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A long-time resident of Australia, Raymond Lea is a keen observer of the nation’s politics and foreign relations. He believes that amid shifting geopolitical tectonic plates, Australia must respond with a clear-eyed perspective—determining its own future and exercising agency that reflects its identity as a sovereign nation.
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INTRODUCTION: BEYOND THE WHITE PICKET FENCE 
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The white picket fence remains one of Australia's most enduring symbols. Neat, painted white, separating a small patch of lawn from the world beyond, it represents something more than property boundaries. It represents a vision of security—the belief that if boundaries are maintained, spaces kept ordered, and familiar limits respected, safety from external uncertainties can be preserved.

But fences only work if what they're meant to keep out actually stays outside. And increasingly, the world is not cooperating with Australia's comfortable assumptions.

Australia sits just 200 kilometers from Indonesia across the Timor Sea. It is, geographically and inescapably, part of the Asia-Pacific region. Yet for much of its history as a modern nation, Australian strategic thinking has been oriented not toward its immediate neighborhood but toward distant Anglo powers—first Britain, then the United States. The alliance with America, formalized through ANZUS in 1951 and recently reinforced through AUKUS in 2021, has become the central reference point of Australian defence policy, shaping assumptions that have guided strategic decision-making for decades.

One of those assumptions has been that American power would provide reliable strategic protection. That assumption is now under increasing strain. American power, which underwrote Australian security for much of the post-war period, faces structural challenges. China has emerged as a peer competitor in the Western Pacific. The long-standing expectation that Australia could rely on American protection while simultaneously deepening economic integration with China is becoming harder to sustain. Australia must therefore decide whether to confront this shifting reality or continue relying on inherited assumptions while the strategic environment changes around it.

This book argues that Australia has, in important respects, been living within the lie—performing sovereignty while accepting forms of strategic dependence. Like the Czech greengrocer in Václav Havel’s famous essay, who displays a slogan not because he believes it but because everyone else does, Australia maintains its own strategic signs: that ANZUS guarantees security, that American protection will always be available, and that established alliance rituals substitute for independent assessment. Like the white picket fence, these signs provide reassurance and continuity, but they do not necessarily provide security.

The evidence of decline is increasingly visible. America can no longer act unilaterally in the Western Pacific without a level of Chinese constraint. American power projection faces genuine challenges from a peer competitor for the first time since the Cold War. The "rules-based international order" that supposedly governed international relations is being replaced by something more transactional, more coercive, more openly about power rather than principles. Yet Australia's response has been to deepen integration rather than build autonomy—to commit $368 billion to submarines it won't receive until the 2040s, using American technology it cannot maintain independently, locking itself ever more tightly to a declining power at precisely the moment when genuine strategic flexibility is becoming more valuable, not less.  2040s, based on technologies Australia cannot maintain independently, and embedding its defence planning ever more tightly within allied systems at a time when strategic flexibility is becoming more valuable, not less.

AUKUS, announced with great fanfare in September 2021, represents the performance of sovereignty while accepting effective subordination. Australia will spend hundreds of billions of dollars. Australia will integrate its forces ever more completely with American systems. And at the end of decades of effort and expenditure, Australia will possess submarines it cannot operate independently, using technology it does not control, dependent on American approval for maintenance, for operations, for everything that matters. This represents not simply capability acquisition, but a form of long-term reliance that raises fundamental questions about sovereignty and strategic choice.

The white picket fence was always more metaphor than reality. The belief that Australia could remain a suburban outpost of the Anglosphere, protected by distant powers, comfortable within familiar boundaries, while the world's economic and strategic center of gravity shifted to Asia—this was sustainable only as long as American primacy remained overwhelming and unchallenged. That era is ending. The fence is weakening. And Australia must decide whether to keep repainting it, hoping that maintenance will somehow make it sturdy again, or to step beyond it and and confront the world as it now exists.

This book examines the signs Australia keeps in its windows, the bargains Australia has made with distant protectors, and the costs of continued dependence on powers that may prove unable or unwilling to protect it when needed. It analyzes AUKUS not as a path to sovereignty but as a structural choice with long-term consequences for sovereignty. It argues that genuine strategic autonomy requires facing uncomfortable truths about power transitions, alliance dependence, geographic reality, and about what genuine independence would actually require.

The argument proceeds in four parts. Part I examines Australia's "living within the lie"—the comfortable fictions maintained, the signs kept up, the bargains struck with imperial protectors. Part II shows how these comfortable arrangements are increasingly strained as regional competition intensifies. Part III presents the choice Australia faces: continue the patterns of dependence established over two centuries, or build genuine strategic autonomy suitable for a confident middle power in an Asian century. Part IV sketches what moving beyond the fence would actually require—what genuine sovereignty looks like, how middle powers can combine to balance great powers, what Australia would need to do differently.

The white picket fence is an image of comfort, not security. It assumes someone else will handle the serious threats while boundaries are maintained and gardens tended. That assumption is becoming less credible. The strategic environment is changing. Power is redistributing. And Australia must decide whether to continue relying on inherited protections or to develop the capacity and confidence to manage its own strategic future.

This is not a comfortable argument. It requires facing realities that generations of Australian leaders have preferred to avoid. It demands honest assessment of alliance relationships that have been taught as sacred and unquestionable. It asks whether spending $368 billion to deepen dependence on a single partner serves Australian interests, or whether genuine security requires capabilities that can be exercised independently.

But comfort is not security. Performance is not sovereignty. And continuing rely on familiar assumptions while reality shifts is not strategy—it is drift.

Australia stands at a choice point. It can continue maintaining the fence, hoping that familiar rituals will somehow provide the protection they once seemed to offer. Or it can step beyond it, confront its geographic reality, and build genuine sovereignty suitable for a middle power that understands where it is and where it needs to be.

The fence is weakening. It's time to move beyond it.
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CHAPTER 1: THE SIGN IN THE WINDOW
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On January 22, 2025, Canada's Prime Minister Mark Carney stood before the assembled global elite at Davos and told a story about a greengrocer.[1]

It was 1978, and Václav Havel—then a Czech dissident, later president—was trying to understand how communist totalitarianism sustained itself. Not through violence alone, he concluded, but through something more insidious: the willing participation of ordinary people in rituals they privately knew to be false.

Every morning, Havel wrote, the greengrocer places a sign in his window: "Workers of the world, unite!" He doesn't believe it. No one believes it. Everyone knows the system is rotten, the ideology hollow, the promises lies. But the greengrocer places the sign anyway. Not because he's convinced. Not because he's coerced at that moment. But because it's easier. Because it avoids trouble. Because everyone else is doing it. Because the alternative—taking the sign down—would require facing uncomfortable questions and accepting uncertain consequences.

And because every shopkeeper on every street does the same, the system persists. Not through truth, but through collective performance. Not through belief, but through compliance. Not through strength, but through everyone's shared reluctance to be the first one to stop pretending.

Havel called this "living within the lie."[2]

Carney, speaking fifty years later in very different circumstances, argued that countries—particularly middle powers like Canada—had been doing something similar with the so-called "rules-based international order." Nations placed their signs in the window. They praised the principles, joined the institutions, invoked the language of international law and collective security. They knew the story was partially false—that the strongest powers exempted themselves when convenient, that rules were enforced asymmetrically, that international law applied with varied rigor depending on who was accused. But the fiction was useful. American hegemony provided public goods: open sea lanes, a stable financial system, collective security frameworks. So nations kept the signs up. They participated in the rituals. They largely avoided calling out the gaps between rhetoric and reality.

"This bargain no longer works," Carney said. "Let me be direct. We are in the midst of a rupture, not a transition."[3]

He was right. But his analysis, though brilliant, was incomplete. Because the signs nations have placed in their windows go deeper than foreign policy. They're about who nations are, where they are, and what they're willing to face about both.

Australia has been living within the lie for a very long time.

AUSTRALIA'S SIGNS

Walk through any Australian suburb and white picket fences still appear occasionally: neatly painted, separating small patches of lawn from the footpath beyond. They're mostly decorative now—nobody really believes a three-foot fence keeps anything out—but they persist as symbols of something deeper. Security. Boundaries. The comforting illusion that if boundaries are maintained and property tended, a safe space can be carved out in an uncertain world.

John Howard understood this instinctively. His political success reflected an intuitive understanding that the white picket fence wasn't just about housing—it was a metaphor for an entire worldview. A vision of Australia as comfortable, suburban, aspirational, bounded. A nation that knew its place: inside the fence, protected by powerful friends, keeping the world's complexities at arm's length. When Howard invoked the image in his 1988 policy document Future Directions and revived it during the 2001 election campaign by doubling the first-home buyers' grant to $14,000, he wasn't just talking about housing policy.[4] He was arguably offering a promise: if Australia stayed inside the fence—culturally, politically, strategically—it could remain safe.

But safety required certain performances. Certain signs in certain windows.

The first sign said: "Australia is an Anglosphere nation." British by heritage, Western by culture, connected to London and Washington by bonds deeper than mere alliance. Never mind that Australia sits 200 kilometers from Indonesia, that nearly half of Australians have a parent born overseas, that its largest trading partner is China.[5] The sign stayed up because the alternative—acknowledging that Australia is, geographically, an Asian nation that has spent two centuries pretending otherwise—was too uncomfortable.

The second sign said: "ANZUS guarantees Australia's security." The alliance with the United States, formalized in 1951, would protect Australia from threats it couldn't face alone. Never mind that America has involved Australia in every war it's fought since—Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan—regardless of Australian interests. Never mind that American power is declining relative to China's rise, that the protection being counted on may not be available when needed. Never mind that AUKUS, announced in 2021 with great fanfare as the next evolution of the alliance, commits Australia to spending $368 billion on submarines it won't receive until the 2040s, using American technology it doesn't control, binding itself ever more tightly to a declining hegemon's strategic choices.[6] The sign stayed up because the alternative—building genuine strategic autonomy—seemed too difficult.

These signs are connected. They rest on the same foundation: a refusal to face uncomfortable realities about who Australia is and where it is. And like Havel's greengrocer, Australia has kept them in the window not because the nation fully believes them, but because taking them down would require facing truths the nation hasn't been certain it could handle.

THE LIE UNRAVELING

But here's what Havel understood and what Carney was warning about: systems built on lies eventually crack. Not because lies can't persist—they can persist for generations—but because reality has a way of intruding. Economic collapse reveals that "workers of the world unite" was empty rhetoric. Imperial overreach reveals that "rules-based order" was always selectively enforced. Military defeat reveals that distant protectors can't actually guarantee security. And when reality intrudes, the signs come down—either because nations finally find the resolve to remove them, or because events make maintaining the fiction impossible.

Australia is approaching such a moment.

The signs are failing. American power, which underwrote the comfortable assumptions of Australian strategic policy for seventy years, is in relative decline.[7] China's rise—economic, technological, military—has created a genuine peer competitor to the United States. The comfortable fiction that Australia could indefinitely rely on American protection while pursuing economic integration with China is collapsing. The "rules-based order" that supposedly governed international relations is being replaced by something much more transactional, much more coercive, much more openly about power rather than principles.

And Australia must decide: keep the signs up, hoping that pretending will somehow make them true again? Or take them down, face reality, and build something honest?

The question is not abstract. It has immediate, concrete implications.

AUKUS—the security pact announced with great fanfare in September 2021—represents an attempt to reinforce the old signs rather than confront the new reality. By committing to acquire nuclear-powered submarines from the United States (or possibly Britain), Australia is deepening its dependence on American technology, American training, American strategic priorities. Australia is spending hundreds of billions of dollars not to build sovereign capability but to lock itself more tightly into someone else's system. Australia is performing sovereignty—announcing the deal in Australian accents, using Australian flags in the photo ops—while actually surrendering it.

This is the white picket fence at the national level: spending enormous sums to maintain a comfortable illusion that Australia can stay inside its safe space while others handle the dangerous world beyond. But the fence is weakening. The protector is weakening. And the world outside is not waiting politely for Australia to decide when it's ready to engage with it.

CARNEY'S WARNING, AUSTRALIA'S CHOICE

Mark Carney told the Davos audience that Canada was "taking the sign down." No longer pretending that the old order functions as advertised. No longer waiting for restoration of American hegemony. No longer choosing comfort over reality. Instead, pursuing what he called "value-based realism"—principled in commitments to sovereignty, human rights, and territorial integrity, but pragmatic in recognizing that interests diverge and not every partner shares all values.[8]

Canada is building strategic autonomy. Doubling defense spending but investing in domestic capability, not just buying American equipment. Diversifying trade relationships across Europe, Asia, and Latin America. Pursuing "variable geometry"—different coalitions for different issues rather than assuming one alliance solves everything. Engaging with China on areas of mutual interest while maintaining clear positions on areas of disagreement. Acting, as Carney put it, like a confident middle power that refuses to choose between being "at the table or on the menu."[9]

This approach isn't anti-American. It's not pro-China. It's pro-Canadian sovereignty. It recognizes that the world has changed, that middle powers must adapt, and that adaptation requires honesty about what's happening rather than nostalgic attachment to what used to be.

Australia needs a similar reckoning. But Australia's situation differs from Canada's in crucial ways.

Canada is geographically distant from the main theaters of great power competition. Australia sits directly in the contested space between a declining American hegemon and a rising Chinese challenger. Canada can diversify away from overreliance on the United States relatively gradually. Australia faces more immediate pressure to choose—or to find a way not to choose.

More fundamentally, Canada's strategic adjustment doesn't require confronting foundational lies about national identity. Canadians can pursue strategic autonomy while maintaining basic continuity with their self-understanding. But Australia's signs are older, deeper, more foundational to national myth.

Australia cannot pursue genuine strategic autonomy while pretending it's an Anglosphere nation rather than, geographically, an Asian one. It cannot build sovereign capability while remaining structurally dependent on American technology and American protection. It cannot present itself as a mature, independent nation while maintaining fictions about its foundations that other nations can clearly see are false.

Taking down Australia's signs requires not just strategic adjustment but identity transformation. Not just changing foreign policy but facing who Australia actually is: an island of 27 million people off the coast of Indonesia, attempting to find its place in an Asian century after spending two centuries pretending it wasn't in Asia at all.

This is harder than what Carney described. But it's also more necessary.

BEYOND THE FENCE

Václav Havel's essay ends with a deceptively simple insight: when even one person stops performing the lie, when one greengrocer removes his sign, the edifice begins to crack. Not because that one person has power, but because the system's strength lies in everyone's complicity. Once someone demonstrates that the performance can stop, others find the resolve to do the same. The lie's hold depends on everyone believing there's no alternative. The moment someone shows there is an alternative, the entire structure becomes vulnerable.[10]

Australia hasn't yet found that resolve. Australia is still keeping the signs up. Still pretending that AUKUS is partnership rather than effective subordination, that indefinite reliance on American protection is viable, that Australia's geographic location in Asia is somehow less important than cultural ties to Britain.

Australia is still living within the lie. And it's costing the nation.

It's costing strategic autonomy—independent decisions cannot be made when security depends entirely on someone else's choices. It's costing economic opportunity—full engagement with Asian markets is impossible when distrust and defensive postures are constantly signaled. It's costing moral authority—credible advocacy for sovereignty and self-determination is impossible when the nation's own strategic position rests on dependence rather than independence. And it's costing national maturity—a nation cannot develop while clinging to the comforting fictions of an earlier era.

The following chapters will examine what living within the lie has meant for Australia, what forces sustain it, and what confronting reality would require. They will trace the history of false bargains with imperial protectors, analyze the specific ways AUKUS deepens rather than resolves strategic dilemmas, and sketch what genuine strategic autonomy might look like for a confident middle power willing to face its geography and its future honestly.

But the argument begins here, with Havel's greengrocer and Carney's warning, because the first step toward change is naming what has been happening: performing rituals that aren't quite believed, maintaining fictions known to be false, keeping signs in windows to avoid the trouble that truth would bring.

John Howard's white picket fence was never about housing policy. It was about the comfort of boundaries, the security of staying inside, the appeal of letting others handle the messy world beyond. It was a promise that Australia could remain a certain kind of place—suburban, safe, bounded, Anglo, comfortable—if boundaries were just maintained and fences kept up, without asking too many hard questions about who Australia really is or where it really is.

But fences weaken and rot. Protectors fade. And reality doesn't wait.

The question facing Australia is whether the nation can go beyond the fence—face uncomfortable truths, build genuine sovereignty, engage the region as equals rather than as fearful dependents of a distant power. Whether Australia can stop living within the lie and start building something honest.

The greengrocer's sign stayed up because removing it required facing uncomfortable questions and accepting uncertain outcomes. The sign came down when someone finally decided that honesty and uncertainty were preferable to complicity and delusion.

Australia's signs are still up. But they're starting to look awfully weathered.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: ON HAVEL'S FRAMEWORK

Chapter 1 relies on Václav Havel's 1978 essay "The Power of the Powerless" and Mark Carney's January 2025 speech at Davos. Both deserve explicit acknowledgment.

Havel's essay analyzed how communist totalitarianism in Czechoslovakia sustained itself not primarily through violence but through citizens' participation in rituals they knew to be false. His example of the greengrocer who places a sign reading "Workers of the world, unite!" in his shop window—not because he believes it, but because everyone does it and not doing it would bring trouble—captures a universal tendency to perform compliance with systems that are privately doubted.

Carney, speaking at Davos nearly fifty years later, applied similar analysis to the "rules-based international order." Middle powers like Canada had participated in rituals praising international institutions and international law while knowing the system was "partially false"—that powerful nations exempted themselves when convenient, that rules were enforced asymmetrically. The arrangement was useful, so middle powers kept "the signs up." But Carney warned that this bargain no longer works, that the world faces "a rupture, not a transition," and that middle powers must now choose between continued performance of rituals that no longer function or building genuine strategic autonomy.

This book applies both frameworks to Australia. The "white picket fence" is Australia's version of the greengrocer's sign—a symbol kept in the window not because it provides actual security but because taking it down would require facing uncomfortable truths. ANZUS, AUKUS, the Anglosphere identity—these are the signs Australia keeps up, the rituals Australia performs.

Havel argued that when even one person removes the sign and stops performing the lie, the entire system becomes vulnerable, because its strength depends on collective complicity. This book examines whether Australia can find similar resolve—not because doing so is comfortable, but because continued performance of sovereignty while accepting effective subordination becomes increasingly untenable as American power declines and regional power balances shift.

The intellectual debt to Havel and Carney should be clear throughout Chapter 1 and the book as a whole. Their frameworks provide the analytical tools. The application to Australia's specific circumstances—its geographic reality, its colonial history, its alliance dependence—is this book's contribution.

This book uses "living within the lie" as analytical framework, not moral condemnation. Havel understood that individuals participate in false systems not because they are complicit but because systems make non-participation costly. The greengrocer places the sign to avoid trouble, not because he supports totalitarianism. Similarly, Australian political leaders embrace AUKUS and perform alliance loyalty not because they consciously choose effective subordination but because the political, institutional, and psychological costs of genuine independence seem prohibitive. The analysis aims to show those costs are actually lower than the costs of continued dependence—and that the benefits of genuine sovereignty exceed the comfort of performed sovereignty.
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CHAPTER 2: THE BARGAIN
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Australia never chose strategic independence. This is the uncomfortable truth that underlies every discussion of Australian strategic policy, every debate about ANZUS, every argument about sovereignty. Australia traded British subordination for effective subordination to America. The protector changed. The dependence remained.

This wasn't inevitable. Canada achieved genuine independence from Britain while maintaining productive relations with both London and Washington. India threw off the British Empire and built strategic autonomy as a founding principle. Even New Zealand, smaller and more isolated than Australia, has managed a more independent foreign policy—famously banning nuclear-powered ships from its waters in the 1980s despite American pressure, demonstrating that genuine sovereignty was possible even for small nations if political will existed.[1]

But Australia chose differently. Or more accurately, Australia's leaders chose differently, and the pattern they established became so deeply embedded in institutional structures, strategic assumptions, and national psychology that breaking free seemed impossible even when the costs became clear.

The story of that choice—and the bargain it represented—is worth examining closely. Because understanding how Australia arrived at its current position of dependence is necessary for understanding why escaping that dependence is so difficult, and why it's nevertheless essential.

1942: THE MOMENT OF DECISION

The Fall of Singapore on February 15, 1942, should have been Australia's independence moment. For decades, Australian security policy had rested on a comfortable assumption: the British Empire, with its mighty fleet and global reach, would protect Australia from threats. The Singapore naval base, completed in 1938 at enormous cost, was the visible symbol of that protection—the "Gibraltar of the East," an impregnable fortress that would anchor British power in Asia and keep Australia safe.[2]

When Japanese forces captured Singapore in what Winston Churchill called "the worst disaster and largest capitulation in British history," that comfortable assumption shattered.[3] Britain couldn't protect Australia. The empire was overextended, facing existential threat in Europe, unable to spare the resources needed to defend distant dominions in the Pacific. Australia was on its own.

This should have been the moment when Australia chose genuine independence. When the nation recognized that security could not be rented from distant empires, that sovereignty required building indigenous capability, that geography mattered more than heritage. Canada had faced a similar moment decades earlier and chosen independence. Australia could have done the same.

Instead, Australia's Prime Minister John Curtin made a different choice. On December 27, 1941—just three weeks after Pearl Harbor and seven weeks before Singapore fell—Curtin published a statement that would define Australian strategic policy for the next eight decades:

"Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom."[4]

This is often presented as Australia's moment of strategic realism—recognizing that Britain couldn't help and turning to the power that could. But look more carefully at what Curtin actually said. Australia wasn't declaring independence. Australia was declaring transfer of dependence. Not "we will defend ourselves" but "we look to America." Not sovereignty but the search for a new protector.

The language is telling. "Australia looks to America"—the verb is passive, supplicant. A dependent looking for protection, not a sovereign nation choosing alliance among equals. And this choice, made in crisis, became the template for everything that followed.

ANZUS: THE BARGAIN FORMALIZED

The Australia, New Zealand, United States Security Treaty was signed in San Francisco on September 1, 1951, nine years after Curtin's statement and six years after the war's end.[5] It formalized what the crisis had created: Australia's dependence on American protection in exchange for Australian compliance with American strategic priorities.

The treaty is remarkably vague about what it actually commits the United States to do. Article IV—the core security provision—states only that if any party is attacked, the others will "act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes."[6] No automatic commitment to military defense. No guarantee of American intervention. Just a promise to "consult together" and act according to domestic political processes—which means Congress decides, and Congress might decide not to help.

Compare this to NATO's Article 5, which states that an attack on one member "shall be considered an attack on them all" and commits members to assist "including the use of armed force."[7] Much stronger language. Much clearer commitment. But Australia didn't get NATO-level guarantees. Australia got ANZUS—a vague promise to consult, nothing more.

Why the weaker commitment? Because the power dynamic was different. NATO bound America to defend Western Europe—an economically vital, strategically crucial region where American interests were directly engaged. ANZUS bound America to... very little, actually. To consult with distant allies in the South Pacific whose strategic value to America was modest and whose ability to insist on stronger commitments was nil.

But Australian leaders presented ANZUS as ironclad protection. The alliance became sacred. Questioning it became unthinkable. And the vagueness of America's actual commitment was rarely examined, because examining it too closely would reveal the uncomfortable truth: Australia had traded British protection for American protection, but the American protection might not actually exist when needed.

THE PRICE OF PROTECTION

What did Australia get for this bargain? Access to American intelligence through the Five Eyes network. Integration into American command structures. Advanced military technology (when America chose to provide it). A seat at certain tables. The comfort of believing someone powerful would defend Australia if threatened.

What did America get? A reliable deputy willing, in practice, to follow American strategic priorities regardless of Australian interests. A voice that would echo American positions in international forums. A military that would join American wars regardless of whether those wars served Australian security. And perhaps most valuably, legitimacy—the ability to claim that American military actions had allied support, that wars were coalition efforts rather than American unilateralism.

The price became clear quickly. In 1950, before ANZUS was even signed, Australia sent troops to Korea—not because Australia faced any threat from Korea, but because America asked and Australian leaders believed compliance was necessary to secure American protection.[8] 340 Australian soldiers died in a war that had nothing to do with Australian security.[9]

Then Vietnam. Between 1962 and 1972, Australia sent over 60,000 personnel to fight in America's war in Southeast Asia.[10] The justification was "forward defense"—the theory that Australia's security required fighting communism in Asia rather than waiting for threats to reach Australian shores. But the real reason was alliance maintenance. America wanted Australian participation to legitimize the war and share the burden. Australia complied. 521 Australian soldiers died.[11]

The pattern continued. In 2003, Prime Minister John Howard committed Australian forces to the invasion of Iraq—an illegal war launched on false pretenses, opposed by the UN Security Council, condemned by most of the international community.[12] Australia participated not because Iraq threatened Australia (it didn't) or because the war served Australian interests (it didn't) or because the legal case was sound (it wasn't), but because America expected compliance and the alliance demanded it.

Then Afghanistan. Twenty years of war, Australia's longest military commitment, ending in Taliban victory and the collapse of everything the intervention supposedly achieved.[13] What Australian security interest did this serve? None that were ever clearly articulated. Australia was there because America was there and the alliance required it.

This is the pattern. Every major American war since ANZUS, Australia has joined. Not one has defended Australian territory. Not one has served a clearly defined Australian security interest. Australia has spent blood and treasure in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan—conflicts that ranged from strategically questionable to actively harmful to illegal—because the alliance bargain required it.

And in exchange for this? The vague promise that America will "consult" if Australia is threatened.

THE SEDUCTIONS OF EFFECTIVE SUBORDINATION

Understanding why this bargain persists despite its considerable costs requires examining not just what Australia loses through dependence but what certain segments of Australian society gain from it. Subordination, it turns out, offers satisfactions that purely rational security analysis often overlooks.

For sections of Australia's strategic elite—intelligence services, military leadership, defense bureaucracy, and certain political factions—the alliance provides not merely security but status. Australia participates, however subordinately, in activities that feel like great power politics. Australian military personnel serve alongside American forces in operations across the globe. Australian intelligence agencies access Five Eyes networks and participate in surveillance operations of global scope. Australian warships and aircraft conduct "freedom of navigation" operations in the South China Sea and Taiwan Strait, projecting presence in ways a middle power acting independently could never achieve.[14]

This creates what might be called vicarious imperialism. Australia cannot project power independently—the nation lacks the population, the industrial base, the geographic position, and the resources to act as a great power. But as America's deputy, Australia can participate in activities that simulate great power status. Surveillance flights near Chinese installations. Naval patrols through contested waters. Intelligence operations spanning multiple continents. Participation in American-led coalitions from the Middle East to the Pacific.[15]

For those within Australia's strategic establishment who conceive of the nation as fundamentally part of the Anglo world—culturally, historically, and tribally connected to British and American power rather than to Asian neighbors—this subordinate participation feels less like dependence and more like membership. Membership in what some within these circles privately term the club of nations that make rules rather than follow them, that project power rather than accommodate it, that lead rather than adjust.[16]

This psychological dimension helps explain patterns that purely security-based analysis struggles with. Why does Australia conduct provocative operations near Chinese territory that serve no clear defensive purpose and antagonize the nation's largest trading partner? Why the evident enthusiasm within certain quarters for "freedom of navigation" operations that China views as hostile acts and most Australian citizens barely notice? Why the eagerness to participate in American military operations regardless of whether they advance clearly defined Australian security interests?

The answer lies partly in what scholars of imperialism call "sub-imperial" behavior—a subordinate power that nevertheless derives satisfaction from exercising regional dominance as enforcer for a greater power.[17] Australia exerts considerable influence over Pacific island nations, over Papua New Guinea, over smaller regional neighbors in ways that often align with American strategic preferences while being presented domestically as "Pacific step-up" or "regional leadership."[18] Australian military and intelligence operations in the Pacific, Australian aid programs, Australian diplomatic initiatives—these frequently serve to extend American strategic reach while allowing Australian policymakers to conceive of themselves as regional leaders rather than regional subordinates.

Academic analysis of Australia's position in the international order has increasingly employed the term "sub-imperial power" to describe this dynamic. Clinton Fernandes, in his examination of Australian foreign policy, argues that Australia functions as a regional enforcer for American hegemony, exerting influence over smaller neighbors while itself remaining subordinate to Washington's strategic priorities.[19] This arrangement provides Australia with regional status and influence it could not achieve independently, while requiring acceptance of fundamental limits on genuine sovereignty.

The bargain, understood this way, involves an exchange more complex than security for compliance. It offers status for subordination, tribal belonging for geographic reality denied, the psychological satisfaction of participation in power projection for the actual surrender of independent capability. Australian military personnel and intelligence officials get to work alongside their American counterparts in operations of global significance. Australian political leaders get to stand on stages with American presidents, to be consulted (even if not heeded) on matters of great power politics, to feel themselves participants in events that shape the international order.

These are not trivial satisfactions. For individuals and institutions whose careers and identities are built around the alliance relationship, the prospect of genuine independence—which would mean accepting Australia's position as a middle power among Asian neighbors rather than as deputy to a great power—represents not liberation but diminishment. Being deputy sheriff to American power feels more significant than being an independent middle power in Asia. Participating in provocative operations near China as part of American-led activities feels more important than the quiet diplomacy that genuine regional integration would require.

This psychological investment in subordinate status makes the bargain considerably harder to break than spreadsheet analysis of costs and benefits would suggest. Because abandoning it would require not just building independent military capability (difficult but achievable) but also accepting a fundamental shift in Australia's self-conception. Accepting that Australia is geographically Asian rather than culturally Anglo. Accepting that middle power status, honestly embraced, offers more genuine security than vicarious participation in fading American hegemony. Accepting that true sovereignty means giving up the psychological satisfactions of borrowed power.

The resistance to this shift is evident in how discussions of strategic autonomy are framed within Australian policy circles. Proposals for greater independence are often dismissed not with security arguments but with status arguments: that Australia would lose influence, would no longer be taken seriously, would forfeit its seat at important tables. The assumption embedded in such dismissals is that subordinate participation in American power projection offers more status than genuine sovereignty could provide—an assumption that makes sense only if status is measured by proximity to great power rather than by actual capability or regional integration.[20]

This creates a challenging dynamic for those advocating strategic reorientation. The argument isn't simply that Australia should build independent capability because the American security guarantee is unreliable (though it is). The argument must also address the psychological investment that segments of Australia's elite have in maintaining subordinate status because that status provides satisfactions that independence would not. Breaking the bargain requires not just new submarines or different alliance structures but a willingness to stop being deputy sheriff and start being an equal among neighbors. To stop deriving vicarious satisfaction from borrowed American power and start building the modest but genuine capabilities that true middle power sovereignty would require.

The question facing Australia, understood this way, is not merely "can the nation afford independence?" but "is the nation willing to give up the psychological rewards of dependence?" Are Australian strategic elites willing to accept that flying provocative missions near Chinese territory as part of American operations offers less real security than patient diplomatic engagement with Asian neighbors? That membership in the Five Eyes intelligence network, however flattering, matters less than developing independent strategic assessment capabilities? That standing on stages with American presidents while implementing American preferences offers less genuine influence than the quiet authority that comes from making independent decisions based on clearly defined national interests?

These are uncomfortable questions because they suggest that Australia's dependence persists not despite its costs but partly because of its rewards—rewards that accrue not to the Australian public, who bear the financial and strategic costs, but to the specific segments of Australian society whose careers, identities, and institutional positions are built around the alliance relationship and the sub-imperial status it provides.

AUKUS: DOUBLING DOWN

AUKUS, examined through this lens, represents not just a security decision but an affirmation of this psychological investment. On September 15, 2021, Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison stood alongside American President Joe Biden and British Prime Minister Boris Johnson (appearing via video link) to announce the security partnership under which Australia would acquire nuclear-powered submarines with American and British assistance.[21]

The announcement was framed as Australia taking control of its security, building sovereign capability, making hard choices for a dangerous world. Morrison spoke of "forever partnership" and "standing together." Biden emphasized Australia's reliability as an ally. The submarines, everyone agreed, would transform Australian naval capability and cement the alliance for generations.[22]

But examine what was actually agreed to, and AUKUS looks less like sovereignty and more like the deepest effective subordination yet.

Australia committed to spending $368 billion over thirty years—by far the largest defense acquisition in the nation's history.[23] For that staggering sum, Australia will not build independent capability. Australia will not gain technology it can control and maintain. Australia will not achieve genuine sovereignty.

Instead, Australia will:

First, send personnel to train on American and British submarines for years. Second, purchase several Virginia-class submarines directly from the United States—American boats, built in American shipyards, using American technology Australia doesn't possess and cannot maintain.[24] Third, eventually—if all goes according to plan, which major defense acquisitions rarely do—build submarines in Australia using British designs but American nuclear reactors that remain proprietary American technology.[25]

The submarines Australia ends up with (if they arrive at all—first operational vessel isn't expected until the late 2040s) will be dependent on American technology, American training, American maintenance, American approval for operations. The nuclear reactors cannot be refueled or serviced by Australia. The combat systems are American. The weapons are American. If something breaks, America fixes it—if America chooses to.[26]

This is not sovereign capability. This is technological dependence locked in for generations. And it's precisely the opposite of what Australia needs.

By committing $368 billion to submarines that will deepen technological dependence and operational integration with American forces, Australia is choosing not merely protection (which AUKUS may or may not provide) but continued participation in the activities and associations that allow certain Australians to feel themselves part of something larger and more powerful than a middle power in Asia could be on its own. The submarines are expensive. The dependence they create is profound. But for those invested in Australia's sub-imperial status, these costs may seem worth paying to maintain the psychological satisfactions that effective subordination provides.

As explored in the previous chapter, American power is in relative decline. China has emerged as a genuine peer competitor in the Western Pacific. The comfortable assumption that American hegemony will extend indefinitely—the assumption on which AUKUS is built—is crumbling. Yet Australia is spending hundreds of billions of dollars to lock itself more tightly to American technology, American command structures, American strategic decisions, at precisely the moment when genuine autonomy is most needed.

AUKUS is the white picket fence at its most expensive: spending enormous sums to reinforce dependence while calling it sovereignty, deepening subordination while performing independence, choosing vicarious participation in fading hegemony over the harder work of building genuine middle power capability.

THE FRENCH BETRAYAL: REVEALING THE HIERARCHY

How Australia terminated its previous submarine program with France reveals something important about Australia's position in the international hierarchy—and about which nations Australia treats as equals versus those it treats as superiors.

In 2016, Australia had selected French company Naval Group to build twelve conventionally powered submarines—the Attack-class program, worth approximately $50 billion.[27] The program had problems: cost overruns, schedule delays, disagreements about Australian content and technology transfer. These are normal features of complex defense procurement and could have been managed through negotiation and contract adjustment.

Instead, in September 2021, Australia cancelled the contract with no warning. French officials learned about AUKUS from media reports. France's Foreign Minister called it a "stab in the back." President Macron recalled France's ambassadors from both Australia and the United States—an extraordinary diplomatic rebuke.[28]

Australia's response was dismissive. Morrison shrugged off French anger. Defense Minister Peter Dutton suggested France was overreacting. The message was clear: France's concerns didn't matter. France was a contractor, not a partner. When a better offer came from more powerful patrons, Australia switched without consultation or apology.[29]

Now contrast this with how Australia treats the United States. When America makes demands—join American wars, host American bases, integrate Australian forces with American systems, spend hundreds of billions on American technology—Australia complies. When American strategic priorities shift, Australia adjusts. When America wants Australian participation in dubious military adventures, Australia rarely refuses.

The pattern is revealing. With France—a middle power, a democracy, a nation roughly similar to Australia in power and position—Australia was ruthlessly transactional. Treated the relationship as dispensable. Cancelled without consultation when something better appeared.

But with America and Britain—great powers, former imperial masters, nations Australia seeks protection from—Australia is deferential to the point of subordination. Accepts their terms. Structures entire defense policy around their preferences. Spends staggering sums on their technology while surrendering sovereignty in the process.

This reveals Australia's position in the international order. The nation treats peers as contractors. But treats powerful patrons as masters whose preferences cannot be questioned. France learned it was considered a contractor. America and Britain learned they were considered masters. And the rest of the world learned something about Australia's self-conception and strategic psychology.

THE COST OF DEPENDENCE

What has this eighty-year bargain cost Australia?

First, strategic autonomy. Australia cannot make independent decisions about when to use force, whether to join wars, how to structure defense policy, or what capabilities to build. Those decisions are constrained by American preferences, alliance obligations, and the technical dependence that AUKUS deepens. Genuine sovereignty—the capacity to make independent strategic choices—has been traded for the comfort of American protection that may not exist when needed.

Second, moral authority. Australia's participation in illegal wars (Iraq) and failed interventions (Afghanistan) has compromised the nation's ability to advocate credibly for international law, sovereignty, or principle. When Australia joined the invasion of Iraq despite UN opposition, Australia lost the standing to lecture others about respecting international norms. Dependence produces complicity, and complicity produces moral compromise.

Third, regional relationships. Australia's de facto subordination to American strategic priorities makes genuine partnership with Asian neighbors difficult. Nations in the region can see clearly that Australia is not an independent actor but an American deputy. This makes Australia less valuable as a diplomatic partner and less trustworthy as a regional player. Australia cannot be a bridge between America and Asia while so obviously choosing America at every turn.

Fourth, developmental maturity. Nations, like individuals, grow through taking responsibility for themselves. Australia has remained strategically adolescent—dependent on powerful protectors, making decisions based on what patrons expect rather than what national interests require, structuring entire policy frameworks around the question "what will America think?" rather than "what serves Australian security?"

The bargain has produced a nation that has never had to develop genuine strategic independence, never had to make hard choices about defense priorities without looking to a great power for guidance, never had to ask fundamental questions about who Australia is and what genuine sovereignty would require.

ALTERNATIVES NEVER SERIOUSLY CONSIDERED

The bargain was never inevitable. Australia could have chosen differently at any of several crucial moments.

In 1942, after Singapore fell, Australia could have responded by building genuine independent capability rather than immediately looking for a new protector. Mobilize national resources, develop domestic defense industry, build the navy and air force necessary to defend Australian waters and airspace independently. Difficult, expensive, uncertain—but possible.

In 1951, when ANZUS was negotiated, Australia could have insisted on stronger commitments or refused a weak treaty that promised so little. Could have demanded NATO-style guarantees or acknowledged that genuine security requires independent capability, not vague promises from distant powers.

In 1962, when America requested troops for Vietnam, Australia could have declined. Could have said "this war doesn't serve Australian interests, doesn't defend Australian territory, and participation would compromise Australian independence." New Zealand made such calculations about nuclear ships in the 1980s and survived American displeasure.[30]

In 2003, when America prepared to invade Iraq on false pretenses, Australia could have joined Germany and France in refusing participation. Could have said "this war is illegal, unnecessary, and harmful to regional stability." Would have strained relations with Washington but demonstrated that Australia had limits, that the alliance was not blank-check subordination.

In 2021, when AUKUS was proposed, Australia could have completed the French submarine program—developing conventional capability that Australia could maintain and control, building domestic industry, avoiding the technological dependence that nuclear submarines require. Or could have pursued regional security frameworks that didn't deepen dependence on declining American power.

At each point, alternatives existed. But at each point, Australian leaders chose dependence. Chose the comfort of American protection over the difficulty of genuine independence. Chose compliance over sovereignty. Chose the psychological satisfactions of vicarious imperialism over the harder work of building genuine middle power capability. Chose to remain inside the fence rather than step beyond it.

PROTECTION WITHOUT GUARANTEES

Here is the cruelest irony of Australia's bargain: after eighty years of dependence, after compliance with every American strategic priority, after participation in every American war regardless of Australian interests, after spending $368 billion on AUKUS to deepen the relationship even further—Australia still has no guarantee that America will actually defend it when threatened.

ANZUS promises only to "consult together." Not to fight. Not to defend. Not even to help, necessarily. Just to consult. And consultation costs America nothing while buying Australian compliance with everything.

This isn't cynicism. It's realism. America is a great power, and great powers pursue their own interests. If defending Australia serves American interests when the moment comes, America will help. If it doesn't, America won't. No amount of prior compliance, no depth of alliance relationship, no participation in American wars will change that fundamental calculation.

Powerful nations protect dependent allies when doing so serves the powerful nation's interests. When interests diverge, dependents discover that sentiment and history don't substitute for alignment of interests.

The question Australia has never seriously asked is: what happens when American interests diverge from Australian interests? What happens when defending Australia would cost more than America is willing to pay? What happens when America decides—as it decided about South Vietnam in 1975, about Afghanistan in 2021—that the commitment isn't worth maintaining?

Australia has spent eighty years avoiding this question, hoping that sufficient compliance will somehow guarantee protection. But dependence doesn't guarantee protection. It just guarantees dependence.

THE BARGAIN UNRAVELING

As American power declines relative to China's rise, as the regional balance shifts, as the comfortable assumption of American hegemony erodes, the bargain Australia made in 1942 and formalized in 1951 is unraveling.

The protection Australia was promised may not be available when needed. The alliance Australia has subordinated itself to may prove unable to defend Australian interests in a genuinely contested region. The technological dependence AUKUS creates may leave Australia with expensive submarines optimized for American strategic priorities that no longer work in the actual security environment Australia faces.

And Australia—having never developed genuine strategic autonomy, having structured all defense policy around American preferences, having built no independent capability to defend itself—may discover too late that dependence is not security, that compliance doesn't guarantee protection, that vicarious imperialism provides psychological satisfaction but not actual power, and that nations who never choose independence eventually lose the capacity to achieve it.

The bargain was always a Faustian one: comfort and protection now, the psychological rewards of deputy sheriff status, the vicarious satisfaction of borrowed power—all in exchange for sovereignty and independence deferred indefinitely. For eighty years, Australian leaders took the deal. They chose comfort. They chose dependence. They chose the fence.

The bill is coming due.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: ON "VICARIOUS IMPERIALISM"

Chapter 2 introduces the concept of "vicarious imperialism" to describe a dynamic that has been widely understood within Australian strategic circles but rarely articulated explicitly in public discourse. This note explains the term's origins, its analytical purpose, and the evidence supporting its application to Australia's alliance relationship.

The term builds on established scholarship regarding "sub-imperial" powers—nations that exercise regional dominance as enforcers for greater powers while themselves remaining subordinate within the global hierarchy. This framework has been applied to Australia by scholars including Clinton Fernandes, whose work examines how Australia functions as a regional enforcer of American strategic interests while accepting fundamental constraints on its own sovereignty.

"Vicarious imperialism" extends this analysis by identifying the psychological dimension that helps sustain such arrangements. It describes the satisfaction that segments of a subordinate nation's elite derive from participating, however subordinately, in great power activities—the vicarious experience of power projection through association with a hegemon rather than through indigenous capability.

This concept emerged from observation of patterns in Australian strategic policy that purely rationalist security analysis struggles to explain. Why does Australia conduct military operations near Chinese territory that serve no clear defensive purpose? Why the evident enthusiasm within certain quarters for activities that antagonize Australia's largest trading partner while providing no obvious security benefit? Why the resistance to proposals for greater strategic autonomy, often framed not as security arguments but as concerns about "losing influence" or "not being taken seriously"?
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