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Defence policy is the most challenging of all areas of public policy. It involves specu-
lating about the future and how that future might deliver threats to the wellbeing and 
survival of one’s country. It requires that one make a judgement about which of all 
the possible futures that might eventuate is the one most likely to realise itself. It then 
requires a judgement about what measures might need to be taken in the present 
to mitigate against all the threats and risks that might accrue from this possible fu-
ture. This can involve the expenditure of billions of dollars, which once committed, 
close off alternative courses of action. The cost of error is very high and, in some 
circumstances, catastrophic.

It gets harder. The implementation of defence policy, especially new policy, is ex-
traordinarily complicated. It involves large, complex systems characterised by the 
interaction between technology and human beings directed towards achieving out-
comes in a future that is often speculative, or in a present that is never fully compre-
hensible. Much of the work is done in the hope that the world it is being undertaken 
to provide a response to will never occur. The organisations that preside over the 
development and use of capability have long histories and enormous accumulated 
experience. They have a view about policy and strategy, built on experience, which 
may be at variance with what policymakers are trying to achieve. Every process, 
every institution, every weapon system, has embedded within it an implied vision of 
the world and a view about what is the most appropriate policy and strategy. 

Aside from its complexity, the work of defence policy is an emotional challenge 
because all involved understand, often personally, that the cost of error is very high. 
To do serious work in this area requires that you understand that your obligation is 
not only to the present, but to the future, often to the future beyond the span of your 
own lifetime.

If we must prepare for 
the worst, what must 
we do now? 

Brendan Sargeant 

Focus
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Every page of Professor Hugh White’s book, How to Defend Australia, carries this 
sense of obligation to the future. 

White’s book builds an argument about how we might understand the challenge 
and undertake the defence of Australia. The way in which he constructs his argu-
ment and the style in which he presents it are central to the meaning of his book. 
Most commentary on How to Defend Australia makes reference to the elegance of 
White’s writing and the clarity of his argument. The first thing to note is that the way 
he writes–clearly and simply–renders a great courtesy to the reader. He helps the 
reader navigate a subject which is complex and also requires a certain degree of 
resilience to confront seriously. 

In developing his argument, White strips away much of the noise of the current 
moment. He focuses on underlying patterns and forces that we are often blind to as 
we manage the distractions of the present, and he tries to interpret these patterns 
and forces to see what they might reveal. The book’s focus is on the structure and 
possible trajectory of forces that in some possible futures may combine to create an 
existential threat to Australia. In this sense, the book locates itself at some point in 
the future where a major Asian power may have the capacity to threaten Australia’s 
security. It asks the question: what is likely to occur in that moment and what would 
enable Australia to respond effectively? Once you accept that this is where White 
has placed his thinking and argument, the other big question comes into view. If 
existential threat is a possible future, and if we have an obligation to prepare for the 
worst, what must we do now? 

This is a challenging question. We live mainly in the present as products of our 
history and culture; our view of the world and the future is always partial. White’s 
book understands this, but his stance is that the matters under discussion are of 
such significance that to ignore the future in favour of the present, or to assume 
that what we see in the present is pretty much what we will see in the future, is to 
take unacceptable risk and does not meet our obligations to the generations that 
will succeed us.

At the heart of the book is the recognition that the rise of Asian powers, particularly 
China, and the lessening of the power of the United States in Asia, has changed the 
strategic order irrevocably. White explores in detail what this might mean for Aus-
tralian strategic and defence policy. He has asked questions about technology and 
the possible future role of the United States in Asia. He has explored the implications 
of our geography for our defence and the way we might operate strategically in the 
Indo-Pacific. He has considered how these forces affect capability development 
and the viability of certain capabilities over time. He has seen how Australia might 
be vulnerable. He has been sceptical as to the extent that activity now might change 
those larger forces. He has explored the implications of that scepticism.
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In his discussion of Australia’s strategic interests, he focuses on those features of 
Australia and the regional environment that are enduring: the nature of our broader 
environment from both the perspective of geography, but also the large economic 
and demographic forces that, over time, change the relationship between Australia 
and countries in this neighbourhood. He establishes a hierarchy of interdependent 
strategic interests that provide a framework for understanding potential threats and 
their significance, but more importantly, create a framework for developing the type 
of defence force that might represent the best response by Australia.

As he does so, he works his way through the implications for how we might build 
the ADF. These are the most contentious parts of the book for contemporary policy 
and there is much to argue with. He calls into question some of the signature deci-
sions that governments have made in recent years, particularly in relation to the fu-
ture frigate program and the future submarine program. He does this with reference 
to both the history of the capabilities and the theories that underpin and animate 
thinking about them. Where he considers those theories wanting or outmoded, he 
says so. In doing so he tests the assumptions underpinning certain capabilities and 
challenges their relevance for the world that he sees emerging. This is particularly so 
in relation to surface combatant ships which he argues are of diminishing relevance 
to Australia’s needs. 

These sections of the book need to be read closely and with care, not only for the 
proposals he advances, but for the reasoning and assumptions underlying them. 
The exploration of a trade-off between affordability and the level of capability re-
quired; the forces that prevent clarity of purpose in relation to capability choices; 
and in particular the discussion on the consequences of pursuing high levels of 
interoperability without sufficient thought to the operational and strategic cultures 
that this creates are important discussions. In this respect, I think that perhaps the 
most problematic part of the book is the assumption that European technology 
and equipment is a viable alternative to that of the United States. ADF capability is 
heavily dependent on technologies provided by the US within the Alliance frame-
work. I am not confident that any alternative is viable if we want to retain current and 
prospective levels of capability, or capabilities sufficient to meet the challenge of a 
major Asian power. 

That said, it is easy enough to argue about the detail of White’s arguments, but he 
does highlight the strategic consequences of different choices.

It is in the context of the need for clear-sighted understanding of future potential 
strategic risk and potential responses that White raise the question of the likely need 
for Australia, at some point, to consider nuclear capabilities. His discussion recog-
nises the complexity and moral gravity of the question.
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The book spends some time on management and budget issues. It is an area not 
well understood and White brings some clarity. My view is that Defence manage-
ment performance in Australia has been, especially when considered over the long 
term, quite good. The burden of White’s argument is that the foundation of good 
management and the capacity for major change is clarity of strategic goals and 
hard thinking about how they translate into management process. This seems to 
me to be right. Once goal clarity is lost, the normal problems of managing large and 
complex systems compound. 

On budget considerations, White does not walk away from advocating increased 
expenditure. His focus is on affordability, efficiency and trade-offs. Affordability is 
a way of establishing limits and imposing discipline, which in this context means 
establishing clarity of goals and being clear-sighted in pursuing them. But as he 
makes clear, increased expenditure is affordable in the context of Australia’s wealth 
and budget capacity. How much we spend is at bottom a policy choice built on 
decisions we make as a country to invest in Defence now as a means of reducing 
our strategic risk in the future. 

There is a question that bedevils all policymakers: in responding to the present, 
how much of the future are we prepared to put at risk? In this respect, White’s book 
stands as a reminder that we make choices in the present that create futures we 
may not understand and perhaps are not even able to envisage. It reminds us that 
there are choices we may want to make in the future, but in order to be able to do 
so we need to build the capacity now. The book also asks whether refusal to see 
futures that the world may create is a wilful blindness, one that privileges existing 
institutional arrangements, which have their own strategic imperatives that find ex-
pression in particular policies and strategies. 

These parts of the book should provoke a strong and necessary debate because 
they challenge major institutions and their modes of being in the world. If, as a 
country, we decide the current force structure is right, we will have a deeper under-
standing of why. If not and it needs to change, we will understand better what that 
change means.

If we were, as a country, to decide that the vision of a future world presented in the 
book is possible, and we were as a consequence to decide to take it seriously and 
act, what does this mean? This is where the book raises many of its imponderables, 
at least for me. 

To work towards some form of implementation of the strategy advocated by White 
would represent a profound change to our strategic identity, to who we think we 
are in the world and how we live. It would be a major challenge to our strategic im-
agination. Australia would become a different country because change of the scale 
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the book considers would involve rethinking the lessons that we believe we have 
learned from our strategic history. 

You do not have to agree with the book’s vision of what the future world might hold. 
You may even decide that what the book is proposing is outside the realm of any 
reasonable possibility. However, the expansion of Chinese power is real and there 
is some uncertainty about the nature of United States’ involvement in the future 
Indo-Pacific strategic order. The book does highlight the need for radical thinking, 
radical in the true sense, in that there is a need to go back to the fundamentals of 
our strategic environment and ask the questions on the basis of first principles. 

As I reflect on the book, my sense is that the style of the writing—in its simplicity 
and measured tone, its focus on logic and the careful construction of argument built 
on explicit assumptions—conveys as much significance as the content. As I turn it 
in my mind, I hear a voice talking. I also hear a crowd of voices, including my own, 
clamouring to respond. Behind these voices there is a silence. It is the silence of the 
future. My reading is that the voice that this book conjures is trying to speak out of 
that silence. As the future comes closer, the meaning and significance of what this 
book is telling us will become clearer. It will help us to know ourselves better. 

Yet I also wonder if White’s approach and style of argument has the effect of dimin-
ishing human agency, of conceding too much to the large forces he describes. The 
future he sets out is not the only possible future. In this respect, I sense a bleak de-
terminism behind much of the thinking and argument. Perhaps this is necessary as 
a means of focusing attention on matters that normally we do not like to think about.

This book is now in the world and it tells a story about a possible future and of what 
that future might mean for the present. It is a book that anyone who wants to think 
about Australia should read and reflect on. In the years to come, it will be fascinating 
to see what this book does to us as it travels with us into the future.




