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Abstract
Australia-China relations have been relatively stable over the last decade. However,
soon after the outbreak of COVID-19, Australia took an increasingly assertive stance
toward China, one that is arguably even more assertive than those of its Western allies.
What prompted Australia to adopt a tougher policy against China? This article argues
that COVID-19 has brought significant uncertainty to the international system and,
hence, to Australia’s external environment, which has affected the country’s decision-
making, accelerating the formation of a hardline policy toward China. A contributing
factor behind this policy is Australia’s quest for ontological security, which, in the
context of COVID-19, has triggered a rise in anti-China sentiment. Meanwhile, this
strategy backfired when it encountered China’s own nationalism, which exacerbated
the widening political chasm, dragging the two countries into an unprecedented
diplomatic confrontation. The core of ontological security lies in maintaining the
stability of the identity needed for the formation of consistent policy. The uncertainties
created by the COVID-19 pandemic have changed the familiar external environment
and challenged Australia’s ability to interpret this new environment and adjust to it,
which has triggered ontological insecurity. By analyzing Australia’s identity as a
middle power in the context of changing regional security and its commitment to
certain values, the article shows how COVID-19 has accelerated Australia’s quest for
ontological security, which has changed the country’s China policy.
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Introduction

Australia-China relations, which had been steadily improving since the end of the Cold
War, have deteriorated drastically since 2016. COVID-19 intensified this negative trend.
Australia-China relations are now deteriorating on almost every front, from political
relations to social contacts. On 22 April, after a phone call with US President Donald
Trump, the Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison initiated an independent interna-
tional inquiry into the origin of the pandemic, which China opposed and criticized as
political maneuvering. In response, the Global Times, a Chinese state-run newspaper,
condemned Australia with a nationalist tone, satirizing the country as “gum stuck to the
bottom of China’s shoe” and stating that “sometimes you have to find a rock and rub it
down” [41]. Given both China’s subsequent significant restrictions on its exchange of
trade and people with Australia and Australia’s new military plan outlined in the 2020
Strategic Defence Update, some argue that these reactions show that Canberra is no
longer coy about publicly pointing the finger at Beijing and is now bluntly directing
accusations against the latter. The bilateral relations between the two countries since
these actions have plummeted at an unprecedented rate [25]. In October, Australia
rejoined the Malabar exercise – a quadrilateral naval exercise held by Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue (QSD) participants, such as the United States, Japan, Australia, and
India.

According to Tsinghua University experts,1 the ongoing Australia-China tensions
after COVID-19 demonstrate a severe deterioration of the relationship from that in
previous years. As Fig. 1 shows, the recent decline (the red segment) is unprecedented,
and the trend is continuing. While these data reflect assessments by China-based
academics, they reveal the role of COVID-19 as an accelerator, if not a trigger, of the
deterioration of China-Australia relations, which deserves special analytical attention.

Why has Australia appeared more eager than its allies, such as the UK, Canada, and
New Zealand, to take a confrontational stance against China during the COVID-19
pandemic at the expense of significant economic relationships? Indeed, the roots of
tension in the current Australia-China conflict can be traced back long before COVID-
19. Yet why did these points of tension become inflamed during the COVID-19
pandemic after years of stability in the Australia-China relationship?

Recent changes in Australia’s China policy and the subsequent deterioration of
Australia-China relations run counter to the predictions of conventional materialist
approaches such as neorealism and neoliberalism. Material conflicts, such as trade
wars, territorial frictions, and struggles for international influence, have been largely
absent from, or at least have not been prominent features of, Australia-China relations.
In this context, from a realist standpoint, Australia, as a key ally of the US, has made a
habit of seeing the world through the latter’s eyes and supporting its strategic interests
[68]. However, Australia’s China policy has seemed inconsistent with the US’s
strategic concerns and ensuing policies regarding China. Before the COVID-19

1 This chart is based on the database created by the Institute of International Relations at Tsinghua University
that gauges China’s relations with other powers. The database quantifies China’s relations with other powers
using expert-based ranking of specific diplomatic events. The values on the left axis are the bilateral relations
index, where 9 is the highest level. Thus, the slope in this figure represents a significant number of negative
events in the bilateral relations in a short period of time. For more details about the dataset, see http://www.
imir.tsinghua.edu.cn/publish/iis/7522/2019/20191029171434351366621/20191029171434351366621_.html
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pandemic, as a critical partner of the US, Australia employed a hedging strategy with
China in periods of heightened US-China tensions instead of simply following the
stance of the US. US-China tensions predate the recent conflict between China and
Australia, and security issues were not previously at the center of the Australia-China
relationship, despite their prominence in US-China relations, which further challenges a
realist explanation of the situation, specifically the argument about alliance behavior.
Even though China’s assertiveness in the South China Sea has altered Australia’s
stance toward China, especially since the early 2010s, security risks, if any existed,
had not previously spilled over into or seriously impacted China’s overall relationships
until Australia’s recent bout of assertiveness began. Similarly, it is difficult for neolib-
eralism to explain the unfolding tensions between China and Australia. China is
Australia’s largest trade partner, with the two-way trade being worth more than twice
that between Australia and its next largest trading partner, but such significant and
ongoing economic relationships and ensuing interdependence have failed to prevent
bilateral relations from plummeting in a relatively short period of time.

Given the limitations of the abovementioned theoretical approaches, the theory of
ontological security proposes a distinctive perspective: to cope with the shock from a
critical situation, the state tends to take action to maintain the stability of self-identity
and restore a favorable environment. In contrast to the materialism of neorealism and
neoliberalism, the ontological security approach in IR aims to explain the motives of
foreign policy from the standpoint of the interrelationship between the state’s self-
identity and its external environment. This theory argues that humans need to ‘make
sense of their world’, and when information is insufficient or previously held meanings
are unreliable, anxiety prevails [51, p. 364]. The fear of chaos drives countries to be
more proactive and try to restore the familiar environment and their roles in it [51, p.
348]. In world politics, states need a continuous identity and a stable external environ-
ment that generates stable expectations. If the balance between identity and the external
environment is distorted, the state may find it difficult to implement a consistent policy
and will begin to modify its policies to try to restore the balance. The assumptions of

Fig. 1 Assessment of Australia-China relations (Source: Calculated by the author based on the Tsinghua
University dataset ‘China’s Relations with Great Powers’)
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ontological security can be used to shed light on Australia’s behavioral patterns in
terms of its relations with China since the outbreak of COVID-19.

Compared with other “Five Eyes” nations, Australia is more sensitive to China’s threat
and the uncertainty it creates, as it depends on China more than any of the other five
countries in terms of both trade volume and strategic goods in critical sectors, which
means that any potential change in Beijing’s intentions carries a significant risk for
Canberra. This vulnerability makes it all the more urgent for Australia to enhance its
capability to shape the strategic environment in which Canberra can reduce the risk of
uncertainty emanating from Beijing and maintain its strategic identity in relation to China.

From the perspective of ontological security, the hardening of Australia’s China
policy predominantly reflects the former’s concerns about self-identity and its expec-
tations regarding the future, which are rooted in a continuous concern about its role in
world politics. Therefore, the sense of insecurity highlights Australia’s dependence on
the international system that it is familiar with. This dependence affects the country’s
ability to manage its insecurities [8]. In summary, this study shows how the intensifying
Australia-China tensions have been exacerbated by COVID-19 and Chinese national-
ism due to the considerable threat these pose to Australia’s ontological security.
Following changes in the recent annual reports official statements of the government,
the keyword “uncertainty” now occurs more frequently than in the past, which implies
that Canberra has gradually come to perceive the uncertainty of the international system
due to China’s rise since 2015. COVID-19 has aggravated Australia’s existing worries
and anxiety by disrupting routinized international behaviors, undermining UN-centered
multilateralism, US-led regional security, and Australia’s commitment to specific
values, thus shaking Australia’s familiar environment. Due to growing uncertainty
about the future of the regional and global order at the systemic level, Australia tends
to undertake radical policies for maintaining and securing the consistency of its identity
and the relevant environment.

This article is divided into three parts. The first part reviews the theory of ontological
security and operationalizes Australia’s identity by assessing the roles of the biograph-
ical narrative and recognition. Analyzing these two indicators shows how Australia
forms its self-identity and applies it to the external environment. After identifying
Australia’s identity as a middle power, the article then compares changes in Australia’s
China policy before and after COVID-19 with a concentration on three empirical cases
– Australia’s effort in the international order, the regional security in the Indo-Pacific,
and Australia’s commitment to specific values – followed by the explanations of
ontological security. This article concludes by describing the reason for Australia’s
China policy, namely, the struggle for maintaining an ontologically secure external
environment that preserves Australia’s state identity.

Certainty, Identity and Ontological Security

Anthony Giddens contributed greatly to the concept of ontological security by explaining
self-identity and the prerequisite of individual behaviors. In contrast to the more conven-
tional concept of physical security, ontological security, as described by Giddens, is the
confidence that human beings have in the continuity of their self-identity and the
constancy of their surrounding social and material environments [28, p. 37].
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Ontological Security in International Relations

The formation of ontological security is closely tied to the tacit character of practical
consciousness that indicates whether a given response is either ‘appropriate’ or ‘ac-
ceptable’ [26, p. 37]. In other words, this practical consciousness determines what is
normal or not in day-to-day routines and constructs the content of the logic of
appropriateness. Giddens realized the negative side of the tacit knowledge within which
chaos and uncertainty lurk and that ontological security stabilizes and ensures the
continuity of self-identity in response to uncertainty. In sum, ontological security is
the confidence in people’s self-identity as a whole and the continuity of realities that
emphasize the sense of faith that the known natural and social worlds are as they appear
to be [42].

The core of the concept of ontological security is the confidence generated by the
basic trust an individual has in other members of society, which helps reduce existential
anxiety. Anxiety unconsciously forms emotive tensions that represent “internal dan-
gers” to the awareness of self-identity [28, p. 45-46]. It is then essential to decrease
anxiety related to self-identity since the stability of self-identity is a prerequisite for an
individual to be able to engage in long-term planning. The quest for ontological
security is thus motivated by the desire to meet the basic needs of all human beings.

How do actors with a consistent identity form a sense of ontological security?
Routines characterized by repeated actions help construct a basic trust system in which
individuals can obtain ontological security. A basic trust system that minimizes the
uncertainty in identity building is essential for the development of ontological security.
It is almost impossible for individuals to predict various external dangers that may
threaten their identity. Therefore, to deal with unknown dangers and avoid being
exhausted by worrying about their uncertainty, individuals depend on the basic trust
system to mitigate all potential threats to a tolerable level and then minimize their
anxiety about uncertainty. This trust system functions as a “protective cocoon” that
filters out dangers that could threaten the ability of the self to achieve a stable continuity
of identity [27]. In short, the conceptual core of ontological security is a focus on the
relational constitution of the self during times of anxiety. The idea is that social actors
like to feel that the environment is stable and continuous so they can achieve a sense of
agency.

In IR theory, Huysmans has argued that ontological security in world politics is a
strategy used to manage the limits of reflexivity that redirect a state system’s aim from
the elimination of enemies to alignment with norms [37]. For a state, national and
international security strategies designed to identify, rank, and prioritize fears explicitly
aim to minimize exposure to risk and thus keep populations safe by eradicating fear
while maintaining a favorable environment and deterring the ‘risk’ of uncertainty [39].

Further extending ontological security to international relations, Mitzen and Steel
treat state as people. States, as groups of political actors, seek ontological security just as
individuals do. States can be thought of as living organisms that pursue political goals
for psychological and emotional reasons since states are not physical objects but rather
social constructions of the mind; they cannot be anything more than the material facts
that constitute them [66]. This argument is based on two facts. First, states and
individuals are emotionally connected because the state agent creates an emotional
connection that promotes its authority and the “national interest,” which means
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that the citizen’s existential experience can only be completed through the state
itself [51, p. 16]. Even though the notion of a state is abstract and constructive, it
has evolved as a collective identity that embodies individuals’ values, emotions,
and psychological needs. Second, leaders of states who are in charge of state
resources represent states, and they all share the same collective commitment to
state self-identity [65, p. 19], which means that the way leaders perceive and
respond to the ontological security of states matters, and this is important for the
operationalization of the ontological security approach. Therefore, just as an
individual would feel anxiety in discovering challenges to the basic trust system,
states, personified as above, would be besieged by anxiety when their favorable
strategic environment changes to the opposite conditions. States must therefore
restore their favorable environment if they are aware that their self-identity cannot
be maintained or they are facing potentially undesirable uncertainty.

Biographical Narrative, Recognition, and the Role of Nationalism

Identity, according to studies on international relations, is a property of international
actors that generates motivational and behavioral dispositions [65]. Identity depends
not only on self-understanding but also on the recognition of others and on whether
such recognition is the same as self-understanding. In line with this logic, the question
of whether a state’s quest for ontological security will succeed is dependent on a
coherent self-understanding and the recognition of others.

The process by which states stabilize their self-identity depends on two factors:
internal, which concerns how the state tells others about itself, and external, which
concerns how other states recognize the narrative that the state tells. Biographical
narratives and the recognition of others thus matter to the operationalization of onto-
logical security.

With regard to the internal factor, the biographical narrative is central to the stabili-
zation of self-identity, and it also represents the approach used to construct the national
identity from the perspective of self-understanding. As Ringmar claims, the question of
“being” can be answered through narratives because states are constructed through the
stories told about them [57]. Steel emphasizes the paramount role of internal construc-
tion that focuses on the internal factors of states in the process of identity building. A
nation-state, from this perspective, is a bounded community constituted by a biograph-
ical narrative that gives meaning to its collective spatiotemporal environment [7]. It is
argued that the relationship between the identity and the “biographical narrative” of the
state, rather than interactions in international society, leads to the development of
ontological security because the biographical narrative gives meaning and justification
to states’ actions [43]. Ontological insecurity and negative emotions, including anxiety
and shame, arise when one’s behaviors deviate from a narrative-based self-understand-
ing. To avoid such negative emotions and feedback, states tend to use a strategy of
“reflexive discourse” to rethink their behaviors and remake policy that is consistent with
their identity [59].

With regard to the external factor, social interaction plays the role of harmonizing
endogenous purposes and external recognition because obtaining recognition is indis-
pensable to the self’s constitutive stories [58]. Mitzen does not agree that the identity of
a state is given or can be stabilized merely through biographical narratives. She stresses
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that a state’s identity is dependent on social interaction with other states. The most
important part of the process is stabilizing the state’s identity through routinized social
interaction, where social relations are formed if others respond predictably [51, pp. 347-
354]. During the interaction, a basic trust system is constructed for states through
attachment and recognition. In this sense, a society with routinized interaction provides
ontological security for its members, and international society likewise provides states
with a basic and reliable mode for interactions. Nevertheless, once this practice, which
is frequently taken for granted, is interrupted and the state’s biographical narrative is
challenged, the state must rethink its identity and the related environment.

Consequently, the state needs to continually make other states aware of the identity
that the state believes it has, and others, in turn, will give feedback to the state to show
whether the state’s belief is reasonable. In this way, the biographical narrative about
self-identity is – or is not – recognized [45]. Therefore, the state is still required to
interact with others to gain recognition, and the recognition of its identity cultivates
authentic self-esteem and a developed and emotional identity [44].

Nationalism and its variants are the basis of a collective identity in a time of
globalization. When nationalism is embedded in a biographical narrative, the relevant
policy can provide a powerful identity signifier to convey unity, security, and inclu-
siveness in times of crisis [38]. Hence, in the face of potential uncertainty and its
resulting impact on self-identity, nationalist rhetoric becomes an effective strategy for
identity maintenance because it protects the members of society from strangers,
outsiders, and protects the state against ontological insecurity. In recent years, nation-
alism has become the primary political tool used by states to defend their identities.
Nationalism hereby creates a dilemma when the state’s nationalistic struggle for
recognition is not recognized by others, thereby making the state more aggressive.
This dilemma has appeared in the form a rise in Australia-China tensions since the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic when Australia’s goal to maintain its ontolog-
ical security clashed with China’s increasingly nationalistic diplomacy, which has
greatly hindered bilateral relations.

Biographical narratives and recognition provide a way to operationalize the onto-
logical security that states are seeking. A biographical narrative based on official
documents and statements shows how the state views itself and the image it aims to
achieve. Recognition from others demonstrates how other states perceive the state,
which reflects the behaviors of the state when interacting with international society.
The discourse and activities of the state during its quest for ontological security
comprise the state’s self-identity. This article gauges Australia’s ontological security
by reviewing governmental documents, statements from leaders and the international
consensus of Australia’s identity.

Australia’s Quest for Ontological Security and the Australia-China
Relationship

States tend to seek and shape a favorable environment for maintaining their self-identity
so as to guarantee their ontological security. Australia is no exception to this. Its
response to the changes is shaped by its self-identity and its expectations of the external
environment that sustains the state’s self-identity.
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Anchoring Australia’s Identity in World Politics

The measurement of ontological security relies not only on a narrative but also on the
actions taken to gain others’ recognition. The sociality and relativity of self-identity
imply that the content of ontological security may vary in different circumstances. In
other words, the indicators of identity are precisely those that Australia claims regard-
ing its identity in world politics and the actions that Australia takes to conform to these
conceptions.

The middle power concept has occupied a primary position in the discourse of
Australia’s foreign policy for more than half a century. For many years, Australian
decisionmakers have been positioning the country as an activist middle power that can
maximize its influence mainly through niche diplomacy, such as diplomatic skills in
specific areas, multilateral approaches and coalition building. Canberra’s understanding
of middle power dates back to the 1940s when Dr. H.V. Evatt became Minister for
External Affairs. Evatt took great interest in securing a greater voice for Australia in
world affairs by highlighting Australia’s identity as an Allied country, its strategically
important geopolitical position and its ability to persuade others to support a particular
course of action [61]. After a series of official parliamentary speeches and debates,
Australia’s identity as a middle power in the postwar era gradually gained widespread
attention in national politics and was accepted by both the Liberal Party and the Labor
Party. In 1964, Garfield Barwick declared, “Australia is a middle power in more senses
than one. It is clearly one in the general sense in which the expression is used.” [16]
Thus, Australia holds the identity of a middle power at various levels and is also seen
by others as a middle power.

Specifically, the middle powers tend to pursue multilateral solutions to international
problems, embrace positions of compromise in international disputes and use notions of
“good international citizenship” to guide their diplomacy [12].

With regard to China and the Asia-Pacific region, Australia’s identity as a middle
power came with an increase in regionalism. Since the 1990s, Australia has sought to
integrate itself into the Asia-Pacific region, aiming to construct a stable regional
community, build security architecture, and intensify norms [71]. In doing so, the idea
of being a middle power has been increasingly reflected in Australian diplomatic
practice, with James Manicom and Jeffrey Reeves, for example, arguing that the goal
of this identity is to create a stable regional order [48]. This policy objective was later
defined and put into practice by Kevin Rudd as creative middle power diplomacy.
Middle power diplomacy experienced great flowering from 2005 to 2010, transcending
partisan disputes and determining the perspective through which Australia defines its
identity and national interests. Therefore, asserting its middle power identity is also
Australia’s way of playing a role in world affairs. Overall, Australia’s diplomacy has
made being a ‘middle power’ part of the country’s self-identity, and this not only is
prominent in the country’s biographical narrative but has also gained broad interna-
tional recognition and support.

Although the most salient feature in Australia’s diplomacy is its status as a middle
power, it is not the country’s only feature. A middle power always functions with other
identities, such as derivative identities. For instance, a characteristic method of middle
power diplomacy is coalition building with ‘like-minded’ countries, which notably
characterizes Australia’s alignment with the US and other democracies in the field of
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regional security. Australia’s allyship with the US is consistent with the implication of
the former’s middle power identity, which also fleshes out the state’s narrative: in the
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, Australia perceived its alliance with the US as
central to the former’s approach to the Indo–Pacific, with such descriptors taking a
central position in the country’s diplomatic statement [5, p. 4], thus showing that being
a firm ally of the US and other liked-mind democracies is the keystone of Australia’s
identity [15]. From this perspective, the identity of middle power not only encapsulates
the behavior patterns of Australian diplomacy but also embodies, along with other
identities, the sources and behavioral guides of ontological security.

Furthermore, the implications of being middle power, especially the pattern of
building coalitions with liked-mind countries and the tendency to embrace the notion
of “good international citizenship”, also reveal the ideological motives and cultural
aspects of Australia’s foreign policy [67]. Being a good citizen in international society,
as Gareth Evans has stated, requires Australia to be aware of the commitment to certain
values with a concentration on “purposes beyond ourselves”, such as protecting
fundamental human rights and other values that the international community accepts
as having a universal application [24]. Such moral pursuits behind the formation of a
self-identity refer to a culturally derived set of core principles that guide Australian
foreign policy, which impresses upon Australian decisionmakers the importance of the
country maintaining keep close ties with other countries that share its common values
in a turbulent world [22]. The quest for universal values under the umbrella of being a
middle power endows Australia with both rhetoric and motives to connect its diplo-
macy with ideological factors.

Therefore, taking on the role of a middle power in international society and having a
multidimensional interpretation of that role both constitute an Australian identity that
supports its ontological security through different dimensions. Specifically, these
images mirror interests in the basic trust system, where Australia can maximize them,
forming the pillars of its identity and foreign policy. Different aspects of Australia’s
identity are often interwoven in diplomatic practice.

Overall, the implications of Australia’s self-identity determine its order-building
instinct in foreign policy. As specified by Carl Ungerer, the core foundation of
Australia’s vision of the rule-based order centers on a continuing US military primacy
and leadership in Asia and the institutionalization of democratic systems of government
as this is manageable and predictable [62]. In relation to China, as Hugh White argued,
the rule-based order in Asia will constrain China’s power by upholding the rule of
international law and maintaining strong US engagement in the region [68, p. 53].

Threats to Australia’s Ontological Security

The paradigm through which the Australian government views China has shifted in
recent years. China’s rise and its potential challenge to the world order have made
Australian policymakers uncertain by creating systemic change in the distribution of
power in world politics. Systemic pressure from the changing power distribution and
the trend of power transition at the systemic level have affected Australia’s perception
of its ontological security and eventually determined foreign policy. As the interpreta-
tion of its ontological security implies, there are several empirical indicators of
Canberra’s quest for ontological security in the midst of changes in the international

The Struggle for Certainty: Ontological Security, the Rise of... 123



structure, including three interweaving aspects: the maintenance of a rules-based order,
the stability of regional security, and a commitment to specific values.

Concerns about a rules-based order are often intertwined with potential threats to
regional stability because the momentum of China’s aggressive behaviors in the South
China Sea (SCS) during the last decade has shaken the foundation of the international
order, the power distribution in the region and even Australia’s sovereignty. Specifi-
cally, the increasing tension between China and its neighbors shows that on the one
hand, Beijing is wrestling for control of the region and for the power to enforce that
rule, and on the other hand, Beijing’s rapid military expansion in the SCS aims to offset
or even expel the US influence on regional security. Additionally, China’s institution
building involving the AIIB and BRI and its rising influence on Australia itself have
been treated as a revisionist plan that would threaten the international order that
Australia used to rely on.

This perceived threat intensified when China refused to participate in the South
China Sea arbitration in 2016. This decision brought considerable uncertainty to the
region. As a middle power, Australia views its security as ultimately depending on an
effective rule-based order, including in the case of the SCS dispute, the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) [49]. As the Department of Defence
stated in its Defence White Paper 2013, “Australia has interests in the peaceful
resolution of territorial and maritime disputes, including in the South China Sea, in
accordance with international law, the prevention of aggression within Southeast Asia,
and freedom of navigation and maritime security in the region’s sea lanes.” [4] In this
context, China’s refusal to participate in the arbitration was against Australia’s expec-
tations. The fear of uncertainty about the future escalated when the media revealed that
China had been reclaiming land and building large facilities on several disputed rocks
and reefs in the Spratly Islands after the arbitration took place. In this context, the
dispute resolution mechanism that Australia pinned its hopes on has failed to work as
expected, and China’s military presence in the South China Sea has grown even further.

In addition to the uncertainty in the strategic environment, Canberra is also con-
cerned about China’s rising influence on cultural values and Australia itself. Over the
last decade, Beijing has, in fact, been using the economic clout it has built up over the
years to gradually expand its influence in Australia’s domestic politics. In Canberra’s
view, its country’s relationship with China is eroding its sovereignty and diplomatic
autonomy, and Beijing is spreading its tentacles and dragging Australia into an
uncertain future, thus threatening the democracy, national security and shared values
in the region. These changes have forced Australia to review its policies and start
playing a more active role in shaping the external environment in its favor rather than
keeping a low profile and being diplomatically quiet.

A reconsideration of ontological security followed these structural changes and
appeared in official statements. Turnbull repeatedly claimed that the stability of the
current order is one of Australia’s ‘core strategic interests’, and in Singapore in 2017,
he also warned that China’s ambition to become the region’s leading power should be
blocked by the US and its friends in Asia and that the US-led regional order should be
preserved [69]. This is a clear sign that China’s attempts to assert a greater influence
since 2012 have been recognized as a threat to the international structure or, at least, a
revisionist effort to change the structure. The 2017 Australian Foreign Policy White
Paper makes it clear that the international order dominated by the US can no longer be
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taken for granted, which indicates that the Australian government is prepared for an
uncertain outlook [5, p. 27].

In sum, China’s expansion and dynamics in the US-China balance of power have
gradually changed the international structure. Official documents from Australia show
that these systemic changes have greatly affected Canberra’s view of the strategic
environment. The term “uncertainty” has appeared more frequently in discussions
about the international system in recent years: “uncertainty”, a keyword used to
describe changes in the strategic environment, has been increasingly mentioned and
has come to occupy an important place in official documents. Starting in 2015, in its
annual reports, DFAT stated that the Indo-Pacific strategic environment is characterized
by complexity and uncertainty –adjectives for the strategic environment that had never
been used before but became fixed in collocation with “Indo-Pacific” and have been
widely used since then. The 2017 Australian Foreign Policy White Paper states bluntly
that “we are likely to face higher degrees of uncertainty and risk.” These changes in
discourse fully reflect Canberra’s belief that an uncertain international order is emerg-
ing and that the stable and predictable strategic environment is disappearing, which has
been a source of rising anxiety for Australia in maintaining its self-identity.

The Ambivalence of Australia’s Reactions to China’s Challenge

As Fig. 1 at the beginning of the article shows, although there has been a significant
deterioration of the Australia-China relationship since 2016, the negative impact of
each crisis has been effectively contained, and the two countries have quickly come to
enjoy a period of stability after crises. This means that before COVID-19, neither side
had the will to remove its mask and let the crisis grow uncontrollably. Therefore,
although Australia perceives China as a threat, its response has been indecisive and
starkly different from its reactions in the pre-COVID period.

For a long time, the hedging policy pursued by Australia was premised on structural
uncertainty and viewed as an “engage and resist” strategy [40, 52]. Australia did not
exactly side with the US against China until 2019 but instead worked to reduce
uncertainty and rebuild the basic trust system. After 2016, Australia’s China policy
was caught between minimizing China’s influence and mitigating China’s potential
reactions against the country, especially in the areas of international order, regional
security, and the cultural values that Australia insists on.

In terms of international order, at the eve of the China-US trade war, Julie Bishop, a
former foreign minister, implied that Australia would hold a neutral position if the US
became caught in a trade war with other countries and would utilize the mechanisms of
the WTO, which is a part of the “rule-based system.” [29] Although the tension
between China and the US has escalated since March 2018, from this perspective
Australia still has common interests with China in many fields and has been deliber-
ately distancing itself from the US. Canberra highlighted the need to resolve trade
disputes through the WTO mechanisms rather than choosing a side [63], which fits
with the way that middle powers tend maximize their own interests. Based on a
common vision of international institutions and economic interdependence and despite
being concerned about China’s rise and geopolitical ambitions, Australia pursued a
policy of hedging toward China, in part as a response to a perceived shift in the balance
of power in the region, and preferred to remain aloof in great power competitions.
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Regarding the issue of regional security, Australia has increased its military coop-
eration with the US in recent years to demonstrate its identity as a US ally. According
to Darwin, the US military presence has doubled since 2016, and its forces are now
more diversified and more capable than before [32], which shows Australia’s willing-
ness to be part of the US’s long-term “pivot” toward the Asia-Pacific region. Active
efforts have also been made to align other regional powers to pay more attention to
China’s rise and potential challenge to the existing order. The Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue, revived in 2017, has received more attention as a possible counter to actions
from China. These joint actions are seen as an indicator that Australia is increasingly
joining the efforts of other regional powers to respond to China’s growing maritime
capabilities and aggressive posture in the South China Sea [14]. However, in 2017,
Australia’s military cooperation was still at a low level and was deliberately designed to
avoid provoking China.

Concerns about cultural values also affect Australia’s attitude toward China. Aus-
tralia has become increasingly aware that it must protect its democratic values from
being “eroded” by China, with the result being the creation of a series of targeted bills
and other actions to prevent undue interference by foreign powers. In 2018, Australia
successively issued the National Security Legislation Amendment Act 2018 (Espionage
and Foreign Interference) and the Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme to limit
foreign influence on the Australian government’s political process. Prior to that time,
Australia had never acted specifically to combat foreign interference.

All of Australia’s reactions to China’s rising influence reflect growing external
uncertainty and the perceived threat to the former’s ontological security. A broad
debate has arisen regarding the intensifying US-China competition. Policymakers and
scholars have thus begun to review past policies toward China and to rethink both
changes in the geopolitical environment and China’s challenges to the international
order. Since Howard emphasized the economic opportunity presented by the rise of
China, Australia’s China policy has fallen somewhere within the hedging zone [10].
Recently, such policies have been mired in controversy because of their assertation that
Australia does not have to choose between the US and China, which has been a
political mantra for bipartisan leaders whenever US-China tensions were mentioned
in the past. Denial of potential great power conflicts, as Hugh White has criticized,
further idealizes the wish that there would be no tension between Australia’s future in
Asia and its traditional links with the US, which would mean Australia could rest
assured about its identity in the world [70]. Consequently, before 2020, coalition and
labor policies in China and the region were broadly similar. Whether the Labor Party or
the Liberal Party was in power, the aims and means of Australia’s China policy,
including the portions shaped by Gillard, Abbott, and Turnbull, was consistent: it
involved avoiding doing anything that might be seen as violating its economic rela-
tionship with Beijing and avoiding open polemics. This logic has been consistently
held by the Liberal-National Coalition since Morrison became Prime Minister. Antic-
ipating increasing US-China competition, the government also called for a continued
partnership with China and announced a $44 million national foundation for Australia-
China relations in an effort to build a greater understanding of the country. In other
words, Australia was confident about maintaining a stable identity in a wishful
“protective cocoon” in which the US could manage China’s challenge, and Canberra
was not prepared to risk its relations with Beijing to help Washington.
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Therefore, Australia’s China policy before and in the midst of growing tensions
between the US and China was subject to a range of domestic criticisms, most of which
argued that Australia’s hedging with China was, far from overhedging, actually
underhedging due to the country’s lack of political will to take more independent
action. These arguments about Australia’s China policy before the COVID-19 pan-
demic revealed that Australia was not posturing against China, but rather, it was
indecisive and staying within the hedging zone, trying to find a place on the
balancing-to-bandwagoning continuum.

In short, although the two parties differ in their perception of and approach toward
China, there has been a form of tacit agreement between the coalition and the liberal
party on how Australia should deal with China. In the abovementioned issues, Australia
sees the South China Sea as a “major fault line” for regional order, and Australia holds
that it is not a claimant state and does not take sides in the competing claims but rather
focuses on the norms and laws of the region [5, p. 46]. Similarly, in the National
Security Legislation Amendment Act 2018, the security risks from China are also
neither emphatically exaggerated nor targeted. Economic engagement with China has
also led the Australian government to adopt a relatively neutral and pragmatic standing
on many issues. All of these components signal Australia’s indecisive policy regarding
China and its attempt to avoid the spotlight in great power competitions by believing
and claiming that it does not have to choose sides.

Australia’s hedging strategy against China is the result of a systemic stimulus
transmitted by concerns about ontological security. This highlights the country’s
concerns about the uncertainty of the future order and possible challenges to the
environment supporting Australia’s identity. However, it is clear that even though the
Australian government has taken precautions against China’s influence, these actions
were relatively small and did not directly target China. The reason for the prudency in
its policy is because Australians saw the international order supporting their country’s
ontological security, and they were still confident that the US would finally prevail over
China, meaning that US leadership and the current order would continue to form the
foundation of Australia’s middle power diplomacy and that potential crises could be
managed [69]. However, external uncertainty has been rising since after the arrival of
COVID-19, frustrating confidence in the country’s previous underhedging policy and
accelerating the formation of a more assertive state stance.

COVID-19, the Rise of Nationalism and Australia’s Ontological
Insecurity

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly created greater uncertainty in the world [47,
64], as highlighted by accelerated deglobalization and a rapid reduction in the human
movement that has been a daily routine for decades. Increasing uncertainty has
intensified emerging changes and had a dramatic and rapid impact on Australian
economic development, thus deepening Australia’s fear and sense of insecurity. Aus-
tralia entered its first recession in 29 years; as Frydenberg bluntly stated, a recession is
inevitable due to the close coincidence of widespread bushfires and the COVID-19
pandemic [9]. Great uncertainty has arisen that no one could have foreseen, making
Australia’s concerns about ontological insecurity even more urgent.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated a wave of nationalism that has been
growing in intensity over the last decade, reinforcing preexisting nationalist and
protectionist waves [1, 30]. Exclusionary nationalism during the COVID-19 pandemic
has increased the decoupling of international exchanges, adversely affecting the stra-
tegic environment in which Australia acts as a middle power. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has had a rally-round-the-flag effect and has increased the level of nationalism
among citizens [33]. With the uncertainty brought by the pandemic, predictions about
the future of the world order have become more difficult, and the negative effect on
multilateralism brought by nationalism has been close at hand. Therefore, for Austra-
lian decisionmakers, the upheaval caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is breeding
chaos within the basic trust system, threatening the foundation of self-identity and
taking Australia into unknown waters [31].

The pandemic has strengthened the state, reinforced nationalism, and created a
world that is less open, less prosperous, and less free [2]. The pandemic, as an
accelerator, is shaking the foundation of Australia’s ontological security and its China
policy in two ways: first, it has decreased globalization and multilateralism,
undermining the reputation of the WHO, an organization in which Australia has been
a key member and an advocator of reform; second, the political reality in the COVID-
19 era presents a picture that Australia fears – a world in which China’s influence is
more powerful and threatens both regional security and the moral values that Australia
is committed to. The tension and clouded future are pushing Australia to more eagerly
take action to restore the basic trust system and put biographical narratives about its
self-identity as a middle power into practice.

Australia’s Assertiveness, Anti-China Sentiment and Increase in Uncertainty

The first change in Australia’s China policy was related to the issue of the UN-centered
international order. As a middle power, Australia’s attitude toward the WHO is
complex: on the one hand, Canberra has criticized the WHO for its China-centric focus
in an attempt to maintain its relations with the US; on the other hand, Australia’s
identity as a middle power means that it is unlikely to break with the WHO as
completely as the US has or to overcriticize the WHO’s legitimacy. Rather, the
tendency toward coalition-building and multilateral approaches, both of which are
implied in the identity of a middle power, are guiding Australia to cooperate with
like-mind countries to reform the organization and maintain the UN-centric multilateral
world order. This ambivalence became more evident after April.

The US-China tension over the WHO’s policy toward COVID-19 has grown,
marked by the US’ scapegoating of China and hits to global economic performance
[11]. For Australia, this is an opportunity to stand with Trump, reiterate its endorsement
of the US-led order, and display a multilateral approach that differs from Trump’s
unilateralism. Beginning on 16 April, cabinet members, including Peter Dutton and
Marise Payne, began criticizing the WHO for its mismanagement of the coronavirus
that originated in China [72]. Australia’s assertiveness reached its peak on 22 April
when Morrison called for an independent inquiry into the origin of coronavirus and
sought weapons-inspector-like power for the WHO [35].

Morrison’s statement is more in line with what a middle power is supposed to do:
Canberra limited its criticism to the WHO’s relations with China while emphasizing
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Australia’s long-standing engagement with and contribution to the reform of the UN
agency. Only two days after Morrison’s motion for the independent inquiry, he
diverged from Trump’s unilateral move to leave the WHO, stating, “What happens at
the upper echelons of these organizations, how they operate, I think is in need of
change…Australia will continue to advocate for that change with like-minded countries
who share our concerns…we will certainly want to see an improved set of arrange-
ments at the WHO, and we’ll continue to push for that through the forums as a
participant, as a member, as someone who understands and publicly states the value
of the work that it does on the ground.” [3] His office later added the following in
another statement: there is a “need to work together to improve the ability of the
international community – including the WHO – to respond to pandemics.”

Morrison’s statement shows that Australia is a middle power that realizes that the
WHO’s capacity is in doubt and that the uncertainty of a declining rule-based order
would threaten the country’s ontological security. This anxiety about the greater uncer-
tainty has motivated Australia to seek a predictable environment in a more decisive way.

Australia’s actions regarding the issue of the WHO represented two consider-
ations of ontological security: one is that as a country that realizes that the strategic
environment is changing, Australia is eager to signal a clear message to its US
audience and wishes that the Trump administration would value the strategic
partnership between the two countries so as to provide strategic certainty. As a
founding member state of the WHO and a good international citizen, Australia must
follow the logic of its identity, which requires it to actively engage in reforming
international institutions for a better, more predicable rule-based order. Thus,
Canberra limited its criticism of the organization, highlighted its own reputation
in pursuing global health interests within the WHO framework, and sought to build
an international coalition to give the WHO powers equivalent to those of a weapons
inspector to avoid another possible pandemic and to restore the effectiveness of
multilateralism.

Australia’s anxiety about ontological security and its hardline China policy also
relate to the issue of regional security. The security situation in the SCS intensified
after COVID-19, showing the continuing decline of multilateralism and the rising
tension of various conflicts. In April, China established an administrative district in
Sansha City, which is part of the disputed area. China’s routinized operations in the
SCS point to its ambition to change the existing regional order. Beijing’s opportun-
ism amid COVID-19 demonstrated its ambitions to accelerate the establishment of a
code of conduct in the SCS and gradually undermined US-led regional security.
However, the indecisive reaction from the disunified ASEAN shows the weakness of
multilateralism in this region since, on the one hand, small states are unable to play
an independent role without the help of multilateral institutions. On the other hand,
the US presence in the region is also facing negative impacts of the pandemic since
the outbreak of COVID-19 has significantly lowered the US Navy’s warship de-
ployment capability in the Asia-Pacific region. As Defence Minister Linda Reynolds
said, the uncertainty of the coronavirus pandemic means that Australia and the US
need to cooperate now more than ever [23], the power transition in the SCS that has
motivated Australia to shape the strategic environment in its favor is on the brink of
collapse, and the country needs to realize that Beijing is ramping up its activities in
this strategically important area.
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As a reaction to China’s strategy and in its quest for ontological security, Australia
has enacted a series of policies that align with its self-identity in order to reinforce a more
favorable environment. In April, the Australian warship HMAS Parramatta conducted
an exercise with three US Navy ships in the SCS that was described as a reaction against
China’s exploitation of the pandemic to undertake substantial expansion [56]. On 4
June, Morrison and Modi had a virtual summit in which they signed an agreement
covering military deployments and reaffirmed their commitment to protecting values,
such as democracy, that are related to the global good and were being challenged. In
July, Australia took an important step against China’s expansion by labeling China’s
claims to the SCS illegal. In October, Canberra rejoined the Malabar exercise, which
was a complete reversal of its previous stance of avoiding the militarization of the QSD.
At the strategic level, the Quad, which involves the US, Japan, India, and Australia, has
also taken the opportunity to establish an ‘Arc of Democracy’ around China. Here,
Australia’s identity as a middle power wishing to stabilize the regional order anchors the
presence of the USmilitary, counters China’s ideology as its response to China’s radical
expansion, and defends the basic trust system as the driving force of the global order.

The moral pursuit involved in the coalition-building of middle power diplomacy has
become more apparent in Australia’s policy since the pandemic started. The moral
requirement inherent in the identity of amiddle power affected not onlyAustralia’s political
rhetoric of alignment with other powers but also its statement regarding Hong Kong. The
turbulence in Hong Kong has been ongoing for the last year, but the coming of COVID-19
has aggravated concerns about Beijing’s intervention there because the pandemic has been
treated as a “golden opportunity” to crackdown on dissent and the prodemocracy move-
ment as the rest of the world is distracted [18]. The turmoil in Hong Kong has heightened
Australia’s concerns about further uncertainty in its political relationship with China. As
noted earlier, as a middle power, Australia has always prized its commitment to certain
values and its focus on the “purposes beyond itself”. This moral pursuit derived from a
cultural principle provides the moral basis for the country’s ontological security and guides
its foreign policy. Therefore, developments in Hong Kong have undermined Australia’s
commitment to universal values and highlighted the urgent need for Canberra to fulfill the
moral requirements of its identity. To reinforce this moral underpinning of its security, the
Australian government has highlighted the values that HongKong protests stand for aswell
as the destabilizing and uncertain consequences of Beijing’s actions.

On 19 April, Marise Payne stated that “the arrests of prodemocracy figures in Hong
Kong that have happened in the midst of the global crisis stemming from COVID-19 is
concerning. Actions that undermine stability are never acceptable, but to do so during a
crisis of this magnitude erodes goodwill and trust.” [54] On 1 July, only one day after the
new National Security Law came into force, Marise announced that “Australia is
troubled by the law’s implications for Hong Kong’s judicial independence, and on the
rights and freedoms enjoyed by the people of Hong Kong.” [55] On 10 August,
Canberra issued a joint statement together with the foreign ministries of other Five Eyes
nations to condemn the Hong Kong government’s unjust disqualification of candidates
and disproportionate postponement of Legislative Council elections [21]. These con-
cerns about potential instability and eroding values in Hong Kong were soon translated
into political discourse and included in diplomatic practice toward China.

“Democratic values” and relevant terms were mentioned 15 times in the press
conference at the Australia-United States Ministerial Consultations on 29 July. The
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emphasis on the identity of democracy signaled a normative turn in which Australian
leaders are moving away from their previous stance of ignoring or downplaying the
ideology and shifting toward a position in which the concern for ‘values’ is associated
with diplomatic practice. COVID-19 has also acted as an aggravator of the tension
between Beijing and Hong Kong since it has given Beijing an excuse to enforce a
lockdown and restrict prodemocracy demonstrations out of fear of virus transmission.
As for Australia’s China policy, the moral imperatives of the country’s identity as a
middle power have never been as highly regarded as they are now.

Unlike earlier Australia-China tensions that were quickly followed by diplomatic
management, the current conflict has been exacerbated by Australia’s more assertive
policy. On 1 July, with the release of the Defence Strategic Update, Canberra clearly
expressed that its aim is to build the Department of Defence’s capacity to respond to a
more uncertain external environment, especially in this era of considerable change
when COVID-19 is creating even more uncertainty [19]. Compared with the 2016
Defence White Paper, the updated report emphasizes that the drivers of external stimuli
have been faster than anticipated, and the purpose of shaping Australia’s strategic
environment is proposed as the priority in Australia’s strategy [20]. In addition to
setting an unprecedented goal, the new plan also shows a significant increase in the
defense budget, which is expected to grow to 2% of Australia’s GDP, equating to $200
billion, in order to boost Australia’s defense capability over the next 10 years. This
document demonstrates that China’s ambitions in the world since COVID-19 appeared
have disrupted the status quo in the Asia-Pacific and pushed the Australian government
to express anxiety throughout the updated report. Recently, after warning that the world
has not known a time of strategic uncertainty such as this since the 1930s and 1940s,
Morrison announced that the Australian government would invest $270 billion over the
next 10 years to upgrade the capability of the Australian Defence Force, including
spending on cybersecurity, high-tech weapons and long-range antiship missiles [46].
All these actions illustrate that the uncertain future of the US-led regional security that
has supported Australia’s ontological security for decades is at the forefront of
decisionmakers’ concerns, and they must react effectively to maintain the strategic
environment against China’s revisionism in the COVID-19 era.

Overall, in the attempt to reduce uncertainty, Australia’s quest for ontological
security has been motivated by a desire to boost its ability to cope with the uncertainty
of the pandemic. Australia’s behavioral pattern adheres to the logic of being a middle
power, which involves extending its influence by building multilateral coalitions.
Moreover, Australia’s actions, including its rejection of China’s territorial claim in
the SCS, its military response to China’s expansion, its call for changes to the WHO,
and its condemnation of Beijing’s repression in Hong Kong, can be seen as more
aggressive ontological security efforts – these divert from the country’s previous
implicit criticism and timely crisis management of bilateral tensions, adopting a more
direct, more targeted and bolder approach.

The Acceleration of Ontological Security-Seeking under the Wave of Chinese
Nationalism

With Australia’s growing worries about the changing environment, including the rise of
Chinese nationalism and Trump’s aversion to multilateralism, nationalism has
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significantly exacerbated the impact of COVID-19 and its effect on Australia’s pursuit
of ontological security. The strong backlash from China and the chaos of the existing
world order broke the “protective cocoon” in which Australia felt that it could remain
out of the firing line of conflicts between great powers. Australian politicians became
clearer in expressing their concerns about the uncertainty brought about by nationalism
and the necessity of Australia defending its ontological security more independently.
As we can see, concerns regarding nationalism are deepening the Australia-China
conflict.

Following the outbreak of COVID-19, the changes in the strategic environment that
could threaten Australia’s ontological security have become more imminent than those
that Canberra has previously had to face. Anti-Chinese sentiment is becoming a pillar
of Australia’s self-identity in this period. Two concerns are deepening Australia’s
vigilance against China in the COVID-19 era.

First, during the pandemic, both the decline in the US’ prestige and China’s
actions in the SCS have made Australia realize that it should make more effort to
maintain the “traditional” regional security system. The decline in the US’ role has
motivated Australia to take a more active position in defending regional security
against challenges from China. Australia’s attitude on the US-led order has changed,
as some have argued that the incompetence of the Trump administration is the culprit
in this global epidemic that is difficult to control, and the US has offered a counter-
example of systems failure, and the values in this counterargument do not align with
Australia’s [50]. Moreover, Trump’s decision to halt funding for the WHO runs
counter to the diplomatic tradition of Australia, which relies on international orga-
nizations to build its influence. Based on findings from the Lowy Institute, more than
80% of Australians believe the US has handled the outbreak of COVID-19 badly,
more than half say that the US will be less powerful after the pandemic, and 75%
agree that China will be more powerful after it [53]. This poll illustrates just one
aspect of Australia’s changing attitudes regarding the postcrisis period, and this
implies that there is an urgent need to take independent counteractions against China
due to the increasing uncertainty. Consequently, concerns about structural pressure
have been translated into Australia’s recent China policy, and the COVID-19
pandemic has made Australia more anxious about the basic system of trust and its
own identity.

Second, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the system of global gover-
nance has shaken the foundations of Australia’s identity as a middle power. To
restore trust in the WHO and enhance the effectiveness of multilateralism amid the
COVID-19 pandemic, Australia has consciously begun to exert influence in the
international realm by acting as a more active initiator, including setting agendas and
trying to shape international consensus with other like-minded countries. This
deliberate effort is aimed at matching Australia’s image with its self-proclaimed
identity, which is the foundation of its diplomacy, signaling its efforts to obtain
recognition for the biographical narrative that describes Australia as a good citizen
of the international community. Australia’s pursuit of its identity is clearly evi-
denced in Australian media. An initiative to conduct an independent investigation
into China was approved even though it carries considerable economic risk and may
lead to a deterioration of Australia’s relations with China; this is a historic moment
for Australia’s international status [36]. These actions indicate that Australia has
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gained extensive international recognition and can successfully offset China’s in-
fluence [5, p. 27].

Therefore, the perceived danger of the consequences of China’s influence has
prompted Australia to rethink its hedging strategy and to take a more active and
independent role in shaping the COVID-19-era world order in its favor. By
reviewing Australia’s identity and the external environment it faces Australia, the
country seeks to stabilize that identity, maintain its biographical narrative, and
pursue ontological security that accelerates its ability to adopt a strong, direct China
policy.

However, Australia’s bid has been countered by China’s “Wolf Warrior” diplo-
macy, which refers to the high-profile nationalist diplomacy conducted by Chinese
diplomats through mass media and driven by a more proactive narrative strategy
[13]. As Australia’s pursuit of ontological security has greatly damaged China’s
prestige in international society, this offensive initiative has caused China to quickly
form a counterattack with a nationalistic tone. China’s rhetoric against Australia is
not a familiar diplomatic discourse but is instead highly emotional and defiant. The
angry discourse aims to reinforce both the ruling party’s legitimacy at home and
China’s reputation by denying Australia’s identity-seeking behavior [73]. China’s
comments, including those made by the Global Times and the Chinese ambassador,
have dealt a significant blow to Australia’s attempts to portray itself as an active,
autonomous and influential middle power. The bilateral dialogue has descended into
a verbal assault of mutual recrimination unlike anything seen in the past; this
exchange has included the Chinese ambassador’s blunt threat about a possible
boycott of Australian products by Chinese customers and Morrison’s dismissal of
China’s warning about racism in Australia as “rubbish”. This blame game fore-
shadows a state of chaos that the two countries have never experienced before [17],
signifying the collapse of previously routinized diplomacy. Consequently, such
increasing conflicts symbolize the great divergence in Australia’s narrative that
has made it is impossible for Australia to become assertive and gain recognition of
its identity from its most important trade partner. The theory of ontological security
can be used to describe the chaotic relationship between the two countries that has
created a dilemma for Australia because the more the country seeks to stabilize its
identity, the more nationalistic the response of China will be, and the more chaotic its
basic trust system will be.

During the COVID-19 crisis, Australia’s desire for ontological security has
become apparent under a wave of nationalism. Anti-Chinese sentiment is reaching
a cross-party consensus. The pandemic has increased suspicion of the communist
regime in Australian society, which has resulted in many politicians speaking on
behalf of Beijing facing more negative comments. This trend has exacerbated the
epidemic of anti-Chinese nationalism. Thus, nationalism has become a driving
force in catalyzing the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on Australia’s
ontological security. On the one hand, Australian politicians have intentionally or
unintentionally exploited anti-Chinese sentiment to implement more positive
agenda-setting-related actions in international institutions. On the other hand, the
rise of Chinese nationalism due to China’s successful control over the domestic
spread of COVID-19 has increasingly served as a populist weapon for countering
Australia’s criticism.
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In conclusion, it can be seen from the increasingly tense confrontation that
Australia’s diplomacy with China has always revolved around the preservation of its
identity and its strategic environment, which means that concerns about ontological
security have been a key driver of its foreign policy formulation: as seen in the above
case, the desire to be a middle power that relies on a rules-based order ground the
country’s approach of aligning with mind-liked countries and its commitment to the
specific cultural values, which has been a driver of the evolution of Australia’s China
policy in the COVID-19 era.

Conclusion

This article postulates that Australia’s need for ontological security in the changing
world indicates the parallel need for a stable environment that endows states with a
continuous identity, which is a prime motive of Australia’s policymakers. Examining
the content of routinized identity through which Australia can achieve ontological
security, the study argues that the motive behind Australia’s tougher policy toward
China in the post-COVID world is maintaining the pillars of its self-identity: a middle
power that relies on a rules-based order, US-led regional security, and a commitment to
specific values.

In summary, although most of Australia’s current behaviors preceded the pandemic,
the COVID-19 crisis and rising nationalism have accelerated Australia’s decision to
become more decisive in its China policy. Australia’s self-identity is internalized and
routinized in its foreign policy, which guides its diplomatic practice. Moreover,
although the familiar environment has degenerated into an uncertain threat and disor-
der, Australia continues to hold firm to its identity based on the biographical narrative
that Australians have long shared. All of this suggests that Australia’s identity is mainly
supported by multilateralist institutions and the US-led regional security system. The
greater uncertainty brought about by the pandemic that may undermine such institu-
tional infrastructures frustrates Australia’s ontological security and provokes the coun-
try to take action to reduce any risks and uncertainties in the “new order” [34].
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