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Strategic imagination: 

Practice

One of the last books that Brendan and I discussed was Richard Rorty’s 
Philosophy as Poetry. I had pressed my copy on to him, in part as 
a  bridge between our two instinctive literatures: his, the poetic; mine, 
the philosophical. He was sceptical of the genre, but appreciated Rorty’s 
insistence that imagination was essential for rationality. Rorty, as part of the 
great pragmatist tradition in American philosophy, offers a way of assessing 
ideas that is ripe for interrogating ‘strategic imagination’. Instead of seeking 
concepts that try to directly ‘mirror’ reality (a doomed and artificial quest), 
Rorty urged that ‘[w]hat we call “increased knowledge” should not be 
thought of as increased access to the Real but as increased ability to do 
things—to take part in social practices that make possible richer and fuller 
human lives’.1

That is, as William James, a forerunner in the pragmatist school, put it: 
‘Grant an idea or belief to be true … [W]hat concrete difference will 
its being true make in anyone’s actual life?’2 Ideas are valuable in the same 
way machine tools are valuable. If they can make a practical difference 
for today’s problems, we should adopt them. When they no longer serve 
that need, we should feel free to put them down. Strategic imagination 
must therefore demonstrate its assistance in helping us lead ‘richer and 
fuller human lives’ if it is to represent an increase to our knowledge and a 
sustainable intellectual tool for scholars and policymakers alike.

1	  Richard Rorty, Philosophy as Poetry (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019), 43.
2	  William James, Pragmatism and Other Writings (London: Penguin Books, 2000), 88.
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In this section, we apply that philosophical blowtorch to the concept of 
strategic imagination. Does it help policymakers and analysts to better 
understand and act within the world? What changes if we adopt this 
concept? Either through offering new ways of viewing the world or by 
helping us to act in distinct ways through its conceptual framework, how 
does it really matter?

In a beautifully written contribution in Chapter 10, Professor Roland 
Bleiker reflects on his time stationed on the border of South and North 
Korea and illustrates ‘how aesthetic approaches to security can offer a form 
of strategic imagination’ that is both practical and scholarly. It is so easy to 
see the seven-decade-long conflict on the Korean Peninsula through tired 
eyes, but Professor Bleiker helps show us just how easily we look but do not 
see. Adopting a different method, however—one very much in line with 
a strategic imagination mindset—we can gain fresh insights into structures 
of power and dynamics of conflict.

In Chapter 11, Tom Barber and Melissa Conley Tyler argue that Australia 
is in a moment particularly ripe for strategic imagination and discuss ways 
to improve imagination by bringing diverse voices together to overcome 
the traditional silos of policymaking. They highlight the work Brendan 
did through his official and informal help to support new ways of understanding 
Australia’s place in the world and forms of policymaking. Complementing 
their assessment, Professor Rory Medcalf in Chapter 12 discusses the widely 
embraced concept of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a case study of strategic imagination 
in practice—a concept that both Sargeant and Medcalf played crucial roles in 
helping to establish and encouraging its now-global adoption.

Professor Stephan Frühling in Chapter 13 applies strategic imagination to the 
world Brendan knew best: Australian defence policy. He considers how one of 
the safest countries in the world must live partially in the world of imagination 
and potential threats if it is to create intellectual coherence within its policy 
choices. Finally, in Chapter 14, Robbin Laird, a leading global military expert, 
provides a northern hemisphere example, tracking how Nordic countries are 
reimagining their defence situation and approach given the war in Ukraine 
and aggression from Russia. By emphasising the direct words and actions of 
contemporary military officials and strategists, Laird highlights the challenge 
today’s leaders face when trying to apply strategic imagination as a practical 
tool of statecraft. In strained moments such as these, the pragmatist’s insistence 
that we should seek and value knowledge that makes a concrete difference is 
ever more powerful and compelling a credo.
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