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INTRODUCTION 

In 1948, George Kennan defined ‘national security’, as ‘the continued ability of the 

country to pursue the development of its internal life without serious interference, or 

threat of interference, from foreign powers’.1 ‘Power’ is, in the words of Reinhold 

Niebuhr, ‘the ability to move others by the threat or infliction of deprivations’,2 And 

although ‘power’ in this context implies coercion, the ‘deprivations’ through which it is 

effective are of a broader kind than direct military force alone. Terrorism, insurgency, 

the subversion of democratic institutions for political or criminal gain, or the 

deliberate interruption of trade and supply of energy and raw materials, all fall into 

the remit of national security, as they and the measures aimed at their avoidance are 

all strategic behaviour.  

Indeed, it is the development of a national security strategy that gives the concept of 

national security most of its practical relevance. This paper examines the historic and 

present challenges in Australia in developing national security strategy. It begins by 

defining what is meant by national security strategy, and how it relates to national 

security policy. It examines the 1968 and 1971 Strategic Basis papers that began to 

develop a nascent national security strategy for Australia, and discusses why there 

was a lack of explicit national-level strategy for the subsequent 40 years. Today, the 

absence of national security strategy for Australia is becoming an impediment to 

                                            

1 George F. Kennan, ‘Comments on the General Trend of U.S. Foreign Policy’ (George F. Kennan 
Papers, Princeton University, 20 August 1948); quoted in G. John Ikenberry and Anne-Marie 
Slaughter, Forging a World of Liberty Under Law: U.S. National Security in the 21st Century 
(Princeton: Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs, Princeton University, 2006), p. 
14. See also P. G. Bock and Morton Berkowitz, ‘The Emerging Field of National Security’, World 
Politics, Vol. 19, No. 1 (Oct., 1966), pp. 133–4. 
2 Reinhold Niebuhr, Discord and Collaboration (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962), p. 
103. 
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successful national policymaking: this paper concludes with basic recommendations 

that could help to fill that void. 

NATIONAL SECURITY AS GRAND STRATEGY 

In the context of national security strategy, the term ‘strategy’ is used in a broader 

understanding than in Clausewitz’s classic definition as ‘the use of engagements for 

the object of the war’.3 It was British strategic thinkers who recognized that strategy 

in that narrow sense had to be conducted in a broader context of the nation’s overall 

situation, especially with an emphasis on its diplomatic and financial position. While 

at first Julian Corbett used the term ‘major strategy’ in this context,4 it was later 

referred to as ‘grand strategy’.5  

Grand strategic choices, and the continuous readjustment of ends and means at the 

national level, were thus analysed and described as a distinct aspect of state 

behaviour in times of war and peace.6 The importance of matching military power 

and international influence with the underlying economic capability were recognized 

as an important element of grand strategy,7 as were social and domestic political 

factors.8 But due to the historical origins of the term, ‘grand strategy’ tends to be 

associated with preparations for major war. Being concerned with interferences to 

                                            

3 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, edited and translated by Michael Howard and Peter Paret (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, Everyman’s Library, 1993), p. 146. 
4 Julian Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (Annapolis: Brassey’s, 1988), p. 10 (first 
published in 1910). 
5 Basil Liddell Hart, The Decisive Wars of History (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1929), pp. 150–51. 
6 Paul Kennedy, ‘Grand Strategy in War and Peace: Toward a Broader Definition’, in Paul Kennedy 
(ed.), Grand Strategies in War and Peace (Yale: Yale University Press, 1991), pp. 1–10. 
7 See Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Random House, 1987). 
8 See Richard Rosecrance and Arthur A. Stein (eds.), The Domestic Bases of Grand Strategy (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993). 
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domestic life, the concept of national security is thus broader than that of grand 

strategy as it is usually understood, and includes military but also economic, terrorist 

and other methods of coercion. But the essence of national security as a concept, 

like that of grand strategy, is to maintain the continued ability of the nation to meet 

such challenges.  

Fundamental to national security of a nation is the balance between external threats 

and the domestic as well as allied means that can be marshalled against them: what 

Walter Lippmann called the ‘strategic solvency’ of a nation when he wrote that ‘a 

nation has security when it does not have to sacrifice legitimate interests to avoid 

war, and is able, if challenged, to maintain them by war.’9  National security is an 

enduring concern; it is the consequence of today’s conflict, commitment, or agency 

reorganization for the nation’s ability to deal with future conflict that make them 

relevant in terms of national security. ‘National security’ implies a focus that looks 

beyond the immediate crises and issues of the day, similar to Everett Dolman’s 

definition of strategy as seeking ‘instead of a culmination a favourable continuation of 

events’, and ‘a plan for attaining continuing advantage’.10  

THE IMPORTANCE OF IDEAS 

Because it is focused on the ability to meet the risk of future conflict, national security 

strategy usually combines both hedging and shaping elements. In this context, 

‘shaping’ refers to those measures that make an adverse event less likely than would 

otherwise be the case, because hostile actors are successfully deterred, or because 

                                            

9 Walter Lippmann, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic (Boston, Little, Brown and Company, 
1943), p. 51. 
10 Everett Carl Dolman, Pure Strategy (London: Frank Cass, 2005), pp. 5–6. 
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the international or domestic conditions that may give rise to adversarial 

relationships are reduced. ‘Hedging’ refers to those measures that reduce the 

consequence of an adverse event should it nevertheless materialize, and includes 

support by allies, active and passive defences, and national resilience.11  

While this dichotomy is a useful tool for analysis and policy development, it also 

parallels a second duality of conceptions of national security: liberal institutionalism 

and realism, both of which are rooted in different political and philosophical 

assumptions about human nature and the roots of conflict. The former outlook aims 

primarily at eliminating the sources of conflict through the development of institutions 

and cooperation, and is hence by inclination drawn to shaping as an approach to 

national security. The latter is focused on the role of power in regulating human 

behaviour, aimed at maintaining active control and leverage, and hence more 

focused on hedging.12  

Ideally, hedging and shaping, building of cooperative institutions and reliance on 

force, should all be combined into one coherent national security strategy. For 

example, the US strategy of containment of the Soviet Union, as it was developed in 

the late 1940s and early 1950s, combined military rearmament and alliances with a 

new economic order based on the Bretton Woods institutions and the Marshall Plan. 

In Australia’s case, this was mirrored by the nascent military posture of forward 

                                            

11 The use of both terms in this context has been developed in more detail in James A. Dewar, Carl H. 
Builder, William M. Hix, and Morlie H. Levin, Assumption-Based Planning: A Planning Tool for Very 
Uncertain Times (Santa Monica: RAND, 1993), and subsequent publications by Dewar and other 
RAND staff. 
12 Richard K. Betts, U.S. National Security Strategy: Lenses and Landmarks (Princeton: Woodrow 
Wilson School of Public and International Affairs, Princeton University, 2004), p. 5. 
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defence, combined with the Colombo Plan for cultural engagement and economic 

and technical assistance for countries to Australia’s north.13  

The balance between liberal and realist approaches has differed over time, with 

respect to different issues and different regions.  Developing a national security 

strategy inevitably involves fundamental political and philosophical assumptions 

about positive and normative aspects of domestic and international affairs. 

Moreover, ‘liberal institutional’ elements of national security strategy mean that 

almost any part or measure taken by a national government can, in principle, play a 

role in national security: bringing overseas students to Australia as part of the 

Colombo Plan is a good example.  

Hence, developing a national security strategy is not merely an exercise in 

bureaucratic coordination. Rather, its essence lies in top-down direction about the 

‘big ideas’ that provide justification for foreign commitments (in Walter Lippmann’s 

famous 1944 dictum, ‘obligation[s], outside the continental limits of [Australia], which 

may in the last analysis have to be met by waging war’14), and coherence to the 

efforts of the various departments and agencies whose actions have a bearing on 

meeting the risk of future conflict in general, and the nation’s foreign commitments—

including, in Australia’s case, the ANZUS treaty—in particular. 

                                            

13 See Daniel Oakman, ‘The Politics of Foreign Aid: Counter-Subversion and the Colombo Plan, 
1950–1970’, Pacifica Review, vol. 13, no. 3 (October 2001), pp. 255–72. 
14 Lippmann, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic, p. 9. 
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NATIONAL SECURITY AND THE LAYERED HIERARCHY OF POLICY 

AND STRATEGY 

In the US context, the congressionally mandated annual publication of a formal 

‘national security strategy’ has established the use of that term in a practical as well 

as analytical context. In contrast, in his 2008 National Security Statement, the 

Australian Prime Minister instead referred to ‘national security policy’.15 But although 

‘strategy’ and ‘policy’ are often conflated,16 and there are various definitions for each, 

they are not synonymous.  

In 1943, Edward Earl Meade famously wrote that grand strategy ‘so integrates the 

policies and armaments of the nation that the resort to war is either rendered 

unnecessary or is undertaken with the maximum chance of victory.’17 ‘Grand’ or 

National Security Strategy thus provides guidance to functional policy areas 

including defence, foreign affairs, policing, trade or intelligence.  Terry L. Deibel 

generalizes this relationship and defines ‘policy’ as a simple descriptor for ‘the 

statements and actions of government: It is the output of what is often called the 

“policy process”.’ In his view, ‘strategy’ then ‘should be thought of as an input to that 

process, a guiding blueprint whose role is to direct policy, to determine what the 

government says and does’.18  

                                            

15 Kevin Rudd, National Security Statement, Australian House of Representatives, 4 December 2008. 
16 Hew Strachan, ‘The Lost Meaning of Strategy’, Survival, vol. 47, no. 3 (Autumn 2005), pp. 33–54. 
17 Edward Mead Earle, ed., Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to Hitler, 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1943), p. viii (emphasis added). 
18 Terry L. Deibel, Foreign affairs strategy: logic for American statecraft (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). 
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This seems to turn the traditional view, where ‘policy’ refers to the ends or objectives 

of strategy, on its head. In the Clausewitzian perspective, policy is defined by 

government, and is an outcome of the interactive process of ‘politics’ that war 

‘continues with other means’.19 Strategy is subservient and subordinate to policy, 

and links it with military and other means that can be used to influence the behaviour 

of other actors. 

Richard Kugler combines both perspectives by highlighting the difference between 

national policy objectives—such as the avoidance of war or the preservation of 

alliance relationships—and functional policies—such as defence, foreign affairs, 

trade etc—that all have bearing on them. ‘Strategy’ then becomes an ancillary 

concept related to the integration of different, functional policies in relationship to the 

overall political objectives: 

Any single policy can pose painful tradeoffs in which some critical goals 

must be sacrificed in order to attain others. A strategy seeks to surmount 

this problem of incompatible goals and unwanted negative consequences 

by designing an individual policy for each goal, then weaving these 

separate policies together to create an overall strategic construct that best 

advances all of the goals being sought.20  

Strategy at all levels is thus still consistent with the Clausewitzian paradigm of 

seeking political ends. ‘Grand’ strategy, however, including its explicit form as a 

national security strategy, relates to fundamental national objectives that transcend 

                                            

19 Clausewitz, On War, p. 99. 
20 Ibid., p. 62. 
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the remit of individual government departments, and does indeed result in policy 

direction for lower, functional levels.  

Subordinate, functional ‘policy’ guidance should include guidance on policy 

objectives as well as on limitations to freedom of action and resource allocation in 

each area that flow from the directing and coordinating effects of grand strategy at a 

higher level.21 In the absence of an explicit national security strategy document, 

departmental guidance that explicitly relates that department’s activities with those of 

others is where a nascent and implicit national security strategy might be found. It is 

in this manner that we have to understand The Strategic Basis of Australian Defence 

Policy, which was the closest that Australia has come to developing an explicit 

national security strategy. 

THE 1968 AND 1971 STRATEGIC BASIS PAPERS AS NASCENT 

NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY 

The Strategic Basis papers were a series of Defence Committee documents, 

produced from 1953 to 1983, whose purpose was to provide strategic guidance to 

the Department of Defence.22 The Defence Committee, which endorsed the 

Strategic Basis papers, was the highest decision making organ of the Department of 

Defence. However, its membership was broader than the department itself, generally 

including the Secretary of Defence and Chiefs of Staff, as well as Secretaries of the 

                                            

21 Gabriel Marcella and Stephen O. Fought, ‘Teaching Strategy in the 21st Century’, in Gabriel 
Marcella (ed.), Teaching Strategy: Challenge and Response (Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute, US 
Army War College, 2010), p. 88. 
22 For background on the drafting, function and content of the papers, see Stephan Frühling, 
’Australian Strategic Guidance since the Second World War’, in Stephan Frühling (ed.), Australian 
Strategic Policy Since 1945 (Canberra: Defence Publishing Service, 2009), pp. 1–50. The book 
contains the full text of Strategic Basis papers and equivalent documents between 1946 and 1976. 
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Department of External Affairs, Prime Minister’s Department (now the Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet, PM&C), Treasury and intelligence services. Hence, it 

was more akin to today’s Secretaries’ Committee on National Security (SCNS) than 

to the modern Defence Committee, which is exclusively constituted by officials from 

within the Department of Defence.  

STRATEGIC GUIDANCE FOR THE POST-VIETNAM ERA 

New Strategic Basis papers were submitted to the government about every three 

years,23 and they differed substantially over time in style, format and time horizon: 

The Strategic Basis papers of 1953 and 1956 were relatively brief and focused 

nearly exclusively on the role of Australian military forces in the context of global 

Cold or ‘hot’ war. The 1959 Strategic Basis questioned the viability of a defence 

posture based on forward deployment in Southeast Asia, and raised the prospect 

that Australia may have to assume responsibility for its own defence without major 

allied support. During the early 1960s, the papers continued to become more 

analytical and forward looking in their analysis of Australia’s security environment. 

However, policy implications were dominated by the rapidly escalating conflict in 

Vietnam and tensions with Soekarno’s Indonesia over its policy of Konfrontasi with 

Malaysia.  

                                            

23 It is interesting to note in this context that the Cabinet’s comments on the documents usually 
reflected the definition of policy adopted above, and concentrated on resource implications and 
national as well as specific goals. The Whitlam government also placed noticeable limitations on the 
use of military force. Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser’s comments on the 1975 Strategic Basis stand 
out in this regard, as it was the only time that government voiced substantial criticism of the analysis 
itself that was developed in the documents. See Stephan Frühling, ’Australian Strategic Guidance 
since the Second World War’, in Frühling (ed.), Australian Strategic Policy Since 1945, pp. 1–50. 
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For a few years after 1968, however, the document’s scope and aims changed in a 

subtle but quite fundamental manner which transformed the documents into a 

broader Australian national security strategy. This transformation was due to a 

number of related trends in the regional security environment: The Vietnam War and 

British presence in the region were both drawing to a close, and with it the large-

scale presence of US and UK combat forces in the region that had been the basis for 

the Australian forward defence posture of the 1950s and 1960s. The end of major 

allied presence in Southeast Asia was correlated with the stabilization of the newly 

independent countries in the region. Most of them had gone through a long period of 

upheaval, from the Japanese invasion of 1942, through the struggle for 

independence after 1945, and leading into a period of conflict between communist 

and other factions during the 1950s and 1960s. However, with the exception of the 

war in Vietnam, most of these conflicts had abated by the late 1960s, and regional 

countries were beginning turn their attention to shaping a new regional order in 

economic, political and diplomatic terms.  

It was in the context of these developments that the 1968 Strategic Basis first 

addressed a problem that was relatively new for Australia: the development of an 

independent national security posture towards its neighbours in Southeast Asia. 

Although ‘forward defence’ had responded to the reality of significant security threats 

in Australia’s Southeast Asian neighbourhood, it had also been rather convenient for 

Australia, in the sense that it had absolved the country from committing the military, 

financial, diplomatic, analytical and policy-making resources that would have been 

required to underwrite an independent posture. In previous decades, Australia had 

taken important policy initiatives at the grand strategic level, including the ANZUS 
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treaty and the Colombo Plan. But the driving inspiration of these initiatives had often 

been due largely to the force of specific personalities, such as Foreign Minister Percy 

Spender. Moreover, initiatives regarding Australia’s engagement with the region had 

been based predominantly on remnants of former colonial relationships, such as the 

British Commonwealth in the case of the Colombo Plan, or Britain’s direct security 

role in Malaya.  

Now, however, Australia had to develop a new, national policy of directly engaging 

these countries in the longer term. And while Australia’s ‘grand strategy’ of old could 

largely do without a formal articulation, because ultimately policy was made 

elsewhere and Australia was only a contributing partner, an independent posture 

required an explicit articulation of its implications across different departments and 

areas of policy. In other words, Australia had to define a national security strategy, 

whose core ideas were progressively developed in the 1968 Strategic Basis and its 

successor document of 1971.  

TOWARDS A NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY: THE STRATEGIC 

BASIS PAPER OF 1968 

Although many of its specific policy recommendations fell by the wayside in 

subsequent years, the 1968 Strategic Basis made a significant contribution to 

Australian strategic guidance by placing, for the first time, Australian defence policy 

into the context of overall national (security) strategy.24 In its introductory 

                                            

24 In hindsight, it is often easy to overlook the significance of the feat that the development of an 
independent policy during the early 1970s represented for a country of Australia’s size and historical 
predilections. For good discussions both ex-post and ex-ante, see Alan Thompson, ‘Defence Down 
Under: Evolution and Revolution 1971–1988,’ Working Paper, no. 40 (London: Sir Robert Menzies 
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paragraphs, the document recognized that in the future it would be up to Australia to 

integrate different instruments of national power through a more articulate strategy: 

Strategy embraces political, economic and social objectives equally with 

military, and sometimes the former may be more important. There must 

always be a close inter-relationship between defence policy and political 

and economic policies.25 

This was true at the international level, such as in Australia’s relations with 

Indonesia.26 It was even more so in fighting insurgency, which was recognized as 

still being a major threat to regional stability. In a section of uncanny relevance 

today, the Strategic Basis discussed at length the relative importance of domestic, 

political, economic and cultural factors over military ones in the conditions leading to 

insurgency.27 For Australia, the challenge of assisting regional countries in 

counterinsurgency meant that  

Only by the coordination of our strategic policies across the entire 

defence, political, economic and aid fields will our initiatives avoid wasted 

effort and give promise of success in preventing the sources of instability 

developing to a stage where only large scale military effort can contain 

them.28 

                                                                                                                                        

Centre for Australian Studies, University of London, 1988); and B.B. Schaffer, ‘Policy and System in 
Defense: The Australian Case’, World Politics, vol. 15, no. 2 (January 1963), pp. 236–61. 
25 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 19 August 1968, paras 26–7. 
See also the section on ‘Political and Economic Aspects’ (paras 149–55). 
26 Ibid., paras 97–8. 
27 Ibid., paras 127–35. 
28 Ibid., para 151. 
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The 1968 Strategic Basis was the first to derive a set of specific Australian ‘strategic 

interests’ from an extensive discussion of Australia’s strategic situation,29 which took 

up more than half of the document. Many of these interests did not relate, or related 

only indirectly, to defence policy. For example, the Strategic Basis discussed at 

length the Australian ‘national interest in the maintenance of the communal balance 

in Malaysia’, and the ‘development of organized intra regional relationships ... in the 

South-East Asian region’ was identified as ‘an important objective of Australian 

policy in the next decades.’30  

The policy section of the 1968 Strategic Basis was an explicitly tentative and 

relatively brief exploration of the requirements, possibilities and constraints on 

independent Australian policy in Southeast Asia after the end of the Vietnam War.31 

The document made clear that Australia could not replace either Britain or the United 

States in Southeast Asia, and that the details of Australia’s future posture could only 

be determined once the outlines of a post-Vietnam regional order were more 

defined.32 However, Australia 

should have it understood that we perceive our support for the Region to 

embrace political, economic and administrative objectives and assistance. 

We should seek to have ourselves recognised as free and willing to take 

independent initiatives. One of our main objectives should be to 

encourage the emergence of regional security arrangements embracing at 

                                            

29 Ibid., paras 167. 
30 Ibid., paras 83, 149. 
31 Ibid., paras 185–91. 
32 Ibid., paras 25, 185. 
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least those of countries within our area of our immediate interest, and 

enjoying, at least, the support of the USA.33 

At the basis of this future policy would lie a number of ‘continuing and potential 

commitments’,34 in a use of the term which echoed that of Walter Lippmann, and 

which included the prospective Five Power Defence Arrangements; support to 

existing or future collective security arrangements in the region; and, after 

independence, support to the capability of Papua New Guinea (PNG) forces in 

dealing with Indonesian activities.35 Finally, the 1968 Strategic Basis was the first of 

the series to include a brief discussion of ‘other defence tasks’ that acknowledged 

domestic aspects of national security, with particular reference to the fisheries 

surveillance role.36  

DEVELOPING AUSTRALIAN INFLUENCE: THE STRATEGIC BASIS 

PAPER OF 1971 

The 1971 Strategic Basis largely continued the reasoning of its predecessor, and 

developed it further into a more comprehensive national security strategy. This 

included an explicit broadening of its purpose: Strategic Basis documents of the 

early 1960s had usually defined the ‘aim of Australian Defence policy’ as ‘to ensure 

the security of the Australian mainland and its island territories.’37 While that 

                                            

33 Ibid., para 187. 
34 Ibid., subheading 3 in Part III. 
35 Ibid., para 192. 
36 Ibid., para 205. 
37 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 15 October 1964, para 1; 
Defence Committee, Australia’s Strategic Position, 4 February 1963, para 1; Defence Committee, 
Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 25 January 1962, para 1.  
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formulation had been subtly changed in 1968 to ‘the security of Australia and her 

Territories’,38 the 1971 Strategic Basis stated, in a formulation similar to George 

Kennan’s definition of ‘national security’, that 

Australia’s basic strategic concern is the security of our metropolitan 

territory, and our dependent territories, from attack and the threat of 

attack, and from political or economic duress.39 

In its discussion of Australia’s strategic interests, the 1971 Strategic Basis thus 

echoed many of the specific interests developed in the 1968 version, but also added 

a number of issues that reflected its consideration of broader national security, 

especially ‘continued real economic growth in the world community generally’; 

‘continued access for Australia to the technological resources and trade of 

economically advanced states’; ‘the absence of racial tensions between Australia 

and the predominantly coloured world’; ‘access by Australia to the areas of 

international decision making’; and ‘maximum notice of the nature of threats to 

Australia’s security’.40  

Overall, the 1971 Strategic Basis was more reserved than its predecessor regarding 

the extent to which Australia could independently achieve strategic effect in 

Southeast Asia, and used ‘Australian influence’ rather than ‘commitments’ as its 

organizing concept.41 It stated that influence can be based on  

                                            

38 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 19 August 1968, para. 4. 
39 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 5 March 1971, paras 10. 
40 Ibid., para 10. 
41 Ibid., heading before para 11. 
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political and diplomatic activity, trading relationships, economic assistance 

and other aid in its various forms; and evident military strength, overseas 

deployments, visits and exercises, and, in the last resort, military 

operations.42 

The Strategic Basis specifically highlighted diplomatic influence on the basis of 

Australia’s close association with Western powers; economic influence based on the 

strength and relative sophistication of Australia’s economy; and military influence 

through regional defence cooperation, and by virtue of being the strongest air and 

naval power in the region.43 In this context, it also placed particular emphasis on the 

fact that  

the kind of influence that we can wield, involves the striking of a balance 

by the Government between the costs of its political, diplomatic and 

economic efforts and military capacity, both real and potential. The 

difficulties are such that comparisons of this kind must be ones for 

judgment rather than mathematics. However, keen awareness of their 

existence is important.44 

The balance between military and political engagement, for example, was discussed 

specifically in the context of Australia’s interest in reducing tensions between 

Singapore and Malaysia, and that between economic and military aspects with 

regards to Australia’s relationship with Indonesia.45 

                                            

42 Ibid., para 11. 
43 Ibid., para 13–21. 
44 Ibid., para 18. 
45 Ibid., paras 62–70, 79–81. 
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The document thus freely admitted that it ‘goes deeply into aspects of both foreign 

and defence policy based on the assumption that, in matters of national security, the 

two are inseparable’.46 It made recommendations for diplomacy on how to deal with 

Russian diplomatic activity in the region, and recommended that Australia should 

‘stay abreast’ of US and Japanese moves to recognize Communist China. The 

Strategic Basis noted the importance of trade and development aid in assisting 

Thailand, and of improving education in reducing racial tensions in Malaysia.47 In its 

section on the soon-to-be independent countries in the Southwest Pacific, it 

developed the outlines of an integrated, national strategy for engagement of the 

region. As part of this strategy, Australia should encourage the formation of a 

regional political forum, accept and support a specifically Pacific regional identity, 

and coordinate international arrangements for aid and trade.48 

SLEEPING BEAUTY: AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL SECURITY 

STRATEGY AFTER 1973 

The progressive development of the Strategic Basis for Australian Defence Policy 

into a broader national security strategy did not last beyond the 1971 version of the 

paper. In 1973, non-defence related strategic interests, such as ‘access to 

international centres of decision making’, were dropped from the paper, as well as 

the interest in the independence of, and cooperation with, regional countries in 

Southeast Asia.49 The paper stated that ‘[m]ilitary capability is an essential support to 

                                            

46 Ibid., para 3. 
47 Ibid., paras 104, 113, 47–50, 75. 
48 Ibid., paras 96–102. 
49 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 1 June 1973, paras I–4. 
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Australia’s foreign policy’ and continued to highlight political and economic issues as 

far as they pertained to defence contingencies, but it was careful not to stray too far 

into policy recommendations for areas other than defence.50 Its 1976 successor 

continued to give prominence to the economic and political factors in establishing the 

credibility of defence contingencies and US support to Australia. It acknowledged 

that ‘strategic matters’ involve foreign affairs and other parts of government in 

addition to the Department of Defence, but the paper explicitly limited itself to the 

area of defence policy.51  

The Defence White Papers that replaced the Strategic Basis from 1987 followed 

essentially the same approach.52 Hence, Australia today is further from developing a 

coherent national security strategy that would lay out the grand strategic principles 

through which it seeks to minimise ‘foreign interference’, and from which policy for 

departments such as Defence, Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) or other national 

security agencies could be derived, than it was in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

This void in national-level strategic guidance is due to two distinct but related factors: 

The institutional changes that accompanied the end of the old Defence Committee 

system, and the fundamentally benign nature of Australia’s regional strategic 

environment from the early 1970s to the late 1990s. 

                                            

50 Ibid., paras VII–20, VI–21, VI–24, VI–34. 
51 Defence Committee, Australian Strategic Analysis and Defence Policy Objectives, 2 September 
1976, para 6. 
52 See, for example, Commonwealth of Australia, Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century 
(Canberra: Department of Defence, 2009), para. 5.2. 
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THE STRATEGIC BASIS AFTER THE EMANCIPATION OF THE 

DEPARTMENT OF DEFENCE 

The formulation of an Australian policy response to the geostrategic shifts that 

accompanied the end of the Vietnam War had been facilitated by the direct and 

indirect influence of the Department of External Affairs (or Foreign Affairs, from 

1970) on defence strategic guidance, which was at its apex in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. From 1957, the Secretaries of the Department of External Affairs and 

Prime Minister’s Department were regular, rather than merely invited, members of 

the Defence Committee, and External Affairs assumed chairmanship of the Joint 

Intelligence Committee.53 In 1968, Bill Pritchett was External Affairs representative 

on the Joint Planning Committee, where much of the actual drafting was done, and 

had significant influence on the review of the Strategic Basis.  

Two years later, the long-time Secretary of External Affairs, Sir Arthur Tange was 

appointed to the same position in the Department of Defence, which absorbed the 

service departments in 1974 and began to assume many of the functions formerly 

conducted in the old committee system. Although the Defence Committee continued 

to review and endorse the Strategic Basis papers, the drafting migrated from the 

inter-departmental Joint Planning Committee to Deputy Secretary ‘B’ in the 

Department of Defence. In this context, defence policy recommendations and force 

structure implications began to overshadow the national security-level aspects that 

had been introduced in the 1968 and 1971 versions of the Strategic Basis. 

                                            

53 Sir Arthur Tange (ed. Peter Edwards), Defence Policy-Making: A Close-Up View, 1950–1980, 
Canberra Paper, no. 169 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, 2008), pp. 10–11. 
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Somewhat paradoxically, this trend was reinforced by the continued and radical 

improvement in Australia’s geostrategic circumstances. Nixon’s visit to China in 1972 

heralded the end of the Cold War in Asia, in the sense that the Soviet Union was 

from then on unable to contest US primacy in the Western Pacific, and Southeast 

Asian countries continued to demonstrate growing resilience towards domestic 

instability. In this situation, Australia became a secure country at the margins of a 

region that, in global terms, was also becoming increasingly secure and marginal. 

For the ‘lucky country’ and its newly benign security environment—in which the 1973 

Strategic Basis did not foresee a major threat for 15 years54— the need for a national 

security strategy that would integrate the different instruments of state power 

diminished as quickly as the prospective end of ‘forward defence’ had created it in 

the late 1960s.  

At the same time, the force structure concept of the ‘core force’ as the basis for 

expansion rather than as preparation for short-notice operations met significant 

resistance among many uniformed members of the armed services. The Strategic 

Basis became an important element in the efforts to create a common strategic 

outlook within the newly merged Department, and to develop, communicate and 

implement defence policy in an environment where mistrust between civilians and 

uniformed personnel, and tribal service cultures were very significant issues. 

But although the Strategic Basis from 1973 reverted to its pre-1968 defence focus, 

Tange remained very conscious of the need for continued close attention to the 

relationship between foreign and defence policy. In 1986, for example, he remarked 

that  
                                            

54 Defence Committee, Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, 1 June 1973, para V–2. 
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the Reorganization [following the Tange-Review] preserved the role of 

Foreign Affairs for the good reason that the divorce of foreign and defence 

policies is a fundamental threat to good government.55 

Tange had also brought with him to Defence a number of officials from his old 

department. Sensitivity to the link between foreign and defence policy remained 

considerable in Defence in the 1970s and into the 1980s, but largely by virtue of the 

biography of senior Defence officials. For example, a short spell of increased 

discussion in the languishing Defence Committee in the early 1980s was, inter alia, 

attributed to predisposition of the then-Secretary of Defence, Bill Pritchett.56  

THE FOREIGN AND DEFENCE POLICY GAP AND THE PARADOX OF 

‘LOW-LEVEL CONTINGENCIES’ 

Hence, it was not only the dissolution of the Defence Committee in 1985, but also 

generational changes that contributed to the growing disconnect between foreign 

and defence policy in Australia during the late 1980s. The White Papers that 

replaced the Strategic Basis from 1987 are drafted with much less inter-departmental 

input than under the old system. But by the late 1980s the self-conscious and self-

confident Department of Defence also had not actually deployed forces in earnest for 

nearly 15 years, let alone as part of a national Australian effort.  

Already in 1976 the Strategic Basis had tipped its hat towards the growing defence 

importance of international terrorism, and the prospective extension of Australia’s 
                                            

55 Sir Arthur Tange, The Reorganization of the Defence Group of Departments: Reflections Ten Years 
On, notes for CDF conference on 1986 Review of Defence Capabilities, 26 August 1986, p. 10. 
56 Desmond Ball, ‘The Machinery for Making Australian National Security Policy in the 1980s’, in 
Robert O’Neill and D. M. Horner (eds.), Australian Defence Policy for the 1980s (St Lucia: University 
of Queensland Press, 1982), p. 150. 
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maritime jurisdiction.57 However, no department with domestic responsibilities was 

part of the Defence Committee and there were scant pressures for practical 

progress: Answers to basic legal questions about the use of the Australian Defence 

Force (ADF) for domestic counterterrorism missions had to be improvised after the 

1978 Hilton Hotel bombing;58 a coherent policy for the Natural Disasters 

Organization, which was also responsible for civil defence measures, eluded the 

Department;59 and Defence was not seen as being as responsive as it could be to 

the need for coordination in coastal surveillance, then a responsibility of the 

Department of Transport. Hence, by the early 1980s there were already calls for a 

new institutional framework to provide for national security guidance and planning.60  

These developments came at a time when the strategic guidance in the Department 

of Defence was increasingly focused on ‘credible low-level contingencies’ rather than 

high-intensity warfare. But although many of these contingencies would have begun 

with Defence support to civilian police and law enforcement in the North of the 

continent, they did not lead to any substantially increased attention to civil-military 

coordination in strategic guidance. The reason for this seeming paradox is that, in a 

situation without discernible threat, the focus on ‘low-level contingencies’ arose from 

relatively abstract considerations about the relative credibility of different scenarios 

                                            

57 Defence Committee, Australian Strategic Analysis and Defence Policy Objectives, 2 September 
1976, paras 97–9, 383. 
58 Tange, Defence Policy-Making: A Close-Up View, 1950–1980, pp. 122–3. 
59 Kim Beazley, ‘The Politics of Civil Defence’, in Desmond Ball and J.O. Langtry (eds.), Civil Defence 
and Australia’s Security in the Nuclear Age (Sydney and Canberra: George Allen & Unwin and 
Australian National University, 1983), pp. 227–49. 
60 Ball, ‘The Machinery for Making Australian National Security Policy in the 1980s’, esp. pp. 141–4, 
153–5. 
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for the purpose of force structure decisions: it explicitly was not a judgment that such 

contingencies were, in any way, a likely prospect.61 

1990s AND 2000s: THE FAILURE OF BOTTOM-UP STRATEGY 

MAKING 

In 1989, the Defence Department’s Australia’s Strategic Planning in the 1990s re-

introduced into strategic guidance the consideration that the government may 

choose to use the ADF for ‘national defence tasks other than the direct defence of 

Australian territory.’62 In keeping with guidance papers of earlier years, however, the 

paper did not make any attempt to conceptualize a national-level policy framework 

from which such tasks could be derived.  

Foreign Minister Gareth Evans tried to fill this void in 1989 with a Ministerial 

Statement on Australia’s Regional Security that remains the most clearly articulated 

and comprehensive proposal for an Australian national security strategy to this day. 

The statement discussed defence capability, defence assistance, diplomacy, 

economic links, development assistance and assistance against what would now be 

called non-traditional security issues, as Australia’s main grand strategic 

instruments. Regional policies of ‘comprehensive engagement’ with Southeast Asia 

and ‘constructive commitment’ in the Southwest Pacific were then outlined to explain 

how these instruments are woven together to shape Australia’s security 

                                            

61 See Paul Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 
1986), p. 54; Department of Defence, The Defence of Australia (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1987), p. 23. 
62 Department of Defence, Australian Strategic Planning in the 1990s (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1992—originally 1989), para 4.3. 
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environment.63 Evans’ statement was ultimately an attempt to regain the policy 

initiative from an ever-stronger Department of Defence. However, despite its 

qualities as a national security strategy, it could not formally become part of Defence 

strategic guidance. And although Defence’s 1993 Strategic Review did in fact echo 

his concepts in its discussion of regional security,64 these were dropped in the 1994 

White Paper, which was largely a reaffirmation of traditional force structuring 

tenets.65  

A similar pattern repeated itself under the new Coalition Government that came to 

office in 1996. In 1997, DFAT published In the National Interest which, unlike Evans’ 

earlier statement, was a White Paper with a very broad focus and a largely 

descriptive nature, and which did not fulfil the requirements of a national security 

strategy. Defence, again, politely tipped its hat to DFAT’s paper in its 1997 

Australia’s Strategic Policy,66 but developed its policy without much consideration of 

the actual content.67 In 2000, the Defence White Paper developed an ambitious 

strategic framework that included Australian strategic commitments to the Southwest 

Pacific, Southeast Asia, and the Asian balance of power. However, for the most part 

it did not consider the consequences of these commitments for diplomatic or 

economic policy instruments, nor how these would interact with military aspects.68  

                                            

63 Gareth Evans, Australia’s Regional Security (Canberra: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
1989).  
64 Department of Defence, Strategic Review 1993 (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 1993). 
65 Department of Defence, Defending Australia (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 1994). 
66 Department of Defence, Australia’s Strategic Policy (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 1997), 
p. 3. 
67 Hugh White, pers. comm. 
68 Department of Defence, Defence 2000: Our Future Defence Force (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2000). It is even doubtful to what extent Defence seriously considered the implications for 
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The government’s failure to develop a proper national security strategy was all the 

more notable since events began to force it to address many of the practical issues 

of coordination that had been left unattended in earlier years. The ADF was assigned 

an increasing role in maritime border protection from 1999.69 The 2000 Sydney 

Olympics led to significant planning and practical steps to improve arrangements for 

Defence assistance to the civil power.70 The 1999 operations in East Timor initiated 

new levels of cooperation between the ADF, the Australian Federal Police (AFP), 

AusAID, and other departments and agencies, which deepened in subsequent 

interventions in the Solomon Islands and PNG. Concerns over terrorism after 2001 

increased the ADF’s domestic role and led to new international cooperation 

activities, including military and AFP components. At the same time, judging by a 

series of three brief and largely descriptive Defence Updates published between 

2003 and 2007, the coherence of Defence guidance even for its own, limited remit 

was in decline,71 while DFAT’s 2003 Advancing the National Interest White Paper 

again lacked focus and did not develop meaningful strategy.72 

                                                                                                                                        

its own defence area, especially with regards to force structure. See Stephan Frühling, ‘A New 
Defence White Paper: Moving on from the Five Circles?’, Security Challenges, vol. 3, no. 4 
(November 2007), esp. pp. 97–107. 
69 Sam Bateman, ‘Securing Australia’s Maritime Approaches’, Security Challenges, vol. 3, no. 3 
(August 2007), pp. 109–29. 
70 Clive Williams, The Sydney Olympics: The Trouble-Free Games, Working Paper no. 371 
(Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National University, 2002. 
71 See Department of Defence, Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 2003 (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2003); Department of Defence, Australia’s National Security: A Defence 
Update 2005 (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2005); Department of Defence, Australia’s 
National Security: A Defence Update 2007 (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2007). 
72 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Advancing Australia’s National Interest (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2003). 
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TOWARDS A NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY FOR THE TWENTY-

FIRST CENTURY 

Today, the development of Australia’s national security apparatus and arrangements 

continues to be driven by bottom-up efforts in the spirit of pragmatism, a ‘policy 

dead-end’ that Allan Behm described as  

instinctive rather than creative, reactive rather than strategic, … the 

triumph of the expedient over the imaginative, of the short-term over the 

long-term, of present advantage over more enduring principle.73 

The Prime Minister’s 2008 National Security Statement correctly avoided the term 

‘strategy’, and largely limited itself to adjustments to the bureaucratic structure, 

especially in PM&C.74 But in the absence of a coherent and explicit national security 

strategy, efforts at bottom-up, national-level coordination risk becoming bogged 

down in ‘risk-informed strategic planning’,75 with the ideas that are essential for 

driving successful strategy development missing in action.76 At the same time, the 

2009 Defence White Paper continued the tradition of stove-piped policy development 

in isolation from a wider national context.77  

Allocating resources across major government departments with a role in national 

security is the holy grail of national security strategy, which admittedly still eludes 
                                            

73 Allan Behm, ‘The Need for an Australian National Security Strategy’, Security Challenges, vol. 3, 
no. 3 (August 2007), pp. 9–10. 
74 Kevin Rudd, National Security Statement, Australian House of Representatives, 4 December 2008. 
75 Carl Ungerer, Connecting the docs: towards an integrated national security strategy, Policy Analysis 
(Canberra: Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 2009). 
76 Michael Evans, ‘Towards an Australian National Security Strategy: A Conceptual Analysis’, Security 
Challenges, vol. 3, no. 4 (November 2007), pp. 113–30. 
77 See Allan Behm, ‘Australian Strategic Policy and the Age of Uncertainty’, Security Challenges, vol. 
5, no. 2 (Winter 2009), pp. 11–20, and other articles in that edition. 
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even the United States.78 But in Australia today, there does not even exist an outline 

of a national security strategy that would allow making at least qualitative judgments 

about the appropriateness of overall spending on Defence, relative to DFAT, 

AusAID, or the AFP. No strategy explains how different arms of government should 

be combined to shape Australia’s international strategic environment. In the absence 

of such a larger strategic framework from which policy guidelines for specific areas 

could be derived, otherwise laudable efforts like the 2010 Counterterrorism White 

Paper are condemned to a focus on domestic procedures and reactive 

approaches.79  

At the same time, however, governments have clearly acknowledged in Defence 

White Papers of 2000 and 2009 that Australia’s strategic environment is in 

transformation, as the wider Asia-Pacific adjusts to China’s continued economic 

growth relative to the United States and its main allies, including Australia and 

Japan. The consequences of these developments go far beyond Defence, and 

require a national security strategy that, at a minimum, complements the heavy 

emphasis on hedging against adverse contingencies that is implicit in Australia’s 

defence policy with broader political, economic, aid and military policies aimed at 

shaping the region in Australia’s favour. 

Gareth Evans’ 1989 Australia’s Regional Security provides a good example of how 

such a strategy should examine the nature of the different policy instruments that 

Australia can bring to bear on national security issues; this contrasts with Defence 
                                            

78 Michèle A. Flournoy and Shawn W. Brimley, Strategic Planning for U.S. National Security: A Project 
Solarium for the 21st Century, Princeton Project Papers (Princeton: Woodrow Wilson School of Public 
and International Affairs, Princeton University, 2006). 
79 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Counter-Terrorism White Paper: Securing Australia – 
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guidance—both during the times of the Strategic Basis and the later White Paper 

era—which by its nature always had to pay most attention to the role of military 

force. Rather than focus directly on national interests as a guiding principle, the 

national security strategy should focus on Australia’s regional commitments, which 

provide a bridge between aspirational interests and inevitably limited means.80 Given 

the significant effort that Australia has expended across a whole range of 

government departments in stabilizing countries in the Southwest Pacific, the 

absence of a national strategy for engaging that region is a major shortcoming in its 

own right. At the same time, other regional commitments concern Australia’s 

relations with Southeast Asia in the context of a shifting great power balance in the 

Pacific and Indian Ocean areas of Asia, and homeland defence of the Australian 

continent itself.81 

Creating and implementing a national security strategy that can establish priorities 

and give direction to Australia’s national security effort requires two fundamental 

changes to the national security community as it is currently constituted: First, the 

record of departmental strategic guidance in Defence and DFAT since the end of the 

old Defence Committee and its Strategic Basis papers clearly demonstrates that 

current approaches are not suitable for the development of national security strategy, 

which has to be a truly interdepartmental effort.82 SCNS exists in many ways as a 

successor to the old Defence Committee. It should also be given the authority and 

resources to steer the development of departmental guidance for Defence and other 

                                            

80 See Stephan Frühling, ‘Balancing Australia’s Strategic Commitments’, Security Challenges, vol. 3, 
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government departments involved in national security. At a minimum, this would 

require a reform of the Strategic Policy Coordination Group, which, in contrast to the 

old Joint Planning Committee, is today geared towards short-term coordination 

rather than the development of strategic guidance.83 Leaving the chairmanship of 

SCNS with PM&C makes sense given the practical coordination aspects of the 

committee’s brief, but PM&C, with its short-term and more generalist policy focus, is 

not well-suited to the development of foreign and defence policy aspects of national 

security strategy, which require long-term focus and the combination of intellectual 

abstraction with in-depth knowledge of regional countries and Australian avenues of 

influence.  

This leads into the second major shortcoming of the current situation, because 

developing and implementing Australian national security strategy requires a 

significant strengthening of DFAT. Today, DFAT is starved of resources at a time 

that Australia’s relations with foreign countries are becoming more, not less, 

important across the whole of government.84 With its institutional and political 

decline, informal influence by virtue of sheer ministerial determination—as was the 

case in the 1950s and, more recently, under Gareth Evans—is also at a historic low. 

Its core responsibility for Australia’s foreign relations has become increasingly 

diffused among the growing community of International Policy divisions across 

Canberra departments. Rather than allowing DFAT to degenerate further into a 

glorified consular service, there is a pressing need for it to reassume its former, 
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policy-heavy role. By the nature of its brief, DFAT (and certainly not Defence) should 

be primus inter pares, with a role in the government structure akin to that of a central 

government department responsible for Australia’s place in the world. Reinstating a 

truly interdepartmental responsibility and process for strategic guidance, and 

restoring DFAT to a state commensurate with the importance of its role, would be the 

real litmus test of governments’ national security credentials. 
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