
209

17
Reflections on 

Brendan Sargeant
Amy King

Brendan Sargeant—as many other contributors to this volume have 
doubtlessly already remarked—was a rare figure in the field of defence 
and strategic policy. With his background and training in English 
literature and  his ongoing practice of and deep respect for writing and 
language, Brendan approached the daily work of strategy and defence with 
phenomenal creativity. Brendan’s conception of ‘strategic imagination’ 
was one such incredibly creative idea. When I first heard Brendan discuss 
‘strategic imagination’, I was immediately hooked. Given my own research 
interests in how collective ideas shape countries’ foreign policy and strategic 
choices, I felt that strategic imagination perfectly encapsulated the images, 
world views, narratives or intuitions that exist before, and deeply shape, the 
documents, plans and decisions that come later—those things that Brendan 
aptly described as the ‘artefacts of strategy’.1

In his 2021 Centre of Gravity Series Paper, Brendan first began to excavate 
the sources of Australia’s strategic imagination. To do so, he offered a set of 
powerful diagnostic questions that one might ask when trying to interpret 
the underlying assumptions, frames or other ideational constructs that 
shape a country’s policy choices: ‘What is excluded and for what reason? 

1	  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), 5, 
hdl.handle.net/1885/233085.
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What are the constraints that it assumes and what are those that it has not 
understood or been aware of? What has been forgotten or not seen? What 
would other perspectives reveal?’2

These diagnostic questions allowed Brendan to interrogate some of the 
ideas that have historically bounded Australian strategic policy, as well 
as to see the constraints or blind spots created by those ideas. Brendan 
was especially clear on how certain forms of ideas—nostalgia, myths and 
collective memory—could lead to the failure of strategic imagination by 
foreclosing future ideas and alternative possibilities. Thus, for example, 
Brendan pointed to nostalgia about Five Eyes arrangements and Anzac 
mythology as ideas that were limiting Australia’s ability to imagine strategic 
relationships beyond its traditional Anglo-American ones, or to think more 
creatively about the role that the Australian Defence Force could and should 
play in Australia’s changing strategic environment. 

But Brendan’s diagnostic questions for strategic imagination were also 
powerful examples of the kinds of thinking he applied to all aspects of his 
professional life, including those beyond his own writing and practice of 
strategic policy. In 2019, the Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs—
where the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre then led by Brendan is 
based—embarked on a major effort to address gender equality in its teaching, 
research, public engagement and organisational practices. Brendan was an 
active participant in these efforts, drawing on his own earlier experience 
with similar reforms in the Australian Department of Defence.

At an early schoolwide forum on gender equality, Brendan remarked that 
the graphs demonstrating the plunge in the number of senior women 
within the academy looked nearly identical to similar graphs on gender 
within Defence and the wider Australian Public Service. For Brendan, the 
only way to upend these numbers was to pursue deep structural and cultural 
change within the organisation and to require that individuals scrutinise 
their own individual biases and decision-making patterns. As someone with 
a proclivity to ask questions like ‘what has been forgotten or not seen’ and 
‘what would other perspectives reveal’, Brendan was keenly aware of the 
need to be honest and humble about one’s own biases, and of the ways 
in which collective decision-making could be improved when one listened 
‘to the quiet voice’ or considered overlooked ideas.3 

2	  ibid., 5.
3	  Brendan Sargeant, Chapter 22, this volume.
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More than once, Brendan expressed to me the words ‘it’s all micro’, by 
which he meant that he was optimistic that widespread structural and 
cultural change could occur as individuals began to change their behaviour 
over time. This aligned nicely with his view that ‘[s]trategic policy at the 
national level is a collective endeavour, the work of many people over time’.4 
Achieving that collective endeavour required getting the best out of many 
individuals, and this is where Brendan excelled. He was a fundamentally 
kind and decent person, honest about his own trajectory and lived experience 
and empathetic and trusting of others. He wanted people to do their best 
and rightly assumed that, with encouragement, they would.

But Brendan was also willing, when needed, to inject a sharp dose of reality or 
an alternative perspective to challenge the risk aversion or complacency that 
can arise in any collective endeavour. As academics, we deeply appreciated 
the value he saw in our slow, painstaking research and his recognition that 
our writing and teaching might help provide the policy world with some of 
those alternative perspectives or fresh doses of reality.

At the same time, we in the university were all the better for having 
Brendan’s policy, governance and literary mindset make us think harder 
about our own risk aversion and complacencies. I am deeply grateful for 
the time we had with Brendan and for his contribution to our collective 
strategic imagination. 

4	  Sargeant, Challenges to the Australian Strategic Imagination, 3.
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