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The Changing
 International
 Environment

IN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS, change is the only constant. Certainly the twentieth century seemed to have had rather more than its quota, even before its last decade began. Two world wars; the arrival of revolutionary communism on the world stage; a massive economic depression creating a crisis for capitalism; fascism and the Holocaust; the advent of nuclear weapons and their deployment in support of an ideological confrontation threatening to end all human history; the sweeping aside of three centuries of European colonialism in Asia and Africa; the emergence of the Asia Pacific region as a dynamic new engine for world economic growth—these make a formidable shortlist in support of the claim that this century has been the most turbulent in recorded history.

But more was to come. In 1989, and the two years which followed, the world was turned inside out: Soviet communism collapsed; democratic revolutions swept East Europe; Germany was reunited; the Middle East ignited, but the world combined through the United Nations to quench the flames; and, perhaps most welcome of all to a world long fearing the worst, a white South African government set about dismantling the whole abhorrent apartheid system on which its existence had been premised.

Within a breathtakingly short period, the international landscape seemed comprehensively transformed, more so than at any time since World War I and the Russian Revolution, and perhaps the French Revolution before that. New patterns and shapes began to emerge, and in a way which seemed to guarantee them some durability. But just as no-one predicted the collapse of the East Europe communist states in such dramatic fashion, so no-one can calculate now with certainty the shape of international relations over the next decade and beyond. The course of history is rarely if ever the irresistible working out of forces in obedience to some discoverable law of human affairs; certainly that is the impression of those who have had to make major decisions, usually quickly, in the latter years of this century. Modern men and women have been taught to believe in the rational pursuit of achievable goals. As the twentieth century fades, we must still try to be rational, but we have also learnt that we must be extremely agile.

Australia, like any other country, has to reassess and where necessary reformulate its foreign policy against the backdrop of the world as it now appears. Turbulence never does much to assist clarity of vision, and we can only hope that our perception of what is important and enduring in the new international landscape will stand the test of time. That said, there would appear to be three basic features of that landscape which have emerged in strong relief and which are crucial from an Australian perspective: the end of East–West confrontation; the emergence of a new internationalism in the conduct of nations’ affairs; and the economic dynamism of the Asia Pacific region.

THE END OF THE COLD WAR

Three dates have credible claims to be the date on which the Cold War ended: 9 November 1989, when the Berlin Wall was breached at the Brandenburg Gate; 19 November 1990, when the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe convened in Paris to formally declare that the NATO and Warsaw Pact member states ‘are no longer adversaries’; or 31 March 1991, when the military structures of the Warsaw Pact were formally and finally dismantled. The choice is a matter of taste. What matters is that unquestionably we have come to the end of a forty-five year era, one in which East–West confrontation was the central prevailing fact of life not only in European and North Atlantic affairs but in world affairs.

The Cold War began in the closing stages of World War II with the descent, in Churchill’s unforgettable phrase, of the ‘iron curtain’ dividing East from West Europe. Where the armies of the Allies came to a halt after the defeat of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, so, on the one side, stood the democracies of West Europe protected by the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and, on the other, the Soviet Union and the communist regimes of East Europe protected by the Warsaw Treaty Organisation.

The arbitrary division of Europe came to be symbolised by the Berlin Wall, erected in 1961 to crudely and blatantly separate East Germans from West Germans. It was the failure of the Berlin Wall in the northern spring of 1989 to stop East Germans from getting to West Germany (through Hungary and Czechoslovakia) that immediately precipitated the dramatic collapses of communist regimes in East Europe in 1989. But the underlying factor was the knowledge that Soviet military power was—as a result of the absence of political will to support it—no longer available to prop up those regimes, as it had done in Hungary in 1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968. The Soviet Union, itself embarking under President Mikhail Gorbachev on a fundamental reshaping of the old communist system, in effect nodded assent to the people massing in the old city squares of East Europe.

The political changes that followed had all the character of a revolution, or the end of a war. They were so rapid and so unpredictable that they could not be associated with the normal process of political change in peacetime, and they transfixed the watching world. Dissident writers and scholars, who had been enemies of the people, suddenly found themselves elevated into positions of power and authority. People who happened to be at a television station on the night that government crumbled found themselves, in the absence of an alternative government, broadcasting their demands to the world as if they had been appointed to do so. It was politics at its most heady and exciting—progress which made the triumph of the trade union movement Solidarity through the earlier 1980s in Poland seem snail-like by comparison.

Yet during the same period, in June 1989, a demonstration of students in Beijing’s Tienanmen Square was suppressed with a ruthlessness that shocked the West not only into a retaliatory down-grading of its relations with China, but also into a rethinking of comfortable assumptions about the inevitability of democratic change there. One of the many ironies of the fraught relationship of the two major communist powers is that the reforming zeal of the post-Mao regime in China had spurred the Gorbachev reforms in the Soviet Union, and that Gorbachev’s visit to China in May 1989 to symbolise the healing of the generation-old rift had been a factor in sustaining the demonstrators in Tienanmen Square. The surrender of the leading role of the communist parties in East Europe and the former Soviet Union has simply been ideologically—and perhaps just as important, personally—unacceptable to the present generation of Chinese rulers. Fundamental political change there will be longer coming.

While ideology has certainly not disappeared as a motivating force in the affairs of nations—and there will be plenty willing to argue that it still has a key role in sustaining the resistance to change of the remaining Asian communist regimes—it is difficult to refute the suggestion that Marxism-Leninism, at least as an economic system, has comprehensively lost to its capitalist and mixed economy competitors the battle for the hearts and minds of national policy makers. Whether the triumph of the political ideology of Western liberal democracy over its competitors is quite as comprehensive or complete as Francis Fukuyama claims in his famous 1989 essay, ‘The End of History?’,1 remains too early to tell. He certainly has his detractors, not least among those2 who argue that there is something distinctive about East Asian value systems and cultural mores which will always inhibit complete convergence with those of the liberal democratic West. At the same time very few have found compelling the extreme version of this thesis advanced by Samuel Huntington,3 viz that the ‘clash of civilisations’ (Western, Confucian, Islamic and the like) will be a new and powerful source of conflict in the post-Cold War world: very few of the conflicts now occurring around the world are explicable in these terms, and more effort than ever is now going into bridging traditional cultural differences.

We have undoubtedly witnessed a decline in the hostility with which communist systems have viewed capitalist systems: perhaps most engagingly illustrated by Vietnam Foreign Minister Nguyen Co Thach’s disclosure to Gareth Evans in Hanoi in 1988 that his favourite bedtime reading was Samuelson’s Economics! From a global perspective, it is this decline that marked the 1980s and has produced a more positive atmosphere for international relations generally. One reason for it is that each superpower discovered limits to its power: not just in Vietnam and Afghanistan, where they learned that military solutions have limited applications, but also in the crucial matter of economic performance.

In this, the former Soviet Union had something in common with the rest of the countries of the communist world. All have been unable to deliver the goods in one important aspect or another. Whether small like Cuba and Laos, or medium-sized like the Central and East Europeans and Vietnam, or large like the former Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China, each has had to acknowledge to some degree the utility of private ownership, competition and a market economy. Indeed German philosopher Jurgen Habermas has called the collapse of the Soviet bloc ‘the catching up revolution’.4 None has yet succeeded in managing the transition, but all—with varying degrees of enthusiasm and competence—are trying, with China by far the most successful.

At the same time, the exemplar of the Western model, the United States, has progressively lost its relative post-War economic dominance. This is not because the Western model has proved wanting but, on the contrary, because it has been skilfully adapted by others who have begun to perform better than the United States—and, not least, because in the years following World War II, the United States had the strategic vision, and generosity, to encourage the economic development of Europe and Japan.

The continuing extent of United States economic power in absolute terms should not be underestimated. Clearly the United States will remain for many years to come the largest national economy, and one critically important to the health of the global economy. The rise of United States international debt and the continuing size of its budget deficits are a cause for concern both domestically and internationally, but the country has an enormous demonstrated capacity for change and renewal. Some similarities have been discerned with the decline of Imperial Britain or Spain, or with France in the 1780s, but it would seem to be just a little premature to write off the United States as another impending victim of ‘imperial overstretch’.5

However much the United States may be feeling the economic pinch, there is no sign of this translating into any weakening of its military power. Its decisive and extraordinarily effective leadership of the Coalition forces in the Gulf War against Saddam Hussein amply demonstrated that, as nothing else could. There is simply no competitor now, in this sense, for the United States’s superpower status. Nor does any other country have a comparable breadth of authority and influence. Japan is a global economic and financial superpower, but with limited political, cultural or military projection. The European Union, if it ever achieves complete integration, not only in economic but also in political, security and foreign policy terms, would be a potential superpower of comparable dimension—as none of its individual member nations can be—but at this stage it is simply not a comparable political or military unit. Of the other potential claimants to superpower status, China is a vast aggregation of people, but with regional—rather than global—political, cultural and military capacity; and the same is true of India.

However, the continued pre-eminence of the United States in so many respects, when looked at alongside the collapse of the will and capacity of Russia to exercise the kind of authority the Soviet Union used to before 1989, should not lead us to rush to the conclusion that the bipolar world familiar to us since the end of World War II is now a unipolar one.6 In a strictly strategic sense, the world is still very much bipolar, in that the main game continues to be the relationship between the two full-scale global nuclear powers, who have stockpiled between them close to fifty thousand nuclear warheads, as compared with not much more than one thousand for everyone else combined. There remains a one-to-one relationship between them that they do not have with anyone else, and no other power can have with either of them. Even the break-up of the former Soviet Union in 1991, with its constituent republics going their own way, has not fundamentally changed this equation. Central control of the nuclear armory has not, on most assessments, been significantly dispersed—it takes place under the authority of the Russian command structure which co-ordinates the nuclear strike forces of the Newly Independent States (NIS).

But we can expect that the central strategic balance between the United States and Russia will not dominate and determine the agenda of international relations as it has in the past. Ultimately, global security will continue to pivot on the fulcrum of that military balance and nuclear deterrence, but confrontation will be muted. Co-operation between the United States and Russia in the resolution of conflict has occurred now in a number of contexts—Cambodia, Afghanistan, Iran-Iraq, Namibia, the Middle East peace process and, most spectacularly and effectively of all, the 1990–91 Gulf crisis. For all the internal uncertainties still looming for Russia, there is no particular reason to assume that this co-operation cannot continue. Other powers—and the United Nations itself—will play increasingly significant roles in the resolution, or prolongation, of particular conflicts. At the same time, we can expect international economic issues to assume greater importance in the international agenda, as increasing economic interdependence brings new problems in its train.

For more than forty years, strategic and ideological hostility between the United States and the Soviet Union permeated all international life. It threatened nuclear war. It also meant that almost every issue—whether a regional conflict, the role of the United Nations, preferred models of economic development, humane treatment of refugees, or the definition of human rights—became enmeshed in the central contest. The change we are experiencing is that Russia, which for seventy years under Soviet Marxism asserted the intrinsic superiority of its system and the inevitable conflict with capitalism leading to capitalism’s defeat and banishment from the stage of history, now pursues policies largely predicated on global interdependence as a guiding principle. The negative, aggressive world views with which Moscow previously faced the Western world—xenophobic nationalism, hegemonic designs on contiguous territory and fearsome militarism—may take time to fully extinguish, particularly in the turmoil of massive economic, political and social change. Nonetheless, for the foreseeable future, positive forces are in control of Russia’s internal and external agenda.

The consequences are of major significance. It removes the central organising principle of the post-War world, where two armed camps, defined by their adherence to opposing ideologies, confronted each other, and the rest of the world and many of its problems were relegated to a secondary importance. It will increase the chances of resolution of many long-running regional conflicts; give hope for major progress towards arms control and disarmament; and allow the world to turn its attention to other massive and pressing social, economic and political problems. The release of the former Soviet Union’s strong arm on its internal empire and on Central and East Europe has created its own form of turmoil, but it is turmoil with the prospect of relief, not turmoil at a dead end.

THE NEW INTERNATIONALISM

One of the most striking accompaniments to the end of East–West confrontation has been the re-emergence to centre stage of the United Nations (UN). For all the occasional success enjoyed by the Secretary-General in his conciliatory good-offices role, and for all the utility from time to time of UN peace-keeping operations in supervising and monitoring particular political settlements, the unhappy reality had been that for most of its first forty-five years of existence the United Nations, as a peace making and peace enforcing institution, was rendered both sterile and impotent by superpower competition.

From the 1940s to the 1980s many attempts were made to give the United Nations security teeth, and to realise the founders’ dream of a new international collective security system which would make impossible any repetition of the horrifying 1930s descent into world war. With the exception of the UN forces in Korea—made possible more by a procedural error of judgment by the Soviet Union than by any superpower co-operation—those attempts failed. The United Nations became more often a forum for confrontation than co-operation in the resolution of conflict. It was placed in an East–West straitjacket. Set-piece debates dragged to inevitably unproductive conclusions: a Security Council veto by one permanent member or another was almost the only certainty when the United Nations was called upon to act.

With the collapse of the Cold War a wholly new atmosphere emerged. Negotiations over Afghanistan, Cambodia and Namibia, and the settlement of the Iran-Iraq conflict during 1989–90 saw an unprecedented degree of constructive co-operation between the five permanent members. This in turn laid the foundation for the almost superhuman levels of cooperation achieved and sustained throughout the course of the Gulf crisis. From Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, through the imposition and enforcement of economic sanctions, the delivering of a military ultimatum, and the pursuit to successful conclusion of full-scale war in January–February 1991, an extraordinary level of understanding was maintained between the United States and the then Soviet Union. No real attempt was made by either side to exploit each other’s internal difficulties; no attempt was made by President Gorbachev to rally an ‘anti-imperialist coalition’; there was no use of the veto in the Security Council. Without all that, unthinkable in the Cold War years, the task of gathering and sustaining international support would have been immeasurably more complicated, and probably in fact beyond practical attainment. As it was, the international response was overwhelming: 38 countries participated directly in the action against Iraq, another 4 (including Germany and Japan) contributed major financial and logistic support, and 144 UN members joined in the General Assembly resolution of 18 December 1990 condemning Iraq.

In the aftermath, and glow, of all this action, there was much talk of a ‘New World Order’, the essential defining characteristic of which was seen as co-operation by the major powers in the containment and resolution of conflict, under the umbrella of the United Nations and using its institutional processes. Expectations as to the capacity of the UN system to deliver international security and stability were enormous. But almost as soon as the concept emerged, sceptics doubted that the pattern of major power co-operation would be sustainable. Security failures in the breakup of the former Yugoslavia, the less-than-successful humanitarian operation in Somalia and the tragedy of Rwanda have all reinforced these doubts, with the pendulum swinging back in the direction of disillusionment and disengagement. Policy makers today have an important task ahead of them in getting expectations back into balance, identifying what, realistically, the art of the possible now is.

The reasons for making the effort are obvious. With the removal of the Cold War gridlock and of the discipline imposed by the superpowers and their respective supporters, the world is in many ways less peaceful. There is now more room for states to manoeuvre: some are beginning to do so, and some are bound to seek to do so in the future. Some of the emerging economic powers have yet to acquire political or military profiles commensurate with their new wealth, and the process of adjustment has ample potential to generate new regional tensions. Moreover, the end of the Cold War has seen the resurgence of ethno-nationalism, with often dramatic and, tragically, violent consequences. No individual country (not even the United States) can summon the will to play the role of global policeman and none (save, in most circumstances, the United States) comes anywhere near having the requisite global reach, authority and resources to do so. Only international co-operation can fully protect national security interests—and that is a lesson that has to be re-learned as often as it is forgotten.

While developments on the security front have been the most striking recent manifestation of a new internationalist mood, they are certainly not the only one. Elsewhere within the United Nations system a quite dramatic change of atmosphere has been evident since 1989. Sessions of the UN General Assembly since the Forty-Fourth in 1989 have been widely remarked as being among the most harmonious and co-operative on record, with major progress on issues such as the environment, human rights, drugs and even the reform and rationalisation of the United Nations administrative system itself. The familiar developed-developing country voting blocs acted less cohesively, and with more regard to consensus. Similarly, since 1991, sessions of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights—more often than not the scene of bitter controversy and recrimination, with North–South cultural differences looming large—have been regarded as very successfully advancing a more recent trend toward moderation, co-operation and consensus. Country-specific resolutions have been adopted for such sensitive areas as Iran, Cuba and Myanmar, and a number of new monitoring mechanisms have been set up.

These atmospheric developments are partly attributable to flow-on effects from the end of the Cold War, but they appear to owe rather more to an emerging world-wide recognition that a great many problems can be dealt with effectively only by co-operation on a multilateral, and in some cases global, scale. To familiar and established topics in this category like refugees, famine, debt and the control of nuclear weapons have now been added issues such as major environmental problems, AIDS, narcotics and terrorism.

Undoubtedly the most prominent recent addition to the new internationalist agenda has been the environment. While from the 1970s environmental protection became an important part of the domestic political programs of many nations—particularly Western developed nations—it was not perceived as having an urgent international dimension. Other issues—non-alignment, the new international economic order, disarmament and decolonisation—all had a higher priority. The environment was generally regarded as a domestic issue or, at most, a worthwhile but minor aspect of international co-operation. The 1980s saw a significant shift in both perceptions and priorities. In Europe and North America, ecological problems like acid rain served to highlight the trans-national aspects of environmental threats. The scientific evidence on trends like global warming began to accumulate. The push of the financial markets and communications technologies were drawing all countries—developed and developing alike—closer together and making them more aware of their common interests and inescapable links. Particularly in Western developed countries, an active and articulate Green movement was gaining strength and demanding that environmental protection be built into both national and international strategies.

By 1987 the Brundtland Commission on Environment and Development—with a membership drawn from across the regional, economic and political spectrum—captured both the direction and driving rationale of this new trend with its seminal report on Our Common Future.7 The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) made it clear that environmental issues were on the global agenda to stay, and since then hardly an international meeting has not repeatedly underlined the urgency of common action—to save our common future. In less than a decade, protection of the global environment has emerged as perhaps the most pressing issue facing the world. The greenhouse effect, the ozone layer, the future of tropical rainforests, have all become part of the established lexicon of international diplomacy, and important institutional frameworks have been established to deal with these issues at the global level. In recent years, moreover, the environmental debate has developed a new dimension, with an increasing number of policy makers coming to see environmental degradation—particularly when coupled with poverty, population pressures and mass migration, and the breakdown and disintegration of traditional social structures—as itself a source of international security concern.

If there is an emerging ‘one world’ vision among nations around the globe it is not that which inspired in the past the proponents of world government, but rather one based on an appreciation of environmental interdependence, combined with a recognition of the inexorable logic of science and technology, and financial markets. Modern communications and information systems mean that information is more rapidly and widely dispersed, and instantly available on a global basis, than would have been conceivable to earlier generations. Entrepreneurial and professional skills have become internationally mobile. And capital has become extraordinarily mobile: global net turnover in foreign exchange markets in 1993 approached US$1 trillion per day, compared with an annual trade between the United States and Japan of US$155 billion.8 Globalisation in all these senses is here to stay.

Insulation from the competitive pressures of the international marketplace is becoming harder and harder for any single country to sustain. It is gradually coming to be appreciated that breaking down such remaining barriers as stand in the way of economic interdependence is a matter of intelligent self-interest; that it is against all experience, as well as all theory, to yearn after autarky in a world increasingly interconnected. That appreciation lay behind the eighth—or ‘Uruguay’—Round of multilateral trade negotiations from 1986 to 1993 which successfully advanced a much more wide-ranging agenda (including, for example, agriculture and services) than any previous attempt at international trade liberalisation. But while economic inward-thinking may be as old-fashioned as trench warfare, protectionist sentiment dies hard in even the most advanced industrial societies.

The process of globalisation, in its translation into particular policy areas, will not be without its fits and starts. Not only protectionist sentiment, but deep-seated ethnic and regional loyalties and the like, will go on cutting across the logic of interdependence and co-operation. But globalisation is unquestionably now a primary factor for change in international affairs, generating its own new issues on the international agenda as well as a greater capacity to solve them. The challenge for the international community, and for foreign policy makers, is to develop and implement co-operative strategies to tackle systematically the big problems that do remain: the problem of peace and security for those millions who are threatened by continuing conflict, and the problems of over-population, hunger, debt and environmental degradation that threaten yet more hundreds of millions of people.

ASIA PACIFIC DYNAMISM

The emergence of the Asia Pacific region as the most economically dynamic in the world is a development of great international significance, not least for Australia. Since the end of the Vietnam War, its growth has been phenomenal. Moreover, its vitality has been outward-looking. Its dependence on trade has been very high, and it has so far resisted the temptation to try to form any kind of defensive economic bloc. While the tendency towards regionalism in other parts of the world is likely to encourage ever greater internal co-operation within the Asia Pacific region, it is difficult to imagine its habit of mind remaining other than open to the outside world.

The centre of gravity of world production shifted from the Atlantic to the Pacific in the 1980s. The Asia Pacific region as a whole, including North America, now generates over two-fifths of the world’s trade, and produces well over half the world’s economic output. Per capita incomes are growing quickly, and in countries like Singapore and Hong Kong have surpassed the lower income European countries. The region’s economic importance to Australia is obvious: more than three-quarters of our exports and over two-thirds of our imports are directed to or sourced from our Asia Pacific neighbours. Nine of Australia’s ten largest markets can be found there. Nearly half the total foreign investment in Australia has come from the Asia Pacific region, and a similar proportion of Australia’s total investment overseas is located there.

The region is politically, culturally and militarily diverse, indeed so diverse as to scarcely qualify being described as a ‘region’. It really only defines itself by a process of exclusion: it is not Europe, nor Africa, nor the Middle East, nor the entire American hemisphere. It can itself be subdivided into regions such as North-East Asia, South-East Asia, the South Pacific and North America, the latter being included by virtue of strong trans-Pacific economic linkages.9 About its only common focus is the Pacific Ocean. The region has its share of military conflict, territorial disputes and political disagreements, most obviously in relation to the Korean Peninsula, Cambodia, and the four islands contested by Japan and Russia, with the Spratly Islands (contested variously by six nations) having the potential to join this list at almost any time. But, in contrast with Europe, it is not dominated by or made up of military blocs, although there have been a number of significant bilateral links, most importantly those between the United States and, respectively, Japan, South Korea, Australia and, until recently, the Philippines.

Asia Pacific dynamism and globalisation in the past decade have been especially marked in the western Pacific, in particular East Asia. Real growth rates have been amongst the world’s strongest, and structural transformation has spurred trade and investment expansion, establishing East Asia as the growth engine of the Asia Pacific. Moreover, within East Asia the consolidated dynamism has generated increasing economic interdependence: trade between East Asian nations is growing significantly faster even than their trade with others. Intra-East Asian investment has also increased strongly as first Japan and, more recently, the so-called NIEs—the Newly Industrialised Economies of Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea and Singapore—relocate labour-intensive manufacturing industries and extend downstream linkages. Between 1983 and 1990, capital outflows from Hong Kong to China increased over five-fold, Korea increased its outflows to other Asian countries over six-fold, and flows from Taiwan to other Asian economies rose from US$3 million in 1980 to US$930 million in 1991.10 East Asia’s growing interdependence is also evident in the rising volume of aid and people flows, notably in tourism and business migration.

Generally the elements of economic dynamism, openness and diversity lend a strongly pragmatic flavour to the region. The desire for growth and prosperity is the most compelling and significant force in almost every individual country, and economic aspirations constitute the primary dynamic of both internal and external policies. The hope for the region, in security terms, is that there will be a maturing consensus that economic development is more important than building military strength, and that security is best guaranteed by working in co-operation and increasing cross-links of interdependence rather than by building armouries. Certainly these principles have been espoused in the establishment of the Asia Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC) process and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) which address, respectively, regional economic and security issues.

Australia’s interests manifestly lie in encouraging the emergence, both in economic and security terms, of a strong sense of Asia Pacific community, and building the institutions to advance it—a community, moreover, of which Australia is unequivocally seen to be a part, and in which we are accepted as an involved, engaged and active partner.
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The Evolution of
 an Independent
 Foreign Policy

AUSTRALIAN FOREIGN POLICY has been slow evolving. There were no revolutionary jolts of self-consciousness, and Australians clung to a British Imperial view of the world rather longer than might have been expected of the brash and nationalistic people who created a nation for themselves in 1901. A factor in this may have been that the twentieth century, which they entered with high hopes, turned out to be a tough training ground for an essentially fearful people. In spite of their appearance of confidence, Australians at that time were just that. They were frightened that the turmoil might unseat Britain and install some other hegemonic European power in Australia’s neck of the woods or, even more unpalatable although less likely, that the Europeans would lose control altogether and allow Australia to be overwhelmed by ‘Asiatic hordes’.

The proposition can be stated today with rhetorical licence because it seems fanciful. At the opening of the twentieth century, however, it seemed entirely realistic. The shape of world politics was determined by who won and lost in Europe. The United States was dominant in its particular hemisphere, but still uncertain of its role beyond. Japan was emerging as a modern nation-state, soon to demonstrate unexpectedly its naval supremacy over Tsarist Russia, and Imperial China was breaking up. While these developments seemed vaguely threatening from Australia’s point of view, our immediate neighbourhood was under the control of Britain and the other European colonial powers, and it was in the cockpit of Europe that the relative strengths of those powers—and their attitude to emergent Asia—would be decided. The evolution of Australian foreign policy needs to be assessed against a background in Australian politics of persistent anxiety about a threat from Asia: sometimes vague and undifferentiated, sometimes specific, but always there. Other issues surface from time to time, but an enduring theme is how Australians could best come to terms with the region in which, for better or for worse, they were destined to live.

FROM 1788 TO NATIONHOOD

British settlement in Australia was established twelve years after the American colonies revolted successfully against the British and one year before the most cataclysmic event of the eighteenth century, the French Revolution. The outside world made little impression, however, on the gaol at Sydney Cove, which was overwhelmed in the early years by the novelty of its surroundings and preoccupied with its own internal social order and survival. Thirty years after settlement, in 1819, the non-Aboriginal population of New South Wales was just 26 026 and that of Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) 4270; it is estimated that about three-quarters were convicts or the children of convicts. (By mid-century the total Australian population was still only around 400 000; it trebled in the gold-rush decade of the 1850s, and by Federation was 3.77 million.)

Early decisions, such as occupying Norfolk Island, navigating Bass Strait and circumnavigating the Australian continent involved official extensions of the Sydney settlement. In 1803–04, to forestall the French, settlements were established at Port Phillip in Victoria (temporarily) and Hobart. In 1810, Napoleon ordered the Governor of Mauritius to ‘take’ the colony at Sydney, but—in one of the more significant, albeit less well known, turning points of Australian history—he declined.

By the 1850s, two foreign policy impulses that were to become common for almost a century could be detected. One was the effort by self-made Australians to get to the source of authority in London, as a way of influencing the direction of the colony. The example was set by John Macarthur who, sent by Governor King to England as an army officer in 1802 to face court martial, convinced the Secretary of State, Earl Camden, that New South Wales could grow fine wool to compete with Spain and the German states, and was granted ten thousand acres south-west of Sydney to try his luck.

The other impulse was to help Britain win its wars. In 1854, when Britain went to war with Russia in the Crimea, there was a rush in Sydney and Melbourne to volunteer. However, this was also the year of the Eureka stockade, and when news of the military reverses in the Russian winter reached Australia the local press had a field day with the aristocratic incompetence of the English governing classes. As democracy and nationalism developed, so it appeared did anti-British sentiment, but this did not prevent an outpouring of sympathy—and the despatch of 750 troops by New South Wales—to support the rescue of General Gordon from Khartoum in 1885. Despite the controversial nature of the Boer War (1899–1902) the Australian colonies sent eight battalions to help the British.

The first hints of defiance of the British in foreign policy show in Australian attitudes to the South Pacific. In 1883 Queensland, nervous about Germany’s intentions, tried to annex New Guinea and was blocked by Britain. A year later, Germany claimed north-east New Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago. In 1886 Britain and Germany agreed on the demarcation of their spheres of influence in New Guinea and associated island groups. In the same year the Victorian Government expressed its concern over Britain’s failure to force France to withdraw troops from the New Hebrides.

While no single voice can be said to express the growing national sentiment of the late nineteenth century in Australia, that of Sir Henry Parkes in presenting the argument for Federation at the 1890 conference in Melbourne possibly comes closest. He pointed out that Australia’s population was nearly four million, that its per capita average private wealth was greater than enjoyed by the inhabitants of Europe, the United Kingdom and the United States, and that in other respects, such as economic and political development, it was entitled to nationhood. He argued that Australia, not the European powers, should be ‘mistress of the Southern Seas’ and that, if the Australian colonies had been able to speak with a single voice in 1883, New Guinea would ‘have belonged to’ Australia. He looked to a future in which the Australian Governor-General ‘would be able to hold a court that would be as attractive as that of the monarchs of the old world’. Nevertheless, the British Imperial idea remained so powerful at this time, when indeed the British Empire was at its zenith, that his preferred future for Australia was within an enlarged empire that would carry ‘our language, our laws, our social habits, our literature, our great stores of science, to all parts of the habitable globe’.1

As nationhood dawned, a divided loyalty seems to have settled in the minds of many Australian nationalists, both wanting and not wanting British power, being unable themselves to do anything to prevent the Germans or the French from occupying territory close at hand yet prepared to answer the bugle call to arms in Khartoum or South Africa. The origins of Australia’s thwarted nationalism in the twentieth century can thus be seen at the end of the nineteenth century. The beginning of a tradition of inflated rhetoric is also apparent. The warnings against Chinese and other ‘Asiatics’ (on the grounds that they were diligent and clever, while asserting at the same time that the Australians could beat any man on earth in fair competition)2 were typical of the ambivalent rhetoric that created the White Australia policy.

TO THE OUTBREAK OF WORLD WAR II

Australia had one quick victory after Federation in 1901. The colony of Papua was transferred to it by London over the period 1902-06. Japan’s naval victory over the Russians in the war of 1904–05 made the new nation more than ever sensitive to sea-power: the United States’s ‘Great White Fleet’ visited Australia in 1908 and the Royal Australian Navy was established in 1910. When World War I (1914–18) arrived, however, it was Australian money and manpower that Andrew Fisher pledged in support of the British Empire ‘to our last man and our last shilling’.3

The exploits of the Australian ‘digger’ fighting the Germans on the battlefields of Belgium and France, and especially in the fatal expedition against the Turks at Gallipoli in 1915, have created the legend that Australia became a nation during World War I. The reckless bravery of these young men, many of them from the Australian bush, suggested that Australia had come of age in the sense that its manhood did not flinch when faced with the experienced soldiers of Europe. While the legend has inspired generations of poets and artists—and politicians—its bearing on the reality of Australian nationhood is romantic in the extreme. When the Australian soldiers returned to civilian life they discovered that the Australian nation had very little control over its destiny, as it had had little control over the decision to land at Gallipoli. Its security was assumed to depend on the British navy continuing to rule the waves; its economy was enmeshed with Britain’s; and in foreign policy, despite Prime Minister William Morris Hughes thumping the table at Versailles in 1919 (and being successful to the extent that Australia received a mandate over German New Guinea), Australia was still a daughter of Empire.

Moreover, the gallantry of the Australian soldier and the patriotic fervour with which the war was fought by Australia barely concealed dissension within Australian society. Such dissension had existed from the Crimean War onwards, and would again, after unity between government and people in World War II, during the war in Vietnam. Irish-Australians and the Catholic Church, both influential in the trade union movement and the Australian Labor Party, were less than enthusiastic about the British Empire and opposed to sending Australian troops across the world essentially to fight for Britain. It was largely their opposition which influenced Australians to reject conscription for military service in two separate referendums during World War I.

There were some perceived legal inhibitions to Australia’s capacity to make decisions about foreign policy. Although the Constitution of 1901 listed ‘external affairs’ as a legislative power to be exercised under Section 51 by the new Federal government, this was construed by governments to mean little more than that the Commonwealth, rather than the States, had the responsibility of implementing British government decisions. Not until 1923 were the Dominions permitted to conclude treaties and agreements with foreign powers, and not until the 1931 Statute of Westminster did the British Parliament relinquish its power to make laws binding the Commonwealth government. But steps were not taken by Australia to formally adopt the Statute of Westminster until 1942, which shows how little the governments of that time valued—either symbolically or practically—such freedom as it gave them. Formal legal restraints were not in themselves the reason for Australian foreign policy subservience.

It is a mark of Australia’s relaxed attitude to foreign policy that early foreign ministers—to the extent that the job was held other than by the prime minister of the day—were neither politically notable nor especially active. In 1916 Hughes abolished the Department of External Affairs—such as it then was (being responsible mainly for immigration and territories)—and it was not until 1932 that a post-War Minister for External Affairs was appointed who was not Prime Minister. The Department was re-established in 1921 on a very small scale (operating as, in effect, a branch of the Prime Minister’s Department), and it was not until 1935 that a fully fledged foreign office was established. Only in 1940 were the first ‘foreign’ diplomatic posts (that is, outside Britain, where our Australian High Commission had been set up in 1910) established in Washington, Tokyo and Ottawa. And this last initiative was, obviously, sparked by the shock of war. Robert Gordon Menzies, as Prime Minister in 1939, had the ironic distinction of announcing the new legations. He said:


Little given as I am to encouraging the exaggerated ideas of Dominion independence and separatism which exist in some minds, I have become convinced that, in the Pacific, Australia must regard herself as a principal providing herself with her own information and maintaining her own diplomatic contacts with foreign powers.4



The irony is that Menzies had persistently opposed separate legations for many years (on the grounds of Imperial unity), but inherited the decision after the death of Lyons.

The slow growth of a professional service in Australia contrasts with the experience of Canada, South Africa and Ireland. The reason is perhaps not far to seek. In the case of Canada, which opened a legation in Washington in 1927, the strong French component and closeness to the United States, as well as remoteness from the far-flung Imperial possessions, gave Ottawa a less intense relationship with London. In the case of South Africa, the internal struggle for power between the Afrikaans-speaking Dutch and the English-speaking British and others, which erupted in the Boer War, remained throughout the twentieth century and, the issue of apartheid apart, obviously conditioned attitudes of successive South African governments towards London, the Empire and its successor the British Commonwealth. In particular, the Boers learned that they had to become utterly self-reliant in defence. South Africa had embassies in Washington, Rome and The Hague by 1929. In the case of Ireland, the combination of hostility and proximity to Britain made a flexible foreign policy a high priority.

Australia was remote from Britain and yet unable to see an alternative to being British. The period from 1901 to 1939 is thus characterised not by the evolution of an Australian foreign policy, but by Australian sensitivity about being—or rather, about not being—consulted by the British. Australians were sceptical at times of Britain’s desire or ability to look after Australia’s interests. But the sentiment of kith and kin; the fact that Australia was protected by the British fleet, not the Royal Australian Navy; that the bulk of Australia’s trade was with Britain; that the greater part of investment in Australia was British; that Australian children learned everything from British textbooks and, when they grew up, became British subjects and travelled on British passports—all this meant that most Australians felt they were British, and thought it quite natural that their diplomacy should be conducted on their behalf by British officials.

Australia’s preoccupation with Imperial and then Commonwealth links was reinforced by strong prime ministerial interest in external affairs. To some extent this was a mutually sustaining equation. London responded to the demand for consultation by nominating the most authoritative Australian figure, the prime minister, as the consultant. In turn, the prime minister’s personal interest was a factor in preventing the development of a foreign policy supported by a professional department. Stanley Melbourne Bruce as High Commissioner in London (1933–45) offered a counterweight to the dominance of prime ministers during this period, but Bruce had, of course, been a prime minister himself.

Australia took some initiatives in the field of trade. A trade representative was sent to China in 1921 (withdrawn in 1925) and to Singapore in 1922 (also withdrawn in 1925). In 1929 an official Australian commercial representative was appointed to Canada. In 1934 J. G. Latham, the Minister for External Affairs, headed a mission to Asia and in 1935 Trade Commissioners were appointed to China, Japan and the Netherlands East Indies. Australia had several disagreements with the United States on economic issues during the 1930s, including the large adverse trade balance with the United States, Washington’s tariff policies, Pan American landing rights in Australia, and the cost of cabling North America.

In commercial diplomacy Australia showed some natural skills and tenacity. Australia gave as good as it received in some of the exchanges with the British, as in the negotiations for the Ottawa Conference of 1932. Yet the framework of Ottawa reinforced the dependence on Britain as it was intended to bolster a system of Imperial preference in the hope of helping the British unemployed. In 1936, Australia directed trade away from United States and Japanese imports in favour of British manufacturers, in accordance with the terms of Ottawa (but, faced with American and Japanese retaliation, rapidly backed down).

When the Washington Naval Limitation Agreement (established in 1922 to control naval rearmament in the Pacific) lapsed in 1936, Prime Minister Lyons floated the idea of a Pacific non-aggression pact, but Australia had neither the resources nor the influence to follow the idea through. Australia supported Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler, culminating in the Munich Agreement of 1938. During the debate on Munich, Menzies, then Attorney-General, put the view he was to maintain throughout his prime ministership: ‘I have always believed . . . that the British Empire exercises its greatest influence in the world . . . when it speaks with one concerted voice’. It was ‘suicidal’ for a Dominion to formulate its own foreign policy. Australia wished to be in a position to ‘say useful things at the right time’ to the United Kingdom for consideration in determining Empire policy as a whole. The attitude in the Munich debate of John Curtin, Leader of the Labor Opposition, has been described as isolationist, but it reflected Labor’s opposition to Australian soldiers being recruited for battlefields abroad. The best service Australia could render the British Empire, Curtin said, was to manage Australia effectively and be able to rely upon itself in an emergency.5

Menzies led a fact-finding mission to Germany in 1938 before becoming Prime Minister on Lyons’s death in 1939. His choice of words announcing Australia’s declaration of war on Germany has become a touchstone of the Imperial idea: ‘. . . it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially’, he said in a radio broadcast to the Australian people on 3 September 1939, ‘that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that as a result, Australia is also at war’.6 The implication that because Britain was at war so, automatically, was Australia dogged Menzies’s later career, but at the time it seemed perfectly natural.

Australian leaders showed in the period from 1901 to the outbreak of World War II that they were interested in the world outside Australia, especially on issues such as immigration, regional security and relations with Japan and the United States. They were prepared to differ with the British, but in an effort to influence Imperial or British policy, not to create an Australian foreign policy.7 The Australian nationalism of the 1890s was still awaiting its expression in the Australian nation-state when war brought home to all Australians how precarious our dependence on British power had become.

FROM WORLD WAR II TO 1972

The importance of World War II in the evolution of an Australian foreign policy is that the Japanese overwhelmed the colonial powers in Australia’s neighbourhood, including the British; struck at Australia itself, by bombing Darwin, Broome and even penetrating Sydney Harbour; and were turned back by the Americans. For the first time, the Australian continent was actually under fire, the attacker was the long-heralded Asiatic foe, and we were rescued not by the Imperial British but by the republican Americans. This was a half-turning point in Australian history. It was only a half-turn, because we turned from one protector to another. However, in the process we shed some illusions and learned some lessons.

Coming to power in October 1941, just two months before the Japanese attack on the United States base at Pearl Harbor and four months before Darwin was bombed, John Curtin, on 27 December 1941, made his famous declaration which annoyed both Menzies and Churchill (and Roosevelt as well,8 although this has been less widely appreciated): ‘I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom’.9 The new Government then set about bringing back Australian troops to defend, literally, the Australian continent.

One of the curiosities of Australian history is that we developed a martial tradition without contemplating the essential art of self-defence. This martial tradition was the result of expeditionary valour—in Africa, the Middle East, Europe and Asia, alongside first the British and then the Americans. Australian men and women served bravely in many foreign theatres of war, creating legends about themselves and their country. But from the point of view of responsible nationhood, there were at least two problems with this form of national gallantry. The first was that Australia did not itself determine whether to make the commitment of military force. This decision was made for many years by the British and assumed automatically by Australia to be in our interest simply because we needed Britain’s protection. Anything that weakened Britain weakened us. Moreover, as we were a long way from Britain and would not be completely confident of British will or capacity to defend us, our instantaneous commitment was a form of insurance, a reminder of our loyalty. Secondly, because of the attachment to Empire and the glamour of events abroad of great consequence, Australians distinguished between military service at home and abroad in a way that made self-defence seem derisory. The soldier who stayed home was a ‘chocolate’ soldier, not a real soldier. So Australia’s inability to defend itself was transformed into a negative moral judgment about ‘defensive’ defence.

World War II changed the perception of the ‘choco’ and turned Australia’s defence thinking away from Europe (and the life-line of Empire through the Middle East) towards South-East Asia. The fall of Singapore and the bombing of Darwin brought home to Australians that it was in their own part of the world that their future had to be secured. This became the first priority of Australian foreign policy, the origins of ‘forward defence’. It was also the source of the great debates in the 1950s and 1960s—between those who urged self-reliance for Australia, even to the point of acquiring nuclear weapons; those who called for a neutral Australia, non-aligned and armed only for self-defence; those who believed Australia should have regional defence arrangements without the external powers; and those who supported what became for a time official policy, namely regional defence with the external powers, especially the United States. Australia in 1954 joined with Britain, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand and the Philippines, as well as the United States, in the South-East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO).

The security of South-East Asia was the core concern after World War II. However, Australia was pulled in other directions by events and personalities. It drew on a fresh source of immigration from war-torn Europe. It was drawn into the prolonged struggle by the newly proclaimed Indonesian government against the Dutch. It initiated the Colombo Plan in 1950, which was a modest version for Asia of the Marshall Plan for Europe. As the price for accepting a softer peace treaty with Japan than it wanted, it gained in 1951—with New Zealand—the ANZUS treaty with the United States that became the cornerstone of Australian security policy. It committed ground forces in defence of South Korea against North Korea (1950–53).

The personalities of Herbert Vere Evatt as Foreign Minister (1941–49) and Leader of the Opposition (1951–60) and R. G. Menzies as Prime Minister (1949–66) are dominant during this period. Each was impatient with the finer detail of foreign policy; each was committed to a grander role for Australia in world affairs than the security of South-East Asia. Evatt fought for the rights of small nations in the United Nations, rendering again in another era Woodrow Wilson’s refrain of popular self-determination, and in recognition was elected President of the United Nations General Assembly in 1948. While he was careful to protect Australia’s security interests in Asia, he placed great faith in the United Nations, and Australia’s role in it, as an agent of social and economic reform and a guarantor of international peace. Menzies placed his faith in those he called ‘our great and powerful friends’,10 namely the United Kingdom and the United States. The role he saw for Australia was that of a bridge in the Asia Pacific region between those two Atlantic powers.

The Cold War shaped Australian politics and foreign policy for two decades. On the one hand, there was intense debate and increasing diplomatic activity. Australian diplomats (Plimsoll, Tange, Waller, Mclntyre, Shann, Renouf, Critchley, Shaw and the like) were now senior and experienced enough to have a sense of an emerging Australian foreign policy and the ability to implement it. On the other hand, the political atmosphere of the time was so fraught with global consequences, so caught up with the desire to be loyal to wider interests than the national interest of Australia, that not much was done except in the margin. Australia steered a course somewhere between the United Kingdom and the United States on the Suez Crisis and China; somewhere between the United Kingdom and Indonesia on Malaysia; and somewhere between the Dutch and the Americans on West Irian.

The Suez Crisis in 1956 was especially significant because it marked a notch in the decline of Britain in Australia’s estimation. This had been arrested since the fall of Singapore by a variety of factors, including Britain’s heroic fight against Nazi Germany in Europe, the excitement generated by the new welfare state introduced by the Attlee Government, the accession of a young Queen, and the Cold War itself. When President Nasser of Egypt nationalised the Suez canal, he brought to the surface issues that could not be resolved for Australians simply by the force of moral and political support for Britain or for the State of Israel. There was the issue of law: although the Suez Canal Company was technically an Egyptian company, it had been operating since 1888 under a concession which required it to maintain the canal for international use. There was the issue of trade: the canal had become a vital link between the European industrial states and their global markets, and the Arab oil-producing states. And there was the issue of superpower politics: the fear in the United States that siding with Israel against Egypt would offer the Soviet Union an opportunity to align itself with Arab nationalism.

In Australia, the rift between Britain and the United States was especially agonising. For Menzies, British prestige was an important consideration, part of Australia’s own national interest:


It is apparently not fashionable to speak of prestige. Yet the fact remains that world peace and the efficacy of the United Nations Charter alike require that the British Commonwealth and, in particular, its greatest and most experienced member, the United Kingdom, should retain power, prestige and moral influence.11



Again later:


So far as Australia is concerned, I need hardly say that an open Canal is essential to British prosperity, and that a closed Canal could mean mass unemployment in Great Britain, a financial collapse there, a grievous blow at the central power of our Commonwealth, and the crippling of our greatest market and our greatest supplier.12



Although the public was divided, and some of Menzies’s colleagues (in particular Lord Casey) took the American view and felt vindicated when finally the Americans voted with the majority of the United Nations against the British, the French and the Israelis, Menzies’s dominance of Cabinet meant that Australia was effectively on the losing side over Suez. Our association with Britain, and with Israel, was somewhat weakened as a result.

When Australians reflected on their national interest, divorced from the emotional persuasion of their Prime Minister’s rhetoric, they found that the Canal was not as important as had at first seemed. Larger tankers were built for the Cape route, Australian trade with Britain was in any case declining and Australian exports became more competitive in the Persian Gulf and on the east coast of Africa while the Canal remained closed. Most of Australia’s oil imports at that time came from Arab states sympathetic to Egypt and from Indonesia. In addition, Australia’s wheat sales to Egypt were growing. Finally, of course, the security issues were beginning to focus for Australia on South-East Asia, and there were some far-sighted enough to see that Britain’s failed Suez venture of 1956 was an indicator of a general retrenchment that brought the withdrawal of British forces ‘east of Suez’ in the 1960s.

The Vietnam War brought more ambiguities to an end. The slow (and on Menzies’s part grudging) transference of commitment by Australia from Britain to the United States quickened when Menzies was replaced by Harold Holt and, in Washington, John Kennedy was replaced by Lyndon Johnson. The concept of ‘forward defence’ had been explained by Menzies in 1955 as follows:


The simple English of this matter is that with our vast territory and our small population we cannot survive a surging Communist challenge from abroad except by the co-operation of powerful friends, including in particular the United Kingdom and the United States. Similarly, it is unbelievable that any responsible Australian should fail to see that if the battle against Communism is to be an effective one it must be as forward of Australia as possible . . . If Malaya is vital to our defence, more vital, properly understood, than some point on the Australian coast, then we must make Malayan defence in a real sense our business.13



In short, Australia’s forward defence made sense only if we were able to rely on our great and powerful friends to maintain the forward position. Australia still needed a protector over its forces abroad, and the corollary of forward defence was the need to ensure that either British or American forces were actually committed on the ground. In Vietnam, the British were not so committed but the Americans were.

The Vietnam War (1965–75) dominated Australian politics and foreign policy for a decade. A generation of young Australians learned about the world through its pitiless lens. A generation of older Australians were bitterly divided over it. The failure of American, Australian and other allied arms to bring the desired political result in Vietnam was one reason for the collapse of the conservative coalition in Australia and the election in 1972 of the first Labor Government for twenty-three years.

AFTER 1972

It is obviously not true to say that the Whitlam era (1972–75) represents something entirely new in the way of a distinctively Australian foreign policy. Many had tried before to strike a distinctive Australian note in their attitude to the outside world. Hughes had certainly tried; Bruce in London had some instinct for it; Curtin was vigorously nationalistic when needed; Evatt was provocatively independent; and, in their different ways, Spender, Casey and Hasluck as Foreign Ministers, and Gorton as Prime Minister, had an Australian quality in their outlook on the world. However, the Whitlam period provided a watershed. It divided the prolonged obeisance of Menzies to the idea of Imperial unity, and the transference of many of the emotions and attitudes of loyalty to the United States during the period of the Cold War, from the emergence of the kind of Australian foreign policy that we now take for granted.

When Edward Gough Whitlam came to power in 1972, Australians were still struggling with the notion that a loyal ally of the United States could not also have an independent foreign policy. Of course no nation, not even the superpowers with their numerous commitments, can have an entirely independent policy. But Australia in 1972 faced something more prosaic: the assumption that Australia would be endangering its security if it did not accept the role of loyal ally of the United States in this part of the world. Whitlam, with twenty-three pent-up years of conservative rule to break through, finally shrugged this off. The Whitlam Government declared, and acted on, the assumption that Australia had its own interests and could make its own assessment of what they were. Being an ally of the United States did not mean, in other words, being subservient to the interests of the United States.

Whitlam also broke through the cynical political arrangement by which the Democratic Labor Party had kept in power, through the second preferences of its voters, a series of coalition governments which knew they would never lose DLP support so long as they pitched their electioneering to the lowest common anti-communist denominator. Thus for nearly two decades, defence and foreign policy had been in the forefront of controversy, and always debated in a political or ideological context.

Particular stress was placed on Australian policy development in the Asia Pacific region. Again this was not new. Harold Holt in his short-lived prime ministership had stressed the potential of the region to Australia. As far back as the mid-1950s Australia had recognised that its special trading relationship with Britain was doomed and had turned to Japan. The Whitlam Government, however, made a breakthrough in relations with China and in renouncing the military adventure in Vietnam. These two decisions gave the impression of an entirely new form of engagement by Australia in Asia, and to a degree this was true.

Whitlam was determined to show that his Government was not isolationist just because it was unsympathetic to military intervention in Asia. On the day he was sworn in as Prime Minister he said:


The change of government provides a new opportunity for us to reassess the whole range of Australian foreign policies and attitudes . . . Our thinking is towards a more independent Australian stance in international affairs, an Australia which will be less militarily orientated and not open to suggestions of racism; an Australia which will enjoy a growing standing as a distinctive, tolerant, cooperative and well-regarded nation, not only in the Asia and Pacific region, but in the world at large.14



Before very long, Australia had recognised China, North Vietnam, East Germany and North Korea; withdrawn our military from Vietnam and our aid from Cambodia; stopped wheat sales to Southern Rhodesia; provided some indirect aid to South African liberation movements; and arraigned France in the International Court of Justice for its nuclear tests in the South Pacific. Australia was also busy during Whitlam’s prime minister-ship in contracting cultural agreements with the countries of Asia and the Pacific; removing racial discrimination from immigration procedures (non-European immigration had begun in 1966); increasing development assistance; bringing Papua New Guinea to independence; re-establishing sympathetic relations with Third World countries in the United Nations and elsewhere (in 1974 Australia attended as an observer at the Non-Aligned Movement Conference); and opening up the Australian market, especially to textile, footwear and clothing imports from the region.

One controversial area was the decision (subsequently revoked by the Fraser Government) to accord de jure recognition of the incorporation of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania into the Soviet Union. Another was Australia’s relationship with Indonesia, with whose leadership Whitlam developed a close rapport. In the dying days of his Government in 1975, as the constitutional crisis wracked Australia, Indonesia invaded East Timor after a change of government in Portugal had released several political movements in the colony, vying respectively for independence or integration with Indonesia. The swift Indonesian action was an embarrassment to the Whitlam Government, and remained for many years a source of tension in both Indonesian-Australian relations and Australian domestic politics.

The Whitlam Government dramatically revitalised the Australian political landscape, both externally and internally. But it was a meteorite, short and dramatic, rather than a star, stable and lasting. When it fell in 1975 it had shattered the pattern of Australian politics and Cold War thinking about foreign policy in Australia, but the Government had not been long enough in office to establish a new pattern. In particular, it had not tackled the essential task of self-reliance in defence. Until Australia grasped this nettle, the alliance with the United States would always offer itself to Australian governments as a simple, and cheap, way of apparently securing Australia.

Perhaps influenced by the divisive circumstances of its assumption of office, the Fraser Government (1975–83) did not set about reversing the Whitlam Government’s foreign policy initiatives. Often it retained the policy while changing the motivation, so that good relations with China and a concern for the Third World, for example, became part of an anti-Soviet strategy more in keeping with Fraser’s conservative constituency. It was constrained in South-East Asia by the United States’s withdrawal of interest as a consequence of the defeat in Vietnam. Fraser acknowledged the significance of the Asia Pacific region without dramatising it, as Whitlam had done, and without placing the same degree of systematic stress, especially on its economic significance, as has the Hawke Government. However, Fraser’s Foreign Minister, Andrew Peacock, maintained good relations with the ASEAN states, Papua New Guinea and the Third World generally, performing something of the same corrective to Fraser’s leadership as had R. G. Casey (1951–1960) to Menzies’s prime ministership.

Fraser was nationalistic at times. He described as ‘an unfriendly act’ the United States government’s decision to support the Dillingham Corporation’s claim for compensation following the termination of sand-mining on Fraser Island.15 He had differences with the United States over multilateral tariff negotiations and Washington’s pressure for another airline carrier across the Pacific; and he was sometimes cautious, as shown by a long delay in approving the use by B52 bombers of Darwin as a transit base. Yet he was also impetuous, as in his statement after the Russian invasion of Afghanistan that ‘. . . the world is facing probably its most dangerous international crisis since World War II’.16 His rivalry with his Foreign Minister, Andrew Peacock, meant that the Department of Foreign Affairs did not play its normal role in foreign policy formulation, and perhaps accounts also for the emphasis he placed on the Commonwealth, the natural arena for prime ministers. Japan was not dealt with adequately by either Fraser or Peacock, being left to J. D. Anthony as Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Trade.

In 1976, early in his prime ministership, Fraser made a visit to China during which he evidently made an abortive attempt to interest the Chinese in a four-power (China, Japan, the United States and Australia) treaty of some kind directed against the Soviet Union. A serious test, which the Fraser Government handled well, came with the arrival of the Vietnamese ‘boat people’ in Australia—the first landing in Darwin in 1976 and the peak being reached in 1979 with the escalation of conflict in Indo-China. In 1978 the Soviet-Vietnam treaty of friendship was signed, and Vietnam invaded Cambodia. In 1979 China attacked Vietnam (and, incidentally, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, the Shah of Iran was overthrown and war broke out between Iran and Iraq). It was a period of turmoil, in which the boat people represented a threateningly new kind of refugee for Australia to deal with: not the inmate of a distant camp whose credentials could be exhaustively checked before being admitted to Australia, but a live human being washed up on an Australian shore (after drifting south through the archipelago of South-East Asia and sometimes being prodded in Australia’s direction). The Fraser Government both met Australia’s obligations as a signatory of the United Nations Convention on Refugees and managed to calm popular fears.

Overall, the foreign policy keynote of Fraser’s prime ministership was suspicion of the Soviet Union. But he deserves to be remembered for his strong and very genuine commitment—very much against the instincts of the coalition parties—to racial equality, especially in opposition to apartheid in South Africa. A degree of continuity was maintained with the new themes struck by Whitlam, but Fraser’s foreign policy was too greatly influenced by his personal passions and whims to develop in any rational and comprehensive way.

The Labor Government of Bob Hawke (1983–91) and subsequently Paul Keating (1981–) is, at the time of writing, in its fifth successive term, a quite unprecedented tenure for the Australian Labor Party. With Bob Hawke’s strong personal commitment to external policy matters a prevailing feature of his prime ministership, priorities were quickly established: firm and clear support for the alliance with the United States, coupled with initiatives on disarmament; an economic focus on the Asia Pacific region; diplomatic effort to resolve the deadlock on a peace settlement in Indo-China; the intensification of pressure against apartheid in South Africa; and strong support for the role of the United Nations. The unambiguous policy on the alliance with the United States helped Australia through a difficult period when American ‘NCND’ policy—to neither confirm nor deny the presence of nuclear weapons on its warships—led to the withdrawal of New Zealand from the ANZUS Treaty. Australia retained bilateral arrangements with both New Zealand and the United States which minimised the damaging effects of New Zealand’s strong stand. On nuclear disarmament and arms control, Australia became very active and vocal both regionally and on the world scene, taking the position that our hosting various space-defence facilities jointly with the United States should be regarded not as inhibiting our speaking out on global disarmament issues, but as helping establish our credentials for doing so.

A conceptual watershed in Australian foreign policy occurred in March 1987 with the tabling by the Minister for Defence, Kim Beazley, of the White Paper on The Defence of Australia. Based upon a review by Paul Dibb a year earlier and supported by subsequent Budget decisions, this spelt out a coherent policy of defence self-reliance, involving a strategy of defence in depth based upon early detection, long-range sea and air strike capability, highly mobile ground forces, and the joint operation of communications and intelligence facilities with the United States. And it did so in a way which enabled the simultaneous achievement, or advancement, of four fundamental objectives: independent defence of Australian territory; promotion of regional security and stability; capacity to meet alliance obligations; and contribution to global strategic security. While no country can ever have a totally independent foreign policy, unless it wishes to live in isolation from other nations or in a state of perpetual conflict with them, Australian foreign policy had suffered from a particularly restrictive dependency—that its first task was to attract the protective attention of great and powerful friends. The intellectual breakthrough was to establish that self-reliance was possible in most of the circumstances likely to confront Australia, short of major war. In other words, in most of the contingencies with which Australia might be faced in going about our daily business, we could look after ourselves.

This new confidence in our defence capability liberated Australian foreign policy. Australian foreign
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