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ABSTRACT 

This study is in response to the persistent ambivalence characterising the Australian narrative 

on engagement with China. This ambivalence, between fear and friendship, can be framed as 

a tension between expected China opportunity and anticipated loss. Ambivalence is evident at 

the level of public policy development and implementation (the behavioural); at the level of 

popular policy endorsement (the attitudinal); and at the institutional level. This narrative of 

ambivalence includes the hopeful expectations of the Gillard Government’s 2012 White Paper, 

that ‘in this Asian century we [Australia] must enter a new phase of deeper and broader 

engagement’ with China. However, Australia and China have recently been assessed as moving 

in different directions. The significance of China for Australia, and globally, demands greater 

clarity and understanding — it demands assessment of the engagement process. This work 

seeks to redress this demand. 

In Part I of the study, engagement is identified as a cluster concept and a framework for 

its qualitative assessment is developed. This framework aims to redress the absence of a 

suitable assessment tool for engagement. The framework is employed in the Australian case 

studies which form the basis of Part II of this thesis. Each case study covers a discrete period 

of Australian Government stewardship of the China relationship. The Cluster Concept 

Framework makes it possible to assess the degree of consolidation, or ‘deepening’, of 

Australian engagement with China at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels — a 

complex and continuing process. This thesis finds that, despite varying degrees of activity and 

fluctuating enthusiasm, Australia and China are beginning to move in different directions 

largely due to failure on the Australian side. Engagement is broadening but not 

commensurately deepening. 

The Whitlam ALP Government’s (1972–1975) diplomatic recognition of the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) in 1972 created a ‘watershed’ in Australian engagement with China. 

The Whitlam Government did not allow the warming of relations with China to obscure 

important areas of disagreement, such as nuclear testing, and this gave its engagement policy 

credibility, with China, and also attitudinally with the Australian people.  

The Fraser Government (1975–1983) continued and extended the bipartisan approach to 

China policy. Deepening engagement was indicated by the positions that Canberra shared with 
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China on major international issues and the initiation of significant new relationship-building 

measures.  

Under the Hawke and Keating ALP governments (1983–1996), engagement with China, 

defined as comprehensive engagement, was predicated on economic interests. The relationship 

was not without its fragilities. By 1996, substantial sections of the Australian population felt 

alienated from the Keating Government’s foreign policy, particularly its perceived efforts to 

relocate Australia to Asia and resolve Australian identity. 

The Howard Government (1996–2007) experienced a bumpy start to its engagement with 

China. Consolidation at all three levels initially deteriorated; was restored and intensified 

between 1997 and 2002; then becoming more ambiguous, during which amity was mixed with 

unease. The benefits of trade were as visible to Howard as to his predecessors — differences 

centred on what needed to be done to realise and maintain China opportunity while managing 

varying levels of perceived China threat. This is at the heart of ambivalence in Australian 

engagement with China. 

Consolidation of Australian engagement with China during the Rudd-Gillard period 

(2007–2013) failed to live up to expectations. Engagement remained bipartisan but was caught 

in a paradox, potentially at more than one level. Fluctuating patterns of consolidation of 

engagement continued under the Abbott and Turnbull governments (2013–present), with 

evidence of a growing rhetorical war against China. The thesis identifies several critical areas 

where divergence is apparent.  

There is a complacency on Australia’s part towards China based on assumptions that 

China needs Australia to feed its growth, thereby immunising Australia from the impacts of 

failure at the behavioural level of engagement. This is a limiting perspective. This thesis 

concludes that a new phase of deeper and broader engagement with China requires greater 

understanding of China; greater Australian self-awareness of its own identity; plus the ability 

to see how China and other Asian nations see Australia. This requires greatly improved China 

literacy in Australia. The Cluster Concept Framework offers a means of understanding and 

assessing engagement between Australia and China in the context of the Asian Century. 

Key terms  

Australia, Asian Century, China, China literacy, cluster concept, complexity, diplomacy in the 

marketplace, engagement. 
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China Speaks (1938) 

by ‘Den’ 

In his recent Reichstag speech Herr Hitler is reported to have said that China was not strong enough 

mentally to exist in a modern world. 

I WAS here when the world was young, as men count young. 

Watched nation after nation rise in pride, 

Seen pearl on pearl of patting centuries strung 

Upon Time's abacus and pushed aside, 

Heard thro' the ages many a conqueror 

Thunder in arrogance upon my door, 

Marked his pride pass as lotus petals fold. 

I should be here still when the world grows old. 

CALMLY I slept, awakened, slept again, 

Counting the aeons as the day and night, 

Seen Egypt, Babylon, Greece, Rome and Spain, 

The Western peoples rise up in their might. 

Dreaming, I marked the clamour, heard their boasts; 

Tartar and Manchu, Genghis Khan's vast hosts 

Have clouded for an hour this placid brow, 

Raging against me; yet where are they now? 

GONE with the yellowed leaves of yesteryear. 

I, who have watched a world work out its fate, 

Heard all the tales of triumph, hate, and fear, 

Have learned the gift of patience; I can wait. 

Wait as I waited to see young lands plot 

To rediscover arts I'd long forgot; 

These who bowed down before barbarian kings 

When my art, literature, were ancient things. 

STORMED by an Eastern upstart whose queer pride 

Seeks to subdue and bend me to his will, 

Mocked by a Western tyrant who'd deride 

My ancient wisdom; so I dream on still. 

Gadflies, exulting for one summer's day 

Disturb my dreams; but these shall drift away 

With olden echoes sounding down the past. 

China, unconquered, lives on, ageless, vast. 

C J Dennis, in The Queenslander 9 Mar 1938 page 3. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1   Research Problem 

In 2012, the Australian Government White Paper — Australia in the Asian Century — boldly 

proclaimed that ‘in this Asian century we must enter a new phase of deeper and broader 

engagement’.1 This optimism resonates with many, but not all, contributions to a growing 

narrative on international engagement. However, such use of the term ‘engagement’ presumes 

that there is at least some common understanding of its meaning. Without this understanding, 

the term would not serve the purpose of communication.2 There is also a presumption that 

‘deeper and broader’ is possible and desirable but also ‘new’ or yet to be built. How clear is 

this vision in the second decade of the Asian Century? More importantly, how can we tell? 

Similarly, Australian engagement with China is, and has been for many decades, a 

process which has generated interest at elite levels and beyond. However, there is a tension 

between Australia’s contrasting desires regarding China. It is not clear that the disparate voices 

on this subject attach the same meaning to the notion of engagement or to the idea of China. 

Former Australian Ambassador to China, Geoff Raby, decried the lack of China literacy in 

Australia. He says, ‘China is not on a path of convergence to something that we can easily 

                                                 
1 Commonwealth of Australia (2012: 10). 
2 Wittgenstein (2001). 
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recognise and deal with’.3  This problem is not uniquely Australian but part of a widely held 

Eurocentric worldview which is challenged by a resurgent China within a global shift in wealth 

and power towards Asia.4 Rowan Callick argues that it is ‘all the more important to attempt to 

understand China as it is’ rather than something else — or pretending that it can be ignored.5 

In Part I, I will attempt to address what I see as gaps in the literature on engagement. This 

begins with the unresolved confusion surrounding the conceptualisation of engagement. The 

proposal that engagement can be understood as a cluster concept has several advantages. First, 

the resolution of a widely recognised conceptual confusion is a major advantage for 

understanding engagement, for communication and for policy analysis. Engagement is plainly 

a contested concept. However, it is not seen here as an essentially contested concept. The 

cluster conceptualisation of engagement does not propose that there is only one correct concept 

but several family-related concepts of engagement. Second, the cluster conceptualisation infers 

parameters for the general concept of engagement where none appear in the literature. Third, 

the cluster concept produces conceptual unity where it is currently not apparent. Fourth, the 

conceptualisation of engagement in this thesis maintains fluidity in the face of change. Finally, 

the combination of these advantages can lead to greater understanding of the process of 

engagement. 

A further gap concerns the link between practice and theory. Although the literature 

speaks voluminously about the international system, states, power and aspects of cooperation, 

there is little that could be described as a theory of engagement. An example mentioned earlier 

is the near silence on the relationship between cooperation and engagement. No conceptual 

                                                 
3 Callick (2011: 14). 
4 Jacques (2012). 
5 Callick (2011: 14). 
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framework currently exists for engagement that can accommodate both commonality as well 

as the differences between the main theoretical positions in international politics.  

Engagement as conceived in this thesis is an intentional strategy rather than an organic 

process or a by-product of other international interactions. Engagement is a voluntary, active 

and dynamic process. It can involve multiple actors interacting at multiple levels with multiple 

possible outcomes. These outcomes can be highly unpredictable. 

This work preferences understanding over theoretical parsimony in assessing the process 

of engagement. The dynamic, active nature of this process and its outcomes are analysed at 

elite and also at broader Australian societal levels. These levels are termed behavioural, 

institutional and attitudinal dimensions. This thesis is primarily concerned with understanding 

and assessing Australian policies of engagement of China, however it would be counterintuitive 

and remiss to ignore the reciprocal, or isomeric,6 side of the relationship. 

Reciprocity can be viewed both as an outcome of engagement by Australia (that is, a 

response by China to Australia) and as a part of an engagement process actively employed by 

China to engage Australia. There need not always be a causal relationship between these two 

categories. Additionally, these categories do not exhaust all possibilities of reciprocal 

interactions. To these categories must be added a third — the diverse, direct and indirect 

interactions which can be described as contingent (the unintended or unanticipated results of 

conscious engagement). The first category of response or reaction of the engaged partner and 

its relevance to the process will be explored within the case study chapters of the thesis. 

Contingent interactions will also be dealt with there. They are part of the environment in which 

                                                 
6 ‘reciprocal’ means inverse, implying a reflection whereas the metaphor ‘isomeric’ allows for inverse but does 

not preclude different structures and (slightly) different properties. There is no reason why responses to 

engagement need mirror action by the instigator. Where used in this work ‘reciprocal’ implies the more nuanced 

metaphor of ‘isomeric’. 
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engagement occurs and can influence the development of the engagement process. This 

approach will be taken to assess Australian engagement with China. The second category, 

constituting a process of engagement — voluntarily adopted by China to engage Australia — 

needs to be understood and assessed using the framework offered in this work as reciprocal or 

complementary. This thesis will address the reciprocal side of engagement (that is, China’s 

engagement with Australia) but the main direction for this research is Australian policy to 

engage with China and the outcomes of these attempts. The question posed in this work asks 

how Australia’s engagement of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) can be understood and 

assessed.  

Australia is and has been engaged with China to some extent for most of its history. The 

formation of the PRC in 1949 added new, mainly political dimensions which further 

complicated Australian foreign policy. Mark Beeson and Kanishka Jayasuriya argue that ‘ideas 

about Asian engagement tell us as much about the character of national political debates as 

they do about Australian policy-makers’ perceptions of the region’.7 The question we face here 

is one of better understanding Australia’s part in this process. I suggest that without a well 

understood and common conceptual framework for Australia to examine itself in this respect, 

the country will fail to adequately understand China’s response to efforts at engagement. In 

Stephen FitzGerald’s terms Australia will lack direction without a clear narrative on its 

relations with China.8  

Perhaps the most important reason is that there is a lack of consensus in Australia over 

how the Sino-Australia relationship has been managed, despite overwhelming agreement that 

China is important to Australia’s future.9 What is also apparent is the absence of any strategy 

                                                 
7 Beeson and Jayasuriya (2009: 360). 
8 FitzGerald (2013). 
9 Jakobson (2012). 
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to develop such a consensus. Linda Jakobson argues that the ‘nearly exclusive focus on the 

economic dimensions of the relationship has detrimental consequences’10 but she is not alone. 

There is an extensive literature covering Australian relations with China covering the periods 

before and after recognition of the PRC by the Whitlam Government. Much of the available 

literature lacks a systematic approach or is limited to particular periods. Strahan11, for example, 

mainly focusses on the period prior to 1972 with an emphasis on popular perceptions rather 

than foreign policy. This thesis regards both as necessary. Many of the available studies such 

as those of the Australia in World Affairs Series have, directly or indirectly, contributed to the 

understandings presented in this thesis and have been acknowledged in the bibliography. 

However, this thesis offers a new framework — one not found elsewhere in the literature. 

Wang Yi argues that the literature on Australia’s China policy is dominated by a tendency 

to treat economic and political factors in a ‘bifurcated way’.12 For example, economic writing 

concentrates on Australian trade with China ‘as if politics did not matter’. Important historical 

accounts of the relationship such as those of Andrews, and Fung and Mackerras, are ‘long on 

political analysis and short on tracing economic causes’.13 Wang attempts to address this 

‘bifurcation’, but severely limits his analysis by omitting what is arguably one of, if not the 

most significant, of changes in recent decades. This change represented a paradigm shift which 

has dominated the life experience, and to varying degrees the attitude formation, of all 

Australians born since the 1970s — for whom neoliberalism is the norm and buried deep in the 

subconscious. This has strongly influenced Australian discourse on China.  

The 2013 Australia in the Asian Century White Paper represented a major effort by the 

Gillard government to produce an assessment and a ‘roadmap’ to the future. This document 

                                                 
10 Jakobson (2012: 3). 
11 Strahan (1996). 
12 Wang (2012: 7). 
13 Ibid, 8. See Fung and Mackerras (1985) and Andrews (1985). 
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retains relevance and currency and will be discussed further. Its relevance derives from its scale 

and depth of contribution. It retains its currency despite its archival by the Abbott Government, 

because it has not been superseded and the issues raised by the White Paper remain relevant.  

This research is located in a time of large-scale global change — a period which has 

drawn particular attention to the rising geopolitical importance of China within the context of 

a paradigm shift to neoliberalism, often simplistically referred to as globalisation. This thesis 

offers a means to assess Australian engagement with China, to provide greater understanding 

of the relationship and to facilitate efforts to deepen the engagement and further mutual efforts 

to meet change. 

1.2   Research Question 

The above discussion gives rise to the principal research question for this thesis — How can 

Australian policies of engagement with China be assessed — first to improve our 

understanding of the process and second to assess its outcomes and implications — in the 

context of the Asian Century?  

1.3   Findings and Contribution  

The thesis finds that despite varying degrees of activity and fluctuating enthusiasm, Australia 

is a long way from entering a ‘new phase’ and much closer to business as usual in its 

engagement with China. Indeed, Australia and China are beginning to move in different 

directions — in the sense of estrangement — largely due to failure on the Australian side. 

Australia’s transactional approach to engagement has produced broadening, or growth in the 

scale and breadth of engagement, but without commensurately deepening engagement to 

promote trust, mutual understanding and cooperation. Ambivalence is a persistent theme in the 
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case studies of the thesis because it is a persistent theme in the literature on Australia and China. 

This thesis preferences the term ambivalence, towards China, over the many alternatives 

because it captures the bipolar nature of Australian attitudes to China — two interacting and 

contending extremes, neither of which provides sufficient understanding of the complex 

attitudes to China, but both of which are necessary to such explanation. The framework 

presented here attempts to address this complexity in the ongoing engagement process. 

There is a complacency on Australia’s part towards China based on assumptions that 

China needs Australia to feed its growth, thereby immunising Australia from the impacts of 

suggested weaknesses in the behavioural level of engagement. This is a limiting perspective. 

This thesis concludes that if Australia seeks a new phase of deeper and broader engagement 

with China, as the 2012 White Paper claims, it requires greater understanding of China; greater 

Australian self-awareness of its own identity in relation to Asia and especially in relation to 

China; plus, the ability to see how China and other Asian nations see Australia. It also requires 

greatly improved China literacy in Australia. The Cluster Concept Framework advanced in this 

thesis offers a means of understanding and assessing engagement between Australia and China 

in the context of the Asian Century. 

The context for this research is the Asian Century — the twenty-first century, which is 

characterised by the economic, geopolitical and cultural rise of China in particular, and of Asia 

more generally. This research is timely because Australia has never relied more on China, and 

China is shaping this period in ways that we struggle to understand. These factors reflect the 

need for greater research effort towards understanding and assessing these changes and the 

implications that they have for Australia. The optimism of the 2012 Asian Century White Paper 

stems from the anticipated economic benefits to Australia but also from an assumed positive 

connection between engagement and international cooperation. This assumption is supported 

in this thesis, but it relies on a particular, but unspecified, conceptualisation of engagement. 
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The contributions of this research are several. First, it offers a conceptual framework by 

which Australian engagement with China can be assessed. The Cluster Concept Framework 

proposed by this thesis offers a methodology for describing, analysing and assessing 

international engagement. Second, this thesis applies the Cluster Concept Framework to the 

study of Australian engagement with China. Third, this thesis emphasises engagement as 

process and its consolidation as outcome. This research departs from other approaches to 

Australia’s engagement with China which emphasise the transactional nature of the 

relationship and the idiosyncratic characteristics of the major actors. This thesis regards these 

as important, but insufficient. Instead, this thesis presents Australian engagement with China 

as a complex process where the whole relationship is more than the sum of its parts; there are 

multiple possible outcomes; and predictability is low. Arising from this approach, this thesis 

maintains that assessment of engagement with China must be seen in the context of the global 

shift to neoliberalism, which has produced profound impacts on public policy and its 

implementation. In these respects, this thesis contributes not only to studies of international 

engagement, but to both the growing literature on complexity in world affairs and that on 

neoliberalism and its impacts.  

Fifth, comprehensive assessment of the level of consolidation or deepening of Australian 

engagement with China spanning the five decades of the relationship has lacked a suitable 

framework for assessment. The framework offered in this thesis is an attempt to redress this 

deficiency. The Cluster Concept Framework offered in this thesis emphasises the complex 

interaction at multiple levels of analysis — the behavioural, the attitudinal and the 

institutional— contributing to the literature reinforcing the importance of democratic 

participation and governance in foreign policy. 

By examining the case studies in this thesis, the weaknesses in Australia’s engagement 

with China are highlighted, as are its strengths. Weaknesses include lack of China literacy, seen 
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more broadly as an important element of China capacity; growing anti-China rhetoric; and 

abandonment of efforts to resolve Australia’s self-identity dilemma. These are examined in the 

context of a rising China but also in the context of changing Australian demographics and 

persistence of ambivalence towards China. Application of the Cluster Concept Framework to 

the case studies helps to identify not only the sources of such weakness in consolidation of 

engagement with China but also reveal some means of rectification. Finally, and at a most basic 

level, the thesis offers a signal for concern for the future of consolidation of engagement and a 

means for distinguishing between engagement policy rhetoric and active consolidation of 

Australian engagement with China. 

1.4   Methodology and Sources 

This thesis offers a new method for the assessment of consolidation of the engagement process. 

This is the Cluster Concept Framework described in Part I of the thesis and operationalised in 

the case studies in Part II. Conceptual frameworks are products of qualitative processes of 

theorization,14 are widely used in the social sciences and are well suited to the study of 

engagement. The data for these case studies is deliberately chosen from published primary and 

secondary sources, including transcripts where available, rather than relying on archival 

material and interviews. This choice was based on the scale of the undertaking in this thesis, 

spanning many decades. The framework used here is a new approach that emphasises policy 

development and implementation requiring evidence from the public domain; popular 

endorsement of engagement policy action which is public; and institutional links which are 

real, visible and prominent. These suggest outcomes (consolidation) of the process of 

engagement. The sources used have attempted to capture these outcomes in the real world, 

consistently over the time periods examined and in the real world of the Australian community. 

                                                 
14 Jabareen (2009: 50). 
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This is deemed necessary in order to apply the Cluster Concept Framework to assess 

consolidation (deepening) of engagement from an Australian perspective. Attitudinal 

consolidation can only derive from popularly perceived (that is, in the public domain) policy 

implementation and formed linkages. In turn, attitudinal consolidation drives behavioural and 

institutional consolidation via the political process and in terms of opening opportunities for 

engagement. Visibility of attitudinal level endorsement is likely to be shared by China. 

This process required extensive literature review of popular and specialist literature 

because this is primarily the interface between behavioural and attitudinal and between 

institutional and attitudinal. Parliamentarians and members of the public derived most of their 

understanding on engagement with China through the media, which then reported reactions to 

canvassed issues. This influenced policy decisions and suggested an influential but closed loop 

of information on relations with China. This factor emphasised the importance of a broad 

approach to available literature that revealed the dynamics of this process. This thesis departs 

from other approaches in adopting an interpretation of consolidation of engagement as outcome 

of a complex process which recognises idiosyncratic behaviour of actors but adopts a more 

holistic view. The significance of this approach is that the behavioural is more than rhetoric 

and the behavioural, the attitudinal and the institutional are all necessary but none is sufficient. 

It is judged here that measures of popular response are equally, if not more important than the 

personal reflections of policy makers. 

1.5   Thesis Plan 

The concept of engagement is widely used in International Relations (IR), foreign policy and 

political discourse, but it is highly problematic — conceptually, theoretically and in practice. 

Many approaches to engagement emphasise cooperation-building but the relationship between 

engagement and cooperation is not specified, other than the presumption of some causal 
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relationship between the two concepts. Chapter 2 begins the exploration of the principal 

research question by asking the necessary, prerequisite question: what does engagement mean? 

In other words, the focus is on what is described in the literature as a ‘conceptual fog’ 

surrounding the term.15 Unpacking the question reveals several lines of enquiry — how 

engagement can be conceived, studied, measured and, if not predicted, ‘the probability of 

surprising events’ reduced;16 also revealing why it is important and what functions it serves. 

The ‘process and the very nature of Asia engagement’ have been ‘surprisingly fluid and 

uncertain’17 and many aspects of Australian relations with Asia, in general, and with China, in 

particular, have been widely criticised.18 The focus of Chapter 2 is to lift the ‘fog’ by providing 

a new conceptualisation of engagement, thereby connecting concept and theory to the practice 

of engagement. To achieve this connection, the chapter proposes a Cluster Concept 

Framework, building on the work of Paulo Gorjao.19 This framework moves beyond a 

definition to provide a method for assessing engagement in practice. 

Engagement is not just a feature of globalisation or a side effect of business as usual. The 

conceptual framework developed in Chapter 3 and employed in this research forms ‘a 

network’ or ‘a plane’ of interlinked concepts that together provide a ‘comprehensive 

understanding’ of engagement.20 Each concept performs an ‘integral role’21 and the framework 

‘lays out the key factors, constructs, or variables, and presumes relationships among them’.22 

Widespread use of the term ‘engagement’, with widely disparate meanings but presumed 

                                                 
15 Resnick (2001). 
16 Harrison (2006: 193). 
17 Beeson and Jayasuriya (2009: 361). 
18 Burke (2008); FitzGerald (2009); He (2012); Jayasuriya (2012); Johnson, Ahluwalia and McCarthy (2010): 

White (2012). 
19 Gorjao (2003). 
20 Jabareen (2009). 
21 Ibid, 51.  
22 Miles and Huberman (1994: 440). 
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common understanding presents a puzzle over how engagement is conceptualised. I suggest in 

this chapter that the solution to this puzzle borrows from linguistics the concept of ‘family 

resemblances’.23 Based on this concept, engagement is conceptualised as a Cluster Concept. 

All engagement concepts must have a common core for even minimal communication to work 

— to be able to refer to the disparate examples as instances of engagement. Construction of 

categories of engagement is based in the different combinations of partially overlapping core 

and contingent properties that define them. The meaning of engagement cannot be found in 

any finite set of necessary and sufficient terms but is located within the cluster of related 

concepts and the partial overlap of properties. The conceptualisation of engagement offered in 

Chapter 2 does not preference any one variant but neither does it exclude any variant so long 

as it shares the ‘family resemblance’.24 The Cluster Concept Framework allows engagement to 

be conceived, studied and outcomes assessed — uniting theory, concept and practice. 

The concept of consolidation refers to outcomes — the deepening of engagement. 

Consolidation can produce positive or negative variation and provides a means of 

understanding change at the behavioural, attitudinal, institutional and reciprocal dimensions 

of engagement. Broadening the scope of engagement is defined as enlargement of the scope of 

engagement and its important relationship to consolidation is also examined. The separate use 

of the terms process and outcome infer a distinction between engagement (the process) and 

consolidation of engagement (the outcome), which can be assessed in terms of deepening and 

broadening. These are introduced in Chapter 2 and operationalised in Chapter 3. 

Operationalising the concept of consolidation provides a means for empirical analysis of 

engagement in the case studies which are presented in further chapters. This begins in Chapter 

4 where a baseline is established for these case studies. 

                                                 
23 Wittgenstein (2001). 
24 Ibid. 
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Chapter 4 covers the period of the Whitlam Government which marks the beginning of 

diplomatic relations and formal recognition by Australia of the People’s Republic of China. 

This period is often regarded as a watershed in engagement between Australia and China. In 

Chapter 5, covering the Fraser era, bipartisan policy on China is accompanied by further 

consolidation until the latter part of the period when engagement experiences some loss of 

momentum. 

The Hawke-Keating period, in Chapter 6, is marked by a policy of comprehensive 

engagement which is predicated on economic interests. Such interests were not new but the 

emphasis on economic over political concerns was one point of distinction between the earlier 

periods and the remaining periods beginning under Hawke. In Chapter 6, the Howard 

Government maintained a bipartisan approach to China policy, with initial deterioration before 

restoration and intensification between 1997 and 2002, finally becoming what is described in 

the chapter as ambiguous. 

Chapter 8 covers the Rudd-Gillard period which did not meet the high level of 

expectation and which produced the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper in 2012. 

Ambivalence towards China was marked. This ambivalence continued after the defeat of the 

Rudd Government. The government led by Tony Abbott is assessed in Chapter 9. In this 

chapter, the Asian Century White Paper is archived, and a fluctuating pattern of engagement 

continued when Abbott was replaced as leader of his own party and as Prime Minister by 

Malcolm Turnbull in September 2015. Signs of Australia and China moving in different 

directions are revealed in this chapter along with what has been described as rhetorical warfare 

against China. 

Chapter 10 contains the conclusions drawn in this thesis from the Cluster Concept 

Framework assessment of Australian engagement with China between 1972 and 2018. The 
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complex nature of the engagement process precludes accurate prediction of future outcomes, 

but the Cluster Concept Framework allows for continuing assessment of the ongoing process. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Conceptualising Engagement 

2.1   Introduction 

This chapter begins by introducing the term ‘engagement’, and after considering the diverse 

understandings of this concept, establishes engagement as a cluster concept. This 

conceptualisation aims to address the widely differing usages of the term ‘engagement’ and 

resultant charges of ‘confusion’. The chapter recognises the shared features which produce a 

family resemblance amongst the different types of engagement. These features are explained 

as core properties of engagement. As the chapter proceeds, it outlines the advantages of the 

cluster conceptualisation for improved understanding of engagement; and as a prerequisite to 

building a framework for assessment of Australian engagement with China.  

2.2   Terms of Engagement 

Engagement is such a widely used term in the IR literature that it is rarely defined. Instead, 

most researchers and commentators presume a common understanding of the concept.1 While 

this presumption remains largely unchallenged, on closer examination, such a presumption 

seems unsubstantiated. Thus, different observers usually propound different understandings of 

what engagement entails. In this respect, some have noted that the concept of engagement 

‘remains a source of confusion’,2 which has turned it into a ‘vexing, mutable, all-purpose 

                                                 
1 Gorjao (2003). 
2 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000: 113). 
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word’.3 Others go even further, by suggesting that there is a ‘conceptual fog’ surrounding the 

term,4 making the term ‘vague’.5 

The proposition here, is that engagement ‘must refer to something more specific than a 

policy of “non-isolation”.’6 In fact, the ‘definitional war’7 over the concept confirms that 

engagement has become ‘one of the trickiest terms in the policy lexicon’.8 Decades ago, when 

Bruce Russet lamented the absence of a taxonomy of alliances, he blamed this on ‘the not quite 

so strong or simple’ regularities of international politics.9 The same could be said of concepts 

of engagement in the IR literature. Guzzini draws on several authors to examine one approach 

to ‘presupposing a common core of the different definitions and without implying full-fledged 

taxonomic definitions and without implying a necessarily neutral one, either’10. Similarly, 

Debnam, foregoing a taxonomic approach, uses a cluster of references or properties — none 

are strictly essential, but absence of any would reduce or impair communication.11 Guzzini 

concludes (referring to the work of Sartori and Collier and Mahon)12 that it is possible to ‘either 

assure communicability or more rigorous variable construction, but not both’13. In the 

following sections, various understandings of the concept of engagement are examined as a 

step towards its conceptualisation as a cluster concept. 

The types of engagement described below share some common features. Each is a non-

coercive, voluntary process for building cooperation, and whilst they differ in other features 

                                                 
3 Traub (2010: 1). 
4 Resnick (2001:551). 
5 Yahuda (2011: 236). 
6 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000: 114). 
7 Traub (2010: 1). 
8 Crocker (2009: A21). 
9 Russett (1971: 269). See also Halliday (1988). 
10 Guzzini (2002: 4). 
11 Debnam (1984). 
12 Sartori (1970); Collier and Mahon (1993). See also Collier and Levitsky (1997). 
13 Guzzini (2002: 4). 
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such as the means of engagement, these shared characteristics suggest that engagement can be 

conceived as a cluster concept. This conceptualisation need neither be too restrictive nor 

unnecessarily expansive and it provides sufficient definitional clarity to distinguish itself from 

concepts such as appeasement. 

2.3   A Cluster Concept 

The suggestion here is that it is possible to view the diverse definitions and usages of 

engagement as distinct aspects of a cluster concept. The idea of cluster concept borrows from 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s understanding of a ‘family of related concepts’.14 The suggestion of 

‘family resemblances’ is that the meaning of a specific term is located within a cluster of related 

concepts. This understanding helps to address the confusion surrounding the definition of the 

concept of engagement. Examining the term ‘engagement’ in its various contexts suggests that, 

in Wittgenstein’s terms, ‘the word must have a family of meanings’15 or, in other words, it is 

used in a ‘variety of related senses’.16 Michael Simon explores how these senses are related 

and concludes that ‘two or more things may be said to fall within the range of a family 

resemblance term if and only if they can be connected by relevant similarities to a single 

paradigm’.17 He argues that ‘[e]very general term has paradigm cases ... but not every case is 

a paradigm case’ and therefore we cannot expect to find a case of engagement which exhibits 

all properties of engagement.18 Individual examples like economic engagement and complex 

engagement describe cases of the broader concept of engagement but provide little explanation 

of how they are related. Simon contends that ‘every family ... has its nuclear members’ or 

paradigmatic instances and it is through relating various cases to the ‘nuclear member’ that 

                                                 
14 Guzzini (2002); Haugaard (2010); Parsons (1973); Pigliucci (2003); Simon (1969). 
15 Simon (1969: 410). 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid, 412. 
18 Ibid. 
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‘family resemblance’ can be explained.19 Rather than using ‘nuclear’ or ‘paradigmatic’ 

concepts, de Queiroz, Guzzini, Pigliucci and others utilize the term cluster concept in place of 

the ‘family resemblance concept’, and a core of partially overlapping properties.20 These are 

the preferred terminology in this work (see Figure 2.1 below). The following sections present 

conceptualisations of engagement. These examples are prominent in the engagement literature 

and illustrate the diverse understandings and usages of the term ‘engagement’.  

2.3.1   Constructive Engagement 

The term engagement was popularised in international politics in the 1980s in the context of 

relations with the apartheid regime of South Africa. Although predating the end of the Cold 

War, the concept of engagement did not play a large role in the great power rivalry of that era. 

The Reagan administration adopted the controversial policy of constructive engagement 

toward South Africa. Roger Morris, Henry Kissinger’s main Africa aide, conceived this as 

‘selective relaxation of [the US] stance ... to encourage some modification of ... policies and 

exert some influence for peaceful change’.21 The use of engagement in this way must be 

understood in the context of both the growing international anti-apartheid sentiment and Cold 

War calculations of US interests, but constructive engagement was widely regarded as a failure 

and heavily criticised.22 

The basic premise of constructive engagement is that there is a middle way between 

isolation of and confrontation with the target state. According to Crocker it is based on the 

possibility of mediating, to bring pressure to bear that will lead to constructive change. 23 In 

                                                 
19 Ibid, 416. 
20 de Queiroz (2005); Guzzini (2002); Pigliucci (2003). 
21 Coker (1982: 2). 
22 Resnick (2001); Coker (1982); Vodanovich (1999) 
23 Crocker (2009). 
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this respect, it is a process for implementing policy, rather than an end. In practice, constructive 

engagement employs economic and trade policy as incentives, but usually these incentives are 

explicitly balanced by clearly defined negative conditions such as an arms embargo or limiting 

conditions on aid. 

Constructive engagement resembles other types of engagement, especially economic 

engagement. However, constructive engagement is more narrowly targeted and aimed to 

induce specific policy change in the target, for example, changing apartheid in South Africa, 

or promoting human rights in Myanmar and China. The aim in these cases was to change the 

target state, bringing its policy into line with the preferences of the initiating state, rather than 

building longer term cooperation and broader interdependence. 

2.3.2   Economic Engagement 

Haass and O’Sullivan write that differentiation between the various types of engagement can 

be based on who is being engaged, the kind of incentives offered and the sorts of objectives of 

the initiator.24 They also argue that the ‘perfect engagement strategy’ can be conceived as 

similar to Kissinger’s and Nixon’s formulation of détente with the Soviet Union, which aimed 

for multidimensional change in the target state, ‘not only because each incentive was enticing 

but because the whole set of incentives were reinforcing’.25 In practice economic incentives 

are common, however, engagement not only overlaps with other strategies but engagement can 

often be a hybrid of different types — using various incentives, including economic incentives, 

for various purposes. 

                                                 
24 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000). 
25 Ibid, 123–4. 
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Economic engagement is a conscious state strategy which utilises economic ties to foster 

economic interdependence between the initiating state and the target state. Aiming to produce 

predictable change in the foreign policy behaviour of the target, it is ‘a means to get other states 

to want what you want, rather than do what you want’.26 This aspect of economic engagement 

distinguishes it from constructive engagement. However, economic engagement, at least in so 

far as it employs incentives rather than threats, is very much like positive engagement discussed 

below. Nevertheless, economic engagement, like constructive engagement, is focussed on 

achieving the desired ends of the initiating state. 

Albert Hirschman’s 1945 study, National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade, is 

the seminal study of economic engagement. However, this ‘study did not generate much of a 

research program in the decades following World War II’.27 The end of the Cold War saw a 

revival of interest in Hirschman’s concept, and recent years have seen sharply increased 

scholarly attention. The central features of economic engagement, which he saw as a long term 

transformative strategy, are its focus on a target (generally weaker) state by the (more powerful) 

initiating state to transform the behaviour and preferences of the target to conform to those of 

the initiator.28 It uses economic incentives — sometimes referred to as ‘carrots’ to distinguish 

the process from coercive strategies which employ ‘sticks’ such as sanctions.29 In this respect, 

Hirschman’s concept is a precursor of positive engagement. 

Proponents of economic engagement see causal links between asymmetric economic 

interdependence, domestic political change (in the target) and change in the foreign policy of 

the target state. The range of economic tools available is large — from removing tariffs or 

provision of aid to the removal of negative sanctions such as trade embargoes. Michael 

                                                 
26 Mastanduno (2001: 8). 
27 Ibid, 3. 
28 Hirschman (1980). 
29 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000: 123); Nincic (2011: 3). 
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Mastanduno points to four ‘analytical (and for policy makers, political) challenges’ associated 

with this concept. These are the ‘unpredictability of target domestic politics’ and the difficulty 

of managing economic tools to manipulate them; second, problems controlling the process of 

engagement; third, the issue of malleability of the foreign policy of the target state; and fourth 

the domestic politics in the initiating state.30 

2.3.3   Positive Engagement 

Miroslav Nincic is one of the main proponents of the notion of positive engagement. He defines 

it in specifically American terms as ‘the use of diplomacy and material inducements ... as a 

way of influencing the behaviour of regimes considered threatening to the United States and 

the international community’.31 He identifies two models of positive engagement: the exchange 

model and the catalytic model. The exchange model offers an adversary a trade or a diplomatic 

concession in order to produce a counter concession (such as a policy change or participation 

in negotiations) from the target state. The catalytic model assumes that inducements (such as 

trade or cultural exchange) will ‘catalyse a thorough overhaul of relations by altering the other 

side’s policy priorities’.32 

Importantly, Nincic argues that coercive policies often fail to achieve foreign policy goals 

and therefore the performance of such policies cannot account for the ‘proclivity of the US to 

use negative pressures’ on states that are deemed hostile to its interests.33 Haas and O’Sullivan 

argue for engagement as an alternative to punitive policies ‘of economic and political isolation’ 

pointing to the need for greater ‘stringent evaluation’ of engagement.34 Without wishing to 

                                                 
30 Mastanduno (2001). 
31 Nincic (2011: 37). 
32 Ibid, vii. 
33 Ibid, 752. 
34 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000: 113). 
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overemphasise the individual engagement policies of one state, debate over the concept of 

engagement within the US has far reaching significance. This significance arises from what 

some describe as a dominant American influence on the IR discipline,35 which seems to be 

reflected in much of the literature on engagement.  

Nincic goes further to argue that this tendency towards ‘negative pressures’ is not shared 

by ‘most other democracies’.36 He claims that this is evidenced by widespread examples of 

economic and diplomatic engagement — for example between Cuba and most European Union 

members and between Cuba and Canada. He also points to major differences between the US 

and other members of the international community in their approach to Iran, the invasion of 

Iraq and engagement of North Korea. It is not an absence of negative sanctions that marks the 

differences but a bias towards threat and punishment. John Ikenberry agrees with Nincic that 

‘policymakers know more about the use of sticks than carrots’37 a bias said to derive from the 

legacy of the Cold War. Haass and O’Sullivan refer to a ‘dissonance’ between the US and some 

of its allies in Europe and Asia on the relative merits of engagement.38 Whether one agrees 

with such perceptions or not, they throw a new light on the need to explore non-threatening 

solutions to international problems, especially in the face of looming crises such as global 

climate change, food and energy security and mass migrations of refugees. This highlights the 

need to better understand the role of engagement strategies. Such strategies depend on a better 

conceptualisation of engagement. 

Nincic argues that there is too little consideration of the impact of domestic politics in 

the target country on successful engagement.39 He sees the assumptions behind ‘coercive and 
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36 Nincic (2011: 3). 
37 Ikenberry (2012: 187). 
38 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000:1). 
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punitive policies’ going largely unchallenged in the IR and foreign policy literature and in the 

‘relative concerns with rewards and punishments’ the balance is tilted towards the latter. 40 He 

cites the example that in the areas of concern of the International Studies Association, not one 

is devoted to ‘the issue of positive inducements in world politics’.41 Nincic centres his attention 

on ‘renegade’42 target states and his notion of positive engagement is firmly fixed on 

transforming such engagement partners, however, in common with Haass and O’Sullivan,43 

Nincic is arguing for greater theoretical and policy attention to non-coercive strategies. 

According to Ikenberry, Nincic’s most significant contribution in The Logic of Positive 

Engagement is ‘to spell out how strategies of engagement and positive inducements can work, 

using the United States’ experiences with Cuba, Iran, Libya, North Korea, and Syria as case 

studies’ .44 It is difficult to distinguish positive engagement from other instrumentalist 

approaches to engagement that utilise positive inducements such as constructive engagement 

or economic engagement. However, the features that they share are consistent with a cluster 

conceptualisation. 

2.3.4   Comprehensive Engagement 

Paulo Gorjao defined engagement based on an analysis of Australian practice towards Asia by 

successive governments after 1972. The term comprehensive engagement was first used by 

then Foreign Minister Gareth Evans in a ministerial statement before the Australian Senate in 

1989. Gorjao defines engagement ‘as a voluntary (active) process by which it is aimed to 

increase (deepen) the multidimensional (many elements) relations’.45 Comprehensiveness in 

                                                 
40 Ibid, 27. 
41 Ibid, 139. 
42 Ibid, 138. 
43 Haass and O’Sullivan (2000). 
44 Ikenberry, (2012: 187). 
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this concept derived from the ‘many elements in the relationship’ and it was the ‘mutual 

commitment among equals’ that produced the ‘engagement’.46 

For Gorjao, there is no serious commitment to engagement without the core condition of 

‘voluntarism’.47 A significant part of his study is the process of consolidation of engagement 

which has much in common with the communicative approach discussed below. It is also 

possible to see strong parallels with Charles Kupchan’s work on building enduring peace in 

terms of the process of engagement and its consolidation.48 What distinguishes Gorjao’s work 

on engagement is his conceptual framework. This framework goes beyond definition and 

description and examines the ‘deepening’ of multi-dimensional relations — a process that he 

termed ‘consolidation’.49 This has several important implications for an understanding of 

engagement. 

This framework has three main elements. The first is to define engagement, which he 

acknowledges is problematic.50 Gorjao’s emphasis on the core condition of ‘voluntarism’,51 

implies that there are options and that choices must be made. Motivations of both partners are 

important in order to understand why such choices are made. These choices may need to be re-

evaluated in the face of changing conditions as the process of engagement continues. This 

represents a great challenge because it requires more than an image of the other. It requires 

some introspection and self-analysis. 

The second element in Gorjao’s framework is consolidation, which arises from his 

emphasis on deepening of relations as an objective of the engagement process. Deepening or 

                                                 
46 Evans (1989a). 
47 Gorjao (2003: 181). 
48 Kupchan. (2011). 
49 Gorjao (2003: 179). 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid, 181. 
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consolidation can be behavioural, attitudinal or institutional in addition to what I term, 

reciprocal consolidation. These conditions are all necessary to consolidate engagement. 

Behavioural consolidation arises from active policy development to promote engagement 

across the community, in economic, cultural, social and political life. There must be 

commitment to achieving the policy goals. Attitudinal consolidation derives from the 

behavioural and occurs ‘when a robust majority of the public holds the belief that it is the most 

appropriate way to conduct foreign policy’; i.e. majority public endorsement.52 

Institutional consolidation refers to multilateral relations between states. Consolidation 

at the institutional level requires mutual acceptance by engaged states of the need to establish, 

maintain and develop these collective mechanisms. In other words, this level of consolidation 

concerns the effectiveness of cooperation between engagement partners. Gorjao notes that his 

approach is similar to the view expressed by Huntington regarding Australia’s engagement 

with Asia in the 1990s.53 Huntington insisted that the success of this move ‘to proceed with a 

shift of civilization’ would depend on the attitudes of the Australian public and elites as well 

as Asian elites.54 Gorjao foreshadowed a potential future addition to his categories of 

consolidation which will occur when increasing levels of sentiment at various levels of society 

in the engaged partner(s) support genuine engagement as the ‘most appropriate way to conduct 

foreign policy’.55 He assumed that this fourth category would be necessitated by an increasing 

number of Asian democratic states. In this work, I offer an alternative to Gorjao’s 

foreshadowed category. I describe this as reciprocal consolidation. 

To the first two elements of Gorjao’s framework for engagement — definition and 

deepening (consolidation) — an equally important final element of engagement must be added. 

                                                 
52 Ibid, 181. 
53 Ibid, 182. 
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This is its multidimensional character — its breadth or scope. Engagement between states may 

involve trade, cultural, political, environmental, sport and many other dimensions. Often these 

dimensions overlap. Hill defined foreign policy making as ‘a complex process of interaction 

between many actors, differentially embedded in a wide range of different structures. Their 

interaction is a dynamic process, leading to the constant evolution of both actors and 

structures’.56 The key elements in this definition are also reflected in Gorjao’s definition of 

engagement, which has often been inadequately referred to as a foreign policy strategy.57 The 

inadequacy lies in the much narrower perceptions of what constitutes foreign policy and the 

much broader conceptualisation of engagement enabled by a cluster conceptualisation.  

2.3.5   Communicative Engagement 

The notion of communicative engagement was proposed by Lynch.58 In his study, Lynch 

defines communicative engagement as ‘a dialogical process of exchanging reasons for the 

purpose of resolving problematic situations that cannot be settled without ... coordination and 

cooperation’.59 The concept of communicative engagement ‘presumes only that states might 

prefer cooperation’.60 Drawing on Habermas’ work, a firm requirement for communicative 

engagement is the ‘construction of a thin common life world within which it becomes possible 

to maintain more cooperative interaction’.61 

If, as identified by rationalist theory, states face a problem in credible communication of 

their preferences, ‘a richer conception of communication’ is required to understand 

                                                 
56 Hill (2003: 28). 
57 Borer (2004); Resnick (2001). 
58 Lynch (2002). 
59 Ibid, 190. 
60 Ibid. 
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engagement.62 Habermas’ theory of communicative action establishes the necessary foundation 

‘for a critical reading of engagement’.63 On Lynch’s reading of Habermas, the distinction 

between communicative and strategic action arises from his definition of modes of action in 

terms of ends rather than means. So, communicative engagement focuses on reaching 

understanding about and maintaining the process of engagement rather than focussing on 

meeting immediate self-interested goals. This focus on process can be seen in several 

conceptions of engagement. An example is complex engagement as practised by the 

Association of South East Asian States (ASEAN), which is based on a principle of non-

interference in the domestic affairs of individual members but emphasises maintenance of 

dialogue at multiple levels and building cooperation in areas of mutual concern.  

Comprehensive engagement as conceived by Gorjao also emphasises process. 

Communicative action does not preclude the existence of self-interested goals but allows for 

the possibility of change in both actors through the course of their dialogue. A distinctive 

feature of communicative engagement is its embrace of public debate, its dedication to 

openness rather than secrecy.64 By openness Lynch means more than transparency of the 

engagement process but open and public deliberation. This recalls Hirschman’s concerns about 

the importance of domestic constituencies in the engagement process.65 But openness also 

provides the space to consider the emergent effects that arise from interaction at multiple levels 

of analysis.66 For Lynch, secrecy refers to restricting the process to elite decision-making 

levels, involving the fewest possible participants and excluding public pressure groups. It must 

be acknowledged that arguments exist for and against the role of public deliberation in the 
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63 Ibid. 
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engagement process. Lynch canvasses some of these.67 For example, populist outbidding 

behaviour by elites to manipulate public opinion or for short-term electoral advantage could be 

criticised for playing to the audience.68 However, public scrutiny can also be a testing ground 

where such problems can be resolved and by which engagement partners can better gauge the 

preferences and interests of the other. There is a developing, but large, body of evidence which 

is relevant to a broader conceptualisation of engagement at multiple levels of analysis.69 This 

research relates to cooperation and better decision making — key elements for the 

conceptualisation of engagement in this thesis.  

Communicative engagement ‘takes seriously the awareness of both actors’,70 which 

forces the initiating state to treat the other as a partner rather than an object or target.71 It differs 

from rationalist models of engagement which seem to assume that the target is unaware of the 

‘behavioural modification strategy being employed against it’.72 Although, according to Lynch, 

the practice of engagement has ‘rarely lived up to this communicative ideal’ there is evidence 

of communicative engagement in practice and also evidence of its success. 73 For example, the 

second Clinton administration’s (1997–2001) engagement with China came closer to the 

communicative model than earlier attempts, but ASEAN comes closest to the Habermasian 

ideal of communicative action.74 Clinton’s engagement with China in multiple areas, especially 

at a technical level, involving nuclear non-proliferation or regional security issues such as 

relations with North Korea, emphasised cooperation over coercion. A more recent example 

occurred in 2012. In this example, the US lifted its sanctions on Myanmar’s president Thein 
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Sein and the country’s parliamentary speaker, Shwe Mann. Both figures were dropped from 

the US Treasury’s list of Specially Designated Nationals. This list sanctions individuals and 

companies for links to terrorism, narcotics and other illegal activities. The move came a day 

after Ms Suu Kyi called for an end to US sanctions on her country, saying Myanmar now had 

to build its own democracy.75 Whilst the original sanctions and their removal beg closer 

exploration which is beyond the scope of this chapter, the action does seem to represent a 

concession towards building greater cooperation through removing obstacles to dialogue and 

strengthening the process of engagement. The process of building elements of US engagement 

with Myanmar (reopening the ‘dialogic process’), by Lynch’s definition,76 reflect a 

communicative mode of action. This is the case even if longer term strategic interests motivate 

the policy. As a member of ASEAN, Myanmar has been engaged by other association members 

as part of the process of complex engagement, which, like communicative engagement, places 

communication and process above differences. The recent changes in the relations between 

Myanmar and the US and Australia (both dialogue partners with ASEAN) could be seen as 

evidence for the soundness of a communicative conception of engagement. Whether this 

engagement example is labelled as ‘complex’ or ‘communicative’ is not as important as the 

shared core resemblances to both — again demonstrating the utility of a cluster 

conceptualisation of engagement. 

2.3.6   Strategic Engagement 

One of the biggest differences between communicative and strategic perspectives on 

engagement is that strategic approaches define ends in terms of ‘socialization of the targeted 

actor into an unchanged status quo’.77 Strategic engagement is characterised by ‘an orientation 
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towards achieving immediate self-interest’,78 whereby the initiator aims to manipulate the 

behaviour of an actor through threats (e.g. withholding benefits from trade or sanctions) or 

providing incentives in order to bring it into line with the initiator’s preferences. It is the 

instrumental character of these policies that qualifies them as strategic, the other is treated as 

a target to be manipulated and, in essence, the policy is a behaviour modification strategy. 

Where economic incentives are employed, a form of economic engagement appears. However, 

not all strategic engagement employs ‘carrots’ or incentives. Where incentives are employed, 

these need not be economic in nature but might include military aid and cooperation. Once 

again, the overlapping of different but related forms of engagement becomes apparent. 

Strategic engagement is rarely reflexive and in contrast to communicative approaches, the 

target is not a genuine partner, whatever the rhetoric. Any interdependence is designed to be 

asymmetric. Strategic engagement has been the major characteristic of US engagement policies 

according to a number of scholars.79 Where the primary tools of engagement are economic, 

strategic and economic engagement overlap, and usually, the economic relationship is 

asymmetric creating a dependent relationship with the target state.  

The success of strategic engagement is measured against achievement of ends, that is, 

the target’s response. For example, the willingness of North Korea to cease its nuclear 

ambitions and participate in the six party talks (2003) was initially viewed as an indicator of 

success of engagement (via dialogue and provision of incentives); however, these talks were 

suspended in 2009 following a chequered history of ‘generally poor results’.80  
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31 

 

2.3.7   Conditional Engagement 

The literature on engagement commonly appears to be fixated on engagement which is 

implicitly, if not explicitly, conditional — a tool of foreign policy to change the target state. 

There is an almost complete absence of reflexivity, and engagement becomes a strategy for 

increasing the power of the initiating state. Engagement can be ‘conditional’ when it ‘entails a 

negotiated series of exchanges’ or unconditional where there is no explicit expectation of 

reciprocation.81 Conditionality can apply equally to communicative or strategic engagement 

but communicative approaches may also be unconditional — a feature not explored by Lynch 

and not easily discernible elsewhere. It is also questionable whether negotiation is always part 

of conditional engagement, for example when preconditions are set for membership of the 

World Trade Organisation (WTO) or the European Union (EU). 

Where unconditional engagement is often employed is in engaging with sections of civil 

society or the private economic sector and the absence of reciprocal expectations is accounted 

for by the hope that such groups will see their interests as lying with promotion of internal 

change in the target state. The activities of democracy promotion organisations such as 

Freedom House are examples of the concept of unconditional engagement in practice. This 

does not mean that there is not an expectation of change in the target state, but rather that there 

are no preconditions for engagement. For instance, Kupchan uses engagement as an initiating 

phase for rapprochement, while increasing cooperation implies unconditional engagement.82 

Lynch criticises Kupchan for too easily assuming that ‘dialogues will result in consensus’.83 

However, deliberation need not result in consensus,84 and as Lynch clearly believes, and 

Kupchan’s later work demonstrates, it is the maintenance of the process of engagement that is 
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important.85 Conditional engagement and unconditional engagement involve more than 

deliberation but can employ a range of the tools of engagement such as trade or technology 

sharing and therefore overlap with other forms of engagement. 

2.3.8   Flexible Engagement  

Jurgen Haacke explores a stillborn approach to engagement in the context of ASEAN: that of 

flexible engagement.86 This short-lived proposal involved collective and public discussion of 

‘fellow members’ domestic policies’ that adversely impact on other members.87 This 

conceptualisation was seen as ‘a clear consequence of disaffection with ASEAN’s principle of 

non-interference’ but did not aim to replace it.88 The proposal was poorly conceptualised and 

the notion was overwhelmingly rejected in favour of complex engagement. Alice Ba explores 

this latter concept from a constructivist perspective and contrasts it to ‘other models which 

emphasise more coercive and utilitarian strategies of persuasion’.89 In this setting, Ba sees the 

concept of complex engagement as a process of ‘socialization’ which is open-ended, mutual 

and interactive — features which it shares with Gorjao’s concept (especially in its emphasis on 

mutualism and notion of consolidation).90 Ba also claims that in so far as complex engagement 

emphasises ‘multiple channels of interaction on a variety of issues’,91 it shares some common 

features with Keohane and Nye’s notion of ‘complex interdependence’.92 However, Ba sees 

complex engagement as different from ‘complex interdependence’ in that the former is ‘a 

social, interactive process aimed at how actors conceive themselves in relation to others ... not 

                                                 
85 Kupchan (2010); Kupchan (2011).  
86 Haacke (1999: 581–611). 
87 Ibid, 583. 
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passive but active; not static but dynamic ... most importantly a process not simply a policy 

outcome’.93 In these respects complex engagement has many features in common with Gorjao’s 

definition of engagement and with other concepts of engagement examined above. Unlike most 

other approaches to engagement, Ba also recognises ‘that influence may work in the opposite 

direction’,94 such influence may come from engagement with other states but may also arise 

from the interaction between multiple levels of analysis. The durability of this process of 

engagement is an important indicator of success and might well represent an Asian example of 

how engagement can instigate the deeper levels of cooperation described by Kupchan — or be 

consolidated. 

2.4   Engagement —A Cluster Concept 

This discussion demonstrates that the different modifiers of the term engagement offer insights 

into specific aspects of this foreign policy practice. Yet, none of them provides a precise or 

holistic framing of the concept of engagement. Thus, in an attempt to expand on the existing 

literature, this thesis treats engagement as a ‘cluster concept’. The conceptualisation of 

engagement as a cluster concept has several advantages. First, the ‘confusion’ over engagement 

which arises from diverse interpretations and descriptions can be resolved and different types 

of engagement analysed and compared within the cluster of concepts.95 Stated more simply, 

there is a ‘common core of the different usages’ and engagement is assumed to be a cluster 

concept. Meaning ‘is always to be assessed with its link to related concepts’.96 Engagement in 

this view is a contested concept, as discussed above; but engagement is not an essentially 
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contested concept because as a cluster concept there is no one most correct version of 

engagement.97  

Second, because the contingent properties define subgroups or variants of engagement, 

these infer parameters within which the general concept of engagement can exist. If a variant 

of engagement cannot be related to the cluster of related concepts, then this use of ‘engagement’ 

must occur in a different sense and does not add to the cluster of meanings. Where there is a 

relation to a common core, variants are being used in the same sense and the boundaries of the 

concept can be extended.  

Third, the combination of contingent descriptors or modifiers together with the core of 

properties can produce conceptual unity. The core provides common understanding in relation 

to the cluster of usages but descriptive ability from the contingent modifiers. The combination 

of these properties and the relation of the variant to its cluster of usages provide explanatory 

power. 

Last, a cluster concept maintains fluidity in the face of change and can evolve without 

being arbitrary — gaining enough flexibility to be applied to the variety of real cases. 

Engagement as a cluster concept can never change arbitrarily because variants must always 

relate to the common core of meanings, but changing conditions will inevitably lead to 

evolution of the concept, particularly through evolving contingent conditions. This is what 

provides fluidity and flexibility. It should be noted, however, that evolution can lead to 

regression as well as progression but equally it can lead to stasis so the use of a concept may 

even disappear if no longer relevant. 
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Figure 2.1 below offers a representation of engagement as a cluster concept. At its core, 

engagement involves partial overlap between properties such as non-coercive processes of 

building relations between states which are voluntary, active, open-ended, mutual, 

multidimensional and transformational (involves change in relations). There are several 

advantages which flow from conceptualising engagement as a cluster concept. The first 

advantage is that it allows for a broader debate about the concept and the policies conducted in 

its name. It does this by legitimising alternative approaches to engagement. These alternatives 

have been obscured by the currently existing ‘conceptual fog’ or hidden in the shadow of 

dominant but arguably less effective engagement practices. Second, and related to the initial 

reason, this conceptualisation allows for recognition of change — both as a feature of cluster 

concepts in general and of this conceptualisation of engagement in particular. Finally, this 

conceptualisation brings ideas of engagement into the cluster of concepts which welcome a 

public dimension and multiple levels of analysis. 

2.4.1   A Core with Contingent Modifiers 

Figure 2.1 below shows the relationship between core and contingent modifiers of engagement 

discussed above. Through the partial overlap of these categories, they form the cluster of 

related concepts we recognise as engagement. From its roots in Middle English gage 

represented an offer made as a guarantee of good faith. This root meaning remains at the heart 

of engagement in its various forms today. The other properties are revealed in the literature on 

engagement. From the above discussion, a summary of key points is presented in Table 2.1 

below. 
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Figure 2.1: Engagement —a Cluster Concept 
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Table 2.1: Meaning of Engagement 

All engagement concepts must have a ‘common core of meaning’ for even minimal communication 

to work. 

The meaning of engagement cannot be found in any finite set of necessary and sufficient terms. 

The meaning of engagement is located within the cluster of related terms and the partial overlap of 

assumed core properties. 

Diverse examples of engagement obtain meaning from the partially overlapping of core and the 

contingent modifiers which describe the common core of meaning. 

 

 Table 2.2 (below) provides more detail regarding these properties — offering a list of core and 

contingent modifiers drawn from the above literature review. 
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Table 2.2: Properties of Engagement 

Set of Core Properties 

Socialising process 

Gage—offer as a guarantee of good faith 

Voluntary participation 

Open-ended (start not an end) 

Mutual (not necessarily equal) participation 

Transformational (involves change in relations) 

Actively sought or offered  

Multidimensional 

Dynamic 

Non-coercive 

 

Contingent Modifiers  

Conditionality — conditional/unconditional                                    

Communicative character — based in ‘awareness of both actors’ 

Strategic character — having an orientation towards ‘achieving immediate self-interest’ 

Trust producing, or seeking, character 

Cultural or social character 

Reflexive 

Incentivising  

Focussed on seeking deeper relations 

Narrowly targeted, aimed at producing specific change98 

 

 

Contingent modifiers of engagement are discovered from the literature and practice of 

engagement and often relate to who is being engaged, by whom, with what means and for what 

purpose (ends) the engagement is being pursued. Contingent modifiers add meaning to the 

partially overlapping core of properties. The meaning of engagement terms derives from this 

partial overlap of core properties with the added insights provided by contingent modifiers but 

viewed within the cluster of family-related terms. 
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2.5   Conclusion 

Conceived as a cluster concept, engagement describes the complex processes attendant in the 

building of cooperative, non-coercive, stable, and multidimensional relations between various 

international actors. This review of the concept of engagement has taken what has been 

variously described as a state of ‘confusion’, a ‘definitional war’, and a ‘conceptual fog’, and 

posed engagement as a cluster concept. This conceptualisation allows alternative properties 

and definitions of engagement to be brought together in an inclusive manner under the umbrella 

of the cluster concept. It does this without being arbitrary or unnecessarily expansive because 

the various usages derive meaning from the cluster of related concepts.  

This chapter has addressed the conceptualisation of engagement, which is a necessary a 

prerequisite to an assessment of Australian engagement with China. The following chapter 

builds on the Cluster Concept, to offer a Cluster Conceptual Framework for the assessment of 

engagement. This framework provides a means for greater understanding of this process of 

engagement and is operationalised to make sense of the empirical data on engagement practice 

investigated in the case studies to follow in Part II.
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CHAPTER 3 

Building the Framework 

3.1   Introduction 

The research question in this thesis seeks an assessment of the process of engagement between 

Australia and China. It also seeks a means for achieving this assessment. The necessary first 

step for this task was to build a conceptual framework beginning with the meaning of 

engagement, a task undertaken in Chapter 2. That chapter conceived engagement as a cluster 

concept. This chapter begins with the idea of a conceptual framework for engagement based 

on the cluster concept. This framework is essential to move beyond concept to 

operationalisation, and a more complete understanding of the process and assessment of its 

outcomes. 

The chapter describes how such a framework can be built, intending to capture and 

understand the inherent complexity and dynamic nature of engagement over time. The vehicle 

offered for this purpose is consolidation, which has three key indicators — behavioural, 

attitudinal and institutional. These were introduced in Chapter 2 and are further elaborated in 

this chapter. A fourth indicator, termed reciprocal consolidation, was foreshadowed and is 

considered further. The remainder of the chapter then seeks a means of assessing consolidation 

of engagement for greater understanding of the process at particular points in time. A model is 

offered for depicting consolidation. This model can be applied to discover trends or 

generalisations from the data from case studies, as an aid to understanding the 

multidimensional phenomenon of engagement and for assessing its outcomes. Although the 
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variables in the model are interrelated, it is assumed to be a complex interrelationship and is 

intended to be evaluative, rather than to reveal causal relationships. 

3.2   A Cluster Concept Framework for Understanding Engagement 

3.2.1 Overview 

Alexander Downer described engagement as actively ‘seeking a deeper relationship’.1 Gorjao 

argued that ‘it is almost inevitable that the exchanges between Australia and Asia will increase 

and deepen’.2 However, he argues that unless enhanced or closer engagement is sought 

voluntarily, then it is merely a by-product of globalisation — where engagement becomes 

‘rhetoric’ rather than ‘substantive’.3 It is the voluntary and ‘serious commitment toward 

engagement’ that gives engagement substance. Consolidation provides a means for assessing 

this commitment and establishing whether it is more than ‘rhetoric’. The concept of 

consolidation and its key indicators (which signal both the necessary conditions for the process 

of engagement to flourish and the outcomes of engagement), then form a prominent part in 

understanding the phenomenon of engagement. As foreshadowed in the introduction and more 

fully expounded in the next chapter — Australian engagement with Asia has a mixed history. 

There have been episodes of commitment to deepening engagement such as the Whitlam 

Government’s decision to recognise the PRC in 1972 but by 2003 Gorjao concluded that 

Australian engagement with Asia was not well consolidated. Australia is still being described 

as a ‘lonely country’.4 
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3.2.2   Building the Framework 

The conceptual framework described in this chapter ‘lays out the key factors, constructs, or 

variables, and presumes relationships among them’.5 In his analysis of the philosophy, 

definitions, and procedure for building a conceptual framework, Yosef Jabareen states that 

‘conceptual frameworks are products of qualitative processes of theorization’.6 They are widely 

used in the social sciences and well suited to the study of engagement.  

The framework developed here differs in several key respects from the framework 

offered by Gorjao discussed in the previous chapter.7 First, whilst acknowledging the poorly 

defined conceptualisation of engagement, Gorjao failed to locate his definition within a broader 

conceptualisation and practice of engagement. I have proposed that engagement is a cluster 

concept to meet this problem. Second, Gorjao acknowledges the multifaceted and complex 

character of engagement but fails to recognise the implications of this complexity, such as the 

problem of limited predictability (especially on extended time frames),8 even if prediction is 

one of the stated purposes of his framework. Although acknowledging evolution within the 

engagement process, Gorjao’s understanding of consolidation reflects an understanding which 

is based on causality and linearity.9 For example, Gorjao discusses his models in terms of start, 

progression and end points. His metaphor for consolidation of engagement as a ‘chain of 

dominoes’ and ‘a specific order in the evolution of the process’ reveal the linearity of his 

approach. 10 Jervis defines linearity as follows. ‘Linearity involves two propositions: 1) changes 

in system output are proportional to changes in input ... 2) system outputs corresponding to the 

                                                 
5 Miles and Huberman (1994: 440). 
6 Jabareen (2009: 50). 
7 Gorjao (2003). 
8 Robert Jervis (1997: 17); Kavalski (2007: 435–54). 
9 Jervis (2007: 34–5); Louth (2009). 
10 Gorjao (2003: 184. 
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sum of the outputs arising from the individual inputs’.11 In this work I have endeavoured to 

build on and develop Gorjao’s framework, and to avoid its limitations.  

3.2.3   Consolidation 

Engagement is assessed and understood here within the Cluster Concept Framework through 

consolidation — engagement can deepen and broaden. 

It is from this deepening that engagement can potentially produce change in international 

politics such as greater cooperation. Liberal theorists see cooperation in the international 

system not only as possible but desirable. Cooperation and engagement are not homologous 

concepts. Although engagement is a necessary precursor of and can lead to greater 

cooperation,12 cooperation is not inevitable. In this framework, having already equated 

deepening with consolidation, I define broadening of engagement as enlargement of the scope 

of engagement. An example is the reassignment successfully sought by the Football Federation 

of Australia (FFA) from Oceania to the Asian Football Federation. These regional associations 

are members of the international parent body — FIFA which has more member nations than 

the UN. This is new and not traditionally a subject of interest to IR scholars; it represents a 

major development in Australian engagement with Asia which extends beyond simply sporting 

concerns.  

Table 3.1 below displays the Key Indicators used in this study for the consolidation of 

engagement. These indicators provide the parameters for consolidation of engagement 

‘behaviourally’, ‘attitudinally’ and ‘institutionally’. These concepts, described in Chapter 2, 

are derived from Australian practice (often contrasting) during the Hawke-Keating and Howard 

                                                 
11 Jervis (1997:34–5). 
12 Kupchan (2010). 
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governments through succeeding governments under Rudd-Gillard, Abbott and Malcolm 

Turnbull. The fourth indicator (reciprocal) has been adopted in this work to recognise the 

importance of ‘a process of mutual give-and-take, a process of learning, a process of common 

endeavour’.13 Consolidation is an outcome of the engagement process and reciprocal 

consolidation (as defined in Table 3.1) is an outcome of the process implemented by the other 

partner(s). Reciprocation of engagement will influence decisions on, attitudes towards, and 

support for engagement in the initiating state, and therefore will be reflected at the behavioural, 

attitudinal and institutional levels of consolidation. In this way engagement between states may 

be mutually constitutive.  

Regarding interactions between two states, such as Australia and China, not all contacts 

are necessarily part of an engagement process. For example, a one-off trade transaction could 

be seen as strictly an economic transaction, having a negligible outcome in the form of deeper 

or broader consolidation, whereas government commitment to a bilateral trade agreement 

would contribute to behavioural consolidation. Consolidation is not synonymous with, but can 

be influenced by, such multiple interactions. Chinese initiatives in response to Australian 

engagement will influence the process of engagement if they motivate consolidation of 

Australian engagement at any of the levels defined in Table 3.1 below. They may create an 

environment which encourages, discourages or guides further initiatives by Australian actors. 

These same responses can also be indicators of Chinese intent or support for driving a 

complementary process of Chinese engagement with Australia — that is, they might reflect the 

state of consolidation of the Chinese process. However, these responses might also have limited 

impact if they fail to be translated into consolidation or if that impact is delayed.  

 

                                                 
13 Downer (1996a). 
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Table 3.1: Key Indicators of Engagement (Conditions for Consolidation) 

KEY 

INDICATORS 
DEFINITION VARIABLES 

Behavioural Arises from active policy development to promote engagement 

across the community, in economic, cultural, social and political 

life. There must be commitment to achieving the policy goals. 

• New/renewed policies or 

legislation across portfolios 

and policy areas 

• Funding/resource allocation 

• Discussion papers e.g. white 

papers, parliamentary 

enquiries 

Attitudinal Derives from but also informs/generates the behavioural and 

occurs “when a robust majority of the public holds the belief that 

it is the most appropriate way to conduct foreign policy” i.e. 

majority public endorsement. 

 

• Polls e.g. Lowy, Pew 

• Enrolments in languages, 

multicultural studies etc 

• Tourist destinations, trade 

• Electoral results 

• Media images 

• Economic flows 

Institutional Requires mutual acceptance by engaged states/and non-state 

actors of the need to establish, maintain and develop these 

collective mechanisms. In other words, this level of consolidation 

concerns the effectiveness of mutual cooperation between 

engagement partners at the transnational institutional level. 

 

Evidence of—  

• Track 1 diplomatic initiatives 

• Track 2 initiatives 

• Track 3 initiatives 

• Multi track initiatives 

• Civil society 

 

Reciprocal When increasing levels of sentiment at various levels of society in 

the engaged partner(s) support genuine engagement as the “most 

appropriate way to conduct foreign policy”. 

Evidence of Behavioural, Attitudinal and 

Institutional consolidation of the 

partner(s) to engagement. 

 

In Table 3.1, a list of sources of variables are given for the measurement of consolidation. 

Constant review of the data will reveal new (and even discontinued) examples of the dynamic 

process of consolidation as engagement broadens and deepens. The examples listed are the 

main sources of evidence for this study and the means for representation or measurement of 

this data is explained in more detail below.14 

                                                 
14 The case studies presented in further chapters of this work consider actions by both sides of the relationship. 

This study is seeking understanding and assessment of Australian engagement with China and is therefore 

conducted from an Australian direction, together with the necessary dimension of reciprocal engagement. 

Nevertheless, such considerations also suggest the need for ongoing studies and offer some suggestions about 

how the Chinese process might be better understood. 
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3.3   Depicting the Cluster Concept Framework  

3.3.1   Overview 

The Key Conceptual Indicators of engagement — Behavioural (B), Attitudinal (A) and 

Institutional (I) Consolidation are discussed here. The model outlined operationalises the 

Cluster Concept Framework and is a means of representing and visualising the data to evaluate 

engagement in practice in different historical periods. This model is employed for the purpose 

of illustration or qualitative depiction of Consolidation without presuming a direct causal 

relationship between the three indicators of consolidation. 

3.3.2   Behavioural Consolidation: Operational Variables 

Behavioural Consolidation (B) arises from active policy development by ‘relevant domestic 

actors’15 to promote engagement across the community, in economic, cultural, social and 

political life. There must be commitment to achieving the policy goals. That is, actors must 

develop policies but also resource them. There are two main elements to behavioural 

consolidation that arise from its definition. These are policy development, which can be 

observed from current and historical records and second is resource allocation which goes 

beyond funding to include non-financial modes of support. These can include public 

pronouncements, political support and promotional education.  

B= {pro-engagement policies and resourcing by relevant domestic political, economic 

and social actors} 

Possible variables arise from the definition of behavioural consolidation given in Table 3.1 

above and include: no policies/no resources; policies/no resources; developing 

                                                 
15 Gorjao (2003: 181). 
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policies/developing resources; policies/resourced; outdated policies/under-utilised resources 

only. A scale of indices can be applied. A graded, decile scale such as shown in Table 3.2 

below provides a suitable tool to represent the intervals listed below. These will produce 

evaluations which can be described as: far from consolidation; growing consolidation; close 

to consolidation; shrinking consolidation; far from consolidation (failed).  

 

Table 3.2: Behavioural Consolidation (B) 

Index Descriptor Position on a comparative 

scale 

0 Hostility to policy development, action and resourcing. Far from consolidation 

1 No policies/no resources but pressure for change.  

2 Indecision — some policy development but not enacted.  

3 Policy adopted but poorly resourced. Growing consolidation 

4 Adopted policies/developing resources.  

5 Clear policy, resourced and actioned. Close to consolidation 

6 Failing policies/underutilised or reduced resources with little 

pressure for policy enhancement. 
Shrinking consolidation 

7 Abandonment of engagement policies.  

8 Growing opposition to policy development, engagement 

policies failing. 
 

9 Renewed general hostility to policy development and 

resourcing — failed engagement. 
Far from consolidation 
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3.3.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Operational Variables 

Attitudinal Consolidation (A) derives from but also informs/generates the behavioural and 

occurs ‘when a robust majority of the public holds the belief that it is the most appropriate way 

to conduct foreign policy’; i.e. majority public endorsement.16 

A= {proportion of public opinion supporting engagement}  

 

Table 3.3: Attitudinal Consolidation (A) 

Index Descriptor Position on a 

comparative scale 

0 Minority support, general disinterest or opposition; e.g. least popular 

opinion. 

Far from consolidation 

1 Incremental growth in support for engagement e.g. growing in relation 

to opposing opinion. 

 

2 Substantial incremental growth in support, signs of growing public 

support e.g. catching up with opposing opinions. 

 

3 Growing signs of prominent public support e.g. approaching largest, 

dominant opinion group. 

Growing consolidation 

4  Approaching absolute majority or largest opinion group status.  

5  Robust majority position and consolidating e.g. generally accepted as 

dominant public opinion. 

Close to consolidation 

6 Shrinking support from previous majority position; opposing opinions 

growing. 

 

7 Shrinking levels of support, challenged by opposing views which are 

gaining increased support.  

Shrinking consolidation 

8 Loss of majority status and increasingly unpopular. Opposing view 

growing.  

 

9 Reversion to minority position and dominated by opposing opinion. 

Renewed hostility. Failed. 

Far from consolidation 

 

                                                 
16 Gorjao (2003: 181). 
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The definition above suggests measurement from opinion polls or similar and is often measured 

as a percentage of public support. Percentages can be converted to the same five interval scale 

outlined above for B. Such data can be compared with historical data. A scale based on the 

degree of popular support could indicate minority, growing minority, slight majority, growing 

majority, diminishing majority, collapse in support, or strong opposition. Majority may not 

mean an absolute majority but may include a majority preference compared with alternatives. 

This scale can be translated into graded consolidation. The level of consolidation may be 

described as: far from consolidation; growing consolidation; close to consolidation; shrinking 

consolidation; far from consolidation as shown in Table 3.3 above. 

3.3.4   Institutional Consolidation: Operational Variables 

Institutional Consolidation (I) requires mutual acceptance by engaged states and non-state 

actors of the need to establish, maintain and develop collective engagement mechanisms that 

‘contribute to legitimising it’.17 This operates at the elite level between engagement partners 

but also involves people to people links. In other words, this level of consolidation concerns 

the effectiveness of cooperation between engagement partners at the international and the 

transnational levels. 

I= {acceptance by engagement partner(s) and adoption of legitimising mechanisms}  

Acceptance is related to establishment, maintenance and developing of mechanisms for 

engagement. A review of historical data can indicate whether consolidation is growing, static, 

weakening or at a peak. This allows the 5-point scale referred to above to be considered. Again, 

consolidation may be described as: far from consolidation; growing consolidation; close to 

consolidation; shrinking consolidation; far from consolidation. 

                                                 
17 Gorjao (2003: 182). 
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Table 3.4: Institutional Consolidation (I) 

 

 

3.3.5   Reciprocal Consolidation (R) 

Reciprocal Consolidation occurs when increasing levels of sentiment at various levels of 

society in the engaged partner(s) support genuine engagement as the ‘most appropriate way to 

conduct foreign policy’.18 More will be said about reciprocal Chinese action or reaction in later 

chapters dealing with empirical studies. As stated above, consolidation is an outcome of the 

engagement process, not simply the sum of reactions to being engaged. This means that 

Reciprocal Consolidation will be an outcome of the process conducted by the engagement 

partner, rather than a set of reactive responses to the initiator. A measure of reciprocal 

engagement is likely to have an influence on all three behavioural, attitudinal and institutional 

                                                 
18 Gorjao (2003: 182). 

Index Descriptor Position on a comparative scale 

0 Minimal or no institutional relations. Far from consolidation 

1   

2 Newly established and growing — deepening. Growing consolidation 

3   

4   

5 Strong, growing relations. Close to consolidation 

6 Loss of momentum in the relations.  

7 Shrinking Shrinking consolidation 

8   

9 Collapsing — renewed hostility or isolation. Far from consolidation 
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levels of consolidation. This is especially true at the institutional level. The level of 

reciprocation will become evident in case studies of engagement.  

This thesis examines engagement from an Australian perspective. It is attempting to 

assess Australian engagement with China. Engagement is an active process and the Cluster 

Concept Framework used in this thesis assesses consolidation of engagement at the behavioural 

level by examining active Australian development and implementation of policy; attitudinal 

consolidation deriving from majority endorsement of Australian policy by the Australian 

community; and institutional consolidation of Australian linkages with China. The framework 

is applicable to the assessment of reciprocal engagement of Australia by China but 

comprehensive assessment of reciprocal engagement is beyond the scope of this thesis due to 

limitations on its length. 

3.4   From Concept to Framework—Summing Up  

3.4.1   Revisiting the Question  

At this point it is worth revisiting the question posed in this work. How can Australian policies 

of engagement with China be assessed — first to improve our understanding of the process and 

second to assess its outcomes and implications — in the context of the Asian Century? The 

White Paper does not offer a rigid definition of the Asian Century but describes the shape of 

the Asian Century as ‘not set in stone’ referring to it as the period of the ‘coming decades’ 

when ‘the scale and pace of Asia’s [and China’s] rise … is expected to be staggering’.19 There 

are several keywords in this question. First, engagement, described in Chapter 1, is confusing 

and (conceptually) inconsistent in its usage. This confusion and inconsistency is resolved 

through the application of the Cluster Conceptualisation of Engagement. This provides a basis 

                                                 
19 Commonwealth of Australia (2012: 49). 
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for assessment of the process of engagement — in any of its familial forms. Second, the words 

understood and assessed infer the need for a suitable methodology but also a judgement 

(assessment). The methodology employed, conceptual framework analysis, is favoured for its 

emphasis on developing understanding.  

In addition, the much-used term Asian Century is a concept representing more than a 

temporal period, but rather a narrative of a global phenomenon, seen to be impacting the world 

in complex ways. Finally, the separate use of the terms process and outcome infer a distinction 

between engagement (the process) and consolidation of engagement (the outcome), which can 

be assessed in terms of deepening and broadening. 

In this chapter, a Cluster Conceptual Framework has been advanced which aims for 

greater understanding of the concept of engagement. It is also a means to answer the research 

question posed in this thesis. The major concepts emerging from the data through preliminary 

work were outlined, with emphasis on consolidation. The concept of consolidation, with its 

three Key Indicators (behavioural, attitudinal and institutional), and one supplementary 

indicator (reciprocal), is central to understanding the ‘broadening and deepening’ of 

engagement — that is, to understanding the dynamic nature of the process of engagement. 

The current chapter required a reference point for the comparative study demanded by 

the research question and reflected in White Paper injunctions for new, deeper and broader 

engagement.20 The recent 40th anniversary of the decision by the Whitlam Labor Government 

to formally recognise the PRC suggests a reference point. Chapter 4 will examine the period 

from pre-recognition leading to election of the Whitlam Government (1972–1975) and 

recognition — assessing the developing level of consolidation of engagement with China. In 

further chapters, later periods will be compared to the Whitlam era and to each other, to 

                                                 
20 Commonwealth of Australia (2012:10). 
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evaluate consolidation of the engagement process, culminating with the present period of the 

Abbott-Turnbull governments (2013–2018). Based on understandings developed in this study, 

the conclusion will offer an assessment of Australian engagement with China heading further 

into the Asian Century. 
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CHAPTER 4 

From Pre-Recognition to Whitlam 1901–1975 

Introduction  

This chapter offers a case study of Australian engagement with China from Australian 

Federation in 1901 to 1975. The chapter attempts to provide a basis for comparison, a 

benchmark, against which later periods of the relationship can be assessed using the Cluster 

Concept Framework outlined in the previous chapter. The historical scope of this study is broad 

but rather than attempting an exhaustive analysis of the bilateral relationship, it seeks to assess 

some key factors which inhibited or facilitated Sino-Australian engagement and its evolution. 

These factors cover three main areas of consolidation of engagement with China. The 

first is the area of active policy development and implementation — behavioural level factors. 

The second involves Australian attitudes to the Chinese people and the idea of China — 

attitudinal level factors. Third are the institutional level factors. Many of these factors have 

their roots in the period predating the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

in 1949 and therefore the chapter is divided into two separate but interrelated parts.  

In Part A, the first phase (pre-recognition), sets the scene for the dilemma faced by 

Australia following the 1949 establishment of the PRC and extends to the 1972 Australian 

Federal election. During the early part of this period Australian engagement with the Republic 

of China (1912–1949) fluctuated for many reasons including economic depression, war and 

revolution. Trade with pre-revolutionary China consisted mainly of exports of agricultural and 
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mineral resources (especially wheat exports), with specialty goods such as food and textile 

imports which were diminishing due to reduction in demand from the falling Chinese–

Australian population and the consequent reduced entrepreneurial activity from that sector. 

These latter impacts are at least partly due to the White Australia policy.1 It was after the 

recognition of the PRC that the population of Australians of Chinese origin or descent began 

to approach pre-Federation levels — a continuing feature of modern Australian demographics. 

Australia’s first diplomatic representative in China (apart from earlier trade commissioners) 

was Sir Frederic Eggleston, appointed in 1941 by the Menzies Government (1949–1966). At 

this time, there was concern for China and fear of Japanese aggression.2  

In Part B, the second phase (Recognition) begins with the election of the Whitlam 

Government in December 1972 and covers the early part of the period of post–recognition 

which concludes with the dismissal of the Whitlam Government and the election of the 

Coalition Government of Malcolm Fraser in 1975, the subject of the following chapter. Each 

of these periods displays striking differences but equally striking continuities with each other 

and with periods in later chapters. 

For the purposes of understanding engagement between Australia and China, this focus 

on ‘recognition’ is appropriate for several reasons. At the behavioural level, non-recognition 

reflected Australia’s policy of containment of China rather than one of active engagement. 

Although trade and people to people contacts occurred (often with Australian Government 

acquiescence, if not public endorsement), formal avenues for engagement between China and 

Australia were very limited. Australia’s view of the world was distinctly European in a cultural 

sense and mainly blind to Asia except as a threat. In some respects, Australia was xenophobic 

in its policy approaches to the non-Anglophone world. However, it would be incorrect to 

                                                 
1 Andrews (1985). 
2 Ibid, 98. Andrews argues that Menzies’ deteriorating political position was a major motivation. 
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suggest that engagement did not exist and that there was no support for building relations with 

China. Rather, such relations were limited by government anti-engagement policies and 

generally far from consolidated at the non-government level. Such isolation, inflamed with 

politically motivated rhetoric directed towards the Australian electorate is likely to have 

influenced public attitudes to China.3 

During the period of non-recognition at the international level the PRC could not engage 

or be engaged through participation at the United Nations (UN), international sporting 

organisations or at regional and bilateral levels. Although such opportunities for institutional 

engagement were evolving in the post-WWII international environment and had not reached 

today’s level — Chinese international engagement was growing while the group of nations 

opposing engagement, including Australia and the US, was shrinking. Direct contact with the 

People’s Republic was virtually non-existent prior to recognition. Occasionally, Australian 

trade missions interacted with PRC counterparts at multilateral meetings.4 As previously 

mentioned, bilateral trade grew between Australia and China but engagement between the two 

remained minimal behaviourally, institutionally and, it has been assumed, attitudinally. 

Australians were dominated by fear of China,5 culturally isolated by an absence of Asian 

literacy and oblivious to the need for such understanding. Evidence suggests, however, that 

Australian public attitudes to China were far from clear-cut.6 

The Australian Government formally recognised the People’s Republic of China in 1972 

as one of the first acts of the incoming Labor Government, led by Prime Minister Gough 

Whitlam. This action was warmly appreciated by the Chinese Government and it is reported 

that Whitlam is proud of his characterisation as the ‘well digger’ — alluding to the old Chinese 

                                                 
3 See poll regarding connection between party allegiance and recognition in Table 4.7 below. 
4 Wang (2012: 11). 
5 Evans and Grant (1995: 15–6). 
6 Huck (1970).  
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saying that those who drink from the well should remember the well digger.7 There is no doubt 

that this was a momentous decision. But why did it take 23 years to make and why was Whitlam 

able to make such a decision bringing Australia into line with majority international opinion? 

These considerations are important to understanding the state of engagement at this ‘watershed’ 

moment.8 The literature reveals differences in the weight attached to ideological issues and to 

external, systemic and domestic factors influencing decision making over engagement with 

China. Beeson and Jayasuriya succinctly describe the history of this process and of its study as 

‘shaped by structural shifts in the international system and the global political economy as they 

reverberate through domestic political debates’, such that ‘ideas about Asian engagement tell 

us as much about the character of national political debates as they do about Australian policy-

makers’ perceptions of the region’.9 By 2013, Ramesh Thakur was still able to describe 

Australia’s ‘transactional embrace of Asia’ with ‘continuing evidence of insensitivity to how 

Asians forge lasting relationships’.10 Such deficiencies are now acknowledged elsewhere; for 

example, the National Curriculum policy for Australian schools emphasises the need for 

building ‘Asia literacy’, an almost inconceivable concept in the pre-recognition period.11 

Examining the engagement process at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels 

provides a framework for a better understanding of these questions and for assessing evidence 

for consolidation of the relationship. 

The aim here is not to regard the Whitlam period as the sole progenitor of Australian 

engagement with China — it certainly was not, although its impact was considerable. This 

period represents an interface between the old and the new — an interface arising out of the 

                                                 
7 Kendall (2007: 96). 
8 Wang (2012: 3). 
9 Beeson and Jayasuriya (2009: 360). 
10 Thakur (2013: 335). 
11 Henderson (2008:171–95). 
11 Wang (2012:46). 
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earlier pre-recognition period and a strong basis for constructing a new era. Wang Yi goes so 

far as to describe the first year of the Whitlam prime ministership as ‘fundamental’ for foreign 

policy change, whereas following periods were simply ‘incremental’.12 The coexistence of 

change and continuity in the development of Australian relations with China is a recurrent 

theme in the literature and in this chapter. 

4.2   Pre-Recognition Phase — Federation to 1972  

4.2.1   Behavioural Level — Active Engagement Policy Development and    

           Implementation 

4.2.1.1   Overview 

Engagement is an active policy which aims to deepen relations between the participants. 

Consolidation of engagement requires active policy development to promote engagement 

across the community in economic, cultural and political life — referred to here as the 

behavioural level. Consolidation at this level requires commitment to achieving the policy 

goals. Evidence of active policy development is a suitable starting point for this case study but 

the decision to engage with China has a long genesis and is initially inseparable from the 

decision to recognise the PRC. This necessitates an understanding of the pre-recognition period 

because it was in this period that engagement had its complex and protracted gestation. Why 

did Australia resist engagement with the PRC for so long? The answer to this question lies 

partly in the social, political and structural factors that were part of the nascent struggle of a 

young Australia to find its own identity. Former Australian ambassador to China, Garry 

Woodard wrote: ‘It is generally accepted that Australia was not on the Chinese leadership’s 

map ... in 1971’ except ‘as a lackey of the Americans, almost indistinguishable but not 

                                                 
12 Wang (2012:46). 
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necessarily a pale replica’ — described by Zhou Enlai as ‘the last imperialists of Asia’.13 This 

was not a good foundation for a relationship. 

4.2.1.2   Australia’s capacity for engagement with its neighbours 

Beeson and Jayasuriya note that ‘Asia has always mattered to Australia’ and China figures 

prominently in Australian history since the early days of European settlement.14 However, 

‘Federation parliamentarians considered Australia to have little in common with Asia’.15 

Instead, Australia looked to Europe and particularly to the United Kingdom. This situation was 

exacerbated by the fact that despite achieving self-government, Australian foreign policy was 

in effect conducted by Britain. The Statute of Westminster, endowing the Dominions with 

independence was enacted by the British Parliament in 1931 but it was not ratified by Australia 

until 1942 (retroactive to 1939) when reasons of wartime policy necessitated such action. The 

repercussions of this are that Australian parliamentarians did not see foreign policy as within 

their purview. 

Although the Federal Government was constitutionally responsible for external affairs, 

this was largely synonymous with relations with Great Britain. There are exceptions to this 

generalisation. For example, the activist role played at the end of World War I by Prime 

Minister William Morris Hughes, but ‘for the following twenty years a succession of 

conservative governments was content, in the field of foreign relations, almost to revert to 

Australia’s earlier quasi-colonial status’.16 The low priority given to foreign policy combined 

with the prevailing social conditions. These included limited access to tertiary training, class 

barriers to professional occupations and casualties on the battlefields of World War I (1914–

                                                 
13 Woodard (1987: 143). 
14 Beeson and Jayasuriya (2009: 373). 
15 Kendall (2007: ch 2, 37) . 
16 Ward (1977: 125). 
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1918) — all contributing to a small and narrow pool of expertise.17 David Noonan’s research 

demonstrated that ‘over half of Australia’s male population between the ages of eighteen and 

fifty-five years’ were killed or debilitated while ‘just over 3 per cent, or only 11 000 men … 

were apparently unaffected’ from the 310,000 men who served overseas. This influenced 

Australia’s intellectual, professional, cultural and political capacity — including China 

capacity.18 That is not to say that exceptional Australian figures such as G.E. Morrison or 

Tasmanian Senator T.J. Bakhap the ‘self-styled member for China’, did not exist.19 

4.2.1.3   Humiliating China 

Senator Bakhap strongly criticised Hughes’ ‘betrayal of China’ at the Paris Peace Conference 

in 1919. Bakhap was a respected identity, influential in the community as revealed in the 

published obituary on his death in 1923. One of the services that he provided to his community 

was as a ‘Chinese translator’ and adviser not only for local miners and businesses but also 

across the state.20 Language barriers reinforced racially-based barriers but this period 

recognised only one Australian community language. 

Fearful of the implications for Australia’s White Australia policy, Hughes made a 

determined and successful effort to oppose a Japanese proposal for inclusion of a racial equality 

clause in the Covenant of the League of Nations in 1919. Opposition to the proposal was 

instituted by the US for its own reasons and supported by the Australian representatives. This 

resulted in perhaps unforeseen, indirect consequences for the image of Australia in Asia but 

also for China when the American sponsored face saving alternative for Japan allowed German 

                                                 
17 Ibid. 
18 Noonan (2014: 196–7). 
19 Andrews (1985: 53). Bakhap was adopted by his Chinese father and staunchly pro-Chinese Australian  

community, he was fluent in Mandarin and several southern dialects, long predating Australian Mandarin-

speaking Prime Minister Rudd in 2007.  Retrieved at: http://biography.senate.gov.au/index.php/thomas-jerome-

kingston-bakhap/ ; The Mercury (1923). 
20 Ibid. 

http://biography.senate.gov.au/index.php/thomas-jerome-kingston-bakhap/
http://biography.senate.gov.au/index.php/thomas-jerome-kingston-bakhap/
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possessions in China to be ceded to Japan, adding further angst to China’s ‘century of 

humiliation’.21 Both Australia and the US shared domestic political reasons for such a move. 

It was this move that raised Senator Bakhap’s ire. 

4.2.1.4   White Australia Policy 

Whilst predating the formation of the PRC, Hughes left a strong legacy, both within Australia 

and amongst its neighbours. Hughes was Prime Minister of a young nation that had adopted 

the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 as one of the first legislative actions of the Federal 

Parliament of Australia. It was this Act that established what came to be known as the White 

Australia Policy. This policy resulted from complex factors including overt racism, economic 

impacts and feared employment and working conditions impacts. Prime Minister Edmund 

Barton declared that democratic principles of equality did not extend to race.22 The policy was 

deeply entrenched but was not without strong opposition.23 In 1930, Hancock described ‘White 

Australia’ as ‘the indispensable condition of every other Australian policy’.24 David Reynolds 

argues that ‘it lay at the root of foreign policy’.25 The White Australia Policy was an 

impediment to Australian engagement with Asia and a constituting factor in Australia’s image 

in Asia. 

4.2.1.5   Anglophone and Eurocentric—Adult Migrant English Program 

However, immigration restrictions were not the only barrier to Australian engagement with the 

world and with many of its own citizens. Australia was, and to a certain extent, still is an 

Anglophone and Eurocentric country. World War I saw Australia withdraw even further behind 

                                                 
21 Ward (1977); Gill and Jakobson (2017a); Jacques (2012: 578) 
22 Barton (1901: 5233). 
23 Dixon (1945).  
24 Hancock (1930: 77). 
25 Reynolds (2005: 356). 
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Empire and English speaking national identity. In 1917 teaching of foreign languages was 

abolished in Australian primary schools. Place names of German origin were expunged and 

any notion of bilingualism or valuing community languages further discredited.26 It was not 

until 1948 that Australia even entered the historically unimagined territory of language 

planning. In that year, the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) was established. The 

AMEP is probably the most successful and longest lasting Australian language policy initiative. 

Language planning was ignored because with such planning came an implied ‘accommodation 

to non-English speaking regional powers’ and the AMEP ‘was designed precisely to preclude 

such possibilities, especially multilingual population enclaves with prominent Asian 

communities’.27 Where languages other than English (LOTE) were studied in Australian 

schools and universities they were usually the classical languages or European languages such 

as French or German. The relevance of these languages to scientific and ecclesiastic literature 

helped to maintain their dominance but they were usually only available through the filtering 

process of a selective rather than comprehensive education system which reinforced class-

based utilitarian educational philosophy. 

In 1968 institutional changes removed the requirement of a foreign language for 

university entrance. School enrolments in languages plummeted. Asian languages, except 

where taught as community language outside of the school system, barely made an appearance. 

Policy makers and elites shared with the wider community an absence of cultural and linguistic 

understanding of Asia — an absence of what is described today as Asia literacy.  

 

                                                 
26 Lo Bianco (2004: 22). 
27 Ibid, 7. 
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4.2.1.6   Trade with the Near East and imperial preference 

A second exception to Australian neglect of foreign policy was much more positive for the 

promotion of engagement. Australia had been actively pursuing trade interests in Asia when in 

1934 the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for External Affairs J.G. Latham led the 

Australian Eastern Trade Mission. The Mission expressly emphasised that it was seeking 

‘friendly relations’ with the region and amongst other destinations it spent 12 days in China.28 

Latham’s report to the House of Representatives on 6 July 1934, jettisoned the term Far East 

and substituted Near East to Australia, a geographically confused but astute metaphor, 

signalling a departure in thinking about the region and its importance. Even more significantly, 

Latham stated that ‘it is inevitable that relations between Australia and the Near East will 

become closer and more intimate as the years pass ... in economic matters, but also in relation 

to the vital issues of peace and war’.29 Latham’s emphatic portrayal, abroad and domestically 

(at least in public) of ‘goodwill’ as the primary motivation of the mission, displayed an 

understanding of the importance of etiquette to many of Australia’s neighbours. It also 

represented a clear-cut, prescient and pioneering embrace of engagement at the behavioural 

level. However, Australia was constrained by another, more pragmatic concern — the Imperial 

preferences system.30 This system and its later incarnation, the Commonwealth preferences 

system, under the Ottawa agreement favoured intra-empire trade and limited trade negotiations 

with those outside of the British Imperial system. This system advantaged Britain by 

maintaining preferential access to raw materials from its former colonies to feed its economy. 

For Australia, this provided a base for its economic development, but dependency on Britain 

constricted Australian foreign policy and political thinking towards Asia. This is a clear 

                                                 
28 Kendall (2007: 39).  
29 Ibid, 39. 
30 Reynolds (2005: 346–58).  
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example of how economics and relations with third parties (such as the UK) can distort bilateral 

engagement closer to home. In this case, Australian relations with China and other neighbours 

were inhibited because institutional level considerations meant there was limited room for 

Australian policy makers to consolidate engagement at the behavioural level. 

Despite Latham’s awareness of the problems and possibilities in closer regional ties and 

his relatively proactive approach to trade, this was not matched with similar support for 

independent diplomatic representation for Australia. Instead, government subjugated this to 

Great Britain which was primarily concerned with its own Asian interests, such as its territory 

of Hong Kong, Singapore and interests such as rubber and other resources in the Malay States. 

This approach prevented Australia from developing its own expertise in international trade 

negotiations and further retarded development of an Australian professional diplomatic service. 

Perhaps reflecting the historic lack of attention to Asia by Australian parliamentarians, 

Latham’s report inspired little parliamentary debate.31 Kendall argues that Latham was ‘a 

politician ahead of his time, a pioneer who sought to build a conceptual and practical 

framework that would develop Australian relations with the region’.32 

4.2.1.7   Japanese appeasement at China’s expense 

Flowing from Latham’s contribution, Australia appointed trade commissioners to Shanghai, 

Tokyo and Batavia in 1935 and the Department of External Affairs was established in 1936. In 

1941, Australia established full diplomatic relations with the Republic of China which was at 

war with Japan (1937–1945). The depth of ‘goodwill’ to China espoused by Latham and the 

potential to consolidate the relationship was displaced in the Australian public mind by policies 

of Japanese appeasement from the Lyons Government, strongly promoted by then Attorney-

                                                 
31 Kendall (2007: 44) 
32 Ibid, 44–5. 
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General R.G. Menzies — dubbed ‘Pig Iron Bob’ by the waterside workers during the related 

Port Kembla strike.33 The industrial action aimed to prevent the shipping of raw materials for 

use by ‘Japanese Imperialism’ in its war against China (1937–1945).34 This stance by the 

unions and some parliamentarians was in opposition to government policy and reflected 

heightened interest, not only in the threat posed by Japan but sympathy for the Chinese. China 

contributed to the Allied effort in WWI and were now facing Japanese aggression at the dawn 

of WWII. The union action was appreciated by sections of the Chinese community. Chinese 

market gardeners demonstrated their support for workers who had lost their jobs because of the 

strike and delivered ‘van loads of fresh vegetables’.35 Union and community action was 

defeated by government intervention. Prevailing ‘fear of Japan ... and disgust at her actions, 

rather than concern for China’ came to dominate Australian considerations.36 As late as 1943, 

Arthur Calwell, Minister for Information in the Curtin Government (1943–1945) stood in 

Parliament arguing ‘that the Australian Government should strongly supplement every effort 

China may make to get an ever-increasing share of the means of victory. China has the men 

and needs the arms’.37 Calwell reported that a ‘Chinese military delegation had returned from 

Washington in protest’ over failure to secure US assistance. Calwell told Parliament that 

‘China’s peril concerns all its allies, because if China falls Russia’s maritime provinces no less 

than Australia and New Zealand will be more greatly menaced than ever before.’ Although the 

fears of Japanese expansionism and aggression were well founded, Australia’s historic invasion 

fear and Asia fear were compounded, leaving a legacy for future generations which would be 

further entrenched by the ensuing Cold War. The Chinese wartime experience is poorly 

                                                 
33 Andrews (1985:86); National Archives, retrieved at: http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-

newsletter/July-2009.html.  
34 Calwell (1943: 257). 
35 Andrews (1985: 87). 
36 Ibid. 
37 Calwell (1943: 257). 

http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-newsletter/July-2009.html
http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-newsletter/July-2009.html
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remembered in Australia and this memory failure is a likely contributor to poor Australian 

understanding of key events that China sees as part of its deeply felt and politically sensitive 

‘century of humiliation’.38 C.J. Dennis, arguably Australia’s most prominent poet at the time, 

wrote several pieces in support of China demonstrating the presence of China in the public 

domain. ‘China Speaks’ is one remarkably prescient example and is reproduced in the 

frontispiece of this thesis. Literary contributions such as those of Dennis were more than 

esoteric musings. They were produced and prominently published in the mass media of the 

time to motivate popular political opinion. 

4.2.1.8   Australian dilemma — The People’s Republic of China, 1949 

Following the defeat of the Japanese in WWII and victory of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) forces in the Chinese Civil War, the People’s Republic of China was established in 1949. 

The defeated Nationalist forces retreated to Formosa (Taiwan). Australia maintained 

diplomatic relations with the Nationalists but faced a dilemma over recognition of the new 

Communist Chinese regime on the mainland.  

The advent of the Cold War polarised the Australian community over the issue of 

communism. Partly due to memories of the Depression and the successes of the Soviet Union 

against Fascism but also to historic growth in the organised left of the working class movement, 

the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) grew to an estimated 25,000 members by 1945, but 

shrank to 8000 within a decade.39 The influence of the CPA was not simply a function of 

numbers, but of the influence of its ideas, the high level of activism of its members and election 

of communist officials in broad sections of the trades union movement. The CPA was 

instrumental in the ‘Hands off China’ campaign which opposed the appeasement of the pre-

                                                 
38 Gill and Jakobson (2017a); Jacques (2012: 578). 
39 Ward (1977: 295); Davidson (1969:10). 
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war Lyons-Menzies governments in the face of Japanese expansion.40 The Communist 

movement was strongly internationalist in its perspective. At the same time, the CPA and 

fellow travellers were subject to vitriol and bitter opposition from conservative political forces 

in Australia, including from within the ALP and more conservative unions. This opposition 

was a key factor in domestic politics and often cited as an important reason for later opposition 

to recognition of the PRC. The Chinese experience at the hands of the occupying Japanese 

continues to create rancour amongst sections of the Chinese population,41 but little of this is 

widely known today in Australia where, for example, it rates little mention in history 

curricula.42 

It is worth noting how Australian politicians perceived the Chinese Civil War and its 

protagonists because recognition of the PRC and/or the nationalist regime of Chiang Kai-shek 

in Taiwan would eventually become a central issue in Australian foreign policy towards China. 

There seems to have been little warmth towards the Chiang regime in Taipei. Parliamentary 

statements about the Civil War between 1947 and 1948 were rare. There was growing anti-

Nationalist sentiment in some sectors of Parliament with Prime Minister Chifley stating that 

the Nationalists did not ‘inspire great confidence’.43 

 

                                                 
40 Joseph Lyons and Trade Minister James Fenton opposed more radical proposals of the Labor movement to 

deal with the Depression, attracting the support of prominent Australian conservatives including R.G. Menzies. 

In Parliament on 13 March 1931, though still a member of the ALP, Lyons supported a no confidence motion 

against the Scullin Labor Government. Lyons resigned from the ALP, along with Fenton and four other right-

wing ALP MPs. The United Australia Party was then formed from a merger of the six Labor dissidents and the 

opposition Nationalist Party of Australia. Lyons, as the new party’s leader became Opposition leader, with John 

Latham, the last leader of the Nationalists who became the deputy. See 

http://primeministers.naa.gov.au/primeministers/lyons/before-office.aspx.  
41 See, for example, Brook (1999). 
42 Jacques (2012: 578). 
43 Kendall (2007: 46); Senator Grant (1948: 786). 

 Cremean (1950: 1182). See also Andrews (1985: 128). 

http://primeministers.naa.gov.au/primeministers/lyons/before-office.aspx
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4.2.1.9   Evatt warning 

Stronger condemnation of the regime came from other members but on 21 June 1949, three 

months before the formation of the PRC, the Minister for External Affairs and avowed 

internationalist H.V. Evatt provided Parliament with an assessment of the situation in China. 

Evatt warned that ‘dogmatism about the present situation in China is dangerous’.44 He advised 

that giving the Chinese Communist Government ‘any ground for thinking that they can never 

expect international cooperation from the West in the future ... might lead them to adopt an 

extreme course and to sever all their traditional contacts with the democracies’.45 Evatt saw 

China as a potential ‘stabilizing force in this region’.46 Yet it took 18 days from the formation 

of the PRC to get a first mention in the Australian Parliament ‘by Labor Senator Donald Grant’ 

recommending that Australia should recognise the PRC. Grant was one of the very few 

Australian politicians who had visited China.47 

The 18th Australian Parliament rose just prior to the election of the new Menzies 

Government. Attitudes to China were at best characterised by inaction with most support 

coming from the Labor side, but ineffectually. This is neither active engagement policy 

development nor implementation. Labor Prime Minister Chifley told Parliament that he 

‘considered the subject to be of such importance that with a general election pending it should 

be decided by the incoming government’.48 Following discussions with British and New 

Zealand representatives in November 1949, Dr Evatt issued a press release publicly indicating 

that he expected the looming Colombo Conference to provide an opportunity to recognise the 

                                                 
44 Kendall (2007: 47 n 30); Evatt (1949:1222).  
45 Isolation of North Korea today poses similar issues. 
46 Kendall (2007: 47). 
47 Ibid, 47–8. 
48 Ibid, 50; Chifley (1951: 85). 
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PRC in concert with other Commonwealth members (and, he hoped, the US).49 It is worth 

noting that the ALP government ‘remained ambiguous in its public statements on China and 

refrained from publicly committing itself to recognition of New China’.50 Behavioural level 

inaction stifled institutional level engagement with the PRC which was far from consolidated 

because official policy was, actively or by default, pitted against recognition. This had 

implications for the attitudinal level because, according to Kendall, ‘Parliament has operated 

as a site, even an originating site, for shaping popular understandings of China’.51 Rather than 

active promotion of engagement with China, members of Parliament (including those from the 

Opposition and cross-benches) promoted China fear. 

4.2.1.10   China fear, domino theory, capacity deficit and persistent hostility 

The incoming Menzies Liberal-Country Party (LCP) Coalition Government has been described 

as even ‘less willing than its ALP predecessor to accord recognition to the PRC’,52 although 

this position was not unanimous in the LCP, even amongst its leaders.53 Nevertheless, the 

Coalition publicly maintained a position of containment of — not engagement with Communist 

China — invoking the justification of falling metaphorical dominoes. The first Minister for 

External Affairs (1949–1951) in the Menzies Government and later Australian Ambassador to 

the US (1951–1958) was Percy Spender. In a major speech outlining the government’s foreign 

policy to the Australian Parliament, Spender warned of the ‘ever increasing thrust of 

communism’ and emphasised ‘meeting positively and actively the new problems created in 

this area by the emergence of a Communist China’.54 Prime Minister Menzies, the dominating 

                                                 
49 Penrose (1998: 212). AA CRS A1838 494/2/10 Part 2; also M E Denning PRO FO 371 75821 and 75822 are 

referenced in Penrose. 
50 Wang (2012: 9). 
51 Kendall (2007: 61). 
52 Wang (2012:10). 
53 Penrose (1998: 209–24).  
54 Spender (1950: 626). 
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force in the government, persisted with this approach. He later stated that ‘We, the government 

of Australia, did not recognise Communist China ... have never recognised it ... recognition of 

red China is simply not on our agenda paper’.55 Building an alliance with the United States 

became central to Australian foreign policy. Menzies visited the US in July 1950. ‘The 

explanation for this emphasis on United States-Australian relations’, according to US State 

Department officials, ‘lies in the keener appreciation by the Menzies government of the dangers 

to Australian security attendant upon communist advances in Asia’.56 Australian antagonism 

to the PRC became compounded under Harold Holt, who succeeded Menzies as Prime 

Minister, in 1966. Holt established an embassy in Taipei, thereby siding with the Chiang Kai-

shek regime against the PRC. Fung described Australia’s position as producing a ‘diplomatic 

morass from which it would have to extricate itself sooner or later’.57 In May 1972 the 

McMahon government (1971–1972) pursued a ‘two China’ approach. This approach was 

doomed to failure. It was just as unacceptable to Taiwan as it was to the PRC.58  

Non-engagement with China contributed to a notable lack of China expertise and 

understanding to the extent that the Australian Government became ineffectual on China 

policy. Against the tide of international recognition and support for the People’s Republic 

taking its place at the UN, Australia remained in the minority of opponents. Such an active 

policy of non-engagement contradicted the Coalition’s own publicly stated preconditions for 

recognition — a demand for the PRC to ‘provide evidence of good behaviour and of a 

willingness to act responsibly in international relations’.59  

 

                                                 
55 Menzies (1953: 652). 
56 Department of State (US) (1950). 
57 Fung (1980: 15). 
58 Wang (2012). 
59 Greenwood and Bray (1974: 236); also cited in Wang (2012: 11). 
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Table 4.1: Australia’s Trade with China, 1947–1973 (AU$ Million in Current Prices) 

Year Exports Imports Total Balance 

1947-48     5.5    3.3    8.8    2.2 

1948-49     2.9    5.1    8.0   -2.2 

1949-50     1.0    2.9    3.9   -1.9 

1950-51     1.7    5.3    7.0   -3.6 

1951-52     0.6    6.2    6.7   -5.6 

1952-53     1.4    2.8    4.2   -1.4 

1953-54     4.4    4.0     8.3     0.4 

1954-55     5.4    3.5     8.9     1.9 

1955-56     5.4    4.5     9.9     0.8 

1956-57   12.9    4.2   17.1     8.6 

1957-58   19.5    6.2   25.8   13.3 

1958-59   27.1    7.1   34.3   20.0 

1959-60   32.3    8.8   41.1   23.4 

1960-61   79.7    7.9   71.8   71.8 

1961-62 131.9    7.6 139.5 124.3 

1962-63 129.3  11.3 140.5 118.0 

1963-64 168.2  16.4 184.5 151.8 

1964-65 135.6  22.9 158.5 112.8 

1965-66 106.5  23.5 130.0    83.1 

1966-67 128.5  26.1 154.6 102.3 

1967-68 126.5  23.6 150.0 102.9 

1968-69   67.2  29.6   96.9   37.6 

1969-70 128.8  32.1 160.9   96.7 

1970-71    63.3  31.6   94.9   31.7 

1971-72 37.3 41.3 78.6 -4.1 

1972-73 62.8 49.9 112.8 12.9 

Source: ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics), Australian Exports and Australian Imports, monthly series in Senate Standing 

Committee on Industry and Trade (1984: 35). 

 

Non-engagement denied China the opportunity for socialisation in the international system to 

demonstrate its bona fides as an international citizen. Australia’s ‘persistent hostility’ made 

‘direct official contact with the Chinese mainland ... virtually non-existent’.60 This contrasted 

with growing bilateral trade (Table 4.1 above) and ‘people to people’ contacts which 
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represented non-government contributions towards engagement with the PRC.61 However, 

claiming a state of isolation of China would be an oversimplification of the situation — semi-

government bodies in Australia (e.g. the Wool and Wheat Boards) were actively and openly 

trading with state-owned enterprises in China. The government would also soon be sidelined 

by the initiatives of the ALP Opposition. These initiatives were strengthened and given urgency 

by trade-related issues. As indicated in Table 4.1 above, exports to China plummeted in 1971 

when China retaliated against Australia’s hostility by restricting wheat imports.  

4.2.2   Attitudinal Level — Public Endorsement for Engagement: Was the Veil 

of China Fear Lifting? 

4.2.2.1   Overview 

Despite the rapid rise in exports from Australia to China from 1949–1950 to 1972–1973, it is 

difficult to argue that this represented anything more than a transactional relationship operating 

without active policy development and not driven by reference to the public (attitudinal) 

dimension. This position was unsustainable. The imbalance in trade also raised problems for, 

and eventually with, China. 

Trade can have significant and sometimes unpredictable consequences for foreign 

policy.62 Between 1949 and 1960 Australian trade with China rose from AU$3.9m to 

AU$41.1m. The advent of wheat exports to the PRC saw the value of this trade reach 

AU$128.2m in 1963–1964.63 This represented one-third of total Australian wheat exports, but 

it also made China the sixth largest market for Australia in the 1960s. This had great benefits 

for Australian agriculture and the broader economy, but it also contributed to alleviating famine 

                                                 
61 Ibid. 
62 Hirschman (1980).  
63 ABS Senate Standing Committee on Industry and Trade (1984: 35). 
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in China. Politically, it gave important sectors of the Australian community an alternative 

perspective on, and a vested interest in, engagement with China. When the PRC suspended 

wheat imports in 1971–1972 (protesting Australian non-recognition and opposition to UN 

representation), these issues were raised to a heightened level of domestic political 

significance. Diversification and growth in trade with China ensured, and continues to ensure, 

the significance of China for Australians and of Australia for China. This is not to overestimate, 

or for that matter, to underestimate the significance of economics for engagement. Deepening 

of engagement between engagement partners depends on comprehensive consolidation across 

the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels. 

4.2.2.2   Australian China predicament —a Gordian knot  

Numerous authors have examined the progressively ambivalent role of the Coalition 

Government and its agencies in trade relations with China as an increasingly unworkable 

foreign policy stance.64 Wilczynski very succinctly summarised Australian Government 

success in ‘divorcing trade from foreign policy in general’.65 

Fostering trade, especially in primary industries, was high on the agenda for the 

constituency of the minor Coalition partner, the Country Party (renamed the National Party of 

Australia in 1982). The Country Party had prominent and assertive leadership and a strong 

electoral presence. At the same time, Cold War rhetoric of anti-communism espoused by the 

government was matched if not exceeded by that of the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) which 

resulted from the major split in the ALP in 1955. The DLP had significant backing from anti-

communist elements in the Catholic Church, sections of the labour movement (especially the 

‘industrial groups’) and the influential National Civic Council (NCC) headed by the stridently 

                                                 
64 For example, Fung (1980); McEwen (1965: 514–15); Albinski (2015); Kennedy (1968); Wang (2012). 
65 Wilczynski (1966: 167). 
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anti-communist B.A. Santamaria.66 The DLP was a significant contributor to Coalition success 

in keeping the ALP out of office for almost a quarter of a century. The Coalition Government 

exploited this advantage whenever possible for electoral advantage. In these circumstances 

‘fear of China’ was a prominent theme in Australian domestic politics.67 Evans and Grant  

suggest that ‘the evolution of Australian foreign policy needs to be assessed against a 

background in Australian politics of persistent anxiety about a threat from Asia: sometimes 

vague and undifferentiated, sometimes specific, but always there’.68 In 1971, The Canberra 

Times refers to the ‘Australian China predicament’ rather than ‘policy’ which had come to 

resemble a ‘Gordian knot’.69 The factors preventing engagement with China, represented the 

ends of that knot, which would only be loosened if ‘chopped through’. The Canberra Times 

commented, ‘the trouble with the present Australian policy towards China... appears to be that 

it amounts only to tugging at one loose end of the knot ... simply ... making the knot itself 

tighter, more difficult to unravel.’70 

Prior to this time, the Australian Parliament ‘operated as a site, even an originating site, 

for shaping popular understandings of China’.71 Such understandings were based on emotive 

rhetoric-building on China fear metaphors such as ‘China’s descent into darkness’,72 and a 

‘creeping, dangerous, insidious flood’ of communism.73 First-hand knowledge of China was 

too often missing amongst parliamentary representatives, their advisers and the wider 

community.  

                                                 
66 See www.australianbiography.gov.au/subjects/santamaria.  
67 Wang (2012: 17). 
68 Evans and Grant (1995: 15–6). 
69 Juddery (1971: 2). 
70 Ibid. 
71 Kendall (2007:61). 
72 Menzies (1954: 66);Kendall (2007: 59). 
73 E. J. Blaxland, Labor Member for Blaxland in Kendall (2007).  
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If this assessment is correct about Parliament’s impact on ‘popular understandings of 

China’, then the confused state of public policy towards China is likely to be reflected in the 

available evidence from public opinion polling. While historic polling data is limited, an early 

report of post-World War II Australian perceptions of China and the Chinese was produced 

from a 1948 poll carried out in Melbourne.74 This poll was supplemented by a later sub-sample 

in 1964, again in Melbourne.75 Results from these studies are reproduced in Table 4.2a and 

Table 4.2b below.  

 

 

Table 4.2a: Desirability as Immigrants of Eight Race-Nation Groups 

(1948 Melbourne Sample n=370) 

 Keep Them       

Out 

Let Only a 

Few In 

Allow Them to 

Come In 

Try to Get 

Them to Come 

 

 % % % % % 

Negroes 77 13   7   4 100 

Jews 58 25 13   4 100 

Italians 45 34 17   4 100 

Greeks 32 42 18   8 100 

Chinese 24 44 22 10 100 

Germans 30 34 22 14 100 

Irish 16 19 40 25 100 

English   2   7 28 63 100 

Source: Oeser and Hammond (1954: 55). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
74 Oeser and Hammond (1954: 55). 
75 Huck (1968). 
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Table 4.2b: Desirability as Migrants of Eight Race-Nation Groups 

(1964 Melbourne Sub-Sample n=103) 

 Keep Them 

out 

Let Only a 

Few In 

Allow Them to 

Come In 

Try to Get 

Them to Come 

Total 

 % % % %  

Negroes 33 49 18  _ 100 

Chinese 21 59 19   1 100 

Italians 19 34 40   7 100 

Greeks 11 39 46   4 100 

Jews 14 18 62   6 100 

Germans   1 18 56 25 100 

Irish 2 9 65 24 100 

English 1 2 46 51 100 

Source: Huck (1970). 

 

Several conclusions are possible from this data. For example, that total opposition to Chinese 

immigration (24 per cent) was not as high as is usually believed, being heavily outweighed by 

less favourable alternatives. A large majority of 76 per cent favoured at least some Chinese 

immigration. On this limited data there appeared to be ‘a tendency to favour some relaxation 

of the White Australia policy’.76 More information is needed.  

In the 1960s, the Morgan Gallup Poll was the only national opinion poll. The number of 

such polls grew in the 1970s and included the Age Poll and the Australian National Opinion 

Polls (ANOP) — both from 1971.77 The Bulletin published Morgan from 1973 and the Herald 

Group accessed polls from McNair Anderson Associates. 

In 1964 Coral Bell noted that ‘a vague sense of China as a distinctly alarming force is 

woven into the original fabric of Australian national attitudes’.78 Bell argued that ‘attitudes 

toward China may justly be regarded as the central or catalytic element in Australian diplomatic 

                                                 
76 Huck (1970: 314); Goot (1969). 
77 Beed, Goot, Hodgson and Ridley (1978). 
78 Bell (1965:165–201). 
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alignments since 1949’.79 Australia’s policy of non-recognition of China and close alliance 

with the US had ‘not been unchallenged by opinion leaders and politicians but the government 

has confidently assumed widespread support for it’. 80 Bell also noted the contradiction between 

China fear perspectives and active pursuit of bilateral trade between Australia and China.81 

This contradiction can be seen as a continuity with current ambivalent attitudes.82  

This ‘vagueness about the China threat’ combined with limited parliamentary debate and 

limited exposure to China through media, education and tourism is reflected in the polling 

data.83 Engagement as defined in this work is unlikely to be sustainable or even possible at the 

behavioural level without support at the attitudinal level. In turn, public perceptions are likely 

to produce feedback at the behavioural and institutional levels. Further, it is unlikely that 

consolidation of engagement will occur under conditions of fear. Voting patterns were ‘the 

most consistent variable’ in determining threat perceptions and ALP voters were ‘consistently 

less threat conscious than members of the other major political parties’.84 This pattern is 

reflective of the China policies of the major parties and may partly explain why Whitlam 

ventured in 1971 to act decisively and to differentiate the ALP program from that of the 

government. However, it would be wrong to discount Whitlam’s personal and intellectual 

qualities which included an informed understanding of the situation. Available polls suggest 

other features of public attitudes to China and particularly to the issue of the China threat. The 

tables below illustrate some of these features which are subsequently discussed. 

                                                 
79 Ibid. 
80 Huck (1970: 309) 
81 Bell (1965). 
82 See White (2010), for example. 
83 For example, see Commonwealth of Australia (1953). ‘Aspects of the Military Threat to Australia Affecting 

Civil Defence.’ Department of Defence and Joint Intelligence Committee. It reported annually 1949 to 1960 that 

global war ‘is considered to be unlikely’.  
84 Huck (1970: 318). 
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Table 4.3: Threats to Australia’s Security 

  

1967 

 

1968 

 

1969 

 

1970 

 

1967–1970 

 % % % % % 

Some 

Countries 

threaten 

Australia 

51.6 52.4 50.7 53.6 52.6 

None 

Threaten 

Australia 

32.00 34.4 36.4 36.1 47.4 

Can’t say 16.4 13.2 12.9 10.3 Included above 

Source: Source Gallup Polls 194 (1967), 198 (1968), 203 (1969) in Huck (1970). 

 

 

Table 4.4: Threats to Australia’s Security: Countries Named 

 1967 1968 1969 1970 1967–70 

 % % % % % 

China 30.8 31.7 30.1 27.1 30.2 

Russia 13.0 11.3 16.3 15.0 13.8 

Nth Vietnam   9.4 13.5   9.0   6.9   9.6 

Indonesia   7.1   5.9   7.8 10.2   8.0 

Japan   4.1   4.9   7.4   7.8   6.1 

America   1.9   2.5   2.8   1.0   2.0 

Germany   0.6   0.5   0.6   0.4   0.5 

Source: Huck (1970). 
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Table 4.5: Threat Perceptions 1967–1970 

  

Total 

Australia 

 

See a 

threat 

 

China a 

threat 

 

Russia 

 

North 

Vietnam 

 

Indonesia 

 

Japan 

Respondents 

n= 

 

8208 

 

4273 

 

2479 

 

1135 

 

784 

 

645 

 

502 

 % % % % % % % 

Capital Cities 64.2  62.7 63.9 56.4 58.3 60.9 66.9 

Country Areas 35.8  37.3 36.1 43.6 41.7 39.1 33.1 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Male 52.7 52.4 57.2 46.3 45.0 58.6 44.2 

Female 47.3 47.6 42.8 53.7 55.0 41.4 55.8 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Catholics 23.4 25.0 26.9 23.3 25.1 27.2 22.7 

Anglicans 37.4 37.4 36.0 39.9 38.6 36.4 39.6 

Source: Huck (1970). 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.6: Threat Perceptions 1967–1970 by Age 

 Total 

Australia 

See a 

threat 

China a 

threat 

Russia North 

Vietnam 

Indonesia Japan 

Respondents 

n= 

8208 4273 2479 1135 784 654 502 

 % % % % % % % 

21-29 years 18.2 17.7 19.5 14.8 21.8 15.7   8.8 

30-39 years 21.6 21.4 22.0 18.9 24.7 19.7 12.5 

40-49 years 23.1 23.8 24.1 22.7 23.2 28.3 23.5 

50-59 years 17.4 17.8 16.7 20.4 17.5 18.3 22.7 

60 years or 

more 

19.8 19.3 17.7 23.3 12.8 17.9 32.5 

Source: Huck (1970). 
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Table 4.7: China Viewed as a Threat, by Political Party 

 ALP LCP DLP 

1967 Poll 22.0 38.8 41.0 

1968 22.9 38.9 36.0 

1969 23.0 34.5 44.2 

1970 22.4 33.4 32.7 

  Source: Huck (1970). 

 

Table 4.8: Threat Perceptions 1967–1970 by Vote 

 Total 

Australia 

See a 

threat 

China a 

threat 

Russia North 

Vietnam 

Indonesia Japan 

 

Respondents 

n= 

 

8208 

 

4273 

 

2479 

 

1135 

 

784 

 

654 

 

502 

VOTE % % % % % % % 

ALP 40.1 34.5 30.2 34.7 30.6 32.9 42.8 

LCP 46.2 51.9 56.0 53.3 55.2 50.2 44.8 

DLP 6.3 7.5 8.4 7.1 7.7 8.9 5.8 

Other Party or 

No Answer 

7.5 6.2 5.5 4.8 6.5 8.1 6.6 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Huck (1970). 

 

From these tables, it is apparent that only a little over half of the electorate agree that Australia 

faced a threat from some country. A little under half see no threat or ‘can’t say’. China is the 

most commonly named threat (30 per cent) but an alternative way of expressing this statistic is 

that 70 per cent of those interviewed do not name China as a threat. These polls only include 

responses from those on the electoral rolls and therefore do not cover people under 21 (the 

legal voting age at the time). It is worth reflecting on this group for a moment, because they 

are not readily transposable to the twenty-first century age equivalent cohort. For instance, the 



82 

 

school leaving age was significantly lower than today;85 and most would have been full-time 

members of the workforce and the community — and many unionised. Many in this age group 

were not only disenfranchised, but eligible for compulsory conscription for National Service 

and active Vietnam War service. Moreover, they were exposed to or actively involved in the 

socio-political changes of the 1960s and 1970s, and in increasing numbers, were protesting the 

LCP government policies. This group was particularly influential in shaping an increasingly 

critical public opinion which opposed government foreign policy and was actively engaged by 

the ALP whose policies included extending the franchise to 18 years of age.  

Results from Table 4.5 show capital cities to be ‘slightly less concerned’ about China 

than Japan. This is probably a lingering vestige of wartime antipathies. The opposite is true of 

country areas (defined as all areas outside capital cities). However, China threat perceptions 

are significantly higher in capital city areas. It is worth noting that these polls were taken at the 

height of the Cold War and amid heated debate over nuclear testing,86 an escalating arms race 

and polarised public opinion.87 The nature of this debate and the shape of imagined nuclear 

attack put population centres, particularly major cities, in the firing line. The distinction 

between city and country perceptions might also reflect the relative distribution of Labor and 

non-Labor, especially Country Party, electorates. However, timing is everything and the 

calculated strategy of the PRC to curtail Australian wheat imports in 1971 sharpened attention 

to the significance of growing trade with China. The impact of the Chinese action was 

widespread and must have bolstered the ALP confidence to take the decision to initiate 

recognition of the PRC.  

                                                 
85 In NSW, for example, most students left high school by doing the Intermediate Certificate in Third Year (today’s 

year 9) aged approximately 15. Paul Keating was one of those. The intermediate was last held in 1965 and the 

first School Certificate examination (Year 10) held in 1966.  
86 Particularly British weapons testing at Maralinga, between 1956 and 1963, in Central Australia near Woomera. 
87 Ison (2008:1–16). 
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4.2.2.3   Concluding remarks 

The dynamics at the attitudinal level outlined above provide the basis on which formal 

engagement with China could be built. This not only emboldened Whitlam and the ALP but 

also allowed Coalition members to free themselves from the constraints of the legacy of their 

party policy opposing engagement with China, although ambivalence towards China would 

linger within both parties into the periods discussed in the following chapters. 

4.2.3   Institutional Level Engagement 

4.2.3.1   Overview 

Burgeoning trade with China in the pre-recognition era contrasts not only with Australian 

government policy towards the PRC but also with the government’s official position on 

engagement at the institutional level. Australia refused to recognise the People’s Republic but 

continued to support Taiwan. It sided with a shrinking minority (including the US) against PRC 

representation at the UN and maintained restrictions on China trade (including the ‘China 

differential’ which arose in 1952 as an extension to China of existing Western Cold War 

policies against the Soviet bloc).88 The list of banned strategic exports to the PRC plus the 

‘General List’ of those prohibited for export to all communist states became known as the 

‘China differential’. In 1957, Japan, Britain and much of Europe abandoned this list, while 

Australia maintained the ‘differential’ until May 1971.89  

The contradiction is even more apparent in the light of events such as the visit to China 

of the governor of the Reserve Bank, H.C. Coombs in 1961. The visit was reciprocated in 

                                                 
88 Fung (1980); Wang (2012: 14). 
89 Wang (2012:14). 
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1962.90 The policy of non-engagement with China had obvious cracks in it with small but 

slowly growing pockets of support for engagement. However, without government recognition 

of the PRC and active policy at the behavioural level, there was virtually no officially 

sanctioned support for institutional level engagement by Australian business, educational, 

scientific and cultural organisations to develop formal links with China other than at the 

individual level. Australia was increasingly out of step with the world. Recognition would 

drastically change this situation. 

Opportunities for such contacts were also limited by factors beyond the control of both 

Chinese and Australian governments. Two prominent examples come from international sport 

— International Olympic Committee representation and membership of FIFA. These 

organisations are theoretically non-political bodies but have immense prestige and international 

influence and are equally important arenas for international exchange and cooperation. FIFA 

is the international governing body of football associations, whose membership currently 

comprises 209 national associations.91 In practice, participation of the PRC in these peak 

international sporting organisations was complicated by the contending claims of the Republic 

of China (Taiwan) and the PRC to represent China. The outcome of this contention has largely 

mirrored the debate over diplomatic recognition, despite the avowed non-political constitutions 

of each organisation.92 In 1956, the Melbourne Olympics did not include a PRC team but, when 

the Taiwanese team marched out, the flag of the PRC was hoisted to the great consternation of 

the Taiwanese and embarrassment to the organising committee.93 

Sporting engagement between China and Australia at both levels (now quite close and 

growing) was constrained by international factors. For nearly 30 years the PRC only played 

                                                 
90 Ibid. 
91 Compared to 193 members of the United Nations. 
92 Espy (1981). 
93 Albinski (2015). 
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against national teams from states that recognised the PRC. For example, China played Finland 

in 1952. Both Australia and China had a troubled path to active membership of FIFA. Australia 

was briefly penalised for rule breaches and had its membership suspended. After onerous fines 

were paid, Australia attempted to join the Asian Football Confederation (a constituent 

federation of FIFA) but was rejected in 1960, 1962, 1972 and 1974. These attempts represented 

a relatively rare instance of Australia looking to engage Asia. Rejection forced Australia to join 

with New Zealand and the small Pacific nations in forming the Oceania FA. It took until 2006 

for Australia to finally succeed in moving to Asia. Neither Australia nor China were successful 

in reaching the World Cup until 1974 and 2002 respectively. This situation denied Australia 

and China a major context for engagement not only with each other but with the region and the 

world. 

4.3   PART B Recognition: It’s Time —Whitlam Government 1972–1975 

4.3.1   Behavioural Level—Active Policy Development 

4.3.1.1   Overview 

This period is important for several reasons. The most obvious one is the decision taken by the 

Whitlam Government to formally recognise the PRC, and to establish diplomatic relations with 

China, something that many states had done much earlier — including UK recognition over 

two decades previously. This decision (and earlier failures to make it) reflect the culmination 

of a long struggle to resolve complex domestic political and external systemic factors which 

also included the behaviour of the PRC. 
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4.3.1.2   The beginning of engagement 

Controversy continues over the ownership of Australian engagement with China policy. In 

absolute terms, as shown above, engagement with China spans the period of Australian 

Federation history and extends to earlier colonial history and perhaps even pre-European 

settlement. Active policy development and implementation at the behavioural and institutional 

levels and endorsement at the attitudinal level for engagement with the People’s Republic of 

China began with Whitlam. 

In June 1971, in his address to the ALP National Conference in Launceston, Gough 

Whitlam announced his determination to deal with ‘the great question of China’. 94 Whitlam 

argued that polling in Sydney and Melbourne ‘showed that a huge majority of Australians were 

in favour of recognising China’.95 The decision of the ALP Conference and implementation by 

its parliamentary wing, led by Whitlam, represented an interface between the old (1949–1971) 

and the new (post 1971–1972) relations with China. Whitlam’s zeal for informed policy 

development was a significant factor in this interface.96 The Coalition Government was 

pressured to respond. Whitlam derided their response as a ‘me too’ policy,97 and after 

recognition, Coalition policy became more synchronised with ALP policy. 

4.3.1.3   It’s Time 

The election slogan of the ALP in the 1972 election campaign said a lot in few words. 

Proclaiming ‘It’s Time’, this slogan encapsulated the idea of change. The time for this change 

represented an opportunity to build the interface between the future and the past. The Whitlam 

Government was widely recognised as an activist government. 

                                                 
94 Whitlam (1971: 2).  
95 Ibid. 
96 Sullivan (1997). 
97 Whitlam (1971: 2). 
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When elected in December 1972, the new government recognised the PRC; abolished 

the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 and importantly declared it buried; adopted new 

approaches to multiculturalism; reduced the voting age to 18 from 21 and abolished 

conscription. The ALP adopted a more independent Australian foreign policy, finalising 

withdrawal from Vietnam; and downgraded the importance of the Southeast Asia Treaty 

Organisation (SEATO), which was seen as aimed mainly at China and eventually disbanded in 

1977. Many of these and other changes (such as funding for the Arts) facilitated pro-

engagement policies amongst the Australian community and abroad. In these respects, 

Australian engagement with China was deepening behaviourally, attitudinally and 

institutionally. Government policy went beyond mere recognition and normalisation of 

diplomatic relations to active policy development to promote engagement.  

Recognition of population pluralism impacted on public policy, displacing dominant 

assimilationist Anglo-centric approaches with more inclusive and welcoming multiculturalism 

— despite continuing tensions between these alternatives. External factors also made their 

mark, including change in China, without which it is unlikely that Whitlam’s visit to China 

would have been possible, let alone successful. This is also true for improved US relations with 

China.  

It seemed that multidimensional reasoning and policy approach succeeded in slicing 

through the ‘Gordian Knot’ — decisive success, where previous attempts to tug at the ends of 

the problem had produced indecision and failure. Australia’s decision also coincided with the 

US decision to engage with China. 
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4.3.2   Attitudinal Level — Majority Public Endorsement 

4.3.2.1   Overview 

Murray Goot concluded that ‘if most of Australia’s foreign and defence policies over the last 

three decades had been decided by snap referenda they might not have been very different from 

those the government actually pursued’.98 This is an interesting but contentious conclusion, it 

may or may not have been true during a period when the Opposition was kept weak and 

internally divided by Cold War divisions, but it certainly was not true in December 1972 when 

the Whitlam Labor Government was elected. This represented a significant moment in 

Australian history — the genesis of which was discussed in Part A of this chapter but the 

implementation of which was comparatively brief as reflected in this section on attitudinal 

consolidation.  

4.3.2.2   Labor Initiative—A moment in time 

Bipartisan positions were common on External Affairs but with notable exceptions. These 

exceptions often displayed the antithetical positions of Labor and non-Labor supporters and 

‘were of considerably more importance than’ those on which there was consensus.99 Such 

differences appear in the poll data in the tables above, but the most conclusive poll result was 

the federal election. This poll adjudicated on engagement with China, which was ALP policy. 

Whitlam’s visit to China as Opposition Leader in 1971 gave China policy a high profile. 

Changes foreshadowed during this visit were honoured by the incoming government which 

moved quickly to recognise the PRC. The election platform of the ALP was overwhelmingly 

endorsed by the electorate and much appreciated by the Chinese which was made obvious by 

                                                 
98 Goot (1969: 200). 
99 Huck (1970: 319 n12) 
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the warmth of the welcome accorded to Whitlam on his visit to China as Australian Prime 

Minister in 1973. According to Wang Yi, as the ‘well-digger’ of Australia and China relations, 

‘Whitlam had accumulated enough capital of goodwill to stand firm in the face of China’s 

displeasure’ when differences arose.100 

4.3.2.3   Concluding remarks 

This brief period represented a watershed in Australian relations with China but also with Asia. 

The combined effect of these events represented an embrace of engagement with China 

behaviourally (active policy development), attitudinally (as represented by electoral support) 

and institutionally. A new stage in a long running and continuing process had been achieved. 

4.3.3   Institutional Level Consolidation: Deepening Institutional Links 

4.3.3.1   Overview 

Deepening engagement with China institutionally followed from behavioural and attitudinal 

change. To a certain extent this occurred despite Australia’s efforts. For example, China took 

its seat at the UN in 1971 and US policy towards China was in a state of flux, which was far 

from irrelevant to Australia. Following establishment of diplomatic relations and a series of 

associated administrative and policy changes, events occurred rapidly. 

4.3.3.2   High-level contacts 

These events included high-level visits, leading to the Prime Ministerial visit in late 1973; the 

first Sino-Australian trade agreement establishing most-favoured-nation (MFN) status in July 

1973; and the Beijing Trade Exhibition being opened by Deputy Prime Minister Jim Cairns. 

                                                 
100 Wang (2012:60–2). 



90 

 

China reciprocated in terms of mutual support for diplomatic, trade and cultural initiatives.101 

The visit of Prime Minister Whitlam to China in late 1973 not only impressed the delegation 

because of the level of reception and hospitality of the Chinese but it ‘probably marked the first 

time the Australian public was able to observe the PRC in a positive light in such an official 

and open way’.102 

4.3.3.3   Australia-China Business Council 

Australian ‘government initiatives were matched by great enthusiasm from the private sector’ 

in a ‘more institutional way’ such as the formation of the Australia-China Business Cooperation 

Committee (ACBCC) soon after establishment of diplomatic relations.103 Similar business 

associations already existed to foster common interests with Japan, South Korea, the 

Philippines, Indonesia and others. To adapt to the specific circumstances of trading with China, 

the ACBCC later became the Australia-China Business Council (ACBC), linked with the 

Chinese Council for the Promotion of International Trade (CCPIT), which brought significant 

benefits to Sino-Australian economic engagement. The ACBC continues to play an 

‘instrumental role’.104  

4.3.3.4   Fundamental policy changes 

Foreign policy changes adopted in the first year of the ALP Government have been described 

as ‘fundamental while those occurring afterwards were incremental’.105 Recognition of China 

brought ‘immediate gains for Australia’.106 The Australian Government could now put its 

                                                 
101 Wang (2012: 40). 

102 Ibid, 37–8. 
103 Wang (2012: 40). 
104 Ibid, 41. 
105 Ibid, 46. 
106 Andrews (1985: 216). 
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views directly to the Chinese — no longer dependent on British and US sources.107 According 

to various accounts, the Australian embassy ‘gained a local reputation for the quality of their 

analyses’.108 

4.3.3.5   Cultural exchange 

Apart from growing trade, 1974 saw the successful negotiation of the first Cultural Exchange 

Agreement by China since the Cultural Revolution. Australian tourism to China grew from 

2500 in 1976, to 6540 in 1977 and 53000 in 1978.109 Australian expertise was provided for 

Chinese law-of-the-sea problems and for undersea oil development.110 Whitlam had raised the 

issue of cultural links with Zhou Enlai in 1973. In early 1975, an Australian Cultural Counsellor 

was appointed, and Radio Australia adopted ‘a prominent role’ in building these links.111 

Cultural exchanges became, for a time, a striking feature of the relationship between the two 

countries.112 However, despite developing relations with China producing greater cultural 

understanding, impediments remained. Australia was slow to recognise community languages 

and to promote Asian language capacity which might contribute to Asia literacy and 

particularly China literacy. Language, in the form of dictation tests, had been a tool for 

exclusion under the Immigration Restriction Act and it remained a barrier between Anglophone 

Australia and China in the absence of language planning policy. 

 

 

                                                 
107 Ibid. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid, 235.  
110 Wilson (1973); Andrews (1985: 217). 
111 Andrews (1985: 225). 
112 Ibid. 
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4.3.3.6   Concluding remarks 

The above account is necessarily limited by space but there is considerable primary source 

material and secondary literature on the periods under discussion,113 from which the 

conclusions in this study are drawn. The importance of this period is attested to by the 

continued celebration of this birth of engagement to the present day — 45 years later. 

Australian attitudes and political background had a big bearing on the ability of Australian 

politicians and community to respond to change when it became necessary.  

Engagement as an active policy aimed at deepening relations between Australia and 

China did not arise until the arrival of the Whitlam Government. Liberal Party Shadow Foreign 

Minister Andrew Peacock announced a New Foreign Policy Statement on 1 October 1975. This 

announcement confirmed that the LCP would continue Labor’s China policy. Malcolm Fraser 

indicated interest in visiting Peking (Beijing) and the Young Liberals organisation voted to 

recognise one China. This brought Australia into line with majority international community 

opinion and with many of its Asian neighbours. 

Attitudinally, majority public support was confirmed by the election result in 1972 but 

the polls discussed above offered early suggestive and (in retrospect) reinforcing evidence of 

such public endorsement of engagement with China. Subsequent change in Coalition policy on 

China to bring it into line with Labor supports this view. Institutionally, the barriers to Chinese 

participation in the international sphere were crumbling. 

China also had to build expertise, recover from internal shocks such as the Cultural 

Revolution and find its place in the changed world circumstances. So, reciprocally speaking, 

China was sometimes slow to respond. In absolute terms, the degree of consolidation is difficult 

                                                 
113 See for example Huck (1970); Goot (1969); Fung (1980, 1985); Andrews (1985); Mackerras (1996); Penrose 

(1998); Wang (2012); FitzGerald (2009, 2013); Whitlam (2002). 
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to quantify. As the world changes so do the opportunities for, and the nature of engagement 

change, making it difficult to assess consolidation from one period to the next. However, it is 

possible, and desirable to continually reassess historic judgements as new information becomes 

available. 

The brief tenure of the Whitlam Government belied its importance. Once the Chifley 

Labor Government passed up the opportunity to follow the lead of Britain and recognise the 

newly established PRC, the momentum was strongly against recognition until the window of 

opportunity presented as ‘It’s Time’. What is notable is that such irrevocable changes had 

occurred, which now meant that non-engagement of China was equally unthinkable. 

Engagement was now embraced by the LCP Coalition (later the Liberal and rebadged National 

Party Coalition) which replaced Whitlam. This bilateralism on China was significant. 

4.3.4   Conclusion — Pre-Recognition to Whitlam 

Engagement with the PRC following its establishment in 1949 was not non-existent. There was 

some continuity with the past but also isolated incidences of engagement, especially around 

trade. Engagement was severely constrained by government policy (behavioural level), popular 

opinion (attitudinal level) and institutionally.  

From the discussion in Part A of this chapter, engagement at the behavioural level 

hovered between hostility and indecision. Refusal to recognise the PRC and its strident anti-

Communism and anti-Chinese rhetoric left Australian engagement with the PRC ‘far from 

consolidated’ as shown in Table 4.9 below. This description is almost an understatement given 

the government’s provocative actions — notably Prime Minister Holt’s establishment of an 

Australian embassy in Taiwan. 
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At the attitudinal level, the role of Parliament (albeit a small section of prominent 

members) and political leadership strongly influenced public attitudes. However, these 

attitudes were not always in accord with government policy. Sections of civil society such as 

several unions, left-wing political parties and community groups actively opposed aspects of 

Coalition government foreign policy. By the time of the 1972 Federal election campaign, strong 

endorsement of the ALP program suggests that there had been growing attitudinal support for 

China engagement. It is hard to escape this conclusion given the prominence attached to China 

policy resulting from Whitlam’s 1971 visit to China and the McMahon Government’s bitter 

condemnation of it. McMahon was unaware that Henry Kissinger was also in China, sent by 

President Nixon to negotiate US recognition of the PRC. The table below indicates that 

Attitudinal Consolidation of engagement was ‘growing’ (2 on the scale in Table 4.9).  

Institutionally, trade and other contacts with the PRC occurred, despite government 

opposition. However, institutional engagement, as previously discussed, was severely 

constrained, not only by Australian government policy, but by the constraints imposed through 

the international system and, indeed, China’s own ability and willingness to engage. 

Institutional consolidation was ‘growing from a very low base’ and Australian engagement 

with China remained ‘far from consolidation’. Reciprocally, it seems that China was most 

concerned with pragmatic issues such as the wheat trade. China had its own problems — 

reconstruction, the Cultural Revolution, underdevelopment and more.  
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Table 4.9: A Comparative Scale for Assessing Consolidation of Engagement 

Index  Comparative 

Scale 

 Consolidation of Engagement by Level  

  Behavioural  Attitudinal  Institutional 

0 Far from 

Consolidation 

Hostility to policy 

development, action and 

resourcing. 

Minority support, general 

disinterest or opposition e.g. least 

popular opinion. 

Minimal or no 

institutional 

relations. 

1  No policies/no resources but 

pressure for change. 

Incremental growth in support for 

engagement e.g. growing in 

relation to opposing opinions. 

 

2  Indecision — some policy 

development but not enacted. 

Substantial incremental growth in 

support, signs of growing public 

support e.g. catching up with 

opposing opinions. 

Newly 

established and 

growing —

deepening. 

3 Growing 

consolidation 

Policy adopted but poorly 

resourced. 

Growing signs of prominent 

public support e.g. approaching 

dominant opinion. 

 

4  Adopted policies/developing 

resources . 

Approaching absolute majority or 

largest opinion group status. 

 

5 Close Clear Policy, resourced and 

actioned. 

Robust majority position and 

consolidating e.g. generally 

accepted as dominant public 

opinion. 

Strong, 

growing 

relations. 

6 Shrinking Failing policies, underutilised 

or reduced resources with little 

pressure for policy 

enhancement. 

Shrinking support from previous 

majority position; opposing 

opinions growing. 

Loss of 

momentum in 

the relations. 

7  Abandonment of engagement 

policies. 

Shrinking levels of support, 

challenged by opposing views 

which are gaining increased 

support. 

 

8  Growing opposition to policy 

renewal.  

Loss of majority status and 

increasingly unpopular. Opposing 

view growing. 

 

9 Far from 

Consolidated 

Renewed general hostility to 

policy development and 

resourcing — failed 

engagement. 

Reversion to minority position 

and dominated by opposing 

opinion. Renewed hostility. 

Failed. 

Collapsing —

renewed 

hostility or 

isolation. 

 

The election of the Whitlam ALP Government in 1972 represented a ‘watershed’ in 

Australian engagement with China, still discussed 45 years on. The government’s record shows 

that it did not allow friendship with China to obscure important areas of disagreement, such as 

nuclear testing. This gave engagement policy credibility. An apt description was that ‘Australia 

and China formed a co-operative relationship of substance’.114 Behaviourally, active policy 

                                                 
114 Fung and Mackerras (1985:193). 
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development, much of it in opposition, was followed by active policy implementation with 

developing resources. On the scale used here (Table 4.9) this is classified as ‘growing 

consolidation’ with an index of 4. However, despite its enormous significance, consolidation 

of the China relationship was greater in the early part of the Whitlam administration than in the 

later period which was dominated by Australian domestic political considerations which led to 

the demise of the ALP Government but not to a new bipartisan approach to engagement with 

China. Attitudinal consolidation matched the behavioural setting, growing closer to 

consolidation (index 4), reflecting the positive government perspective and improving 

worldview of China. Relative to the pre-recognition period, institutionally, engagement was 

established and growing (see Table 4.9).  

In terms of Consolidation of Engagement, the Whitlam era represents the first occasion 

that Australian engagement with China can be described as deepening — occupying the 

conceptual space where consolidation of engagement is growing across all three dimensions, 

behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally. The foundations for future improvement also 

lay in an evolving Australian national identity influenced by multiculturalism, and a growing 

focus on Asia at the end of the Vietnam War. As such the Whitlam era provides a suitable 

comparative benchmark for assessment of later periods of engagement. 
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The summary presented in Table 4.10 below provides a basis for comparison with later 

periods.  

 

Table 4.10: Consolidation of Engagement: Australia-China  

1949–1972 and 1972–1975 

Period Behavioural Level Attitudinal Level Institutional Level 

Pre-recognition 1949–

1972 

 

 

Assessment:  

Index b=0  

 far from consolidated 

Description: 

hostility to policy 

development, action or 

resourcing. 

Assessment:  

Index a=1  

Incremental growth in 

public support over the 

period for policy change 

towards recognition and 

engagement 

Assessment:  

Index i=0          

A very low base of 

minimal or no 

engagement 

Whitlam Government 

1972–1975 

Assessment:  

Index b=4 

Adopted policies with 

developing resources 

(compared with earlier 

stage of no resourcing) 

Assessment:  

Index a =3 

Growing signs of 

prominent public support 

e.g. approaching 

dominant opinion 

Assessment: 

Index   i=3 

Established Institutional 

links are developing, 

growing and deepening  
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CHAPTER 5 

Engagement with China: The Fraser Years 1975–1983 

5.1   Introduction 

This chapter analyses Australian engagement with China during the years of the Fraser 

Government under the lens of the Cluster Concept Framework. The period arose from the bitter 

conflict in domestic politics which led to the sacking of the Whitlam Government by the 

Governor General Sir John Kerr on Remembrance Day in 1975. This remains controversial 

amongst many Australians and dominates perceptions of both prime ministers. Policy 

differences between the major parties over industrial relations, industry policy, greater 

independence in foreign policy and government spending were only a few of the issues which 

constituted a chasm and led to the constitutional crisis of 1975. 

Under these circumstances and viewed retrospectively there seemed little that the major 

parties had in common. Australian engagement with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

was not part of this conflict. However, change was afoot but was not restricted to Australia. 

The Cold War was easing, bringing new opportunities; the rise of neoliberal policies was 

accompanied by global economic change; and in China, following Mao’s death in 1976 and 

the arrest of the Gang of Four, leading Party thinkers had begun to discuss the Chinese Dream 

which signifies ‘national rejuvenation’ of China.1 The Communist Party of China took the 

leadership of this new, but anciently originating, direction. It ‘articulates a sense of collective 

                                                 
1 Kotzé (2016: 83–93). 
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national striving that has for a very, very long time been central to the most influential accounts 

of what it means to be a member of China’s imagined community’2. This represents a useful 

starting point for Australians and others to comprehend China today, but it had barely begun 

in the late 1970s.3 

Consolidation or deepening at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels of the 

engagement process will shape Australian engagement with China.  

5.2   Behavioural Consolidation — Active Policy Development and 

Implementation 

5.2.1   Overview 

Australia’s engagement with China benefitted from several important initiatives during the 

period of the Fraser Government, mostly implemented with bipartisan support. Trevor Wilson 

examined Australian efforts to increase its influence in the Asia Pacific. He argues that ‘China 

was always a key target for Australian public diplomacy but with some unique characteristics 

... Australia’s approach to China was to reach out beyond the Chinese officialdom and 

discreetly encourage positive Chinese attitudes towards Australia’s brand of Western values.’4 

This is likely to be well known and understood by the Chinese who use similar techniques to 

build support for Communist party perspectives and images of China. Wilson described 

Australia’s public diplomacy in this period as ‘largely altruistic, aimed at generic enhancement 

of Australia’s standing regardless of short-term political or policy imperatives’.5 Although 

there were criticisms of its low priority, reflected in an inadequate budget which reduced the 
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impact of Australian public diplomacy, this matter was addressed by significantly greater 

funding and priority from the 1980s into the 1990s. 

Success for Australian initiatives to engage China is indicated by rapid growth in 

economic contacts, socio-cultural and sporting relations, political relations and increasing 

scientific and technical assistance. Rising numbers of Chinese students in Australian 

universities and other training institutions and the rapid increase in numbers of Chinese tourists 

visiting Australia are also readily visible evidence of the deepening of the relationship. Jocelyn 

Chey reports a generally warm response by China to Australian initiatives.6 This is not 

necessarily reflected in the written accounts of Australia which remained inaccurate and 

simplistic.7 

Despite the undoubted benefits accruing from active government engagement policy 

development and implementation, Australia’s new approach would not have been possible 

without change in China. The end of the Cultural Revolution and the ‘moderating influence of 

Premier Zhou Enlai’ produced fertile ground for engagement policy to take root.8 There was a 

transformation of China from a ‘closed society to an open one’ — ‘it was the metamorphosis 

of China as much as the conversion of Fraser and his party that had contributed to the great 

warmth and enthusiasm in the bilateral relationship’.9 In comparison to the period prior to the 

elections in 1972, Australian engagement with China had grown very significantly through the 

active and concerted efforts of government and elites from various levels of Australian society. 

 

                                                 
6 Chey (2004).  
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5.2.2   Malcolm Fraser and China 

Andrews sensed the touch of irony, but nevertheless asserted that the Coalition Government 

under Malcolm Fraser had come closer to the PRC than Labor had managed.10 Elsewhere, 

Wang Yi records the Coalition’s preparedness to step up to the ‘unfinished task’ of developing 

a ‘more complete framework’ for conducting the bilateral relationship. However, Fraser’s 

motivations differed from his predecessor’s reasons.11 This is clear from Malcolm Fraser’s 

speech to the House of Representatives on 1 June 1976, entitled ‘Australia and the World 

Situation’.12 

In the speech, the relationship with China was portrayed as ‘a highly political 

relationship, in which even the economic and cultural connections boiled down in the last resort 

to politics’.13 Prime Minister Fraser ‘took effective ownership of Australian foreign and 

security policy’.14 Fraser based his policy on what he called ‘enlightened realism’.15 It has been 

claimed that this policy closely resembled Ambassador FitzGerald’s ‘visionary pragmatism’.16 

In some respects this is true — valuing pragmatism but also continuing to broaden and deepen 

the relationship. It is this broadening and deepening which provides the test of how 

consolidated engagement between Australia and China had become and the main interest of 

this chapter.  

It has been argued that for both the Whitlam and Fraser governments, the 

‘politico/strategic importance’ of China outweighed its ‘economic significance’.17 This marks 

                                                 
10 Ibid, 218. 
11 Wang (2012:41). 
12 Fraser (1976). 
13 Fung and Mackerras (1985: 190). 
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a contrast with later periods. However, Fraser’s realism, and his hard-line anti-Soviet position 

marks a difference in emphasis on the shared issue of a more independent Australian foreign 

policy compared to that adopted by the Whitlam Government. Nevertheless, the cluster 

conceptualisation can accommodate these differences and remain focussed on the 

consolidation of the China relationship. In so far as Fraser was suspicious of detente with the 

Soviet Union, his position was not quite in step with contemporary US foreign policy which in 

the 1970s aimed to produce a thaw in relations with the USSR and promote Strategic Arms 

Limitation Treaties (SALT). Fraser remained steadfastly focussed on containment of the Soviet 

Union.18  

Fraser’s views perhaps reflect the influence of Owen Harries, his chief foreign policy 

advisor, on the underlying principles of LCP foreign policy. Harries was the founding editor 

of The National Interest, funded by Rupert Murdoch and providing a leading voice for US 

neoconservatism which was deeply anti-Soviet and interventionist in its foreign policy.19 The 

Reagan administration was heavily influenced by neoconservative thinking which was growing 

more influential in US political and decision-making circles.20 

Malcolm Fraser, became Opposition Leader in 1975 but had previously held the 

portfolios of Minister of the Army from 1966 to 1968 and Minister of Defence between 1969 

and 1971. First elected to Parliament in 1955, Fraser was undoubtedly influenced by his roles 

in the post-war dominance of the conservative Coalition governments from Menzies to 

McMahon (1949–1972) and the politics of the Cold War. In these respects, there is continuity 

with the pre-recognition Coalition policy of containment of communism — despite the 

seemingly obvious but complicated contrast of attitudes to Chinese communism. For as long 
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as tensions remained in the Sino-Soviet relationship, Fraser’s approach worked well, for some 

‘even brilliantly’, reaching its high point in 1980.21 In this year, Vice-Premier Li Xiannian, the 

future Chinese president, visited Australia in May. Li was the highest-ranking Chinese leader 

to visit Australia since formal diplomatic relations between Australia and the PRC were 

established in 1972. Despite a softening of Sino-Soviet tensions Australia’s relations with 

China remained stable, suggesting that stability and security in Sino-Australian engagement 

‘can survive and prosper without a cornerstone issue’,22 such as mutual hostility to a third state. 

5.2.3   Domestic Issues 

Domestic issues had dominated the 1975 federal election. China was not an issue and foreign 

policy generally had a low profile. However, unlike Whitlam in office, Fraser prioritised China 

and Japan for his first official overseas visit as Prime Minister in June 1976. He had prepared 

the way by announcing his intended visit in May, followed by his statement of foreign policy 

to Parliament on the first of June. Although not highly controversial, comments were raised 

over giving precedence to China over Britain or the United States — a decision that Fraser 

defended.23 This was a positive sign for active China policy development and action. 

5.2.4   China Priority 

Fung and Mackerras compare ‘Whitlam ... the pioneer’ to ‘Fraser ... the consolidator’.24 They 

note the ‘extraordinary importance’ attached to China by Fraser and his ‘great contributions, 

more than anyone else in his government, to strengthening the relationship, politically, 

economically, and culturally’.25 Both Fraser and Whitlam are also described as ‘opportunists’. 

                                                 
21 Fung and Mackerras (1985:273). 
22 Ibid. 
23 The Age (25 May 1976). 
24 Fung and Mackerras (1985: 279). 
25 Ibid. 
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This is because they took advantage of opportune changes in China (such as the end of the 

Cultural Revolution and opening to the world economy), but other factors are also significant. 

5.2.5   Strong Opposition 

One is undoubtedly the personal leadership qualities of both prime ministers — each took 

policy directions against strong opposition.26 Whitlam, as Opposition Leader, faced strident 

government attack and once in office, a perceived ‘continuing influence of the old philosophy 

on China in the public service’.27 Fraser faced strong residual opposition within his own party, 

starkly exemplified by the protest by Liberal backbencher W.C. Wentworth during the 

parliamentary eulogy marking the death of Mao. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that ‘as 

many as half of the Government backbench, not to mention several ministers’ congratulated 

Wentworth on his action.28 Many of these represented the old guard in the Coalition ranks. 

Superficially, this event appears an isolated incident representing an intra-party difference of 

opinion and one of strong individual conviction, however robustly expressed. 

W.C. Wentworth, however, was a member of the ‘Friends of Taiwan’ and had been part 

of Latham’s 1956 Australian Parliamentary Goodwill Mission to Formosa (Taiwan) along with 

John Gorton, Wilfred Kent Hughes, D.J. Killen (all prominent Liberals), K.E. Beazley (ALP) 

and Stan Keon (DLP).29 The future of, and relations with, Taiwan remained a significant and 

troubling issue for Australian relations with China during the Fraser Government’s term. 

However, these factors did nothing to harm the behavioural consolidation of engagement with 

China during the Fraser years. On the contrary, even the strong differences between the 

                                                 
26 This is evidenced in the high national profile and esteem that each leader was able to maintain long into 
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27 Fung and Mackerras (1985: 213). 
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Australian Government and China over the recognition of the Khmer Rouge as the government 

of Kampuchea and its UN representation did not appear to significantly damage the relationship 

with China. 

5.2.6   Fraser the Consolidator 

The range and depth of government policy development and implementation is extensive and 

beyond the scope of this chapter to examine in exhaustive detail.30 The aim here is to assess 

the outcome of this policy in terms of consolidation of engagement. The Fraser administration’s 

claim to the label ‘consolidator’ partly derives from implementation of earlier Whitlam 

initiatives. These include the ‘first cultural deal to which the Chinese had agreed on a package 

basis since the Cultural Revolution’.31 From this initiative, Australians were able to gain a 

greater understanding of Chinese culture but also Australian culture was exposed to China and 

the world. 

Multiculturalism is often associated with the Whitlam Government but it continued to 

grow during the Fraser Government’s term and beyond. The 1970s has been described as the 

‘decade of community languages’ which gained new recognition in schools.32 Non-English-

speaking migrants, including Asian migrants increased in numbers. Policy dictated and schools 

welcomed the concept that schools should reflect their local community — a major 

multicultural initiative. In 1973, the Multilingual Telephone Interpreting Service was 

established and was unique in the world. This was followed by the National Accreditation 

Authority for Translators and Interpreters.33 In January 1977 the National Ethnic Broadcasting 

Advisory Council (NEBAC) was established which led to the establishment of the Special 
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Broadcasting Service (SBS). SBS broadcasts and televises in multiple languages, including 

Mandarin. It presents cross-cultural and multiethnic news and promotes understanding. From 

1969 until 1994, Rudd reported that ‘some sixteen official and semi-official reports have been 

produced in Australia on the need to significantly increase the study of second languages in 

general in Australia and Asian languages in particular’.34 These initiatives complemented but 

also contrasted with the Adult Migrant English Service which was distinctly assimilationist 

and Anglo-centric rather than multicultural. Yet both approaches benefitted deepening 

understanding and engagement.  

5.2.7   Australia China Council 

From 1976 to 1978, there was growth in the number of individual and group exchanges for 

educational, trade and other culture-related reasons. The establishment of the Australia-China 

Council (ACC) in 1978 is another, particularly notable example. With ACC support, Radio 

Australia introduced English language lessons for its Chinese audience, part of an expansion 

of the role of Radio Australia which had originated as a shortwave service in 1937 but with a 

limited role. Australia has considerable experience in remote education through School of the 

Air and Distance Education for isolated Australian students. This experience benefitted such 

public diplomacy strategies. A major tool of the ACC was the Australian Studies Program 

conducted in China through grants and cooperative ventures with partner universities. This is 

widely regarded as highly successful. The Australia-China Council is a unique but also 

unilateral initiative for Australia.35 The ACC represents a very clear and potent example of 

active policy development and implementation for the deepening of engagement. Prior to the 

1980 Australian visit of Vice Premier Li Xiannian, there was a comprehensive review of 
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Australia-China relations. This review resulted in Cabinet endorsement of several defence 

exchanges with China and the reciprocal appointment of attachés.36 

5.2.8   Concluding Remarks 

Not only was the relationship deepening but there was commitment to increasing its breadth 

beyond trade, cultural and diplomatic engagement. The relationship was brought into line with 

those that Australia enjoyed with many other states but also given a new prominence in 

government thinking. It is fair to conclude from the record that Fraser can be justifiably labelled 

as ‘consolidator’ and that this Coalition Government can be credited for advancing the 

behavioural consolidation of Australian Chinese engagement.  

5.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Public Support 

5.3.1   Overview 

Fung and Mackerras proposed that the ‘apex of relations’ between Australia and China can be 

seen in the period between 1979 and 1982. They questioned whether ‘all the trade, exchanges, 

joint ventures, and films’ have had an impact at the popular level. Supporting this conclusion, 

they cite responses from the June 1979 Gallup poll which asked respondents their opinion on 

which country in East or South-East Asia Australia should develop better relations with. The 

framework adopted in this work asserts that behavioural, attitudinal and institutional 

consolidation of engagement with China are all necessary, none is sufficient for consolidation. 
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5.3.2   Better Relations with China 

The responses in Table 5.1 show a strong preference for better relations with China and there 

is ‘quite good impressional evidence’ that this was reciprocated by postal correspondents with 

Radio Australia.37 These postal responses rose to an average of 3500 a month in early 1979 and 

again rose ‘spectacularly’ in September 1979. It is not possible to draw firm conclusions from 

extrapolation of such evidence except to say that engagement was both continuing and 

becoming more evident. 

 

Table 5.1: Which Country Should Australia Develop Better Relations with?38 

Country named % of respondents 

China 38 

Japan 17 

Indonesia 15 

Source: Gallop Poll, June 1979. 

 

Ross Garnaut’s assessment, with the benefit of some hindsight, was that Australians ‘share 

with Chinese an interest in China’s success in managing the awesome challenges that still lie 

ahead’.39 This shared interest has been compounded by greater exposure to China and the 

Chinese people through tourism, immigration, international education, trade and cultural 

exchange such that the upward trend in attitudes to China has survived despite setbacks — even 

the Tiananmen Square incident of 4 June 1989, which is discussed in the next chapter. 
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5.3.3   China Fear 

Although Australian government activity had widespread support, China fear still lurked 

beneath the surface and raised its head periodically. Such ambivalent attitudes were often 

fanned by parliamentary rhetoric which Kendall saw as so formative of public opinion. The 

previously mentioned example of W.C. Wentworth’s anti-Mao protest in Parliament 

resurrected the old theme of the ‘threat from China’.40 

Given that the rhetoric of external threat (from the Soviet Union) was already prominent 

in government policy, it is not surprising that these factors, given oxygen by wide publicity, 

might be reflected in public opinion. As discussed previously, Australian attitudes to China are 

strongly influenced by numerous factors — by Parliament, by voting preference, by governing 

party and by the media. During the post-recognition period from 1972 to 1983 there was growth 

in trade, tourism, cultural and scientific exchange. These and other contacts contributed to the 

growing public profile of the PRC in Australia. Multiple and reciprocal high-level political 

visits contributed to reduction in Australian public ignorance of China and an opportunity for 

the PRC to present itself in a positive light. Growth in trade, tourism and cultural and sporting 

exchange suggests that there was an appreciation of such opportunities and support for policies 

which extend such opportunities. These contacts form part of the process of engagement. 

Growing support for consolidation is more difficult to assess. What can be seen is qualitative 

change over time. 

Between March and April 1976 ANOP carried out a survey of Australian attitudes to 

Japan for the Japanese embassy. The results of this survey were published by the Canberra 

Times on 11 October the same year,41 and produced some interesting findings about Australian 

                                                 
40 Fung and Mackerras (1985). 
41 Canberra Times (11 October 1976: 7). 



110 

 

threat perceptions and China fear. The 1976 survey found 51 per cent of respondents perceived 

an external threat in the next 15 years which compares with the 52.6 per cent in the 1967–1970 

period discussed in the previous chapter. It appears that there was a resurgence of security 

anxiety. The conclusion by the unnamed Canberra Times correspondent that ‘fear of external 

aggression has grown rapidly among Australians in the past few years’ is not quite so 

straightforward, yet it contributed to public national image formation and perception that such 

a fear might exist. This story was repeated in other major publications. The conclusion came 

by way of comparison with earlier ANOP polls (February 1974 and August 1971) where threat 

perceptions were lower (36 and 42 per cent respectively). In 1976 the ANOP commentary noted 

that Australians’ perception of an external threat is influenced by the government in office at 

any particular time, ‘declining with the accession of the Labor Government and rising with ... 

the Liberal National Country Party Government’.42  

Unsurprisingly (given official anti-Soviet pronouncements), Russia was the most often 

quoted threat but China was second followed by Indonesia. Figure 5.1 below depicts changing 

threat perceptions over the period 1969 to 1996 drawn from Morgan Gallup Polls. This raises 

questions about Australia’s engagement policy and will be discussed further below.  
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Figure 5.1: Perceptions of a Security Threat to Australia, 1969–1996 

 

 Source: McAllister and Ravenhill (1998: 123). Data from Morgan Gallup Polls.  

 Note: The question asked was: ‘In your opinion are there any countries which are a threat to Australia’s security?’. 

 

 

Although the object of fear became the USSR and Australia’s position was out of step with the 

prevailing international sentiment of détente, it seems that China fear continued to be a main 

mode of expression in Australia. Figure 5.2 below suggests that despite the active policy 

development and expression at the behavioural level, attitudinal consolidation of engagement 

was less pronounced. 
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Figure 5.2: Perceptions of Security Threats to Australia, 1967–1996 

 

 Sources: McAllister and Ravenhill (1998: 125); McAllister and Makkai (1992); AES (1996). 

 Note: The exact question wordings vary between the surveys. 

 

5.3.4   Locked in a Cycle of Misinformation and Lack of Information 

Former Ambassador to China, Stephen FitzGerald argued that Australia was ‘locked in a cycle 

of misinformation and lack of information’.43 FitzGerald blamed the Australian media for 

‘failing to provide the Australian people with sustained and accurate reporting about Asian 

societies in a way which might enable Australia to make proper judgements about our Asian 

policies, about what is said to them about Asia by governments, academics, diplomats and 
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others’.44 In today’s terms this could be described as a lack of Asia literacy evident in broad 

sections of the Australian community. These criticisms taken with the attributed role of 

Parliament in directing public perceptions of threat may well account for oscillating attitudes 

to China and for the connection between voting patterns and fear perceptions demonstrated in 

polling data. 

5.3.5   Concluding Remarks 

Despite the obvious improvements in Australian relations with China, resistance remained to 

the idea of China’s importance to Australia. This observation applied to elites and to the broader 

community and arguably represents a continuity not only with the pre-1972 past but also with 

the present. This should not be surprising because engagement is always a work in progress, a 

process, rather than a destination. Few questioned diplomatic relations with China but 

questions arose about how far these should go. The legacy of earlier Australian attitudes to 

China, political and ideological, lingered. However, the role of the pro-Taiwan lobby, sections 

of diaspora populations, sectional interests within civil society (representing, for example, anti-

nuclear testing, religious or anti-communist sentiment) were also in evidence. 

5.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

5.4.1   Overview 

It appears that a tension exists between growing enthusiasm for engagement with China, 

evidenced by popular take-up of trade and cultural opportunities and underlying insecurity and 

threat perceptions. This tension might be attributed to the immaturity in the relationship. 

However, it also demonstrates that engagement must be an active and intentional policy if it is 
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to evolve over time and under changing circumstances. It also reinforces the unequal 

development of consolidation at the multiple levels adopted in the framework used here for 

assessment of the relationship. In this section, institutional consolidation is assessed. 

5.4.2   Warmer Bilateral Relations 

Prime Minister Fraser visited China in 1976 and again in 1982, resulting in ‘even warmer’ 

bilateral relations.45 This warmth led to defence exchanges, with China becoming ‘the first 

communist country to reach an agreement on defence attachés with Australia’, shortly after the 

1981 visit of Foreign Affairs Minister Tony Street to China.46 Several international factors 

contributed to the change in Liberal Party attitudes to China. These included mutual suspicion 

of the Soviet Union and distrust of détente; concerns over perceived Vietnamese expansionism 

in Indochina; Soviet intervention in Afghanistan; and fear of the implications for US regional 

commitment in the post-Vietnam era. Fraser’s public and strident Cold War attitudes to the 

Soviet Union curried some favour in China but received mixed receptions from the Australian 

media and the US administration.47 It has been claimed that from the beginning of Fraser’s 

1976 tour ‘the foundation for a practical and beneficial relationship was a convergence of 

national interests in relation to the expansion of Soviet power and the maintenance of US 

engagement in the Western Pacific’.48 However, according to Wang, ‘Fraser’s approach to 

China was less pronounced for its independence, but by continuing Whitlam’s policy of 

engaging with China’.49 Where Fraser displayed an inclination towards an independent 

approach to China, this was ‘not always in sync with that of the United States’.50 This has 
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ongoing relevance and is discussed further in later chapters. At times this even brought him 

into conflict with Chinese policy.51 For example, Australia stood against China, ASEAN and 

the US on the question of de-recognition of Kampuchea under the Pol Pot regime. However, 

this was largely supported by public opinion and vindicated by the subsequently revealed 

genocide carried out under Pol Pot. According to Garry Woodard, China must have gained 

‘insights into the influence on policy of Australian public opinion’ as a result of the ‘Cambodia 

issue’.52 Fraser certainly broke with the pre-recognition policies of the Coalition but whether 

his ‘inclination’ was illuminated by the wisdom of hindsight or not is not as important as his 

active implementation of engagement initiatives. 

It is worth noting that these policies sometimes occurred despite departmental advice. 

For instance, Fraser sought ‘durable foundations for conservative government relations with 

China for decades to come.’53 The briefing papers prepared for Fraser’s trip to China offered 

an assessment that trade and investment were an unrealistic option, because China was likely 

to remain a relatively small factor in commerce alongside the established economic relations 

of the larger economies for some decades’.54 Consequently the foundation for engagement 

proposed by Fraser was the strategic assessment of mutual concern over the potential Soviet 

threat. 

5.4.3   Anti-Sovietism 

Fraser’s anti-Sovietism neither ‘altered’ nor ‘impaired’ the ‘quality’ of relations with China 

but represented a ‘shared view of Russian ambitions’.55 Fraser’s anti-Sovietism preceded his 
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more positive view of China.56 The coincidence of Chinese and Australian assessments of 

Soviet intentions would not have hindered the relationship but ‘China’s view of Australia had 

crystallized well before the advent of the Fraser Government’.57 

Fraser was accused of lacking ‘even handedness’ in the Coalition’s approach to Sino-

Soviet tensions.58 It was acknowledged that Whitlam and Fraser sought new ways to engage 

with the region but ‘Fraser’s efforts were side tracked by his preoccupation with the Soviet 

threat following the invasion of Afghanistan’.59 Beeson notes that ‘Australia’s relationship with 

Asia was primarily reflected through the prism of the global balance of power and the role of 

the US in the region’.60 This reflects the dominance of realist Australian thinking under the 

Coalition. 

5.4.4   Either-or-Syndrome 

FitzGerald points to ‘incapacity to think in terms of complex foreign policy’ — what he 

describes as ‘the either-or syndrome’.61 ALP government efforts to radically change Australia’s 

China policy used self-consciously qualified language in attempts ‘to allay the quite 

confounded suspicions ... on the part of some of Australia’s existing friends and to indicate ... 

a multi-faceted foreign policy’.62 According to FitzGerald, this was ‘taken in some quarters as 

an opening to accord China an importance and priority well below that which was stated in 

official policy of the Australian Government’.63 For example, the Fraser Government’s stand 

on Chinese nuclear testing and de-recognition of the Khmer Rouge in Kampuchea represented 
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a clearly independent position that was well argued on well understood principles. However, 

the bilateral trade imbalance between Australia and China and the application of the Australian 

System of Tariff Preferences (ASTP) to restrict Chinese imports caused some friction in the 

relationship (see Table 5.2 below). Of course, this issue represented the longstanding and 

deeply held issue of protection of Australian jobs — itself a source of public fear of cheap 

labour economies such as China (as it was previously with Japan). Nevertheless, it emphasised 

the self-interested approach by Australia.  

5.4.5   The Disjuncture between Political and Economic Relations 

A more significant concern for institutional consolidation was the ‘lack of short-term 

correlation between the state of political relations and the level of economic activities across 

the two countries’.64 The Fraser Government’s relaxation of restrictions on dealings with 

Taiwan in trade and easing of travel restrictions and trade representation in Taipei appeased 

the Taiwan lobby but infuriated the PRC.65 As well as representing continuity with the past, 

Australian policy towards Taiwan remained an issue for future governments. 

The Third Plenum of the Communist Party of China in December 1978 declared that it 

was serious about commitment of the Party ‘to shift the emphasis ... of the whole country to 

socialist modernization’.66 Rejecting the earlier policy of total self-reliance, the four 

modernisations of agriculture, industry, national defence and science and technology were 

enthusiastically seen by the Australian government as having great promise for the Australian 

economy and it therefore was active in support of the process of modernisation in China. 

Foreign Affairs Minister, Andrew Peacock, signed the Science and Technology Agreement 
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with China during the 1980 visit of Vice Premier Li Xiannian to Australia and declared ‘the 

Australian Government’s wish ... to assist China in its program of modernisation’.67 Peacock’s 

successor as Foreign Minister, Tony Street, reaffirmed this position in Beijing in 1981. 

Table 5.2 below shows that Australia enjoyed a very favourable and growing positive 

balance of trade with China until the end of the Coalition term of office in 1983. This was a 

matter of contention in the bilateral relationship. 

 

Table 5.2: Australia’s Trade with China 1972–1983 (AU$ million in current prices) 

Year Exports Imports Total Balance 
1972–73 62.8 49.9 112.8 12.9 

1973–74 162.5 71.9 234.4 90.7 

1974–75 247.5 81.1 328.6 166.4 

1975–76 219.8 68.9 288.7 150.8 

1976–77 184.7 103.1 287.8 81.5 

1977–78 581.0 113.4 694.4 467.6 

1978–79 437.6 142.6 580.2 295.0 

     

1979–80 845.5 199.6 1045.1 645.8 

1980–81 671.2 269.8 941.0 401.4 

1981–82 606.2 284.8 891.0 321.4 

1982–83 611.9 278.9 890.8 333.0 

Source: Australian Exports and Australian Imports, monthly series (cited in Australia-China Trade). Cited in Australian 

Senate (1984: 35). 

  

5.4.6   Modernisation of China 

Australian contribution to the modernisation of China included a collaboration between the 

Australia China Council, The Age newspaper and others to launch The China Daily, the first 

national English language newspaper in June 1981. Sister state-province and sister city 

agreements have also grown over time and for a variety of reasons, including the fact that states 
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form a significant level of government in the Australian Federation with economic, regulatory, 

financial and other roles. This is also true of provincial and city administration in China. Sister 

relationships with non-central government bodies in China form an important level of 

government to government relations rather than exclusively representing people to people 

links. During the Fraser era, three state governments signed such sister relations — New South 

Wales (NSW) with Guangdong in 1978, Victoria with Jiangsu in 1979 and Tasmania with 

Fujian in 1981. The number has increased and diversified into sister-city and regional 

relationships in more recent times.68 Following NSW Premier Neville Wran’s extensive 

economic talks in Guangdong, the Guangdong Export Commodities Fair (commonly known 

as the Canton Fair) was held in Sydney in 1980. This was significant because it was ‘a signal 

of honour to Australia ... New South Wales and Wran’ and the first time it had been held outside 

China.69 

By early 1982, there were 28 joint ventures approved between China and foreign 

investors. Vice-premier Gu Mu publicly expressed appreciation for how ‘Australians are taking 

the lead in joint ventures’ reputedly because Australian executives ‘are not overbearing’ and 

related well with their Chinese counterparts.70 As perhaps a sign of things to come, these 

ventures included exploitation of Chinese energy resources where Australia possessed 

considerable technological expertise.  

However, beyond economic relations, the 1981 visit to China by Australian university 

vice-chancellors and principals of colleges of advanced education led to a reciprocal Chinese 

visit and by 1982 institutional exchanges and centralised exchange programs became common. 

This led to the conclusion that ‘it could reasonably be claimed that Australian and Chinese 
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higher education circles know a considerable amount about what was going on among their 

counterparts in the other country’.71 This was also a portent of things to come in the provision 

of education services to international students and the contribution of this sector to the 

Australian economy. The impact of this sector was certainly of major economic benefit but 

apart from contributing to China’s modernisation, it strengthened links between Australia and 

China at many levels. Australian society was impacted positively through the influx of students 

but also by the, not uncommon, decision of many students to remain in Australia as permanent 

residents. It should be recalled that it was during the Fraser period that the impact of Whitlam’s 

abolition of the White Australia policy was enhanced by more relaxed attitudes to Asian 

migration to Australia. It is also sobering to consider that despite these changes and despite the 

growth of Australian studies in China (promoted by the Australia China Council), China studies 

in Australia ‘saw no major development’ in this period.72 This raises questions about the depth 

of consolidation in engagement during this period. 

5.4.7   Main Issue Areas 

Three main issue areas in the relationship with China developed during the period of the Fraser 

Government. Australian embassy despatches from 1976 were painted as ‘caught in a 

conventional wisdom of their own assuming’ that Australia’s engagement with China would 

amount to an encounter between a stereotypical white Australian community ‘in safari suits 

and frocks’ and an equally stereotypical Chinese ‘in Mao suits and slacks’.73 Even if remotely 

true, this accuses a significant section of policy elites with narrow understanding of China and 

detachment from the broader Australian community and ignorance of the thirty to forty 

                                                 
71 Fung and Mackerras (1985: 267). 
72 Ibid. 
73 Fitzgerald (2007a: 9). 
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thousand Australian Chinese who continued to grow numerically,74 towards ‘Chinese’ 

becoming the second ‘most widely spoken language after English in Australian households’.75  

The second issue area partially explains the independent stance of Australian foreign 

policy under Whitlam and Fraser. This was the regular failure of the US to consult Australia 

such as on Kissinger’s 1971China visit. This caused major embarrassment to the McMahon 

Government. This entrenched failure to consult was the subject of wide complaint in diplomatic 

cables.76 It was also a subject of Fraser’s 27 July1976 meeting with President Gerald Ford and 

Secretary of State Kissinger.77 On this occasion, Fraser ‘conveyed a request from China that 

Washington should consider consulting a little more closely and frequently with Peking’.78 

Fraser made it clear that this also reflected Australia’s concerns. 

The third issue area concerned the politicisation of Fraser’s visit to China in the 

Australian press. Instead of domestic political kudos for the Prime Minister and his 

government, press leaks, public criticism of government and political criticism ‘plagued his 

visit’.79 This caused Fraser deep embarrassment and bewilderment on the part of the Chinese 

who interpreted this as deeper political struggle over Australian foreign policy rather than an 

expression of open political debate within the Australian system. According to Fitzgerald the 

Chinese could not understand the apparent ‘indifference on the part of the Australian 

Government toward press criticism’, providing an insight for the Chinese officials into ‘the 

character of the press in our society’ and that such behaviour was not country specific.80 In 

retrospect, it is arguable that Australia provided China with early socialising experience in 

                                                 
74 Source: ABS Year Book of Australia (2008): 670,000 self-reported Chinese ancestry in the 2006 census 
75 Fitzgerald (2007b: 10). 
76 Fitzgerald (2007a: 11). 
77 Memoranda of Conversation Ford, Kissinger and Fraser 27 July 1976. White House retrieved at:  

 https://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/document/0314/1553517.pdf . 
78 Fitzgerald (2007a: 11). 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid, 12. 

https://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/document/0314/1553517.pdf
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dealing with Western nations and ‘recognition that transparency and accountability are 

indispensable foundations for stable government’.81 

5.4.8   Overlapping Interests 

Media criticism aside, the relationship with China was ‘highly political ... even the economic 

and cultural connections boiled down in the last resort to politics’.82 This is despite widely held 

perceptions that ‘foreign policy and diplomacy are somehow separate and separable from 

“politics”’.83 Fraser told the Australian Parliament that China was an enigma in international 

affairs but he emphasised areas ‘where our interests overlap’.84 This approach was more than 

pragmatic because, as Stephen FitzGerald advised, ‘the Chinese recognise ... commitment to 

objectives similar to theirs’ broadly expressed as general regional harmony and cooperation 

not dominated by superpowers and suitable for trade, technological exchange and peace.85 

FitzGerald believed that China had ‘an active interest ... in maintaining Australian goodwill ... 

a point not widely appreciated in the Australian bureaucracy’.86 

5.4.9   Mutualism and Growing Maturity 

The period 1977 to 1980 embodied mutualism and growing maturity and suggested that the 

1980s might represent yet ‘Another Leap Forward’. 87 This expectation was reinforced in May 

1980, when Vice-Premier, and later President, Li Xiannian visited Australia. Achievements 

during the visit included a signed science and technology agreement. It was agreed to negotiate 

a cultural agreement, initiate annual talks on international issues between senior foreign 

                                                 
81 Ibid. 
82 Fung and Mackerras (1985: 190). 
83 McDonald (2013:171). 
84 Fraser (1976).  
85 FitzGerald (1977: 95). 
86 Ibid, 97. 
87 Woodard (1987:148). 
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ministry officials; investigate development of a technical cooperation program for China (under 

the Australian Development Assistance Bureau and funded over AU$9 million in the1983–

1984 budget); negotiate a Protocol to the 1973 Trade Agreement (signed later in 1980); and 

support for cooperative programs between the Academies of Science, Social Science, 

Humanities and Technology of each side.88 

5.4.10   Concluding Remarks 

As does Japan, China has ‘a total approach to foreign policy’.89 This is consistent with Marxist 

praxis and not surprising for China. ‘Trade, culture, science, recreation, sport, tourist 

delegations and more are included in the foreign relations effort, and indivisible, except where 

division is by design ... every action is, if not always planned at least monitored’.90 This view 

is consistent with the concept of comprehensive engagement and in the Cluster Concept 

Framework. This reinforces the view that Australian engagement with China is 

multidimensional and that none of these dimensions are insignificant. Both the Whitlam and 

Fraser approaches to engagement comprised active policy development at the behavioural level 

which gradually transformed relations at the institutional level. This transformation, although 

most apparent at elite levels, impacted on the attitudinal level of engagement. Successes in the 

relationship improved understanding and built a more positive image of China in the public 

mind. There are many examples of this, including the highly successful Chinese Exhibition in 

1977 which highlighted China’s rich cultural heritage.91 However, weaknesses in the relations 

were highlighted by resurgent China fear as discussed above. 

                                                 
88 Hayden (1984: 91). 
89Ibid, 104. 
90 Ibid. 
91 The Chinese Exhibition 1977, Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide contained recent archaeological finds including 

the Jade Princess and priceless artefacts from throughout the PRC. The exhibition attracted huge crowds and wide 

acclaim with nothing like it having been seen in Australia previously. On the day that the writer visited, the Art 
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5.5   Conclusion: The Fraser Years 

The Fraser Government not only continued the China policies of the Whitlam era but extended 

them. From a base of hostility to the PRC from 1949 until recognition by the Whitlam 

Government in 1972, both Whitlam and Fraser made a radical departure and followed a policy 

of engagement with China from 1972 to 1983 when the incoming Hawke Government would 

further this policy. The policy of engagement encompassed active pursuit of voluntary relations 

over multiple dimensions across the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels. The 

attested warmth of the relationship demonstrated that there was reciprocation by China of these 

initiatives which also demonstrated an active intent by the Chinese to engage with Australia. 

The relationship was not without its fragilities and public attitudes demonstrated this. 

The progress in the Fraser era is indicated by the shared positions with China on major 

international matters but is also emphasised by the Fraser Government’s initiation of significant 

new relationship-building measures. When the ALP took office in 1983, it could transition to 

government smoothly largely because of the achievements of the Fraser Government in 

consolidating Australian engagement with China. 

Australian policy attached importance to establishing a broadly based bilateral 

relationship that was mutually beneficial. It was not limited to siding with China on selected 

international issues. Instead of treating China as a ‘card’ in a strategic game, China was 

‘important in its own right’.92 Before the Australian visit of Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang in 

April 1983 Labor conducted a review of bilateral relations with China. This provided further 

evidence reconfirming the Fraser Government’s approach to engagement which was 

                                                 
Gallery of NSW the Exhibition had a queue extending from the Gallery towards the Harbour past Mrs Macquarie’s 

Chair, 1.1 kilometres away. 
92 Hayden (1984: 93). 
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reciprocated by China and regarded as an ‘asset’ by both countries.93 The new government, in 

accord with Labor policy, could confirm to Premier Zhao the importance of continued cultural, 

sporting and scientific exchange, and efforts to expand trade. This was, of course, entirely, an 

extension of what we had embarked upon in 1972. This indicates that behaviourally, 

engagement under Fraser was moving towards consolidation relative to the previous era and, 

within the prevailing opportunities, was even closer to consolidation approaching 5 on our 

scale.  

Institutionally, the Australia-China relationship had grown considerably on the base of 

the achievements of the Whitlam period. Sister-city and state-province relationships had been 

established, and under the influence of Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Trade and 

Resources, Doug Anthony, trade grew rapidly. This was also true of cultural relations fostered 

by the ACC under Dr Jocelyn Chey, who was the first Australian Cultural Counsellor in 

Beijing. It is fair to describe the state of institutional consolidation as strong and growing (index 

5) — that is, close to consolidation (Table 5.3 below). Although many of the initiatives during 

the Fraser period at least partly originated from groundwork prepared by the previous ALP 

Government and was aided by bipartisanship, Australia’s relations with China reached an all-

time high under Fraser — in comparative scale, depth and breadth. 

Attitudinally, it is less easy to see the level of public support and as discussed in this 

chapter, perceptions of threat and historic prejudices as well as fears of job losses attributed to 

cheap Asian goods can all be evidenced. However, positive government policy towards China, 

Australian engagement with the PRC and political bipartisanship allowed assumptions to be 

made that public backing of China policy remained high within a moderate range of tolerance. 

This is supported by the trade data and fear perceptions discussed above. The fragility of public 
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perceptions was to become more obvious in the years to follow, which suggests that by the end 

of the Fraser period in 1983, public support for engagement was high but not unshakeable — 

oscillating around 5 and between 4 (growing) and 6 (shrinking). Such uncertainty regarding 

the attitudinal level reflects the dominance of institutional level initiatives especially trade and 

elite level engagement and the failure of behavioural level initiatives directed to attitudinal 

consolidation such as building Asian and Chinese literacy at the popular level. The assessments 

at the three levels above can then be summarised. Comparison of the levels of consolidation 

between the Whitlam and Fraser periods is shown in Table 5.3 below. 

 

Table 5.3: Australian Engagement with China 1949–83 

Period Behavioural 

Level 

Attitudinal 

Level 

Institutional Level 

Pre-recognition 

1949-72 

Assessment —  

Index b=0  

  

 

Assessment —  

Index a=1  

 

Assessment —  

Index i=0 

 

Whitlam 1972-75 Assessment —  

Index b=4  

 

Assessment —  

Index a=3 

 

Assessment — 

Index i=3 

 

Fraser 1975-83 Assessment—  

Index 4< b <5  

Assessment — 

Index 4< a <6 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Consolidation  Closer to 

consolidation but 

contending elite 

views; weakness in 

domestic level 

engagement 

 

Relatively high and 

starting from a 

sound base (1972-

75) but fluctuating 

around that level 

Internationalisation/globalisation 

leading to deeper and broader 

institutional links at multiple levels — 

close to consolidation  

 

 

By the time of the 5 March 1983 defeat of the Fraser Government and its replacement by the 

ALP Government led by Bob Hawke, Table 5.3 shows that engagement was still growing. It 

suggests that a relatively neglected area is the area of community or popular attitudes. Studies 

of China in Australia, language and cultural understanding, the political impact of 

parliamentary debate and the media influenced attitudinal consolidation despite the undoubted 



127 

 

institutional consolidation that had been built. This offers an invitation to seek new strategies 

as well as questions about future directions. This is taken up in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Hawke-Keating Enmeshment 1983–1996 

6.1   Introduction 

The previous chapter noted Andrews’ assessment that Malcolm Fraser had led his government 

to a much closer relationship with China than Labor had ever achieved. As with much of 

Malcolm Fraser’s political life, including his retrospective assessments, this was controversial. 

Describing his policies as ‘enlightened realism’,1 in comparison to Ambassador FitzGerald’s 

‘visionary pragmatism’,2 Fraser took personal responsibility for the relationship with China, 

which he approached pragmatically but with commitment to broadening and deepening. Fraser 

was committed to consolidation of engagement with China. For Fraser, the relationship was 

intensely political, as it was for Whitlam — not outweighed by economics. 

This chapter examines Australian engagement with China over 13 years of Labor 

Government under the leadership of Bob Hawke (1983–1991) and Paul Keating (1991–1996). 

There was much overlap and continuity between the Hawke and Keating governments. The 

ascendancy of Keating, although not without acrimony, represented a changing of the guard. 

Paul Keating exerted considerable influence in the Hawke Ministry as Treasurer (1983–1991), 

as did Gareth Evans as Foreign Minister (1988–1996) who succeeded Bill Hayden who held 

the combined portfolio of Trade and Foreign Affairs from 1983 to 1988. The overlap in elites 

                                                 
1 Fraser (1976). 
2 Fitzgerald (2007a). 
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involved in these periods, however, goes much deeper. These overlaps ensured continuity in 

behavioural and institutional engagement with China. 

Ambivalent perceptions of China as a threat to Australia were overtaken by a more 

optimistic view of China as an opportunity. Pragmatism in the face of adverse economic 

conditions and high unemployment promoted what Huck described earlier as an ‘adventitious’ 

approach, driven by the promise of an expanding Chinese market.3  

Although continuity in Australian political bipartisanship towards engagement with 

China is a significant factor in its consolidation, so too is the influence of change. 

Modernisation of China, growth and opening to the global economy represent one side of this 

change. This side represented opportunity. These changes were significant for Australia 

economically, strategically and politically but they were also of global significance. 

Internationalisation of the Australian economy, financial system reforms, labour market and 

industry policies and greater recognition of Asia represent another side of change.  

A new bipartisanship, where differences were matters of pace and degree rather than 

substance, was forming — an embrace of ‘economic rationalism’, a term earlier used by Barry 

Hughes to describe Labor’s 1975 budget delivered by Treasurer Bill Hayden.4 This label is 

now largely displaced by the term ‘neoliberalism’.5 This embrace is one of the most significant 

changes characterising the Hawke and Keating governments. A similar shift in thinking was 

occurring in the Opposition parties. It provided a major element in the economic and political 

context for policy making during this period and beyond.6 Engagement with China operated in 

this context but also in the larger context of globalisation. The dual contexts were inseparable. 

                                                 
3 Huck (1970). ‘Adventitious’ implies chance or opportunism rather than design. 
4 Hughes (1980). 
5 Stokes (2014: 213). 
6 Pusey (1991). 
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It was the paradigm shift towards neoliberalism that caused policy choices to be 

characterised as inevitable consequences of globalisation rather than one set of alternatives 

over another. This is significant as it shaped Australian policy making and strongly influenced 

Australia’s economic orientation to engagement with China — associated, for example, with a 

preoccupation with free trade and a gradual shift in emphasis from bilateral relations towards 

multilateralism. The gradual retreat from the hitherto Keynesian, social democratic model 

towards a new paradigm was not unique to Australia. It is arguable that China was also being 

shaped as it responded to the external changes wrought by the paradigm shift. This paradigm 

presented a challenge to traditional Australian values of egalitarianism and the associated role 

of government in maintaining it. These changes accompanied a structural shift in the Australian 

economy and a rise in income inequality.7 It is inconsistent with Gareth Evans’ concept of 

‘comprehensiveness’ to ignore the impact of these changes on the process of engagement and 

unsustainable to exclude these changes from an assessment of consolidation of Australian 

engagement with China. The impacts are visible at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional 

levels of consolidation of the relationship. However, critical analysis of these impacts on 

engagement with China is poorly developed in the literature. 

It has been argued that China’s dramatic emergence and rise as a global economic and 

political power since 1980 ‘was in part an unintended consequence of the neoliberal turn in the 

advanced capitalist world’.8 Others, such as Frank add a convincing argument that China’s 

ascendency is far from new, but ignored by a Eurocentric and reductionist view of world 

history.9 This has yet to be fully understood and addressed and beyond the scope of this work. 

                                                 
7 Piketty (2014: 316). 
8 Harvey (2007: 121). 
9 Frank (1998). 
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However, such questions are not insignificant for an informed understanding of comprehensive 

engagement as understanding bears on attitudes and policy formation.  

The chapter discusses several challenges to Australian engagement with China during 

the Hawke and Keating years that had the potential to negatively impact on the relationship. 

These issues include China’s concerns over its trade deficit with Australia;10 relations with 

Taiwan;11 internal ALP differences on dominance of China relations over other Asian 

neighbours;12 human rights issues, especially after the Tiananmen events of 4 June 1989; issues 

facing Chinese students in Australia;13 and Tibet. The rapidity of change caused its own 

problems. By 1996 there was a sense that the ‘Keating government’s foreign and foreign-

related policies had outrun the understanding and tolerance of a substantial part of the 

Australian people’.14 This led Rawdon Dalrymple to comment that ‘the job of getting the 

message across domestically remains to be done, and that it will not carry conviction in the 

region until it carries conviction at home’.15 Dalrymple concluded that Australia ‘needed a 

period of consolidation rather than of further rapid change in its relations with Asia’.16 This 

view lends credence to the importance of the attitudinal consolidation of engagement. It 

suggests that domestic factors which influence popular attitudes are ignored at peril. As noted 

in earlier chapters, deepening of engagement requires consolidation attitudinally, behaviourally 

and institutionally — all are necessary, but none is sufficient.  

                                                 
10 Wang (2012: 73). 
11 Ibid, 83. 
12 Ibid, 84. 
13 Ibid, 129. 
14 Dalrymple (2003: 245). 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid, 253. 
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Notions of ‘inevitable consequences’ are highly contestable and reminiscent of Margaret 

Thatcher’s well-worn acronym TINA (there is no alternative).17 Such framing of policy, which 

attaches notions of inevitability, can be seen in the rhetoric of Hawke and Keating who made 

frequent appeal to the unavoidable consequences of globalisation which mandated their 

domestic and foreign policy programme.18 The backlash against their rhetoric of Asianisation 

of Australia grew during Keating’s prime ministership and was particularly visible during the 

1996 election defeat of his government. There was too little consideration given to the potential 

impacts of ALP policies at the attitudinal level — policies affecting Australian jobs, especially 

in manufacturing. The ‘creative destruction’ of the Australian Settlement was not considered 

by Australian governments for its potential to undermine engagement with China by deepening 

domestic fears and uncertainty.19 The One Nation phenomenon in the late 1990s as a backlash 

against perceptions of Keating’s Asianisation of Australia is perhaps indicative of such 

corrosive effects on attitudinal consolidation of engagement. A significant part of the period 

assessed in this chapter revolved around the search for Australia’s identity in the region. It 

would end with Howard’s challenge to this search, as described in the following chapter. This 

assessment begins at the behavioural level — applying the Cluster Concept Framework to the 

consolidation of engagement with China. 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Mitchell (2015:111). One of Thatcher’s favoured tactics for disposing of competing arguments and borrowed 

from the nineteenth century Social Darwinist, Herbert Spencer. 
18 Conley (2004: 17); Conley (2006). 
19  Kelly (1994: 518). 
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6.2   Behavioural Consolidation: Active Policy Development and 

Implementation 

6.2.1   Overview 

Australia has long ‘defined itself in relation to Asia’ — most commonly, until the last quarter 

of the twentieth century, by ‘rejection of Asia’.20 Some saw symptoms in this of a ‘thwarted’ 

nationalism.21 Perceptions of Australian identity were changing and a more regional focus was 

evident.22 Others saw Australia’s self-conscious efforts to relocate itself as symptomatic of a 

‘liminal’ country — caught between two worlds.23 The Hawke-Keating governments tackled 

this phenomenon head-on through active policy development and implementation. 

Australian engagement with China made great strides following recognition of the PRC 

and deepened through the bilateral relationship pursued by succeeding governments. But it is 

generally recognised that comprehensive engagement with Asia ‘did not get started 

meaningfully until the Bob Hawke administration’ was elected in 1983.24 China was growing 

in importance in these relations, a fact that the new government and its key advisors were 

keenly aware of. China’s growing importance as an export destination for Australian goods 

and services became well recognised (see Figure 6.1 below). From the outset of the Hawke 

Government it was clear that the greatest economic opportunity for Australia lay in Asia with 

China, however, this potential could only be realised over time as Australia engaged more 

deeply with the PRC. Significantly, in Australian history ‘the tyranny of distance has been 

replaced by the opportunities of proximity’.25 Export data suggest that these observations have 

                                                 
20 Mauzy (1999: 334). 
21 Evans and Grant (1995: 17). 
22 Kent (1996: 365–84). 
23 Beeson and Yoshimatsu (2007: 227–50); Capling (2008: 601–22); Higgott and Nossal (1997: 169–86) 
24 Mauzy (1999: 334). 
25 Woolcott (1997: 28). 
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some basis for support (Figure 6.1) — not only was trade growing with China but with the 

region. However, the question arises over whether predominantly economic initiatives 

constitute ‘a substantial and mutually beneficial range of linkages’.26 Such initiatives are 

arguably necessary but also arguably insufficient to promote ‘comprehensive engagement’. It 

was predicted that Keating’s approach to Asian engagement would be short-lived because of 

what he saw as the predominance of economic considerations over cultural factors.27 This view 

was based on an expectation that the outcome of Australian efforts would be shaped by 

Australian public and elite attitudes as well as the reaction from Asian elites. 

The Hawke government raised the level of behavioural consolidation to new heights. The 

policy making environment under Hawke and Keating is characterised by considerable change. 

Greater international political stability accompanied by growing ascendancy of global 

economic issues produced an ‘unprecedented’ climate of ‘political relaxation and economic 

dynamism in the Asia-Pacific region’ during the 1980s.28 China’s role in this ‘dynamism’ grew 

exponentially and shaped policy development. China’s new significance brought competition 

for inclusion in the potential benefits of this growth. Australia had to avoid exclusion from such 

opportunity by actively pursuing a place in a region which was increasingly aware of China’s 

development. 

6.2.2   Driving the Search for Identity 

The significance of engagement with China, and Australia’s enhanced view of Asia is reflected 

in the recommendations of the 1989 Garnaut Report, Australia and the North East Asian 

Ascendancy.29 This report was a major policy initiative of the Hawke Government and it 

                                                 
26 Evans (1989) cited in Gorjão (2003: 186). 
27 Huntington (1993: 22–49 n45). 
28 Wang (2012: 66). 
29 Garnaut (1989). 
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continued to drive further policy development. For Hawke, engagement with China was of 

paramount importance because he comprehended China’s rise as an opportunity rather than a 

threat. He saw the growing significance of globalisation and the relative weakness of Australia 

in such a scenario without engagement with China and the region. These views were strongly 

influenced by Ross Garnaut as Senior Economic Adviser to Prime Minister Bob Hawke (1983–

1985) and as Australia’s Ambassador to China (1985–1988). 

Policy documents clearly stated Australia’s position on engagement with the PRC under 

this government. The 1987 Defence White Paper was arguably the ‘most important step in the 

reorientation towards Asia under Hawke’.30 The White Paper begins with the clear statement 

that the ‘Government’s policy of defence self-reliance gives priority to the ability to defend 

ourselves with our own resources’.31 This was backed by Paul Keating’s declaration that 

‘Australia would seek its security in and with Asia, and not against Asia’.32 Consistent with 

this, Australia’s foreign policy approach was later defined by ALP Foreign Minister (1988–

1996) Gareth Evans as ‘comprehensive engagement’.33 Engagement was ‘comprehensive’ 

because there were multiple elements in the relationship, which was one of ‘engagement’, 

implying ‘mutual commitment among equals’.34 Hawke saw complementarity between 

Australia and China in that Australia had the ability to provide resources, expertise and 

products needed for China’s modernisation. Evans gave priority to economic initiatives over 

security issues on the basis that if ‘we develop a substantial and mutually beneficial range of 

linkages with our regional neighbours, then the motivation to threaten us will simply not 

arise’.35 
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31 Commonwealth of Australia (1987: 1). 
32 Keating (1996). 
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34 Ibid. 
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Australia’s self-conscious attempts to ‘relocate’ itself’ in international politics — 

economically, diplomatically and militarily during the period under consideration are not 

shared by many countries.36 The ‘push into Asia’ of the Hawke and Keating ALP governments 

was ‘undisguised’. Significant here was the influence of Foreign Minister Gareth Evans, who 

had been a prominent Cabinet Minister from 1983. By the end of 1996, this ‘relocation’ 

revealed Australia’s ‘deep ambiguities’ in how it perceived itself in international affairs. Many 

Australians wanted to see a resolution of those ambiguities.37 This was a major influence on 

behavioural level action.  

Higgott and Nossal apply the concept of ‘liminality’ in the sense of ‘suggesting the 

possibility that one can get “stuck” … between “two worlds” … [where] the deeper and more 

irreconcilable the contradictions’ the less likely is the chance of ‘crossing the threshold’.38 This 

is a useful way of explaining the priority given by Hawke to policies which created a ‘new 

location’ — such as that defined by the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC) — 

to escape the liminality of no longer being strictly European but relatively peripheral to Asia. 

Globalisation processes continued to push Australia into the ‘new’ world of the Asia Pacific 

region, despite some pessimism that ‘paradoxically the new world is equally unattainable’.39 

Such pessimism was not isolated because some saw problems of identity as impediments to 

progress from engagement to closer association.40 Hawke clearly took a different view. In this 

respect behavioural level action by the Hawke Government was both positive and active and 

committed to consolidation of engagement. In many ways, Australia’s move coincided with 

that of China and with the responses to China within and outside the region. 

                                                 
36 Higgott and Nossal (1997:169–86). 
37 Ibid, 169. 
38 Higgott and Nossal (1997: 170, 180). 
39 Ibid, 183. 
40 Kupchan (2010); also see Mitchell (2015) for a detailed case study of the problems of the EU which are cast 

as more political in nature, identity issues notwithstanding. 
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6.2.3   Economic Rationalism — Neoliberalism  

The neoliberal policies of the Hawke and Keating governments (then more frequently termed 

economic rationalism) favoured free trade in a multilateral context which helped to shape 

Hawke’s multilevel approach to China and received even greater emphasis under Keating. 

These policies were expected to achieve greater access for Australian exports to a rising China 

and to a developing region (see Figure 6.1 below). 

Hawke feared Australian isolation by stalled GATT negotiations on tariff reductions for 

agricultural products and from emerging regional trade groupings that did not include 

Australia. Domestic policy reforms to the economy via deregulation, privatisation and industry 

policy created growing repercussions for domestic employment, wages and social policy which 

also created potential impediments if not a ceiling to behavioural consolidation and potentially 

to consolidation at other levels. This was implied by Gorjao who noted the plausibility that 

‘consolidation of engagement on one level (or its absence) interacts with its evolution on 

another level’.41 
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Figure 6.1: Australian Exports by Destination – Share of Total Goods and Services* 

 

 Source: Atkin and Connolly (2013). 

 

Under the Hawke Government, support for engagement with China was public, prominent and 

evidenced across multiple policy domains. Bob Hawke’s personal popularity helped to build 

public support for the government’s policy agenda, which strengthened the political hand of 

Hawke, Keating and Evans in Cabinet decision making. Economic circumstances at the start 

of the Hawke Government term demanded urgent attention. The ALP Government had 

inherited a faltering economy from the Fraser Coalition which had unsuccessfully pursued a 

‘resources’ led recovery.42 The expected ‘resources boom was short-lived, not least because of 

a disastrous (US driven) recession in 1982’.43 The manufacturing sector shrunk by 100,000 

jobs and remained flat for the decade from 1979 to 1989.44 Australia’s share of world exports 

shrunk from approximately 2 per cent in the 1970s to 1.3 per cent in 1982. The export growth 
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rate was also well below the world average.45 Domestic unemployment reached 10.1 per cent 

and inflation soared to 11 per cent. National debt was also an issue. These figures help to 

explain the Hawke Government’s emphasis on economic aspects of the China relationship, but 

not all of this was a product of domestic factors. The global economy, after facing recession in 

1982 and the later Black Monday stock market crash in 1987, was a significant factor. 

Government responses to perceived economic issues were increasingly driven by neoliberal 

interpretations of ‘policy possibilities’.46 Stagflation, characterised by simultaneous high 

unemployment and high inflation fatally challenged understandings of Keynesian economic 

dogma and opened the door to neoliberal market fundamentalism and an increasing focus on 

China as an opportunity. This remained an article of neoliberal faith despite the overwhelming 

contrary evidence of the role of government intervention in the state-led economies of the 

Asian ‘tiger economies’ (Taiwan, Republic of Korea, Singapore and Hong Kong) and arguably 

Japan.47 

6.2.4   Economic Opportunity—Trade Is Foreign Policy 

Foreign Minister Evans, argued that the Hawke government brought unprecedented concern 

for trade as integral to ‘the mainstream of foreign policy’, abandoning any ‘artificial distinction 

between trade policy and foreign policy’.48 Following 1987 merger of the two portfolios and 

the formation of the super Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), Hawke declared 

that ‘increasingly, foreign policy is trade policy’.49 This represented a shift in emphasis from 

the Whitlam and Fraser eras but began a continuity with future governments. 
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Rising China’s pursuit of the Four Modernisations and Australia seeking to reform and 

grow its economy by looking to Asia offered a symbiosis. Australian foreign policy became 

characterised as ‘Diplomacy in the Marketplace’.50 However, Hawke’s China policy was more 

than trade-based, if arguably trade-dominated. Both Australia and China prioritised 

cooperation across a broad field of areas such as science and technology, culture and education 

as well as legal issues. This contributed to strong consolidation of the bilateral relationship.51 

Engagement with China received a boost almost immediately after the 1983 election, 

when Chinese Premier Zhao visited Australia. This visit was initiated by the previous Fraser 

Government and newly elected Prime Minister Hawke publicly acknowledged this fact. The 

visitors were welcomed by both government and opposition leaders — underscoring 

bipartisanship in Australia’s China policy. However, for Labor the visit was highly significant, 

as this was the first such visit by a Chinese Premier but also Zhao became the first foreign 

leader to be received by the new government. The Chinese delegation included Foreign 

Minister Wu Xuequian, Vice Minister of Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, Jia Shi, an 

entourage of high-level officials, over 20 journalists and importantly a senior representative of 

the China International Trust and Investment Corporation (CITIC), which was China’s most 

important state corporation.52 

The size, breadth and status of the Chinese delegation helped to build reciprocal 

institutional relations at government and business levels. The extensive travels of the delegation 

increased exposure of regional and urban Australia and promoted greater awareness amongst 

Chinese officials. This visit ‘helped place Sino-Australian relations at the forefront of Hawke’s 

foreign policy agenda at the outset of his prime ministership’.53 This attested to the ALP 
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government’s commitment to the behavioural consolidation of engagement. Hawke welcomed 

Premier Zhou with the statement that ‘friendship with China has become a significant element 

in the foreign policies of all Australia’s major political parties and enjoys widespread support 

in the Australian community’.54 Perception of attitudinal consolidation was a synergist to 

greater commitment at the behavioural level, however, its durability would be tested by future 

developments. The visit by Premier Zhou resulted in the almost immediate birth of the China 

Action Plan (CAP) ‘aimed primarily at boosting trade and investment links between the two 

countries’.55 This is discussed further below. 

6.2.5   Enmeshment with Asia  

The move towards ‘enmeshment’ with Asia was part of the Hawke Government’s commitment 

to an independent Australian foreign policy agenda. However, there was a deeper explanation. 

The Hawke Government marked the neoliberal shift in Australia which emphasised free trade 

and prioritised market approaches to policy development. This was driven by key figures 

within the government and by key advisers. ‘Hawke’s two major foreign economic policy 

priorities in late 1980s were linking Australia’s economy more directly with the growing Asian 

economies and seeking to strengthen the open, multilateral trading system’.56 That ‘system’ 

was the system dominated by the United States and neoliberalism. 

Evelyn Goh employs a definition of enmeshment which goes further as an explanation 

of Australian policy than ideas of independence. According to this view, enmeshment involves 

engaging a state to draw it deeper into international or regional society, ‘enveloping it in a web 

of sustained exchanges and relationships’, ultimately leading to integration. It goes further than 
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engagement because it includes the long-term goal of ‘identity alteration’, emphasising ‘a 

workable modus vivendi among key actors’, achievable by a variety of means.57 Australian 

GATT activism, described elsewhere in this chapter and the pressure on China to conform to 

the World Trade Organisation (WTO) is arguably evidence of such means. As discussed in the 

next chapter, claims that Australia was being subjected to ‘Asianisation’ were highly 

contentious although the impacts of neoliberal ‘reforms’ and support for US military 

interventionism remained relatively uncontested. Engagement with China operated 

increasingly in terms of economic opportunity and increasing liberalisation of trade within the 

region — often framed as the Asia-Pacific to include the US and justify Australian inclusion. 

The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC) is a prominent initiative in this regard. 

Claims of ‘enmeshment’ and Asianisation have been described as ‘mostly empty rhetoric’.58 

Gerard Henderson insists that there is ‘no evidence’ of Keating ever using the term 

‘enmeshment’ as a description of Australia’s Asian policies.59 As discussed below, Hawke did. 

Understanding the region and building relations, ‘adventitious’ or otherwise, were a significant 

part of the government’s agenda. The role of APEC is addressed later in this chapter. 

6.2.6   China Action Plan (CAP) 

The CAP was designed and implemented ‘in an atmosphere of enormous political goodwill 

generated by frequent high-level exchanges’,60 and was officially launched in September 1984 

as the centrepiece of the Hawke China policy. It encompassed trade, investment and 

development assistance which were integral to the economic relationship.61 The economic 
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focus of the government ‘reflected the general saliency of economic issues in international 

relations, but also testified to Australia’s increasing confidence in its security environment’.62 

This is evidenced in the ebbing of the Cold War reflected by the changed emphases in the 1986 

Dibb Report,63 and reflected in Kim Beazley’s 1987 Defence White Paper.64 The White Paper 

promoted greater self-reliance and reflected ‘the increasing trend towards greater independence 

in Australia’s overall foreign policy’.65 Hawke presented the CAP to Premier Zhao Ziyang in 

Beijing in February 1984. Hawke told Zhao that Australia’s relationship with China facilitated 

regional relations that ‘best serve Australia’s interests in a friendly and cooperative 

environment’.66 This suggestion of a growing Australian sense of independence is not a fanciful 

proposition. However, neither is it a sufficient explanation of government policy. This 

proposition is validated by factors such as the growing Australian Republican movement and 

the passing of the Australia Act in 1986.67 The Act finally severed constitutional ties between 

Australia and the United Kingdom. The CAP represents a further move in this direction. 

Research credits Bob Hawke as the ‘prime mover of the plan’ and Ross Garnaut with the 

‘intellectual and practical structure’ of the idea.68 Implementation of the CAP fell to the 

Department of Trade which had recently formed a China Section. Hawke appointed Garnaut 

as his economic policy adviser in 1983. The Prime Minister recognised Garnaut as ‘an 

unabashed free trader and exactly the person I was looking for as an economics adviser.’69 This 

statement, together with Garnaut’s shaping of the ‘intellectual and practical structure’ of the 
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CAP,70 further supports claims in this work of the significance of the paradigm shift to 

neoliberalism in understanding Australian engagement with China. 

Asia literacy and public awareness were targeted for government action. Initiatives in 

Asian languages, immigration policy changes allowing greater Asian immigration to Australia 

amongst other initiatives, gave rise to the Garnaut Report, Australia and the Northeast Asian 

Ascendancy, mentioned above. Published in 1989, the report reflected much of what had 

already been instigated in the CAP and was formally adopted by the government almost in its 

entirety. The success of the CAP and other initiatives was enhanced by the amalgamation of 

the Department of Trade and the Department of Foreign Affairs into a larger and arguably more 

influential DFAT.71 This amalgamation indicated that the government was not only intent on 

policy development but also on resourcing and implementation and, as such, was a significant 

contribution to behavioural consolidation of its foreign relations. The amalgamation to form 

DFAT coincided with a blurring of ‘the analytical distinction between trade and politics’ and 

their functional integration under the Hawke government. Pusey and others saw this as part of 

the neoliberal paradigm shift which became dominant in decision making from this time.72
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
70 Wang (2012: 72). 
71 DFAT was established in its present form in 1987 with the merger of the then departments of Foreign Affairs 
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Table 6.1: Australia’s Exports by Country and Region 1983–1993 (% Share of Total 

Australian Exports) 

Partner 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 
Japan 26.0 24.7 24.0 27.6 27.7 26.7 28.6 25.7 25.9 

Hong 

Kong 

  1.5   1.8   2.1   2.2   1.9   2.1   2.5   3.1   3.4 

China   3.9   4.5   4.0   2.9   2.8   2.8   3.1   3.4   4.0 

Taiwan   3.0   3.4   3.6   3.9   3.8   3.6   4.4   4.6   4.8 

Northeast 

Asia 

38.3 38.5 37.7 41.6 41.6 41.0 45.0 42.7 45.1 

Asia-

Pacific 

57.4 56.3 58.6 67.0 67.6 69.9 72.5 69.3 73.5 

EEC—12  12.6 14.1 14.9 15.3 14.6 13.8 12.4 13.5 11.3 

Source: Mackerras (1996:120).  

 

The CAP along with other country specific initiatives such as the Japan Market Strategy, aimed 

to bolster Australian export performance. However, the CAP exceeded export promotion, with 

its ‘four strategic aspects’. The first recognised the nature of the Chinese system and the role 

of government in it, which preferenced ‘dealing with governments rather than private 

companies’.73 Therefore ‘an appropriate government-to-government framework was in place 

to facilitate trade’. Second, ‘direct marketing work’, or the ‘pursuit of specific business 

opportunities and the enhancement of companies’ ability to do business’. Third were ‘sectoral 

initiatives’ which aimed to ‘integrate Australian capabilities with China’s modernisation 

program in a more structured way’.74 
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Table 6.2: Australia-China Trade 1981–1990 (AU$ Million in Current Prices) 

 

Year 

 

       Exports  

  

Imports 

  

Ratio 

(X/M) 

  

Total 

1981   557 295 1.9   852 

1982   817 315 2.6 1132 

1983   468 254 1.8   722 

1984   871 355 2.5 1226 

1985 1271 415 3.1 1686 

1986 1587 500 3.2 2087 

1987 1526 739 2.1 2265 

1988 1102 886 1.2 1988 

1989 1197 1227 1.0 2424 

1990 1287 1331 1.0 2618 

        Source: Wang (2012:74). Based on Composition of Trade, DFAT 1993 (cited in China Brief, July 1994:57). 

 

The fourth initiative contrasted with previous Australian governments’ inaction on (or passive 

resistance to) the sensitive issue of bilateral trade imbalance in Australia’s favour. This 

initiative addressed the imbalance not only to Chinese satisfaction but was characterised, at the 

time, as minimising the worst potential impacts on Australian industries (such as textiles, 

clothing and footwear) by targeting ‘a reasonable degree of market access and effecting overall 

trade growth in both directions rather than allowing the skewed continuation of one-way trade 

increase’.75 This included Chinese exporters identifying trade opportunities in Australia and 

‘encouraging Australian companies to purchase Chinese crude oil’.76 Table 6.2 above 

demonstrates these changes, reflected by the increase in Australian imports from China, in 

parallel with growing exports and the ratio of these values reaching 1.0 by 1989. 
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6.2.7   Achievements under the CAP 

Harris and Mackerras suggested that it is ‘too easy to play up the mistakes [of the CAP] and to 

ignore the fundamental logic of the policy and the extent of the achievement’.77 In retrospect, 

it could be described as prescient. The policy reveals multiple objectives, of which the 

following are prominent.78 First was the even more robust, compared to Whitlam and Fraser, 

embrace of ‘seeking friendship’ rather than ‘fear’ as the basis of the new approach. This was a 

quantum leap from the situation described by Clark in his 1967 book — In Fear of China. 

Clarke’s assessment at the time was blunt. ‘Few western countries have been less the target of 

Chinese hostility than Australia. Few countries, western or non-western, are more hostile to 

China than Australia.’79 Nevertheless, by 1995 visible ‘anxiety about the relationship’ returned 

in the wake of the events of 1989, increases in Chinese military spending, nationalistic rhetoric 

and more assertive behaviour’.80 

Second, contrasting with the Fraser period, Hawke’s Australia ‘started to relate to China 

directly and not simply as a strategic pawn in a larger east-west political relationship’.81 This 

reflected the growing Australian intellectual shift to Asia, which was facilitated by the end of 

the Cold War and easing of regional strategic tensions. 

Third, China’s opening, heralded by Deng Xiaoping in 1978 and accompanied by a shift 

in China’s priorities, was viewed as an opportunity for Australia and most timely. Some noted 

that the results, for example human rights and domestic political liberalisation, from the Hawke 

government concentration on the economic opportunities ‘did not develop as quickly as was 

                                                 
77 Harris and Mackerras (1996: 8).  
78 Ibid: 8. 
79 Clark (1967: 161). 
80 Kent (1996: 370). 
81 Harris and Mackerras (1996:8 n4) attributed to Edmund Fung in Australia and China in Boyce and Angel 

(1992: 280). 
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hoped’.82 However, such results were often better than credited.83 This assessment was 

qualified by the judgement that potential benefits were not only important in themselves but 

were ‘designed to contribute to Australia’s other policy objectives’. 84 

The fourth objective was forced on Australia by recognition that ‘China would become 

the major power in the region and that needed to be the basis of Australia’s policy’.85 Harris 

notes that this view was different and longer sighted than that adopted by many Western 

governments and reflected the level of consolidation of the relationship. 

Finally, Australian security and stability of the region would benefit from ‘bringing 

China more fully into a rules-based global society, while trying to ensure that, for its part, 

international society treated China with equity’.86 It was judged that Australia’s engagement 

with China had reached a new zenith by 1985. Fung writes that ‘Chinese leaders hope that their 

good relations with Australia will become a model for cooperation between countries with 

different social systems and at different stages of development.’87 Despite criticisms and 

perhaps lost opportunities, this is a sound conclusion as far as the behavioural dimension of 

engagement is concerned during this period. 

6.2.8   The Prices and Incomes Accord and China Policy 

The above objectives were driven not only from within government and the bureaucracy but 

also from industry and particularly the union movement. High unemployment and inflation 

together with shrinking job opportunities and growing wage demands drove significant 
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political debate in the workplace and the broader community. Such conditions have the 

potential to generate simplistic analyses and a resort to protectionist policies, opposition to 

immigration and hostility to, if not fear of, perceived foreign trade relations. 

In this case the analysis was more thoughtful but still controversial. A major factor in the 

election of the Hawke Government was the ALP-ACTU Prices and Incomes Accord (or simply, 

the Accord). Based on the concept of the social wage and partly influenced by Scandinavian 

experience,88 the Accord was driven by left unions such as the Building Workers Industrial 

Union (BWIU) and the Amalgamated Metal Workers and Shipwrights Union (AMWSU), 

various academics and the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU). Although there is 

strong (retrospective) criticism of the Accord, much of it deals with the implementation (or 

non- implementation) rather than the concept, although debate is also split along the political 

spectrum for a variety of reasons.89 A major, if largely ignored, initiative of the agreement was 

the joint ACTU-Government (Trade Development Commission) Mission to Western Europe. 

The resultant report of this mission was Australia Reconstructed (AR), published in 1987. 

Each of the six chapters of the report contained observations of relevant policy initiatives 

from the countries visited plus implications and recommendations for Australia. The six major 

themes included Macro-Economic Policies and National Issues; Wages, Prices and Incomes; 

Trade and Industry Policy; Labour Market and Training Policies; Industrial Democracy; and 

Strategic Unionism.90 This initiative and the thinking and cooperation behind it is significant, 

for several reasons, in a discussion of Australian engagement with China. They also 

demonstrate the breadth of behavioural level action which impacts on consolidation of 

engagement. 

                                                 
88 ACTU/TDC (1987). 
89 Bramble (2000). 
90 ACTU/TDC (1987). 



150 

 

One reason, was the state of economic circumstances during this period. At the heart of 

the Accord was the prices and incomes agreement which led to wage restraint in return for 

social initiatives from government. Such restraint was credited with improved Australian 

export competitiveness. Initial success in reducing unemployment and inflation boosted 

government popularity which indirectly aided China policy by sustaining Labor in office. 

A second reason was that many of the Hawke reforms would not have been possible and 

pressure would have grown for greater, not less protectionism resulting in increased insecurity 

and hostility to China trade, without broad labour movement support. 

The Accord and especially the AR process contributed ideas, mostly unrealised, about 

broadening Australia’s economic base, national savings and investment, and industrial 

democracy which would have intersected with Australia’s growing independence and its 

important relationship with China and with Asia in general. The repercussions of the rejection 

of AR, and most of the thinking behind the Accord included concentrated Australian focus on 

the resources sector without significant challenge. Removal of such challenge restricted 

understanding of the limitations of such policies or the limits to anticipated growth in this sector 

and opportunity costs from this restricted focus. There was potential for considerable overlap 

between AR and China policy. One such area was the Steel Plan, generally seen as favourable 

because it addressed both Australian sectoral malaise and China’s demand for access to high 

grade steel to sustain its construction development. According to Jones, the Steel Plan was one 

of ‘a handful of sectoral plans’ which were welcomed but ‘none of those plans were planned’ 

and ‘none of the major parties were committed to a broad and assertive agenda for industry … 

or trade policy’.91 This thinking is consistent with the neoliberal shift and indicative of how it 

influenced behavioural consolidation and would sideline any consideration of how Australian 
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workers, industry and future generations would experience the dawning Asian Century and 

increased Australian exposure to the vicissitudes of a resources-based economy and a flailing 

manufacturing sector. There is historic precedent for an association between adverse economic 

change, uncertainty and feelings of powerlessness with populist attempts to target blame. 

Antipathy to Chinese migrants — which was evident in the White Australia policy — is one 

strong illustration of this. However, it is far from the only Australian example. The One Nation 

Party campaign of Pauline Hanson was pushing a populist anti-Asian, anti-multiculturalism 

and pro-protectionist line by the end of the ALP term of office under Paul Keating.  

Given the northern European influence on the proposed policy directions in AR, it is 

worth noting such social policy directions did not prevent the Nordic countries from 

successfully building engagement with China on different terms. However, conflict was 

assured with proponents of the neoliberal economic and political paradigm.92 The Australian 

approach led to compromise, which many saw as dilution of the Accord, and the potential for 

future popular dissatisfaction. Overall there was widespread support for government initiatives 

to reposition Australia for the future.93 The potential offered by the China relationship offered 

one means for achieving the forward-looking plans expected from the Accord. However, it was 

the detail of the relationship which came under scrutiny. 
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6.2.9   Tensions over China Policy 

Despite the high level of policy development and implementation and the growing 

consolidation of engagement, signs existed within the Hawke Government and amongst its 

supporters of tensions over China policy. A significant figure within the early Hawke Cabinet 

was Foreign Minister (until 1988) and former ALP leader, Bill Hayden, who asserted that 

Labor’s ‘China policy had three facets: the importance of the China relationship in its own 

right, China as an aspect of foreign policy and China as a factor in the profound changes taking 

place in Australian society and Australian attitudes’.94 Government driven changes are often 

referred to as the Hawke–Keating era ‘reforms’ — a description which masks their true impact 

or reach. The notion of reform does not capture the nature of what was a paradigm shift. It is 

arguable that China, as a source of opportunity for exploitation, had potential to conflict with 

these facets that Hayden described. The Labor policy inherited by the Hawke Government had 

as its major and most basic consideration, ‘to fill the great blank in our political geography’. 

Hayden confirmed that ALP policy recognised China, but did not automatically imply 

acceptance of all of China’s policies. Instead, it ‘recognises the reality of their existence and 

authority’. As Hayden restated, Labor had long seen ‘the development of relations with China 

… as contributing a proper balance and a necessarily greater degree of independence in our 

foreign policy … in the context of an active approach to strengthening our relations with a wide 

range of other countries as well’.95 

Australian encouragement and support for China actively participating in the 

international community was viewed as a ‘desirable end in itself’. This was entirely consistent 

with ALP policy, which also held that ‘Ostracism of China was not defensible’. This policy 

was presented as facilitating development of regional relations that ‘best serve our interests in 
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security and independence in a co-operative environment’.96 Labor policy prioritised the 

importance of ‘building a broadly based mutually beneficial bilateral relationship rather than 

simply identification with China on some international questions. China was not a card in some 

strategic game, it was important in its own right’.97 This bilateral emphasis shifted by the end 

of the Keating period. 

In summation, Hayden mused that he nevertheless thought it ‘appropriate to consider that 

in the recent past our relations with China have undergone a maturing experience. China and 

Australia are obviously very different countries and peoples’.98 Behind this statement lay 

difficult to detect but nevertheless real differences between Hawke, those close to him and 

others within the party who placed less emphasis on China and more emphasis on other Asian 

neighbours such as Indonesia and Japan. This suggests that rather than behavioural 

consolidation of the China relationship being ‘important in its own right’ — the relationship 

had to compete with other interests which would come to dominate Australia’s China policy 

development and implementation. 

6.2.10   Tiananmen Massacre 

Ann Kent describes the period from 1989 to 1996 as one of ‘Pragmatism and Uncertainty’ 

when emphasis on China shifted from its ‘special’ nature to a focus on the one source of 

continuity in Australia-China relations — development of commercial ties.99 Besides mutual 

economic advantage, these ties ‘constituted a stable and non-controversial bond between the 

two countries’. This emphasis is entirely consistent with the neoliberal dominance of policy, 

especially in the light of Australia’s response to the Tiananmen massacre of 1989 which did 
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very little to upset Australian economic interests despite longstanding rhetoric from Australia 

over human rights. Such as they were, sanctions against China ended by the beginning of 1991 

and were masked by domestic conditions from 1988 to 1990 in China, until trade surged 

again.100 

The Australian public outcry over the events in Tiananmen ensured that the ALP 

Government could expect bipartisanship with the Opposition in expressing ‘strong 

condemnation of the government in Beijing’.101 The international response was not uniform, 

being strongest amongst Western nations. The US Congress considered trade sanctions 

including linking Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status to human rights behaviour by China. 

Australia opposed this linkage, preferencing political sanctions. According to Trood, ‘Canberra 

appeared anxious to avoid precipitate actions which could have the effect of foreclosing later 

policy options … An almost measured response seemed to emerge’.102 

In the interests of keeping channels of communication open with China, the government 

announced several policy initiatives.103 These measures included human rights representations; 

suspension of ministerial and political visits, including senior official contacts; indefinite 

suspension of high-level defence visits and sales; and postponement of new technical 

cooperation and agricultural research activities. In addition, the Market Advisory Program 

(1989–1990) was suspended and new loan applications by China were deferred. All Australian 

states were encouraged to adopt a similar approach. 

These measures were framed as a balanced approach between ‘principle and 

pragmatism’.104 Exclusion of narrowly economic or commercial contacts indicate such 
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‘pragmatism’. Possibility for revision was left open and within six months the Foreign Minister 

announced that the ban on ministerial visits would be treated on a ‘case-by-case basis’.105 

Settlement of the Kampuchea conflict was ‘cited as an important reason for the move towards 

… greater engagement’ instead of isolation of China. Wang offers an elaboration on this 

analysis from a DFAT official, which provides greater insight into Australia’s motivations for 

behavioural consolidation. The statement highlights ‘our geographic position and our trading 

environment’ as determinants of our China relationship and that ‘we had more at stake’ than 

many other nations due to interdependence with China, ‘not least because of the complexity 

and density of those interests … so that harming of one area had the potential to cause damage 

in other areas’.106 Again this reinforces the argument in this work that many interrelated factors 

interact in complex ways to shape consolidation of engagement with China. 

The package of measures protested against China’s handling of the Tiananmen events. 

which left an indelible mark on Australian public opinion, but the popular reaction was 

selective and did not rebound on the government or Opposition. The restrictions on the 

relationship were short lived, with all except defence exchange sanctions ending in February 

1991. The restrictions represented a ‘change of approach rather than a change in policy’.107 

Australia had made considerable progress in its engagement with China and the period after 

1989 evidenced continuity of its policy process rather than change. Although the government’s 

response to the events of 1989 could arguably be portrayed as cynical — prioritising 

commercial interests over human rights issues — it can also be argued that government policy 

aimed to restrict damage to the relationship and, in that respect, it represented an attempt to 

maintain the level of consolidation of engagement.  
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6.2.11   Concluding Remarks 

As Prime Minister from December 1991, Paul Keating maintained the China policy agenda of 

the Hawke Government, which he had heavily influenced as treasurer. Gareth Evans remained 

as Foreign Minister. Keating was a vocal proponent of his government’s engagement policy, 

but his popularity never achieved the heights that Hawke had achieved. Keating’s policy style 

was a factor in attitudinal consolidation of China engagement. With respect to the behavioural 

level, Hawke’s achievements resulted of the combined efforts of Hawke, Keating and Evans. 

Together with the longevity of the ALP Government, this continuity and combination justify 

treating the Hawke and Keating eras as a single, but lengthier case study. 

In the following section, the impact of Keating and Evans on attitudinal consolidation 

produced a notable influence. It is arguable that the ‘reforms’ of the era and the attempt to 

‘relocate’ Australia produced a target for critics that had less to do with engagement with China 

than with the failing popularity of a long-term administration and a raft of domestic concerns 

over economic conditions which sought a target for blame. 

6.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Popular Support 

6.3.1   Overview 

The relationship with China did not always run smoothly or without criticism. Crises erupted 

over Chinese policy actions in Kampuchea, but the relationship survived. Challenges for 

international relationships are not unexpected under conditions of dynamic change and may 

not preclude healthy development if engagement is an active, not passive, process. Most 

evidence and commentary points to the strength of the relationship at a high level.  
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The Hawke and Keating Labor governments left an ‘important legacy by placing closer 

Asian engagement ‘on the Australian policy agenda’.108 In his welcoming speech to Chinese 

Premier Zhao in April 1983, Australian Prime Minister Bob Hawke enthusiastically stated that 

‘friendship with China has become a significant element in the foreign policies of all 

Australia’s major political parties and enjoys widespread support in the Australian 

community’.109 Although Stuart Harris offers some criticisms of his own, he argues that many 

‘criticisms of Australia’s approach to China in the 1980s often understate the achievements of 

that period’.110 One very vocal critic was Stephen FitzGerald, whose 1989 Morrison lecture, 

entitled ‘Australia’s China’, described Australia’s relations with China as ‘a most unequal 

relationship’ based on a ‘wonderland’ image of China in the Australian imagination.111 It is 

also worth remembering that the new economic rationalist doctrine was squeezing government 

and certainly trade unions out of the decision-making process and government planning gave 

way to reliance on market forces with government a facilitator of rather than a regulator of 

markets. This was as enthusiastically absorbed by many Labor ministers as it was by influential 

sectors of academia and by business and the Opposition. Although important advisers to the 

Hawke Government such as Ross Garnaut contributed so much to China policy, they did so 

from an economic rationalist perspective. The Business Council of Australia, formed in 1983 

and representing the CEOs of the top 100 Australian Corporations was strongly influential, 

particularly in prioritising the sectoral interests that they represented, such as resources and 

finance. In this section popular support for engagement policy is examined to assess attitudinal 

level consolidation of engagement with China.  
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6.3.2   Shifting Attitudes 

In 2013, FitzGerald claimed that ‘Australians have become comfortable with the idea that the 

relationship with China is essentially commercial’.112 His explanation links this to ‘a shift in 

attitudes’, giving rise to an ‘aspirational culture’. He appears to be adopting a popular 

description of post-1970s social change towards individualism and consumerism. In its 

‘attitude to domestic political parties’ this culture promotes a ‘what’s in it for me’ attitude 

consistent with a similar attitude to foreign relations with China ‘and not too much taxing stuff 

about China literacy or learning to live with China’.113 FitzGerald was a participant in the 

period of change and witness to the influences on policy makers and amongst elites generally. 

He could hardly be unaware of the accompanying domestic policy changes which were justified 

by government and many elites as mandated by the demands of globalisation.  

This social change occurred in Australia independently of China. It was a paradigm shift. 

Rather than helping to explain attitudes supportive of the increasing economic focus on 

engagement, it underscores ‘why Australians by and large thought it unexceptional’. FitzGerald 

himself exhibits this problem. He blandly stated that the ‘contraction in China focus to the 

economic’ started ‘in the second half of the ‘90s’.114 This is an extraordinary claim based on 

the policy development described above. It suggests that the ‘shift in attitudes’ that he described 

affected elites as well as the broader population and went unnoticed by many. More explanatory 

power of this period is obtained by recognition of the paradigm shift to neoliberalism which 

coincided with the period under discussion and which is well described by such attitudes. It 

should also be remembered that young Australians voting for the first time in 1996 when 

Keating was defeated were only five years old and just beginning school when Bob Hawke 
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was elected in 1983. These voters and many of their fellow electors shaped their opinions and 

expectations within the neoliberal paradigm. It is also true that these voters grew up in a period 

of deepening relations with China and with Asia in general. Attitudinal consolidation 

represented wide support for the direction of active government policy development because 

policy was seen through the prism of the new paradigm and policy was presented with no viable 

alternatives. McAllister and Ravenhill surveyed the impact of generations on attitudes towards 

a range of defence, security and economic integration issues.115  

Their results suggest attitudes towards defence and security (Figure 6.2 below) are more 

generationally bound than attitudes on closer economic integration (Figure 6.3 below). 

Analysis of the data revealed a concentration of ‘pronounced anti-Asian sentiments’ amongst 

the ‘older generations’.116 It was predicted from this study that consolidation of attitudinal 

engagement would be slow and dependent on a high degree of unanimity amongst political 

elites. This suggests that prominent critics such as FitzGerald can play an important role — 

attitudinal consolidation would be stalled or perhaps reversed by division within these elites. 
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Figure 6.2: Defence and Security Beliefs by Generation 

Source: 1996 Australian Electoral Study (AES). 

Note: ‘Supports Asian security links’ is the percentage who say it is very important to have links with at least one of 

the following: Indonesia, China, Japan or Vietnam. ‘Threats to security’ is the percentage who say it is very likely 

there will be a threat from at least one of the same four countries. 
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Figure 6. 3: Economic Integration with Asia by Generation 

   
Source: 1996 Australian Electoral Study (AES).  

 

6.3.3   Enmeshment with Asia 

The concept of ‘Asia’ used here, and arguably in most instances of its use, is notoriously 

imprecise and problematic. Australia was seeking to ‘relocate’ itself to Asia – commonly 

referred to as ‘Asianisation’ of Australia in the political rhetoric employed by the Prime 

Minister.117 Hawke first used the expression, ‘enmeshment with Asia’, at a press conference 

prior to embarking on his 1984 visit to northeast Asia.118 Such identification produced 

‘consternation’ in the region as well as in sections of domestic public opinion. 
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Figure 6.4: Perceptions of Security Threats to Australia 1967–1996 

 

    Sources: Matthews and Ravenhill (1987); McAllister and Makkai (1992); 1996 Australian Electoral Study    

    (AES).  

     Note: The exact wording of the questions varies between the surveys.  

 

Eventually, government rhetoric presented Australia as ‘an Asia-Pacific nation’ (itself ill-

defined) within the East Asian hemisphere.119 The government-endorsed position denied any 

‘logical boundaries between “bilateral”, “regional” and “multilateral” zones of economic 
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diplomacy’.120 It is assumed that terminology, even on the larger scale of ‘continent’ or ‘region’ 

(more common since the 1950s), are commonly understood and precise — yet they are 

arguably ‘historically unstable and surprisingly unexamined’.121 

Such factors contribute to the worldview that shapes attitudinal formation. The dynamic 

nature of these factors suggests that they are likely to be generationally bound. Figure 6.2 and 

Figure 6.3 above include those voters who would be voting for the first time at the election in 

1996 when the ALP was defeated. Attitudes towards defence and security in this study were 

strongly bound by generation. However, as discussed previously, the region has long been 

considered a source of insecurity. Perceived competition for jobs from low wage countries (the 

identities of which have also shifted over time), foreign ownership of Australian assets and 

historic events such as those shown in Figure 6.4 above have combined to further influence 

Australian attitudes to Asia — itself conceptually ill-defined and poorly examined. In addition 

to these factors there is little examination of generational impacts since the rise of the neoliberal 

paradigm during the period described in this chapter. It is arguable, however, that high profile 

anti-Asian sentiment in the dying days of the Keating Government represented deeper concerns 

which have become manifest as growing resentment of the major parties and growing support 

for minor parties.  

Asian engagement and engagement with China are difficult to separate and frequently 

synonymous.122 The opinions about economic influence in the 1996 Australian Electoral Study 

(AES) relate to Japan, which at the time was more important than China to Australia. This 

raised the question about attitudes to China as it overtook Japan in importance. McAllister and 

Ravenhill assumed a slow but positive impact on attitudes of positive opinions of new 
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generations — but with the proviso that there was elite unanimity referred to above;123 

suggesting that behavioural consolidation would be an important factor. This was clearly 

demonstrated in the bipartisan approach to the events in Tiananmen Square in 1989. This will 

be further examined below, not only to demonstrate the above points, but because this signature 

event so deeply impacted attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China. This event had 

no parallel until perhaps the more recent issue of territorial disputes in the South China Sea 

which closely aligned Australia’s position with that of the United States, reviving China threat 

scenarios.124 

6.3.4   Attitudinal Consolidation Challenged — Tiananmen Square 1989 and 

Resurgence of China Threat Scenario 

Changing perceptions of threats to Australian security are illustrated in Figure 6.4 above. These 

attitudes are correlated with prominent events. Low levels of China threat perception in early 

1989 were radically changed by the events of 4 June. These concerns persisted and challenged 

concepts such as the ‘stable non-controversial bond’ between Australia and China. The widely 

understood bases for the relationship however — ‘pragmatism and uncertainty’ and economic 

advantage — were confirmed by the Australian government response.125 But critics such as 

FitzGerald, reflected the strong popular concerns. Unanimity in attitudes between political 

elites and between elite and popular attitudes were arguably challenged, potentially retarding 

prospects for attitudinal consolidation and for consolidation of engagement in general.  

Sanctions against China were masked by conditions of austerity in China between 1988 

and 1990, after which trade surged. In Australia, Tiananmen was as far from non-controversial 

as one could imagine. In the aftermath of these events, FitzGerald did an about face and blasted 
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Australian policy towards China. FitzGerald charged that ‘much of our expectation about China 

is unwarranted and illusory, that the attitudes and policies we have towards China have been 

foolish’.126 This critique was delivered as the 50th George Ernest Morrison Lecture at the 

Australian National University in November 1989 and was widely publicised. FitzGerald’s 

response was reflected in broad sections of the Australian community. He raised many 

criticisms of ill-informed and culturally biased Australian perceptions towards China as well 

as an unrealistic understanding of an ‘unequal relationship’. FitzGerald’s emotion showed 

through the text of his speech. He accused the government of ‘kowtowing’ to the Chinese. 

FitzGerald denied that his remarks were a spontaneous outburst of emotion based on the 

violence of 4 June. 127 Instead, he claimed that he had held such views for a long time and that, 

five years on from Tiananmen, he had not changed his views. This is not only surprising, 

coming from such a significant actor in the post-1971 engagement process, but it is, to some 

extent, inconsistent with FitzGerald’s later writing on the relationship.128 In the Morrison 

lecture FitzGerald credited Whitlam, Fraser, Hawke and Keating with ‘leadership of ideas’ and 

casts the relationship in a much more positive light until ‘John Howard deliberately put that 

discussion to sleep’.129  

Analysis of the 4 June events was largely emotive and short on analytical substance 

amongst Australian politicians and in the media. There was widespread expectation that the 

collapse of the Chinese Communist Party was imminent, similar to Eastern European regime 

fall.130 Despite condemnation of Chinese authorities, the resultant Australian political 

responses were relatively restrained and short-lived. It was possible to conclude that ‘great care 
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had been taken to avoid upsetting the operational basis of the bilateral relationship, especially 

in the economic domain’.131 Public disquiet was much more noticeable. Without diminishing 

the tragedy or ignoring such abuses, it should be acknowledged that it does not escape notice 

that so little attention was given to similar events in other areas. For example, the pro-

democracy protest and massacre now known as the Gwangju Uprising in South Korea began 

on 18 May 1980, when students assembled to peacefully protest the inauguration of another 

military strongman, Chun Doo-hwan, as president. Within nine days between 190 official 

deaths and upwards of 2000 unofficial deaths of protesters occurred at the hands of Korean 

Special Forces. Hundreds if not thousands more were beaten and injured, and more than 1000 

were arrested in the aftermath.132 Linda Lewis likens the Gwangju Uprising to a Korean 

Tiananmen.133 The responses of the Australian Government in each case cannot be explained 

by official policy differences which were minimal on North East Asia. It is interesting to 

compare Australian exports to South Korea and to China in the 1980s (Figure 6.5 below) with 

perceptions of threat to Australia, where Korea does not even register (Figure 6.4 above). Both 

countries were significant trading partners for Australia. 
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Figure 6.5: Merchandise Exports by Destination* (Share of Total, Current Prices, 

Annual) 

 

            Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2009). 

 

Although Tiananmen coincided with a sharp rise in perception of China as a threat (Figure 6.4 

above), I have not been able to find any comparable impact from the events in South Korea, 

neither does there appear to be any major retribution by the Fraser Government over these 

human rights abuses. This is despite Fraser’s generally accepted and genuine human rights 

concerns. During the Hawke Government period, when Opposition Leader John Hewson and 

other Coalition party officials visited China, in contradiction of government policy, they chose 

to make China’s human rights record their focus but with minimal impact. There are many 

possible explanations for this including the co-option of human rights as a tool of soft power.134  
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Extensive media coverage of the events of 4 June damaged Australian attitudes to China 

more than any factor since recognition. It is also arguable that this impact remains an influence 

on Australian perceptions of China. It is not clear that the changes that have occurred in China 

since then are widely understood. A deeper insight into these issues is provided by Joseph 

Fewsmith’s account.135 Such insights are rarely discussed by the Australian media and have a 

restricted impact on the Australian imagination. However, changes within China formed part 

of the justification for normalisation of post-1989 relations. 

From the Australian side, the Hawke Government’s response to Tiananmen was swift 

and condemnation of China received bipartisan support from Parliament.136 Twelve sanctions 

were announced,137 but most measures affecting existing policies were ‘suspended rather than 

terminated’, leaving the way open for rapprochement.138 Tiananmen saw ‘matters of human 

rights become critical to the bilateral relationship’ and ‘ultimately resulted in the permanent 

settlement of more than 40,000 PRC Chinese in Australia’.139 This represented the largest 

intake of Chinese migrants since the nineteenth century gold rushes and has subsequently risen 

rapidly to closely approximate the total arrival of immigrants from other sources. This 

represented a significant shift in the composition of the Australian population and an important 

factor in the dynamics of attitudes to Australian engagement with China. 

The policy of allowing residency and eventual citizenship to Chinese applicants, whether 

refugees, students or migrants had significant and positive impacts on engagement with China 

in a similar fashion to the impacts of previous waves of migrants and coincided with deepening 

national policies for a multicultural Australia. These include people to people links, increased 
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tourism and trade, and cross-cultural interaction and exchange. The detailed events of this 

period are described by several authors.140 However, behavioural consolidation can be seen to 

run ahead of the attitudinal. The events of Tiananmen compounded this tendency. 

It is reasonable to assess that much, if not most of government policy under Hawke 

received wide popular support. He had long enjoyed wide and frequent media attention and by 

1983 he was already a prominent and respected figure as former president of the ACTU. His 

personal popularity rating became the highest of any leader, reaching 74 per cent approval in 

March and April 1984; although it varied during his three terms in office before being deposed 

by Keating in 1991. Hawke averaged 53.1 per cent approval rating. However, Paul Keating 

started from a low base and averaged just 32.3 per cent approval over the course of his prime 

ministership.141 

McAllister found that ‘the Prime Minister accumulates much of the accountability 

functions once exercised by the party’.142 In assessment of approval data and its significance 

for the level of attitudinal consolidation, several points should be considered. First, Hawke 

entered office with an exceptionally high approval rating and almost immediately focussed on 

engagement with China. This policy position had bipartisan support. Hawke acknowledged, 

Chinese Premier Zhao’s 1983 visit, had been arranged during Malcolm Fraser’s visit to China 

however, Hawke’s Government reaped the benefit. Such popularity diminishes over time but 

relatively slowly, unless the leader is faced by crisis.  

Kent describes Australia’s China relations as ‘special’ and ‘independent of the Chinese 

response’.143 Australia’s geography has produced a quite different geostrategic interaction with 
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China than have China’s immediate neighbours. The relationship’s ‘considerable problems’ 

arise from popular ‘cultural and ideological perceptions of what China might do’ rather than 

on any real action by China. This China fear has been discussed in previous chapters as a 

recurring and significant influence on Australia’s engagement with China. The potential for 

domestic factors to influence engagement was raised by Hirschman as early as 1945.144 This 

potential was discussed previously and is reflected in the conceptualisation of engagement and 

the framework for assessing consolidation of engagement in this thesis.  

Fear of China in the Australian imagination had many sources including racist attitudes 

and historic fears of miscegenation. Justification for the White Australia policy and its anti-

Chinese character was also based on fears of job losses and erosion of wages and working 

conditions. There was a clear connection between industrial policies and perceptions of the 

organised labour movement, its members and its parliamentary representatives and attitudes to 

relations with China and to the Chinese. This is not to negate the significance of the 

conventional concerns of international relations at higher levels of organisation but to assert 

that consolidation of engagement depends on multiple interacting levels. Popular opinion is not 

just essential to attitudinal consolidation but a democratic driver of behavioural (and 

institutional) consolidation. In this sense, Australia’s invasion fear, which has a strong 

economic dimension, has been influential in determining engagement policy and its level of 

consolidation. 
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Figure 6.6: Changes in Unemployment and Participation Rates Australia 1991–2005 

 

 

Persistent high levels of unemployment towards the end of the Keating period were masked by 

changes in participation rate (Figure 6.6 above) and structural changes such as increased 

casualisation of the workforce in a restructured economy and rising imports.145 These fed 

concerns which further fed into the criticisms raised by Hanson over immigration and identity. 

Bipartisan support for engagement with China added weight to perceptions of majority 

popular support for this engagement at least until 1989. The Tiananmen events arguably 

impacted more on popular perceptions of China than on the economic or diplomatic 

relationship. In earlier chapters, a link was demonstrated between voting patterns and attitudes 

to China. There is no reason to suggest that this has changed and the bipartisan approach 
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indicates that major parties did not see any reason to change their policy. Pressures for change 

such as closer relations with Taiwan reflect commercial and lobby interests rather than 

changing Australian attitudes. That is not to say that challenges were not on the horizon towards 

the later stages of Keating’s prime ministership and the rise of One Nation and Pauline Hanson. 

By 1990 some of the staunchest advocates of Australia’s engagement with China were raising 

criticisms. 

6.3.5   Concluding Remarks 

Australian institutional links continued to expand and China fear was relatively subdued — but 

memories of Tiananmen lingered. These had a mixed impact at the attitudinal level, further 

demonstrating the importance of all three levels within the Cluster Concept Framework. At the 

same time, economic links with China continued to grow in importance. However, the election 

result of 1996 demonstrated Keating’s miscalculation of ‘the lack of satisfaction among those 

who felt that they had been left behind owing to the internationalization of the Australian 

economy’.146 Attitudinally, consolidation was moving in a negative direction as Australian 

anxiety grew and ‘a significant number of Australians felt threatened in many ways’.147 

Despite ‘the pace and passion’ of the Keating and Evans foreign policy, it had become 

‘unsustainable’.148 By the end of 1995, ALP foreign and foreign-related policies had 

overstretched both understanding and tolerance of substantial sections of the Australian 

community.149 This was brought into stark relief by the One Nation campaign and election of 

Pauline Hanson to the House of Representatives as well as the landslide defeat of the Keating 

Government in 1996. The evidence suggests that despite extensive efforts at behavioural 
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consolidation, engagement failed to be consolidated attitudinally. This adversely impacted on 

institutional consolidation which is considered in the following section  

6.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

6.4.1   Overview 

Throughout the record period of ALP government, comprehensive engagement was the policy 

process by which Australia’s shift to Asia was to be achieved. Australia’s history and its almost 

peripheral geographic location in the southern part of the Asia Pacific region, together with its 

aspirations to middle power status, distinguished Australian geostrategic interaction with China 

from those involving more proximate neighbours to China.150 However, the common factor for 

all was change — economic, political and strategic — with China evolving towards regional 

economic and strategic dominance.151 Responding to this, Australia broadened its traditional 

bilateral emphasis to one that was multifaceted and multilateral. Australia’s institutional 

engagement with China increasingly reflected this broadening and significant consolidation of 

engagement at the institutional level. The Labor Government aimed to ensure that China 

‘became a predictable partner and regional power’.152 It is also possible to suggest that 

Australian policy reflected a fear of Australian exclusion from regional institution-building that 

included China — a motivation for greater consolidation of the relationship. 

It is difficult to disentangle Australian engagement with China from engagement with 

Asia, East Asia, the Asia–Pacific or similar concepts of region. This is not entirely attributable 

to problems of definition. It is also insufficient to simply distinguish bilateral relations from 

multilateral relations because the former is more than a subset of the latter. Ann Capling 
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provides some clarification of definition by noting that in the Australian Government policy 

context during the period discussed here — ‘Asia’ represents ‘the countries of Southeast Asia 

and Northeast Asia’ and the deliberate inclusion of the United States’ is signalled by ‘Asia 

Pacific’.153 This is a significant distinction, not merely for strategic concerns but also reflecting 

Australia’s identity as a ‘liminal’ state between worlds, as discussed below.154 Clues to 

unravelling the bilateral relationship from the multilateral can be found in the Garnaut Report. 

Jiro Okamoto argues that Australia’s East Asian engagement policies — despite the ambiguity 

of Australia’s place in it — ‘illustrate the characteristics of East Asian integration’ over the 

period.155 

6.4.2   Political Relaxation 

The period covered by this chapter saw ‘an unprecedented degree of political relaxation and 

economic dynamism’ in the Asia–Pacific region.156 The end of Sino-Soviet tension and the 

Cold War encouraged Chinese non-alignment and an independent foreign policy that could 

contribute to global and especially regional stability. China expected that this strategy would 

be conducive to furthering its Modernization Program which envisaged China as a global 

economic power by the twenty-first century. Results of this modernisation became visible in 

the economic and military spheres by 1991. However, they were arguably foreseen much 

earlier in Australia, as it aimed to build institutional links with China at bilateral and 

multilateral levels. 

The Hawke Government was quick to see an opportunity for Australian interests and it 

directed ‘considerable resources’ towards cultivating friendly relations with China, especially 
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at the institutional level. This led to China’s Foreign Minister Qian Qichen (1988 to 1998) 

expressing the mutually shared aim of a relationship which was ‘a model of cooperation’.157 

However, critics and supporters both argued over ‘whether such resources represented an over-

investment’.158 

Garnaut lauded the government’s perceived success by pointing to the overachievement 

of bilateral trade targets.159 Placed in proper context, Australia’s ‘intensive effort’ aimed to 

‘engage the attention of the government which rules 20 per cent of the world’s population’. It 

was well justified politically and economically.160 At the very least, this seems to indicate that 

there might be some common agreement amongst supporters and detractors that investment in 

consolidation of engagement with China was real and considerable.  

The relaxation in the security environment encouraged Hawke to pursue an activist 

foreign policy. The Garnaut Report adopted as a main theme the notion of Australia becoming 

a ‘middle power’,  which required it to ‘rely on persuading other countries and influential 

groups … that it is in their own interest to move in directions that are consistent with our own 

interests’.161 Another theme denied the absence of any ‘logical boundaries’ separating 

‘bilateral’, ‘regional’ and ‘multilateral’ ‘zones of economic diplomacy’. Garnaut stressed the 

imperative of ‘well thought out positions’ that are implemented in each of these ‘zones’ 

actively, effectively and in a disciplined manner.162 This is consistent with active policy 

development and implementation at the behavioural level to achieve consolidation at the 

institutional level. It is a fair description of Australia’s institutional engagement with China 
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across the above zones, to say that it went a long way to meeting the themes set out in the 

Garnaut Report. Hawke was personally convinced of the importance, indeed centrality, of 

China for Australia. This enthusiasm ‘helped catapult bilateral relations to an all-time high’.163 

However, despite considerable progress in consolidation of engagement, relations were still 

‘relatively new’,164 and as Kent noted above, still under construction.165 This is also entirely 

consistent with the view adopted in this thesis — engagement is a process rather than an end. 

Australia’s efforts during this period were in the context of China’s major social, 

economic and political change. Relations required ‘special efforts…to further institutionalize 

and consolidate’.166 Government investment in institutionalising the relationship was outlined 

above and bolstered by Hawke’s popularity. Consolidation was growing and, as China’s 

importance grew, so too did the space for development of the relationship — but there was 

growing competition for that space. Institutional consolidation of engagement represented 

attempts to occupy this space but also to qualitatively deepen that occupation. 

6.4.3   Trade Activism and China Opportunity 

Consistent with a ‘liberal’ worldview,167 and escalating deregulation of the domestic economy, 

the Hawke Government assumed that the solution to Australia’s ‘deep-seated structural 

problems’ laid with promoting free trade to increase access for its exports to China, and the 

region, and arresting the ominous ‘decline in … [Australia’s] economic significance in East 

Asia’.168 This prompted Australia’s activism under the GATT regime. The Garnaut Report 
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underscored these issues. At the same time, new trading blocs emerged in Europe and North 

America. 

In one sense, such blocs through systems of trade preferencing and/or systematic 

complementarity ran contrary to paradigmatic notions of global competition and free trade. In 

another sense, opportunities for China to engage with developing blocs such as the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO), or with the growing economies in East Asia, forced 

competition for closer engagement with rising China. This pushed Australia into ‘fending off’ 

potential exclusion from regional institutions such as Malaysia’s mooted East Asian Economic 

Group (EAEG), proposed a year after the APEC proposal, and which brought the concepts of 

East Asia and Asia-Pacific into political and ideological contest.169 Such exclusion would 

damage Australian engagement with China at multiple levels. 

Gareth Evans was reminded of Australia as a ‘torn country’ unable to ‘defect from the 

West, redefine itself as an Asian country, and to cultivate close ties to its neighbours’.170 

Fragility of the international trading regime and stalling Uruguay round of free trade 

negotiations impelled a government policy course for global free trade and investment using 

the springboard of Asia Pacific cooperation.171 This had the perceived advantages of increasing 

‘regional interdependence’ in a newly defined region that brought East Asia and the US 

together and validating Australian membership — not only because Australia was seen to be 

driving initiatives such as the Cairns Group but ultimately the APEC initiative of Hawke. These 

moves were ‘expected to encourage a more stable and cohesive political environment’.172 
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Rather than comprising a scatter-gun approach to policy, the ALP approach maintained a firm 

focus on consolidation of institutional engagement with China across multiple dimensions. 

Australia’s foreign policy during this period was described as ‘Diplomacy in the Market 

Place’173 and ‘economic diplomacy’.174 The Hawke Government approach to perceived ‘global 

economic interdependence’ was ‘proactive’ and. emphasised initiatives such as the GATT 

round of the Cairns Group of Fair Trading Nations. This might well have been named as Free 

Trading rather than Fair Trading nations as it aimed to force consideration of agricultural trade 

by the GATT Uruguay round of talks. Australian desire to access China’s market for primary 

products was an important motivator here. Between 1948 and 1994 the GATT ‘provided the 

rules for much of world trade’.175 Originally a third Bretton Woods institution to oversee 

international economic trade cooperation, GATT was intended to supplement the World Bank 

(WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). GATT gave rise to the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) in 1995, which leap frogged the UN intention to create an International 

Trade Organisation. Through these institutions a set of US and neoliberal dominated constructs 

formed ‘the rules based system’ with which China and other trading nations must comply. 

China aspired to membership of what would become the WTO but was unsuccessful until 2001. 

Both Australia and China looked to removing obstacles to their exports and saw free trade as a 

suitable vehicle. 

Australia provided conditional support for China’s WTO candidacy in return for greater 

and more favourable access for Australia to the Chinese market. The government stressed the 

complementarity between China and Australia. This proved to be a potent linkage for 

                                                 
173 Boyce and Angel (1992). 
174 Garnaut (1989: 7). 
175 Demaret (1996: 123). 



179 

 

consolidating Australian engagement with China and demonstrates the significance of the 

neoliberal shift for Australian engagement with China. 

Australia’s relationship ‘intensified’ following Deng Xiaoping’s announcement in 

December 1978 of China’s ‘open door policy’. China threat concerns diminished but the 

change was more quantitative than qualitative, involving expanded bilateral economic, 

technological, political and strategic links. The relationship with China became ‘part of a 

broader regional initiative’ seeking economic opportunity in Asia.176 This suggests that 

institutional engagement broadened more than it deepened, which infers limited institutional 

consolidation. High-level and reciprocal visits and significant trade growth characterised the 

period. This is exemplified in Table 6.3 below. The scale of bilateral trade grew noticeably, but 

the balance of trade shifted in China’s favour by 1990. Rather than resulting from programs 

aimed directly at China, these changes largely resulted from Australia’s general trade 

liberalisation driven by the new economic paradigm, particularly in industries such as textiles, 

clothing and footwear. Growth in trade facilitated and even motivated closer institutional 

consolidation of the relationship but it also contained the seeds of discontent at the attitudinal 

level due to Australian domestic impacts. 
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Table 6.3: Composition of Trade with China 1981–1990 (AU$ in Current Prices) 

Year Exports(X) Imports(M) Ratio (X/M) Total 

1981   557   295 1.9     852 

1982   817   315 2.6 11132 

1983   468   254 1.8     722 

1984   871   355 2.5   1226 

1985 1271   415 3.1   1686 

1986 1587   500 3.2   2087 

1987 1526   739 2.1   2265 

1988 1102   886 1.2   1988 

1989 1197 1227 1.0   2424 

1990 1287 1331 1.0   2618 

Source: Based on Composition of Trade (DFAT 1993 also cited in China Brief, July 1994: 57).  

 

Secretary-General Hu Yaobang and Premier Zhao Ziyang visited Australia in 1983. Bilateral 

meetings between senior Foreign Ministry officials occurred on arms control and disarmament 

issues as well as consultations prior to the UN General Assembly opening in 1984. By 1985 all 

Australian prime ministers had visited China. In 1986, the Sino-Australian Joint Ministerial 

Economic Commission was formed to provide economic relations coordination. Although, the 

‘emphasis was on the construction stage of the relationship’,177 the relations had matured 

sufficiently by this time to allow Australia to broach and ultimately resolve the Kampuchean 

issue. A positive achievement of the ALP Government, this displayed willingness by China to 

play a positive role in the region. China exhibited sufficient confidence in the relationship to 

‘confront the notion still purveyed by some Australians, of a “China threat”, an idea seen by 

China as founded on historic “misunderstanding” and “prejudice”’.178 These factors 

demonstrate the significance of growing consolidation of institutional engagement.  

The events of June 1989 had more effect on attitudinal rather than on institutional 

consolidation.179 The Hawke Government’s response did not satisfy human rights advocates. 
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Human rights, or other social objectives, interfere with market efficiency and a reading of the 

Garnaut Report would have predicted the government response. Garnaut had recommended 

that ‘the most important thing that Australia and Australians can do for human rights in North-

East Asia is to promote systemic change through consistent support, as a reliable economic 

partner, for internationally-oriented economic reform policies’.180 

 

 

Figure 6.7: China’s Rapid Economic Development (Real GDP) 

 

  Sources: Maddison (2010); International Monetary Fund (IMF 2012).  

 

The Australian Government’s sanctions following Tiananmen ‘were carefully targeted and 

timed to keep as much of the relationship intact as possible’.181 By the beginning of 1991 ‘the 

relationship was warming considerably’.182 China’s economy was booming (Figure 6.8 above). 

The nine per cent annual growth rate of the 1980s shot to almost 13 per cent between 1990 and 

                                                 
180 Garnaut (1989: 136). 
181 Nossal (1993) in Kent (1996: 371). 
182 Kent (1996: 371). 



182 

 

1993.183 Towards the end of 1993 Australia’s ‘consistent support’ for China included attempted 

dissuasion of US linking Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status for China and human rights.184 

China’s expansion of defence spending and increased Chinese assertiveness drew regional 

attention. 

6.4.4   Human Rights and Quiet Diplomacy 

In 1993, Australia’s relationship with China was no longer ‘special’. It was ‘good, but not 

intimate … cooperative and businesslike, but not uncritical’. The ‘bedrock’ of Australia’s 

relations was ‘economic, rather than political’, but the ‘dependence of economic ties on a 

secure strategic environment … was viewed as axiomatic’.185 Merging of the economic and the 

political created some problems, partially arising from cultural differences between Australia 

and China. Human rights has been mentioned. Two parliamentary human rights delegations 

visited China from Australia, in July 1991 and again in November 1992. The government could 

not ignore the public outcry over Tiananmen and human rights in China in general. Foreign 

Minister Evans stressed that Australia differed in its approach to human rights from other 

Western nations. He argued that Australia equally valued ‘economic/social rights and 

civil/political rights’.186 The delegations emphasised the latter, while the former echoed the 

recommendation of the Garnaut Report referred to above. Garnaut argued that ‘abuses like 

those of June 1989 damage progress on economic reform’. 187 By the time of the second 

delegation’s visit, relations had already ‘formally recovered’. The new policy was one of ‘quiet 

diplomacy’ which replaced ‘proactive human rights policy’.188 The degree of consolidation of 
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institutional engagement is reflected partly in how these delegations were conceived, proposed, 

enacted and received by both parties. The Australian delegations displayed deeper 

understanding of Chinese concerns but also had the skills (for example language skills, 

Mandarin and Tibetan; Chinese law; and human rights) to access information and communicate 

it. This forced the Chinese delegation to be better prepared and more responsive. This 

illustrated the significance of China literacy for Australian engagement with China. Ultimately 

these delegations extended the realm of institutional engagement to include human rights but 

also arguably a broader conceptualisation of rights. China was also aware that Australia was 

not beyond criticism on human rights issues, such that there was potentially room for dialogue. 

6.4.5   Different Views on Some Issues 

Chinese Ambassador to Australia Shi Chunlai, in his 1993 submission to the Senate Standing 

Committee, stated that ‘no serious political obstruction’ was apparent in the relationship, 

instead it was recognised that ‘due to different cultural and historical backgrounds, countries 

like China and Australia can have different views on some issues’.189 This statement indicated 

China’s changing perceptions and also the strength of the bilateral relationship through ongoing 

institutional consolidation of engagement. This consolidation was produced by the high degree 

of continuity characterising the behavioural level of Australian engagement with China — 

despite attitudinal level setbacks produced by the events of 1989. This high level of institutional 

consolidation assists explanation of the apparent disjuncture between government behaviour 

and popular attitudes to these events. Rather than viewing Australian suspension of high-level 

contacts following the Tiananmen events as a simple reaction to Chinese action, the relative 

moderation and restraint of sanctions as well as their short-lived imposition can be explained 
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as inertia produced by the longstanding and ongoing consolidation of the relationship. This is 

consistent with insights provided from the field of Comparative Foreign Policy analysis. 

Phillips argues that experts’ ability to deal with issues is partially ‘a function of their 

understanding’ drawn from recent experience of the ‘intent underlying patterns of behaviour 

that have been received from object nations’. 190 Government policy will also be influenced by 

different interest groups and elites — depending on the issue and time. 

In the case of China, there was no shortage of positive support for the relationship. The 

massive growth in trade, from a narrow agricultural base prior to the 1973 Trade Agreement 

(see Table 6.4 above for example), stimulated subsequent legal and institutional frameworks 

associated with mutual economic interests, official and unofficial fora covering aid, academic, 

educational, cultural and other relations plus high-level exchanges provided positive incentive 

to further the relationship rather than curtail it. China’s reciprocation of engagement helped to 

consolidate the relationship. 

6.4.6   Multilateralisation of China Relations 

The ALP approach to multilateralism and the region was not without its critics, especially in 

the Opposition. In the relationship dominated by trade, multilateralism is consistent with the 

neoliberal commitment to globalised free trade. The ALP Government’s concern was to 

maintain a position in such a system. 

David Jenkins said of the Australian Foreign Minister Gareth Evans that ‘his mind craves 

structures’.191 The workings of DFAT provided evidence of this idea of structure in its 

corporate plan and mission statement.192 These aim for winning an (ill-defined) future for 
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Australia in the world. But while the shape of that future might be ill-defined, its ‘ideological 

essence’, as Goldsworthy describes it, resonates with concepts of ‘competition’ and by 

implication winners and losers and meshing with ideas of independence and identity. These are 

strongly neoliberal concepts. This ‘emergent ideology’, based on ‘winning a future’, 

represented ‘a standard foreign policy ideology for the times’. This was seen as offering greater 

prospects for initiatives of small and middle powers seeking greater competitiveness through 

‘cooperation within a rules-based order’. An international trading order, ‘characterised by large 

scale regional associations … such as APEC’, was expected to achieve the primary goal of 

economic prosperity, based on the pursuit of ‘global free trade’.193 

The Hawke Government aimed for ‘enmeshment’ with Asia, a term often used without 

further scrutiny.194 The APEC forum established in 1989 was a significant initiative of the 

Hawke Government, largely attributable to Hawke’s personal involvement. Takashi Terada 

notes that although APEC was ‘not purely an Australian initiative’ it was Australia, through 

Hawke’s commitment, which ‘took the risk of launching it’.195 Hawke always intended for 

China to be part of APEC, which it joined in November 1991, after the Tiananmen tensions 

had subsided. However, Australia was also keen for Taiwan and Hong Kong to be included — 

which posed political difficulties in relation to the One China Policy. This obstacle was 

resolved to involve all three, without compromising China’s sovereignty claims and signalling 

an important advance in China’s ability and willingness to engage with the region. However, 

it is hard to ignore that this could be easily interpreted as a de facto ‘two China policy’.196 

Membership of APEC is shown in Figure 6.9 below. 
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Figure 6.8: APEC Membership 

 

 Source: New Zealand Treasury (2007), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). Retrieved at: 

 https://treasury.govt.nz/about-treasury/our-work/key-relationships/asia-pacific-economic-cooperation-apec.  

 

Despite the critics of Hawke’s China policy, especially FitzGerald and Fung who labelled 

Australian emphasis on China as excessive and neglectful of other regional neighbours, 

Hawke’s initiative on APEC had collaboration. The support came from Japan — one of those 

regional neighbours that Hawke was accused of neglecting. Hawke’s strategic vision for 

Australia’s focus in the Asia-Pacific identified China as the ‘rallying point’.197 This indicated 

a significant understanding of the looming dominance of China regionally and globally.  
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As a ‘liminal’ state between two worlds Australia was consciously attempting to relocate 

itself.198 No longer European, not accepted as Asian — Australia needed to create a place for 

itself in the Asia Pacific region. Hawke’s ebullient enthusiasm for China has been described as 

‘derived from deeper and more compelling causes than either his critics or defenders … made 

clear’.199 This is a credible explanation which suggests a determined sophistication to direct 

institutional consolidation of engagement with China. It also reflects the influence of neoliberal 

dominance of policy agendas. This interpretation is consistent with the main conclusions of the 

Garnaut Report, including Garnaut’s rejection of any ‘logical boundaries between bilateral, 

regional and multilateral zones of economic diplomacy’.200 

In addition to Hawke’s view that ‘close relations with China’ would enhance Australia’s 

standing in the Asia-Pacific region, other considerations were relevant. Relations with China 

were relatively new and required further institutionalisation and consolidation. Australia faced 

competition from other countries for access to ‘the Chinese marketplace’ and for a place in the 

world,201 which was also evident in the provision of commercially motivated, but aid-based 

programs. Third, Australian tourists were in per capita terms, the most frequent foreign visitors 

to China — an indicator of favourable Australian public opinion towards China and greater 

people to people links. Chinese students were also attracted to Australia in greater numbers. 

Hawke was an expert in ‘cashing in on popular sentiments’.202 Finally, Hawke was personally 

encouraged in his endeavours by the active and generally positive Chinese Government 

response. 
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Although Hawke is noted for his enthusiastic (almost hyperbolic) language to describe 

China’s importance to Australia — Wang notes that these descriptions were almost ‘invariably 

in the presence of his Chinese counterparts’ who reciprocated the rhetoric as well as practice.203 

Hawke’s ‘vigorous’ contribution to consolidation of engagement with China should not be 

underestimated. In concert with Chinese leaders, Hawke established ‘a regime of bilateral 

institutions … across the whole range of relations’. 204 This was instrumental in mitigation of 

the damage to the relationship following the Tiananmen crisis. 

6.4.7   Keating Steps Up 

In December 1991 Paul Keating replaced Bob Hawke as ALP parliamentary leader and as 

Prime Minister. This change was significant for domestic politics, partly by terminating public 

disunity within the government, but foreign policy was barely impacted, largely because Gareth 

Evans retained his portfolio as Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade. The Australian 

Ambassador to China, David Sadleir, became head of ASIO and was replaced by Michael 

Lightowler — an instrumental figure in implementation of the CAP in the 1980s and the most 

senior official ever to be appointed as Ambassador to China, reflecting continued high priority 

attached to the relationship but also further indication of increasing emphasis on economic 

diplomacy in China policy. The new ambassador was supported by an ‘energetic’, ‘well 

trained’ team which contained a high proportion of accomplished Chinese language 

speakers.205 Australia opened a new Consulate-General in Guangzhou, which was very 

significant given the economic importance of the South China region, bringing parity to the 

mutual consular services, until 1994 when China established a third consulate in Perth. 
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Following the hiatus of 1989, high-level visits were regularized in 1991 and in 1992 and 

became deeper and more frequent in both directions.206 Prime Minister Keating, did not visit 

in his new capacity until victory in the 1993 election — precisely four years after the events of 

4 June 1989. Keating’s visit followed the Fourteenth Party Congress and the Eighth National 

People’s Congress which sanctioned the ‘socialist market economy’ concept. This presented 

Keating with ‘a favourable setting’ to foster Australia’s economic diplomacy while in China 

rather than remotely from Canberra.207 Chinese Premier Li Peng endorsed Keating’s proposal 

for an APEC leadership summit and Australian relations with China finally returned to the 

‘highest level’ with this visit.208 Restricted defence contacts following 1989 ‘were 

progressively re-established’ and ‘bilateral exchanges became more substantial’ than 

previously. Dialogues were also conducted in multilateral forums, most notably the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) — providing opportunity to exchange ideas on controversial issues 

such as territorial disputes in the South China Sea.209 

Australian investment in China had overtaken Chinese investment in Australia by 1993. 

Australia’s ‘renewal and refocussing’ of collaboration with China on development contributed 

to increased ‘business activism’.210 The Aid programme was resumed in February 1991 and the 

Concessional Finance Facility (CFF) acquired ‘renewed vigour’. China became Australia’s 

third largest aid recipient with an emphasis on mutual commercial benefit.211 As shown in 
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Table 6.4 below, Australian Overseas Development Aid (ODA) to China more than doubled 

and in five years was nearing treble that of the 1988–1999 period. 

 

Table 6.4: Australian Official Development Assistance to China by Program 1988–1994 

(AU$000) 

AIDAB programmes 1988–89 1989–90 1990–91 1991–92 1992–93 1993–94* 

Projects  15,563 10,169 15,096 16,063 16,600 16,780 

Co-financing 1,189      339   4,247 -   2,291    2,000 

CFF (Concessional Finance      

Facility) 

4,046 13,769 16,250 30,871 43,724  48,000 

Training 1,640 1,782   1,529   1,664   1,316    1,900 

Food aid - 9,240 -   3,850   6,355    9,500 

Private-sector linkages - - - -      128       720 

NGOs 257    178      137        91      384       200 

DAP (Direct Aid Program)   48      58        71        78      125       100 

SAS 

(Small Activities Scheme) 

307    397      597     649      542       500 

Emergencies 400 100      100     549 -         75 

Multi-country and global 

seminars 

288 378 

  29 

     669 

       32 

    202 

      42 

     123 

      48 

      100 

        50 

ACIAR programmes       

Agricultural research   1,842   2,172   2,042   2,467   2,498    3,117 

Other govt. departments      596      166      272      149      131       300 

Overseas Student subsidy   4,576   4,665   4,107   4,114   1,640       578 

Total ODA to China 30,752 43,442 45,149 60,759 75,905  83,920 

Source: Australian International Development Assistance Bureau (AIDB), Statistical Summaries (1994:40), see Wang 

(2012: 125–126). 

Note: *Estimates only. 

 

Australia’s revised approach to bilateral development cooperation reduced its focus to fewer 

areas and fewer (but larger) projects — targeting greater efficiency and better impact. As shown 

in Table 6.4 above, the two core sectors of agriculture/forestry and education took precedence 

and former geographical emphases were dispensed with. Apart from direct poverty alleviation 

and addressing regional disparities in China, the revised strategy also emphasised mutual 

commercial benefit. Australia’s development cooperation programme grew and diversified, 

and five years on from 1989 included the Concessional Finance Facility (CFF), agricultural 
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research, co-financing with the World Bank, the Direct Aid Program (DAP), the Small 

Activities Scheme (SAS) and emergency and rehabilitation assistance. 

Increasing sophistication of Australia’s economic links with China was apparent. 

Consolidation of these links resulted from successive governments’ contributions but was 

significantly bolstered under Hawke and Keating, resulting in a growing framework of bilateral 

institutions.212 Prominent amongst these were development cooperation agreements, those 

covering investment protection and double taxation, and annual fora of JMEC (Joint Ministerial 

Economic Commission) and CASEF (China-Australia Senior Executive Forum). Together 

with the political level consultations these institutions helped to safeguard the relationship with 

a safety net against possible external shocks.213 In addition, the growing and deepening bilateral 

relations led to a burgeoning community of Australian academics, politicians, bureaucrats and 

business people with an interest in China. Associations emerged such as the Australia-China 

Council, Australia-China Business Council and the Australia-China Chamber of Commerce. 

6.4.8   Australian Sister Relations with China  

Institutional links between Australian state, city and local government with Chinese 

counterparts are a notable feature of the broadening relationship.214 This represents the highest 

level of institutional consolidation of engagement since recognition. In combination with 

greater exposure of Australian students, tourists and a changing ethnic population mix — 

Australia was developing multifaceted and deepening bonds with people and organisations 

within China together with a deeper understanding of that country. 
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6.4.10   Concluding Remarks 

Institutional level engagement between Australia and China grew from a strong and bipartisan 

basis under the Fraser Coalition Government to reach new heights by 1996 under the long 

period of Hawke and Keating ALP governments. Although the period saw remarkable 

consistency in China engagement there was also considerable transformation. Australia 

broadened its engagement from its traditional bilateral emphasis to engagement which was both 

multilateral and multifaceted. However, towards the end of Prime Minister Keating’s second 

term in office, the high level of institutional consolidation of the China relationship was 

insufficient to insulate the government from domestic economic issues.  

6.5   Conclusion: The Hawke-Keating Years 

Hawke placed engagement with China at the forefront of the government’s foreign policy and 

trade agenda.215 The CAP played a large part in building this agenda which reflected Hawke’s 

espoused mantra that ‘foreign policy is trade’.216 Policy became known as ‘diplomacy in the 

marketplace’.217 Amalgamation of the Departments of Trade and Foreign Affairs into DFAT 

facilitated, and exemplified, this approach. 

Australia adopted a foreign policy approach defined as ‘comprehensive engagement’.218 

The space available for engagement with China bilaterally and increasingly on a multilateral 

basis grew proportionately with change in China. The impact of a break in the nexus created 

by complementarity between Australia and China was not widely considered. Australia was 

pursuing its own neoliberal inspired free trade agenda and policy makers focussed on new 
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competing trading ‘blocs — none of which Australia was a natural member’.219 This inspired 

fear of exclusion from perceived, and desired, China opportunity. 

At the behavioural level, active policy development was increasingly well resourced. The 

Hawke Government’s support for engagement with China was public, prominent and 

evidenced across policy domains.220 This was demonstrated by the government’s ability to 

sustain its position and rapidly normalise relations following the crisis point of 1989. 

Behaviourally, engagement was deepening — even as it was broadening. It was also evident 

that consolidation was unequal across the ‘many elements’ of comprehensive engagement.221 

Aspirations for greater China literacy in the Garnaut Report222 resulted from ethnic 

population growth rather than active policy in this area. Initiatives to deal with this did not 

penetrate the educational or broader community in depth — leaving demands in this area 

unsatisfied and unfunded.223 The conclusion here is that these elements of engagement remain 

in the category of political rhetoric. Other neglected areas included industry policy and public 

infrastructure funding to balance the demise of sections of the domestic manufacturing 

economy and offset reliance on resources-based exports to China. Such neglect, while 

consistent with the new paradigm, did nothing to ameliorate domestic concerns: Keating earned 

the badge for being ‘way out in front of the public, and not linked effectively to jobs and the 

lives of ordinary Australians’.224 
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The level of attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China fluctuated over the 

course of the period 1983 to 1996, with oscillating public support for the government and 

particularly for the Prime Minister. Trade, tourism and education exchange were amongst areas 

that rebounded from the low point of 1989. Further explanation for this rapid rebound and for 

the remarkable continuity in the bilateral engagement can be found in the concept of ‘inertia’.225 

This concept, contrary to explanations involving ‘reciprocity’ or tit-for-tat, suggests that 

previous policy towards China is (at least in part) a constituent of current policy, producing a 

resistance to change.  

Attitudinal consolidation was more volatile but also complex. Engagement with China 

has been led from the top and was described as ‘elitist’.226 Governments sought to change 

domestic social attitudes after policy change was presented as a ‘fait accompli’. This 

‘politicised’ Australia’s regional relations. Economic self-interest was presented as the 

‘driving-motor of engagement’.227 Unemployment, inflation and domestic interest rates were 

causing concern and undermining trust in government policies. Such was the faith in the new 

paradigm, however, that it remained unchallenged.  

Towards the end of the Keating term of office, ‘foreign and foreign-related policies had 

outrun the understanding and tolerance of a substantial portion of the Australian population’.228 

Suggested as a major cause of Keating’s electoral defeat in 1996, this is a reasonable but 

incomplete assessment. An alternative framing of this reasoning is that domestic issues, 

unemployment, wages, interest rates and more, were missing on the policy agenda but 

impacting on the electorate. China opportunity resonated with neoliberal interpretations of 
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economic policy — export-led economic growth, free trade, deregulation and privatisation in 

a domestic environment of fiscal restraint, wage restraint and lack of public investment.  

Australian commitment to comprehensive engagement with China and with the region 

depended on the ‘job of getting the message across domestically’.229 The impact of the Hanson 

debate, claiming to represent ‘mainstream Australia’ emphasised domestic matters. Failure of 

the Keating Government to hear and respond to domestic concerns in a proactive manner is a 

more likely explanation for its defeat. Engagement with China did not preclude alternative 

policy action at home in line with the Accord, which was largely abandoned.  

Foreign ownership, immigration, multiculturalism, foreign aid and demise of Australian 

industries were just some of the targets in this debate The door was opened for ethno-nationalist 

challenge to Asian engagement. Anti-Asian rhetoric blamed Asian migrants, students and 

investors for destroying Australian jobs and with causing economic problems at the end of this 

period. Behavioural level policy was strong on engagement mechanisms and processes but 

deficient in indirectly related domestic policy to address the problems that undermined 

consolidation of engagement attitudinally. 

Australian engagement with China had come a long way towards institutional level 

consolidation. Much of this aimed to build the economic relationship, and traversed areas such 

as development cooperation, taxation, investment protection, foreign affairs, APEC plus a 

growing Australian-based community of ex-patriate and domestic business, cultural, academic 

and other interests. These interests carried political weight and contributed to the rebound from 

the Tiananmen events. At the institutional level, it could be said that relations ‘were beginning 

to enter a stage of maturity’.230  
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This chapter has stressed the importance of correlating the paradigm shift to 

neoliberalism with engagement with China. Such a correlation and exposition is necessary to 

understand many important behavioural elements — such as the equation of trade policy with 

foreign policy; or emphasis on export of resource commodities represented as complementary 

with China’s needs but rejection of alternatives. In addition, there was a shift in emphasis from 

bilateral engagement to a multilateral emphasis dominated by the rules of Bretton Woods 

organisations such as the WTO and the IMF. Indirectly, the reforms of the Hawke Keating era 

contributed to uncertainty in Australia and the potential for organisations such as One Nation 

to gain credibility. The momentum of Australian engagement with China generated under the 

policies of the ALP governments was such that together with the growth of China the pace of 

engagement quickened and broadened in its scope. Overall engagement is summarised in Table 

6.6 below as public, prominent and across policy domains and asymptotically approaching 

consolidation but by 1996 coming under challenge. 

The broadening of the sphere of engagement described above contributed to a 

concomitant expansion in institutional engagement — summarised in Table 6.6 as 

demonstrating strong and growing consolidation. The degree to which behavioural 

consolidation has occurred, together with the attitudinal support has made institutional 

engagement almost unavoidable at the many levels of comprehensive engagement. Much of 

this growth is scale, but the opportunities presented by expansion of the space for institutional 

engagement allow for consolidation of engagement institutionally, behaviourally and 

attitudinally in ways that have not previously been possible. 
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Table 6.5: Australian Engagement with China 1949–1996 

Period Behavioural 

Level b  

Attitudinal 

Level a 

Institutional Level i 

Pre-recognition 

1949–72 

Assessment —  

Index b =0  

  

 

Assessment —  

Index a=1  

 

Assessment —  

Index i=0 

Whitlam  

1972–75 

Assessment —  

Index b=4  

 

Assessment —  

Index a=3 

 

Assessment — 

Index i=3 

 

Fraser  

1975–83 

Assessment —  

Index 4<b<5  

 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Hawke-Keating 

1983–96 

Assessment —  

Index 4<b<5  

 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

Assessment —  
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CHAPTER 7 

The Howard Years 1996–2007 

7.1   Introduction 

This chapter examines consolidation of Australian engagement with China under the Howard 

Government which came to dominate Australian politics between 11 March 1996 and 3 

December 2007 — winning four successive elections. 

In the previous period Australian engagement with China shifted from predominantly 

bilateral to a multilateral focus. Trade and foreign policy became synonymous. The impacts of 

domestic policy reforms became overshadowed by appeals to alleged imperatives of 

globalisation. Australian engagement with China deepened and broadened at multiple levels. 

A significant part of the analysis of this period argued that the ALP governments of Bob Hawke 

and Paul Keating sought to relocate Australia. The dilemma between Australia’s history and 

geography was presented as a defining choice for the country’s future. John Howard argued 

that such a choice was not necessary. This chapter begins in the following section with an 

assessment of behavioural level consolidation of the engagement process under the Howard 

Government. 
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7.2   Behavioural Consolidation: Active Policy Development and    

Implementation 

7.2.1   Overview 

Prior to the 1996 election, Opposition Leader John Howard rejected Australia’s need to choose 

‘between the past and the future, between history and geography’.1 The 1997 government 

White Paper, In the National Interest, presented the ‘two most profound influences on 

Australian foreign and trade policy’ as globalisation and the rise of East Asia — which, as 

Garnaut clearly identified, centred on China.2 Ironically, similar rhetoric was used to justify 

Keating’s domestic reforms. Despite distancing his government’s policies from those of the 

Hawke-Keating period, especially with respect to Australia-US relations, the Howard 

Government’s stance was to insist that this ‘in no way … cramped our style with the Chinese’.3 

At the behavioural level, Howard continued to deny that Australia had to choose: ‘Australia’s 

relationship with China [would] remain a central feature of Australian foreign policy’. The 

Government would ‘promote engagement in Asia … by strengthening the focus on bilateral 

relations’.4 Institutionally, Howard rejected the multilateralism of his predecessor in favour of 

bilateralism. This was triggered by the failure of 1999 WTO talks in Seattle which was a 

culmination of dissatisfaction, particularly from developing nations but also from significant 

sections of civil society in the wealthy world, over the inclinations of the Clinton administration 

(1993–2001) to strategic and political approaches to trade resulting in free trade agreements 

such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA, 1994) — a similar factor 

motivated the ALP approach to multilateral APEC. Engagement was ‘about foreign policy not 

identity’. Media misreading of Howard as a ‘Menzian throwback’ distracted from his ‘radical 

                                                 
1 Howard (1995). 
2 Commonwealth of Australia (1997). 
3 Cited in Shanahan and Lewis (2003). See also Conley (2011). 
4 Downer (1996b); McDowall (2009). 
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populist’ challenge to what had become ‘Labor’s cultural orthodoxy’.5 Howard’s ‘cultural 

traditionalism’ linked his foreign policy to domestic policy — aiming to split the Labor vote. 

This helped shape the arena in which contending views jousted and created problems for 

Howard’s management of the challenge of Hansonism, whose influence spread beyond the One 

Nation organisation and has outlasted the tenure of successive governments. While China 

might have been able to accommodate differences with Australia, whether Howard’s approach 

would deepen or undermine engagement in the longer term was questionable.  

For the Howard Government, the rise of China presented ‘economic opportunity’ but 

also ‘a strategic challenge’.6 This forms part of the paradox represented by Australia’s major 

relationships, as they were later described by Malcolm Fraser.7 This seemed to represent 

elements of continuity with the previous ALP Government’s policy of engagement with China 

but a shift away from their predecessor’s embrace of relocation and greater independence — 

‘an inherent tension within the Howard Government between economic prosperity and 

promoting strategic stability’ as they viewed it.8 Independent action was not absent from 

Howard policy towards China, although it was harder to identify other aspects of his foreign 

policy. China remained the object of economic desire but arguably an object of fear.  

The Howard Government’s representations of Australian engagement with China have 

been described as varying in ‘mood and rhetoric’ — transitioning through several stages. This 

began with ‘relationship deterioration’, moving through ‘restoration and intensification’ — 

1997 to 2002 — and culminating in a period of ‘relationship ambiguity’ from 2003 through 

2007, a period of ‘friendly unease’.9 

                                                 
5 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 21). 
6 McDowall (2009: 8) 
7 Fraser (2016). 
8 Ibid, 9. 
9 Ibid, 4. 
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7.2.2   Engagement and Partnership 

In July 1996, Foreign Minister Alexander Downer, addressed a meeting on the issue of 

Australia, North East Asia and China.10 Downer pointedly reiterated the ‘overwhelming 

message that Australia’s relationship with China was one of engagement and partnership’ — 

the same message as Malcolm Fraser during his 1982 visit to China. Downer, who had worked 

as an adviser to Fraser and was later replaced as Liberal Party and Opposition Leader by 

Howard, elaborated that ‘the vast changes occurring in North East Asia’ provide Australia with 

‘opportunities’ for a mutually beneficial relationship with China that was ‘even more 

substantial and closer’. The Howard Government’s policy, again outlined by Downer, was that 

Australian engagement with China remained ‘a central feature of Australian foreign policy’.11 

What ‘a central feature’ means in comparison with the priority given to engagement with China 

by the previous ALP governments of Hawke and Keating warrants some examination. 

Downer unequivocally informed the region that the Australian Government’s ‘highest 

foreign policy priority’ was for ‘closer engagement with Asia’ which would be guided by a 

‘road map’ to greater engagement’.12 Notably, instead of emphasising engagement as a process, 

Downer stresses where from and where to — origin and destination. ‘Asia’, it could be said, is 

a very imprecise destination. Howard challenged the orthodoxy that had evolved in the post-

Whitlam era on a bipartisan basis and which had culminated in the policies of the Keating 

period. For Keating, engagement included more than foreign policy; it was about Australian 

outlook and identity. Howard took the opposite view. Howard attacked Labor at the attitudinal 

level, to split Labor’s electoral base. This is ‘the reason that his foreign policy was contentious 

and divisive’.13 One reflection of this is the tension between Prime Minister Howard and 

                                                 
10 Downer (1996c). 
11 Downer (1996b). Emphasis added. 
12 Downer (1996b). 
13 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 7). 
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several prominent figures, including the architect of Australia’s China Action Plan (CAP), Ross 

Garnaut; former DFAT Secretary, Dick Woolcott; and former Defence Force Chief Peter 

Gration. The degree to which ‘the policy leaders of one generation turned so comprehensively 

against a successor government’ was unprecedented.14 

Behavioural consolidation of engagement with China depended on active government 

policy development, its motivations for such policy, and its successful implementation. Even 

Malcolm Fraser turned critic of the Howard Government’s foreign policy. Much of Fraser’s 

criticism revolved around perceptions of Australian subservience to the US and absence of 

parliamentary reference. As noted elsewhere in this thesis, there is no mandated oversight of 

Foreign Affairs by Parliament under the Australian Constitution. This was an area of significant 

interest to China — an apparent conflict between Australian democratic rhetoric and its practice 

— and an issue for Australian engagement with China. The examples cited below demonstrate 

that this was arguably a deeply embedded problem.  

7.2.3   Sidelining of Parliament 

The most controversial instance of Parliament being sidelined was the Cabinet decision to 

participate in the US invasion of Iraq. The pretext for the 2003 government decision was 

disarmament of weapons of mass destruction, but undeniably focussed on regime change. This 

decision was examined in 2004 by the report of parliamentary inquiry — Intelligence on Iraq’s 

Weapons of Mass Destruction.15 The enquiry gathered information from Australia’s top 

analytical intelligence organisations — the Defence Intelligence Organisation and the Office 

of National Assessment (March 2001 to March 2003). None of the government’s arguments 

                                                 
14 Ibid, 7. 
15 Australian Parliament (2004). Retrieved at: 

http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Former_Committees/pjcaad/wmd/report#fullr

eport.  

http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Former_Committees/pjcaad/wmd/report#fullreport
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Former_Committees/pjcaad/wmd/report#fullreport
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were supported by the intelligence presented to it by its own agencies, which did not face 

parliamentary scrutiny prior to the decision being taken. Burton’s findings on broader 

Australian evidence, ‘demonstrated that the exalted status of foreign policy has contributed to 

its isolation from the standard (if unsatisfactory) accountability processes of parliament’.16 

From the latter assessment, this narrows the opportunity for bipartisan parliamentary policy 

development and ignores the lessons of earlier decisions, for example, to commit troops to 

Vietnam, as analysed by Woodard.17 This draws attention to the quality of decision making on 

engagement in general, including engagement with China. These matters are of considerable 

consequence for behavioural consolidation of engagement with China because they go to 

capacity at the behavioural level and because they impact on Chinese perceptions of Australia. 

For China, this must stand in contrast to the rhetoric of democracy so often directed 

against China but revealing tensions between elite and other orders of Australian society. The 

willingness of the ‘coalition of the willing’ to use military intervention and regime change must 

have sent mixed messages to China about the interventionist nature of Australian foreign 

policy. In some views, Australian willingness to identify so closely with US policy and the 

Howard Government’s declarations of ‘closer’ and ‘more substantial’ engagement with China 

might potentially be conflicted. This is what Malcolm Fraser meant when he later described 

the Australia-US-China relationship as a paradox — where reliance on a greatest friend for 

protection against potential conflict with a greatest trading partner in the circumstances where 

threat is generated by the policies of the greatest friend.18 This illustrates how, at the 

behavioural level, consolidation of engagement can be influenced by seemingly unconnected 

                                                 
16 Burton (2005: 53). 
17 Woodard (2004: 25). 
18 Fraser (2016). 
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policy actions that are part of a complex web of ‘many elements’ which make up 

comprehensive engagement. 

Kendall also draws attention to an ‘absence of any parliamentary legislative mandate in 

foreign affairs’ which reinforces ‘executive … prerogative’ as raised here. In March 1950, 

Percy Spender, Minister for External Affairs outlined to Parliament a proposal to form a 

Standing Committee on External Affairs.19 Spender clearly informed Parliament that the 

committee could advise but ‘will not itself “make” policy, since that is, and must remain, the 

responsibility of the Executive’.20 Gyngell and Wesley point to lack of ‘capacity to contribute’ 

as well as ‘lack of interest (or incentive to take an interest)’ in foreign affairs amongst the 

majority of parliamentarians.21 This raises the serious question that if democratically elected 

parliamentary representatives are ‘estranged from the foreign policy process’ and ‘many in fact 

are uninterested’ — who makes policy and what interests drive it? This is of fundamental 

importance for active policy development and implementation which is the basis of behavioural 

consolidation of engagement. The example below is illustrative. It is drawn from Timothy 

Kendall’s monograph on the history of the Australian Parliament’s dealings with China, from 

Federation to the 41st Parliament of Australia in 2007. Part of this study involved a 

Parliamentary Questionnaire which was conducted towards the end of the Howard period when 

China became Australia’s most significant trading partner.22 The level of response found by 

Kendall is shown in Table 7.1 below.  

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Spender (1950: 622). 
20 Ibid. 
21 Gyngell and Wesley (2007: 148). 
22 Kendall (2008: 8). 
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Table 7.1: Parliamentary Questionnaire: Australia’s Relationship with China  

(41st Australian Parliament) 

Party % of respondents 

 

% adjusted for Party  

 representation in Parliament 

ALP 42 22 

Democrat 3 50 

Green 2 25 

Liberal 41 18 

National 10 27 

   Source: Kendall (2008: 112).  

 

On the specific question of engagement with China, only 26 per cent of Australian 

parliamentarians responded to Kendall’s Questionnaire. This represented 59 of 226 

parliamentarians. These are broken down by Party in Table 7.1. The respondents were a ‘self-

selected group’ with ‘an active interest or involvement in the Australia-China relationship’.23 

The group included pro-Taiwan and pro-Tibet members. 

If Australian engagement with China was indeed being consolidated behaviourally, 

rather than being based on the commercial relationship, where as one interviewee in Kendall’s 

study described it — ‘Parliament is merely a spectator’— this raises serious questions about 

the consolidation process. The need for greater emphasis on cultural and educational 

engagement and the promotion of greater Australian ‘China literacy’ is apparent. Absence of 

professional or academic expertise is an insufficient excuse for lack of interest or involvement 

in political decision making, especially when it concerns a relationship that is so obviously 

important to Australia.24 Such an appeal to ignorance (however prevalent and honest an 

admission) would not win much electoral support for failure to grapple with other wide ranging 

economic, social and political issues confronting Parliament. 

                                                 
23 Kendall (2008: 111). 
24 Ibid, 115. 
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The major China-related inquiry undertaken during Howard’s term was conducted by the 

Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee which reported in 

November 2005 and March 2006. The Committee travelled as guests of the PRC government, 

a positive indicator of consolidating institutional engagement but also fundamental for 

consolidation at the behavioural level. The first report was predisposed by its terms of reference 

to focus on the relationship through the prism of trade.25 ‘Australia’s limited capacity to deliver 

China-literacy’ was an important theme arising from the Committee’s enquiry. This was widely 

endorsed in submissions which ‘shattered the illusion of a China-literate nation’,26 and 

summarised by Professor David Goodman’s remark that there is an absence of ‘educational 

and intellectual infrastructure for dealing with China’. Government was in denial of these 

findings claiming it had ‘done enough’ towards promotion of Asia/China literacy in Australian 

primary and secondary schools.27 This would be subsequently challenged by Australia in the 

Asian Century White Paper process following the defeat of the Howard Government.28  

7.2.4   Meaning of Engagement 

Howard maintained Keating’s ‘stance of engagement’ but he ‘broke decisively’ with Keating’s 

‘meaning of engagement’. Howard’s approach to Asia was that of an ‘Australian cultural 

traditionalist’.29 Under the Labor tradition, Australia had to free itself from the psychological 

constraints imposed by great and powerful friends — the history versus geography dilemma. 

Kim Beazley, former ALP Opposition Leader and Deputy Prime Minister under Keating 

(1995–1996) argued that Hawke and Keating believed that ‘a new nationalism was possible’. 

This embodied multiculturalism, independence and recognition of the country’s geography, 

                                                 
25 Ibid, 141. 
26 Ibid, 142. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Commonwealth of Australia (2012). 
29 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 23). 
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although (contrary to some criticism) emphasising that Australia was not Asian, but neither 

was it European — it was Australia. Howard repudiated ‘Keating’s cultural vision’.30 Howard 

and Downer asserted the Liberal, conservative tradition’s equal ownership of engagement with 

Asia rather than ‘politicians in Canberra suddenly seeing the light in the 1990s’.31 

It is easily assumed that those ‘politicians in Canberra’ refers to the post-1972 ALP. 

Supporting this assumption, it must be remembered that Foreign Minister Downer, amongst 

several selective oversights, ignored Liberal Prime Minister MacMahon’s attack on ALP leader 

Gough Whitlam for his visit to The People’s Republic of China in1971 and that it took the 

government of Malcolm Fraser to adopt a bilateral approach to engagement with China. From 

that point, however, engagement with China became genuinely bipartisan. Although, Menzies’ 

Minister for External Affairs, R.G. Casey, favoured recognition following the Chinese 

revolution in 1949, he was not in the majority in his party. 

It is arguable that the conceptualisation of engagement with China under Fraser had more 

in common with the ALP than with Howard. Australia had moved on behaviourally but also 

attitudinally and institutionally by the time of the Fraser Government. At the same time, US 

attitudes to engagement with China had changed positively. Together with other reasons 

described later, this created the opportunity for policy which favoured deeper engagement and 

for a minority position on China in the Coalition parties to become the majority position and 

for an alignment with the policy of the ALP. 

Paul Kelly argued that Howard was not ‘a sophisticated thinker’ but that he was ‘the most 

complex prime minister to analyse’.32 He cultivated a populist mode of communication rather 

than intellectual and elite oriented, making it difficult to evaluate his foreign policy. Attempts 

                                                 
30 Ibid, 24. 
31 Downer (1996b). 
32 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 2,3). 
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to capture Howard’s approach fail for being too unidimensional and missing Howard’s 

synthesis of ideology, pragmatism, populism, tradition and reform. Howard’s attack on ‘the 

Foreign Policy Establishment’,33 strikes a populist note to entrench his traditional support for 

powerful friends and for Australian values, economic success, bilateralism in preference to 

multilateralism and a determination to gain political dominance within his party and against 

Labor. This is a more complex view of Howard than seeing him simply as a Menzies 

throwback. Howard recognised the significance of the attitudinal level to support and sustain 

his government behaviourally and institutionally. This is demonstrated by his defeat of Keating 

and his longevity in office during which his government was able to further consolidate 

engagement with China. 

Before becoming Prime Minister in 1996, John Howard spent 22 years in a parliamentary 

career ‘conspicuous for its focus on domestic issues and limited attention to the wider world’.34 

As revealed above, on foreign policy the Australian Parliament was charged with ‘spectator’ 

status — the receiver of executive-dominated policy.35 This was evidenced above in the discord 

between Howard and key foreign policy elites. According to Howard, however, foreign and 

security policy is one of his government’s main achievements — a highly contentious claim 

made long before full scrutiny was possible.36 

Australia had not recovered from the impacts of the 1991–1992 recession when Howard 

came to power in 1996. Unemployment exceeded 8.1 per cent and close to a third of this was 

long-term unemployment.37 Neoliberal policy preoccupation with inflation, microeconomic 

reform and deficit reduction dominated policy. These were premised on improving Australian 

                                                 
33 Ibid, 6. 
34 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 1). 
35 Kendall (2008:118). 
36 Ibid. 
37 Debelle and Vickery (1998: 641–52). 
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competitive advantage in a globalised market and winning the benefits of a rapidly growing 

China and region. While arguably directed towards China and undoubtedly active and 

resolutely implemented, the impact of these policies could only contribute to overall 

consolidation if accompanied by attitudinal and institutional consolidation none of which is 

sufficient alone. 

Downer heralded further ‘labour market reform’, ‘microeconomic reforms … on the 

waterfront, transport and communications’ — a harbinger of looming domestic disputes.38 The 

Howard Government commitment to pursuit of ‘economic efficiency’ included slashing large 

numbers of positions in the public service, which had implications for behavioural level 

consolidation because of its impact on government capacity for policy creation. The cuts 

included a cut to DFAT staffing by as much as 20 per cent.39 DFAT was sidelined by the 

Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet and Treasury. The placement of Howard supporters 

in key positions strengthened the position of the Prime Minister.40 This does not mean that 

Howard was the originator of China policy but that it certainly bore his stamp and consolidation 

of engagement at the behavioural level was strongly influenced by Howard’s worldview. 

Paul Kelly offers the judgement that ‘prime ministerial government is the central 

organising feature of our governance’. He added that Howard eventually ‘had no choice’ but 

to build his foreign policy profile which was shaped by ‘the depth of attitudes that he carried 

into office in 1996.’ Howard was ‘passionate about his beliefs yet unsure of his policy’.41 

Although Howard’s policy developed and became more ‘refined’ over the course of his 

government, ‘his attitudes remained remarkably untouched’. The relationship with the US 

                                                 
38 Downer (1996b). 
39 Goldsworthy (2001). An overview in  Cotton and Ravenhill (2001: 10–30). 
40 Wang (2012: 158). 
41 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 2). 
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represented our ‘special national asset’. Japan was our ‘best friend in Asia’ and China was our 

‘greatest opportunity’.42 

Howard’s attitudes were an amalgam of his ideology, background, judgement and 

prejudices united by a ‘pervasive stubbornness’ — a ‘new vision’ plus ‘a new dogmatism’. 

Howard worked closely with Alexander Downer, who retains the record of being Australia’s 

longest serving Foreign Minister. However, the Prime Minister’s role became more 

‘presidential’, with a strong and disciplined Cabinet. Even the backbench was marked by this 

discipline.43 

As discussed above, Kendall offers an alternative interpretation of ‘discipline’ based on 

lack of capacity, opportunity and interest amongst parliamentarians who lack relevance to the 

formation of foreign policy — perhaps contributing to spectator status. This is consistent with 

the framework for assessment of consolidation developed in this work which stresses the 

interconnection of many elements at multiple levels. As argued above this is a potential 

outcome of earlier, cumulative policy decisions (or absence of decision). The scale of such a 

capacity deficit could only be exacerbated by failure at the behavioural level to keep pace with 

the rate of growth of China and the demands of a broadening relationship. 

7.2.5   Strategic Economic Relationship 

Assessment of Australian engagement with China based on the depictions of Howard’s cultural 

traditionalism versus the approach of his predecessors might explain some, if not many, of 

Howard’s foreign policy decisions, but the time had long since passed that foreign policy could 

be viewed in purely diplomatic terms. Under Labor, economic diplomacy was the norm. 

                                                 
42 Ibid, 3. 
43 McDougall and Edney (2010: 206). 
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Guided by policy under Howard, the relationship with China became a ‘strategic economic 

relationship’. China as opportunity was just as important as it was under Labor. Howard 

described the economic reforms of the Hawke and Keating era as ‘notable’ and ‘unopposed’ 

(that is, bipartisan), he goes on to say that the ‘Coalition indemnified’ the ALP politically over 

deregulation of the financial sector, especially floating the Australian dollar and tariff reduction 

and that there was ‘no stronger supporter’ than he for further deregulation of the financial 

system. This reinforces the conclusion that as with Keating, Howard had a strong belief in 

economic liberalism and free markets. This is evidenced in his government’s record. For 

Howard, Australia’s ‘only viable strategy’ was ‘to succeed in the global marketplace’.44 For 

Howard, as it was for Keating, China was key to such success and behavioural level 

consolidation of engagement with China was paramount, and trade dominated. In response to 

the attitudinal backlash represented, for example, by support for Pauline Hanson’s One Nation 

Party — Howard produced a synthesis between his brand of cultural traditionalism and 

neoliberalism. This appeared to give behavioural level action by the government a different 

flavour to that of Labor and was arguably an attempt to diffuse Hansonism and particularly its 

anti-Asian rhetoric aiming to incorporate their supporters by appearing to differentiate the 

Coalition from Labor on contentious matters. 

7.2.6   Economic Diplomacy 

The Coalition Government also initiated free trade agreements with the US and early stage 

negotiations with China, partly in response to failure of WTO initiatives for more generalised 

liberalisation of global trade. Howard shared Hawke-Keating Government fears that Australia 

might be locked out of trade opportunities in general but with China in particular. This 

                                                 
44 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 15). The notion of ‘there is no alternative’(TINA) was a favourite expression of 

Margaret Thatcher and derives from the nineteenth century social Darwinist, Herbert Spencer. It is a common 

justification of neoliberal policy.  
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demonstrates a situation where behavioural consolidation (active policy and implementation) 

impacted institutional level consolidation (FTA negotiation and protocols) but arguably had 

implications for attitudinal consolidation (including foment of opposition) over time. This is 

consistent with the Cluster Concept Framework. 

It is interesting to see how economic diplomacy became the new buzz words for Chinese 

diplomats since the 1980s and particularly under Foreign Minister Qian Qichan who held the 

post from 1988 to 1998 and emphasised the importance of economic understanding for 

diplomats.45 Chinese graduates, fluent in English with Economics majors, were in high 

demand. This contributed to the eclipse of the Foreign Ministry and is also reflected in the 

dominance of economics and related disciplines amongst enrolments of Chinese students in 

Australian universities.46 This emphasis paralleled Howard’s approach. 

7.2.7   Relationship Deterioration 

In the early days of this government, Sino-Australian relations ‘plummeted’.47 This situation 

was compounded by Howard’s inexperience; lack of ‘empathy with Asia’; poor ‘conceptual 

grasp of foreign policy’;48 suspicion of DFAT and internal criticism; support for the 1996 

deployment of two US Navy carrier groups in the Taiwan Strait; and abolition of the 

Development Import Finance Facility (DIFF) scheme which produced Chinese protest. 

Howard also met the Dalai Lama in September 1996 — ignoring China’s sensitivity on matters 

of territorial sovereignty and the integrity of its borders.  

                                                 
45 Wang (2012: 164). 
46 ABS (2007). 
47 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 5). 
48 Kelly (2006a: 5) The Development Import Finance Facility (DIFF) was a concessional finance scheme for 

developing nations. 
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Coinciding with Primary Industry Minister Anderson’s trade delegation, Australia 

secretly negotiated uranium sales to Taiwan. Such moves contravened Australian support for a 

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, and Australia’s criticism of Chinese nuclear testing, which 

could justify accusations of hypocrisy. Such a deal with Taiwan was bound to be seen by China 

as contrary to its assertion of ‘one China’ — a fundamental issue in Australian engagement 

with the PRC. 

Importantly, Howard’s ‘appeasement of … Pauline Hanson … racial chauvinism, 

cultural xenophobia and economic protectionism’ seemed like a return to the pre-recognition 

days of White Australia.49 Howard initially refused to see Hansonism as an issue affecting 

foreign policy. These factors have proven intransigent in the face of government failure to 

combat them — in particular, due to Howard’s opposition to multiculturalism, an attitude that 

he seemed to share with Hanson. Such attitudes, if they impact at the behavioural level, for 

example by reduced funding for multicultural education programmes, impede engagement at 

the attitudinal level as well as in terms of how Australia is perceived in the region at the 

institutional level. Failure of government policy in this area impedes deepening of engagement 

and capacity to build future behavioural consolidation. 

7.2.8   Relationship Restoration 

In the last quarter of 1996, China froze relations with Australia — a post-recognition nadir, 

evoking an urgent response by the Australian Prime Minister via an informal meeting with 

PRC President Jiang Zemin prior to the 1996 APEC meeting and a follow-up Prime Ministerial 

visit to China in 1997. This marked a turning point in the Howard Government’s response to 

relations with China from ‘relationship deterioration’ to ‘relationship restoration’ and a 

                                                 
49 Kelly (2006a: 5). 
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continuance of bipartisan China policy, driven by anticipated economic opportunity but 

arguably strained by strategic anxiety.50 

Ross Garnaut was not an unqualified critic of the Howard-Downer China policy, indeed 

he saw it as highly successful following the restoration of diplomatic relations. Garnaut, a 

staunchly neoliberal economist, was a shaping influence on the Hawke-Keating period. This 

influence was based on the posited benefits of global trade liberalisation and had become ‘one 

of Australia’s intellectual edifices’ driving the Keating domestic reforms that have contributed 

to dissatisfaction at the heart of Hansonism but also more widely felt. Garnaut believed that the 

FTA with the US, seen as discriminatory against East Asia and particularly China, would 

‘compound a drift in regional sentiment against Australia’.51 Although Keating had turned 

down an offer for an FTA with the US, Howard’s policy was in favour of such an agreement, 

which was initiated, negotiated and implemented during Howard’s term in office.  

These agreements although operating at the institutional level are conscious results of 

behavioural level policy and action — that is, they derive from the behavioural level. In the 

absence of deliberate intent, ignorance of the impact of policy decisions as above on 

engagement suggests grave policy weaknesses rather than the originally tendered ‘road map’, 

because such agreements could be seen as discriminating against China by exclusion. Australia 

understood and feared such exclusion. Policy directions which compromised or reduced 

prospects of Australian inclusion in arrangements with China were viewed as damaging 

Australian engagement with China and the perceived opportunities of such engagement. Why 

would China respond differently? Belatedly and in contrast, the Howard Government initiated 

negotiations for an FTA with China which came into force a decade later, on 20 December 

2015. This aspect of behavioural consolidation not only reflects different policy priorities of 

                                                 
50 Ibid. 
51 Kelly (2009: 9). 
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the Howard and Keating governments but an apparent reversion from the Keating 

Government’s multilateral approaches to engagement to a bilateral approach. It is notable from 

the standpoint of behavioural level priorities, especially during the early years of the Howard 

Government, that the US was prioritised over China despite China’s growth and economic 

significance for Australia.52 

Howard has been presented as ‘an agent of synthesis’. According to this view, the ‘idea 

of synthesis lies at the heart of his efforts’. Proponents of this analysis also described Howard 

as ‘an adroit opportunist’.53 Opportunism is inconsistent with future mapping. Often accused 

of pandering to community prejudices (for instance in relation to Pauline Hanson) — much of 

this was damaging to consolidation of engagement with China. It is accurate to consider that 

Howard attempted a synthesis between the traditional Australia-US alliance and the ‘post 9/11 

world’ as the government viewed it.54 China was seen as economic opportunity and, as 

previously stated, economic diplomacy dominated engagement between the two countries. 

However, China’s rise produced perceptions of strategic threat. Both approaches at the 

behavioural level, economic and strategic, caused problems for Australian engagement with 

the region and with China — indirectly, if not always directly. The attempt to fuse policy 

concerns was arguably a contributor to ambivalence towards China in the community. As 

future chapters show, however, this ambivalence was not the sole creation of the Howard 

Government. 

                                                 
52 See R. Garnaut in The Australian (28 July 2003). Cited in Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 9). Garnaut wrote: Two 

premises that have been widely shared amongst the foreign policy community for thirty years have been violated 

in recent foreign policy conduct and rationalisation. One is that close and productive relations with major Asian 

countries are critically important to Australian security and prosperity. Another is that the established ANZUS 

Treaty has served Australia well and works best for both Australia and the United States over the long haul if 

Australia exercises independent judgement about its national interest. 
53 Ibid, 11. 
54 Kelly (2006a: 15). 
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The Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, following collapse of the Thai currency, drastically 

improved economic perceptions of Australia in the region. Australia demonstrated immunity 

to the crisis. China’s response to the crisis also enhanced its regional standing. Howard 

exploited the ‘huge economic complementarity’ between Australia and China. Australia came 

to occupy ‘a new priority in China’s thinking’. Beginning with Howard’s meeting with Jiang 

Zemin, relations with China began to improve and Howard emphasised a commitment to 

building closer relations — a first step towards behavioural consolidation and opening the 

prospect of institutional consolidation as a result. He expressed government support for China’s 

accession to the WTO and commitment to the One China policy. He explained Australia’s 

relations with the US as ‘rooted in history’,55 and not directed against China. Howard 

successfully argued that Australia and China had common interests and that his government’s 

approach matched that of Beijing’s — ‘seeking common ground while reserving differences’ 

in relations with third countries.56 The success of this meeting can be judged by the Chinese 

invitation to Howard to visit China which he readily accepted.  

7.2.9   Rights Issues 

Howard’s initiatives to improve relations with China attest to his active approach to 

behavioural consolidation, although for Howard engagement had a different meaning to that 

adopted by Keating and Evans. Such differences, nuanced or stark, are captured by the cluster 

conceptualisation of engagement adopted in this work. 

Howard successfully gained Chinese consent for a new, more formal, bilateral human 

rights discussion process which involved withdrawal of support for international censure 

motions against China’s human rights record. Europe and the US eventually followed suit, 

                                                 
55 Wang (2012: 160). 
56 Ibid. 
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although use of rights issues as a tool of soft power continued.57 Australia also opposed linkage 

of human rights and WTO membership. Moreover, Howard successfully proposed high-level 

defence exchanges. Whether Howard’s policy approach here is due to a commitment to 

engagement with China is arguable. It seems more likely that these policy decisions reflect 

Howard’s aforementioned opportunism. In addition, Howard’s worldview conformed with the 

dominant neoliberal paradigm which eschewed any policy that interfered with market 

efficiency and rejected normative liberal sentiments as a basis for decision making. Such views 

are often described as Howard’s ‘hard-headed calculations’,58 but such descriptions only 

emphasise the individual and conceal the enabling paradigm which permeated the realms of 

public policy, academia and popular understanding.59 

At the same time, and on different levels the government was active in consolidating 

engagement with China. On a bilateral level, reciprocal human rights delegations occurred by 

Australia in 1997 and by China in 1998. These behavioural level decisions were important for 

driving attitudinal consolidation in the face of popular and civil society criticisms of China and 

contributed to institutional consolidation. This also signalled a new approach by China to the 

issue of human rights and a new confidence exemplified by its willingness to point out to 

Australia its own poor human rights record with the indigenous population. Australian policy 

towards the new Hong Kong Provisional Legislature also distinguished Australian policy from 

that of the US and the UK, who boycotted the swearing in ceremony of the newly created 

legislature on the grounds of its undemocratic creation. Foreign Minister Downer refused to 

join the boycott and attended the full hand-over ceremony — coincidentally, but significantly, 

for the 25th anniversary of Whitlam’s formal recognition of the PRC. This represented active 

                                                 
57 Peck (2011). 
58 Wang (2012: 157). 
59 Pusey (1991). 
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behavioural level consolidation (in contrast to the Taiwan uranium sales issue) which led to a 

significant bolster to the relationship with the People’s Republic. Bilateral exchanges reached 

a new level. Vice Premier Zhu Rongi visited Australia in May and Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference Chairman Li Ruihuan arrived in December 1997. In the same year 

Deputy Prime Minister Tim Fischer and Foreign Minister Downer visited China. These visits 

helped to inform policy development based on greater familiarity with China and its view on 

important issues.60 

Australia publicly endorsed China’s refusal to devalue its currency during the Asian 

Financial Crisis, despite American pressure on China to do so. On the face of it, such positions 

ran counter to accusations that Howard was subservient to US interests and less sensitive to 

regional issues. Rather, this policy displayed an independence redolent of his predecessors and 

an understanding of China’s significance for struggling regional economies increasingly tied 

to China’s growth. However, while this approach to independence was not unique to Howard, 

it is distinctly different to the ideas of Australian identity held by his predecessors, that were 

rejected by Howard.  

7.2.10   Concluding Remarks 

According to Kelly, Howard’s ‘cultural traditionalism carried distinct risks for Australian 

policy’.61 Arguably, these diminished over time but even if this assessment is correct, the 

damage was potentially long term and persistent. One ‘tangible negative’ was its impact on 

‘the decline of Asian studies in Australia’ where prior government commitments were 

abandoned. ANU Professor Tony Milner argued that despite Australia’s ‘great historic 

challenge’ in the region, the Australian community demonstrated ‘a narrowing of cultural 

                                                 
60 Wang (2012: 195). 
61 Kelly and Fullilove (2006: 30). 
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horizons’.62 As argued above this impacted on Australia’s capacity for active policy 

development and consequently on behavioural consolidation of engagement. 

7.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Popular Support 

7.3.1   Overview 

The influence of public opinion is directly related to the degree that the decision makers are 

listening.63 Howard adopted a ‘pragmatist model’ according to which leaders drove public 

opinion by persuading the public that the chosen course of policy action was the correct one.64 

Accordingly, political expediency dictates the necessity (as opposed to desirability) of listening 

to public opinion and ‘the main goal is to ensure the implementation of one’s own policy 

objectives’.65 Howard ‘believed that public support was necessary but that public opinion 

should not determine policy’.66 In respect to engagement with China assessed using the Cluster 

Concept Framework — public support provides a measure of attitudinal consolidation of 

engagement which is a necessary but not sufficient condition for consolidation of the 

relationship.67 However, the absence of this necessary condition is contrary to overall 

consolidation of engagement. It is possible for attitudinal consolidation to be built according 

to Howard’s preferred ‘pragmatist model’, but this is likely to make such attitudinal support 

even more susceptible to personal or party popularity than is normally experienced and perhaps 

more fickle. 

                                                 
62 Ibid. 
63 McDougall and Edney (2010: 205–24). 
64 Ibid, 206. 
65 Ibid, 220. Emphasis added. 
66 Ibid, 212. 
67 Gorjao (2003). 
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7.3.2   Images of China 

Positive images of China reportedly reached their height by 2005. Superlatives seemed to infect 

descriptions of the Sino-Australian relations which were ‘in their best shape in their history’ 

presumably because both the Australian and the Chinese governments were ‘working together 

to achieve a virtuous circle’.68 Australian trade with China rapidly accelerated, notably in the 

resources sector as mines and infrastructure were developed and progressed to the export phase. 

As discussed in the following chapter, Chinese economic stimulus and its contribution to the 

Australian resources boom sheltered Australia from the looming global financial crisis. The 

attached importance of engagement with China encouraged government rejection of US views 

that ‘China’s military expenditure, was a cause for concern’.69 Revival of the ‘fear of China’ 

syndrome is a feature of the twenty-first century and this re-emerged in the Howard era for 

several reasons, including diminishing foreign policy independence compared to Howard’s 

predecessors, including Fraser, and the influence of the xenophobia of Pauline Hanson and One 

Nation. This matter is discussed in the following chapter. 

By 2005, potential ‘serious tension’ between a rising China and the US was publicly 

debated. This arose from conjecture over indefinite Chinese acceptance of US primacy. Hugh 

White challenged the belief that foreign policy is about trade maximisation, expression of 

national values and maximising influence for its own sake. He argued that Australia faced new 

challenges as China grows and the old US-led liberal order , so familiar to Australians had 

passed. White argued for foreign policy thinking that re-examined Australia’s relationship with 

and role in the region, and ‘the kind of country we are’. Behind Howard’s ‘overt fealty to 

Washington’, he increasingly acknowledged the strategic importance of China while ‘blithely 

                                                 
68 Kendall (2008: 107). Kendall quotes Chinese Ambassador Fu Ying’s address to the Australian Parliament and 

Wu Bangguo Chairman of the Politburo Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress from separate 

addresses in 2005. 
69 Mackerras (2014: 99). 
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assuring Australians that they need not choose between America and China, while he was 

starting to do so’.70 

In 2005, only 35 per cent of Australians were very, or fairly, worried by China’s growing 

power. Concerns were more centred on ‘global warming, international terrorism and even 

American foreign policies’.71 By 2006, the Lowy Poll began measuring feelings of warmth 

towards other countries (from 0 to 100 in ascending order of warmth) (Figure 7.1 below).  

 

Figure 7.1: Feelings towards Other Countries 

 

   Source: Cook (2006). 

 

                                                 
70 White (2011: 83; 2005: 469–80). 
71 Cook (2005). 
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In 2006, China registered 61 degrees. This dropped to 56 degrees (described as ‘moderately 

warm’) in 2007.72 Overall, the trend since 2005 is ‘towards greater suspicion of China, 

sometimes approaching fear’.73 Several reasons can be advanced for this. Most significant here 

is the scope and rate of China’s rise and associated suspicion — everything about China is big 

and arguably big is often associated with fear. Australia is economically dependent on China 

and loss of China opportunity promotes fear. Greater Chinese assertiveness and potential 

rivalry to US primacy creates fear of potential conflict; but for Australia fear of direct 

involvement in that conflict due to the perceived ANZUS responsibilities, and previous history. 

However, Australian domestic policy and its impacts was neglected. The persistence of One 

Nation and similar phenomena which are addressed below require reference to the dominance 

of the neoliberal paradigm and its impact at all three levels of consolidation — behavioural, 

attitudinal and institutional. 

7.3.3   Political Cynicism 

Attitudinal consolidation depends on the ability of politicians to not only convince the 

electorate of the merit of their policies and ability to implement them but also to understand 

the opinions and demands of that electorate. Majority support for engagement policy must be 

earned. Howard thought that he had such support, his government having risen on ‘popular 

sentiment regarding Australian values’.74 It is informative to look more closely at Howard’s 

confidence that he understood public opinion (see Figure 7.2 below). 

                                                 
72 Gyngell (2007). For comparison, this fell to 53 degrees by 2011, rising to 59 degrees in 2012. 
73 Mackerras (2014: 115). 
74 Downer (1996b). Downer said: ‘Australia is neither Asian nor American nor European. We are Australian and 

relate to our neighbours as Australians’. 
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Findings from the Australian Electoral Study (AES) question the proposition that 

politicians know what ordinary people think.75 Most respondents to this question either 

disagree with this proposition or are uncertain — neither of these groups (more than three in 

four of those surveyed) support Howard’s confidence. 

 

 

Figure 7.2: Politicians Know What Ordinary People Think 

 

  Source: AES (2016).  

  Note: Politicians know what ordinary people think. (For ‘politicians know what ordinary people  

  think’, estimates combine codes ‘1’ and ‘2’. For ‘politicians don’t know what ordinary people  

  think’ estimates combine codes ‘4’ and ‘5’). 

 

                                                 
75 Trends in Australian Political Opinion 1987–2013. Retrieved at: www.ada.edu.au/documents/aes-trends-pdf. 

Accessed16/7/2016; Cameron and McAllister (2016). 

 

http://www.ada.edu.au/documents/aes-trends-pdf
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If Howard genuinely held a self-belief in his empathy with public opinion then he was either 

ill-informed, incorrectly reading the signals, deluded or some combination of these factors. 

Either way, the results in Figure 7.2 are no basis for sound policy development or attitudinal 

consolidation of engagement. Comparison with attitudes to trust in government (see Figure 7.3 

below) provides another interesting reference point in assessing attitudinal support for 

government policy. These responses consistently indicate lack of trust in government to 

implement policies such as full employment and wage growth which benefit the population. 

The responses also carry negative implications for positive attitudes to engagement and provide 

fertile ground for critics such as Hanson campaigning on ethno-populist and crude populist 

grounds. These results imply a cynicism towards government.76 

Judith Brett sees the rise of One Nation as resulting from the failure of the ‘established 

political parties’, denying ‘the people what they want’.77 Brett sees race as ‘a major idiom’ for 

a new social cleavage resulting from ‘globalisation’ — the same factor used to justify the 

inevitability of the neoliberal reforms of the Hawke-Keating era. Neither proposition can 

withstand scrutiny against evidence. Globalisation or global economy or one world system are 

related (but variously defined) descriptions of a phenomenon which is ancient, overlooked in 

a Eurocentric worldview and which featured a dominant China for centuries as it arguably does 

again.78  

 

                                                 
76 See, for example, Goot (2002: 27); Kane and Patapan  (2010); Bean (2005). 
77 Brett (1998: 26-37). 
78 Frank (1998). 
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Figure 7.3: Trust in Government

 

  Source: AES (2016) Trust in Government. 

  Note: For people in government look after themselves, the response categories are (1969,   

  1979) look after self; (1993–2016) ‘usually look after themselves’ and  ‘sometimes look  

  after themselves’. For people in government can be trusted, the response categories are  

  (1969, 1979) ‘do the right thing’; (1993–2016) ‘sometimes can be trusted to do the right  

  thing’ and ‘usually can be trusted to do the right thing’. 

 

 

Failure of governments to address policy impacts and strongly felt needs within the community 

form a toxic mix with inadequate attention to building understanding of engagement with China 

at multiple levels. This would be partly addressed by the recommendations of the White Paper 

on the Asian Century, as discussed in the next chapter. However, just as was argued above, 

broader issues concerning workplace rights and conditions, unemployment, undermining of 

parliamentary government, to name some, combine to create cynicism towards politicians and 

mistrust of government as displayed in Figure 7.2 and Figure 7.3 above. 
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 In this respect Brett is correct — anti-Asian parties represent a rejection of major parties 

— a ‘none of the above’ or protest vote in a compulsory voting system. Mark Latham, leader 

of the ALP and Leader of the Opposition from December 2003 to January 2005 illustrated this 

point. Launching his book in June 2003 in Melbourne,79 Latham spoke about ‘the forgotten 

people’ and ‘the new dividing line in public life: the struggle between the insiders and the 

outsiders’.80 Latham’s criticism is directed at all mainstream parties, a position he has 

maintained. Ethno-national rhetoric of anti-Asian parties has persisted (one in five votes in the 

2017 Queensland state election) but does not necessarily represent the concerns of their voters 

any more than is suggested in Figure 7.2 above or in Latham’s ‘outsiders’ analysis. However, 

these factors are significant for attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China in this 

environment of political cynicism. For these reasons, this section will further examine the One 

Nation phenomenon as one factor, if not a major factor that is relevant to the cluster concept 

assessment of consolidation of engagement with China and the region. 

7.3.4   Ethno-Nationalism — The One Nation Effect  

Race is often the scapegoat for other causes such as the impacts of neoliberalism on local 

populations which have gone unacknowledged by politicians and the political class. This has 

been described as a form of radical ‘ethno-nationalism’ which has historical precedent but is 

often poorly recognised.81 Evidence such as that from the AES 2016 show attitudinal support 

for closer relations with Asia, and lack of perceived threat from China as majority positions 

amongst those surveyed. These are further backed by other indicators such as tourism 

destinations, mentioned in Chapter 6 and further discussed in the following chapters in this 

                                                 
79 Latham (2003). 
80 Sydney Morning Herald (2003). 
81 Mitchell and Fazi (2017b). 
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work. This suggests growing attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China and the 

region. 

The anti-Asian rhetoric of One Nation is arguably newsworthy but insufficient to explain 

the persistence and fluctuating fortunes of the Hanson phenomenon which has been described 

as a ‘lightning rod for much more than racism’.82 However, the unaddressed persistence of such 

rhetoric has a corrosive effect as it enters the popular imagination. 

Voting intentions between 1997 and 1999 are shown in Figure 7.4 below. They show 

fluctuating support for both major parties and One Nation. Hanson and her party defied 

predictions of her demise to build support at state and national levels to the present day.83 The 

persistence of One Nation has implications for engagement with China and more broadly with 

Asia. This is clear in the period under assessment here. Historian Ross Fitzgerald supported 

Brett’s view referred to above.84 This argument holds that One Nation support derives from 

‘doctrinaire adherence’ by both Labor and Coalition parties to the assumed ‘clear benefits’ of 

‘free trade’ which is invariably accompanied by deregulation, and ‘economic rationalism’. Data 

from the 1998 Australian Electoral Study and literature review available in 2001 suggest that 

the basis of One Nation’s mobilisation did not lie in concerns about economic insecurity so 

much as in opposition to ‘new class values’.85 This has been explored more deeply and 

described in terms of political mainstream co-option by appeals to inevitabilities of 

globalisation and the irrelevance of national sovereignty in the face of global change. This 

produced a backlash in popular attitudes — not only in Australia.86 Although Howard was 

elected on the back of such a backlash, ethno-nationalist rhetoric often overshadowed 

                                                 
82 Badcock (1998: 241). 
83 Grattan (2017a).  
84 Fitzgerald (2000:16). 
85 Goot (2002: 159). 
86 Mitchell and Fazi (2017b). 
86 Gibson, McAllister, and Swenson (2002: 823–44). 
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discussion of other causes of dissatisfaction and made it difficult to assess real levels of support 

for engagement with China. Figure 7.5 shows that voting decisions which produced the change 

of government in 1996 were timed well before the election campaign. China engagement policy 

was bipartisan which suggests deeper causes than the rhetoric of an inexperienced candidate in 

Pauline Hanson. There is little reason to doubt that, despite the strength of the election result 

for Howard, majority endorsement of engagement policy remained intact, even if under some 

stress.  

In the absence of long term political trust, attitudinal consolidation must take its lead 

from somewhere else. This highlights the importance of active policy in areas which will lead 

to consolidation of engagement at the attitudinal level.  

 

Figure 7.4: Federal Voting Intention January 1997–December 1999 

 Source: Newspoll Market Research in Gibson, McAllister and Swenson (2002: 825).  
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Figure 7.5: Timing of the Voting Decision 

 

      Source: AES in Cameron and McAllister (2016). 

  

 

The relative politician ratings over time are shown in Figure 7.7, Figure 7.8 and Figure 7.9 

below. These show fluctuating support for leaders of the main parties but also the growing 

presence and prominence of the suite of minor parties (see Figure 7.6 below). This requires 

deeper scrutiny than is possible here but it is arguable that the levels of dissatisfaction are 

greater than is obvious in the Australian ‘two Party preferred’ election statistics. More recent 

data confirming the continued growth of this phenomenon can be seen in the breakdown of the 

2017 Queensland election results, where One Nation (13.7 per cent of first preferences) not 

only outpolled the Greens (9.9 per cent) but did so despite contesting fewer seats (61 and 93 

respectively).87 A similar pattern was demonstrated in the West Australian State elections held 

later in the same year. 

 

                                                 
87 ECQ (2017). Retrieved at: https://www.ecq.qld.gov.au/elections/2017-state...election/2017-state-election-

results A similar outcome can be discerned in the subsequent West Australian State election (especially in 

Legislative Council/Upper House results). 

  

https://www.ecq.qld.gov.au/elections/2017-state...election/2017-state-election-results
https://www.ecq.qld.gov.au/elections/2017-state...election/2017-state-election-results
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Figure 7.6: Minor Party Support Australian Federal Elections 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Parliamentary Library and ABC.88  

 

The impact of these factors on engagement with China require deeper analysis because they 

suggest a nascent, potentially corrosive impact which impedes consolidation of engagement 

with China. Resulting from its electoral support, One Nation attracted substantial public 

funding to further promote its anti-Asian rhetoric.  

Howard’s popularity between 1996 and 2004 is shown in Figures 7.7 to Figure 7.9 below. 

His approval rating, relative to contemporary party leaders, remained sufficiently high to 

ensure support for his government and the continuation of his policies, including engagement 

policy. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
88 Blumer (2016).  
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Figure 7.7: Politician Ratings 1996 

 

       Source: AES in Cameron and McAllister (2016: 68).  

 

 

 

Figure 7.8: Politician Ratings 1998 

 Source: AES in Cameron and McAllister (2016).  
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Figure 7.9: Politician Ratings 2004

 

Source:  AES in Cameron and McAllister (2016: 68). 

 

The anti-immigration sentiments of the electorate in 2004 (Figure 7.10 below) coincide with 

an increase in the ratings of Pauline Hanson (Figure 7.8) but Figure 7.11 represents a mixed 

view of the consequences of immigration, suggesting, as argued above, that racial politics are 

insufficient to explain the One Nation effect. What can be said, however, is that consolidation 

of engagement with China at an attitudinal level is operating in a complex environment which 

requires active intervention to ensure consolidation. Proposals for promoting consolidation 

arising during this period gained momentum during the following period of Howard’s 

successors. This produced support for a White Paper process dedicated to Australia in the Asian 

Century. 
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Figure 7.10: Attitudes to Immigration 

 

               Source: AES in Cameron and McAllister (2016). 

 

Figure 7.11: Immigration Consequences 

 

               Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016).  
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A distinct minority supported decreased defence spending as shown in Figure 7.12 below. 

which is consistent with the minority view shown in Figure 7.13 that Australia is capable of 

defending itself. 

 

Figure 7.12: Attitudes to Defence Spending 

  

                Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016). 

 

Figure 7.13: Attitudes towards Defence Capability 

               
Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016). 

 

However, confidence in these areas improved in the new century and as Howard continued in 

office. The prospect that China was not very likely to pose a security threat grew from 41 per 
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cent in 1996 to 60 per cent in 2004 but declined over the remaining years of the Howard 

Government as shown in Figure 7.14 below. 

 

Figure 7.14: China Security Threat 

                 

 Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016). 

 

 

Figure 7.15: Attitudes to Closer Relations with Asia 

 

 Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016). 
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Nevertheless, a minority of Australians saw China as a security threat to Australia. These 

attitudes are consistent with attitudes towards relations with Asia in Figure 7.15 above and 

Figure 7.16 below. The data in these figures is consistent with support for engagement with 

China and also consistent with the public practice of Prime Minister Howard towards 

engagement with China as discussed in the assessment of behavioural level engagement above. 

 

Figure 7.16: Attitudes towards More Trade Relations with Asia 

 

 Source: AES in Cameron and Mc Allister (2016). 

 

7.3.5   Concluding Remarks 

It was found above that positive attitudes to China reached a peak for this period in 2005, from 

when attitudes deteriorated, reaching a low point in 2007. In this section, indicators of 

attitudinal consolidation of engagement were shown to be many and complexly interwoven. 

One outcome of this complexity was the lack of clear distinction between policies directly 
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related to Australia and China engagement, such as those relating to Chinese investment in the 

minerals boom, and other policies which undermined support for government in general and 

which became conflated with China in the popular imagination. This conflation was open to 

exploitation and intensification by other actors and interests. The xenophobia of One Nation 

was exploited by Howard for electoral gain in 1996 but not extinguished. 

Attitudinal consolidation depends on popular support for government policy. Howard’s 

pragmatist model attempted to drive opinion and as outlined above he could not convince the 

electorate that he was listening to them. Cynicism towards Howard was compounded by strong 

opposition to his government’s policies on jobs, workplace conditions, education and more. 

Attitudes towards China policy were also influenced by rising tensions between the US and 

China. Fear of China was reviving and support for the Howard Government in general was 

diminishing by 2005. Bipartisan support for engagement policy remained intact but popular 

attitudes were clouded. Attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China was close to static 

but capable of being revived by a new government. 

In the next section, institutional consolidation of engagement with China is examined. 

The picture here is no less complex — a property consistent with the Cluster Concept 

Framework. 

7.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

7.4.1   Overview 

People to people links between Australia and China have many dimensions. Increased trade 

undoubtedly enhanced such connections. However, the importance of family and community 

links due to migration, is a major source. The size of the Chinese diaspora in Australia at the 

time was growing and challenged images of national identity leading to a new identity with 
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enhanced business, professional, cultural and personal links between Australia and China. This 

is examined in more detail in this section. 

7.4.2   Demographic Change — A Driver of Institutional Change 

The 2006 Census data show that 26 per cent of people born in Australia had at least one 

overseas-born parent. Of these, 44 per cent had both parents born overseas, 34 per cent had 

their father (but not their mother) born overseas and 23 per cent had their mother (but not their 

father) born overseas (Figure 7.17). These demographic changes, in conjunction with the ethnic 

origins of migrants, are a significant contributor to the picture of institutional consolidation 

forming frameworks that also inform patterns of community attitudes driving attitudinal 

change and pressure for behavioural level change examined above. 

Overseas diasporas can drive trade links as well as cultural, educational and other links, 

they also contribute to migration inbound and outbound, tourism and two-way investment. The 

cross fertilization between attitudinal, institutional and behavioural dimensions is expected in 

the Cluster Concept Framework adopted here where consolidation of all dimensions is 

necessary and engagement is comprehensive. 
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Figure 7.17: Birthplace of Parents of Australian-Born People — 2006 

 

Closer examination of the data reveals that, over the same time frame, the New Zealand-born 

population living in Australia nearly trebled, and in 2008 was the second largest overseas-born 

group — making up 9 per cent of the overseas-born population. These figures provide a basis 

for contrast. 

Some other migrant streams that increased their proportion over recent decades included 

those born in China, India, the Philippines, South Africa, and Malaysia.89 The China-born 

population increased twelve-fold, from 25,200 people in 1981 to 313,600 people in 2008 

(making up 6 per cent of the overseas-born population from 1 per cent in 1981). For further 

comparison, the India-born population increased its share from 1 cent in 1981 (41,000 people) 

to 4 per cent in 2008 (239,300 people). 

The rapid increase in arrivals of Chinese in Australia during the Howard period continued 

the trend from the previous period as shown in Figure 7.18 below, and in more detail in 

Appendix 3.  

                                                 
89 See Appendix 3A. 
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Figure 7.18: Arrivals from China into Australia 

 

 Source: ABS Cat. No. 3401.0. 

 

This could only have occurred if institutional arrangements between Australia and China were 

strong. The proportion of total arrivals from China also continued to rise (see Figure 7.19 

below). 

 

Figure 7.19: Proportion of Chinese Component of Arrivals in Australia 

 

 Source: ABS Cat. No. 3401.0. 
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This not only increased the exposure of Australians to students, tourists and migrants from 

China but also produced a reciprocal experience (Tables 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6 below). The relative 

impacts of such interaction, however, were more complex due to the relative sizes of the two 

nations but also due to the nature and context of the exchanges. A tourist experience obviously 

differs from longer term student or work experiences. 

Another side of these demographics is reflected in Appendix 3 which reveals the numbers 

of resident Chinese language speakers (Mandarin, Cantonese and unspecified). This ability 

represents an asset for engagement — China capacity — at all levels but particularly in 

fostering institutional consolidation. However, this pool of speakers is mainly due to 

immigration and does not necessarily transfer to the next generation. The Chinese Government 

acknowledges the importance of Chinese language teaching and has established Confucius 

Institutes across Australia (and globally) for that purpose and as a form of soft power, but the 

Chinese are definitely latecomers in this arena.90 The Australian Government does not resource 

language teaching generally, let alone Mandarin, in Australian education. This has observable 

consequences across the nation at multiple levels as is discussed below. 

7.4.3 Economic Diplomacy 

After the faulty start to its engagement with China, the Howard Government managed a 

surprisingly speedy turnaround. Decades of engagement, especially in trade, created a high 

degree of interdependence between Australia and China. This is reflected in Figures 7.19 to 

7.21 below. Two-way trade had reached AU$7.8 billion in 1996–1997, was growing rapidly, 

                                                 
90 Hartig (2012: 256); Dellios (2014: 5). 
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and was seen to be in ‘their mutual interests to work together to enhance their synergies’.91 

This required enhanced institutional level consolidation. 

China’s importance to Australia paralleled its growing global significance. Trade figures 

once again show one aspect of this phenomenon. The China boom did not start in the period 

under discussion in this chapter — but it rapidly escalated to new highs in this period becoming 

too obvious to ignore. Consumption of Chinese produced goods escalated globally as shown 

in Figure 7.20 below. This was a global experience. The growth in Chinese imports can be seen 

in Figure 7.21 below. The proportion of imports coming from US and EU sources was 

diminishing — arguably representing a symptom of increased competition between Australia’s 

ally and greatest trading partner. As described above, this incentivised Australian policy which 

was able to build closer links to complement the growing Chinese export-led economy with 

Chinese imports of Australian resources and expertise. This is amply demonstrated in Figure 

7.21 below which shows Chinese reliance on Australian exports. The balance of bilateral trade 

with China had long been contentious and was largely in Australia’s favour. The consolidation 

of engagement with China institutionally facilitated resolution of such contentions. Howard 

initiated FTA proposals with China although this was not finalised during his term of office. 

This demonstrated a similar resolve for institutional consolidation as had been the case with 

his predecessors and a shared neoliberal orientation at the institutional level. 

 

 

 

                                                 
91 Wang (2012: 161). 
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Figure 7.20: China’s Share of World Merchandise Trade 

 

    Source: World Trade Organisation (WTO), statistical database.92  

 

China dominated as a destination for the world’s exports (see Figures 7.21 and 7.22 below) 

China also became a larger source of Australian imports, overtaking other Asian sources such 

as Japan (Figure 7.23 below). Along with growth in trade there was parallel growth in 

institutional links at multiple levels to facilitate and regulate this exchange. This promoted 

people to people links — again at multiple levels. As mentioned above, bilateral relations were 

stabilised by implementation of the less confrontational human rights approach of the Howard 

Government and it is notable that China demonstrated a new willingness to engage in dialogue 

on these issues.93 In 1997 and again in 1998 China became a signatory to the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) respectively. Australia had lobbied hard for China to 

endorse these UN covenants. 

 

                                                 
92 In Wilson, Keys, and Fischer (2012). 
93 Wang (2012: locn 3828). 
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Figure 7.21: Percent of Country’s Total Exports Consumed by China 

 

  Source: McDonough, Michael. Global Director of Economic Research & Chief Economist, Bloomberg 

 Intelligence. Retrieved at: https://twitter.com/m_mcdonough/status/531950924936515584.  

 

Figure 7.22: Exports to China as Share of Total Exports (%) by Country 

 

         Source: US-China Business Council. Retrieved at:      

  www.uschina.org/china-hub/exports-china-share-total-exports-country.  

 

https://twitter.com/m_mcdonough/status/531950924936515584
http://www.uschina.org/china-hub/exports-china-share-total-exports-country
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Australia had long supported China’s accession to WTO membership. This support carried 

with it Chinese recognition of Australia’s assistance. Of course, Australia’s motivation 

arguably included (was perhaps even dominated by) perceived self interest in promoting free 

trade for greater access for Australian exports to China — especially agricultural exports. Such 

an approach reflected the political makeup of the Coalition parties in government but also had 

domestic implications for Australian industries, workers and attitudes due to increased imports 

and employment issues. 

The Asian financial crisis reinforced the standing of China and Australia within the 

region and with each other. It emphasised China’s emergence as a looming economic 

powerhouse and its responsible use of that power for regional benefit, especially in its refusal 

to revalue its currency. Australian complementarity with China’s growth as well as the 

resilience of the Australian economy helped bury criticisms such as Lee Kwan Yew’s 1980 

rhetoric, warning that Australia could become the ‘poor white trash of Asia’.94 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
94 See Australian National Archives Cabinet Papers retrieved at: 

http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/publications/papers-and-podcasts/cabinet-release/bob-hawke-intro.aspx.  

http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/publications/papers-and-podcasts/cabinet-release/bob-hawke-intro.aspx
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Figure 7.23: Australia’s Import Sources 1990–1991 to 2010–2011 

 

 Source: Australia’s trade performance 1990–1991 to 2010–2011. Retrieved at: https://dfat.gov.au/about-

 us/.../australias-trade-performance-1990-91-2010-11.pdf.  

 

 

7.4.4   Diplomatic Relations 

DFAT worked closely with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Cooperation. 

Regular bilateral consultations over a broad range of issues included improved consular 

assistance to Australian citizens in China. This included the protracted issue of James Peng, a 

Chinese Australian businessman and Australian citizen who was arrested in 1993 and finally 

released in 1999. Peng was accused of embezzlement from his own company under 

retrospectively introduced laws. Peng’s supporters framed this as an example of human rights 

abuse and the result of ‘pay-back over a failed business deal with one of Deng Xiaoping’s 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiI4tTcs4jOAhVCKZQKHb6wBmQQFggbMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fdfat.gov.au%2Fabout-us%2Fpublications%2FDocuments%2Faustralias-trade-performance-1990-91-2010-11.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHUGIa78MThM9Y4P1Wi1ag-0b2qZw&sig2=CXz3ssujuoU2RVbIyfMB6A
https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/.../australias-%09trade-performance-1990-91-2010-11.pdf
https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/.../australias-%09trade-performance-1990-91-2010-11.pdf
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relatives’.95 Australian Government lobbying had no impact on the Chinese Government. The 

first signs of change came as President Jiang Zemin prepared for his inaugural visit to Australia 

when Chinese officials released Peng as a gesture of good will. The case caused considerable 

controversy with the potential for raising popular concern in Australia, exacerbation by the 

media and escalation to official levels. Apart from systemic differences between Australia and 

China, concepts such as presumptive innocence before the law (by no means universal in 

application or understanding)96 were often framed with political overtones as absence of justice 

in the PRC compared with democracies such as Australia.97 Australian citizenship was 

regarded by some Chinese-born employees of foreign companies (revisited in the future case 

of Rio Tinto and Stern Hu who gained citizenship in 1994)98 as a shield against Chinese law. 

China has a different view and often disregards foreign naturalisation as providing legal 

immunity by extinguishing Chinese origin. Australian media sometimes displays lack of 

understanding by presenting its readership with accounts framed in terms of reinforcing ideas 

such as a monolithic central government and injustice against individual Australian citizens.99 

The issues involving James Peng and later that of Stern Hu transcended consular level 

consultations. The root causes arguably extend over the period covered by this and preceding 

chapters, remain unextinguished in future periods and result from complex roots — from 

political/ideological to ignorance based on deficient levels of consolidation of engagement. 

                                                 
95 O’Byrne (1999).  
96 Baughman (2011: 723). 
97 The presumption of innocence, sometimes referred to by the Latin expression Ei incumbit probatio qui dicit, 

non qui negat (the burden of proof is on the one who declares, not on one who denies), is the principle, 

popularly but not necessarily accurately interpreted as — one is considered innocent unless proven guilty. In the 

US for instance, the number of defendants held pre-trial has steadily increased such that the majority of people 

in the nation’s jails have not been convicted of any crime. Assumptions about such issues colour attitudes to 

China and its civil rights record. This was an issue in coverage of the Stern Hu affair. See Appendix 2 for media 

sources. 
98 Stern Hu was charged over issues extending several years during the Howard period, prior to his arrest. during 

the term of the Rudd government. The issues involved transcend narrow points in time. 
99 The irony of such understandings was demonstrated closer to home in 2017 when the constitutional eligibility 

of several Australian members of Parliament with dual citizenships was contested in the High Court creating a 

political crisis. Retrieved at: https://theconversation.com/high-stakes-for-turnbull-government-as-high-court-

hears-mps-citizenship-cases-85397. 

https://theconversation.com/high-stakes-for-turnbull-government-as-high-court-hears-mps-citizenship-cases-85397
https://theconversation.com/high-stakes-for-turnbull-government-as-high-court-hears-mps-citizenship-cases-85397
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The outcome of such events was damaging to bilateral relations. Deeper institutional 

consolidation can contribute to and result from better mutual understanding as stressed in the 

Cluster Concept Framework.  

At other levels, progress over human rights dialogue led to technical cooperation 

programs. AUSAID collaborated with China to provide humanitarian assistance programs such 

as the Qinghai Poverty Alleviation Project and the Integrated Development Project to improve 

water supply and irrigation systems in Guizhou Province. Such projects, in China’s 

underdeveloped areas, benefitted the still largely non-urbanised and poorer sections of the 

population. In the case of the Guizhou project, Australian assistance contributed not only to 

stronger relations but to the health and dietary intake of more than twenty thousand people.100 

7.4.5   Australia-China Council 

Meanwhile, the Australia-China Council (ACC), originally ‘established by the Australian 

Government in 1978 to promote mutual understanding and foster people-to-people relations 

between Australia and China’ was very active. ACC formed an extension of DFAT, its 

secretariat became part of the North Asia Division of DFAT.101 

The Council lists several core activities.102 These include providing policy advice to the 

government and promoting bilateral relations amongst its network of stakeholders in the 

strategic priority areas of Economic Diplomacy, Education, Arts and Culture. In addition, the 

Council funds and supports sustainable, long-term and high-impact projects that directly 

contribute to the strengthening of Australia-China relations and which support the 

                                                 
100 Wang (2012). 
101 Australia-China Council (ACC). Retrieved at: 

http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/pages/australia-china-

council.aspx.  
102 Ibid. 

http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/pages/australia-china-council.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/pages/australia-china-council.aspx
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government’s foreign and trade policy objectives. A network of 30 Australian Studies Centres 

are located in leading Chinese metropolitan and regional universities through the Australian 

Studies in China program and the new Foundation for Australian Studies in China. A unique 

partnership between government, corporate and university sectors exists to advance Australian 

studies and education in China. These initiatives represent significant consolidation of the 

relationship institutionally. 

7.4.6   Leader Visits, Approved Destination Status but Continuing Friction 

In September 1999, President Jiang Zemin became the first Chinese Head of State to visit 

Australia. The symbolic importance of this visit was obvious, but it also demonstrated the 

turnaround in the Howard Government’s relations with the PRC. During the visit, agreements 

were signed on cooperation in mining and energy and on measures to combat international 

crime. The consular agreement between Australia and China, after a long and protracted 

gestation, was finally signed. Australia also joined a select band of only seven countries to 

achieve ‘approved destination status’.103 This was a major benefit for people to people links 

and aided the flow of Chinese students and Chinese tourists to Australia. Both areas would 

grow over the life of the Howard and ensuing governments to become highly significant 

sources of export earnings but also beneficial for mutual understanding and engagement.104 

The relationship was not trouble free however. Much of this trouble arose from conflict 

between Australia’s economic expectations and Howard’s approach to strategic issues and his 

preoccupation with the US relationship. This issue has attracted much debate which will not be 

repeated here except to note that the Taiwan Strait, US arms sales, the US missile defence 

                                                 
103 Wang (2012: 166). 
104 Birrell and Smith (2010: 4). Education is regularly publicised as Australia's third-largest export behind coal 

and iron ore. Although it cannot be disputed that education is a major export, the published figures are inflated 

by the methodology used to calculate them. 
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system and fears that Australia was supporting a US policy of containment of China created 

recurring tensions.105 Howard awkwardly added to such tensions by displaying his sympathies 

saying that he didn’t want to ‘see any aggression by China against Taiwan’ after Australian 

Navy ships were found patrolling the Taiwan Strait on 17 April 2001.106 In 2000, Taiwan 

independence Presidential candidate Chen Sui-bian, was victorious. His visit to Australia four 

years earlier had caused friction, but his election victory increased Chinese tension and 

following this, the Australian Government’s support for the American National Missile 

Defence system (NMD) attracted strong public criticism from Chinese sources. China’s official 

Xinhua News Agency reported that Australia was supporting ‘measures devised by the United 

States’ aiming for ‘global hegemony’ and showing itself ‘very keen to play a representative 

role for the US new Cold War in the Asia-Pacific region’.107 The Chinese Ambassador to 

Australia bluntly said that rather than ‘blind obedience’ to the US, Australia should ‘follow its 

national interests’.108 By 2000–2001 ‘a dent in the level of official exchanges’ was causing 

concern according to DFAT.109 

The global agenda was redefined by the events of 9/11. This event helped to ease tensions 

between the US and China through common cause — China being concerned over unrest in 

Muslim-majority areas such as Xinjiang. In addition, Howard won the election of November 

2001 with a close contest. The Coalition Government won 50.95 per cent of the two-party 

preferred vote against the ALP, led by Kim Beazley.110 

Two main factors assisted Howard’s pursuit of better China relations despite his 

commitment to the US alliance in the ‘war on terror’. By 2001, bilateral trade with China had 

                                                 
105 Wang (2012: 160). 
106 SBS TV Dateline (2 May 2001), cited in in Wang (2012: 160). 
107 Xinhua News Agency, Canberra (10 August) cited in Minyue (2005: 124). 
108 People’s Daily (22 July and 1 August 2000) cited in Minyue (2005:123-5). 
109 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Annual Report 2000–2001 cited in Wang (2012). 
110 Green (2004). 
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exceeded AU$16 billion compared with AU$8 billion when Howard entered office in 1996. 

The second factor was the approaching 30th anniversary of Australian recognition of the PRC 

by the Whitlam Government. This anniversary was anticipated as an opportunity for enhanced 

trade with China. In May 2002, Howard made his third visit to China — addressing earlier 

concerns from DFAT and conveniently avoiding the Dalai Lama’s Australian visit and 

consequent friction with the PRC.111 On this visit Howard became the first foreign leader to 

address the Central Party School.112  

In talks, resumption of regional security and disarmament were discussed. Of course, 

trade remained dominant on the Australian agenda — Howard not only proposed a Free Trade 

Agreement with China but lobbied China to purchase Australian LNG. Through a ‘whole of 

government strategy’, Australia pressed its claim based on its comparative advantage as a 

superior and reliable energy supplier.113 This approach produced a successful bid to supply 

LNG from Australia’s North-West Shelf gas fields to the Guangdong Province. The contract 

was for long-term supply of over 25 years beginning in 2006. 

Symbolically, perhaps the most successful initiative during this period at the institutional 

level (if not universally at the attitudinal level) was achieved through the Joint Sitting of the 

Australian Senate and the House of Representatives in October 2003.114 US President George 

W Bush and Chinese President Hu Jintao each addressed separate sessions of Parliament in 

what was described as ‘unprecedented and well appreciated by the Chinese’.115 Agreements 

signed included the FTA Study Taskforce in November 2003, which preceded the first round 

of FTA negotiations in Sydney in May 2005.116 The 2003 White Paper described the Sino-

                                                 
111 Wang (2012: 169). 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. 
114 O’Connor (2004: 207–20). 
115 Wang (2012: 169). 
116 Ibid (2012: 171). 
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Australian relationship as a ‘strategic economic partnership’.117 Alexander Downer later noted 

that there was a ‘strategic relationship’ between Australia and China.118 How the government 

viewed and portrayed this relationship varied over time and between commentators. It was by 

no means as clear-cut as the decision to recognise the PRC but growing competition between 

the US and China, economically and strategically, presented Australia with no less of a 

challenge. Michael Wesley described Howard’s approach to engagement with China and its 

management of the US relationship as resting on a ‘hope based formula’ that China and the US 

could avoid conflict.119 

It was significant that following President Hu Jintao’s 2003 Australian visit, Canberra 

declined a US invitation to attend a secret forum in 2005 involving the US, Japan, Britain, 

Canada and New Zealand to discuss and coordinate responses to China’s growing wealth and 

influence. In Beijing, during August 2004, Alexander Downer expanded on the strategic 

relationship with China. In response to Australian journalist, Hamish McDonald, Foreign 

Minister Downer correctly stated that ANZUS only obliged the treaty partners to consult in the 

event of conflict. Downer described the ANZUS Treaty as ‘symbolic’, a term that surprised 

Opposition spokesperson, Kevin Rudd.120 However, the position in relation to conflict over 

Taiwan was bipartisan. It would not invoke ANZUS. Prime Minister Howard endorsed 

Downer’s statement. This marked the significant restoration of Australia’s relationship with 

China. The Howard Government felt free to disavow US approaches to hedging against China 

and to reject any thought of containment. Australia was able to do this without adverse reaction 

from Washington. 

                                                 
117 Commonwealth of Australia (1997). 
118 Downer (2004). 
119 Wesley (2007: 218). 
120 McDonald and Forbes (2004). 
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In 2005, Australia also refused to support US and Japanese opposition to the EU proposal 

to end the arms embargo against the PRC. These decisions display Australian action 

independent of US policy. This increased independence of the Howard Government can be 

interpreted as exploiting the post-9/11 situation, but could also perhaps cynically be perceived 

as reciprocation in return for the benefits of engagement. In any respect, it improved Australia’s 

bona fides with China and represented consolidation of engagement. However, the pendulum 

seemed to revert to a position which ‘threatened to disrupt the bilateral goodwill’ when 

Australia hosted the inaugural ministerial-level Trilateral Security Dialogue (April 2006) 

between the US, Japan and Australia but excluding China.121 

Initial concerns over the bilateral relationship at the beginning of the Howard era were 

put to rest by its end. Exchanges between Beijing and Canberra increased in frequency and 

intensity for the remainder of Howard’s term in office. In April 2006, Premier Wen Jiabao 

visited Australia. Wen’s visit was followed by the ratification of two nuclear safeguard 

agreements between Australia and China in January 2007.122 Howard, could justifiably claim 

success in building the bilateral relationship, although Wang argues that exchanges never 

reached the warmth of the Hawke era when the two sides spoke of a ‘special relationship’. 

Nevertheless, they did ‘enhance mutual confidence in conducting the pragmatic and business-

oriented relationship’.123 In April 2006, Australia signed an agreement to supply uranium to 

China. This contrasted with the refusal to supply India which was not a signatory to the Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). 

 

                                                 
121 Kendall (2008: 109). 
122 Fung and Kung (2009: 226–29). 
123 Wang (2012: 172). 
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7.4.7   Irritations 

The relationship was not without incident or irritation however. Examples included the banned 

Chinese Falun Gong movement’s active Australian presence;124 the Dalai Lama’s third visit 

and the defection of Chen Yonglin, First Secretary of the Chinese Consulate in Sydney. Chen’s 

later claims of Chinese espionage in Australia caused controversy,125 very inconveniently at 

the peak of Australian ties with China and coinciding with negotiation of lucrative contracts 

for supply of liquid natural gas (LNG) to China. The government was strongly criticised by the 

Australian Workers Union (AWU) and Greens Senator Bob Brown, for its treatment of 

Chen.126 In September 2007, Hu Jintao made a repeat visit to Australia. This visit again 

included several joint agreements — including the Joint Statement on Climate Change and 

Energy and numerous commercial agreements involving LNG supplies. 

7.4.8   Labour Movements 

Another area where institutional consolidation was significant involved arrangements 

governing the movement of labour which, like tourism, also requires reciprocal institutional 

arrangements. Unlike tourism this area of temporary work visas also has domestic political 

repercussions which can impact consolidation of engagement at other levels. The proportion 

of temporary workers from developing countries has grown significantly since 2000. By 2007, 

Chinese and Philippine workers represented the two fastest growing groups on Section 457 

work visas to Australia.127 Officially titled the Temporary Work (Skilled) (Subclass 457) visa, 

                                                 
124 Kendall (2008: 148). Kendall notes that ‘It is extremely likely that the Falun Gong movement was the single 

most active petitioner to the 41st Australian Parliament’. 
125 Allard (2005). 
126 Sydney Morning Herald (2005); The Age (2005). 
127 ACTU (2016). 
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it applied to employment in cases of labour shortage. These were replaced in 2018 by the 

Temporary Skill Shortage Visa (TSS).128 

However, formal engagement between the Australian labour movement and China 

remained weak. The Union movement is active in the leadership of ideas in many areas, but it 

is not immune to lack of China capacity and awareness. In contrast, 2006 saw the 

commemoration by the Illawarra Branch for the study of Labour History of the Union 

campaign to resist export of pig-iron to Japan in 1938, in sympathy with China against invasion 

by rampant Japanese militarism.129 The campaign had cross community support from unionists 

and from Chinese-Australian community members as described in Chapter 4.130 The 

commemorating plaque was unveiled by Her Excellency Madam Fu Yng, Chinese Ambassador 

to Australia.131 This event recognised historic links between the two peoples. The plight of the 

Chinese was widely witnessed in the Australian media and included literary contributions from 

leading Australian poets such as C.J. Dennis, whose several pro-China works included a 

remarkably insightful ‘China Speaks’ in 1938.132 

7.4.9   Chinese Students in Australia 

Institutional arrangements necessary for the rapid growth in numbers of overseas students 

required reciprocal agreements between China and Australia at multiple levels. Some of these 

have been previously mentioned, such as Australia’s preferred destination status. Other 

arrangements necessitated the involvement of DFAT, universities and TAFE, as well as schools 

                                                 
128 Immigration Direct. Retrieved at: https://www.immigrationdirect.com.au/work-visa/457-visa.jsp. 
129 Andrews (1985: 86); National Archives, retrieved at: http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-

newsletter/July-2009.html 
130 The South Coast Branch of the Waterside Workers Federation (WWF) carried the following resolution at their 

monthly meeting (In November 1937): ‘We note with horror the unprovoked and murderous attack of the Japanese 

militarists against the peace loving Chinese people and lodge an emphatic protest and demand the application of 

the League Covenant be put into operation against Japan. Furthermore, we as members of the Australian working 

class are prepared to assist the Chinese workers in their fight against Fascist Japan’. 
131 Petersen (2007: 47–8).  
132 Dennis (1938). 

https://www.immigrationdirect.com.au/work-visa/457-visa.jsp
http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-newsletter/July-2009.html
http://naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/e-newsletter/July-2009.html
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and other educational providers. The extent of these institutional links matches the scale of 

actual student numbers, leading to this overseas student sector becoming Australia’s third 

largest export sector. Some of the changes in this sector are revealed in Tables 7.2, 7.3 and 7.4 

below. 

 

Table 7.2: Changes in the Quantity of Overseas Students 

Data Source 2002 (in 1000s) 2006 (in 1000s) % Change 

Overseas arrivals for education(a) 308 397 29 

Student enrolments(b) 275 384 40 

Student numbers(c) 228 318 39 

(a) Source: ABS Overseas Arrivals and Departures Collection 

(b) Source: AEI Collections 

(c) Source: AEI Collections 

Source: ABS:3416.0 Perspectives on Migrants (2007). 

 

 

Table 7.3: Overseas Students in All Sectors in 2006, by Major Source Countries 

Source Country No.  
(Per 1000s) 

 % 

China 69.8  22 

India 34.2  10.8 

Republic of Korea 25.0  7.9 

Malaysia 17.9  5.6 

Hong Kong 16.7  5.3 

Japan 14.6  4.6 

Thailand 13.3  4.2 

Indonesia 12.6  4.0 

United States of America 11.8  3.7 

Singapore 8.8  2.8 

Other nationalities 93.3  29.3 

TOTAL 317.9  100 

(a) Calendar year data    

Source: AEI international student numbers ABS: 3416.0 - Perspectives on Migrants (2007). 
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Students entering Australia on a student visa are permitted to work for a prescribed number of 

hours. This arrangement assists student self-sufficiency in the relatively high cost Australian 

environment and contributes to deeper engagement with Australian society. However, the 

history of this institutional arrangement is mixed and has aroused concerns over abuse through 

underpayment and substandard work conditions as well as contributing to unease over the 

implications for employment more generally.  

 

 

Table 7.4: Employment of Overseas-Born Students 

Top 5 employing industries of overseas-born students 

 

No. overseas-born 

students, arrived 2002-

2006(a) 

'000 

% of total employed 

overseas students 

Accommodation and food 

services 

17.1 28.7 

Retail trade 9.4 15.7 

Health care and social 

assistance 

5.7 9.6 

Manufacturing 4.2 7.0 

Administrative and support 

services 

4.0 6.8 

Other 19.2 32.2 

Total employed 59.6 100 

Total not employed 231.6 
 

Total (all students) 291.2 
 

      Source: ABS 2006 Census (a) Data have been randomly adjusted. 

 

Similar levels of overseas-born and Australian-born students (20 and 21per cent) indicated that 

they had a job. Of these, the greatest proportion (29 per cent) of students born overseas worked 
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in accommodation and food services, compared to 17 per cent of employed students born in 

Australia. A further 16 per cent of employed students born overseas worked in the retail trade, 

compared to 9 per cent of employed Australian-born students (Table 7.4 above). 

7.4.10   Foreign Investment 

Foreign investment in Australia is shaped by institutional arrangements at multiple levels 

involving government, business, regulatory authorities and people to people links. It is 

informative to note the ranking of Chinese investment in Australia — a politically sensitive 

issue impacting on popular attitudes as has been discussed previously. Foreign investment is 

subject to regulation in Australia and currency movement is a matter of interest to both 

Australian and Chinese governments individually and jointly.  

  

 Figure 7.24: Australia’s Foreign Investment Relationship with Partner Countries  

 

       Source: Sanyal (2009). 

.  

Communities surrounding areas targeted for investment often become involved — sometimes 

positively, depending on perceived benefits. This issue will be revisited in the following 
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chapters but suffice to say that Figure 7.24 (above) does not accord with popular perceptions 

of Chinese ownership of Australian assets. Chinese investment in Australia was growing in 

line with other indicators of Chinese growth such as those discussed above. 

The Australian Government has the responsibility and capacity to regulate in this area. 

Poor regulation of areas such as residential real estate has the potential to feed adverse 

perceptions of foreign ownership linked to rapidly rising prices. Australia started to invest in 

China in 1979, when it was one of the earlier countries to do so. Australian investment in China 

was low compared to the growing trade relationship and compared to investment in more 

traditional markets. This situation would not change until late in the succeeding period, 

indicating that factors other than the governing party in Australia were responsible. This FDI 

was driven by investment in equity capital and reinvested earnings in both cases. The situation 

is facilitated by complementary institutional arrangements at government level and 

supplemented by private institutional arrangements. This was facilitated by consolidation of 

engagement with China at the institutional level, however, the complex nature of engagement 

means that change at the institutional level had implications for consolidation at other levels. 

7.4.11   Concluding Remarks 

This section has reviewed areas of institutional engagement during the years of the Howard 

Government and sources of concern which had the potential to undermine engagement. This 

period reflected continuity as well as change. Trade growth was a major source of continuity. 

The value of bilateral trade had doubled in the first five years of the Howard Government and 

this growth continued particularly in the mining and resource sector.  

Symbolic of institutional level success was Chinese President Hu Jintao’s address to the 

Joint Sitting of the Australian Parliament. The first round of FTA negotiations between 
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Australia and China emphasised this success. Prime Minister Howard made several visits to 

China and became the first foreign leader to address the Central Party School.  

Australia was also changing, demographically, economically and socially. The size of 

the Chinese diaspora in Australia increased under the influence of continued Chinese 

migration. By 2008, Chinese-born Australians comprised 6 per cent of the population. Overseas 

diasporas can drive trade, cultural, educational and other links; they also contribute to migration 

inbound and outbound, tourism and two-way investment. Increased Chinese student 

enrolments in Australian institutions contributed to the sector’s export significance. This was 

facilitated by Australia’s preferred destination status, which also increased Chinese tourism to 

Australia. The following section draws the conclusions from this chapter together to assess 

overall consolidation of engagement with China.  

7.5   Conclusion: The Howard Years 

Despite the short-term focus generated by Australian electoral cycles, engagement with China 

has developed a momentum which has managed to surmount obstacles to its consolidation. A 

combination of political bipartisanship on China, as between Whitlam and Fraser and 

subsequently with Hawke, plus infrequent change of governments after Whitlam contributed 

to some stability in the China relationship. 

The years of Howard Government forming the second longest term of any Australian 

Prime Minister, had a bumpy start where engagement with China deteriorated. The relationship 

was restored and intensified in the years 1997 to 2002. In the remaining years of his government 

(2003 to 2006) the relationship became more ambiguous, producing amity mixed with unease. 

Ambivalence is detectable at the behavioural level but also at the attitudinal level. 



261 

 

It would be wrong to argue that ideological differences between Howard and his Labor 

predecessors were the main driver of Australian engagement with China during this period, 

although they did play a part. A combination of material conditions at the domestic as well as 

at the international level combined with Howard’s own political agenda. This agenda was based 

on political survival against Labor and against the populism of One Nation but Howard 

arguably viewed prevailing circumstances through the related lenses of US neoconservatism 

and a brand of neoliberalism shared with, but harder than, the neoliberalism of Keating and 

Hawke. The perceived benefits of trade (China opportunity) were as visible to Howard as to 

his predecessors (and successors) — differences centred on what needed to be done to realise 

and maintain these benefits while managing varying levels of perceived China threat. In 

essence, this is the heart of the noted ambivalence. 

Howard stifled concerns over Australian ‘liminality’ and suspended its struggle for 

identity which were in many ways a diversion from the material impacts of globalised free 

trade, unemployment, and the impacts of neoliberal inspired policies that drove domestic 

unease. Cultural differences ‘proved to be less of an obstacle’ to regional engagement which 

was largely fuelled by economic forces, and China’s dramatic economic growth. The ‘strong 

contest of ideas’ about regional challenges and Australian identity had fuelled a national debate 

for several decades from the 1960s. John Howard congratulated himself for publicly and, in his 

view, definitively putting the ‘discussion to sleep’.133 

In his closing address to the Liberal Party Convention in June 2003, Howard decreed that 

the ‘long seemingly perpetual symposium on our self-identity’ had ended so there was no 

longer any need to ‘navel (sic) gaze about what an Australian is’.134 It is arguable that while 

Howard was deaf to Keating’s arguments about Australian liminality and identity — Howard 

                                                 
133 FitzGerald (2013). 
134 Howard (2003). 
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was blind to the changes taking place around him. Yet this chapter supports a contention that 

evaluates Howard’s performance as a paradox.135 Prime Minister Howard oversaw levels of 

Asian engagement, including Chinese engagement that rivalled Keating’s achievements. 

Australia became a member of every regional grouping that it sought to join and bilateral 

institutional relations with China reached new heights. Howard could boast of growing trade, 

investment, study and immigration links with China during the period covered in this chapter. 

Despite the rhetoric surrounding Australian identity, which can arguably be seen as a foil 

to the impacts of Hansonism and a bid to regain electoral advantage, China policy in the final 

years of the twentieth century under Howard continued where the Keating Government left off. 

China focus had contracted at the economic and the behavioural level, although there was 

consolidation of economic engagement that adversely contrasted with political engagement.136 

This situation arose from conscious political choice, albeit informed by neoliberal ideology. 

This conclusion assumes that other choices were available. The mood of this period can be 

summarised as ‘Asians were valued trade partners, but Americans were valued friends’,137 but 

this does not capture the full nuance inherent in China’s rising economic primacy and the 

congruent US economic demise — under neoliberalism and in a more complex world. 

Australians are comfortable with the economic relationship with China as shown in this 

chapter but rarely question the idea of the commercial essence of the relationship. It has been 

suggested that this narrow attitudinal consolidation, although representing significant ‘social 

change’, was not a consequence of ‘anything to do with China’. It is argued here that the 

‘political choice’ driving this ‘social change’ is arguably the dominance of neoliberalism, not 

only in the bureaucracy and in public policy making as widely argued in the literature,138 but 

                                                 
135 Wesley (2007). 
136 FitzGerald (2013). 
137 Capling (2008: 613). 
138 Pusey (1991); Mitchell and Fazi (2017b). 
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also in popular consciousness.139 In other words, engagement with China occurred under the 

influence of a paradigm shift, described in an evolving rhetoric of neoliberalism.140  

Neoliberalism is ‘common sense of our era’, Howard was not unique for grounding his 

policies here. All the main parties proceeded from this ground and popular discourse was 

framed by it.141 Whether this ‘common sense’ was ‘good sense’ (as Gramsci distinguished 

them) would be sorely tested by the looming global financial crisis, soon after the defeat of the 

Howard Government. Engagement with China behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally 

was increasingly viewed as economic opportunity framed in neoliberal terms while other policy 

areas became subordinated to the restructuring of the Australian economy to serve interests 

perceived in those terms. As shown in this chapter, this brought the Howard Government into 

conflict with a large section of the Australian community.  

In Howard’s own words, he regarded his ‘very close, pragmatic, productive, and [he 

believed] enduring relationship’ with China while becoming ‘even closer’ to the US as an 

‘extraordinary’ feature of his government’s tenure. This produced another paradox as explained 

in this chapter. The relationships were very different and in many ways contradictory. 

Australian trade helped to fuel China’s rise to economic primacy in competition with a 

weakened US. Howard’s consolidation of the bilateral relationship with China aided attitudinal 

consolidation but deepening of the US alliance relationship acted antagonistically with attitudes 

to China — feeding China fear. The net result attitudinally was ambivalence, as evidenced in 

this chapter.  

The state of consolidation of engagement with China is summarised in Table 7.5 below. 

The ambit for engagement is undoubtedly growing as China becomes more prominent in all 

                                                 
139 Braedley and Luxton (2014). 
140 Stokes (2014: 195). 
141 Connell (2010). 
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aspects of global activity, from trade to climate change and more. Although Australian 

engagement is consolidating by some measures, mostly economic, this is not true in other areas 

such as those culturally and politically defined. This may well apply to both nations but the 

concern here is Australian active engagement behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally. 

On this basis, at the end of the Howard period of government and after three and a half decades 

of engagement with the PRC, consolidation of engagement with China was uneven. 

Ambivalence at multiple levels and narrowness resulting from trade dominance of engagement 

were factors in this unevenness. Another significant factor was conflicted interests between 

Australia’s relationship with China (its greatest trading partner) and Australia’s relationship 

with the US (its most powerful friend, and ally). These factors all presented obstacles for 

consolidation of Australian engagement with China. The absence of China capacity, a 

behavioural level deficit discussed widely above, made the barriers to consolidation of 

engagement behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally more difficult to scale.  
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Table 7.5: Australian Engagement with China 1949–2007 

Period Behavioural 

Level b 

Attitudinal 

Level a 

Institutional Level i 

Pre-recognition 

1949–1972 

Assessment —  

Index b =0  

 far from 

consolidated 

Description —

hostility to policy 

development, action 

or resourcing  

Assessment —  

Index a=1  

Incremental 

growth in public 

support over the 

period 

Assessment —  

Index i=0 

A very low base of minimal or no 

engagement 

Whitlam  

1972–1975 

Assessment —  

Index b=4  

adopted policies 

with developing 

resources 

(compared with 

earlier stage of no 

resourcing) 

Assessment —  

Index a=3 

A high level of 

public support 

approaching a 

robust majority 

level 

Assessment — 

Index i=3  

Established Institutional links are 

developing, growing and deepening 

Fraser 1975–1983 Assessment—  

Index 4<b<5  

Closer to 

consolidation but 

contending elite 

views; weakness in 

domestic level 

engagement 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

Relatively high and 

starting from a 

sound base (1972-

75) but fluctuating 

around that level 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Internationalisation/globalisation 

leading to deeper and broader 

institutional links at multiple levels — 

close to consolidation  

Hawke-Keating 

period 1983–1996 

Assessment—  

Index 4<b<5  

 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Consolidation  Engagement public, 

prominent and 

across policy 

domains. Close to 

consolidation and 

maturing, but under 

challenge. 

Government 

defeated in 1996 

general election. 

From sound base 

under Fraser; 

grew to new height 

in 1989. New low 

post-Tiananmen—

rising erratically—

contentious issues; 

tempered by anti-

Asian populism by 

1996.   

Continuity of 

Internationalisation/globalisation 

leading to deeper and broader 

institutional links at multiple levels. 

Close to consolidation Bilateral 

institutional links deeper and maturing. 

Community of interest producing broad 

institutional relations. 

Howard  

1996–2007 

Assessment— 

Index 4<b<6 

Assessment— 

Index 4<a<6 

Assessment— 

Index 5<i<6 

Consolidation  Policy complacency 

and ‘spectator 

Parliament’, 

ambivalence and 

poor capacity 

building, retreat 

from political 

engagement 

Overall support 

based on expected 

opportunity 

tempered by trend 

to growing 

suspicion of 

‘rising’ China in 

ill-informed 

environment 

Loss of momentum by end of period 
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CHAPTER 8 

Rudd, Gillard Years and the Rudd Reprise 2007–2013 

8.1   Introduction 

This chapter assesses Australian engagement with China in the period following the defeat of 

the Howard Government, from December 2007 to September 2013. In 2007, the Labor (ALP) 

Government of Kevin Rudd was elected in a landslide result, amid great expectations of an 

activist and progressive policy agenda. Contrary to these expectations, the period was 

characterised by controversy, internal ALP fractiousness, a mixture of success and failure and 

three Prime Ministers — Rudd (2007 to June 2010), Julia Gillard (until June 2013) and finally 

Kevin Rudd made a brief encore until his government was defeated by the Liberal-National 

Party Coalition led by Tony Abbott in September 2013 — the subject of the following chapter.  

Wang Yi employed three independent variables — ‘systemic, domestic and 

idiosyncratic’, to explore Australian relations with China.1 Idiosyncratic factors describe the 

decision-makers’ impact on foreign policy formulation. Wang explores ‘the relative weight of 

the internal versus external influences in the policy making process’.2 However, assessment of 

the engagement process requires more. The complexity of this process requires assessment of 

the multiple, interacting factors operating at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels 

and a framework for this assessment. 

                                                 
1 Wang (2012). 
2 Ibid, 6. 
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In previous chapters the impact of key actors is clear, regardless of the partisanship of 

the actor concerned. In this chapter, three prime ministerships are considered but they are 

treated as elements of a continuum. This recognises the profound influence of Kevin Rudd as 

Prime Minister but also as Foreign Minister during the interregnum. His dominant role not only 

gave him public prominence and a high degree of popularity (despite his defeat) but also 

because his dominating, perhaps exclusionist, way of working entrenched this dominance. In 

this centralising modus operandi he had more in common with John Howard’s style than with 

previous ALP leaders, but this sorely limited his legacy on engagement with China and other 

government directions.  

Prime Minister Rudd said that Australians were becoming more concerned about facing a 

much more complex region and world than ever before. China and India were looming to 

dominate the 21st Century, just as the United States and the United Kingdom had dominated 

the 20th.3 Only a hint of these concerns is given in the framing of this statement, but it does not 

require much imagination to see ‘latent anxieties’ surfacing. The Rudd-Gillard governments 

added to these anxieties — Australia’s China policy once more ‘becoming a function of US 

policy’. As FitzGerald stressed, it ‘is not about choice between China and America, which is 

how it has often been characterised, trivialised and deflected by the government to suggest that 

its critics only think in such absurdities. The point is about the nature of our relations.’4 The 

required level of self-awareness is missing. Balancing Australia’s most important relationships, 

according to FitzGerald, required a stretch of the imagination, but four decades after Australia 

recognised the People’s Republic of China, the ‘leadership of ideas’ was missing.5 

                                                 
3 Rudd (2008a). 
4 FitzGerald (2013). Jack Hibberd’s A Stretch of the Imagination was the first Australian play to be produced in 

the People’s Republic of China, in 1987. 
5 Ibid, 5. 
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The White Paper, Australia in the Asian Century, was developed during this period. After 

an exhaustive process, it provided an attempted report card into Australia’s interests in the 

region without disguising the centrality of China and offered a ‘roadmap’ to navigate the 

century.6 As such, the White Paper reveals perceived short comings in engagement and 

aspirations for the future behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally. This chapter begins 

assessment at the behavioural level. 

8.2   Behavioural Consolidation: Active Policy Development and 

Implementation 

8.2.1 Overview 

Some observers argue that ‘Australia’s two major parties seldom diverge significantly in their 

foreign policies’.7 The same could be said about economic policy where differences do not 

fundamentally challenge the dominant paradigm of the era, but represent variants such as that 

described earlier as ‘actually existing neoliberalism’.8 Under ‘diplomacy in the market place’ 

trade became synonymous with foreign policy.9 According to Pan, ‘Rudd made it clear that his 

China anxiety extended to the economic front.’10 This appears ironic since Pan highlighted that 

in the midst of a resources boom, ‘few Western countries have benefited more from Chinese 

economic development than Australia; and yet, few countries seem more suspicious and 

ambivalent about China.’11 This statement suggests continuing relevance of Clark’s 1967 

                                                 
6 Raby (2012b).  
7 Ravenhill and Cotton (2011). 
8 Brenner and Theodore (2002: 34979); Cahill (2010: 298–316). 
9 Boyce and Angel (1992). 
10 Pan (2012: 249). 
11 Ibid, 250. 
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assessment that ‘Few western countries have been less the target of Chinese hostility than 

Australia. Few countries, western or non-western, are more hostile to China than Australia.’12  

From the beginning of his prime ministership, Rudd offered mixed messages about 

China. Since the brief initial period of the Whitlam Government when Whitlam and Lance 

Barnard held all portfolios, no other Prime Minister has so comprehensively controlled 

Australian foreign policy. Combined with the ‘right to pick and choose his cabinet at his own 

sole discretion’, Rudd dominated the government. Andrew Carr contrasts John Howard’s 

‘deputy sheriff’ label with Rudd’s style as ‘a Lone Ranger’.13 Carr acknowledges that 

‘centralisation of policy analysis and development within the Prime Minister’s department has 

been a pattern of modern Australia’ — a view supported by Kelly.14 Through his appointment 

of a National Security Advisor (NSA) who reported directly to the Prime Minister and to the 

Secretary of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Rudd obtained ‘supreme control over … content’ of 

significant reports such as the Defence White Paper which created friction with China. Rudd’s 

appointment of a staff ‘of young outsiders whose loyalty to him was often stronger than their 

political judgement’,15 created a ‘self-referring, unduly cohesive in-group … a closeted 

process’ in Rudd’s office.16 

8.2.2 The Rudd Factor 

At the beginning of the ALP Government’s term, Allan Gyngell, former Keating foreign policy 

adviser, wrote that the ‘defining feature’ of the Rudd Government policy was its ‘ambition’,17 

and Rudd dominated Australian foreign policy formulation ‘more securely than any of his 

                                                 
12 Clark (1967). 
13 Carr (n.d.). 
14 Kelly (2006b: 7–24). 
15 Carr (n.d.). 
16 Strangio and James (2010); see also Strangio, Hart, and Walter (2013). 
17 Gyngell (2008). 
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predecessors’.18 The prescience of Gyngell’s remark arises from the expectation success would 

depend on striking a ‘balance between ambition and implementation’ — and herein lay the 

problem. At the behavioural level active policy development and implementation are both 

necessary under the Cluster Concept Framework employed in this thesis. This allows for 

idiosyncratic factors described by Wang but requires more. 

In his maiden speech to the Australian Parliament, Kevin Rudd, the Member for Griffith, 

affirmed his belief ‘that ideas are important’ and ‘shape … the behaviour of governments, of 

bureaucracies … business … unions … media and of individuals’ … and therefore debate 

‘about fundamental ideas … is critical to an informed discussion about policy.’19 Rudd was not 

short on ideas but was less successful in leading public discussion of policy. According to 

Megalogenis, Rudd lacked ‘the patience to stick with a debate long enough to assure public 

support for his position’.20 Rudd was heavily criticised for inability to implement his ideas. 

From the Opposition, Tony Abbott ‘mistook absence of policy achievement for absence of 

vision’.21 Rudd also underestimated the degree of internal party and electoral support for him. 

He managed a level of personal popularity but he failed to translate it into political support. 

Paul Keating has a well-honed line he uses to assess his successor as Labor Prime 

Minister: ‘Kevin is Labor – but he’s not tribal Labor.’ Rudd does not fit into internal Labor 

tribalisms of union and faction.22 Rudd publicly and vehemently attacked neoliberalism 

proclaiming that the GFC showed ‘that the emperor has no clothes’ yet promised a return to 

                                                 
18 Ibid. 
19 Retrieved at: http://australianpolitics.com/parliament/maiden-speeches. Accessed 6 September 2016. 
20 Megalogenis (2010: 11). 
21 Ibid. 
22 Hartcher (2009). 

http://australianpolitics.com/parliament/maiden-speeches
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neoliberal fiscal responsibility which offered little government investment to match his Asian 

Century rhetoric.23  

This brought Rudd close to attacking the paradigm shift represented by the Hawke-

Keating reforms but ultimately the battle was only incompletely engaged. Ironically, the 

emphasis on fiscal responsibility opened the Rudd Government to attack from the Opposition 

using Rudd’s own rhetoric and contributed to the eventual defeat of his government. This is 

one demonstration of the need for broader analysis at the behavioural level. 

The Rudd stimulus programs contributed significantly to Australia being one of a select 

club of three nations that avoided recession during the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). 

However, the mining boom and China’s role in it, such as in natural gas, placed Australia in a 

strong economic position ahead of the crisis. Much of this was due to the previous government. 

Continuation of the boom helped accelerate the post-crisis recovery. Lending a hand were a 

low exchange rate and stimulus spending in China, which helped sustain Australian mining 

exports during the crisis. This was despite mining investment, commodity prices and mining 

jobs falling during the key period of the global financial crisis.24 Remarkably, Rudd argued that 

the Liberal Party was ‘the political home of neo-liberalism’ — an unsustainable assertion given 

its Hawke-Keating ALP origins and ongoing bipartisan commitment.25 The Chinese stimulus, 

at the heart of Australia’s resources boom, would continue to be a major factor driving 

Australian policy towards China  

Rudd’s isolation within the Party was partly due to his non-inclusion in Labor tribalism, 

but largely due to his own non-inclusive way of working — a reputation earned much earlier 

                                                 
23 Ibid, 20; see also Rudd (2009).  
24 ABC RMIT. ‘Fact Check: Did The Mining Boom Play No Role in Staving Off a Recession During the Global 

Financial Crisis?’ (2017).  Retrieved at: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-30/fact-check-mining-boom-and-

the-global-financial-crisis/8849784 Accessed 30/04/2018. Includes list of sources and references. 
25 Rudd (2010). 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-30/fact-check-mining-boom-and-the-global-financial-crisis/8849784%20Accessed%2030/04/2018
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-30/fact-check-mining-boom-and-the-global-financial-crisis/8849784%20Accessed%2030/04/2018
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as Chief of Staff to former Queensland Premier Wayne Goss.26 Behavioural consolidation of 

engagement requires more than ideas. Informed debate around ideas must lead to policy 

development and implementation which contributes to consolidation of public attitudes and 

institutional change. 

As Wang assumed, ‘idiosyncrasies’ of key actors are relevant to understanding the Rudd-

Gillard governments but other factors such as changing economic conditions are also relevant. 

Only two ministers, Simon Crean and John Faulkner, ‘had previous experience in government’. 

Rudd, his deputy Julia Gillard, treasurer Wayne Swan and finance minister Lindsay Tanner 

(the ‘gang of four’) centralised decision making as a ‘command and control centre’ focussed 

on the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. It was comprised of ‘advisers and 

bureaucrats’ providing ‘competing, complementary advice, independent of others’ to steer 

Cabinet.27 Rudd, unlike previous Labor leaders had ‘a severe case of journo brain’ producing 

‘a style of politics where winning that day’s media overwhelms the business of government’.28 

Rudd was addicted to social media — by its very nature responsive more than proactive, 

reduced to brevity to the point of becoming simplistic and ephemeral. The output was starved 

of meaningful input. 

Rudd led the ALP to victory at the national election in 2007 ‘with more than 600 promises 

to implement and a determination to win every day in the media’ but ultimately 

unsuccessfully.29 Expectations were high from a prime minister who resonated with a 

responsive electorate, possessed demonstrated foreign policy credentials and was fluent in 

                                                 
26 Syvret (2013). 
27 Megalogenis (2010:7). 
28 Ibid, 12. 
29 Ibid (2010:7); Mackay (2011:7). Retrieved at: 

http://search.informit.com.au.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=059509005622577;res=IELL

CC . 

http://search.informit.com.au.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=059509005622577;res=IELLCC
http://search.informit.com.au.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=059509005622577;res=IELLCC
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Mandarin. Initially this gave Rudd considerable popularity in China. Ultimately some would 

question the sincerity of his friendship with China.  

Prime Minister Rudd’s speech to staff and students of Peking University in April 2008 is 

most noted for his offer to China of ‘a true friendship which offers unflinching advice and 

counsels restraint’. Rudd presented Australia as a ‘zhengyou’ who desired to ‘engage in 

principled dialogue over matters of contention’. In the context of protests over the Beijing 

Olympics and human rights issues in Tibet, Rudd emphasised China’s obligation to address 

climate change and uphold the ‘global rules-based order’.30 Rudd could be seen as attempting 

to broaden the context of Australian engagement with China. It could also be said that it is 

consistent with his self- description as a ‘brutal realist’ on China, discussed later in this thesis. 

However, his attempt could also be seen as displaying a degree of hubris and as an attempt to 

use his popularity in Australia and in China to lecture rather than engage with China. Wang 

noted that Rudd’s attempt was as short-lived as his administration, which remained focussed 

on a trade-based agenda.  

Although ‘his perceived closeness to China’ created some ‘nervousness’ from the region 

it would be a ‘mistake to see Kevin Rudd’s views of China in simple terms’.31 It is possible to 

see the Rudd-Gillard foreign policy as the latest embodiment of the longstanding Australian 

‘primal fear of abandonment’ seeking succour from a more traditional ‘powerful friend’ in 

Menzies’ terms. Here, Gyngell was arguing the rarity of political change in Australia.32 From 

this perspective, debate over China often ‘reveals more about Australia than it does about 

China’.33  

                                                 
30 Rudd (2008b). 
31 Gyngell (2008). 
32 Ibid. 
33 Pan (2012: 247). 
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Rudd clearly affirmed that his government recognised the challenge to ‘harness the best 

ideas from Australians of all backgrounds and…ages’ through community wide ‘participation 

in the processes of government’.34 In 2008, Prime Minister Rudd invited 1000 participants to 

the 2020 Summit. Rudd described it as ‘a public conversation in which all voices are welcome’ 

because ‘Government, irrespective of its political persuasion, does not have a monopoly on 

policy wisdom’.35 The 2020 Summit was expected to provide ideas for the future but like the 

Australia in the Asian Century White Paper, it failed to translate to reality. The rhetoric of 

inclusive decision making did not match the autocratic reality and ideals such as China literacy 

were never funded. 

8.2.3   Diplomatic Deficit 

Rudd was accused of micro-managing DFAT, evidenced by his appointment of inexperienced 

ministers to the portfolio.36 Imbalance between the Prime Minister’s Department and DFAT 

was an even more significant factor. Such micro-management created other internal difficulties 

such as a ‘backlog in filling appointments’.37 Former Ambassador to China (2007–2011), Geoff 

Raby, submitted to the Asian Century White Paper that ‘formal government-to-government 

arrangements have not kept pace with the tremendous expansion of our interests in China and 

many have fallen into disrepair’.38 

Whereas the Howard Government typified Coalition governments’ preference for 

bilateralism and ALP governments adopted more internationalist perspectives — there are 

substantial continuities between successive governments, which also applies to the period 

                                                 
34 Rudd (2008c: 6). 
35 Davis (2008). 
36 Stephen Smith was appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs and Simon Crean as Trade Minister in 2007. 
37 Flitton (2009). 
38 Raby (2012b).  
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under consideration here. Rudd’s rhetorical and soon truncated fiscal policy challenge to the 

GFC was peremptorily abandoned by the ALP.39 The government returned to its preferred 

neoliberal pathway — albeit with slightly different rhetoric. Despite strident criticism of 

Coalition funding cuts to DFAT, Rudd also cut DFAT funding in 2008,40 overseeing the 

creation of Australia’s Diplomatic Deficit.41 Capacity deficiencies handicapped the 

maintenance of Australia’s China relationship, as Raby noted. Isolated from policy analysis 

and development, some DFAT officials described themselves as a ‘visa-processing offshoot of 

the prime minister’s office’.42 Within both ALP and Opposition parties, ‘few had any authority 

or willingness to challenge the role’ assumed by the Prime Minister.43 What was described as 

a ‘chaotic policy process’ extended beyond foreign affairs and included the widely criticised 

2009 Defence White Paper which argued that ‘the pace, scope and structure of China’s military 

modernization have the potential to give its neighbours cause for concern’.44 

Australian-Chinese relations during 2009 led to a description of that year as Rudd’s 

‘annus horribilis’. Vice-Premier Li Keqiang visited Australia in October 2009, to negotiate an 

‘Australia–China Joint Statement’ which would affirm mutual commitment to improved 

bilateral ties, necessitated by a series of challenges to the relationship which put Rudd’s 

diplomacy under scrutiny. It was arguably ‘the lowest point in mutual sentiment and trust 

between Australia and China since the 1989 Tiananmen Square Incident or the Third Taiwan 

Strait Crisis in 1996’.45 Several incidents caused the bilateral relations between the two 

governments to stall. The most significant of these was, as mentioned, Rudd’s Defence White 

                                                 
39 Rudd (2009: 20). 
40 Commonwealth of Australia (2008).  
41 Gyngell et al. (2009). 
42 Stuart (2010). 
43 Carr (n.d.). 
44 Commonwealth of Australia (2009:34). 
45 Chinastory.org (n.d.). Retrieved at: http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/kevin-rudd-and-australia-china-

relations/ . 

http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/kevin-rudd-and-australia-china-relations/
http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/kevin-rudd-and-australia-china-relations/
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Paper. Other issues included the Stern Hu affair (discussed below) and the visit by leader of 

the Uyghur World Congress, Rebiya Kadeer, to the Melbourne International Film Festival. 

Chinese diplomats caused a stir by attempting to have her documentary removed from the 

programme. 

Australia was unable to detect major debate in China about future directions, forcing 

reactive Australian policy rather than proactive policy. For example, by the end of the Rudd-

Gillard period of government, Australia appeared to have missed the heated debate in China 

about its future direction which laid the foundations for Xi Jinping’s announcement of China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) which coincided with the change of government in Australia in 

2013.46 This is discussed more fully in the next chapter. 

8.2.4   Stern Hu Case 

The events referred to above, probably said more about Australia’s conflicted views of China 

than anything else. For example, the Stern Hu Affair was run largely in the media on the 

Australian side and demonstrated great deficiencies in Australian understanding of Chinese 

decision-making hierarchy, legal systems both in China and the West (on issues such as judicial 

presumption of innocence), concerns over regulation of Chinese steel industry reforms and 

much more. The evident presumption was that the arrest of a Chinese expatriate with Australian 

citizenship represented a failure of the Chinese system rather than corrupt behaviour by foreign 

investors.47 The Rudd Government did little to preempt this emergent breakdown in relations. 

Diplomatic resources were stretched, Rudd was otherwise occupied, and quiet diplomacy was 

absent. The government dismissed criticism from the Opposition as trying ‘to stir up some old 

                                                 
46 Cai (2017); Shaohui (2015).  
47 This assessment is based on an unpublished paper on the Stern Hu Affair by the author. 
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“yellow peril” sentiments’, but the Rudd Government also seemed to get caught up in the 

sentiments.48 

It is worth reviewing this case because it not only displayed a failure of government (and 

perhaps ignorance) at the behavioural level but the frenzied media treatment reinforced 

negative perceptions of China. Kendall’s monograph on the Australian Parliament found 

evidence for a close and circular relationship between the media reporting of China and 

attitudes of parliamentarians towards China. Most Australians could only inform themselves 

about this affair through media reports, suggesting attitudinal level influence and potential 

obstacles for institutional consolidation.49 

On Tuesday 7 July 2009, the China Daily reported that a number of Shanghai employees 

of the global mining company Rio Tinto were arrested, ‘apparently on suspicion of espionage 

and stealing state secrets’. The investigation was being conducted by Shanghai’s State Security 

Bureau. The emphasis in the media was on this framing of security and state secrets. It should 

be noted that in 1999 Australia signed the OECD convention on combating bribery of foreign 

public officials in international transactions. It is not surprising that Mr. Liu, Vice Minister of 

the International Department of the Communist Party of China stated ‘the facts of the case 

would constitute a violation of Australian laws’ in Australia.50 This opinion was repeated by 

Australian legal academic Professor Don Rothwell.51 Only three of those detained were 

Chinese citizens. The fourth was an Australian named Stern Hu, the general manager for China 

operations at Rio Tinto’s iron ore division. The Shanghai office was mainly a sales and 

marketing office for Rio Tinto.52 That the Stern Hu case highlighted how poorly Australia 

                                                 
48 Johnson, Ahluwalia, and McCarthy (2010: 59–74); Pan (2012: 249). 
49 Appendix 1 lists some prominent media references on this issue, used in this section. 
50 The Age (3 Aug 2009), see Appendix 1. 
51 Sydney Morning Herald (4 Aug 2009), see Appendix 1. 
52 China Daily (July 9 2009), see Appendix 1. 
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understood China was reflected in the paucity of investigative reporting in the Australian 

media; the misunderstanding of China amongst a significant portion of Australian politicians; 

the chaotic way in which this matter unfolded, with the Australian Government accused of 

being sidelined; and the absence of consensus in Australian public policy about how the 

important and ongoing relationship between Australia and China was viewed.53 According to 

some commentators at the time, ‘Stern Hu is collateral damage’ for Rio Tinto.54 This depended 

on how China decided to manage legal proceedings against Mr. Hu and his colleagues on the 

lesser commercial charges laid against them. 

As reported in the Australian media, China had approximately 800 steel producers.55 

Shanghai Baosteel was then the largest, and fifth largest in the world. Baosteel produced 

approximately 500 million tonnes of steel in 2008. However, this represented only 5 per cent 

of Chinese steel production. There was inefficiency and overcapacity in the industry which is 

also a major environmental concern (which remained a problem for Chinese policy makers 

beyond the life of the Rudd Government).56 

To import iron ore, companies needed an import permit. However, long-term iron ore 

contracts at the negotiated ‘bench mark price’ were very attractive as they could be as much as 

half of the ‘spot price’ paid for short-term supply on the open market, allowing speculators to 

supply smaller producers at an inflated price. 

Rio Tinto, via Stern Hu and his marketing team, were involved in protracted and difficult 

negotiations with China Iron and Steel Association (CISA) — the official negotiating body. 

                                                 
53 FitzGerald (2009). 
54 For example, see Kirk (2009); Crikey (2009).  
55 The Australian (1–2 August 2009), see Appendix 1. 
56 Australia had missed China’s objective to create an ‘ecological civilization’; a concept that first appeared in a 

2007 report to the 17th National People’s Congress. At the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee 

in 2013, Xi stressed that China would implement ‘ecological civilization reforms’ to reconcile contradictions 

between economic development and the environment. Australia continues to miss the significance of this. 
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The deadline for negotiations was nearing and CISA was demanding a reduction in benchmark 

price of 40 per cent which compared with the 33per cent level agreed by Rio with Korean and 

Japanese producers. China expected treatment from the largest supplier consistent with China’s 

status as the world’s largest buyer. 

Allegedly, Rio Tinto undermined the Chinese negotiations by encouraging contracts with 

small producers who had no import permits. They were also accused of bribing officials to 

obtain confidential data which gave Rio Tinto inside knowledge of production levels, 

negotiating positions and other sensitive information. Police claimed to have found this 

material on Rio computers. It should be clear why China viewed that its interests had been 

damaged. At best, Australian Government response was ineffectual.57 

China-Australia Free Trade Agreement talks also failed to eventuate during this time. 

‘Kevin Rudd the China Expert’ came under immense criticism in the press and in Parliament 

for his ‘dysfunctional diplomacy’.58 Eventually, in October 2009, Li Keqiang was despatched 

to Australia, as noted above. 

8.2.5   Rhetoric not Consolidation 

In the absence of active policy development and implementation, rhetoric displaces 

consolidation of engagement at the behavioural level. The neoliberal rhetoric of the Rudd-

Gillard period is not as strident as that of their predecessor but, consistent with the concept of 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’, policy choices reveal the underlying politics. Ironically, Rudd 

attacked neoliberalism with a vehemence not shared by other Western leaders. According to 

Prime Minister Rudd, ‘Neoliberalism, and the free-market fundamentalism it has produced, has 

                                                 
57 See Appendix 1 for a list of media sources used for this investigation. 
58 Chinastory.org. Retrieved at:http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/kevin-rudd-and-australia-china-relations/. 

http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/kevin-rudd-and-australia-china-relations/
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been revealed as little more than personal greed dressed up as an economic philosophy. And, 

ironically, it now falls to social democracy to prevent liberal capitalism from cannibalising 

itself’.59 China’s Vice Premier Wang Qishan reportedly said, somewhat more elliptically: ‘The 

teachers now have some problems’.60 The subtext of Australia’s pressure on China to fully 

engage with rules-based mechanisms of the WTO, or as argued by Rudd in the same article, 

become more prominent in the IMF, meant compliance with the rules-based system established 

by the US after World War II and dominated by neoliberal policies entrenched in the 1990s by 

the WTO, IMF and World Bank. Failure of the Chinese to comply, for example on revaluation 

of the renminbi caused immediate friction and pressure. This would prove to be a persistent 

area of disagreement between China and Australia’s greatest ally. 

During the 2007 election campaign, the ALP continually promised to be more 

responsible economic managers than the Coalition by balancing budgets, reducing taxes and 

‘facilitating market solutions’.61 Rudd described the government as ‘profligate’ and 

underscored his economic responsibility by under-bidding on tax cuts and new spending. This 

created a self-imposed trap that would haunt the Rudd-Gillard governments, and perhaps help 

explain why so many promises were unfunded, including those of the Asian Century White 

Paper. Australia’s international role was ‘talked up’, and both relations with China and relations 

with the United States were ‘first-order issues’.62 It appeared that almost everything was 

‘priority one’.63 By the close of the first year of office the list of policy enquiries had grown to 

approximately 150, some of them covering substantial areas of policy.64 Despite Rudd’s 

international focus and China priority, Australia’s international diplomatic presence continued 

                                                 
59 Rudd (2009: 20). 
60 Manne and McKnight (2010). 
61 Evans and Aulich (2013). 
62 Ibid, 24. 
63 Jackman (2010: 3–4). 
64 Wanna (2010: 17). 
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to be one of the smallest of any OECD country.65 China indicated amazement and displeasure 

with the Defence White Paper (2009), denying that it posed any threat to Australia or the 

region.66 Some former Chinese officials described the paper as ‘crazy’, ‘stupid’ and 

‘dangerous’, which ‘risked inciting an arms race across the region’.67 Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

the ALP suffered a major electoral shock in the August 2010 election which sealed Rudd’s fate 

as leader — at least until his resurrection. 

Julia Gillard replaced Rudd as leader and the government managed to achieve ‘notable 

improvements’ in Australia’s relationship with China, and with India and the US — but the 

Gillard Government ‘struggled to define what it was attempting to achieve’ and its foreign 

policy was ‘one of populist but competent status quo’. With respect to China this meant a 

continuation of emphasis on economics and the US alliance. Her appointment of Rudd as 

Foreign Minister (an oft used ploy to keep leadership rivals at arm’s length from the electorate) 

‘re-legitimised him and suggested that the government couldn’t manage without him … 

undermining Gillard’s authority’.68 This was arguably not restored until Rudd retired to the 

backbench and was replaced by prominent Labor figure Bob Carr who, according to Andrew 

Carr, ‘gave the Gillard Government a sense of authority and continuity in its handling of foreign 

affairs’. Significant Gillard Government achievements included winning a seat on the UN 

Security Council and the Asian Century initiative. Asian Century rhetoric was used to justify 

and give relevance to behavioural level action, but according to Andrew Carr it did not form a 

sufficient narrative for government practice, although it was relevant to policy areas such as 

the NBN, the carbon tax, and funding for education and ‘refreshing’ ideas of engagement.69 

                                                 
65 Gyngell et al. (2009). 
66 Tubilewicz (2010: 149–57). 
67 Garnaut, Grattan, and Davies (2009: 2). 
68 Carr (2014: 173). 
69 Ibid, 174. 
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Ken Henry was chosen to head the White Paper process — continuing the economic focus and 

providing continuity with her predecessors — but it was couched in terms that were more 

populist, continuing focus on China, but extended to South Korea, Japan, Indonesia, and India. 

Apart from the Asian Century framework, the Gillard Government had little pressure to devote 

more attention to foreign or defence policy from an Opposition which ‘paid only minor 

attention’ to these areas. ‘When she did, there always seemed a tension between what was 

immediately popular and what was in the national interest’.70 

8.2.6 Strategic Partnership and the 2013 Defence White Paper 

Two notable areas positively impacted on the level of engagement with China. The first was 

the April 2013 Strategic Partnership agreement with China, described by Linda Jakobson as 

‘an impressive package’ which might improve the long-term relationship and ‘avoid the cycle 

of public disputes’.71 The second was the 2013 Defence White Paper which superseded the 

2009 Rudd version. Offence to China was removed mainly by rhetorical means and it promoted 

the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ to describe Australia’s region, arguing self-reliance on defence but 

offering ‘no justification for where or why this threat might emerge’.72 The White Paper also 

attracted criticism for lack of funding.73 

The Gillard Government regularly rejected that it had to choose between its greatest 

trading partner and its greatest ally.74 This echoed Howard’s insistence that Australia did not 

need to choose between its history and its geography. However, her address to the US Congress 

was taken by some to mean something different. Gillard stated that Australia would be ‘an ally 

                                                 
70 Ibid, 179. 
71 Jakobson (2013). 
72 Frühling (2013). 
73 Evans and Aulich (2013:177). 
74 Carr (2013). 
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for all the years to come’.75 Concern was raised that this may preemptively lock Australia in a 

future regional conflict — marking a defining shift in the ANZUS alliance.76 This accompanied 

‘a massive, quantitative and qualitative transformation’ of the Pine Gap facility, which supports 

US intelligence collection and coordination across East Asia.77 In November 2013, US 

President Obama announced, in Australia, the US ‘pivot’ to Asia and the decision to annually 

rotate 2500 US Marines through a base near Darwin. In the climate of increasing tensions over 

the South China Sea, such decisions by the Australian government cannot be seen in isolation 

from Australian engagement with China.  

8.2.7   Australia in the Asian Century White Paper 

The White Paper on Australia in the Asian Century deserves attention in assessing behavioural 

consolidation of engagement with China, largely because considerable time and resources were 

devoted to the White Paper which revealed important policy achievements and deficiencies. 

The first four chapters of the White Paper deal with the Rise of Asia and Australia’s place in 

Asia in the first quarter of the twenty-first century, setting the scene for a roadmap for Australia 

in the Asian Century. The remaining chapters provide an agenda which presents ‘an ambitious 

set of national objectives and pathways to guide Australia’ to 2025’ (see Figure 8.1 below). 

However, the White Paper process was not preceded by a Green Paper to stimulate public 

consultation and discussion to inform the subsequent White Paper submission phase. This 

limited public ownership of the process and outcome. This contrasts with the White Paper 

statement that successfully achieving its objectives would require ‘concerted and coordinated 

effort from the entire community.’78 The White Paper specifies ‘Asia’ but by the time of its 

                                                 
75 Gillard (2011). 
76 Ayson (2012: 338-364); Bisley (2013: 403-418). 
77 Carr (2014) cites Dorling (2013), ‘US Drone Strikes Guided from Outback’, Sydney Morning Herald, July 21.  
78 Henry, Drysdale, Livingstone, Denton, de Brouwer, Gruen and Smith (2012). 
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release most would have understood the centrality of China in the Asian Century. However, 

the White Paper limits its pathway by self-restriction to a ‘medium-term fiscal framework’,79 

despite long-term aspirations for strengthening the economy and building a ‘fairer society’,80 

capable of producing ‘Asia-capable leaders, workplaces and institutions’.81 Chapter 6 targets 

capacity-building from school level up. The document is clearly founded on neoliberal macro-

economic understandings and was devoid of funding. As stated throughout this thesis policy 

without commitment to implementation is rhetoric rather than active consolidation. However, 

unlike Alexander Downer’s proposed ‘roadmap’ mentioned in the previous chapter — this 

proposal emphasised process over destination, consistent with the concept of engagement 

adopted in this work. 

One exception to the dearth of funding was establishment of the Centre on China in the 

World at the Australian National University (ANU). Rudd graduated from ANU and was 

closely connected, intellectually and personally, with Centre founding director Geremie 

Barme. Criticisms such as lack of transparency, favouritism and questions over philosophical 

emphasis caused some, but for various reasons constrained criticism which was mixed with 

more supportive attitudes. An outline of the mixed feeling towards this initiative was published 

in the national press.82 

The White Paper recommended emphasis on high quality and equity in an education 

system that gave priority to, and detailed strategies for, achieving a cross-curriculum approach 

to Australian engagement with Asia. This included access to priority Asian languages, such as 

Mandarin, for every Australian student. This was to become a core requirement of educational 

                                                 
79 Ibid, 14. 
80 Ibid, 10. 
81 Ibid, 18. 
82 Lane (2010).  
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funding arrangements with the various educational sectors. Most of the proposals remained 

unfunded and unfulfilled. The Paper’s critique retains its relevance. 

 

Figure 8.1: Roadmap to Navigate the Asian Century 

     
       Source: Australia in the Asian Century White Paper (2012). 
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Policy choices were constrained by many factors. These included Australia’s relative size and 

global influence, as well as public opinion, domestic and foreign political influences such as 

Australia’s heavy economic interdependence with China, which derived from ‘a synergistic 

relationship driven largely by the rapidly expanding Chinese demand for Australian 

resources’.83 Attention to public opinion seemed to be more attuned to the media cycle than to 

active policy development and implementation, or to attitudinal consolidation. As discussed 

below the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper process was illustrative of the deep-

seated weaknesses. 

Australia’s first Ambassador to the People’s Republic of China, Stephen FitzGerald 

lamented that it takes ‘a bit of a stretch [of the imagination] for Australia to have a real view 

of political China and the kind of close political relationship we need but do not have.’ 

Spanning the period of 40 years since the Whitlam Government’s recognition of China, there 

were times when he ‘thought that we were getting it right with China’ but in 2012 — ‘this was 

not one of those times’.84 Linda Jakobson also declared that ‘Australia’s political relationship 

with China is far less developed than its economic relationship’.85 In an article in the Australian 

press, James Brown (Research Director of the United States Studies Centre at the University 

of Sydney) expressed a similar view — the relationship between Australia and China must 

‘broaden from trade’. Brown adds that although ‘there is no shortage of cultural exchange 

between our two countries … it is all too elite’.86 Evidence from Kendall stressed that at crucial 

elite levels, such as the parliamentary level, engagement with China is not ubiquitous or even 

common. If parliamentarians are obtaining most of their information on Australia’s relations 

                                                 
83 Camilleri, Martin, and Michael (2013: 1–25). 
84 FitzGerald (2013). 
85 Jakobson (2012). 
86 Brown (2014a).  



287 

 

with China from the media, as Kendall found,87 then reporting of political responses about the 

relations represents a self-generating closed loop of Chinese whispers. Camilleri describes a 

‘vexing dilemma’,88 which hinges on the depth of understanding amongst Australian elites of 

‘the cultural as well as the political and strategic transition that is currently under way, and the 

costs and benefits associated with the inevitable policy adjustments that will follow’. Brown 

believes that ‘far from being strong, the bridge between Australia and China is surprisingly 

brittle’, built as it is on a ‘transactional approach’.89 

Superficially, it appears that the Asian Century White Paper attempted to address this 

problem. Closer scrutiny throws doubt on this proposition. As stated above, White Paper 

processes can be most productive and influential if there is public dialogue and explanation 

preceding the submission process. This is evidenced by important policy change in Australia, 

at state and federal level, often involving a preliminary phase of public consultation through 

the issue of a Green Paper prior to the White Paper process.90 Neither the Asian Century White 

Paper nor the 2009 Defence White Paper involved such broad consultation; and the Asian 

Century White Paper lacked any funding to implement the prescribed desired outcomes and 

following the defeat of the government in 2013, the White Paper disappeared from the 

government website within a fortnight — perhaps not unusual, but indicative of its failure. One 

finding of the parliamentary questionnaire discussed in the last chapter91 related to the lack of 

China literacy capacity in Australia at all levels. One aspect of this capacity is language. Rudd 

was prominent amongst Western leaders for his fluency in Mandarin but such linguistic skills 

                                                 
87 Kendall (2008). 
88 Camilleri, Martin, and Michael (2013: 1–25). 
89 Brown (2014a). 
90 See, for example, Grant and Ryan (2014). Also Queensland Government, retrieved at: 

www.premiers.qld.gov.au/publications/categories/policies-and-codes/handbooks/cabinet-

handbook/consultation/discuss-policy-papers.aspx. The Federal Cabinet Handbook is silent on White paper 

process but Federal Parliamentary examples can be seen in Grant et al above. 
91 Kendall (2008). 

http://www.premiers.qld.gov.au/publications/categories/policies-and-codes/handbooks/cabinet-handbook/consultation/discuss-policy-papers.aspx
http://www.premiers.qld.gov.au/publications/categories/policies-and-codes/handbooks/cabinet-handbook/consultation/discuss-policy-papers.aspx
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are relatively uncommon in Australia. Linguistic fluency, however, does not necessarily equate 

with broader China literacy as described in the White Paper. 

8.2.8   Concluding Remarks 

When the Rudd Government was elected in November 2007, there were high expectations that 

the new Prime Minister’s China skills and his diplomatic experience augured well for further 

deepening of Australian engagement with China and the region. Although Rudd was deposed 

as party leader and Prime Minister by Julia Gillard in June 2010 he retained the Foreign Affairs 

portfolio before regaining the leadership from June to September 2013, when his government 

was defeated. On her first visit to China, Julia Gillard acknowledged her lack of interest in 

foreign policy, so Rudd remained a central figure in Australian foreign affairs. Gillard saw 

herself as being more interested in education and both Gillard and Rudd argued that investment 

in education was essential to Australia’s future. However, both proved inadequate to the task 

of funding and implementing their aspirations for education in the Asian Century. 

Behavioural consolidation during the periods covered both by Rudd and Gillard produced 

aspirational policy statements but little implementation. This undermined the process of 

consolidation and put little pressure on succeeding governments to match commitments. This 

was exacerbated by confusion in the electorate which is examined in the next section. 

8.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Popular Support 

8.3.1   Overview 

In 2006, a majority of Australians expressed interest in Australian international relations and 

supported active Australian participation in world affairs. This contrasted with Australian 

parliamentarians’ minimal interest in Australian relations with China. Two thirds saw benefits 
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for Australia from globalisation and almost all ‘felt safe or very safe’.92 These and related 

popular perceptions require deeper scrutiny, to fully understand their genesis and therefore 

their relevance to attitudinal consolidation of engagement. 

8.3.2   Australia, China and the United States 

The 2006 Lowy Poll showed that the Australia-US strategic relationship was still held in high 

regard. More Australians preferred US global influence over Japanese, Chinese or Indian. 

However, two thirds (69 per cent) felt that Australian foreign policy was too reflective of US 

views and that the US alliance played too big a role in Australian regional policy. Most 

respondents saw the self-appointed US role of global policeman as excessive, with fewer 

expressing trust in the US ability to act responsibly than in Japan, India or in China.93 

China also scored lowest in the list of 13 possible threats to Australia (see Figure 8.2 

below). This view predominated despite perception of China’s growing world power and 

greater influence in Asia than the United States. Only 25 per cent saw China as a critical threat 

to Australia’s ‘vital interests’. Australians, based on the evidence in the 2006 Poll, felt equal 

warmth towards China and the United States. These attitudes represented a fertile environment 

for the further consolidation of Australian engagement with China. The 2007 Poll again 

demonstrated that Australians were comfortable with China’s growing power.94 

Although not considered to be a threat, the warmth of feelings towards China fell from a 

mean of 61 degrees in 2006 to 56 degrees in 2007 as shown in Table 8.1 below. More 

importantly — in 2006, 50 per cent of respondents indicated a warmth of more than 60 degrees 

                                                 
92 Cook (2006). 
93 Ibid. 
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(median). In 2007, the median score had dropped to only 50 degrees. This ranked as equal third 

lowest rating country in the survey. 

 

 

Figure 8.2: Potential Threats from the Outside World 2007 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2007). 

 

Popular support for the FTA with China also dropped, compared with 2005 figures, although 

the opaque nature of FTA agreements is not conducive to informed opinion, tending to be based 

on retrospective experience with similar agreements — of these the FTA with the US was 

significant and widely criticised. The impacts of such agreements are slow to become widely 

noticed. In 2007, climate change and protection of Australian jobs were ‘the two most 

important policy goals’. By mid-2008, only a ‘third of Australians agreed that Australia’s 

interests [unspecified] would not be harmed if China gained more power and influence’. 

Approximately a third (34 per cent) saw China’s rise as ‘a critical threat to Australia’s vital 
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interests in the next 10 years’. 95 This compares with only 25 per cent in 2006. This seems to 

be a significant worsening of attitudes. 

 

Table 8.1: Warmth towards Other Countries 2006–11 (Mean) 

Country 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 

New 

Zealand 

85 84 83 N/A 81 N/A 

Great 

Britain 

79 N/A N/A 77 75 74 

United 

States 

70 68 67 64 60 62 

Japan 67 64 66 64 63 64 

Fiji 66 N/A 63 67 N/A N/A 

Thailand 63 N/A 59 N/A N/A N/A 

Solomon 

Islands 

61 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Taiwan 58 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

South 

Korea 

57 N/A 53 50 N/A 56 

India 56 55 56 57 55 62 

China 53 54 53 56 56 61 

Egypt 52 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Indonesia 51 54 49 50 47 50 

Afghanistan 37 40 37 N/A N/A N/A 

Iraq 35 40 N/A 37 36 44 

Iran 35 38 38 38 34 43 

Libya 35 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

North 

Korea 

34 37 30 N/A N/A 43 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2011). The results are measured as degrees on a thermometer where the higher the temperature 

the warmer are the feelings towards a country. 

 

 

The above data is less clear when compared with the results displayed in Figure 8.3 and Figure 

8.4. However, there are many underlying questions about such data. Questions could be raised 

about common understandings of what constitutes ‘vital interests’; and where respondents are 

sourcing their understanding of China and Australia’s foreign policy. From the previous 

chapter, it seems that parliamentarians are an unlikely source but as suggested below, mass 

media is having a dominant impact on both parliamentarians and the broader public. Combined 
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with lack of government investment in Australian capacity-building through education for the 

Asian Century, it seems that most of these questions are inadequately explored. 

 

Figure 8.3: Changes in Australia’s Relationships 2008 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



293 

 

Figure 8.4: Attitudes towards China 2008–2011 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2011). 

 

8.3.3   Foreign Investment 

Foreign investment has long been a thorny issue in Australia — especially if it entails 

ownership and control. Figure 8.5 below clearly demonstrates this opposition to foreign 

investment, although the question posed focusses on institutional investors and individual 

investors. An imbalance against Chinese institutional investment in Australia is also indicated 

by 78 per cent of the respondents. This imbalance is consistent over the entire period covered 

by this chapter. This is despite the reality (poorly understood or reflected) that Chinese 

investment in Australia was relatively small (Figure 8.6) and largely mining-based.96 It also 

seems that little account was taken of demographic shifts that have resulted in a significant rise 

in the number of Australians with Asian, and particularly Chinese, heritage. This is most 

                                                 
96 Sanyal (2014, 2011). 
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evident in the largest cities, as shown by the 2016 census and discussed further in the following 

chapter. Such consideration is necessary to identify conflation of foreign investment and 

ownership with that of Australian resident ownership. 

 

                  Figure 8.5: Foreign Investment in Australia by Country 2008 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2008). 

 

For Australia, foreign investment data has no single authoritative source. Some data is collected 

by the Foreign Investment Review Board (FIRB), after which the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) is the primary source on inwards foreign investment data. The ABS 

international investment statistics provide quarterly data on inward and outward investment 

activity for Australia. According to ABS data, foreign investment as a proportion of total 

Australian assets remained reasonably steady in the last decade. Evidence is lacking that 

Australia has become more dependent on foreign capital since the mid-1990s.97 Foreign 

investment in Australia is largely undertaken in the form of portfolio investment. Over half of 

Australia’s total stock of foreign investment is portfolio investment, with only around one 
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quarter being foreign direct investment (FDI).98 China remained an important but 

overestimated (in terms of scale) target in popular and media discourse as shown in Figure 8.6 

below. 

 

Figure 8.6: Total Stock of Foreign Direct Investment by Country 

 

     Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2014) in The Treasury (2016: 5). 

 

The above discussion indicates that Australian public perceptions of China do not always match 

the reality. China looms large for Australian public perceptions because, as this thesis has 

shown, Australian engagement with China has grown dramatically since the Whitlam years. In 

2008 and 2009, the Pew Poll of Global Attitudes asked which of a selection of nations was ‘the 

                                                 
98 Under ABS definitions, portfolio investment involves participation of less than 10 % of interest assumed to 

have no influence in the operation of the enterprise. Direct investment involves financial transactions and 

positions where shareholding or voting power is greater than 10 %. Other investment is a residual category that 

captures transactions not classified as direct investment, portfolio investment, financial derivatives, employee 

stock options or reserve assets of the compiling economy. 
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world’s leading economic power’.99 Australians ranked highest amongst the surveyed countries 

in 2008 for nominating China. Forty per cent chose China, against 37 per cent for the US, 11 

per cent for the EU and 7 per cent who selected Japan. No country saw a majority selection of 

China. The US dominance was perceived in many countries including South Korea (80 per 

cent), India (63 per cent), Japan (58 per cent) and Indonesia (50 per cent). 

Perceptions may well follow attitudes, but they might also drive attitudes — both of 

which suggest informed opinion as the casualty. The reality of China’s growing economic 

prosperity makes it obvious that a major shift is occurring, but it is not clear that attitudinal 

consolidation of Australian engagement with China is adapting positively to that shift. The 

following figures are informative in this regard. The expressed attitudes are at best mixed and 

fluctuating rather than consistently deepening. Government performance on Chinese foreign 

investment is undoubtedly one area of popular concern (Table 8.2). However, there is too little 

information about categories of investment, investment targets or issues of foreign control 

associated with the conflated notions of ‘investment from China’. As such this makes it difficult 

to discern the nature of public attitudes or how well informed these attitudes might be. It does 

suggest, however, that there is a need to explore such issues in the broader community. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
99 Pew Global Attitudes Project, ‘World’s Leading Economic Power.’ Retrieved at: 

http://pewglobal.org/database/?indicator=17. http://www.pewresearch.org/question-

search/?keyword=world%5C%27s+leading+economic+power&x=16&y=11. 

http://pewglobal.org/database/?indicator=17
http://www.pewresearch.org/question-search/?keyword=world%5C%27s+leading+economic+power&x=16&y=11
http://www.pewresearch.org/question-search/?keyword=world%5C%27s+leading+economic+power&x=16&y=11
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Table 8.2: Attitudes to Government Policy on Chinese Investment in Australia 

Do you think that the Australian government is: 

 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 

Allowing too 

much 

investment 

from China 

57 56 57 57 50 

Allowing about 

the right 

amount of 

investment 

from China 

33 37 35 34 42 

Not allowing 

enough 

investment 

from China  

4 3 3 3 3 

Don’t know 6 4 5 6 5 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2013). 

 

8.3.4   Communication Breakdown and Attitudes 

The Rudd Government suffered many communication problems, including poor consultation, 

top-heavy decision-making processes plus an apparent inability to explain its policies. To an 

extent these were due to the leadership style of the Prime Minister. The findings represented in 

Table 8.2 above reflected popular opposition to government policy on Chinese investment and 

this was reinforced by the findings in Figure 8.7 below reflecting perceptions that government 

paid too little attention to public opinion. Such attitudes were also felt amongst the ALP caucus 

and the broader Labour movement.100 Popular opinion of Rudd was not immune to such 

perceptions and there is arguably little doubt that powerful political opponents of Rudd’s 

mining tax and climate change policies were happy to accentuate any negatives through a 

compliant media. This had the ability to undermine government credibility, including foreign 

policy credibility and specifically attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China. 

                                                 
100 Personal communications from within the labour movement. 
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As explained above, Rudd became Prime Minister ‘with more than 600 promises to 

implement’ and a determined media focus.101 This constant media battle was always an 

impossible task and it exposed Rudd to constant attack. Megalogenis summed up a common 

impression of Rudd at the time that ‘ambition and indecisiveness linked arms to create an 

unusual model of leadership … all doorstop and no delivery … a form of politics as 

celebrity’.102 The government was short on experience and ‘it placed too much emphasis on 

central control … [by] the so-called gang of four’ and selected advisers and bureaucrats. For 

some, voters lost the ability to distinguish ‘a major statement’ from ‘a stage-managed 

appearance’. This is reflected in Figure 8.7 below which shows that 69 per cent of Australians 

said that the government ‘paid too little attention to opinions in making foreign policy’.103 This 

reflects failure at the attitudinal level of consolidation and ultimately impacts on government 

longevity and therefore the sustainability of their approach to engagement with China.  

 

Figure 8.7: Attention Paid to Public Opinion 2010 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2010). 

 

Age and gender differences have a notable influence on views of government responsiveness 

to public opinion. There is evidence that older Australians and women stood out on their 

                                                 
101 Megalogenis (2010:7). 
102 Ibid. 
103 Hanson (2010). 
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opinions on government receptiveness to public opinion. Both groups are more critical of 

government receptiveness.104  

Simon Crean described Cabinet processes as narrow and acting more as a ‘technocracy’ 

than as a Cabinet.105 The government appeared cynical towards the attention span of the 

electorate and, by feigning dialogue, lost a ‘genuine connection with the community’. Rudd, 

and Howard before him, were unprepared to tolerate strong opposition in the process of 

promoting their ideas and so could not ‘reshape public opinion’.106 

Table 8.3 is taken from the 2009 Lowy Institute Poll. The responses indicated in the table 

reflect optimism following the 2008 election of Barack Obama as US President, after years of 

the George W. Bush administration involving US invasions of Afghanistan in 2001, Iraq in 

2003 and the Global Financial Crisis in 2007–2008. 

 

Table 8.3: Trust in Other Countries to Act Responsibly (% response) 

How much do you trust the following countries to act responsibly in the world? 

                                                                      2009 

 A great 

deal 

Somewhat Total: A 

great deal 

and 

somewhat 

Not very 

much 

Not at all Total: 

not very 

much 

and not 

at all 

Don’t 

know 

United 

States 

39 44 83 11 7 18 * 

Japan 33 48 81 14 5 19 * 

India  10 51 61 26 13 39 1 

China 7 52 59 24 16 40 1 

Russia 7 52 59 27 13 40 1 

Indonesia 6 39 45 31 23 54 * 

Iran 2 23 25 36 39 75 1 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2009). 

                                                 
104 Hanson (2010: 8). 
105 Cited in Megalogenis (2010: 8, 9). 
106 Ibid,10. 
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Between 2006 and 2009 feelings towards China, on the Lowy Poll thermometer dropped 8 

degrees to a ‘lukewarm’ 53 degrees — compared to an improved US standing at 67 degrees. 

Sixty-three per cent of Australians viewed China as the most important economy to Australia 

while 95 per cent agreed that China already is or will become the leading power in Asia — 

although only 48 per cent were comfortable with China’s rise (only 6 per cent ‘very 

comfortable’). This can be compared with the level of trust in China (Table 8.3 above) and the 

contrasting attitudes revealed in Table 8.4 and Table 8.5 below. 

Very strong support for ‘cooperation and engagement’ revealed in Table 8.5 is indicative 

of attitudinal consolidation, however there is a large minority (46 per cent) supporting 

containment of China. This is further emphasised by respondents’ expectations of China 

becoming a military threat to Australia in the next two decades — most did not (57 per cent) 

yet 41per cent saw a likely threat. Since 2006 there has been a growing percentage who see 

‘China as a world power as a critical threat to Australia’s vital interests’.107 This suggests 

diminishing attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China compared with the beginning 

of Howard’s final term. 

 

Table 8.4: China as a Military Threat 2009–2013 (% response) 

Do you think it is likely or unlikely that China will become a military threat to Australia in the next 20 

years? 

 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 

Very likely 16 14 18 19 15 

Somewhat likely 25 26 26 27 26 

Total likely 41 40 44 46 41 

Somewhat unlikely 36 39 35 36 38 

Very unlikely 18 19 20 16 19 

Total unlikely 54 58 55 52 57 

Don’t know 4 3 1 2 3 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2013). 

                                                 
107 Hanson (2009a: 10). 
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Table 8.5: Responses to China’s Rise (% response) 

 The Australian government 

should undertake friendly 

cooperation and engagement 

with China 

The Australian government 

should actively work to limit 

the growth of China’s power 

Strongly agree 39% 21% 

Somewhat agree 52% 25% 

Total: agree 91% 46% 

Somewhat disagree 6% 36% 

Strongly disagree 2% 16% 

Total: disagree 8% 52% 

Don’t know 1% 2% 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2009). 

 

The Rudd-Gillard Government provided an opportunity to address China literacy, language 

and understanding in Australia through the White Paper process. However, these could not 

eventuate without government commitment. Gillard became obsessed with achieving a fiscal 

surplus in 2012–2013. This was arguably ‘motivated by politics’ and not by ‘underlying 

economic imperative’ — but prevented major funding initiatives.108 This is consistent with 

neoliberal policy and indicative of its impact on consolidation of engagement. The irony is that 

Chinese fiscal stimulus reignited demand for Australian resources and this provided the 

necessary stimulus to ensure that Australia joined China (and for other reasons Norway) as the 

only three nations to avoid recession during the GFC, despite adverse shifts in resource prices 

and international currency movements. This factor had the favourable spin-off that it reinforced 

positive attitudes to the economic significance of China for Australia. Yet polls (Table 8.2) still 

showed majorities believing that the government was allowing too much foreign investment 

from China — a factually ill-informed position (Figure 8.5). The Rudd Government received 

a positive scorecard on its bilateral relations with China in 2010 suggesting support for relevant 

government policies (Table 8.6). 

                                                 
108 Thomson (2013: 51-58). 
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Table 8.6: Bilateral Relations under the Rudd Government 2010 (% Response) 

 China Indonesia The United 

States 

Japan India 

A lot better 13 9 11 3 2 

A little better 33 27 23 13 10 

Total better 46 36 34 16 12 

About the 

same 

41 46 56 59 45 

A little worse 9 11 8 17 26 

A lot worse 1 2 1 3 10 

Total worse 10 13 9 20 36 

Don’t know 4 5 1 5 7 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2010). 

 

8.3.5   Ambivalence Remains 

Ambivalent public opinion towards China remained at the end of this period — positive 

towards the opportunities represented by trade but concerned over Chinese investment in 

Australia and the impact of free trade agreements on Australian jobs and industry. Lack of 

clarity from government and Australia’s preoccupation with relations with the US contributed 

to ambivalence as indicated in the polling results shown in Figures 8.8 and 8.9 and Tables 8.7 

and 8.8 below. Underlying China fear is particularly notable in the attitudes represented by 

Figure 8.8 below. In fact, ambivalence best describes Australian attitudes which retain many 

of its historic antecedents, despite the recognised benefits of trade and the expectations placed 

on Australia’s first Mandarin speaking Prime Minister. This ambivalence foreshadowed the 

frank admission by Rudd’s successor, Tony Abbott, that Australia’s China policy was based 

on ‘fear and greed’.109 This is discussed in the following chapter. 

 

 

                                                 
109 Garnaut (2015). 
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Figure 8.8: Attitudes to China 2011 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2011). 

 

Figure 8.9: Why China is a Threat 2011 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2011). 

 

Deficiencies in China literacy and lack of cultural (and political) understanding evidenced in 

the Asian Century White Paper process suggest some sources for the diverse and often 

conflicting public (and elite) attitudes to China. Critics of Australia’s China literacy and of its 
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ambivalence towards China add to an understanding of these attitudes. Table 8.7 below, 

demonstrates one positive indication of attitudinal consolidation, revealing that 87 per cent of 

those polled believe that it is possible to enjoy simultaneous good relations with the US and 

China. 

 

 

Table 8.7: Is it Possible to Have Good Relations with China and the US Simultaneously? 

(% of Respondents) 

Yes possible 87  

No not possible 12  

Don’t know/not sure 1 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2013). 

 

This recalls Julia Gillard’s assertion that we do not have to choose between the China and the 

US. Previous chapters, from Whitlam onwards, have shown that it is possible to disagree on 

some questions while consolidating engagement with China and to adopt the same independent 

but warm relationship with the US. This has been widely argued in the literature. Ambivalence 

towards China remains but is not universal. For example, Table 8.8 below shows that China is 

Australia’s most important economic relationship but the US is most important overall. Table 

8.9 below was taken from a poll which preceded Table 8.8 by two years. It shows some of the 

areas of ambivalence but many of these responses are premised on questions about threat and 

include a majority acknowledgement that Australia’s US alliance increases the chances of 

Australia being drawn into a war in Asia contrary to Australia’s interests. This result supports 

the later expectation of simultaneous good relations and the attitudinal support for 

consolidation of engagement with China. 
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Table 8.8: Australia’s Most Important Relationship 

  % thinking most important economy 

  The United 

States 

China Japan All 

equal 

Don’t 

know 

% thinking most important 

relationship 

Totals 16 76 5 - 2 

The United States 48 81 40 51 70 41 

China 37 9 45 34 - - 

Both equally  10 4 12 10 15 10 

Neither 1 2 - 6 - - 

Don’t know/not sure 4 5 3 - 15 49 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2013). 

 

Table 8.9: Attitudes to the US Alliance (% response) 

 

Statement 

Agree Disagree Don’t 

know/No 

view 
Australians and Americans share many common values and ideals. 

A strong alliance is a natural extension of this 

78 21 1 

Without the alliance Australia would have to spend much more 

money on its defence 

75 25 1 

Australia’s alliance with the United States makes it more likely 

Australia will be drawn into a war in Asia that would not be in 

Australia’s interests 

73 25 2 

The alliance relationship with the United States makes Australia 

safer from attack or pressure from China 

57 39 4 

US foreign policy is increasingly at odds with Australian interests 49 41 10 

The United States is in decline relative to China and so the alliance 

is of decreasing importance 

41 54 5 

Australia is able to defend itself without the assistance of the United 

States 

21 77 2 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2011). 

 

8.3.6   Australian Identity 

Australian identity was discussed in earlier chapters. The concept of multiculturalism captures 

much of the complexity of the Australian identity. Australia is not demographically a uniform 
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Anglo country.110 Census data from 2011 confirms this fact.111 Australian approaches to 

multiculturalism have had their critics, but during the same time frame as the post-recognition 

engagement with China, multiculturalism has been a transforming social phenomenon, which 

compares favourably by international comparison. Yet when the Lowy Poll asked about 

Australian participation in the ‘Anglosphere’ the responses were as shown in Table 8.10 below. 

The 2013 Lowy Poll question on which the opinions shown in Table 8.10 are based is 

quoted below to clarify the responses: 

Now talking about Australia’s place in the world. Some people refer to an 

‘Anglosphere’—a group of English-speaking nations sharing similar cultures, values 

and democratic systems. Thinking about Australia’s foreign relations, are you 

personally in favour or against the government putting a special emphasis on the 

countries belonging to the Anglosphere? And is that strongly or somewhat? 

This data, collected at the end of the Rudd-Gillard era, captures ambivalence and emphasises 

the significance of Australian identity and self-awareness for attitudinal consolidation and 

strategies at other levels to produce further consolidation. 

 

Table 8.10: Australian Place in the ‘Anglosphere’ 

Strongly in favour 20 

Somewhat in favour 30 

Total in favour 50 

Somewhat against 28 

Strongly against 12 

Total against 40 

Don’t know 11 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2013). 

 

                                                 
110 FitzGerald (2013). 
111 ABS, Australian Social Trends, 2014 Cat.4102.0 
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8.3.7   Concluding Remarks 

While popular attitudes to China and Government engagement policies remain relatively 

strong, the notable ambivalence and confusion is not matched with increased capacity to 

resolve emerging issues and create greater understanding between Australia and China. As 

previously discussed, much of this is due to uncertainty over Australian identity and failure to 

set objectives which transcend the transactional nature of the relationship. Despite its demise, 

the Asian Century White Paper was aspirational and suggested a roadmap. This represented an 

innovative initiative towards consolidation of engagement.  

8.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

8.4.1   Overview 

Camilleri argued that in its relations with China, Australia needed to ‘forge a sustained and 

multidimensional dialogue with China of a kind’ eluding other Asian countries to date. Without 

this dialogue, Australia will not successfully ‘navigate’ the Asian Century. 112 Such a dialogue 

must transcend respective political and diplomatic elites and include military, business, 

professional, intellectual, cultural and media ‘in ways that are mutually reinforcing’. It could 

be assumed that these categories might include parliamentarians, the public, civil society, 

sporting, cultural and expatriate diasporas — although these are not specified. The argument is 

that the dialogue ‘will need to be multifaceted … to reflect on the evolving social fabric and 

economic structure of the two countries … identifying fruitful avenues of collaboration and … 

ways of negotiating the undeniable cultural and political distance’ separating them.113  

                                                 
112 Camilleri, Martin, and Michael (2013: 1–25). 
113 Ibid, 2. 
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The Australia in the Asian Century White Paper is only a ‘partial and belated response’ 

to consolidate Australia’s attempts to respond to and engage with China. Submissions to the 

White Paper acknowledged the need for improved people to people links as well as ‘a 

consistent call for a stable, long-term, well-funded, bipartisan strategy’ to build capacity in 

‘cultural literacy and language skills’. This included suggestions for improvement of such 

capacity amongst politicians as well as prioritising Asia studies across the curricula and 

vertically within the education sector — a factor that might also influence public service 

recruitment.114 Although such recommendations were acknowledged in the White Paper Road-

Map (Figure 8.1 above) most proposals were unfunded and subsequently archived by 

government change but arguably and perhaps more symptomatically unclaimed by ‘spectator’ 

parliamentarians.115 Camilleri questions the intellectual and cultural capacity of both Australia 

and China to develop a dialogue that was comprehensive, and spanned the full range of 

bilateral, regional and global issues.116 Under these circumstances institutional consolidation 

of engagement is constrained. For Australia, the notion of a monolithic China belies ‘the 

society’s profound plurality, economic, political, and cultural’.117 It is arguable that 

conceptualising China as monolithic feeds into ideas of a large and threatening China. 

Australian businesses have benefitted from closer engagement with China, but it was still 

limited.118 This constrained aspect of institutional engagement provides ‘an imperfect conduit’ 

for broader Australian society, restricted to major financial centres in China’, and severely 

constrained by political, cultural and language obstacles. While there has been developing 

consciousness of these shortcomings, this has not been sufficient to overcome these barriers. 

                                                 
114 Henry, Drysdale, Livingstone, Denton, de Brouwer, Gruen, and Smith (2012). 
115 Kendall (2008). 
116 Camilleri et al. (2013: 4). 
117 Ibid. 
118 Australia China Connections (10 June 2011). AICD Beijing Conference. Melbourne, Connections  

Publications. Retrieved from http://www.chinaconnections.com.au/en/news/blogs/993-aicdbeijing-conference. 

Cited in Camilleri et al. (2013). 

http://www.chinaconnections.com.au/en/news/blogs/993-aicdbeijing-conference
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Civil society was not a major contributor to complementing and reinforcing the 

contribution of business and government to institutional engagement to this point, although 

Australia’s large expatriate Chinese diaspora continued to grow and provide direct links with 

China. The variety of dialects combined to make Chinese the second most spoken language in 

Australian homes after English.119 Incentivisation of civil society interaction with China 

occurred at federal, state and municipal levels.  

8.4.2   Foundation for Australian Studies in China 

The Australia China Council (ACC), established in 1978, continued to be active in promoting 

cultural, educational and business exchanges and other forms of collaboration. The ACC 

Secretariat, as part of the North Asia Division within DFAT, gave it more direct input on 

engagement initiatives. An important initiative of the ACC, announced by DFAT in May 2012, 

was the Foundation for Australian Studies in China (FASIC). This was a further development 

on Prime Minister Gillard’s announcement in April 2011 of the BHP Billiton Chair of 

Australian Studies at Peking University in Beijing. FASIC was responsible for supporting 

Australian Studies Centres, located in leading universities across China, and had significant 

responsibility for growing and strengthening research and teaching alliances and exchanges 

between Australian and Chinese universities. This complemented and consolidated the 

institutional engagement which resulted from the growth of enrolment of Chinese students in 

Australian universities. 

The Chair of the ACC, Warwick Smith, noted the significance of launching these 

initiatives in 2012 — the 40th Anniversary Australia and China diplomatic relations. The 

                                                 
119 ABS 2007. 2914.0.55.002 - 2006 Census of Population and Housing. Retrieved at:  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/7d12b0f6763c78caca257061001cc588/5a47791aa683b719ca2573060

00d536c!OpenDocument. 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/7d12b0f6763c78caca257061001cc588/5a47791aa683b719ca257306000d536c!OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/7d12b0f6763c78caca257061001cc588/5a47791aa683b719ca257306000d536c!OpenDocument
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Foundation aimed to add ‘an important new dimension to already robust Australia-China 

bilateral engagement in education, science, society and culture’.120 The DFAT described 

FASIC as an example of a successful multifaceted partnership between the government, private 

sector and universities.121 

8.4.3   Sister City Relationships 

The number of ‘sister city’ relationships between Australian local governments and their 

Chinese counterparts had risen to more than 83 by 2013. A register of such affiliations is 

maintained by Sister Cities Australia (SCA).122 The listed objectives of the SCA include 

provision of a supporting umbrella organisation to promote these affiliations and a ‘forum for 

cultural, economic and educational interchange between communities and to encourage 

friendship, co-operation and understanding to improve peaceful co-existence worldwide’. 

However, the less than informative website, the poorly updated and inaccessible register, the 

lack of meaningful cross referencing with DFAT, ABS or other web friendly presence suggest 

that these arrangements might fit Brown’s ‘all too elite’ category and again have a strong trade 

bias.123 The SCA website shows that 161 Australian local government councils (556 in total), 

are involved in 392 relationships with councils, local administrative regions or sub-regions 

overseas (29 per cent of councils nationally but unevenly distributed across states). Of the 303 

relationships listed nationally, 79 are with China (20.4 per cent) compared with 101 (26.1per 

cent) with Japan.124  

                                                 
120 DFAT, retrieved at: http://dfat.gov.au/news/media-releases/Pages/foundation-for-australian-studies-in-

china.aspx.  
121 Ibid. 
122 Retrieved at: http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-

council/australia-china- relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships.  
123 Brown (2014b). 
124 Gibbs, Gooding, Woods, Pillora, and Smith (2015). 

http://dfat.gov.au/news/media-releases/Pages/foundation-for-australian-studies-in-china.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/news/media-releases/Pages/foundation-for-australian-studies-in-china.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/australia-china-%20relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships
http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/australia-china-%20relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships
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The uneven distribution of sister city relationships can be partly accounted for by 

demographic factors shown in census data, and the concentration of enrolments of overseas 

students in the largest (metropolitan) universities. Another factor is that regional Australia 

seems to be poorly represented in research on the impacts of the Asian Century.125 These are 

also the areas with the lowest ethnic Chinese population. It was widely understood that 

Australia was an important and growing source of agricultural produce for China, as evidenced 

by wheat sales prior to 1972; and regional areas have long been politically and economically 

significant in Australia as evidenced by the long history of Coalition Government in Canberra. 

The relative weakness of institutional links between regional Australia and China, exemplified 

by sister city relations, suggests an unevenness in institutional level consolidation and a 

deficiency in behavioural level action. The transactional nature of Australian engagement with 

China makes regional areas vulnerable to changing fortunes of the resources sector and on 

relations with China, other investment sources and market destinations. In turn, regional 

impacts are potentially significant for future engagement but also sites for political 

dissatisfaction and support for organisations like One Nation. Despite its anti-immigrant 

rhetoric One Nation support comes predominantly from areas with low Asian migrant 

populations. 

8.4.4   Annual Leaders’ Dialogue and Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

In 2013, Australia and China agreed to new consultative arrangements which further 

strengthened bilateral engagement. Both countries agreed to formalise an annual leaders’ 

dialogue between the Australian Prime Minister and the Chinese Premier; an annual Foreign 

and Strategic Dialogue between foreign ministers; and an annual Economic Cooperation 

                                                 
125 Regional Australia Institute (2013); Archer (2012)  
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Dialogue between Australia’s Treasurer and Trade Minister, and the head of China’s National 

Development and Reform Commission.126 

The relationship was also enhanced by the range of official dialogues and consultation 

mechanisms that Australia and China had established to advance cooperation and manage 

differences. Dialogues covered bilateral, regional and global issues, including trade and 

economic cooperation resources, aid, defence, regional security, disarmament, human rights, 

climate change and consular matters.127 Combined with removal of direct reference to China 

threat in the Defence White Paper, the establishment of the Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership between Australia and China in April 2013 was considered an impressive 

contribution to institutional consolidation of the relationship. 

8.4.5   Education Exchange 

In 2006, Pauline Nunan released the results of a rare Australian study into the long-term effects 

of student exchange experiences.128 In this study Nunan found that Australian university 

students undertaking overseas exchange generally noted positive experiences, however, most 

studies seem to concentrate on personal skills and career enhancement and are not based on 

Australian results. Potts writes that 60 per cent of graduate employers globally valued 

international study experience for recruitment purposes. However, specifically Australian 

results showed a lower level of support for the importance of international experiences.129 

Noonan found that only 43 of 233 surveyed respondents (19 per cent) chose the diffuse 

destination of ‘Asia and other places’. Of the non-English speaking destinations, Japan 

                                                 
126 Gillard (2013). 
127 See http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/australia-

china-relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships. 
128 Nunan (2006). 
129 Potts (2015: 441-459). 

http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/australia-china-relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships
http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/foundations-councils-institutes/australia-china-council/australia-china-relations/Pages/government-to-government-links.aspx#relationships
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received the highest number of students with 22 (9 per cent). This suggests an absence of China 

as a priority destination, despite other growing links with China described in this chapter. The 

survey sample was taken 10 to 15 years after the exchange to address the absence of longer 

term data on the impacts of such programs on Australian participants. It is recognised that 

‘student and teacher exchanges are an invaluable long-term investment in promoting mutual 

understanding’ however there is an absence of ‘comprehensive data mapping the extent and 

depth’ of such exchanges. This makes their outcomes ‘difficult to measure’.130 The work of 

Nunan questions the contribution to consolidation of engagement with China resulting from 

education exchange during this period. Later studies such as that of Potts in 2011 acknowledged 

the relative absence of Australian studies which considered the perspective of former learning 

abroad participants on long-term impacts. The long involvement of Australian universities in 

such exchange funded by government but without impact studies, especially in priority area 

such as engagement with China, reflects a flaw in this engagement. 

8.4.6   Union Links 

In other areas the ties between Australian unions and their Chinese counterparts are few 

although Australian unions have been critical of mechanisms established through human rights 

bilateral dialogue.131 In the Rudd-Gillard period this remained an important but neglected area 

of engagement. It was likely that the factors influencing understanding of China by 

parliamentarians and policy elites will also be evidenced in trade unions. The peak union bodies 

and larger unions were influential in the ALP Caucus, especially following the wide national 

support for Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) campaigns that assisted the defeat of 

Rudd’s predecessor. It is also true that many politicians, especially those belonging to the ALP, 

                                                 
130 Nunan in Camilleri et al. (2013: 14). 
131 ACTU (2011). 
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have a background in membership of and employment by a trade union or peak union body. 

Bob Hawke is a prime example as are Simon Crean and Bill Shorten who is the current ALP 

Opposition Leader (2018). Kevin Rudd was an exception. Under Rudd and Gillard, many 

workers saw a continuation of threats to jobs and associated some government policies such as 

the Gillard proposal for a carbon tax with further threat. Such perceptions were not alleviated 

by Rudd’s failure to communicate policies with the electorate. The consequences of failure to 

engage the unions, and of unions to become engaged with China left working communities 

exposed to anti-China rhetoric from a variety of sources including One Nation, but also without 

leadership. Simultaneously, the government ignored areas of Australian expertise such as 

occupational health and safety and emergency response that could be shared with China — 

promoting a form of direct aid. This capacity was demonstrated in the rescue of Tasmanian 

gold miners in 2006 in Beaconsfield, Tasmania. China shares such problems with Australia but 

also suffers from seismic and other natural disasters where collaboration with Australia has 

potential benefit to China and a means of deepening the relationship in areas not limited to 

tourism or trade. The union movement has a long historical internationalist perspective, hence 

this was an example of an area of neglected opportunity by the ALP Government to encourage 

links to increase understanding and engagement between Australia and China. 

8.4.7   Other Links 

International sport is a major area for institutional engagement between national and 

international sporting bodies. China and Australia were both members of the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Federation of International Football Associations (FIFA) 

— two of the largest. During the period of this chapter, engagement between Australian and 

Chinese sporting institutions remained relatively insignificant in relation to the scale of China 

and differences in sporting preferences between Australia and China. Keen sports enthusiasm 
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existed in both countries and links grew on the back of government support, corporate 

sponsorship and grassroots initiatives. Major sports included Soccer, tennis, basketball and 

swimming. International competition in the Football Asian Cup and World Cup necessitates 

collaboration at multiple levels from administration through to player and commercial 

promotion. Australian and Chinese firms began to embrace bilateral sports sponsorship to aid 

establishment of brand presence and social capital in respective countries; examples included 

Australian bank ANZ and Chinese firms China Southern Airlines, Haier, Changhong Electric, 

Datong and Huawei. 

In 2012, the Hon Dr Craig Emerson MP, Minister Assisting the Prime Minister on Asian 

Century Policy delivered a speech entitled ‘Football Diplomacy — Australia’s engagement 

with Asia through Football’ to the Lowy Institute for International Policy, in Sydney.132 

Emerson said that football’s ‘global appeal and accessibility also makes it a potent vehicle of 

world diplomacy’. The minister explained that football in Australia had become increasingly 

integrated with the region, a sign of deepening engagement. Australia’s membership (since 

2006), together with China, of the Asian Football Confederation was a significant arena for 

engagement, according to Emerson. China embarked on a heavily funded program to build 

China’s sports industry and to achieve prominence for China as a footballing nation. This has 

the strong public backing of President Xi Jinping. Australian Government support for the 

Australian Football Federation at the behavioural level led to deeper institutional consolidation 

which was also supported at the attitudinal level. 

In other sporting areas, Tennis Australia promoted the Australian Open as the ‘Grand 

Slam of the Asia-Pacific’. Trophy tours are conducted through China and a program for 

Chinese ball kids was established. In 2013 Australia and China signed an agreement to play 
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each other in basketball 24 times over four years. Australian swimming coaches have achieved 

prominent success as trainers of China’s Olympic gold medal-winning swimmers.133 The 

breadth of sporting engagement with China and by China has been driven by commercial and 

political concerns but the growth seen in the Rudd-Gillard era was considerable and showed 

no signs of fading. 

8.4.8   Concluding Remarks 

Some of the small steps that have led towards greater institutional consolidation have been 

outlined above. At the end of the Rudd-Gillard era Australian engagement with China could be 

described as multifaceted although submissions to the Asian Century White Paper 

acknowledged weaknesses, especially in building China capacity. Some of the institutional 

level initiatives, such as FASIC and football diplomacy illustrate positive and successful efforts 

to forge links that promote mutual ‘cultural literacy’ as opposed to simple linguistic literacy. 

However, this cannot be separated from the relative failure to forge ‘extensive and durable civil 

society linkages’ spanning the ‘gamut of social actors in both countries’. 134 Some of the 

developing linkages in science, education, the arts, sport, professional and business 

organisations as well as community and cultural networks have been outlined above. The 

capacity of Australia and China to develop comprehensive institutional level dialogue which 

spans the full range of bilateral, regional and global issues remained constrained by political, 

cultural and language barriers. Developing consciousness of these shortcomings was not 

sufficient to overcome these barriers and substitute them with strong institutional level links. 

                                                 
133 The Australia-China Story Archive, Sports. Retrieved at:  http://aus.thechinastory.org/archive/sports/.  
134 Camilleri, Martin, and Michael (2013: 1–25).  
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The required political and cultural engagement necessitated substantial innovation.135 

The question remained as to whether Australia’s (and China’s) government and private sectors 

could transcend ambivalence and the transactional realm and redefine existing ad hoc, low-key 

conversations to pursue the type of comprehensive, untested and unfamiliar dialogue proposed 

in the White Paper process. 

8.5   Conclusion: The Rudd-Gillard Years 

The period covered in this chapter began with lofty policy ambition and public expectation. 

Table 8.11 below depicts shifting patterns of consolidation at all three levels. Behavioural 

consolidation under Rudd and Gillard required good policy ideas but many failed to transcend 

the level of rhetoric. The ‘ambition’ of the Rudd and Gillard governments failed this test too 

often. This is evidenced in the Asian Century White Paper process. Mixed messages from Rudd 

about China were evidenced in the Wikileaks publication of the US summary of a discussion 

between Rudd and US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton. Clinton asked Rudd how Australia 

dealt ‘toughly’ with the ‘banker’, meaning China. Rudd replied that he was a ‘brutal realist on 

China’, and elaborated by defining brutal realism as ‘integrating China effectively into the 

international community and allowing it to demonstrate greater responsibility, all while also 

preparing to deploy force if everything goes wrong’. 136 Such messages from the government 

went beyond these examples and included the 2009 Defence White Paper, the handling of the 

Stern Hu affair, the enthusiastic embrace of the US pivot to Asia, and the arguably China 

exclusionary Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) which contrasted with expressed ambitions for 

China literacy and the Strategic Partnership with China. By the time of the 2013 Federal 

elections, Australia appeared to have missed the heated debate in China about its future 

                                                 
135 Camilleri (2013: 18). 
136 Garrett (2010); Garnaut (2010). 
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direction. It definitely missed its significance. This demonstrated a capacity failure contributed 

to by a diplomatic deficit. This debate in China laid the foundations for Xi Jinping’s 

announcement of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).137 Ambivalence was reflected at the 

behavioural level in Australia where, despite the long emphasis on China opportunity, perhaps 

the biggest developing opportunity — the BRI — was obscured by the transactional nature of 

much Australian engagement with China.  

Ambivalence about Australia’s major economic partner versus greatest friend and ally 

remained strong, even after the 2013 Defence White Paper purging of explicit China threat. 

This ambivalence is reflected in oscillating and often contradictory public attitudes which 

depict a complex and uncertain level of attitudinal consolidation. Engagement with China 

during this period has continued the post-1972 trend of near exponential broadening. This is 

true at the institutional level as evidenced by the growth in Chinese student numbers, tourism, 

intergovernmental relations such as sister city and state-province agreements, sporting 

engagement and much more. Questions arise, however, over the extent of deepening or 

consolidation at the institutional level. At the political level, the relationship with China is ‘far 

less developed’ than it is at the economic level.138 Cultural engagement in its many guises is 

open to criticisms of elitism, or alternatively of being reduced to the level of economic 

transaction. 

Consolidation of Australian engagement with China requires consolidation at the 

behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels which form the Cluster Concept Framework 

used in this work to assess consolidation. All are necessary, none is sufficient. As shown in 

Table 8.11 consolidation at the behavioural level lacked resourcing (index 3). Attitudinally, 

growing engagement was widely endorsed by the community (level 5) but as discussed above, 

                                                 
137 Cai (2017); Shaohui (2015).  
138 Jakobson (2012, 2013). 
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reflected some ambivalence. There remained a need for substantial innovation to achieve the 

aspired to level of consolidation reflected in the White Paper process, however, levels of 

consolidation shown in Table 8.11 compare favourably with previous periods. To some extent 

this reflects growth in scope or broadening of engagement. At the behavioural and attitudinal 

levels ambivalence towards China is marked despite the obvious and strongly positive 

indications. Institutional engagement continued to grow but China has also grown to the point 

that it legitimately seeks a role in the global rules-setting arena, not simply as a rules follower, 

especially where the rules are predominantly US formulated rules. Institutional consolidation 

was strong, again largely as a result of broader engagement but at the end of this period the 

results shown in Table 8.11 show that the Rudd-Gillard governments (index 4) could not claim 

greater consolidation institutionally than under the three previous governments. In the 

following chapter engagement with China during the Abbott-Turnbull period of government 

(2013–2017) will be examined using the framework adopted in this work. 
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Table 8.11: Australian Engagement with China 2013 

Period Behavioural 

Level b 

Attitudinal 

Level a 

Institutional Level i 

Pre-recognition 

1949–72 

Assessment —  

Index b =0  

 far from consolidated 

Description —

hostility to policy 

development, action 

or resourcing  

Assessment —  

Index a=1  

Incremental growth 

in public support 

over the period 

Assessment —  

Index i=0 

A very low base of minimal or no 

engagement 

Whitlam 

1972–75 

Assessment — 

Index b=4 

adopted policies with 

developing resources 

(compared with 

earlier stage of no 

resourcing) 

Assessment —  

Index a=3 

A high level of public 

support approaching 

a robust majority 

level 

Assessment — 

Index i=3  

Established Institutional links are 

developing, growing and deepening 

Fraser  

1975–83 

Assessment—  

Index 4<b<5  

Closer to 

consolidation but 

contending elite 

views; weakness in 

domestic level 

engagement 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

Relatively high and 

starting from a sound 

base (1972-75) but 

fluctuating around 

that level 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Internationalisation/globalisation leading to 

deeper and broader institutional links at 

multiple levels — close to consolidation  

Hawke-Keating 

period 1983–96 

Assessment—  

Index 4<b<5  

 

Assessment — 

Index 4<a<6 

Assessment —  

Index i=5 

Consolidation  Engagement public, 

prominent and across 

policy domains. Close 

to consolidation and 

maturing, but under 

challenge. 

Government defeated 

in 1996 general 

election. 

From sound base 

under Fraser; grew 

to new height in 

1989. New low post-

Tiananmen—rising 

erratically—

contentious issues; 

tempered by anti-

Asian populism by 

1996.   

Continuity of 

Internationalisation/globalisation leading to 

deeper and broader institutional links at 

multiple levels. Close to consolidation 

Bilateral institutional links deeper and 

maturing. Community of interest producing 

broad institutional relations. 

Howard  

1996–2007 

Assessment— 

Index 4<b<6 

Assessment— 

Index 4<a<6 

Assessment— 

Index 5<i<6 

Consolidation  Policy complacency 

and ‘spectator 

Parliament’, 

ambivalence and poor 

capacity building, 

retreat from political 

engagement 

Overall support 

based on expected 

opportunity tempered 

by trend to growing 

suspicion of ‘rising’ 

China in ill-informed 

environment 

Loss of momentum by end of period 

Rudd-Gillard 

2007–13 

 

b=3 

 

a=5 

 

i=4 

Consolidation  Policy adopted but 

poorly resourced 

Robust public 

support and 

expectation but 

notable ambivalence 

towards China 

Although growing this mainly resulted from 

broadening of the relationship and was 

despite setbacks especially those related to 

ambivalence driven by the US, Australia, 

China ‘paradox’ in Fraser’s terms.   
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CHAPTER 9 

The Coalition Government Returns — Abbott, 

Turnbull 2013... 

9.1   Introduction 

This chapter covers the period of Coalition Government led first by Tony Abbott who defeated 

the ALP government of Kevin Rudd and was sworn into office on 18 September 2013. Just as 

his predecessor was replaced as leader by his own party, so too Tony Abbott succumbed to a 

successful party vote to replace him with Malcolm Turnbull on 14 September 2015. Recalling 

Kevin Rudd’s behaviour, following his displacement as leader by Julia Gillard — Tony Abbott 

maintained a presence in the wings of the party room and a high public profile. Abbott was a 

‘pugnacious’ character. His leadership style and his approach to governing produced a 

‘polarising effect’ within and outside his own party.1 Within his party, Abbott could be 

described as politically right wing. One of Abbott’s political heroes was perhaps the most 

divisive figure in post-World War II Australian politics — B.A. Santamaria whose ‘major 

weapon was to create a climate of fear’ about communism. Abbott acknowledged his 

admiration of Santamaria was based on his advocacy of ‘unfashionable truths’.2 This 

contributed to the Abbott Government’s community polarising effect. In another analysis, the 

government of Tony Abbott was judged to be the least productive legislator since 1971.3 

                                                 
1 Tiernan (2016: 11). 
2 Nowra (2010: 22). 
3 Evershed (2015). 
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Applying the Cluster Concept Framework, the chapter begins by assessing the 

behavioural level of engagement. Within two weeks of taking office, the Australia in the Asian 

Century White Paper was removed from the government website — not an unusual action by 

incoming governments — yet this did not happen to the Defence White Paper. Removal of the 

White Paper occurred despite there being no diminution of China’s, and Asia’s, significance 

for Australia and the world. Additionally, there were no new commitments to build Australia’s 

China capacity which matched the aspirational rhetoric of the previous government. However 

imperfect, the recommendations in the Asian Century White Paper were archived but they 

remain relevant. 

In its 2015 audit of the Australia-China relationship, the Australia China Research 

Institute (ACRI) judged Australia’s management of its engagement with China as effective, 

however, cross-country comparison showed that Australia performed neither ‘exceptionally 

badly’ nor did it ‘perform exceptionally well’.4 Moving forward to 2017, Australia needed to 

‘rethink’ its China relationship.5 This chapter employs the Cluster Concept Framework to 

assess this performance. After five years of Abbott-Turnbull Government, it is appropriate to 

assess the degree of consolidation of Australia’s engagement with China — behaviourally, 

attitudinally and institutionally.  

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Australia-China Relations Institute (ACRI), UTS, Sydney. Former Foreign Minister Bob  

Carr is ACRI’s Director. 
5 Gill and Jakobson (2017b). 
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9.2   Behavioural Consolidation: Active Policy Development and 

Implementation 

9.2.1   Overview 

China’s global relations often receive scrutiny in terms of US interpretations of regional 

security issues and less in terms of China as a global citizen and significant partner with 

Australia. Archival of the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper, the 2016 Defence White 

Paper and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper make this clear. It is further evidenced in 

government reaction to the territorial disputes in the South China Sea and related freedom of 

navigation issues into which the US and Australia have inserted themselves. It also finds 

expression in Australian support for the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), debate over the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and even more clearly regarding China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) as discussed below. For Australia, descriptive terms such as ‘frenemies’ (most 

important trading partner but not ‘best friend’) or ‘conflicted’ suggest the tension between 

China and Australia.6 These descriptions are commonplace although not uncontested. Figure 

9.1 below demonstrates the importance of Sino-Australian trade compared to seven other 

nations but does not show the relative sizes of the eight economies and therefore understates 

the importance of Australian trade with China, despite its narrow resources base. Similar 

depictions of growing Chinese defence expenditure frame China in negative terms and isolated 

from the context of international comparison. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Fels (2017: 365–436); Fullilove (2014). 
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Figure 9.1: Trade with China 2014 

 

 Source: Auditing the Australia China Relationship, ACRI (2015). 

 

Of the countries included in the ACRI audit, one was Germany. Prime Minister Abbott was 

quizzed by German Chancellor Merkel in a ‘private conversation’ on 16 November 2014.7 

Merkel enquired ‘what drives Australia’s China policy’, to which Abbott responded that 

Australia’s policies towards China are driven by two emotions: ‘fear and greed’. This captured 

‘the bipolar nature of Australia’s attitude to China’.8  

In contrast, on the next day Prime Minister Abbott welcomed President Xi Jinping to 

Parliament House and exclaimed ‘It is a joy to have friends come from afar’. Leakage of 

Abbott’s ‘sensitive, leader-to-leader conversation’ parallels Kevin Rudd’s ‘brutal realist’ 

formula, which he offered to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in 2009, causing an adverse 

Chinese reaction forcing personal apology from Ms Clinton after it was revealed by 

WikiLeaks’.9 Reports of such contradictory messages from prominent sources are not 

uncommon, however it is arguable that this conflicted view of China is not only bipartisan but 

extends to minor parties. Ambivalence towards China has long been a feature of Australian 

governments’ policy and derives from ideas of a threat from China’s rise — economically and 

                                                 
7 Garnaut (2015).  
8 Gill and Jakobson (2017a); also see http://chinamatters.org.au/. 
9 Garnaut (2015). 

http://chinamatters.org.au/
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strategically. David Goodman argues that the way China has been framed in Australian public 

discourse has varied over the course of Australian history, however, it has always displayed 

ideas of threat — whether it was fear of miscegenation, cheap labour or as a security threat, the 

emphasis has changed but the idea has remained. Even the framing of China’s growth and 

development in terms of ‘rise’ is consistent with threat. Goodman stated that ‘China Threat is 

a public discourse … subject to change and manipulation: a function of the forum where it is 

articulated’.10 Domination of Australia’s policy making forum by such discourse has serious 

consequences for behavioural level consolidation of engagement with China. The rise of China 

transcends disruption of ‘mere economic and diplomatic order, it challenges the values system 

that underpins Western rule makers’.11 In this view, governments prioritise economic growth 

and the opportunities provided by our largest trading partner but ‘from the deep-seated 

Eurocentric versions of history that locates the West over and above the rest’. Presumed shared 

values such as democracy in Japan (Korea, Philippines, the US and its other regional allies) 

create ‘an ambivalence and inconsistency that plagues Australian governments’ foreign policy 

towards China’.12 The following subsections consider various aspects of Australian 

behavioural consolidation of engagement with China. These are by no means an exhaustive list 

of policy areas but contribute insights into behavioural consolidation during the life of the 

Abbott and Turnbull governments until late in 2018. 2017? 

 

 

                                                 
10 Goodman (2017: 770). 
11 McCarthy and Song (2015: 590–605). 
12 Ibid, 590. 
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9.2.2   Foreign Policy Ambivalence — Rhetoric over Active Policy 

Development 

Former Liberal Prime Minister Fraser argued that Australia’s relationship with China and the 

US has ‘become a paradox’.13 Australian leaders argue vigorously, in a show of bipartisanship, 

if not one-upmanship of the need to keep the alliance with the US strong, to ensure Australia’s 

defence in the event of an aggressive foe. This is more than reflection of support for a 

longstanding institutional relationship with the US — it is arguably the even longer standing 

centrepiece of Australian foreign policy and links the behavioural level of consolidation with 

the institutional.14 Former Foreign Minister Bob Carr is now the Director of the Australia-

China Relations Institute (ACRI) at the University of Technology Sydney. Mr Carr strongly 

criticised what he saw as Australia’s declaration of ‘rhetorical war on China’.15 Speeches in 

January 2017 by current Foreign Minister Bishop called for greater US involvement in Asia to 

counter China — suggestive of a policy of containment but underscoring concerns over 

President Trump’s isolationist leanings. In March, Bishop went further by criticising China’s 

lack of democracy. In June, Prime Minister Turnbull raised fears that ‘China will seek to 

impose a latter-day Monroe Doctrine’.16 A ‘coercive China’ would meet regional 

‘determination and capability to assert and defend our interests’, according to Turnbull. 

Defence Minister Marise Payne supports closer involvement with India, Japan and the US in a 

quadrilateral security dialogue. India has declined Australian approaches — favouring its own 

policy options with China rather than appeasement of Australian anxieties. These shifting 

signals of Australian Government policy towards China have sparked speculation over the 

reasons behind them. In June 2017 former Ambassador to China, Geoff Raby, blamed the shift 

                                                 
13 Fraser (2016). 
14 Woodard (2004). 
15 Carr (2017). 
16 Turnbull (2017) Keynote Address.  
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on the demise of DFAT in the policy making arena and towards the Prime Minister’s office 

and defence and national security ministries. Raby warned that those making China policy 

might be ‘experienced in the global landscape’ without being ‘close to China’ or without 

knowing China well. 17 Certainly, this must question the currency of Bob Hawke’s assertion 

that ‘foreign policy is trade and trade is foreign policy’, a sentiment re-endorsed by Foreign 

Minister Julie Bishop as discussed below. 

Continued use of the Indo-Pacific concept to describe the region reflects the 

government’s expectation that India will become a leading economic power and provide a 

‘hedge against China’. This is combined with uncertainty regarding the US.18 Hugh White says 

this shows ‘a lot about how little Australians have come to expect of their governments, because 

the Foreign Policy White Paper (2017) so obviously underestimates the seriousness of the 

situation and offers no convincing policy response to it’.19 Rhetoric about Australia’s 

‘plurilateral arrangements’ was later displaced by President Trump’s National Security 

Strategy of ‘quadrilateral cooperation’ between Japan, India, Australia and the US — the 

‘quad’. On the question of China ‘divergence abounds’ within a ‘shrinking’ and ‘going 

nowhere’ strategy.20 Carr argued strongly that Australians are not interested in a cold war 

against China.21 Geoff Raby described the Indo-Pacific concept (and by implication policy 

towards China) as ‘Orwellian’ — a ‘geopolitical concept…as meaningless as the “Atlanto-

Pacific” would be’.22 This does not sound promising as a foundation for consolidation of 

Australian engagement with China. Gyngell’s assessment was that there is ‘no such thing’ as 

                                                 
17 Needham (2017). 
18 Drysdale (2017: 2); Medcalf (2014, 2018). 
19 White (2017a). 
20 Carr (2018a). 
21 Carr (2018b) 
22 Cited in Carr (2018a). 
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the Indo-Pacific. Apart from being ‘a framing device’, it is ‘not a geographical reality…each 

country has its own “Indo-Pacific”’ now, including France.23  

It seems that this issue demands more considered debate. Part of this debate must include 

the role of trade and economics in creating potential conflict between China and the US. In 

March 2018, Prime Minister Turnbull was informed by US President Trump that the US had 

‘a great relationship with China’ but the only obstacle to this ‘is trade’.24 To comprehend why 

requires an understanding of not only US preoccupations with global hegemony but also of, as 

Trump’s ‘America First’ Jacksonian policies indicate, the impacts on Americans (and 

Australians) of neoliberal-inspired economic policies which have dominated for several 

decades. The impacts on jobs and social conditions as well as the politics of neoliberalism have 

generated a ‘China Effect’ discourse, discussed elsewhere. From this discourse, attitudes to 

engagement with China are framed — most dangerously fear of China and anti-China attitudes.   

The Foreign Policy White Paper clearly states that the US poses a threat to international 

order. This threat arises from ‘deep-seated protectionist and anti-globalist sentiment’ and 

retreat from ‘the costs of ongoing global leadership’. This represents a conflict between 

government rhetoric on the US alliance and engagement with China. This issue continues as 

2018 draws to a close, despite the Australian Government’s attempts to mend some bridges 

with China.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
23 Gyngell (2018a). See also Gyngell (2018b). 
24 Laurenceson (2018a). 
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Figure 9.2: Defence, DFAT and Overseas Direct Aid (ODA) Expenditure 2017–2018 

(AU$BN). 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute (2017). 

 

Flatlining of expenditure on Australian aid and diplomacy (Figure 9.2 above) provides 

evidence for the shifts described above.25 This raises concerns about behavioural level 

ambivalence to China but contradicts the official notion of an independent Australian role in 

the region — whether in line with US-led global order or a rising order where China has more 

influence.  

The 2018 Turnbull Government budget demonstrated continued government 

prioritisation of defence, intelligence and policing expenditure over foreign affairs. Australia’s 

Foreign Aid program budget has changed little from 2017. This is not immediately apparent 

because, for example, the budget treats Australia’s AU$161million contribution to the AIIB as 

                                                 
25 Oliver (2017a).  



330 

 

foreign aid. Regional initiatives in the Foreign Policy White Paper remain unfunded. 

According to the Lowy Institute, ‘Australian aid is at its lowest point of generosity in history, 

when considered as a proportion of gross national income (GNI)’.26 The government’s Foreign 

Policy White Paper sets out the opportunity to build security and prosperity in our region 

through a strong and consistent aid program. But if the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper’s 

conclusions about the uncertainty of the times and the importance of international engagement 

are to have real force, critics have argued that the Australian Government ‘should also signal a 

willingness to remedy the long standing, underinvestment in the instruments of Australian 

diplomacy’.27 In contrast, the federal budget included a AU$3.8 billion loan scheme designed 

to ramp up Australia’s credentials as a global arms dealer — an amount that approximates ‘the 

total annual amount allocated to foreign aid in the same budget’.28 The government also 

announced an allocation of AU$8.4 million to establish a High Commission in Tuvalu, 

becoming only the second government with a diplomatic presence there after Taiwan. Tuvalu 

is threatened by the impacts of climate change, making its future viability extremely vulnerable. 

However, its special treatment in the 2018 Australian budget ‘is also part of a broader strategic 

shift as Canberra looks to reassert its dominance in the Pacific amid concern over China’s 

increasing role in the region’.29 The Lowy Institute pointed out that the High Commission in 

Tuvalu will increase the number of Australia’s diplomatic posts in the region to 14 — greater 

than any other country. It has been claimed that this budget is ‘interesting from an international 

relations perspective because it was the first budget of the newly proclaimed Indo-Pacific era’ 

and it is ‘really all about China.’30 

                                                 
26 Pryke (2018).  
27 Gyngell (2017). 
28 Purcell (2018). 
29 Murray (2018)  
30 Earl (2018).  
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9.2.3   Defence White Paper 

In the period under consideration, fear has been associated with China over freedom of 

navigation issues and territorial disputes in the South China Sea. But in relation to international 

concerns over North Korea’s perceived nuclear threat, China is a friend (to Australia) and the 

international community but a reluctant (more cautious) friend. In the same period Japan was 

named Australia’s best friend in Asia (an historically significant and a contemporarily relevant 

affront to China). It is also noticeable that US leaders are arguing the case for the US (not 

China) as Australia’s most important economic relationship. This recalls Fraser’s view that the 

most likely reason Australia would need to confront an aggressive foe is its strong alliance with 

the US. According to former Liberal Party Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser, such a policy is 

unsustainable.31 It is not policy which is likely to consolidate Australian engagement with 

China.  

Government policy continues to stress ‘greater security uncertainty and complexity’ and 

‘an important part of the Government’s strategy is to continue to strengthen our alliance with 

the United States’. 32 Section 2.6 of the 2016 Defence White Paper lists six key drivers that will 

shape the development of Australia’s security environment to 2035. The first of these proposed 

drivers is US and Chinese roles and their interrelationship, which is expected to be a mix of 

cooperation and competition. The Strategic Outlook expects continued US military 

preeminence and leadership of the rules-based global order to ‘underpin the stability’ of 

Australia’s region.33 China will have a major impact on that stability to 2035. It is difficult to 

escape this logic as China grows. The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI) Military Expenditure Database (2016) ranks China’s spending of US$215.7bn at 1.9 

                                                 
31 Fraser (2016). 
32 O’Neill (2016).  
33 Commonwealth of Australia (2016). 
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per cent of GDP, but below US expenditure of US$611.2bn at 3.3 per cent of GDP. Although 

Saudi Arabia includes expenditure for public order and safety, it comes in third behind China, 

with US$63.7bn at 10 per cent of GDP.34 Such figures suggest the need to examine context, if 

this issue is to influence behavioural level responses to Australian engagement with China. 

Australia’s Defence White Paper strongly emphasises a ‘rule-based global order’ which 

is an over-simplification. Australia ratified the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS) in 1994, but the US has not ratified the Convention. Australia has opposed 

China’s territorial claims in recent disputes. Closer scrutiny of Australia’s policy position raises 

concerns over damage to engagement. Despite the well-known position of China on its 

territorial integrity, the rules could be interpreted as directed against China. Statements such as 

that made by the Commander of US Forces in the Pacific, Admiral Harris, that the US and its 

allies ‘must ... operate in the South China Sea to demonstrate … it is international’ ignore rules 

and responsibilities governing ‘the carefully balanced regime of exclusive economic zones 

(EEZ) established by UNCLOS’ around the littoral countries concerned.35 This recalls the 

difficulties that Australia has experienced in its own maritime boundary dispute with Timor-

Leste. However, Australian policy makers’ claims about the impacts on maritime trade in the 

face of China’s restrictions are questionable. The Defence White Paper claims that the volume 

of Australian exports through the South China Sea represent two-thirds of total exports cannot 

be substantiated. Australian exports that utilise the South China Sea route are primarily to 

China (30.9 per cent of total goods exports), the remainder (5.5 per cent) go to Thailand, 

Vietnam and possibly Taiwan.36 Bateman draws attention to other inconsistencies in the White 

Paper which question the quality or motivation behind the White Paper’s input but also points 

                                                 
34 SIPRI (2016). 
35 Bateman (2016). 
36Laurenceson (2017a). 
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to positive initiatives such as promotion of international defence engagement, including with 

China. He warns that policy makers need to be cautious about exaggeration of a China ‘threat’. 

The following section indicates a developing mismatch between China fear at the behavioural 

level and at the attitudinal level. 

It is apparent that the US has a significant impact on Australian engagement with China 

at the behavioural level. Australian policy towards China is not immune to US domestic politics 

in so far as they drive US foreign policy. The policies advocated by President Trump, during 

his election campaign and widely supported in the US electorate, evidence mass disaffection 

and rejection of the status quo — a sense that the American dream is dead.37 Part of the popular 

explanation for this death is the ‘China Effect’ which associates Chinese consumer goods 

imports, and relocation of US capital offshore, amongst other symptoms of Chinese growth 

with US domestic economic decline.38 However, just as in Australia, simplistic rhetoric about 

China ignores the role of government in reregulation, anti-labour policy, privatisation and fiscal 

austerity in the domestic economic redistribution which is generating popular discontent.39 The 

coincidence of these policies with the rise of China has facilitated these ‘China Effect’ 

hypotheses. China is a large target. Charges of a simplistic causal relationship between China 

and domestic economic downturn in areas such as jobs are not supported by the evidence. As 

previously discussed, the government is failing to address such misinformation (or produce 

positive policy in the areas of concern) — behavioural level failure. 

 

                                                 
37 Crozier (1981: 151–6); Schifferes (2006). 
38 Britton and Mark (2006). 
39 Mitchell and Fazi (2017b). 
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9.2.4   Geo-Economic or Geo-Strategic — TPP, AIIB, BRI 

The Defence White Paper expresses concern about US and China competition impacting on 

Australia’s security environment to 2035. Primarily economic in nature, competition has 

potential consequences with strong strategic implications. China’s regional and global 

economic rise challenges US hegemony of the global order. 

Australian policy making has reflected this competition and revealed its own conflicted 

position. For example, the Coalition Government delayed acceptance of the Chinese invitation 

to become a founding member of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) first 

proposed by China in 2013. First refusing to join in October 2014, Australia reversed its 

decision in June 2015, then signed the agreement in the following month. Prime Minister 

Abbott stated that Australia joined the AIIB ‘on principle’ despite US and Japanese 

opposition.40 The AIIB potentially challenges the US-led World Bank and Japan-led Asian 

Development Bank.41 It could also be significantly larger. The government attitude towards the 

Chinese AIIB initiative could be described as considered rather than ambivalent. However, 

ambivalence characterises the Turnbull Government policy towards the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), which will be partly financed by Chinese investment in the AIIB. It is further 

evidenced by the Turnbull Government’s enthusiasm for the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), 

resuscitated in November 2017 after US withdrawal following Trump’s election and joined by 

Australia in 2018 — but still excluding China. It is claimed that strategic concerns overshadow 

the economic and regional development issues involved in the AIIB and the BRI initiatives. 

These Chinese initiatives have been described as ‘contested multilateralism’ which ‘results 

from the pursuit of strategies by states, multilateral organizations, and non-state actors to use 

                                                 
40 Tay (2015). 
41 Ibid. See also Laurenceson (2014); Laurenceson, van Nieuwenhuizen, and Collinson (2017).  
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multilateral institutions, existing or newly created, to challenge the rules, practices, or missions 

of existing multilateral institutions’.42 None of the ‘multilateral institutions’ have so far 

attempted to address the aspirations of the BRI and its potential in the underdeveloped world. 

It is likely that the scale of the Chinese initiative will be unsurpassed. China’s legitimate 

domestic concerns — uneven development, especially of its Western areas; economic 

overproduction; and technological and engineering exchange — are faintly acknowledged and 

seen through a narrow strategic lens. Failure to engage with the BRI represents a challenge to 

Australian consolidation of engagement with China and the region behaviourally. 

The foreign policy dimensions of the BRI are extremely important for many reasons. The 

scale of potential investment from the BRI ‘invite comparison with the US Marshall Plan’ for 

the reconstruction of post-World War II Europe — and the US-led rules-based order. It is not 

the absence of need that has prevented the development of a similar initiative to deal with the 

global problems of the twenty-first century. It is absence of action. Australian policy towards 

the BRI will either consolidate engagement with China, potentially providing great potential 

opportunity for Australia, or it will miss out.43 In May 2016, the Northern Australia 

Infrastructure Facility(NAIF) Act 2016 was passed by Parliament with headquarters 

established in Cairns. NAIF is a major long-term initiative of the Government’s White Paper 

on Developing Northern Australia (Our North, Our Future).44 The NAIF is being supported by 

the Export Finance and Insurance Corporation (EFIC), Australia’s export credit agency. To 

date, Australia has formally declined to link the Northern Australia Project with BRI, despite 

its decision to allow the leasing of Port Darwin to Chinese interests. In further contrast, the 

                                                 
42 Morse and Keohane (2014: 385). 
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government lauds ChAFTA which came into force on 20 December 2015, as a China policy 

achievement. 

Interestingly, debate has revived, and gained some momentum, over Australia’s most 

important economic relationship designation — the US rather than China.45 Support for the 

TPP suggests continued Australian policy ambivalence towards China. The outcomes of 

indecision or ambivalence at this behavioural level have a profound impact on institutional 

linkages with China. Wesley notes that ‘Nowhere in the White Paper is the passing of regional 

unipolarity mentioned’. He further concludes that the ‘contextual conditions that have allowed 

Australia for so long to have a strategy that is derivative of a great power ally’s grand strategy 

are eroding quickly’ and Australia must develop ‘coherence with respect to the contradiction 

that pulls our strategic and economic interests in different directions’.46 

Tony Abbott’s views on Western values and the importance of the Anglosphere are well 

canvassed in his autobiography,47 although he has been careful to avoid overt damage to trade 

with China when in office. McCarthy and Song argued that on issues such as the US-Australia 

alliance, elevation of the relationship between Australia and Japan, and the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands dispute, Abbott and Foreign Minister Bishop have displayed a vehemency which 

distinguishes Abbott from his mentor, former Prime Minister Howard.48 In respect of China’s 

declaration of an Air Defence Identification Zone (AIDZ), ‘the Abbott Government went even 

further than any of his predecessors to the point of open opposition to China’.49 It is pertinent 

here that behavioural consolidation requires active policy development and implementation to 

                                                 
45 Laurenceson (2017b) (note: this article appeared in the Australian Financial Review on 17 August 2017); 

White (2017b). Hugh White mounts a similar debate arguing that the US will ‘cease to play a strategic role in 

Asia’. 
46 Wesley (2016: 30). 
47 Abbott (2009:160). 
48 McCarthy and Song (2015); Pan (2014).  
49 McCarthy and Song (2015: 598). 
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avoid being classed as mere rhetoric. Closer analysis of the Abbott Government policy often 

revealed less concern for consolidation of engagement with China than it did for preferencing 

US policy in the region. When China warned the Abbott Government to ‘avoid hurting the 

cooperative relationship between China and Australia’, Abbott rejected any suggestion that 

Australian policy might damage Australia economically. His thinking reflected the 

transactional nature of the relationship because ‘China trades with us because it is in China’s 

interest’ to do so.50 This appeared to suggest that Australian policy makers are immune to 

repercussions from policy decisions which are deemed by China to be contrary to its interests. 

However, Australia had long expected that the key to its economic prospects was its trade 

future with China — this was ‘Australia’s real vulnerability’. This suggested that ‘China can 

already shape Australia’s policies’.51 

As China grows it is seeking new FDI and portfolio investment opportunities. National 

infrastructure is a prime target for investment. Examples include Port Darwin, but also CK 

consortium’s failed attempt to purchase Ausgrid or its bid to purchase the APA group, which 

owns considerable portions of the national gas pipelines. These moves have sparked security 

concerns and provide further examples of Australian ambivalence towards China.52 They also 

represent significant contradictions with the dominant neoliberal paradigm.  

9.2.5   Rejection of the Asian Century White Paper — China Capacity Deficit 

Although produced by the previous government, the White Paper Australia in the Asian 

Century identified needs and support for change which remain relevant and unaddressed. The 

New Colombo Plan is the new signature initiative of the Australian Government.53 The Plan 

                                                 
50 Kenny and Wen (2013). 
51 White (2017c). 
52 Doran (2018). 
53 DFAT retrieved at: http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/new-colombo-plan/pages/new-colombo-plan.aspx. 
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established aims are to lift knowledge of the Indo Pacific in Australia by supporting select 

Australian undergraduates to study and undertake internships in the region. While the New 

Colombo Plan, introduced in 2014, is a positive policy initiative in this area it is neither as 

comprehensive nor as visionary as the scope of the White Paper, with limited focus on China. 

The preceding chapter revealed the scarcity of Australian evidence on the long-term benefits 

of such programs. The scale of demographic change, represented in the 2016 Australian census, 

is evidence which supports calls for greater attention to Australian policy on China. Chinese 

now comprise 8.3 per cent of Australians born overseas — 2.2 per cent of the population or the 

same proportion as New Zealanders. This scale is greater in Australian cities. Greater Sydney 

has 4.7 per cent of its population with a Chinese background compared to only 3.1 per cent 

from England. Australians’ descriptions of their ancestry yielded 5.6 per cent who claimed 

Chinese background.54  

In respect to US primacy, it is arguable that the relative ‘shift in power is being driven 

by China’s rise, not by America’s decline’.55 China’s rise is certainly influenced by such factors 

as trade (see Figure 9.1 above) but closer scrutiny of US social and economic data does suggest 

a decline that drove the election of Donald Trump and poses a risk, not only to China (such as 

threatened import tariffs) but on Australian trade with China. This can be inferred from 

previously discussed positive impacts on Australia’s GFC economy from China’s domestic 

stimulus. This generated demand for Australian imports, particularly resources. Any adverse 

impact on China’s economy is likely to flow on to Australia due to dependence of the 

Australian economy on China. However, emphasis is frequently on strategic matters and the 
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need for introspection needs to transcend the habitual ‘fear of security’56 to more 

comprehensive issues of engagement. 

Australia’s commitment to the trade equals foreign policy formula led to broadening of 

the scope and scale of engagement with China. However, consolidation of engagement requires 

deepening of the relationship. ‘A business-first focus doesn’t preclude the development of 

cultural and emotional ties, but it doesn’t necessarily thicken them in lasting ways, either’.57 

This comment on the Abbott Government’s 2014 Australia in China Week promotion reflected 

the assessment that the ‘cultural interaction’ between Australia and China is not so much in 

short supply as ‘it is all too elite’ and that this will take some time to rectify, especially after 

Coalition Government relegation of the Asian Century White Paper to the archives as ‘a useful 

reference’.58 Although Reece notes that the Abbott Government indicated ‘a high level of 

continuity and support for individual policies and objectives in the White Paper’,59 the largely 

unfunded and aspirational approach turn much of this ‘support’ into rhetoric. For example, 

Pathway 24.6 relies on ‘the NBN and digital technology to boost online collaboration’ across 

the region — an unlikely outcome given lack of commitment to universal NBN roll-out. Both 

major political parties can be criticized on these matters. 

The White Paper was flawed by hyperbole in its ‘25 objectives … for 2025’,60 however, 

it represented an unfunded start by the Gillard Government which the Coalition governments 

of Abbott and Turnbull refused to countenance.61 Clearly, ALP and Coalition parties’ fiscal 

policies present little hope for resurrection of the White Paper initiatives. This was clear from 

the 2018 Federal Budget Speech where Treasurer Scott Morrison asserted that Australia would 

                                                 
56 Burke (2008). 
57 Brown (2014b).  
58 Nicholson (2013: 3). 
59 Reece (2014: 350). 
60 ACOSS (2016).  
61 Nicholson (2013: 3). 
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have the lowest rate of expenditure growth for 50 years. Prime Minister Turnbull reiterated this 

message in a press conference on 14 May 2018. 

Loss of Australian manufacturing capacity, casualisation of the workforce and rising 

under-employment, ballooning teenage unemployment and falling wages despite increased 

productivity are only a few indicators of policy failures that have the potential to drive 

Australian notions of ‘China effect’ — a fertile environment for the growth of anti-Chinese 

sentiment which is responsive to the xenophobic rhetoric of One Nation. This was exemplified 

in the 2017 Senate urgency motion requiring the government to report on ‘the number of jobs 

which would have been available to Australians but were taken by individuals on international 

student visas’.62 It is also reflected in concerns over government adoption of ChAFTA, which 

contains provisions for employment of overseas workers. Absence of proactive government 

policy to address unemployment and inequality is an historic continuity, arguably corrosive to 

deeper engagement with China.  

The rise of China is widely recognised as the most significant feature of the Asian 

Century. This clearly applies for Australia as has been discussed so far in this thesis. The 

Gillard Government’s White Paper involved a comprehensive effort to produce a ‘grand 

narrative’ and concentration of resources by the Australian Public Service63 had, by March 

2012, received 246 submissions, which ranged from short individual comments from citizens 

to extensive organizational reports covering thousands of citizens. Whatever criticisms that can 

be made about the submission process — the White Paper undoubtedly represents a broad 

cross-section of views about Australian policy on Asian engagement and no less on Australia’s 

China capacity. This assessment suggests that government responses to the priorities outlined 

                                                 
62 Hansard (17 October 2017). Retrieved at: 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Hansard/Hansard_Display?bid=chamber/hansards/7fdeee09-

88ec-4d59-8472-4ddb33a62d38/&sid=0000  
63 Reece (2014). 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Hansard/Hansard_Display?bid=chamber/hansards/7fdeee09-88ec-4d59-8472-4ddb33a62d38/&sid=0000
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Hansard/Hansard_Display?bid=chamber/hansards/7fdeee09-88ec-4d59-8472-4ddb33a62d38/&sid=0000


341 

 

by the White Paper are one means of assessing the level of behavioural consolidation. It is 

possible to look beyond the Abbott (and Turnbull) governments archival of the White Paper.  

Reece concluded that the White Paper’s focus ‘was mostly on economic and trade policy 

and this is where most agreement and continuity are found’ between the current Coalition 

government and its ALP predecessor. As Julie Bishop expressed in 2013, under a Coalition 

Government — ‘Foreign policy will be trade policy and trade policy will be foreign policy’.64 

However, assessment of Australian engagement with China via the cluster concept employed 

in this thesis involves more than providing an overview of the trading relationship. The external 

sector of the Australian economy is only one sector and although it is shaped by interacting 

behavioural, attitudinal and institutional factors, these overlap with those governing the internal 

or domestic sector. At the behavioural level, fiscal policy determines the possibilities for 

consolidation of engagement with China by setting limits to funding for China capacity 

building, in addition to education, regulatory controls, employment and other factors which 

impact the attitudinal and institutional levels. Paradigmatic influence on policy development 

are part of the policy development process and therefore are factored into the framework used 

here. Fiscal austerity arguably reduces possibilities for consolidation of engagement 

behaviourally and institutionally and influences popular understanding and support. 

The Abbott Coalition Government cut foreign aid, reduced Australia’s diplomatic and 

consular services and cancelled the Australia Network Service. While Reece noted a substantial 

level of ‘agreement and continuation of individual policies’ which aimed at promoting 

Australian engagement with Asia, this did not necessarily extend to funding and 

implementation of those policies by the government (and Opposition) committed to neoliberal 
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interpretations of fiscal responsibility, which means budgetary surplus and reduced 

government expenditure.65 

For similar reasons, state governments require more than partial funding from the 

Commonwealth.66 In Australia, public school education funding is primarily a state 

government responsibility, although the size and importance of federal funding and national 

policy making has grown in significance. Attempts to build China capacity in Australia through 

the teaching of Mandarin have not received the desired levels of success.67 Since 2008, the 

numbers of ‘non-background students taking Year 12 Chinese has actually decreased’.68 Over 

half of the primary school learners of Chinese discontinue ‘if they have a choice’.69 

Numerous reasons are advanced for this (see Table 9.1 below). Schools are resource 

constrained. Curriculum choices must be made in the context of competition for these 

resources. For example, employment of Chinese language teachers (a scarce resource) depend 

on a limited staffing establishment and an already crowded curriculum. All the issues listed in 

Table 9.1 require funding and resourcing — which is currently unavailable, with the attendant 

restriction on Australian capacity to engage at the institutional level and to be adequately 

informed at the behavioural level. Orton provides a few well known but largely ignored reasons 

for our failure to build Chinese language capacity in Australia.70 These are summarised in Table 

9.1 below. 

 

                                                 
65 Jericho (2016). 
66 For example, see pathway 9.1 National Plan for school improvement or 11.1 Provision of priority language 

teaching) or lack of funding for training and employment of language teachers across the entire educational 

spectrum. 
67 Orton (2016). 
68 Ibid, 29. 
69 Neither of my Chinese Australian nephews have studied Chinese at school or learnt it at home. 
70 Orton (2016).  



343 

 

Table 9.1: Some Reasons Impeding Chinese Language Capacity 

Student   

Background 

Consciously ignoring ‘severe adverse effect’ of 

combining ‘non- background’ and ‘home speakers’. 

Effective Teaching ‘language is not well taught’— teachers are not trained 

in meeting specific needs of ‘different categories of learners’. 

Administration Course and program administrators are ignorant of 

‘special requirements’ for success. 

Absent Vision Absence of ‘vision or national goal’… ‘understanding … 

or shared knowledge’ needed for success. 

Reform Reform is ‘sporadic, uncoordinated’ ill informed. Short 

term funding has barely ‘a sparkler effect’. 

       Source: Orton (2016). 

This capacity building failure also impedes political, diplomatic and security capacity. Ken 

Henry, economist and Secretary of the Department of Treasury (2001–2011) was appointed as 

Special Adviser to the Prime Minister in 2011. Henry chaired the committee which produced 

the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper. He bluntly asserted that the White Paper was 

‘ignored’ by Australian policy makers and it had ‘no impact on policy, not even on the tenor 

of public policy debate in Australia’. 71 Henry called for ‘a renewed focus’ on building 

Australian China capacity but ‘not by pursuing a race to the bottom on wages, taxes, social 

foundations, environmental standards or animal welfare.’ Instead, Henry reiterated the White 

Paper’s call for ‘new foundational investments’, which included public educational investment 

to develop ‘Asia capable workplaces and institutions’. He emphasised the need for a ‘much 

deeper understanding’ of Asian history, culture, languages, geography and governance. Henry 

argued that greater effort was required in ‘track 2 diplomacy’ for ‘building strong people-to-

people relationships based on trust and mutual respect’.72 Australia needed to be more 

responsive and adaptable. Henry’s critique preceded the 2018 Federal budget which reinforced 

his position.  
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9.2.5   Partnership for Change 

In 2016, the Australia-China Joint Economic Report, ‘Partnership for Change’, was presented 

to Prime Minister Turnbull and Chinese Premier Li Keqiang. The report, a collaboration 

between the Australian National University and the China Centre for International Economic 

Exchanges (CCIEE), was launched by Asialink Business and the Business Council of Australia 

in Melbourne in August 2016. Although presented as ‘an independent joint study by leading 

think tanks in China and Australia’ it ‘also had the warm support of both governments and the 

cooperation of the key economic ministries and other agencies in both countries’.73 On one 

level the report represents support for positive policy development and therefore a contribution 

to behavioural consolidation. On another level, it represents more of the same. 

The report’s emphasis is economic — ChAFTA is central and firmly based on ‘supply-

side reforms recommended in the report’, that is neoliberal reforms. It presents ‘a tangible 

macro and micro level roadmap of the future relationship’, reminiscent of the White Paper 

‘roadmap’ rhetoric. If this reflects the government’s thinking on engagement, then it is possible 

to consider such approaches as consolidation in a narrow sense based on entrenched 

neoliberalism. Apart from its narrowness, it is also dependent on inherent assumptions which 

are contested. Howe describes some of the serious threats to Australian employment, wages 

and industry.74 These changes are unlikely to promote attitudinal consolidation — but could 

potentially lead to a rise in discontent now visible in Europe and the US and incubating in 

Australia. Solutions to the issues giving rise to anti-immigrant, anti-foreign investment and 

xenophobia require policies which are not on the agenda. Credible policies need to take account 
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of the significance of China and the Asian Century rather than forcing rapidly changing reality 

to fit the preconceived paradigm. 

9.2.6   Concluding Remarks 

China’s global relations often receive scrutiny in terms of US interpretations of regional 

security issues and less in terms of China as a global citizen and significant partner with 

Australia. As discussed above this is widely evidenced in Coalition Government policy action. 

These actions are not only consistent with concerns about behavioural level ambivalence to 

China but contradict the official notion of an independent Australian role in the region — 

whether in line with US-led global order or a rising order where China has more influence. 

 Performance against the aspirational objectives and pathways of the Asian Century 

White Paper is marking time, at best. Initiatives such as the New Colombo Plan compete with 

the deleterious impacts of educational funding policies which impair growth and innovation in 

the sector. The New Colombo Plan targets elite students who must be ‘nominated by their 

Home University’.75 It is relatively short term, narrowly targeted and weak on research 

backing. What appears impressive on a job applicant’s curriculum vitae does not automatically 

translate into the type of capacity-building that was referred to by Henry. There is strong 

evidence of a China capacity deficit in Australia. In the absence of well funded and 

implemented alternative policies it must be assessed that engagement with China is not being 

consolidated at the behavioural level but is instead deteriorating.  

Much is dependent on behavioural level consolidation of engagement with China as 

discussed above. The following section offers an assessment at the attitudinal level which is 

not only a response to the behavioural but is partly a construct of behavioural level initiatives. 

                                                 
75 DFAT, retrieved at: http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/new-colombo-plan/scholarship-

program/pages/scholarship-program-guidelines-2019.aspx#3.  
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Contrary to expectations rapid change in the geopolitical environment of the Asian region 

giving rise to ‘similar evolution in and recalibration of the policy calculus in Australia’ has not 

eventuated. In lieu of rethinking strategic policy options as has been demanded,76 Australian 

policy makers have deemed acceptable the costs and impacts of preferencing the US alliance 

over policy autonomy on the China relationship. The shock of the Trump Presidency has not 

altered this trend. This is not always consistent with findings at the attitudinal level as will be 

discussed below. At the level of reciprocal behavioural engagement, however, it has been 

claimed that little change can be expected in the overall policy position of Australia and 

therefore Chinese analysts might be reluctant to ‘waste time analysing Australian foreign 

policy’.77 The relatively low status given to the 45th anniversary of Australian recognition of 

the People’s Republic of China might well reflect this. 

9.3   Attitudinal Consolidation: Popular Support 

9.3.1   Overview 

Previous chapters described attitudinal consolidation of engagement with China in earlier 

periods as dependent on majority public support for behavioural level initiatives to promote 

engagement at multiple levels. Engagement is a complex process and the interplay of factors 

within and between the dimensions employed in the Cluster Concept Framework demonstrate 

such complexity. Despite growing consolidation of Australian engagement with China, there 

has been a noticeable persistence of ambivalence at all levels. Tony Abbott’s retort to Angela 

Merkel about ‘fear and greed’ motivating Australia’s China policy is arguably a reflection of 

this reality of persistent ambivalence. China — seen as an opportunity which can be unleashed 

through economic engagement or diplomacy in the market place has been widely accepted. 
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Two-way tourism, Chinese students, investment and trade continue to flourish and by many 

measures Australia and China enjoy a positive relationship — including at the attitudinal level.  

9.3.2   More Partner than Threat 

In mid-2017, the Lowy Poll revealed that 79 per cent of Australians see China more as an 

economic partner than a threat (13 per cent), representing a further shift away from threat 

perception since 2015. Reinforcing this view, Australia’s China relationship is regarded almost 

as highly (43 per cent) as the relationship with the US (45 per cent). However, ambivalence 

towards China remains and the idea of ‘China Threat plays a large role in contemporary politics 

and public discourse’.78 

In the months prior to the defeat of the ALP Government and the election of the Coalition, 

the 2013 Lowy Institute Poll reported that the electorate strongly favours the Coalition to ‘do 

a better job’ than Labor on the economy; asylum seekers; foreign investment; national security; 

and the US alliance. However, there was a greater level of public confidence that the ALP 

would do a better job on China relations and climate change. No direct conclusions can be 

drawn from this, except that engagement with China was not the priority issue for making the 

voting decision. On contentious issues relevant to the China relationship at the 2016 election, 

such as foreign investment and foreign ownership of Australian agriculture, differences 

between the major parties were minimal or a matter of degree rather than substance.79 The 2013 

Lowy Poll showed majority support (87 per cent) for the possibility of simultaneous good 

relations with the US and China. A majority also expected China to surpass the US as the 

dominant superpower (61per cent). Public attitudes overwhelmingly (76 per cent) recognised 

the economic importance of China to Australia — yet the US alliance was more highly valued 
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(48 per cent) than the China relationship (37 per cent). Government policy was considered too 

permissive towards Chinese investment in Australia which is considered excessive (57 per 

cent) and a significant minority (41 per cent) fear China becoming a military threat to Australia 

over the next twenty years.80 These attitudes suggested both the positive dimensions of 

attitudinal consolidation but also reveal the vulnerabilities which create ambivalence towards 

the relationship. 

Popular support for the China policies of the Abbott and Turnbull governments in office 

can at best be estimated from several sources such as opinion polling and election results in 

2013 and 2016. Polling results often reveal the above-mentioned ambivalence towards China. 

In 2014, the Lowy Poll highlighted ‘that when it comes to China, Australians feel very 

conflicted’.81 Reporting ‘warming in feelings towards our most important trading partner’ 

amongst Australians, the poll also found a belief that ‘China has as much claim … as Japan’ to 

the status of ‘Australia’s best friend in Asia’. This contradicted Tony Abbot’s declaration that 

Japan is Australia’s ‘closest friend in Asia’.82 

Abbott made this declaration to Japanese conservative Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on the 

sidelines of the 18-member East Asia Summit and it was controversially viewed as ‘effectively 

endorsing Japan’s re-emergence as a strategic power’.83 This is exacerbated by Mr Abe’s 

nationalism, revisionism towards Japan’s role in World War II and intended removal of Article 

9 (the pacifist provision) from the Japanese Constitution. 84 Such actions might be expected to 

align many Australian attitudes on historical experience of Japan, with China’s on these matters 

— especially amongst older age groups and Asian-born Australians.  
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The 2017 Lowy Poll, however, showed greater trust in Japan (86 per cent) than the US 

(61 per cent) or China (54 per cent) to act responsibly in the world. The poll also highlighted 

heightened perceptions of military threat from China but continuing faith in Australia’s US 

ally. The above results certainly display ambivalence towards China which is not conducive to 

consolidation. Ignorance about China might also be argued from the finding that 

‘China’s’…president Xi Jinping, hardly registers in the Australian consciousness’.85 Even 

fewer know who Mr Abe is. This is shown in Figure 9.3 below, which reveals a broadly 

deficient level of knowledge of foreign leaders — and perhaps, of the countries that they lead. 

This lack of awareness was also displayed in the 2015 ACRI Poll on the dispute over the East 

China Sea, between China and Japan.86 

9.3.3   Evidence for Sources of Ambivalence in Australian Attitudes to China 

Previous mention was made of Tony Abbott’s attitudes to Western values and the Anglosphere 

as a factor in his attitude to China. Australians have long been described as ‘Anglospheric in 

orientation’. This is a broad generalisation and is contestable — depending on who is asked. 

The ‘Anglospheric’ argument suggests that this concept does not represent an ‘organising 

principle for Australian foreign policy’. However, ‘it is certainly a theme of Australian public 

opinion’.87 Such a view is not uncontested in this nation of migrants (26 per cent born overseas 

compared, for example, with 14 per cent in the US).88 Of those Australians born overseas 8.3 

per cent are Chinese who constitute 2.2 per cent of the total population — more than those born 

in New Zealand. This situation is not uniform across Australia because 81 per cent of migrants 

tend to concentrate in the cities. In the population of Greater Sydney, Australians of Chinese 
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background (4.7 per cent) outnumber those from England (3.1 per cent). Approximately 30 

suburbs of Sydney have more than 10 per cent Chinese Australian residents.89  

Ambivalence towards China is exacerbated by absence of strong behavioural level 

consolidation of the relationship. For example, the Asian Century White Paper highlighted the 

need for greater Asia awareness, which includes China awareness. This awareness must include 

greater cultural, historical and social awareness of modern China but also challenge pre-

existing bias embodied in Australian perceptions. Building awareness involves education and 

un-education. Exacerbating the problems of funding are inadequate teacher training and a 

‘crowded curriculum’. To achieve greater attitudinal consolidation, broader society needs 

‘unschooling’ and ‘unlearning’ of its self-identity and its corresponding knowledge on ‘Asia’.90 

It is also displayed at the level of polling and in areas such as the, often overestimated, relative 

size of Chinese investment in Australia. Such polls are strong on recording opinion but leave 

aside the issue of how informed that opinion is. The rise of China ‘has increasingly enhanced 

its media exposure’.91 Kendall found that parliamentarians were most influenced by mass 

media coverage of issues — a highly questionable source. There is evidence that China is 

represented ‘negatively in a political sense, but neutrally in economic … terms’. The National 

Image of China can shape how China is viewed. ‘People’s repertories of images are primarily 

overlaid by stereotypes as well as personal experience’.92 Stereotypes are particularly strong 

because they can operate in the absence of direct experience of the subject. Examples of such 

stereotypes might include ‘ally, enemy, dependent, barbarian or imperialist’.93 National images 

are likely to have a major impact on attitudinal consolidation. Figure 9.3 below displays the 
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imbalance in knowledge of and perhaps consequently the lack of admiration for many world 

leaders (most of whom are Asian) and including the leaders of Australia’s most prominent 

partners in Asia. This is a stark reminder of the state of Australian capacity to meet the 

challenges of the Asian Century.94 

 

Figure 9.3: Awareness of World leaders in the Asian Century 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2015). 

 

Other issues contribute to China fear rhetoric. Historical data ‘suggests that Australians may 

have a particular aversion to Chinese investment in residential real estate compared with other 

forms of Chinese investment in Australia’ as shown in Figure 9.4 below.95 James Laurenceson 

                                                 
94 I experienced an example of this directly in a large and diverse Post graduate lecture in Asian Studies when I 

enquired as to how many states are in India — to no avail. The absence of an answer was more revealing than 

the intention behind the question. 
95 Oliver (2015).  
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suggests that the attitudes towards Chinese investment persist despite the data.96 Figure 9.5 

below illustrates this point. In 2014, only 4.4 per cent of foreign direct investment (FDI) in 

Australia was sourced from China. 97 Of course, the issue of foreign investment includes more 

than FDI, but apparent conflicting and poorly informed views on the range of facets of Sino-

Australian relations do not auger well for consolidation of attitudinal levels of engagement. 

Management of foreign investment is a matter for federal government policy and enforcement 

of existing regulations (not always effectively). The ABC reported on 9 June 2015, that ‘195 

cases where foreign investment rules on residential real estate may have been breached’ were 

being investigated.98 

A month later public pressure caused the Federal Government to announce ‘plans to 

crack down on rogue foreign investors amid concerns it was helping to fuel a dangerous 

property bubble in Sydney and Melbourne’.99 Australian ‘laws prohibit foreign investors from 

purchasing existing residential real estate’, except for personal occupation, but encourage 

investment ‘in new housing developments’. Concentration of Chinese migrants in major cities 

and close to universities produces an appearance of investment as Chinese rather than Chinese-

Australian. It is likely that most Australians would be surprised to learn that the founder of one 

of Australia’s oldest and most recognisable real estate companies was Australian-born of a 

Chinese mother, Ellen Tingyou in 1903, in Canterbury, Sydney.100 L.J. Hooker became one of 

Australia’s biggest land owners — which included large cattle property holdings, predating the 

Kidman properties controversy discussed below.  

                                                 
96 Laurenceson (2016). Laurenceson is Deputy Director, Australia-China Relations Institute (ACRI), UTS, 
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Both Sydney and Melbourne have seen large increases in the number of Chinese migrants 

plus they are also destinations for a large proportion of overseas students, of which Chinese 

form the majority. Hurstville, in Sydney’s south had 35.8 per cent of its population born in 

China while, in the city centre, Ultimo had 22 per cent. In Melbourne, Box Hill had 22.3 per 

cent Chinese population.101 Issues of property bubbles are rarely examined in terms of other 

possible causal factors such as demand arising from economic restructuring towards urban 

based industry. Services, public transport availability and transport costs, or declining regional 

investment, job opportunities or demographic change are all possible contributors to housing 

stress. The question of ethnic composition of Australia has long been a fraught question and it 

has long been easier to identify an ‘other’ to blame for perceived social problems. The 2016 

census revealed that most Australians who come from overseas now come from Asia not from 

Europe. This level of change is an important factor in Australian attitudes to engagement with 

China. The exact impact of such change is not well understood. 

The question of ‘seller responsibility’ not just ‘caveat emptor’ (buyer beware) is also 

relevant here — but given little attention unless it involves electorally sensitive cases of sales 

of iconic status such as the Kidman cattle empire. S. Kidman and Co Limited is Australia’s 

largest private land owner. Its holdings make up 2.5% of Australian agricultural land. There 

are 10 stations, located in South Australia, Western Australia, the Northern Territory and 

Queensland.102 Its sale, a transfer from US ownership to a consortium of Chinese and 

Australian interests, allowed China to overtake the US share of Australian agricultural land. 

However, the sale of the long-term lease to Port Darwin Chinese-owned Landbridge group did 

not provoke the same response.103 This is a simple example of how government can regulate 

                                                 
101 ABS Australian Social Trends 2014.Catalogue 4102.0 
102 Schwartz, Vidot, and Jasper (2016). 
103 Everingham (2016). 
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many matters (such as foreign ownership) which impact on attitudinal consolidation. Such 

issues are likely to become more significant as Chinese FDI in Australia grows. It might also 

require some greater understanding not only of China but also of what constitutes ‘Australian’. 

Figure 9.4 below shows that 70 per cent of Australians believe ‘the government is 

allowing too much investment from China’. Chinese investment in real estate first started to 

exceed the rate (if not total) of foreign investment in 2013–2014. This is because larger sources 

of FDI such as from the US have occurred over a much longer time frame.  

 

Figure 9.4: Foreign Investment in Residential Real Estate 

 

        Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2015). 
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The real estate sector was the largest destination by value, with approvals in 2013–2014 of 

AU$74.6 billion (an increase of AU$22.7 billion from 2012–2013). This is significant, not only 

for its scale, but also for the fact that the construction industry, along with services and 

manufacturing have the highest levels of absorption of labour. Public opinion generally regards 

contribution of employment positively.104 In 2013–2014 the other major sectors were: services 

(excluding tourism), with approved proposed investment of AU$53.4 billion (an increase of 

$27.5 billion); and mineral exploration and development, with approved proposed investment 

of AU$22.4 billion (a decrease of AU$23.1 billion). 

 

Figure 9.5: Foreign Direct Investment Equity in Australia 

 

     Source: ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics 5352.0 - International Investment Position, Australia:          

                     Supplementary Statistics, 2017). 

 

                                                 
104 Laurenceson and Zarkovic (2017). 
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For the first time, China (AU$27.7 billion) was the largest source country for approved 

proposed investment in 2013–2014, overtaking the United States (AU$17.5 billion). Other 

major source countries of approved proposed investment in 2013–2014 were Canada (AU$15.4 

billion), Malaysia (AU$7.2 billion) and Singapore (AU$7.1 billion).105 As shown in Figure 9.5 

above, a large shift from investment in mining exploration and development (predominantly in 

Western Australia) to commercial real estate, particularly in NSW was notable. 

 

Figure 9.6: Foreign Investment in Australian Farmland 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2016). 

 

Ownership of Australian agricultural assets is one of the areas provoking disquiet. This is not 

a new issue but is poorly understood.106 Agriculture is widely touted as a future growth area 

                                                 
105 Commonwealth of Australia (2015b), Foreign Investment Review Board Annual Report 2013–2014. 
106 Laurenceson (2017c). Chinese ownership of Australian agricultural land. Total foreign ownership fell while 

Chinese ownership increased between 2016 and 2017. This means Chinese investors largely bought land 
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for Australian trade with China. It is a major focus for ChAFTA. In 2016 the Lowy institute 

polled attitudes to foreign ownership of farmland as shown in Figure 9.6 above. 

It is well understood by Australians that China is not only Australia’s most significant 

trading partner but China is now one of, if not the most significant sources of investment. It is 

arguable that respondents to the above Lowy Poll question would associate foreign investment 

with China to at least some degree. The question also fails to differentiate between types and 

scale of investment — enterprise type and sector, outright ownership or partnership, scale of 

enterprise and investment and many more issues. In the absence of clearer framing of such 

questions, the responses are open to wide interpretation. 

Laurenceson also suggests that the opposition to Chinese investment may have more to 

do with national feelings against foreign ownership in general rather than racism.107 He may 

be correct, but the ambivalence discussed previously (based on perceptions of China vis-à-vis 

the US or Japan) also offer a credible contribution towards an explanation. Crude nationalism 

presents other problems akin to the xenophobic tensions manifest in the Brexit campaign, the 

US Presidential campaign and widely held and expressed in Europe. Australia is beginning to 

exhibit similar signs. Such signs need to be considered alongside the social, industrial and 

political outcomes of government policy and the absence of a narrative on Australia and China 

which is understood and acceptable to the Australian population.108 Such a narrative is essential 

to attitudinal consolidation of the relationship with China. Support for government policy to 

engage with China also depends on government credibility. 

                                                 
previously owned by other foreigners, not locals. Eighty percent of foreign-owned land in Australia is leasehold, 

not freehold. More than 99% of agricultural businesses nationwide are wholly Australian-owned. 
107 Laurenceson (2016). 
108 FitzGerald (2013). 
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Confidence in key Coalition foreign policies has improved since 2013. In the prelude to 

the 2016 elections, polling showed a shift in support for ability of the Turnbull Coalition 

government to manage the China relationship. As mentioned at the beginning of this section, 

the standing of the leader was considered one indicator of the public support for government 

policies. The relative ratings of Prime Minister Turnbull and his predecessors’ management of 

foreign policy are shown in Figure 9.7 below. It is particularly notable that these ratings are 

retrospective performance reviews which differ from contemporary or real-time popularity 

ratings. Variation is also apparent in levels of fluctuating support for Prime Minister Turnbull. 

However, Figure 9.7 shows that Turnbull was considered to have done a ‘reasonable’ or a ‘very 

good job’ on foreign policy by 68 per cent of respondents which ranks him similarly to Hawke, 

Keating and Rudd but ahead of his immediate predecessors Abbott and Gillard. This suggests 

that political party policy differences are insufficient to explain perceptions of their relative 

performances. One observation from these results is that equal numbers of respondents record 

that Turnbull has done a ‘very good job’ as those who ‘don’t know’ or have ‘no view’. This 

latter result is not restricted to Turnbull but it raises questions about levels of attitudinal 

consolidation where there is a relatively high level of unawareness. 
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Figure 9.7: Australian Prime Ministers and Foreign Policy 

 

 Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2016). 

 

The November 2016 Fairfax Ipsos Poll showed the Prime Minister’s net approval rating as zero 

— in other words his approval rating equals his disapproval rating. However, seemingly 

contradictorily, it also reports that 64 per cent of respondents see him as ‘competent’, having a 

‘firm grasp of foreign policy (62 per cent) but only 48 per cent see him as ‘trustworthy’.109 If 

foreign policy equates to trade as Foreign Minister Bishop claimed, then such poll results could 

arguably be interpreted as supportive of engagement with Australia’s largest trading partner at 

the behavioural and institutional levels. However, as is discussed below, if diplomacy in the 

market place has been overshadowed by policy driven by US alliance priorities then support 

for Turnbull (in the light of government support for the China exclusionary TPP and reluctance 

towards the BRI) would mean something quite different. In these circumstances, attitudinal 

level assessment of the China relationship is under stress. It is arguable that the latter 

interpretation is becoming more credible. 

                                                 
109 Fairfax Ipsos Poll (28 November 2016). Retrieved at: http://ipsos.com.au/fairfaxipsos-polls-3/ . Accessed 28 

November 2016. 

http://ipsos.com.au/fairfaxipsos-polls-3/
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9.3.4   Minor Parties Shift 

The more remarkable figure in the Fairfax Ipsos Poll is the shift towards ‘other’ parties. To 

date the record level of minor party electoral support was 27 per cent. This poll records a new 

high of 34 per cent for ‘minor parties’ which includes the Greens on 18 per cent but 16 per cent 

for ‘others’. This minor party vote puts their total primary vote in the same league as the 

primary vote of the ALP (30 per cent in this poll).110 This has implications for China policy for 

a variety of reasons which includes the fact that the minor parties reflect concerns over free 

trade, unemployment, foreign investment, immigration and other areas which are gaining 

traction not only in the Australian electorate but in the international arena as previously 

discussed. In addition, the 2016 Lowy Poll revealed growing cynicism towards the political 

process, particularly evident amongst younger age groups of voters. Figure 9.8 reveals the 

importance attached by voters to issues seen as important to Australia. Dissatisfaction with the 

political process or with government does not automatically translate to dissatisfaction with all 

the policies concerned. 

Figure 9.8 also indicates that China’s rise remains important (84 per cent), which infers 

that associated engagement with China is important. Attitudinal consolidation of engagement 

will depend not only on continuity of well accepted China policy but on resolution of other 

issues which have the potential to undermine the relationship, as previously discussed. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
110 In the preferential voting system in the Federal Australian electoral system. 
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Figure 9.8: Important Issues Facing Australia 

 

 Source: Australia, US and China, Lowy Institute Poll (2016). 

 

9.3.5   Australia, US and China 

The complex relationship between Australia’s rapport with China and its alliance with the 

United States is a conundrum. Neoliberal policies are beginning to face a backlash across the 

Western world which could challenge the premise on which Australia’s trade dominated 

relations with China are built. Trump administration policies such as tariff imposition on 

Chinese exports to the US could produce a negative impact on the Australian economy, 

probably greater than the scale of redemption from the GFC afforded by Chinese stimulus. 

Uncertainty remains over future US policy action towards China. 



362 

 

Table 9.2: Some Questions about China 

 Australia 
should 

develop 

closer 
relations 

 with China 

as it grows 
in influence 

China’s aim 
is to create 

a better life 

for the 
Chinese 

people 

Australia should 
do more  

to resist China’s 

military 
aggression in our 

region, even if this 

affects our 
economic 

relationship 

China’s aim 
is to 

dominate 

Asia 

Australia should join with 
other countries to limit 

China’s influence 

Having China as 
an important 

global power 

makes the world 
more stable 

                                                                                 

                                                                          Per cent (%) by year          

          

                                   2015 

 

08 

 

10 

 

11 

 

15 

 

08 

 

10 

 

11 

 

15 

 

     2015 

Agree 

% 

 

73 

 

67 

 

66 

 

60 

 

69 

 

65 

 

61 

 

51 

 

55 

 

50 

 

43 

       

35 

Disagree 

% 

 

23 

 

29 

 

27 

 

34 

 

27 

 

30 

 

32 

 

46 

 

40 

 

47 

 

52 

        

56 

Neither/Don’t 

know/no view 

% 

 

4 

 

4 

 

6 

 

6 

 

4 

 

5 

 

7 

 

3 

 

4 

 

3 

 

6 

         

9 

Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2015). 

 

Ambivalence and uncertainty are persistent themes in polls of Australian attitudes to China and 

once again these feelings are revealed in Table 9.2 sourced from the 2015 Lowy Institute Poll. 

However, the 2015 poll showed that 77 per cent of Australians saw China as more of an 

economic partner than a military threat and 84 per cent thought that Australia should remain 

neutral in the event of conflict between China and Japan. As shown in Table 9.2 above, attitudes 

about China as a threat have eased since 2008.111 The next Lowy Poll, in 2016, surveyed the 

relative importance of Australia’s relationship with the United States compared with its 

relationship with China.112 The poll showed growth since 2014 in the proportion of Australians 

that say China is more important, which rose from 37 per cent in 2014 to 43 per cent in 

                                                 
111 Oliver (2015). 
112 Oliver (2016: 15). 
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2016.This preference for China tied with those who said that the United States was more 

important. In 2014, 48 per cent had favoured the US over 37 per cent who favoured China. 

Such figures demonstrate changing attitudes. Positive influences on Australians’ views of 

China in the 2016 Poll included ‘Chinese people [they] have met’ (85 per cent saying they are 

a positive influence); Chinese culture and history (79 per cent); and Chinese economic growth 

(75 per cent). The most negative influence on attitudes to China is its human rights record (86 

per cent said it had a negative influence on their views). Chinese military activities in the region 

are a negative influence for 79 per cent, while the Chinese system of government (73 per cent), 

its policies on the environment (67per cent) and Chinese investment in Australia (59 per cent) 

are also negative influences on most Australians’ views of China.113 By mid-2017, the US 

relationship was favoured as most important to Australia (45 per cent) compared with China 

(43 per cent). These figures, compared with the 2016, represented an increase of 2 per cent for 

the US and no change for China. However, 7 per cent considered both relationships of equal 

importance compared with 10 per cent and 9 per cent in 2013 and 2016 respectively. 

Support for government policy on what has been framed as ‘freedom of navigation in the 

South China Sea’ was strong in the 2016 Lowy Poll — 74 per cent favour Australia ‘conducting 

maritime operations … in an effort to ensure freedom of navigation’, with 20 per cent in 

opposition.114 The 2017 poll saw a decline in these figures to 68 and 19 per cent respectively. 

It is unclear what level of understanding of the issues has informed these opinions. The poll 

reflected this in recording an increase from 6 per cent in 2016 to 13 per cent in 2017 amongst 

those who were uncertain or had no view. As a further indicator of Australian attitudes to China 

and perhaps some expression of support for an independent public assessment of the issues, 79 

per cent see China as more of an economic partner than a military threat (13 per cent). 

                                                 
113 Ibid, 15. 
114 Ibid. 
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Australia’s conflicted relations with China that led Malcolm Fraser to describe them as a 

‘paradox’ sees some resolution in 2017 when only 34 per cent supported the use of Australian 

military forces in the event of conflict with China over one of the ‘disputed islands or 

territories’.115 The same poll ranked China’s foreign policy slightly lower than that of the US 

as a ‘critical threat’ to Australia (36 and 37 per cent respectively). 

9.3.6   Best Friend in Asia 

The 2016 poll indicated that China was Australia’s ‘best friend in Asia’ as shown in Figure 9.9 

below. This question was not included in the 2017 poll but a similar question was framed as 

‘Australia’s best friend in the world’.116 Not only did this prevent updating of the important 

regional antagonism between China and Japan, especially in the light of conflict over territorial 

rights and freedom of navigation, but it allowed China to be cast against the anglosphere, 

although China (8 per cent) outpolled Japan (2 per cent). New Zealand was ranked first (53 per 

cent) and the US second (17 per cent). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
115 Oliver (2017b: 13). 
116 Oliver (2017b: 8). 
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Figure 9.9: Australia’s Best Friend in Asia 

 

    Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2016). 

 

The economic nature of the relationship based in the policy of economic diplomacy also 

seems well supported by the attitudes shown in Figure 9.10 below.  

 

Figure 9.10: China: Economic Partner or Military Threat?

 

                                   Source: Lowy Institute Poll (2016). 
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The election of Donald Trump has posed some serious questions for Australian engagement 

with China. The 2016 Lowy Poll revealed that 45per cent of Australians said, ‘Australia should 

distance itself from the United States if it elects a president like Donald Trump’. Only 51per 

cent say Australia ‘should remain close ... regardless of who is elected US President’. Support 

for the US alliance has dropped: 71per cent of Australians see the alliance as ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ 

important to Australia’s security, the lowest level of support since 2007.117 As 2016 ended, it 

was only possible to speculate on how the impacts of a Trump presidency would be felt. This 

remained the case as 2017 waned, however, there are indications of a return of China fear and 

ambivalence. This did not show up in the 2016 Lowy report (see Figure 9.10 above) but it was 

arguably evident in the 2017 Defence and Foreign Policy white papers and in political rhetoric 

and media reporting. This has continued in 2018 as will be discussed below. 

9.3.7   Concluding Remarks 

Although it is clear by many measures that there is strong attitudinal consolidation of 

Australian engagement with China, evidence presented here demonstrates persistent 

ambivalence towards China and some sources of this ambivalence. This ambivalence is not 

well understood and there is insufficient commitment to improve that understanding via 

behavioural level initiatives. Australia’s relationship with the US is arguably a major part of 

this ambivalence. These factors are not conducive to further consolidation of engagement 

attitudinally with China, especially if China comes to see Australian attitudes and policy as 

derivative of US policy rather than independently Australian — although now the relationship 

remains strong and generally supported within the community. In the following section 
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institutional level consolidation is considered — the accumulated result of 45 years of 

engagement with the People’s Republic of China. 

9.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

9.4.1   Overview 

Institutional consolidation of engagement refers to multilateral relations between states and at 

multiple levels including people to people links — reflecting the complexity of these relations. 

Early engagement between Australia and China was very narrow and elite oriented, which 

reflected the lack of opportunity to form links. Although it can still be argued that the strong 

economic bias in the relationship is limiting — the relationship has deepened and broadened at 

many levels in comparison with the early years of the relationship. 

9.4.2   A Brittle Relationship 

Brown refers to inherent weaknesses in the relationship. A major concern is the trade-centric 

character of the relationship resulting in a relationship ‘all too dependent on transactions’ in 

that ‘far from being strong, the bridge between Australia and China is surprisingly brittle’.118 

This explains the emphasis in this work on the neoliberal paradigm which dominates thinking 

at the behavioural, attitudinal and institutional levels of engagement. This paradigm interprets 

the world in market terms. It is often assumed that China sees the world in a similar fashion — 

a highly problematic and simplistic assumption. 

At least partly because the breadth and diversity of economic relations have dramatically 

grown, the economic relationship has broadened people to people links. In line with the 

neoliberal turn, the role of government has shifted towards facilitating marketisation or creating 
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markets where they may have not previously existed such as in the financial sector, welfare, 

telecommunications and education. This has broadened the range of interactions from simple 

commercial transactions to intake of overseas students and to institutional exchange programs. 

However, there are inconsistencies and even apparent contradictions between examples of 

institutional relations such as the AIIB, lease of Port Darwin and the BRI. There are also 

positive initiatives such as the New Colombo Plan and Australian Studies institutes continuing 

to operate in several Chinese universities. 

In this section, institutional consolidation is assessed across several diverse examples 

ranging from sporting-cultural links to highly economically significant overseas students, to 

tourism, the comprehensive Strategic Partnership, the multilateral Paris Climate Accord and 

the BRI. 

9.4.3   Cultural Links — Football Diplomacy 

Football has often been termed the World Game. China has embraced football, which has a 

strong commercial dimension, domestically and internationally. As stated elsewhere in this 

work, FIFA has more member nations than the UN and a more engaged audience. One feature 

of football is its history of overcoming ethnic conflict and becoming a model of 

multiculturalism. Australia had a difficult qualification route to the 2018 FIFA World Cup in 

Russia, and China was eliminated in the third round of the Asian Confederation qualifiers. It is 

reported that China will bid to host the 2030 World Cup in Shanghai.119 Football has provided 

significant opportunities for institutional consolidation of engagement between Australia and 

China as members of the Asian Football Confederation (AFC), FIFA and through relations 

between their respective national bodies. People to people links at multiple levels are 
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considerable. In 2015, Australia hosted and won the AFC Asian Cup tournament. China 

reached the quarter finals and large numbers of Australians were exposed to Chinese players, 

match officials and supporters in an area not commonly associated with the stereotypical 

Australian image of China.120 Chinese investment led to purchase of Australian club, the 

Newcastle Jets in June 2016 by the Ledman Group, a high-tech LED signage manufacturer and 

integrated sports business, based in China.121 Football Federation Australia’s head of 

international affairs, Mark Falvo explained that China views Australia as ‘a mature football 

market’ and realises that Australia can offer ‘technical advancement’ and ‘professional and 

administrative advancement’ to the Chinese game which is ‘booming’. Newcastle Jets Football 

Club advanced to the 2018 Football Association of Australia Grand Final. President Xi Jinping 

aims for China to be ‘successful in football and will build its sports economy’. Newcastle will 

be the beginning but there are exceptional opportunities across Australia to ‘build bridges to 

the Chinese football revolution.’122 Football in Australia is commonly referred to as soccer and 

it finds itself in the ‘paradoxical position’ of possessing the highest overall participant rates (by 

age and gender), but it is treated as a ‘marginal code’ for media attention, salaries, sponsorship 

and player opportunity. This marginalisation largely resulted from government policy (and the 

contradictions it set in train), media reporting, reactions by other sport leaders, and ‘xenophobic 

discourse’.123  Opportunities for institutional consolidation of bilateral and multilateral 

engagement was insufficiently acknowledged. Given that football (soccer) has long been one 

of the biggest, if not the biggest junior sport in Australia, recent developments provide a fertile 

ground for consolidation of engagement with China, bilaterally, and multilaterally as part of 

                                                 
120 The tournament was broadcast live by around 80 TV channels covering the whole world. 800 million people 

were expected to watch matches, with the tournament reaching a potential TV audience of more than 2.5 billion 

people. Retrieved at: http://www.destinationnsw.com.au/news-and-media/media-releases/sydney-and-newcastle-

to-host-10-countries-in-afc-asian-cup-pool-matches. Accessed 7 December 2016. 
121Cook (2016). 
122 Hassett (2016). 
123 Skinner, Zakus and Edwards (2008). 

http://www.destinationnsw.com.au/news-and-media/media-releases/sydney-and-newcastle-to-host-10-countries-in-afc-asian-cup-pool-matches
http://www.destinationnsw.com.au/news-and-media/media-releases/sydney-and-newcastle-to-host-10-countries-in-afc-asian-cup-pool-matches
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the AFC. Government owned broadcaster, the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS), has been a 

major actor here but also in most aspects of multicultural engagement, including Chinese news 

and film, on multiple broadcasting platforms. The revival of Australian football is intrinsic to 

Australian engagement with Asia. Exclusion from the Asian Football Confederation, together 

with Australian efforts to be included in its region, provided one of the main drivers for change. 

This revival to build institutional links was eventually strongly supported by government and 

the community.124 A new term has arisen — ‘football diplomacy’.125 

The Chinese Football Association (CFA) ‘goal’ is to become a ‘world football 

powerhouse by 2050’. Interim goals include opening 20,000 specialist football schools by 

2020, with 70,000 pitches constructed, and between 30 million and 50 million primary and 

middle school students regularly playing football.126 Increasing numbers of Australian 

footballers are playing in China producing significant people to people links.127 Chinese 

investors are also interested in playing a greater role in world administration of the game, 

including sponsorship of FIFA of which Australia is also a member. 

A ‘prominent Australian footballer’ acknowledged ‘how playing in China changed his 

perceptions of the Chinese people and society’.128 This comment reflects the finding of the 

Lowy poll which showed 85 per cent of respondents reporting the ‘Chinese people that you 

meet’ as a ‘positive influence’ on attitudes to China.129 In the world of football, Australia is 

clearly and uncontroversially located in Asia. Football diplomacy is adding another meaningful 

strand at the institutional level — to a web of ties placing Australia in the region and 

                                                 
124 Smith (2011). 
125 Bubalo (2005b). 
126 Chadwick (2016).  
127 Duerden (2016). 
128 Mark Rudan, Captain, Sydney FC, speaking at Football Diplomacy: Engaging Asia through Sport, held at the 

Lowy Institute for International Policy, Sydney, 19 October 2005. 
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consolidating engagement with China and (to varying degrees) with other neighbours. Where 

some Asian leaders used the notion of ‘Asian values’ as a cipher for divergent political interests 

and outlooks, ‘football values’ are becoming a ‘bridge’.130 The AFC has 47 national member 

associations divided into five regions. Twelve are from West Asia; six from Central Asia; seven 

are from South Asia; 10 are from East Asia and 12 are from South East Asia. It is doubtful that 

another organisation of this scale and diversity is identified as Asian. As such it represents a 

significant arena for multilateral engagement at the institutional level. China and Australia have 

similar aspirations in this arena — competitive but still cooperative and based on strong 

institutional connections. 

9.4.4   Trade Links, Tourism and Overseas Students 

Consolidation at the institutional level requires mutual acceptance by engaged states, of the 

need to establish, maintain and develop collective mechanisms. In other words, this level of 

consolidation concerns the effectiveness of cooperation between engagement partners at 

multiple levels. These levels go beyond strategic relations and trade to include societal relations 

as discussed above. The Australian business community has been an advocate for the bilateral 

relationship. In addition to building institutional links with China, some prominent members 

have even advocated for a downplaying of security mistrust and have spoken out strongly 

against the presence of US troops in Australia.131 

Australia is China’s seventh largest trading partner and China is Australia’s most 

important export market, this importance has been growing steadily with relatively minor 

fluctuations since recognition of the PRC as shown Figure 9.11 below. 

 

                                                 
130 Bubalo (2005a: 14, 2013). 
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Figure 9.11: Australia: Key Merchandise Export Partners 1885 to 2013–2014 

 

 Source: How Dependent are Australian Exports on China? Australian Trade Commission (2015)  

 

This trade growth has not happened by accident but by the high level of cooperation. This 

cooperation is reflected not only in the scale of the economic partnership but in the absence of 

Australian initiated disputes against China at the WTO. The reverse is also true. By way of 

comparison, the US put 19 disputes against China, which raised 9 in return in the period 2005 

to mid-2014. Conflict between Australia and China over trade matters is less common than 

between China and the US, France, Canada and Germany’.132 Such trade relations have greatly 

increased the level of bilateral people to people engagement. A major area of trade has been in 

the Services sector with overseas students representing 13 per cent of all services exports to 

China in 2013–2014.133
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Even though support for the PRC at world trade level demonstrates a high degree of 

consolidation of the relationship, the same cannot be said of voting affinity in the UN as shown 

in Figure 9.12. 

 

Figure 9.12: Voting Affinity with China in the UN General Assembly 

 

        Source: Voeten in Boak (2015). 

 

Figure 9.12 shows that the US displays a highly oppositional position to China. Australia’s 

voting pattern is less supportive of China than New Zealand and South Korea, for example. 

Having established and developed multilateral linkages with China, Figure 9.12 infers 

questions about how well Australia is maintaining and further developing institutional 

engagement with China at the international level. 

International education, as noted elsewhere, is Australia’s third largest export earner. 

China is the largest source of overseas students and most of these are enrolled in the university 

sector with a concentration in business, economics and related fields. This not only feeds 

Australian and Chinese capacity-building in areas related to trade but through alumni 

associations, professional and interpersonal links aids consolidation at the institutional level. 
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Universities also forge links with Chinese partners at universities, education agents and official 

levels to promote educational exchange and student enrolments. China has listed Australia as 

one of a limited number of approved travel destinations for Chinese nationals, making Australia 

an attractive destination. Chinese students gain an opportunity to experience Australia and 

Australians also can meet their Chinese counterparts. A negative experience of Australia is not 

conducive to institutional consolidation. After considerable controversy over systemic abuse 

of overseas students in the Australian workplace over an extended period, a detailed report has 

been released on the matter of wage theft. 134 Key findings include evidence that a quarter of 

all international students earn AU$12 per hour or less and 43 per cent earn AU$15 or less in 

their lowest paid job— compared to the legal entitlement to at least AU$22.13 per hour as 

casual workers. The survey also found that workers from Asian countries including China, and 

Taiwan and Vietnam were paid lower wage rates than those from North America, Ireland and 

the UK. Chinese workers were also more likely to be paid in cash. Any attempt to overcome 

lost income, in the face of high Australian living expenses such as rent by increasing hours 

worked risks students breaching their visas. The consequences for Chinese student financially 

and socially due to loss of face, for example, magnifies the impact and spreads the adverse 

experience of, real rather than rhetorical, Australia beyond the immediate point of contact. The 

widely reported scale of these abuses undermines Australia’s attractiveness to students. 

Preferred destination status for Australia also increased Chinese tourism to Australia. 

Minister for Infrastructure and Transport Darren Chester and Minister for Trade, Tourism and 

Investment Steven Ciobo announced arrangements to further strengthen the bilateral 

relationship offering expected opportunities for Australian tourism and trade. Liberalised 

traffic rights and code share arrangements, which are important for Australian airlines, will 
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enable Australian and Chinese airlines to service destinations between and beyond both 

countries, and will allow them to take full advantage of their cooperative arrangements with 

their commercial alliance partners.135 Such institutional arrangements reduce distance between 

Australia and China both geographically and figuratively. 

China constitutes Australia’s most valuable tourism market. Chinese visitors currently 

spend more than AU$7.7 billion annually — including 37 per cent (AU$1.3 billion) of all 

international visitor spending in Australia, an indication of its significance. In December 2016, 

general managers of the six Chinese airlines operating direct routes between Australia and 

mainland China met and signed a memorandum of understanding which pledged cooperation 

with the 2017 China-Australia Year of Tourism (CAYOT).136 

This initiative was established in April 2016 by leaders of both countries to ‘boost 

tourism and improve bilateral relations in 2017’.137 In 2016, direct flights operated between 

Australia and 13 mainland Chinese cities, including Beijing, Shanghai and Xi’an. Yang Zhi, 

Minister Counsellor for Culture from the Chinese Embassy in Australia noted that China is 

poised to overtake New Zealand as Australia’s largest tourist market. This mirrors the 2016 

Australian census finding that Chinese-born Australians now outnumber New Zealand-born 

Australians. More than one million Chinese visited Australia from July 2015 to June 2016 — 

an increase of 23 per cent from the previous year — spending approximately AU$8.9 billion, 

27 per cent more than last year. ago, based on ABS statistics. China is already Australia’s most 

valuable tourism market, expected to be worth more than AU$13 billion by 2020.138 

                                                 
135 DFAT Media release (12 January 2016). Retrieved at:  

 http://ministers.dfat.gov.au/richardcolbeck/releases/Pages/2016/rc_mr_160112.aspx.  
136 CAYOT, retrieved at: http://www.cayot.com.au/home/ . 
137 CAYOT, Opening Ceremony. Retrieved at: http://www.cayot.com.au/the-opening-ceremony-of-china-

australia-year-of-tourism-2017-was-held-at-sydney-opera-house-on-5-february/ . 
138 Webber (2016). 

http://ministers.dfat.gov.au/richardcolbeck/releases/Pages/2016/rc_mr_160112.aspx
http://www.cayot.com.au/home/
http://www.cayot.com.au/the-opening-ceremony-of-china-australia-year-of-tourism-2017-was-held-at-sydney-opera-house-on-5-february/
http://www.cayot.com.au/the-opening-ceremony-of-china-australia-year-of-tourism-2017-was-held-at-sydney-opera-house-on-5-february/
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In the other direction, Australians rank 13 amongst international visitors to China, with 

more than 720,000 Australians visiting mainland China each year, according to the China 

National Tourism Administration. Ms Zhang called the initiative, ‘the wisest way for the two 

governments to build their relationship’.139 In November, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull 

announced trialling of 10-year multiple entry visas for Chinese citizens. This will facilitate 

business connections but also family connections between Australia’s Chinese diaspora. 

 

Figure 9.13a: Top Five Source Countries for Overseas Students (Regional Areas) 

 

 Source: Australian Government, Department of Education and Training (2015). 

 

The disparity in numbers of foreign students studying in regional and metropolitan areas 

(Figures 9.13a and 9.13b) not only reflects demographic differences but also the disparity in 

resource allocation in Australia, where the Group of Eight (wealthiest establishment) 

universities attracts the lion’s share of overseas fee-paying students. However, regional areas 

and outer suburban areas are also where the political backlash associated with One Nation and 

                                                 
139 Ibid. 
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dissatisfaction with neoliberal economic policies are notable (also reflected in data on 

inequality and unemployment in Australia).140 There is generally a much lower concentration 

of Asian migrants in regional areas according to the 2016 Australian census. The benefits to 

employment in these areas due to Chinese investment in mining or agriculture might not offset 

perceived adverse impacts of foreign investment and ownership, environmental damage or 

perceived loss of local industry and jobs. This is especially the case with the impact of visa 

workers and the ChAFTA impacts on Australian jobs and wages.141 There has also been an 

increase in the reporting of exploitation of temporary visa holders (not including Section 457 

visas), such as student and tourist visa holders in Australia. This was the subject of a Senate 

enquiry in 2017. Such exploitation has the potential to undermine positive perceptions of 

Australia and erode people to people links.142 

 

 

Figure 9.13b: Top Five Source Countries for Overseas Students (Metropolitan) 

 

 Source: Australian Government, Department of Education and Training (2015). 

                                                 
140 Richardson and Denniss (2014); Goot and Watson (2001). 
141 Howe (2015). 
142 Commonwealth of Australia (2016). 
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These practices are likely to become an increasing problem, with the free trade agreement 

opening greater access to temporary Chinese workers. In this respect, some aspects of 

institutional and attitudinal and behavioural engagement could be mutually antagonistic rather 

than synergistic. This is likely to be exacerbated by behavioural level failure to address 

initiatives for greater understanding. 

Research shows Australia is the top long-haul ‘wish list’ destination for Chinese 

tourists.143 Table 9.3 below demonstrates that Chinese people visit Australia for diverse reasons 

— including links to the Chinese diaspora in Australia.144 This goes beyond more limited views 

that tourism is driven simply by focused international marketing. Positive experience of 

Australia through tourism and study can only enhance people to people links and facilitate 

broader engagement. Table 9.3 also indicates that employment is a relatively minor motivating 

reason, although employment is permitted on temporary visas, such as student visas. 

 

Table 9.3: Chinese Visitors to Australia Year Ending December 2017 

    VISITORS             YEAR ENDING JUNE 2016 

     Holiday                  679,354  

     Visiting friends and relatives                  229,649  

     Business                    81,911  

     Education                  200,846  

     Employment                    27,705  

     Other reason                    31,629  

     Total               1,059,685  

Source: Compiled from data from Tourism Research Australia. 

                                                 
143 Tourism Australia (2016). 
144Tourism Research Australia, retrieved at: https://www.tra.gov.au/research/International-tourism-

statistics.html. 

https://www.tra.gov.au/research/International-tourism-statistics.html
https://www.tra.gov.au/research/International-tourism-statistics.html
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Forecasts estimate that arrivals will double to two million with their spending growing 7 per 

cent per year to reach AU$13.7 billion by 2024–2025.145  

9.4.5   Capacity Building — Education 

The importance of cross-cultural understanding and communication was widely recognised in 

submissions to the Asian Century White Paper. It was widely submitted that such 

understanding should go beyond trade to arts, culture, sporting engagement, innovative 

approaches in diplomacy, particularly public, citizen and cultural diplomacy. Submissions also 

emphasised the significance of language and Asia capacity-building.146 Such capacity-building 

was judged essential to building and consolidating institutional engagement. The response of 

the Abbott and Turnbull governments to the White Paper has already been discussed.  

There is a growing ‘asymmetry of information’ between China and Australia.147 While 

language is a factor here, inability to ‘read China’ goes beyond linguistics to differences in 

ability to ‘access and interpret global information’. Chinese media has been accused of being 

‘Janus-faced’ creating a different impression for domestic audiences to the English translation 

for foreign consumption. There is recognition by the UK and US governments of the need to 

access Chinese documents, internet, high-level meetings and media in the language of 

delivery.148 Table 9.4 gives an indication of the low priority given to building language capacity 

in teacher training. These figures require some closer analysis to reveal, for example, the low 

priority attached to languages in Australian education systems (apart from English as a second 

language), the concentration of specialist teaching in the secondary sphere, crowded curriculum 

and scarcity of resources. However, they starkly reflect the overall failure in this area. This 

                                                 
145 Tourism Australia (2016). 
146 Commonwealth of Australia (2012). 
147 McLaren (2013). 
148 Orton (2016).  
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failure has negative consequences for institutional consolidation due to diminished China 

capacity. 

 

Table 9.4: Number and Type of Teachers of Chinese in Training 2015 

Level Award Type Number of Students 

Secondary Pre-Service 93 

 Postgraduate 33 

 Concurrent (B Ed) 2 

Primary Pre-Service/Postgraduate 0 

 Concurrent (B Ed) 1 

Source: Orton (2016). 

 

The ACRI report reveals two main issues of agreement amongst its consultants. The first is 

Australian failure to completely recognise redefined economic and political life resulting from 

China’s emergence regionally and globally and second the need for greater Australian capacity 

to engage with China and its people.149 This assessment, an increasingly common one, can be 

summarised as lack of action (behavioural level) that has produced a retardation of outcomes 

(institutional level consolidation). 

China has contributed to institutional consolidation with Australia in many ways. 

Australian foundation membership of the AIIB was initiated and actively encouraged by China. 

Encouraged participation in the BRI without compromise of Australia’s other institutional 

commitments is another significant example. By 2015, 12 Confucius Institutes had been 

established in Australian universities. A Confucius Institute has even been formed with the 

NSW Department of Education.150 The institute represents collaboration between the NSW 

Department of Education and the Office of Chinese Language Council International in China 

(‘Hanban’), in partnership with Jiangsu Provincial Department of Education. Although this 

                                                 
149 Boak (2015). 
150 DET (n.d.).  



381 

 

compares reasonably well on a comparative population basis with New Zealand (three), Canada 

(14), South Korea (19) and the US (96) this representation does not reflect the relative 

significance of Australian engagement in the manner of economic statistics (see for example 

Figure 9.1 in this chapter) or the importance of Chinese students in Australia. On these bases 

alone, the assessment that ‘Australia performs respectfully’ is questionable.151 However, when 

combined with the failure to train sufficient teachers, create sufficient classes to promote 

Chinese literacy, and lack of funding for capacity-building — it strongly questions Australian 

commitment to institutional consolidation of engagement with China in this area. 

9.4.6   Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

Australia’s relationship with China is classified as a ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’, 

which was agreed to in 2014.152 DFAT believes the range of established consultation 

mechanisms to ‘advance cooperation and manage differences’ demonstrates the breadth of the 

relationship. The annual leaders’ meeting forms the peak body of this structure. Other 

Dialogues are also held which cover bilateral, regional and global issues, including foreign and 

strategic relations, trade and economic cooperation, international security, human rights, 

development cooperation, climate change and consular matters. Apart from this description it 

is not entirely clear what the designation ‘Comprehensive Strategic’ means and how it differs 

from the labels attached to China’s other partnerships. However, The Australia–China Joint 

Economic Report — Partnership for Change represents the first major independent joint study 

of the Australia and China relationship and was supported by both national governments.153 

According to the report, the China–Australia Free Trade Agreement (ChAFTA) and the 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership ‘are major institutional assets, embodying mutual trust 

                                                 
151 Boak (2015). 
152 DFAT (2014). Retrieved at: http://dfat.gov.au/geo/china/pages/china-country-brief.aspx. 
153 East Asian Bureau of Economic Research and China Centre for International Economic Exchanges (2016). 

http://dfat.gov.au/geo/china/pages/china-country-brief.aspx
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and practical commitment’, for managing change in the coming decades.154 However, even 

closer engagement and institutional arrangements are needed to build on these foundations and 

realise the potential opportunities for what is described as a ‘unique partnership’ stemming 

from a ‘deep alignment of interests’ which only ‘highly negative policymaking’ can undo.155 

This suggests a highly consolidated institutional level of engagement. 

9.4.7   Belt and Road Initiative and the TPP  

The Australia-China Joint Economic Report, released in 2016, was primarily economic in 

emphasis but it recognised that Australia’s geopolitical and geo-economic position together 

with its multicultural society provided unique assets in shaping China’s links with the West. 

The report concluded that China’s ‘advance towards a high-income economy and deeper 

financial integration with the world — recommend deeper bilateral institutional arrangements 

between Australia and China’.156 

Both countries have a deep intersection of interests in working together to strengthen the 

established regional economic cooperation arrangements (such as APEC, the ASEAN Plus 

frameworks and the East Asia Summit) and to secure the framework of political confidence 

and security within which economic prosperity can be attained. But there are gaps in regional 

policy strategies that Australia and China must now fill by working more actively with regional 

partners. The Australia–China relationship is anchored in global institutional and political 

arrangements illustrated in Figure 9.14 below. 

 

 

                                                 
154 Ibid, 26. 
155 Ibid, 14. 
156 Ibid, 27. 



383 

 

Figure 9.14: ASEAN, RCEP, TPP and Possible FTAAP Membership 

 

  Source: East Asian Bureau of Economic Research and China Centre for International Economic  

  Exchanges (2016). 

 

The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) represent competing blocs. The TPP excludes China and is consistent with Australian 

support for an Asia Pacific region which retains the US presence. Australia’s vociferous 

support for the TPP was an unacknowledged embarrassment for the Turnbull Government, 

given President Trump’s rejection of US membership which is compounded by other mooted 

changes in policy, such as movement to greater protectionism. The RCEP does not include the 

United States and could be seen as a retaliation for the TPP exclusion of China if not for the 

reality of China’s centrality overtaking US primacy in the Asian Century, arguably making the 

RCEP more consistent with this reality. 

The Australia-China Joint Economic Report recommended that the Australian and 

Chinese governments should upgrade the bilateral relationship to the level of a ‘Comprehensive 

Strategic Partnership for Change’ leading to a ‘Basic Treaty of Cooperation’. This would 
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institutionalise bilateral exchanges and technical cooperation at multiple levels including 

economic, foreign affairs, and branches of the military. It would include policy approaches 

between state and federal levels in Australia and central–provincial governments in China and 

provide for the comprehensive setting of strategic bilateral objectives in a forward agenda. 

Adding to its comprehensiveness it would enfold the agreements, mechanisms and reforms of 

ChAFTA and consolidate cooperation on education, cultural matters and people-to-people 

exchange.157 

Recommendations of the report reflect the perceived shortcomings in current institutional 

arrangements in the sense of potential room for growth and improvement. There are calls for 

both Australia and China to ‘nurture the capacities necessary for new high-level engagement’ 

via an ‘Australia–China (Ao–Zhong) Commission’. Australian, ‘policy development and 

business investment on the whole has been more defensive to date’ according to the research, 

narrowly based on resource extraction.158 With Australian engagement so dependent on trade, 

this exposes vulnerabilities in the relationship — especially for the future. ‘China has 

recognised the opportunities from low-carbon growth and has begun to grasp them’.159 

9.4.8   Paris Agreement on Climate Change 

China signed the ratification of Paris Agreement on Climate Change on 3 September 2016. 

Australia ratified the Agreement on 9 November 2016.160 Australia is a major global energy 

supplier with continued development of new coal mines. China receives much of Australia’s 

coal but is shifting away from such polluting energy sources and seeking an ‘innovation-driven 

                                                 
157 Ibid,17. 
158 Ibid. 
159 Ibid. 
160 UN (2016); Obergassel, Arens, Hermwille, Kreibich, Mersmann, Ott, and Wang-Helmreich (2015). 
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economy with an environmentally sustainable trajectory’.161 Xi Jinping has reiterated China’s 

objective to create an ‘ecological civilisation’; a concept that first appeared in a 2007 report to 

the 17th National People’s Congress. At the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central 

Committee in 2013, Xi stressed that China would implement ‘ecological civilization reforms’ 

to reconcile contradictions between economic development and the environment. In April 

2018, the plan was restated in a document outlining acceleration of establishment of an 

ecological civilisation.162 This has major implications for Australia. China’s capacity for 

‘technological leap-frogging’, plus the need to address ‘global and geographically specific 

environmental problems’ such as climate change and air and water pollution, lies behind 

China’s heavy investment in low-emissions technologies. The US is also massively investing 

in these technologies. ‘Australia is not’.163
 The Coalition Government is conflicted, arguably 

to the point of paralysis, between its economic interests and the rapidly escalating need for 

action on climate change. Paradoxically, preoccupation with the relatively short-term gains 

from selling coal to China may leave the relationship less relevant — unless deeper and more 

comprehensive institutional ties can be built to replace this narrow reliance on resources. It is 

ironic that Australia expects that its ‘clean and green’ agricultural brand will provide new 

bridges and opportunities for the future, premised on the expected demands of a burgeoning 

Chinese middle class. Without a proactive approach to carbon emissions and climate change 

such expectations may ring hollow. Along with contested attitudes to Chinese investment in 

Australian agriculture and property it is likely that ‘in the future, concrete proof of 

environmental and quality credentials will be required to satisfy increasingly better-informed 

and more demanding customers … governments cannot, and should not, continue to promote 

                                                 
161 East Asian Bureau of Economic Research and China Centre for International Economic Exchanges (2016: 

265). 
162 Chun (2015). 
163 Parkinson (2015). 
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Australian products based on an undefined ‘clean and green’ image’.164 Under such conditions 

further institutional engagement in this area may be compromised. 

9.4.9   Concluding Remarks 

In the above sections, institutional consolidation of engagement with China was assessed at 

multiple levels, reflecting the complexity of these relations. The opportunity to form new links 

has increased, although it can still be argued that the strong economic bias in the relationship 

remains dominant. The relationship has broadened and deepened at many levels in comparison 

with its early years. The complexity of the relations has resulted in more than simple linear 

growth but has exploded exponentially as the relationship has evolved and is continuing to 

change. In the following section, some conclusions are drawn for the period covered by this 

chapter on the consolidation of Australian engagement with China. 

9.5   Conclusion 

In 2017, Australia and China celebrated the 45th anniversary of the Whitlam Government’s 

recognition of the People’s Republic of China. Australian engagement with China during the 

Abbott-Turnbull period (2013–mid 2018) is summarised in Table 9.5 below. At the behavioural 

level, Australia has moved further from consolidation of engagement (index 6) compared with 

assessment of the previous governments of the Rudd-Gillard period (index 3) and the Howard 

period of oscillating but often high consolidation (index 4 to 6). Amongst the earliest actions 

of the incoming Abbott Government was the archival of the Australia in the Asian Century 

White Paper. There has been no substitute for the White Paper initiatives which are of similar 

magnitude. The economic emphasis in Australian engagement with China has been maintained 

                                                 
164 Chang, Christie, and Kristiansen (2006: 103–13). 
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by the Abbott-Turnbull governments. Their untimely but considered decision to participate in 

the AIIB represented positive behavioural level action in addition to deepening of the 

relationship institutionally; at the reciprocal level this action was welcomed by China which 

was the initiator. 

Several key areas have impacted on Australian behavioural consolidation of engagement 

with China during this period. Ambivalence towards China has long been a feature of 

Australian government policy making but this period has seen an increase in China threat 

discourse dominating Australia’s policy making forum. This was described as rhetorical 

warfare against China. Speculation continues over the reasons behind the shifting signals of 

Australian policy towards China. One reason was the demise of DFAT in the policy making 

arena, in favour of further centralisation to the Prime Minister’s office and defence and security 

ministries. This was visible in the 2017 white papers on Defence and Foreign Policy; and in 

the 2017 budget. Government spending on Australian aid and diplomacy continued to flatline 

at low levels. This continued the diplomatic deficit and centralisation from previous periods. 

Other factors influencing behavioural level consolidation of engagement with China include 

relations with the US under Trump, climate change, the TPP, the BRI and education. Concern 

remains over the capacity deficit identified in the Asian Century White Paper. 

By mid-2018 foreign policy was poorly represented in the domestic media except for 

reports of cooling relations between Australia and China which increased in prominence in 

media reports and government rhetoric. These involve charges of unwelcome Chinese political 

influence on Australian politicians and on Chinese students in Australia. An extreme and 

controversial example can be seen in Clive Hamilton’s book, Silent Invasion: China’s Influence 

in Australia.165 China is framed as the enemy before the reader has reached the first page of 

                                                 
165 Hamilton (2018). 
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Hamilton’s analysis. This brought warnings from Australian Race Discrimination 

Commissioner, Tim Soutphommasane,166 of ‘fanning the flames of racism’. The book 

acknowledges Hamilton’s association with John Hu and the Australian Values Alliance 

(AVA), an anti-communist organisation with its own China agenda that operates within the 

Chinese community in Australia. Hamilton’s work formed a submission to the Parliamentary 

Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security in March 2018. The issues raised in Hamilton’s 

work are worth deeper examination but arguably in a less polemic manner, which is beyond 

the scope of this thesis. 

Domestic political concerns included the low growth economy, promised company tax 

cuts and so-called budget repair for a return to fiscal surplus.167 This represents a contractionary 

policy stance that is inconsistent with policies for building Australian China capacity and also 

represents unevenness if not potential stalling of consolidation at the behavioural level beyond 

immediate economic concerns.  

At the attitudinal level, Table 9.5 assesses consolidation as shrinking. This chapter has 

reported evidence of continuing ambivalence in attitudes to China and the existence of what 

former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser described as a paradox — which derives from this 

ambivalence and from our attachment to the relationship with the US168. This situation has not 

improved, neither has it become clearer, with the election of Donald Trump as US President. 

In 2017 Australians saw China more as an economic partner than a military threat. The 

dominance of perceptions of China as an economic opportunity has combined with increased 

contacts with China through tourism, international students, demographic change, sporting and 

cultural exchange to build attitudinal level consolidation. Despite continuing broadening in the 

                                                 
166 Soutphommasane (2018); see also Laurenceson (2018b). 
167 Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook 2016-2017, retrieved at:  http://www.budget.gov.au/ . 
168 Fraser (2016). 

http://www.budget.gov.au/
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scope of engagement, as seen in this chapter, it has not been matched by deepening of 

engagement through greater understanding and knowledge. This restricted understanding is a 

constituent of a lack of China literacy which has been neglected during this period. In addition, 

the noted China threat discourse at various levels is growing. 

At the level of institutional consolidation, Table 9.5 shows a stronger outcome than at 

the behavioural and attitudinal levels and is assessed as index 4. This is a positive indication of 

consolidation given that institutional relations, such as in sport, sister city relations or 

finalisation of the China-Australia Free Trade Agreement have contributed to greater 

broadening in the scope of the relationship. The relationship was upgraded to a comprehensive 

Strategic Partnership (joining 10 other nations with that status). These relations are deepening, 

but unevenly which also reflects impacts at the behavioural level to promote China literacy and 

capacity. 

Australia’s management of its engagement with China received an audit report in October 

2015 which judged it neither exceptionally bad nor exceptionally well managed. This chapter 

has discussed the reasons for such a conclusion and in 2018 it appears that the shrinking 

consolidation attitudinally and loss of momentum behaviourally have combined with 

complacency across all three levels to produce the assessment shown in Table 9.5 below.  

The approach taken in this thesis to assess consolidation of engagement with China is via 

a framework of behavioural, attitudinal and institutional consolidation. At the behavioural level 

a government dominated by the neoliberal paradigm sees a restricted view of its role, in practice 

if not in rhetoric. In some areas of engagement Australia is not deliberately moving away from 

China but China is changing in ways Australian policy makers and citizens barely recognise 

and it might be said that China has begun to move away from Australia. This is clear in the 

areas of climate action, the BRI, China capacity, poor differentiation between US interests and 
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Australian interests and other areas discussed in this chapter. Broadening of engagement 

through the transactional approach evident in this period is not identical to consolidation 

(deepening) — the former is necessary but not sufficient for consolidation of engagement 

behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally. 

 

Table 9. 5: Australian Engagement with China 2018 

Period Behavioural 

Level b 

Attitudinal 

Level a 

Institutional Level i 

Howard  

1996–2007 

 

4<b<6 

 

4<a<6 

 

5<i<6 

Rudd-Gillard 

2007–2013 

 

b=3 

 

a=5 

 

i=4 

Consolidation  Policy adopted but 

poorly resourced 

Robust public 

support and 

expectation 

Although growing this mainly resulted 

from broadening of the relationship and 

was despite setbacks especially those 

related to ambivalence driven by US, 

Australia, China ‘paradox’ in Fraser’s 

terms.   

Abbott Turnbull  

2013… 

 

b=6 

 

a=7 

 

i=4 

Consolidation Moving further from 

consolidation 

Poorly informed, , 

brittle and 

irresolute 

Remain high and positive largely on the 

back of broadening and accumulated 

relations 
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CHAPTER 10 

Conclusions  

10.1   Conclusions Part I: The Process of Engagement 

10.1.1   Overview 

This thesis asked ‘how can Australian policies of engagement with China be assessed — first 

to improve our understanding of the process and second to assess its outcomes and implications 

— in the context of the Asian Century? 

Answering this question, the thesis has offered the Cluster Concept Framework. This has 

been developed in Part I of the thesis and applied in the case studies in Part II. The conclusions 

of these studies are outlined below and support the contention that engagement with China has 

both broadened and deepened as Australia has approached and entered the Asian Century. 

However, the argument that Australia is a long way from a ‘new phase’ of engagement with 

China in the Asian Century and is closer to ‘business as usual’ is supported. In other words, 

engagement has broadened in scale and scope but qualitatively, consolidation (deepening) of 

engagement as assessed against the framework employed in this work has not kept pace with 

broadening. Engagement with China in the Asian Century lacks future thinking — largely 

because of the limitation on the possibilities for future thought under a neoliberal paradigm. 
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410.1.2   Complex Dynamic Process 

Australian engagement with China has been and remains a complex dynamic process, 

displaying both change and continuity. The history of this engagement extends to colonial 

times, but the modern entities Australia and the People’s Republic of China have defined dates 

for their formal origin and likewise engagement between these states began with Australia’s 

formal recognition of China (PRC) by the Whitlam Government. Understanding and 

assessment of a dynamic process requires much more than a starting point because this is only 

one element of change and continuity which has contributed to the genealogy of the process. 

A better understanding of the process can be gained by an assessment of its outcomes in the 

form of consolidation which is an outcome of the process of engagement, more of an indicator 

or trend in that process — it represents change (deepening) over time rather than a quantity at 

a given point in time. 

10.1.3   Context and Benchmarking 

Australian recognition of the PRC occurred in the context of the fierce ideological contest of 

the Cold War and has traversed over four and a half decades of change to find itself in the new 

ideological contest driven by the neoliberal turn. The relationship between Australia and China 

has never been able to dissociate itself from Australia’s great and powerful friend, the US and 

from Sino-US rivalry.  

10.1.4   Cluster Concept Framework 

Chapter 2 of this work laid out a framework for assessment of Australian engagement with 

China. The cluster concept of engagement was a key concept in the framework. The framework 

aimed for assessment, through a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of 
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engagement that was ‘interpretative’ rather than ‘causal’ and was ‘indeterminate in nature’ 

rather than predictive.1 The process of engagement was described as complex and open.  

The framework employed the concept of consolidation to assess and understand 

engagement. Engagement could deepen and broaden. It was an intentional strategy, but it was 

not immune to the unexpected. Consolidation could grow or stall or even break down through 

change at the behavioural, attitudinal or institutional level(s) or at the reciprocal level. This 

was possible even when engagement was no longer actively sought. In this work, deepening of 

engagement has been equated with consolidation. Enlargement of the scope of engagement 

was defined as broadening — this was not synonymous with consolidation but could contribute 

to consolidation when transactional contacts gave rise to repeated, closer and institutional 

arrangements for engagement. Broadening of engagement contributed to the comprehensive 

character of engagement. China’s response to Australian engagement could also motivate 

further consolidation. Multiple ways of engaging on multiple interacting levels in a dynamic 

and evolving process gave rise to the complex character of engagement. Consolidation of 

engagement required consolidation at the behavioural (b), attitudinal (a) and institutional 

levels (i) — all were necessary, none was sufficient. 

10.1.5   Consolidation of a Complex Process 

Australian engagement with China could be understood as a complex process. The outcomes 

of engagement could be assessed in terms of consolidation of that process. The reason that 

attempts to represent engagement suggested that ‘close to consolidation’ was asymptotic, was 

because engagement was a dynamic process rather than an outcome and consolidated was 

always a relative and not an absolute assessment.2 Consolidation was often slower or even 

                                                 
1 Jabareen (2009: 51). 
2 An asymptote of a curve is a straight line that gets closer and closer but never touches the curve. 
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resistant to change — it demonstrated the property of inertia (defined as previous policy 

forming, at least in part a constituent of current policy, producing a resistance to change). 

10.1.6   Ambivalence 

A prominent cause of inertia in Australia’s relations with China was ambivalence between 

expected opportunity and loss, often in terms of conflicted relationships with our greatest friend 

and ally and our greatest trading partner.  

10.2  Conclusions Part II: Case Studies 

10.2.1   Overview 

The case studies presented in Part II demonstrate that Australian engagement had clearly 

broadened, a combined consequence of China’s growth, active engagement and of Australian 

efforts. Criticisms that this engagement was largely transactional in character were backed by 

evidence which supported the conclusion that engagement with China has broadened without 

commensurate deepening. Engagement remained ambivalent and conflicted.  

Engagement and cooperation were not identical concepts. Assessment of engagement 

was crucial to peaceful and fruitful engagement with China and a necessary precursor for 

cooperation.3 Table 10.1 below summarises the results of the case studies in Part II. Without 

assessment of the process, engagement was blind and arbitrary or even deficient. Assessment 

of the process was necessary to motivate and direct active engagement in ways that broaden 

and produce successful outcomes — that is, contribute to deepening or consolidation.  

 

                                                 
3 Kupchan (2010, 2011). 
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Table 10.1: Australian Engagement with China 1949 to 2018 — Summary 
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The unpredictability of the process of complex engagement might not be eliminated by 

assessment of its consolidation but it was arguably necessary for the revelation of successful 

pathways, avoidance of dead ends and undesirable outcomes. The Cluster Concept Framework 

used in the case studies has highlighted many examples of these factors. 

10.2.2   Pre-Recognition to Engagement 

10.2.2.1   Pre-1972 behavioural level 

Engagement with the People’s Republic of China following its establishment in 1949 was not 

non-existent but it was severely constrained by government policy (behavioural level), popular 

opinion (attitudinal level) and institutionally. Engagement at the behavioural level hovered 

between hostility and indecision. It was assessed as ‘far from consolidated’ on the comparative 

scale developed in the framework employed here (see Table 10.1). 

10.2.2.2   Pre-1972 attitudinal level 

The role of Parliament and political leadership strongly influenced public attitudes. Sections of 

civil society such as several unions, left political parties and community groups actively 

opposed aspects of government foreign policy. There was weakening of the hard-line attitudes 

to the White Australia Policy, China threat perceptions and especially China fear perceptions. 

By the time of the 1972 Federal election campaign, strong endorsement of the ALP program 

suggested support for China engagement had grown and that attitudinal consolidation of 

engagement was ‘growing’.  

10.2.2.3   Pre-1972 institutional level 

Institutional engagement was severely constrained, not only by Australian Government policy, 

but by the constraints imposed through the international system and China’s own ability and 
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willingness to engage. Institutional consolidation was ‘growing from a very low base’ and 

Australian engagement with China remained ‘far from consolidation’ until 1972 (see Table 

10.1 above). 

10.2.2.4   Pre-1972 reciprocal level 

Reciprocally, China was most concerned with pragmatic issues such as the wheat trade, other 

commodities trade and the adverse trade conditions. Reciprocal engagement by China reflected 

its own circumstances, the constraints of the international system but especially the low level 

of Australian engagement with the PRC. 

10.2.3   1972 Watershed 

10.2.3.1   Overview 

The election of the Whitlam ALP Government in 1972 represented a ‘watershed’ in Australian 

engagement with China. The government’s record showed that it did not allow friendship with 

China to obscure important areas of disagreement, such as on nuclear testing. This gave 

engagement policy credibility and the relationship was cooperative and substantial. 

10.2.3.2   Behavioural consolidation 1972–1975 

Behaviourally, active policy development, much of it in Opposition, was followed by active 

policy implementation with developing resources, representing ‘growing consolidation’ (see 

Table 10.1 above). However, consolidation of the China relationship was greater in the early 

part of the Whitlam administration than in the later period which was dominated by domestic 

political considerations rather than China policy. These considerations led to the demise of the 

ALP government but not to a new bipartisan approach to engagement with China. Engagement 

had achieved a new level of inertia. 
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10.2.3.3   Attitudinal consolidation 1972–1975 

Attitudinally, public support oscillated around the high levels achieved by 1972 and by 1975, 

threat perceptions were low and China threat perceptions were low, stable, then falling. 

Attitudinal consolidation matched the behavioural setting, shown in Table 10.1 above as 

growing closer to consolidation, reflecting the positive government perspective and improving 

worldview of China. 

10.2.3.4   Institutional consolidation 1972–1975 

Relative to the pre-recognition period, institutionally, engagement was established and 

‘growing’. This included high-level diplomatic contacts; formation of the Australia China 

Business Council; and interaction through the United Nations where the People’s Republic of 

China took its seat in 1971. US recognition of China complemented Australia’s engagement 

and domestically engagement was bipartisan and actively supported. 

The Whitlam era represented the first occasion that Australian engagement with China 

could be described as deepening — occupying the conceptual space where consolidation of 

engagement was growing across all three dimensions behaviourally, attitudinally and 

institutionally. The foundations for future improvement also existed in evolving national 

identity influenced by multiculturalism, and growing focus on Asia at the end of the Vietnam 

War. As such the Whitlam era provided a suitable comparative benchmark for assessment of 

later periods of engagement. 

10.2.3.5   Sequence of consolidation 1949–1975 

Behavioural consolidation was virtually non-existent until the election of Whitlam. A non-

causal sequence of attitudinal, institutional then behavioural consolidation was evident. 

Following recognition, behavioural and institutional consolidation accelerated to match the 
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attitudinal dimension to bring the three dimensions close to one another. There was no reason 

that consolidation should occur in phase, but it was unlikely that institutional consolidation 

would occur in advance of attitudinal engagement. What was observed here was a slightly out 

of phase start to consolidation at the institutional and attitudinal level (pre-recognition) but had 

observations started in 1972, it would have appeared that there was an almost simultaneous 

beginning to consolidation of engagement, with considerable overlap. 

10.3   The Fraser Years 1975–1983 

10.3.1   Overview 

The Fraser Government continued the China policies of the Whitlam era and extended them. 

Both Whitlam and Fraser made a radical departure and followed a policy of engagement with 

China from 1972 to 1983 when the incoming Hawke Government would further this policy. 

The attested warmth of the relationship demonstrated that there was reciprocation by China of 

these initiatives which also demonstrated an active intent by the Chinese to engage with 

Australia. The relationship was not without its fragilities and public attitudes demonstrated this. 

10.3.2   Behavioural Consolidation 1975–1983 

Australian policy attached importance to establishing a broad-based bilateral relationship, that 

was mutually beneficial. It was not limited to siding with China on selected international issues. 

Instead of treating China as a ‘card’ in a strategic game, China was viewed as ‘important in its 

own right’.4 Labor’s 1983 review of bilateral relations with China reconfirmed the Fraser 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
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Government’s approach to engagement, reciprocated by China, was regarded as an ‘asset’ by 

both countries.5 

Behaviourally, engagement under Fraser was moving towards consolidation relative to 

the previous era and, within the prevailing opportunities, was even closer to consolidation (see 

Table 10.1 above).  

10.3.3   Attitudinal Consolidation 1975–1983 

It was less easy to see the level of public support. Perceptions of threat, historic prejudices and 

fears of job losses attributed to cheap Asian goods could all be evidenced as opposing attitudes. 

However, positive government policy towards China and Australian engagement with the PRC 

and political bipartisanship allowed assumptions to be made that public backing of China 

policy remained high within a moderate range of tolerance. This was supported by the trade 

data and reduced fear perceptions. The fragility of public perceptions was to become more 

obvious in the years to follow, which suggested that by the end of the Fraser period in 1983, 

public support for engagement was high but not unshakeable — Table 10.1 shows this 

oscillating between growing and shrinking. The Cluster Concept Framework reveals 

dominance of institutional level initiatives, especially trade and elite level engagement — and 

the failure of behavioural level initiatives directed to attitudinal consolidation such as building 

Asian and Chinese literacy at the popular level. 

10.3.4   Institutional Consolidation 1975–1983 

The state of institutional consolidation was strong and growing — that is, close to consolidation 

as shown in Table 10.1 above. Although many Fraser period initiatives at least partly originated 

                                                 
5 Ibid. 
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from groundwork prepared by the previous ALP Government and were aided by bipartisanship, 

Australia’s relations with China reached an all-time high under Fraser — in comparative scale, 

depth and breadth. 

 By the time of the 1983 election of the ALP Hawke Government, Australian 

engagement was still growing, but consolidation was not matched attitudinally as it was 

impeded by the relative lack of importance attached to studies of China in Australia, language 

and cultural understanding and the ambivalent political impact of Parliament and the media. 

10.4   Hawke-Keating Years 1983–1996 

10.4.1   Overview 

The Hawke and Keating governments saw China opening to the world — modernising, 

undergoing unprecedented socio-economic change and growth.6 Simultaneously Australia was 

commonly seen as seeking to relocate itself — resolve its dilemma between its history and 

geography. This was consistent with broader social change that was occurring in Australia in 

the post-Whitlam era. 

10.4.1.1   Comprehensive engagement 

Australia’s foreign policy approach was defined as ‘comprehensive engagement’.7 Such a 

definition did not necessitate a new framework for assessment because the Cluster Concept 

Framework already accommodated definitional differences. Engagement was ‘comprehensive’ 

because there were multiple elements in the relationship, which was one of ‘engagement’, 

                                                 
6 There is a strong body of literature and evidence that China is reverting to a position it has held in a globalised 

world for millennia. For Australia this is relatively new — for China and the world, it is not. See for instance, 

Frank (1998); Frankopan (2015). 
7 Evans (1989a). 
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implying ‘mutual commitment among equals’.8 Hawke emphasised complementarity between 

Australia and China. The space available for engagement with China bilaterally and 

increasingly on a multilateral basis had grown proportionately with change in China and with 

the impacts of this change.  

10.4.1.2   China Opportunity 

Australia was now pursuing its own neoliberal inspired free-trade agenda and policy makers 

became increasingly worried by new competing trading ‘blocs — none of which Australia was 

a natural member’.9 This inspired fear of exclusion from perceived, and desired, China 

opportunity, but policy makers understood that Australia had certain natural advantages that 

would complement China’s needs. This produced engagement with ‘a dogged prudentialism’ 

largely based on shared commercial interests.10 This contributed to an understanding of why 

(domestically and regionally) ‘powerful political pressures’ drove and were proffered to 

‘justify … regional policy in prudential terms’.11 Australian engagement with China 

behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally must be considered in this vastly expanded space 

created by China’s rise and within the terms of the dominant neoliberal paradigm imposed on 

that space. 

10.4.1.3   Diplomacy in the market place  

Hawke placed engagement with China at the forefront of the government’s foreign policy and 

trade agenda. A large part in building this agenda was played by the China Action Plan (CAP) 

which reflected Hawke’s espoused mantra equating foreign policy with trade. Policy came to 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
9 Griffiths and Wesley (2010:13–28). 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid,14. 
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be characterised as ‘diplomacy in the marketplace’.12 Amalgamation of the Departments of 

Trade and Foreign Affairs into DFAT reflected this approach. 

10.4.2   Behavioural Consolidation 1983–1996 

The Hawke Government support for engagement with China was public, prominent and 

evidenced across policy domains. This was demonstrated by the government’s ability to sustain 

its position and rapidly normalise relations following the Tiananmen crisis of 1989 — despite 

the public outcry over human rights abuses in China. Table 10.1 shows growing consolidation 

moving closer to consolidation. 

The impact of a break in this nexus between China’s need to fuel its remarkable growth 

and Australia’s desire to exploit this expanding market was not widely considered. 

Behaviourally, engagement was deepening — even as it was broadening. However, it was also 

evident that despite the growing space for engagement consolidation was unequal across the 

many elements of (multidimensional and increasingly comprehensive) engagement. 

Despite aspirations for greater China literacy, growth resulted from ethnic population 

growth rather than active policy. Initiatives to deal with this did not penetrate the educational 

or broader community in depth, leaving demands in this area unsatisfied. Increased government 

funding to universities for teacher education and for provision of specialist teachers across 

educational sectors, together with revised staffing ratios to allow for classes in an already 

overcrowded curriculum were missing. It was precisely these areas of public funding and 

universal provision that suffered under the neoliberal shift. A required core condition for 

engagement was that it must be active.  

                                                 
12 Boyce and Angel (1992). 



404 

 

The conclusion here, was that elements of engagement such as those listed above 

remained in the category of political rhetoric. Other areas that were neglected included industry 

policy and public infrastructure funding to balance the demise of sections of the domestic 

manufacturing economy and to offset reliance on resources-based exports to China.  

10 4.3   Attitudinal Consolidation 1983–1996 

Attitudinal consolidation fluctuated over the course of the period 1983 to 1996. As shown in 

Table 10.1 above, attitudinal consolidation fluctuated between growing close to consolidation 

but stalling, losing momentum towards the end of the period. Oscillating public support for the 

government and particularly the Prime Minister, together with tourist destination data, attitudes 

to security, defence and engagement with Asia provided indirect confirmation of public 

attitudes to government engagement policies. Generational impacts on attitudes contributed to 

continuity in this area. 

Widespread condemnation of China over Tiananmen, at popular and elite levels, 

domestically and internationally, produced support for government sanctions against China and 

a rise in government approval rating. Responses to Tiananmen seemed to be directed more 

towards political reform in China rather than a cessation of engagement. 

In China, economic reform led to growth and poverty reduction but also political change 

as it engaged the neoliberal paradigm in a ‘loose hug rather than an intimate embrace’.13 

Australian engagement with China was little understood in this context, suggesting a potential 

weakness. This was unsurprising for two reasons. First, Australian understanding of China was 

arguably deficient and at best developing. Second, the impacts of the neoliberal shift in 

Australia remained poorly understood or acknowledged, and the absence of such understanding 

                                                 
13 Liew (2005: 331–52). 
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was unlikely to facilitate wider understandings. The Cluster Concept Framework adopted in 

this thesis highlighted such weaknesses. 

Trade, tourism and education exchange were amongst areas that rebounded from the low 

point of 1989. Further explanation for this rapid rebound and for the remarkable continuity in 

the bilateral engagement could be found in the concept of inertia. A reversion to ‘ostracism’ of 

China was rejected in favour of preservation of the relationship. This was consistent with ALP 

policy on China as outlined by Bill Hayden in 1975. Attitudinal consolidation was more volatile 

but also complex. 

Attitudinally, engagement with China, and more broadly with Asia, has been led from 

the top. Governments sought to change domestic social attitudes after policy change was 

presented as fait accompli. This contrasted with the process under Whitlam and Fraser and 

‘politicised’ Australia’s regional relations. Economic self-interest was presented as the 

‘driving-motor of engagement’.14 However, economic conditions, driven by neoliberal policy 

making were not meeting expectations, unemployment, inflation and domestic interest rates 

caused concern and undermined trust in government policies. Such was the faith in the new 

paradigm, however, that it remained unchallenged.  

Attitudinally, Hawke and to a lesser extent Keating enjoyed strong electoral and labour 

movement support, which transferred to policy confidence and attitudinal level support. High 

attitudinal consolidation, rocked by the events of 1989, could easily have been demolished. 

Although the government gave the appearance of strong condemnation of China — in accord 

with popular sentiment and media coverage — the fundamentals of engagement remained 

intact behaviourally and attitudinally. What has been framed as a rebellion against Keating’s 

alleged push for Asianisation of Australia or as anti-Asian populism was more complex than 

                                                 
14 Ibid, 19. 
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such simple descriptions and closely related to domestic reforms and broad macro-economic 

and social conditions. 

Towards the end of the Keating term of office, ‘foreign and foreign-related policies had 

outrun the understanding and tolerance of a substantial portion of the Australian population’.15 

Suggested as a major cause of Keating’s electoral defeat in 1996, this was a reasonable but 

incomplete assessment. An alternative framing of the above reasoning for Keating’s defeat was 

that domestic issues, unemployment, wages, interest rates and more, were missing on the policy 

agenda but impacting on the electorate. China opportunity resonated with neoliberal 

interpretations of economic policy — export-led economic growth, free trade, deregulation and 

privatisation in a domestic environment of fiscal restraint, wage restraint and lack of public 

investment. Failure of the Keating Government to hear and respond to domestic concerns in a 

proactive manner was a more likely explanation for his defeat. In this he was deafened by the 

paradigm that drove his reforms. 

The door was opened to an ethno-nationalist challenge, and anti-Asian rhetoric. 

Behavioural level policy was strong on engagement mechanisms and processes but deficient 

in indirectly related policy. This undermined consolidation of engagement attitudinally.  

10.4.4   Institutional Consolidation 1983–1996 

Table 10.1 above shows that during this period the relationship with China further consolidated 

institutionally, much of which aimed to build the economic relationship. At the close of the 

Hawke-Keating era the process of consolidation had ceased to keep pace with the importance 

of the relationship, with the space for engagement or with China’s significance. Political 

opposition at home added to change. As engagement described a process rather than an 

                                                 
15 Dalrymple (1997: 245). 
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outcome this was not altogether surprising, but it reflected short-term mentality in elite and 

popular thinking and especially in policy making. The absence of leadership of ideas surfaced 

as one of the main criticisms of China policy. This was consistent with the paradigm shift which 

came to dominate Australian public policy making during this period.16 Australian attitudes to 

China in 1996 had grown on the expected economic benefits, on increased exposure to China 

and to Chinese people as well as positive government policy for engagement. However, it also 

bore the accumulated scars of Tiananmen, strategic concerns over Chinese military 

modernisation, tensions over the South China Sea, nuclear tests, Hansonism and other matters 

including the impacts of domestic concerns arising from the program of ‘reforms’. 

Institutionally, Australia and China had consolidated engagement to the point it could be 

said that relations ‘were beginning to enter a stage of maturity’.17 This maturing process was a 

process built on bipartisan commitment to engagement since Whitlam, then Fraser but 

furthered by ALP policy informing the Hawke-Keating Labor governments. This policy 

recognised China as important in its own right and defined engagement with China as 

comprehensive. 

10.5   The Howard Years 1996–2007 

10.5.1   Overview 

A combination of political bipartisanship on China, plus infrequent change of governments 

contributed to stability in the China relationship. 

 

                                                 
16 Pusey (1991). 
17 Wang (2012: 152). 
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10.5.2   Behavioural Level Consolidation 

The Howard Government years had a bumpy start where engagement with China deteriorated. 

This is shown in Table 10.1 as a loss in momentum from the earlier period. The relationship 

was restored and intensified in the years 1997 to 2002 with adopted policies and developing 

resources. In the remaining years of this government (2003 to 2006) the relationship became 

more ambiguous, where amity was mixed with unease, again losing momentum. Ambivalence 

was evident at the behavioural level but also at the attitudinal level. 

It would be wrong to argue that ideological differences between Howard and his Labor 

predecessors were the main driver of Australian engagement with China during this period, 

although they did play a part. A combination of material conditions at the domestic as well as 

at the international level combined with Howard’s own political agenda. This agenda was based 

on political survival against Labor and against the populism of One Nation, but Howard viewed 

prevailing circumstances through the related lenses of US neoconservatism and a brand of 

neoliberalism shared with, but harder than, the neoliberalism of Keating and Hawke. The 

perceived benefits of trade (China opportunity) were as visible to Howard as to his predecessors 

(and successors) — differences centred on what needed to be done to realise and maintain these 

benefits while managing varying levels of perceived China threat. In essence, this was the heart 

of the noted ambivalence. 

Howard stifled concerns over Australian ‘liminality’ and suspended its struggle for 

identity (in many ways a diversion from the material impacts of globalisation), unemployment, 

and the impacts of neoliberal inspired policies which were driving domestic unease. The 

‘strong contest of ideas’ about regional challenges and Australian identity fuelled a national 

debate for several decades from the 1960s. John Howard congratulated himself for publicly 
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and definitively putting the ‘discussion to sleep’.18 In so doing, Howard limited China literacy 

by limiting self-reflection — an essential component of deepening engagement. 

10.5.3   Attitudinal Level Consolidation  

Australians were comfortable with the economic relationship with China, but rarely questioned 

the idea of the commercial essence of the relationship, raising questions about why such a view 

was thought ‘unexceptional’.19 It has been suggested that this narrow attitudinal consolidation, 

although representing significant ‘social change’, was not a consequence of ‘anything to do 

with China’. This thesis concludes that the ‘political choice’ driving this ‘social change’ was 

the growing dominance of neoliberalism, in the bureaucracy and in public policy making but 

importantly in popular consciousness. 

Engagement with China occurred under the influence of a paradigm shift, described in 

an evolving rhetoric of neoliberalism. This became evident under the microscope of the Cluster 

Concept Framework employed in this thesis. Table 10.1 shows that attitudinal consolidation 

during the 11 years of Howard Government came close to consolidation. However, the level 

of attitudinal consolidation fluctuated. 

Neoliberalism was the ‘common sense of our era’, and Howard was not unique in 

grounding his policies here. All the main parties proceeded from this ground and popular 

discourse was framed by it.20 Engagement with China behaviourally, attitudinally and 

institutionally was increasingly viewed as economic opportunity framed in neoliberal terms 

while other policy areas became subjugated to restructuring of the Australian economy to serve 

interests perceived in those terms. This brought the Howard Government into conflict with a 

                                                 
18 FitzGerald (2013). 
19 Ibid. 
20 Connell (2010). 
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large section of the Australian community. Howard’s consolidation of the bilateral relationship 

aided attitudinal consolidation but deepening of the US alliance relationship acted 

antagonistically with attitudes to China — feeding China fear, again at the attitudinal level. 

The net result attitudinally was ambivalence, as evidenced in this thesis.  

10.5.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

Prime Minister Howard oversaw levels of engagement that rival Keating’s achievements. At 

the institutional level, Australia became a member of every regional grouping that it sought to 

join and bilateral institutional relations with China reached new heights. Howard could also 

boast of growing trade, investment, study and immigration links with China during the life of 

his government. As shown in Table 10.1 above, institutional engagement indicated strong and 

growing relations with China, bringing it close to consolidation although it lost some 

momentum towards the end of the period. 

China focus had contracted to the economic and at the behavioural level, consolidation 

of economic engagement adversely contrasted with political motivations for engagement 

characteristic of engagement with China by Whitlam and Fraser.21 The mood of this period 

could be summarised as ‘Asians were valued trade partners but Americans were valued 

friends’,22 although this did not capture the full nuance inherent in China’s rising economic 

primacy and the congruent US economic demise during this period — under neoliberalism and 

in a more complex world. 

 

                                                 
21 FitzGerald (2013). 
22 Capling (2008: 613). 
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10.6   The Rudd-Gillard Era 2007–2013    

10.6.1   Overview 

Consolidation of Australian engagement with China during the Rudd-Gillard period failed to 

live up to expectations. Consistent with other periods, engagement with China remained 

bipartisan. Rudd was widely perceived to be more China literate than earlier leaders.  

10.6.2 Behavioural Level Consolidation 

The Rudd-Gillard period began with lofty policy ambition and public expectation. Behavioural 

consolidation required active policy development and implementation. The ‘ambition’ of the 

Rudd and Gillard governments failed this test too often. This was evidenced in the Asian 

Century White Paper failure. Ambivalent messages about China ranged from Rudd’s ‘brutal 

realist comments’, the 2009 Defence White Paper, the Stern Hu affair, to the ambitions for 

China literacy and the Strategic Partnership with China, to enthusiastic embrace of the US pivot 

to Asia, and the China-exclusionary Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP). By the end of the Gillard 

period of government, Australia appeared to have missed the heated debate in China about its 

future direction. It missed its significance. This debate laid the foundations of what would need 

to be faced by a future Australian Government — reactively rather than proactively — China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Ambivalence at the behavioural level was obscured by the 

transactional nature of much Australian engagement with China and by government 

preoccupation with US policy in the region. As shown in Table 10.1 above, behavioural level 

consolidation was restricted by poorly resourced adopted policy.  
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10.6.3   Attitudinal Level Consolidation 

Ambivalence about Australia’s major economic partner versus its greatest friend remained 

strong, even after the 2013 Defence White Paper purging of explicit China threat. This 

ambivalence was reflected in oscillating and often contradictory public attitudes which 

depicted a complex and uncertain level of attitudinal consolidation. Engagement with China 

during this period continued the post-1972 trend of comprehensive broadening. As shown in 

Table 10.1, there was growing attitudinal consolidation. This was consistent with the growing 

scope of engagement (broadening) and hopeful expectations of continuing China opportunity 

but not inconsistent with the persistence of uncertainty or ambivalence at levels beyond trade. 

10.6.4   Institutional Level Consolidation 

Broadening of engagement was clear at the institutional level. Questions arose, however, over 

the extent of institutional level deepening or consolidation. The political dimension of the 

relationship with China was far less developed than the economic dimension. Cultural 

engagement in its many guises was open to criticisms of elitism, or alternatively to being 

reduced to the level of economic transaction. Again, the Asian Century White Paper 

demonstrated the outstanding needs and deficits from the extensive submissions but also the 

failure to move beyond rhetoric.  

10.6.5   Threat of Lost Opportunity Rather than Strategic Threat 

Australian engagement with China requires consolidation at the behavioural, attitudinal and 

institutional levels which form the Cluster Concept Framework used in this work. At the 

behavioural and attitudinal levels, ambivalence towards China was marked despite the obvious 

and strongly positive indications. Institutional engagement continued to grow but China had 

also grown to the point that it could seek a role in the global rules setting arena. Australian 
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ambivalence towards China arguably posed a threat to Australia. This threat was different to 

the perceived China threat and framed in terms of post-recognition thinking about China. It 

represented more a threat of lost opportunity for engagement rather than strategic threat. Such 

opportunity, however, must be more broadly framed than economic opportunity. Compared 

with previous periods, the Rudd-Gillard aspirational policy failed the test of implementation 

and resourcing in key areas. This suggested that, rather than consolidation, it could be 

considered largely as rhetoric. The Asian Century White Paper was the clearest example of 

this. Implementation failure at the behavioural level here had implications for consolidation of 

engagement at the institutional and attitudinal levels and for the future. 

10.7   The Abbott-Turnbull Period 2013–2018  

10.7.1   Overview 

The Coalition Government led by Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull has been accused of 

contributing to a rhetorical war on China. The present state of Australian engagement with 

China seems to have reached what might be described as a ‘bamboo ceiling’ — a barrier to 

participation.23 Compared with the 10 per cent of Australians that claim Asian heritage, only 

1.7 per cent of Australian federal parliamentarians could do so,24 which is impeding 

consolidation of engagement with China behaviourally, attitudinally and institutionally.  

10.7.2   Behavioural Level Consolidation  

In some areas of engagement, Australia was not deliberately moving away from China, but 

China was changing in ways Australian policy makers and citizens barely recognised and it 

                                                 
23 Soutphommasane (2014). 
24 Ibid. 
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might be said that China was moving away from Australia. This was clear in the areas of 

climate action, the BRI, China capacity, poor differentiation between US interests and 

Australian interests and other areas discussed in the thesis. The net result was that behavioural 

consolidation was moving further from consolidation. Despite the undoubted growth in scale 

of the relationship, the deepening of the relationship has not been uniform or commensurate 

with its broadening.  

Neither the 2017 Defence White Paper nor the Foreign Policy White Paper evidenced 

consolidation of engagement with China at the behavioural level. Cooling relations between 

Australia and China were prominent in media reports and government rhetoric. Domestic 

political concerns included the low growth economy, promised company tax cuts and so-called 

budget repair for a return to fiscal surplus. This represented a contractionary policy stance that 

was unlikely to promote policies that will build Australian China capacity and also represented 

unevenness if not potential stalling of consolidation at the behavioural level beyond immediate 

economic concerns. The potential impact of China’s excess production and production capacity 

received little debate in relation to Australian economic reliance on export of natural resources. 

This cannot be described as active policy development and implementation. 

10.7.3   Attitudinal Level Consolidation  

Attitudinally, consolidation could be described, at best, as ambivalent as was well supported 

evidentially. In Table 10.1 above, consolidation of engagement with China in this period was 

assessed as shrinking from the relatively high levels of the Rudd-Gillard era; or in the Howard 

era of variable consolidation. As described above, attitudes were caught in a paradox — 

potentially at more than one level. Overall, there was widespread and majority support for the 

policy of engaging China but there was ambivalence and lack of awareness over perceptions 
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of China. This made the current state of consolidation as high but fragile — producing the 

noted shrinking. 

Despite evidence that there has been strong attitudinal consolidation of Australia’s China 

relationship, persistent ambivalence suggested that Australia’s China-US dilemma, described 

by Fraser as a paradox, was unresolved. In the absence of policy that addressed rising 

Australian unemployment, inequality and failure to invest in the future — China and rising 

Asia made a large, but false, target for attitudinal discontent. Failure to invest in China literacy 

in a broad sense, including but not limited to, language ability exacerbated potential for such 

misunderstanding and for missed opportunity for engagement. 

10.7.4   Institutional Level Engagement 

The dominance of geostrategic emphasis on policy making in the Abbott-Turnbull era and the 

relative sidelining and under resourcing of DFAT combined with conditions of China capacity 

deficit, have been significant determinants of institutional consolidation of engagement. Table 

10.1 shows that institutional consolidation was growing, a feature it shared with the preceding 

Rudd-Gillard era. However, the rate of growth was not commensurate with changing China 

and change in world conditions. On major questions such as global climate change, regional 

development as well as geostrategic and global economic issues Australia and China continued 

to engage. However, China and Australia have begun, if not continued, to travel in opposite 

directions on major issues. 

China in partnership with Europe have taken leadership over the Paris Accord on global 

climate change. The Rudd Government was at the forefront of global and domestic institutional 

action on this issue. This was no longer true under the Abbott-Turnbull Government. Australia 
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bore the title of ‘worst carbon emitter per capita among major western nations’.25 The scale of 

China’s environmental problems was driving behavioural action in China and institutional 

action globally. This weakening of institutional cooperation with China in a global setting on 

climate change threatened economic links with China which have been growing on the basis 

of projected benefits to the Australian economy derived from ‘clean and green’ Australian 

agriculture and China’s demand for high quality agricultural products. The Turnbull 

Government has found it difficult to look beyond the undoubted strategic implications of a 

bigger, more active, wealthier China and to see legitimate domestic concerns which were 

driving Chinese active policy on climate change and initiatives such as the BRI. The 

government’s decision to join the TPP, which excluded China, provided another example of 

erosion of institutional level consolidation of engagement with China. In other areas, China’s 

coal consumption had already peaked and Chinese reliance on Australian coal had a limited 

life as the PRC commited itself to more sustainable alternatives. On climate change it was now 

conceivable, and increasingly likely that Australia and the US might be isolated from China, 

Europe and a significant part of the region.  

As shown in Table 10.1, at the institutional level, growing and positive links have 

consolidated the relationship to a high degree. Ambivalence was driving contradictions here, 

such as with the TPP and BRI. However, the interdependent nature of the multiple levels of 

engagement made institutional consolidation dependent on further action at the behavioural 

level and support at the attitudinal level. As China grew and changed and the dimensions of 

engagement were influenced by such changes so the need grew for more diverse and dynamic 

institutional linkages, bilaterally and multilaterally. Australia cannot get away with simply 

                                                 
25 Garnaut (2011); Milman (2013). 
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muddling through in a transactional relationship. Australia has not entered a ‘new phase’ of 

engagement with China and is closer to ‘business as usual’.  
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APPENDIX 2:  

Table: Sub-National Government Relationships 
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Chinese Province 
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Provincial-Level Relations 
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Ararat Victoria Taishan Guangdong 1994 

Armidale New South Wales Yanji Jilin 1995 

Ballarat Victoria Kunshan Jiangsu   

Bathurst New South Wales Zhangjiekou Hebei 1999 

Baw Baw Victoria Jiujiang Jiangxi   

Bendigo Victoria Tianshui Gansu 1993 

Brisbane Queensland Shenzhen Guangdong 1992 

Brisbane Queensland Kaohsiung “Chinese Taipei”   

Bundaberg Queensland Nanning Guangxi  1999 

Cairns Queensland Beihai Guangxi   

Caloundra Queensland Hsing-Yin “Chinese Taipei”    

Cockburn Western Australia Yueyang Hunan   

Dalrymple Shire Queensland Daqing Liaoning   

Dandenong Victoria Xuzhou Jiangsu 1996 

Darwin Northern Territory Haikou Hainan 1990 

Dubbo New South Wales Wujiang Jiangsu 1995 

East Gippsland Shire Victoria Weifang Shandong   

Fairfield New South Wales Hsinchu “Chinese Taipei”   

Geelong Queensland Lianyungang Jiangsu 1994 

Gold Coast Queensland Beihai Guangxi 1997 

Gold Coast Queensland Taipei “Chinese Taipei”   

Gosford New South Wales Jinhua Jiangsu   

Healesville Victoria Pingdu Shandong 1993 

http://www.accci.com.au/keycity/guangxi.htm
http://www.accci.com.au/keycity/chinesetaipei.htm
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Hervey Bay Queensland Leshan Sichuan 1999 

La Trobe City Victoria Taizhou Jiangsu   

Launceston Tasmania Taiyuan Shanxi 1995 

Lithgow New South Wales Pingdingshan Henan   

Marrickville New South Wales Keelung “Chinese Taipei”   

Maroochy Shire Queensland Xiamen Fujian   

Maroochy Shire Queensland Chengdu Sichuan   

Moorland Victoria Xinyang Henan   

Mosman New South Wales Mudanjiang Heilongjiang   

Murray Bridge Queensland Sanmenxia Henan 1994 

Narrandera New South Wales Urumqi Xinjiang 1996 

Perth Western Australia Nanjing Jiangsu   

Portland Victoria Zhangjiagang Jiangsu 1995 

Port Adelaide South Australia Yantai Shangdong   

Port Pirie South Australia Suizhou Hubei   

Rockdale New South Wales Tanggu Tianjin Municipality   

Shoalhaven New South Wales Jiamusi Heilongjiang 1987 

South Gippsland Victoria Jinshan ?   

Sydney New South Wales Guangzhou Guangdong 1986 

Toowoomba Queensland Jingmen Guangdong   

Townsville Queensland Changshu Jiangsu 1995 

Wagga Wagga New South Wales Kunming Yunnan 1988 

Warrigul Victoria Jiujiang Jiangxi 1993 

Whyalla South Australia Erzhou Hubei   

Young Shire New South Wales Lanzhou Gansu 1997 

      Source: Australia-China Chamber of Commerce and Industry of New South Wales.   Retrieved at:  

      http://www.accci.com.au/sister.htm#annexb. Accessed 14 June  2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.accci.com.au/sister.htm#annexb
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APPENDIX 3A 

Table: Overseas Births (Main Countries of Birth) 

 

 

1954(b) 1961(b) 1971(b) 1981(b) 1996(c) 2001(c) 2006(c) 2008(c) 

 

'000 '000 '000 '000 '000 '000 '000 '000 

 

United Kingdom(d) 664.2 755.4 1 081.3 1 075.8 1 164.1 1 126.9 1 153.3 1 166.5 

New Zealand 43.4 47.0 74.1 160.7 315.1 394.1 476.7 494.6 

China(e) 10.3 14.5 17.1 25.2 121.1 157.0 203.1 313.6 

India 12.0 14.2 28.7 41.0 84.8 103.6 153.6 239.3 

Italy 119.9 228.3 288.3 275.0 259.1 238.5 220.5 221.7 

Vietnam na na na 40.7 164.2 169.5 180.4 193.3 

Philippines 0.2 0.4 2.3 14.8 102.7 112.2 135.6 155.1 

South Africa 6.0 7.9 12.2 26.5 61.7 86.9 118.8 136.2 

Greece 25.9 77.3 159.0 145.8 141.8 132.5 125.8 130.5 

Germany 65.4 109.3 110.0 109.3 120.8 117.5 114.9 126.5 

Malaysia 2.3 5.8 14.4 30.5 83.0 87.2 103.9 120.1 

Netherlands 52.0 102.1 98.6 95.1 95.3 91.2 87.0 90.3 

Lebanon 3.9 7.3 23.9 49.4 77.6 80.0 86.6 89.1 

Hong Kong (SAR of China) 1.6 3.5 5.4 15.3 77.1 75.2 76.3 87.5 

Total overseas-born 1 285.8 1 778.3 2 545.9 2 950.9 4 258.6 4 482.1 4 956.9 5 485.9 

Australian-born 7 700.1 8 729.4 10 173.1 11 388.8 14 052.1 14 931.2 15 648.6 15 945.9 

Total population(f) 8 986.5 10 508.2 12 719.5 14 516.9 18 310.7 19 413.2 20 605.5 21 431.8 

 

Note: na not available 

(a) Country selection based on population at 30 June 2008. 

(b) Census counts. 

(c) Estimated resident population at 30 June. 

(d) Includes Ireland in 1954, 1961 and 1971. 

(e) Excludes SARs and Taiwan Province. 

(f) Includes country of birth ‘Not stated’ and ‘At sea’. 

 

Source: ABS Migration, Australia (3412.0). 

 

 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3412.0
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APPENDIX 3B 

 

Table: Language Spoken at Home (Ranked By Size) 

 

Australia - (Usual 

residence) 

2011 2006 

Change 

Language (excludes 

English) 
Number % 

Greater 

Capital Cities 

% 

Number % 

Greater 

Capital Cities 

% 

2006 to 

2011 

Mandarin 336,178 1.6 2.3 220,604 1.1 1.6 +115,574 

Italian 299,829 1.4 1.8 316,894 1.6 2.1 -17,065 

Arabic 287,171 1.3 2.0 243,661 1.2 1.9 +43,510 

Cantonese 263,538 1.2 1.8 244,557 1.2 1.8 +18,981 

Greek 252,211 1.2 1.7 252,226 1.3 1.9 -15 

Vietnamese 233,388 1.1 1.6 194,854 1.0 1.5 +38,534 

Filipino/Tagalog 136,846 0.6 0.8 92,327 0.5 0.6 +44,519 

Spanish 117,493 0.5 0.7 98,002 0.5 0.7 +19,491 

Hindi 111,349 0.5 0.7 70,006 0.4 0.5 +41,343 

German 80,366 0.4 0.4 75,636 0.4 0.4 +4,730 

Korean 79,784 0.4 0.5 54,624 0.3 0.4 +25,160 

Punjabi 71,231 0.3 0.5 23,163 0.1 0.2 +48,068 

Macedonian 68,843 0.3 0.4 67,833 0.3 0.4 +1,010 

Persian/Dari 62,340 0.3 0.4 37,154 0.2 0.3 +25,186 

Australian Indigenous 

Languages 
61,749 0.3 0.0 55,699 0.3 0.0 +6,050 

Croatian 61,545 0.3 0.4 63,617 0.3 0.4 -2,072 

Turkish 59,625 0.3 0.4 53,858 0.3 0.4 +5,767 

French 57,741 0.3 0.3 43,216 0.2 0.3 +14,525 

Indonesian 55,861 0.3 0.4 42,037 0.2 0.3 +13,824 

Serbian 55,114 0.3 0.3 52,530 0.3 0.4 +2,584 

Polish 50,696 0.2 0.3 53,390 0.3 0.4 -2,694 

Tamil 50,145 0.2 0.3 32,704 0.2 0.2 +17,441 

Sinhalese 48,192 0.2 0.3 29,056 0.1 0.2 +19,136 

Russian 44,054 0.2 0.3 36,503 0.2 0.3 +7,551 

Japanese 43,690 0.2 0.2 35,111 0.2 0.2 +8,579 

Dutch 37,247 0.2 0.2 36,185 0.2 0.2 +1,062 

Urdu 36,835 0.2 0.2 19,289 0.1 0.1 +17,546 

Thai 36,665 0.2 0.2 23,643 0.1 0.2 +13,022 

Samoan 36,574 0.2 0.2 28,528 0.1 0.2 +8,046 

Bengali 35,647 0.2 0.2 20,220 0.1 0.1 +15,427 

Afrikaans 35,027 0.2 0.2 16,809 0.1 0.1 +18,218 

Maltese 34,398 0.2 0.2 36,518 0.2 0.3 -2,120 
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Gujarati 34,210 0.2 0.2 11,873 0.1 0.1 +22,337 

Portuguese 33,348 0.2 0.2 25,777 0.1 0.2 +7,571 

Assyrian/Aramaic 31,317 0.1 0.2 23,522 0.1 0.2 +7,795 

Khmer 29,518 0.1 0.2 24,710 0.1 0.2 +4,808 

Nepali 27,156 0.1 0.2 4,654 0.0 0.0 +22,502 

Malayalam 25,108 0.1 0.2 7,089 0.0 0.1 +18,019 

Chinese, nfd 23,792 0.1 0.2 11,667 0.1 0.1 +12,125 

Non-verbal so 

described 
21,907 0.1 0.1 27,001 0.1 0.2 -5,094 

Source: ABS, Census of Population and Housing (2006) and (2011). Compiled and presented in profile by id . 

Excludes languages with fewer than 20 people speaking them at home, or less than 0.1% of the total population (usual 

residence data). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.abs.gov.au/census
http://home.id.com.au/about-us/



