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I have previously presented on ‘teaching the Cold War from an Australian
perspective’. This presentation, which I’ve put together in commemoration of the 75
anniversary of the signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1951, will obviously have a decent
amount of overlap with that previous talk. But I hope that the narrower focus on the
history of the Australia-US relationship will allow us to cover a few more curriculum
points, as well as having a bit more of a direct contemporary relevance that might
make it more engaging for you and hopefully for your students as well.
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I think that contemporary relevance is summed up by the central paradox which this
talk will seek to explore. And that is, that while the ANZUS Treaty is often held up as
the centrepiece of the Australian-American alliance, the fact is that it actually falls
short of the technical definition of an alliance. Robert Menzies, the prime minister who
actually signed the treaty, was always very careful not to refer to it as an alliance,
even if his successors have been a bit looser with their language. 

This is because under the treaty’s provisions an attack on one of the parties is not
automatically treated as an attack on all of them. Instead, the treaty uses vaguer
language under article III to ‘consult in the advent of a security threat in the Pacific’
and under article IV to ‘act to meet the common danger’ in accordance with the
constitutional processes of each country. If those constitutional processes mean
getting Congress to approve of the war, which they do in the case of an official war
rather than a so-called special military operation like Iran, then Australia’s fate at any
given point in time is essentially left up to the whims of American public opinion and
the American party system’s partisan bickering.

President Kennedy directly admitted as much in October 1963 when he told
Australia’s External Affairs Minister Garfield Barwick that the American people had
‘forgotten ANZUS and are not at the moment prepared for a situation which would
involve the United States’, in the context of the Confrontation between Indonesia and
Malaysia escalating into a full scale war involving Australia. So the point is that long
before the rise of Trump, there was always a deliberate strategic flexibility and
transactional nature to the relationship, that contradicted much of the public rhetoric
about shared values and defending liberal democracy. And this is one of the main
reasons why Australia felt obliged to send troops to Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq, as
a sort of insurance premium payment, that aimed to ensure that the policy would in
fact be up to date and paid out in full in the event of a major threat arising.
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But I’d like to start off with that topic of shared values, and explore the extent to
which they existed at the time of federation in 1901. Because America was obviously a
major influence in shaping Australian democracy and our ‘Washminster mutation’ of a
constitution, which mixes the Westminster Parliamentary system’s reliance on Lower
House supremacy to form government, with the contradictory federalist principle
that an Upper House representing the states should share roughly equal powers to it.
A contradiction that would be lived out in real time during the constitutional crisis of
1975.

On the other side of the coin, it’s important to note that because we thought of
ourselves as being intrinsically British and loyal to the Crown, up until World War 2,
America was often viewed as being quite foreign and inferior to Australia’s traditions
of Empire. This negative sentiment was epitomised by Menzies himself, a man
famously ‘British to the bootstraps’, when he visited Washington for the first time in
1935 and wrote in his diary that it was ‘haunted by the statues of mediocrities’, i.e.
political leaders who could not hold a candle to the greats of English history. 

In the debates of the constitutional conventions of the 1890s, our founding fathers
made it pretty clear that ideally they would have liked to have followed the British
constitutional arrangements as much as possible, barring the hereditary House of
Lords which had already been dismissed as a ‘Bunyip aristocracy’ as early as the
1850s. It was just the circumstances of uniting 6 independent and pre-existing
polities that forced them to borrow from the Americans and create a strong Senate.
They were never really committed to federalism or the separation of powers as
theoretical ideals, and this can be seen in how centralist our constitution has turned
out to be in practice.

I do rather like the coincidence that 2026 is both 250 years since the declaration of
independence & 125 years since the inauguration of the Commonwealth. With the
obvious contrast being that the Americans had to fight for their independence,
whereas Australia was peacefully gifted it through a process of elected constitutional
conventions, referendums held in each of the colonies, and finally an Act of the
Imperial Parliament.

It was in fact the American precedent that allowed for Australia’s peaceful passage to
democracy. Both because British politicians openly said that they didn’t want to
repeat the mistakes that had cost them their 13 American colonies, and equally
because in 1778, when the war of Independence was starting to turn against the
British, they passed what was known as the Taxation of the Colonies Act, which
basically admitted a right to ‘no taxation without representation’, that Australian
leaders like William Wentworth were later able to leverage into self-government.
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Another remarkable fact is that it was a shift in American politics that may well have
allowed federation to occur in the first place. In that it was Grover Cleveland’s victory
in the 1892 presidential election that convinced soon-to-be NSW Premier George
Reid to support federation, which he had previously opposed as a threat to Free
Trade. The tariff debate was the main dividing line in Australian politics at the time,
and it had often been styled as a choice between emulating Free Trade Britain, or
Protectionist America. Hence the victory of a Free Trade supporting presidential
candidate was taken to indicate the looming the death of Protectionism worldwide.
Proving that even back then we read too much into what a single presidential election
meant for the future of global politics.

If Australia’s tariff walls, which would last until the 1980s, were American-inspired,
then another aspect of what Paul Kelly dubbed the ‘Australian Settlement’ was
intended to prevent Australia becoming too much like America. This was the
introduction of the White Australia Policy, which was often justified by pointing to
America’s racial tensions and particularly the American Civil War. In this context it’s
worth remembering that White Australia was not just about immigration, it was also
about abolishing our own form of pseudo-slavery in the importation of Pacific
Islander labour in North Queensland. Charles Pearson’s National Life and Character,
one of the most racist and influential books of the period, had argued that coloured
races thrived in tropical areas, such that when they became entrenched like in the
American South, it was practically impossible for the white man to displace them.
And even when it came to America’s white population, Australians perceived them
negatively for not being as purely Anglo-Saxon, containing a greater mix of European
ethnic groups, which wouldn’t really start happening in Australia until the period of
post-war immigration.

So the sin of the Americans, as far as Australians were concerned, was that they
simply were not British either in terms of their political system or of their racial
homogeneity. But these criticisms would soon be overlooked in the aftermath of
Japan’s success in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5, which was the first victory of
an Asian power over a European one in living memory, and therefore greatly
increased Australian fears of a potential invasion from the north. Because prior to this,
we’d primarily been concerned about other European powers, like German
involvement in New Guinea.
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It was in this context that we welcomed the visit of President Teddy Roosevelt’s
Great White Fleet in 1908, which was organised as a show of American strength in the
Pacific in direct response to the rise of Japan. Suddenly, we did think that the
Americans were a lot like us, with Prime Minister Alfred Deakin not only personally
extending an invitation for the fleet to come – which Britain was not happy about, but
also bragging that ‘no other Federation in the world possesses so many features [in
common with] the United States as does the Commonwealth of Australia’. So this was
the beginning of the ‘shared values’ rhetoric. The fleet was called ‘White’ because it
was painted as such, but there was a clear racial component to the rhetoric which
surrounded the visit, one that was so popular that five out of every six Sydneysiders
came out to see the ships. Making it even more pervasive than comparable cultural
phenomena like the 1954 Royal Tour.

Roosevelt was popular in Australia because he was an imperialist who was willing to
spend money to extend American power into our neck of the woods, but there has
always been a countervailing instinct of isolationism in American politics. Something
that dates back to George Washington’s warning to avoid ‘entangling alliances’, and
which has been seen most recently in Trump’s rhetoric if not his actions.

This isolationism was still very much alive during War 1, when it took the loss of many
American lives to German U-boat attacks, and even a bizarre attempt from Germany
to convince Mexico to invade the US, before it finally agreed to enter the conflict in
April 1917. Luckily for Australia, Japan was a British ally for the duration of the war,
meaning that American support was less vital than it had appeared less than a
decade prior. But it was Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes who did a great deal to
ensure that this did not remain the case after the armistice, when he infamously
succeeded in opposing Japan’s proposal to insert a racial equality clause into the
covenant of the new League of Nations.

This didn’t stop Japan from at least entering the league, before withdrawing in 1933
amidst criticism of its invasion of Manchuria. Which is more than can be said for the
United States. Because even though the formation of the League had essentially been
President Woodrow Wilson’s idea, a Republican controlled Congress refused to ratify
the League’s covenant because it thought that the security provisions would force
America into more foreign wars. The fact that the United States lost 116,000 men in
less than two years of conflict was taken by many as proof that the old approach of
leaving the rest of the world to its fate had been a wise one. And this combined with
the economic effects of the Great Depression did a lot to ensure that isolationism
had become further entrenched by the outbreak of World War II in September of
1939. Leading Franklin Roosevelt to channel Washington in making a pledge during the
1940 presidential election campaign that he would not ‘participate in any foreign
wars’.
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Hence when in January that same year, the Menzies Government sent Australia’s first
minister/ambassador to Washington, Richard Casey, as part of the first efforts to
establish an independent Australian diplomatic network outside of the empire, he had
his work cut out for him in lobbying the American Government to break Roosevelt’s
promise. Which the President famously would do long before Pearl Harbour, by
instituting the Lend Lease program to financially back the allies.

But while this was a positive for Australia, what was ominous was that as part of the
Lend Lease negotiations with Churchill, the United States committed itself to a ‘beat
Hitler first’ strategy as early as February 1941, and this American prioritisation of
Europe over the Pacific would endure, and prove a fundamental dynamic in ANZUS’s
commitments being very loose compared to those of NATO.

Indeed, Casey had to fight hard just to forestall an American plan to move the vast
majority of its fleet away from the Pacific and into the Atlantic, where it would not be
in a position to respond should Japan enter the war. Recent historiography,
particularly the work of James Prior, has also shown that Casey was highly successful
in convincing America’s strategic planners of the logistical merits of using Australia as
its main staging post for a war against Japan when this did eventuate.

Thus, while John Curtin’s famous ‘look to America’ declaration of December 1941 will
always be an iconic moment in the evolution of Australian foreign policy, the
Americans did not come to defend us because we asked, they did so because the
trade-offs made sense from their point of view. One classic example being that it was
very risky to get supply ships from America across submarine infested waters, hence
Australia would ultimately end up providing 95% of the food for the more than 1million
American servicemen fighting in the region. US Commander Douglas MacArthur,
famous for being a brutal realist, was quite blunt in saying that Australia was merely a
‘base from which to hit Japan’, rather than anything he or his government were
particularly sentimental about.

Once the war was over and the strategic imperative no longer held, the Americans
skedaddled pretty fast. Their priority was rebuilding Europe and protecting it from a
Soviet takeover. Hence the United States rebuffed efforts from the Chifley
Government to convince it to maintain a naval base at Manus Island that would have
provided an effective shield to Australia’s North. Australia was not even allowed to
keep much of the equipment from the decommissioned base on what was then its
own territory. This was instead sold to the government of Nationalist China in an
attempt to recover some of the initial costs.

This context is essential in understanding that ANZUS was not an inevitable or even
likely continuation of the Australian-American alliance established during World War
II. It was the product of new strategic circumstances that had emerged by the early
1950s.
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Namely, communist victory in the Chinese Civil War, the surprising success of the
communists in the Japanese elections of 1949, where the party received almost 10%
of the vote, and North Korea’s invasion of South Korea which was taken as direct
proof of the Communists’ willingness to use military force to expand their territory in
Asia, much as they had expanded it in Eastern Europe.

In these circumstances, the United States became very fearful that Japan might itself
fall to communism, in which case the balance of power in the Pacific would have been
completely stacked against the West. Hence they pushed ahead with the rapid
completion of a ‘soft’ peace treaty with Japan, which would end the victorious allies’
military occupation, and allow the defeated nation to rebuild its economy, becoming
capitalist, prosperous and pro-Western. A plan that would prove remarkably
successful over the coming decades.

Diplomatically, America was not in a position to unilaterally sign such a peace treaty,
they needed the agreement of a majority of their wartime allies who still had troops
stationed in Japan, and as you can imagine the Soviets were very much opposed.
Hence, ANZUS functioned as a rather direct exchange for Australia agreeing to sign on
to what became known as the Treaty of San Francisco, which we did exactly one
week after signing ANZUS itself in September 1951. The security pact was America’s
promise that they would come to our aid, should the economic resurgence of Japan
which the peace agreement aimed to facilitate, lead to its resurgence as a military
threat. Such a possibility did not seem unlikely at the time, given that even with
economy crushing reparations to pay, Germany had managed to claw back its
military dominance between the wars. Although, obviously the hope was that by
avoiding such reparations and even leaving the emperor in place, Japan would not be
given any motivation to do the same thing.

Australia was not the only country who took the deal that the Americans offered.
Apart from the obvious in New Zealand, which was also a part of ANZUS (although
notably it wasn’t as desperate for a security pact because it was so isolated and
strategically unimportant that it has never had the same level of defence concerns as
Australia), the Philippines concluded its own defence pact with the United States,
which was signed two days prior to ANZUS, and used almost identical language in its
clauses covering the meeting of common dangers and the respecting of
constitutional processes.

In 1954 Australia and the Philippines would end up with their own strategic links as
part of the South East Asian Treaty Organization. The poor man’s version of NATO for
the Pacific, which tried to link up America’s various bilateral Pacific allies, and is why
the American system of treaty signing is often referred to as the ‘Hub and Spokes’
approach.
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While much of the ANZUS negotiations were pushed by Australia’s External Affairs
Minister Percy Spender, the prime minister Robert Menzies initially remained quite
sceptical of what the treaty could achieve. He felt that the need to put everything
down in writing actually served to reveal the weakness of the commitment, whereas
leaving the American obligations implied might ironically make them broader. His
famous line was that ANZUS was a ‘superstructure built on a foundation of jelly’
although this was only ever recorded in Spender’s memoirs, hence Spender may have
had a vested interest in playing up these doubts in order to claim more credit for
himself.

Other figures were on the record in their opposition to ANZUS, often because it was
so intimately tied with reconciling with Japan that the two bills were even debated in
the same session of parliament in 1952, which saw a petition of over 100,000
signatures presented in protest of the ratification of the peace plan. The Labor
Opposition generally tried to make the distinction that it was for ANZUS but against
the Japanese peace and rearmament, but some of its members spoke openly against
both, including Arthur Calwell who suggested that ‘There is no real obligation in the
treaty on anybody and on some grounds it would be better to have no treaty at all’.

There were also more conservative voices who were against ANZUS because it
excluded Britain. Something that Churchill himself was pretty miffed about, but which
the Americans insisted upon so that the Treaty might be viewed as a logical grouping
of like-minded nations in the region, rather than as a new ‘white man’s club’ founded
in direct contradiction to an emerging age of decolonisation.

This imperialist sentiment was captured neatly in a letter to the editor of the
Melbourne Argus, which suggested that:

‘The spineless attitude of the Federal Government regarding the exclusion of Britain
from the ANZUS talks has disgusted the majority of us Australians who, irrespective of
political creeds, are fervently loyal to the Motherland.’

Further ‘spinelessness’ or perhaps just parallel strategic thinking might have been
seen in the extent to which the Australian government embraced not only the peace
treaty, but the logic of reconciliation which underpinned it. Examples included the
setting up of reciprocal embassies with Tokyo in 1952, Australia’s sponsoring Japan’s
entry into the Colombo aid program, the United Nations and even the UN security
council charged with ensuring world peace, and then signing the landmark commerce
agreement of 1957 which began the process of reorientating Australia’s trade towards
Asia.
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Perhaps the most surprising and controversial move was a decision to water down
the White Australia Policy to allow in over 650 so-called ‘Japanese war brides’ –
women who had married Australian occupation forces in Japan and who were
arguably the first large cohort of Asian people to be allowed to permanently settle in
Australia since 1901.

While in these respects, Australia was doing what America wanted, it should be noted
that during the 1950s more generally, Australia was nowhere near as subservient as
the stereotype that would emerge from the Vietnam War era of ‘all the way with LBJ’.
We initially declined to send ground troops to the Korean conflict, under the
assumption that it was too far north to be a strategic priority. It was famously
Spender and acting PM Arthur Fadden who decided to commit troops to Korea, while
Menzies was out of contact on a boat on the Atlantic Ocean. With the hope being
that if they could get in before the British made a similar announcement, we could
earn extra Brownie points with the Americans in the lead up to the ANZUS
negotiations.

Then when we were in the Korean War, we fought off an American plan to control the
price and allocation of wool – which was a key wartime commodity, particularly given
the freezing temperatures often experienced on the peninsula. But which was equally
vital as the cornerstone of Australia’s export earnings.

In 1954 Australia stood by Britain in declining a request by the United States to give
assistance to the French in their colonial war against the Vietminh in Indochina.
Although the Australian government may well later have regretted missing this
opportunity to resolve the Vietnam issue earlier.

Finally, during the two Taiwan Strait crises of the mid 1950s, Australia pushed for a
de-escalation, and Menzies even suggested that ANZUS would not apply should a
conflict break out over Taiwan. While Australia did not give official recognition to the
government of communist China, because it suited Western interests that Taiwan
continued to occupy China’s permanent seat on the UN security council, it equally
avoided going too far in giving full recognition to Taiwan, where an Australian embassy
would not be set up until after Menzies retired in 1966.
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Another point worth noting is that despite the ideological overlap between Australia’s
Liberal Party and America’s Republican Party, the American President with whom
Menzies had the frostiest relationship over his tenure was actually his only Republican
contemporary, Eisenhower. And this had a lot to do with the Republicans having a
greater tradition of isolationism than the Democrats. In the Cold War setting, neither
party was isolationist by the standards of previous years, but Eisenhower did try to
rely on using the threat of nuclear weapons, rather than the more expensive option of
troop and infrastructure commitments, to exercise influence in the Asia-Pacific
region. So while Menzies may have agreed with Republicans on domestic policy,
Democrat foreign policy often suited him better, and this was reflected in ANZUS
being signed under Truman, who also facilitated a major world bank loan to assist with
Australia’s post-war economic development, which allowed Menzies to fulfill a key
1949 election promise in ending petrol rationing.

Australia’s approach would admittedly change to become less discerning in
supporting the United States in the 1960s, and this can be explained by three factors.
Firstly, the gradual military withdrawal of Britain from the Asia-Pacific region after her
emasculation in the Suez Crisis of 1956. During the 50s Australia still had two great
power allies to choose between, by the 60s America was increasingly the only option.

Secondly, tensions with Indonesia reaching an all time high during the later stages of
the West New Guinea Dispute and then especially during Konfrontasi. Meaning that
the threat of a direct attack on Australia greatly increased, and we therefore needed
to court America’s protection more fervently. This was particularly the case because
the United States often wanted to appease Indonesia, to stop it from fully falling into
the sphere of the Soviets from whom it was already receiving military equipment. This
attitude was summed up by Kennedy adviser Bob ‘Blowtorch’ Komer, who made the
racist quip that ‘it was worth sacrificing a few thousand square miles of cannibal land’
to keep Indonesia from embracing the communists.

Then thirdly, this increased vulnerability led to Australia investing far more heavily in
our defence capabilities. Raising military spending as a percentage of GDP to a post
war high of 3.84% by 1968, and reintroducing conscription, a policy that was initially
aimed not at Vietnam but Indonesia, and deemed necessary because Keynesian ‘full
employment’ made it much more difficult to convince people to join the military than
it had been previously. In a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy, having a larger army made
Australia more willing to agree to use it, particularly when combined with the first two
factors.
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This new tendency was seen even before Australia committed ground troops to
Vietnam in 1965, in our willingness to sign up for a prospective US military
involvement in Laos earlier in the decade. And it is worth noting that in both cases
Britain declined to be involved, so this really was the moment, rather than in 1941,
when Australia abandoned the last vestiges of Empire security in favour of the new
American global hegemon. For Vietnam we even had to design a new flag for the
Royal Australian Navy to fly, because prior to this they had simply used the British
White Ensign because they had literally never gone to war without Britain and its
Royal Navy.

It’s also important to recognise that Vietnam was not necessarily viewed as a major
sacrifice on our part, at least in the early stages. When it was actually considered a
real positive for Australia because it was such a clear-cut rejection of isolationism
and a tangible commitment to Southeast Asia. Through Vietnam, both Kennedy and
Johnson showed that they were much more willing to invest in the Asia-Pacific than
Eisenhower had ever been. And with the conflict itself being far closer to home than
Korea, there really had been nothing of its kind as far as American commitments to
our region since the end of World War II.

Another key change that reshaped the dynamic of the Australia-US relationship
during the 1960s was the creation of the Northwest Cape Signals base in Western
Australia. Something that became the subject of the infamous ‘faceless men’ incident
during the 1963 federal election. When Opposition Leader Arthur Calwell was
photographed waiting outside the Hotel Kingston in Canberra in the middle of the
night to find out whether he was allowed to support the proposal, because elected
MPs were not part of the ALP Federal Conference, which determined the party’s
official policies at the time. Since its split over attitudes towards communism in the
mid-1950s, the Labor Party had been engaging in its own internal debates about the
merits of an Australian version of isolationism and the imposition of a nuclear free
zone, which they ultimately resolved by deciding in favour of the base & a
strengthened US alliance, ushering in the enduring bipartisanship on the issue.

The signals base, which was named after Harold Holt following his disappearance, and
was soon followed by the creation of Pine Gap in the Northern Territory and
Nurrungar here in South Australia, ushered in a new era in which Australia would
become the home to essential infrastructure for the American military’s surveillance
and communications networks, which facilitated the operations of their nuclear
powered and armed submarines, as well as their ability to detect competing
operations by the Soviets and the CCP.
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In many respects this resurrected the situation of World War II, when the United
States was given a direct strategic interest in safeguarding Australia. The bases
weren’t really a new idea, given America maintaining the Manus Island base in
peacetime had already been floated in the 1940s, and interestingly it has been
proposed again in the context of AUKUS – although the territory is no longer ours to
offer. But the highly controversial trade-offs were an apparent reduction in national
sovereignty and a decreased ability to extricate ourselves from American decision
making that may lead to a war.

This was demonstrated in 1973 when during the Yom Kippur War, in which the Soviets
backed Egypt and the Americans backed Israel, American facilities in Australia were
raised to DEFCON 3 in preparation for a potential nuclear attack without Australia’s
prior knowledge. This led to widespread recriminations by the Whitlam government
against the Americans, and also a conspiracy that the CIA was involved in the
Dismissal of 1975. This conspiracy can still be found on Australia’s communist party
website today.

By the time Menzies retired in 1966, his scepticism towards ANZUS had all but
dissipated. In his farewell press conference, he referred to it as the ‘best single step’
that had been taken by his government, and while the treaty itself was still not
technically an alliance with the United States, he believed that Australia now had a
‘species of alliance’ with the Americans. The point being that while the provisions of
the treaty itself remained as weak as they had been in 1951, all the cooperation
beyond it, in hosting American infrastructure, investing in our military capabilities to
both pull our own weight in defending ourselves and be of more help to our strategic
partners, and finally fighting alongside the Americans in Vietnam, had created a de
facto alliance.

The relationship was not set in stone, it was predicated on Australia keeping up all of
this cooperation into the future. It has consequently waxed and waned over the
years. Its most intimate periods, shown in the friendships between Holt & LBJ or Bush
and Howard, have involved notable troop commitments, rather than just ideological
overlap between leaders of the right or left (particularly when you consider that Bush
was almost as close with UK Labor’s Tony Blair, who sacrificed his public standing for
the Iraq War). And its least intimate were undoubtedly the clashes between Whitlam
and Nixon covered in James Curran’s book Unholy Fury. Which saw Nixon order the
national security agencies in Washington to explore options for cutting off
intelligence sharing with Australia, drastically reducing military co-operation and
relocating US intelligence installations out of the country.
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In deliberate contrast, Bob Hawke actively cultivated the US relationship. Both
because he thought it was important electorally for Labor to be seen as safeguarding
the alliance, and because he had a long history of actively supporting America that
included feeding US sources information while serving as head of the ACTU in the
1970s – a fact that has only come to light relatively recently. Hawke even managed to
convince Reagan to quietly back down from having Australia participate in the testing
of America’s MX missile, so as to not stir up controversy surrounding the joint
facilities amongst the left faction of the ALP.

This tact and negotiation was quite different from the hardline stance Reagan took
towards New Zealand and its Labour PM David Lange, when the United States formally
withdrew its security obligations in retaliation to the Kiwi’s refusal to harbour nuclear
equipped ships in the 1980s. A stark demonstration that even before Trump, the
heart of ANZUS was the transactional benefits obtained by each of the parties.

Whether Australia continues to benefit is obviously a growing debate, but one that
has seldom been entertained by Australian leaders either in office or while heading
the Opposition, it’s only post retirement that Keating and Fraser raised their concerns
about the relationship. Arguably the closest we’ve come to setting ourselves up for a
truly independent stance was not actually under Whitlam himself, but John Gorton, in
his attempts to develop Australia’s independent nuclear capabilities, including the ill-
fated plans for a nuclear reactor in Jervis Bay, which is part of the ACT even though
it’s located on the South Coast of New South Wales.
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