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PREFACE

I set out, many years ago, to write a multi-archival, interdisciplinary study of the British Commonwealth during and after the Second World War. Little did I know how complex this would prove, particularly at point of presentation. I am going to begin by begging tolerance of my readers: experience suggests that working in a wide range of archives and with a diverse array of material is a good way to open questions, but much more detailed research is necessary before they can be answered with any certainty. It is my hope that this book will generate debate and suggestions for how further investigations might proceed.

Since this is a multi-archival study, I will say a word about abbreviations and notations. A few common ones (‘f’ for folio, ‘p’ for page, ‘i’ for item, ‘n’ for note and ‘col’ for column) appear in the footnotes. The only potentially confusing abbreviation is ‘BNA’ for British National Archives; this is because the BNA calls itself The National Archive (or TNA). This study relies on research in many national archives; calling one of them The National Archive would be most presumptuous, so I have risked a constitutional crisis and appended ‘British’ to the front.

I should also say a word about archival citations. In all cases, citations move from general to specific: I do not separate volumes from files, since these are different (or extraneous) in different archives; personal papers all begin with their proper name; specific pages, items or folios are only identified for precisely ordered collections. ‘King/ J4/H1517/323, f.277,517’ therefore refers to the King Papers, accession J4, reel H1517, volume 323 (meaningless), folio 277,517. Readers should note a few idiosyncrasies. In Australia, the tripartite registry (e.g. 43/735/1) has sometimes been modified in later years by the addition of a 19 (1943/735/1), but not consistently. Researchers must therefore search for both, and I account for this by bracketing the 19. In New Zealand, accessions have been preserved by chronological order of accession, without culling or integrating material. The result has been duplication and inconsistency; it is difficult to dispel a sense of speculation pertaining to material from this archive.

While writing this book, I have incurred very many debts of gratitude to the people and organisations that helped make it possible. My research expenses were borne by the Beit Fund and the Cyril Foster Fund. My studies at Oxford University were made possible by generous grants: the British Government awarded me an Overseas Research Studentship; Oxford University awarded me a Clarendon Fund Bursary, and Christ Church generously provided me an American Friends’ Scholarship.

I have completed my research and writing while working for a variety of institutions: Christ Church, the University of Buckingham and the University of Hertfordshire. Helen Boak, John Clarke, Owen Davies, Martin Grossel, Sarah Lloyd, Mike McCrostie, Malcolm Rees, Jane Ridley, Ronald Truman and Linda Waterman were all especially welcoming, supportive and stimulating. I also owe a debt to my undergraduates, who listened to my arguments and identified many (but not, I am sure, all) of the prejudices and stupidities contained therein.

As for research itself, I relied heavily upon the cheerful, ungrudging assistance of library staff and archivists at the Bodleian Library, the (British) National Archive, Churchill College, Cambridge, the University of Birmingham, the University of Durham, the National Archives of Canada, Queen’s University, Kingston, the University of Toronto, the National Archives of South Africa, the National Archives of Australia and Archives New Zealand. I would like to specially thank Mr. David Mole, of the Public Record Office, who helped me to correct a series of file endorsements; and Mr. John Mills, of the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, who advised me on files retained by the MFAT and those moved into Archives New Zealand.

Many people provided friendly assistance to me along the way. Toni Putter graciously shared his house in Pretoria with me and, along with Clive Stannard, endured my appalling Afrikaans. Rebecca Ploeger put me up in Kingston and introduced me to the uniquely Canadian phenomenon of Tim Hortons. Brian Ball prevented me from wandering unprepared into the Canadian winter. British Airways very kindly permitted me to use the cover image, and I am especially grateful to Mr. Paul Jarvis of the Heritage Centre there.

Many academics have provided valuable advice and criticism on my work. I would particularly like to thank John Dunbabin, Wm. Roger Louis and Adam Roberts, who have read part or all of my work. Chris Bickerton, Barry Buzan, Tim Dunne, Lee Jones, Richard Little, Emily Paddon, Robbie Shilliam and Hew Strachan have all listened to ideas and papers, and provided valuable insights and criticism. My editors at I.B.Tauris, Maria Marsh and Joanna Godfrey, have been a welcome font of advice. Jonathan Wright has been a constant source of warmth, support and wisdom. I owe an especially large debt of gratitude to John Darwin, who has helped shape this project from its conception. Last but not least, I owe a tremendous debt to Rachel for her patience, support and understanding, from beginning to end.

All responsibility for this work is my own.
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INTRODUCTION

Just as Englishmen had safeguarded themselves against the power of the Crown, not by denying it, but by ‘tying the instruments it was to act by’; so now the Canadians set out, not to destroy, but – a subtler task – to harness the sovereign parliament. They led their captivity captive. They so bound imperial sovereignty – a dangerous monster once, but now an amiable, complaisant creature – that it could move, in their business, only at their bidding.1

– W.K. Hancock, 1937

This is a book about the origins of post-war order and the expansion of international society. The ‘expansion of international society’ means the long-term transformation of the global landscape, as a world of empires gave way to a world of states; ‘post-war order’ explains why the global landscape changed, addressing the political, technological and social advances which describe the political economy of international relations. The structure of post-war order explains America’s rise to globalism, the decline of European empires, and the origins of the Cold War. ‘Hegemony’ broadly defines the role of American power in this new order, a power mediated by and through institutions which protected the position of independent, sovereign states in world affairs.

This argument falls broadly within the revisionist school of postwar historiography, though it must be pointed out immediately that this is not a Marxist history. We may summarise relevant elements of the revisionist position as follows. The United States, like other states, was territorially expansionist and aggressive in the pursuit of commercial interest. Prior to the Second World War, many American relations were of an imperial character. The United States controlled important networks of territories and bases, including the Philippines, Midway Island, Hawaii, the Panama Canal Zone, and parts of Cuba; it was able to project force with impunity, for instance in Mexico in 1917 or in Nicaragua from 1912 to 1933; and it was able to structure affairs in the western hemisphere to suit its global interests, as it did when it created an informal ‘dollar bloc’ after 1933. Much American ‘anti-imperialism’ was self-serving, manifesting when other empires impeded American interests. Finally, during the Second World War, the United States sought a post-war order which would give the United States further scope for expansion and development after the war, especially in Europe and the territories comprising the British Empire.

Here is where this book diverges from the core arguments of revisionism. The United States was expansionist, true, but the world was substantially different from the one that Europeans had colonised centuries ago. As America’s global presence expanded – especially in the British Empire – and as the United States attempted to develop post-war institutions which would facilitate the pursuit of American interests, they encountered resistance which forced them to alter course in crucial ways. The resistance they encountered was not military, which would have been fruitless; rather, it was normative, and it was pushed by small, developing states keen to defend a newfound sovereignty.

Broadly speaking, ‘norms’ are ideas about how things ought to be in the world: it may be true that the crooked timber of man never made any straight thing, nevertheless ideals of straightness, of order, justice, reason, continue to serve for many as guiding lights. People generally prefer to act in ways that confirm their beliefs about themselves and the world; normative principles are thus important. How important, especially in international politics, is hotly debated. This is not the place to engage with that theoretical debate, though interested readers might refer to the excellent work by Simon Caney, Justice Beyond Borders.2 What will be discussed here is the way in which material interests and normative principles intersected in particular negotiations and particular outcomes.

A question that naturally follows this discussion of normative principles is how the world’s preeminent power was bullied by smaller states; it is hardly the greatest of the ironies of global politics, but it does demand investigation and explanation. For the moment, it suffices to observe that Americans adapted their strategy in global politics to the situation they found. Consequently, Americans moved away from an empire-building strategy on the model of the British Empire, and towards a state-building strategy more closely resembling the British Commonwealth. This is a ‘pericentric thesis:’ post-war order did not simply emanate from the capitals of a few great powers like London or Washington; rather, post-war order was a process of compromise which developed on the frontiers of power, and particularly in the interaction between great powers and small states like Canada or Australia. Small powers adapted to great power realities, but they also sought to restrain or manipulate or socialise great powers, very often successfully.

This concept of ‘socialisation,’ of structuring a social relationship defined by certain kinds of acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, constitutes a difference with the well-known ‘empire by invitation’ thesis advanced by Geir Lundestad. In Lundestad’s view, the extraordinary post-war expansion of American power may be explained by the invitation extended by small states to the United States to include them in a new American empire.3 As we shall see, Americans were neither isolationist nor reluctant to extend their power in global affairs; nor were small states eager to be incorporated into any empire, American, Soviet or British. Small states willingly cooperated with and participated in the expansion of American power precisely because Americans foreswore empire, developing relationships on the basis of sovereign equality and respect for international institutions. In this sense, the most important aspect of America’s expanding power was not its material character but its normative content; this content, it will be argued, developed out of America’s interaction with new states during the war.

In short and quite irrespective of whether Americans were nice people, the power wielded by the United States was always going to be a problem unless relations with America could be ordered in such a way as preserved the freedom and independence of other actors. As it happened, the English Constitution was founded on a genius – including the evolution of British imperial relations in the Commonwealth – for doing precisely that, though in this case the actors were states rather than individuals. American power was not thereby banished; rather, much of it was harnessed to common institutions, and while American predominance became widely recognised, it was possible to do so through bonds of mutual consent rather than force.

This is why ‘hegemony’ can be helpful as a concept. ‘Hegemony’ refers to an asymmetrical relationship more closely defined by consent between parties than by coercion (though it certainly admits arm twisting). As to how this consent is secured, the most highly developed theory is economic: hegemony rests upon a division of selective incentives, so that the ‘hegemon’ accepts responsibilities (e.g. to lend money to distressed states) in order to secure absolute gains greater than might be available by other means (e.g. the benefits of seigniorage) while weaker parties accept the special privileges of the hegemon (e.g. to dictate borrowing terms) in order to secure greater relative gains than the hegemon (e.g. investments generate greater relative yield in less-developed economies).4 In this theory, hegemony is inherently unstable: either the hegemon will rail against the high costs of hegemony, or else greater relative gains will allow states to catch up with and possibly challenge the hegemon. One unique feature of American hegemony was that it became rooted in international institutions which have been surprisingly stable.5 Furthermore, we must not be too sanguine about the division of selective incentives: there are things people will not sell at any price, and for the statesmen we shall study here this included their freedom and the integrity of their political institutions. If post-war order was defined by a certain economy of transactions, this rested upon the ability to agree certain shared social commitments, including respect for one another’s claims to independence and limitations on the use of force.6 These characteristics, both economic and social, distinguished post-war order from the imperial frameworks which had preceded it (discussed in chapter one), as well as from the Soviet system to which it was only ever partially reconciled.

This is a book about the American Century, but it will not be told from the American perspective. Instead, we will examine the development of America’s (and Britain’s) relations with a particular group of small states known as the Dominions, including Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. What we will see is that these small states, to varying degrees and with varying strategies, helped to chart a course to a post-imperial world of sovereign states.

Revisionism: a Brief Introduction

What is revisionism? Innumerable undergraduate essays define and dismiss revisionism in post-war historiography as a Marxist critique, yet the term ‘revisionist’ could be applied equally to conservative thinking, for instance Hans Morgenthau’s critique of America’s crusading moralism,7 or Walter Lippmann’s opposition to the Vietnam War.8 The contribution of Marx is at best tangential. Revisionists are supposed to regard American foreign policy as the expression of certain imperatives inherent in American political economy, but this observation is one of the commonest in the social sciences. It would be hard to find any scholar who disagreed with the proposition that the maintenance of international peace and stability after 1945 depended upon the satisfaction of material wants, hence the expansion of global commerce. It is therefore quite banal to argue that revisionism is defined by the interaction between American diplomacy and social and economic forces; rather, revisionists are interested in finding patterns in American diplomacy.

Inasmuch as they strive to develop a coherent narrative, revisionists are interested in systems and structures. Here again there is a misapprehension: radical revisionists link everything back to a Marxist appreciation of capitalism. Actually, there is nothing radical (or Marxist) about the observation that capitalism is inherently dynamic and expansionist – indeed, these qualities are widely celebrated. This is important, because one key to understanding post-war order, and why it differed fundamentally from post-1815 or post-1919 order, is the role played by changing technologies and the opening of new frontiers. The revisionist argument, that American policy-makers were eager that America avail itself of new or developing opportunities, and happy to promote American companies to that end, is about as Leninist as Alan Greenspan’s study of government and monopoly. Revisionism is simply an historical methodology: liberals or conservatives may be revisionists according to their lights.9

This still leaves us with the question: a methodology of what? Most revisionist accounts are an attempt to situate particular aspects of history within a systemic context; in this sense, historical revisionism is akin to theories of international relations. Unsurprisingly, both emerged from a tradition of liberal criticism. This book will situate the making of post-war order within the context of dying empires and rising states: the expansion of international society. What unites revisionist accounts is the drive to ‘think otherwise;’ where they part is in the new kinds of causation they elucidate, the new historical contexts they tease out, and the new sources and perspectives they look to investigate.

So what do we want to think otherwise about? This book relies upon many of the key insights of the post-revisionist school and its founder, J.L. Gaddis, but poses some different questions about the context in which post-war order emerged, and how and why it happened. This does not imply any criticism of Gaddis or post-revisionism; if historians could answer every question, there would soon be no historians.

One of J.L. Gaddis’ main arguments is that ‘the Western democracies sought a form of security that would reject violence and the threat of it: security was to be a collective good, not a benefit denied to some in order to provide it to others.’10 The western states, especially Britain and the United States, established a multilateral framework for the preservation of post-war order, particularly evident in the development of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the United Nations; ‘the Cold War,’ Gaddis argues, ‘developed when it became clear that Stalin either could not or would not accept this framework.’11 This is very sound. When we ask why the US established this framework and not another, however, the argument begins to appear a bit thin. ‘The American empire,’ Gaddis writes,

reflected little imperial consciousness or design. An anti-imperial tradition dating back to the American Revolution partially accounted for this ...so too did a constitutional structure that forced even imperially minded leaders like Wilson and the two Roosevelts to accommodate domestic attitudes that discouraged imperial behavior long after national capabilities had made it possible ... Americans still found it difficult to think of themselves as an imperial power.12

Americans, ‘having attained their authority through democratic processes,’ were naturally adept at ‘persuasion, negotiation and compromise;’ their knowledge of the world was charmingly parochial, reflected in James Byrnes’ comment, ‘you build a post office in their state, and they’ll build a post office in our state;’ nevertheless, they ‘were not babes in the woods,’ and only acted when they were ‘convinced their actions would advance American interests.’13 I submit that this is somewhat deterministic, amounting to a defence of American exceptionalism in global affairs. To be sure, there is an American civilisation, and this possesses its own virtue; but Americans are as diverse in their motivations as any other people. We must be cautious of substituting a moral argument – that American actions spring from a well of values and virtues – in place of an historical one. Prior to the war, the US did possess both a formal and an informal empire. The question, naturally, is what changed?

The British Commonwealth and Post-War Order

For answer, we must turn away from the metropolis, and cast our gaze across the emerging frontiers of post-war order. This is by no means easy, for we are traditionally trained to regard ‘peace’ and ‘order’ as things made by small numbers of great and eccentric men. Yes these men were important; but we must ask what it was they were ordering, and where. It is when we ask these questions that we begin to apprehend, first, why small states like the Dominions might have been important, and second, why post-war order was distinct either from that established at Versailles or any other.

Put very simply, the conflict between what is called civilisation and the frontier – a conflict which measures the physical as well as the social and political limitations of mankind – is a great engine of change; this is the essence of a pericentric thesis. It is not often that historians impress upon us the limitations of our environment; and yet these limitations, and the struggle against them, are one of the essential characteristics of the human experience. As the great historian Frederick Jackson Turner observed:

The stubborn American environment is there with its imperious summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways of doing things are also there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each frontier did indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its restraints and its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have accompanied the frontier. What the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond of custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions and activities, that, and more, the ever retreating frontier has been to the United States directly, and to the nations of Europe more remotely. And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history.14

Turner thereby supplied an important corrective to the habit of assuming that an unbroken thread runs from past to future. This assumption sometimes leads to the belief that post-1945 order was simply an updated version of post-1919 or post-1815 order. Some, like Jan Smuts, did anticipate a Versailles II in 1945 – but he was wrong. He was wrong because, despite the apparent continuity of affairs, the environment, the pressures of the natural world and the technological capacity to challenge them, had changed radically. The political scientists Barry Buzan and Richard Little argued:

As capacities for transportation and communication contract and expand the capacity for interaction, so the nature of the international system itself must undergo fundamental change. When one looks more closely, it quickly becomes apparent that the capacity for interaction can change within
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