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    INTRODUCTION




    ON AUSTRALIA DAY, 1999, Opposition Leader Kim Beazley reflected on Australia’s ties to Great Britain at the turn of the twenty-first century. ‘Not a skerrick of our republican fervour need be anti-British’, he asserted. ‘Any sentiment of that sort is in my view a statement of an Australia that has matured far less than we have.’1 Beazley was clearly alluding to the fact that the republican issue in Australian politics had, at times, been needlessly encumbered by the age-old Australian habit of ‘Pommy bashing’. The initial rumblings of the republican debate in the early 1990s had been occasioned by a particularly virulent strain of anti- British rhetoric, inspired by none other than Beazley’s predecessor as Leader of the Labor Party, Prime Minister Paul Keating. Keating railed against the ‘forelock-tugging’ and ‘bootstrap-licking’ habits of the conservative governments of the 1950s and 1960s, primarily as a means of enhancing Labor’s credentials as the one true Australian republican party. But his comments also betrayed an underlying hostility towards Britain itself. On one memorable occasion he referred disparagingly to Britain’s failure to defend Australia from the Japanese advance during World War II, and went on to question the honour of a country that ‘walked out on us and joined the Common Market’ in 1973.2




    Much of Keating’s rhetoric evoked the working-class radicalism of a bygone age, but it also derived from the common misconception that the republican issue formed part of some wider struggle for ‘independence’ from the Mother Country. Even Conservative advocates of constitutional reform such as Malcolm Turnbull have been unable to resist the temptation to portray the republican issue as ‘the first time in our history that Australians have thought, as a people, of asserting their independence’.3 In a similar vein, John Hirst opened his Republican Manifesto in 1994 with the words: ‘Australia was born in chains and is not yet fully free. We are an old dependency of the British crown which has not stirred itself to claim complete independence’.4 The rhetoric of the Australian Republican Movement during the 1999 referendum campaign reinforced this perception, with heady campaign slogans heralding a unique opportunity for Australians to seize an independent destiny. In its most assertive guise, this view was encapsulated by the Captain of the Australian Wallabies, John Eales, who hoped that Australia might meet England in the Rugby World Cup final that coincided with the referendum. ‘We could stuff them on the field’, he proclaimed, ‘and stuff them in the vote’.5 In this climate, Beazley’s emphasis on Australia’s maturity can be seen as an attempt to clear the muddied waters of an issue that had become obscured by party politics and an overweening national sentiment.




    There is a perfectly simple reason why Australians never struck a blow for their independence in the spirit evoked by much of the rhetoric of the 1990s—there never seemed sufficient reason to do so. For much of the twentieth century, Australian political culture was characterised by a deep attachment to the British embrace. London formed the centre of an imperial imagination in which Australia was firmly cast as a loyal outpost of British culture and British civilisation. Within this framework, deeply inscribed assumptions about Anglo-Australian community of identity had a profound influence on Australia’s political evolution in virtually every sphere of national development. From immigration to education, the arts, law, trade, commerce, defence and foreign affairs, Australian policy was influenced by a particular view of Australia’s place in the British world. Even the most casual glance at the major slogans of successive Australian political leaders this century reveals the depth of the imperial ideal. Andrew Fisher’s pledge to support the Mother Country ‘to the last man and the last shilling’ in 1914, Stanley Melbourne Bruce’s appeal to Britain for ‘men, money and markets’ in the 1920s, and Robert Menzies’ (in)famous ‘British to the boot heels’, were all expressions of ‘British race patriotism’—the idea that all British peoples, despite their particular regional problems and perspectives, ultimately comprised a single indissoluble community through the ties of blood, language, history and culture. While a more localised sense of identity in Australia can be discerned from the earliest days of the penal colony, this never formed the basis for a nationalist myth of an exclusive Australian cultural community. On the contrary, the celebration of organic kinship in Australia was to be found in membership of the ‘British race’—a grouping that not only provided a myth of national belonging, it also conferred on Australians a role and significance in the world which they could not otherwise hope to attain. It was primarily for this reason that Keith Hancock, writing in the 1920s, observed that ‘among the Australians pride of race counted for more than love of country’. Or as Donald Home more cynically put it some thirty years later, ‘It was easier to feel self important as an imperialist than as a nationalist’.6




    Few would dispute the importance of the British connection as a defining influence in the evolution of Australian political culture. Yet it is equally clear that the myth of Anglo-Australian community no longer carries any relevance in the political, economic or cultural definition of the national community today. As Kim Beazley asserted in his 1999 Australia Day address, Australians have become fully aware ‘that really we are on our own, make our own way, live by our cleverness and wits, and accept responsibility for our own national life’. Cynical observers of the ‘Australia week’ celebrations in London in July 2000—a mass pilgrimage of Australian public figures to the shrines of Westminster to commemorate the centenary of the constitution bill—might have wondered how far Australians really had extricated themselves from the allure of the British embrace. But even on this occasion, Prime Minister John Howard, not known for playing down the ties to Britain, freely conceded that ‘Australians no longer think of themselves as a British country’.7 The puzzled amusement or outright indifference of the British press towards the Australian invasion, typified by one leading columnist who dismissed the entire occasion as ‘some arcane Commonwealth anniversary’, indicated that this feeling was entirely mutual.8




    Given this pronounced shift in the rhetoric of mutual affection between the two countries, it is remarkable that no adequate explanation has ever been put forward for the demise of British race patriotism in Australian political culture. To the extent that the question is ever raised at all, it is explained away in terms of the inevitable march of national progress. Historians routinely point to the key events symbolising Australian independence—Federation, Gallipoli, and the fall of Singapore, to name but a few—but there has been no systematic investigation of the dwindling relevance of British sentiment in Australian political culture, or the corresponding emergence of a more exclusive conception of Australian nationality. As the Sydney Morning Herald commented on the departure of Queen Elizabeth from Australia’s shores following her April 2000 visit: ‘Few now would dispute . . . that Australia has long ceased to be British. But there is no agreement about just when that happened’.9




    I have set out to redress this oversight by posing the question of how, when, and why the traditional precepts and practices of British race patriotism ceased to resonate meaningfully in Australian political life. In many respects, Australia’s steady drift from imperial moorings was a gradual, almost imperceptible process. But at the level of Australian political culture, the shift in outlook and assumptions occurred surprisingly rapidly and converged around a key symbolic event: namely, the British decision to seek membership of the European Economic Community (EEC) in the early 1960s. Britain’s painful choice between the discordant communities of ‘Europe’ and the ‘the British world’ provoked a crisis of British race patriotism in Australia, and prompted long-overdue reflection, discussion and debate about the changing determinants of Australian nationhood in the post-war world. This episode—more than any other single issue in the history of Australia’s ties to Great Britain—performed the function of extracting British race patriotism from deep roots in Australian political culture. The remarkably sudden realisation that Britain was determined to pursue a new relationship with Western Europe, which could no longer be reconciled with the idea of a worldwide community of British peoples, served to render the imperial imagination obsolete in Australian political discourse, and ushered in new ways of thinking about an exclusively national Australian future.




    The study of national identity has become a thriving industry since the early 1980s, but the subject has been in vogue for much longer than that. It is now more than half a century, for example, since Hans Kohn wrote that ‘nationalism is a state of mind’.10 Kohn’s early enquiry into the construction of national identities opened the field for a host of scholars who have largely echoed Ernest Gellner’s view that ‘nations as a natural, Godgiven way of classifying men, as an inherent though long-delayed political destiny, are a myth’.11 In Benedict Anderson’s well-worn phrase (which was essentially a reformulation of Kohn) nations are now widely referred to as ‘imagined communities’, which operate to subordinate the myriad inequalities, conflicts and contradictions within any given nation-state to the overriding national interest. But far more interesting than the oftquoted title of Anderson’s work was his idea that all nations, in order to be imagined as ‘limited sovereign communities’, must first become somehow ‘imaginable’.12 Anderson was writing specifically about the evolution of nations and nationalism in Western Europe. But his enquiry into the ‘imaginability’ of limited sovereign nations would seem the logical place to start in examining how Australia’s peculiar brand of nationalism became ideologically detached from its British moorings in the second half of the twentieth century.




    Rather than consider this central question, Australian historians have tended to look for easily recognisable patterns of national behaviour, constructing an innate, self-sufficient Australian nationalism as the primary force underlying Australia’s ambiguous progression towards independent nationhood. As Douglas Cole lamented in 1971, historians of nationalism in all of the former British settlement colonies ‘have usually been believers in the nationalist legend’, and Australia was certainly no exception in this regard.13 This was particularly prominent in the work of the so-called ‘radical nationalist’ tradition in Australian historiography, which had its origins in the work of Brian Fitzpatrick, Russel Ward and Ian Turner among others in the 1940s and 1950s. Radical nationalism was mainly concerned with identifying and elaborating an ‘Australian tradition’ in literature, folklore and politics, centred on a romanticisation of the socially radical bush ethos of the 1890s. In an age of decolonisation, this inevitably fostered a tendency to equate Australia’s path to nationhood with the more subversive, revolutionary upheavals in the United States, India, Ireland and other ‘model’ colonial societies, positing Australian nationalism and British race patriotism as diametrically opposed historical forces. In this scheme of things, Australia’s evolution towards national independence was presented as a struggle between ‘The Old Dead Tree and the Young Tree Green’, and the core dynamic of British-Australian relations was one of antagonism.14




    This interpretation was difficult to reconcile with the obvious fact that Australian nationalists at no stage pressed their supposedly inherent antagonism towards the Mother Country to the point of open repudiation of the imperial relationship. Even the most awkward moments of Anglo-Australian discord generally culminated in compromise, reconciliation, and a reaffirmation of kinship ties. Rather than treat this as evidence of the idiosyncratic nature of Australian nationalism, the radical nationalist tradition preferred to view the problem within the framework of what has been termed ‘thwarted nationalism’.15 Here, the element of antagonism in Anglo-Australian relations remains paramount, as the pernicious influence of British race patriotism raises its head to thwart Australian nationalists at every point where they might otherwise have grasped the nettle of independence. This idea is a classic illustration of what Gellner has termed ‘Sleeping Beauty nations’,16 only in this case the imperial power and its slavish Australian adherents conspire to prevent the nation from awakening to its true national destiny. The thwarted nationalism paradigm has had a powerful influence, not only on the conclusions drawn from the study of Australian history, but also on the kinds of historical questions that are posed. Successive generations of historians have set out to identify the earliest sprouting of youthful, assertive, nationalist behaviour and, having done so, to explain why these signs of early promise failed to achieve the full bloom of national independence. An analytical framework has become firmly entrenched in which independence is equated with defiance, self-assertion with divergence, autonomy with antagonism. Conversely, those Australian political or cultural figures deemed to have identified too closely with the British connection are looked upon as a national disgrace.




    This tendency has been particularly evident in the study of Australia’s foreign relations, where historians have inevitably looked for an assertion of nationalist sentiment during times of conflict with Great Britain. Billy Hughes’ truculence at Versailles, Jack Lang’s defiance of the Bank of England during the depression years, Curtin’s ‘cable battle’ with Churchill over the deployment of Australian troops during World War II, and H. V. Evatt’s forceful diplomacy in the post-war era, have all been celebrated as part of a wider struggle of self-assertion against the suffocating imposition of an alien imperial ideology. It is the tendency to identify an ever-burgeoning Australian national sentiment at the heart of every instance of imperial discord that has led almost inevitably to the ‘thwarted nationalism’ thesis. By ascribing separatist motives to successive Australian leaders in times of dispute with Great Britain when no such motives necessarily existed, radical nationalist historiography has been forced to interpret the subsequent resolution of these conflicts as a failure of will on the part of Australian political leaders, or alternatively, as evidence of manipulation and exploitation on the part of an ‘Anglo-Australian elite’.




    The point is often overlooked that conflict was easily accommodated by contemporary conceptions of the imperial relationship. The occasional disputes between the particular interests of Australia and Great Britain, far from undermining the sentimental bonds of Empire, were in fact an integral feature of the sense of mutual identification and understanding. Imperial conferences, for example, were generally characterised by an easy familiarity on points of agreement, and a more rough familiarity in times of disharmony and dispute, but above all there remained a shared sense that, whatever their particular differences, the British family of nations was ultimately united under a common racial destiny. Moreover, there prevailed a deeply entrenched belief in the superior power of British pragmatism to resolve any kind of particular dispute to the broad satisfaction of all. This idea of settling one’s differences in a gentlemanly fashion was a vital means of insulating the myth from the occasional shocks of imperial discord. It was this peculiar feature of the Anglo-Australian relationship that so irked historians like Manning Clark, when he lamented that Billy Hughes was ‘not an advocate of the young tree green’, or David Day, when he condemned the Curtin Government for ‘rushing back to the Mother country’ in 1944.17 It was the curious capacity of Australian politicians to rationalise past conflicts within a wider sense of a common Anglo-Australian destiny that provided the impulse for, and lent a certain plausibility to, the ‘thwarted nationalism’ thesis.




    From the late 1960s, historians began tentatively to challenge the idea of an inherent antagonism between Australian nationalism and the sentimental attachments to Empire, and to question the significance, and indeed the relevance, of ‘sentiment’ as a driving impulse in the evolution of Australian nationhood. In a pioneering theoretical study of ‘Ethnic Ideas in Australia’ in 1971, Douglas Cole argued against any rigid distinction between Australian national sentiment, British race patriotism, or for that matter, the even wider sense of identification with the ‘white race’ as embodied in the White Australia policy. Rather, Cole argued that all three were merely alternative expressions of a fundamental ‘ethnocentrism’ that characterised the Australian outlook on the world. Although Cole acknowledged that local nationalist sentiments occasionally stood in conflict with imperial loyalties, more often than not they ‘blended easily and emphasis flowed from one to another because they expressed facets of a more or less consistent ethnocentric ideology’. Local Australian sentiment was useful for promoting particular Australian interests against the occasional encroachments of the Mother Country, but it ‘could never become full-blown Australian nationalism, monolithic in its loyalty to an Australian ethnic community, because it was so vitally dependent upon Anglo-Saxonism and Caucasian racialism’. Cole effectively denied the subversive potential of Australian nationalism, and explicitly dismissed the notion of an innate ‘antagonism’ between local and imperial sentiments.18




    Writing around the same time as Cole, New Left historian Humphrey McQueen scoffed at the orthodox view that nineteenth-century Australian nationalism had its roots in radical socialism and anti-imperialism. He argued that anti-British feeling was not the mainstay of Australian nationalism, nor was such feeling widespread. To the extent that anti- British sentiment arose in Australia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it was more often out of suspicion of the genuineness of Britain’s commitment to the imperial idea. For McQueen, Australian nationalism was ‘the chauvinism of British imperialism, intensified by its geographic proximity to Asia’. He bemoaned the complete absence of any evolving theoretical tradition for understanding and explaining Australia’s fraying ties to Great Britain, noting the tendency among scholars to fall back on a superficial analogy ‘in which Britain is the mother country and Australia is the child who reaches maturity, flexes its muscles and engages in several other pleasing metaphors’.19




    Neville Meaney broadly shared this view of the complementary relationship between Australian national sentiment and British race patriotism—a relationship that he characterised as a ‘nationalism within a nationalism’. Drawing on the work of American historian David Potter,20 Meaney argued that much of the prevailing confusion derived from the fact that the leading scholars of nationalism, writing within the European tradition established by Hans Kohn, had tended to give the greatest weight to ‘cultural self-consciousness’, in delineating the key determinants of national identities. This ‘extremely strong disposition to equate nationality and culture’ had been inherited by Australian historians; hence the radical nationalist predilection for exaggerating the importance of ‘culture and sentiment’ in explaining the Australian experience of nationalism. Meaney claimed that this dominance of the cultural perspective had led historians to overlook the ‘other prime root of nationalism’—namely a consciousness of ‘community of interest’. He put forward the novel idea that, since Federation, Australia’s national behaviour ‘has been based not on a distinctive culture or ideology but rather on an instinctive sense of shared interests and experience, and it has expressed itself not in songs and symbols but in politics and policies’. In Meaney’s view, the ‘greatest incongruity’ of Australian nationalism was that, while British race patriotism retained a stronger emotional hold on Australian loyalties, Australians persistently and unwaveringly insisted on maintaining exclusive control over their own affairs. He took the example of the imperial federation movement at the turn of the century to illustrate his point, noting that, despite the widespread sentimental enthusiasm for the imperial connection, Australians fervently opposed the idea of throwing their political lot into an imperial parliament. According to Meaney, this insistence on Australian sovereignty was primarily ‘the result of an Australian perception of a conflict of interest, of an instinctive Australian sense that the colonies’ economic, political and strategic interests were so different from those of the Mother Country that union was impossible’. Douglas Cole made a similar observation in relation to late-nineteenthcentury Canada, where he identified ‘a recognition of a distinction of interest between the Canadian state and the United Kingdom, and a feeling that colonial status is humiliating, but not a feeling that Canadians constitute a new ethnic group’.21 Meaney drew the same conclusion in the case of Australia—it was a deeply inscribed awareness of a ‘conflict of interests’, rather than an innate consciousness of ‘conflicting sentiments’, that held the ‘answer to the riddle of Australian nationalism’.22




    None of these arguments implied that Australia’s ‘national interests’ represented a universal constant, applying equally to the many and varied interests of diverse groupings in Australian society, any more than Australian national sentiment carried a single inherent meaning encompassing the ideals and aspirations of all. The point is that successive Australian political leaders consistently behaved as though this were the case, whether in immigration, defence, foreign policy or even commercial policies. The ‘community of interest’ paradigm provides a useful means of throwing off the linear determinism of the ‘thwarted nationalism’ thesis, but it does need to be made clear that above and beyond this ‘instinctive sense’ of the potential conflict between British and Australian interests, there remained a powerful sentimental assumption that the interests of Australia and the British world ought ultimately to coincide. When it came down to the survival of the British race, and Australia’s national survival in particular, it was axiomatic that Australia and the Mother Country were mutually bound by blood and sentiment to join each other’s interests as their very own. Beyond the more narrow, immediate, but quite legitimate national interests of the individual members of the British Empire, there reigned the supreme principle of the inviolable unity of the British peoples. The fact that this principle was frequently violated in practice gave rise to a peculiarly emotional response among Australians, which betrayed a deep reluctance to face up to the daunting challenges and responsibilities of a nationhood they had never actively sought.




    Thus, from the earliest stirrings of the Federation Fathers, Australian political leaders have been possessed of a distinctive outlook on the world, a keen sense of Australia’s particular priorities and interests, and a determination to preserve Australia’s freedom to pursue its own national aspirations. But it is equally clear that these aspirations were viewed through the sentimental prism of British race patriotism which promoted a sense that Australia’s long-term interests, and ultimate survival as a nation, were organically tied to the fortunes of the ‘British world’. It is the fate of this core assumption—that the interests of Australia and Great Britain ought ultimately to be reconciled—that holds the key to understanding the demise of British race patriotism in Australian political culture. It is not the purpose of this book to show that this traditional assumption was somehow flawed, or that it hindered Australians from realising their ‘true’ independent destiny. The deep sense of attachment to a wider British community that prevailed during the first half of the twentieth century was neither more nor less appropriate to Australian circumstances than the more limited ‘community of nation’ is relevant to the Australian outlook on the world today. There was nothing inevitable about the steady drift away from the old, Anglo-centric conception of Australia’s place in the world, and still less is there anything fundamental, innate or essential about the more exclusively nationalist conception of Australian community that has emerged from the fraying imperial ties. But the fact remains that, at some point since World War II, a marked shift occurred in the Australian conception of nationhood, which profoundly altered the nature, if not the fact, of Australian ‘independence’.




    The main thrust of my argument is to show how Britain’s search for an accommodation with the European Community in the 1950s and 1960s fatally undermined the persisting assumptions about organic Anglo-Australian unity. The dramatic story of the Macmillan Government’s application for membership of the European Community in the early 1960s has produced a torrent of academic literature over the years, but it has received surprisingly little attention in the context of the evolution of the Anglo-Australian relationship. Apart from H. G. Gelber’s highly accomplished Australia, Britain and the EEC, 1961–63, written in the mid-1960s on the basis of the public record, there has been no thoroughgoing treatment of the often bitter clash in Anglo-Australian relations which emerged during the course of Britain’s bid for EEC membership. The issue barely rates a mention in most general histories of Australia, and some historians have dismissed it out of hand, claiming that the problem of British entry into the EEC ‘failed to lead to a critical assessment of what remained of the British relationship’.23 This attitude can be partly explained by the fact that Britain’s first membership negotiations ended in disaster for the Macmillan Government on account of General de Gaulle’s spectacular veto in January 1963. Historians do not normally concern themselves with ‘might-have-beens’, and ostensibly Britain’s early attempts to join the EEC seem not to have mattered all that much to Australia. By the time the Government of Edward Heath finally succeeded in joining the EEC some ten years later, most of the problems affecting Anglo-Australian relations no longer carried the same sense of urgency or relevance. For this reason, British entry into the European Community normally registers little more than a passing reference in most major works that examine the changing bases of Australia’s foreign relations and the evolving ideological foundations of Australian nationality.




    Another possible explanation is that Britain’s steady drift towards Europe occurred during the Menzies era, a period often discounted by historians seeking to identify changes in Australia’s outlook on the British connection. It is often assumed that the core belief in a wider British community was essentially broken during the 1940s, most symbolically at the fall of Singapore; or alternatively, that Menzies ‘put Australia to sleep’ through seventeen years of fawning obsequiousness, not only to his beloved Britain, but also to a new ‘great and powerful friend’ in the United States. This book demonstrates that the many assumptions about Australia’s fundamental ‘Britishness’ survived and even flourished in the era of Curtin, Chifley and Evatt. More importantly, it shows that the events of the Menzies era most vividly brought home the nature and the extent of the profound changes which were taking place in Australia’s world. Specifically, the EEC crisis of the early 1960s provoked a major reassessment of the core precepts of the Anglo-Australian relationship. Many of these changes had been signalled in earlier policy developments, and I do not suggest that Harold Macmillan’s EEC membership bid was the fundamental cause of the fraying of imperial ties. Rather it provided a primary catalyst for longroverdue discussion and debate, not only about the fading ties to Great Britain, but also about Australia’s political and economic future as an isolated, thinly populated, predominantly white community on the fringes of a politically turbulent Asia.




    Finally, it is worth underlining that this is a study of the shifting ideological sands of Australian political culture. Any discussion of the prevailing beliefs, values and attitudes of a given political community or social grouping inevitably risks marginalising those with alternative, minority views. But as Helen Irving argues, there exists a shared political culture that expresses itself in typical modes of thought and behaviour, however broadly these may be defined.24 Indeed it is only by virtue of a dominant political culture that such concepts as ‘minority’ or ‘alternative’ can be invested with any meaning. I have therefore set out to identify the broad ideological contours of Australian political culture in the post-war era, and to draw wider inferences about the national outlook of Australian society as a whole. My source material is overwhelmingly ‘political’ in nature—the rich archival record of government ministries in Australia, Britain and other countries, private papers of leading politicians and policy makers, parliamentary debates and public speeches, press and television reports, editorial discussion of political issues and other assorted material relating to the ways in which Australia’s changing ties to Britain were perceived at the level of political culture. I have tried to incorporate material relating to wider manifestations of the British connection in Australian culture and society more generally, but only to the extent that this impinges on my argument about the shifting determinants of Australian political discourse. I have therefore stopped well short of implying that the British decision to join the European Community instantly and irrevocably transformed the attitudes and outlook of, say, the Woy Woy Returned Servicemen’s League or the Warwick Country Women’s Association. But at the same time, I have tried to remain alive to the many ways in which changes at the level of political culture are inevitably manifested in the wider community at large.




    My main concern is to show that the eclipse of the imperial imagination in Australian political culture was not the result of a steadily maturing assertion of Australian national sentiment, cutting ‘the apron-strings’ and defiantly repudiating the stifling imposition of an alien British ideology. The changes brought about by the post-war world were generally unwelcome to Australians, and when it came to dismantling the old familiar ties to the Mother Country, Australia was pulled along reluctantly in the wake of changing British policies and priorities. In the case of Britain’s EEC membership application, it is significant that the revision of sentimental attachments and the more optimistic appraisals of Australia’s national future began to emerge after it had become painfully selfevident that the British Government was determined to pursue national interests and a national destiny that could no longer be reconciled with the traditional conception of an organic Anglo-Australian community. Although it is hardly possible to identify the precise moment when this inescapable fact finally dawned on the many individuals, interest groups, and organs of opinion that comprised Australian political culture in the early 1960s, there is ample evidence to show that, during the course of the United Kingdom’s EEC membership application in 1961–63, a sea change occurred in the Australian perspective on the future of the British relationship, and on the meaning of Australian nationhood. These changes arose, not from some instinctive dawning of an independent cultural identity, but from the unwelcome but unavoidable logic of Australia’s distinct, separate—and ultimately exclusive—national interests.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1


    SENTIMENT AND SELF-INTEREST


    AUSTRALIA’S POST-WAR TIES


    TO BRITAIN





    WRITING IN 1955, the British High Commissioner in Australia, Sir Stephen Holmes, pointed to what he termed a ‘curious paradox’ in the Australian outlook on the world. ‘Australians’, he claimed, ‘combine a determined claim to “independence”, an insistence on being allowed to think and act for themselves, with a sense of need to be assured of the continuance of an almost paternal relationship between the United Kingdom and Australia, which may seem much more appropriate to the days before Dominion status’.1 Holmes’ comment points to a major dilemma that has confronted historians studying the question of Australia’s fraying ties to Britain in the decades after World War II. It is hardly disputed that, from the fall of Singapore in February 1942 through to the Australian commitment of ground troops to Vietnam in 1965, Australia’s traditional ties to the Mother Country came under enormous strain, revision, and ultimately, reorientation towards a more self-reliant future. But beyond this vague consensus there has been enormous scope for differences of emphasis and interpretation.




    One feature that has been common to virtually all historical studies dealing with these issues has been a penchant for identifying ‘turningpoints’ in the Australian outlook on the world. The Japanese advance of 1941–42, the San Francisco Conference of 1945, and the signature of the ANZUS Alliance in 1951 have all gained popular currency as prime symbols of Australia’s emergence from the imperial shadow. More recently, the Australian defence reviews of the mid-1950s have been described as ‘a far more significant turning point in Australian foreign policy than Curtin’s call to America in 1941’,2 while elsewhere, Percy Spender’s forthright diplomacy at the United Nations has been said to hold ‘some threads of a decolonisation story’.3 Another strong contender is the Suez crisis of 1956, which is said to have radically altered Australian policies and priorities in the post-war era.4 In the economic sphere, it has been claimed that the renegotiation of the imperial preference trading system in 1956 served to ‘set Australia free of the ties of kinship’ so that the economic benefits flowing from trading in Asia could be grasped.5 Alternatively, it has been suggested that ‘Britain cut and ran from Australian trade and Australian defence in the 1960s. They left us; we didn’t leave them’.6 It is not always clear what these ‘turning-points’ are precisely intended to mean. In some cases the term clearly implies an abandonment of Australia’s traditional reliance on British protection, and a decisive turn towards a more self-reliant future. In other accounts, it is a turn ‘from one protector to another’ in the United States—or ‘a half-turn’ as Gareth Evans and Bruce Grant have termed it.7 But whatever the particular emphasis, the common thread in all of these ‘turning-points’ is a sense of the dismantling of the imperial outlook in Australian political culture. And with only a few exceptions, historians have sought to identify this nationally symbolic moment by producing evidence of ‘independent’, self-interested Australian policies and priorities.




    As the comments of Sir Stephen Holmes indicate, however, it is not sufficient to identify an Australian assertion of ‘independence’ as the sole indicator of the eclipse of the imperial imagination in Australian political culture. Indeed, no sooner have historians detected signs of self-interested Australian priorities than imperial sentiment has appeared, yet again, to influence some other feature of the Australian outlook. The interaction between sentiment and self-interest in Anglo-Australian relations was far more complex than conventional models of the imperial relationship have allowed. Sentiment and self-interest were often mutually reinforcing, and it remained quite consistent to insist on Australian independence without necessarily departing from the ideal of organic British racial community. On the other hand, the requirements of national selfinterest inevitably cut across the lines of wider British sentiment from time to time, thus provoking periodic ‘imperial crises’ that challenged the core ideological assumptions about Anglo-Australian community.




    The influence of British race patriotism survived countless ‘turning points’ in the post-war era, and continued to function as a core element in the Australian outlook on the world right down to the early 1960s. The imperial imagination survived, not merely in the hearts and minds of blue-ribbon royalists like Sir Robert Menzies, but found expression on all sides of politics in a wide range of policies and practices. The 1940s and 1950s represented an era in which the insistent logic of the national policies of successive Australian governments led to an ever-widening gap between British imperial priorities and the evolving conception of Australian national interests. But as we will see, the shift in the underlying assumptions of Australian political culture was far less profound.




    British Race Patriotism and Australian Post-war Aspirations




    Writing on the fiftieth anniversary of Pearl Harbor in December 1991, Carl Bridge set out to debunk what he termed the ‘moral tale’ about Britain’s abandonment of Australia at Singapore in February 1942. The Japanese southward advance of 1941–42 revealed the flimsiness of British defence guarantees, and exposed Australia to the nightmare of invasion from the north. According to the popular nationalist myth, wrote Bridge, Australia’s sycophantic, anglophile political leaders were ousted ‘in the nick of time’, and replaced by a new, nationalist hero in Prime Minister John Curtin. Curtin promptly faced up to the new realities and let go the apron-strings of Mother England, ‘free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship’ in his now famous phrase. Curtin defiantly opposed the will of Winston Churchill, demanded the return of Australian troops from the Middle East, and forged a new special relationship with the United States. ‘So, runs the myth, ended the British Empire in Australia.’8 Carl Bridge is not alone in asserting that the fall of Singapore has been enormously overrated as a symbol of the dismantling of the British imperial ideology in Australian political culture. A growing body of historical research has provided a more subtle understanding of the wider impact of World War II on Anglo-Australian relations. Even David Day, who arguably made the most fundamental contribution to the revival of the Singapore myth in the 1980s, supports the contention that Curtin did not cut the apron-strings when he made his famous ‘looking to America’ statement in December 1941. Gregory Pemberton signalled the emerging new consensus in his assertion that, in the immediate post-war era at least, ‘Australia’s external relations remained overwhelmingly oriented towards Britain’.9




    This was particularly evident in Australia’s post-war reconstruction strategy, founded on the dual principles of economic growth and full employment. One of the primary objectives of the Curtin and Chifley Governments was to implement economic and social policies designed to alleviate Australia’s highly vulnerable strategic situation, which had been so frighteningly exposed in the ‘dark days’ of 1942. In the post-war period, Australians were more conscious than ever of their predicament as a thinly populated, under-industrialised, British outpost on the fringes of Asia. It was considered essential to Australia’s long-term security interests to populate the vast northern reaches of the continent, and to generate a large-scale industrial economy in order to enhance the national defence capability. This objective by no means implied a long-term strategy of political, economic or military self-sufficiency. Nor did it represent any form of disengagement from imperial defence planning or Commonwealth economic co-operation. On the contrary, the experience of war and near invasion in 1942, far from alerting Australians to the obsolescence of the imperial connection, had underlined the pressing need to bolster it. This was to be achieved by insisting on greater Australian involvement in imperial defence and economic planning, thereby ensuring that Australia’s problems and perspective would not so easily be brushed aside. In the early post-war period, the importance of maintaining close economic and political links with Britain was seen as fully compatible with Australia’s post-war aspirations. Prime Minister Curtin’s belief that ‘it is as an integral part of the British Commonwealth that Australia can most influentially express itself in the world organization’, went hand in hand with the Government’s industrial development strategy.10 In order to achieve rapid industrial development, Australia needed to harness its labour resources to operate at maximum capacity. Only with full employment, combined with a large-scale immigration programme, could Australia achieve the levels of growth necessary to fulfil its national economic and strategic objectives.




    Australian aspirations in the immediate post-war era were predicated on continued Anglo-Australian co-operation in the fields of defence, finance, commerce, and immigration. The Department of Defence, particularly Departmental Secretary Frederick Shedden, was insistent on the need to enmesh Australia’s contingency planning into the wider framework of imperial defence. These ideas were the basis of Curtin’s proposal at the 1944 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference for the establishment of an imperial secretariat to allow for ‘full and continuous consultation’ among Commonwealth countries and to strengthen ‘the noble ties that unite us’.11 He lauded the British Empire as ‘an instinctive association, which has been sanctified by blood, promoted by intellectual agreement, enriched by a conception of duty founded on agreement and consent and ennobled by a higher perception of duty to the world’.12 A more resounding and fulsome expression of British race patriotism could be scarcely conceived. Although his ideas for an imperial secretariat attracted little support in London, Curtin repeatedly asserted his view that Australia’s voice in the world was ‘more impressive as a member of a family than it could ever be . . . as a separate and distinct entity’.13 His External Affairs Minister, H. V. Evatt, although lacking any personal rapport with his British counterparts, was similarly preoccupied with establishing Australia as a ‘trustee of British civilisation in the Pacific’, and thereby enhancing Australia’s role in the region.14 Specifically, the signature of the ANZAC pact with New Zealand in January 1944 formed part of a wider strategy of establishing Australia as the leading spokesman for the Commonwealth on matters pertaining to the eastern hemisphere.15




    In the realm of trade and finance, David Lee has shown how participation in the Sterling Area in the immediate post-war era profoundly influenced Australian foreign policy priorities. Far from turning to the United States, the Chifley Government moved closer to Britain in trade and financial co-operation. Australia’s extension of post-war financial aid to the British Government, the negotiation of long-term bulk-purchasing contracts for Australian primary produce, and Australian financial restraint in dollar expenditure were based on a keen sense of Australia’s own vital interests in avoiding a complete collapse of the British economy.16 But these policies also derived from powerful sentimental assumptions that continued to dictate the terms of commercial dealings between the two countries. One particularly telling example is Chifley’s offer to sell the bulk of Australia’s wheat, meat and dairy produce at prices considerably lower than those obtainable on the world market. The bulk-purchasing arrangements were essentially a grander version of the common wartime practice whereby individual Australians bundled up parcels of goods and sent them ‘home’ to British families. As John Crawford recalled, the circumstances of post-war reconstruction and ‘a strong sympathy for the plight of the British people’ made it difficult for Australia to behave like a monopoly seller confronting a weak buyer.17 Chifley himself defended his policies in sentimental terms: ‘Are we to ignore the plight of the United Kingdom because some temporary customer requires these goods and is prepared to pay dollars for them? Are we to deprive our greatest customer, friend, and ally, of these goods?’18 Not only did Chifley view the idea of selling in the dearest market as a selfish act of economic betrayal, but he was also unable to conceive, given the enormous weight of British commercial tradition, that a more diversified client base could be anything other than a ‘temporary’ diversion from Australia’s normal trading pattern. Interestingly, the bulk-purchasing agreements came under intense criticism from the Opposition trade spokesman, John McEwen, who rightly claimed that the Chifley Government had sold Australian primary producers down the river. But McEwen did not dispute the principle of assisting the Mother Country in a time of crisis; rather he maintained that ‘national generosity should not be practised at the cost of any one section’ of the Australian economy.19




    A similar blend of sentiment and self-interest was evident in Australian post-war immigration policies. In July 1945, Labor Immigration Minister Arthur Calwell underlined the imperative of populating Australia’s vulnerable extremities:




    

      If Australians have learned one lesson from the Pacific war . . . it is surely that we cannot continue to hold our island continent for ourselves and our descendants unless we greatly increase our number . . . Our first requirement is additional population. We need it for reasons of defence and for the fullest expansion of our economy.20


    




    Calwell, hoped that for every ‘foreign’ migrant he could ensure the arrival of ten newcomers from the British Isles, and the idea of ‘keeping Australia British’ remained a primary objective of the immigration programme.21 As Calwell put it in an article in Imperial Review in July 1946, ‘Apart from any natural preference we may have for our own kith and kin, from a realistic viewpoint, we are anxious to obtain the services of first class craftsmen—and where else in the world is the standard of skill higher than in Britain?’22 The assumption of British superiority went hand in hand with the sense that Australia was an integral member of the wider British community.




    None of this is to suggest that the post-war years represented an era of undisturbed harmony and mutual identification in Anglo-Australian relations. On the contrary, the 1940s were marked by recurring rifts and often bitter discord between the Chifley and Attlee Governments over a range of issues. In particular, divergent assessments of the Soviet threat in the late 1940s, together with conflicting priorities and perspectives on the problem of decolonisation, gave rise to frequent scuffles between Evatt and his British counterparts. Similarly, there were fundamental disagreements within the Australian Government, most notably between Evatt’s Department of External Affairs and Shedden’s Defence Department, over the question of defence planning. The Defence Department insisted on gearing Australia’s resources, at least in part, towards the contingency of a threat to imperial interests in the Middle East, while Evatt and the Council of Defence urged the necessity of confining all strategic planning to the Pacific region. The dispute was ultimately resolved in favour of the Defence Department, but only after several long years of terse struggle between Evatt and Shedden.23 The work of Christopher Waters has shown that the Chifley-Evatt era brought considerable strain to British-Australian relations, and opened up significant cracks in the facade of the imagined community of the British race.




    Having said that, however, it is difficult to share Waters’ conclusion that, under the pressure of conflict between the Attlee and Chifley governments, ‘the ideological cement of empire had crumbled into dust’.24 Waters based his conclusion on the assumption that the Chifley Government viewed its more ‘independent’, liberal internationalist approach to foreign policy as part of an ‘emancipatory ideology’ that allowed Australia to break free from the stifling influence of the ‘British imperial state’. Thus, in Waters’ reasoning, the mere fact of conflict is sufficient to establish the ‘fracturing’ of the traditional sense of Anglo-Australian community. But the foreign policies of the Chifley Government did not derive from an ‘emancipatory ideology’ at all. Rather, they were based on a far more orthodox Australian preoccupation—the search for security in the Pacific. Whether one looks at Australia’s divergent assessment of the Soviet threat, the problems of decolonisation, or internal discord over imperial defence co-ordination, in each instance the overriding concern of the Chifley Government was to ensure that the combined resources of Australia, the British Commonwealth, and the ‘West’ as a whole, were marshalled in such a way as to ensure maximum security for Australia against possible threats emerging in the Asia-Pacific region.25




    In a similar vein, David Lowe has attempted to ‘divine’ a Labor inspired rupture of the ‘organic ideal’ of Anglo-Australian unity in the Chifley-Evatt era. He focuses on the major lines of criticism of the Government from the Opposition benches during these years, arguing that conservative parliamentarians habitually poured scorn on the Government for its failure to pay due regard to the organic unity of the British race in the conduct of Australia’s external affairs. These Opposition accusations, he contends, ‘cumulatively built up a picture of a Labor-led revolution in Australian foreign policy’. There are a number of problems with this, however. Quite apart from the question of whether accusations of ‘disloyalty’ were a particularly new phenomenon in Australian politics in the Chifley years, Lowe’s argument runs aground on the key issue of the Labor Government’s response to these criticisms. He in fact concedes that ‘Labor members hardly put forward diametric oppositions to organic ways of thought’, and that ‘they rarely diverged from conservatives in repeating the common metaphor of family to describe the Commonwealth’. It is difficult, therefore, to see how any kind of rupture of the Anglo-Australian organic ideal can be ‘divined’ from Lowe’s evidence. What he does show is that British race patriotism was a founding ideological pillar of Australian political culture in the 1940s, and a key reference point in Australian political debates throughout that era.26




    The prevailing tensions in Anglo-Australian relations in the 1940s were not due to the pressures of a new, nationalist Labor Government taking over the reins in Canberra. They derived more from the steadily widening gap between British and Australian priorities which underpinned increasingly divergent conceptions of wider ‘British’ interests. Nor is it helpful to view the differences between External Affairs and the Defence Department as a clash between two wholly distinct sets of priorities—the one ‘dependent’ and the other ‘independent’. Both points of view derived from a shared appreciation of Australian strategic interests, and a shared sense of Australian vulnerability. At no stage did Evatt and Shedden debate the efficacy of imperial defence co-operation as such. Rather, the disputes invariably revolved around the best means of gearing imperial defence towards Australia’s needs. There is scant evidence to suggest that the problems in Anglo-Australian co-operation in the 1940s prompted any searching re-examination of the core precepts of British race patriotism in Australian political culture. The vigorous debates of the 1940s were ultimately contained within ongoing assumptions about wider Anglo-Australian unity.




    The Menzies Government and the British Embrace




    At the December 1949 election, the Chifley Government was replaced by the new Liberal-Country Party Coalition led by Robert Gordon Menzies. Menzies’ name has become so intimately associated with Empire, the Crown, and the ideals of a ‘British Australia’ that his resumption of power is commonly associated with a return to the imperial fold. There can be little doubt that Menzies was the epitome of the British race patriot. Often dubbed ‘the last of the Queen’s men’, it was Menzies who wrote in 1948 of the ‘stimulating truth’ that ‘the boundaries of Great Britain are not on the Kentish coast but at Cape York and Invercargill’. He frequently elaborated his thoughts on the inner meaning of the Empire and Commonwealth, reflecting from time to time on ‘a common and all-powerful human emotion’, ‘a warm and inarticulate instinct’, and ‘a living, breathing and everlasting unity’. These sentiments underlined Menzies’ sense of the innate, organic and inviolable nature of the bonds uniting the British world. Judith Brett has pointed out how the image of society as a ‘centred unity’ informed the way in which Menzies imagined the relationship between Australia and Britain. For Menzies, the core element in the worldwide community of British peoples was the symbol of the Crown, which embodied the ‘unity in diversity’ of the British family of nations.27




    There is no doubt that Menzies’ ideas about the British connection were a broadly representative, if somewhat extravagant, rendering of the instincts and outlook of Australian society in the 1950s. The notion that Menzies was an eccentric throwback to the nineteenth century, imposing imperial loyalty on an unwilling or indifferent Australian community, has been widely discredited. Certainly Menzies’ attachment to the ‘home country’ had an unusually effusive, even romantic edge to it, but there seems little reason to assume that his leading colleagues, such as Richard Casey, Percy Spender, Eric Harrison, Howard Beale, Alexander Downersen., Athol Townley, Arthur Fadden, John McEwen—or, for that matter, political opponents such as H. V. Evatt, Arthur Calwell, and Ben Chifley—differed fundamentally from Menzies in their broad conception of Australia’s place in the British world. Differences of style and emphasis there most certainly were, but the idea that Australia had unique and intimate ties to Great Britain, involving special mutual obligations and responsibilities, was a fundamental orthodoxy of Australian political culture in the 1950s. The generation that had grown up in the late Victorian and Edwardian climax of British imperial fervour were, as W. J. Hudson has suggested, ‘creatures of their time’.28




    But Menzies’ passionate belief in the organic community of the British race in no way precluded him from identifying distinctive Australian priorities, or adopting ‘independent’ policy initiatives. The Menzies Governments of the 1950s, far from slavishly adhering to the will of the Mother Country, had a clearly defined sense of Australia’s own national aspirations, and adopted policies in furtherance of these aspirations which were to place enormous stress on the fabric of the imagined imperial community. David Lee, for example, has shown how Menzies’ promise to abandon petrol rationing at the 1949 election placed him on a collision course with the economic objectives of the Sterling Area. Whereas the Chifley Government had adhered to the principle of dollar rationing as the only means of protecting the Sterling Area from total economic collapse, the Menzies Government was swept into office on a platform of ‘free enterprise’, and a pledge to remove governmental restraints on Australia’s growth prospects. At that time, petrol and oil products represented the largest single consumption of dollars in the Sterling Area, and thus petrol rationing was virtually synonymous with Sterling Area co-operation in managing the post-war dollar shortage. Not surprisingly, therefore, the abolition of petrol rationing in January 1950 aroused the immediate ire of the Attiee Government in Great Britain, which accused Menzies of breaking a ‘gentleman’s agreement’.29




    Further controversy ensued in March 1952 when the Menzies Government introduced across-the-board import restrictions, under the weight of critical balance-of-payments difficulties in the wake of the Korean War wool boom. The collapse in wool prices saw Australia’s healthy current account surplus of $A250 million plummet to a chronic trade deficit of more than $A1 billion, and within the span of a year Australia’s sterling reserves were depleted by more than 50 per cent.30 The imposition of import licensing controls was a drastic measure under highly pressing circumstances, and did not augur well for Australia’s foreign commercial relations. The restrictions fell with particular severity on British manufacturers, as Australia’s leading supplier of imported goods. Once again, therefore, official British displeasure was communicated in trenchant terms.31 The British Government of Winston Churchill was particularly affronted by the fact that, in contrast to the dollar restrictions of the 1940s, the 1952 controls were applied on a non-discriminatory basis. But at a time when full employment and economic growth remained an almost sacred object of Australian economic policy, non-discriminatory import controls seemed the only means of combating the balance-of payments problem without incurring serious political damage domestically. Import restrictions merely tackled a symptom of the fundamental problem of balancing the relationship between full employment and external viability. A more permanent solution clearly lay in a rapid expansion of Australian export earnings, which was hardly consistent with the existence of import controls. Thus for the remainder of the decade, Australia’s foreign commercial policies were dominated by the dual objectives of removing import restrictions and expanding export opportunities.




    The issue of import restrictions was a prime example of how the Menzies Government’s preoccupation with Australia’s own national development programme resulted, quite unwittingly, in serious difficulties in its relations with Great Britain. Menzies was clearly torn between his responsibility for Australia’s national priorities on the one hand, and his instinctive sense that a ‘loss of goodwill’ with the Mother Country would be ultimately to Australia’s grave detriment. At one point during discussions with British ministers in London in 1952, Menzies cabled Cabinet for approval to ease the burden on British imports for items where the ‘shoe pinches sharply’. He reasoned that Britain had suffered most from Australia’s actions, and therefore ‘a gesture now would pay dividends in goodwill and in maintaining Australia’s good name out of all proportion to the money involved thereby’.32 His colleagues in Canberra refused to relent, however, taking the view that any public statement that might be effective in winning goodwill in Great Britain would not necessarily generate goodwill for the Government in Australia. Having informed the Australian electorate of the supreme national importance of import restrictions, the Cabinet warned that any new concessions to the British ‘may very well be misinterpreted here as a yielding by the Australian Government and by the Prime Minister himself to pressure from the United Kingdom Government’.33 Not that the Cabinet was indifferent to the plight of British exporters. Nor did Menzies’ colleagues dispute the value of a ‘goodwill gesture’. Foreign Minister Richard G. Casey, for example, was aghast at the suggestion that ‘we’ve got to horse trade with the UK’, and enquired of his colleagues whether ‘we were dealing with an enemy or a friend’.34 But given the gravity of Australia’s balance-ofpayments difficulties and the mounting accusations of economic mismanagement, there seemed to be no choice but to adhere to the decision on import controls, regardless of the hardship to the British economy.




    Precisely the same kind of difficulty arose in the political sphere in 1951, in the dispute over Britain’s exclusion from the ANZUS Treaty. By the early 1950s the Australian Government had come to view an American defence guarantee as vital to Australian security in the light of the obvious decline in British power in the region in the post-war years. But this by no means implied that Britain had become obsolete in Australian defence considerations, and it seems clear that the Menzies Government would have happily welcomed Britain as a full member of ANZUS.35 The exclusion of the British was essentially due to American concerns that the pact might be regarded by Asian countries as a ‘white man’s club’, designed to underwrite Britain’s colonial possessions. Initially, the Attlee Government took no great exception to the signature of ANZUS, although it strongly intimated that Britain would have welcomed an invitation to join. But when the Conservatives resumed office under Churchill in October 1951 the position altered dramatically. Churchill regarded the entire matter as a slap in the face to British prestige, and he angrily accused the United States of seeking ‘to usurp our special position in relation to Australia and New Zealand’. He impressed upon Menzies that ‘it would be a serious event in history if Australia and New Zealand were to adopt a policy of considering the defence of the Pacific with the United States alone and excluding Great Britain from all part of the discussions’. To all three ANZUS signatories he made clear that he was determined to secure some form of British participation, and that he was not prepared ‘to let the matter drop’.36 But once again, the Menzies Government’s preoccupation with national priorities precluded any genuine attempt to accommodate Churchill. Despite Casey’s efforts to placate British anxieties, he was not prepared to allow British objections to jeopardise a vital plank of Australian security policy.




    This catalogue of dispute and discord might well leave the impression that the early years of the Menzies Government marked an era of profound upheaval, revision and reorientation in Australia’s outlook on the British connection.37 Yet this somehow fails to ring true to the popular memory of these years, and it is hard to believe that the early 1950s were experienced, on any level, as a time of irresistible strain on the traditional ties to the Mother Country. On the contrary, the dominant images that survive from these years are those of the 1953 Coronation and the 1954 Royal Tour, where Australian politicians of all political shades jostled for a place in the regal limelight, and strove to outdo one another in expressions of imperial loyalty. Studies of the Royal Tour have convincingly debunked the idea that Menzies somehow ‘orchestrated’ the phenomenal outpouring of enthusiasm for the visiting monarch. The spectacularly successful visit of the young Queen Elizabeth II represented the greatest public expression of British race patriotism since Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1898. A poll taken immediately after the tour indicated that 75 per cent of the population had seen the Queen at least once. As the Sydney Morning Herald proudly declared upon the arrival of the new monarch, ‘Australia is still and always will be a British nation whose greatest strength lies in the tradition she has inherited from England’. The Queen symbolised ‘the supreme achievement of the British race’.38




    The sense of a wider attachment to Great Britain was so pervasive in Australian society in the 1950s that it is easily overlooked.39 An opinion poll of 1951 indicated that more than 80 per cent of Australians wished to remain in the British Empire, and of those surveyed, the vast majority preferred ‘British Empire’ to the looser association implied by the newer term, ‘British Commonwealth’.40 This attachment to the idea of Australia’s Britishness found expression in a variety of ways. For example, the Government’s first tentative steps towards subsidising the performing arts occurred in the wake of Queen Elizabeth’s 1954 visit, and resulted in the creation of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust. The name firmly tied Australian cultural endeavour into a wider field of Britishness, conjuring up the prevailing rhetoric in Britain about the arrival of a ‘second Elizabethan age’.41 In education, to the extent that Australian history was taught at all, it was primarily concerned with tying Australia’s heritage firmly into the grand narrative of the British achievement—the Magna Carta, the great literary and philosophical tradition, parliamentary democracy, and the worldwide civilising mission of the British Empire. High school texts like Ford and Hyde’s Social Studies for Australians, while containing considerable Australian content, were nonetheless strongly oriented towards Britain with chapter titles such as ‘Homeland of our Forebears’, ‘Crises in British History’ and ‘How Climate, Resources and People Explained the Greatness of the United Kingdom’. School children continued to ponder over maps of the world decorated in swathes of imperial red, despite the recent independence of India and Pakistan, and the oaths of loyalty in private schools were intrinsically British in sentiment. Similarly, the established churches were deeply conformist politically, and in the 1950s conformism implied an unquestioning allegiance to the British sovereign. Brian Fletcher has shown how the Church of England in particular, right down to the early 1960s, ‘helped to keep alive in Australia that facet of nationalism which was associated with being British’.42




    The clearest indication of the predominance of Britishness in Australian civic culture in this era can be seen in official and popular attitudes towards citizenship and immigration. The introduction of the Nationality and Citizenship Act in 1948 was in no way inspired by any political pressure to assert a separate Australian civic identity. Rather, it was prompted by moves in Canada and Britain to define more closely the separate categories of citizenship within the wider field of ‘British subject’. A Gallup Poll of 1947 recorded that 65 per cent of Australians wished to retain their official British nationality, rather than establish a separate Australian nationality.43 And according to Ann-Mari Jordens, when the Secretary of the Department of Immigration requested a paper outlining the rationale for the creation of an Australian citizenship in addition to that of British subject, the officer responsible for the task had to ‘rack his brains’ for good reasons.44




    Throughout the 1950s, the Menzies Government carried on the efforts of Arthur Calwell to ensure that British migrants made up as great a proportion of Australia’s intake as possible. Immigration Minister Harold Holt assured the Australian public in 1952 that ‘in accepting a balanced intake of other European people as well as British, [we] can still build a truly British nation’.45 As the percentage of British migrants declined steadily into the mid-1950s, Holt stepped up pressure on the British Government for more active assistance in promoting and facilitating migration to Australia. He routinely invoked the urgent imperative of enriching and strengthening ‘our British Commonwealth family’, and on one occasion in 1955 he argued that ‘in this age of potential atomic destruction’ it was the height of folly to have so much British population and industry ‘locked in the tiny and vulnerable areas of the United Kingdom’. The British High Commissioner, Stephen Holmes, took exception to the idea ‘that the United Kingdom was so liable to be blown to pieces that people should leave it in large quantities’, but there was no objection to Holt’s basic premise—namely, that the British and Australian Governments shared a common interest in securing the vitality and prosperity of the British peoples around the globe.46




    When appeals for official assistance failed to yield a sufficient increase in British migrants, the Government turned to community groups throughout Australia and Britain by launching the ‘Bring Out a Briton’ campaign in 1957. The scheme was designed to give a boost to British migration through direct community sponsorship, and was promoted in cinema advertisements featuring the all-Australian icon, Chips Rafferty. In one of these promotional films, Rafferty is seen crouching by a suburban roadside as he watches a comfortably assimilated English housewife waving her children off to school. He turns to the camera and exhorts his fellow Australians: ‘These are the people we want’. Similarly, when the Immigration Department decided in 1955 to make a public relations exercise out of the arrival of the one-millionth post-war migrant, they chose a woman from Yorkshire, Barbara Porritt, to occupy this symbolic role. She was warmly greeted on her arrival in Melbourne by Immigration Minister Holt (accompanied by a formidable media entourage) and was subsequently treated to a week of celebrity appearances and civic functions, As symbols of Australia and Britain respectively, Rafferty and Porritt served to reassure the Australian public that large-scale immigration would not entail any major changes to the ‘Australian way of life’, While the Government actively promoted measures to assimilate the wave of recent migrants from Eastern and Southern Europe, the likes of Mrs Porritt comprised an entirely different category of migrant for whon talk of assimilation seemed irrelevant. By her very Britishness, she couk be presented as ‘one of us’ from the moment she stepped off the boat.47 As Labor immigration spokesman Leslie Haylen told the House in 1956, for British immigrants ‘assimilation into the Australian way of life is like walking from one room to another. They give us no enduring problems in settling into this country, because they are some of us and because they are the most desirable immigrants of all’.48




    The steady traffic of Australian travellers heading in the opposite direction in the 1950s equally demonstrates the ongoing appeal of the British embrace. ‘As the ancestral “home” of most white Australians’, writes Ian Britain, ‘as the fount of their language and the main focus of what they learned at school about literature and history, Britain merited at least a visit; and in the eyes of some, the trip itself came to assume the form of a “rite of passage” to full maturity’. P. R Stephensen had noted the ‘formidable batch’ of Australian artists, writers and intellectuals emigrating to London in the 1930s, and by the end of the 1950s Jack Lindsay reported that this ‘exodus’ had become ‘large-scale and significant’.49 The reasons for this were complex and varied, but a common element was a sense that Australia had little to offer those interested in intellectual or cultural pursuits. London was a convenient destination in terms of the benefits of British subject status; more importantly, it was looked upon as the source of a rich intellectual and cultural heritage. In that sense, the pilgrimage was hardly conceived as a journey to foreign climes, although individual travellers occasionally reported experiences that seemed unexpectedly unfamiliar. Rather, as Clive James reflects, ‘we did not regard ourselves as tourists. Whatever our convictions, we were children of the Commonwealth, not to say the Empire’.50 The free exchange of migrants and travellers fostered the sense that the Australian and British peoples, although each had their own distinctive characteristics, were bound up in a common racial and cultural entity. Within this ideologically determined view of the British world, writes Stephen Alomes, ‘Australian cities were as much provincial extensions of London as were Bristol or Birmingham’.51




    This is not to say that Britain was the only point of reference for Australians in the 1950s. There were, for example, a large proportion of Australians with Irish ancestry, many of whom thought of themselves as Irish-Australians, but by the 1950s Ireland itself was generally regarded as remote from Australia’s concerns. Irish neutrality in World War II, followed by the declaration of an Irish Republic and withdrawal from the British Commonwealth in 1948, severely eroded any sense of community or common cause with the Irish people. This was underlined by the disappointing turnout for the 1948 visit of Eamon de Valera, who, temporarily out of office, had taken the opportunity to tour the world to drum up support for a United Ireland. He was met by indifference and even embarrassment in Australia. Neither popular sentiment nor government support could be rallied to a cause that would place Australia directly at odds with Britain and the Commonwealth. Of course, Irishness had ongoing relevance as a cultural marker of difference within the Australian community, which manifested itself in politics most famously in B. A. Santamaria’s ‘Movement’ and the great Labor Party split of 1955. But as Patrick O’Farrell has shown, these disputes ‘took place very much within an Australian context and with Australian reference: nobody bothered to make any comparisons with Ireland or suggested the presence of any links with it in the imbroglios of the 1950s and sixties. It was simply irrelevant’.52




    Equally, there were elements in Australian society in the 1950s that played down the British connection, advocating more exclusively Australian cultural loyalties and attachments. For example, the political and literary journal Overland, launched in 1954 by Stephen Murray-Smith with the help of Ian Turner, favoured realist, unpretentious writing that spoke to an Australian experience. The journal’s editorial slogan, ‘temper democratic, bias Australian’, deliberately invoked the radical bush tradition associated with Joseph Furphy’s 1903 classic, Such Is Life, and promised a special preoccupation with Australian themes, in place of the prevailing tendency to look to Britain for intellectual and cultural inspiration. The journal was closely linked with the Australasian Book Society, established in 1952 at the initiative of Frank Hardy, which made significant contributions to writing in the radical nationalist tradition throughout the decade. More popularly, Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend (1958) was the clearest articulation, before or since, of a peculiarly Australian ethos that distinguished Australians from their British and Irish ancestors.




    This emphasis on the Australian literary and cultural tradition was not, however, primarily concerned with a rejection of Britishness. Most of the leading social radicals of the time had, at one time or another, been members of the Communist Party, and their energies in the 1950s were channelled into ideological debates rather than questions of national identity.53 Ward freely conceded that ‘Australian patriotic sentiment does not usually or necessarily involve weakening in attachment to Britain, but rather the reverse’.54 Moreover, John Murphy has commented on the increasingly nostalgic tone of radical nationalist opinion in the 1950s, as intellectuals recognised that post-war prosperity had marginalised, if not totally buried, the values associated with an imagined radical nationalist past. Ian Turner, who had experienced first-hand the difficulties of mobilising the complacent Australian worker, expressed his forlorn hope in 1959 that the national character ‘will not be completely smothered in the T-bones and television of the welfare state, and that, when a new social and moral testing-time comes for Australia, there will be enough of the tradition left buried in people for it to bubble up to the surface’.55 An interesting comparison might be made with the lone voice of radical republicanism at the time of Federation, J. F. Archibald, who was frustrated by the ‘bastard state of Australian opinion, still in large part biased by British tradition, British customs, still lacking many years to the sufficiency of manhood’.56 Or P. R. Stephensen, who railed against Australia’s cultural subservience to Britain in the 1930s, only to find himself interned as a traitor and subversive in 1942. Just as the voices of Archibald and Stephensen trailed off in marginalised despair, so too the radicals of the 1950s found that ‘their position of isolation from the mainstream of Australian society was an unhappy and paralyzing one’.57




    Viewed in this light, it is difficult to identify any meaningful reflection or debate about the shifting determinants of the Anglo-Australian relationship in the 1950s. On the contrary, amid the prevailing popular enthusiasm for and public celebration of the British connection, the impact of occasional Anglo-Australian discord on Australian political culture was extraordinarily limited. The intricate details of trade, finance, and Sterling Area co-operation were allowed to pass without much comment or critical enquiry, as though these issues were an irrelevant sideshow to the broad affirmations of organic cultural community. The broad outlook of Australia’s policy-making elite was conveyed in Casey’s repeated requests to the British Government for a greater share of knighthoods for Australian diplomatic staffs58 Despite the numerous fundamental breaches in Anglo-Australian relations, no single issue was of sufficient magnitude to call into question the basic belief in a wider British community of nations. Such incidents as might conceivably have captured wider critical attention, like the dispute over ANZUS, were papered over by tortuous affirmations of the old kinship ties. The Sydney Morning Herald, for example, declared on 15 October 1952:




    

      Nowhere in the British Commonwealth is greater store put upon the closest possible collaboration and co-ordination of policy with the Mother Country than here. Nowhere in the Queen’s realms is there a stronger desire to preserve intact and inviolate what used to be called the ‘ties of Empire’. Any suggestion that Australia would willingly loosen those ties or, what is worse, replace them by others, is fantastic.


    




    The Age followed suit the next day:




    

      Mr Menzies expresses the general view of this country when he dismisses as unfounded the suggestion that the [ANZUS] Treaty entails a drawing away from Great Britain . . . Britain’s continued interest in the security of Australia and New Zealand is of enormous importance, and nothing should be allowed to lessen it, or to weaken the bonds of sentiment, kinship, history, and trade . . . Unity of the English-speaking world for large purposes remains of transcendent importance.59


    




    Casey placed similar emphasis on the British connection, informing his partners at the 1954 ANZUS Council Meeting that ‘our relationship with Britain was such that it was inconceivable that we should be belligerent in any trouble whilst the United Kingdom was not’.60 On one occasion, when confronted by the British High Commissioner about Australia’s increasing tendency to treat relations with the United States on an even footing with Great Britain, Casey replied that there was no need to remind Australians of the pre-eminence of the British Commonwealth ties: The essential difference was deeply and sub-consciously, if not consciously felt the whole time’.61 Clearly, the political and strategic adjustments of the 1950s had only a minor impact on official, as well as wider public, perceptions of Australia’s ties to the Mother Country. As David McLean has commented, ‘despite Spender and Casey’s talk of the importance of Asia to Australia . , . the problem of how Australia might adjust to the region in the absence of British or American hegemony was merely postponed’.62




    By far the clearest illustration of the continuing influence of British race patriotism in Australian political life was the Suez crisis of 1956. Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s decision of July 1956 to nationalise the Suez Canal Company sparked a series of events that culminated in Anglo-French military intervention in the canal zone on 1 November 1956. The worldwide condemnation of British and French actions, and in particular the open hostility of the United States, confronted the Menzies Government with a painful choice between its two ‘great and powerful friends’. Contrary to the expectations of the British Foreign Office, Menzies, with the support of almost the entire Cabinet, stuck by British Prime Minister Anthony Eden throughout the crisis. Australia cast its vote with a conspicuous minority of five in opposing the November resolution of the United Nations General Assembly calling for the immediate withdrawal of British and French forces. For Menzies, the matter was a simple question of defending British power and prestige:




    

      It is apparently not fashionable to speak of prestige. Yet the fact remains that world peace and the efficacy of the United Nations Charter alike require that the British Commonwealth and, in particular, its greatest and most experienced member, the United Kingdom, should retain power, prestige, and moral influence.63


    




    Despite Menzies’ overt display of Australia’s ‘British’ colours, historians have pointed to the pivotal role of the Suez crisis in reorienting Australia’s international outlook away from the traditional identification with Great Britain, and towards a more close-knit alliance with the United States. David Lee argues that ‘the Suez crisis revealed to Australia, more than any other event, that the endemic economic weakness of Great Britain and the sterling area rendered Great Britain incapable of acting any longer as a world power in both the economic and politico-strategic sense’.64 Others have drawn a direct link between the events of Suez and the decision of the Australian Defence Committee in September 1956 to integrate Australian military equipment with American, rather than British, standards. W. J. Hudson, while emphasising the ‘blind loyalty’ of Australia’s pro-British stance at Suez, also shows that certain members of the Australian foreign policy establishment tended to view the crisis in a more critical light. This was particularly true of Casey and External Affairs officials, who were wary of alienating opinion among Asian countries, particularly those in the South-East Asian region.65




    The capitulation of the British at Suez was crucial in demonstrating the weakness of British power in the post-war world, and ultimately, in reorienting the national defence priorities of the Menzies Government. But the implications of Suez were only slowly absorbed, both in Britain and Australia. As Hudson has stressed, the instinctive Australian response to the Suez crisis was overwhelmingly based on British racial sentiment, and this reaction was not erased overnight. Moreover, popular attitudes were strongly influenced by a ‘special category of contempt’ for Egyptians, harking back to wartime memories of Australian troops stationed in Cairo in both world wars.66 To the extent that Menzies was criticised for his role in the affair, this derived more from a mocking distaste at his vain performance as a world statesman, rather than any sense that he was supporting the wrong side in the dispute. Even dissenters within the Cabinet such as Casey tended to frame their arguments in terms of Australia’s interest in the preservation of British prestige. As Casey saw it, ‘It was inevitable that Britain would lose face over the Suez affair. My concern was that she should lose as little face as possible’.67 For Casey, as much as Menzies, the link between British prestige and Australian national interests was axiomatic. Thus, despite differences about the wisdom of Britain’s use of force against Nasser, it seems unlikely that Casey, or any other member of Cabinet, would have demurred from Menzies’ assurance to Eden: ‘You must never entertain any doubts about the British quality of this country’.68




    The Department of Trade and the Assault on Imperial Preference




    Another major development during these years that has attracted the attention of historians as a symbol of Australia’s dwindling ties to the Mother Country is the renegotiation of the Ottawa Trade Agreement in 1956. The constraints of Australia’s ongoing balance-of-payments problems, and the political imperative of finding some means of dismantling import restrictions without endangering the Australian economy, had placed increasing pressures on the Menzies Government. Australia’s poor export performance in the early 1950s was mainly due to a major downturn in the terms of trade, particularly the slump in wool prices, but whatever the cause, the only way out was a rapid expansion of export income. To this end, in January 1956 the Government established a new Department of Trade for the explicit purpose of stimulating export earnings. The Deputy Leader of the Country Party, John McEwen, was sworn in as Minister, while the former Secretary of the Department of Commerce and Agriculture, Sir John Crawford, was appointed to run the new department.




    McEwen and Crawford quickly established a formidable partnership in tackling the problem of Australia’s external viability. McEwen had a vastly different background from many of his wealthier, better-educated Liberal counterparts. Orphaned at the age of seven and raised by his grandmother in what he described as ‘pretty frugal circumstances’, McEwen was forced to carve out his own livelihood as a soldier settler, farming the Stanhope district of Northern Victoria in the 1920s. From here he became active in rural politics, joining the Country Party in 1932 and winning the rural seat of Echuca in 1934. In his maiden speech in the House of Representatives, McEwen addressed issues which would absorb his energies for the remainder of his long career—the need to secure fair returns to rural producers, and the importance of stimulating export income as the key to solving Australia’s adverse trade balance. Perhaps as a result of his experiences on the land, McEwen was a hard-working, dour individual who, according to his biographer Peter Golding, earned the political sobriquet ‘Black Jack’ on account of ‘the darkness of this] visage and, not infrequently, his mood’.69 But as Minister for Commerce and Agriculture and then Minister for Trade in the Menzies Government, he gradually built up a reputation as a staunch advocate of Australian economic interests, initially as a spokesman for the rural sector, but later as the ‘arch-protectionist’ of Australian manufacturers.




    McEwen’s dogged, persistent style also earned him a reputation as a tough negotiator in many rounds of overseas trade talks during the 1950s and 1960s. His approach to dealing with United Kingdom ministers and officials could not have been more different from the familiar, ‘old boy’ intimacy of Menzies and Casey. McEwen fundamentally distrusted the British, regarding them as ‘smooth operators’ who, through a combination of guile and hard bargaining, sought to ensure the best possible deal for their own interests.70 Unlike Menzies, for example, McEwen tended to shy away from official entertainments in London, preferring to spend his evenings preparing his brief for the following day, Crawford described McEwen as a ‘rather tense and sometimes diffident man’,71 and there is little evidence that he cultivated any life-long personal friendships through his extensive overseas contacts, with the possible exception of Japanese Prime Minister Eisaku Sato.72 But despite McEwen’s lack of personal affinity with the British, he still shared many of the assumptions of the day about Australia’s place in the British world. Reflecting on the introduction of a separate Australian citizenship in the late 1940s, for example, he forcefully articulated the view that ‘when the British people took steps to separate into different nationalities, it was a black day in their history’.73 It was within this framework of a wider British community of race, kinship and cultural ties that he conceived of Australia’s trade with Britain as ‘a natural one’.74 Indeed, his deep scepticism about British motives and objectives sprang from an underlying suspicion that British ministers might not necessarily share his conception of the ‘natural’ trading world.




    John Crawford was the intellectual impulse behind McEwen’s activities during his first five years as Minister for Trade, and he continued to wield considerable influence after his retirement as Departmental Secretary in 1960. McEwen freely acknowledged Crawford’s influential role, conceding that ‘I could not think of calling him my lieutenant, for this would make him seem a secondary person’.75 Ten years McEwen’s junior, Crawford was an innovator in trade policy, unshackled by conventional orthodoxy and open to alternative approaches to Australia’s structural economic problems. From an early stage in his career he was highly sceptical of the idea that Australia’s economic and military security should be focused on Great Britain. As a young economics graduate in 1938 he presented a paper to the Australian Institute of Political Science arguing that the future for Australian exports lay with Japan and other Asian countries, and warned prophetically of the dangers of relying too heavily, both economically and militarily, on ‘strong friends’.76 As Head of the Department of Commerce and Agriculture, Crawford identified the narrow base of Australian trade and commodity policies as the heart of the problem of external viability, and already in the early 1950s he began to assess critically the value of the British trading relationship. The establishment of the new Department of Trade cemented the alliance of McEwen and Crawford, and together they set out to secure a greater Australian share of existing markets, but more importantly, a more diversified export programme incorporating new markets and a broader commodity base. They took as their starting point the foundation stone of Australian trade policy—the imperial preference system.




    Prior to the creation of the Department of Trade, the system of mutual trade preferences between Australia and the United Kingdom had remained more or less in the form of the original Ottawa Agreement of 1932. But although the form remained largely intact, there had been important changes in substance by 1956 which, in Crawford’s view, had tipped the balance of the agreement greatly in Britain’s favour. For instance, the rapid expansion of the Australian market had led to an eight-fold expansion in imports from Britain since pre-war levels; but this had only been matched by a four-fold expansion in the British market for Australian produce. Moreover, nearly half of Australia’s preferences were fixed value margins (rather than the fixed percentage margins enjoyed by the British), which had declined in real terms with the rise in prices since the 1930s, and in some cases had become virtually useless. Nor did Australia’s preferences in the British market provide any kind of protection against heavily subsidised produce from the United States and France. The Department of Trade calculated that by 1956, the United Kingdom derived two to three times the advantages flowing to Australia from the Ottawa Agreement, even though the agreement was originally designed to be one of equality.




    The very first Cabinet submission of the Department of Trade was therefore highly critical of the Ottawa Agreement. Australia’s traditional focus on the British market, it was argued, lay at the core of the balance of-payments problem, inhibiting the attainment of Australia’s national economic objectives. The sluggish growth of the British economy relative to other European countries had become a permanent feature of the postwar international economic scene, and it was abundantly clear that, preferences or no preferences, the British market could not provide the level of growth required to meet Australia’s needs. Yet the obligations under Ottawa to give tariff preferences for virtually the full range of British imports severely curtailed Australia’s bargaining power to open up new markets in Europe, the Americas, and Asia. So long as Australia discriminated against imports from these countries, it was unlikely to negotiate any mutually beneficial trading arrangements with them. In addition to this, the high preference margins had an inflationary effect on the cost structure of Australian primary industries, thus diminishing Australia’s competitiveness abroad. Although McEwen and Crawford were confident that solutions to Australia’s problems of import controls and export expansion could be found, they were convinced that ‘the requirements of Ottawa, and certain practices associated with it, hamper—if they do not entirely frustrate—the achievement of these objectives’.77




    In May 1956, McEwen took the radical step of recommending that the Ottawa agreement be terminated and replaced with an entirely new trade agreement.78 He stressed the urgency of the problem and called for immediate negotiations with two prime objectives: to obtain a larger and more assured share of the British market to counteract the declining growth of Australian sales; and, more significantly, to obtain greater ‘elbow room’ to negotiate tariff concessions with third countries by a marked reduction in UK contractual preferences in the Australian market. By gaining greater freedom of action in tariff policy, McEwen hoped to expand Australia’s market opportunities to such an extent that import restrictions would no longer be necessary. The Cabinet fully endorsed McEwen’s recommendations on 10 May,79 and shortly afterwards British Prime Minister Eden was informed of the Australian Government’s desire to initiate formal talks ‘covering the whole field of our trade and commercial relations, and aimed at a completely new United Kingdom/Australia Trade Agreement’.80




    Historians have stressed the significance of this decision, portraying it as the effective dismantling of the traditional Anglo-Australian economic nexus. Sandra Tweedie, for example, treats the 1956 negotiations for a new trade agreement as a final ‘weaning from the imperial connection’, and the attainment of ‘maturity at last’.81 David Lee views the renegotiation of the imperial preference deal in similar terms, stating that ‘the essence of [McEwen’s] proposal was to bring to an end the system of contractual preferences which, under the Ottawa Agreements, Australia accorded to British exports’.82 But both of these views exaggerate the position in 1956. McEwen was not seeking to dismantle the entire system of imperial preference. On the contrary, he sought to bolster Australia’s preferential position in the British market, while at the same time obtaining the right to reduce, but not eliminate, preferences for British industrial goods in Australia. In his May 1956 Cabinet submission, he underlined that it would be the object of the renegotiation ‘to perpetuate the principle of British preferences’, and ‘to sustain the British as the principal suppliers of traditional items of trade’.83 The Cabinet Secretary, Allen Brown, was struck by the casual nature of the Cabinet discussion on what, to him, appeared to be a matter of fundamental importance. He advised Menzies that ‘the most important thing for the Government to direct its attention to is whether it is prepared . . . to take action which will injure the United Kingdom trade and to take action with the deliberate intention of injuring it’. In a scathing criticism of the Cabinet, he bemoaned the ‘rosy haze around the discussion which suggested that nobody would be hurt and all would be for the best’.84




    Brown’s comments clearly indicate that the reappraisal of the Ottawa Trade Agreement did not, in any fundamental sense, provoke a wider examination of the steadily widening gap between British commercial interests and Australian national aspirations. Both the Prime Minister’s Department and External Affairs were opposed to any measures which would ‘derogate from the strength of British influence’ in the world, while the Trade Department behaved as though a severe curtailment of British trade advantages in the Australian market was a simple matter of ‘restoring the balance’ to a gentleman’s agreement.85 Nor is there any evidence that the Ottawa renegotiation stimulated any wider public debate or reflection about the declining relevance of the old imperial ties. Although most press discussion supported McEwen’s efforts to secure a better deal for Australia, there was far greater emphasis on the imbalance in the existing preferential arrangements rather than on the contradictions inherent in the system itself. The editorial in the Age on 26 January 1956 typically observed: ‘It is true that public sentiment would be against making things harder for our kinsmen’, but this had to be weighed against the need to secure a more balanced trade deal,86




    The outcome of McEwen’s negotiations with the British was a revised version of the Ottawa Agreement which granted substantial concessions to the Australian position, but fell well short of McEwen’s original expectations. The new agreement, signed in Canberra on 9 November 1956, had three elements: it reaffirmed the principle of mutual preference for UK-Australia trade; it included a non-binding ‘best endeavours’ clause to secure an annual volume of 750 000 tonnes of Australian wheat sales in the British market; and it provided scope for an across-the-board reduction in UK tariff preferences in the Australian market, but not to the extent that McEwen wanted.87 This third feature was an important concession to the Australian desire for greater ‘elbow room’ to carry out trade negotiations with third countries. But, for reasons that will be taken up in the next chapter, McEwen was unable to use this bargaining room effectively to expand Australia’s trade opportunities elsewhere. Although McEwen privately expressed his disappointment at the emerging outcome, he nonetheless put a positive gloss on things in his report to Cabinet.88 He publicly dismissed the possibility of damage to British trading interests, and welcomed the new agreement ‘as a valuable step towards maintaining traditional trade and commercial ties with the United Kingdom’.89 Although the experience of the Ottawa renegotiation was a significant chapter in the broad sweep of change affecting the Anglo-Australian relationship in the post-war years, the end result of the trade negotiations was hardly a ‘fundamental turning-point’ in Anglo-Australian relations.
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