our 
failure to achieve a republic that incorporates the reality of the Indigenous 
experience of this country since settlement is a failure of imagination and, 
I would suggest, our biggest contemporary crisis. In Blake’s terms, modern 
Australia was created in the world of experience and has not yet had the 
strength to imagine its way beyond this reality. In this sense, and drawing 
on Bloom’s concept of strength, the Australian strategic imagination has 
struggled to achieve strength, and we still see that struggle in contemporary 
policy debates.

The contours of the Australian strategic 
imagination
If we consider the history of Australia, there are several crises that give insight 
into the development of Australia’s strategic imagination. These include, 
but are not limited to, settlement and the wars of Indigenous dispossession, 
exploration, Federation, World War I, World War II, the wars in Korea 
and Vietnam, the post–Vietnam War strategic reorientation and, notably, 
the current China crisis. Each of these moments represents a crisis. Each is 
a moment of discontinuity, a moment that requires an act of imagination 
strong enough to envisage a future different from the continuities mandated 
by the past and powerful enough to generate a strategy sufficient to chart 
a path towards this future. When they occur, moments in history such as 
those mentioned above represent an enormous challenge because it means 
overcoming the forces of continuity and all that they represent in tradition, 
culture, practice and established relationships. Just as some of these moments 
of transition are navigated successfully, there are also failures. These failures 
are failures of imagination, which in turn give birth to weak or ineffective 
strategies.

We can also see some enduring themes that give us a sense of the shape and 
contours of the Australian strategic imagination and the tensions that it has 
tried to resolve as it has sought to respond to the future. Exploring these 
tensions helps us understand and identify the boundaries of the Australian 
strategic imagination. Debates about strategy, no matter how arcane, are 

12	  Mark McKenna, The Moment of Truth: History and Australia’s Future, Quarterly Essay 69 (Melbourne: 
Black Inc., 2018).
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not just technical, but also go to the question of our national identity and 
its construction and expression through the choices that we make. I identify 
some of these below. It is by no means a complete list, but notable is that 
each is a manifestation of what I have termed the tension between empire 
and nation.

There is a tension between fear of abandonment (from empire) and the 
desire for strategic autonomy (nation). This is discussed extensively in Alan 
Gyngell’s history of Australian foreign policy in the twentieth century, 
Fear of Abandonment.13 Gyngell explores how the fear of abandonment 
was embedded in the Australian imagination from the earliest moments of 
settlement and has shaped our attempts to influence and manage the larger 
strategic systems in which we participate. The tension to which strategic 
policy has since sought to respond is that of being a nation in command of 
its own destiny, while at the same time needing and wanting the support 
and protection of larger powers (empire).

Are we part of the world or a fortress kingdom unto ourselves? Australia 
has a history of sending expeditionary forces to other parts of the world as 
part of a larger imperial alliance or coalition engagement. This derives from 
a perception that Australian security is often best served by participation 
in and maintenance of larger global systems from which Australia benefits. 
Yet, Australia is also an island continent, which brings with it a concomitant 
obligation to provide for its own security and defence.

Australia is a trading nation that depends for its prosperity on the free 
flow of goods in our surrounding maritime environment. This creates 
a tension between maritime and land-based strategies for the construction 
and disposition of the armed forces. The challenge for Australian strategy 
is to resolve this tension to provide the most flexibility and embody the 
best recognition of the reality of our strategic environment. As one unpacks 
this dilemma, it becomes clear very quickly that the debate about the most 
appropriate strategy is one about what sort of country Australia is and should 
be: part of empire with the obligations of empire or an entity separate and 
autonomous. This tension flows through all debates about the development 
of strategic policy. It is why we have two different policies in relation to the 
US alliance in the 2020 Defence Strategic Update. This debate was salient in 
our Covid-19 moment.

13	  Allan Gyngell, Fear of Abandonment: Australia in the World since 1942 (Melbourne: La Trobe 
University Press, 2021).
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Geography haunts Australian strategy. Australian strategic policy has always 
grappled with the profound influence of geography as both a constraint 
and a strategic opportunity. To come to terms with Australian geography 
from a strategic perspective is to recognise that history is not necessarily 
a guide to the future. At the technical level, Australian geography provides 
many challenges in communications, logistics and force disposition. It gives 
us both the luxury and the challenge of time and distance. One of the 
enduring debates in Australian strategic policy is whether our geography or 
our history (empire) is more important in shaping strategy.

In current debates about the role (and presence in Australia) of US forces in 
relation to Australian strategic policy, we are also seeing the tension between 
nation conterminous with geography and nation as participant with reduced 
agency in a hegemonic project. Australian strategic policy has always sought 
to increase capability through alliances that bring intellectual resources 
and technology. This is one of the major ways in which the constraints 
imposed by geography are mitigated. Strategic policy has in recent years 
sought to chart the path between leveraging the power of an alliance and 
at the same time establishing a separate and independent operational and 
strategic identity. Decisions such as the AUKUS have a defensible strategic 
logic, but also embody a desire for protection by a hegemon and include a 
surprisingly nostalgic vision of the United Kingdom’s strategic role that is 
probably beyond its capacity.

Anxiety about the Anzac myth and attempts to anchor it as a foundation for 
national identity have their counterpoint in anxieties about the legitimacy of 
possession in relation to First Nations peoples. The Australian community 
validates through commemoration participation in foreign wars but is 
silent about the Australian frontier wars. The Australian Defence Force 
is increasingly aware of the contribution of First Nations peoples to  the 
defence of Australia and has made important steps in recent years  to 
incorporate it into its community and work. However, one of the great 
silences in Australian history and in our thinking as a community about 
strategic policy, defence and the role of armed forces in society has been the 
absence of public acknowledgement of and incorporation into the national 
conversation the reality of the frontier wars.
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Australia was an imperial project and the First Nations peoples were 
conquered. It is arguable whether the Australian strategic imagination has 
yet incorporated the reality and meaning of the frontier wars. In this sense, 
strategic policy does not yet speak to the full reality of the development of 
Australian nationhood and its history. There are often strange or confused 
attempts to reconcile history and geography. This debate is also partly a 
surrogate for debates about the nature of settler possession and its legitimacy. 
There is a theme in Australian mythologies of nation that Australia’s 
possession was legitimised by sacrifice in war. Prime minister John Howard 
argued that our history and geography could be reconciled. Another way of 
framing this is to argue that our historical experience is imperial, but we live 
on an island continent remote from the concerns of empire. The current 
solution is an insecure nostalgia.

The enduring challenge of defending Australia and its interests remains 
a relatively small population seeking to exercise sovereignty over a very large 
land and maritime area. This shapes perceptions about the nature of the 
strategic challenge and imposes limits on what strategies might be viable. 
It also increases anxiety about strategic challenges in the neighbourhood. 
Related to this is fear of the ‘other’—a persistent theme in Australia’s 
strategic history. Australia has been a very welcoming country to migrants, 
but it also practices policies of exclusion and vilification, often in the 
service of an idea based on racial and political stereotypes. The ‘other’ has 
been a complex figure in Australian strategic history and has taken many 
forms, ranging from fear of Asian contamination of Australia’s Anglo (and 
imperial) heritage to more recent vilification of refugees. The role of the 
other in Australian strategic history would make a major study in its own 
terms, but for the purpose of this essay, it is one of the structuring elements 
of the Australian strategic imagination and embodies over time many of 
the contradictions that the Australian strategic imagination seeks to resolve.

How can we conceptualise the Australian 
strategic imagination?
I have given a very cursory list that would come alive in more detailed case 
studies. What I am trying to demonstrate is that these contours add up to a 
structure and they relate to and come within a larger enabling form: empire 
and nation.
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I have suggested that the Australian strategic imagination becomes visible 
in a crisis when decisions are made, but also in the documents and speeches 
that chart the evolution of policy and strategy. At the beginning of this 
essay, I suggested that one question in which I was interested was how 
that imagination evolves and changes, but also what has been the source 
of its remarkable stability over a very long period. The standard answer 
to this question is that Australia has enduring features of geography, its 
location in the international system is relatively secure and it has responded 
to crises pragmatically with an understanding of national capacity and 
limits, drawing on strategic and local resources as required. Over time, 
this experience shapes institutions that codify its routines of response into 
practice. For example, as a young policy officer, I was taught how to think 
about problems and the routines and rituals of response. I was being taught 
to operate with forms that shaped what responses are acceptable. It was not 
so different to an apprentice learning a craft.

This work generally takes place within a ‘realist’ understanding of 
the international system. This is certainly the theoretical framing that 
underpins most official strategic policy documents. This explanation 
makes sense within a positivist and realist understanding of Australia’s 
strategic environment. In this context, strategy is about problem-solving 
in the context of resource constraints, however they are manifest. There 
is not much room for imagination as I have discussed it earlier in this 
essay because imagination is superfluous to the task of problem-solving. 
My criticism of this framework—which I believe is the dominant approach 
to strategic policymaking in Australia and the one that has most salience 
in contemporary strategic studies—is that it lacks an awareness of the way in 
which a strategy discourse can frame and shape artefacts and decisions. It is 
insufficiently self-conscious of the way the discourse shapes perceptions of 
the world and sets the parameters for policy development and decisions. 
It  reduces human agency in relation to the world by assuming that the 
world in which we live is somehow independent of the minds that create it. 
In Blake’s terms, it cannot find its way out of the world of experience.

I propose two different ways of thinking about Australian strategic 
policy over time, including how we might understand and analyse it as 
a manifestation of a strategic imagination that has its own imperatives 
inherent in its structure.
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Strategic imagination as dialogue over time
As I have suggested, Australia’s strategic imagination can be understood as a 
continuing dialogue over time between the imperatives of nation and empire, 
which may manifest as competing imaginings of Australia’s future. It is also 
the result of the dialogue between possible futures and a past undergoing 
continuing reinterpretation. Within this frame, it may be considered as an 
evolving set of relations over time. It exists both within and outside time 
but is constrained by the path the world sets for it. It is movement, insight, 
response—visible in its moments of crisis; it is how humans live in the 
world by creating it as they move in the world through time. In this respect, 
it embodies potential and works against structure. It is many voices talking 
to one another across time.

The inner struggle of Australian strategic policy is between various forms 
of realism, rooted in geographical reality and imperial legacy, and various 
forms of constructivism, perhaps manifested in an internationalism that 
would step away from empire. This larger structure shapes the discourse 
over time. This reading of the Australian strategic imagination suggests 
that the path to understanding it lies along an analysis of the relationship 
between its different manifestations. This approach would consider, for 
example, how documents and decisions over time embody and reconcile 
the tension between empire, on one hand, and nation in the context of the 
circumstances at play. For example, an enduring feature of Australian 
strategic policy has been the need or the desire to reconcile the imperatives 
of continental defence with the need for a maritime strategy that recognises 
our participation in larger regional and global systems and relationships. 
One question that would be salient is the extent to which documents 
and decisions reference past documents and decisions or speak to the 
future. What is the relationship between these artefacts and how does that 
relationship work to shape Australian strategic policy? Another example are 
the three recent defence white papers, from 2009, 2013 and 2016, and 
the 2020 Defence Strategic Update. Each white paper presents a specific 
argument about Australia’s strategic environment. They argue with each 
other, misread each other, shift the meanings of key words. They can be read 
as discrete objects—‘well-wrought urns’—and analysed as such. Or they can 
be read as a dialogue, the workings of a single imagination trying to grapple 
over time with an evolving challenge. They can be read against and with 
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earlier documents14 for continuities and lacunae. Out of this approach we 
could construct a conceptualisation of Australia’s strategic imagination that 
comprehends it as a set of dynamic and evolving relationships in time. From 
this perspective, it is not a set of discrete events or artefacts, but a single 
continuum—an object that has both spatial and temporal dimensions.

On a more personal note, having worked to write, critique and implement 
strategic policy since the early 1980s, it is a curious experience. On one 
hand, you are conscious of history and the external world, and your work 
must respond to that. On the other, you are engaged in debates that lie 
outside time. The 1987 Defence White Paper and the 2020 Defence Strategic 
Update, for example, can merge in an uncanny ahistorical space to become 
one text with variation. Each new document reorders and reinterprets the 
past and seeks to change the future. The creation of a new document at 
a textual level engages with precursor documents. You enter a world of 
misreading, ‘anxiety of influence’, hauntings and ghosts. In this reality, the 
relationship between documents over time will give us greater insight than 
any single document.

Strategic imagination as form
We can understand the Australian strategic imagination as a form and this 
approach to analysis can yield useful insights about how it operates to shape 
artefacts and decisions over time and how it works to maintain stability 
and respond to change in the external environment. In undertaking this 
approach, I am borrowing heavily from literary theory and, behind my 
thinking, debates in recent decades about the relative utility of different 
theoretical approaches to texts. My own approach to literary works is to 
consider them as silent objects. As the Canadian critic and theorist Northrop 
Frye said, a work of literature is silent. This sounds counterintuitive, but 
what it means is that it is an object we interpret to determine its meaning. 
We can use a variety of interpretative approaches to do this. Different 
theoretical approaches or readings are likely to yield different meanings. 
Without interpretation, it remains a silent object.

14	  For example, Paul Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities (Canberra: Department of Defence, 
1986) [Dibb Review]; and The Defence of Australia 1987, Department of Defence White Paper (Canberra: 
AGPS, 1987), www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/wpaper​1987.pdf.

http://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/wpaper1987.pdf
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In this section of the essay, I am responding to the work of the formalist 
critic and theorist Caroline Levine. Her ideas and methodological approach 
are set out in her 2015 book, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network,15 
in which she proposes that formalist approaches can be used to analyse the 
relationship and interaction between works of art and broader cultural, social 
and political formations. Her book sets out an understanding of forms and 
how they work to constrain, establish difference, overlap, intersect, migrate 
and situate what we might describe as content. She extends her analysis and 
thinking to how the study of forms in literary texts can illuminate and help 
us understand political and social forces. She distinguishes between form 
and content, recognising that one form can organise many different types of 
content. She takes the idea of affordances from design theory to talk about 
how forms enable the emergence of—or ‘afford’—a range of manifestations.

Affordance is a term used to describe the potential uses or actions latent 
in materials and designs. Glass affords transparency and brittleness. Steel 
affords strength, smoothness, hardness and durability. Designed things may 
have unexpected affordances generated by imaginative users—for example: 
we may hang signs or clothes on a doorknob or use a fork to pry open the 
lid, so expanding the affordances of an object.16

The power of Levine’s idea is that it allows us:

to grasp both the specificity and the generality of forms—both the 
particular constraints and possibilities that different forms afford, 
and the fact that those patterns and arrangements carry their 
affordances with them as they move across time and space.17

Levine discusses four major organising forms that can operate in many 
different contexts: whole, rhythm, hierarchy and network. In each 
discussion, she analyses how these forms can organise and structure our 
understanding of and participation in our environment and shape cultural, 
social and political organisation, and how they can compete and disrupt. 
From my perspective, she offers a way of thinking about the Australian 
strategic imagination’s incarnation as an object with spatial and temporal 
dimensions, and how that object has a form that in turn enables the 
organisation of content that has implications for our understanding of 
the formation and the implementation of strategic policy within a very 

15	  Levine, Forms.
16	  ibid., 6.
17	  ibid., 6.
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wide range of contexts. In this respect, it provides a container or, to use 
Levine’s terminology, establishes it as a ‘whole’ within which many other 
forms emerge and interact. In this respect, it allows us to understand more 
deeply what I have described as a conversation over time generated by the 
Australian strategic imagination.

Towards some case studies
The Australian strategic imagination from the perspective of form has as 
its core organising structure an unstable hierarchy comprising the claims 
of  empire against the claims of nation. This hierarchy is unstable to the 
extent that over time the relative claims of each element can shift and vary 
because of circumstances. This hierarchical structure embodies a whole to 
the extent that it establishes boundaries within which strategic policy is 
developed and expresses itself. In contemporary policy, empire is a trope 
for the Australia–US alliance, and this is a form that establishes what can 
be considered or incorporated into policy and what may not. It competes 
with, or is in relation to, the claims of nation and notions of national 
interest built on the foundations of an understanding of an independent 
Australian community.

The Australian strategic imagination creates a form that operates within 
a larger system of forms constructed by the interaction of ideas and states. 
One way of thinking about the contemporary moment is that we are seeing 
the emergence of competing hierarchies in the Indo-Pacific, each of which 
would establish a different order. This competition, which is unstable, 
represents disruption across the larger strategic system that has the potential 
to disrupt the stability of the form that expresses the Australian strategic 
imagination. The result is that we are in a period of crisis.

Within the overall form of the Australian strategic imagination—what 
I have described as an unstable hierarchy, but which also establishes 
a bounded whole that functions to exclude as well as include—we can see 
the emergence and interaction of other subordinate forms. For example, we 
can see how strategic policy documents can act as a ‘whole’, both including 
and excluding ideas. For example, the 1985 Dibb Review established the 
idea of Australia as a bounded space conterminous with geography.18 Policy 
is concerned with managing the relationship between what is included and 

18	  Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities.
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what is excluded, from both geographical and force-structure perspectives, 
and establishing a hierarchy of force-structure and operational priorities. 
This in turn determines the shape and function of the institutions that are 
tasked with implementation.

As a form, the Dibb document provides an organising framework for many 
subsidiary decisions, including the development and shaping of institutions. 
It also establishes the framework for positioning the near region as an ‘Arc of 
Instability’. We can see how Dibb’s framework functions as a form to shape 
content over time. When Joanne Wallis argued against Dibb by reframing the 
‘Arc of Instability’ as the ‘Arc of Opportunity’, she not only was challenging 
a policy idea but also had conceptualised Australia and the region within a 
different ‘whole’ that implied different hierarchies and presented a form that 
disrupted the one developed by Dibb.19 The policy significance is that the 
form shapes ideas about what is legitimate in terms of operational policy. 
To be crude, the Arc of Instability deriving from Australia as a bounded 
whole means that outside those boundaries comes threat and the response 
tends to be exclusion. The Arc of Opportunity means Australia is part of 
a larger whole within which engagement and opportunity become a viable, 
perhaps necessary, policy response.

The 1985 Dibb Review document was challenged by the United States for its 
exclusions and, in this context, its disregard of the centrality of the alliance 
in Australian strategy (and its importance to US defence). It challenged in a 
small way the balance of the hierarchy that is the major form of Australia’s 
strategic imagination. The resulting compromise was contained in the 1987 
White Paper, which expressed policy as self-reliance within a framework 
of alliances and agreements. We can see here how the larger hierarchical 
structure of the Australian strategic imagination (empire/nation) flows 
through and shapes policy documents, but how ideas that embody a form 
can challenge or disrupt existing forms.

In those elements that I described as forming the contours of the Australian 
strategic imagination, we can see how they respond to and are structured 
by this larger form. However, even though forms are forces for stabilising 
strategic policy at the macrolevel, at the microlevel, forms interact, compete, 
destabilise and organise, as discussed in relation to Dibb and Wallis.

19	  Joanne Wallis, ‘The Pacific: From “Arc of Instability” to “Arc of Responsibility” and then to “Arc of 
Opportunity”?’, Security Challenges 8, no. 4 (2012): 1–12.
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Another example is that, if we consider strategic policy over decades, 
there are certain rhythms. There is a crisis, followed by some form of 
policy change and usually some consequential capability adjustment 
and administrative reorganisation. This rhythm establishes the cycle of 
organisational development and change within the defence institutions and, 
from my own research, takes place over about a decade. It operates within 
the larger hierarchical form but establishes how we might understand time 
and threat and capability cycles, which in turn flows through to the cycle of 
institutional change. The recent debate about warning time is an attempt to 
disrupt this well-established rhythm. Whether it is a sufficiently powerful 
disruption remains to be seen.

One question that arises out of this is: if the strategic imagination generates 
relatively enduring forms, how might change occur? This is a central question 
for the current moment. My view is that the forms within which we live, 
notwithstanding that they are created human artefacts, are extraordinarily 
powerful forces for continuity. Change occurs because of our adaptation to 
the world as it changes. But if we consider forms as forces that shape and 
organise the world, change is problematic because forms work to stabilise. 
The moment in which we are living is potentially very dangerous, because 
we are seeing the emergence of competing forms within the Indo-Pacific 
that are potentially powerful enough to disrupt those forms within which 
we currently function. This, for me, is why we need to understand our 
strategic imagination, its limitations and how it works. Formalist approaches 
to analysis can yield insight.

Some thoughts on implications
My intuition is that out of all this one could develop a broader theory 
of imagination and form that would enable comparative discussion. 
For example, realist theory in international relations, which sits behind 
Australian strategic policy and is the theoretical foundation for much 
thinking in defence and intelligence communities, is a form that guides and 
shapes, and one that I think the Australian strategic imagination finds too 
congenial. Is it a useful or adequate form to shape our engagement with the 
wider world? Should we disrupt it? Is the challenge to Australian strategic 
policy from the Pacific Islands (the Blue Pacific Continent) a disruption or 
the presentation of an alternative organising set of forms: the whole and a 
network rather than a hierarchy? We have also seen attempts to build new 



STRATEGIC IMAGINATION

34

forms in Australian strategic policy, drawing on constructivist approaches, 
though we are not presently in a constructivist moment. A text, a decision, 
can be a site where multiple and contending forms intersect.

The discussion above is very abstract. I am not an advocate of an unthinking 
formalism, in literature, life or the development of strategic policy. Content 
matters. However, content is contextualised by form, which works to 
shape it. Even as we can undertake the type of interpretative analysis that 
I described earlier in this essay, it is also important to understand how that 
analysis operates within a larger framework of forms that guide us in so 
many ways.

As I noted earlier, one of the interesting features of Australian strategic 
policy is that it changes very little when looked at from the perspective 
of a century. We must ask whether we have allowed ourselves to limit our 
capacity to imagine alternative pathways into the future. Is our imagination 
strong enough to disrupt and break the forms that shape and bound it? 
For example, if we were to abandon the idea that we need the protection 
of a hegemon, what would that do to strategic policy? It would have 
profound implications at every level and in every manifestation, including 
institutional. In that respect, I believe that if we are to challenge and change 
our strategic imagination, we need to understand its form in time and space 
and how that in turn shapes our thinking and decisions.
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