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An invitation to 
isolation: there’s more 
to national strategy 
than fortress defence

James Goldrick

Hugh White seeks fundamental changes to Australia’s defence strategy and the 
force structure maintained to provide for our national security. Why he thinks this 
is necessary is set out in his new book, How to Defend Australia. The premise is 
straightforward: China is so powerful that its domination of East Asia and of the 
South East Asian periphery is inevitable, if not an accomplished fact. The primacy of 
the United States has ended; and the unavoidable result will be the weakening and 
likely collapse of the security arrangements that have prevailed largely unchallenged 
for many decades. White believes this situation is something wholly new for Aus-
tralia, given our history since European settlement, and that it requires a wholly new 
approach. Australia must look for the first time, he asserts, to secure its security 
without the expectation–or even hope—of great power support. Furthermore, White 
believes there are insufficiently aligned interests for Australia to rely upon any of the 
other actors in the region as partners in balancing China. Indeed, the suggestion is 
that there are enough possible sources of contention with India, Indonesia and even 
Japan, that these nations need to be factored into Australia’s risk matrix.

The solution proposed is to focus on the defence of the Australian continent (this 
includes Tasmania but not, in the final event, Australia’s offshore territories in the 
Indian Ocean) by what How to Defend Australia defines as a strategy of ’maritime 
denial’. The resulting force structure involves a much larger submarine force than is 
currently planned, as well as continued emphasis on long range strike and precision 
weaponry, principally delivered by fast jet aircraft with the potential of unmanned 
vehicles in the future. This combination is explicitly not a ‘balanced force’, which 
White regards as being an attempt to maintain too many capabilities with resourc-
es spread too thin to provide decisive force when and where it most matters. The 
much greater cost of the ‘maritime denial’ strategy proposed will be met in part by 
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the wholesale disposal of force elements assessed as superfluous to the construct. 
Thus, the majority of the current and planned naval surface fleet, as well as the big 
amphibious ships, will be sold off and not replaced.

There are several problems with How to Defend Australia’s thesis. The first and 
most important is that geography is not all about territory. Geography matters for 
Australia, but not in the way many think. Australia’s problem fundamentally is that it 
is at the end of the line of any and every supply chain. Our situation is thus not an 
invitation to invasion but to isolation. Threats against Australia have always mani-
fested themselves—even at the ‘darkest hour’ of early 1942—in efforts to attack or 
cut our national transport links with the outside world rather than in attempts to land 
large bodies of troops on the continent.

This misunderstanding has resulted in us often ignoring the fundamental reason for 
the alliances in which we have been engaged for most of our history since European 
settlement, as well as the justification for commitments in distant theatres. Aus-
tralia has from the first been critically dependent on both exports and imports and 
this dependence, both in crude financial terms and in the vital matters of keeping 
the population fed and supported, has steadily increased. It is not appreciated by 
many the extent to which Australia’s food distribution systems in 2019 depend on 
diesel-powered road transport, while agriculture itself is reliant upon the import of 
fertilisers to compensate for the continent’s low levels of phosphorous in the soil. 
And, of course, we no longer refine aviation fuel domestically.

Political scientists and contemporary strategists are prone to employ selective his-
torical analogies in ways that make historians uncomfortable, not only because the 
contemporary context may have fundamental differences from the cited situation 
from the past but also because the chosen analogy may omit factors critical both to 
the historical example and to current events. How to Defend Australia suffers from 
this syndrome in the way classical British strategic policy is cited as an exemplar 
for the proposed Australian approach. How to Defend Australia sets out a trinity of 
British strategic goals – to secure the English Channel and home waters to prevent 
invasion, to ensure that no major European power could control Belgium or the 
Netherlands and to prevent any single power from dominating Europe as a whole. 
White draws very close parallels between this trinity and his assessment of Austral-
ia’s essential strategic requirements.

It is true that the three goals were primary considerations for any British government 
from at least the middle of the 16th century, but they did not remain the only vital 
interests that needed guarding. The security of Britain’s seaborne commerce was 
increasingly important in sustaining its economy and thus its national finances, as 
was its ability to trade with the European continent even as it sought to intercept 
the shipping of any adversary. But, by the second half of the 19th century, a vulner-
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ability had been added to this financial dependence that was just as serious as any 
threat of invasion. The combination of the urbanisation and population growth that 
accompanied the Industrial Revolution with Britain’s adoption of free trade meant 
that feeding the British people was increasingly managed by the just-in-time import 
of cereals and other agricultural products. With only a few weeks of food in country, 
it was essential for Britain to ensure that its sea communications were maintained – 
requiring a naval effort that had to be global in its ultimate reach. 

Given Australia’s energy dependence and its lack of oil refineries and stockpiles, our 
need to find ways of protecting the tankers that keep the country—both defence 
force and domestic transport—running has parallels to the British situation of the 
19th century that even the most austere historian could not deny but which How 
to Defend Australia does not acknowledge. Furthermore, while Australia’s depend-
ence on imported fertilisers to maintain its own food supply may be less direct than 
Britain’s in the longer term it is no less critical.

The focus on an anti-invasion ADF creates another concern. Our strategic environ-
ment is becoming increasingly complex not just because of changing power bal-
ances but because of other developments in the world around us, of which climate 
change is perhaps the most important. No future grand strategy can ignore this 
reality, either in the requirement to manage these problems directly or to cope with 
the knock-on effects, which may well result in new sources of inter-state dispute. 
Furthermore, as recent events in the Strait of Hormuz have confirmed, threats to 
the global system and to Australian interests manifest themselves in many ways 
and at many levels of conflict. Therefore, the construct of a defence force centred 
on an anti-invasion mission may be arguable as necessary but it clearly cannot be 
sufficient. 

Australians are right to be on their guard about military commitments far afield, but 
such caution must be accompanied by the understanding that we rely as a nation, 
as we always have, on a global system for our prosperity and on the maintenance 
of seaborne transport for our survival. Just as our interests and vulnerabilities are 
shared with other nations so must protecting them be a collective effort. Australia 
will never have the capacity to project power and sustain presence out to all the 
locations where our vital interests are involved. We must work with others–and we 
may have to do such work a long way from our own shores. 

Here, How to Defend Australia is also problematic. White largely rejects the value of 
alliances in our new strategic environment and again cites the example of what has 
elsewhere been termed Britain’s ‘splendid isolation’, based on the idea that nations 
have no permanent friends, just permanent interests. The fact that the British were 
always prepared to involve themselves in alliances when and where needed is given 
little recognition. White is right not to minimise the challenges of our relationships 
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with India, Indonesia and Japan, but he is wrong to be so dismissive of our potential 
to work together to mutual benefit. Much more should have been said in How to De-
fend Australia about why partnerships are so difficult in the 21st century Indo-Pacific 
and what Australia could do to encourage their development.

The assessment of the technological factors that How to Defend Australia employs 
to support Australia’s ideal force structure is also curiously incomplete. There is sur-
prisingly limited acknowledgement of the challenges Australia would face maintain-
ing the ‘system of systems’ of sensors, communications, targeting and platforms, 
such as the F-35 strike fighter aircraft, without substantial external assistance. What 
is even more surprising is the relative absence of analysis of the stresses that cy-
berattacks will put on these systems, the extent to which cyber warfare will be in-
terweaved with kinetic effects and the extent to which Australia will need to develop 
capabilities which can operate in electromagnetic and data environments that are 
highly contested. This may be because some of the assertions as to the absolute 
superiority of How to Defend Australia’s favoured systems in combat could thus be 
called into question. 

It is the subtext of How to Defend Australia that may be most significant. White is 
right to call for a dispassionate assessment of Australia’s changing strategic envi-
ronment and the responses that we need to make, even if his solutions are ques-
tionable. This book is an engaging read on a very important subject, but it must be 
studied with great care, a critical eye and constant awareness that there is more to 
national strategy than fortress defence. Its real value lies not so much in the credibil-
ity of the author’s construct for our future security but as the start of a conversation 
that Australia needs to have as we face the uncertainties of our new reality.

This review is based on ‘A fortress with no water supply: Hugh White’s  
“How to Defend Australia”’ by James Goldrick and Euan Graham first  
published by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute website, The Strategist, 
on 18 July 2019. 




