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    There was no stronger advocate than Malcolm Fraser during the Cold War years for the rewards of Australia’s alliance with the US. But in this fascinating book, he makes a passionate case that, in today’s very different world, the risks of Australia’s strategic dependence on Washington now far exceed any returns. His core argument—that the only aggression for which we are likely to need American defence will be that prompted by the alliance itself—will startle many readers, and enrage many more, but it certainly compels attention. Some of Fraser’s judgments are, I think, unarguable: that unthinking reflex commitment to America’s perceived interests is never likely to be reciprocated with reflex commitment to our own, and that Australia could and should have been a much more independent and less subservient alliance partner in recent years. Others—in particular, his conclusion that we should now go it completely alone—are much more problematic. But on any view, Malcolm Fraser has made in this book a major contribution to a debate that Australia has to have.


    Gareth Evans, Australian Foreign Minister 1988–96,


    President of the International Crisis Group 2000–09

  


  
    Contents


    Acknowledgements


    Introduction


    



    Part I: Loyal to the Crown, dependent on Empire


    1 Colonial foundations of strategic dependence


    2 Strategic dependence consolidated


    3 Hanging on too long


    



    Part II: All the way with the USA


    4 Securing post-war Australia


    5 Dr H.V. Evatt


    6 Strategic dependence through the Cold War prism


    7 The cost of strategic dependence


    8 The ‘grand bargain’ out of time


    



    Part III: A time to end strategic dependence


    9 The new unipolar world


    10 In God we trust


    11 The changing Asia–Pacific


    12 Missed opportunities


    Conclusion


    



    Notes


    Bibliography


    Index

  


  
    Acknowledgements


    A book of this kind cannot be written without a great deal of research and without resources. Melbourne University Publishing had wanted me to write the book. I am grateful for its support and encouragement and for the resources they made available.


    Cain Roberts applied for and was chosen principally to do the basic research that would be required. He has, in fact, been much more than a researcher. His capacity to sort out facts and details is great. He has assisted in drafting. He has advised on the strength of an argument and where a paragraph might need modification. His point of view was always worth considering. I was fortunate that he has a basic interest in foreign policy and in the way in which foreign policy decisions are made. He understands the arguments, and at all times seemed interested in what the book was trying to say. His advice, his counsel and his research has done a great deal to help bring the book to completion. Thank you, Cain.


    A number of people have assisted with certain aspects of the book. There are one or two who do not want to be named, but whose advice I value greatly. They will know who they are. The Parliamentary Library has also been very helpful in chasing sources and clarifications. The bibliography is testimony to the depth of research that has been undertaken.


    Petro Georgiou and Denis White, two long-time friends and former staff members, read some early chapters, and their comments and criticisms were all thoughtful and helpful and very much to the point.


    Richard Tanter, a professor in the School of Social and Political Sciences at the University of Melbourne, is a specialist in advanced techniques of modern warfare and strategic planning. The sections relating to naval capability, to missile technology, to the role of bases in Australia, have been checked for technical accuracy. His knowledge lends authority to those sections of the book. Tim McCormack, Professor of Law at the Melbourne Law School and the Special Adviser on International Humanitarian Law to the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court in The Hague, on anything with legal implications, has helped me on a number of occasions. He did a great deal of work in drafting the Statutes of the International Criminal Court. His advice has been wise and helpful, and again has assisted in maintaining accuracy in important parts of the book. I would like to thank both of them for their help.


    Sally Heath, Executive Publisher at Melbourne University Publishing, gave advice on the structure and shape of the book, as the chapters unfolded. I would also like to thank Cathryn Game, copy-editor, for working assiduously and drawing attention to some important matters of detail that needed clarification.


    I would especially like to thank Louise Adler, CEO of Melbourne University Publishing, who was instrumental in persuading me to write the book in the first place.


    Julie Gleeson, who runs my office and has been with me for very nearly a quarter of a century, was absolutely central to the production of the book. I could not have done it without her assistance and her willing acceptance of an enormously increased workload. Julie is a first-class Executive Assistant. Through the course of writing this book she has shown a capacity for accurate research, which was helpful and, in some cases critical, in enabling the book to progress. I thank Julie very much indeed for all the help that she has given. Christine Walker has also been a willing and constructive help.


    As always, Tamie has helped in innumerable ways and made it easier to bring the book to a conclusion. Thank you, Tamie.

  


  
    


    

  


  
    Introduction


     Australia has always been a dependent nation. We were a child of the British Empire and were brought up to believe that the Empire would protect us, should we ever need it. This was the beginning of a policy of strategic dependence, a policy that made sense from Australia’s colonial beginnings until the end of the Cold War. For the entirety of our history, Australia has been reliant on ‘great and powerful friends’ for our sense of national security and for direction on our foreign policy priorities. I call this strategic dependence.


    In the early days, Australia did not seek an independent voice. We argued for greater authority within the councils of the British Empire, to make sure that the Empire took note of Australia’s needs. Our success was somewhat limited. Even so, from the birth of the colonies, through Federation and both world wars, we recognised Britain as the final determinant of our foreign and security policy. It was indeed a grand bargain. Australia accepted that Britain would be the final determinant of Empire policy, which would give Britain the power to take Australia to war resulting in the most terrible casualties. In return, the Empire had an obligation to defend Australia, should we ever need help. We were strategically dependent.


    As it happened, when we did need help during World War II, Britain had its back to the wall in Europe. Britain could not fulfil its part of the bargain. The Empire was unable to support Australia. The policy of strategic dependence had failed. It failed in what was the darkest hour, both for Britain and for Australia.


    Australia then appealed to the United States for support. Our sense of strategic dependence, our need for protection by a great power, was then fulfilled by America. In the mind of many Australians, the United States became our protector through the instrument of ANZUS and through the long years of the Cold War, until the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1990.


    After the end of the Cold War, Australia had a real opportunity to enact an independent foreign policy, a foreign policy that reflected the change in the global strategic context, which would cast away the country’s history of strategic dependence on great and powerful friends. Not only has the post-Cold War era provided an opportunity for an independent foreign policy but also it has provided an imperative for one—changes across the globe, within America, within our region and within Australia, make continuing our strategic dependence on the United States increasingly difficult and questionable.


    Strategic dependence was once necessary. The first part of this book will show that as a young, small, newly federated country, with few resources and reliance on Britain, adherence to the rules of the Empire made sense. This was understood by Australia’s leaders of that era. The policy of strategic dependence was right for the strategic context of those times. As with other nations, Australia did not realise the extent to which Britain’s power had been weakened by World War I and so, between the wars, that sense of strategic dependence continued. Australians still felt that we were part of the British Empire. We refused to apply the provisions of the Statute of Westminster,1 which was passed by Britain in 1931, because we believed it would dilute Britain’s obligation to defend us should we ever need it. We also argued that Britain should not give guarantees to Eastern European states and become embroiled in the affairs of Eastern Europe because to do so would reduce Britain’s capacity to act in other parts of the world—notably our own.


    As World War II dawned, Australian leaders slowly began to recognise that Britain no longer had the power to guarantee our security. Nevertheless, the policy of strategic dependence on Britain remained. It was not until Curtin made his historic appeal to the United States in 1942, about three weeks after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, that Australia’s sense of strategic dependence shifted.


    In the late 1930s, Robert Menzies, when he became Prime Minister, decided that Australia should establish its own missions and be advised by our own people. Yet it was Dr Herbert Vere Evatt, however, who had been Justice of the High Court of Australia for ten years until September 1940, and was Minister for External Affairs from October 1941 to December 1949, who really established a separate foreign policy for Australia. Missions were established in many countries, and Australia slowly began to play an active role in world politics for the first time. Evatt’s role in the formation of the United Nations was substantial. Although established at Federation, the Department of External Affairs was finally given a policy-making and information-gathering mandate and was expanded and equipped to provide Australia with proper representation in countries important to us. Australian representation, for Australians. Nobody any longer thought of operating through Britain.


    Yet the strategic context Australia faced was no less threatening than in the past. The growing tensions of the Cold War, insurgencies in many parts of the world, the Soviet Union’s brutal suppression of nationalism in different countries in Eastern Europe, and communist insurrections in countries of East and South-East Asia, all weighed heavily on the strategic thinking of Australian leaders. Australia almost desperately wanted to be able to rely on a major power for strategic defence—the United States, replacing the United Kingdom, became that major power. Our policy of strategic dependence transitioned to a new protector, but continued in much the same fashion as it had before World War II. Australia’s strategic dependence on the United States will form the focus of the second part of the book.


    The policy of strategic dependence continued to make sense during the years of the Cold War. It was a realistic and pragmatic policy, a policy that suited the strategic context and international situation of the time. It was by no means a perfect policy, and it was a policy for which Australia paid a high price, but it was a required policy. We had little other choice.


    With the break-up of the Soviet Union, however, the world started to change substantially. There was no other nation or group of nations that might take the Soviet Union’s place as a major threat to our security or, indeed, to world peace from the point of view of the West. The opportunity for a more independent Australian policy became a reality, a possibility, even a necessity, that we should have seized avidly. A more independent standing in strategic affairs would have allowed Australia to participate more fully in the affairs of our own region and to establish better relations as an independent and productive partner with East and South-East Asia. It would have allowed the region to listen to a uniquely Australian view on important issues, not an Australian view circumscribed by obligations to great and powerful friends.


    We did not take that course; we did not fashion a new role for ourselves in the region and on the broader world stage. Australia, much as our earlier history suggested we would, remained with the status quo and chose to continue to follow the United States. This would lead Australia into wars of no strategic consequence for our nation, in an effort simply to be closer to and court the favour of the United States. Following the United States into Iraq particularly, as one of three nations to contribute ground troops to the invasion force, was a major error not only because the justifications for that war were based on falsehoods but also because the result is, and was always going to be, disastrous. The argument that invading Iraq was a necessary action in the fight against terrorism is untrue—Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had no significant links with Al Qaeda.2


    It is against this backdrop that the final part of this book is set. The post-Cold War era provided Australia with a change in strategic context that should have facilitated abandonment of our strategic dependence. I examine four interrelated themes that provide Australia not only with an opportunity to move to a more independent foreign policy—an opportunity we have thus far failed to grasp—but also reasons why we must. First, I will discuss the changes in the broader global context since the fall of the Berlin Wall. These changes include the expansion of NATO, the War on Terror and the new global role of the United States, all three of which make strategic dependence less desirable.


    Second, I will examine how, in a world where American power is no longer balanced by any other superpower, notions of manifest destiny and exceptionalism have become key features of American foreign policy. Although these concepts have been present since the earliest days of the republic, America’s unchecked power and the rise of neo-conservatives have brought these notions to the fore. Domestic politics within America have changed, and Australia needs to consider whether the values of our two nations continue to align and whether the changed American polity is conducive to our ongoing security and foreign policy needs.


    Third, I will look at how the Asia–Pacific region has matured and developed in the two decades since the end of the Cold War. The achievements of both the nations and institutions of the region have occurred largely without the assistance of the West—ASEAN, the East Asia Forum and the dynamism of regional economies are all underpinning stability in the region. Yet the strategic pivot by the United States and the West’s response to the rise of China could potentially undo much of this work. Tensions between nations over specks of rock in the South and East China seas and the Korean peninsula continue to be potential flashpoints requiring management. Will Australia carve a unique role for itself in this changed region we call home, or will our priorities be predicated on the wishes of policy-makers in Washington?


    Finally, I will discuss Australia’s missed opportunities to build on the efforts of the 1980s and early 1990s, in building a place for ourselves in Asia; how our continued strategic dependence on America led us to make policy choices that ostracised us from the region, cast us as a deputy sheriff to Washington and a willing participant in US strategic aims, both in the region and around the world. Our integration with US defensive systems and over-enthusiastic bipartisan support for ANZUS—above and beyond what ANZUS actually should entail—further emphasise our estrangement from the region in which we live. Have we come to a point whereby our strategic dependence on the United States is a paradox? We need the United States for defence, but we only need defence because of the United States. It is a consideration of great importance.


    These three themes and Australia’s failure to make the most of its post–Cold War opportunities all go towards the need to reassess our policy of strategic dependence not only because the time is right, but also because we must.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Part I


    Loyal to the Crown, dependent on Empire


    ‘… there is no pretence of claiming the power of peace or war, or exercising power outside our territories.’


    Alfred Deakin

  


  
    


    

  


  
    1


    Colonial foundations of strategic dependence


    Australia’s history of strategic dependence pre-dates the creation of the Commonwealth of Australia, taking root in the early years of the individual colonies. The one thing that stands out in reading our colonial history is the limitation on the aspirations of our legislators for independence over foreign and defence policy. The connection of the colonies to Great Britain and the British Empire was through the Colonial Office, an institution that colonial leaders felt did not always have their best interests at heart.


    The colonies wanted to be able to do what they thought was best within their own boundaries but, with rare exceptions, colonists and colonial politicians had no ambition for separate action in relation to foreign affairs or defence. They did, however, wish to strengthen their position within the Empire to make their voice stronger than it might otherwise have been. Although the Colonial Office was the key link to imperial affairs, it was also an impediment to a stronger voice for the colonies.


    The notions of what it meant to be a colonist were very different from the way Australians feel about themselves today. Colonists regarded themselves as British, and this overriding sentiment of imperial allegiance remained for many years after Federation.1 Many referred to Britain as home despite the fact that they might not have been born there and might never have visited the United Kingdom. The sense of being British was overwhelming, and led directly to obligations to Britain to help fight Britain’s wars and to dependence on Britain for our own defence. Ties to Britain through race, through economic dependence, through genuine affection for and belief in the Empire would all have made any push for full independence quite impossible. There was a sense of ‘pride of race’ or ‘British race patriotism’. The colonies strongly felt they were part of the best in the world.2


    The issues that arose in those earlier years, however, led colonists to believe that they would be better off in one federation. The development of the self-governing colonies, the influence of foreign policy and defence on the attitudes of the colonists and the moves to Federation itself, all influence each other. The themes move in and out of the story reinforcing and leading inevitably to Federation. There was no one reason for Federation.


    Yet one thing that stands out clearly throughout the history of the self-governing colonies to their unification in 1901 is that the argument for a fully strategically independent nation, standing free and in its own right, was never part of the story. Although the colonists wanted greater influence and greater authority over their futures, they wanted influence within the Empire, in the belief that dependence upon a great power offered them the best chance of a stable and secure future. That desire for protection, that fear of standing alone, were never openly expressed, but they were very much part of the Australian story. They remain so to this day.


    By the end of the 1850s, all Australian colonies, with the exception of Western Australia, had been granted self-government yet, until Federation, the United Kingdom maintained legal and constitutional control of foreign affairs and defence.3 The powers defined, for example in the constitutions of New South Wales and Victoria in 1855, were broad and vague in the extreme; in New South Wales’s case, ‘to make laws for the peace, welfare and good government of the said colony’.4 There were limitations on the powers of the self-governing colonies because certain payments needed to be paid to the United Kingdom for services and for administration. Such matters could not be altered without the approval of the Imperial Parliament. It says much about the attitude of the time that there was no mention in these constitutions of the self-governing colonies of Aboriginals—a sentiment that has yet to be remedied in the Australian Constitution.


    Despite being self-governing, the power of the colonies was in many ways strictly limited, particularly when it came to foreign and defence policies. The powers to declare war, negotiate treaties or exchange diplomats with other states were not afforded to the colonies.5 Their only ‘legitimate point of contact’ with the international system was via agents general appointed to London to facilitate business such as immigration and loan funds, which had to be raised in the United Kingdom.6 Even these officers had limited, if any, direct communication with key institutions of the British Government, let alone the British Prime Minister, as colonial matters were strictly managed through the Colonial Office. Direct communication with other states would have been unthinkable. Although the colonial governments might have felt at times restricted by the Colonial Office, they valued the ties to the Mother Country, and the Colonial Office was their conduit to imperial policy.


    The separate colonies therefore had no aspirations beyond the domestic provisions enshrined in their individual constitutions—the notion of greater autonomy, let alone strategic independence, was non-existent. The unstated bargain was that the government of the United Kingdom would protect the self-governing colonies and the colonies would themselves fulfil their duty to respond to the call of the Empire.7 Foreign affairs and defence matters were regarded as the exclusive province of the Imperial Parliament.


    This might seem a naive position for colonial governments to have taken, yet the colonies were very conscious of the worldwide dominance of the Royal Navy. Colonial leaders believed that it was ‘the solid basis on which the defence policy of Australia may safely rest’.8 This was particularly so because none of the colonies had the industrial capacity nor the population to support significant military forces of their own. Colonial governments took great comfort in the security provided by such a powerful protector, believing that the British Government had a responsibility to protect them and that, in reward, London could regard the colonies of the South Pacific as a British preserve.9 This colonial sense of strategic dependence would act as a tie to the Mother Country for decades to come. Yet during this period communication was obviously slow and understanding often imperfect and, as these self-governing colonies matured, they came to resent what they regarded as the heavy hand of the Colonial Office. Despite having achieved self-governing status, which for some colonies occurred not long after their settlement, it was not long before leading colonial politicians started to look to the future.


    The colonies slowly understood that they needed greater influence with imperial policy-making structures if they were to preserve and enhance their own identity and avoid dangers for the future. This was true even in the area of external affairs and defence, with reluctant colonial governments voicing concerns over actions of European powers in Australia’s vicinity throughout the 1800s. The colonies’ concern with foreign affairs seemed very much restricted to the actual or possible ownership of territories close to Australia by potentially hostile powers. This included the French, the Germans and later the Japanese. Papua New Guinea, the New Hebrides and Fiji were mentioned on a number of occasions.10 It was the view of all the colonies that British control of these territories was the best guarantee to avoid a potentially hostile neighbour.


    Of particular strategic importance to the colonies was the status of New Guinea, specifically the eastern regions that were not under Dutch control. In 1874 Henry Parkes, Premier of New South Wales, wrote a sharply worded memo to the British Government drawing attention to the possible colonisation of New Guinea by a foreign power. He argued that such an event would be ‘an embarrassment’ and emphasised that Australians would approve colonisation of the territory by Britain. In 1875 the Parliament of Queensland, the colony most concerned about the future status of New Guinea, passed a resolution urging all parts of the island not under Dutch authority to be annexed by the British.11 New Guinea was the largest island close to Australia and was both productive and fertile. It was important for it to be in friendly hands to preserve freedom of the seas surrounding it, which were increasingly important to Australian trade. For this territory to be in the hands of a foreign power would have been intolerable for political, trade and cultural reasons. Parkes’ approach and the Queensland resolution were both rejected by the British Government.


    In 1882 a number of colonies expressed concern regarding French activities in the New Hebrides. The British did no more than inform the French that annexation would ‘give offence to Australia’.12 It did, however, lead to a declaration by both Great Britain and France that the New Hebrides would be neutral territory and to the establishment of a joint naval commission in 1887 to protect the rights of their respective citizens.13 This would ultimately lead to the Anglo-French Condominium, which was agreed to in 1906 and was negotiated without reference to the new Federation.14 It was designed to limit the rights of both powers and to limit competition between them.


    More broadly, the self-governing colonies, especially New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria, showed special concern at the activities of other European powers in the Pacific. For example, New South Wales appealed to Britain to annex the Fijian Islands.15 Lord Kimberley, Secretary of State for the Colonies, replied in 1871 that New South Wales could act on its own account if it wished to take responsibility for so doing.16 New South Wales took no action, and Britain finally annexed Fiji in 1874.17


    The concern of the colonies over the fate of the Pacific Islands had intensified as the British had withdrawn their military regiments from all colonies by 1870. The colonial governments raised small forces of volunteers ‘supplemented gradually by small bodies of permanent colonial soldiers for safeguarding fixed defences’.18


    Any proposed annexation in the Pacific was not for the purpose of colonisation but was rather related to the protection of Britain’s colonies in Australia. While annexation of New Guinea was raised by the colonies in 1874, Australia was unwilling to cover the costs of such an undertaking, and the British desire for expansion seemed to have waned.19 However, when German newspapers indicated that there was real German interest in New Guinea, Queensland took full possession of southern New Guinea in 1883.20 This action was beyond Queensland’s powers and was rejected by Britain as ‘altogether indefinite and unfounded’.21 Victoria then pushed for annexation of all Pacific Islands between New Guinea and Fiji. Britain in part agreed and declared a protectorate over the south coast of New Guinea on 6 November 1883.


    The colonies certainly had pressed harder to persuade Britain to act more effectively in relation to the territories or islands close to Australia, which, if not held by Britain, could be held by a hostile power. The colonies realised that they had to do something on their own account and therefore Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria guaranteed the cost of administration of the protectorate.22


    What is important here is that the colonies, even when given specific permission to implement foreign policy as New South Wales had been regarding New Guinea, would not take action on their own account. They needed and desired a British imprimatur to act. They expected Britain to act and provide the kind of shelter that British ownership of the islands close to Australia was intended to provide. Yet British policy in the Pacific was shifting, with London having no desire for further colonisation, having already established an extensive empire and viewing the commercial opportunities for further colonies as insignificant—‘it was an age of retrenchment and colonies cost money’.23


    This situation was exacerbated at the end of 1884 when Bismarck, Chancellor of Germany, informed Britain that the German flag had been raised over northern New Guinea. This took the British Government by surprise as the Foreign Office had not anticipated a vigorous German colonial policy. The unsurprised Australian colonial governments were ‘aspirated beyond measure and not slow in expressing their feelings’. Many colonial leaders had felt that London’s lack of foreign policy foresight and poor negotiations with Germany had sacrificed colonial interests.24


    This action by Germany highlighted the vulnerability of the colonies. They were totally dependent upon Britain for defence and for foreign policy decision-making. The colonies would have no capacity to withstand an attack by a major power on their own account.25


    In addition, more colonial leaders were beginning to believe that they needed greater weight and greater influence in imperial affairs in order to best serve their interests. They did not want to be independent of the British Empire, but rather wanted to create a more robust mechanism for engaging with the various policy-making arms of the Imperial Government in London. They wanted a larger voice in foreign and defence policy-making, a way to ensure that voice would be heard by Whitehall. Although not the only influence, such sentiments were certainly part of the motivation for Federation. This was underlined in 1885 by General Henry MacIver, who argued that the islands of the Pacific were ‘geographically the birthright of Australasia’ and that encroachment on any island, including New Guinea, by other European powers must be resisted. MacIver declared that ‘Australasia must awake to her responsibilities of self-defence’ and that the British Empire had an obligation to protect Australia and its interests, particularly if imperial blundering was to drag the colonies into a war with unfriendly neighbours through no act of their own.26


    The confluence of these events and similar issues in other colonies in the British Empire led to a Colonial Conference in 1887 in London coinciding with Queen Victoria’s jubilee. Edward Stanhope, Secretary of State for the Colonies, described it as the ‘first attempt to bring all parts of Her Majesty’s Empire into joint deliberation’ with defence and commerce being the first-order issues.27 The conference was also in part a concession to consult with the colonies in an effort to ward off any sentiments towards independence.


    One attendee was Alfred Deakin, who was representing the Colony of Victoria when he put forward what was regarded as an impassioned plea for Britain to take greater account of colonial wishes. Deakin wanted a system whereby colonial policy would be considered imperial policy.28 He spoke of the frustration the colonies felt with the Colonial Office and the seemingly impenetrable wall it put around the central British institutions of government—such as the Foreign Office and the Cabinet—that could assist the colonies in achieving their aspirations. Deakin expressed that what was good for the colonies was ultimately good for the British Empire and that, should the colonies suffer, it would be to the detriment of imperial ambition. He did not want to be independent of Empire, but rather have the role played by the colonies appreciated in London and rewarded by adequate consultation and consideration. The colonial policies of Great Britain as compared to France and Germany were also raised by Deakin, who lamented ‘the disdain and indifference’ bestowed upon them by the Colonial Office.29 It was a remarkable display by a colonial politician.


    Yet Deakin’s speech was not entirely popular with the British elite. It was deemed too outspoken for the time, particularly for a politician and colonial from a far-flung colony.30 Many delegates thought it was inappropriate, and British Prime Minister Salisbury was apparently not amused.31 It was, however, the voice of the colonies speaking out strongly, not for independence but for greater authority within the imperial system.


    Along with territorial concerns in the Pacific and constant fears about colonial defence, two significant conflicts embroiled the colonies before Federation. The first was the Boer War in South Africa in 1899, the second the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900. The colonies, both government and citizens, seemed proud to become involved in both conflicts. There was an outpouring of loyalty to Great Britain: ‘demonstrations of patriotic fervour, volunteers marched through the Australian city streets to the tunes of “Rule Britannia” and “Soldiers of the Queen”’.32 It was again a sign of how strong was the sense of being British within the colonies.33


    The Boer War was regarded as an opportunity by many Australians to show loyalty to the Mother Country in difficult times. It was also hoped that support would enhance Australia’s prestige.34 There was a hope that such a display would give the colony some influence in imperial affairs by proving an able and loyal contributor to imperial ambitions.


    Deakin wrote in the Morning Post: ‘The Mother Country stood alone. In an instant the cry was “Australia for the Empire”.’35 For the first time there was a significant interest in military affairs. Australia’s colonial forces acquitted themselves with distinction in this war, with ingenuity and great courage.


    The execution of Lieutenant Harry ‘Breaker’ Morant by Lord Kitchener in 1902 caused a great deal of resentment, and the colonies passed resolutions noting that in future the Australian military would be responsible for disciplinary actions involving Australian forces.36 This showed a healthy concern to protect people who were shortly to become Australian citizens once the act of Federation had been consummated.


    Despite the fact that Australia offered to send troops to South Africa, Joseph Chamberlain, Secretary of State for the Colonies, was not particularly enthusiastic. He thought war was a serious business and that untrained men from the colonies would not be much help. He did not want too many; he thought they would have to be looked after.37


    Britain showed a significantly changed attitude when the Boxer Rebellion occurred in 1900, with the initial request to the Australian colonies coming from Joseph Chamberlain.38 He asked for naval forces as shallow-draft vessels were required to navigate Chinese rivers. This followed views expressed by a former Governor of Victoria who had said that, in his view, the colonies would ‘readily cooperate with the Imperial authorities in the Chinese war’.39


    Australia’s willingness to contribute to these wars, as in later wars, was in part fuelled by a desire to gain greater influence in the Empire and to create obligations from the Empire as a whole to Australia for Australian defence.


    The issue of defence was omnipresent during the colonial years. In 1889 Major General Bevan Edwards provided Parkes and other colonial premiers with recommendations for continental defence. Edwards’ report suggested that the colonies were indefensible as separate entities but that, as one nation, with one army and a unified command and structure, we would have a much greater chance of providing an adequate defence. His report was accepted by Parkes, although others described it as alarmist.40 As Major General Bevan Edwards stated,


    If the Australian colonies had to rely at any time solely on their own resources, they would offer such a rich and tempting prize that they would certainly be called upon to fight for their independence, and isolated as Australia would be—without a proper supply of arms and ammunition, with forces which cannot at present be considered efficient in comparison with any moderately trained army, and without any cohesion or power of combination for mutual defence among the different colonies—its position would be one of great danger. Looking to the state of affairs in Europe, and so the fact that it is the unforeseen which happens in war, the defence forces should at once be placed on a proper footing; but this is, however, quite impossible without a federation of the forces of the different colonies.41


    Edwards’ report obviously motivated a number of premiers and particularly Parkes. It called for unified services and for centralised control of those services, so there would be one cohesive and powerful fighting force. For such a proposal to work, a centralised body representing all six colonies would need to be established and operate effectively, allowing all colonial governments to participate in decision-making.


    There was already a central body called the Federal Council, but it was appointed, it had no authority, no executive powers and no resources, and it certainly could not provide the centralised control of the defence force that Edwards had so strongly recommended.42 Indeed it did not even include all of the colonies as members, with both New South Wales and South Australia being absent for most of the council’s existence. The Federal Council was not a suitable body for Edwards’ proposal.


    The inadequacies of the Federal Council, together with the need to have some sort of centralised body, caused Parkes and other colonial statesmen to consider whether the time had now arisen for the creation of an Australian government. In his famous Tenterfield address in 1889, Parkes asked ‘whether the time had not now arisen for the creation on this Australian continent of an Australian Government’.43 He drew parallels to the American experience, arguing that what was achieved by blood and conflict in the United States could be achieved through peaceful means in Australia. Parkes also raised the issue of collective defence, highlighting the benefits of a federated force in ensuring the security and integrity of all the colonies.


    By 1891 Parkes’ ambition seemed to have expanded into the area of foreign affairs. He proclaimed that a federal government would ‘undertake on behalf of Australia the intercourse with other parts of the world’.44 Imagining a federation of colonies free to execute power and influence in its own interests on the international stage was ambitious and far more than any individual colony could ever hope to achieve in its own right.


    Yet this ambition was, of course, not achieved. Although the Parkes idea of a federal government would be realised, Britain would remain master of foreign policy and of defence. Even after Federation Australia’s communications with the rest of the world would still be through London and coordinated by the Colonial Office.


    Although colonial leaders bickered about the best way to form a centralised coordinating body for the continent, many colonists continued to be concerned at the activities of other European powers around Papua New Guinea and the New Hebrides.45 Later there was concern for trade and communication routes as the Russian Navy appeared off South Africa.46 Issues of security and the strong desire to maintain British dominance of both the waters and the territories close to Australia gave a new impetus to moves for Federation in addition to aspirations being espoused by colonial leaders such as Parkes. The main purpose was always to seek a stronger voice within imperial circles and to put the self-governing colonies in the position to contribute even more to the strength of the British Empire—there was never any widespread desire to move outside imperial circles. So Parkes’ fleeting mention of a wider authority over external policy in his 1891 speech was put aside and did not become a major part of the Federation story. Indeed, the ambitions expressed in those words were not really achieved until after World War II.


    So the march towards Federation had begun. In 1891 a convention was held in Sydney prompted by Parkes’ Tenterfield speech. A constitution, drafted largely by Sir Samuel Griffith, laid out four federal principles. It is notable that the external affairs power was not included. The four principles were:


    • ‘That the powers of the several colonies should remain intact, except for such surrenders as were necessary to the power of the national Government.’


    • ‘That trade and intercourse between the colonies by land and sea, should be absolutely free.’


    • ‘That the power to impose customs duties should be exclusively federal, subject to such disposal of the customs revenue as should be agreed upon.’


    • ‘That the naval and military defence of Australia be under federal control.’47


    In 1897 Sir Edmund Barton made an important speech in which he sought to take the issue of Federation further, but he was cautious and his aspirations for the new Federation were strictly limited. He recognised quite clearly that foreign policy would be the prerogative of the Imperial Government and that the duty of a federated Australia would be to help implement that policy. He pushed for the exclusion of treating-making powers, arguing that although certain trade arrangements could be made by the proposed Commonwealth, such powers concerning foreign affairs should remain the prerogative of the Crown.48 Barton had probably recognised that, if Australia had wished to exercise powers over foreign affairs and defence, there would have been major problems with the United Kingdom. It would have been a sticking point that Britain would not have approved.


    In the next year, 1898, Deakin launched a campaign for Federation in Victoria and suggested that an Australian identity and a sense of belonging to an empire were principal objectives. It was also a rallying call to Victorian voters to vote yes for Federation. He suggested that the Empire was under siege and that a federal Australia would gain greater benefit and be able to do more to support that Empire. He spoke of unity and liberalism, enlightenment and opportunity, and raised the spectre of foreign foes. Only through unity would Australia outface the future, and it was a future that Deakin believed the Australian people should be free to create and control.49 Yet it was a future that firmly involved Australia being a loyal member of the British Empire and not a strategically independent nation in its own right.


    In the period leading to Federation another dominant theme along with security seemed to be that of an Australian identity—in particular a more effective and a more powerful identity as part of and within the British Empire. There was never any suggestion that Federation should carry with it any weakening of imperial ties. Indeed, from the outset it was understood, not only by Britain but also by such strong advocates of Federation as Deakin and Barton, that in matters of foreign affairs and defence a new Australia would defer to the United Kingdom. Australia’s duty was to carry out the foreign policy determined by Britain itself.50


    When the Constitution was finally agreed to, there was a provision that gave the new Australia control over external affairs, but it was unclear what that meant, what authority it involved. There was never a suggestion that it involved the making of a foreign policy that would be Australian rather than British. It was interpreted that the external affairs power gave Australia a capacity to play its part in supporting the foreign policy of Britain and international treaties made by Britain.


    Along with security and identity, other reasons for Federation were problems with trade, customs and taxation. One of the most important matters to be agreed was that trade between the states would be absolutely free. There was no mention of what today would be called human rights. The basis of the Constitution was the division of power between the new Commonwealth of Australia and the states themselves. It was a bargain between the governing classes, a bargain that had to be approved by the British Government.


    In some respects the proposed Constitution was far in advance of its time, and it is worth examining the desire for Australians to show independence of mind in terms of the nation they wanted—irrespective of the strategic dependence desired on the international stage. For example, one very important provision in the Constitution is Section 116, which, unlike in Britain, insists that the Commonwealth is to have no established church. The Commonwealth was denied the power that would have established any religion, which would have related to religious observance or which would have prohibited the free exercise of any religion. No religious test was to be allowed as a qualification for any office of public trust under the Commonwealth. Compared to the British experience, this was liberal and far-sighted. Although Australia had no desire to be independent in the international sense, it certainly exhibited independent thought when developing many domestic policies.


    In earlier drafts of the Constitution, colonial leaders wanted legal appeals to the Privy Council to end, insisting that the High Court of Australia be the final arbiter of Australian law. Yet, at the insistence of the British Government, appeal to the Privy Council was included in the final text.51 However, in a concession to the colonies, appeal to the Privy Council on constitutional matters could not occur unless the Australian High Court gave its own prior consent.52 On constitutional matters the main determinant of the Constitution would be the Australian court.53 It is interesting that the British were most concerned to maintain full appeals to the Privy Council for corporate and commercial matters. It was much later that the Commonwealth Parliament first limited appeals to the Privy Council quite substantially by the Privy Council (Limitation of Appeals) Act 1968 and the Privy Council (Appeals from the High Court) Act 1975. These two Acts virtually ended appeals from the High Court.54 Appeals from state Supreme Courts were not ended until 1986—eight decades for complete legal independence from the Crown.


    In many ways, the Australian Constitution was unlike any modern constitution, because it had no overt protection of the rights of individuals within it. It was indeed a division of power between the new Commonwealth and the states of the Federation, a division of power sanctioned by the British Parliament. It was nevertheless in a number of respects an enlightened document. It was certainly more liberal than the constitutions of the respective colonies that pre-dated it, and in many ways the attitudes of the document’s authors were well in advance of public opinion in Britain or, for that matter, the United States. Indeed, Deakin would claim that the Constitution accepted by the colonies and sent to the British Parliament for approval was more liberal than the Constitution of any of the colonies it was replacing.55


    Although foreign affairs and defence represented a significant part of the motivation for Federation, they were certainly not the only factors. The prevailing view, very strongly held at the time, was that if the self-governing colonies at Federation could do more to strengthen the Empire and to achieve a greater voice within that Empire, then they would make themselves much more secure than if they were on their own, in charge of their own affairs. The fact that the new Constitution left foreign affairs and defence in British hands did not therefore minimise the importance of these issues in the minds of the colonists. Yet it does go towards establishing that the notion of strategic dependence has been present since our colonial days and was certainly a part of shaping Federation.


    Australian citizens on Federation were proud of having achieved what they regarded as independence by peaceful means, and they considered themselves as members of the British Empire, which they wanted to strengthen. Alfred Deakin, who was staunchly nationalistic, wrote in his anonymous London column in 1901 that Britain had ‘nowhere among his dominions a more loyal people than those in the Southern Seas’.56 Our early leaders did not know the impact that such strategic dependence on Britain was soon to have, nor of the long-lasting policy implications such dependence would have on generations of Australian leaders and policy-makers to come.


    The major elements that bound the newly federated Australia to Britain was one of race, the need for a sense of security and a desire to have a more powerful voice in imperial circles. It is doubtful that the desire for a more powerful voice ever materialised. In many ways the new Federation, while combining the voices of the states, had no more influence than those states had as individual colonies.


    There was also a mark of pride that we had achieved Federation by negotiation, whereas the United States had had to fight for its separation from Britain. The marked difference between the two, however, was that the United States achieved true independence and true sovereignty whereas our sovereignty was heavily circumscribed. And it established a dichotomy within the Australian polity as there was an absolute determination that the United Kingdom should not interfere in the internal management of Australia, but for a considerable period the new Federation was content to allow Britain to conduct foreign and defence policy on behalf of Australia. The arguments for Federation had not been arguments for independence and freedom as a fully sovereign or strategically independent state. They had been arguments to establish a more powerful entity that would have greater influence in the imperial voice.


    So, the newly federated Australia controlled its domestic concerns but abdicated responsibility for foreign affairs, as well as the majority of defence, to the British Empire. The roots of strategic dependence had been planted. Yet it was probably the right decision for the time—given our isolation, our small population and our lack of industrial capacity, what choice did Australian leaders have? This policy, however, would not be without its faults and would not be without its costs. Indeed, there is one final prescient remark that has a resonance to this very day, one that should be recorded, and it also leads us on to the next chapter. Victorian parliamentarian H.B. Higgins declared at the time of Federation: ‘The people will be wanting to know whether we in these colonies are to be expected to volunteer each time to contribute valuable lives and money in aid of wars which may not interest us directly.’57
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    Strategic dependence consolidated


    Australia emerged from its colonial era wanting to build a nation that was very different from Great Britain. For the time, it had progressive ideals but still wanted the comfort of protection by the world’s dominant imperial power. We were a new nation, but we were not an independent nation and had no real passion to be one. Britain still had command of our present and of our future, and Australia’s early leaders took comfort in the protection this provided.


    This chapter examines how the young Australia attempted to reconcile what it wanted to achieve domestically while attempting to carve a role for itself at the imperial table; aiming to ensure that British foreign policy took note of Australia’s needs and wants. It was a period in which Australia would still not push for an independent foreign and defence policy but rather consolidate the notion of strategic dependence. Australia would pay greatly for this consolidation, with the Great War costing so many thousands of Australian lives less than twenty years after the creation of our nation.


    Yet the policy of dependence remained the best option in the context of a newly formed nation, geographically isolated and industrially under-developed. Within this policy, Australia’s early leaders, particularly Alfred Deakin and Billy Hughes, manoeuvered for a greater say in imperial policy-making, for a greater outcome for Australia within the imperial structure. Their efforts were usually met with disdain from the Colonial Office. It was a price we had to pay for our strategic dependence. Although Australian leaders never envisaged any foreign or defence policy resembling independence, the latitude afforded to Australia by Britain in those early years to influence imperial efforts in areas of concern to Australia was strictly limited.


    During the initial years post-Federation, the Commonwealth was significantly concerned with building a new and different society. Class structures of Britain were to have no part in Australia. The architects of Federation wanted Australia to be different. The federated nation would respect its British heritage, but develop a more egalitarian society devoid of entrenched privilege. Alfred Deakin himself would emphasise this desire by always refusing any imperial honour. It would be differentiated from the American experience by its peaceful union and its continual commitment to the British Empire. It was to be a nation of both Australians and imperial citizens. Although the policy of strategic dependence meant Australia had little say over the defence and foreign policy of the Empire, it did provide the security to pursue its domestic agenda relatively unhindered.


    One of the early priorities was an attempt to establish a sense of social justice within Australia, of a kind that had never existed in Britain and which would set an example to the world. Deakin, supported by others, was one of the chief protagonists of this approach. For example, the Franchise Act 1902, although it was not contained in the Constitution, was passed early in the life of the new Parliament by the new Federation. Its purpose was to give adult suffrage to women.


    The Act did two things, one good and one bad. It gave adult suffrage to women on the same basis as applied to men. There were no property restrictions, the same age limit applied to both and its passing by the Parliament put Australia nearly two decades ahead of Britain. Indeed, it was not until 1918 that British women received a limited right to vote, but it was heavily circumscribed, women had to be older than thirty, as opposed to twenty-one for men, and they either had to be married or to have owned property. In the United States women did not gain the right to vote until 1919. Australia, at least in the English-speaking world, was a world leader.


    Yet the Franchise Act was also bad for Indigenous Australians. Male Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders had had a right to vote in all states with the exception of Queensland and Western Australia. In South Australia, where women had won the right to vote before Federation, Indigenous women also had suffrage. Neither of these rights was propagated throughout Indigenous communities and they were little known and little understood, and therefore very few Aboriginal people or Torres Strait Islanders actually voted.1 The introduction of the Franchise Act abolished those rights for all Indigenous Australians.2 Section 41 of the Constitution should have protected the right of all Indigenous Australians to vote after Federation,3 yet there was very little debate concerning the constitutional validity of the Franchise Act at the time. Such disregard was consistent with the new Federation’s determination to establish the White Australia Policy.


    The strength of feeling of the time, at least among some Australians, towards both the White Australia policy and removing the Indigenous vote, is exhibited in a quote by Senator Alexander Matheson from Western Australia: ‘Surely it is absolutely repugnant to the greater number of the people of the Commonwealth that an aboriginal man, or aboriginal lubra or gin—a horrible, degraded, dirty creature—should have the same rights, simply by virtue of being 21 years of age, that we have, after some debate today, decided to give to our wives and daughters.’ Senator De Largie from Western Australia also said that ‘it would be as sensible to give votes to the lunatics in an asylum as to the aboriginals’.4 Clearly feelings ran very strongly on the question of Aboriginals fulfilling their natural right as citizens, which they were denied for well over half a century.


    In addition to the racial limitation the Franchise Act facilitated on voting rights, the new Parliament legislated for the White Australia Policy, further enshrining in legislation the racial prejudices of the time. Sadly, we see remnants of that policy in the refugee debates that take place at the present time.


    There was also legislation designed to have a lasting positive social influence. One of the most important acts in this regard was to establish the Court of Conciliation and Arbitration.5 The purpose of the court was to settle conflicts between employees and employers and to determine just reward for labour. Perhaps the most famous judgment of all time from that commission was the Harvester judgment in 1907.6 It determined the just wage, which was seven shillings a day in 1907, based on the lowest realistic wage that could reasonably sustain a husband, a wife and two children.


    Such a determination was wider in its scope and more all-encompassing than equivalent determinations in other countries. Britain enacted a similar policy only in 1909, and the United States did not introduce national statutory minimum wages until 1938.7 Canada had established a fair wages policy in 1900, but its coverage was extraordinarily limited.8 So, by the standard of the time, the new Commonwealth performed well in this area. Furthermore, an age and invalid pension was established under new legislation in 1908.9


    The Constitution and the attitudes of our first parliamentarians had a significant influence on the way Australians would lead their lives. The social attitudes and underpinning social philosophy of Australians were from the beginning—and remain to this day—quite different from those of the United Kingdom and the United States.


    Yet the attempts to differentiate Australian society and policy from Great Britain did not extend to all areas of Commonwealth Government activity. The early post-Federation politicians had not wanted to establish a separate foreign or defence policy, despite the fact that defence was an element in persuading the colonies that they should federate. It was argued in those days that Federation would give Australia a stronger voice within the Imperial Council, that Federation would enable us to influence imperial policy, or at least influence it to a greater extent than an individual colony might hope to. At the first Colonial Conference Australia attended as a federated nation in 1902, our leaders were still content to allow matters of foreign and defence policy to be decided by Britain.10 The new Federation, as the individual colonies had before it, wanted to support the aims of Empire and believed that these aims would provide the best protection for Australia. This was not done reluctantly but with enthusiasm and a belief in Empire coupled with a naive faith in the wisdom and righteousness of the United Kingdom.


    Accordingly, defence and foreign policy did not receive much attention from the new Australia.11 Australia felt no real sense of urgency to craft an independent defence and foreign policy position. Its reliance on the United Kingdom and on the imperial power was substantial. Its ability to influence matters of foreign policy was virtually non-existent. The Commonwealth Government did not possess a genuinely independent capacity to execute external affairs as London controlled foreign representations, major trade negotiations, defence issues and matters of high policy with foreign nations.12 Although the Department of External Affairs was one of the first Commonwealth departments created, it did not function in a manner consistent with the modern department we have today. External affairs during the first decades of Federation meant ‘a miscellany of “overseas” functions such as immigration, off-shore fisheries, exploration of Papua New Guinea and Antarctica, and Commonwealth Government publicity’.13


    Even the extraordinarily limited rights over foreign policy-making afforded to Australia—such as limited representation over matters of trade—were exercised only sparingly and usually through the Department of Trade,14 again highlighting the Commonwealth’s reluctance to act independently over external affairs. Our window to the world was through London and, although an officer was appointed in 1906,15 a High Commissioner was not appointed until 1910 when Sir George Reid of New South Wales became Australia’s first High Commissioner to Great Britain. It would take close to half a century after Federation before Australia built a substantial department of external affairs and set about establishing significant overseas representation.


    The Colonial Conferences held in the later stages of the nineteenth century were to continue during the early decades of the twentieth. At these conferences Dominion leaders slowly, gradually and hesitatingly sought to exercise some influence over imperial foreign and defence policy. On the face of it the conferences were held to allow them a voice. Another interpretation of why these conferences were held, and one which I prefer, was to try to maintain British dominance of foreign and defence policy.


    Coinciding with the coronation of Edward VII in 1902, the first Colonial Conference of the twentieth century was again held in London. It was also the first time that the newly federated Australia joined Canada as a Dominion of the British Empire. Despite the growing stature of the two Dominions and the other self-governing colonies within the Empire, continual reference to ‘Colonial’ in the name of the conference emphasised that Britain did not really regard the status of Australia as having changed, merely that the colonies now had one united voice. The Colonial Conference was symbolic of Britain’s mindset, of its attitude to the colonies, of its belief that self-government did not really alter their status in the wider world. The British would have believed that the Dominions had no greater power and no greater authority than that which had been accorded the self-governing colonies before Federation. This is a position that nations dependent upon another for defence and foreign policy should come to expect. Why should we expect a great power to treat a dependent nation, even if an ally, as an equal?


    When he was opening the conference, Chamberlain as Secretary of State of the Colonies quite bluntly told the Dominion prime ministers that Britain could not bear the whole burden of defence indefinitely and that the position of the Dominions ‘was inconsistent with their dignity as nations’.16 Chamberlain did not seem to notice the contradiction in his own statement. Chamberlain seemingly wanted to shift some of the cost of defence onto the colonies, but not provide any mechanism for the colonies to have a greater say in policy priorities. How is this any more dignified? There was an assumption by the British, which was probably correct, that the colonies were still content to allow Britain, on behalf of the Empire, to manage foreign policy. Cost-sharing made sense for London if Whitehall was to provide the bulk of the imperial defences, yet it should have been predicated on giving the colonies a greater say in how the resources were to be spent.


    The Colonial Conference of 1907 was the last under that name, with New Zealand joining Australia and Canada as a Dominion. The conferences had so far achieved little, and the 1907 conference in particular emphasised very clearly the limitation of the power of the new Australian Government. One of the main objectives of Australia at the 1907 conference had been to achieve greater influence on imperial policy and decision-making.17 Australian leaders accepted that although Britain might have the ultimate say in determining policy for the Empire, there was scope for more Dominion input into that policy.


    As such, the Australian delegates advanced the concept of the British and Dominion prime ministers forming an Imperial Council to integrate foreign policy and foreign policy decision-making.18 The United Kingdom, of course, did not take kindly to this idea. The relatively minor changes achieved by the Dominions did not go far enough for Deakin, who subsequently warned that ‘if some way could not be found to admit the dominions to imperial decision-making, Australia would be obliged to go it alone in foreign policy’.19 Deakin did not wish for a completely independent Australian stance, but rather a greater role in shaping a shared imperial approach to international events. Deakin’s words were prophetic; it was the force of circumstances at the end of World War II that forced Australia to reconsider its policy of strategic dependence on Britain. It resulted in a decision to maintain the policy of strategic dependence but to transfer it to the United States.


    In 1911 the first Imperial Conference was held. The Australian Prime Minister Andrew Fisher took a very quiet line over foreign policy. He asked for greater Dominion say in policy issues affecting Australia but qualified this request by saying ‘we do not desire in any way to restrict the final arbitrary powers of the Mother Country’. Again, Fisher expressed a desire for more influence within, rather than independence from, the British Empire. This was the standard line for leaders of the era. Nonetheless, such an attitude was most unlikely to have any influence on the United Kingdom or to advance Australia’s influence in the international policy of the Empire. As far as Britain was concerned the Empire rested on ‘the local autonomy of its white members and the prestige and strength of the metropolitan power’.20 It was at this conference that it was agreed that Dominion warships would be placed under British control in the event of war.21


    Despite varying attempts by Australian leaders to carve out a greater role for Australia in imperial affairs through the conferences, the general malaise towards defence and foreign policy was still very evident on the domestic front. Bickering over the potential for an Australian naval force is one such example. Australia’s Prime Minister Barton did not want to establish an Australian naval force, although others in his government would have wished to do so. Instead, he recommended paying a larger sum—around £200,000—to the British to enable provision of a less out-of-date squadron in Australian waters.22


    There was still a fervent belief that one imperial navy would best serve the interests of all parts of the Empire. As West Australian Premier John Forrest put it, ‘If the British nation is at war, so are we; if it gains victories or suffers disasters, so do we … There is only one sea to be supreme over, and we want one fleet to be mistress over that sea … Our aim and object should be to make the Royal Navy the Empire’s Navy, supported by the whole of the self-governing portions of the Empire …’23


    Australia did not like and did not really want the cost of defence. Although the government was content to be dependent on the Royal Navy, they wanted some say in how a continental defence policy might be implemented. By 1902 they had become quite unimpressed with the efficiency of the War Office. They were disenchanted with Britain because the Admiralty kept only old, obsolete war ships on the Australian station in return for the annual fee paid by Australia.24 Deakin would push for the building of Australian ships of war, building on public disquiet over defence after a series of Japanese naval victories.25


    Deakin’s efforts were not entirely unsuccessful. In 1909 Prime Minister Fisher said that Australia intended to obtain a flotilla of twenty-three naval destroyers, which would allow the Commonwealth Government to ‘take over the responsibility of coastal defence, and … relieve the Admiralty of the cost of the present squadron … thus making Australia a great self-defended naval base for the Empire and the Pacific’.26 Deakin’s actions were a sign of some independent thought, but even this nationalistic Prime Minister saw Australia’s squadron as forming part of imperial forces for imperial defence. It was an example of some independent thinking within a policy of dependence.


    It was not just naval concerns that early governments had to contend with as some held the broader view that Australia was in a more difficult position than other Dominions in attempting to establish effective armed forces. Australian forces had never participated in a major war, as had other Dominions.27 New Zealand had had major wars against the Maoris. South Africa had done so both against the Boers and against indigenous nations. Canada had participated in multiple military campaigns across North America in efforts to subject the local Indian population. Australia’s subjection of Aboriginal people was quieter and more dispersed. It in fact involved that part of the population which moved inland, but there was no major military campaign. As was clearly shown by Chamberlain’s reaction to the offer to colonial troops to fight in the Boer War, the United Kingdom regarded Australians as not versed in military matters, with no adequate training or experience.


    Against this backdrop, a number of foreign policy issues were emerging with implications for defence policy of concern to the Commonwealth Government. Australian leaders began to be significantly frustrated, not so much by their lack of diplomatic independence—they did not seek independent representation outside London—but rather by their incapacity to influence imperial policy with an Australian point of view. A greater voice within the Empire had been one of the drivers of Federation. It was disappointing to find that Britain regarded the newly federated nation as having no more say in imperial foreign policy and defence than the self-governing colonies had had.


    Despite the frustrations, Britain’s positions on these matters were accepted by the Australian political leadership of the times. Yet it made the process of raising foreign policy issues overly complicated. For example, during the 1907 Colonial Conference Australia had raised with London concerns about French activities in the New Hebrides, and particularly about France sending convicts to New Caledonia, yet the government had no mechanism to raise them directly with Paris. Instead, Deakin had to contact the Colonial Office, who then referred his request to the Foreign Office, who then had the issue investigated by the British ambassador in Paris, who then reported back to the Foreign Office, who relayed the information to the Colonial Office, who provided it to the Governor General in Melbourne, who then finally passed it on to Deakin.28 No leader of a truly independent nation would suffer such a process. Indeed it took so long that by the time the Colonial Office was in a position to report back on French activities in the New Hebrides, Deakin had returned to Melbourne.


    Although operating within a policy of dependence and the processes established by the Colonial Office, Australia did on occasion act directly, often receiving rebuke from London as a result. For example, Deakin asked the United States, which was sending the Great White Fleet on a world tour, to call on Australian ports. Deakin made direct representations to American officials in both London and Melbourne, inviting the fleet to visit Australian ports not only as a demonstration of American naval power in the Pacific but also to indicate to the United Kingdom its growing concern about imperial naval policy in the region—particularly given the growing strength of Japanese military power. Deakin ultimately asked London to issue a formal invitation, but the visit was a fait accompli, with Washington having responded favourably to Australian overtures. Both Whitehall and the Foreign Office were appalled, with the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, sternly reminding Deakin that ‘invitations to foreign governments should not be given except through us’.29


    This exchange emphasised that, although Australia was federated as one nation, in the British mind we were still a colony. While we could do largely whatever we wanted within our own boundaries, if we wanted to be in the Empire, we were bound by British rules, by British decisions and by British control. This is far short of nationhood, and such a perception by the great power of the smaller ally is symbolic of the relationship inherent in a policy of strategic dependence.


    During this time other events started to cause concern among Australians. In 1905 the Russo-Japanese War took place, and resulted in an easy victory for Japan. This led to a reluctant Commonwealth legislating for its own navy.30


    In subtle ways the Russo-Japanese War had most unfortunate consequences. Japan had all along wanted to be regarded as a Western nation, accepted into the halls of the West on equal terms. Japan was a sophisticated nation with a well-ordered and, for the time, well-governed society. Japan thought it necessary to demonstrate military power to gain acceptance by the West, but when Japan exhibited military strength, they found that it caused greater concern and even fear. The Japanese victory did not advance its relationships with the West and certainly caused Australia to be concerned.


    These events led Deakin to undertake a concerted campaign to stimulate public defiance of Admiralty opposition to a local navy and prepared the ground for Australia’s first ships of war.31 Again, Deakin showed a willingness to act for Australian interests within the context of broader imperial defence policy.


    Despite growing concerns about Japanese influence and increasing power, Japan was on the side of the Allies during World War I as Tokyo was aligned to Britain. Britain had signed the first Anglo-Japanese Alliance in London at the end of January 1902. The Alliance was renewed and expanded in scope in 1905 and in 1911. An alliance between Britain and Japan had been discussed for a number of years. Britain was in better standing with Japan than France, Germany or Russia, which intervened against the Japanese occupation on the Liaodong Peninsula.


    Britain was also helpful in assisting Japan in its drive to modernise its industry. Japan had been cooperative in helping to put down the Boxer Rebellion. This probably had less to do with relationships between Britain or the other powers than it did with Japan’s own perception of itself and of its relations with China. It would have been in Japan’s interests to keep China weak. Therefore support of Britain and other Western powers during the Boxer Rebellion is more a function of its policy towards China than it was a desire to be friendly to Britain.


    The deepening of the relationship between Britain and Japan happened without significant discussions with the Dominions, especially with Canada or Australia, two Dominions in the Pacific and both fearful of Japanese expansion, immigration and militarisation.32 Nonetheless, after long-drawn-out discussions, London and Tokyo came to an agreement and the alliance was signed, but Japan’s interests and dominance over Korea was excluded from any British obligation.33 In 1905 the Treaty was amended, again without discussions with the Dominions. The reservations in relation to Korea were removed, and Japan acknowledged British interests in India, thereby expanding the obligations of both parties.34 Korea at this time was under Japanese control.


    As one might expect, the United States and China were both at various stages very strongly opposed to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, but the fact that it existed kept France out of the Russian-Japanese War in 1904.35 This was because the terms of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance meant that any involvement in the war by France would probably mean going to war also with Britain. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance would have been highly significant in persuading Japan to enter World War I on the side of Britain and its allies.


    All of this was high policy, policy that Britain reserved entirely for itself. As a great power one could not have expected anything else. London probably would have believed that the Dominions did not have the diplomatic experience or skills to contribute anything to discussions concerning it, but also might well have believed that Australia in particular, and perhaps Canada, would have different interests and might provide an impediment to the UK–Japanese treaty.36 The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was on the British agenda before Federation.37 However, with the 1902 and later Colonial and Dominion conferences, it was never a substantive matter for discussion. The idea of the Dominions contributing to Empire policy was no more than an idea.


    In 1914, when war broke out in Europe, Britain’s declaration of war encompassed the Empire and all its constituent parts—Australia included. In the environment of the time, it would have been unthinkable for the Australian Government to make a separate declaration of war. In the British view, we had no capacity to do so, since Britain made decisions relating to foreign policy and defence for and on behalf of the Empire. Our policy of dependence meant we were also at war. The policy would exact a severe and bloody toll on Australia.


    Instead of announcing a declaration like a sovereign nation, in August 1914 the Australian Governor General, Sir Ronald Munro Ferguson, sent the Secretary of State for the Colonies a message indicating that Australia stood ready: ‘In the event of war Commonwealth of Australia prepared to place vessels of the Australian Navy under control of British Admiralty when desired. Further prepared to despatch expeditionary force 20,000 men of any suggested composition to any destination desired by Home Government. Force to be at complete disposal Home Government. Cost of despatch and maintenance would be borne by this Government. Australian press notified accordingly.’38


    At this time, the total Australian army strength was a little more than 45,000 men, but the expeditionary force promised to Britain would have to be volunteers alone because the Defence Act did not permit compulsory service beyond Australian shores.39 Volunteers would be required to fulfil Australia’s promise to Great Britain. This also was an issue that not only resonated during the two plebiscites concerning conscription during World War I but also had repercussions during World War II, especially on relationships between Australia and the United States.


    The Australian Government did insist on one thing. During the Boer War small numbers of Australians had been dispersed through the British forces, reflecting Chamberlain’s view that they would be totally untrained, not of much use and would have to be looked after. Australia insisted that the force, to be called the Australian Imperial Force, would have a commander responsible to the Australian Government and that it would be a national force that would be fighting as a national unit and not to be dispersed through other elements of British forces.40


    Australia’s first major involvement in the war related to Gallipoli. The Launceston Daily Telegraph reported in 1915: ‘The manner in which our Australian military members of the British family have borne the first severe test proves conclusively that the sons of the Empire … are of the same mettle as the founders and builders of our race.’41 At the time, Australia’s attitude to Gallipoli might have in part been influenced because we had not fought for independence and we had not been involved in major wars on our own account, as had other Dominions.


    This lack of military experience had some resonance when we participated in the Gallipoli campaign and in our own memories of that campaign, as perhaps the major ‘bloodying’ of Australia as a nation. There are still those who say that a nation does not find its full identity until it has indeed been blooded in war. It is an old view and one that I do not accept, especially so as we were involved in the Gallipoli campaign as a result of British decisions, as a result of British planning, a plan that involved inadequate forces and incompetent command. Many also had serious doubts about the underlying strategy of the Gallipoli campaign. In accord with the practice of the times we made no contribution to the strategy, to the tactics, to the execution of a campaign that cost 8709 Australian lives.42


    Gallipoli should not be remembered as something that contributed to the founding of Australia as a nation because, from the Australian point of view, the whole operation was subject to British decision and control. Gallipoli should be remembered for the courage of the Australian soldiers, for the mateship they showed, for their ingenuity, for their skill, for their endurance and for their extraordinary bravery as soldiers. A nation needs more than these characteristics to be called a nation. The earlier achievements of Australia in seeking to establish a new and egalitarian society offer, in many ways, a better basis for describing the nature of Australian society.


    It is also again worth recording an attitude expressed for a second time by Victorian federal parliamentarian H.B. Higgins, who would later become a High Court Justice, in an early parliamentary debate in the Federal Parliament on foreign policy: ‘Are we … to adopt the principle that we should actively side with Great Britain, no matter what is done? … commit Australia to the principle that she must aid the Imperial Government in all wars … although she has no voice in the negotiations which precede the war, and is not to be consulted in regard to its expedience or necessity.’43 It is clear that Higgins’ words accurately depicted the reality. If one had been able to say to Higgins that his fears would be relevant well into the twenty-first century with every prospect of that lack of independence continuing, he would have been appalled at that, and at the lack of strength of Australian leaders.


    Whatever great qualities Australian soldiers exhibited at Gallipoli, that campaign did not represent Australia’s coming of age. Coming of age also involves independence of mind, of spirit, of decision-making in foreign affairs and defence, attributes we were denied.


    As the war progressed, other issues emerged. Prime Minister Billy Hughes became greatly concerned at the possibility of Japan being given control of islands formerly occupied by Germany in any peace settlement. Japan would have expected some benefits, some reward for having supported the Allies during the war, but, as it all ended, Japan found itself subjected to very considerable hostility, particularly from Australia.


    The British Government wanted to ask Japan for naval assistance in the Mediterranean theatre and gave this pursuit priority over Australian concerns regarding Japanese territorial expansion. The British thought the Australian position against friendship with Japan, especially the rights of Japanese individuals to enter Australia as a part of any new arrangement, as somewhat of a double standard. London told the Australian Government they could hardly say to the Japanese that Britain valued their contribution to winning this war but we will not grant you concessions in China or most favoured nation treatment as recompense for your participation.44 Japan could hardly be expected to take Britain’s protestations of friendship seriously.


    Hughes was absolutely adamant about not allowing Japanese to enter Australia. He told the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, that ‘Australia would fight to the last ditch rather than allow Japanese to enter Australia’.45 In terms of territorial acquisition, Hughes was slightly less vociferous, arguing that Australia was willing to consider the Equator as a line of demarcation, with the Australian Government controlling the islands to the south. London was eventually successful in getting Tokyo to agree to the British Empire’s right over German territories south of the Equator after the war, with Great Britain duly acknowledging Japan’s claims over the territories to the north and in Shantung.46 The Japanese further agreed to send naval forces to assist the British effort in the Mediterranean and South Atlantic.


    The casualty rate on the Western Front was horrific. In order to meet Australia’s commitments, five thousand volunteers were needed each month to keep pace with casualties.47 At times Australian divisions were not fully manned because volunteerism was not providing sufficient troops. Hughes came to believe that conscription was needed if our commitment to Britain to maintain five fully equipped divisions on the Western Front was to be kept. Indirectly, this question was to lead to great sectarian bitterness, even hatred, throughout Australia between Catholics and Protestants. It was a bitterness that did not start to die until significantly after World War II.


    A young Catholic bishop had arrived from Ireland shortly before the war, Daniel Mannix. He was reported as having said that, although he was not against the German war and wanted to see a just peace, he was against conscription because it would make an unequal commitment on Australia’s part even more unequal.48 He based those comments on the extent of Australian casualties, which provided full justification for his comments.


    The first plebiscite that would have enabled conscription to go ahead failed. The British Government then asked Australia to provide a 6th Division, which would require seven thousand replacements a month.49 Hence there was a second plebiscite. Although Mannix, at the request of the Catholic hierarchy, had not said very much during the first plebiscite, because of Hughes’ attack he decided to ignore the injunction of the Catholic hierarchy. During this second plebiscite he spoke strongly against conscription. However, it should be remembered that he was never against the war as such. Prime Minister Hughes claimed that Mannix ‘preached sedition in season and out of season’ and that ‘behind Dr Mannix are arrayed the Independent Workers of the World and the reckless extremists responsible for the recent strike, the pacifists and the pro-Germans’.50 Such attacks on Mannix caused deep bitterness within Australia’s Catholic community. The consequences represent a clear lesson to politicians who play politics with race and religion. Such actions can create serious divisions that will take decades to overcome. As a result of such actions by Hughes, a sectarian divide was created in Australia between Catholic and Protestant that did not start to disappear until the late 1950s.


    By 1917 the idea of consultation between different parts of the Empire was gathering greater traction. Britain established the Imperial War Cabinet and the Imperial War Conference, which would include all Dominion prime ministers.51 Although William Morris Hughes was in today’s terms an outrageous, religious and racist bigot, he made his presence felt and argued passionately for interests that he believed were important for Australia. Yet he was still very much an Empire man and wanted Australia’s voice to be effective within the Empire. The policy of dependence on Britain continued under Hughes. There is no doubt that he influenced the outcome of the peace settlements and, perhaps almost single-handedly, prevented the racial non-discrimination clause being introduced in the preamble to the League of Nations. These are not necessarily achievements to be proud of. Yet his efforts to speak for Australia gained much support in Australia and should have served as a clear warning to Britain that its dominance and control of foreign affairs and defence would not long endure.


    It is hard to generalise about the attitudes of any particular Dominion, but the extent of Australian casualties, which were extraordinarily high, coupled with the bitterness and hatreds aroused during the conscription debates, caused many people to question the price that Australia was paying for devotion to Empire. Some were beginning to question the good sense of Australia automatically following Britain to war.52


    Despite the questioning of imperial wisdom, most of Hughes’ Cabinet colleagues were stalwart Empire men, and many still argued that strong imperial cohesion added to the strength of them all. Participation in Britain’s wars was the key to maintaining this cohesion. Yet Hughes throughout was unpredictable and tended to go his own way and rarely consulted his colleagues.53 This trait was to become very evident at the conclusion of the war when Hughes led Australia’s delegation to the Paris Peace Conference.


    As the end of the war drew near and an Allied victory became likely, thoughts turned to how the post-conflict international landscape might look. If Australia was to have any say in the new global order, its voice needed to be heard both within and outside the imperial family. Hughes was determined not only to make Australia’s position on a number of key issues known, and the best place to do this was in Europe, but also to push Australia’s position through the structures of Empire.54 Hughes knew that, to make Australia’s view known, he had to do so as a member of the British Empire. If Britain would not accept an independent Australian position on the post-war order, the other powers, particularly America, certainly would not.


    In 1918 he left for London via the United States, where he met President Woodrow Wilson. Hughes was concerned to impress upon the President the importance of extracting reparations from Germany and the importance of detaching Germany from Papua New Guinea or from any islands in the Pacific. He emphasised the necessity of such territories belonging only to the British Empire and friendly powers. In these discussions Wilson was apparently non-committal, but he also would have understood that Hughes had another agenda, namely to limit Japanese influence throughout the Pacific.55 Wilson would have been well aware of Hughes’ general attitude to Japan and had to balance that with American aspirations on policy throughout the Pacific, which would involve views not necessarily held by Australia. This applied in particular to Australian attitudes to Japan but also to the United Kingdom.


    At this time, Hughes, in advance of other Australians, became convinced that we should have our own embassy in the United States. He spoke of the British ignorance of Australia’s importance, and he spoke disparagingly of the senior British officials in New York, particularly the Consul General.56


    Hughes and Joseph Cook, as Minister for the Navy, attended the Imperial War Conference and the Imperial War Cabinet and remained in London until the armistice was signed. That meant Hughes was absent from Australia for well over a year. At the Imperial War Conference and the Imperial War Cabinet he argued strongly for a united Empire policy and for maximum reparations to be made by Germany. He argued that all German colonies should be detached from Berlin’s control. Hughes persuaded British Prime Minister Lloyd George to make him chairman of the Imperial Reparations Committee. Its purpose was to decide how much Germany should pay to members of the Empire, and Hughes was adamant that the Germans would incur a heavy financial penalty for their actions.


    Hughes pushed an Australian position within the Imperial War Conference and wanted the ability to voice his concerns at the forthcoming peace conference on behalf of an Australian representation. Yet his own Cabinet had cabled him advice that ‘claim for representation of Dominions as Dominions, either at Versailles or Peace Conference, is not reasonable and cannot be supported by Cabinet’.57 It is strange that an Australian Cabinet, even at that time, and after the horrific casualties suffered during the war, was prepared quietly to argue that it was not reasonable for the Dominions to be directly represented at the Peace Conference and that such an idea should not be supported. On this issue Hughes was a maverick, in contrast to his staunchly imperial Cabinet. If Hughes was attempting to exert an independent Australian standpoint, bucking against automatic acquiescence to London’s demands, his Cabinet was certainly opposed, being cautious of upsetting standard practice. The only justification for such an argument would be that separate representation as Dominions would in fact weaken the Empire and thus weaken their own ultimate position.


    Hughes as chairman of the Imperial Reparations Committee, as well as Prime Minister of Australia and part of the British delegation, argued strongly against Wilson’s Fourteen Points, particularly against calls for no annexations, reparations and indemnities, for the so-called freedom of the seas (I suppose unless it diminished the range of British sea power) and for a utopian League of Nations, which would outlaw war. Hughes told British audiences that they should not listen ‘to the babble of talk from visionaries and doctrinaires’.58 There is no doubt that Hughes’ influence as chairman of the Imperial Reparations Committee contributed to one of the most vindictive and later damaging aspects of a peace treaty with Germany. The weight of reparations was beyond reason and opened the door to the most extreme views within Germany itself. Yet, by and large, the post-war order was decided by nations other than Australia, despite Hughes’ efforts. Australia was still seen as a part of the British Empire, with Britain its rightful representative.59 Strategic dependence and recognition as a nation with its own views and agendas do not often come hand in hand.


    Lloyd George, against Hughes’ wishes, had been given permission by the British Cabinet to present Wilson’s Fourteen Points as the basis for the Armistice with exception to freedom of the seas and reparations. As his prime ministerial predecessors before him had done (and many more after him would do), Hughes complained to the British that the Dominions had not been properly consulted.60 He had concerns on many areas of imperial foreign policy, including the state of former German Pacific islands and terms at the forthcoming Paris Peace Conference, and generally disliked the proposed League of Nations.61 Hughes’ concerns about the consequences at the end of the war were increased by activities of the Japanese, who claimed islands north of the Equator, formerly in German possession. This caused Hughes again to press Australia’s strategic concerns on Lloyd George.62


    The Japanese had prepared a preamble to the League of Nations arguing for racial non-discrimination.63 Hughes opposed it.64 The Japanese produced a second draft trying to overcome the difficulties. The second draft contains these words: ‘The equality of nations being a basic principle of the League of Nations, the High Contracting Parties agree that concerning the treatment and rights to be accorded to aliens in their territories, they will not discriminate, either in law or in fact, against any person or persons on account of his or her race or nationality.’ Today these words would be regarded as unexceptional. It is probable that, if left to themselves, Woodrow Wilson would have accepted this preamble, although he had been warned especially by west coast Democrats in the United States that, on issues of race, the President would have to tread carefully if he wanted to be re-elected.65


    Yet the Japanese proposal would ultimately be undermined by the Dominions, especially by Australia and Prime Minister Hughes.66 It seemed that Britain did not want a major argument with the Dominions on these issues and really left the running of policy on such matters to the Dominions, which meant to Hughes.67 A number of members of the Peace Conference tried to organise a meeting to reach compromise words in relation to the Japanese preamble. When approached about this, Hughes said that he would not attend because they did not understand. It was not the words that were at fault but the very idea of racial equality that was so repugnant and offensive.68


    A number of other people made it plain that they did not think too highly of William Morris Hughes. Wilson called him a ‘pestiferous varmint’.69 Hughes said he had been called a lot worse and did not care what the President called him. The Australian Labor Party had called him a ‘rat’, which was totally predictable, and expelled him from its ranks, about which he recalled years later: ‘I did not leave the Labor party. The party left me.’70 Lord Robert Cecil described him as ‘that shrimp’. President Clemenceau of France referred to him as a ‘cannibal’; maybe that was just Gallic humour.71


    Hughes’ relationship with President Wilson was not at all friendly, largely because of their differences concerning the ex-German territories. There was never a chance that Hughes and Wilson could get on together. Hughes was the ultimate pragmatic; he defined his particular interest or interpreted what he thought were Australian interests in narrow and harshly practical terms. Wilson was in many ways a dreamer, remote from the harsh realities of that world; he was too far ahead of his time. He dreamed of a world without war, the peace being held by the League of Nations. Many years after the destruction of the League of Nations, despite the development of the United Nations we still do not know whether Wilson’s high aspirations will ever be fulfilled. While discussing whether German territories should be placed under the control of the League of Nations, ‘Wilson asked whether the Australasians insisted on presenting an ultimatum to “the whole civilised world”.’
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