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A controversial head 

of department

John’s elevation in 1947, having just turned 32, to head the Department 
of External Affairs was controversial. It displeased older senior diplomats 
such as Alan (later Sir Alan) Watt who, as assistant secretary, had 
previously been overlooked by the Labor Government for the position of 
head in favour of Sir William Dunk. He was given a diplomatic posting 
to Moscow instead.1 John Hood, who had joined External Affairs in 1939 
and who had filled in as acting secretary of the department, believed that 
of the potential candidates only John could work well enough with Evatt. 
He saw John’s appointment as necessary. Colin Moodie had sympathy 
for John:

Poor Burton; like most idealists, he was born for disappointment 
and soon found we were no different in essence from the men we 
replaced. He relied on emotion and instinct, which are dangerous 
guides without knowledge, especially when working for a Minister 
like Evatt, who wanted to bestride the world …2

Evatt was difficult to work with, but so was John. After a few major clashes 
during which John stood his ground, they got on well. John told us that 
Evatt rushed out of a cabinet meeting on an occasion, and ran down the 
hall of Parliament House to ask him, ‘Do you want a knighthood?’ John 
did not want to be ‘Sir John Burton’, and allegedly answered, ‘No. I have 
a title, I have a PhD.’ According to John, ‘the kingdom was awash with 

1  ‘Mr A. S. Watt Minister to Moscow’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6 February 1947, 1. 
2  Memoir of Colin Moodie, NLA, MS Acc13.173, 25.
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knights – but not with Doctors of Philosophy’. From then on, John said, 
the Doc insisted that the staff call him ‘Dr Burton’. The title ‘Dr Burton’ 
in newspaper headlines stuck. I now understand that the handing out 
of knighthoods to departmental heads was not common under Labor; 
nevertheless, whether the story is true or not, it reflects John’s recall that 
Evatt valued his head of department having a doctorate.

Evatt’s influence on shaping Australia’s foreign policy and John’s influence 
on Evatt have been the subject of debate over the last 70 years. According 
to John, his and Evatt’s shared philosophical outlook explains what many 
historians later found puzzling: namely, the little documented evidence 
that Evatt had provided John with any precise policy directives. Instead, 
the archived telegrams and cables available to historians appear, on their 
face, to reflect that decisions were made by John rather than Evatt – 
particularly on matters concerning South-East Asia. John states that he 
did seek instructions but that Evatt responded with a general philosophical 
discussion. John was left to deduce from the general. Evatt might say, for 
example, ‘You were at San Francisco. You know what the Charter says. 
You know what my policies are.’3

One Friday after a busy postwar Cabinet week during which John saw 
little of Evatt, John travelled with Evatt to Goulburn in order to get Evatt’s 
decision on several matters. Another car followed, to bring John back 
to Canberra. John tried to get direct answers but failed to steer Evatt’s 
conversation to the matters of concern. Instead, they had one of their not 
unusual conversations that covered all kinds of topics that John enjoyed. 
John wrote, ‘The driver, had he not known otherwise, could have thought 
we were a couple of political philosophers from the Australian National 
University’.4 On his drive home, passing Lake George, he wondered how 
he could deal with the issues that needed a decision. It was then that 
he realised that with Evatt, ‘provided the philosophical framework was 
understood, decision making was no problem’.5 John had a lot of freedom 
and, on reflection, he said:

As a consequence I am associated with initiatives far beyond those 
of a public servant, for example, to establish links with the people 
of this region, to assist in their struggles for independence and 
to move away from pre-war reliance on strategic alliances. But 
these were no more than the day-to-day, event-following-event 

3  Burton, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 4, Burton family file.
4  Burton, ‘Herbert Vere Evatt: A Man Out of His Time’, in Day, Brave New World, 2.
5  Burton, ‘Herbert Vere Evatt’, in Day, Brave New World, 3. 
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applications of a well-discussed policy approach. The directive 
was that Australian security and welfare in the future must rest 
on Australia’s independent decision-making, and in particular the 
promotion of stability in the region based on independent  and 
secure autonomies which would, because of their self-esteem 
and  security, have no reason to seek assistance from any power 
outside the region.6

During the war and postwar, Australia’s defence and foreign policy was 
primarily run from the Defence Department under Sir Frederick Shedden. 
Distrust and antagonism had already developed between Shedden’s 
department in Melbourne and the much smaller Department of External 
Affairs in Canberra before John became its head. When John arrived, 
he had easy access to Evatt his minister and Chifley as prime minister, 
and he was able to respond quickly overnight or early in the morning 
to cables, some of which had policy implications, without consulting 
others. Shedden complained that he was not always being informed of 
cables External Affairs received concerning Defence’s areas of interest. 
In a lengthy personal cable to John, Shedden spoke of ‘the difficulty with 
which we are confronted when called upon for our comments at the last 
minute on a matter on which there has been an extensive exchange of 
views over a lengthy period, of which we have no knowledge’.7 He urged 
the fullest cooperation and exchange of information between the two 
departments. Tensions mounted. The relationship between the two men 
did not improve with time. Arthur Tange, who had been seconded into 
the Department of External Affairs in 1945, later offered his perspective 
on this in his memoir:

Knowing Burton well, and observing Shedden, I came to believe 
in later years that the differences were the product of many things: 
age, education, respect for conventional Public Service practices; 
but particularly fundamental differences on the issues in East-
West relations, on the policy of non-alignment by emerging 
ex-colonies, and related questions. There was also the competition 
between a well rooted, if conservative and somewhat complacent, 
Department and a small group of untried newcomers in Canberra 
elevated into influence by a radical Labor leadership.8

6  Burton, ‘Looking to the Future’, 116.
7  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) Historical Documents, vol. 12, 1947, 
(other than Indonesia), Document (Doc.) 164, Shedden to Burton, 28 April 1947, ‘Secret Personal’ 
[AA: A1838, TS669/3, i].
8  Tange, Defence Policy-Making, 2.
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When the Council of Defence directed External Affairs to furnish a review 
of the international situation in 1948, an interdepartmental dispute 
between the departments of Defence and External Affairs erupted.9 
The different perspectives of the two departments on how hostility towards 
other nations should be handled is seen in some discussions on whether 
Australia’s support of the UK in the Middle East would best protect it from 
Soviet aggression – ‘the enemy likely to jeopardise Australian security’. 
In a Minute to Evatt on 15 April 1948, John referred to a conversation he 
had with Shedden about Defence’s view on the approach to be taken with 
respect to regional relations. He said that Shedden argued that:

it is necessary, in making a strategic appreciation, to make certain 
assumptions regarding possible enemies without implying that in 
fact a country singled out is regarded politically as an enemy.10

John conveyed his own view to Evatt:

I have always argued that strategic appreciations can and should 
be made without reference to a political appreciation pointing to 
likely enemies, and that, in any case, no foreign policy directed at 
securing peace could be based on possible enemies.11

Instead, John argued that what was required was direction on the basis 
of Australian Government policy on the use of Australian manpower and 
resources in the event of any conflict, however brought about and by 
whatever country. He concluded:

It would seem to me that it is this direction which the Chiefs 
of Staff do not wish to get, as it would completely change 
their planning and would prevent them making appreciations 
designating a particular country – Russia – as an enemy.12

An External Affairs strategic report, an ‘Appreciation’, of September 1948 
challenged the opinion of the Chiefs of Staff and argued that a combination 
of Chinese and communist influence in South-East Asia and the Pacific 
was a more direct threat to Australian security than its possible threat to 

9  See extracts from cables: Pamela Andre and Sue Langford, eds, Australia and the Postwar World: 
The Commonwealth, Asia and the Pacific: Documents 1948–49 (Canberra: Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, 1998), Introduction, x–xi.
10  DFAT Historical Documents, vol. 14, 1948–49, The Commonwealth, Asia and the Pacific, Doc. 
120, Burton to Evatt, Minute 15 April 1948, ‘Top Secret Defence Council’, accessed 24 May 2021, 
dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/historical-documents/Pages/volume-14/120-burton-to-evatt.
11  DFAT, Doc. 120, Burton to Evatt, Minute 15 April 1948.
12  DFAT, Doc. 120, Burton to Evatt, Minute 15 April 1948.

http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/historical-documents/Pages/volume-14/120-burton-to-evatt
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UK interests in the Middle East. It recommended that Australia should 
plan to counteract a threat to its own region by non-military means rather 
than by readying itself to support the UK’s military in the Middle East. 
The Defence response was delayed for six months and then mislaid in 
John’s department for a further two months, exacerbating the policy 
direction differences between the two departments. The department’s 
official summary of the direction taken under John’s influence as indicated 
in its Appreciation suggests that:

In many ways the External Affairs appreciation also expressed 
Burton’s desire for a more active Australian presence in the 
region. It outlined a plan of ‘early and determined action’ through 
a programme of economic and technological assistance and the 
extension of consular posts to Borneo, Sumatra, French Indo-China 
and Burma. In this way Australia would help improve social 
conditions, thereby combating the attraction of communism, and 
achieve some degree of influence with governments in the region.13

Moodie had been privy to the preparation of the Appreciation and recalled:

He prepared an appreciation of our strategic position (which was 
supposed to be a joint External Affairs/Defence product), slanted 
against China and away from Russia with the help of a junior 
officer, gave me a copy and sent the other copy to the Secretary 
of Defence Dept. His words to me were: ‘If there’s a leakage, we’ll 
know it’s either you or that bastard Shedden’.14

In October 1948, John accompanied Evatt to London for the Imperial 
Prime Ministers’ Conference when Evatt represented Australia as minister 
for External Affairs. John advised Evatt following Chifley’s direction. 
All the while, the Joint Intelligence Committee continued to produce 
appreciations that took no account of those prepared by External Affairs.

Chifley, Evatt and John were of like minds in emphasising the importance 
of strengthening relations with neighbouring countries. Defence, on the 
other hand, continued to focus on securing the country against potential 
enemies. The threat of the spread of communism in the region posed 
an agreed risk, but the two departments charged with implementing 
defence and foreign policy were at war with the way to combat it. 
Defence continued to support the traditional military-based approach of 

13  Andre and Langford, Australia and the Postwar World, Introduction, xi.
14  Memoir of Colin Moodie, NLA, MS Acc13.173, 25.
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the colonial powers; External Affairs saw the need to address grievances 
that arose from colonial rule in order to strengthen the region’s resistance 
to communist infiltration. John favoured open diplomacy that would 
introduce circuit-breaking dialogues and relationships into Australia’s 
foreign policy thinking. He thought it important to understand what 
was driving the thinking of Australia’s close neighbours. Shedden, on the 
other hand, accepted in 1948 the British assessments that Moscow was 
directing  communist subversion in South-East Asia. Hasluck expressed 
cynicism, holding the view that ‘Burton was essentially a crusader. 
He  had to advance a cause and was as ardent as any crusader because 
of his conviction that whatever cause he favoured was the only cause 
worth service’.15 John had fallen out with Hasluck after denying him a 
permanent posting to the United Nations. With hindsight, John realised 
his mistake, but was nevertheless surprised that Hasluck joined the Liberal 
Party and  decided to enter federal politics when John thought he was 
a Labor man.16

A footnote to Evatt’s and John’s push for engagement with Australia’s 
Pacific neighbours is the involvement of John’s father, Jack, in the 
region. Evatt, John and some other senior officers of External Affairs 
initiated the formation of a consultative regional forum for the Pacific. 
Australia,  France, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the UK and the 
USA officially launched the South Pacific Commission on 6 February 
1947 to promote development in Pacific Island territories under their 
administration.17 Evatt appointed John’s father as one of two Australian 
commissioners to the commission. Jack attended its inaugural meeting in 
1948 with Evatt.18

15  Hasluck, Diplomatic Witness, 35.
16  See Burton, interview by Michael J. Wilson, 1995, 9–11, for John’s description of his relationship 
with Hasluck; and see Henry, ‘Reflections on Dr. John Wear Burton’, 71.
17  Daniel Oakman, Facing Asia: A History of the Colombo Plan (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2010), 15, 
doi.org/10.22459/FA.10.2010.
18  Andre and Langford, Australia and the Postwar World, 241. 

http://doi.org/10.22459/FA.10.2010
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Father and son, John and Jack Burton, Evatt appointees, late 1940s.
Source: Family collection.
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