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‘A blunt and confronting perspective on foreign affairs. An important read for all Australians and an essential read for Australian politicians.’


Rex Patrick, Australian Senator (2019–2022) and former submariner, Royal Australian Navy


 


‘It is a rare international relations book that provides readers with a Eureka moment, the moment when the oddities of the thread of logic that underpins a nation’s security and foreign policy practices suddenly makes sense. Subimperial Power is that kind of book, one that will find a well-deserved place on university reading lists and hopefully make its way into the hands of Australia’s policy makers and security thinkers.


Fernandes is a fluid and accomplished writer, yet many readers will still find this book difficult to read. This is because Fernandes challenges long-held yet fallacious beliefs and, in doing so, he strips the edifice of Australian security and foreign policy to its core and exposes truths that will make some uncomfortable. Subimperial Power is a short but disruptive work that should be read and talked about, and Fernandes’ analysis deserves to become the foundation of the next Foreign Affairs and Defence White Papers. I give it my full endorsement.’


Albert Palazzo, former Director of War Studies, Australian Army Research Centre
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Introduction


HOW DOES AUSTRALIAN FOREIGN policy work, and for whom?


One answer is that it serves the national interest. Australia’s first White Paper on foreign and trade policy was called In the National Interest. Published in 1997, it said the national interest involved ‘the hard-headed pursuit of the interests which lie at the core of foreign and trade policy: the security of the Australian nation and the jobs and standard of living of the Australian people. In all that it does in the field of foreign and trade policy, the Government will apply this basic test of the national interest.’1


Another answer is that Australia is a middle power and behaves as a good international citizen.2 In this reading, usually associated with the Australian Labor Party, ‘[G]ood international citizenship is a critical driver to achieving a secure and prosperous Australia.’ It means ‘the pursuit of enlightened self-interest’ because ‘enhancing the rules-based international order’ and ‘promoting respect for universal human rights’ is the way to achieve ‘long-term peace and prosperity for the Australian people’. This means rock-solid support for the alliance with the United States, support for regional engagement, and support for the United Nations and other multilateral institutions to solve global challenges. Labor might ‘differ over emphasis and approach’ with the Coalition but, as Labor’s foreign affairs spokesperson said, ‘We are fortunate to have broad agreement on the component parts.’3


There is broad agreement, to be sure. A leading Liberal politician assured his audience that the Labor Party had no monopoly on supporting the US alliance: it was a Liberal government that negotiated the 1951 ANZUS Treaty, which ‘remains the central pillar in our national security framework’. Likewise regional engagement: the first external affairs minister to go on a wide-ranging tour of Asia did so in 1934 and came from the conservative side of politics. There was a difference of emphasis: the Liberal tradition, he said, involved ‘a pragmatic rather than a dewy-eyed view’ of the United Nations and other multilateral institutions. A ‘common sense approach’ to such institutions and to foreign policy more generally ‘has been the hallmark of successive Liberal governments’.4


In more recent years, a new explanation has emerged: Australian foreign policy defends a ‘rules-based international order’. This concept was central to the Defence White Paper of 2016, the Foreign Policy White Paper of 2017 and numerous other speeches and policy documents. One of the authors of the 2017 White Paper explained that Australia will be ‘more secure and more prosperous in a global order based on agreed rules rather than one based on the exercise of power alone’. He said there are times when ‘Australia has to take responsibility for its own security and prosperity’ because the rules and institutions are not adequate. This is old wine in new bottles. After all, ‘[T]his is not an entirely new proposition for Australia. We have never, for example, relied solely on the rules-based order for our security.’5


This book examines the claim that Australia is a middle power trying to uphold a rules-based international order. Rejecting these euphemisms, it shows that Australia is a sub-imperial power upholding a US-led imperial order. Chapter 1, ‘A subimperial power’, explains that an empire is ‘a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of others’.6 Being an imperial power means exerting a controlling influence on other countries’ sovereignty. Control can be achieved without conquering colonies or directly ruling foreign lands. It can be established through economic, social or cultural dependence, political collaboration between both countries’ elites, the threat or use of military force, coups d’état, intelligence operations, trade agreements and investment treaties. Today the United States sits at the apex of a hierarchically structured imperial system.


Australia is not an exploited neocolony in the US-led imperial system but a subimperial power. As such, it is an active, eager participant in the US-led order. Like that other subimperial power, Israel, Australia has a capable, technologically advanced military and a number of intelligence agencies that operate in the region and far afield to uphold the US-led order. Australia’s trade and investment agreements are organised with a similar goal in mind. Public opinion is strongly in favour of the alliance with the United States. Australia has a stable government, strong economic performance and educated citizens. It is not located in a strategically crucial area of the world, unlike Israel, but compensates for its less vital strategic location by its actions: frequent military deployments, clandestine espionage operations to support the United States, hosting intelligence facilities, foreign policy mimicry and so on.


Chapter 2, ‘The rules-based international order’, explores how the system works and Australia’s role in it. A rules-based international order is not an inclusive order created for the benefit of humanity. It does not mean a peaceful and harmonious system, despite its benign-sounding name. International orders are power politics by procedural means. They entrench the power of powerful states and help them exclude and subdue their rivals. The major international orders of the past four centuries were ‘orders of exclusion’, designed by dominant powers to ostracise and outcompete rivals. In 1648, the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War, was designed to undermine the authority of the Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Empire. It conferred autonomy on the hundreds of smaller principalities on which the empire was built—known today as ‘state sovereignty’—and made the empire harmless by shattering its unity and cohesion. In 1815, the post-Napoleonic peace established in the Concert of Europe was designed so that conservative monarchies could counter the rise of liberal revolutionary regimes. The third international order involved ‘the primacy of the first hegemonic actor in history to be a full liberal democracy, the United States of America’.7


After World War II, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) defended a European order that kept the Soviet Union out, Germany down and the United States in—in charge, that is. This is hardly surprising: as Lance Reddick argued while the war was still raging in 1943, peace planning occurred within an environment of competition between British and American capitalism.8 The post–World War II order was built on suppressing the anti-fascist resistance in Europe and reconstructing the old order by bringing back the fascist collaborators. That was a major objective of US and British forces as they landed on the continent in 1944.9 It helped create the United Nations in order to entrench postwar US world leadership; the United Nations would amplify rather than constrain US power abroad and help manage American public opinion of its global role.10 Today, the rules-based international order is not intended to limit US–China competition; as we will see, the rules are instruments of control and exclusion. The writing of exclusionary rules is part of the competition, not a way to avoid it.


Chapter 3 examines the AUKUS agreement, signed by the leaders of Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States. It examines the centrepiece of the agreement: the announcement that Australia will acquire at least eight nuclear-powered submarines. It discusses how AUKUS entrenches interoperability with US and UK forces. Interoperability is central to the Australian way of war: to operate inside the strategy of a superpower by contributing a well-chosen, niche capability to augment the larger force. AUKUS is the armed equivalent of the economic agreements Australia has signed with the USA and UK. It reflects a full-spectrum search for relevance to great power allies in the competition to create a new international order.


Chapter 4, ‘The China divide’, shows how China has become an ideological, military and economic challenger to the US-led order. It looks at the Chinese leadership’s own understanding of its actions. It asks why it sees itself in that way and how those understandings have changed over time. The chapter engages with a few urgent questions facing Australia in the new era of strategic competition: What are the Chinese government’s ambitions? What are its intentions? What kind of challenge does it pose?


Chapter 5, ‘Expertise, secrecy and ideology’, addresses questions that often come up in discussions about international relations: what does it mean to be an ‘expert’ in international relations, foreign affairs, national security, or politics more generally? It argues that no special qualifications are required to understand these topics. The way to proceed is to plunge in, follow leads that seem informative, try to refute your hunches, identify patterns and long-term continuities, account for what appear to be counterexamples, and work cooperatively with others to get a sense of the bigger picture. Hard work is needed, certainly, but there is nothing in politics beyond the intellectual capacities of the average person. The chapter also looks at the secrecy surrounding Australia’s foreign and defence policies. The New York Times reported that ‘Australia may well be the world’s most secretive democracy’. It said that ‘even among its peers, Australia stands out. No other developed democracy holds as tight to its secrets.’11 This secrecy helps the Australian government avoid a robust, evidence-based debate as to how the defence force and intelligence services should be used. But that is hardly national security in any meaningful sense. The chapter also explores the question of whether the policy planners really believe their own rhetoric. It finds, not surprisingly, that they believe what they need to believe in order to implement the policy.
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A subimperial power


IN SEPTEMBER 2021, THE leaders of Australia, Great Britain and the United States announced that Australia would acquire at least eight nuclear-powered submarines equipped with long-range land attack Tomahawk missiles. The announcement was part of a new trilateral security partnership known as AUKUS (Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States). AUKUS involves an increased British and American presence in Australia to support military activities in all domains: air, space, maritime, land and cyber. Australia also announced that it would scrap a $90 billion program to build French-designed diesel-powered submarines. The three countries explained that their focus was on ‘interoperability’ and ensuring a greater US military presence in Australia.1 There was media commentary about the reaction in France, the cost of the submarines, how long they would take to arrive, and what China’s reaction might be—but the governments’ point about interoperability was largely overlooked. Yet this was perhaps the most revealing aspect of the announcement.


The overriding importance of interoperability has deep historical roots. Even before World War I, Australia rejected the Canadian Ross rifle in favour of the British Lee–Enfield as the standard weapon for the Australian military. As a military historian recounts, the Canadian weapon was ‘a superlative hunting and marksman’s rifle. The craftsmanship employed in machining its components was exquisite.’2 But the Lee–Enfield was sturdy, ‘accurate enough’ and, most importantly, was ‘the pattern adopted by the Imperial Army’.3 That was crucial. Although the defence minister in 1909 was ‘an unashamed advocate for Australian independence’, he ‘nevertheless recognised the need for interoperability even before the Great War’.4 There was no contradiction between these positions. Britain was the greatest imperial power of its time, and Australia was a self-governing dominion in that empire. An imperial consciousness was intrinsic to Australian identity.


Australian foreign affairs and defence officials aimed to keep Britain involved as an imperial power in the region. Imperial force kept the colonies subjugated, their captive economies designed to make Britain rich. In turn, Britain invested its riches in Australia, developing rather than exploiting it, and laying the basis for Australian capitalism. British investors dominated foreign investment in Australia, whose economy was integrated into Britain’s; more than half of Australia’s exports went there, and about three-fifths of Australia’s imports came from there.5 At Federation in 1901, Australians were almost exclusively British: as many as one in five had been born in the British Isles, and almost everyone else was descended from British or Irish immigrants.6 Australia remained the second most English country in the world even as it entered the twenty-first century.7 Australians regarded European rule over Asian colonies as the norm: Britain in India, France in Indochina, the Netherlands in Indonesia, Portugal in East Timor. There was little interest in or support for national liberation campaigns in the colonies. Indeed, Australian leaders wanted their own colonies—Papua New Guinea and Nauru—and a combined military and economic area of influence over Fiji, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu.8


Australia is a different place today in many ways. Immigration patterns have changed: Australia’s population now contains people from nearly every country in the world. The English are still the largest group of overseas-born people living in Australia, but those born in India and China are in second and third place respectively.9 Constitutional amendments have placed political power firmly in the hands of Australia’s own government but some features from a century ago are still present. Australian foreign policy still aims to keep a great power involved in the region. It still seeks maximum influence in the south-west Pacific and Timor-Leste. Interoperability—with the United States more than with Britain—remains a core feature of Australia’s military procurement, taking precedence over other goals such as defence self-reliance and cost. The commanding general of the United States Army in the Pacific spoke of Australian forces becoming not just interoperable but also ‘interchangeable’: ‘similar attack aviation, similar lift aviation, similar ground combat vehicles, similar air defence, short-range, long-range, similar fires, networks’.10


Submarines and ships are more than military platforms. They are also tools of diplomacy, indicating solidarity with allies and other like-minded countries. They add ballast to the conventional diplomatic activities carried out by Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). They are an instrument of statecraft: how a state uses what it has to get what it wants. The Australian government has many instruments of statecraft at its disposal: military instruments such as combat forces, joint exercises and alliance relationships; economic instruments such as trade and investment agreements; financial instruments such as international monetary agreements and foreign aid; ideological instruments such as public diplomacy campaigns; covert instruments such as espionage and other forms of intelligence; and others. Policy-makers usually explain that the aim of Australia’s statecraft is a rules-based international order. We therefore examine what that phrase means.


An imperial system


Today we live in a world of independent nation-states rather than empires and colonies. The flag of the Netherlands no longer flies over Indonesia nor the Portuguese flag over Timor-Leste. But an imperial system remains in place. An empire is ‘a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of others’.11 Physical occupation is not the only way to control another country’s sovereignty. Control can be established by political collaboration between both countries’ elites, by economic, social or cultural dependence, by intelligence operations and by the threat of force. Julius Caesar, who knew something about empires, was quite explicit about control being more significant than annexing territory. In his Conquest of Gaul, he described using military force outside the formal borders of the Roman Empire to compel a tribe to act in Rome’s imperial interests. Actual occupation by Caesar’s legions was unnecessary if a tribe gave up its effective political sovereignty, for example by agreeing to conduct its internal affairs or its relations with other tribes in a manner approved by Rome.12 William V. Harris, a leading scholar of classical Greco-Roman civilisation, observed that Romans usually thought of their empire ‘not as being the area covered by the formally annexed provinces, but rather as consisting of all the places over which Rome exercised power’.13 The Roman Empire was ‘the area of Roman power, not limited to the provinces’.14


The British Empire’s senior officials also understood the crucial significance of control rather than direct colonisation. When World War I ended, they sought control of Iraq’s vast oilfields, which were ‘the greatest prize, perhaps the richest of the war’. Lord Curzon, a key war strategist, explained that ‘there should be no actual incorporation of conquered territory in the dominions of the conqueror’, but ‘the absorption may be veiled by constitutional fictions as a protectorate, a sphere of influence, a buffer State, and so on’.15


The British Empire was different from the Roman one in many ways. The most important difference was in the nature of the imperial centre. Roman imperialism occurred centuries before the era of capitalism. It involved exploitation but few economic and social changes. People in the conquered territories continued to produce the same foodstuffs and handicrafts in the same way as before but for a foreign ruling group. By contrast, the British Empire expanded in the era of industrial capitalism. It radically transformed the territories it conquered owing to its technological, economic and political power.


The United States absorbed the lessons of the British Empire and adapted them for the post-colonial world. It recognised that British statecraft aimed at preventing European integration under a single military and economic power. Britain saw itself as an island off the coast of Europe, projecting power and influence in order to preserve a division of power there. The United States saw itself as an island off the coast of Eurasia, preserving a division of power across the Eurasian land mass.16 Veteran naval affairs analyst Ronald O’Rourke, who also refers to this policy as ‘preventing the emergence of regional hegemons’, emphasises that ‘US policy-makers do not often state explicitly in public’ that this is the goal, but US military operations ‘appear to have been carried out in no small part in support of this goal’.17


The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) gave the United States a dominant influence in Western Europe and ensured the primacy of a North Atlantic power system over any independent European initiatives. As NATO’s secretary-general explained to President Trump, who had complained about the costs of NATO, the system ‘helps the United States to project power to the Middle East, to Africa … The military clout of Europe, the economical clout, the political clout also is helpful dealing with Russia.’18 NATO allows the US to project force against the Eurasian land mass from the west. Its military alliances with Japan and South Korea allow it to project force against that land mass from the east. The United States sees Taiwan as an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’ at the centre of an island chain off the Chinese coast.19


The Cold War might have ended in 1991 but NATO still preserves a division of power in Eurasia. Military bases in Japan and South Korea still allow the United States to threaten the Eurasian land mass from East Asia. And Taiwan remains what a senior US military planner called ‘a critical node within the first island chain … from the Japanese archipelago down to the Philippines and into the South China Sea … anchoring a network of US allies and partners’.20 The United States remains an island off the coast of Eurasia, projecting power from Western Europe and East Asia into the Eurasian land mass. It is the only country whose military is designed to leave its own hemisphere, cross vast oceans and airspace, and then conduct sustained, large-scale military operations in another hemisphere. This imperial objective is why the US Navy has eleven aircraft carriers while most other countries have no more than one or two; it aims at influencing the entire land mass from Portugal to Japan, from Russia’s Arctic coast to India, as well as all the fringing islands such as the United Kingdom and Ireland, Sri Lanka, archipelagic south-east Asia and Japan.


As the crisis in Ukraine shows, the United States possesses overwhelming power in multiple domains. Its infrastructural power is unrivalled: it can order its near-monopoly tech giants to remove any information and expel undesirable entities from their platforms. If it chooses, it can order them to stop supplying, maintaining or updating their software in targeted countries. No other country can influence the international narrative like it, since US news agencies and wire services and its film industry set the agenda and shape perceptions. Its power over the dollar–Wall Street–IMF regime allows it to apply unilateral sanctions to weaken countries and lock them out of the dollar-denominated global financial system.21
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