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Approaching Australian
defence and strategic policy
through strategic imagination

Stephan Frihling

Brendan Sargeant’s writings on strategic imagination as a way to understand
Australia’s defence strategy and debates are as rich as they are brief. They
leave a lot of tantalising avenues for further research, exploration and
interpretation. As much as war and conflict are about the societies that wage
it and weapons technology, ultimately, the motivation to use violence is
a deeply human affair. Academic training in literature, classics or philosophy
is thus both more useful for defence and strategic studies and more common
among Australian Defence officials than one might think. But Brendan’s
writings still stand out in the very direct way he drew on his literary studies
background to inform his thinking on Australian defence.

Brendan saw imagination—as well as the lack thereof—as a key element
to understanding Australian strategy and policy. In his view, imagination
underpins perception of the region, perception of Australia and the way
strategy isdeveloped and conceived. For Brendan, understanding imagination
as a process and a contrast to reality and understanding Australia and the
Australian imagination itself were thus crucial to understanding Australian
defence policy past, present and future. This is most vividly illustrated
in the parallels he drew in his speech at SDSCs fiftieth anniversary to
Gerald Murnane’s story of the study of ‘Inner Australia’. Deeply steeped in
Australia’s strategic as well as literary history and traditions, this approach
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gave Brendan a basis for discussing Australia from a detached, analytical
perspective that made any conversation with him on this topic stimulating,
insightful—and often lengthy.

This chapter will examine the concept of strategic imagination in Brendan
Sargeant’s writings and explore it as a way of understanding past, current and
future challenges in Australian defence policy. The long-term development
of a defence force always deals with contingent developments—future
conflicts that often never come to pass—which are inherently ‘imagined’ as
possible future realities." However, the chapter will also argue that Australia’s
strategic policy is unusually well suited to being understood through the
prism of imagination and indeed the application of literary theory to
strategic imagination, which Brendan so skilfully sketches in his writings.

As Brendan acknowledges in his PhD proposal, a conventional narrative of
Australian strategic imagination has obvious material from which to draw.
It reflects broader national debates about Australian identity as a part of an
old empire or as a new settler community; of ‘great and powerful friends’,
emancipation and independence; of tension between history and geography.
In 1997, prime minister Paul Keating sought to draw a line under those
debates, stating:

No choice we can make as a nation lies between our history and
our geography. We can hardly change cither of them. They are
immutable. The only choice we can make as a nation is the choice
about our future.?

Approaching those debates through the lens of ‘strategic imagination’,
however, makes it obvious that both Australia’s geography and its history are
anything but immutable, insofar as the significance of both lies in the way
there are reimagined and reinterpreted in arguments about the nation’s future.
And, as Brendan lays out in his Centre of Gravity Series Paper, focusing on
the role of imagination also provides a basis for asking how interpretation
of both might—and should—evolve as strategic circumstances change.’

1 Stephan Frithling, ‘Australian Strategic Guidance since the Second World War’, in A History of
Australian Strategic Policy Since 1945, edited by Stephan Friihling (Canberra: Defence Publishing Service,
2009), 9-10.

2 Paul Keating, ‘A Prospect of Europe’, Robert Schuman Lecture, University of New South Wales,
Sydney, 4 September 1997, www.paulkeating.net.au/shop/item/a-prospect-of-europe---4-september-1997.
3 For a valuable recent reimagining of Australia’s strategic geography, see Andrew Carr, ‘Australia’s

Archipelagic Deterrence’, Survival 65, no. 4 (2023): 79-100, doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2023.2239058.
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Imagination is thus important, in an ontological as well as an epistemological
sense, for policy because, as Brendan said in his speech on the fiftieth
anniversary of SDSC, ‘when you are confronted by a genuinely strategic
decision ... [it] is also a challenge to your self-conception, to your sense of
who you are and who you might be. This is why strategic choices are hard.™
This statement is not just true, but also a useful antidote to the careless
proliferation of the term ‘strategic’ in defence and political discourse.
Indeed, it is a statement that arguably also holds true in reverse, in that a
genuinely strategic decision will challenge a country’s sense of what it is.
Sweden’s and Finland’s recent decisions to join NATO, for example—and
indeed the determination of the Ukrainian people to join the European
community of nations in the Maidan Revolution of 2014—thus stand out
as genuinely strategic in a way that decisions by few other countries have
been since the end of the Cold War.

The need to take decisions that ‘challenge ... your self-conception’ is
mercifully quite rare. Australia has been—and remains—particularly
blessed, or ‘lucky’,” in that regard. One could argue that there have been
few if any such instances since the momentous events of 1788, which
challenge Australia to this day: Federation in 1901 and the referendum of
1967 arguably being the most significant and, tellingly, mostly domestic
decisions that formed modern Australia and its ‘self-conception’.

In a defence context, prime minster John Curtin’s decision to withdraw
Australia’s divisions from the Middle East in 1942 is one that perhaps turned
out to be of more symbolic than practical consequence in the long term.
I do not know whether Brendan had a hand in displaying the telegram of
that decision in the Defence Committee room in the Defence building on
Russell Hill, but I have no doubt that he would have approved. As he stated
in his anniversary speech:

When I reflect on the strategic history of Australia filtered through
the development of the Defence organisation ... what I hear is an
ongoing conversation ... about who we are ... what sort of country
we are and how we should participate in the world.

4 Brendan Sargeant, ““To See What Is Worth Seeing”: Keynote Speech to the Strategic and Defence
Studies Centre Fiftieth Anniversary Dinner, 21 July 2016’ [Chapter 22, this volume].
5  Donald Horne, The Lucky Country: Australia in the Sixties (Melbourne: Penguin, 1964).
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But, as he also cautioned:

The institution will tell its own story if left to itself. The task of
strategy is to make it listen and understand that the reality it sees
itself as part of can have many dimensions and actually be something
other than what it thinks it is.°

For Brendan, strategy is thus a struggle of imagination against reality (in his
PhD proposal) or against experience (in his Centre of Gravity paper). This
is a very rich approach, which has some parallels with the more common
concept of strategy as a (falsifiable) ‘theory of victory’.” But whereas the latter
makes the concept of strategy abstract and systemic, focusing on the role
of imagination highlights its human nature: strategy as a struggle between
imagination and reality as lived experience is not just an intellectual exercise,
but also a very personal and bureaucratic one. In that sense, it is a concept
of strategy that is far more evocative and in sync with the two ‘trinities” that
Carl von Clausewitz argued are intrinsic to war: (the psychological effect)
of hatred and enmity, probabilities and chance, and instrumentality and
reason; and the people, military leadership and government.?

Importantly, imagination can be in contest with reality even if the latter
has not ‘falsified” underlying assumptions. Indeed, reality has been kind to
Australia, so strategic debates are animated by imagination instead. In a
comparative perspective, it is hard to avoid the impression that Australia’s
strategic debates about itself are perhaps so existential exactly because it
has been spared existential crises where imagination crashed into reality.
Australia was on the winning side in all the wars that mattered and when it
was not, such as in Vietnam or Afghanistan, it carefully curates a collective
memory that instead focuses on individual experiences and tactical
successes. Domestically, while Australia has an evolving but unbroken
history of government since 1788, France is on its fifth republic in the same
time and Germany has had five or six national incarnations since Australian
Federation. The experience of revolution that not only changes government
but also profoundly affects every person’s life trajectory is part of the living
memory of many countries from Eastern Europe (as well as Portugal, Spain
and Greece) to East Asia, Latin America and South Africa. The importance
of imagination—including Australia’s collective imagination of itself, its

6 Sargeant, “To See What Is Worth Seeing’.

7 Stephan Friihling, ‘Uncertainty, Forecasting and the Difficulty of Strategy’, Comparative Strategy 25,
no. 1 (2006): 19-31, doi.org/10.1080/01495930600639528.

8  Carl von Clausewitz, Vom Kriege [On War] (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1994), 42.
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history and geography—for understanding Australias strategic debates
and policy is thus also a reflection of the absence of any lived experience of
external or internal disjuncture.

In that sense, however, Australia’s turn from forward defence to self-reliance
and the ‘Defence of Australia’ in the 1970s was indeed a genuine ‘challenge
to the strategic imagination’. Australia had a hard time imagining a strategic
future for itself different to the lived experience of working together with its
‘great and powerful friends’, the United Kingdom and the United States, in
its own region. This was a challenge to Australian strategy not just because
Australia had to imagine a different future, but also because the reality on
which Australia’s strategic view of itself was based was irrevocably changing:
its allies reduced their commitments in South-East Asia and countries in
the region—including Australia’s own colony in Papua New Guinea—were
gaining independence.

As Alan Thompson wrote in 1987, Australia entered this era with:

organizational, structural and perceptual barriers to implementation
of the defence of Australia itself ... almost totally deficient in
a capacity for strategic intelligence and assessment ... commanders
[who] were good tacticians, but by their role were precluded from
strategy ... [and] lacking in experience and knowledge of how
to develop a national strategy that was more meaningful than

shibboleths.’

Ultimately, as Brendan writes, ‘a strong imagination asserts primacy over the
continuities represented by tradition’® and this was certainly what happened
in the case of the ‘Defence of Australia’. As Thompson also wrote in 1987:

Australia would have a fundamentally different approach to its
defence if the likelihood of nuclear war between the superpowers
were judged to be high. Exactly what that would have produced
for defence policy is a fertile field for speculation. My own view is
that we would have nuclear armed naval and air forces operating
predominantly in the northern Pacific and a ground force able
to help defend the Persian Gulf. But I am certain that Australia’s
defence would not contain a primary focus on meeting low level
raids and harassments in Northern Australia.!!

9 Alan Thompson, Defence Down Under: Evolution and Revolution, 1971-88, Working Paper (London:
University of London Sir Robert Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, 1988), 5-6.

10 Sergeant, Chapter 2, this volume.

11 Thompson, Defence Down Under, 2.
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In Brendan’s concept, the strategy that evolved in Australia during the
era of the ‘Defence of Australia’ can thus be understood as imagination
unchallenged by harsh imposts of reality. The construct of the self-reliant
‘Defence of Australia’ was grounded in the historical memory of how limited
US assistance had been in Australia’s diplomatic and military conflicts
with Indonesia over West Papua and during Konfrontasi. Ultimately, the
edifice of Australia’s strategic policy at the time was based on abductive
logic—the logic of possibilities and imagination—rather than deduction
from real threats or induction from operational pressures and experience.'
Abductive logic underpinned the grounding of Australian strategic interests
in geography,” as well as the approach to defence planning ‘without a
threat’* and reimagining Indonesia as the tough ‘Kamarians™ that Brendan
still encountered the army fighting against four decades later.

Approaching the debates and policies of the time through literary studies
thus seems highly apt. Brendan writes that ‘[i]magination creates worlds—
“images or concepts of external objects not present to the senses™." Indeed,
Australia’s defence policy during the ‘Defence of Australia® era was most
peculiar as it was developed, described and debated through the meaning
of abstract concepts—'self-reliance’, ‘Defence of Australia’, ‘warning—
that persist to this day. Or, in Brendan’s words: “The 71987 Defence White
Paper and the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, for example, can merge in
an uncanny ahistorical space to become one text with variation.”'® Social
scientists, including this author, tend to approach these as ‘contested
concepts’, but there is no doubt that an approach based on the far more
sophisticated structural literary theories that Brendan sketches in his PhD
proposal would yield far richer, more interesting—and policy relevant—
observations. For these concepts are not merely contested but also shift their
meaning—or must be actively reinterpreted and redefined—to fit their

12 For a discussion of the logical underpinning of defence planning concepts, see Stephan Friihling,
Defence Planning and Uncertainty: Preparing for the Next Asia-Pacific War (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014),
25-29, doi.org/10.4324/9781315818764.

13 Hugh White, ‘Strategic Interests in Australian Defence Policy: Some Historical and Methodological
Reflections’, Securizy Challenges 4, no. 2 (2008): 63-79.

14 Paul Dibb, The Conceptual Basis of Australias Defence Planning and Force Structure Development,
Canberra Paper No. 88 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National
University, 1992).

15 Brendan Sargeant, Challenges to the Australian Strategic Imagination, Centre of Gravity Series Papers
58 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National University, 2021), 4, hdl.
handle.net/1885/233085.

16 Brendan Sargeant, Chapter 2, this volume.
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context.” As early as 1979, Des Ball quoted a first assistant secretary in
the Department of Defence commenting that the Sraregic Basis, the most
senior policy guidance document at the time, ‘is the gospel; but it has as
many interpretations as the gospel’.'® Indeed, describing Australian defence
debates as ‘defence theology’ is an analogy that is as fitting and common
in the Australian context as it is rare and remarkable from the outside; the
only other situation where the term received similar use was in northern
hemisphere debates about (equally imaginary) nuclear strategy during the
Cold War.”

To highlight the importance of imagination in making sense of Australian
strategy after Vietnam is by no means to denigrate the importance of the
achievements of that era. But it may help explain the subsequent struggles
as the exigencies of reality reimposed their place as worthy contestants of
the imagination. Indeed, one of the interesting questions about Australian
strategic history is why, despite an ever-more frequent series of crises
in the South-West Pacific, strategic policy guidance of the 1990s in the
end so underestimated the importance of operations in Australia’s inner
neighbourhood before the deployment of the International Force East
Timor (INTERFET) in 1999. The idea that ‘the institution will tell its
own story if left to itself” is certainly part of the answer. Those with a less
geographically based concept of Australia’s national interest would argue
that the imagination that underpinned the policy consensus of the 1980s
and 1990s had itself become a challenge to a more holistic imagination of
Australia’s security.

Certainly, if strategy arises from a contest of imagination and reality within
the Defence organisation, that reality can thus also take the form of a new
government and proactive minister! As esoteric as Brendan’s approach may
seem, it is rooted in a deep understanding of—and deep sympathy for—the
Defence organisation itself:

17 Interested readers are invited, for example, to compare paragraph 2.21 of the 1987 White Paper
with paragraph 3.30 of the 2020 Defence Strategic Update.

18  Quoted in Desmond Ball, The Politics of Defence Decision Making in Australia: The Strategic
Background, Reference Paper 93 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National
University, 1979), 1.

19 See, for example, the discussion on the exegesis of ‘flexible response’ in Ivo Daalder, 7he Nature and
Practice of ‘Flexible Response: NATO Strategy and Theater Nuclear Forces since 1967 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1991), doi.org/10.7312/daal92104. French thinking about the principles and practice
of strategic autonomy is the only other example of which the author can think, which, being rooted in
both Cartesian thinking and the French imagination of the historical role of the Grande Nation, also
proves the point.
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I work in an organization ... that does many different things every
moment of the day. It never sleeps. It never stops. It is relentless.
It has its own imperatives and appetites. It has a personality and life
independent of those people and organisations that contribute to its
being. It is what it is and, in its deepest dreaming, has no desire but
to be what it is.?

As much as strategy is a matter of international pressures and high policy, it
is ultimately also something that arises from the contest of imagination and
experience within that organisation, and one of the limits to strategy lies
in the limits to imagination within the Defence organisation itself.

Brendan’s approach based on imagination is so useful because it can
ultimately encompass both these aspects of strategy; indeed, I would argue
that he saw them as inseparable. Effective national strategy arises from—or
is at least enabled by—the extent to which the Defence organisation can
imagine a different reality. No-one impersonates this unity better than Sir
Arthur Tange, who not only shaped strategic thinking in the Vietnam and
post-Vietnam eras, but also created the modern Department of Defence.?!

To be effective, strategic imagination must shape the organisation itself,
exactly because this can set up clashes with its experience and inertia.
Brendan has left little writing—at least in the public domain—about
imagination and strategy within the Defence organisation and its relationship
with national strategy. But a common thrust of the changes with which he
was associated—from strengthened corporate planning and ‘One Defence’
and the fostering of a strong strategic centre and re-establishment of
a contestability function, to the creation of a wider national security
community—is that they all sought, in one form or another, to help the
organisation question itself, rethink its own role and assumptions and
thereby make it fit for future challenges.

What are those future challenges? ‘Policy is as much about creating future
worlds by describing them as it is about bringing those worlds into being
through strategy,* Brendan wrote. If strategy arises from the clash of
imagination with reality (or experience), Australian strategy in the 1980s
and 1990s was characterised by a surfeit of the former, and that of the

20  Sargeant, Chapter 22, this volume.

21 Sir Arthur Tange, Australian Defence: Report on the Reorganisation of the Defence Group of Departments
(Canberra: AGPS, 1973).

22 Brendan Sargeant, ‘The Pacific Islands in the “Indo-Pacific”, Security Challenges 16, no. 1 (2020):
26-31, at 30.
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2000s and 2010s by a surfeit of the latter.”® However, vacillating between
creating intellectual edifices to guide preparations for ultimately imagined
threats on the one hand, and satisfying the urgent demands of ongoing
operations on the other, has left Australian strategy—and the Defence
organisation—poorly prepared to imagine the role of armed force in shaping
the international environment it faces today.

There was once a brief and intriguing time when the end of the Vietnam
War was on the horizon and Australia imagined a less stable postwar
region than it became, when Australia thus had to contemplate the need
for a genuinely national strategy to secure its own region and security.
Encapsulated in the 1968 and 1971 Strategic Basis papers, drawn up
by the then interdepartmental Defence Committee that comprised not
just the secretary of defence and service chiefs, but also the secretaries of the
departments of Foreign Affairs, Prime Minister and Cabinet and Treasury,
are sketches of a broad strategy of regional engagement in South-East Asia
with economic, political, diplomatic and military dimensions, through
which they prepared to address an imagined, unstable post-Vietnam
environment that never came to be.*

‘Grand strategy’ in that sense does not come easily to Australia. In the
Euro-Adantic context, foreign, defence and economic policies of the late
1990s and early 2000s were dominated by a generational project of
‘neighbourhood policy’ to make Central and Eastern Europe ready to join
the European Union and NATO—an undertaking institutionalised in
NATO membership action plans and EU accession programs that sought
to knit together what had been torn asunder by the Cold War and, before
that, the end of the great empires after World War I. The author has vivid
memories, after arriving in Australia from that region in the mid-2000s,
of a distinct sense that there must be something he did not get, that he
was missing something in Australian policy, of looking in the wrong places
or looking for the wrong forms, when searching for Australia’s equivalent
program for its own ‘Pacific community’. Even the Pacific ‘Step-Up’ remains
defined almost solely by what it seeks to prevent and how, rather than by
‘creating a future world’ that it seeks to achieve (let alone as a shared project
with the Pacific itself).

23 See also Andrew Carr and Stephan Friihling, ‘Australia: The Limits of Pragmatism’, in Defénce
Planning for Small and Middle Powers, edited by Tim Sweijs, Saskia van Genugten, and Frans Osinga
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2024).

24 See Stephan Friihling, Ghosts of Papers Past: The Strategic Basis Papers and Australian National Security
Strategy in the Twenty-First Century, Occasional Paper 3 (Canberra: ANU National Security College, 2012).
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Brendan had a leading hand in the creation of the 2013 Defence White
Paper that introduced the concept of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ to Australian
strategic guidance. “The Indo-Pacific is as much a policy construct as it
is a geographical reality, so how it evolves further will in part depend on
how policy and academic communities build and use the idea,”” he wrote
in 2020. It is easy to see how he was attracted to the concept of the ‘Indo-
Pacific’. Rooted as it is in economic and geographic realities but also an
imagined community, the way it is open to interpretation and only takes
form as a policy project as a new imagining of what used to be referred to as
the Asia-Pacific’ region makes it almost an embodiment of his definition of
strategy, as a contest of imagination and reality.*

A key element in this is the role of the US alliance. ‘Australia’s management
of the alliance since the Vietnam War through to the beginning of the
Trump era responded to a strategic environment that was relatively stable
and, in terms of potential crises, relatively low risk’, Brendan wrote in
2021, and, in ‘this context, Australia has managed its alliance relationship
by establishing processes that enable it to maximise its discretionary
decision-making capacity’.”” Living memory or experience is not required
to imagine a different form for the alliance, but it certainly can help. A key
challenge for Australian defence policy and strategy today is that the time
in which it actively sought to use its US alliances—ANZUS as well as the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), the latter of which was far
more important than the former but is almost completely forgotten—
to actively deter threats and shape our region is now well beyond living
memory.*®

25 Sargeant, “The Pacific Islands in the “Indo-Pacific”, 26.

26 See Brendan Taylor, ‘Contested Concept: Unpacking Australia’s Indo-Pacific Debate’, Asian Politics
and Policy 12, no. 1 (2020): 71-83, doi.org/10.1111/aspp.12512.

27 Brendan Sargeant, ‘Australia: Maximising Discretion in an Untested Alliance’, in Alliances, Nuclear
Weapons and Escalation: Managing Deterrence in the 21st Century, edited by Stephan Friithling and
Andrew O’Neil (Canberra: ANU Press, 2021), 101-10, at 105-6, doi.org/10.22459/ANWE.2021.09.
28 The challenges themselves and their implications are well beyond the scope of this chapter but include
the problems of integrating Australia’s regional and the United States’ global strategies, managing extended
deterrence, limited appreciation of the role and importance of alliance institutions and the use of forward
presence for deterrence. See Stephan Friihling, ‘Australian Strategic Policy in the Global Context of the
Cold War, 1945-65’, in Fighting Australia’s Cold War, edited by Tristan Moss and Peter Dean (Canberra:
ANU Press, 2021), 11-34, doi.org/10.22459/FACW.2021.01; Stephan Friihling, “The Fuzzy Limits of
Self-Reliance: US Extended Deterrence and Australian Strategic Policy’, Australian Journal of International
Affairs 67, no. 1 (2013): 18-34, doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2013.748273; Stephan Friihling, ‘Is ANZUS
Really an Alliance? Aligning the US and Australia’, Survival 60, no. 5 (2018): 199-218, doi.org/10.1080/
00396338.2018.1518384; Andrew Carr and Stephan Frithling, Forward Presence for Deterrence:
Implications for the Australian Army (Canberra: Army Research Centre, 2023).
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As Brendan wrote:

Australia needs to move towards a sense of strategic community in
which participation enables and strengthens that community ... But
much of our strategic discourse has worked against the idea of a
community of nations with shared interests and challenges that are
of greater importance for the future than purely national concerns.”

Hence, there is ‘an overriding imperative to recognise the reality of
interdependence, and to acknowledge that giving expression in action to this
interdependence may be a more pressing requirement than the traditional
focus on the preservation of state sovereignty’.** Percy Spender would no
doubt have agreed and, while Brendan wrote these lines in the context of
Australia and the South Pacific, we can equally apply the same thought
to the US alliance—or to relations with Japan and other countries in the
Indo-Pacific.

As discussed at the start of this chapter, Brendan recognised the opposing
poles of Australia’s narrative of itself, such as independence and alliance,
as important elements of our strategic imagination, but at the same time
he saw a need to challenge what they should mean. Independence and
alliance not as opposing poles of Australian strategic policy, but alliance as
a prerequisite of independence—now there is certainly a challenge to the
Australian strategic imagination! Close reading of, building on and further
developing the ideas that we can find in Brendan’s writings will no doubt
turn up many more. Other readers of his works will no doubt come to
different conclusions. But through the imagination that his writings kindle,
Brendan’s legacy will live on.

29  Sargeant, ‘The Pacific Islands in the “Indo-Pacific”, 30.

30 Brendan Sargeant, The Implications of Climate Change for Australian Strategic and Defence Policy in
Relation to the Alliance and Pacific Island States, Regional Outlook 68 (Brisbane: Griffith Asia Institute,
Griffith University, 2021), 14.
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