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ISBN 9781742236414

James Cotton has assembled 451 documents in an edited volume on Australian 
foreign policy covering the period 1920–30. The work progresses from the peace 
settlement in 1920–21; the approach to the Washington Conference in 1921–22; 
the evolution of the British Empire’s machinery and trade 1922–33; work in the 
League of Nations 1920–31; and attempts to claim Antarctica. This was a decade of 
imperial conferences, attempts to formalise a system of imperial defence and a strong 
focus on the City of London to oversee a policy of ‘men, money and markets’. 
The government of Stanley Melbourne Bruce, which was in office from 1923 to 
1929, seemed to have anticipated the Sterling Area launched at Ottawa in 1932. 
Bruce was himself to go to London later as Australia’s resident in London and high 
commissioner.

Cotton suggests that there were ‘distinctive Australian national interests’ that made 
a ‘merger’ of Australian and imperial interests problematic in this decade (p. 4). 
Trade was a significant example. The development of the trade commissioner 
service from the colonial period, the subject of a separate Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade study, had already initiated machinery to expand Australian 
commercial contacts in the Asian region. The war accelerated this development, 
with a Board of Trade established in 1918 and planning to send commissioners 
further afield, in South America, Europe and South Africa. Imperial preference 
and the role of Empire marketing boards certainly constituted trade diversion, but 
the documents give weight to the role of Britain in restricting scope for imperial 
integration. As Labor Prime Minister Scullin who looked to the City of London in 
1930 for advice pointed out, British imports from Denmark and Argentina were 
£130 million while those from Australia were £54 million. Australian trade officials 
such as Frank McDougall, a member of the Empire Marketing Board, understood 
that Empire Free Trade was not ‘practicable or desirable’. What was needed was 
a radical overhaul, with a planned rationalisation of industries and the development 
of supply chains in iron and steel, automobile manufacture and electric power on 
an Empire basis. These ideas were indeed taken up in the postwar reconstruction of 
Australia, a depression and second global conflict away.
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Regional security was a second area of Australian political focus. There is much 
that will be familiar to readers. Australian concerns with regional security since the 
1880s have long attracted scholarly attention. Billy Hughes’s robust contributions, 
previously conveyed by his role at the Versailles conference in 1919, are well 
documented. His support for the Anglo-Japanese alliance, further developed in this 
volume, have been revealed by W. J. Hudson, Neville Meaney and others. Cotton 
argues, however, that the establishment of the Pacific Branch under Edward Piesse in 
the Prime Minister’s Department marked the beginning of Australian foreign policy 
machinery. The action was taken in large part because the British Government had 
alerted Hughes to the fact that dispatching a fleet to the Pacific in future conflicts 
was problematic. The Washington Conference in 1921 enshrined the proposition 
that the Royal Navy would be equal to that of the United States, and that the Anglo–
Japanese alliance would have to be terminated. The documents reveal the extent 
to which Piesse reimagined a future in which British power could not be relied 
upon. Piesse mapped out in December 1920 a post-imperial sphere of Australasian 
interest that included the Netherlands East Indies and Portuguese Timor. Piesse also 
foreshadowed Australian appeasement policy in 1938, suggesting that there was a 
danger of Japan allying with Germany and Italy. It was in Australian interests, he 
argued, that Japan’s interest be confined to China rather than risk expansion south 
of the equator: ‘Japan has done nothing in China which was not done by the western 
powers before’ (p. 112). The problem of Japan’s ‘continental strategy’ was the ‘new 
attitude of America’ (p. 137). Japan feared war with America, a factor in its seizure 
of the German islands in the Pacific in 1914. Piesse was accordingly pessimistic 
about reconciling the interests between the two Pacific powers. As the documents 
make clear, however, there was no thought of establishing Australian legations in 
Washington or Tokyo. The focus was on ensuring the closest consultation in London 
and access to intelligence. To this end Piesse produced a major memorandum on the 
‘Far Eastern Question for Australia’, conducted conversations abroad with Japanese 
officials; and reported on Japanese attempts to secure most-favoured-nation status 
to trade in New Guinea and its own restrictions on trade in the mandates north 
of the equator.

While Australian military historians look north, Australian officials in the 1920s also 
looked south. A key factor exercising Australian concern with offshore territories 
was the pressure to annex Antarctica. Antarctica is accorded prominence in this 
volume. There were herein parallels with Britain’s reluctance in the colonial period 
to annex territories in the South-West Pacific despite Australasian pressure to do so. 
Cotton’s documents make it apparent that London would exert only gradual steps to 
secure British sovereignty over Antarctica. R. G. Casey, John Latham, Keith Officer 
and Bruce, however, were well aware of the precedent of Britain failing to acquire 
Alaska when the chance had been offered. Tsarist Russia and then the United States 
effectively capped Canadian prospects for Arctic expansion. Australian diplomatic 
activism was needed in pressing interests in the southern oceans, especially given 
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the potential for claims from Norway, France and the United States arising from 
the growth of whaling. In 1933 Antarctic explorer Douglas Mawson, a significant 
player in securing Australian rights, detailed for the Geographical Society his recent 
mission to the continent, as parliament passed the Australian Antarctic Acceptance 
Act 1933.

American power was well understood by Australian policy-makers in the 1920s, but 
the response was to strengthen the empire. Hughes was a fierce critic of Canada in 
this respect. Canada had asserted a right to make separate treaties. It had an embassy 
in Washington. When Canadian Prime Minister Meighen supported Harding’s 
insistence that Britain abandon the alliance with Japan, Hughes condemned the 
policy as the ‘Voice of America’. Geography protected Canada. It did not protect 
Australia. British sea power was essential and defence policy required a focus on 
the Empire as a whole. To Hughes regional security was a part of the network of 
Empire bases. He supported a system of global wireless communications, supported 
(albeit  with concern over the breakdown in British consultation) the British at 
Chanak, and opposed proposals to end Britain’s protectorate in Egypt.

There was significant discussion on the legal framework underpinning relations 
between the dominions and London, especially after their exclusion from conferences 
such as that at Washington on naval disarmament, the commitments in Turkey before 
the 1923 Chanak crisis, and the Locarno Treaty in 1925 by which Britain assumed 
potential responsibility for the defence of France. The problem was that a legislative 
framework was problematic. In 1930 Australia’s delegate to the League of Nations 
and law professor William Harrison Moore grappled with ‘repugnancy’ clause in 
the Colonial Laws Validity Act 1865, which conferred overarching powers on the 
British Parliament. Removing this negative power did not address the problems 
that lay at the heart of the famous Balfour Declaration in 1926. Dominions may be 
autonomous but not equal in function. The quest for uniformity in imperial policy, 
resisted in any event by Canada and South Africa, was not, as Moore concluded, 
‘not scientific but practical’ (p. 628).

The documents reveal a strong concern to strengthen consultation and undertake 
practical measures to strengthen the Empire. Deputy Prime Minister Earl Page in 
1926 spoke of ‘efficient imperial co-operation’, with separate dominions within 
a ‘framework of institutions which are essentially the same’ (p. 612). A ‘common 
respect for the rule of law’, an ability to compromise and imperial ‘sentiment’ were the 
ties that bind (p. 612). To External Affairs adviser Keith Officer, the Dominions were 
all engaged ‘to some extent’ in foreign affairs. His advice in 1930 was to strengthen 
consultations between imperial conferences. There should herein be consideration 
for an Imperial Economic Committee. Bruce, too, focused on practical measures 
such as standardising industrial practices to strengthen inter-imperial trade. In this 
context Herbert Gepp, chairman of the Migration and Development Commission, 
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was aware of the dual nature of his portfolio: ‘migration [to Australia] is governed 
by economic facts’ (p. 607). Industrial development was a ‘national problem’ while 
immigration was an imperial as well as national problem (p. 607).

Australian concern to keep defence and trade policy substantially within the Empire 
ensured limited support for the League of Nations. From the beginning of the 
organisation Hughes opposed League limitations on Australia’s jurisdiction in Papua 
New Guinea. The establishment of the Permanent Mandates Commission in 1921 
by the League Australian delegates countered Japan’s attempt to reject the application 
of the White Australia policy to its mandates. They also opposed the prospect of 
Germany securing representation on the commission, a concern that would 
re-emerge in the 1930s as measures to appease Nazi Germany were considered.

Australian delegates also opposed attempts by the League to reduce protectionism. 
Trade restrictions, and immigration, were matters of ‘domestic jurisdiction’. It was 
to be the bedrock that informed H. V. Evatt’s approach at the inaugural meeting of 
the United Nations in 1945. In similar vein Australia wanted an armed Britain to 
be unrestrained in assisting in its defence. League measures to secure disarmament 
and proposals for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes were met by 
the Australian Government with ‘considerable reservation’ (p. 426). Geography 
mitigated the application of such measures to Australia. Australia was not yet safe. 
Nor should Britain be bound by treaties ‘designed to meet European conditions’ 
(p.  426). Australia was a ‘small population forming part of the British Empire’ 
(p. 426).

It is not usual for Australian diplomatic historians to dwell on the importance of the 
Locarno Treaty in 1925. Cotton captures the extent to which Australian attempts 
to inform Empire policy were based on practical measures of collaboration. Australia 
had not been invited to the conference that secured recognition of Germany’s 
western borders and stabilised the diplomatic pressure on Weimar Germany. That 
came, however, with a British commitment to the continent—at least as far as the 
Rhine. That was of great potential consequence for Australian defence planning. But 
Australia had not been invited to the Washington Conference nor consulted over 
the Chanak crisis, both of which carried major implications for empire strategy. 
In every case, however, the issues were taken up at Imperial conferences and debated 
in detail, often with considerable insight. Bruce, for example, in pressing for the 
conference in 1926 known for its famous elevation of the Dominions by Lord 
Balfour, wrote to British leaders that ‘we feel that the Locarno Treaty in itself is of 
sufficient importance to render an early Imperial Conference essential’ (p. 585).

Imperial control of Australian diplomacy, trade and defence was reflected in the 
structure of foreign relations in the decade from 1920 to 1930. The Admiralty, 
Foreign Office, the City of London all cast long shadows over this part of the 
Empire. Distance underscored attachment to the Empire. Australia and Canada were 
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different. Cotton’s volume presents a much more nuanced picture. The documents 
capture policy makers carefully weighing Australian options in a world of declining 
British power. Britain may have been weakened by the war, but Hughes, Gepp, Page, 
McDougall, Scullin and others pressed the need for a renewed attempt to strengthen 
the Empire by taking more considered action in building Australian industrial and 
economic capability. Piesse suggested far-reaching steps to respond to a rising Japan 
unrestrained by the British fleet or the diplomatic leverage conferred by the treaty 
with Japan. World War I highlighted the impact of European conflict on Empire 
security. Bruce was alive to the possibility of a repetition of that scenario in framing 
a response to Locarno and League disarmament proposals. Moore struggled with 
the statutory framework surrounding relations between London and the dominions, 
but the efforts were put into affecting practical aspects of cooperation. Page’s appeal 
to common respect for law was an appeal then to the Anglosphere. It remains for 
some to the present.
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