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Abstract 

 

This thesis presents a study of John Howard’s leadership of Australian foreign policy from 

1996 to 2003.  It documents and examines the way in which John Howard, Australia’s 

national leader, managed the complex challenges presented by two major events in 

Australian foreign policy: the East Timor crisis and the war against Iraq. Because it is the 

national leader who speaks for the nation, the manner in which the Prime Minister 

articulates and communicates the country’s foreign policy is vitally important, both 

domestically and internationally.  

 

Two theoretical concepts—constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy—are 

proposed and developed in this thesis to explore and analyse how national leaders, situated 

at the nexus of domestic and foreign concerns, manage the distinctive challenges presented 

to them in this position.  They also assist in understanding and explaining John Howard’s 

particular approach to these two major foreign policy issues.  This study demonstrates that 

both constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy are useful descriptive and 

normative tools for examining ways in which national leaders communicate and implement 

their foreign policies in the increasingly interconnected political landscape.  

 

By tracing and documenting the trajectory of Howard’s foreign policy, this study finds that 

his skill and confidence in the area of foreign policy, and his command and control of the 

foreign policy process, all increased over time.  The evidence also suggests that he 

developed a greater awareness of the need to employ both constant scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy.  However, as this study shows, his absolute commitment to 

the ANZUS alliance saw him relinquish the responsibility to employ them in the case of 

Iraq. 

   

This study draws on exisiting knowledge in the areas of leadership, political science and 

international relations as a basis for testing the proposed concepts of constant scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy. It then explores the wider application of these approaches for 
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leaders striving to balance domestic and international concerns and considers their 

importance for the security and stability of the international system.   
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Chapter One 

 
Introduction: National leadership in an interconnected world 
 

If domestic and foreign affairs are increasingly part and parcel of each other, 
the analyst has little choice but to probe both the internal and external 
dynamics of societal life and the intricate connections between them 

(Rosenau 1997: xiii). 
 

Because it is the national leader who speaks for the nation, the manner in which Australia’s 

Prime Minister articulates and communicates the country’s foreign policy is vitally 

important to both the domestic and international audiences.  This study of John Howard’s 

leadership of Australian foreign policy from 1996 to 2004 documents and examines the 

way in which Howard managed, and sometimes mismanaged, the complex challenges of 

foreign policy in two major events in Australian international relations: the East Timor 

crisis and the war against Iraq.  The central thesis is that Howard’s trajectory offers an 

example of foreign policy learning that has implications for all studies of national 

leadership in a globalising world.  A study such as this crosses several disciplines, and a 

review of three major bodies of literature:  leadership, international relations and foreign 

policy, will provide valuable insights into the role of national leaders, and the nature of the 

challenges they face in the globalised post-Cold War world. 

 
Globalisation is a contested term, yet political analysts agree that the processes generally 

seen as comprising globalisation, while not new, are now more rapid than ever before.  

Despite a wide range of opinions on the exact nature and definition of globalisation, it is 

possible to draw out some key features of the process upon which political analysts 

generally agree. Most concede that the process is not new (see Steger 2003; Clark 1999; 

Hill 2003). Indeed, it could be argued that it has existed from earliest times, when networks 

of international trade and migration began to spread across the globe, as early as 1000 AD. 

Steger (2003: 13) defines globalisation as a dynamic ‘multidimensional set of social 

processes that create, multiply, stretch, and intensify worldwide social interdependence and 

exchanges while at the same time fostering in people a growing awareness of deepening  
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connections between the local and the distant’.  Steger (2003) summarises the key features 

of globalisation as: 

�x increasing global interconnectedness 

�x the  rapid intensification of worldwide social relations 

�x the compression of time and space 

�x a complex range of  processes driven by a mixture of political and economic 
influences 

�x the swift and relatively unimpeded flow of capital, people, and ideas across national 
borders 

Globalisation can be seen as ‘a set of processes that operate simultaneously and unevenly 

on several levels, and in various dimensions … that can be compared to an intricate 

tapestry of overlapping shapes and colours’ (Steger 2003: 36).  However, as Steger points 

out, while scholars argue over the relevant importance of the main aspects of 

globalisation—economic, political, cultural and ideological—it is generally accepted that 

all play a part in the process.  This view of the multidimensional nature of globalisation is 

shared by Clark (1999: 35) who notes that even if the economic dimension is regarded as 

predominant, the ‘theoretical interest’ in globalisation would be ‘considerably reduced’  if 

that was the only dimension considered in any analysis of the process. As Camilleri (1995: 

223) puts it, the state, civil society, and market are all inextricably intertwined … drawn 

further and further by the very process of transnationalization  into a “structured field of 

action” … that fluid pattern of fragmentation, and integration deriving from the deepening, 

at times contradictory, interconnections between world polity, world economy and global 

civil society’. The end of the Cold War and the liberalisation of world trade are two of the 

major indicators of this process, while the near monopoly of state power has been 

challenged by the influence of non-state actors such as multinational corporations, media 

networks, interest groups and regional and global non-government organisations. 

This interconnected environment presents decision-makers with complex challenges, and 

their foreign policy must ‘perpetually adjust’ as they face … 

‘a serious problem of multiple responsibilities … to voters, special interests active 

abroad, allies, expatriates, humanity as a whole, the like-minded, linguistic cousins, 
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international law and principles of order, the United Nations, peoples requiring 

emergency assistance, those with historical claims. The list could be extended. No 

foreign policy can hope to reconcile such so many competing claims; equally, each 

single one is overlooked at leaders’ peril’ (Hill 2003: 23).  

This raises the fundamental question guiding this research: how do national leaders manage 

the complex challenges presented by this dynamic multidimensional political domain?  

While change is a constant feature of the international environment, the emergence of the 

United States as the world’s only superpower, the technological and economic changes of 

globalisation, and the ‘galvanising political impact of terrorism’ have ushered in a new 

international structure and the question for Australia is how this affects the way it needs to 

act. As Gyngell (2004: 1) asks, ‘Should we act like a limpet to the global hegemon? Strike 

out in an independent way?’ While it could be argued that technology has decreased the 

importance of geography—demonstrated by such diverse factors as the globalised economy 

and international terrorism—geography and size still count.  As a small, geographically 

isolated country, Australia is simply not powerful enough to impose its will on its own 

region, let alone the world. Therefore, it is only through persuasion that Australia can hope 

to exert any influence in world affairs, and, as Gyngell (ibid) points out, this will ‘always 

depend heavily on our ability to leverage our influence through diplomacy’.  This is one of 

the major challenges for the national leader in Australia.  

 

Globalising forces have created an intricately interwoven political landscape in which 

national boundaries are increasingly porous and communications almost instantaneous.  

While it is now generally accepted that the contemporary global arena does not lend itself 

to a sharp distinction between domestic and international relations, scholars in the past 

were inclined to regard it as two clearly separate domains, each subject to its own different 

rules of operation and thus requiring different modes of analysis. 
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As Waltz (1959) was the first to explain, the study of international relations traditionally 

focused on a single level of analysis—the international, the domestic or the individual.  

International approaches regard the state as a unitary actor, with responses and policies 

defined by external conditions and constraints rather than by domestic considerations.  For 

theoretical purposes, these approaches generally regard states as broadly similar in their 

domestic preferences, interests and decision-making procedures, and as distinguished only 

by their relative positions in the international system (Moravicsik 1993).  Domestic 

explanations, on the other hand, are grounded in the liberal traditions of Kant, Mill and 

Woodrow Wilson.  This domestic approach sees the state, which is subject to domestic 

debate and negotiation, as largely determining foreign policy and international relations.  

Thus, different states are likely to respond to common challenges in different ways. 

 
There are three main divisions among domestic theorists.  ‘State-centric’ theorists1 locate 

the decision-making power within the executive branch of the state, while ‘society-centred’ 

theorists focus on pressures from domestic groups.  ‘State-society’ theorists emphasise the 

institutional and administrative links between the state and society, while individual level 

analyses, such as Barber’s (1977) study of United States presidents, consider the personal 

and psychological characteristics of individual actors – usually the national leader. 

 
While most international relations theorists place the emphasis on international 

explanations, employing domestic theories ‘only as needed to explain anomalies’ 

(Moravcsik 1993: 6), there is a growing awareness among scholars of the need to consider 

both domestic and international factors.  In considering the ‘level of analysis’ problem, 

Moravcsik (1993: 33) suggests that ‘the levels collapse into one another’ in many cases.  

Clark (1999: 24) agrees with this basic premise, arguing that the levels collapse in a 

different way when viewed through the lens of globalisation.  He insists that ‘the domestic 

is what it is because it constitutes part of a specific international structure’, while ‘the 

international structure is what it is, at discrete historical moments, in consequence of the 

nature of the politics embedded within it’.  The present study accepts the cogency of these 

observations but adopts a different focus.  While acknowledging the impact of globalisation 

and the anarchical nature of the international political arena, it is argued here that the 

                                                 
1 See Skocpol (1985) in Evans, Reischemeyer and Skocpol, Bringing the State Back In, Cambridge 
University press, Cambridge. 
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national leader is the key link between domestic and international concerns, and that much 

will depend, therefore, on how leaders deal with the opportunities and challenges that their 

position presents. 

 
Technological developments such as the internet, advanced telecommunications facilities 

and comprehensive media networks have increased the speed of communication around the 

world, while international travel is both faster and more accessible.  Events occurring in 

one country are televised and beamed around the globe to other countries simultaneously as 

they unfold.  There is an increased flow of cross-border negotiations2 as government 

officials, business leaders, non-government organisations and individual citizens 

communicate with those in other countries.  Nevertheless, the responsibility for foreign 

policy-making still rests largely with the executive arm of government.  Indeed, as Rosenau 

(1971: 432) points out: 

 
[o]ne cannot think of any society in which the task of making foreign policy is not 

assigned primarily to the executive branch of government.  The need for decisive 

and unified action in coping with the external environment has led all political 

systems, democratic and authoritarian alike, to concentrate responsibility for 

foreign policy in the hands of relatively few officials. 

 

Certainly, in Australia, while the general executive may be involved in the decision making 

process, it is the Prime Minister who speaks for the nation.  Much will depend then, on the 

way in which the person in that position presents the nation’s foreign policy to both the 

domestic audience and to political actors in other nations.  As Carr (1987: 52) commented: 

 
The facts of history are indeed facts about individuals, but not about the actions of 

individuals performed in isolation, and not about the motives, real or imaginary, 

from which individuals suppose themselves to have acted.  They are facts about the 

relations of individuals to one another in society and about social forces, which 

produce from the actions of individuals results often at variance with, and 

sometimes opposite to, the results which they themselves intended. 

 

                                                 
2 This is not to suggest this is a new phenomenon, but rather that technological advances have increased the 
speed and immediacy of cross-border communications. 
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This view is echoed by Vore and Hudson (1995) who suggest that the success of 

international relations depends ultimately on how individuals relate to one another at the 

international level.  It follows then, that the study of leadership in foreign policy must be 

vital to adequate understanding of international relations. 

 

More acutely than ever before, the national leader, situated at the nexus of domestic and 

foreign affairs, must survey and negotiate a broad, complexly interwoven political expanse 

that encompasses both of those realms.  The leader thus faces large uncertainties and 

complex challenges in a world where anarchy and sovereignty collide.  Furthermore, 

leaders are now faced with increasing public scrutiny of their foreign policies.  The twenty-

four hour media cycle places pressure on leaders to constantly exercise judgement while 

making decisions quickly and decisively, often under full public scrutiny.  This leads to 

greater public awareness of matters that once were the concern only of those directly 

involved in the foreign policy decision-making process. 

 

The role of the national leader 

 

The ways that leaders face these challenges and manage the associated dilemmas is a 

relatively neglected topic in the political science and international relations literature.  

Attempts to study the role of leaders at the nexus of domestic and international concerns 

have been hampered by the traditional theoretical division where, as Clark (1999: 17) points 

out, ‘the discipline has operated on an explicit division of labour whereby political science 

or comparative politics deals with the “internal”, whereas “International Relations” is the 

study of the “external” relations of the state’.  There is also a surprising lack of work on the 

impact of leaders’ decisions on international relations or on the future of the international 

system itself.  While there have been numerous biographies of individual political leaders3, 

including that of Australian Prime Minister, John Howard (Barnett and Goward 1997), few 

studies focus on the way in which a leader manages the delicate role of balancing domestic 

and international concerns.  A notable exception is Allison’s (1971) seminal analysis of 

President Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban missile crisis.  The present study aims to 

                                                 
3 Australian works include those by Browne (1946), Bunting (1988), La Nauze (1979), Ross (1996) and  
Weller (1989). 
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contribute to this body of literature by analysing the way in which one national leader, 

Australia’s Prime Minister, John Howard, managed two major foreign policy challenges: 

the East Timor intervention and the war against Iraq.  

 

Neustadt (1990: 209) observed that American presidents are often called upon to ‘make 

decisions that are mostly thrust upon them, with deadlines all too often outside their 

control, on options mostly framed by others, about issues crammed with technical 

complexities and uncertain outcomes’.  The same is true of Australia’s prime ministers.  It 

is true enough of domestic policy decisions, but in the area of foreign policy and 

international relations, the challenges are even more complex and the impact of decisions 

potentially more far-reaching. 

 

Australia’s geographical isolation—and the so-called tyranny of distance that it allegedly 

caused—has now become almost irrelevant.  This has become evident in the greater 

involvement of Australia in foreign policy.  Gyngell and Wesley (2000: 203) suggest that 

although Australia developed ‘foreign policy independence interest and capability after 

World War II’, changes associated with globalisation and the end of the Cold War have led 

to a wider range of external ‘interests and efforts’ by the Australian Government.  This has 

made the task of national leadership even more complex. 

 

Although numerous studies have been made of leadership and leaders in general, many 

aimed at the business community, there are few works that deal with democratic leadership 

and the way in which the democratic leader, situated at the nexus of the domestic and 

foreign domains, responds to the distinctive problems presented by that unique position.  

This study aims to fill a gap in the literature by presenting a comprehensive study of how 

one initially inexperienced national leader has attempted to negotiate the complex demands 

of balancing domestic and foreign policy in the post Cold-War world. 
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The aims of the thesis and the key research questions 

 
The key question guiding this research is: how does an analysis of John Howard’s 

leadership of Australian foreign policy contribute to a better understanding of the way in 

which national leaders, situated at the nexus of domestic and international concerns, 

manage the complex challenges they face in articulating and communicating their foreign 

policies in the deeply interconnected post Cold-War world? 

 

To explore this question, the thesis first provides a detailed descriptive and explanatory 

account of John Howard’s leadership in Australian foreign policy in relation to the East 

Timor intervention and the war against Iraq. 

 

Second, by drawing on explanatory models devised by Putnam (1988; 1993) and 

Moravcsik (1993), the thesis develops two theoretical concepts – constant scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy – specifically adapted to comprehending the challenges forced 

upon national leaders in these circumstances.  It is argued that they provide heuristic tools 

for exploring and documenting what the leader actually does, or is obliged to do, when 

implementing and communicating foreign policy.  They also provide normative tools for 

analysing the effectiveness of differing approaches to foreign policy management, while 

allowing an assessment of a leader’s successes or failures in coping with foreign policy 

challenges.  It is argued that prevailing conditions place certain demands on leaders, 

ignorance or neglect of which can cause serious embarrassment or worse, in both the 

domestic and international domains. 

 

The point of the thesis is to illuminate Howard’s foreign policy shift from a certain 

parochial inward-looking approach to a state of relative sophistication, and in doing so, to 

validate theoretical concepts that may be applied more generally to the understanding of 

international relations in an interconnected world. 
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Conceptual framework 

 

The field of international relations is both complex and dynamic, and is therefore not 

conducive to rigid scientific methods of analysis.  Scientific methods may aim to explain 

and predict relationships, but as Holsti (1983: 13) comments, ‘[n]o matter how carefully an 

experiment is constructed, it cannot replicate a real political situation’.  Still needed, 

however, is a conceptual framework or approach that can guide research and frame 

questions that may lead to greater insight and better understanding.  This study constructs 

such a framework by drawing on Putnam’s (1998: 459) concept of the leader as ‘Janus-

faced’, and Moravcsik’s (1998: 15) concept of ‘double-edged diplomacy’.  While both 

Putnam and Moravcsik regard the domestic and the foreign as two clearly separate 

domains, the aim of this study is to move beyond that binary division by proposing two 

new concepts: constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy.  These are explained in 

detail in Chapter Two. 

 

Definition of terms 

 

This study adopts Jaensch and Teichmann’s (1992: 93) definition of foreign policy as ‘the 

sum total of the ways whereby a nation views and conducts its relations with other nations’.  

This definition encompasses the various ways in which the nation’s foreign policy is 

conducted, whether by diplomatic, military, economic or cultural means.  As these authors 

point out, the particular emphasis given to each will depend upon the judgement of the 

government of the day and its particular preferences (ibid).  The focus in this study is upon 

the national leader as the key decision maker and spokesperson for the government of the 

day, and for the nation. 

 

The term diplomacy is used here as defined by Viotti and Kauppi (1999: 476-7): ‘the 

process or art of communication among states and their statesmen [sic] in international 

relations … the state’s political or policy element in the conduct of its foreign relations’.  

The concept of multidimensional diplomacy proposed in this study is an extension of the 

traditional definition—that between three or more states—and is designed to emphasise the 

many-sided nature of diplomacy required in modern international relations. 
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Methodology 

 

Two case studies will develop detailed, thick descriptions of the East Timor intervention 

and the war against Iraq.  As Yin (1994:2) explains, the case study method ‘contributes 

uniquely to our knowledge of individual, organisational, social and political phenomena’ 

while allowing the investigation to ‘retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of 

real-life events’ (ibid: 3).  Furthermore, case studies are the preferred method when ‘how’ 

or ‘why’ questions are being posed, and when the focus is on contemporary, complex social 

phenomena, such as international relations, over which the investigator has little or no 

control (Yin 1994: 1-3).  The strength of the case study method in this context is that it 

allows the researcher to utilise a wide range of evidence from official documents, 

parliamentary debates, books, professional journals media reports and personal 

observations to build up the desired ‘thick’ description of these two major foreign policy 

issues. Because this is not an inductive study, which would require multiple case studies, 

the use of two contrasting case studies was considered appropriate for this study. This is the 

standard approach for testing hypotheses such as those presented in this thesis. 

 

The two case studies constitute a detailed and dynamic account of the way in which John 

Howard responded to the opportunities and dilemmas presented by two major events in 

Australia’s foreign policy history.  The East Timor crisis and the war against Iraq were 

selected because they are important and dramatic events involving the decision to deploy 

Australian soldiers in overseas engagements.  As the Prime Minister said, ‘there is no more 

serious decision for any government than to commit its forces to military conflict abroad’ 

(CPD HR 18 March 2003).  Thus, these events throw into stark relief the challenges and 

dilemmas facing the Prime Minister as he struggled to balance domestic and international 

concerns. 

 

Before presenting the two case studies, the thesis outlines the development of foreign 

policy in Australia, locating the role of the national leader in that process.  It also provides 

a brief biographical account of John Howard’s early life and political career.  This 

contextualises the study and yields important insights into the nature of the man who has 

become one of Australia’s longest serving prime ministers. By integrating an historical-comparative 



 23

approach, the research is able to consider how the ‘world view and knowledge’ of the 

Prime Minister shaped what he was likely to see as ‘possible or impossible ways to achieve 

goals’ (Neuman 2000: 391).  Embracing features of the Annales school, which considers 

the ‘mentalities’ of both the political actors and society, this approach allows insight into 

their ‘distinctive world view, perspective or set of assumptions about life’ as well as 

prevailing societal values (ibid: 392). 

Qualitative research methods are used to gain an understanding of the context, process and 

meaning of John Howard’s leadership during these two important events.  A wide range of 

both primary and secondary sources is used.  Primary sources include official government 

documents, reports, Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives 

(CPD HR) and Senate (CPD Senate), policy documents, and transcripts of speeches.  Other 

sources include books, journal articles, media releases and print and electronic media 

articles. 

 

Most foreign policy is articulated in the form of public statements—through press releases, 

speeches and media interviews or parliamentary speeches and debates—hence this study 

makes extensive use of those statements.  As Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 110) point out, 

‘[t]he nature of foreign policy is that much of it is made at the declaratory level in speeches 

or interviews: control of words means control of foreign policy’.  Because it is important to 

document and analyse the exact words the Prime Minister used in articulating his policy, 

this thesis contains a considerably greater number of direct quotes than would normally be 

the case.  As well as presenting an empirical account of his speeches, media releases and 

parliamentary debates, these statements provide the basis for analysing and interpreting 

both their content and the way in which John Howard presented and communicated his 

foreign policy in these two major events. 

 

Obtaining personal interviews with the key actors involved in these events presented great 

difficulty.  Responses to requests, including that from the Prime Minister’s Office (see 

Appendix One), indicated that no one from the Government was able—or willing—to 

engage in discussion.  Time constraints were the common reasons given.  Other researchers 

have met similar resistance, which they attribute to the culture of secrecy, and the tight 

control of information flow that they believe has become the hallmark of the Howard 
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Government (see Tiernan 2004; Barns 2003).  However, while interviews may have added 

depth to this research, it is unlikely, given this secretive environment, that respondents 

would be prepared to add to what is already on the public record.  Consequently, there is a 

need for extensive interpretation of the available resources. 

 

John Howard and Australian foreign policy 

 

As Bealey, Chapman and Sheehan (1999: 299) point out, it ‘often it makes a very great 

difference who is in charge of a country’s foreign policy at a particular period’.  Therefore, 

Howard’s leadership is explored, and the manner in which his foreign policy was presented 

to both the domestic and international audiences in these two events is discussed.  It is 

argued that, as Evans (1995: 42) noted, ‘in international relations, almost as much depends 

on how things are done as upon what is done’. 

 

The Howard Coalition Government was elected in 1996 and, during his first term in office, 

the Prime Minister appeared to have little involvement in foreign policy.  Ravenhill (1998: 

323) observed that Howard seemed ‘uninterested and uncomfortable with foreign affairs’.  

However, that was soon to change dramatically.  As Smith and Lowe (2005: 459) noted, 

the Government faced ‘a range of new challenges’ in a world of ‘new combinations of 

internal and external pressures’.  The deterioration of conditions in East Timor in 1998 and 

Australia’s involvement in the International Force in East Timor (INTERFET) were the 

first in a series of events that thrust foreign policy issues to the fore.  Later, the terrorist 

attacks on New York and Washington of September 11 2001 heralded the beginning of the 

international ‘war on terrorism’ in which Australia has become increasingly involved, with 

troops committed to serve first in Afghanistan and, more recently, Iraq.  As will be seen, 

each of these events revealed the increasing interconnectedness of domestic and foreign 

policy, and emphasised the difficult challenges this presented to the national leader. 

 

The terrorist attacks in the United States in 2001 and the Bali bombings in 2002 served to 

heighten awareness of the interconnectedness of a post-Cold War world in which 

international relations are no longer negotiated between ‘securely bounded sovereign states 

responding to the challenges of an immutable anarchy’ (Linklater and Macmillan 1995: 4).  
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This was a point recognised by John Howard later in his tenure when he observed that we 

are now in an uncertain world where, because of ‘a blurring of old boundaries, 

governments must integrate foreign and domestic policies as never before’ (Howard 

2004c).  This comment was an indication of his policy learning, and that over time he 

had—of necessity—become more aware of the interconnected nature of international and 

domestic political domains. 

 

In his response to the two major foreign policy challenges discussed in this study, Howard 

managed to build his personal credibility and increase his political capital.  However, this 

did not come easily, and his early rhetoric in the case of the East Timor crisis was at times 

both clumsy and insensitive, causing damage to Australia’s relationship with regional 

neighbours, in particular, Indonesia.  The evidence nevertheless shows him emerging as an 

electorally successful leader who communicated and negotiated effectively with his 

domestic audience.  He did this by maintaining a clear, consistent and persuasive message 

that reassured the majority of the electorate that he was acting in their best interests.  He 

was also able gradually to build his political capital in the international arena.  The 

international community regarded Howard’s leadership of the East Timor intervention as 

largely successful and his subsequent close association with the US President helped to 

raise his international profile. 

 

By tracing and documenting the trajectory of Howard’s foreign policy experience and 

learning, this study finds that, whether one agrees with him or not, his skill and confidence 

in the area of foreign policy and his command and control of the foreign policy process all 

increased over time.  The evidence also suggests that he has developed a greater awareness 

of the need to employ both constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy.  However, 

as the case of Iraq shows, his absolute commitment to the ANZUS alliance saw him 

relinquish the responsibility to employ them.  Instead, he accepted the flawed judgement of 

George W. Bush, insisting that it was in Australia’s national interest to join the war against 

Iraq.  This raises one basic question: what are the implications of a foreign policy that is 

largely oriented toward the domestic sphere?  There is a danger that if domestic factors 

dominate states’ decision-making, as Buzan (1991: 359) warns, ‘their behaviour towards 
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each other will be myopic, insensitive and inconsistent’.  This will lead inevitably to 

greater tension in the international system. 

 

Wider implications 

 

The problems John Howard faces are not unique to Australian national leaders.  In fact, 

leaders in democratic societies all face similar challenges.  The growing awareness of the 

complexity of these challenges and opportunities highlights the need for further analysis of 

the role of national leaders in the increasingly interconnected world of the twenty-first 

century.  Comparative studies of different leaders, analysing how they manage similar 

challenges, could offer useful insights into the role of the leader at the 

domestic/international nexus.  A detailed account of how British Prime Minister Tony Blair 

and US President George W Bush acted with regard to the war against Iraq would provide a 

useful comparison to John Howard’s management of the issue.  Similarly, a study of 

Canadian Prime Minister, Jean Chrétien’s response to the same challenge would offer 

useful insights into an alternative approach.  These studies would also provide an 

opportunity to apply the analytical tools developed in this study: constant scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy. 

 

Thesis structure 

 

Chapter Two provides an overview of the current literature in the three areas relevant to 

this study: political leadership, foreign policy and international relations, tracing the 

contribution of each to the study of national leadership and international relations.  This 

chapter also outlines the conceptual framework used in this study.  The role of Australian 

leaders in foreign policy is then outlined, emphasising how the leader’s worldview, or 

personal orientation, influences not only the way in which foreign policy is approached, but 

also the eventual course of international relations. 

 

Chapter Three provides a background to the study by outlining briefly the process of 

foreign policy-making in Australia from the time of Federation.  This explains how some 

traditions were established early in Australia’s history, notably that of the prominent role of the prime 
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minister in both the formulation and communication of foreign policy.  Issues of 

geography, history and national identity are also discussed.  These are particularly 

important factors to consider in examining the role of the leader in a country where the 

impacts of cultural tradition and geographical location have often come into conflict.  It is 

argued that these factors present the national leader with unique challenges and 

opportunities, making the need for multidimensional diplomacy even more demanding.  

The chapter also considers John Howard’s world-view, revealing how his personal style 

and technique influenced the presentation of Australia’s foreign policy towards East Timor 

and Iraq, in both the domestic and external political domains. 

 

Chapter Four presents a case study of Australia’s intervention in East Timor in 1999.  The 

factors that contributed to the Howard Government’s decision to change its policy towards 

East Timor are outlined, and detailed accounts are given of the way in which the change in 

policy and the subsequent intervention were implemented, and the manner in which they 

were articulated and presented to both the domestic and external audiences. 

 

Chapter Five outlines the specific opportunities and challenges presented by the East Timor 

crisis, and analyses the manner in which the Prime Minister handled them.  The 

contradictory external and internal pressures he faced are discussed, and emphasis is placed 

on analysing the degree to which Prime Minister Howard employed—or failed to employ—

‘multidimensional diplomacy’ and to balance domestic and foreign concerns.  It is argued 

that, rather than ‘multidimensional diplomacy’, there was a measure of ‘megaphone 

diplomacy’4 in the Prime Minister’s handling of the East Timor intervention. This led to a 

serious deterioration in Australia’s relations with countries in the region, in particular 

Indonesia.  However, there is also evidence of policy learning on the part of the Prime 

Minister, indicated by his use of more careful rhetoric as his term progressed. 

 

Chapter Six presents a case study of Australia’s involvement in the war against Iraq.  The 

decision to join the United States in the ‘coalition of the willing’ in military action against 

Iraq is examined against the backdrop of the international environment, the impact of the 

                                                 
4 Megaphone diplomacy occurs when policies are announced publicly rather than through personal or 
diplomatic channels. 
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September 11 2001 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, and the terrorist 

bombing in Bali in 2002. 

 

The contrasting pressures presented by these two signal events are explored in Chapter 

Seven.  While there was internal pressure to act and external constraint in the case of East 

Timor, the situation was reversed in the case of Iraq.  In the latter, John Howard made the 

decision to send troops to Iraq despite considerable domestic opposition to what many 

regarded as an illegal war.  Again, the analytical focus is on the way that the policy was 

articulated and presented by the national leader to the domestic and foreign audiences.  The 

implications for Australia’s external relations and the impact this has had upon John 

Howard’s political capital are also analysed. 

 

Chapter Eight returns to the key research questions, discussing and evaluating how the two 

case studies contribute to a better understanding of the role of the national leader at the 

nexus of domestic and foreign concerns.  It examines the utility of the concepts of constant 

scanning and multidimensional diplomacy as both descriptive and normative tools, and 

assesses their relevance in illuminating the conditions governing most foreign policy in an 

increasingly integrated world.  The chapter then explores the implications these insights 

hold for gaining a broader understanding of international relations in the interconnected 

post-Cold War world. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Political leadership and foreign policy in an interconnected world:   
the literature reviewed 
 

Leadership is as old as mankind.  It is universal, and inescapable. 
It exists everywhere …political leadership … is vastly more visible, 

and, ostensibly at least, vastly more important 5 

 

This chapter provides a general overview of the three areas of literature relevant to this 

study: leadership, foreign policy and international relations before analysing the role of the 

national leader in articulating and managing Australia’s foreign policy.  The study then 

considers the place of national leaders in the wider context of international relations and 

develops the case for constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy. 

 

The leadership literature 

There is wealth of literature that can be drawn upon as a basis for research in the general 

field of leadership.6  However, as Mughan and Patterson (1992: 13) note, ‘to embark on the 

study of leadership is to wade into a definitional morass … there are almost as many 

definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept’.  

Nonetheless, a brief review of current leadership literature will offer useful insights into 

the various concepts of leadership, as well as providing the context in which to locate this 

study.  While it has long been recognised that domestic and international policies are 

interrelated, there are few studies of the way in which national leaders have managed the 

distinctive challenges presented to them by their unique position at the nexus of domestic 

and international concerns.  This is the principal focus of this thesis. 

There are a number of debates among leadership scholars about the nature and concept of 

leadership.  For some, power is the central issue, while for others, the personal 

characteristics of the leader, or the influence of institutions, are considered important 

factors when investigating leadership.  Works such as those by Burns (1978) and Gardner 

                                                 
5 Blondel, J., (1987: 1) Political Leadership Sage Publications London. 
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(1990) attempt to categorise leaders in various ways, seeking to identify characteristics that 

mark the successful leader.  For Elgie (1995), the focus is on the relationship between 

leaders and their institutional settings, while Barber (1977) analyses the psychological 

aspects of leadership. 

 

According to Blondel (1987: 3-4), leadership is ‘manifestly and essentially about power’.  

While this power can be used to ‘control, dominate and subjugate’, he points out that it can 

also be exercised to ‘uplift, improve and develop’ (ibid).  Other scholars take a different 

view, regarding power as a relational concept. 

 

Arguing that there is a ‘near obsession’ with power, Burns (1978: 18) defines leadership as 

being exercised when ‘persons with certain motives and purposes mobilize, in competition 

or conflict with others, institutional, political, psychological and other resources so as to 

arouse, engage and satisfy the motives of followers’.  He argues persuasively that viewing 

politics as power clouds the understanding of the role of power in politics.  Power and 

leadership should be understood not as separate considerations, but as relationships, he 

believes, in order to understand the true nature and the ‘pivotal role of leadership’ (ibid: 

11).   

Burns highlights the difference between transactional and transformational leaders, 

defining transactional leaders as those who strive to maintain the status quo by negotiating 

and bargaining with others in the process of exchanging valued goods.  This exchange can 

be ‘economical, political or psychological in nature’ (ibid: 19), but leadership is exercised 

through a series of transactions.  Burns claims that this approach, while it may be 

successful in terms of attaining stated objectives, fails to bind the leader and the follower 

in the pursuit of any higher purpose.  In contrast, transformational leadership engages the 

leader and the followers in such a way that the purposes of each, although they may differ 

initially, become fused as the leader and followers work together for a common purpose.  

However, Burns does little to answer the question of what leaders actually do or how they 

operate as leaders, and to what purpose.  While Hitler and Stalin were undoubtedly strong 

                                                                                                                                                     
6 For one list, see Paige (1972). 
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political leaders, it is essential to consider how they exercised their leadership, and the 

purposes for which they used it, in order to uncover the brutality of their regimes. 

 

Political leadership 

 

A general framework for studying political leadership is provided by Blondel in his seminal 

work Political Leadership (1987).  Identifying national leadership as ‘the power exercised 

by one or a few individuals to direct members of the nation towards action’, Blondel (1987: 

3) considers how leadership can be either enabled or constrained by factors such as the 

leader’s personal characteristics and the influence of institutions.  Extending Burns’ 

definition, Blondel suggests that, rather than viewing the distinction between leaders as a 

dichotomy, the difference should be viewed as the two poles of a continuous dimension, 

dealing with the extent of change that leaders wish to bring about.  Blondel then extends 

this concept further, suggesting that a second dimension should be added to indicate 

whether the change is attempted over a broader, or a narrower area.  He contrasts the 

example of Lenin and Mao, as revolutionary wide scope leaders, with Reagan and Thatcher 

as moderate change leaders, while explaining that leaders may also achieve revolutionary 

change over a limited area such as education or labour relations. 

 

Furthermore, Blondel recognises the role of the leader in international affairs, noting that 

the framework within which leaders operate is a ‘complex web of relationships linking the 

internal and external planes of action’ (ibid: 99).  He acknowledges the challenges faced by 

the leader in this position, noting that there are many ‘complex interrelationships’ where 

‘the distinction between external and internal pressure is far from neat’ (ibid: 99). 

Noting that ‘the temptation to move to foreign affairs is common, almost universal for 

leaders in the contemporary world’, Blondel points out that involvement—‘the flight 

into’—foreign affairs can have ‘rapid and high payoffs’ (Blondel: 77-78).  This is 

particularly so in the case of war, he claims, where foreign policy and war can provide a 

degree of legitimacy ‘quickly, almost instantaneously’.  However, he adds one proviso: ‘if 
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the war is short’ (ibid: 65).7  This point has relevance for the current war against Iraq, 

raising the question of whether the leaders of the so-called ‘coalition of the willing’ will 

ultimately have their credibility eroded if the conflict, designed to be short and successful, 

continues to be prolonged, with no end in sight. 

Blondel identifies the need for leaders to consider the many different audiences with which 

they are required to communicate.  He makes the salient point that this requires leaders to 

‘adopt very different postures’ when facing the differing constraints and opportunities 

presented by the external and domestic political domains (ibid: 111).  However, apart from 

a general outline of the conditions that are likely to cause these constraints and 

opportunities, he offers few insights into the way in which leaders strive to manage them. 

 

Recent contributions to political leadership literature include a work edited by Mughan and 

Patterson in which Tucker (1992: 33) argues against regarding political leadership purely 

as an exercise in power.  Taking this reductionist approach is erroneous, he argues, because 

it ‘fails to tell us what political leaders do, or are expected to do, in their capacities as 

leaders’.  He notes that defining politics as the exercise of power ‘is like saying an airplane 

pilot manipulates wheels and levers.  He certainly does that, but he does in the process of 

flying the airplane’ he explains.  Thus, he claims the key question theorists fail to answer 

is: ‘what is the equivalent of “flying the airplane” for people of power in political life?’ 

(Tucker 1992: 33).  Thus, Tucker views political leadership as an activity, the effectiveness 

of which is measured by the followers’ view of the leader’s performance (ibid 42). 

 

Bean and Mughan (1992: 323-425) take a similar approach in a comparative study of 

voters and leaders in Britain and Australia.  While noting that the importance of leaders as 

the centrepiece of their party’s image is not new, citing Menzies and Churchill as 

examples, they argue that the advent of television has played an important role in 

promoting the personal image of the leader.  However, they claim that while image is 

important, voters are most likely to support leaders who are seen to have honoured their 

election promises.  ‘Perceived effectiveness dominates how voters respond to leaders, and 

                                                 

7 This raises the question of whether the prolonged nature of the conflict in Iraq will begin to erode 
the legitimacy of John Howard’s leadership as it has for US President George W Bush. 
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few would deny that this quality is the key ingredient of successful political leadership’, 

they conclude.  Their research also indicates that in the leaders studied—Thatcher in 

Britain and Hawke in Australia ‘listening to reason and sticking to principles’ were rated 

as significant qualities (ibid: 431).  While these are useful insights into political leadership, 

they fail to analyse the pivotal role of the leader at the domestic/international nexus. 

Allison (1971) considers this issue in his seminal work Essence of Decision. Allison 

analyses the way the Cuban missile crisis was managed through three different lenses or 

theoretical models: the rational actor model, the organisational behaviour model and the 

governmental politics model.  This work contains valuable insights into governmental 

decision-making and the role of the national leader in negotiating major international 

issues.  Allison concludes that leaders are a crucial part of the decision-making process and 

that their personality, background, skills in persuasion and relationship with other decision 

makers all influence their ability to lead.  Furthermore, he believes that leaders, although 

they may not admit it, do not hesitate to play politics when this is needed to achieve their 

goals.  However, as Allison (1999: ix) admits, ‘[c]hanges in technology like CNN … make 

the Kennedy Administration’s week of secret deliberations during the week of missile 

crisis look almost antique … [t]oday, if an analogous threat were discovered, an American 

president would expect a leak within forty-eight hours, and thus feel forced to make 

quicker, less considered decisions’.  This encapsulates one of the key challenges facing 

today’s leaders: the requirement to make sound decisions quickly and decisively, and to 

communicate them effectively and convincingly while under full domestic and 

international public scrutiny. 

 

Personal power and the character of the individual leader have been the focus for several 

leadership scholars.  Barber (1977) offers a comprehensive analysis of the characters of 

twentieth century United States Presidents using a matrix that categorises them as either 

‘active’ or ‘passive’, and ‘positive’ or ‘negative’.  He argues that it should be possible to 

predict whether an incumbent is likely to succeed in office by assessing his or her location 

on the two dimensional matrix.  While such an assessment may be a guide to predicting 

success, it takes insufficient account of the many other variables, both domestic and 

external, that may influence and impact upon the leader’s performance.  For example, the  
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events of September 11 2001, and the subsequent ‘war on terror’, have had a major impact 

on both the US president, and on national leaders around the world.  Both events have 

presented unexpected challenges for many leaders as they struggle to find ways of dealing 

with a new and different threat to the security of their people and their nations. 

 

Some scholars regard the need for leaders to have vision and clearly stated values as a key 

consideration for assessing effective leadership. Gardner (1990: xi) somewhat idealistically 

emphasizes the need for leaders to have a vision ‘built on values deeply embedded in 

human history and in our own tradition … to live up to the best in our past and to reach the 

goals we have yet to achieve—with respect to our domestic problems and our 

responsibilities worldwide’.  This approach is similar to that of Cuilla (1998) and Kane 

(2001) who have argued for the need for ethics and ‘moral capital’ in leadership.  

Declaring that we live in a time where ‘leaders are often morally disappointing’, and 

lamenting the lack of literature on leadership ethics, Cuilla (1998: 1) argues that ethics 

should be regarded as a central component of leadership, not as a mere appendage. 

 

While agreeing on the importance of morals in political life, Kane (2001: 7) takes a 

somewhat different approach, defining moral capital as ‘moral prestige—whether of an 

individual, an organisation or a cause—in useful service’; that is, as a resource to be 

utilised.  Kane points out that it is not enough for the leader to be simply good, or highly 

respected; it is necessary also to have the political skill to utilise that moral capital toward 

building a greater degree of political capital.  He argues that any explanation of politics 

that omits consideration of moral judgements will be deficient.  As Grant (1997: 175) 

points out, ‘[e]thical political action requires a combination of principle, prudence and 

character: knowledge of what is right, an assessment of how far it can be achieved, and the 

resolve to act according to this assessment’. 

 

This raises the question of just how much can be achieved, and whether democratic leaders 

must of necessity speak with ‘forked tongues’ in order to persuade, convince or cajole their 

subjects to support what the leaders believe to be ‘right’.  As Kane (2005: 1) asks, ‘must 

democratic leaders necessarily be hypocrites?’ Noting that, in democracies, it is the leaders 
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who must fear the people, for it is the people who can unseat them; Kane argues that 

leaders have little choice but to keep unpalatable truths from their people if they are to 

maintain popular sovereignty.  This creates the temptation for leaders to become 

hypocritical.  However, Kane argues convincingly that while the people will tolerate some 

untruths, they will not tolerate leaders who are judged to have acted against the public 

good, or when they lie in order to have their own way and override the will of the people.  

Recognising the distinction between being selective with the truth and lying in order to 

achieve their own ends, rather than the good of the people, is a major challenge for 

democratic leaders.  As already noted, this presents leaders with the age-old paradox 

recognised by de Tocqueville (1998: 330): citizens in a democratic society both ‘want to 

be led, and they want to be free’.  Thus, if they are to retain the support of the people, 

modern democratic leaders require a high level of diplomatic skill as they communicate 

and negotiate with the multitude of groups and individuals that comprise the 

interconnected political domain.  As Kane (2001: 188) comments, ‘[d]emocratic leadership 

is always particularly difficult.  Rare is the leader who can meet all of its contradictory 

demands’. 

 

In the post-Cold War world where the boundaries between state and international arenas 

have become increasingly blurred and porous, the role of the national leader has become 

even more complex and challenging, with issues such as ‘sovereignty’ and ‘national 

interest’ the subject of much conjecture and debate.  This is particularly so in the case of 

foreign policy, where leaders are required to negotiate in the anarchical international 

landscape without the support of the legislative or institutional power which they enjoy in 

the domestic domain.  However, as Neustadt (1990: 209) points out, although national 

leaders must make decisions that are thrust upon them, on options and timeframes outside 

their control, decide they must, even if only to defer. 

In his Presidential Power and the Modern President Neustadt (1990) provides valuable 

insights into the challenges confronting United States Presidents, many of them common to 

all national leaders.  He also recognises the increasingly interwoven nature of domestic and 

foreign policies and the difficulties this presents for Presidents: 
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From the multicentered, interdependent world now coming into being, 

environmentally endangered as it is, Presidents may look back on the Cold War as 

an era of stability, authority, and glamour.  They may yearn for the simplicity they 

see in retrospect, and also for the solace.  The job of being president is tougher 

when incumbents have to struggle for effective influence in foreign and domestic 

spheres at once (Neustadt 1990: 318). 

 

However, although the Cold War may have provided some semblance of stability and an 

apparent simplicity for leadership choices, the idea that domestic and international policy 

and concerns are interrelated is not new. 

 

Linking domestic and international concerns 

 

As early as the fourth century BC Thucydides recognised the domestic-international link in 

his account of the Peloponnesian War, while subsequent writings by Machiavelli, Hobbes 

and Morganthau continued to reflect an awareness of the interrelated nature of domestic 

and foreign concerns. 

 

As Beard, (1934: 311) put it more recently: 

 

Domestic affairs and foreign relations are intimately associated with each other.  

Often both are but different aspects of the same thing.  Separating them into 

distinct compartments, if pursued to the logical conclusion, results in misleading 

conceptions concerning the processes of national life and their actual ramifications 

throughout the texture of world societies. 

 

The link was also recognised by Australia’s then Minister for External Affairs, Billy 

Hughes who, in his foreword to the Department’s annual report in 1937, (see Appendix 

Two), declared in words that might well have been written today:  

 

At no time have I known international questions to be of more vital concern to 

Australia than they are today.  The present international situation is one of anxiety 
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and complexity, and under modern conditions with the increasing application of 

science and invention to all phases of social and economic life, and with the 

constant speeding up of communications, the inter-dependence of all nations is 

such that no country can afford to devote its attention solely to its domestic 

problems.  Events today have far-reaching repercussions, and a dispute, political or 

economic, in so distant a part of the world as may seem to be no direct concern of 

Australia, may vitally affect our interests (Hughes: 1937) 

 

However, as Gyngell and Wesley (2003) point out, foreign policy practitioners and 

international relations theorists tend to view the process of foreign policy making in very 

different ways.  For the practitioner, foreign policy is part of a world of ‘incessant demands 

on time, attention and resources … that resists simple solutions and evades summary or 

generalization’ (ibid: 8). Consequently practitioners tend to regard theory as ‘an artificial 

template imposed on an uncertain word’ (ibid: vii). 

 

On the other hand, international relations theorists strive for ‘logical consistency, 

analytical rigour and innovations of inference’ in a world of ‘abstraction, and 

generalisation, of post hoc analysis and probabilistic prediction’ (ibid).  Thus, the 

traditional separation of domestic and foreign policy, while convenient for theoretical and 

analytical purposes, fails to confront the major conceptual problem of ‘reconciling the 

logic of an anarchical international system and the politics of a hierarchical domestic 

system’ (Gyngell and Wesley 2003: 20).  Yet, as Couloumbis and Wolfe (1978: 127) point 

out, ‘foreign and domestic policies are intimately linked; they can be separated only for the 

purpose of analysis, and at the expense of some distortion of reality’.  However, since the 

1960s, there has been a growing interest in wrestling with this challenge amongst 

international relations theorists and political analysts. 
 

Early attempts to analyse domestic-international links include Kenneth Waltz’s (1959) 

‘second image’ or inside-out view to describe the domestic causes and international effects 

of foreign policy decisions, and Peter Gourevitch’s (1978: 881-911) concept of the  

‘second image reversed’, or outside-in view, to describe the international causes and 

domestic effects of those decisions.  Gourevitch’s approach, while it may have relevance for 
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economic policy, does little to illuminate the implications of broader domestic-

international linkages. 

 

In their seminal work ‘Power and Interdependence’ (1977) Robert Keohane and Joseph 

Nye place great emphasis on interdependence and transnational activities, but give little 

attention to the influence of domestic factors on foreign policy development, or to their 

interaction.  Similarly, in his study of the Cuban missile crisis, Allison (1971: 149) noted 

that ‘[a]pplied to relations between nations, the bureaucratic politics model directs 

attention to intra-national games, the overlap of which constitutes international relations’.  

However, as Putnam (1993: 434) points out, ‘the nature of this “overlap” remained 

unclarified and the theoretical contribution of this literature did not evolve much beyond 

the principle that bureaucratic interests matter in foreign-policy-making’. 

 

The work of Peter Katzenstein and Stephen Krasner (1978) focuses largely on domestic 

influences on foreign policy, in particular the issue of economic policy and ‘state strength’.  

However, they note that key decision-makers need to be concerned with both domestic and 

international pressures, with Krasner (1978:57) declaring: 

 

While political leaders must look outward towards external dangers and 

opportunities, they must also look inward toward their own domestic societies… 

political leaders may find that they are unable to mobilize the resources that are 

needed to achieve the state’s international goals because of resistance from 

domestic groups. 

 

However, none of these approaches adequately integrates the two-fold problem facing the 

national leader: that of simultaneously managing both domestic and foreign concerns. 

 

James Rosenau (1969) was another of the first theorists to explore the possible interaction 

of domestic and international issues with his concept of ‘linkage politics’.  This began with 

a graphic representation of the growing interrelation between national and international 

political actors.  Although his diagrammatic representations of the theory clearly illustrate 
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the interconnected nature of international politics (see Fig.1), his concept became 

extraordinarily complicated, and there was little advancement of this theory.8   

 
 
‘The standard conception of politics … posits a world of national and international actors 
whose interrelationships look like this:’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Linkage theory requires supplementing this conventional conception  
with one that looks like this: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

or even this: 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.  Linkage theory 
Source:  Rosenau (1971) The Scientific Study of Foreign Policy: 317. 

                                                 
8 Rosenau’s (1969) concept of linkage politics consisted of a ‘matrix of up to 3,888 cells each to be studied 
independently. To do this he multiplied six kinds of external environment by 24 domestic variables, then again 
by 3 kinds of linkage and 9 different kinds of output.  Even he found this too exhausting to follow up’ (noted     
in Hill 2003: 345). 
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Acknowledging the challenges faced by the leader in this position, he later stressed how 

important it is for leaders to establish relative priorities between internal and external 

demands. 

 

Leaderships may differ greatly in the priorities they maintain, but maintaining some 

kind of balance between coping with problems at home and meeting challenges 

from abroad is a necessity.  Why?  Because ... not to maintain an effective internal-

external balance is to run the risk of failing to adapt to a world that is undergoing 

rapid transformation (Rosenau 1987: 71). 

 

While acknowledging the constraints the international system places on foreign policy 

officials, and the need for caution, Rosenau (1971: 423) also emphasises the need for 

clarity in communicating foreign policy, noting ‘[t]he price of being misunderstood in this 

area is much greater than it is in the domestic area’.  Therefore, the way in which the 

leader articulates and communicates the nation’s foreign policy, and the messages this 

sends to other nations, is crucially important in today’s world where messages are 

transmitted instantaneously around the globe twenty-four hours a day. 

 

In his later work Rosenau (1997: 5-6) again wrestles with the problem of sorting out the 

multiple contradictions involved in the search for the essential nature of governance in a 

turbulent world where the international system seems less commanding, yet still has 

power, states are changing, but not disappearing, state sovereignty seems to be eroding, but 

is still asserted, and borders are protected, yet are still highly porous.  He ponders on the 

‘boundary that isn’t there’ and proposes replacing it with ‘a wide political space’ that he 

calls the Frontier ‘with a capital “F” to emphasise its centrality’, arguing that ‘we can no 

longer allow the domestic-foreign boundary to confound our understanding of world 

affairs’. 

 

He describes this space as 

 

…a terra incognita that sometimes takes the form of a market, sometimes appears 

as a civil society, sometimes resembles a legislative chamber, periodically is a 

crowded town square, occasionally a battlefield, increasingly is traversed by an 
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information highway, and usually looks like a several-ring circus in which all these 

– and many other – activities are unfolding simultaneously.  Given this diversity, it 

is not so much a single frontier as a host of frontiers in which … politics swirl 

about issues of identity, territoriality, and the interface of long-established patterns 

and emergent orientations (Rosenau 1997: 4). 

 

It is in this wide political space that ‘domestic and foreign issues converge, intermesh or 

otherwise become indistinguishable within a seamless web’, he says.  However, the 

concept of the ‘seamless’ web is problematic.  This implies a degree of smoothness that 

fails to reflect the strategic complexity of the contemporary world where the ‘war on 

terror’ dominates political debate and the daily news.  Perhaps a more appropriate 

metaphor might be that of a highly contoured woven tapestry, where the contours and 

variations in texture represent the challenges and opportunities that confront the national 

leader. 

 

While acknowledging that ontologies, paradigms and theories are difficult to separate from 

each other, except for analytical purposes, Rosenau argues that the traditional worldviews 

of realism and liberalism no longer accurately represent the current global architecture.  

Instead, he proposes a new worldview, which he terms ‘fragmegration’ (see Figure 2), to 

illustrate the opposing forces of fragmentation and integration caused by  the process of 

globalisation (for a full account see Rosenau 1997: 99-117). 

 

This concept illustrates well the fluid, complex nature of the post Cold War world, where 

the counter forces of globalisation and localisation generate uneven ‘fragmegration’, and 

the nation’s boundary flexes and moves in response to internal and external pressures.  

This constant fluidity creates a complicated and challenging task for governance.  The task 

for the national leader is made even more challenging where, as Rosenau notes, ‘the 

foundations of sovereignty have been eroded by the centralising processes of 

globalization’, yet at the same time are ‘reinforced by decentralising tendencies wherein 

people are shrinking “we” to like-minded others and enlarging “they” to everyone else’ 

(Rosenau 1997: 220).   
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Figure 2.  Juxtaposing three worldviews in terms of actors and behaviour deemed 
central. 
Source:  Rosenau (1997) Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier: 48 
 

 

This approach has relevance in the current international environment where emphasis on 

the threat of terrorism by many leaders has created a climate of fear and suspicion among 

their citizens.  The danger here is that, just as Rosenau warns, the “we” shrinks, and the 

“they” expands, resulting in a loss of international trust and cooperation.  The task for the 

leader is to manage the challenges of the domestic domain while remaining aware of the 

importance of international factors when formulating and publicly communicating the 

nation’s foreign policy. 
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There have been several attempts to present the convergence of the domestic and the 

international graphically.  Waltz’s (1979) initial representation showed the two separate 

worlds (See Figure 3).  The separate notations for the internal and external aspects of the 

state visually confirmed the concept of the two as ontologically separate domains.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.  The systems theory of international politics. 
Source:  Waltz (1979) Theory of International Politics: 100. 
 

While Waltz recognises the interaction between the domestic and the international, with 

each domain interacting with similar ones, he regards the states as discrete structural 

entities wholly outside the international structure.  Later contributions like those of Hill 

(2003-see Figure 4) and Clark (1998—see Figure 5) demonstrate the growing recognition 

of the interconnected nature of the domestic and foreign political landscape. 

 

Hill (2003: xix) claims that the ‘interplay, indeed overlap, between the domestic and the 

external sources of behaviour is central to any modern understanding of what foreign 

policy does’.  In an attempt to synthesise foreign policy theory and practice he argues that 

the billiard ball metaphor and the notion that foreign policy is a game like chess have now 

been discarded.  Thus, the funnel model (see Figure 4) was never entirely accurate, even 

though ‘it does represent what many governments would like to believe in foreign 
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relations’ (ibid: 212).  While Hill’s linkage politics model (see Figure 4) better illustrates 

the complex web of interactions between states, the overlapping jurisdictions model comes 

closest to illustrating the overlapping nature of current international interactions.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.  Intersocietal connections: three models. 
Source:  Hill (2003) The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy: 212. 
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Figure 5.  The state acting in the field of forces where domestic  
and international structures intersect. 
Source:  Clark (1998) Beyond the Great Divide, Review of International Studies 24: 496. 
 

As Hill notes, ‘foreign policy is now of greater importance to our political lives than ever 

before … because the facts and myths of globalization have obscured the locations of 

decision-making and confused the debate over democratic participation’.  He adds: 

 

Until ‘global governance’ crystallizes into something solid and coherent, 

with international institutions taking genuine responsibility for the welfare 

of a real world society, citizens and politicians alike will continue to wrestle 

with the dilemmas arising from the existence of foreignness … the 

continuum between the domestic and the foreign is likely to generate more 

issues than it did in the past, not less (Hill 2003: xvii-iii). 

 

This underlines the complexity of the challenges facing the national leader.  With the 

likelihood of global governance a long way off, it is likely that national leaders will be 

required, of necessity, to search for more co-operative ways to address common problems 

such as international terrorism, and the proliferation and greater dispersal of weapons of 

mass destruction. 

 

The circles represent the 

domestic and international  

structures.  

NX 1,2,3 is the state acting in the 

field of forces where the two 

structures intersect. 
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As Hill (2003: 56) notes, while policy is formulated at the highest level in most political 

systems, it is in the area of foreign policy that ‘the expectations of head of government 

involvement, from inside and outside, are high’.  There are several reasons for this; it is 

difficult for others to have access to as much information as the leader, or to develop an 

equivalent level of expertise, and for most politicians, particularly ministers, their prime 

concern will be domestic matters, and, of course, maintaining their electoral position.  In 

addition, in foreign policy, responses are often required quickly, as unforeseen issues arise, 

and the responsibility for this will inevitably fall upon those who have the power to make 

such decisions and respond quickly.  Even in democratic regimes, this tends to make 

foreign policy a special area with ‘maximum freedom for the key elite’ (Hill 2003: 57).  

Therefore, as the key spokesperson for the nation’s foreign policy, the national leader 

occupies a crucial position in the foreign policy process.  The leader bears the prime 

responsibility for ensuring that the nation’s foreign policy is clearly articulated and 

communicated across the wide expanse of the interconnected domestic-international 

political spectrum. 

 

For the purposes of this study, Clark (1998; 2003) offers the most convincing analysis of 

the role of the state in international relations.  Arguing that ‘the state occupies a middle 

ground between the internal and external and is itself both shaped by and formative of the 

process of globalization’, Clark (1998: 479), bases his study of globalisation and 

international relations theory on the notion of ‘political dynamism’ (Clark 2003: 174).  He 

regards this dynamism as itself a source of change.  Rather than regarding the domestic and 

the international as two separate spheres—what he terms the ‘Great Divide’—he searches 

for a ‘radical reconceptualisation’ of the domestic and the international where the domestic 

and the international are ‘analytically subsumed’ (Clark 1998: 495).  He presents this 

argument in a diagrammatic form (see Figure 5) where a ‘unified field of action’ sees most 

processes ‘filtered through the political complexes of states’, with states ‘the nodal points 

within this field’ (ibid).  He defines globalisation as ‘the changing identity of states within 

the changing identity of the social universe that surrounds them, and quoting Cerny (1996: 

620-621), he notes that globalisation ‘rests on the proposition that domestic and 

international politics have been inextricably intertwined from the start’.  Cerny notes that 

while this may be the case, the density and complexity of economic, technological and 
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cultural changes have increased in the twentieth century.  However, he argues that the 

concept of interdependence, as defined by Keohane and Nye (2000), is an inadequate 

means of defining the complexities of globalisation, declaring that: 

 

The paradox of globalisation, or the shift of a crucial range of economic, social, 

and political activities to a global scale, is that rather than creating one big 

economy or one big polity, it also divides, fragments, and polarises.  Convergence 

and divergence are two sides of the same coin (Cerny 1996: 637). 

 

The question that remains is whether this process results in a complex but stable pluralistic 

world, based on liberal capitalism and democracy, or a more divergent and volatile one.  

Whichever is the case, as he says, ‘the future will involve hard political choices’ (ibid: 

637).  Many of these choices will rest with the leaders of nations as they continue to define 

and pursue their states’ national interests. 

 

Noting that scholars of comparative politics and international relations are becoming more 

aware of the need to take account of the ‘entanglements between the two’, Putnam (1993: 

459), argues that there is now a need to develop concepts and theories ‘to help organise 

and extend our empirical observations’ (ibid).  Attempting to determine whether domestic 

politics determines international relations, or vice versa, is a pointless exercise, he 

explains, because ‘the answer is both … sometimes’.  The important and more interesting 

questions, he says, are ‘when?’ and ‘how?’  (ibid: 431).  His two-level games approach—

‘a metaphor for domestic-international interactions’—and a theory for international 

bargaining, attempts to answer these questions. 

 

Leadership and international relations 

 

Regarding international negotiations as a two-level game, international and domestic, 

Putnam (1993: 436), sees each national political leader as ‘Janus-faced’, appearing at both 

game boards where ‘[n]either of the two games can be ignored by central decision-makers, 

so long as their countries remain interdependent, yet sovereign’.  This approach does 

acknowledge the central role of the national leader, noting that ‘central decision-makers 
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have a special role in mediating domestic and international pressures precisely because 

they are directly exposed to both spheres’ (1993: 435).  However, by viewing the domestic 

and the international as two discrete and often conflicting entities, with the national leader 

operating at two separate ‘tables’, this approach fails to account adequately for the 

increasingly interwoven nature of the current global political architecture. 

 

Accepting Putnam’s approach, Moravcsik (1993: 15), also sees the national leader as 

‘Janus-faced’, seeking to ‘manipulate domestic and international politics simultaneously ... 

forced to balance international and domestic concerns in a process of “double-edged” 

diplomacy’.  Furthermore, by ‘exploiting control over information, resources and agenda-

setting domestically, the leader can create opportunities for international advantage in 

bargaining’ (ibid).  However, it is argued in this study that national leaders need to move 

beyond ‘double edged diplomacy’, instead employing ‘multidimensional (meaning many 

sided) diplomacy’ if they are to communicate effectively with the multitude of political 

actors who make up today’s interwoven political landscape. 

 

The issue of the control of information, resources and agenda-setting is closely linked to 

the ‘construction’ of national interests, and how these are communicated or ‘sold’ both 

domestically and internationally in pursuit of the ‘national interest’.  These factors are 

central to this study of Australia’s foreign policy under Prime Minister John Howard, and 

they will be examined in more detail in the case studies presented to assess just how the 

foreign policy of the government was presented or ‘sold’ to both the domestic and 

international audiences.  This raises the question of the importance of rhetoric and ideas in 

politics. 

 

The role of rhetoric 

 

Rhetoric is a powerful tool for the political leader.  As Finnemore (1996: 141) comments, 

‘as lawyers and politicians know, rhetorical processes are vital to the success of a case or a 

policy…much of politics is talk—attempts to persuade or justify.  The fact that 

policymakers spend so much time on rhetoric and on selling policies to publics, allies, and 

enemies is something that we should take seriously’.  Hammond (1996: 8) citing Southern 
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(1953) says, ‘[r]hetoric is persuasive, logic compulsive.  The former smoothes away 

divisions, the latter brings them into the open.  The one is a healing art of government; the 

other is surgical, and challenges the foundations of conduct and belief’.  On the contrary, it 

can be argued that, rather than smoothing away divisions, rhetoric may also do just the 

opposite. 

 

John Howard’s rhetoric that branded asylum seekers as ‘illegals’, ‘queue-jumpers’ and 

‘possible terrorists’ was highly divisive, resonating with the intuitive fear of many citizens, 

and although the facts were later proven to be different, the suspicion and distrust of 

refugees lingers on with many Australians.  As Hermann Goering (cited in Rosenau 1969: 

178) is reported to have said, citizens can be easily persuaded to accept their leader’s call 

for war if they believe they are in danger of being attacked.  There is a resonance about this 

observation in the current political climate, as leaders constantly raise the spectre of 

weapons of mass destruction and attack by terrorists as the justification for going to war, 

while denouncing those who oppose or question their decisions as ‘unpatriotic’ and 

unsupportive of the ‘national interest’.  How, then, does the modern democratic leader 

‘sell’ the government’s foreign policy to both the domestic and international audiences?  

To what degree does the leader’s success depend upon the ability to construct and 

convincingly articulate those ideas and communicate them to both the internal and external 

audiences?  The constructivist approach proposes a framework for analysing these issues. 

 

The constructivist view 

 
Constructivism provides a lens for viewing the world that differs from the standard 

approaches in international relations literature.  As Checkel (1998: 8) explains, 

 

[i]t is not a theory, but an approach to social inquiry based on two assumptions: (1) 

the environment in which agents/states take action is social as well as material; and 

(2) this setting can provide agents/states with understandings of their interests 

(constitute them).  Put differently, these scholars question the materialism and 

methodological individualism upon which much contemporary political science 

scholarship has been built.’ 
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Ruggie (1998: 33) explains further, noting that constructivists believe that ‘the building 

blocks of international reality are ideational as well as material’.  This approach considers 

that individuals construct their own understanding of the world by reflecting on their 

current and past knowledge and experience, generating their own ‘rules’ and ‘mental 

models,’ which they use to make sense of their experiences.  Rather than analysing 

traditional concepts such as anarchy, and the balance of power, constructivists pay close 

attention to the prevailing discourses in societies, believing that these both reflect and 

shape the beliefs and interests of those societies, and lead to the establishment of accepted 

social norms within them, (Walt 1998).  While realist and liberalist theories emphasise 

material factors—power and trade—constructivist theories focus on the impact of ideas, 

considering how historical processes shape and mould state identities and interests. 

 

Arguing that the end of the Cold War did not bring the end of power politics Walt (1998: 

29-47) believes that realism is likely to remain ‘the most useful instrument in our 

intellectual toolbox’.  However, he acknowledges that constructivist theories can offer 

useful analyses of ‘how identities and interests change over time, thereby producing subtle 

shifts in the behaviours of states and occasionally triggering far-reaching but unexpected 

shifts in international affairs’ (ibid).  The way the Cold War ended lends weight to this 

approach; it was sudden and unexpected by traditional international relations scholars, 

particularly in terms of the realist view. 

 

Constructivists propose that as the discourse ‘establishes accepted norms of behaviour’ 

(Walt 1998: 29-47) these norms reconstruct identities, and national interests also change.  

This eventually leads to changes in state policy (Hobson 2000: 146).  While some analysts 

such as Pettman (2000: 11)  disagree about ‘who is “constructing” the world, how much it 

is constructed and in what ways’, others have presented case studies to support this 

approach.  This raises the question of how leaders construct and communicate their view of 

the ‘national interest’.  As Beard (1934: 26) puts it, ‘[i]f citizens are to support the 

government which prosecutes it, soldiers who are to die for it, and foreign policies are to 

conform to it, what could be more appropriate than to ask: What is the national interest?’ 
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In a study re-assessing the Cuban missile crisis, Weldes (1999) contends that while the 

concept of the national interest is important in international politics, realists have 

conceptualised it inadequately.  Echoing the work of Krasner (1983: 57), she argues 

convincingly for a rethinking of the national interest as a social construction, where 

national leaders and state officials identify ‘who “we” are and who and what “our enemies” 

are, in what ways we are threatened by them, and how we might best deal with those 

threats’ (Weldes 1999: 15).  This approach is relevant in the case of the war against Iraq, 

where George Bush clearly identified those who were against his policies as the enemy, 

saying ‘you are either with us or you are against us’, while also branding some countries as 

part of a so-called ‘axis of evil’. 

 

While the constructivist approach tends to overlook the role of institutions and the 

influence of historical and cultural traditions in foreign policy formulation, it does 

recognise the influence of the leader’s ideas and worldview in formulating and 

communicating foreign policy.  Thus, there is a case for applying a measure of this 

analytical tool in this study.  In the current international conditions, some Western leaders 

have emphasised the danger, fear and threat of terrorism, weapons of mass destruction and 

religious fundamentalism as a means of justifying the need to go to war ‘in the national 

interest’.  Yet it is arguable that the national interest is not only an important concept in 

international politics as a guide to developing and understanding a state’s foreign policy 

goals; it is also a rhetorical device used by policy makers to gain support and legitimacy 

for their actions (Weldes 1999: 4).  The role and power of rhetoric and ideas in formulating 

the ‘national interest’ is therefore worthy of analysis, for as Kissinger (in Kelly 1995: 12) 

put it: ‘[w]hen you’re asking Americans to die, you have to be able to explain it in terms of 

the national interest’.  John Howard did this when committing Australian soldiers to serve 

in both East Timor and Iraq.  He repeatedly claimed that the war against Iraq was 

‘manifestly in the national interest of Australia’ (Howard 2003 CPDHR 18 March 2003: 

12505).  Yet he did not explain what he meant by the term, or just how his decision to 

deploy troops contributed to the national interest. 
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Using the national interest as a rhetorical tool by the leader seeking to justify foreign 

policy decisions to a questioning and critical domestic audience may be very successful 

with the domestic audience, but just as Newton’s third law decrees, the rhetoric, if directed 

only at the domestic audience, can cause an equal and opposite reaction from the external 

one.  One of the challenges for the national leader is to use carefully crafted rhetoric that 

minimises the risk of this occurring. 

 

As this research demonstrates, words and messages aimed at the domestic audience can 

have a very negative effect on foreign countries if they are not carefully crafted and 

diplomatically expressed.  Thus, rather than regarding the political landscape as two 

separate and distinct domains, it is argued in this thesis that in the post Cold War world, 

leaders need to appreciate the closely interwoven nature of the international environment 

when making public statements, taking into account the wide range of historical, cultural 

and political traditions and values that are held by the individual countries with which they 

must communicate and negotiate. 

 

Extending the Janus-face concept 

 

As previously discussed, Putnam (1993) sees the national leader as ‘Janus-faced’, situated 

at the nexus of the domestic-international divide.  Evoking what Putnam sees as a ‘two 

level game’ this concept regards the two domains—domestic and international—as 

distinctly separate areas where central decision-makers must ‘strive to reconcile domestic 

and international imperatives simultaneously’ (Putnam 1993: 460).  As he points out, 

because they are required to balance these often conflicting demands, ‘statesmen in this 

predicament face distinctive strategic opportunities and strategic dilemmas’ (Putnam1993: 

459).  However, the metaphor warrants extending in today’s complex, fluid, and dynamic 

post-Cold War world. 

 

Rather than simply looking in two separate and clearly demarcated directions, it is 

contended here that the leader needs to maintain a constant, radar-like scan across the 

interwoven domestic and international domain.  This  is similar to Etzioni’s (1967: 388) 

‘mixed scanning’ approach to policy decision-making, approach which recommends two 
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levels of scanning: an initial broad scan across the political landscape; and a second, more 

detailed scan of those areas that require a more in-depth examination.  Extending that 

approach, this study adopts the concept of a continuous, all-encompassing radar-like scan 

that ensures that national leaders are constantly aware of any major changes or events in 

the broad domestic/political expanse.  By maintaining a constant scan, the leader can 

develop and maintain a basic understanding of the range of individual nations and political 

actors with whom he or she must interact.  While leaders tend instinctively to employ such 

a scan across their domestic environment in order to remain electorally successful, they 

sometimes pay a more cursory regard to the external environment.  However, it is argued 

that leaders in democratic societies will inevitably be required to adopt a constant scanning 

approach if they are to operate successfully in an increasingly globalised world. 

 

This process of ‘constant scanning’ is required across both the domestic and international 

terrain in order to meet the challenge of balancing domestic and international concerns and 

developing effective foreign policy.  Just as aircraft pilots must maintain a constant scan 

across both their internal instruments—to ensure the aircraft is operating effectively—and 

the external conditions—to avoid collision, or dangerous weather and terrain, it is argued 

here that the national leader needs to maintain a scan across the inextricably linked 

domestic and international political environments.  Any prolonged distraction in either of 

these areas raises the possibility of problems in the other developing unnoticed and 

unchecked, hence the need for the constant scan.9  Only then will the leader be able to 

maintain a sense of situational awareness—knowing where the country is located in time 

and space, and cognisant of changes or developments in both domains that may require 

responses, decisions or changes in policy. 

 

Yet if scanning is to be a constant process, it is obviously not possible for individual 

leaders to perform the task single-handedly.  Much of the information will be gathered by a 

range of means, such as reports from diplomatic missions, intelligence organisations and 

intergovernmental contacts.  This ongoing flow of information allows the leader to build an 

awareness and appreciation of the historical, cultural and social factors that are important 

and relevant to successful and harmonious interactions with other members of the 

                                                 
9 It is arguable that this hypothesis is legitimate for leaders in most fields of endeavour, e.g. management. 
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international community.  It also raises awareness of potential problems that may affect the 

nation’s relations with other countries, alerting leaders to the need for a second, more 

detailed and in-depth scan or series of scans where needed.  While never entirely 

comprehensive, such information is nevertheless crucial, and it is important that it is 

carefully verified and as accurate as possible.  As the following case studies demonstrate, 

dubious or faulty information can be the basis for flawed decision-making with the 

potential to threaten the lives of citizens, the security of the nation, or indeed, the stability 

of the international system itself.  This places an enormous responsibility upon national 

leaders.  As the final arbiters of foreign policy decisions, much will depend on how 

receptive they are to the information provided to them, and on the way they choose to act 

as a result. 

 

The second, more detailed scan, or series of scans, focuses on specific opportunities, 

challenges or threats identified by the constant scanning process.  This is important to the 

leader in assessing possible courses of action or any proposed changes in foreign policy.  

As well as developing a more detailed knowledge of the issues concerned, these 

subsequent scans will also provide a deeper understanding of the historical, cultural and 

social factors relevant to particular issues.  A careful assessment of the individuals with 

whom the leader is required to interact and negotiate will also assist in planning 

appropriate and diplomatic interactions, particularly in the international arena.  While these 

secondary scans may also be delegated to others—such as diplomats, ministers and their 

departments, or to intelligence officers in order to avoid the risk of ‘groupthink’10—it is 

important at this stage that the national leader becomes more closely involved, because 

ultimately it is the leader who speaks on behalf of the nation in the international arena.  

This is particularly relevant to the national leader in Australia. 

 

As a Western country with European cultural roots, Australia’s strategic and economic 

environments are located in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, yet its major strategic 

ally is in North America 12,000 kilometres away (Gyngell and Wesley 2003: 10).  Thus, as 

a middle power, while Australia’s capacity to influence the outside world is limited, it can 

                                                 
10 A situation described by Janis (1972) where groups under pressure to make decisions fail to consider 
options, or to enlist a ‘devil’s advocate’ because of a desire to maintain unanimity. 
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be enhanced through coalition building and diplomacy.  This, in turn, requires the leader to 

remain constantly aware of conditions in the external environment that are likely to either 

enable or constrain such opportunities. 

 

As Evans and Grant (1995: 355) warned, Australia cannot ‘linger on past achievements’ 

nor be insensitive to the ‘particular currents and nuances’ in the region, and this will 

require both ‘nous and energy’. 

 

Responding effectively to change means keeping our wits about us—and anticipating 

the currents of change, in reacting to events as they occur, and above all else in being 

constantly alert to new opportunities for influence in the protection and advancement of 

Australia’s national interests (ibid). 

 

It is argued here that such constant alertness can only be achieved by maintaining a 

constant scan.  This scan across the complete domestic/international political expanse will 

enable leaders to remain ‘constantly alert’, and respond effectively to the opportunities, 

dilemmas and challenges that confront them.  While recognising that national leaders will 

be forced to maintain some degree of scanning simply to be able to make any decisions on 

foreign policy, the model proposed here consists of a constant scan or monitoring of the 

international environment, rather than a reactive scan that is activated only when problems 

arise.  A second, more detailed scan of areas of potential threat, or indeed, opportunity 

provides a checking mechanism to help the leader avoid misreading the political terrain.  It 

also allows time for an analysis of the strategic issues involved before decisions are made 

upon what action is to be taken.  Leaders will then be better equipped to make informed 

decisions, and formulate foreign policy that will not only advance Australia’s interests, but 

will also contribute to the ‘greater good’ of an increasingly interconnected world.  This 

will also require them to move beyond what Moravcsik (1993: 9) calls ‘double edged 

diplomacy’. 
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Beyond double-edged diplomacy 

 

In the international arena, it is the Australian prime minister who speaks for the nation, and 

as Weller comments, ‘[r]epresenting their country in the councils of the world’s leaders 

can be intoxicating’.  However, this does not automatically bring power or influence, for 

just as moral capital must be utilized to be effective, so must power and influence be 

achieved ‘by dint of performance and persistence and by an appreciation of what [is] 

possible’ in international relations (Weller 1989: 314).  The manner in which the nation’s 

foreign policy is articulated and communicated to both the domestic and the international 

audiences is one measure of the leader’s performance, and Moravcsik’s concept of 

‘double-edged diplomacy’ offers a basis for considering this issue. 

 

Defining diplomacy as ‘a process of strategic interaction in which actors simultaneously 

try to take account of and, if possible, influence the expected reactions of other actors, both 

at home and abroad’, Moravcsik (1993: 15), like Putnam, sees the national leader as 

‘Janus-faced’.  He posits that the leader in this position is ‘forced to balance international 

and domestic concerns in a process of ‘double-edged diplomacy’.  Extending this concept 

further, Stopford and Strange (1991) suggest that states are involved in ‘triangular 

diplomacy’ as they negotiate the complex range of state-to-state, state-to-firm and firm-to-

firm interactions.  In his search for a new paradigm for international relations, Cerny 

(1996: 636), goes further, arguing that complex globalisation should be seen as involving 

at least three level games, 

 

… with third-level – transnational – games including not only ‘firm-firm 

diplomacy’ but also transgovernmental networks and policy communities, 

internationalised market structures, transnational cause groups, and many other 

linked and interpenetrated markets, hierarchies and networks. 

 

This raises the question of how the national leader is to negotiate successfully with so 

many and varied political actors across this complex and intricate political expanse.   
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In considering this challenge, Wesley (2006: 26), proposes that nations adopt what he 

terms ‘transnational diplomacy’.  He notes that in traditional diplomacy, sovereign states 

‘interact according to interests-based negotiating positions’ where ‘possible diplomatic 

action ranges from acquiescence to protest to techniques of persuasion and bargaining’.  

Transnational diplomacy, on the other hand, begins from a position of ‘positive comity’ 

where states approach interaction with the aim of ‘actively shaping each others’ interest, 

mutually harmonising their policy settings and assisting each other in carrying out these 

policies’.  The key to transnational diplomacy lies in ‘several states conceiving of a 

problem, its solution and the process of developing a solution in a common, rather than a 

rival manner’.  This involves focusing on what is possible, acceptable and can be measured 

objectively, through what Wesley calls a ‘managerial process’ during which differences 

are discussed and policy preferences decided in informal meetings before final meetings 

take place.  This prevents decision-making becoming ‘bogged down by side issues,’ 

institutional rivalries and political sensitivities (for a full account see Wesley 2006: 26-28). 

 

The concept of multidimensional diplomacy presented in this study builds on all of these 

approaches.  Based on a similar internal logic to Wesley’s ‘transnational diplomacy’, which 

captures the essence of the process, the term multidimensional diplomacy is chosen to 

emphasise the many-sided and multi-layered nature of the diplomacy required by the 

national leader, who must act simultaneously in numerous interlinked policy areas, with a 

wide range of actors, across the closely interwoven internal and external political 

environments.  With messages now heard simultaneously around the world there is a risk 

that, if not carefully worded, a message designed to impress one audience may alienate or 

offend another.  This presents a constant challenge for the national leader.  Evans (1999: 

60) captures the essence of the need for diplomacy in the external context: 

 

Multilateral diplomacy has its own distinctive character … the interests that have to 

be taken into account extend across the whole spectrum of Australia’s relationships, 

with decisions rarely if ever being able to be made on calculations of their effect on 

relations with one country alone; and the diplomacy involved, based on an endless 

search for compromise that does not destroy substance, is painstakingly, often 

agonisingly slow. 
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However, this description sheds no light on the need for diplomacy that encompasses both 

the internal and external domains.  In the context of this study, multidimensional 

diplomacy is seen as moving beyond double-edged diplomacy and bilateral relations 

between the domestic and foreign domains, to become part of what Annan (2001: 1) 

describes as ‘a multilateral, multifaceted enterprise encompassing every realm of human 

endeavour’.  As Annan notes, ‘the accelerating pace of globalisation and economic 

integration compels us to take this diplomacy to a new level’.  The implication is that 

diplomacy now needs to be more than double-edged: it needs to be many sided to take 

account of the complexity and interconnectedness of the global political, economic and 

security architecture. 

 

Multidimensional diplomacy requires a clear enunciation of the vision, values and 

rationale underlying the nation’s policy, as well as an explanation of how the policy will be 

implemented and what impacts it is likely to have, both domestically and externally.  

Further, it calls for carefully crafted rhetoric to communicate these policies to the 

numerous and varied political actors who are part of the complex and interlinked global 

political domain.  This raises the question: do leaders have any option other than to pursue 

these approaches? 

 

As already mentioned, most national leaders, because of their position at the nexus of 

domestic and international affairs, have little choice but to maintain some degree of 

scanning, and some employ it intuitively.  However, it is argued here that in the intricately 

interwoven international domain, leaders are likely to find themselves drawn of necessity 

towards the modes of constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy or to pay the 

price if they do not.  The concept of multidimensional diplomacy provides a useful 

framework for analysing both the manner in which Australia’s foreign policy was 

articulated and ‘sold’ to both the domestic and international audiences, and the impact the 

message had in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly in Indonesia.  The concept is also 

relevant to examining the criticism surrounding the intervention in East Timor, where the 

Prime Minister was accused of employing ‘megaphone diplomacy’ for making public 

statements—often directed at the domestic audience—before consulting the relevant  
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foreign political actors involved.  Thus, these are key issues in considering the role of John 

Howard’s leadership of Australia’s foreign policy in relation to the two case studies this 

thesis presents: Australia’s role in the East Timor intervention, and the war against Iraq. 

 

This study argues that by maintaining a constant scan and employing multidimensional 

diplomacy national leaders will increase their capacity to protect and advance their 

nation’s interests while also contributing to international security and cooperation.  This 

approach will also enable them to capitalise on opportunities to work together to solve 

common problems—many of them borderless—such as terrorism, pandemics and 

environmental issues.  Furthermore, the costs of neglecting such an approach are likely to 

be high, both domestically and internationally. 

 

Australian leaders and foreign policy 

 

Although there is a lack of Australian literature specifically dealing with the role of the 

national leader situated at the domestic/international nexus, there is a considerable body of 

literature that deals with this issue indirectly.  Biographies of national leaders, including 

those of Billy Hughes (Browne 1946), Alfred Deakin (La Nauze 1979), John Curtin (Day 

1999), Robert Menzies (Bunting 1988; Martin 1993) and Howard (Barnett and Goward 

1997), provide valuable insights into the role of the prime minister in Australia.  

Autobiographies such as those of Menzies (1943; 1972) and Hawke (1994), while 

inevitably presenting a partisan view, provide useful insider accounts of the challenges of 

national leadership.  

 

In exploring the ‘problems of fundamental importance to the understanding of any leader’, 

Weller’s Malcolm Fraser PM (1989) assesses the impact of prime ministers on government 

procedures and policies.  He asks, ‘what does an appreciation of the working styles of, and 

limitations on prime ministers tell us about the difficulties of governing Australia?’  

(Weller 1989: xii).  Yet apart from brief analyses in the latter, and in the works of Trood 

(1990;  1992) and Edwards (1983) there is, as previously noted, a surprising lack of 

literature focusing on political leadership in relation to foreign policy, and on the role of the 
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national leader situated at the nexus of the interconnected domestic-international political 

domain.11 

 

It is, however, widely agreed that prime ministers, if they so choose, play a key role in 

formulating and articulating foreign policy in Australia.  Weller (1989: 313-14) points out 

that while all prime ministers seek to build and maintain contacts with foreign leaders, they 

have ‘greater freedom of action than in domestic matters’ with no legislative or 

institutional requirement to consult parliament when formulating policy or making 

decisions. Trood (1990: 93, 1992: 157) agrees, noting that ‘[i]n the foreign policy arena 

within Australia, the roles of prime ministers and their respective departments of state are 

central’.  This freedom and authority to act is often defended on the grounds of ‘national 

security’, or by the argument that secrecy is required because of the sensitivity of 

negotiating with foreign countries.  For example, when responding to criticism of the 

secrecy surrounding the negotiations of the Security Agreement with Indonesia, the then  

Prime Minister, Paul Keating declared that ‘an earlier announcement of the fact and details 

of the negotiations would not have delivered an agreement.  It is impossible to negotiate 

something like this in the public view’ (Keating 2000: 147).  As is discussed in the 

following chapters, John Howard has frequently used this approach when avoiding 

answering questions related to both the East Timor intervention and the war against Iraq.  

It is difficult for those other than the Prime Minister, and the Minister for Foreign Affairs, 

to have access to the relevant information, the depth of knowledge of international issues, 

or the expertise required to formulate foreign policy (Hill 2003: 56).  This adds to the 

traditionally arcane nature of foreign policy. 

                                                 
11 Although there had been little written about John Howard when this research was begun, there has been a 
plethora of books, articles and opinion pieces published during the ensuing four years, for example: Beeson: 
2000; 2002; Broinwski: 2003; Cotton: 2002; 2004; Manne 2004. 
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In their seminal work Australia’s Foreign Relations in the World of the 1990s, Evans and 

Grant (1991; 1995) presented the first comprehensive insider account of Australian foreign 

policy-making as a book ‘about the kind of foreign policy Australia needs to have if we are 

to successfully position ourselves, and advance our national interests, in the world of the 

1990s’ (Evans and Grant 1995: x).  As Australia’s foreign minister in the Hawke-Keating 

Governments from 1988 until 1996, Gareth Evans was a firm believer in multilateralism, 

the United Nations, and Australia being, and being seen to be, a ‘good international 

citizen’ (Evans and Grant 1995: 33).  Reflecting on the problem that is the focus of thesis, 

he was firmly of the view that Australia’s foreign policy should ‘be made and conducted 

on as bipartisan a basis as possible, with the absolute minimum of conflicting signals being 

sent abroad’ (ibid: xii emphasis added).  While defending the right for Australia to raise 

sensitive issues such as human rights with neighbouring countries, these authors emphasise 

the importance of making Australia’s views known ‘quietly and courteously’ without 

‘condescension or interference in internal affairs.  The question in all these 

circumstances—as so often in Asia—is not whether to act, but how to act’ (ibid: 352). 

 

Mediansky (1997: x) presents an account of Australia’s foreign policy at the beginning of 

the new millennium, based on the premise that ‘Australia’s foreign policy is primarily 

concerned with the promotion of its political, security and economic interests’.  He notes 

that since the end of the Cold War international relations have become ‘more fluid, more 

unpredictable…and more complex’.  He concludes that in the debate on Asian immigration 

during his first year as Prime Minister, unlike his predecessors, John Howard ‘failed to 

explain the linkages between domestic programs and Australia’s place in the world’.  

Commenting that Howard seemed to be moving away from the previous government’s 

regional engagement, Mediansky (1997: 296) noted the new government’s greater focus on 

the American alliance.  This seemed to many like a return to the reliance on ‘great and 

powerful friends’.  Certainly, John Howard has consistently emphasised his absolute 

support for the alliance, and as the following case studies demonstrate, his determination to 

strengthen it has been evident throughout his tenure. 
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In analysing the influence of domestic preferences on foreign policy, Wesley and Warren 

(2000) proposed a new method of mapping those preferences by tracing three ‘currents of 

thought’ that they identified as flowing through the minds of Australian society and policy 

makers.  Traditionalism sees security relationships with ‘great and powerful friends’ as the 

key priority; seclusionism prefers minimal international involvement; internationalism 

stresses the importance of building international security through multilateralist means.  

The authors note that some leaders fall more consistently within one current, while others 

move between them on different issues  (Wesley and Warren 2000: 13).  Arguing that 

rather than being simply ‘pragmatic ploys’, these changes represent ‘a range of reactions to 

international situations and domestic pressures that reflect philosophies about Australia 

and the world that vary substantially between foreign policy sectors’.  The authors also 

claim that the checks and balances that emerge between the three currents ensure that no 

one current can become extreme, or dominate for long, thus delivering a relatively 

harmonious and apparently bipartisan foreign policy.  While this may generally be true, it 

could be argued that the decision to take part in the war against Iraq was an exception to 

this apparent harmony and bipartisanship.  There was opposition to that decision from both 

the Federal Opposition and a large section of the community, yet despite this, the Prime 

Minister and his Government went ahead with that decision. 

 

Gyngell and Wesley’s (2003) Making Australian Foreign Policy provides the first detailed 

account of the process of the role of government departments and intelligence 

organisations in foreign policy-making in Australia, and the changes brought about by 

globalisation.  Defining foreign policy as ‘that dimension of public policy that deals with 

the outside world’, they quote Gaddis’s (2002) view that the job of foreign policy is to 

‘create an environment conducive to the nation’s interest’.  This suggests that policies 

promoted in domestic self-interest without regard for the broader welfare of other nations 

or the international system are unlikely to contribute to such an environment.  This view is 

echoed by Rosecrance (1973: 186), who notes that ‘one of the fundamental reasons for 

tension in the international system is the formulation of objectives and policies on a purely 

domestic basis’. 
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Foreign policy, international relations and diplomacy 

 
Foreign policy making is a complex process that is influenced by both domestic and 

international factors and contexts, reflecting, as Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 28) point out, 

how ‘deeply complex and intertwined any state’s foreign policies are across issues and 

with different aspects of domestic policy’.  Noting that their study deals principally with 

foreign policy, Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 9) draw clear distinctions between foreign 

policy, foreign relations and diplomacy.  While foreign policy is the part of public policy 

that deals with the outside world, they define foreign relations as ‘the outcome of the 

foreign policy process’ and diplomacy as ‘the tool used to implement the policy: the means 

to the end’.  This is particularly relevant when considering the role of the Prime Minister, 

because of the integral part he plays in all three dimensions.  As the authors note, in the 

Australian system, the prime minister is ‘the most influential individual in foreign policy 

making’.12  However, while they claim this influence ‘comes with the job’, it could be 

argued that the degree to which that influence is utilised depends upon the individual prime 

minister: some have been more involved and influential than others.  As this study will 

demonstrate, John Howard has become closely involved and highly influential in 

formulating foreign policy and, as the person who speaks on behalf of the nation, the 

responsibility for effectively using the tool of diplomacy to ensure the outcome of 

successful and effective foreign relations rests largely with him.  As Gyngell and Wesley 

(2003: vii) explain, this is an extremely important responsibility: 

 

Foreign policy is a subject worth taking seriously.  If it is conceived and 

implemented effectively, foreign policy delivers to a country benefits as tangible 

and significant as those produced by good economic policy.  If it is done badly, the 

consequences are frequently serious and can eventually become calamitous. 

 
This thesis argues that, to avoid such calamities, the national leader operating in the field 

of foreign policy needs special skills to deal effectively with the opportunities, challenges 

and dilemmas in an increasingly intertwined domestic/international political domain.  

Moving beyond the Janus-faced concept and the concept of double-edged diplomacy, it is argued 

                                                 
12 This view is supported in the literature. See Edwards 1982, Weller 1989, Trood 1992; Gyngell and Wesley 
2003. 
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here that by maintaining a constant scan and employing multidimensional diplomacy the 

national leader will be better equipped to face these challenges.  In Australia, because the 

Prime Minister is the key actor in this process, he bears a heavy burden of responsibility 

for, as Fearon (1998: 309) explains, 

…we are not interested in understanding and explaining foreign policy choices for 

the mere sake of doing so, but because we believe that foreign policies have 

important implications for human and planetary welfare. 

 

If, as already noted, ‘Self-centred actors are the key to turning an anarchy into a chaos’ 

(Buzan 1991: 359), the responsibility for formulating, communicating and implementing 

the nation’s foreign policy is a vitally important task for any leader. 

 
The two case studies presented in this thesis demonstrate that policies based on short-term 

domestic interests frequently lead to long-term foreign policy problems.  It is argued that 

the two concepts proposed here, constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy are 

essential approaches for the democratic national leader to employ in the current 

interconnected world.  However, much will also depend upon the personal orientation of 

the national leader, and the degree to which he or she approaches the task in a co-operative 

manner. 

 

This is outlined in Figure 6, which extends Rosenau’s (1997: 48) analysis of leaders’ 

orientation, arguing that the international system is likely to be more stable and secure if 

nations and their leaders adopt a cooperative approach to international relations.  This 

raises the question of whether leaders’ philosophical positions—realist or internationalist—

will influence their particular nation’s policy, and the way in which those leaders work to 

secure one of the fundamental facets of the national interest: the security of their nations. 
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National leaders 

UNILATERALISM 

Conflictual orientations  PAROCHIALISM — JANUS-FACED 

MEGAPHONE DIPLOMACY 

COMPETITION and CONFRONTATION

 

MULTILATERALISM 

Cooperative orientations CONSTANT SCANNING 

MUTILATERAL DIPLOMACY 

POSITIVE COMITY and NEGOTIATION 

 

 

 

Figure 6. The orientation of national leaders 

An extension of Rosenau's (1997: 48) table ‘Juxtaposing three worldviews in terms of the actors 
and behaviours deemed central’. 
 

Scholars such as Buzan (1991) have grappled with this issue in the context of the current 

fluid and interwoven international landscape.  In seeking a broader, integrated concept of 

security, Buzan (1991) argues persuasively that the ideological divide between the 

‘intellectual lenses’ of realism and internationalism is counterproductive.  While both 

concepts have an internal logic, he claims that the assumption that they are therefore 

mutually exclusive leads each to become ‘a more extreme version of itself’ (ibid: 376). 

 

In other words, because nationalist policies require the arming of the state, 

protectionism and a power struggle analysis of the system, they naturally clash 

with internationalist policies based on disarmament, international cooperation and 
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a harmony-of-interests model of the system.  If the clash is seen as so basic that it 

precludes a meaningful mix between them, then each alternative must carry alone 

the whole burden of security.  To do this, the national security policy must 

exaggerate the necessity for a powerful state, and the international security policy 

must leap all the way into utopias of general and complete disarmament, free trade 

and world government … the fallacy of this polarisation makes the middle ground 

hard to occupy as many an advocate of arms control and free trade has discovered 

Buzan (1991: 376). 

 

Buzan concludes that it is fundamentally erroneous to make the choice between the two, 

arguing that on practical grounds neither can deliver the desired security objectives.  He 

notes that ‘on conceptual grounds there is no choice, because individual, society, state and 

system cannot be disconnected from each other in relation to security’ (Buzan 1991: 377).  

He proposes an integrative security policy of ‘non-provocative defence’ (NPD), which 

incorporates strategies for both national and international security strategies.  Nationally, 

the state uses its own resources to provide a strictly defensive force, while internationally, 

‘it shows sensitivity to the security needs of others without at the same time seeming weak 

or lacking in commitment’. 

 
Buzan argues that the present narrow image of the security problem, on the part of both 

policy makers and the public, prevents new approaches being considered.  As he points 

out, when the public becomes concerned about security issues, the reactions are often 

extreme with calls for either power or peace, neither of which can be delivered.  Instead, 

Buzan believes there is a need to take advantage of the opportunities that a mature anarchy 

offers.  He claims there is mounting evidence that in its international form, mature anarchy 

‘can and does provide an impressive measure of peace and security, and that it can be 

reformed in ways that increase these results’ (Buzan 1991: 381).  He concludes, ‘[w]ithout 

images that connect aspiration to reality, security policy can only steer aimlessly through 

immediate crises without any larger sense of direction or purpose’.  These are important 

considerations for national leaders who are responsible for defining and communicating 

their foreign policies to both the domestic and international audiences, for as he points out 

(ibid: 329): 
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… governments stand at the interface between the internal dynamics of the state, 

and the external ones of the system.  It is the job of government, indeed almost the 

definition of its function, to find ways of reconciling these two sets of forces. 

 

Thus the national leader, situated at this nexus of these two domains, bears the prime 

responsibility for ensuring that the two sets of forces are reconciled.  Figure 7, which is an 

extension of Clark’s diagram (Figure 5), illustrates the centrality of the leader’s position 

and the expansion of their field of action in the modern interconnected world. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 7.  The national leader acting in the field of forces where domestic and 
international concerns intersect. 
 

As Figure 7 illustrates, with the greater degree of interconnection between domestic and 

international concerns, the leader’s field of responsibility and area of operation has 

increased accordingly.  This issue is highly relevant in the current global situation where 

the post Cold War political architecture has yet to be defined and national leaders struggle 

to come to terms with new and different challenges and opportunities.  As Elcock (2001: 

193) puts it, ‘leadership is more vital than ever because of the increasing pace of 

technological and social change’. 
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Richard Haass, a former director of state planning in the US State Department, 13 writing in 

the New York Times recently, argued that the Bush administration is trying to answer 

difficult post–Cold War foreign policy questions ‘without a compass’.  What is needed, he 

says, ‘is a foreign policy for both the post-cold-war and the post–9/11 world’ (Haass 

2005).  Haass claims that despite talk of a ‘Bush Doctrine’, there has been no coherent 

policy to determine strategies and priorities, guide decisions of long-term importance, and 

‘help to prepare the public for the commitments and sacrifices that may be required’.  A 

doctrine is also important, he says, because ‘it signals American priorities and intentions to 

outside governments, groups and other actors’.  Haass sees the greatest threats facing the 

US as those arising from what he calls the ‘dark dimension of globalization … terrorism, 

nuclear proliferation, infectious disease, protectionism and global climate change’, and he 

suggests the adoption of a policy of ‘integration’.  Based on a ‘shared approach to common 

challenges’ (ibid) such a policy would imply cooperation, rather than confrontation, and 

inclusion, rather than exclusion.  This is an approach closely allied with the concepts of 

constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy proposed in this study.  Haass (2005) 

claims that the US is moving ‘haltingly and reluctantly, but inexorably toward a more 

pragmatic and multilateral foreign policy approach appropriate to the era in which we 

live’.  The evidence presented in this study supports this notion: that leaders will be forced, 

over time, to adopt such an approach if they are to adequately meet the challenges of the 

post-Cold War world. 

 

The studies reviewed here offer useful insights into the nature and the challenge of national 

leadership.  The importance of the personal characteristics of the leader, the institutional 

instruments that enable or constrain leaders, and the interwoven domestic and international 

environment in which they must operate have all been recognised and explored by the 

scholars discussed above.  While there is debate about which factors are the most 

important, there is general agreement that leaders do not operate in a vacuum, but in an 

increasingly interwoven political landscape, and that all these factors contribute in some 

way to an understanding of the concept of leadership.  There is also agreement that certain 

personal characteristics are common to the majority of successful leaders: strength and 

clarity of purpose, consistency, and, importantly, the ability to communicate effectively.  

                                                 
13 At the time of writing, Haass was President of the US Council on Foreign Relations. 
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Whether politics is viewed as power, or power is seen as a factor in politics, it seems clear 

that the person in the leadership role is pivotal to the political process.  While institutions 

may both constrain and empower leaders, it is what leaders do and how they do it that 

matters.  The way in which leaders interact with these institutions and with other political 

actors, both domestic and international, in order to achieve their goals is what defines their 

leadership.  However, the specific question of how the national leader, situated at the nexus 

of domestic and foreign concerns, manages the complex challenges presented by that 

position, has received little detailed attention.  This thesis aims to contribute to that 

discussion. 

 

As a background to documenting the way in which John Howard responded to two major 

challenges in Australian foreign policy, the following chapter presents a brief outline of 

Australia’s foreign policy, and provides an account of John Howard’s rise from politician 

to prime minister. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Australian foreign policy 

 

For the purposes of this study, the term ‘foreign policy’ is defined as encompassing the sum 

total of the way in which the nation conducts its relations with other nations, as noted in 

Chapter One.  More specifically, foreign policy is part of the public policy program of the 

government of the day, described by Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 9) as ‘that dimension of 

public policy that deals with the outside world’.  This chapter provides a background to the 

traditions that surround foreign policy in Australia, before focusing on the role of the 

national leader, and the way in which John Howard manages this complex task. 

 

Foreign policy-making in Australia is dominated by the executive, a tradition that dates 

back to the time of Federation in 1901 and the establishment of the Australian Constitution, 

when the power to ‘make laws for the peace, order and good government with respect to … 

external affairs’ was vested in the national parliament (s51: xxix).  However, rather than the 

parliament, it is largely the executive arm of government that has exercised this power 

(Trood, 1992: 157; 1990: 93; Weller 1985: 180).  A directive from the British Colonial 

Secretary declaring that ‘the people of Australia form one political community, for which 

the Government of the Commonwealth alone can speak’, thwarted early attempts by state 

governments to bypass the Governor General and the Commonwealth Government, to 

communicate directly with the Colonial Office in London (Edwards 1983: 5).  Furthermore, 

it was considered appropriate that it should be the prime minister who communicated with 

the ‘mother country’.  As Alfred Deakin, Australia’s second prime minister and a framer of 

the Constitution put it, ‘relations with the mother country and NZ or the Pacific could only 

be properly dealt with by the head of the Govt [sic]’ (La Nauze 1979: 262). 

 

This was the beginning of a tradition that still exists: that most foreign affairs decisions are 

made by the Prime Minister and a small group of the executive, which usually includes the 

ministers for foreign affairs and defence.  Unlike other policy areas, most foreign policy 

decisions require no parliamentary debate or legislation.  As Knight and Hudson point out, 

it would be easier for the Commonwealth Government to declare war on the United States 



 71

than to increase the price of a packet of cigarettes, for which it would have to prepare the 

appropriate legislation, survive party-room debate, steer a bill through both houses of 

parliament, weather the publicity and ‘calculate the ire of the nicotine addicts’ (Knight and 

Hudson 1983: 27).  As well, foreign policy decisions often require swift, decisive responses 

and decisions as international events, such as Indonesia’s change of policy on East Timor, 

and the war on Iraq, emerge and unfold.  As Evans and Grant (1995: 45) note, much 

‘foreign policy product’, such as interviews, speeches, media releases and instructions to 

overseas missions must, of necessity, be made ‘on the run’ with very few issues requiring 

full Cabinet or Cabinet Committee attention or authorisation.  In addition, the breadth and 

complexity of information involved in developing foreign policy means that only the 

government in power will have the most current and relevant information required to make 

those decisions. 

 

The need for confidentiality and discretion in foreign relations and negotiations is also a 

contributing factor to the domination of the prime minister and the executive.  As one 

foreign minister is reported to have remarked, ‘words are like bullets in foreign affairs … a 

slip of the tongue or a misreported comment could have disastrous consequences … at 

times of international crisis, the less said the better’ (Edwards 1992: 380).  In the past, this 

shroud of secrecy has made foreign policy seem somewhat arcane to the public; however, 

the increased speed and availability of information around the globe, particularly through 

the electronic and print media, and the internet, has led to a much greater awareness of 

international events for most Australians.  This has, on occasions, aroused strong 

community reaction to international events.  For example, the graphic images of bloodshed 

in East Timor that were replayed on Australian television each night aroused strong 

community reaction, and led to a demand for the government to act.  Thus, while foreign 

policy is less subject to institutional and legislative constraints than other policy areas, in 

issues where there are strong public views, as in the case of East Timor, foreign and 

domestic policy may have a clear intersection, with the government compelled to act in 

response to public pressure, particularly if there is likely to be an electoral backlash.  As 

Keohane and Nye (1981: 130) point out, as the complexity of actors and issues in world 

politics increases ‘the line between domestic and foreign policy becomes blurred’, and 

while foreign policy may be said to be based on ‘the national interest’, the prime interest of 
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any government —as Prime Minister Howard himself admits— is to stay in power 

(Howard 1999n). 

 

The Australian Prime Minister and foreign policy 

 

At first glance, the power of prime ministers in Australia seems to be immense.  They have 

the right to select and dismiss ministers, they control the structure and proceedings of 

cabinet, and they can allocate extensive patronage, determine the distribution of functions 

of departments in the public service, and choose the date of elections.  It is the prime 

minister who speaks on behalf of the nation in international forums.  However, while prime 

ministers are protected in parliament by the support of a disciplined party, their party can 

also vote to remove them.  As Weller (1983: 3) observes, the prime minister ‘becomes 

prime minister because he or she is the leader of the party, was elected to that position, and 

can be removed if the party so desires’.  Therefore, in the domestic sphere, the prime 

minister must negotiate and compromise with a wide range of individuals: members of the 

party, including cabinet colleagues, and often-restless backbenchers, as well as opposition 

members and numerous interest and pressure groups, if he or she is to retain the support 

necessary to remain in power.  On the other hand, international issues and concerns, while 

they may seem less pressing for much of the time, nevertheless have the potential to erupt 

unexpectedly, often arousing an emotional public reaction, as in the case of both the East 

Timor crisis and the war against Iraq.  The prime minister must therefore exercise 

considerable judgement in establishing and ordering priorities from this complex and often 

conflicting array of issues and concerns.  This is a mammoth task, which requires the leader 

to be constantly aware of what is going on across the whole political spectrum; to maintain 

what is proposed in this study:  a process of constant scanning. 

 

Gyngell and Wesley (2003) point out that despite its small size—less than one third of one 

per cent of the world’s population—Australia has a history of involvement in world 

politics, having taken part in almost all major military conflicts since federation, when 

soldiers were serving in the Boer War (Gyngell and Wesley 2003: 10).  This has seen some 

prime ministers become particularly closely involved in foreign policy. 
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As Prime Minister from 1915 until 1923, W. M. (Billy) Hughes enjoyed playing the role of 

international statesman, and while in London for the first Anzac Day service, he spoke with 

rhetorical flourish about how Australian soldiers had been hailed by the world as heroes, 

who had ‘inspired us to a newer and better and nobler concept of life’.  The ‘deathless 

deeds of the valiant dead would yet be sung in sagas to generations of Australians to the 

end of time’ he said (Horne 1979: 109).  Similarly, his dramatic representation at the Paris 

Peace Conference in 1919 became legendary, as ‘the little digger’, as he came to be called, 

claimed a role for Australia as an independent nation.  Yet, as Horne points out, ‘his 

greatest failure as a wartime prime minister was his incompetence as a politician who could 

thread together, and hold together, a wide coalition of support … politicians must above all 

be politicians’ (Horne 1979:118).  It seems that in his enthusiasm for treading the 

international stage, Hughes neglected to maintain a constant scan across the domestic 

sector of his political domain, failing to foresee the rise of the Country Party (see 

Overacker 1968) for which he eventually paid the ultimate price in 1923.  This highlights 

the complexity of the national leader’s role, and the delicate balance that must be 

maintained between the domestic and the foreign policy responsibilities each must bear.  

Just like the pilot, the national leader must avoid being distracted by one issue to the 

detriment of others, particularly if there is the risk of losing the support of the electorate in 

the process. 
 

Prime Minister John Curtin also faced a complex range of challenges when he came to 

power in October 1941. As his biographer Ross (1971: 19) put it: 
 

Curtin faced a formidable array of challenges: his growing awareness of the need to 

change Australia’s involvement in WWII, to adapt to a rapidly changing external 

environment, to deal with an almost constant argument with Churchill, to heed the 

divided views of the nation, to reconcile the past, the present and the future, and to 

face the differential between principles and the immediate needs of a nation at war. 
  

Australia’s security was Curtin’s main priority and this prompted him to refuse Churchill’s 

request for Australian troops returning from the Middle East to be diverted to Burma after 

the fall of Singapore in 1942.14  He was a man who many regarded as unlikely to become a 

strong leader, yet as Prime Minister he grew in the job, and withstood considerable 
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domestic and international criticism to stand up for what he believed was in Australia’s best 

interests (ibid).  His public declaration that ‘without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it 

quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or 

kinship with the United Kingdom’ attracted strong criticism from both Churchill and 

American President Roosevelt, who said the statement  ‘tasted of panic and disloyalty’.  

However, many still regard his response to this major threat to Australia’s security as a 

landmark in Australian history and foreign policy (Ross 1977: 246-47), and he emerged as 

a strong leader who was able to withstand the criticism because he understood the ‘big 

picture’.  It seems he had maintained a constant scan across the broader political landscape, 

and was therefore able to make the decision that it was in Australia’s best long-term 

interest — to politely, but firmly resist Churchill’s request and to place greater reliance on 

the support of the United States. 

 

Australia’s longest serving15 Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies, also took a close interest 

in foreign affairs, acting as his own Minister for External Affairs between 1960 and 1961.  

He travelled to the United Kingdom regularly, and maintained close links with the British 

Government (for a full account see Day 1986; Martin 1993).  He was Prime Minister when 

Word War II broke out in 1939, and served as a member of the War Cabinet from 1939 to 

1941.  Although he is remembered for his ‘Britishness’ and his unswerving loyalty to the 

Crown, he was also aware that Australia was geographically part of the Asia Pacific region.  

In a speech as early as April 1939, he said, ‘[w]hat Great Britain calls the Far East is to us 

the near north … I have become convinced that in the Pacific Australia must regard herself 

as a principal, providing herself with her own information and maintaining her own 

diplomatic contacts with foreign powers’ (cited in Institute of Commonwealth Studies 

Conference Report: 1978).  This suggests that, despite criticism of him at the time for 

spending too much time abroad, Menzies did appreciate the importance of the Asian region 

and maintaining the balance between domestic and foreign concerns during his time as 

Prime Minister, and this may well have contributed to his long-term success.  Although he 

was loyal to Britain he was clear about Australia’s place in the world, recognising the 

importance of remaining aware of events both at home and abroad as he balanced domestic 

                                                                                                                                                     
14 For a full account see Ross (1977). 
15 Menzies was Prime Minister from June 1939 to August 1941 and from December 1949 until January 1966. 
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and foreign concerns.  However, when he lost the support of his cabinet colleagues and his 

party in 1941 he was forced to resign. 

 

During the ensuing years of his leadership, Australia signed both the ANZUS and South 

East Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO)16 treaties, and troops were deployed to Malaysia, 

to fight the communist insurgency, and to both the Korean and Vietnam Wars.  Although 

his attempt to have the Communist Party outlawed was rejected by the electorate during his 

first term in office, Menzies presented a consistent anti-communist message in both his 

domestic and foreign policy.  He was able to capitalise on an external issue—the fear of 

communism or as it was popularly called, ‘reds under the bed’—for domestic political 

advantage during his second term.  He thus had both community and opposition support for 

the commitment of Australian troops to the Korean War.  However, Menzies faced 

domestic opposition to participation in the 1955 Malaysian commitment that was described 

by the Opposition leader Evatt as ‘dangerously foolish’ (cited in Henderson 2003).  Peter 

Edwards, Australia’s official war historian, attributed this to the fact that Menzies made 

‘little effort to explain the reasons for the decision, or to encourage an informed debate on 

international affairs’ (cited in Henderson 1994: 136).  This highlights one of the key points 

of this study:  just how important it is for the national leader to communicate clearly with 

the public, in order to gain domestic support for foreign policy decisions. 

 

Furthermore, as Henderson (1994: 141) records, it was the Menzies Government’s decision 

to send combat troops, including conscripts, to Vietnam in what ‘became one of the most 

controversial wars in modern Australian history’, that contributed to an eventual eroding of 

the Government’s support.  There was lack of sufficient public explanation and debate 

before the decision was made, and although the decision attracted strong criticism from the 

Opposition, it had little impact in the short term.  However, in the longer term, it was the 

government’s inability to adequately explain or justify its decision that led to its loss of 

credibility and eventually contributed to its defeat (ibid).  This emphasises the importance 

of maintaining the delicate balance between internal and external concerns. 

 

                                                 
16 The SEATO alliance was a collective defence treaty designed to oppose communist gains in SE Asia. 
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William McMahon faced a similar conflict during his short-lived prime ministership 

between March 1971 and December 1972.  As well as failing to achieve unity in his 

cabinet, McMahon’s attempt to gain political capital by accusing Whitlam of being a 

Communist ‘pawn’ for visiting China backfired when US president Richard Nixon also 

decided to visit China.  Although he responded to domestic pressure by announcing the 

accelerated withdrawal of troops from the controversial Vietnam War, this did not save his 

political career.  Ultimately, McMahon failed to achieve the balance between domestic and 

external issues and he lost the support of his domestic constituency.  He was no match for 

the eloquent Whitlam, who replaced him as Prime Minister in 1972. 

 

Labor leader Gough Whitlam took a close interest in foreign policy during his short time as 

Prime Minister, taking on the Foreign Affairs portfolio himself from 1972 until November 

1973, but he was not faced with the challenge of deciding whether to engage in an external 

war.  However, Prime Minister Bob Hawke (1983-1991) did face this challenge when the 

US became involved in the first Gulf War following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 

1990.  Although there were many similarities between this challenge and that faced by 

Prime Minister John Howard with the war against Iraq, there were also marked differences.  

It is therefore relevant to outline just how Hawke managed this issue in 1990. 

 

Although both Hawke and Howard took the responsibility of deciding to deploy troops to 

an overseas conflict very seriously, both faced similar criticism:  Australia was too reliant 

on the US, too concerned with maintaining a defence force geared to correspond with the 

United States’ technology and forward defence capability rather than developing a policy 

of self-reliance.  It was also argued that by adopting a military response to perceived 

security challenges Australia was likely to arouse suspicion among regional neighbours, 

thus undermining the regional security environment, possibly leading to the development of 

an arms race (see Cheesman 1990; McKinley 86).  But unlike the pre-emptive war against 

Iraq in 2003, which had not been sanctioned by the UN, the first Gulf war involved a 

United Nations mandated response to an attack by Iraq on a sovereign country—Kuwait. 
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On 9 August 1990 the then Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, announced that Australia would 

support the United Nations Security Council’s decision to impose sanctions on Iraq, and 

that the Government had approved the deployment of three ships to the Gulf to support the 

sanctions.  As he noted in his autobiography, Hawke felt it was important to explain his and 

his Government’s reasons for their decision, for as he put it: 

 

The experience of this perhaps most demanding period of my career in public life 

confirmed for me that the Australian people are steadfast in supporting a 

government when they understand what is being asked of them and why (Hawke 

1994: 513). 

 

On 21 August 1990, Hawke proposed a motion in Parliament condemning the invasion of 

Kuwait by Iraq and, outlining his Government’s position, he emphasised the importance of 

the United Nations in maintaining international order in the post-Cold War world. 

 

The world has changed a lot since 1945 but I think that the lessons of the 1930s 

which underpin the United States Charter still hold true today; that international 

disputes must not be settled by force; that national borders must be respected; and 

that those who use force must not be permitted to prevail.  Those lessons establish 

principles that engage our real tangible interests, not just our sense of right and 

wrong.  The security and prosperity of the world and the security and prosperity of 

Australia will depend in the years ahead on the strength of those principles.  The 

strength of those principles in the years ahead depends absolutely on the support we 

give them today ((CPD HR 21 August 1990: 1119). 

 

Australia believed that a force acting under the United Nations flag would be the best 

framework for enforcing the UN economic sanctions, he said (ibid), adding ‘our ships are 

being sent to the Gulf region with a clear mission – to assist in enforcing economic 

sanctions … we are not sending ships to the Gulf region to serve our allies; we are going to 

protect the international rule of law which will be vital to our security however our alliances 

may develop in the future’ (CPD HR 21 August 1990: 1121). However, Hawke did  
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foreshadow the possibility that war may eventually occur if Iraq did not withdraw from 

Kuwait.  While Australia may be geographically distant from the crisis, he said: 

 

our interests are real and they are important.  We have a real stake in supporting 
proper norms of international behaviour between nations in the post–Cold War 
world … in doing what we can to prevent the Middle East being engulfed in a 
widening conflict … and in the affairs of a region which provides the vast bulk of 
one of the commodities most vital to the health of the international economy (CPD 
HR 21 August 1990: 1122). 

 

The Opposition supported the motion, and the only voice of disagreement came from the 

Democrats. 

 

On 4 December 1990, Hawke outlined his Government’s views and policies in response to 

the developing Gulf crisis.  He emphasised the gravity of the United Nations Security 

Council’s Resolution 67817 which authorised member states from 15 January 1991 to use 

‘all necessary means’ to enforce previous resolutions calling on Iraq to withdraw from 

Kuwait, and requested all states to ‘provide appropriate support for actions taken under the 

resolution’ (CPD HR 4 December 1990: 4319).  The UN deadline for Iraq’s withdrawal 

expired at 4pm on 16 January, and US President George Bush telephoned Hawke at 9.50am 

on 17 February to tell him that the air assault on Iraq would begin within the hour (see 

Canberra Times, 18 January 1991; Hawke 1994: 521).  After meeting with key ministers 

Hawke authorised the Chief of the Defence Force, General Peter Gration, to issue the order 

for Australia to join operations against Iraq.  In a press conference that afternoon, Hawke 

reiterated his reasons for going to war, adding: 

 

We all of us wish for peace, but we cannot have peace just by wishing for it or just 

by talking about it; we have to work for it, and sometimes, tragically, we have to 

fight for it.  The great lesson of this century is that peace is bought at too high a 

price, if that price is the appeasement of aggression (Canberra Times, 18 January 

1991). 

 

                                                 
17 Resolution 678 was sponsored by six members of the Security Council: US, Britain, Soviet Union, France, 
Canada and Romania and was passed on 29 November 1990 (CPDHR 4 December 1009: 4319). 
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He then announced that he was recalling Parliament to allow a full report and debate on the 

decision.  Despite his efforts to ensure the public were fully informed, not all in the 

community agreed with his decision.  There were peace marches in all the capital cities the 

following day, and a national anti-war rally was planned to coincide with the special sitting 

of the recalled Parliament on Monday 21 January.  Former Labor Minister Tom Uren told a 

rally in Sydney that George Bush (senior)—‘that six-gun specialist’—had been motivated 

by the need for oil, and ‘to prove to the American people that he is a strong President’ (see 

Canberra Times, 20 January 1991).  There were also anti-war rallies throughout the United 

States and in other parts of the world.  In a threat that came to be echoed many times in the 

years to follow—albeit from differing sources—the Iraqi envoy in Canberra, Saad Omran, 

warned: ‘[i]f Australia increases its involvement in this war and sends more ships and arms, 

Iraq calls on all the Muslims and Arab people around the world to hit the Americans and its 

allies’ interests around the world’ (Canberra Times, 20 January 1991). 

 

The special Parliamentary sessions on Monday 21 and Tuesday 22 January were televised 

as the Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, presented his reasons for joining a war which he 

described as possibly the most intensely and widely debated in history.  Pointing out that 

this was the third occasion on which the Government had initiated formal debate in the 

House, he said, 

 

it is of vital importance for us as members of parliament to ensure that our 

constituents, the people of Australia, understand clearly why this war has come 

about, and why this allied military response has become necessary, why the 

decision to commit Australian forces was a proper and a just one, and what the 

goals are for which we are now fighting.  Australians should be willing to commit 

our forces to combat only in the highest cause, and only as a last resort …Never has 

Australian military action been undertaken with such global consent and with such 

a broad alliance (CPD HR 21 January 1991: 3-4). 

 

He then outlined the three main reasons—three ‘interests of truly global importance’—

none of which could be achieved unless Iraq withdrew from Kuwait.  These were: the need 

to ‘establish the conditions for peace in the Middle East … to prevent the catastrophic 
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distortion and disruption of the international economy that would result from Saddam 

Hussein being placed to pursue his goal of domination of the world oil market … to 

achieve the promise of a more free, more peaceful and more prosperous world order in 

which the goals of the United Nations can at last be fulfilled’ (ibid: 4). Finally, in answer to 

his own rhetorical question ‘why should Australia, here in the southern oceans, send its 

young men and women to fight thousands of kilometres from our shores?’  Hawke pointed 

to the lessons of history, and recalled the ‘fatal appeasement of Hitler’ (ibid: 8). 

 

Unlike the war against Iraq during Howard’s tenure, the first Gulf war was over very 

quickly.  There were no terrorist attacks in Australia, hostilities ceased in Iraq on Thursday 

28 February, and there were no Australian casualties.  Hawke (1994: 525) recalled that he 

hoped ‘the stand of the international community through the UN in resisting Iraq’s 

aggression would lay a strong foundation for a peaceful post-Cold War era’.  While he felt 

sorry for the damage in Iraq and relief that Australia had suffered no casualties, he 

expressed pride in the part played by Australia’s Defence Force. 

 

The military tradition is seen as part of the Australian identity, with the major national 

holiday, Anzac Day, commemorating military action in the First World War.  John Howard 

called on this tradition and image when justifying Australia’s commitment of troops in both 

East Timor and Iraq, declaring that the soldiers went as part of ‘Australia’s great military 

tradition’, part of ‘ the Australian way’  (Howard 2003a; 2003n).  As discussed, many 

earlier Prime Ministers also faced the challenge of balancing domestic and international 

concerns, with some also facing the difficult decision of sending troops into battle.  It is 

also clear that those who maintained a degree of constant scanning, and an awareness of the 

whole broad expanse of the internal-external political expanse, were better able to maintain 

the crucial balance between the two.  Those like Hughes, who neglected to maintain that 

balance, paid the ultimate price by losing support and being voted out of office.  Yet, as 

Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 11) note, Australia is still uncertain about its place in the world, 

with the words ‘fluid’, and ‘uncertain security situation’ recurring frequently in the public 
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statements of political leaders and ministers18 since as early as that by Billy Hughes as 

Foreign Minister in 1937 (see Appendix Two). 

 

As well, there have long been two differing approaches to Australian foreign policy.  

Leaders like Menzies and Howard have emphasised building and maintaining close links 

with those whom Menzies called ‘our great and powerful friends’—first Britain, and then 

the United States—while others, like Keating and Evans, placed greater emphasis on 

engagement with the neighbouring Asian nations as a key priority.  However, as many 

analysts have pointed out, there is essentially no alternative but to recognise that both 

approaches need to be integral to Australian foreign policy.  The challenge for the national 

leader is to strike the right balance between the two (see FitzGerald 2001; White 2001; 

Gyngell and Wesley 2003). 

 

The degree of importance that individual leaders ascribe to either bilateral or multilateral 

relations has a bearing on how this balance is achieved.  While Keating and Evans firmly 

supported a multilateral approach to foreign relations, the Howard Government, as noted in 

its two White Papers,19 favours bilateral relations, which are seen as ‘the basic building 

block for effective regional and global strategies’.  The Government will take a ‘selective 

approach to the multilateral agenda, the Paper notes (DFAT 1997: iii).  Support for the 

ANZUS alliance has, however, been part of the foreign policy agenda of both Liberal 

Coalition and Labor Governments since the inception of the treaty in 1951 and its 

subsequent ratification in April 1952.  Furthermore, both parties recognise that there is 

really no alternative to maintaining good relations with both the United States and the 

countries of the Asia Pacific region.  The challenge that faces every Australian leader is 

precisely how to achieve this.  Before attempting to analyse John Howard’s role as the 

political leader charged with the responsibility of articulating the nation’s foreign policy, it 

will be useful to develop a picture of his early life and background, and to trace his rise to 

power. 

 

                                                 
18 For a full account see Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 11). 
19 Commonwealth of Australia (1997) In the National Interest and (2003) Advancing the National Interest. 
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John Howard and the road to politics 

 

John Winston Howard was born on July 26 1939, the fourth son of a hardworking garage 

owner, Lyall, and his wife Mona, and was named after Winston Churchill, who was to 

become one of his heroes.20  The family lived modestly in a house in Earlwood, in 

Sydney’s inner west, where the Howard boys all attended the Methodist church across the 

street. 
 

Described as ‘honest, unpretentious and upright’, (Barnett 1997: 4), Howard’s parents were 

strong supporters of the Menzies Liberal Party, and they imbued the boys with a definite 

code of conduct and a clear sense of how to behave appropriately.  In an interview in 1984, 

Howard recalled that his parents had instilled in him a ‘strong sense of individual justice’. 
 

I’ve never forgotten that when I was very young we were at the pictures and the 

lady who was picking up old sweet packets and bits of paper was in front of me.  I 

made the error of pushing a bit of paper towards her with my foot.  My mother was 

horrified and I can remember her reprimanding me and saying that it was an 

absolutely dreadful thing to do; that I should have picked it up and handed it to her, 

and that I should never treat somebody in that position like that in that sort of 

manner.  It’s something I’ve always remembered.  I think one of the things that 

non-conformism, and perhaps Methodism … gave me was a very classless 

upbringing.  Although my family believed very strongly in the traditional values of 

society (they were very pro-monarchy and pro-the family and so forth) it was a 

very classless sort of egalitarian upbringing.  I’ve always had little tolerance for the 

pretensions of some of the more conservative elements of our society (cited in 

O’Brien 1985: 82-3). 

 

He recounted the sweets incident again in an interview in 1989, adding ‘It’s a lesson I 

haven’t forgotten and always practised.  I can’t abide pretension’ (Henderson 1995: 32).  

According to Barnett (1997: 4), this example of his mother’s expectation that her sons 

would show respect to others helps to explain Howard’s unfailing courtesy and apparent 

lack of arrogance.  ‘John Howard remains someone who thanks the waiter,’ he says.  

Howard himself acknowledged his parents’ influence on his world view.  ‘I was brought up 
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to believe that working for yourself and not working for the government was the best of all 

worlds.  It was a very typical Protestant work ethic’, he recalled (ibid: 82).  Later, as Prime 

Minister, he commented: 
 

I brought to my job the values that I learnt from my parents.  The values that I had 

imbibed through life and those values are based on some very simple propositions 

about human nature.  They’re based on the belief that every individual is worthy, 

those values are based on the belief that we should create a society which treats 

people equally (Howard 1998). 

 

John Howard was just sixteen when his father died from a stroke in 1955, a day after 

selling his garage business.  Because his brothers were no longer at home, the young John 

was left to look after his mother, who was to become one of his strongest supporters as he 

developed a deepening interest in politics.21  His father and grandfather, both veterans of 

the First World War, left Howard with an enduring sense of pride in the virtue of service 

and commitment to one’s country. 
 

After graduating from Canterbury Boys’ High School in 1956 he embarked on a law degree 

at the University of Sydney, and became actively involved in Liberal Party politics, joining 

the Young Liberal Movement in 1957.  He studied only law subjects,22 and admitted that he 

was ‘fairly uninvolved’ in university life, due partly to a hearing impediment (later cured 

by surgery) that had a ‘slightly inhibiting effect’ on his extra-curricular activities (cited in 

O’Brien 1985: 84).  While working with a Sydney legal firm in 1962 he was elected 

president of the New South Wales division of the Young Liberals, thereby automatically 

becoming a member of the party’s state executive, and in 1963, he acted as Tom Hughes’s23 

campaign manager before travelling overseas for a year.  He watched Churchill’s funeral 

procession while in London, and was reported to have felt a sense of national pride when 

hearing Australia’s then Prime Minister, Menzies’ speech, which he considered to be better 

than all the others (Barnett 1997: 13).  Returning to Australia, he worked for a short time with 

a Sydney legal firm before unsuccessfully standing for preselection in the state seat of 

                                                                                                                                                     
20 At the beginning of the 1996 campaign Howard said,‘I’m the one who ultimately wins the last battle, and, 
in political terms, that’s Churchill’ (cited in Barnett 1997:12). 
21 His mother moved to the electorate of Drummoyne so that Howard could (successfully)  
contest the seat there in 1968. 
22 For which he has been criticised by those who see his world-view as too narrow. 
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Drummoyne in 1968.  In 1971, John Howard married Janette Parker who was, according to 

Howard’s brother, Bob, ‘a strong character’, a bit like their mother.  The couple moved to 

Wollstonecraft where, after an unsuccessful bid to win the seat of Berowra in 1971, 

Howard was elected to the federal Parliament in the seat of Bennelong in 1974. 

 

When the Fraser-Anthony Coalition Government came to power in parliament in 1975, 

Howard began to move quickly up the ranks.  After only 18 months in parliament he 

became Minister of Business and Consumer Affairs and in 1977, following the resignation 

of Treasurer Phillip Lynch, Howard took over as Treasurer, a position he held until the 

election of the Hawke Labor Government in March 1983.  He became Fraser’s deputy in 

1982, and he was Shadow Treasurer and Deputy Liberal Party Leader until 1985 when he 

replaced Andrew Peacock as Opposition Leader. 

 

In 1987, John Howard had been in parliament for thirteen years.  As he faced the election 

that year, commentators predicted that an electoral defeat would herald the end of his 

political career.  As one columnist put it: 

 

John Howard is a man staring at political death.  In a few weeks time he’ll 

be history – either as the most unlikely Prime Minister in modern Australian 

politics or as the man who had a once-in-a-life-time chance at the most 

glittering prize in the nation, failed and disappeared (cited in McGregor 1990: 

148). 

 

Yet despite widespread doubts about Howard’s ability to win the 1987 election, there were 

some who caught a glimpse of untapped qualities in the man who was to become one of 

Australia’s longest-serving prime ministers: his ‘grace under pressure’, the sort of ‘cool 

grace that is the mark of a man who believes in himself, and who retains a sort of nitty 

gritty integrity to the end’ (McGregor 1990: 148). 

 

                                                                                                                                                     
23 Liberal member for Parkes. 
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Howard led the Liberal-Country Coalition to a narrow defeat in 1987, a result that was 

attributed by some to the failed attempt of the Queensland National Party Premier, Joh 

Bjelke-Petersen, to become Prime Minister.24  Although he retained the leadership for 

another two years, Howard’s rivalry with Peacock continued, and in May 1989, Peacock 

regained the leadership after what many believed to be a coup.  For the next five years, 

Howard filled a variety of Shadow Ministry positions until the short-lived and unsuccessful 

leadership of Alexander Downer ended in 1995.  The parliamentary party, recognising that 

Howard was the only member senior and experienced enough to take on the challenge of 

opposing Keating, reinstated him as leader once again in January 1995. 

 

In an interview in 1984, Howard revealed a great deal about his world-view, and his view 

of Australian society.  As noted, he declared that he disliked any form of pretension.  He 

was also very sceptical about visionaries: ‘I have an instinctive distrust of people who play 

too fast and loose with grand visions.  There have been a few rather perfidious examples of 

that in history, and I am unconvinced by some of the grand vision politicians, I really am’ 

he said (cited in O’Brien 1985: 83).  These views have remained with him, and form part of 

his conservative world-view.  He also expressed the firm belief that ‘the Liberals are the 

natural governing party’ because Australia is ‘basically a very conservative country’ (ibid: 

84). 

 

As he faced the electorate in 1996, there were some who doubted that the self-labelled 

‘Lazarus with the triple bypass’ would ever become the national leader.  In the run-up to 

the 1996 election, when asked to nominate just one policy that would reshape Australian 

society for the better, Howard replied ‘real jobs and employment for young people’. This 

revealed what Starr (1997: 37) saw as ‘a finer sensitivity to the prevailing mood in the 

electorate’ – the current of thought.  The electorate responded, and finally, on March 2 

1996, after twenty-two years in parliament, John Winston Howard achieved his life-long 

goal: he became Prime Minister of Australia. 

                                                 
24 For a full account, see Barnett, 1997. 
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John Howard Prime Minister 

 

During the run up to the 1996 election, Howard was asked what style his government 

would have if he were elected.  He replied: 

 
There’d be less of a fetish about consensus.  People expect government to take 

decisions and implement them … I certainly wouldn’t be seeking to run an 

ostentatious style of government, because I’m not by nature an ostentatious person.  

It’s going to be … er, well, what you might call Average Australian.  Because 

that’s what I am.  I think I have more sympathy with people who live in the suburbs 

of Australia than any other political leader in the last twenty years (ibid: 153). 

 

Eight years later, as Howard won his fourth election victory and was about to become 

Australia’s second-longest serving Prime Minister, Kelly (2004: 27) confirmed Howard’s 

assessment of himself: 

 

Howard has never suffered a great man complex because he’s never seen himself as 

a great man.  He embodies the nation as it exists, not the nation of some idealistic 

construct.  Howard doesn’t have to imagine what ordinary Australians think – he 

just has to decide what he thinks because they are virtually the same.  No leader for 

50 years has had such an instinctual mindset with the people.  It is the source of 

Howard’s political victories, his limitations as a leader and the hatred of him by the 

intellectual class. 

 

The Prime Minister also reconfirmed the view of himself as an ‘instinctive’ leader, in an 

interview in 2004: 

 

I am by nature an instinctive politician on a lot of issues.  Most people who become 

leaders of political parties after a while they get to rely more on their instinct than 

anything else.  You don’t behave, one hopes, irrationally, but you do rely on 

instinct on a lot of issues (Howard 2004). 
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Howard said that his Methodist background had instilled in him ‘a sense of social justice … 

I’m a fierce believer in individual dignity and individual self-fulfilment … I guess I’m 

dryish rather than flintish.  I’m not flint dry – I’m just on the dry side’ (cited in Grattan 

2000:442).  He also declared that, while he understood that there were many Australians 

who disagreed with the policies of ‘my Government’, ‘I’ve never been a person who’s been 

reluctant to take a stand on issues. People know where I stand’. 

 

This has certainly been the image that Howard has maintained throughout his leadership:  

that of a man who has strong convictions, but who also possesses the ability to ‘sniff the 

political wind’ and appeal to the majority of Australians.  He has successfully tuned in to 

their aspirations and fears, while assuring them that he acts only because it is ‘in the 

national interest’ or that it is the ’right thing to do’—phrases that appear repeatedly in his 

speeches and interviews.  When asked to describe Howard’s key characteristics during a 

televised interview in 2003, many of his contemporaries referred to his consistency, his 

determination and his ‘doggedness’.  The former Secretary of the Department of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, Max Moore- Wilton, said he believes Howard’s ‘Australian-ness’ 

appeals to the majority of voters with his small business origin, his strong family, loyal 

wife, father and grandfather in the services and his unswerving commitment to Australia.  

(SBS TV 26/7/03).  The Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, agrees: ‘Howard is a 

creature of middle Australia.  He talks with them, not at them, and he is always trying to 

extend his constituency’ (ibid). 
 

Before the 1996 election, when Howard was asked to outline his foreign policy objectives, 

he replied, ‘[A]t the foreign policy level, I’d make some significant moves to improve our 

relationship with Indonesia, first through orthodox diplomatic channels … and later a 

Prime Ministerial visit to Jakarta’ (cited in McGregor 1990: 152).  He could not have 

foretold at that time exactly how challenging that objective was to become, as the events 

triggered by the fall of Indonesia’s President Suharto and the ensuing crisis in East Timor 

unfolded. 

 

The John Howard who came to power in 1996, promising to create a ‘relaxed and 

comfortable’ Australia, was reportedly ‘tougher, wilier, better positioned and much more 

confident’ than he had been as Opposition leader (Grattan 2000: 450).  It seemed that the 
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campaign slogan, ‘For all of us’, an appeal to middle Australia—‘Howard’s battlers’, a 

group similar to Menzies’ ‘forgotten people’—had been resoundingly successful. 

 

With the leadership unrest behind him Howard now led a united party, and it seemed that 

his ‘mandate’, with a 40 seat majority, was proof that, just as he had predicted in 1987, ‘the 

times will suit me’ (Summers 2003).  On the domestic front, Howard set about making his 

mark as soon as he took office, overseeing a massive reorganisation of the public service, 

with the replacement of one third of the departmental secretaries.  With the appointment of 

Max Moore-Wilton as head of the powerful Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 

there began a process of what many saw as politicisation of the public service, and he 

oversaw a dramatic reduction in the number of public service employees during the first 

four years of the Howard Government.  The Prime Minister then set about implementing 

his policies of ‘modern conservatism’ with its key element of ‘mutual obligation’.  This 

involves economic reform, which he believes is ‘about making people feel more secure, 

happier, more able to care for their families’—‘relaxed and comfortable’ (Howard 2000).  

However, unlike his heroes, Churchill and Menzies, or indeed his contemporaries, Blair 

and Clinton, Howard is not a polished orator.  He tends to speak ‘off the cuff’ from notes, 

and this has led to some of the problems he has encountered in communicating his policies 

and opinions to the media and the electorate (see Henderson 1998: 19-21). 

 

John Howard and Australian Foreign Policy 

 

In what was a major institutional change, the Howard Government set up a National 

Security Committee in 1999.  This committee, is chaired by the Prime Minister, and 

includes the Deputy Prime Minister, the Treasurer, the Ministers for Foreign Affairs, 

Defence, and Immigration, and the Attorney General.  The committee has the responsibility 

for international security and international economic issues, and draws on advice from a 

wide range of officials and staff,25 including the secretaries of the relevant departments, the 

Commander of the Defence Force and the Director-General of the Office of National 

Assessments (ONA), who attend all meetings (Gyngell and Wesley 2003: 107).  As Gyngell 
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and Wesley (ibid: 108) point out, the Prime Minister’s influence over foreign policy is 

strengthened by his chairmanship of this committee.  In December 1997, DFAT Minister 

Downer announced the establishment of the Foreign Affairs Council ‘to provide a 

mechanism through which the Government can draw upon the expertise and views of a 

range of distinguished Australians working in business, in academia and the media in 

developing its foreign policy’ (Downer 1997).  The Minister chairs the Council, which 

meets ‘approximately three times a year’ for general discussion of foreign policy issues 

(ibid). 

 

However, on the international front, Howard seemed to have little involvement in foreign 

affairs during his first term in office.  He had limited experience in the area, and was 

taunted by the outgoing Prime Minister, Paul Keating, as being unacceptable to Asian 

leaders, who, Keating claimed, would refuse to deal with him.26  In response, Howard 

seemed determined to distance himself from the foreign policy activism of the Hawke-

Keating Labor Government.  Foreign Minister Downer (1996) indicated that he was aware 

of the complexity and subtlety of relating to the Asian nations, noting that ‘Asia’s 

complexity should only serve to heighten Australia’s determination to be more sensitive to 

these cultural differences, and in so doing, more effective in forging relations with other 

Asian countries’.  However, the Prime Minister seemed to view Asia more as a beneficiary 

of Australia’s proximity and strength.  He emphasised repeatedly that Australia occupies ‘a 

unique intersection—a Western nation next to Asia with strong links to the United States 

and Europe—Australia deploys unique assets in our relationship with the Asian region’, he 

said.  In his effort to distinguish himself from the Keating era, which he found distasteful 

and untrue to Australia’s identity, he continued to stress the notion of Australians as 

independent and unique, adding: ‘…we have stopped worrying about whether we are 

Asian, in Asia or part of the mythical East Asian hemisphere.  We have got on with the job 

of being ourselves in the region’ (CPDHR September 21, 1999).  However, it was in Asia 

that he was soon to face the first major foreign policy challenge of his tenure—the crisis in 

East Timor. 

                                                                                                                                                     
25 Howard presides over the largest advisory system of any Australian Prime Minister: a total of 44 as at 
February 17 2004 (Senate Estimates Committee Finance and Administration Report: 65), 
http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/senate/commttiee/S7313.pdf 
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The international environment 

 

As Rosenau (1971: 212) notes, ‘some international politicians—those who hold high 

offices in national sub-systems—occupy a dual role, and are burdened with the additional 

responsibilities of domestic politics’.  When John Howard took office in 1996, the post-

Cold War world was a fluid external environment in which the framework of the bi-polar 

international system had been suddenly and dramatically undermined.  International 

institutions—the United Nations, the Security Council, NATO, the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund—which were all geared to operating in a bi-polar world, now 

had to rethink their place in the new world order.  As well, the forces of globalisation were 

markedly influencing the world economy (Gyngell 2003a: 81), a fact that was graphically 

demonstrated by the Asian economic crisis in 1997.  In the as yet undetermined global 

architecture, questions surrounded the role of the United States, now the world’s single 

superpower—would the US become less engaged internationally, or would it become more 

isolationist?  At first, the latter seemed most likely, but with the attack on the World Trade 

Centre on September 11 2001, the uncertainty was brought to an abrupt end. 

 

The US, under George W Bush, assumed a more ‘assertive and unilateralist’ world view as 

it embarked on the ‘war against terror’.  However, as Gyngell (ibid) points out, this new 

assertiveness, with its rhetoric of ‘pre-emptive strikes’, ‘collateral damage’ and ‘axes of 

evil’ raised even bigger questions: 

 

How were multilateral institutions like the United Nations to operate in a unipolar 

world?  Do we need to rethink the framework of international law in order, for 

example, to address issues like pre-emptive strikes against terrorists?  What was  

the continuing purpose of the privileged position of the nation state in a world in 

which so many of them were failing?  What, if any, new philosophical framework 

would replace the liberal internationalism that had inspired some of the best 

statecraft of the 20th century? … Could American exceptionalism provide an 

adequate organising principle for such a world? … Would, as traditional realist 

international-relations theorists supposed, a new balance of power now coalesce to 

                                                                                                                                                     
26 This was partly due to his comment, during an interview in the 1988, that Asian immigration should be 
limited – see Kelly (1988) in The Australian. 
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address the overwhelming power of the US or had the fundamentals of the 

international system now changed? (Gyngell 2003a: 81-82). 

 

One might expect that the uncertainty of the international order and the emergence of such 

major questions would promote serious debate among Australian policy-makers.  Yet, 

despite all these ‘big picture’ questions, it seems that the focus in Australian foreign policy 

remained on far more inward-looking considerations.  As the Government’s first foreign 

policy White Paper In the National Interest stated clearly: ‘Preparing for the future is not a 

matter of grand constructs’.  It seemed there was little room for vision, and the emphasis 

was firmly on an interests-based foreign policy (Gyngell 2003a: 84).  As Hanson and Tow 

(2001: 4) put it: [t]he Coalition … has been inclined to emphasise more direct, pragmatic 

security and trading interests, with an implicit preference for bilateral approaches’. 

 

The domestic environment and the currents of thought 

 

The fluid post-Cold War external environment of the late 1980s and early 1990s saw 

Australia move towards a ‘middle–power diplomacy’ approach to foreign policy under the 

Hawke and Keating Labor Governments.  This came from the recognition of the need to 

‘enhance Australia’s political, strategic and economic positioning within the region’ and 

that, as a middle power, ‘Australia has limited power and influence in today’s international 

community’ (Hanson and Tow 2001: 4).  The foreign policy activism of Keating and his 

foreign minister, Gareth Evans, saw a move to closer engagement with Asia, and 

involvement in both ‘niche diplomacy’ and efforts to be, and be seen to be, a ‘good 

international citizen’ (Evans and Grant 1995: 42). 

 

However, the election of the Howard Government in March 1996 was seen to reflect, in 

part, a reaction by the community to the internationalist approach of the Labor government, 

and unease about the pace of change, and there was a conscious move by the newly elected 

government towards a more pragmatic, traditionalist approach.  This change was also 

consistent with the ideological differences between the major political parties.  The Liberal 

and National parties have historically leaned towards a realist traditionalist approach, while 

the Labor Party has taken a more internationalist and idealist view of both the international 
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environment, and Australia’s place in the world (Trood 1992: 6).  Referring to Foreign 

Minister Downer, Greenlees (1996) commented: ‘Mr Downer has tried to differentiate 

himself from Mr Evans’s era of foreign policy by criticism of the notion that Australia 

should “fight above its weight” in world affairs’.  This move is likely to have been inspired 

by the belief that Keating’s ‘big-picture’ fast-moving approach had moved beyond the 

current of thought in the community where concern about the rapid pace of change, and the 

unpredictability of the new world order, had led to a more traditionalist mood in the 

electorate. 

 

The Liberal Party’s plan for foreign policy was outlined in a document entitled A Confident 

Australia, which was released before the 1996 election. 

 

The Coalition has a vision for Australia in the 21st century as a co-operative, 

economically competitive and secure nation, fully engaged with the East Asian 

region, while maintaining and developing important links with countries beyond the 

region.  The implementation of this vision will be driven by enlightened realism: by 

a commitment to practical measures to advance Australia’s national interests within 

a framework of liberal values, the rule of law and practical international 

cooperation (DFAT, Insight: 1996: 3). 

 

While this seemed consistent with the previous government’s policy, there was indication 

of a change in approach, and a thinly veiled criticism of the former government’s style.  

The paper noted that there was ‘considerable scope for changes in the style and conduct of 

foreign policy’.  There was a need for a more ‘focused’, ‘practical’ and ‘realistic’ approach 

to foreign policy, and the paper contained a promise to avoid ‘actions and policy initiatives 

which are based on inflated expectations or an exaggerated perception of our likely 

influence, and which can be seen as meddlesome and with little chance of outcomes 

favourable to Australia’s interests’ (ibid: 4).  The paper concluded, ‘[we] do not subscribe 

to unrealistic notions of global idealism’ (ibid: 6).  John Howard has consistently expressed 

this view throughout his tenure: that he eschews what he sees as idealistic visionary 

approaches to foreign policy.  While this is a reflection of his own traditionalist world-view,  
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it seems that it also coincided with the current of thought in Australian society at that time, as 

the Howard Government was swept to power in March 1996. 

 

The foreign policy of the Government is outlined in the first-ever foreign affairs White 

Paper, In the National Interest, published in 1997.  The Prime Minister is reported to have 

taken a deep personal interest in shaping the document, even taking it home and making 

notes and suggestions on an early draft (Sheridan 1997: 30).  Declaring that ‘Australia’s 

foreign and trade policy is about advancing the interests of Australia and Australians’, the 

paper claims that the Government’s approach to foreign and trade policy will be defined by 

‘a clear sense of the national interest, an understanding of what is important for Australians, 

and confidence in the capacity of Australia to shape its future internationally’.  Reflecting 

the pure realism of the Government’s approach, it also confirms the view that ‘[p]reparing 

for the future is not a matter of grand constructs’ (DFAT 1997: iii).  Rather, 

 

it is about the hard-headed pursuit of the national interests which lie at the core of 

foreign and trade policy: the security of the Australian people and the jobs and 

standard of living of the Australian people’.  In all that it does in the field of foreign 

and trade policy, the Government will apply this basic tenet of national interest  

(DFAT 1997: iii). 

 

While noting that ‘the national interest does not change with a change of Government’, the 

paper also indicates some differences in approach: a greater emphasis on bilateral 

relationships, a ‘selective approach to the multilateral agenda’, and a cautious approach to 

the effectiveness of multilateral organisations such as the United Nations.  The links 

between domestic politics and foreign and trade policies are noted, along with the need for 

policies to ‘meet the needs and reflect a close understanding of the interests of all 

Australians’ (ibid: vii).  With its emphasis on bilateral relationships—in particular the US 

Alliance—doubt about the general effectiveness of the United Nations, and the emphasis 

on economic issues, the Paper signalled a move away from the foreign political activism of 

the Hawke and Keating Governments (Ravenhill 1998: 324). 
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The paper attracted criticism from Fitzgerald, Viviani and Wesley (1997: 13-15) for its 

‘hard-headed and self-interested approach’ that appears to view Asia mainly as a source of 

economic benefit with human rights ranking of minor importance.  They also warned 

against the move to bilateralism, pointing out that this could result in difficulties for 

Australia in the event of a disagreement between major powers involved in the region (ibid: 

30).  They noted that the very general, and often contested, definition of ‘national interests’ 

could ‘conceivably justify a range of foreign policy options, many of them possibly even 

harmful to the interests of Australian society’.  ‘It is not enough to see the national interest 

only in terms of security and prosperity’, they stressed.  Rather, 

 

a guiding statement or doctrine of foreign policy needs a conceptual foundation, an 

organising idea that reflects sober appraisal of the global and regional 

environments, the unique position of Australia within those environments, and how 

best Australia can exist within those environments to advance the interests of its 

people (FitzGerald, Viviani and Wesley 1997: 13-15). 

 

There was also criticism of what is seen to be an ‘economic instrumentalist approach’ with 

an apparent lack of attention to ‘wider human interests’ and any indication of ‘who we are 

and want to be as a nation and what we stand for … our history, our international 

circumstances and our values’ (ibid: 15)27.  The emphasis on bilateral relationships is also 

questioned, with a cautionary reminder that in such relationships, the more powerful partner 

stands to be dominant and to gain the greater benefit.  As a middle-sized power, Australia 

would be better served by seeking multilateral relationships with other middle-sized states, 

mindful that ‘bilateral relationships can be strengthened within multilateral settings’ and those 

multilateral structures tend to provide greater stability (ibid: 31).  This critique also suggests 

that the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), while mentioned only briefly in the White Paper, 

would provide the best opportunity for Australia to manage the possibility of an 

‘incompatibility between the great power relationship strategy and Australia’s capacity to 

play a creative and trusted role in the ARF’—a challenge that was not addressed in the  

                                                 
27 As the authors point out, ‘famous statements of national foreign policy documents such as the Monroe 
Doctrine … and the Brezhnev Doctrine contain unambiguous definitions of what the nation stands for, and 
how this dictates national aspirations and policies in the international arena’ (FitzGerald, Viviani and Wesley 
1997: 34).  
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White Paper.  Such a change would signify ‘a maturing in Australian foreign policy’, and 

indicate ‘a willingness to move from a foreign policy based on the fundamental importance, 

or centrality, of a special relationship with a great power of cultural affinity, to making 

common cause with states closer in size, position and strategic interests’.  This would seem 

to be in the ‘national interest’, the report concludes (ibid: 33). 

 

This critique suggests that the real challenge for Australia may well be the need to 

acknowledge that many of the choices about the future may not be Australia’s to make.  

Instead, they may be powerfully influenced by external factors such as major powers, both 

global and regional, and events that require adaptation and flexibility in the formulation of 

foreign policy.  As the response document concludes: 

 

The choice for Australia is not so much between history and geography, as 

between comfort and change; for the future, the choice is between voluntary 

adaptation and pressured reactive change (FitzGerald, Viviani, and Wesley 

1997: 25). 

 

The second White Paper, Advancing the National Interest, was released on February 12 

2003, by which time the terrorist attacks on the United States in September 2001 and the 

Bali bombings of 2002 had presented a new set of strategic and security challenges for the 

Government.  The immediate focus for the media was the growing likelihood of the United 

States, under George W Bush, making a ‘pre-emptive strike’ on Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the 

key member of what Bush had labelled the ‘axis of evil’.  However, with headlines such as 

‘Bush pulls Howard into the ‘coalition of the willing’’ dominating the media, the new 

White Paper commanded little immediate attention. 

 

A joint media release from Foreign Minister Downer and Trade Minister Vaile declared 

that while Australians could be positive about ‘our prospects and our standing in the world 

… we cannot afford complacency’.  The Bali bombings and the ‘threat of the proliferation 

of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq and North Korea remind us that we cannot take our 

security for granted’, it noted (Downer 2003).  However, while there is an emphasis on 
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security matters in the White Paper, it seems that some of the criticisms of the previous 

Paper had received some attention. 

 

While the purpose of the Government’s foreign and trade policy remained basically the 

same—‘to advance the national interest—the security and prosperity of Australia and 

Australians’—the ‘task’ is described as being ‘to advocate and advance those interests in a 

way which is both effective and in accord with the values of the Australian people’.  The 

‘twin pillars’ of foreign policy are stated as being ‘responsibility’ and ‘responsiveness’: 

responsibility to ‘promote the national interest and protect the interests of all Australians’, 

responsiveness to the ‘values of the Australian people’.  However, these fundamental 

values and beliefs—‘tolerance, perseverance and mateship’—hardly represent the creative 

and outward looking, humanistic values that FitzGerald, Viviani and Wesley (1997) had 

hoped for.  As they noted, the statement of the national interest needs to be ‘more creative 

and outward looking’, and should include a clearer definition of ‘who we are and want to 

be as a nation, and what we stand for’ (ibid: 15).  To define the national interest simply in 

terms of security and prosperity overlooks the more complex questions of our place in the 

world, and how we relate to the region in which we live. 

 

As Gyngell (2003a: 85) points out, there is a marked difference in the document between 

the approach to Australia’s relationship with the US and that with Asia.  While the 

relationship with the countries of Asia is noted as ‘an abiding priority in Australian foreign 

and trade policy’ (Commonwealth of Australia 2003: xv), the alliance with the US is 

described as ‘vital’ and ‘fundamental to our security and prosperity’ because of its 

‘fundamental contribution to regional security and prosperity’ (ibid: xvi). 

 

The White Paper places greater emphasis on security matters, ‘in a fluid and uncertain 

international environment’, and the growth of Islamic fundamentalism in South-East Asia 

is seen to be ‘of greatest and most immediate concern’.  There is a strong emphasis on the 

uncertainty of the international environment, with the reminder that ‘Australia’s world is an 

uncertain one’.  The major challenges identified are economic globalization and threats to 

security, with the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, and the Bali 
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bombing of October 12 2002 regarded as ‘defining events’ that have ‘changed Australia’s 

security environment in significant ways’ (DFAT 2003: ix). 

 

In a chapter devoted to ‘Strengthening our Alliance with the United States’ there is an 

emphasis on shared ‘values and ideals’, a point that Howard has frequently restated when 

referring to his support for US policy in the war against Iraq.  In a joint press conference 

with President George W Bush at his Texas ranch in 2003, Howard (2003q) said: 

 

Australia and America are close friends because above all we have similar values.  

In the end, the thing that binds nations together more than anything else is the 

commonality of their values and we have a view of the world that puts freedom and 

individual liberty, a belief in market outcomes where appropriate at the centre of 

the activities of both our nations. 

 

Rather than accepting the recommendation to adopt a more multilateral approach to foreign 

policy, this White Paper placed even greater emphasis on the US Alliance, noting that the 

Government ‘will continue to place a major priority on strengthening Australia’s alliance 

with the United States’ (DFAT 2003: 11). 

 

Australia’s long-standing partnership with the United States is of fundamental 

importance … [n]o other country can match the United States’ global reach in 

international affairs.  Further strengthening Australia’s ability to influence and work 

with the United States is essential for advancing our national interests. … 

Australia’s ANZUS Alliance with the United States is fundamental to our national 

security …  The Government wants to deepen the alliance to ensure that it 

continues to deliver for Australia and the United States as the international security 

environment evolves (DFAT 2003: 86-88). 

 

The relationship with Asia, on the other hand, was described in a more businesslike, 

pragmatic tone, with the emphasis placed upon ‘mutual respect’ and the focus on ‘those 

relationships and issues that matter most to Australia’s interests’ (ibid 72). 
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Emphasising the continuing move away from the previous government’s policy of Asian 

engagement, the Paper states: ‘Australia goes out into the region not as a supplicant but as a 

partner seeking to work with our neighbours for mutual benefit’ (ibid: 85).  There is also 

what Gyngell (2003) calls ‘an instructional tone’ as well as a pragmatic note in the 

references to the region.  Indonesia is urged to press ahead with economic reform, regional 

governments need to achieve more if they are to remedy the ‘shortcomings’ exposed by the 

Asian financial crisis, while in the Pacific region, Australia is ‘prepared to help those 

countries which are prepared to help themselves’ (ibid: xvii). 

 

The constant use of the term ‘national interest’ in the White Paper drew sharp criticism 

from Camilleri (2003: 431) who asks, ‘How much clarity does it offer to the domestic and 

international constituencies as to the government’s objectives and understanding of the 

world?’  He concludes: ‘not very much’.  Arguing that the Howard Government’s 

interpretation of the term is dominated by issues of military security with passing 

references to ‘amorphous notions of “the Australian way” and such economic abstractions 

as growth and competitiveness’, Camilleri sees little evidence of any attempt to link 

interests with values, or to outline just how the rhetorical declaration of these security and 

economic interests is to be put into practice (ibid: 433-434).  While it could be argued that 

the fluid nature of the international environment may make it difficult to enumerate specific 

plans for foreign policy implementation, as Fitzgerald, Viviani and Wesley (1997: 13-15) 

pointed out, as well as a conceptual foundation, a statement of foreign policy, like any other 

policy document, requires some outline of the government’s plans for the implementation 

of that policy.  Without such a framework, foreign policy is likely to become a series of ad 

hoc reactions to situations as they arise. 

 

In questioning both the parochial and inward looking tone of the Paper, Camilleri suggests 

that a more global outlook, where national interests are pursued with due account to the 

interests of other nations, is likely to be more effective in an increasingly interdependent 

world, and he is highly critical of the increased emphasis placed upon the US Alliance.  

Camilleri argues that ‘the centrality of the relationship in Australian discourse is not based, 

as it should be, on a ‘transparent calculus of costs and benefits’, nor on a clearly 

understood, or debated, forward-looking concept of the national interest.  Instead, Camilleri 
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claims, it is ‘the response of a relatively small political elite which prefers to operate in the 

comfort zone of intellectually and psychologically familiar terrain’.  It is unlikely to be the 

answer to balancing or achieving national interests in the ‘increasingly complex patchwork 

of national, local, regional transnational and global sources of legitimacy’ he says 

(Camilleri 2003: 451). 

 
Gyngell (2003: 86) is also critical of what he sees as a ‘shrugging acknowledgement that 

we find ourselves in a global one-horse race’. He argues that there is a need for a fresh, 

more active and more comprehensive approach to Australian foreign policy, that takes heed 

of ‘the areas where the immediate tasks of, and opportunities for, Australian diplomacy lie 

– in the fragile complex region around us’. 

 

While there has been continuing electoral support for Howard’s foreign policy, there has 

also been a great deal of stringent criticism from academics and the press.  Arguing for an 

East Asia Doctrine, FitzGerald (2001:169) describes Australia’s current foreign policy as: 

 

subjective, self-centering, and self-referencing.  It betrays reactive ad hoc decision-

making, with the principal reference point being, not the objective regional 

environment, but a hotch-potch of opinion polls, populism, gut feeling and personal 

views. 

 

He sees the need for a doctrine, particularly in relation to the region, to outline ‘a vision of 

what Australia stands for and wants for itself’, with commitment to a set of guiding 

principles that will ‘provide an intellectual discipline and shape policies and determine 

decisions, consistently and over the very long term’ (ibid: 170).  No doubt the Prime 

Minister would claim that this is, in fact, what he outlined in the two White Papers, yet as 

discussed above, both of these documents have also attracted a great deal of criticism. 

 

Wesley (2003:204) echoes FitzGerald’s view that a clear statement of values in Australia’s 

foreign policy is needed.  He argues that the government needs to decide between ‘orienting 

foreign policy towards narrow, instrumentalist self-interest’ and  ‘leavening self-interest with 

concern about cosmopolitan values and shared international values’—essentially a        
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choice between pure realism or a realism tempered with internationalism.  The stating of 

values requires careful consideration. 

 

The Prime Minister made a statement to parliament on 21 September 1999 in which he 

made it clear that foreign policy must be based on the ‘national interest’ and ‘Australian 

values’.  (CPD HR 21 September 1999: 10032).  However, as Cotton (2002: 203) points 

out, while emphasising the uniqueness of Australia’s values, ‘assets’ and defence resources, 

Howard failed to consider whether these were welcome in the region (Cotton 2002: 202).  

It could also be argued that the values Australia stands for are hardly unique.  Rather they 

are values universally shared by democratic societies, and enshrined in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights.  This approach indicated Howard’s apparent lack of 

appreciation of the effect his words would have on the external audience, and his focus was 

on domestic considerations.  At this stage of his leadership, his concept of the ‘national 

interest’ seems to have been parochial, and he did not yet seem to appreciate the need for 

multidimensional diplomacy.  However, the evidence presented in the following chapters 

tracing his foreign policy trajectory between 1999 and 2004 demonstrates how he was 

obliged to develop a more outward-looking approach and to employ a measure of both 

constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy as he faced the challenges presented to 

him.  Because he exhibited the flexibility to learn from his mistakes, this trajectory also 

provides an example of policy learning. 

 

Managing the challenges:  Howard’s command of the media and the message 

 

John Howard has presided over a highly disciplined government with few leaks of 

information or public disagreement among its members.  This has been attributed to 

‘Howard’s own dominance of the executive and his eye to detail … and his devouring of 

the media’ (Walker 2003).28 

 

                                                 
28 An example of this was Howard’s clever use of the media during the caretaker period before the 2001 
election, when he used the media to emphasise his message about border security during the children 
overboard affair. He gave 92 media interviews during the campaign period, aiming to reinforce his message 
of the need for strict border protection, skilfully linking that with fighting terrorism. 
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As the national leader, Howard’s command of the media is arguably greater than that of 

any of his predecessors (Chann 2000; Steketee 2001).  He conducts a constant series of 

radio, television and doorstop interviews, with a particular emphasis on talkback radio 

programmes, where he can communicate directly with his constituents, and gain the 

support of  ‘older, more conservative, and ideologically sympathetic talkback radio 

listeners’  (Tiernan 2005: 160).  He is aware of the power and influence of the so called 

‘shock jocks’—popular radio talk-back hosts—and this direct approach allows him to 

remain in control of the message, avoiding any journalistic interpretation or spin.  As 

Steketee (2001) notes, this also allows him to ‘talk to Australians over the heads of the 

Press Gallery’.  Bartos (2003: 46) agrees, arguing that the Howard Government is more 

intent upon controlling the policy debate than any previous government, and that this is 

made possible by the size and power given to executive support staff (for a full account see 

Maley 2002, 2002b; Tiernan 2004). 

 

However, Howard is very much his own master, rarely using prepared speeches, yet always 

on top of his topic, so he is apparently well briefed.  He keeps his messages simple and 

repetitive.  This allows him to ensure consistency in his message, which he reaffirms by 

repeating his basic mantra of promoting ‘Australian values’, and defending each decision 

and action he takes ‘because it is right’ and ‘in the national interest’.  His constant 

repetition of his position and his defence of each major foreign policy decision serves to 

convince a majority of the public that he is consistent, confident and a strong leader in 

control of the country’s wellbeing.  As he says, ‘people know what I stand for’ (Howard 

2004a).  In an address to a State Council of the Liberal party after gaining a fourth election 

victory and securing a majority in the Senate Howard (2005) said: 

 

We do have enormous responsibility but we have to use it wisely and calmly and 

soberly and sensibly.  The Australian people don’t want extreme measures.  But 

they want a government that is strong and determined and clear in communicating 

what it stands for.  The Australian people respond to consistency.  They don’t like 

extremism, they have a contempt for weakness and indecision and rightly so.  And 

we must keep these political messages in mind. 
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He also admitted to relying on his own instincts.  ‘I am by nature an instinctive politician 

on a lot of issues,’ he said.  ‘Most people who become leaders of political parties after a 

while they get to rely more on their instinct than anything else, you don’t behave, one 

hopes, irrationally but you do rely on instinct on a lot of issues’ (Howard 2004).  As Wright 

(2001b) puts it: 

 

No one runs John Howard – a solitary figure who believes ultimately in his own 

intuitive feel for what he considers the Australian mainstream. 

 

This approach also extends to his control of the party room, where he is reputed to 

encourage discussion, and listen politely to opposing views, but once a decision is made, he 

demands and expects unswerving loyalty and solidarity at all times.  This view is supported 

by Henderson (1998: 5) a former member of Howard’s staff, who notes that Howard 

dislikes personal argument and dissension, suggesting that this may explain why he ‘does 

not revel in difference’.  Barns (2003: 123) goes further, adding ‘there is no room in the 

Howard Liberal Party for anything other than reverence and obedience to Howard’s 

policies and political strategies.  MPs who speak out against Howard … are punished in the 

most direct way possible’.29 

 

Certainly as a leader, Howard must be credited with running a tightly controlled, publicly 

loyal and cohesive team, a feature that, in part, accounts for his continued electoral success.  

However, this same control has also arguably resulted in the stifling of public debate, the 

limiting of information to the general public, and the discrediting of those who dare to 

differ.  This has prompted criticism from those like Woolcott (2003) who believes that, 

domestically, there is the danger that citizens become disengaged if they feel they do not 

have a reasonable level of trust in their politicians, while internationally, Australia may 

become less trusted and influential if it is seen as pursuing an exclusively self-interested 

path.  This is discussed more fully in the following chapters. 

 

                                                 
29 Barns cites the cases of Julie Bishop, the prominent WA MP apparently denied promotion because of her 
opposition to Howard’s tough stance on asylum seekers, and Petro Georgiou, member for Kooyong who 
dissented over mandatory-sentencing laws (Barnes 2003: 123). 
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Conclusion 

 

As this chapter has shown, it is the executive that dominates foreign policy making in 

Australia and Prime Ministers, if they so choose, can play a major role in this process.  

Some, like McMahon and Holt, seemed to have less interest than others, while some, like 

Curtin and Menzies, were closely involved.  The evidence shows that both Curtin and 

Menzies, and for a time, Hughes, were able to maintain the delicate balance between 

domestic and international concerns and interests.  This suggests that they achieved this by 

having a clear picture of Australia’s place in the world, and by maintaining a constant scan 

across the domestic-international political landscape. 

 

By the time John Howard become Prime Minister in 1996, the Cold War was over, and the 

new international political architecture had yet to be determined.  The development of a 

global economy and advances in technology were increasing the speed of transport and 

communication as part of a globalising process that was causing nations to both converge 

and intermesh, yet also diverge and fragment.  This was the international landscape into 

which Howard came to office with his declared intention to create a ‘relaxed and 

comfortable’ Australia. 

 

Described by some as a ‘conviction politician’ (Grattan 2000: 439; Kelly 2004: 32 The 

Australian; Trood 2004 pers. comm.) Howard is, at the time of writing, the second longest 

serving prime minister in Australia’s history, and he may well go on to become the longest 

ever.  He has been described by Kelly (2005) as ‘a cultural traditionalist and an economic 

liberal, a champion of the settled order and an advocate of a new economic vista’, whose 

message is that ‘big decisions must transcend political moods and currents’.  While he may 

have strong convictions, he has also increasingly demonstrated a readiness to be flexible—

some would say populist—in response to community demands.  His longevity may be in 

part attributed to his ability to tune in to community expectations, and his determination to 

avoid becoming arrogant.  These were expressed in a speech to the party faithful in 

September 1999 when he said: 
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The electorate is interested in governments and leaders who do the job in an 

unostentatious fashion, achieve results and go on to the next bit.  People are 

interested in outcomes … And if you ever give the impression to the electorate 

that you are taking them for granted, that you believe you are there by divine right 

or that you are terrific the Australian public in its typical capacity to bring people 

down to size, will exact vengeance (Howard 1999n). 

 

Six years later, he confirmed this approach in a speech to a Liberal Party State Council, 

noting that despite his Government’s resounding fourth victory, and its historic Senate 

majority: 

 

We have an enormous responsibility but we have to use it wisely and calmly and 

soberly and sensibly.  The Australian people don’t want extreme measures.  But 

they want Government that is strong and determined and clear in communicating 

what it stands for.  The Australian people respond to consistency.  They don’t like 

extremism, they have a contempt for weakness and indecision and rightly so.  And 

we must keep those political messages in mind, those political realities … 

complacency is the giant killer of Australian politics … you must always keep 

working hard and running hard to retain the trust and confidence of the Australian 

people (Howard 2005). 

 

Howard’s ability to listen to his electorate and to ‘sniff the political wind’ has stood him in 

good stead.  Although he has become increasingly confident over time, he never takes the 

electorate for granted, and he engages directly with them through constant media 

appearances and interviews.  This allows him to present his message consistently and 

directly to the people, thus avoiding any misinterpretation or media spin. 

 

However, as Weller (1985: 181) points out, most prime ministers are attracted to foreign 

policy, and many become ‘addicted to the world stage’.  John Howard appeared to be 

relatively uninvolved in foreign policy during the early months of his tenure, no doubt in 

part because he needed to establish his domestic agenda for a party that had been in 

opposition for thirteen years.  However, the crisis in East Timor saw him become directly 

involved in the first of a series of major foreign policy issues that presented him with 
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complex challenges and policy choices.  The evidence presented in the following chapter 

suggests that his first venture on the world stage, the East Timor intervention, saw the 

Prime Minister on occasions lapsing into just the kind of hubris and triumphalism that he 

was advising against.  He found that speaking for the nation and negotiating in the 

international political arena, where there is no overarching institutional jurisdiction, is 

markedly different from negotiating in the domestic arena.  In an increasingly 

interconnected world, where leaders’ public statements are transmitted around the globe 

instantaneously, nations still fiercely guard their sovereignty, thus the need for careful 

diplomacy is arguably greater than ever.  Yet there is also the need to remain responsive to 

domestic demands, for it is upon the support of the domestic electorate that the legitimacy 

and the future of the leader depend.  Therein lies the challenge facing every national leader: 

how to manage the complex internal and external pressures and demands in a way that 

ensures maximum support and cooperation from both. 

 

The following chapter documents and explains how John Howard, as Australia’s national 

leader, responded to the demands presented by the East Timor crisis; and argues that both 

constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy are vitally important tools for the 

national leader in the process of defining and developing Australia’s relationship with the 

region, and indeed the world. 
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Chapter Four 
 
The East Timor intervention 
 

Politics is indeed the art of the possible, but there is sometimes a completely irrational 
element in politics. It is the wind of fate (Yeltsin 2000: 192). 

 
 

Political leaders are faced with a complex range of opportunities, challenges and dilemmas 

when attempting to balance domestic and foreign concerns in today’s increasingly 

interconnected global environment.  A speech made by an Australian Prime Minister can be 

transmitted almost immediately around the globe, and if messages for the domestic 

audience are not couched in sufficiently diplomatic terms, they can cause considerable 

damage to relations with foreign countries, particularly those in the Asian region.  If 

national leaders focus exclusively on domestic considerations, and fail to maintain a scan of 

the broader political terrain, they are likely to encounter serious problems in their relations 

with other states.  This highlights the need for leaders to move beyond what Moravsik 

(1993: 33) calls double-edged diplomacy, by employing the approach proposed in this 

study: multidimensional diplomacy.  Multidimensional diplomacy involves leaders 

recognising and appreciating the effect their policies, and the way in which they present 

them, may have on the external, as well as the domestic audience.  If they fail to do this, the 

consequences can be considerable. 

 

For the Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, the East Timor crisis presented an 

opportunity for him to gain considerable domestic political capital by solving the issue of 

East Timor, a long-standing irritant in the relationship with Indonesia.  This chapter 

describes and examines the events surrounding the decision by the Howard Government to 

intervene during East Timor’s struggle for independence in 1999, and considers how the 

Prime Minister managed the opportunities, challenges and dilemmas presented by that 

decision.  It is argued in this case study that although the East Timor intervention turned 

out well in the end, many of the problems surrounding the issue, such as the strong negative 

reaction by Indonesia, could have been avoided or minimised if the Prime Minister had 

employed a greater measure of constant scanning, and multidimensional diplomacy. 
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As already mentioned, Howard appeared to focus on domestic policy in the early stages of 

his first term in office, leaving it to his Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer to deal with 

foreign policy and international affairs.  As Ravenhill (1998) commented, Howard seemed 

‘uninterested and uncomfortable with foreign affairs’.  However, the change of leadership 

in Indonesia and the re-emergence of the East Timor issue presented him with an 

opportunity to make his mark.  It also galvanized his interest, and saw him take a much 

more hands-on approach to foreign policy.  The evidence to be presented here suggests that 

despite some diplomatic and rhetorical blunders, Howard emerged as a consummate 

politician, with the ability to respond effectively to a political challenge, to turn it to his 

advantage, and to capitalise on the opportunity presented by an external event to increase 

his domestic political capital.  It also indicates that he became increasingly aware of the 

importance of maintaining a constant scan across the external, as well as the domestic 

political environment.  He demonstrated that he was prepared to learn from his mistakes by 

moderating his rhetoric, and gradually employing a greater degree of multidimensional 

diplomacy, as he began to make his mark in foreign policy and to raise his profile in the 

international arena. 

 

However, the costs were high.  While the Prime Minister can, and does, claim credit for 

having played an important role in liberating the people of East Timor, thousands of East 

Timorese did not live to enjoy that freedom.  In addition, the relationship with Indonesia 

and Australia’s image in the region were both damaged, largely because of the way in 

which the Prime Minister handled the issue.  His lapses into hubristic and triumphal 

rhetoric, while they played well with the domestic audience, did nothing to enhance 

Australia’s image in the region.  It is argued here that if he had been maintaining a constant 

scan across the interwoven domestic/political expanse, the Prime Minister would have been 

more likely to be aware of the potential problems of the East Timor intervention and better 

equipped to deal with them in a more sensitive manner by the use of diplomacy. 
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The Foreign Policy of the Howard Government. 

 

During the Howard Government’s first term in office, there was ongoing criticism of both 

its level of commitment to Asian engagement, and its apparent lack of interest in foreign 

policy.  The Prime Minister failed to confront the independent candidate Pauline Hanson 

who, in her maiden speech, railed against the Government’s immigration policy, claiming 

that Australia was in danger of being ‘swamped by Asians’ (CPD HR 10 September 1996: 

3862).  Howard’s initial lack of response did nothing to help Australia’s relations with the 

countries in the Asian region.  While some commentators defended his non-action as his 

way of discrediting her views by ignoring her, others saw it as evidence of his tacit 

agreement.  Some commentators suggested that he was trying to avoid offending the voters 

who shared her views, many of whom were disaffected National Party voters whom he 

hoped to win back to the Coalition.  Whatever his reason, Howard’s silence was seen by 

many as a setback to the process of achieving acceptance as an ‘insider’ in the region 

(Dalrymple 1997: 248).  Trood (1998:186) agreed, noting that the Hanson debate had ‘done 

nothing to enhance Australia’s reputation or the cause of closer diplomatic and cultural 

relations with the region’.  Comparing the Coalition’s policy with that of the previous 

Labor government he commented: ‘the Howard Government has not given as much 

rhetorical emphasis to Asia, but in part this reflects the fact that compared to Labor, the 

new government has failed to give the same priority to foreign policy issues’ (ibid).  The 

Opposition leader Kim Beazley was strident in his criticism.  He noted that during 

Howard’s visit to Indonesia in September 1996, ‘on no less than 16 occasions in three 

speeches the Prime Minister expressed the view that Australians were not Asians’ (CPD 

HR 9 October 1996: 5067). 

 

This did nothing to advance Australia’s standing in the region, particularly in light of the 

Hanson debate.  The most searing criticism came from Sheridan (1996), who declared that 

Howard’s performance over Hanson was ‘bizarre’ and his speeches during his visit to Asia 

were ‘clumsy’ and ‘alarming’.  Not only had he declared, contrary to Liberal policy, that 

Australia was not a bridge between Asia and the West, but he then made matters worse by 

attempting to make what was a ‘humiliating’ reversal, stating that what he really meant was 

that Australia was a ‘business bridge’, not a ‘cultural bridge’. 
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As well, by emphasising that Australians are not Asians in his first message to Asia:  

 

 … he has damaged Australia’s standing in Asia, he has failed to 

demonstrate leadership on basic issues of human decency in Australia and, 

despite what some sillysmart, poll-driven advisers may tell him, he is 

playing with fire in terms of his own political interests … Howard’s 

speeches in Indonesia and Japan were astonishingly poorly drafted.  He does 

not like speaking from a set text.  This can be a strength in domestic policy, 

but in foreign affairs, where the message must be very precise, it is 

dangerous (Sheridan 1996). 

 

There was growing concern that Australia had ‘lost its focus’ (The Australian editorial 17 

October 1996), and there were calls for the Government to clarify its foreign policy 

priorities.  The Government responded by releasing two documents:  In the National 

Interest (DFAT 1997) from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in August and 

Australia’s Strategic Policy (DoD 1997) from the Department of Defence in December. 

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the Howard Government’s first foreign policy White Paper, 

In the National Interest, as the name implies, stressed the need to put Australia’s interests 

first.  The first foreign policy White Paper in Australia, it placed the emphasis on economic 

issues, bilateral relationships—in particular, the US Alliance—and expressed doubt about 

the effectiveness of the United Nations.  This indicated a distinct move away from the 

foreign policy activism of the preceeding Hawke-Keating Governments.  Described by 

Gurry (1998:86) as a ‘very cautious and often defensive document’ the White Paper 

eschewed the ‘vision’ approach of the previous government, emphasising the view that 

rather than developing ‘grand constructs’ (DFAT 1997: iii) preparing for the future requires 

a pragmatic pursuit of national interests.  The Prime Minister reportedly took a deep interest 

in shaping the document, taking it home and making personal notes and suggestions on an 

early draft.  This resulted in what Sheridan (1997: 30) described as ‘a document with 

Howard’s fingerprints all over it—cautious, a little defensive, lacking vision perhaps, but 

basically sound enough’. Trood (1998: 190) pointed out that the paper was designed to 

focus attention on ‘advancing Australia’s self-interest’, noting that this reflects ‘the reality 
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that Messers Howard, Downer and Fischer (Trade Minister) are by character and 

conviction realists, rather uneasy with liberal internationalist ideas and suspicious of 

strategies, such as multilateralism, often used to advance them’.  Again, this was a 

conscious effort on the part of the Government to move away from the visionary approach 

of Keating’s Foreign Minister, Gareth Evans, and it indicated Howard’s growing interest 

in, and control of, foreign policy.  Not only had he and his Government responded to 

criticism of their lack of focus on foreign policy; in effect, they had successfully set out a 

clear move away from the policy of the previous government. 

 

Indonesia is recognised as ‘an important trading and investment partner’ in the Paper, 

which also notes that ‘Australia’s relations with Indonesia will always be fundamentally 

important’ because of its ‘strategic location astride Australia’s northern approaches through 

which 60% of Australia’s exports pass’ (DFAT 1997: 61).  It was statements such as this 

which drew criticism from some analysts, who considered the ‘hard-headed and self-

interested approach’ implied that Asia was ‘of interest mainly as a source of profit’, and 

that ‘human interests are of minor importance’. Refugees were ‘mentioned in terms of a 

“non-military threat” rather than in terms of a humanitarian impulse or our international 

obligations under the Refugee Convention’ they said (FitzGerald, Viviani and Wesley 

1997: 16-18).  These authors also question the wisdom of placing such an emphasis on 

bilateral relationships.  Because the asymmetries of power in bilateral relationships 

generally favour the more powerful states, the focus on bilateral relations with the United 

States, Japan, China and Indonesia opens Australia to ‘great power manipulation, influence, 

and in the event that these powers disagree, uncomfortable choices’ (ibid: 30).  The issue of 

East Timor was to present just such a dilemma, and it called for some very challenging 

policy choices by the Prime Minister. 

 

While Indonesia was acknowledged as strategically important, and the ‘historic bilateral 

Agreement on Maintaining Security’ (see Appendix Three) and ‘the substantial bilateral 

defence cooperation program’ were seen as an indication of ‘an expanding structure of 

consultation and cooperation on strategic issues’, East Timor was mentioned specifically: 
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Developments in East Timor will remain important in shaping Australian 

public attitudes towards Indonesia and Indonesia’s standing internationally.  

Australia will continue to encourage the protection of human rights and an 

internationally acceptable solution to the problem of East Timor …While 

the overall administration of the Province is primarily a matter for the 

Indonesian Government to determine, the Australian Government considers 

that an improved human rights situation and a greater role in the 

administration of the Province for indigenous East Timorese would 

contribute to an overall resolution of the issue (DFAT 1997: 62). 

 

This paragraph, buried deep in the document, raised little comment at the time, but its 

significance was soon to become highly relevant. 

 

Political Change in Indonesia. 

 

The downfall of Indonesia’s President Suharto in May 1998 was a momentous change in a 

country that had experienced only one other such transition in the fifty years since gaining 

its independence.  Suharto’s resignation came after a period of widespread civil unrest and 

violent street protests, triggered by the deepening economic crisis that followed the Asian 

economic meltdown (see Schwarz 1999).  Upon taking office, the new President, former 

Vice-President Habibie, began a series of political reforms, which included removing the 

ban on political parties, releasing numerous political prisoners, and relaxing media 

restrictions.  The Australian Government welcomed these moves, and saw the change as an 

opportunity to pursue the issue of human rights abuses in East Timor. 

 

In a media release in May 1998, Foreign Minister Downer (1998c) welcomed the moves as 

‘a step consistent with our policy of actively encouraging human rights improvement in 

Indonesia’.  Announcing that he intended to visit Indonesia in July 1998, Downer (1998a) 

said that he would be ‘talking to the Indonesian Government about the delicate issue of East 

Timor’ and that he would ‘convey to the Government and people of Indonesia Australia’s 

deep interest in seeing this problem taken forward’. When addressing the Indonesian 
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Council on World Affairs in Jakarta in July 1998, Downer (1998b) did just that.  In a 

speech entitled ‘A Long Term Commitment: Australia and East Asia’ he said: 

 

As you know, Australia has for many years recognised the integration of 

East Timor into Indonesia.  That said, we would like to see an early 

reduction in the military presence, a dramatic improvement in human rights, 

and a situation in which the East Timorese people manage their own internal 

affairs … [y]ou have in Ali Alatas a world class diplomat.  He needs the 

opportunity to achieve a solution to East Timor.  We stand ready to help 

him, the Government of Indonesia, and the people of East Timor (Downer 

1998b). 

 

It seems clear that at this stage it was Downer, as Foreign Minister, who was setting the 

foreign policy agenda, particularly in relation to East Timor.  It is likely that he saw an 

opportunity to raise the subject since President Habibie had indicated in a BBC interview 

on June 9 that he was prepared to consider special status for East Timor.  However, Habibie 

had emphasised that this was conditional upon the Province remaining ‘an integrated part 

of Indonesia’ (DFAT 2001: 17). 

 

Although there had been long running tripartite talks between Indonesia, Portugal and the 

United Nations (UN)30 on the future of East Timor, the sovereignty issue had always 

caused disagreement.  Similarly, the sovereignty condition put forward by Habibie 

prompted strong negative responses from Jose Ramos-Horta, Vice-President of the 

National Council for Timorese Resistance, Conselho Nacional da Resistencia Timorense 

(CNRT) and the Portuguese Government.  However, Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali 

Alatas put forward a more detailed plan to the Secretary-General of the UN, Kofi Annan on 

18 June 1998, proposing wide-ranging autonomy for East Timor, apart from defence, 

foreign and monetary policy. 

 

                                                 
30 The UN had never recognised the sovereignty of Indonesia over East Timor. 
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Although Habibie’s move and the new proposal raised hopes of advancement towards a 

degree of independence, there was also resistance within Indonesia.  Some within the 

government were reluctant to involve the East Timorese in the discussions, and while the 

powerful military, the Tentara Nasional Indonesia (TNI), gave token support, there was 

resistance from those who saw Habibie’s new policy as a betrayal of their prolonged efforts 

to suppress independence movements in the Province.  There was a general fear among 

many, too, that any move towards independence for East Timor would trigger similar 

separatist moves by other provinces.  They would also see it as a breach of national unity, 

one of the five central tenets of the Pancasila31, as well as threatening the role of the TNI 

as the keeper of national unity.  There was also an atmosphere of political unease in 

Indonesia, with the People’s Consultative Assembly, Majelia Permusyawaratan Rakyat 

(MPR), focusing on preparations for general elections; and President Habibie, who was 

widely regarded as simply a caretaker president, could not count on the support of the 

powerful military forces, many of whose highly ranked officers held senior positions within 

the government.  However, this did not deter Alexander Downer, who seemed intent upon 

pursuing the issue. 

 

Australia becomes involved. 

 

During the latter part of 1998, officers from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

(DFAT) began consultations with key East Timorese figures, including the imprisoned 

resistance leader, (now President) Xanana Gusmao, and the Bishop of East Timor, Carlos 

Belo,32 seeking their views on Habibie’s autonomy proposal.  The results of these 

consultations were conveyed in a letter to the Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas, on 20 August 

1998.  In the letter Downer reminded Alatas of the agreement, reached during his visit to 

Jakarta the previous month, that the Australian Government was to ‘canvass the opinions of 

key East Timorese figures about the prospects for autonomy and the way forward’ (Downer 

1998d: 180).  Officers of the Australian Government had done this in a ‘discreet and low 

                                                 
31 Set out by Sukarno in 1945 as a unifying tool, The Five Principles (Pancasila)  set out national principles 
on which Indonesian society was to be built: belief in God, human unity, Indonesian nationalism, 
representative government and social justice. The Indonesian coat of arms depicts these principles 
symbolically. 
32 An estimated 90% of the East Timorese are Catholics, and the bishop is directly responsible to theVatican. 
Many East Timorese saw the Church as their only protection from the increasingly oppressive military. 
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key way’, he said, and he attached a summary of the views on autonomy expressed by key 

East Timorese political and public figures during these interviews.  Setting out the 

Australian Government’s view, Downer wrote, ‘we consider that negotiation with the East 

Timorese provides Indonesia with the best chance it has to reach a compromise settlement 

for an autonomous East Timor under Indonesian sovereignty’.  He then reaffirmed the need 

to ‘embrace the East Timorese to press on them the urgency of reaching an agreement on 

the autonomy approach’ (see Appendix Four).   

 

Why Downer regarded the matter to be so urgent is open to question.  While he may have 

been concerned by the strategic implications of an unstable East Timor right on Australia’s 

doorstep, a federal election was looming.  It seems likely, therefore, that, as the new 

Foreign Minister in a government that had been criticised for showing little interest in 

foreign affairs, Downer saw the ‘window of opportunity’ presented by President Habibie’s 

apparent softening on the East Timor issue as a chance to make his mark.  In addition, Ali 

Alatas, while insisting on autonomy rather than independence as an end solution, told 

Downer it was important that the nature of the autonomy proposal be agreed on swiftly, as 

it was unlikely that the opportunity to negotiate would extend beyond the next Indonesian 

election cycle.  The ‘window of opportunity’ was therefore likely to remain open for a very 

short time. 

 

Yet Australia was not a party principal to the East Timor negotiations, with any agreement 

dependent upon negotiations between Indonesia, Portugal and East Timor, so it seemed 

unlikely that Australia would be able to exert any significant influence on the process.  

However, Downer continued to point out what he saw as the key elements in finding ‘a way 

forward’: the need to include the East Timorese in the negotiations and the need for 

international guarantees for the process.  Australia, he said, ‘had standing in this regard 

given our proximity to East Timor and relationship with Indonesia’ (Downer 1998d: 180). 

 

Meanwhile international public concern was mounting at the Indonesian Government’s 

actions in East Timor, and there was evidence of considerable division and unrest among 

the various groups in the province.  Some East Timorese distrusted any proposal made by 

Indonesia; others, although favouring the autonomy option, were fearful that it could ignite 
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acts of revenge designed to settle old scores.  Many were also concerned about the 

economic viability of an independent East Timor.  As well, there was uneasiness about 

Habibie.  He had been a loyal supporter of Suharto, but there was no reason to believe that 

he had the support of the military, particularly that of the chief of the military, General 

Wiranto, who was likely to challenge him for the presidency.  Most importantly, in contrast 

to the way the process finally played out, none of the East Timorese leaders favoured 

immediate independence, most of them advocating a period of at least three to five years to 

prepare for self-determination. 

 

Meanwhile, in Australia questions about the East Timor policies of previous governments 

began to re-emerge and increasingly become the subject of political and public contention 

and debate.  The Opposition was searching for a break in the bipartisan recognition of East 

Timor as part of Indonesia, and its foreign affairs spokesman Laurie Brereton successfully 

urged for the inclusion of ‘support for an act of self-determination’ for East Timor in the 

1998 ALP policy platform (Smith 1999: 199).  However, with the re-election of the 

Howard Government for a second term on 3 October 1998, Downer seemed to have gained 

greater confidence in his role as Minister for Foreign Affairs.  Nevertheless, it was 

becoming more evident that the TNI was arming militia groups, and as clashes between 

independence groups and the military became more frequent (Schwarz 2000: 421), there 

was increasing pressure in Australia for the Government to act. 

 

The Howard Letter 

 

On 9 December 1998 Downer recommended to the Prime Minister that Australia should 

‘encourage the Indonesian Government to engage in direct negotiations with the East 

Timorese leadership on autonomy, with the understanding that there should be an act of 

self-determination at some specified point in the future’ (DFAT 2001: 31).  After what was 

reported to be an ‘intense internal debate’ (Cotton 1999: 239), the Prime Minister agreed, 

and on 19 December 1998, he wrote a letter to President Habibie offering suggestions about 

the East Timor situation (see Appendix Five).  Australia’s Ambassador to Indonesia, John 

McCarthy, handed the letter to President Habibie on 21 December.  Described as signalling 

‘a change in policy by Australia in two important respects’ the letter offered ‘specific 
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suggestions about the future of East Timor’ and a suggestion that Indonesia ‘agree to a 

future act of self-determination’ for the province (DFAT 2001: 32). 

 

This was the beginning of a series of events that saw the Prime Minister become more 

involved in foreign policy, and in particular, the issue of East Timor.  As Farr (2002: 14) 

put it, Howard seemed to have ‘injected himself with a boldness elixir’ upon his return to 

office in October 1998, and he seemed intent upon proving that he could ‘take on a foreign 

affairs cause as single-mindedly as a domestic one, and get a result’.  However, he was 

soon to find that the challenges and dilemmas of foreign policy are sometimes even more 

sensitive and complex than those in the domestic domain. 

 

Howard’s closer involvement in foreign policy 
 

In his letter to President Habibie (see Appendix Five), Howard praised Habibie’s ‘bold and 

clear-sighted step’ in offering to consider autonomy for East Timor, a step that he said had 

‘opened a window of opportunity both to achieve a peaceful settlement in East Timor and 

to resolve an issue that has long caused difficulties in the international community’.  The 

Prime Minister emphasised that ‘Australia’s support for Indonesia’s sovereignty is 

unchanged’.  The longstanding position of Australia was that the interests of Australia, 

Indonesia and East Timor would be best served by East Timor remaining part of Indonesia, 

and this had not changed, he said.  However, he was concerned that the UN process was not 

progressing quickly enough, and with expectations heightened in East Timor, attitudes 

there were hardening and there was a risk that the opportunity for change might be lost, he 

said.  He then asked to ‘be permitted to make some suggestions about the East Timor 

situation’. 
 

The Prime Minister outlined his proposal for resolving the ongoing disagreement between 

Indonesia and the East Timorese on whether autonomy was to be the only option for the 

Province.  He suggested an extended period of autonomy followed by an eventual act of 

self-determination ‘along the lines of the Matignon Accords in New Caledonia’ (see 

Appendix Five).33  This suggestion caused a very strong negative reaction in Indonesia. 

                                                 
33 The 1988 Matignon Accord promised gradually increasing autonomy with a referendum on independence in 
1998, although the subsequent Noumea Accord postponed the referendum for 15-20 years. 
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The suggestion that Indonesia would consider anything resembling the decolonisation 

process used by the French in New Caledonia was anathema to President Habibie.  The 

bitter legacy of the Dutch colonisation of Indonesia made any suggestion that Indonesia 

was acting as a neo-colonial power highly offensive to the President.  He was infuriated by 

this implication.  In a meeting with Ambassador McCarthy on 6 January 1999, Habibie was 

‘unequivocal in his rejection of the Matignon concept.  He found the choice of a colonial 

example unpalatable’ (DFAT 2001: 32).  He was also annoyed at Australia’s intrusion into 

Indonesian politics.  As Ali Alatas (1999) said in a later interview, ‘the Australians think 

that the letter was good, but it made Pak Habibie mad.  It made Pak Habibie angry because 

it came from Australia.  Why should Australia get involved?’ 

 

For Habibie, an interim President, East Timor was just one of the multitude of problems he 

faced.  His three main concerns were maintaining security throughout the country, the 

upcoming parliamentary and presidential elections and the need to rebuild the failing 

economy (DFAT 2001: 54).  It was hardly surprising, then, that he made it clear he was not 

prepared to focus all his attention on one province, or to become victim to the ‘tyranny of 

the minority’ (DFAT 2001: 32).  Any change to the status of East Timor was a 

constitutional matter, requiring the approval of the MPR, and he could not make any 

decisions unilaterally, he said.  Foreign Minister Alatas repeated this point, while also 

stressing that Indonesia’s greatest fear was that if East Timor was seen to be splitting from 

Indonesia, this could begin separatist moves in other provinces, thereby threatening national 

unity.  The military would never condone such a move, or any form of independence for 

East Timor, he said (ibid).  Why, then, did Howard and Downer not seem to be aware of 

the role of the Indonesian military and its commitment to maintaining national unity?  One 

possible explanation is that they were motivated by domestic considerations—their 

determination to distance themselves from the Labor party’s policy, and the need to be seen 

to standing up to Indonesia.  It seems that in neglecting to undertake a second, detailed scan 

of the issue, neither Howard nor Downer fully appreciated the inherent dangers in 

continuing to pressure Indonesia for a resolution to the problem. 
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As well as being responsible for defending the nation, the TNI is also charged with 

protecting national unity by maintaining internal cohesion and security.  They operate by a 

doctrine of Total People’s Defence (Hankamrata), which gives the military the authority to 

mobilise the whole community to repel any attack on national unity regardless of whether it 

emanates externally, or from within.  This dual function, called dwifungsi, sees them 

operating as both a military and social-political force.  They have an allocation of reserved 

seats in parliament, senior positions within the civil service, and their influence extends 

throughout Indonesian society, where their regional role is more dominant than those of 

civilian bureaucrats or politicians (Anwar 1996: 34).  As well, East Timor held particular 

significance for the TNI.  Thousands of soldiers were killed during the TNI’s prolonged 

involvement in the province and many senior officers had built their reputations there.  

There was thus no likelihood of them supporting any move towards independence for East 

Timor.  Indeed, it was highly likely that they would strongly resist any such action, even 

using force and mobilising community support, if necessary.  The Australian Government, 

however, persisted in its efforts to influence Habibie and his government to act. 

 

The Howard Government initially decided against publicising its shift in policy for fear of 

pressuring the Indonesians and because of the risk that they would ‘dismiss Australia’s 

policy shift as a domestic political stunt directed at the East Timor lobby in Australia’ 

(DFAT 2001: 34).  The Government did feel obliged to release details, however, when 

journalists in Jakarta obtained a copy of the letter early in early January 1999.  On 12 

January, Downer (1999b) issued a media release announcing ‘Australian Government 

Historic Policy Shift on East Timor’ (see Appendix Six).  The Prime Minister had written 

to President Habibie about the Government’s views on East Timor because the ‘rapidly 

evolving situation in Indonesia and on the ground in East Timor demands a constructive 

response to the question of the future of East Timor’, the media release said.  It stated that 

the key to reconciliation in East Timor lay in holding an act of self-determination, following  

a substantial period of autonomy.  However, it also emphasised that the Government’s 

position on recognising Indonesia’s sovereignty remained unchanged. 
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In Australia, there were mixed reactions to the announcement.  The Australian argued that 

rather than an ‘historic shift’, this represented a ‘modest shift’ that was little different from 

the policy of the Labor Party.  Although the Labor Party had acknowledged the right of the 

East Timorese to self-determination in its 1998 election platform, Downer was then of the 

opinion that a popular vote could ignite civil war (Greenlees and Garran 1999: 1).  

However, he and the Government had now changed their position, and this announcement 

caused a very negative reaction in Indonesia. 

 

The Indonesian foreign ministry expressed ‘regret’ at Australia’s change of policy, which 

they said:   

 
… constitutes a substantial change on its earlier position.  This decision pre-judges 

the ongoing negotiations between Indonesia and Portugal under the auspices of the 

UN Secretary General which recently have shown some progress and furthermore it 

will have an adverse effect on the search for a just, comprehensive and 

internationally acceptable solution (DFAT 2001: 35). 

 

They saw the move as Australia siding with Indonesia’s critics, arguing that it would make 

Portugal likely to take a stronger stand in the UN talks, and that it would make it more 

difficult for Foreign Minister Alatas to convince his cabinet colleagues—many of whom 

were part of the military—of the need for autonomy for East Timor.  Alatas later said he 

regarded the policy shift as ‘very premature while negotiations were going on’ (Jakarta 

Post, 26 January 1999).  An Indonesian newspaper, Merdeka, described Australia as ‘a 

traitor who has stabbed Indonesia in the back’ (DFAT 2001: 36).  Even Jose Ramos Horta, 

the independence advocate and key negotiator in the tripartite talks, saw Australia’s policy 

as ‘ambiguous and inconsistent’ for urging self-determination while still supporting 

Indonesian sovereignty (ibid: 35).  As well as illustrating the dilemma facing the Australian 

Government, this raises serious questions about the motivation and timing of Howard’s 

letter. 

 

Four main reasons were given by the Australian Government for its change in policy.  The 

major reason was the opportunity presented by the change of leadership in Indonesia and 

President Habibie’s willingness to consider autonomy.  The volatile situation on the ground 
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in East Timor, the ‘mixed progress’ of the UN talks, and an understanding of the East 

Timor leaders’ views were also cited as dominant factors.  Domestic pressure was another 

major element, however, as the Government ‘took heed of public aspirations in Australia 

concerning self-determination for the East Timorese’ (DFAT 2001: 36).  Although both 

Howard and Downer were aware of the ongoing tripartite talks, they persisted with their 

push for change, apparently prepared to risk jeopardising the UN negotiations.  The US 

showed greater restraint, deciding ‘not to make a similar public announcement for fear of 

hardening positions, on both sides, in the Tripartite Talks’ (DFAT 2001: 35). 

 

There is evidence to suggest that as early as January 1999, the Australian Government 

should have been aware of the volatile situation on the ground in East Timor and that the 

TNI was arming the militia.  A leaked Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO) document 

dated 6 January reported that Wanra units – contracted auxiliary militia members – were 

being armed by the military, led by General Wiranto.  It claimed the military had 

‘contracted out’ its security responsibilities to the Wanra militia, and that ‘force against the 

referendum movement was likely to continue to be subcontracted to Wanra’ (Lyons 1999: 

25).  Given that their mission included maintaining national unity and the right to mobilise 

the entire community to defend it, this would not have surprised those who understood the 

dwifungsi role of the military.  However, this was never publicly acknowledged by 

Downer, who continued to declare throughout 1999 that it was simply ‘rogue elements’ that 

were responsible for the escalating violence.  His reasons for this were probably two-fold: 

first, to avoid further irritating Indonesia, and second, to attempt to quell the growing 

domestic pressure for the Government to act to intervene. 

 

Just why the Government chose to intervene while the tripartite talks were going on seems 

likely to be a reflection of the views of Downer and Howard, neither of whom have 

expressed much faith in the effectiveness of the UN, or the effectiveness of international 

law, preferring instead to rely on direct bilateral negotiations (see DFAT 2003: xii).  

Domestic pressure was also a motivating factor, with the Opposition’s change to a policy of 

self-determination for East Timor and the growing concern in the Australian community 

about human rights abuses in the province both increasing pressure on the Government to 

act.  However, this raises the question of why Howard decided to write to Habibie, an 
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interim inexperienced president, whose control of the military was seriously in doubt, and 

who was struggling to maintain order in a country undergoing enormous economic and 

political instability. 

 

In addition, the question must be asked, if he considered the matter so important and urgent 

why, rather than writing a letter, did Howard not consider speaking with Habibie directly?  

This may have avoided the negative reaction to the Matignon Accord suggestion, and the 

perception that Australia was meddling in Indonesian domestic affairs, and in turn, may 

have forestalled Habibie’s dramatic reversal of policy, and avoided many of the problems 

that followed.  Such an omission seems to indicate a serious lack of sensitivity to the 

Indonesian culture, and to the generally accepted norms of diplomatic protocol.  Indonesian 

culture places a high priority on preserving personal dignity in public.  It also values quiet 

diplomacy that involves courteously expressing views and discussing means of resolving 

differences rather than direct confrontation or ‘megaphone diplomacy’.34  If the Howard 

Government was trying to capitalise on an international issue for domestic political 

advantage, it still had a difficult path ahead, and the next move by Habibie was an 

unexpected and truly historic policy shift. 

 

Indonesia’s policy shift 

 

On 27 January 1999, Habibie announced that if East Timor rejected the proposal for 

autonomy, he would consider independence for the province.  This dramatic and 

unexpected move was made ‘without effective efforts to win the agreement of key figures 

in the Cabinet, the DPR or, most fatefully, the military’ (Sherlock 1999: 14).  East Timor 

had been a major drain on Indonesia’s resources and, as Alatas (1999) said, there was 

concern that after Indonesia supporting the province over an extended period of autonomy, 

the East Timorese might then say ‘goodbye and thank you very much’.  In addition, as 

Gyngell (1999) commented, if you were sitting in Jakarta, looking out at the other 210 

million Indonesians facing immense problems in a major economic and cultural crisis, 

‘suddenly East Timor doesn’t seem like such a vital interest’.  However, this unexpected 

                                                 
34 Making statements or announcing decisions publicly rather than through personal communication and 
negotiation. 



 122

shift in policy presented Australia with a new and dramatically changing political and 

strategic environment. 

 

Foreign Minister Downer issued a statement declaring that the Australian Government 

‘warmly’ welcomed the ‘new flexibility that Indonesia has shown in its policy toward East 

Timor’ particularly in taking account of the wishes of the East Timorese people themselves.  

Nevertheless, a note of caution crept into his response.  The proposals needed to be 

considered carefully to ensure an ‘orderly and peaceful resolution of the problem’, he said 

(Downer 1999c).  However, he emphasised that the Prime Minister’s letter to President 

Habibie had ‘made clear’ the fact that Australia believed involving the East Timorese was 

the key to the resolution of the issue (Downer 1999c).  He also reiterated the fact that 

Australia’s primary objective was still to ‘maintain a close and cooperative relationship 

with Indonesia, an important neighbour with whom we share fundamental interests’ (ibid).  

This highlights the dilemma facing the Government. 

 

By seizing the opportunity to make a major change in policy, the Australian Government 

had the chance to capitalise on an external event for domestic political advantage: it could 

claim credit for tackling the long-standing problem of East Timor, as well as for responding 

to mounting domestic pressure to act.  However, the Government had also placed itself in a 

dilemma that would call for the utmost diplomacy.  The Prime Minister and the Foreign 

Minister seemed anxious to make their mark by resolving a foreign policy issue that had 

long been a ‘thorn in the side’ of the relationship with Indonesia.  Yet because Australia 

was one of the few countries to have recognised Indonesia’s sovereignty over East Timor 

right from the time of the annexation of the province in 1975, any intervention in the 

province was bound to have repercussions in the relationship with Indonesia.  While the 

Prime Minister recommended a transition period of five to ten years, in line with the views 

of the East Timorese leaders, the sudden decision by Habibie to consider independence saw 

the Government’s efforts overtaken by events beyond its control.  Habibie’s sudden shift in 

policy was an unexpected move, and the Government now had to deal with an entirely 

different political and strategic challenge. 
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Howard begins to take the lead 

 

The Prime Minister, who, after writing his letter to Habibie had left much of the public 

communication to Foreign Minister Downer, now appeared to become more personally 

involved.  In a radio interview on 29 January 1999, he did not hesitate to take credit for the 

fact that his letter had been a major factor in changing Indonesia’s policy.  He said: 

 

We are pleased at the change of heart in Indonesia.  We played no small role in 

that.  As you know, I wrote to President Habibie before Christmas indicating that 

we thought the time had come for a change in Indonesian policy (Howard 1999b). 

 

However, soon after, he began to indicate concern that an independent East Timor would 

be a worry for Australia.  His preference was that East Timor remain an autonomous part of 

Indonesia, he said, because there would be ‘inherent instability… economic and strategic 

vulnerability’ and ‘the potential … for ongoing tension between Indonesia and an 

independent East Timor’ (Howard 1999a).  Nevertheless, he was still happy to take credit 

for instigating the change, claiming ‘we played a major role in bringing about a change of 

Indonesian policy because we believe that the previous position was increasingly 

unsustainable’ (ibid).  When asked if a UN security force would be advisable if there was 

likely to be instability in the province in the lead up to the referendum, Howard avoided the 

question by refusing, as he was to become adept at doing, to answer a ‘hypothetical 

question’.  Downer was a little more forthcoming. 

 

Aware of the Government’s need to keep up with the fast moving events, Downer (1999c) 

said: 

Having made our policy shift [we] must now respond to developments currently 

concerning East Timor … events have moved with breathtaking speed in the past 

few months.  But they have not passed us by. 

 

There was an immediate reaction by the media.  Declaring that ‘an unpredictable and 

potentially unstable era’ had opened in Australian-Indonesian relations with ‘Jakarta’s 

shock decision to allow East Timor to become independent,’ Barker (1999) raised the 
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possibility of civil war in the province.  Downer himself had expressed this fear earlier 

(Greenlees and Garran 1999:1), and although he continued to claim publicly that the 

situation was under control, events in the lead-up to the ballot did nothing to allay that fear. 

 

After meetings with Habibie, Alatas and Gusmao, and with members of a pro-integration 

group in February 1999, a letter handed to Downer gave a graphic warning of the violence 

that was to follow.  The letter, signed by Enrico Guterres and Cancio Carvalho, leaders of 

two of the key pro-integration militia groups, declared that integration was ‘final’ and 

declared: 

[i]t is better to sacrifice an Australian diplomat or journalist to save the lives of 

850,000 East Timorese … the pro-integration paramilitary group is looking forward 

to meeting and facing any Australian hypocrites, deceivers and political 

mercenaries (including the East Timor pro-independence Australian peacekeeping 

force) on the soil of East Timor—day or night (DFAT 2001: 50). 

 

Following Australia’s strong representations to the Indonesian authorities, the threats were 

withdrawn, but they gave a clear warning of the determination of the pro-integration 

militias to oppose any form of independence, and warned of the likelihood of bloodshed, 

particularly as Habibie insisted that the military be responsible for security during the 

ballot.  Yet Foreign Minister Downer continued—at least publicly—to resist any 

suggestion that a peacekeeping force would be necessary in the province.  He declared that 

Indonesia and East Timor ‘must bear the responsibility for working out arrangements that 

not only provide for a peaceful transition but which lay the groundwork for a peaceful and 

productive long term relationship’ (Downer 1999c).  The Indonesians had given him a 

‘firm commitment’ that they would not just walk out and leave East Timor in a state of 

chaos if independence was chosen, he said (ibid).  However, the violence in East Timor 

escalated during April, with attacks by militia in Liquica and Dili causing an untold number 

of civilian casualties (see DFAT 2001: 62).  There was a concerted attack by the 

Opposition, particularly from the shadow Foreign Affairs Minister, Laurie Brereton, who 

was highly critical of the Government’s failure to apply pressure on Indonesia to disarm the 

pro-integrationist militias.  While this prompted Downer to make a public call on the 
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Indonesian Government and the TNI to disarm the militia and stem the violence, he 

continued to claim that peacekeepers would not be necessary (Downer 1999c). 

 

Responding to criticism in Parliament and the press, Downer said he hoped the transition in 

East Timor would be handled peacefully.  If that did not eventuate, and the UN called on 

Australia, then Australia would ‘respond appropriately’, he said.  In words that were to be 

used against the Government later in the year, when the Prime Minister was accused of 

playing the role of ‘deputy sheriff’ in the region, he said, ‘but what we won’t be doing is 

indulging – as our critics would desire – in Ramboesque posturing, defining a hairy-chested 

role for ourselves’ (Downer 1999d).  As conditions in East Timor continued to deteriorate, 

the Prime Minister became even more closely involved in the issue. 

 

Howard telephoned Habibie on 19 April, to express his concern at the breakdown of 

security, the ‘ugly violence’ and the ‘very significant loss of life’ in East Timor (Howard 

1999).  At Howard’s suggestion, the two leaders arranged to meet in Bali the following 

week.  This was an important move for the hitherto cautious and risk-averse Prime 

Minister.  Describing it as an ‘emergency mission’, Sheridan (1999b: 8) portrayed the move 

as ‘dramatic, high stakes, big picture and risky’.  It was an indication of just how important 

the issue was in terms of Australia’s national interests, he said.  The challenge for the Prime 

Minister was to try to persuade President Habibie to take a firm line with the military, but to 

do it in a manner that would not jeopardise the overall relationship with Indonesia.  This 

involved convincing Habibie, who was already resentful of what he perceived to be 

Australia’s interference in Indonesia’s domestic affairs, that Howard came as a friend, not 

as a critical opponent.  If this approach failed, there was a risk that the Australia-Indonesia 

relationship would be tied to the issue of East Timor, a position that governments of both 

persuasions had been at pains to avoid for 25 years.  While some commentators suggested 

that Australia should have put more pressure on Indonesia to stem the arming of the militias 

(Kelly 1999), it is arguable that the fundamental problem was Habibie’s lack of legitimacy, 

and his tenuous control of the military.  The wisdom of Howard and Downer seizing the 

opportunity to pursue the issue at a time when Indonesia was undergoing such dramatic 

political change and serious economic hardship while also attempting to make the difficult 
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transition to democracy, under the leadership of an inexperienced interim president, is open 

to question. 

 

While these circumstances may have presented a ‘window of opportunity’ for the 

Government to solve the long-running problem of East Timor, the evidence suggests that 

neither Howard nor Downer placed enough emphasis on the recognised diplomatic 

protocols and value of face-to-face meetings and informal discussions.  Whereas a face- to-

face discussion may have clarified any misunderstandings, Howard’s letter left room for 

Australia’s motives to be questioned—did such an abrupt change in policy mean it would 

also change position on West Papua, and other separatist movements?  Why was Australia 

interfering in Indonesia’s domestic affairs?  In addition, the Matignon Accord proposal 

with its implication that Indonesia was a colonial power was ‘unpalatable’ to Habibie 

(DFAT 2001: 32), who was reported by Alatas (1999) to be furious at the suggestion.  Once 

Habibie had made his decision to consider the independence option for East Timor, 

however, events began to overtake Australia’s change in policy. 

 

Howard takes over 

 

The Prime Minister, accompanied by Foreign Minister Downer and Defence Minister 

Moore, finally met with President Habibie, his Foreign Minister Alatas, Defence Minister 

Wiranto, State Secretary Akbar Tanjung and international adviser, Dewi Fortuna Anwar, in 

Bali on 27 April 1999.  As well, Howard had a 90-minute private meeting with Habibie at 

which he urged the President to act to prevent the violence in East Timor.  As Kelly (1999) 

pointed out: 

 

[t]he dilemma Howard faces is obvious but rarely appreciated.  He is trying to exert 

leverage on Indonesia over East Timor while maintaining the concord of Australia-

Indonesian relations.  The problem is the nexus now established between the 

unacceptable violence in Timor promoted by sections of the Indonesian armed 

forces and the growing collapse of public support in Australia for a close 

relationship with Indonesia. 
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The relationship with Indonesia was the fundamental foreign policy issue here, and while 

previous governments had been careful to avoid tying the issue of East Timor to that 

relationship, Howard was now in danger of doing just that. 

 

After the meeting, Habibie took the opportunity to announce that he had accepted the 

United Nations draft agreement that provided for civilian police officers to act as advisors 

to the Indonesian police during the ballot; however, he remained adamant that Indonesia be 

responsible for security. 

 

Anwar (2000a) later reported that while Howard had tried to persuade Habibie to accept a 

peacekeeping presence, the President had repeatedly refused to consider that option.  

Although the military had held foremost authority in East Timor, at the international level, 

East Timor policy had always been the responsibility of the Indonesian Foreign Minister.  

Thus, Habibie’s proposal for autonomy had introduced a domestic element into the 

international process, and he was no doubt aware that any foreign intervention might 

encourage other provinces, particularly Ambon and Aceh, to increase their push for 

independence.  However, in a press conference called to report on the meeting, Howard 

(1999d) stressed that the meeting and its outcomes should be ‘assessed against the 

backdrop of two very important considerations’: the dramatic change in policy by President 

Habibie, and: 

 

the undeniable fact that our own Government’s view, and in particular my letter to 

Dr Habibie in December last year represented the catalyst for the change in policy 

by the Government of Indonesia towards East Timor … that was in no small 

measure the result of the direct urgings of the Coalition Government in December 

last year (Howard 1999d). 

 

This self-congratulatory tone was the beginning of an increasingly triumphant note and the 

‘megaphone diplomacy’ that was to colour the Prime Minister’s public rhetoric over the 

months that followed.  Yet the fundamental problem remained: the TNI was responsible for 

security, and while the Prime Minister was pleased with the meeting, he was obliged to  
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admit that he was powerless to insist on peacekeepers, because, as he said, ‘we are dealing 

with a sovereign nation’ (ibid). 

 

On May 5, the tripartite meetings saw the signing of an historic agreement that paved the 

way for a UN supervised referendum for autonomy for East Timor on August 1999.  The 

responsibility for security rested with Indonesia, however.  This was a compromise, but it 

was clear that any effort to mandate a peace enforcement operation was unlikely to gain 

support by members of the Security Council who were ‘either supporters of Indonesia, or 

who saw serious implications for their own interests in such a precedent’ (DFAT 2001: 84-

5).  In any case, Indonesia had made it quite clear that it would regard any international 

military operation it did not sanction as an invasion.  As Sheridan (1999a) put it, it was 

likely that the vote on autonomy was going to be ‘very, very messy’.  Even Downer 

admitted that, regardless of the outcome of the ballot, ‘there clearly will be winners and 

losers’ (CPD HR 8 March 1999: 3318). 

 

As the situation in East Timor worsened, the Prime Minister said in May, ‘I do not pretend 

that the situation in East Timor is anything other than very fragile indeed’ (CPD HR 11 

May 1999: 4999).  He was now facing the possibility that rather than having a transition 

period of 5 to 10 years, as he had suggested in his letter, East Timor might suddenly 

become independent.  Without the time to build the economic, political, and security 

infrastructure necessary for a new nation, there was the danger that East Timor could 

become an impoverished and unstable nation right on Australia’s doorstep.  As Jusuf 

Wanandi (1999) pointed out, leaders from both the pro-integrationist and pre-independence 

factions supported a period of transition.  He added: 

 

[t]he abrupt change in policy has created confusion and a feeling of despair and 

betrayal on the part of the pro-integration faction.  The military, or elements of it, 

even though from the outside it appears to be supporting the change in policy, is 

likely to sabotage the deal, because of the sacrifices they have made to take over 

and maintain East Timor as part of Indonesia … this has begun with killings by 

pro-Indonesia militias that have either moved out of the control of the Indonesian 

forces, or are indirectly encouraged by them. 
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The United Nations Assistance Mission in East Timor (UNAMET) that arrived in Dili on 1 

June saw over 900 international personnel involved in organising and conducting the ballot, 

planned for 8 August.  Australia contributed some 50 Australian Federal Police officers to 

the UN civilian police force (CIVPOL) and the Australian Consulate opened in Dili on 3 

June.  On 7 June Indonesia’s first democratic election since 1955 was completed with little 

violence, and Megawati Sukarnoputri’s Indonesian Democracy Party of Struggle Parti 

Demokrasi Indonesia Perguangan (PDI-P) defeated the ruling Golongan Karya Party 

(GOLKAR) in a clear departure from the authoritarian Suharto regime.  At the same time, 

there was a growing international awareness of conditions on the ground in East Timor as 

international media representatives arrived there in preparation for the August ballot.  As 

concern continued to grow in Australia there was mounting criticism of the Australian 

Government’s failure to act. 

 

An article in The Bulletin suggested that the United States was given some, but not all, of 

the emerging intelligence information that indicated the TNI’s complicity with the militias, 

and that it had wanted to confront the Indonesians.  It was claimed that Australian officials 

dissuaded them and ‘repeatedly sought to head off peacekeepers for Timor’ when warned 

by the US Deputy Secretary of State, Stanley Roth, that East Timor was ‘about to descend 

into internecine violence’ (Lyons 1999a: 25).  Lyons claimed that records of the meeting 

between Australian and US officials indicated that the DFAT Secretary, Ashton Calvert, 

had emphasised the importance of convincing the East Timorese to ‘sort themselves out’ 

and to ‘dispel the idea that the UN was going to solve all their problems while they 

indulged in vendetta and bloodletting’ (ibid).  Evidence does exist, however, that the 

Australian Government was making efforts to persuade the Indonesian Government to stem 

the violence in East Timor. 

 

On 21 June the Vice-Chief of the Australian defence Force, Air-Marshal Riding, was sent 

to Jakarta.  His mission was:  

 

to deliver a detailed message to key personalities within TNI on the extent of 

Australia’s knowledge of TNI actions in East Timor and convey a sense of the 
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consequences should the consultation fail as a result of TNI’s misdeeds (DFAT 

2001: 98). 

 

He presented to two TNI generals Australia’s deep concern that the TNI had not provided 

the promised security for the upcoming ballot, saying Australia had ‘well founded’ 

knowledge of the TNI’s support for the militias, and their failure to provide basic 

protection for the East Timorese supporters of independence.  He said that ‘Australia 

believed that the TNI and the militia had been intimidating the East Timorese population as 

a part of a campaign to maximise the vote for autonomy’ (DFAT 2001: 99).  He warned 

that Indonesia’s reputation was seriously at risk if it did not rein in the militia and that it 

was only a matter of time before the TNI’s ‘covert activities’ would become public 

knowledge. 

 

However, the generals’ response suggested that they resented what they regarded as yet 

another interference by Australia in an Indonesian domestic issue.  Their own reports 

‘differed from those of Australia’ they said, and Australia’s view did not accurately reflect 

TNI policy, which was to remain neutral, in line with General Wiranto’s directions.  They 

argued that the Indonesian Government’s standard policy of training civilians to assist in 

security duties was in place, and that the increase in militia numbers in East Timor reflected 

a fear by the people that they would be left defenceless if Indonesia abandoned the territory 

after the ballot (ibid: 99).  On the contrary, they said, any problem with neutrality lay with 

UNAMET and the media, both of which were biased in favour of independence.  As well, 

they commented that UNAMET had a ‘shallow appreciation of the conflict in East Timor’ 

and ‘the divisions in that society needed to be understood in their broader historical 

context’ (ibid).  However, it was later revealed that intelligence reports from the Defence 

Intelligence Organisation (DIO) at this time suggested that the TNI’s role in supporting the 

militia was, if not orchestrated, at least condoned by the Defence chief, General Wiranto, 

himself (see Lyons 1999a).  It is possible therefore, that this was the government’s key 

motivation for arranging Riding’s visit. 
 

The deputy secretary of Foreign Affairs, John Dauth, said in mid-August 1999, that 

Australia had made 120 complaints to Indonesia about its failure to ensure security in East 

Timor (Powell 1999:13).  On 28 and 29 July, Downer arranged meetings with Habibie, 



 131

Wiranto, Megawati, Wahid and Gusmao in both Jakarta and East Timor to ‘convey 

Australia’s position clearly’ and to emphasise ‘the need for the TNI to be neutral, and the 

militia to be brought under control’ (DFAT 2001: 109).  He also ‘warned pro-

integrationists in no uncertain terms’ that both the Australian Government and the wider 

community would react very strongly if any Australians were deliberately harmed in East 

Timor (DFAT 2001: 111). 

 

After several delays, caused by continuing unrest and violence, the ballot in East Timor 

finally took place on 30 August, in relative peace, and 78.5% of the people voted for 

independence.  However, just two days after the vote there was a massive outbreak of 

violence with widespread killing and destruction as the pro-integration militias began to 

implement their threat of reprisal.  As the graphic images of the devastation and loss of life 

were shown around the world, there were increasing demands in Australia for the 

deployment of a peacekeeping force.  Members of the large refugee population—around 

20,000—resident in Australia also added pressure on the government (Cotton 1999).  

However, as Howard had pointed out, he faced the dilemma inherent in international 

relations: the tension between sovereignty and interdependence.  It seemed that 

management of the situation had effectively slipped right out of the Prime Minister’s 

control.  He said: 

 

We are dealing with a sovereign nation and you have two alternatives when you are 

dealing with a sovereign nation, you either seek to use your influence over them or 

you attack them or perhaps the third alternative you just completely ignore the 

problem.  Now, we have no intention of adopting either the second or the third 

alternatives so we are left with the first alternative (Howard 1999d). 

 

President Habibie continued to resist the deployment of a peacekeeping force before the 

MPR had ratified the separation of East Timor, claiming that it would ‘send the wrong 

signal to Indonesians regarding the military, and risk the Balkanisation of Indonesia’ 

(DFAT 2001: 132).  However, by early September East Timor had descended into chaos. 
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Post ballot violence in East Timor 

 

As the militia took control of the capital, Dili, thousands of East Timorese were forced into 

West Timor, many against their will, and an estimated 150,000 out of a total population of 

800,000 were forced out of their homes.  As the graphic images of the carnage in the 

province played nightly on Australian television, criticism of the Government grew.  A 

comment, reportedly made by Downer in a media conference35 on 4 September, that it was 

now ‘convenient’ for Australia to intervene in East Timor, and that he thought Australia 

had ‘calibrated this pretty much right all along’, prompted headlines such as ‘Murder 

Madness and Miscalculation’ in the media (see Lyons 1999c).  Howard was criticised for 

not having tried hard enough to persuade the Indonesian Government to allow the extended 

period of autonomy that he had suggested in his letter.  He was accused of neglecting to 

enlist the support of the United States and the international community much earlier.  

‘Instead they jumped on the bandwagon, encouraging the headlong rush to a vote they 

should have known—did know—would have terrible consequences’ (Oakes 1999: 32). 36 

 

In parliament, Brereton questioned Downer about an assessment by the International Red 

Cross that East Timor had ‘basically been destroyed’, with several hundred thousand East 

Timorese displaced and a further 200,000 having either fled or been forcibly removed to 

West Timor.  In response, Downer admitted that although he could not confirm the exact 

numbers, ‘I think we could assume the numbers would be pretty high’ (CPD HR 20 

September 1999).  This was despite the fact that he had, at least publicly, consistently 

argued that it was simply ‘rogue elements’ among the TNI who were the cause of the 

violence, and that he had assurances from the Indonesian government that the TNI were 

committed to maintaining the security of the East Timorese people.  As it became 

increasingly evident that security had completely broken down, however, he began to show 

increasing concern. 

 

                                                 
35 Reported by Lyons (1999), although there is no record of this transcript on Downer’s website.  
36 The view that US support should have been sought earlier was expressed by several senior Defence Force 
personnel to the Senate inquiry on East Timor see: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/completed_inquiries/1999-02/east_timor/report/c03.pdf  
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In a press conference on September 6, after shots had been fired at the Australian 

Ambassador’s car, and the consulate in Dili was attacked, Downer said: 

 

…the Indonesians are simply failing in their responsibilities, and this, of course, is 

creating immense concern around the world …The Indonesian Government, of 

course, is now under intense pressure, not just from Australia, but from the 

international community, from its clear failure to maintain security in East Timor.  

The very fact that non-essential staff from the United Nations and generally 

speaking, foreigners, had had to be evacuated during the course of today is a very 

clear demonstration of the failure of the Indonesian authorities to maintain security 

(Downer 1999f). 

 

During a radio interview on 6 September, Downer defended the Government’s efforts.  

Indonesia and East Timor were at the top of the Cabinet’s agenda, he said, and there had 

been ‘intensive negotiations and discussions with other countries and with the United 

Nations’ on the issue.  The Prime Minister had spoken to Secretary-General, Kofi Annan 

on two occasions that day, and the United Nations Security Council, as well as producing a 

statement condemning the violence, had decided to send a mission to Indonesia to discuss 

the whole issue of security in East Timor (Downer 1999e).  While Howard had consistently 

advocated a period of autonomy before full independence, Habibie’s dramatic change of 

policy and the vote for independence had caused a new and unexpected strategic challenge 

for the Australian government. 

 

As the attacks continued, the UN pulled out of East Timor and Australian Consular staff 

had to be evacuated from Dili on 6 September.  As international concern at the crisis grew, 

a UN Security Council Mission visited Dili on 11 September and reported that despite the 

imposition of martial law on 7 September, they were shocked by the widespread 

destruction that had taken place.  They believed that a ‘grave humanitarian crisis’ existed in 

East Timor and recommended that it be given the ‘topmost priority by the United Nations’ 

(DFAT 2001: 275).  Similarly, a UNAMET report the following week detailed evidence of 

widespread mass killing and implementation of the threatened ‘scorched earth’ policy by 

pro-integration militia.  ‘The evidence for a direct link between the militia and the military 

is beyond any dispute and has been overwhelmingly documented by UNAMET over the 
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past four months’, the report said (cited in DFAT 2001:277).  Meanwhile, an editorial in 

the New York Times urged Australia to cut off all aid and sales to Indonesia, declaring that 

‘Indonesia’s military is the problem, not the solution’.  In Australia, John Howard was also 

under immense domestic pressure to act. 

 

The Australian media attacked Howard and Downer, accusing them of trusting Habibie too 

much, underestimating his weakness and his lack of control of the military, and misjudging 

Indonesia’s nationalistic determination to hold on to East Timor (Kelly 1999a; Garran 

1999).  And, as Garran (1999) pointed out, as well as many Indonesians already regarding 

Australia as being meddlesome and intrusive, the Indonesian military were ‘intensely proud 

and militaristic and extremely hostile to outside interference … to pretend otherwise is to 

ignore half a century of history’. 

 

Throughout September, the Prime Minister undertook an intense media campaign to 

explain the Government’s position, and to address the growing pressure in the Australian 

community for the Government to act.  He participated in forty-two media interviews 

during September, most of them involving the issue of East Timor.  His message was 

consistent: he was dealing with ‘present day realities’, he said, and stressed that any action 

Australia could take was conditional upon three things: 

 

… you need a United Nations mandate, you need Indonesian consent and you need 

a reasonable level of participation by appropriate countries (Howard 1999e). 

 

Howard said that Cabinet had decided that if a United Nations sanctioned peacekeeping 

operation did eventuate, up to 4,500 Australian personnel could be made available.  He 

admitted that the relationship with Indonesia was under strain, and, in a statement that, 

although somewhat rhetorically confusing, illustrated the challenge of trying to balance 

domestic and international as well as short and long-term concerns, he said: 

 

… it’s more important to do the right thing than to preserve a relationship at any 

cost.  And we can’t do that we are trying to balance the long-term interests this 

country has in a stable relationship with Indonesia against our clear duty to the 
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people of East Timor our clear obligation to the things that we believe in as a 

nation.  (Howard 1999c). 

 

As community pressure grew, some 25,000 protesters gathered in Melbourne to hear 

Xanana Gusmao, speaking by satellite phone from Jakarta, appeal for help to save his 

people.  The Australian head of the National Council for East Timorese Resistance, Joao 

Carrascalao (1999), said John Howard had a moral obligation to act immediately because 

‘the UN—and by extension—Australia openly told the East Timorese that it was safe to 

vote for freedom’.  As noted previously, the presence of some 20,000 East Timorese 

refugees in Australia also contributed to domestic pressure for the Government to intervene 

on humanitarian grounds (see Cotton 1999: 244).  But for Prime Minister Howard, the 

dilemma remained; although he was under immense domestic pressure to act, to act without 

Indonesian agreement would be tantamount to an invasion, and for Howard, this was 

simply out of the question37. 

 

Nevertheless, the Opposition continued to attack both Downer and Howard in Parliament, 

and the media was unrelenting in its criticism.  Before the ballot Opposition foreign affairs 

spokesman, Laurie Brereton, had questioned Downer on the apparent difference of opinion 

between the US and Australia on the issue of peacekeepers for East Timor (CPD HR 

9.August 1999: 8098).  He referred to an article in The Age newspaper (Daley 1999) which 

claimed that in a meeting with the US Assistant Secretary of State, Stanley Roth, the 

Foreign Affairs Secretary, Ashton Calvert, had argued against the use of peacekeepers, 

claiming it was premature and could be damaging to bilateral relations between Australia 

and Indonesia.  Downer had issued a media release denying any difference of opinion with 

the US, and in response to Brereton’s questioning he said that ‘to the best of my 

recollection’ there had not been any US government pressure for peacekeepers, and that 

Roth was ‘not professing to speak on behalf of United States policy but expressing a 

personal view’.  He said Calvert had made it ‘perfectly clear that to rush into proposing a 

peacekeeping force would be resisted by the Indonesian government’ (CPD HR 9 August 

1999: 8099).  Meanwhile, the media renewed their attack on the government. 

                                                 
37 Technically, the US or the UN could have intervened, as they had not recognised Indonesia’s sovereignty 
over East Timor. 
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Describing the East Timor situation as ‘the worst foreign policy failure since the 

Indonesian incorporation of East Timor in 1975’, Kelly (1999a: 25) accused Howard and 

Downer of trusting Habibie too much and underestimating his weakness, claiming: 

 

  …they misjudged the Indonesian nationalistic bent to hold on to East Timor; they 

misread the risk in seizing the opportunity for a ballot this year; they failed to run a 

specific strategy focused on the military; and they should have mounted an 

international effort at an earlier stage in case a peacekeeping force was needed 

immediately post ballot 

 

Declaring that the government’s decision to change policy on East Timor was a gamble, 

Kelly claimed that it was ‘seduced by the prize’ of solving the East Timor issue, and by 

‘the kudos this would carry in Australia in domestic and diplomatic terms’…‘They 

gambled the entire Australian-Indonesian relationship on East Timor; they gambled that 

Indonesia could simultaneously make its own traumatic transition and handle the loss of 

East Timor … and it appears they lost’ (ibid: 28).  Cotton (2004:116) was equally critical, 

declaring ‘there was no planning of the kind of operation that became INTERFET and to 

imply otherwise is misleading’.  Somewhat less critical, Sheridan (1999b: 4) noted that it 

was too early to tell whether Australia had committed a ‘grievous historical error’ in 

supporting a flawed process in East Timor.  Nevertheless, he declared that ‘nothing could 

have been more damaging to the Indonesia-Australia relationship and Indonesia’s broader 

international standing, than the way events have unfolded’.  It soon became evident, 

however, that despite publicly claiming that peacekeepers were not necessary, preparations 

were being made for possible troop involvement and that Howard was working behind the 

scenes in an effort to assemble international support for peacekeeping forces (see DFAT 

2001: 52-3). 
 

When asked in January 1999 about the possibility of Australia’s participation in a 

peacekeeping role in East Timor, Howard responded: ‘Well it’s too early to speculate about 

that … I don’t want to commit the Australian Government in advance to any particular role, 

I won’t do that’ (Howard 1999b).  Again, in February, he refused to be drawn on the matter.  

In response to a question by television interviewer Kerry O’Brien about the desirability of a 

UN security force in East Timor, Howard did what he often did during interviews—he 
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refused to answer what he considered to be a ‘hypothetical’ question (Howard 1999f).  In 

March, Defence Minister Moore confirmed the government’s position, saying: 

 

the Indonesian Government and the East Timorese have the primary responsibility 

to agree on an orderly and peaceful transition, whether to autonomy or 

independence.  Such an outcome would reduce potential peacekeeping needs.  Let 

me make it clear that the government believes that it is premature to make any 

decision about ADF involvement in any peacekeeping role in East Timor at this 

stage (CPD HR 11 March 1999: 3806). 

 

Nevertheless, by May the situation had deteriorated dramatically.  In response to aggressive 

questioning by the Opposition in Parliament Howard dismissed the suggestion that 

peacekeepers should be considered, but he did admit that the situation in East Timor was 

very fragile: 

 

I do not pretend for a moment that the situation in East Timor is anything other than 

very fragile indeed… Let me say that I believe the prospects for an orderly, 

peaceful and democratic outcome are greater now than they have been for a long 

time.  That does not mean that, in the words of the foreign minister, it will be 

anything other than a near miracle if all the eventualities that we want to unfold do 

in fact unfold (CPD HR 11 May 1999: 4999-5000). 

 

Likewise, the foreign minister, when asked if there had been any discussions with other 

countries about possible peacekeeping operations in East Timor, responded that Australia’s 

position was that there was no point in contemplating peacekeeping operations until the 

parties involved had settled their dispute.  ‘Successful peacekeeping requires a peace 

agreement to keep, as well as the support of the wider UN membership for the 

establishment of such a force’, he said.  Because East Timor was under Indonesian 

sovereignty, Indonesia’s ‘consent and compliance’ would also be required, therefore ‘it has 

been widely agreed that discussion of peacekeeping is premature’, (ibid: 5104). 
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Meanwhile, in Indonesia, the Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas, (1999a) confirmed that security 

personnel would ‘take firm action and, when needed, arrest, investigate and bring to justice 

those people who provoke and violate the law’.  However, although he dismissed 

allegations by the UN team in East Timor and Amnesty International that the Indonesian 

military (TNI) was training militia groups, he warned that the ongoing violence in the 

province could endanger the upcoming ballot.  There were repeated warnings from many 

inside East Timor of possible widespread bloodshed, and even civil war, because of what 

East Timor Military Commander Colonel Noer Muis described as ‘the absence of a strong 

commitment among the warring factions to a reconciliation’ (Muis: 1999). 

 

In a half hour telephone conversation with President Habibie on 3 September, the Prime 

Minister expressed his alarm at the deteriorating conditions in East Timor, and his concern 

for the safety of Australian citizens and the police who were there.  He also indicated that 

Australian troops were in place at Tindal in the Northern Territory, ready to carry out an 

evacuation mission if that became necessary (Howard 1999g).  Domestic pressure for the 

Government to act was mounting steadily throughout Australia, and there were anti-

Indonesian protests in several major cities.  Senior church leaders spoke out, with Cardinal 

Clancy, head of the Catholic Church in Australia, calling on Howard to act to end the 

violence.  The burning of the Indonesian flag by East Timorese protesters in Darwin 

triggered a wave of anti-Australian reaction in Indonesia, where protesters burned 

Australian flags and demonstrators descended on the Australian Embassy in Jakarta, in 

protest against Australia’s perceived interference in Indonesia’s domestic affairs.  There 

were calls by the leaders of several political parties to sever diplomatic ties with Australia 

(see The Jakarta Post 13 September 1999). 

 

As the situation in East Timor continued to deteriorate over the next few days, Howard 

repeatedly asserted that although he was very concerned about the bloodshed, Australia 

was powerless to intervene unless the three necessary conditions were met: a United 

Nations mandate, Indonesian consent, and ‘a reasonable level of participation by 

appropriate countries’ (Howard 1999e).  Downer expressed the frustration he was feeling at 

the reluctance of the US to commit troops, admitting that it had been ‘enormously difficult 

to get the Americans to give us any commitments on troops and logistics support’ (Downer 
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1999h).  When asked on 10 September about the likelihood of the United States making 

troops available, Howard (1999h) responded that the matter was still under consideration, 

adding: 

 

…naturally I would like an immediate offer, and I’ll continue to press very 

strongly for an American contribution that includes troops… We have made 

our position very clear.  I’ve told the President on two occasions that the 

Australian public would not understand if the Americans were not there if 

there is a peacekeeping force, that if the Americans were not there alongside 

the Australians given the past contributions we have made when asked, and 

the closeness of the alliance over just about 100 years, but particularly over 

the past 50 years.  He understands how strongly we feel about that.  I left 

him in no doubt about it and I’m certain the issue will be discussed again 

over the weekend as I will see him at the APEC meeting in Auckland to 

which I’m travelling late this afternoon. 

 

This was the clearest indication of Howard’s belief that, in terms of the alliance, America 

had an obligation to come to Australia’s aid. 

 

The APEC meeting 

 

The timing of the Asia Pacific Economic Forum (APEC) leaders summit in Auckland on 11 

September was, as Howard himself admitted, ‘fortuitous’ indeed.  This presented the 

opportunity for the Prime Minister to try to convince President Clinton of the need for 

United States support for a peacekeeping operation.  However, even after he had indicated  

several times that he wanted the US to provide ‘boots on the ground’, his efforts to secure 

this were unsuccessful.  Clinton reportedly said that the US was ‘Kosovo’d out’ and that he 

was unlikely to gain Congressional support for any major commitment.  However, before 

the meeting, the United Nations had delivered a strong warning to Indonesia. 
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Meanwhile, in an interview on CNN, Downer’s apparent criticism of US reluctance to 

provide support annoyed the Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, who telephoned the 

Foreign Minister to discuss his comments.  This brought strong criticism in the media.  

Downer was reported to have been criticised for his ‘megaphone diplomacy’ by South East 

Asian foreign ministers who advised him to use a ‘quieter and more Asian-style diplomacy’ 

to avoid further offending and embarrassing Indonesia (Garran & McGregor 1999a).  There 

were questions raised about the strength of the US alliance, with criticism directed at the 

United States for not honouring the ANZUS Alliance, especially as Australia had provided 

troops for the US in Vietnam and the Gulf war.  As Kelly (1999b) asked: ‘When in the 50 

year history of the alliance has Australia ever asked for a US military commitment in the 

region for an exercise in which Australia was taking the lead role?’  This highlights the 

point made by Butler (1999: 4) that, although the alliance is an important factor in 

Australia’s foreign policy, the United States is likely to respond ‘proportionately, defined 

largely in terms of its own interests and threat assessment’.  The strongest criticism was 

nevertheless directed at the flaw in the Howard Government’s policy. 

 

It seemed that both Downer and Howard had failed to recognise the fragility of Habibie’s 

legitimacy, his lack of control of the powerful military, and Indonesia’s nationalistic 

determination to hold on to East Timor.  They were now facing a series of unexpected 

consequences: the mass killing of thousands of East Timorese, the difficulty of gaining US 

support for a peacekeeping force, and a seriously deteriorating relationship with Indonesia.  

As the situation in East Timor continued to deteriorate, the Opposition called on the Prime 

Minister to recall parliament so that there could be a full debate on the commitment of 

troops.  Howard claimed that because there were only two weeks before Parliament 

resumed, ‘there is little point in recalling Parliament … I suppose the Opposition has got to 

say something’ (Howard 1999h). 

 

However, on 12 September at the APEC conference, Howard announced that he had 

‘indications’ of participation for a peacekeeping force from Malaysia, Thailand and the 

Philippines, and that the Secretary General of the UN had asked Australia to take the lead if 

such a force became necessary.  He said he had agreed that Australia would play a leading 
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role, but he also emphasised that any force must be under the aegis of the UN; ‘we work 

with the United Nations’, he said (Howard 1999i). 

 

Finally, after strong international pressure, including an ultimatum by the United Nations 

and strong words from US President Clinton, Habibie relented on 12 September, and 

agreed to accept an international peacekeeping force.  Howard continued to praise 

President Habibie as ‘the man who brought democracy to Indonesia’ and had given the 

people of East Timor ‘the opportunity to vote for their future’ (ibid).  He also said he was 

very proud of the role that Australia had played in securing Indonesia’s agreement to accept 

peacekeepers.  When asked if the relationship with Indonesia had suffered because of 

Australia’s stance, Howard said he saw the East Timor intervention as being ‘the right 

thing to do’.  In a statement that highlights the dilemma he faced, he said it was more 

important to do ‘the right thing’ than to preserve the relationship with Indonesia at any 

cost.  The problem he faced was trying to balance the long-term interests of a stable 

relationship with Indonesia with the immediate need to help the people of East Timor 

(Howard 1999e). 

 

Despite criticism by some key Indonesians who indicated that they would prefer Asian 

leadership of the multinational force, Howard was also happy to take credit for Australia’s 

leadership role in the peacekeeping force.  ‘[I]f Australia had not done so I don’t think 

anybody else would have’, he said (Howard 1999j).  He had argued strongly and had been 

forthright with the Indonesians, he said, and it was important to avoid exaggerating the 

character of relationships.  In an oblique criticism of the activist policy of the previous 

government, and in particular, the close relationship the Labor Prime Minister Keating and 

Foreign Minister Evans had developed with Indonesia, Howard said: 

 

This country over the last 20 years – that’s Australia – has had far too many special 

relationships and it’s a phrase that’s dropped far too readily from the lips of far too 

many Prime Ministers … you have ongoing interests and you have special interests 

but this idea that you have a special relationship with every country whose leader 

might visit your shores and with whom you establish a reasonable personal rapport 

is a mistake (Howard 1999j). 
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When asked by a journalist whether the lack of support by the US would cause him to 

reflect on the extent of Australia’s reliance on America in regional problems, Howard said: 

 

There is nothing in the Australian-US alliance which says that every time we are 

involved together the Americans have to provide the lion share and take the lead, 

particularly when its something right on our doorstep.  I mean, I think it’s important 

to keep this American thing in perspective.  We wanted them in but we were never 

saying that they had to carry the lion share of it and we accept it …and it remains 

still the most important alliance and association in political and military terms that 

Australia has   (ibid). 

 

When asked the following day what lessons Australia should learn from the East Timor 

situation, Howard responded: 

I think there are a number of lessons.  I think one of them is the importance of 

having a defence force that can be got ready quickly and deployed rapidly.  I think 

we have demonstrated a capacity to do that … I think that there’s a reminder in this 

that your relationships with other countries can change as circumstances can change 

and change quite sharply … I think that this notion that we have special 

relationships with scores of countries around the world is something that is dropped 

too frequently from the lips of too many Prime Ministers over the years.  I think 

you have to understand that to borrow that famous injunction of Lord Palmerston 

that you don’t have permanent friends, you have permanent interests Howard 

(1999k). 

 

However, as Kelly (1999b) observed, if Howard intended to focus on permanent interests 

he needed to sell two ideas: ‘that a lasting settlement in East Timor can be achieved only 

with Jakarta’s support, and that hostile relations with Jakarta will only hurt Australia as a 

nation’.  While Kelly was positive about the Prime Minister’s management of the East 

Timor issue, Campbell (1999) was more critical, arguing that history had shown the US to 

be both an unreliable partner in the South East Asian region, in particular during the issues 

of West New Guinea, and during the confrontation with Malaysia.  The US was also an 

unreliable peacekeeping partner, he said, preferring instead to ‘sabotage the UN Security 

Council in favour of independence of American action’.  He advised John Howard to ‘try 
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mateship in our Asian policies and couple it with an active new commitment to the UN’ 

(ibid). 

 

There were also negative responses from Indonesia to the announcement of Australia’s 

leading role.  Indonesia’s Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas, made it clear that he had 

‘preferences’ for ASEAN countries to form a majority of the peacekeeping force.  The day 

after Australia was named to head the peacekeeping force, the House of Representatives 

and the ruling Golkar Party demanded that Australia and Portugal be excluded from any 

international force.  Aminullah Ibrihim, a member of the parliamentary military faction, 

said Australia was not neutral and he warned that Australian political parties would use 

East Timor to bolster their popularity in the forth-coming Australian elections (Jakarta 

Post, 14 September 1999). 

 

President Habibie then refused to take calls from Prime Minister Howard, reportedly 

incensed by what he saw as Australia’s lack of consultation and continued interference in 

Indonesia’s domestic affairs.  Anwar (1999) reported that Habibie was personally 

disappointed with Howard whom he said had ‘misused our close friendship’ by using their 

personal conversations to publicly pursue his own political interests (Jakarta Post, 17 

September 1999).  Indonesian Minister for Security Affairs, Feisal Tanjung (1999) said that 

the 1995 Agreement on Maintaining Security stipulated that Indonesia and Australia would 

consult about matters affecting their common security.  He added: 

 

We deeply regret Australia’s attitude, which has undermined bilateral relations 

…[t]he Republic of Indonesia has noted that the attitude and the actions of 

Australia with regard to East Timor does not help keep the bilateral relationship 

based on the mutual respect of sovereignty, national integrity and the principle of 

not interfering in each other’s affairs (Tanjung in The Jakarta Post 17 September 

1999). 

 

On September 15, The United Nations Security Council unanimously authorised the 

establishment of a multinational force for East Timor.  On the same day, Indonesia 

cancelled the Agreement on Maintaining Security. 
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In a complete about-turn from his 1996 assurances to President Suharto, and the 

acknowledgement in the White Paper In the National Interest that his Government was 

firmly committed to the security pact, Howard dismissed the abrogation ‘with a shrug’ 

(Albinski 2000: 200).  When asked what the implications of the abrogation might be, 

Howard responded: 

 

I don’t think they’re very great.  This was to be expected.  Indonesia feels that 

gestures of this kind are probably necessary.  The security pact didn’t really come 

into play at all over recent months.  We never saw it as the big solution to all the 

problems in the relationship as the former government did.  So I don’t pay too 

much regard and I’m not particularly surprised by or concerned about this decision 

(Howard 1999l). 

 

However, it was evident that many Indonesians felt strongly about what they perceived to 

be Australia’s attitude of superiority, and the mixed messages its foreign policy was 

sending to the region.  The security pact was an important strategic symbol, and by 

repudiating it on the eve of the arrival of Australian troops in East Timor, Indonesia was 

sending what Kelly (1999c) described as a ‘chilling message’ to Australia.  Combined with 

Habibie refusing to take calls from Howard, Anwar warning that pro-integration forces 

would target Australian troops, and Indonesia resisting Australia’s leadership of the UN 

peacekeeping force, this action was an indication of how far the relationship between 

Australia and Indonesia had deteriorated. 

 

Declaring Australia’s foreign policy as ‘full of paradoxes’ for claiming to regard Indonesia 

as one of its most important neighbours, Jamadu (1999) claimed that the government and 

people of Indonesia felt humiliated and betrayed by Australia.  He said: 

 

There seems to be a contradiction between Australia’s intention to 

strengthen co-operation with its Asian neighbours and the actions and 

statements of its leaders, which only entrench its Eurocentric perspective’, 

[w]hy would Australia run the risk of damaging its carefully constructed ties 
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with Indonesia?  Is it only for humanitarian concerns or to raise the 

popularity of Prime Minister John Howard back home? 

 

This now seemed to be what Kelly (1999c) described as ‘the most dangerous period of John 

Howard’s prime ministership’ as ‘the magnitude of the Howard Government’s foreign 

policy deepens daily’. 

 

When questioned about the reaction by Indonesia, Howard said that although there was a 

lot of ‘loose rhetoric’ around the issue, and that the relationship with Indonesia was 

strained, Australia had made a choice, and taken a stand.  There certainly was a strong 

reaction by some in Indonesia.  The main political parties urged the government to freeze 

diplomatic ties with Australia, and leaders of the Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) 

GOLKAR and the National Mandate Party (PAN) were unanimous in accusing Australia of 

‘spreading terror’ with its persistent demand for an immediate dispatch of a peacekeeping 

force to East Timor.  The Deputy chairman of the PDI-P, Dimtayi Hartono, recommended 

severing diplomatic ties with Australia, saying, ‘we can the take drastic measure if 

necessary, just to show Australia that it needs a good neighbour like us.  And if Australian 

troops land in East Timor without UN consent, 200 million Indonesians will take up arms 

to fight them’ [sic].  (Jakarta Post 13 September 1999).  His PAN counterpart, Fatwar, 

agreed.  ‘Never let Australia terrorise us’, he said.  ‘We’re a big nation whose pride is now 

at stake’ (ibid). 

 

When asked whether Indonesia would regard the peacekeepers as an aggressive force, 

Howard evaded the question, saying he wanted to avoid talking like a soldier.  However, in 

a statement that revealed his own view of his power he said, ‘I’m not a soldier.  I’m the 

Prime Minister.  I lead the decision making process of the nation’ (Howard 1999m).  This 

was a clear indication of his view of himself as a strong leader, prepared to make a stand, 

take the initiative, and control the decision making process, particularly if he was convinced 

that a particular course of action was the ‘right’ thing to do.  However, this stance also 

attracted domestic criticism. 

 



 146

A hard-hitting article by Sheridan (1999e) labelled the deepening tragedy in East Timor as 

‘the greatest catastrophe in the history of Australian foreign policy’.  Citing three main 

reasons for the Government’s failure—the failure of intelligence to predict the military’s 

actions, the failure to negotiate the deployment of peacekeepers earlier and the failure to 

bring the United States on board earlier—Sheridan concluded that there was ‘more than a 

small suspicion that far too much of this policy has been a response to public opinion’.  

However, on 19 September the Prime Minister formally announced a decision that resulted 

in Australia’s largest military involvement for 30 years. 

 

In an address to the nation on 19 September, the Prime Minister said that as he spoke, 2,000 

young Australians were preparing to go to East Timor.  He claimed he did not make the 

decision to commit Australian forces to the multi-national peacekeeping force lightly: 

 

We decided to do it because it was right, but also because it was in our 

national interest to do so’, he said, adding ‘I am proud that Australia was 

asked to lead the peacekeeping force… [o]ur soldiers go to East Timor as 

part of a great Australian military tradition, which has never sought to 

impose the will of this country on others, but only to defend what is right 

Howard (1999m).38 

 

When Parliament resumed on September 20, the Opposition continued to attack the 

Government’s policy.  Opposition member Bob McMullan called for the inclusion of 

question time during the debate planned for the following day, arguing that this was an 

‘unprecedented circumstance’ in which, although the deployment of troops was supported 

by the Opposition, there was widespread criticism of the ‘circumstances that led to it’.  

Citing the comment in the Sheridan article, that the deepening tragedy of East Timor 

represented ‘the greatest catastrophe in the history of Australian foreign policy’, McMullan 

requested the opportunity to ask ‘legitimate questions’ that would ‘enhance the debate ‘ and 

‘provide some information that people can draw on in the course of the debate’.  In 

proposing a motion to include an opportunity for questions, he asked: 
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The question is, why is it that the government does not want to have question time 

tomorrow?  What is the case for not using that hour for that important part of the 

process of parliamentary accountability? (CPD HR 20 September 1999: 1008). 

 

His motion was lost when put to the vote, however. 

 

In his opening statement to the eight hour-long parliamentary debate the next day, the 

Prime Minister said that there was no more serious decision that any government could take 

than one which committed Australian forces to active service abroad.  It was essential, 

therefore, that ‘the reasons for that decision be made plain to the parliament of Australia 

and that the representatives of the Australian public have a full opportunity to debate those 

reasons’ (CPD HR 21 September 1999: 10025).  Although there was no doubt that the 

government’s decision to commit troops had public support, (see Appendix Seven), as 

McMullan pointed out, the parliament had been given no opportunity to debate the issue 

before the decision was made by the Government. 

 

In what was described by Cotton (2002: 202) as ‘the most distinctive and considered 

contribution by the Prime Minister to foreign policy discourse since he assumed office’, 

Howard then outlined five ‘home truths’ about Australia’s position in the region.  Quoting 

Palmerston’s famous adage that nations do not have permanent friends, only permanent 

interests, the Prime Minister said the first home truth was that the ‘foreign policy needs to 

be based on a clear sense of the national interest, and on our values’ (CPD HR 21 

September 1999: 10029).  Second was the position of Australia, with its ‘unique assets’ at 

the ‘unique intersection’ next to Asia, with strong links to the United States and Europe.  

He added: 

 
We have stopped worrying about whether we are Asian, in Asia, enmeshed in Asia 

or part of the mythical East-Asian hemisphere.  We have got on with being 

ourselves in the region.  In turn the region has recognised that we are an asset and 

have a constructive role to play in it (ibid). 

                                                                                                                                                     
38 It seems that for Howard the national interest, as defined in the second White Paper, is simply ‘the security 
and prosperity of Australia and Australians. 
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The third truth, that the United States alliance ‘clearly works very effectively’ and that the 

Government was ‘completely satisfied with the scale of the US contribution’, was probably 

designed to rebut criticism of the Government for not having secured US support earlier 

and in not achieving the ‘boots on the ground’ it had hoped for.  The fourth truth 

foreshadowed the need to increase defence spending in view of the ‘uncertain regional 

security situation’, while the fifth truth was the need to take account of ‘the values of the 

Australian community’.  While emphasising that Australia had no quarrel with the 

Indonesian nation, Howard cautioned that ‘how it develops and behaves will influence the 

strategic balance in our region’.  (ibid: 10030). 

 

The speeches by seventy-one members that followed were described by Ramsay (1999) as 

a ‘stodge of self-serving rhetoric’.  What the Government ‘applauded as wise leadership 

and courageous statesmanship by John Howard, the Opposition rubbished as rank naivety 

and political triumphalism’, he said.  Nevertheless, there was bipartisan support for the 

troops. 

 

The Opposition leader, Kim Beazley, assured the soldiers that ‘the nation is behind them … 

all parts of the political system, all parties are behind them’ (CPD HR September 21 1999: 

10032).  He was, however, highly critical of the Government’s ‘policy failure’.  He was 

particularly critical of Howard’s claim that if he had insisted on peacekeepers the 

opportunity for the ballot would have been lost., claiming failure to provide protection had 

had a devastating effect on ‘every family on Timor’,  (ibid: 10036).  Beazley described the 

Prime Minister’s failure to engage the support of the United States earlier, despite repeated 

warnings of the perilous situation in East Timor from political analysts, the media and the 

Opposition, as a ‘dereliction’: 

 

… he did not, and this government did not press upon the United States, the United 

Nations or any other interlocutors a requirement for absolute security to be put in 

place for the ballot and the protection of the population afterwards … When the 

United States was finally engaged and started to carry some of the diplomatic 

weight, instantly there was a response.  Thank God the APEC meeting took place 

when it did, and focused President Clinton on this region as a result.  That was a 

happy accident  CPD HR 21 September 1999:10036. 
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The Deputy Leader of the Opposition, Simon Crean, accused the government of being in 

denial for not heeding warnings from the Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO) as early 

as March, which indicated that the Indonesian military was not reining in the militias.  

While the Prime Minister had made a ‘noble attempt at statesmanship’ when he wrote to 

President Habibie, his policy had failed because there had been no follow-through, Crean 

claimed.  By not initiating formal discussions with US President Clinton earlier, and ‘both 

quietly and publicly lobbying our allies for a peacekeeping force, at least since the ballot 

was proposed’, the Prime Minister had shown ‘appalling judgement from a nation that still 

holds this alliance important’, he said (ibid: 100044). 

 

The shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs Laurie Brereton was even more strident in his 

criticism.  He claimed that while Foreign Minister Downer said only rogue elements of the 

Indonesian military were supporting the militias, the DIO report of 4 March clearly stated 

quite the opposite.  Brereton quoted directly from the report: 

 

The military in East Timor are clearly protecting, and in some cases operating with 

the militias … No vigorous action to rein in the military have [sic] been noted 

implying that General Wiranto is at least turning a blind eye … Unless Jakarta 

takes firm action the military will continue to support intimidation and violence or 

at least won’t prevent it (CPD HR 21 September 1999: 10052.) 

 

This was ‘something the government just did not want to hear’, just as they had not wanted 

to hear the many calls for peacekeepers that he had made consistently from February that 

year, he said (ibid). 

 

Whether it was possible to have engaged the United States earlier is open to question.  As 

the then US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, (1998: 53) had already made clear, the 

capacities of the US ‘although great, are not unlimited.  To guard against overextension we 

must insist that others do their share.  We must differentiate between the essential and the 

merely desirable’.  To the US, with many of its troops already engaged in peacekeeping 

elsewhere, resolving the issue of East Timor, a tiny island far from their key area of 

strategic interest, was undoubtedly in the ‘merely desirable’ category. 
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In the face of continued attacks by the Opposition in parliament, the Prime Minister 

claimed that his letter to President Habibie represented ‘a historic change’ from the 

‘acquiescence of the Keating government towards President Suharto’.  He did not explain 

exactly why he decided to reverse the foreign policy of twenty-five years; however, he did 

admit that Habibie’s decision to allow the vote for independence went further than was 

advocated in the letter, thus creating ‘an absolutely irreversible dynamic’ (CPD HR 22 

September 1999: 10216).  The parliamentary debate on East Timor continued for a further 

six hours on September 23, with the Opposition claiming repeatedly that the government 

failed to foresee the tragic events and bloodshed in East Timor. 

 

There was also criticism in the press, with Sheridan (1999c) claiming that East Timor was 

shaping up to be ‘the single most catastrophic episode in Australian foreign policy’.  He 

argued that, despite Howard’s claim that Habibie refused to consider peacekeepers before 

the ballot, Australia had not made sufficient efforts to secure peacekeeping forces.  After 

all, he said, Habibie had changed his mind on self-determination, so, given sufficient 

pressure, why not on peacekeepers.  However, it was an interview by the Prime Minister in 

The Bulletin on 28 September that attracted widespread criticism both domestically and 

throughout the region. 

 

The Howard Doctrine 

 

In the article entitled ‘The Howard Defence Doctrine’ (Brenchley 1999: 22), Howard was 

quoted as saying that Australia could be seen as ‘a medium-sized, economically strong 

regional power leading a peacekeeping force’, the ‘deputy sheriff’ to the United States’.  

According to Brenchley (ibid), Howard said, ‘Gee, we were ourselves in Asia over the past 

few weeks … we were defending the values we hold as Australians.  We were willing to be 

in dispute with our nearest neighbour to defend those values … as a European Western 

civilisation with strong links with North America’.  While claiming that leadership of the 

UN peacekeeping force would ‘cement’ Australia’s place in the region, Howard emphasised 

that this was as ‘a participant on our own terms.  In foreign policy, we spent too much time 

fretting about whether we were in Asia, or part of Asia, or whatever, we should be 
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ourselves in Asia’ (ibid: 24).  No longer needing ‘special relationships’ this new, confident 

Australia had confronted Indonesia and fought for what was ‘right’.  This was again, an 

emphasis on the move away from the approach of the Keating Government, which he saw 

as part of the policy of ‘appeasement’ towards Indonesia.39  In the same interview, Howard 

indicated that this new approach, later called the ‘Howard Doctrine’, would require a 

renewed emphasis on defence spending.  ‘Defence will have to come first’, he said.  These 

comments caused immediate domestic and international criticism. 

 

Describing the so-called ‘Howard Doctrine’ as a ‘truly fantastic proposition’, Sheridan 

(1999c: 15) said it implied that ‘we are going to go around the region imposing our vision 

of democracy and human rights on South East Asia, apparently at the point of a gun’.  

Several leading academics urged Howard to clarify his policy before it led to serious 

deterioration in relations with the Asian countries (Earl 1999: 3), while Garnaut (1999: 3), 

a former ambassador to China, warned that Australia was entering the most challenging and 

dangerous time in its foreign policy history.  Viviani (1999: 3) considered that Howard had 

taken Australia’s foreign policy back to the 1950s with his emphasis on the country as a 

European outsider.  This placed it in a more confrontational position than at any other time 

in the previous four decades, she said, while Mackie (1999: 3) claimed Menzies had 

maintained better relations with Indonesia when Indonesians were fighting Australians in 

Borneo.  As Evans (1999) pointed out, linking the East Timor situation with the need to 

build up Australia’s military capacity sent ominous messages to our Asian neighbours, as 

well as refuelling the ‘threat from the north’ Cold War sentiment domestically.  The 

triumphal tone creeping into the Prime Minister’s rhetoric added to concerns both within 

Australia, and in the region. 

 

Accusing the Prime Minister of seeking domestic political advantage, Opposition leader 

Beazley said it seemed that Howard was careering down a road with ‘national interest and 

foreign policy commonsense’ on one side, and ‘John Howard’s perceived political interest 

in being able to manipulate the symbols and actions of foreign policy for political advantage 

                                                 
39 However, Howard was a senior minister in the Fraser Government that granted de jure recognition of 
Jakarta’s sovereignty over East Timor in 1975, and in 1979 in an article ‘It’s time we made it up with the 
Indonesians’, arguing that there was little alternative to that decision, he branded Fretilin ‘a left wing pro-
communist movement’ (cited in Oakes 2000: 24). 
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on the other’ (CPDHR 28 September 1999: 10758).  Like a learner driver, Howard 

‘overcorrects between these two…anxious always for an opportunity to secure … the 

political advantage in foreign policy for the Liberal Party’ (ibid).  Although he agreed that 

the intervention in East Timor was ‘the right thing’, Evans was equally critical of what he 

described as the Government’s ‘scramble for credit’. 

 

Why do we have to express the way in which we are doing it so arrogantly and so 

patronisingly, and regard it as an exercise in the application of Australian values as 

distinct from universal values?  Why did we have to allow to take wing the notion 

that we are doing it as a deputy for the United States global police chief? … The 

pitch was wrong, the spin was wrong, and the articulation was wrong, because the 

mind-set which lay behind this approach by the government is wrong (Evans, CPD 

HR 28 September 1999:10764). 

 

Moreover, instead of emphasising Australia’s commitment to the region, the Government 

was emphasising what makes it different, Evans said, by constantly referring to ‘Australian 

values’, and our ‘special place as a European, Western civilisation’ (ibid). 

 

In an article entitled ‘Jingoism is a luxury we cannot afford’, Kelly (1999c) noted that such 

rhetoric served only to deepen the rift between Australia and Indonesia, claiming that, 

 

Howard has seized the moment… He is improvising, acting from instinct and 

talking on the run.  The brief he speaks comes not from his mute-struck ministers, 

the Foreign Affairs or Defence departments or the defence chiefs.  Howard speaks 

only for himself, but that means he speaks for Australia … For the past week, John 

Howard has used the Australian troop commitment to East Timor to redefine 

Australian policy in a way that bolsters his domestic position, and threatens the 

foreign policy achievements of the past generation … The effect of Howard’s 

rhetoric is to deepen the rift between Australia and Indonesia over East Timor.  It is 

sound domestic politics and dangerous foreign policy. 
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The reaction in Indonesia was immediate.  Already critical of Australia’s leadership of the 

peacekeeping force, and of the ‘actions and statements of its leaders’, Jemadu (1999), 

declared that with his ‘aggressive policy’ in East Timor, Prime Minister John Howard had 

begun a ‘dangerous political game, the consequences of which he might never have 

expected’.  President Habibie decided to postpone the departure of the newly appointed 

Indonesian Ambassador to Australia until relations between the two countries had 

improved, and Foreign Minister Ali Alatas (1999) warned that relations between the two 

countries were at an historic low.  ‘Both sides should cool down and attempt to reduce the 

heated atmosphere. Let the situation settle’, he said.  Dewi Fortuna Anwar (2001: 218), 

former foreign affairs advisor to Habibie, later described the deputy sheriff notion as highly 

damaging to Australia’s image in the region.  It was rejected by the ASEAN countries and 

seen as evidence of Australia’s ‘new arrogance and a resurgence of white racism’.  As 

McBeth (1999) wrote in the Far Eastern Economic Review, ‘Many Australians were 

horrified and Asian leaders outraged’ by the implication that Australia would act as US 

deputy sheriff in the region.  ‘Many Australians still see Indonesia as a security threat,   

while Indonesians look upon Australians as patronising and critical’, he said.   

 

Recognising the danger, the Prime Minister swiftly sought to distance himself from the 

article.  A lengthy press statement was issued by the Australian embassy in Jakarta denying 

that John Howard had used the words ‘deputy’ and ‘regional policeman’ (Walters: 1999: 

10), and in Parliament the following week, Howard said: 

 

I make it clear that the government does not see Australia as playing the role of a 

deputy for the United States, or indeed any other country in the region and neither 

does the government see the United States itself playing a role as a regional 

policeman, although continued American involvement in the region is vital to our 

security.  That expression was used in the interview by the correspondent himself 

(CPD HR 27 September 1999: 10516). 
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He made it very clear, however, that he did not resile from the main message of the article. 

 

As I made very clear in the Bulletin article, Australia makes absolutely no apology 

for the lead it did take in relation to the East Timor situation, but it was, and 

remains, a lead taken in cooperation with our friends and neighbours in the region 

(ibid). 

 

Howard also took the opportunity to remind the Opposition that they were ‘directly 

complicit in 13 years of foreign policy failure and neglect’, which he claimed had created 

the present situation in East Timor.  ‘It has been left to a coalition government to reverse 25 

years of over-accommodation to Indonesia by governments on both sides of politics in this 

country’, he said (ibid: 10517).  Statements such as this did nothing to help repair the 

relationship with Indonesia. 

 

The Opposition argued that the crisis in East Timor was a salutary lesson about ‘the 

excessive influence of the executive over parliament’.  There were people on both sides of 

the parliament who were not able to voice their opinions, and it was time to ask whether 

there should be a greater assertion of the role of parliament over government in foreign 

policy areas, regardless of who was in government, they said (CPD HR 27 September 1999: 

10674).  However, there was unanimous support for the departing troops, both from within 

parliament and throughout the wider community.  As Ramsay (1999: 47) observed, 

‘nothing quite stirs the blood as the sound of military drum and bugle, as John Howard well 

knows’. 

 

Under the exemplary leadership of Major General Peter Cosgrove, the INTERFET forces 

were able to oversee the difficult process of restoring order in East Timor.  There were no 

Australian casualties and, as Cosgrove pointed out, interactions with Indonesian army 

officers during previous joint exercises proved invaluable in establishing and maintaining 

effective working relationships with the Indonesian military during the peacekeeping 

operation.  However, despite support for the troops and the peacekeeping force, there was 

continuing criticism of Howard’s handling of the foreign policy issue. 
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Criticism of the Howard Government’s policy 

 

There was a growing concern that the Prime Minister had ‘played too much to the domestic 

gallery, casting himself as a popular crusader, and too little to the national interest’ (Kelly 

1999c: 19).  Nevertheless, while it is arguable that Howard had responded to community 

pressure to act, he took a major political risk in deciding to intervene in the crisis.  If the 

operation had gone wrong, or there had been a number of Australian casualties, the exercise 

could have been a major disaster for both the Prime Minister and his Government. 

 

Furthermore, Howard had failed to ‘sell’ his policy successfully, and much of his rhetoric 

had served to increase tension within the region rather than to unify.  His message that 

Australian troops were in East Timor to defend Australian values, and what Australia 

believed to be ‘right’ overlooked the fact that the values that Australia stands for are, in 

fact, universal values, enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, not ideals 

created for political purposes by an Australian government nor a particular political party.  

Indeed, the majority of Indonesians share those very same values. 

 

During October 1999, there were a number of important milestones in the process of 

achieving freedom for the people of East Timor, and democracy for Indonesia.  On 20 

October, the People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR), along with the new, democratically 

elected President, Abdurrahman Wahid, and Vice-President Megawati Sukarnoputri, 

formally recognised the results of the East Timor ballot, revoking the incorporation of East 

Timor into Indonesia (see Appendix Eight).  The next day, Xanana Gusmao at last returned 

to East Timor, and on 25 October, the UN Security Council adopted a resolution 

establishing the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET).  

With this, Australia ceased de jure recognition of Indonesian sovereignty over East Timor, 

and, in February 2000, the troops returned home to a heroes’ welcome.  However, there had 

been strong criticism of the Howard Government’s handling of the East Timor operation. 

 

Having accused Howard and Downer of ‘delusions of grandeur’, Kelly (1999d) claimed 

that the new message from the Howard Government about an Australia more powerful than 

its regional neighbours, able to be part of the Asian region on its own terms with its East 
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Timor policy proof of its credibility in the region, was ‘utter folly’.  Citing Howard’s litany 

of statements referring to Australia’s new-found strength and standing in the region, Kelly 

noted: ‘If the history of the last 50 years teaches us any lesson, it is that Australia cannot 

dictate the terms of its Asian relations’ (ibid). 

 

The Prime Minister’s claims that ‘economic strength produces political and diplomatic 

strength’ and that Australia was now ‘standing taller and stronger in the chanceries of the 

world’ than ever before (Howard 1999mm), were not received well either by Indonesia or 

other Asian countries.  Combined with the ‘deputy sheriff’ image, and the message that ‘we 

can now be ourselves in Asia’ having led the peacekeeping force in East Timor, these 

statements did nothing to enhance Australia’s standing in the region. 

 

Furthermore, Howard had framed the East Timor deployment in terms of ‘the Australian 

tradition of military commitment to a foreign war’, but as Kelly (1999d) pointed out, this 

was not an Australian mandated war, but a UN peace enforcement operation.  This point 

was made clear by the Thai deputy commander of the force, Major-General Songkitti 

Chakkabatr, who said: ‘We are not doing our job under Australia.  We don’t care what has 

been going on between Australia and Jakarta.  We are under the United Nations’ (cited in 

Kelly 1999d).  In addition, by presenting Australia as a leader in Asia, Howard’s message 

was not welcome in the region.  As Malaysia’s Deputy Prime Minister Abdulla Badawi 

said, ‘We don’t wish to see any nation which sees itself as keeper or leader or commander 

in the region’ (cited in Kelly 1999d). 

 

Comments by Australian Foreign Minster Alexander Downer (1999g), that ‘no country 

wins respect by being obsequious’, and his claim that ‘no other country could have matched 

Australia’s leadership role’, served only to reinforce the image of Australia as both 

arrogant and superior in its attitude towards the region.  Meanwhile, Kelly (1999d) claimed 

that anyone who believed that the East Timor deployment was about humanitarian issues 

was ‘naïve’.  Rather, he said, it was ‘a landmark’ for Howard, who proudly claimed: ‘It has 

been left to a Coalition Government to reverse twenty five years of over-accommodation to 

Indonesia’.  Yet it was only after two years of pursuing the same policy as the previous 

government that the Howard Government changed its approach: a change made possible 
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only by the opportunity presented by the fall of Suharto.  Moreover, the triumphal tone that 

had crept into the Prime Minister’s rhetoric was sending very unfortunate messages both to 

Indonesia, and to the other countries in the region.  As Anwar (2001: 218) put it: 

 

[w]hile Australia received international accolades for its peacekeeping role 

in East Timor, it seems clear that South-East Asian countries on the whole 

resented the manner in which Canberra presented and conducted itself in the 

East Timor affair and its aftermath. 

 

Australia’s policy shift, the rhetoric surrounding it, and the way in which it was ‘sold’ to 

the domestic audience through ‘megaphone diplomacy’, and increasing hubris, profoundly 

affected the relationship with Indonesia.  Residual resentment of Australia’s handling of the 

East Timor crisis caused a visit by President Wahid 40 to be postponed several times.  His 

successor, President Megawati Sukarnoputri, a long-term opponent of independence for 

East Timor, was also reluctant to engage in any dialogue with the Australian government 

until the Bali bombing, some two years later, saw some degree of thawing in relations 

between the two countries. 

 

The criticism of US foreign policy by Kissinger (2000) seems relevant to the Howard 

government’s approach to this issue.  Claiming that the American foreign policy showed a 

lack of strategic design, Kissinger saw it as consisting of ‘a series of seemingly unrelated 

decisions taken largely in response to specific crises and driven less by an over-arching 

concept than by responses to domestic pressure groups’.  This same tendency exacerbated 

the situation in East Timor, he said, where ‘the West pressed an interim unelected 

Indonesian Government that had already granted full autonomy to East Timor to move 

towards independence—in the midst of Indonesia’s first democratic election’. 

 

This perversely reduced that government’s ability to restrain its dissident military.  

And the lack of sensitivity to Indonesia’s concern with the precarious unity of its 

state and of the religious issue involved has mortgaged not only the fledgling  
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democracy, but Indonesia’s historic partnership with the West (Kissinger 2000: 19). 

 

The wisdom of Howard’s writing to Habibie remains the subject of debate.  Whether it was 

wise to seize the ‘window of opportunity’ and take advantage of a mercurial, interim 

president who had limited support from the military, at a time when his country was 

undergoing dramatic social, political and economic change, is open to question. 

 

First, it could be argued that if Howard had been more aware of, and sensitive to, the 

Indonesian cultural tradition of quiet diplomatic discussion rather than direct forthright 

advice, he might have gone to Indonesia and discussed his proposition with Habibie 

personally, rather than writing a letter.  Habibie’s negative reaction to Australia’s 

intervention and the idea of the Matignon Accord approach may then have been avoided, or 

at least aired, discussed and possibly resolved immediately.  It could also be argued that 

Habibie’s response to Howard’s proposal of independence for the province might have 

alerted Howard and Downer to the danger of violence erupting in East Timor.  

Furthermore, the clearly stated preference of the key East Timorese political actors, 

Gusmao, Ramos Horta and Bishop Belo, for a prolonged period of autonomy, prior to a 

ballot indicated that they were well aware of the potential for unrest and violence if the 

process was undertaken too swiftly. 

 

Second, once Habibie made the quantum leap from autonomy to independence, it could be 

argued that there could have been a greater effort made earlier by Australia to enlist the 

support of the United States in pressuring Indonesia to ensure security for the ballot.  The 

US was likely to have a far more powerful influence than a middle-power like Australia, as 

it had already proved through the conditions imposed by the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) during the final days of the Suharto regime.  However, once the decision was made, 

as Evans (1999: 12) put it, it seemed that ‘the genie was out of the bottle and no one in 

Australia raced to stuff it back in’.  Arguing that there should have been ‘a massive 

diplomatic effort … to persuade Indonesia that if it did not control the violence then it 

would deservedly become a pariah state’, Evans claimed that the Howard Government 

made no more than ‘desultory efforts’ to do this.  He considered that it had, therefore, failed 

                                                                                                                                                     
40 He finally visited Australia in late June 2001. 
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in its foreign policy, and compounded that failure with talk of the need to build up their 

military capacity at such a sensitive time (ibid). 

 

On the domestic front, the Prime Minister’s attempt to introduce a ‘Timor tax’41 to fund the 

defence force commitment in East Timor met with strong criticism in the electorate.  An 

editorial in The Australian (24 November 1999:12) claimed that the move signalled the 

Prime Minister’s ‘new populism’, noting that the policy was not only sending ‘worrying 

signals domestically’ but was ‘doing the same regionally’, by ‘telling our neighbours that 

Australia’s response to problems in our neighbourhood is a military response’.  Sheridan, 

(1999d) was strident in his criticism.  Labelling the tax as ‘a bad and dangerous gimmick’, 

he said that the Timor tax showed Howard ‘at his very worst’.  The tax was ‘bad public 

policy, irresponsible in terms of our position in the region, manipulative and potentially 

polarising at home, and ultimately vastly cynical’ he said.  Claiming that Howard had 

placed serious matters of national security secondary to short term political gain, Sheridan 

observed that Howard seemed intent upon capitalising on the emotional and political 

impact of the Timor issue to ‘further wrap the short-term political interests of the Howard 

Government ever more deeply in the noble image of the Australian soldiers’ (ibid). 

 

In a deft political move, Howard implied that the East Timor commitment was part of the 

ANZAC tradition, despite the fact that this was not a military deployment, but a 

peacekeeping mission.  Even Opposition leader Beazley found it difficult to oppose the 

proposition for the tax, however, when it was couched in those terms - as a means of 

protecting Australian troops.  Nevertheless, linking defence spending with the need to 

maintain ‘acceptable levels of overall defence readiness’ gave the unfortunate impression 

to countries in the region that Australia was preparing to deal with any disturbances in the 

region by military means.  This will be further discussed in the following chapter. 

 

                                                 
41 The tax was to be added to the Medicare levy for a period of 12 months. (For details see CPD HR 23 
November 1999:12374.) The government scrapped the tax in May 2000, claiming that it was no longer 
necessary, not because of the negative reaction from the electorate, but because the ‘strongly growing’ 
economy ensured the Budget would be in surplus. 
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Conclusion 

 

As this chapter demonstrates, the East Timor intervention provides a vivid example of the 

opportunities, challenges and dilemmas that confronted Australia’s national leader, situated 

at the nexus of the domestic–international political arena.  With the change of leadership in 

Indonesia John Howard saw, and seized, what he believed was a ‘window of opportunity’ 

to resolve the long-standing problem of East Timor, that had been a ‘thorn in the side’ of 

relationship between Indonesia and Australia since 1975.  The change also provided him 

with an opportunity to build his domestic political capital by clearly differentiating himself 

from what he regarded as the disproportionate attention given to the relationship by the 

Keating Government.  It also allowed him to begin to disprove Keating’s claim that he 

would not be accepted or listened to in Asia.  Furthermore, by taking the lead in the East 

Timor issue, he had the opportunity to refute the criticism of those who claimed he was 

both inexperienced and disinterested in foreign affairs.  However, as Indonesia’s position 

changed and events unfolded, as Cotton (2002: 196) put it, ‘[w]ithin the space of a few 

months, the relatively benign and predictable regional environment became turbulent and 

uncertain’.  This made the challenge of achieving these objectives peacefully more difficult 

for Howard, and presented him with a series of major challenges. 

 
As outlined in this chapter, despite the massive unrest and widespread bloodshed in East 

Timor, the Prime Minister’s capacity to act in response to great domestic pressure was 

frustrated by the need to respect the sovereignty of Indonesia.  As Habibie made clear, any 

action to intervene without Indonesia’s agreement carried the risk of war with Indonesia.  

This illustrates the classic dilemma facing leaders in the post Cold War political and 

strategic environment, where the boundaries between nations are blurred yet sovereign, and 

countries are simultaneously both interdependent, and often fiercely nationalistic. 

 

The major challenge for Howard was to manage the rapidly changing strategic situation 

where the unfolding of dramatic and unexpected events required constant assessment and 

review.  Habibie’s sudden shift in policy, from considering extended autonomy for East 

Timor to offering total independence, was both unexpected and dramatic.  Howard’s letter 

had clearly suggested an extended period of autonomy for the province, and Habibie’s 
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decision presented a completely new set of challenges and dilemmas for the Howard 

Government. 

 

On the domestic front, the government faced increasing pressure to act as it became clear 

that the Indonesian military was involved in the bloodshed.  On the external front, it was 

most likely that Habibie would have abandoned the ballot if Howard had insisted on 

peacekeepers, and Howard would then have been pilloried both domestically and 

internationally for having derailed the process.  In addition, as Howard well knew, any 

move to deploy peacekeepers without the agreement of the Indonesian Government would 

be tantamount to a declaration of war.  Despite repeatedly emphasising this point in both 

parliament and the media, Howard faced constant pressure from both, yet he had little 

choice but to stand his ground.  He did this with the dogged determination and commitment 

that was to become his hallmark.  As previously noted, Howard pointed out that when 

dealing with Indonesia, a sovereign nation, there were only three options open to him once 

the situation in East Timor reached crisis point: exerting influence, attacking Indonesia or 

ignoring the situation, and the first was the only one he was prepared to consider. 

 

The following chapter examines how John Howard capitalised on the opportunity presented 

to him by the change of regime in Indonesia, and analyses the way in which he managed 

the specific challenges and dilemmas presented by the crisis in East Timor.  The chapter 

then focuses on how the Prime Minister attempted to balance domestic and international 

concerns, and considers the relevance of the proposed models of constant scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy in relation to the East Timor intervention. 
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Chapter Five 

 
John Howard’s leadership in the East Timor crisis 

 
It is virtually a truism that nations are becoming increasingly interdependent 

and that the internal life of no nation is entirely free from the intrusion 
of external factors (Rosenau 1971: 436). 

 
 

As the previous chapter has shown, John Howard came to office relatively inexperienced in 

foreign affairs, and during his first term in office devoted much of his attention to domestic 

matters.  After such a long period in opposition he set about establishing his government’s 

agenda and setting out his policies for his first term in office. Although foreign policy 

issues do not generally arouse a high degree of public interest, as Rosenau (1971: 437) 

points out, ‘[s]ome foreign issues precipitate an exceptional degree of interaction’.  The 

East Timor issue was one of these.  This chapter summarises how the Prime Minister 

managed the distinctive opportunities, challenges and dilemmas he faced as the East Timor 

crisis unfolded. The degree to which he succeeded in balancing the competing demands of 

domestic and international concerns is then assessed by applying the theoretical concepts of 

constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy.  

 

The opportunities 

 

During the latter part of 1998, domestic pressure was mounting on Howard to clarify his 

policy on East Timor.  Public debate about the Whitlam Government’s policy during the 

invasion of East Timor in 1975 had reignited concern about the killing of Australian 

journalists in Balibo in 1975 and the massacre of unarmed civilians in the Santa Cruz 

cemetery in Dili in November 1991. As it became evident that the East Timorese people 

were continuing to suffer human rights abuses, questions were raised about why the 

Howard Government seemed to have no policy on East Timor.  An electorally strengthened 

Opposition began to attack the Government, with the Shadow Foreign Minister, Laurie 

Brereton, leading a concerted campaign in Parliament and the media, urging the 

Government to act on the matter.  As the violence in East Timor escalated, there was also 

criticism by political analysts who noted that Australia’s continued recognition of 
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Indonesian sovereignty over East Timor seemed ‘increasingly at odds with the course of 

events’ (Smith 1999: 207). 

 

However, Howard seemed determined to distance himself from the policy of the Hawke-

Keating Government.  He believed that the pace of Keating’s move towards Asian 

engagement was greater than the electorate was ready to accept, and that this was partly the 

reason for Keating’s demise.  He regarded the rise of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party as 

an indication of this unease, and he was determined to win back those disaffected Liberal 

and National Party voters who had supported her. 

 

Tuning into the mood—the current of thought—in the community, Howard saw the change 

of leadership in East Timor as an opportunity to regain the support of these errant voters by 

taking a stand against Indonesia, and purporting to stand unapologetically for ‘Australian 

values’ in the region.  His claims that Australia had had too many ‘special relationships’, 

had been too obsequious towards Asia, and that as Australians we could now ‘be ourselves 

in Asia’, all signalled a clear move away from the previous government’s policy and 

resonated with many in the domestic audience.  Yet these statements also reflected 

Howard’s worldview with its emphasis on the importance of ‘Australian values’.  Rather 

than simply being new politically expedient views, they represented an intrinsic part of 

Howard’s philosophy, views that he had expressed consistently throughout his political 

career. 

 

By urging President Habibie to consider an act of self determination for East Timor, 

Howard was not only responding to domestic pressure, but also to the opportunity to make 

his mark in Australian foreign policy by removing what had been an irritant in the bilateral 

relationship since Indonesia’s annexation of the province in 1975.  Furthermore, he had the 

opportunity to build his domestic political capital by refuting the criticism of those, like 

Keating, who claimed he would not be accepted, or listened to, in Asia.  The fortuitous 

timing of the APEC conference in New Zealand gave Howard the opportunity to enhance 

his international standing by meeting face to face with US President Clinton and other 

national leaders, and he was able to build his international political capital by being seen to 
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respond to international concern about the mounting humanitarian crisis in East Timor.  

However, there were also many challenges and dilemmas. 

 

The challenges and dilemmas 

 

The sudden change of policy by Habibie—offering the option of independence as well as 

autonomy for East Timor—was an unexpected turn of events that presented Howard with a 

major challenge.  While continuing to claim credit for having ‘played a major role’ in 

Indonesia’s change of policy, Howard expressed concern that if East Timor chose 

independence there would be ‘an inherent instability…economic and strategic 

vulnerability’ and ‘ongoing tension between Indonesia and an independent East Timor’ 

(1999f).  The Prime Minister was now faced with the need to make judgements in the face 

of that uncertainty.  As the national leader he was no doubt facing similar dilemmas on the 

domestic front every day, but this was a much greater challenge, with far wider 

consequences, and it called for sound judgement, careful communication and sensitive 

diplomacy. 

 

Moreover, there was concern about Indonesia’s insistence upon taking responsibility for 

security during the ballot in East Timor, particularly as it became increasingly evident that 

the Indonesian military was involved in arming the militias.  The evidence suggests that 

intelligence reports should have made both the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister 

aware of this, yet Downer persistently stated that the arming of militias was simply the 

work of ‘rogue elements’ in the Indonesian military.  This raises two possibilities; either 

the Government did not heed the reports, and therefore underestimated the likely scale of 

the ensuing violence, or they recognised the need for discretion in their public statements to 

the domestic audience for fear of further antagonising Habibie and his government.  If, as 

Cotton (2004: 116) suggests, there is little evidence that the Government was planning for a 

peacekeeping force, or considering a ‘worst-case’ scenario, it seems the former is the more 

likely possibility.  This makes it difficult to avoid concluding that this was ‘a major failure 

of policy, or advice, or both’ (ibid: 124)42.  However, the Prime Minister was about to 

become more closely involved in the East Timor issue. 

                                                 
42 For a full analysis, see Cotton (2004). 



 165

 

As the situation on the ground in East Timor worsened after the ballot, it became 

increasingly evident that, rather than simply the work of ‘rogue elements’, the violence was 

being supported by the Indonesian military who were also arming the militias.  

Nevertheless, despite the escalating violence in the province, Howard continued to claim 

credit for ‘the undeniable fact’ that it was ‘in particular my letter to Dr Habibie in 

December of last year [that] represented the catalyst for the change in policy of the 

Government of Indonesia towards East Timor’ (Howard 1999d).  This seemed 

inappropriately hubristic rhetoric at a time when the situation in East Timor was highly 

unpredictable and the relationship with Indonesia so tenuous.  Paradoxically, Howard was 

also forced to admit that the situation in East Timor was very fragile, and that it would be 

‘nothing short of a miracle’ if things worked out as he hoped.  The basic dilemma facing 

the Prime Minister was that he was advocating an approach with two paradoxical and 

irreconcilable elements: while acknowledging Indonesia’s sovereignty over East Timor he 

wanted it to be with the consent of the East Timorese people. 

 

This dilemma had been identified by previous governments grappling with the East Timor 

problem even before the Indonesian invasion in 1975.  As First Assistant Secretary of 

Defence, W.B. Pritchett (1980: 221) pointed out to his minister in October 1975, by 

suggesting that East Timor should remain part of Indonesia and that there should also be an 

act of self-determination, ‘in effect what we have offered Indonesia with one hand we have 

sought to deny them on the other’.  Pritchett advised that one option was to advocate talks 

rather than coercion to the Indonesians, but he cautioned that this would require ‘a major 

effort in statesmanship and careful preparation’ (ibid: 224).  This raises a question about 

the planning and preparation made before Howard decided to write to President Habibie in 

1999. 

 

While there had been a series of meetings between Australian officials and East Timorese 

leaders during 1998, Indonesia’s foreign minister, Ali Alatas, made it clear that he preferred 

the matter to be resolved by an international process facilitated by the United Nations.  

Apart from their obvious desire to take advantage of the ‘window of opportunity’ that the 

change of leadership provided, there is little evidence that either Howard or Downer took 
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time to think through the possible implications of the approach to Habibie, or considered 

how the President, or his foreign minister, might react. Furthermore, while Howard hoped 

that a lengthy period of autonomy would ensure the people of East Timor voted to remain 

as part of Indonesia, Habibie believed that an early vote would favour Indonesia’s control.  

In the end, neither got what they had hoped for. 

 

Having made the decision to change his policy, Howard now faced the challenge of 

maintaining his image as a strong and decisive leader.  As conditions in East Timor 

continued to deteriorate, he struggled to convince the domestic audience that he was in 

control of the situation, and keeping abreast of developments.  The Government’s change 

in policy had raised domestic expectations that the Prime Minister could move the issue 

forward and solve the East Timor problem quickly, and the public was calling for action.  

However, he was now constrained by external factors—Indonesia’s insisting that it remain 

responsible for security in East Timor, and refusing to allow peacekeepers into the 

province.  Perhaps for the first time, Howard was confronted by the complexity and 

challenge presented by the intricate interweaving of domestic and foreign concerns.  

 

As noted previously, the wisdom of the Prime Minister’s writing to Habibie, a mercurial 

caretaker President, who lacked the support and control of the military, at a time when 

Indonesia was struggling with serious economic and political instability, is open to 

question.  The fact that the government was initially reluctant to publicise its policy shift 

for fear that the Indonesians would dismiss it as a ‘domestic political stunt’ directed at the 

East Timor lobby in Australia (DFAT 2001: 43) suggests that domestic considerations were 

a driving factor in the decision.  Similarly, while the claim that the intervention was ‘in the 

national interest’ may be plausible in strategic and security terms, the surrounding rhetoric 

lends weight to the theory that the promise of a domestic payoff was a key motivating 

factor.  As Miller (1978: 24) put it, ‘[f]oreign policies are based on national interests … the 

first interest of any government is to stay in power’.  The Prime Minister himself confirmed 

this view in a speech to Liberal Party colleagues, declaring ‘I lead a political party and we 

all have political objectives.  And one of those objectives is remaining in office’ (Howard 

1999n).   As Keohane and Nye (1981: 130) suggest, governments will often ‘pursue their 

own interests under the guise of the national interest’. Certainly, some commentators 
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believed this to be the case in this instance, accusing Howard of being ‘seduced by the 

prize’ of solving the East Timor issue, and by ‘the kudos this would carry in Australia in 

domestic and diplomatic terms’ (Kelly 1999a: 28).  However, as the situation in East Timor 

continued to worsen, there was growing criticism of the way in which the Prime Minister 

was managing the issue.  

 

Rudd (2001: 181) was stinging in his criticism, claiming Howard had alienated many of the 

countries in the region with his lack of interest in the area and his triumphalism about the 

East Timor intervention.  This, combined with his ‘comprehensive assault on the United 

Nations’, indicated that the Prime Minister had disengaged from ‘critical elements of the 

overall architecture of the international system itself’, he said.  Rudd claimed that the 

government ‘consciously and repeatedly elected to play the domestic card of partisan 

political advantage to the direct detriment of this country’s long-term regional international 

interests’ (ibid).  Rather than a single isolated event, the so-called Howard Doctrine was 

part of a pattern that exposed the government’s move from the long-standing policy of 

regional engagement to a new policy of ‘differentiation from the region’ (ibid: 179).  As 

Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs, Rudd was likely to be critical, but his background as 

a diplomat, with experience and knowledge of the Asian region, gave his claims a 

considerable degree of credibility. 

 

Beeson (2000: 9), writing in the Far Eastern Economic Review, agreed, arguing that the 

Howard Government focused ‘relentlessly’ on domestic issues because of the lesson 

Howard saw in Keating’s electoral defeat, namely that ‘there are few votes in foreign 

policy’.  He notes: 

 

[t]he Timor episode highlights how a preoccupation with the parochial can 

adversely affect external relations.  Much of the goodwill that might have 

accrued from the highly professional conduct of the Australian military was 

dissipated by the apparent triumphalism that accompanied the return of the 

troops.  Worse still, Howard’s failure to repudiate the idea that Australia 

might continue to act as ‘deputy sheriff’ to America by managing future 

regional trouble spots on its behalf, alienated many neighbours.  It also 
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confirmed an impression that the government is more comfortable with 

American and European partners than with Asian ones. 

 

The evidence presented in Chapter Four supports the view that, at least in the early stages 

of his tenure, John Howard did regard foreign policy as an extension of domestic policy, 

and this accounted for many of the problems he faced over East Timor.  Because of the 

diversity of actors involved in international relations, each with their own historical, 

cultural and political traditions, negotiation and policy responses in the anarchical 

international arena often require a greater degree of sensitivity and diplomatic skill than 

those in the domestic sphere. Personal representation is an important element in interstate 

negotiations and, while ‘megaphone diplomacy’ may be effective and accepted in the 

domestic domain, it can be counterproductive, and cause long-term damage, in foreign 

affairs.  

 

The importance of personal representation in earlier negotiations with Indonesia was 

recognised by the former Whitlam Government Minister, Tom Uren, in his submission to 

the Senate Inquiry into East Timor in 1999: 

 

… for much of 1975 we were aware in Canberra that President Soeharto was 

reluctant to allow the military invasion that his generals were planning and that he 

kept on holding back.  It seems to me that perhaps our greatest failure was that we 

did not take up the challenge of sending a special envoy to Soeharto to tell him in 

diplomatic language that he was absolutely right (Uren 1999: 145). 

 

Given the Indonesian—and, indeed, internationally accepted—diplomatic protocols of 

maintaining sovereign rights, personal dignity, quiet negotiation and informal discussion, 

Howard or Downer, rather than writing a letter, could have gone to Indonesia to talk 

through the options with the President face to face.  As well as providing Howard with an 

opportunity to establish a personal and professional relationship with the new President, 

this would have allowed him to canvass the President’s views on the East Timor issue, and 

to gain a better understanding and appreciation of the complexity of the problem from the 

Indonesian perspective.  Contentious issues, such as the problem of controlling the TNI and 

the negative implications of the Matignon Accord proposal, might then have been discussed 
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and resolved privately without either party losing face.  Any suggestion that they adopt the 

Matignon Accord approach to East Timor was bound to be resisted by the Indonesians 

because of their prolonged struggle to gain independence from the Dutch. If they had met 

in person, however, the two leaders could have talked through alternative approaches and 

many of the problems that the letter caused, once it became public, could then have been 

avoided.  While Habibie may have regarded personal discussion and suggestions as helpful, 

a formal letter was more likely to be construed as insensitive and an interference in 

Indonesia’s domestic affairs. Whether such a personal approach by Howard would have 

averted the strong reaction in Jakarta is open to question, but this was clearly an occasion 

requiring the use of personal multidimensional diplomacy.  To have such an important 

letter simply delivered by an embassy official greatly increased the risk of Indonesia 

misinterpreting Australia’s motives. 

 

However, as Howard repeatedly explained, once the approach had been made, and 

Indonesia insisted on managing the crisis itself, his hands were tied because any 

intervention by Australia without the approval of the Habibie Government would be 

regarded by Indonesia as an act of war.  Having raised domestic expectations of an early 

resolution to the growing crisis, the challenge for Howard was now to stand by his decision 

despite Opposition attacks in parliament, scathing media criticism and massive public 

demonstrations.  He also had to counter criticism for not seeking international support for a 

peacekeeping force much earlier. 

 

Howard argued that Indonesia would not agree to a peacekeeping force before the ballot, 

but as Cotton (1999: 239) points out, the financial crisis in Indonesia had made the country 

much more dependent on international goodwill; therefore it was more likely to respond to 

international pressure than ever before.  Moreover, since Habibie had been persuaded to 

change policy on East Timor, was it not possible that he could be persuaded to change his 

stance on peacekeepers through quiet diplomatic representation and negotiation, or failing 

that, further economic pressure from the United States?  As Woolcott (2003c: 166) 

suggested, if, rather than acting alone, Australia had enlisted the support of key influential 

nations like the US, Japan and other ASEAN countries to put immediate pressure on 
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Habibie to rethink his approach, much of the violence and bloodshed may have been 

avoided. 

 

The fact that such an approach was not considered, and that the Government chose to 

intervene while the tripartite talks—to which Australia was not a party principal—were still 

in progress, no doubt reflected Howard’s often-stated lack of confidence in the 

effectiveness of the United Nations and his preference for relying on bilateral negotiations.  

While it is arguable that any intervention proposal put to the UN Security Council was 

likely to have been vetoed by China because of the similarity to its action in Tibet (Cotton 

1999: 241), it seems the Government did not consider this option.  Yet despite his lack of 

faith in multilateral organisations and his tendency to regard foreign policy as an extension 

of domestic policy, Howard could not avoid the realisation that negotiations in the 

anarchical and fluid international sphere require a high degree of diplomatic and 

negotiating skill that, if mismanaged, can present complex dilemmas for the national leader. 

 

Balancing domestic and external concerns 

 

Despite growing domestic pressure to ‘do something’ for the East Timorese, Howard was 

caught in the dilemma facing many leaders in the increasingly interconnected post Cold 

War world—how to deal with the tension between sovereignty and interdependence, and 

the problem of how and when humanitarian intervention can be justified and legitimised.  

As he said, he was dealing with a sovereign nation, and he was faced with three 

alternatives: to try to influence it, to attack it, or to ignore the problem.  He chose the first 

option.  The challenge was to respond effectively to domestic pressure without further 

eroding the strategically important relationship between Australia and Indonesia, which, 

despite recurring difficulties, had been carefully built up and nurtured over many years with 

bipartisan support.  As Howard admitted, it represented ‘a delicate balancing act’ (Howard 

1999a).  The Prime Minister was indeed learning just how delicate balancing domestic and 

external concerns could be. 
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Nevertheless, it was not until four months after he sent his letter to the President that the 

Prime Minister finally made personal contact with Habibie.  As domestic pressure for the 

government to act increased, Howard telephoned Habibie on April 19, 1999, to suggest that 

they meet.  Although he expressed support for Habibie’s leadership, and secured his 

agreement for a meeting in Bali later that month, he put his case to the President in terms 

that could, once again, be construed as lecturing and critical.  In a press conference later 

that day, the Prime Minister reported that during the call he had expressed his concern at 

the killings in the province and said that the TNI had not done enough to discourage the 

violence.  Because the TNI was responsible for maintaining security, ‘quite plainly that 

responsibility in East Timor had not been properly discharged’, he said (Howard 1999c).  

Publicly criticising the military actions of a neighbouring sovereign nation falls far short of 

effective multidimensional diplomacy; this was so-called megaphone diplomacy.  The 

question is why did Howard feel the need to publicly reveal details of his conversation with 

Habibie?  By now, he must have been aware of Habibie’s strong resistance to what he 

perceived as Australia’s interference in Indonesia’s domestic affairs.  Why, then, risk 

worsening the situation by further irritating the President, especially just before an 

important meeting with him?  The evidence presented in the previous chapter suggests that, 

yet again, a combination of inexperience, and over-concern with domestic opinion was a 

major influence on the Prime Minister’s approach. 

 

The problem of megaphone diplomacy 

 

While the meeting with President Habibie in Bali was a step in the right direction, there 

was an increasingly self-congratulatory tone creeping into Howard’s public rhetoric.  This 

began with his comment that it was ‘an undeniable fact’ that his letter to Habibie was the 

catalyst for Indonesia’s change in policy, and that it was ‘in no small measure the result of 

the direct urgings of the Coalition Government in December last year’ (Howard 1999e).  

When Habibie finally agreed to accept peacekeepers, and Australia agreed to lead the 

multinational force, relations with Indonesia became even more strained, yet Howard 

persisted with his megaphone diplomacy.  Despite Indonesia’s stated preference for Asian 

leadership of the multinational force, Howard declared that if Australia had not taken the 

lead he did not think anyone else would have done so.  He also dismissed the idea of 
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‘special relationships’ in favour of Palmerston’s famous axiom: ‘you don’t have permanent 

friends, you have permanent interests’, and he made the unfortunate suggestion that the 

East Timor situation highlighted the need for a stronger Australian defence force.  While 

this may have been palatable to the domestic audience, it was far less so to Indonesia.  With 

many in Indonesia already suspicious of Australia’s motives, the linking of the East Timor 

situation with the need to build up Australia’s military capabilities sent an ominous 

message to the Asian nations as well as fuelling the ‘threat from the north’ sentiment 

domestically.  This further eroded the relationship with Indonesia and was again, evidence 

of the Prime Minister’s carelessness of the need for carefully worded rhetoric when 

negotiating the complex and interconnected international political arena.  However, it was 

the issue of the ‘Howard Doctrine’ that demonstrated most clearly Howard’s disregard of 

the need for multidimensional diplomacy. 

 

By implying that Australia was acting as a regional ‘deputy sheriff’ to the US, and 

declaring that we could now ‘be ourselves’ in Asia, Howard was undoubtedly appealing to 

his domestic audience.  These statements, combined with his claim that he was ‘defending 

Australian values’, and ‘willing to be in dispute with our nearest neighbour to defend those 

values’ (cited in Brenchley 1999: 22), sent a very unfortunate message to both Indonesia 

and the countries in the region.  Although he did resile from the ‘deputy sheriff’ notion in 

parliament the following week, Howard continued to claim credit for reversing ‘25 years of 

over-accommodation to Indonesia’, and said that he made no apology for Australia taking 

the lead in East Timor.  This was a message designed for the domestic audience, but it was 

heard clearly and instantaneously in Indonesia and throughout the region.  As Kelly 

(1999c) put it, while it may have been clever domestic politics, it was ‘dangerous’ foreign 

policy that reinforced the image of Australia as arrogant and patronising, and it served to 

further erode the already fragile relationship with Indonesia.  It seemed hardly wise or in 

‘the national interest’ to be further antagonising the Indonesian government and military at 

a time when Australian troops were about to embark on a potentially dangerous mission in 

the very volatile province of East Timor. 
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In an article titled ‘Delusions of grandeur’ Kelly (1999d) noted that such statements 

confirmed the view of many in the region that Australia saw itself as separate and superior, 

as well as reinforcing the image of Australia acting as ‘deputy sheriff’ to the United States.  

Kelly (2000a) was highly critical of Howard’s approach, labelling him ‘the most knee-jerk, 

poll reactive, populist prime minister in the past fifty years’ who had ‘turned the leadership 

virtue of listening to community reaction into a desperate overreaction to transitory opinion 

inflamed by tabloid headlines and talkback jocks’.  According to Kelly, Howard’s 

leadership was divisive, and a far cry from producing the ‘relaxed and comfortable’ 

atmosphere that he had promised for all Australians during his 1996 election campaign.  
 

While few debated the desirability of Australia’s intervention in East Timor, the evidence 

suggests that there are grounds for criticism of the manner in which the intervention was 

handled.  The wisdom of Howard’s seizing the ‘window of opportunity’ to write to 

Habibie, taking advantage of a mercurial, interim president with limited support from the 

powerful military, while his country was undergoing dramatic social, political and 

economic change, is open to question.  However, once that decision was made, as Evans 

(1999) put it, ‘the genie was out of the bottle’, and there was little evidence that anyone 

‘raced to stuff it back in’.  As Tanjung (1999) pointed out, it was the attitude, as much as 

the actions, of Australia, which undermined the bilateral relationship with Indonesia.  

Rather than maintaining a constant scan across the whole domestic-international political 

expanse the Prime Minister often appeared to focus exclusively on his domestic audience 

and to lapse into megaphone diplomacy, while either underestimating, or failing to 

comprehend, the impact that his every word and action would have on Indonesia and the 

countries of the region. 
 

Despite Howard’s claim to a domestic audience in 2002 that ‘Australia’s esteem and 

respect around the world is higher now than it has ever been in its history’, and that the 

leadership in relation to East Timor was ‘without question the most positive and noble act 

by Australia in the area of international relations in the last 20 years’ (Howard 2002b), 

many in the region did not agree.  As Anwar noted, while there was international 

recognition and praise for Australia’s peacekeeping role in East Timor, the manner in 

which the Government presented and conducted itself was widely resented by the countries 

of South East Asia (Anwar 2001: 218).  The Prime Minister’s careless rhetoric in linking 
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military upgrades with the East Timor crisis sent a very ominous message to both Indonesia 

and the region: that Australia was prepared to impose its vision of democracy and human 

rights on South East Asia ‘at the point of a gun’ (Sheridan 1999c).   

 

In a speech to the Liberal Party’s Annual General Meeting in Canberra, on 29 September 

1999, Howard stated that East Timor was ‘without a doubt the biggest foreign policy and 

national security challenge this country has had for three decades’.  Australia had been able 

to act with confidence and be listened to with respect when arguing to assemble a 

peacekeeping force because it was talking from a position of economic strength.  ‘We’re 

able to say to the rest of the world, and particularly our friends in the region, that we were 

able to stare down the Asian economic downturn’ (emphasis added) (Howard 1999a).  

While it is understandable that he would emphasise his Government’s achievements when 

speaking to the party faithful, these words were publicly available on the internet and 

widely reported in the media almost instantaneously.  They added to the perception in the 

region that Australia was an arrogant nation, which considered itself superior to its Asian 

neighbours. 

 

The Prime Minister’s stated five ‘home truths’ about Australia’s position in the region, and 

his claim that ‘we have stopped worrying about whether we are Asian’, served to further 

emphasise the differences between Australia and its regional neighbours.  Similarly, the 

linking of the East Timor intervention with the need to increase military capacity raised 

concern that Australia might embark on further interventions in the region.  As Cotton 

pointed out, this could ‘conceivably be seen as a threat, rather than a positive contribution 

to regional order’ (Cotton 2002: 203).  Moreover, it seemed that the Government had 

consciously distanced itself from Asian engagement, and seemed oblivious of the need for 

multidimensional diplomacy.  As Cotton observed, ‘Australia’s willingness to employ 

military force marked virtually the end of the policy of “regional engagement” with its 

practices of consensus diplomacy and involvement in multilateral institutions’ (ibid). 
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Implications for regional relations 

 

There is no doubt that Australia’s handling of the East Timor crisis had a profoundly 

negative effect on the relationship with Indonesia.  Residual resentment caused a total 

breakdown in communication with Habibie, who refused to take calls from Howard for 

some time.  There were numerous delays to a visit by President Wahid, while President 

Megawati Sukarnoputri was reluctant to engage in any in-depth dialogue with Howard or 

the Australian Government throughout her term as President.43  While independence was 

achieved for East Timor, it came at a very heavy price.  Thousands of East Timorese had 

lost their lives, thousands more were injured or displaced, and the country was left in ruins.  

As Maley (2000: 160) says, ‘There are far too many East Timorese who can enjoy no fruits 

from Australia’s East Timor initiative’. 

 

Despite the successful deployment of INTERFET troops, led with distinction by Major-

General (now General) Peter Cosgrove, Australia’s relationship with Indonesia was at its 

lowest ebb in decades, yet the Prime Minister continued to claim the East Timor 

intervention as Australia’s ‘most noble act’ in 20 years.  Dewi Fortuna Anwar (2001: 218), 

formerly a close adviser to Habibie, labelled the issue ‘the worst bilateral crisis for the two 

countries since the confrontation period’.  As she pointed out, it was the manner in which 

Australia handled the issue that undermined any good intentions.  Howard’s assertion that 

Australia was not an Asian nation, and should not try to become one, served to reinforce 

the perception in the region of Australia’s ‘new arrogance and the resurgence of white 

racism’, she said (ibid).  Not only had Australia antagonised Indonesia with its 

triumphalism, but its pretensions of being a military leader on behalf of the United States 

also angered the ASEAN countries.  Because ASEAN countries have traditionally taken a 

more co-operative approach to security, preferring to improve relations within the region in 

order to resolve conflict peacefully, rather than by military means, the ANZUS alliance was 

likely to be regarded with concern in the region if it appeared to be used as a ‘launching 

pad for Australia’s leading military role in the region’ she said (ibid). 

 

                                                 
43 However, there was some consultation with Megawati following the Bali bombing. 
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Howard’s later comments about the possibility of Australia making pre-emptive strikes 

against terrorists in Asian countries during the ‘war on terrorism’ did nothing to allay this 

fear.  Indonesia’s Foreign Minister Hassan Wirayuda criticised Australia for continuing to 

‘communicate through public diplomacy rather than quiet diplomacy’.  After the re-election 

of the Howard Government in 2001, he said, ‘The important thing to do, which Indonesia 

has always continued to do, is to avoid megaphone diplomacy … such as trading 

accusations and blame’ (cited in Nafik and Unidjaja, Jakarta Post 13 November 2001).  

Moreover, as Lee Kuan Yew (2001: 32) said, in international relations, ‘some things are 

best left unstated, but understood’. 

 

On the domestic front, the Prime Minister survived severe attacks by the Opposition who 

accused him of failing to heed warnings by the intelligence services earlier, failing to seek 

international support earlier, and failing to allow a parliamentary debate on the issue before 

committing troops in East Timor.  He also survived stringent criticism in the press and 

academia by many who accused him of arrogance, and of playing too much to the domestic 

audience at the cost of the relationship with Indonesia.  However, Howard remained 

steadfast in his decision, continuing to repeat his mantra that he and his government were 

‘doing what is right’, in accordance with ‘Australian values’ and what was ‘in the national 

interest’.  According to Cotton (2004: 101), the Timor commitment could be regarded as 

consistent with the national interest in two respects: first, Australia was helping the East 

Timorese achieve the independence they had voted for, and second, the Australian forces 

were helping to suppress the violence in the province and restore order there.  Although 

there was public criticism for Howard’s reluctance to act earlier, there was full public 

support for his decision to send troops to the province.  This support extended to the ballot 

box, and the Howard Government was returned to office in the 1998 election. 

 

As the national leader, John Howard was therefore justified in claiming to have made a 

major change in policy, but the way in which it was managed undermined much of the 

goodwill associated with the exercise.  Furthermore, and importantly, good luck had also 

played a part. 
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The evidence suggests that, as events began slipping out of his control, the Prime Minister 

clearly realised that the situation had the potential to become disastrous for his leadership, 

and for Australia.  Despite his efforts to project a confident image to the domestic audience, 

he began to admit that the situation was ‘very fragile’ and that it would be nothing short of 

‘miraculous’ if things worked out as he had hoped (CPDHR 11 May 1999: 4999-5000).  

Three major factors, none of them within Howard’s direct control, helped to avoid disaster: 

diplomatic pressure on Indonesia from the United States and the United Nations, Habibie’s 

eventual agreement to allow peacekeepers into the province, and the success of the 

INTERFET operation.  

 

The US President, Bill Clinton, was able to exert strong diplomatic pressure on Indonesia, 

particularly after the meetings with Howard during the fortuitously timed APEC 

Conference in New Zealand.  As Cotton (2002: 206) noted, ‘Washington’s role in 1999 was 

crucial’ because ‘US diplomatic leverage … impelled the Indonesian government to 

sanction the INTERFET operation’. It is arguable that although he refused Australia’s 

request for ‘boots on the ground’, President Clinton may have been prepared to exert 

pressure on Indonesia earlier if the Prime Minister had asked for it. Most importantly, 

Habibie’s finally agreeing to allow peacekeepers into East Timor was the key to the whole 

operation.  Without Habibie’s consent, Howard was powerless to act unless he was 

prepared to risk outright war with Indonesia; a risk not he, nor indeed any Australian prime 

minister, would be likely to take.     

 

The success of the INTERFET mission was achieved without casualties, under the 

exemplary leadership of Major General (now General) Peter Cosgrove.  Furthermore, 

although Howard was sceptical of the value of both the Agreement on Maintaining Security 

and previous joint exercises between the Australian and Indonesian military, as Cosgrove 

pointed out, these made INTERFET’s task much easier.  As he said: 

 

I would like to emphasise that the mission in East Timor was accomplished with 

the co-operation of the Indonesian armed forces not, as has been wrongly described 

by some commentators, despite them or in opposition to them … Many Australian 

officers in INTERFET were able to establish co-operative relations with 
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Indonesian counterparts in East Timor because they had either trained in Indonesia, 

learned Bahasa or had hosted Indonesian personnel who had trained in Australia. 

…The Australian Defence Force’s engagement with the Indonesian armed forces 

over the past decades did have a payoff in East Timor (Cosgrove, cited in Sheridan 

(2000: 13). 

 

As Cotton (2004: 123) noted, despite an apparent lack of prior planning, the successful 

implementation of the intervention by the military was ‘little short of miraculous’ and ‘to 

their enduring credit’.  It became clear, he said, that INTERFET was ‘a good deal more’ 

than a peacekeeping effort, with the operation resembling warfare at times because of the 

resistance of the militias and the continuing instability (ibid).  He added that one of the 

lessons of East Timor was that, as well as being prepared to engage in peacekeeping 

efforts, the Australian Defence Force would also need to be equipped and prepared for the 

‘peace-making’ that may be a precondition for future ‘peace keeping’ operations (ibid).  

The evidence suggests that there was insufficient pre-planning for the East Timor 

intervention, and that the successful completion of the mission with no Australian 

casualties was due to a combination of good luck and the exemplary performance of the 

INTERFET forces.  Had the mission been less successful, the results might well have been 

disastrous for both East Timor and Australia. 

 

Policy learning? 

 

It is clear that Howard’s initial focus was mainly on domestic issues, and his messages 

were designed predominantly for the domestic audience.  This was reflected in his rhetoric, 

which initially showed little appreciation of the effect his words might have on external 

audiences.  As Sheridan (2001a) noted, in the early stages of his tenure Howard had a ‘very 

mediocre’ record in foreign policy, and had done ‘poorly’ in Asia generally.  Nevertheless, 

as this study has demonstrated, the Prime Minister showed he had the ability to learn from 

his mistakes, and the flexibility to adapt his approach to foreign policy as he dealt with the 

challenges of the East Timor issue. 
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As he became more aware of the impact of his rhetoric on the external audience, he began 

to respond to negative reactions with greater moderation.  By the end of the East Timor 

engagement a more measured tone was evident in his public statements.  When asked 

whether Australian soldiers would be in greater danger because of comments made by 

some Indonesian officials, that they would prefer Asian faces rather than white ones as 

peacekeepers, Howard gave a considered response.  ‘I have to be careful in my position 

how I respond to those sorts of questions because I’m conscious of the impact that my own 

words can have on the situation,’ he said (Howard 1999m).  Similarly, in a press 

conference the day after farewelling the troops in Darwin, Howard said, ‘I think it’s very 

important in situations like this that we use measured non-hyperbole – not too much 

hyperbole’ (Howard 1999o).  It seemed, too, that he had overcome, to some degree, his 

burning desire to distance himself from the foreign policies of the previous Labor 

governments, a determination which, in his early period as leader, had appeared at times to 

dominate his foreign policy objectives. 

 

Howard was thus drawn, of necessity, and in spite of himself, toward the modes of constant 

scanning and multidimensional diplomacy.  An initial tendency to indulge in triumphalism 

and megaphone diplomacy was modified by the discovery that every word he uttered was 

transmitted immediately abroad, often with unintended and unwanted consequences.  It 

became all too clear that messages designed largely for the domestic audience, if not 

carefully crafted, could have a very negative impact on both Indonesia and the countries in 

the region.  This demonstrated the need for cultural sensitivity and diplomacy that takes 

account of, and respects, other values, histories and cultural traditions.  Howard found it 

necessary to look beyond the domestic and to adopt a broader perspective for his foreign 

policy.   

 

Howard’s policy learning was clearly demonstrated in his subsequent efforts to restore 

relations with Indonesia. His sudden decision to attend the inauguration of President 

Yudhoyono in 2004 was described by then Indonesian Ambassador Imron Coton, as 

‘unbelievable’.  According to Coton, although Howard had not previously been noted for 

his warm embrace of Asia, this change in attitude marked the beginning of a considerable 

improvement in the relationship between the two countries (cited in Banham 2005).  
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Howard’s immediate and generous support for Indonesia, after both the Bali bombings and 

the tsunami, also indicated his policy learning and his growing awareness of the need for 

nuanced, careful diplomacy.  Australia’s involvement in the Asia-Pacific region also 

increased after the East Timor intervention, as Howard’s confidence and experience in 

implementing foreign policy grew.  Presiding over Australia’s involvement in the Solomon 

Islands, skilfully managing the closely timed visits of the Chinese President and the 

President of the United States, and gradually expanding ties with Japan and India, all 

indicated his growing awareness of the need to employ sensitive multidimensional 

diplomacy when balancing domestic and international concerns.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This account of Howard’s leadership during the East Timor crisis has argued that, after a 

somewhat problematical beginning, the Prime Minister began to move beyond his initial 

parochial and inward-looking approach to foreign policy, with its emphasis on domestic 

concerns, to a more sophisticated approach.  Though wishing to forge the image of a 

strong, decisive leader, prepared to stand up for his principles and to defend what he 

believed were Australia’s core values, he was forced to consider the importance of a 

broader issue, maintaining the relationship with Indonesia.  As the situation in East Timor 

worsened, and he became uncomfortably aware of its potential for disaster, the Prime 

Minister realised he had to modify his rhetoric if he was to achieve the inevitably delicate 

balance between domestic and international concerns.  Of course, Howard was happy to 

take the credit for the ultimately successful intervention in East Timor, but he could hardly 

have been unaware that his success had been due more to luck than his good management.  

He thus felt himself constrained toward the cautious mode of constant scanning rather than 

domestic grandstanding, and toward multidimensional diplomacy rather than arrogant 

unilateralism. 

 

It is the argument of this thesis that all national leaders, situated as they are at the nexus of 

the domestic-international political arena will inevitably encounter such pressures in the 

post-Cold War world.  Certainly, some, such as George W. Bush, might refuse to respond, 

choosing instead to stubbornly pursue their own paths.  The argument here is that if they do, 
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they are very likely to face serious consequences for themselves, their citizens, and their 

nations’ international standing. 

 

Despite the problems he encountered in the relationship with Indonesia, the Prime Minister 

survived the East Timor crisis with a minimum of electoral dissent.  However, he was soon 

to face a different challenge in the lead-up to the war against Iraq.  In the case of East 

Timor the Prime Minister found himself caught between domestic pressure to act, and 

difficult external constraints.  In the case of the war against Iraq, the opposite forces were 

at work: external pressure to act, countered by domestic resistance and constraints.  This is 

the subject of the following chapters. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Howard’s war 
 

What is clear … is that by so ardently supporting the ANZUS banner the Howard 
government assumed the greatest foreign policy risk of any Australian government 
in living memory, given the vagaries and uncertainties of the international politics 

with which it was confronted 
Tow 2004: 286 

Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the events leading up to the war against Iraq.  It then examines the 

way in which the Prime Minister, John Howard, responded to the opportunities, challenges, 

and dilemmas he faced after deciding to support the United States and join the ‘coalition of 

the willing’ in a pre-emptive strike against Iraq. 

 

The war against Iraq was arguably the greatest political challenge of John Howard’s career.  

His March 2003 decision to commit troops to the war in support of the United States and 

Britain came without the support of the Labor Opposition, or a majority of the Australian 

public.  Despite working continuously to convince the public of the need for Australia’s 

participation in a war that he claimed was both legal and necessary, Howard failed to 

convince the majority of the electorate before the troops departed for Iraq.  Although he 

had earlier introduced domestic policies that were initially unpopular, such as tax reform 

and gun control, he was eventually able to win over public support for those.  This time, it 

seemed to be different. 

 
As Kelly (2003b) put it: 
 

For Australia this is a war of choice, not necessity; a war initiated by the US, 

yet unauthorised by the UN; a war where for the first time a narrow majority 

of people opposed the commitment.  Australia crossed two thresholds this 

week: it went to its most dangerous military engagement since Vietnam and 

it saw the start of a political battle between John Howard and Simon Crean 

over the legitimacy of the war. 

 



 183

In the final few days before the war began, Howard focused his argument in support of 

military action on three main points: the global threat of terrorism, the risk of Iraq 

supplying terrorists with weapons of mass destruction (WMD), and the importance of the 

United States alliance to Australia’s long-term security.  In a speech to the nation after 

committing Australian troops to action on 20 March 2003, the Prime Minister said: ‘The 

Government has decided to commit Australian forces to action to disarm Iraq because we 

believe it is right, it is lawful and it’s in Australia’s interest’ (Howard 2003a).  He said he 

‘passionately’ believed action must be taken, because the risk of Iraq’s weapons of mass 

destruction falling into the hands of terrorists presented ‘a direct undeniable and lethal 

threat to Australia’ (ibid). 

 

The evidence suggests that his self-confessed ‘passionate commitment’ to the war was 

grounded in his fervent belief in the value and preservation of the ANZUS alliance, 

however, his first hand experience of the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks on the United 

States was a likely contributing factor.  Visiting the United States for the 50th anniversary 

of the ANZUS Treaty, and aiming to negotiate on the free trade agreement with the US, 

Howard was in Washington on September 11.  From his hotel room he was able to see the 

smoke billowing from the Pentagon building soon after it was hit by one of the hijacked 

aircraft.  He was then exposed first hand to the visceral shock and horror that descended on 

the world’s only superpower as it experienced the first direct attack on its mainland soil.  

Referring to the attack as ‘an event so shocking in its own right and so far-reaching in its 

implications that it will define world affairs for years to come’, Howard admitted: ‘I have 

to say that of all the events that I have been in any way touched by in the 27 years that I’ve 

been in public life, none has had a more profound impact on me than has this’ (Howard 

2001n).  As Shanahan (2001: 33) reported ‘There is no doubt being in the centre of the 

Washington emergency has heightened his reaction to the attacks’. 

 

In a statement to Parliament on 17 September Howard recalled, 

 

I remember the morning in Washington … it was a beautiful Washington 

morning ... I had walked past the Lincoln memorial and many of the other 

great memorials of that great nation which stood between us and tyranny on 
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one critical occasion in our history.  I, like millions of other Australians, was 

deeply moved and distressed.  I felt an enormous sense of empathy towards 

the American people who had suffered this awful deed (CPD HR 17 

September 2001: 30740). 

 

However, as several prominent lawyers pointed out, ‘passion seems a curious driver for a 

war that undermines the system of collective security established by the UN charter’ 

(Maxwell & Charlesworth 2003).  And as Alison Broinowski (2003: 1) was to comment 

months later: ‘Australia’s invasion of Iraq was one of the most puzzling and contentious 

military adventures on which this country has ever embarked’. 

 

In a speech to Parliament on Tuesday 18 March 2003, Howard proposed a motion 

condemning ‘Iraq’s refusal, over more than 12 years, to abide by 17 resolutions of the 

United Nations Security Council regarding the threat it poses to international peace and 

security’.  However, it was the final sentence of the motion, that the House ‘endorses the 

Government’s decision to commit Australian Defence Force elements to the region’, that 

prompted cries of ‘shame’ from the Opposition (CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12505).  The 

Prime Minister then announced: 

 

Early this morning, President Bush telephoned me and formally requested 

Australia’s support and participation in a coalition of nations who are 

prepared to enforce the Security Council’s resolutions by all necessary 

means.  This request was subsequently considered and agreed to by cabinet 

(CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12506). 

 

The interjection “Six months ago!” by the member for Grayndler, Anthony Albanese no 

doubt reflected the thoughts of many of those both within, and outside the House.  Months 

later, many were still asking the question: why did Australia really go to war? 
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The international environment 

 

Many observers believed that the war against Iraq had its genesis on September 11 with the 

terrorist attacks on the United States.  However, there is evidence to suggest that some 

members of the US administration had considered such a possibility more than a decade 

earlier.  The undersecretary of defence in the first Bush administration, Paul Wolfowitz, 

was given the responsibility for drafting a new ‘Defense Planning Guidance’ document by 

his then Defense Secretary, Dick Cheney.  The document advised the United States to 

ensure that no new superpower be allowed to rival its ‘enlightened domination’ of the 

world (Purdum 2003).  As well as presenting outlines of possible wars, including one 

against Iraq, the document advised that the US should be prepared to act alone if collective 

support was not forthcoming.  While the tone of the document was criticised as being too 

aggressive, and was later moderated, it is thought by some to have ‘effectively re-emerged 

as official policy in the current Bush administration’ (Purdum 2003).  Indeed, according to 

the President’s former speech writer, David Frum, as soon as he came to the White House 

in February 2001, Bush told his staff privately that he was determined to ‘dig Saddam 

Hussein out of power in Iraq’ (cited in Hartcher 2003a).  The President also appeared to 

confirm a view expressed in the early draft of the Defense Planning Guidance document 

that, following the demise of the Soviet Union, the policy of containment was no longer 

relevant in a world where terrorists and ‘rogue states’ presented new and different threats 

(Purdum 2003). 

 

In a press conference with British Prime Minister Tony Blair on January 31 2003, President 

Bush appeared to confirm many of the views expressed in this document, declaring, ‘After 

September 11th, the doctrine of containment just doesn’t hold any water as far as I’m 

concerned’ (Bush 2003a).  In Australia, Prime Minister Howard echoed this view just four 

days later in parliament.  ‘The old policy of containment is eroding’, he said (CPD HR, 4 

February 2003:10644).  This was one of the many indications that the Prime Minister was 

not only echoing Bush’s rhetoric, but also that he was determined to follow the US in its 

policy on Iraq.  This position attracted a great deal of criticism from opponents such as 

Tony Kevin (2003), a retired diplomat, who claimed Howard had risked jeopardizing 

Australia’s long term security because, after September 11, ‘Howard chose an Australian 
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strategy of total declared security identification with Bush’s US’, he said. 

 

Certainly, the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York and the Pentagon in 

Washington on September 11 2001 had a major impact on both the President and the 

American people.  In a media interview the day after the attacks, President Bush declared 

‘[t]he deliberate and deadly attacks which were carried out yesterday against our country 

were more than acts of terror, they were acts of war’.  ‘We will rally the world’, he said, 

‘…the freedom loving nations of the world stand by our side.  This will be a monumental 

struggle of good versus evil. But good will prevail’ (Bush 2001a). 

 

The task of assembling an international coalition, later known as the ‘coalition of the 

willing’, was largely the responsibility of the Secretary of State, Colin Powell, but it was 

Bush himself who called Russian President Vladimir Putin and the leaders of China, 

Britain, Germany, France and Canada to enlist their support (Fleisher 2001a).  For the first 

time in its fifty-year history, NATO invoked its Article V, which states that an attack on 

one is an attack on all.  However, as Bush later recalled, he was determined to go it alone if 

he had to.  ‘My attitude all along was, if we have to go it alone, we’ll go it alone; but I’d 

rather not’, he said (cited in Woodward 2002: 45). 

 

Although it was generally accepted that Osama bin Laden and the al Qaeda44 movement 

were responsible for the attacks, the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, was 

apparently concerned that targeting bin Laden alone might jeopardize long term support for 

the war on terrorism.  A broader target would be more likely to attract long-term support 

from an international coalition, he argued.  Why not go against Iraq, not just al Qaeda, he 

asked.  It appeared that both he and his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, were keen to take 

advantage of the opportunity to target Saddam Hussein immediately and that they were 

‘committed to a policy that would make Iraq a principal target of the first round in the war 

on terrorism’ (ibid: 49). 

 

                                                 
44 Al Qaeda is an Islamic fundamentalist terrorist network believed to be organised by Osama bin Laden. 
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Vice-President Dick Cheney also spoke out in favour of acting against Saddam Hussein, 

declaring ‘the risks of inaction are far greater than the risk of action’ (cited in Woodward 

2002: 434).  According to Woodward (2002: 346), ‘Cheney was hell-bent for action against 

Saddam.  It was as if nothing else existed’.  However, initially both Bush and Powell 

argued for a narrower target on the grounds that domestic support would be more likely if 

the target was specifically bin Laden and al Qaeda, who the American people saw as 

directly responsible for the September 11 attacks.  In a comment that revealed an insight 

into the complexity of the domestic-international nexus, Powell said:  

 
Any action needs public support.  It’s not just what the international coalition 

supports; it’s what the American people want to support.  The American people 

want us to do something about al Qaeda (Woodward 2002: 49). 

 

After the Vietnam War, Powell had developed what became known as the Powell Doctrine 

– a list of criteria necessary for the use of military force.  Military force should be used 

only as a last resort, if there was strong public support, if there was a well-defined national 

interest at stake, and if it was executed with overwhelming force and a clear exit strategy.  

The evidence suggests that Powell was a moderating influence on Cheney and Rumsfeld’s 

desire for unilateral military action, pointing out the possible unanticipated and unintended 

consequences of such action.  As Woodward (2002: 348) explained, ‘it was Powell’s 

internationalism versus Cheney’s unilateralism’. 

 

Initially, Bush resisted the temptation to over-react.  On September 12, during a meeting 

with his National Security team he said, ‘we will rally the world.  We will be patient, we 

will be focused, and we will be steadfast in our determination’ (Bush 2001a).  However, in 

a speech to Congress ten days later, the strength of that determination became even clearer.  

Declaring that the terrorist attacks were committed by ‘enemies of freedom’ and were ‘an 

act of war against our country’, he said, ‘in our grief and anger we have found our mission 

and our moment … freedom and fear are at war’.  Again promising to ‘rally the world to 

our cause,’ he challenged all nations to decide: ‘either you are with us or you are with the 

terrorists’ (Bush 2001b).  John Howard had no hesitation in deciding where Australia stood.   
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The domestic environment 

 

Upon his return to Australia from Washington on September 14, the Prime Minister called 

a special meeting of federal cabinet, after which he publicly announced that it ‘came very 

quickly to the view that the provisions of the ANZUS Treaty should be invoked in relation 

to the attack upon the United States.’  He added, 

 

Quite clearly these are circumstances to which article IV of the ANZUS 

Treaty applies…  The consequence of that is that we will consult with the 

Americans regarding responses which might be deemed appropriate to what 

does amount to an attack upon the metropolitan territory of the United States 

in accordance with the provisions of the ANZUS Treaty (Howard 2001a). 

 

Article IV indicates that an armed attack in the Pacific area on any of the parties would be 

dangerous to all, and declares that each would ‘act to meet the common danger in 

accordance with its constitutional processes’.  Importantly, it also requires that all measures 

taken should be reported to the United Nations Security Council, and should be terminated 

when the Security Council has taken the necessary measures to restore and maintain 

international security and peace (See Appendix Nine). 

 

Howard made it clear that, like President Bush, he saw the terrorist attack as an act of war 

against United States territory, and consequently believed that the provisions of the ANZUS 

Treaty should be adhered to.  He added: ‘As I indicated in Washington, and I repeat today, 

and it’s the unanimous view of the Cabinet, that Australia stands ready to cooperate within 

the limits of its capability concerning any response that the United States may regard as 

necessary in consultation with her allies’ (ibid).  He then issued a formal media release to 

publicly confirm the invoking of the Treaty.  In this statement, he added that he had made 

the decision to invoke the ANZUS Treaty ‘in consultation with the United States’ and that 

he had based it on ‘our belief that the attacks have been initiated and coordinated from 

outside the United States’ (Howard 2001b; see Appendix Ten).  This move was historic, as 

it was the first time in the fifty-year history of the treaty that it had been invoked by 

Australia. 
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When parliament resumed on Monday 17 September 2001, normal business was 

suspended, and the Prime Minister proposed a motion that the House express its horror at 

the terrorist attacks while expressing sympathy to the people of the United States, and 

condolences to the families of those killed in the attacks.  He also asked that the House 

‘fully endorse the commitment of the Australian Government to support, within Australia’s 

capabilities, United States-led action against those responsible for these tragic attacks’ 

(CPD HR 17 September 2001: 30739). 

 

In the speech that followed, Howard recalled the impact the attacks had on him personally.  

‘The experience of being in the American capital at the time enabled me to feel a sense of 

the despair and the desolation of the American people … ‘[a]s a proud and patriotic 

Australian I was literally moved to tears by what occurred in the United States’ (ibid: 

30742).  In concluding his statement to parliament, he restated his belief that the attacks on 

New York and Washington did constitute an attack on the United States, and he argued 

persuasively that they justified invoking the ANZUS Treaty. 

 

If that treaty means anything, if our debt as a nation to the people of the United 

States in the darkest days of World War II means anything, if the comradeship, the 

friendship and the common bonds of democracy and a belief in liberty, fraternity 

and justice mean anything, it means that the ANZUS Treaty applies and that the 

ANZUS Treaty is properly invoked  (CPD HR 17 September 2001: 30742). 

 

In endorsing the Prime Minister’s motion, the leader of the Opposition, Kim Beazley, said 

he believed that joining a strong international coalition to fight terrorism, as suggested by 

the US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, was the ‘right way to go’, as well as integrating 

more closely our intelligence and police with their international counterparts.  He added,  

 

It will also mean providing appropriate military and police support to international 

counter terrorist operations … this is a time for bipartisanship, working through 

those ideas together (CPD HR 17 September 2001: 30745). 
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There were varied reactions in the press.  Quoting Howard’s comments in a radio interview 

that the US was ‘perfectly entitled’ to military retaliation and that Australia would support 

such action ‘absolutely’, Kelly (2001a: 25) sounded a note of caution.  Australia had signed 

up to US political and military strategy in what could be a ‘long commitment of 

unpredictable impact.  The hope is that Bush proves to be a genuine internationalist and 

wise executive’, he said. 

 

However, Bush’s rhetoric became increasingly stronger, with calls for the capture of bin 

Laden ‘dead or alive’.  In an address to a joint session of Congress and the American 

people on September 20 2001, he issued a list of demands to the Taliban in Afghanistan.  

He demanded that they ‘deliver to the United States authorities all leaders of al Qaeda 

…close immediately and permanently every terrorist training camp in Afghanistan, and 

hand over every terrorist, and every person in their support structure, to appropriate 

authorities’.  He added ‘these demands are not open to negotiation or discussion.  The 

Taliban must act, and act immediately.  They will hand over the terrorists, or they will 

share their fate’.  He then issued a challenge to all nations to make a decision: ‘Either you 

are with us, or you are with the terrorists.  From this day forward, any nation that continues 

to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a hostile regime’ 

(Bush 2001c). 

 

Meanwhile, on October 5, in Australia, the Prime Minister announced that a federal 

election would be held on November 10.  Declaring it ‘an election called amid crisis abroad 

and at home’ The Weekend Australian declared in bold headlines, ‘It’s all about leadership’ 

(Henderson 2001) and predicted a contest based on the ‘credentials to lead’ of John 

Howard and Kim Beazley.  This was not only because of the terrorist attacks, but also 

because the differences in policy between the two parties were ‘largely rhetorical’, the 

article claimed.  Howard was quick to capitalise on the opportunity to emphasise the 

importance of maintaining the status quo at a time of such global insecurity. 
 

At a time of immense security and economic challenges, above all the nation needs 

at the helm a group of men and women who have strength, who have experience 

and have a clear view of what they believe in and what they stand for. 

…It is not a time to abandon a true and tested team that has had the courage over 
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the last five and a half years to tackle difficult issues, at times embracing immense 

political opposition (Howard 2001c). 

 

As the United States began military attacks on Afghanistan on October 8, 2001, the 

government was in caretaker mode, making it difficult for the Prime Minister to address the 

nation.  However, he resolved this dilemma by continuing to get his message across 

through the media: he gave a total of ninety-two media interviews and speeches during the 

caretaker period between 5 October and 10 November 2001. 

 

Announcing the commencement of military action against the Taliban, Howard indicated 

that as a result of an early morning call from US Vice-President Cheney, Australia’s offer 

of support in the war was ‘likely to be accepted’.  He then issued a warning.  Australia was 

not exempt from this threat, he said, and as a result, security activity had been heightened 

around both ‘individuals and infrastructure that could be the target of terrorist attacks’ 

(Howard 2001e).  He also warned that supporting the US might invite retaliatory attacks on 

Australia.  ‘I don’t want to overdramatise, but equally I don’t want to underestimate or 

understate the obvious, and that is that all of those who stand with our American friends are 

potential targets’, he said 45(ibid). 

 

The juxtaposition of the attack on Afghanistan and the timing of the election certainly gave 

Howard the opportunity to capitalise on the external events.  He continued to emphasise the 

importance of domestic stability in a world fraught with danger, just as he had done during 

the 1998 election with the East Timor crisis.  As the national affairs editor Tony Wright, 

writing in The Bulletin, observed wryly, ‘[c]onsidering Howard and his national security 

committee of cabinet received full briefings on Bush’s plans, a conspiratorialist would not 

find it much of a stretch to imagine that Howard had planned his campaign to coincide with 

the events in the Middle East’.  And Kelly (2001a) commented that these events had again 

‘conspired to assist the Government’, helping to continue Howard’s ‘golden run’ by 

consigning the election campaign to second place, and reinforcing Howard’s agenda of 

leadership and incumbency. 

 

                                                 
45 A point that he was later to deny repeatedly, claiming Australia was a target because of its Western culture. 
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In a similar vein, Henderson (2001a) claimed that the US strikes had ‘swamped domestic 

issues’ in the election campaign, noting that the polls of the previous weekend suggested 

that Mr Howard and the Coalition had been given an ‘election-winning lead by the events 

of the past few weeks’.  A senior Liberal politician was reported to have found a great deal 

of racism out in the electorate, and the Prime Minister was accused by some commentators 

of using ‘dog whistling’46 politics in an effort to regain the votes of One Nation supporters 

(Oakes 2001:18).  However, Howard moved quickly to refute the allegations that he was 

capitalizing on external events—terrorism and the influx of asylum-seekers (branded 

‘illegals’ by the Prime Minister).  Declaring that he had not sought to exploit the two 

external threats, Howard said, ‘I have not sought a conjunction of the election campaign 

with these events.  These events have come sadly out of the blue’ (Howard 2001L).  Yet his 

rhetoric continued to remind the public of the shadowy risks ‘out there’. 

 

In an address at the Liberal party campaign launch in Sydney on October 23, Howard 

declared that the two overriding issues of the campaign would be national security and 

economic management.  He warned that in this ‘new and dangerous part of the world’s 

history’ national security must involve a ‘proper response’ to terrorism, and an 

‘uncompromising view about the fundamental right of this country to protect its borders’.  

‘[W]e have had a single irrevocable view on this, and that is that we will defend our 

borders and we’ll decide who comes to our country,’ he said (Howard 2001d).  In an adroit 

linking of the threat of terrorism with the problem of refugees and asylum seekers, he 

repeated ‘we will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in which they 

come’.  As Green (2001) put it, ‘in the political climate that followed the Tampa incident 

and September 11 terrorist attacks, the image of John Howard as Liberal Party leader and 

prime minister has swamped the space normally inhabited by policy debate and local 

campaigns’. 
 

The Tampa incident, and what became known as the ‘children overboard affair’, were two 

major immigration issues in which the Prime Minister attempted to link the issue of 

terrorism with that of border protection.  The Tampa event involved a hard line decision by 

the government to disallow a boatload of refugees to enter Australia ostensibly for fear that 

                                                 
46 A high pitched whistle which can be heard only by dogs – the implication being that the message was 
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the refugees may include Afghan terrorists.  The refugees were rescued by a Norwegian 

ship ‘Tampa’ on 29 August 2001, and taken towards Christmas Island.  A standoff ensued, 

with the Prime Minister and his cabinet refusing to allow the asylum-seekers to be put 

ashore.  This hard line approach escalated into an international confrontation between 

Australia and Norway. 
 

In an extraordinary exercise of prime ministerial power, Howard took charge, employing 

techniques of control ‘rarely seen outside actual war’ (Wright 2001: 23).  The Special Air 

Services (SAS) took control of the ship, information officers from all the major government 

agencies involved— the Departments of Defence and Immigration, and the Maritime 

Safety Authority—were allowed access to the media only after approval from the Prime 

Minister’s office, and the media were allowed no access to the ship.  In an even more 

draconian measure, the email access of all defence force personnel involved in the incident 

was cut off.  As well as being seen as an attempt to stifle any debate on the issue, this event 

caused worldwide criticism of Australia’s commitment to its humanitarian obligations.  The 

issue was temporarily resolved by the introduction of the ‘Pacific solution’, under which 

small Pacific countries were paid to house the refugees until their status was determined.  

This decision began the emphasis on tough ‘border protection’ which was to become a 

major issue in the election. 
 

The Government then launched Operation Relex, which included involving the navy in 

protecting Australia from the influx of asylum seekers and ‘people smugglers’ (Weller 

2002: 8).  On October 6 the navy’s HMAS Adelaide intercepted a boat near Christmas 

Island carrying 223 asylum seekers, fired across its bows, and several of the refugees 

jumped overboard, while another held a child in a lifejacket over the side of the boat.  He 

pulled back when told, and the rescue boats picked up the refugees in the water, However 

the following day, when the boat began to sink, some refugees were instructed to get into 

the water to make the rescue easier, and photographs of the rescue by crew members of the 

Adelaide were published in the media, accompanied by claims that some of the refugees 

had thrown their children overboard in an effort to force the navy to rescue them and allow 

them to land in Australia.  Although there was little firm evidence to confirm this had 

happened, neither the Minister for Defence, Peter Reith, nor the Prime Minister denied that 

                                                                                                                                                     
pitched at a particular group of voters, and could not be heard by others. 
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it had occurred (for a full account see Weller 2002).  This event was used as evidence of 

the need to toughen ‘border protection’, with Howard declaring, ‘I don’t want in this 

country people who are prepared, if these reports are true, to throw their children 

overboard’ (Howard 2001g).  The caveat ‘if these reports are true’ demonstrates Howard’s 

innate caution, and his ability to protect himself from ever being able to be accused of 

actually lying.  Subsequent claims, like those by former public official Mike Scrafton47 that 

Howard was told that the reports were untrue, were impossible to prove, because the Prime 

Minister covered himself so well with such carefully chosen words.  After a subsequent 

Senate Inquiry, the ‘children overboard’ reports were proved to be wrong, and there was 

evidence to suggest that although government ministers knew they were wrong, they 

continued to report them as facts. 

 

While there was general support for Australia’s commitment of some 1550 troops to the 

attack on Afghanistan—an action authorised by the UN Security Council—criticism of this 

apparent contradiction in policy was stringent.  As Sheridan (2001) pointed out, while the 

reason given by the Government for Australia’s support for the strike against the Taliban 

was that it was one of the most repressive regimes on earth, that same Government was 

now arguing that the boatloads of people fleeing the regime could not be genuine refugees, 

and may even be terrorists.  In an article sub-titled ‘On refugees and the war against 

terrorism, John Howard has failed the leadership test’, Sheridan labelled the Government’s 

behaviour towards refugees as ‘vile’, declaring that while Howard may be exercising 

leadership, it was ‘leadership of a totally negative kind’ that ‘has nothing to do with the 

national interest’.  Contrasting Howard with British Prime Minister Blair, who was able to 

go to India and Pakistan as a trusted coalition interlocutor, Sheridan argued that Howard 

should have been doing the same in South East Asia, particularly in view of Australia’s 

location beside Indonesia—the country with the largest Muslim population in the world.  

However, this was not possible, he declared, because ‘we have been useless in regional 

terms because our regional diplomatic position is so weak’ (ibid).  In a similar vein, Oakes 

(2001: 25) argued ‘there is no doubt Howard has … exploited, cleverly and ruthlessly, a 

domestic political opportunity.  He now has a popular issue he can keep alive until election 

                                                 
47 See http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/PIWeb//view_document.aspx?TABLE=COMMSEN%20&ID=105708 
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day’. 

 

However, as one commentator put it, and as he has admitted himself, Howard is rarely 

complacent; he ‘takes nothing as a given - a trait which has served him well in good times 

and bad’ (Price 2001: 3).  This is certainly one of the characteristics of his leadership, 

which he himself freely acknowledged: ‘I never take anything for granted, never.  I’m not 

about to start with this particular election.  It will be a tough fight …’ (Howard 2001e).  

Nevertheless, he continued to capitalise on the mood of fear and insecurity in the electorate, 

arguing during a televised debate with the Opposition leader, Kim Beazley, that in a time of 

‘great security challenge’ the nation needed a leader who had tackled ‘massively difficult 

and unexpected challenges … such as the leadership we gave to the summoning of that 

international coalition of nations that saved the people of East Timor’.  That leadership had 

‘caused great esteem and renown around the world’, he said (Howard 2001h).  The 

electorate seemed convinced, the Government rose in the polls, the Howard Coalition 

Government was returned to power on November 10 2001, and one of the first calls of 

congratulations to the Prime Minister came from the President of the United States. 

 

An editorial in The Australian on the Monday after the election claimed that the win was 

largely because of the people’s insecurity and reluctance to change in a time of 

international uncertainty.  The fact that the opposition was weak was cited as a secondary 

factor.  However, some commentators disagreed, believing instead that it was Howard’s 

never-ending ability to adapt that had ensured him of success.  It was his recognition of the 

possibility of losing the election and his conviction that he was the best person to lead the 

country in uncertain times that led to his ‘clever political clawing back into a demonstration 

of leadership that countered his public reflections on retirement48 and suggestions he was 

stale’ (Shanahan 2001: 14). 

 

Upon resuming office on November 11, Howard declared that his first job was to convince 

people that he did not win the election because of tough border protection stance.  This was 

in response to criticism from socially concerned liberals—the so called ‘elites’ or 

‘chattering classes’ political commentators, church leaders, and academics—who claimed 

                                                 
48 The Prime Minister had said he would ‘consider his future’ on his 64th birthday in July of 2003. 
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that he had capitalised on the asylum seeker issue to appeal to the former One Nation 

voters, by tapping into a latent xenophobia and racism in parts of the electorate (Wright 

2001b: 25).  The Prime Minister had a different view.  ‘From a political point of view 

we’ve got to disabuse some of the mythology that’s starting to emerge as to why the 

government won … the idea that the victory was entirely due to the impact of border 

protection’, he said (Howard 2001i).  This ignored the efforts the Government had made to 

meet the challenges of the previous months by responding to community concerns and 

rebuilding its political position, he declared.  However, the greatest challenge for Howard 

and his government was yet to come. 

 

As President Bush’s ‘war on terror’ escalated and he began to focus on Iraq, it became 

evident that, despite urging the US to involve the United Nations, Howard was determined 

to fall in with the American plans, with or without UN agreement (see Howard 2002c).  

The bombing of a nightclub in Bali by suspected al Qaeda operatives on October 12, 2002, 

killed 200 people, including 88 young Australians.  This event heightened public awareness 

of the terrorist threat, and it served to harden Howard’s resolve.  In a press statement on 

October 13, when asked if the attack could have been retaliation for Australia’s support for 

the US, he said that was a ‘totally inaccurate proposition’, pointing out: 

 

This event is a terrible reminder that terrorism can touch anybody anywhere 

and at any time and any country or any people, any leader or any nation that 

imagines that in some way they have secured immunity from terrorism 

because of this or that attitude or this or that part or position in the world, or 

this or that accident of geography is deluding themselves.  That is not the 

case, and this event sadly has brought that home (Howard 2002). 

 

This event again brought criticism of the government’s move away from engagement with 

Asia, prompting Kelly (2002:30) to write, ‘the truth is that the Bali crisis proves that our 

engagement with Asia is not a choice but a permanent national project’.  The Opposition 

foreign affairs spokesperson, Kevin Rudd (2002: 30), saw the event as the ‘convergence of 

the foreign with the domestic’, noting that engagement with Asia was ‘no longer simply a 

game of abstract politics’ but an issue of direct impact on the security of all Australians. 
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The dilemma here for the Prime Minister was how to balance the relationship with the 

United States while also maintaining the relationship with the nations of South East Asia.  

The reaction of neighbouring nations to the Prime Minister’s apparent support of pre-

emptive defence highlights the impact that rhetoric, designed for the domestic audience, 

can have on Australia’s international relations, particularly those within the Asian region.  

Responding to a question by journalist Laurie Oakes on a morning television program, 

about whether he would be prepared to act pre-emptively against a possible attack by 

Jamaah Islamiah, Howard replied: 

 

Oh yes, I think any Prime Minister would.  I mean, it stands to reason that if 

you believed that somebody was going to launch an attack against your 

country, either of a conventional kind, or of a terrorist kind, and you had a 

capacity to stop it and there was no alternative other than to use that 

capacity then of course you would have to use it (Howard 2002d). 

 

Although this statement may have seemed logical in domestic terms, it was viewed as a 

threat by neighbouring nations, and it prompted a strong negative reaction both 

domestically and in the region. 

 

Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir, a long time critic of Australia, accused Howard of 

being too close to the US.  He said Australia was also behaving like an outpost of Europe, 

wanting to impose its values on Asia, and treating Asians just as badly as Aborigines.  In an 

interview in the New Straits Times, Dr Mahathir said that he would consider any covert 

attack on terrorists in Malaysia as an act of war.  Furthermore, if Australian forces entered 

his country without permission, he would regard it as an infiltration by a foreign power, 

and he promised to ‘take actions according to our country’s laws’ (cited in Kerin and 

Eccleston 2002: 8). 

 

Thailand and Indonesia both condemned the Prime Minister’s comments, while The 

Philippines reportedly threatened to withdraw co-operation with Australia on counter-

terrorism agreements (Kerin and Eccleston 2002: 8; Kelly 2002: 15).  The director–general 

of the Institute of Strategic and International Studies in Kuala Lumpur, Mohammad Jawhar 
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Hassan, said Howard’s words were ‘an irresponsible, insensitive statement that can only 

stir up anti-Australian sentiment in the region’.  He warned of a possible increase in 

violence against Australia and Australian interests in the region as a result of this statement, 

which he said served to ‘stoke the root causes of terror’ (cited in Lyall 2002: 8).  An article 

in the Philippine Star described Australia as a ‘bully’—‘a nation of less than 20 million 

trying to bully more than 600 million south east Asians’ (ibid), while Indonesia’s Republica 

newspaper carried the headline ‘Australia ready to invade Asia’. 

 

There was also vigorous criticism from domestic commentators.  Kelly (2002b: 15) claimed 

that while Howard had many political strengths, his key weakness was that of faulty 

judgement in dealing with South-East Asia.  While acknowledging that there is often over-

sensitivity to Australia’s actions on the part of many Asian nations, Kelly pointed out that 

the tension between Australia’s potential role in supporting the US military intervention in 

Iraq, and the need for closer co-operation with the Asian countries to counter Islamic 

terrorism had now ‘erupted in Australia’s face’.  Furthermore, he claimed the eruption 

‘suggests a lack of trust between Australia and the region that must weaken strategic 

collaboration’ (ibid). 

 

Sheridan (2002a), usually supportive of the Prime Minister, was equally critical.  While 

also acknowledging the over-reaction in south-east Asia, Sheridan wrote: 

 

For an Australian prime minister in today’s environment to annoy the 

Malaysian leader or the Indonesian press is one thing.  To generate such 

tough opposition from friends in The Philippines, Thailand and above all 

Singapore is something else again.  In truth the situation is much worse than 

you think … The Howard Government has shown it will expend zero 

domestic political capital to pursue good foreign policy.  It argues as core 

government doctrine that what is popular in foreign policy is what is good. 

 

Sheridan surmised that the only possible reason for such a diplomatic gaffe could be a 

desire to offer further rhetorical support for a likely US military attack on Iraq.  He claimed 

that any competent diplomat could have predicted the reaction in the region where the term 
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pre-emptive strike looked like joining ‘deputy sheriff’ and ‘White Australia’ in becoming 

the ‘defining two word summary of Australia in the region’ (ibid). 

 

In parliament that week the Opposition leader, Simon Crean, attacked the Prime Minister 

for his comments, calling on him to apologise to South East Asian leaders.  The Prime 

Minister responded: 

 

It was a perfectly reasonable statement of a totally defensible principle … I 

made it conscious of my responsibilities to the welfare and the interests of 

the Australian people. 

I am staggered that the alternative prime minister of this country would ask 

me to apologise for the statement for a principle designed to protect the 

security and interests, designed to protect the people of this country (CPD 

HR December 5 2002: 9747). 

 

Once again, Howard seemed not to have considered the detrimental effect that his words, 

designed for the domestic audience, might have on relationships with the leaders of the 

region, or on the level of trust and co-operation that had been built up during the aftermath 

of the Bali bombing.  Furthermore, as Rudd (cited in Grattan: 2002) pointed out, by 

publicly arguing the case for military pre-emption in the region, Howard was presumably 

also arguing that regional governments would be entitled to do the same to Australia if they 

considered it a threat to their security.  Paradoxically, if the same logic was applied to Iraq 

it, more than any country, could justifiably feel threatened and would therefore be entitled 

to make a pre-emptive attack on the United States.  However, this logic did not seem to 

extend to non-democratic countries. 

 

The growing power of the Prime Minister and the control of information 

 

In Australia, there was growing concern at the increase in the Prime Minister’s personal 

power.  After his apparent strategic confusion during his first two terms in office, it was 

argued by some that Howard had gradually made prime ministerial government his 
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hallmark, and this was ‘the most formidable concentration of power we have seen’ (Kelly 

2002: 28).  Now bigger than ever, the Prime Minister’s office assumed control of all major 

information, with ‘a finger in every pie that concerns the PM’ (Weller 2002a: 28).  There 

was also growing concern about the public service, which, according to Don Russell, 

former aide to Paul Keating, rather than simply being politicised, had actually become 

‘acquiescent’ (Russell 2002: 28).  This led to an atmosphere where, as the chief 

spokesperson for the Government, it suited the Prime Minister not to know about some 

things, as in the case of the children overboard affair.49  He could then say, as he often did, 

when asked challenging questions by the media, ‘according to the information I have’, or 

‘to the best of my knowledge’. 

 

While this cautious approach allowed him to avoid accusations of lying, and was to be a 

useful personal protection when doubts and questioning arose later about the commitment 

to the war in Iraq, it also raises concerns about the control of information within the 

government and the public service.  As Millar (1969: 60) pointed out, it is important to 

distinguish between the facts of foreign policy and the factors.  There can be factors that 

are not factual.  It is what leaders believe to be true, not necessarily what is true that they 

will act upon.  Even if the leader’s image of the world is substantially erroneous, he or she 

will act upon it—‘hence not only the absurdity, but the criminality of the foreign service 

officers who report what they believe their minister wants to hear, rather than the 

unpleasant truth he ought to hear’ (ibid 60-61). 

 

The national leader situated at the nexus of the domestic and foreign concerns surely needs 

as much accurate information as possible in order to meet the challenges, opportunities, and 

dilemmas presented to them, and to make wise decisions in regard to the ‘national interest’.  

This is unlikely to be achieved if the leader does not remain constantly alert to events and 

conditions across the broad and interwoven domestic/international political expanse—

moving beyond the Janus-faced concept, to maintain a constant scanning approach.  This 

also involves both seeking and encouraging the widest possible range of ‘frank and fearless’ 

advice, for it is often the negative feedback that is the most useful for avoiding possible 

diplomatic blunders and damaging political action.  If leaders only want to hear the opinion 

                                                 
49For a full account see Weller, P. (2003) Don’t Tell the Prime Minister. 
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of those who agree with them, there is a real danger of ‘groupthink’50 developing, and this 

leads inevitably to flawed decision making and damaging diplomacy.  Furthermore, as 

Janis (1972: 4) notes, this is more likely to occur ‘when individuals are under threat or 

stress’.  It could be argued that the threat of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction, 

combined with the apparent pressure from the Prime Minister to be told only what he 

wanted to hear, made the risk of groupthink developing highly probable in this instance. 

 

The lead up to the War against Iraq 

 

As the possibility of military action against Iraq grew stronger in early 2003, John Howard 

faced the classic national leader’s dilemma of how to balance domestic and international 

concerns.  He needed to convince a very sceptical public that his Government would only 

consider joining any attack on Iraq if it was sanctioned by the UN, while also being 

prepared to abide by what he believed were the obligations of the ANZUS Treaty, 

supporting the United States even if it decided to go alone.  There were widespread anti-

war demonstrations around the country, the like of which had not been seen since the 

Vietnam War.  In the run-up to the war against Iraq, the Prime Minister continued to deny 

that he had made any commitment to join the ‘coalition of the willing’. 

 

With the release of the report by the UN Chief weapons inspector, Hans Blix, at the end of 

January, Howard’s rhetoric became stronger.  He said the report confirmed that Hussein 

was in material breach of his UN obligations, and that the UN’s authority and reputation 

were now on the line if it did not act to disarm Hussein. 

 

If a climate of least resistance is allowed to spread then other nations will adopt the 

same belief and there will be further consequences…there comes a point where if 

the United Nations is to preserve its credibility, then the United Nations has got to 

match the rhetoric of what it said with action (Howard cited in Lewis and Kerin 

2003b: 6). 

                                                 
50 Janis (1972: 9) describes ‘groupthink’ as ‘a mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply 
involved in a cohesive in-group, when the members’ striving for unanimity overrides their motivation to 
realistically appraise alternative courses of action … groupthink refers to a deterioration of mental efficiency, 
reality testing, and moral judgement that results from in-group pressures’. 
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In his State of the Union address on 29 January, George W. Bush ‘spoke as a war president, 

a commander-in-chief and a moralist on a God-ordained crusade’ (Kelly, 2003a: 1).  The 

President laid down a blunt ultimatum: ‘let there be no misunderstanding: if Saddam 

Hussein does not fully disarm for the safety of our people, and for the peace of the world, 

we will lead a coalition to disarm him’ (Bush 2003b).  Bush announced that the Secretary 

of State, Colin Powell, would present evidence to the Security Council the following week 

that would prove the existence of chemical and biological weapons in Iraq.  While many 

saw this as a declaration of war, John Howard responded cautiously, aware of the 

widespread opposition to war evident in the Australian electorate.  In a press conference the 

previous day, he said, 

 

We have not made a final decision about military involvement.  No final decision 

has been taken in any event by the United States.  We have pre-positioned 

Australian forces because we believe that contributes, albeit in a much smaller way 

obviously than the pre-positioning of other forces, to reinforcing the diplomatic 

efforts.  And I’ll say again, that’s the view of Kofi Annan who believes that the 

inspectors wouldn’t be there had it not been for the American build-up (Howard 

2003f). 

 

However, it was the final sentence of his statement that cast doubt on his declaration that 

no decision had been made to commit troops.  He said: 

 
We also think that it’s fairer on our forces if we ultimately do decide to commit 

them, to commit them when they’ve had an opportunity of being pre-positioned 

(ibid). 

 

Denying that he had made any formal commitment to send Australian troops to Iraq, the 

Prime Minister claimed that the ‘pre-positioning’ of some 2000 troops to the Persian Gulf 

in late January 2003 was designed simply to allow them to acclimatise, and to reinforce 

diplomatic efforts to persuade Saddam Hussein to disarm.  However, a visit by Deputy 

Secretary of State, Richard Armitage to Japan, China, South Korea and Australia a month 

earlier was seen by many as an attempt to firm up support for a war that was now beginning 

to look inevitable.  While both the Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Downer denied that 
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any commitment of Australian troops was sought or given at their meeting, Armitage’s 

comment, ‘I think Australians are people who stand by their mates’, carried a message of 

expectation.  As one journalist put it, 

 

Armitage is known in Australian defence circles as both the most generous and the 

most demanding of strategic partners.  As he has often said, an alliance means we’ll 

fight and die to protect you, and you’ll fight and die to protect us.  His words may 

be prophetic (Sheridan 2002). 

 

Furthermore, as there were already two Australian ships in the Persian Gulf enforcing 

sanctions it seemed unlikely that they would be withdrawn at such a sensitive time, but 

rather that they would be redeployed as part of any military exercise that eventuated. 

 

Although the Prime Minister continued to deny that any ‘formal commitment’ had been 

made to join the US, Australia’s apparent alignment with the US prompted a negative 

response in the Asia-Pacific region.  Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir, a long time critic, 

accused Australia of continuing to be a ‘deputy sheriff’ to the US in the region.  ‘Only 

Australia has signed up enthusiastically in the role of deputy sheriff’, he said:  ‘Even 

Britain is now having some second thoughts’; while the Indonesian Vice-President, Hamaz 

Haz, warned that unilateral action would destabilize the world (cited in Lewis, Kerin & 

Eccleston 2003).  The New Straits Times described Howard as ‘Uncle Sam’s foremost 

flunky’ warning that there was concern that an attack on the Muslims in Iraq could inflame 

hostility from Muslims in Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines, particularly in light of 

the Bali terrorist attack by Muslim extremists.  The former Opposition leader, Kim 

Beazley, arguing that pre-emption was simply not an option in our region, declared that 

Howard needed to rethink his priorities and concentrate more on regional diplomacy and 

less on domestic political point scoring, (Beazley 2002).  However, the Prime Minister 

remained resolute, despite the opinion polls showing strong opposition to a war without UN 

sanction (see Appendix Eleven). 
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Doubts about the validity of the Prime Minister’s claim that he had not made any 

commitment to provide troops had been raised when the first 350 troops departed in HMAS 

Kanimbla on January 23 2003 on their way to join the two other Australian ships already in 

the Gulf as part of the enforcement of the sanctions against Iraq.  Despite noisy 

demonstrations, and a negative reaction in the polls, the Prime Minister remained firm in 

his argument that the build up of troops was not an indication of Australia’s commitment to 

military action but was designed to put pressure on Saddam Hussein to disarm.  However, 

as one commentator put it, it is difficult to send troops to the other side of the world and 

argue convincingly that it is not a commitment to war (Stewart 2003: 17).  It was also 

ironic that having given assurances that any decision to commit troops would involve a 

‘full parliamentary debate’, no such debate occurred before the troops departed. 

 

In a carefully worded television interview on 1 December 2002, Howard (2002g) had 

emphasised that any decision to commit troops was ‘one for the executive government’ but 

that he would want any such decision to be the subject of a ‘speedy parliamentary debate’.  

His clever wording implied that such a debate would be held before a commitment, but he 

did not actually say that.  The timing of the troops’ departure during the long summer 

parliamentary recess gave him a ready excuse for avoiding a parliamentary debate before 

they left.  

 

This may have been a part of a domestic campaign by the Prime Minister to get the 

Australian people used to the idea that troops were likely to be committed to the imminent 

conflict.  However, there was growing unease in the electorate, and mounting opposition to 

Australia’s involvement in a war that many saw as both unjust and unjustified.  The 

legitimacy of a pre-emptive attack began to be seriously questioned, particularly by the 

legal profession.  In an address to the National Press Club, a leading legal expert, Professor 

George Williams, said he believed Australia would be breaching international law if it took 

part in a war not backed by the UN.  Such a move would damage Australia’s reputation and 

undermine the rule of law, he said, and unlike the US, which had not submitted to the 

International Court of Justice, Australia could be charged by the Court, if it took part in a 

war without UN approval.  Professor Williams also negated the argument that intervention, 



 205

particularly a unilateral pre-emptive strike, could be justified on humanitarian grounds,51 

while Father Frank Brennan argued that the US had a responsibility to tell the world 

exactly what, if any, incontrovertible evidence they had.  He said the problem with 

America was that it believed it could responsibly control weapons of mass destruction, and 

yet it was the only country on earth that had actually used them (cited in Morris and 

Schubert 2003).  Historian Peter Edwards asked how carefully the Howard Government 

had considered the implications of supporting the US policy of pre-emptive strikes.  Had 

the Government considered the implications this would have on Australian-Indonesian 

relations, and had it discussed the likely ramifications with other American allies in the 

region: Japan, South Korea, Thailand and Singapore, he asked (cited in Kelly 2003: 28).  

However, although he continued to deny that a final decision had been made, it seemed that 

the Prime Minister was convinced that Iraq must be disarmed, and that Australia should 

have a part in that process. 

 

The case for attack 

 

In an address to parliament lasting almost an hour, on February 4 2003, the Prime Minister 

stated that his purpose was ‘to explain to the House and through it to the Australian people, 

the government’s belief that the world community must deal decisively with Iraq’ (CPD 

HR 4 February 2003: 10642).  He went on to say that the one thing that ‘unites us all’ is an 

abhorrence of war, and he reassured his audience that the government would not make a 

final commitment to military conflict ‘unless and until it is satisfied that all achievable 

options for a peaceful solution have been explored’ (ibid).  He claimed that 

 

… the Australian government knows that Iraq still has chemical and biological 

weapons and that Iraq wants to develop nuclear weapons.  We share the view of 

many that, unless checked, Iraq could, even without outside help, develop nuclear 

weapons in about five years (emphasis added) (CPD HR February 4 2003: 10645). 

 

                                                 
51 For a full account see Williams 2003a; Williams 2003b. 
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The Prime Minister then listed details of the ‘compelling evidence’ of Iraq’s weapons 

capability provided by the ‘published detailed dossiers of British and American 

intelligence’.  However, he prefixed his listing of the points raised by the British Joint 

Intelligence Committee by the cautious caveat ‘on the basis of the intelligence available’ 

(ibid: 10645-10646).  He was to use this phrase repeatedly in future when defending the 

government’s decision to go to war. 

 

Claiming that intelligence material ‘to which Australia has contributed’ pointed 

overwhelmingly to Hussein’s systematic defiance of Security Council Resolutions, the 

Prime Minister then listed the main points from both British and US intelligence agencies.  

According to these reports, Iraq had a useable chemical and biological weapons capability, 

was continuing to work on developing nuclear weapons, and all key aspects of Iraq’s 

biological weapons program were ‘active’ with ‘most elements larger and more advanced’ 

than before the first Gulf War in 1991.  In a thinly veiled criticism of the United Nations 

Security Council, Howard declared: 

 

The council must either act to ensure full compliance by Iraq with resolution 1441 

or, through either excessive delay or indifference, risk crippling its own authority... 

If the compelling terms of this last resolution are not enforced, then the Security 

Council’s deeds will have failed to match its rhetoric and serious long-term damage 

will have been done to the United Nations (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10646-47). 

 

However, he emphasised that he had put the case for UN involvement to the US, implying 

that Australia had both access and influence with the US administration: 

 

[t]he government has consistently argued that the United Nations needs to deal 

with Saddam Hussein’s continued defiance of the Security Council’s authority.  

This is the view that I put to President Bush shortly before his address to the 

General Assembly of the United Nations in September last year.  I then argued 

with him the merits of working through the United Nations.  That has been the 

steady stream of a strong diplomatic effort, ably led by the Minister for Foreign 

Affairs.  We have supported a leading role for the United Nations in addressing 
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this threat.  Our close relationship with and ready access to the US administration 

have meant that our views are heard and respected (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 

10647). 

 

Responding to mounting criticism of the US position, both in Australia and abroad, 

Howard said such criticism was wrong, unfair and prejudiced, and he was convinced that 

the driving force behind America’s policy towards Iraq was a concern that the ‘twin evils’ 

of WMD in the hands of rogue states, and international terrorism, would come together 

with ‘horrific consequences’.  No nation was more important to Australia’s long-term 

security than the United States, he said, and this would remain an important factor in the 

government’s decision-making process.  He emphasised that it should also be a factor in all 

major national security decisions by Australia.  The relationship would become more, not 

less important in the ‘increasingly globalised and borderless world’, he said (ibid). 

 

While making it clear that he intended to express to President Bush Australia’s strong 

preference that military action be backed by a Security Council resolution, he emphasised 

that he did not believe a new resolution was required under international law, as Resolution 

1441 already provided sufficient legal basis for action.  Claiming that the Security Council 

had left the issue of Iraq ‘in the too hard basket’ for almost four years, the Prime Minister 

said he had authorised the use of some Australian-sourced material to be used by Secretary 

of State, Colin Powell, who was to present new material to the Security Council the 

following day. 

 

The Prime Minister defended the US against accusations that it was acting unilaterally, 

without regard for the UN.  In a statement that indicated clearly the strength of his 

commitment to the US alliance, he said, 

 

Australia is a close ally of the United States.  No nation is more important to our 

long-term security.  Australia will never forget the vital assistance given to us by 

the United States during World War II.  Our value systems while far from identical 

are nonetheless similar.  We share common democratic values … Australia’s 

alliance with the United States has been and will remain an important element in 

the government’s decision making process on the Iraqi issue.  The crucial long-
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term value of the United States alliance should always be a factor in major national 

security decisions taken by Australia.  In an increasingly globalised and borderless 

world, the relationship between Australia and the United States will become more 

important, not less important (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10650). 

 

However, he said that in making a final decision, the government would be influenced not 

only by the desire to stop the spread of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, and by 

the alliance with the US, but also ‘importantly by the past practice of nations which have 

taken collective military action in the interests of world or regional security’.  He was 

referring here to the NATO attacks on Serbia in 1999, which he said were conducted 

without any direct Security Council authorisation.  He then declared: 

 

Our goal is disarmament.  We want to see a renewed commitment to the principle 

of nonproliferation.  We want to see Iraq free of weapons of mass destruction ... if 

the international community does not act now to disarm Iraq, it will have made a 

mockery of years of effort to stop the spread of weapons of mass destruction.  It 

will have encouraged others to mimic Iraq.  It will make dealing with North Korea 

almost impossible.  And, most importantly, failure to act will gravely compromise 

the authority of the United Nations (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10651). 

 

While emphasising that a final decision had not yet been made, he said that any decision 

would be ‘guided by the judgment which the government makes as to where Australia’s 

national interest lies’ (ibid: 10651).  There was now a new dimension to international 

relations that could not be ignored, he said.  The atrocity in Bali had demonstrated 

something Australia had never fully understood—the problem of weapons of mass 

destruction and the challenge of international terrorism.  If they were both not dealt with, 

‘sooner or later’ they would ‘come together with terrifying consequences for the world’, he 

said (ibid: 10647). 

 

However, his statement regarding the pre-positioning of troops raised doubts about the 

claim that no decision had been made, and carried a strong inference that there had at least 

been some assurance given to the Bush administration that Australia was prepared to be 

involved in any military action.  The Prime Minister said: 
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Clearly the pre-positioning of Australian forces and the contingency planning with 

the United States military—to which ministers and I have referred frequently over 

recent months—have put Australia in a position where it can effectively, and 

circumstances providing the best assurances of the safety of our forces, contribute 

to a military operation against Iraq, should a final decision be taken for that to 

occur (emphasis added) (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10652). 

 

This speech prompted a strong negative response from the Opposition leader, Simon Crean, 

who began his reply: 

 

What we have just heard from the Prime Minister is a justification for war, not a 

plan for peace.  We have heard the Prime Minister unctuously in this House talk of 

his abhorrence of war and say that he wants peace, yet he has already committed 

our troops to a war without a mandate from the parliament and without a mandate 

from the United Nations.  The truth is that we can secure a peace. Prime Minister I 

say to you that we must work to secure that peace, but we will not achieve that by 

committing to the path of unilateralism which you are so firmly locked into.  The 

path to peace can come only through the United Nations (CPD HR 4 February 

2003: 10652). 

 

Outlining the points on which he agreed with the Prime Minister, including ‘total support 

for the brave men and women of the Australian Defence Force and their families’, Crean 

also noted the importance of nonproliferation as a security issue.  He emphasised the need 

to disarm Saddam Hussein in accordance with the UN, and the need to see the issue of Iraq 

in the broader context of Middle East security.  However, he claimed that the Prime 

Minister had committed troops ‘solely on the say-so of George W Bush’, and he accused 

the Prime Minister of failing to tell the Australian people what he had done.  In response to 

Howard’s claim that no decision had yet been made, he said:  ‘I do not believe you, Prime 

Minister, and the Australian people do not believe you’.  He then challenged the Prime 

Minister to ‘tell George Bush that no Australian troops will be involved in a war in Iraq 

without the authority of the United Nations’ (ibid: 10653).  He also questioned the Prime 

Minister’s reason for committing troops when he had presented no new evidence to support 
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such a decision.  In a clear statement of the Opposition’s position, Crean said: 

 

We on this side of the House believe that Australian troops should not have been 

sent in advance of the United Nations mandate; we believe the weapons inspectors 

are still doing their job and should be given the opportunity and support to finish 

their job; and we believe in the authority of the United Nations Security Council to 

deal with the issue of disarming Iraq.  That is the position that we have repeated 

since April last year (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10655). 

 

He then went on to question the size of the commitment of more than 2000 troops to Iraq; 

‘the largest single commitment of combat troops since Vietnam’.  Pointing out that this was 

three times the number deployed in the 1991 Gulf War, a war that had been sanctioned by 

the United Nations, and involved the support of thirty countries, not just three, he then 

challenged the Prime Minister to produce evidence of the link between al Qaeda and Iraq.  

In a statement that patently demonstrated one of the key philosophical differences between 

the ways in which the two major parties approached the formulation of foreign policy, the 

Opposition leader said: 

 

Unlike any issue of recent times, this issue of Iraq defines the difference between 

the two major political parties in this country, and that comes from a fundamental 

divergence of principle.  Labor has always supported the role of the United Nations 

and the rule of international law (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10657). 

 

He made it clear, however, that his and his party’s objection was to the decision, and was 

not directed to the troops themselves. 

 

Prime Minister, I say that you made a great mistake in committing the troops ahead 

of the United Nations.  I do not support and Labor does not support that decision—

and I have made that clear.  We do not support the deployment of Australian troops 

in advance of any United Nations authority … whilst I did not support the decision 

to deploy the troops, I support the troops—and I always will (ibid: 10659). 
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He went on to point out that the alliance with the United States under the ANZUS Treaty 

did not require Australia to respond to all requests from the US, noting that the first article 

makes it clear that all alliance decisions must be made in conformity with the United 

Nations.  He asked why the Prime Minister ignored this when repeatedly invoking the 

United States alliance, saying it should be taken into consideration before committing men 

and women to a war without the sanction of the United Nations.  ‘Labor does support the 

United States alliance’, he said, ‘but we want a mature one, not a toadying one’ (ibid: 

10658). 

 

Crean also accused the Prime Minister of ‘playing on the fear of Australians: the fear of the 

threat of terrorism’, declaring that, 

 

by threatening war alongside George Bush, he is not addressing that fear, he is 

adding to it.  He is heightening the risk, he is increasing our vulnerability, he is 

adding to the instability in our region—an area, which, his intelligence shows, is 

increasingly vulnerable to threat.  This premature action taken by Australia comes 

at the expense of more immediate and critical concerns about terrorism in the 

region (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10657). 

 

Declaring ‘this issue goes fundamentally to the way in which we resolve international 

conflicts’, the Opposition leader then called upon the Prime Minister to convene a regional 

leaders’ summit, arguing that Australia would never be treated with respect in the region by 

simply doing everything the United States asked (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10662).  In a 

statement that indicates one of the key ideological differences between the major parties, 

the Labor leader said, 

 

The path to security ‘is not through unilateralism, it is through multilateralism.  The 

path to disarmament is through the United Nations, not through unilateralism (ibid: 

10657). 
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The shadow Foreign Minister, Kevin Rudd, was equally abrasive in his comments.  He 

accused the government of being both inconsistent and unconvincing in its foreign policy. 

 

This is a government whose foreign policy is driven by political market research, a 

government which believes that a foreign policy process is a process of domestic 

political massage, a government which thought at the beginning of the Iraq debate 

last year that it could be a cute political opportunity to apply the Tampa template of 

the previous election.  The single hallmark of this government’s policy on Iraq is its 

inconsistency (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10673). 

 

He then challenged the Foreign Minister to outline his plans for dealing with the 

humanitarian cost of any subsequent war in terms of human lives, civilian lives, and the 

internally displaced persons and refugees.  Stating that, for Labor, ‘the national security of 

Australia is non-negotiable’, he argued that in Labor’s view national security is based on 

three pillars: Australia’s alliance with the United States, Australia’s membership of the 

United Nations, and Labor’s policy of comprehensive engagement with Asia (ibid: 10670).  

Rudd then accused the Howard Government of being ‘unprincipled’ and poll driven, 

declaring:  

 

As I have said in this place a number of times, the central organising principle of 

this government’s foreign policy is a continuation of domestic electoral policy by 

other means.  The problem arises when the government finds itself in desperate 

need of an international fig leaf to camouflage its actions from time to time or when 

it needs to persuade some of its more aggrieved domestic constituencies that here 

may just be a dollop of post facto morality that can be grafted onto its 

predetermined policies and programs (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10671). 

 

He then drew a comparison between the Iraq issue and the East Timor intervention, arguing 

again that the Government’s dilemma was caused by allowing domestic considerations to 

drive its foreign policy. 

 

This was precisely the dilemma that the government found itself in three years ago 

over East Timor when it, for the first time, ran into both the political and security 
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policy imperative of a UN Security Council mandate.  Once again this unprincipled 

government now finds itself facing the same dilemma over Iraq.  For the 

government it is not a dilemma driven by principle at all; it is a dilemma driven by 

a domestic political crisis, as once again the government has found itself radically 

out of step with the Australian people.  If domestic electoral politics is the central 

organising principle of this government’s foreign policy, the polling research is its 

engine (ibid). 

 

This statement echoed the view of Buzan (1991: 11) who argues: 

 

The appeal to national security as a justification for actions and policies which 

would otherwise have to be explained is a political tool of immense convenience 

for a large variety of sectional interests … [b]ecause of the leverage over domestic 

affairs which can be obtained by invoking it, an undefined notion of national 

security offers scope for power-maximizing strategies to political and military 

elites. 

 

Apart from this heated debate in parliament, and the occasional assertion by Simon Crean 

that there had been no link established between al Qaeda, terrorism and Iraq, there was no 

strong focus by the Opposition on the fundamental question: was there a really convincing 

case for war?  Rather than categorically opposing the war, the Opposition concentrated on 

the need for UN support, an important but somewhat peripheral question.  Rather than 

opposing the war outright as unjust and unjustified, and of little relevance in the fight 

against terrorism, the issue of United Nations support dominated the debate.  This gave the 

impression that even the Opposition accepted that war was inevitable, and, by implication, 

that they too had accepted Bush’s position.  This in turn made it somewhat easier for 

Howard to put his case. 

 

The Prime Minister’s rhetoric and its tone of certainty continually echoed that of both Blair 

and Bush.  As noted, he declared with apparent conviction, ‘Australia knows that Iraq still 

has chemical and biological weapons, and that Iraq wants to develop nuclear weapons’ 

(CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10645) (emphasis added).  Yet, in contrast to Bush and Blair, 

Howard always added a cautious, covering caveat ‘on the basis of the intelligence available’ 
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(ibid).  Just as he had done in the case of the Tampa incident, where he used the phrase ‘if 

these reports are true’, Howard was exceedingly careful to cover himself against any 

possible accusation of actual untruthfulness or deceit.  However, the address by the US 

Secretary of State to the Security Council seemed to add credibility to the Prime Minister’s 

claims. 

 

The US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, delivered a ninety minute speech to the United 

Nations Security Council on February 5 2003, detailing what he called ‘irrefutable and 

undeniable’ evidence that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction (Powell: 2003).  

There was a real danger that these weapons could fall into the hands of terrorists and form a 

‘sinister nexus’ between Iraq and al Qaeda, he said.  In the Australian Parliament the next 

day, the Prime Minister declared that the ‘very compelling case’ made by ‘a very 

compelling and credible Secretary of State’ revealed ‘a deliberate, systematic campaign of 

deceit, distortion and deception on the part of Iraq’.  Iraq had ‘deceived, misled and been 

guilty of obfuscation’ towards both the weapons inspectors and the United Nations, he said 

(CPDHR 6 February 2003: 11127-28).  ‘In the face of evidence like this, how can members 

in this parliament pretend that there is not a very compelling case against Iraq?’ he asked 

(ibid: 11129). 

 

Many of Howard’s critics held instinctive doubts, however, and throughout February 2003, 

there was mounting opposition to the path Australia was taking.  In early February, every 

household in Australia was issued with a package containing a personal letter from the 

Prime Minister and a twenty-page full colour booklet titled ‘Let’s look out for Australia: 

Protecting our way of life from a possible terrorist threat’.52  This was accompanied by a 

television campaign urging citizens to be ‘alert but not alarmed’.  The booklet noted that ‘it 

is likely we will be living with increased security for the foreseeable future; terrorism has 

changed the world and security may never return to the relaxed levels most of us grew up 

with’.  Also included in the package was a fridge magnet, which included details of the 

National Security Hotline, and a card, listing numbers to call in an emergency, to be carried 

in the purse or wallet. 

 

                                                 
52 Available on request by emailing: hotline@nationalsecurity.gov.au 



 215

Reported to have cost between fifteen and twenty million dollars, and produced at 

taxpayers’ expense, this created a negative reaction in large sections of the community.  

Brisbane’s Lord Mayor, Jim Soorley urged Australians who objected to the war to return 

their packages, asking ‘Why this anxiety and fear?  This is propaganda.  John Howard is 

the Goebbels of Australia’ (Soorley: 2003).  Subsequently, an estimated one third of the 

packages were returned unopened.  On February 6, the Senate passed an unprecedented 

vote of no confidence against the Prime Minister, and there were rowdy debates in the 

House of Representatives, with the leader of the Opposition accusing the Prime Minister of 

‘massive deceit’ of the Australian people and the troops, whom he said had already been 

committed to war. 

 

As Howard left on a round-the-world ‘peace mission’ on 9 February, he said he held only a 

faint hope that war could be avoided.  Nevertheless, he stressed that the ‘lethal cocktail’ of 

weapons of mass destruction in the hands of rogue states and the possibility of these falling 

into the hands of terrorists created a unique sense of urgency to the situation (Howard: 

2003h).  He indicated that the possibility of war was a concern to him, particularly the 

‘dilemma that civilised people have’ when considering the inevitability of civilian 

casualties, but he emphasised that: 

 

In the long run, the Australian people will make up their minds about this.  I don’t 

know how public opinion will work.  I do know that on something like this you 

have to do what you think is right.  If it involves a short or even long-term 

popularity cost – well, so be it.  I’m not going to tailor my view on this according 

to the latest opinion poll.  You just can’t operate that way on something like this.  

It’s just too lethal (Howard: 2003o). 

 

During a meeting in Washington the following day, in response to a question about whether 

he regarded Australia as part of the ‘coalition of the willing’, President Bush replied ‘yes I 

do’, although he quickly added, ‘what that means is up to John to decide’ (Bush 2003a).  

Although Howard was quick to declare that his final decision would not be made until the 

UN decision was known, the President’s words left the impression that he was confident of 

Australia’s support. 
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Meanwhile, in Australia the Opposition continued to question the Prime Minister’s 

truthfulness, accusing him of ‘ducking and weaving’ in his answers to questions about 

troop commitment, and challenging the veracity of his claim that he had not decided 

whether to commit troops to the possible attack on Iraq.  Questioning the acting Prime 

Minister, John Anderson, in parliament on 12 February, the Labor leader Simon Crean 

claimed that evidence given to a Senate Estimates Committee53 by General Cosgrove 

confirmed that the Security Committee of Cabinet had decided to join the US in any 

military action in Iraq as far back as July 2002. 

 

As pressure on the government increased, the US ambassador to Australia, Tom Schieffer, 

a personal friend of President Bush, weighed into the debate, attacking Labor’s opposition 

to the war.  In an unprecedented intrusion into domestic politics, he accused Simon Crean 

of ending bipartisan support for the US Alliance.  As the Prime Minister flew on from the 

US to Indonesia, there were massive protest rallies around Australia, the biggest such 

demonstrations since the Vietnam War.  Moreover, the reaction was not limited to 

Australia; an estimated 10 million people joined protests rallies held all around the world.  

(See The Weekend Australian 15-16 February 2003; The Age 15 February 2003).  On his 

return to Australia, however, the Prime Minister dismissed the demonstrations in Australia 

as the reaction of a minority, claiming that the majority of people had not made up their 

minds about the possibility of war.  When asked if he was not accountable to people’s 

opinions, he replied, ‘[I]f the public at the next election doesn’t like the job I’ve done 

they’ll throw me out’ (Howard: 2003i). 

 

This comment prompted a critical reaction in the press, with charges that Howard’s 

leadership was becoming ‘brittle’, and smacked of complacency.  It was noted that while 

his firm control of the backbench reflected the strength of his authority, it also limited the 

breadth of foreign policy debate, and there was reportedly a growing concern among the 

wider Liberal supporters that Howard was becoming out of touch with community opinion 

(Grattan 2003:15).  There was also growing doubt about the credibility of the Prime 

                                                 
53 See Senate Estimates Committee transcript pp.18-20, where Cosgrove and Defence Minister Hill admitted 
that preparations for war were made as early as July 2002, 
http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/senate/commttee/s6154.pdf 
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Minister’s claims.  He continued to deny that an attack on Iraq was inevitable, and claimed 

he had made no decision to commit Australian troops to join the US, despite having sent 

troops to the Gulf.  As Oakes (2002: 19) pointed out, the Americans knew this was a 

‘fiction’ and they hardly bothered to pay lip-service to it; ‘[t]he Australian voters are not 

fools: they know it is nonsense, too’, he said. 

 

In a television interview on 16 February, the Prime Minister was asked whether he was 

surprised by the level of opposition to the war indicated by the street demonstrations and in 

the polls.  He replied that while he respected the fact some people did not agree with his 

policy, he suspected there were many who did, but that they were just not so noisy about it.  

He then stressed that his charge as Prime Minister was ‘to take whatever decision I think is 

in the best interest of this country and I believe the way we are handling this is in the best 

interest of Australia’ (Howard 2003r). 

 

Howard had consistently argued that disarming Saddam and the threat of weapons of mass 

destruction falling into the hands of terrorists were his main reasons for supporting the US.  

He had consistently mentioned the American alliance only as a third, and less prominent 

reason.  However, his response to a question about the obligations of the ANZUS alliance 

revealed just how important he considered the alliance to be in terms of Australia’s 

security.  When asked how he interpreted Australia’s obligations under the alliance, 

Howard responded, 

 

there’s no legal obligation under ANZUS because America is not directly under 

attack.  I’m not putting it in those terms, but we should remember that in the end 

there is only one country that can help us to guarantee our security and that is 

the United States … in the end given our position in the world and the importance 

of that American alliance and given the history of this country in World War II and 

what the Americans did then we shouldn’t lightly forget that.  It’s a very important 

consideration (emphasis added) (Howard 2003r). 
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However, there were warnings from Indonesia that Australia’s involvement in a war 

against Iraq could ‘radicalise certain elements’ and cause a Muslim-backed backlash both 

in Indonesia and across Asia.  Indonesian Foreign Minister Wiryuda made it clear that 

Indonesia was ‘against any unilateral decision by any country to launch war against a UN 

member’ (cited in Kerin 2003: 7). 

 

In a televised address to the National Press Club on March 13, Howard again emphasised 

that it was in Australia’s national interest to disarm Iraq to stop weapons of mass 

destruction falling into the hands of terrorists and multiplying.  This, he said, would 

‘constitute a direct, undeniable and lethal threat to Australia and its people’ (Howard 

2003d).  He also dismissed criticism by members of the church in Australia, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury and the Pope as ‘simply reflective of different views in the 

community’.  He stressed that ‘in the interests of a stable peaceful world’ the disarmament 

of Iraq was the Government’s ‘prime policy goal’ (ibid). 

 
And if terrorists ever get their hands on weapons of mass destruction that will, in 

my very passionate belief and argument, constitute a direct, undeniable and lethal 

threat to Australia and its people, and that would be the ultimate nightmare not only 

for us but for other peoples in other nations.  That, more than anything else, is the 

reason why we have taken the stance we have and it's the reason why we believe 

that Iraq should be effectively and comprehensively disarmed (Howard 2003d). 

 

Furthermore, he declared that the end of Saddam Hussein’s regime would also lessen the 

suffering of the Iraqi people.  To further support his argument he said: 

 

We’re talking about a regime that will gouge out the eyes of a child to force a 

confession from the child’s parents.  This is a regime that will burn a person’s limbs 

in order to force a confession or compliance.  This is a regime that in 2000 decreed 

the crime of criticising it would be punished by the amputation of tongues (ibid). 
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He added that Australia’s alliance with the United States was also a factor in his decision—

‘unapologetically so’.  Alliances are a two-way process, he said, and ‘Australians should 

always remember that no nation is more important to our long-term security than that of the 

United States’ [sic](ibid).  Yet disarming Iraq because of the fear of WMD falling into the 

hands of terrorists still appeared to be the major reason for his position. 

 

On Sunday March 16, a mini-summit was held in The Azores.  In attendance were Bush, 

Blair, Spanish President Aznar and Prime Minister Barroso of Portugal, and it was there 

that Bush decided to issue Saddam Hussein with a final ultimatum the next day.  Although 

John Howard was not invited to the meeting, President Bush called him from Air Force 

One to inform him of this decision.  It was later revealed that Howard was worried about 

Australian public opinion, saying that he needed one last official word from Bush before 

the war started; otherwise he felt it would look to the Australian people as though Bush just 

started the war without even telling his biggest allies.  Bush reportedly reassured him, 

saying ‘this isn’t the last call you’re going to get from me’ (cited in Woodward 2004: 363).  

This totally discredits Howard’s repeated insistence to the domestic audience that he had 

made no decision to send troops to Iraq.  According to Woodward, Bush again called 

Howard on March 17 to tell him what he was going to say in the ultimatum speech, to 

which Howard reportedly replied: ‘George, if it comes to this, I pledge to you that 

Australian troops will fight if necessary’ (ibid: 368).  Yet, in Australia he was still insisting 

to the Opposition, the Parliament and the public that no final decision had been made. 

 

However, it seems that for John Howard, joining the United States in the war on terror was 

a given.  Whether driven by his self-confessed ‘passionate commitment’ to the cause, or to 

the US alliance, or based purely on rational reasoning, the decision to commit Australia to 

war appeared to be made without any doubt or hesitation.  As he said at the White House: 

 

Australia’s position concerning Iraq is very clear.  We believe a world in 

which weapons of mass destruction are in the hands of rogue states, with the 

potential threat of them falling into the hands of terrorists is not a world 

Australia—if we can avoid it—wants to be part of.  And that is the 
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fundamental reason why Australia has taken the position she has (Howard 

2003j). 

 

Nevertheless, the link between al Qaeda and Iraq seemed to be both unlikely and unproven.  

The absence of any ‘smoking gun’—actual weapons of mass destruction—in Iraq led to 

growing doubts about the legitimacy of a pre-emptive strike against a country which, while 

it may have been ruled by an oppressive tyrant, had not been regarded as a global threat 

during the previous fourteen years.  There was also concern about the human and 

environmental consequences of a likely military attack.  To many in Australia it seemed 

that Howard was following blindly behind the dictates of an American President who was 

intent upon waging war at any cost. 

 

The former Australian foreign minister and Director of the International Crisis Group, 

Gareth Evans (2003: 15), warned that aligning so closely with the US could increase the 

risk of terrorist attacks in Australia.  There was also a majority in Australia who believed 

that action should be taken only with the support of the United Nations.  By the weekend of 

28 February, while 56 per cent of those surveyed would support a UN backed war, only 22 

per cent were in favour of a military commitment without that support, while 65 per cent 

believed that anti-war demonstrations should be taken into account by governments around 

the world when deciding upon action against Iraq (see Appendix Twelve).  A Newspoll 

taken on 20 March 2003 indicated that only 45 per cent of those interviewed were in favour 

of Australian troops being involved in military action against Iraq (see Appendix Thirteen). 

 

In response to criticism that the government was preoccupied with external events to the 

detriment of domestic issues, Howard called a two-day cabinet meeting early in March, 

ordering ministers to concentrate on a new domestic agenda.  However, there was little 

evidence of any major change in policies, apart from agreement on a new approach to 

tertiary education.  National security and the looming possibility of war continued to 

dominate the media, while the demonstrations and criticism continued, and further doubts 

were raised about the justification of going to war. 
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On March 11, Andrew Wilkie,54 a senior analyst with the Office of National Assessments 

(ONA)55 resigned in protest against Australia’s support for an attack on Iraq.  He had seen 

nothing in any intelligence assessments that justified war, he claimed.  Having just 

prepared a humanitarian assessment of the civilian effects of a war against Iraq, a copy of 

which had been sent to the Prime Minister, he was also deeply disturbed by the possibility 

of a grave humanitarian crisis, he said.  As community unrest continued, the venue for a 

speech by the Prime Minister to the National Press Club on March 13 had to be changed to 

the Great Hall of Parliament House to avoid expected demonstrators.  In this speech, 

Howard acknowledged those who disagreed with his stance, and again propounded his 

passionate commitment to action: 

 

I respect their view but in return I ask them to respect and understand the depth of 

feeling and commitment that I have to the policy the Government has embarked 

upon, and the sense of concern I have for the security of this country in the medium 

to longer-term if the twin evils of weapons of mass destruction and international 

terrorism are not confronted and are not effectively dealt with (Howard 2003d). 

 

However, criticism of the government’s position continued to grow during March, as war 

seemed to be increasingly inevitable.  A group of forty-three prominent Australian lawyers 

and academics signed an open letter to the Prime Minister in The Age and The Sydney 

Morning Herald, stating that the initiation of a war against Iraq would be ‘a fundamental 

violation of international law’ (see Appendix Fourteen).  They argued that the evidence 

presented to the UN by Secretary of State, Colin Powell, was inconclusive and ambiguous 

and that, logically and ironically, Iraq could launch pre-emptive attacks on members of the 

coalition of the willing because it could argue, quite validly, that it feared attack.  They also 

drew attention to the possible humanitarian and environmental devastation that such a war 

on Iraq could cause.  It was even suggested by Professor Gillian Triggs, Co-Director of the 

Melbourne University Institute for International and Comparative Law, that it was possible 

that political leaders and soldiers of the ‘coalition of the willing’ could be charged with war 

crimes by the International Criminal Court if the invasion of Iraq was made without UN 

                                                 
54 For his full account, see Wilkie (2004). 
55 The organisation responsible for collating all intelligence information for the government. 
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approval (cited in Madden 2003: 6)56.  However, in a move that suggested strong media 

bias in favour of the Government’s view, a letter signed by another twenty–one lawyers 

challenging these views was published—not as a letter but as an article under the large 

headline: ‘The case for legal attack’.  Claiming that Resolution 1441 did give authority to 

invade, the lawyers noted that any supposed violation of humanitarian law could only be 

evaluated after the event. 

 

Mearsheimer and Walt (2003: 50-59) argue that the campaign to wage war on Iraq rested 

on a ‘flimsy foundation’ of ‘distorted history and faulty logic’.  Claiming that the 

arguments by supporters of further weapons inspections, and those by the hard-line 

preventive war advocates were both wrong, Mearsheimer and Walt argue that history 

proved that Saddam Hussein was eminently deterrable by the US, just as it had contained 

the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War.  However, Prime Minister Howard was very 

firm in his support of pre-emptive war. 

 
John Winston Howard was likened in the press to Winston Churchill, one of his self-

declared heroes, preparing for battle.  He was also accused of stifling internal debate and 

ignoring public concern by keeping to a very narrow rhetorical argument (Gardiner, N and 

Dillon, D. 2003: 9; Barker.G.).  By dismissing and refusing to answer questions about 

possible scenarios as merely ‘hypothetical’, he skilfully avoided having to fully explain to 

the electorate any details of the Government’s plans.  He was also adept at sidestepping 

questions and avoiding giving direct answers, while still appearing to be open and 

agreeable. 

 

In an earlier television interview in December 2002, the Prime Minister was reminded that 

he had promised to obtain full parliamentary approval before committing troops to a war in 

Iraq.  He responded, ‘we will have a full debate … there would be a full parliamentary 

debate … if we take the decision to commit forces we will have a parliamentary debate’.  

However when asked whether the debate would be held before the troops left, he replied: 

 

                                                 
56 This opinion was disputed by Professor George Williams (for details see Williams 2003b). 
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…I’m not going to commit myself to such a specificity in relation to a hypothetical 

event, except to re-state the principle, and that is that if we make any decision in the 

future it’s an executive decision.  But I would want any such decision in relation to 

any commitment to be the subject of a very speedy debate (Howard 2003g). 

 

He is able to obfuscate without appearing to deliberately mislead his audience, bringing to 

mind the words of Edward de Bono (2004): ‘Lawyers are the worst people to have as 

politicians because they are trained to prove that they are right, to argue their case and 

prove others’ arguments are wrong’.  Unlike the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, 

Howard was not facing any strong opposition from either his cabinet or the backbench.  

This was another indication of John Howard’s personal authority within the parliamentary 

party.  The public service, too, seemed to be acquiescent, although in the light of previous 

events, such as the children overboard affair, it is difficult to assess just how much their 

advice was likely to be accepted anyway.  There appeared to be an environment, yet again, 

of ‘don’t tell the Prime Minister anything he does not want to hear’.  Moreover, the 

strength of Howard’s self-confessed ‘passionate commitment’ to join the US in disarming 

Iraq made it unlikely that he would have heeded any contrary advice from any of these 

sources. 

 

Nevertheless, there was still considerable unease in the domestic community about the 

justification for war, particularly pre-emptive war.  As one letter in the press noted, ‘if the 

US, as the world’s most powerful nation, has the “right” to launch a war against a nation it 

deems a threat, then so do others’.  Citing among others Israel against Palestine, India 

against Pakistan and vice versa, and China against Taiwan, the letter concluded, ‘We will 

have on our hands the worst arms race in history’ (Ross 2003).  As Kelly (2003) warned, 

while the record showed that Howard was prepared to take calculated political risks, ‘[t]his 

time he has virtually no control over events.  Australia is hostage to the US political and 

war skills and how its enemies choose to fight’.  The arguments against the invasion of Iraq 

were ‘substantial’, said Kelly, because Hussein’s record showed deterrence could be 

effective, the risks of war were greater than the possible gains, the danger that pre-emption 

could destabilise the global order; and that the invasion could worsen the war on terrorism, 

rather than helping it.  However, despite those many citizens questioning how carefully the 



 224

Howard Government had considered the implications of supporting the US, Kelly 

concluded that the time to influence the US was past, and, having got to this stage, ‘the 

pivotal question is whether the war can be short, and successful, and, as a result, create its 

own legitimacy’ (Kelly 2003). 

 

The war against Iraq 

 

On 18 March 2003, the Prime Minister rose in Parliament to present a motion of 

condemnation against Iraq for refusing to abide by the United Nations Security Council 

resolutions regarding ‘the threat it poses to international peace and security’.  The ‘ultimate 

nightmare’ was the risk of weapons of mass destruction falling into the hands of terrorists. 

 

Possession of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons by terrorists would 

constitute a direct, undeniable and lethal threat to Australia and its people.  The 

government’s principal objective is the disarmament of Iraq: however, should 

military action be required to achieve this, it is axiomatic that such action will result 

in the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime (CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12505-6). 

 

As already noted, it was during an early morning telephone call that day that President 

Bush made a formal request for Australia’s support and participation in a ‘coalition of 

nations who are prepared to enforce the Security Council’s resolutions by all necessary 

means’.  Cabinet had subsequently considered and approved the request, the Prime Minister 

announced (ibid: 12506). 

 

In what seems to be an oddly paradoxical statement, he then said: 

 

This morning I announced that Australia had joined a coalition, led by the United 

States, which intends to disarm Iraq of its prohibited weapons of mass destruction.  

… There is no more serious decision for any government than to commit its forces 

to military conflict abroad. … Under our system, this decision lies with the 

executive government: the cabinet.  Nevertheless, it is appropriate that the 
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parliament, at the first opportunity, have the chance to debate this motion (CPD HR 

18 March 2003: 12505-6). 

 

Given that he had already made the decision, any debate was arguably both too late and 

likely to be irrelevant. 

 

During his forty minute speech to Parliament that day, the Prime Minister said the 

government was ‘deeply disappointed that the Security Council has been unable to 

maintain unity of purpose’ (ibid: 12510).  He then tabled legal advice provided by both the 

Attorney-General’s Department and DFAT to support his claim that military intervention 

was, in fact, sanctioned by the Security Council’s earlier Resolutions 678 and 1441.57  

Despite his previous criticism of the United Nations, he added that the government 

continued to regard the UN as ‘the most important framework the world has to achieve a 

secure and peaceful world’.  The government also had ‘absolute conviction’ that the 

disarming of Iraq was necessary for the long-term security of the world and it was therefore 

‘manifestly in the national interest of Australia’ to ensure this happened (ibid: 12506).  One 

of his customary defensive notes of caution was nevertheless present during his speech.  

‘The available intelligence’ indicated that Saddam had continued to work on his chemical 

and biological weapons, he said.  This reference to ‘the available intelligence’ was a 

manoeuvre he was to make repeatedly when doubts about the existence of the weapons 

began to surface later.  Finally, he totally rejected the argument by France and other 

countries that the inspectors should be given more time, and he assured the Parliament that 

the engagement of Australia’s defence forces would be ‘limited to the period of the 

conflict’ (CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12511).58 

 

In his reply, Opposition leader Simon Crean accused the Prime Minister of committing 

Australia to war in a “reckless and unnecessary act”.  Quoting from the ANZUS alliance 

that resolution should be attempted by ‘peaceful means’, he asked why there had been no 

attempt to convince the president to choose another course of action.  The Opposition 

                                                 
57 Resolution 678, adopted in 1990 authorised using ‘all necessary means’ to implement Iraq’s withdrawal 
from Kuwait, and to restore international peace and security in the area (emphasis added).  
58 At the time of writing three years later, the conflict continues, with Australian troops still deployed in Iraq. 
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leader then argued that, despite extensive reporting from chief weapons inspectors, Dr Blix 

and Dr el Baradei, they had not officially reported that Iraq had failed to comply with the 

UN resolutions.  The war was therefore unjustified, he said, and furthermore, it was not in 

Australia’s interests.  Australia should not support military action without the support of 

the United Nations, and the Prime Minister had failed to present a convincing case for its 

involvement, he said.  While the Labor Party did support the US alliance, it also supported 

the right for Australia to have an independent foreign policy, which included using the 

strength of the alliance to engage with regional neighbours to ‘help secure peace, security 

and disarmament in the region’ he explained (CPD HR18 March 2003: 12515).  Finally, 

Crean accused the Prime Minister of deception, claiming he had committed Australian 

support for the US long before announcing his decision, without consulting or telling the 

Parliament or the Australian people. 

 

On 20 March 2003, in a televised address to the nation, the Prime Minister finally 

announced Australia’s commitment to the war against Iraq (see Appendix Fifteen).  

Declaring that the Government’s decision to commit troops was made ‘because we believe 

it is right, it is lawful and it’s in Australia’s national interest’, he re-asserted his passionate 

belief that Iraq must be disarmed.  This was the reason, above all others, he said.  The other 

reason was our ‘close security alliance with the United States’, not only because the 

Americans had helped Australia in the past, but also ‘because it is critical that we maintain 

the involvement of the United States in our own region, where at present there are real 

concerns about the dangerous behaviour of North Korea’ (Howard 2003a). 

 

In response to criticism that such a commitment would heighten the possibility of terrorist 

attacks on Australia, Howard made what seems to be a contradictory statement.  On the one 

hand, he claimed that, as a Western country with Western values, Australia had been a 

terrorist target since September 11, but on the other, he pointed out that Osama bin Laden 

had specifically targeted Australia because of the intervention in East Timor.  However, it 

was Howard’s account of the brutality of Saddam Hussein’s regime, including details of a 

human shredding machine, which was designed to strengthen his case for war.  He said: 
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This is a dictatorship of a particularly horrific kind … this week the Times of 

London detailed the use of a human shredding machine as a vehicle for putting to 

death critics of Saddam Hussein.  This is the man, this is the apparatus of terror we 

are dealing with (Howard 2003a). 

 

This information was later found to be the uncorroborated evidence of one Iraqi prisoner to 

an Irish Labour MP, Ann Clwyd, who was campaigning for the creation of a tribunal to try 

the Baathists (see O’Neill 2004), and there has been no evidence found to support the 

existence of such a machine.  Just as the weapons of mass destruction were never found, 

and the link between al Qaeda and Iraq was never proven, this fact was not checked or 

verified, but it added great emotional power to the Prime Minister’s case for justifying 

Australia’s participation in the war. 

 

As the first missile of the coalition’s ‘shock and awe’ attack hit Baghdad in the early hours 

of March 20, opinion in Australia was strongly divided.  There was strong criticism of the 

Government’s decision by many analysts.  The former diplomat Richard Woolcott 

described the war as the ‘tragic culmination of a flawed policy based on a false 

assumption’.  He was also highly critical of the overweening power of the Prime Minister, 

where constrained and compliant public servants ‘know what the PM and other ministers 

want to hear’ and ‘all decisions are pushed down from the prime minister’s office’ (in 

McKew 2003: 62).  As Kelly (2003b) put it: 

 

…[t]his war defied our experience. It mocks past notions of right and wrong.  It 

reveals George W. Bush’s unique blend of righteousness and naivety.  It is the first 

genuine war of pre-emption.  It exposes the US, in the words of Australian defence 

strategist, Paul Dibb, as a ‘revolutionary country’ ready to change the world by 

force if necessary.  And it challenges Australia over its true role in the world. 

 

Kelly also pointed out that this was Howard’s war.  While John Howard may have emerged 

as a strong leader, with an unshakeable conviction, no other leader in Australia’s history 

had taken the country to war without a majority supporting him.  The Prime Minister’s 

speech announcing the commitment of troops was criticised as lacking strategic evaluation, 
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and it showed no indication that there had been any examination or analysis of key strategic 

issues by the Government before making its decision, said Kelly. 

 

Although the polls had indicated a majority against the war before it began, a small 

majority—50 per cent to 42 per cent—supported it once the war once it started.  A number 

of petitions against the war, signed by almost 7000 citizens, were presented to parliament 

on 24 March, indicating public concern about the legitimacy of the war, the involvement of 

Australian troops, and the ‘unilateral decision by the Prime Minister’ to deploy those troops 

without United Nations support (CPD HR 24 March 2003: 13307).  Asking ‘what’s in it for 

Australia?’ Toohey (2003: 22-23) considered various possibilities, ranging from the 

insurance policy that the US would come to Australia’s aid in time of need, to possible 

preferential treatment in a free trade agreement, but he concluded: 

 

Many years will probably have to pass before it is possible to answer the tough 

question of what’s in it for us when we help to invade a single militarily 

weak country in the Islamic world (ibid). 

 

As Australian F/A 18 fighter jets attacked Iraqi Republican Guard units along the road to 

Baghdad on March 28, the Prime Minister warned that the war could go on for some time, 

dismissing those who were asking why the war was not yet over as ‘unrealistic’ (Howard 

2003l).  He repeated this in a speech in early April.  Referring to ‘this extraordinary parade 

of people who were prepared to question in the most fundamental way not only the wisdom 

of the operation having been undertaken, but the strategic and tactical capacity of the 

people involved’, he declared ‘the military campaign has been remarkably successful’ 

(Howard 2003c). 

 

The Prime Minister criticised the United Nations for having significantly failed to live up 

to its own rhetoric and for lacking the courage to pass a resolution in support of the war.  

He also blamed France for opposing the war in what he saw as its opportunistic attempt to 

gain strategic diplomatic advantage against the United States and Britain.  This echoed 

comments made by the Bush administration, comments that were criticised as yet another 

indication of the US, as the world’s only superpower, attempting to dominate any debate 



 229

and exert its will upon the world.  However, the Prime Minister added that he still believed 

in supporting the UN, even though it did not work in this instance, and he believed that it 

should have a humanitarian role in Iraq. 

 

Although he continued to claim that the Government ‘very strongly believed’ that Iraq had 

chemical and biological weapons and an aspiration for a nuclear capacity, the Prime 

Minister’s rhetoric gradually began to move to other factors.  Although he did not use the 

words ‘regime change’, he said that the goal should be returning the government of Iraq to 

the people of Iraq.  He indicated that Australia was considering possible post-war 

contributions that would not only assist Iraq, but would be ‘in our own national interest in 

terms of peace and security and of commercial interests’ (ibid).  This reference to 

commercial interests was a skilful linking of the domestic relevance and advantage of being 

involved in the war.  It could be argued that the Prime Minister was once again ‘dog-

whistling’59: sending a subtle message to domestic industries that there could possibly be a 

lucrative role for them in the reconstruction of Iraq. 

 
He also took pains to emphasise that the involvement in Iraq was not an attack on Islam.  

This was a point he made repeatedly, aware that the issue was important domestically 

because of several attacks on Islamic mosques and schools in Australia.  It may also have 

been designed to reassure Indonesia, Australia’s closest neighbour and the world’s largest 

Islamic nation.  This highlights the interconnectedness of policy issues, and the delicate 

balance that leaders are required to maintain between domestic and international concerns. 

 

As questions arose in Parliament about possible terrorist attacks and the security level in 

Australia, the Prime Minister sought to reassure Opposition members that there was no 

cause for alarm.  In response to a request to comment on a statement by retired Air Marshal 

Ray Funnell that there was no doubt that Australia’s alignment with the US in Iraq would 

increase the risk of a terrorist attack in Australia, Howard dismissed the statement as just 

another view.  Using his frequently repeated argument that in a democratic society, 

opposing opinions are to be expected, the Prime Minister said he simply regarded Funnell 

as ‘contributing to the debate’.  He and his Government reacted to assessments by the 

                                                 
59 A high-pitched whistle audible to dogs, but not humans. 
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people charged with the responsibility to assess these matters.  Expressing his total 

confidence in the head of the Australian Security and Intelligence Organisation (ASIO)—

who, he pointed out, had also advised and served the Hawke Labor Government—he 

added, ‘I think the advice we are getting from ASIO now is first class, and we will continue 

to follow it’ (CPD HR 25 March 2003: 14309).  This is an example of his time-honoured 

way of skilfully discrediting dissenting viewpoints, changing the focus of the argument, 

and stifling any further debate. 

 

In response to a parliamentary question about whether a threat by a fundamentalist Islamic 

leader in Indonesia that the attack on Iraq would unleash the revenge of ‘thousands of 

Osama bin Ladens’, the Prime Minister said that he had deliberately visited Indonesia’s 

President Megawati a few weeks before the war, to assure her that Australia’s quarrel was 

not with Islam or the Iraqi people, but with the ‘evil and brutal regime’ of Saddam Hussein 

(ibid).  Since the Bali terrorist attack, there had been an increased level of co-operation 

between the Australian Federal Police and their counterparts in Indonesia, he said, and this 

had led to closer relations between the security agencies of the two countries, relations that 

now ‘could not be stronger’ (CPD HR 25 March 2003: 13406).  This comment was no 

doubt designed to rebut criticism by those who saw the key to Australia’s security as lying 

in the Asia Pacific region, and who argued that the Howard Government had long 

neglected relations with the region. 

 

Yet, despite some solid questioning in Parliament, the Opposition did not make its position 

clear, with the leader, Simon Crean, wavering between opposition to the war, support for a 

UN sanctioned war, support for the ANZUS Alliance, and support for the troops.  This 

gave the Prime Minister the opportunity to simply repeat over and over again in Parliament, 

on the airwaves and in the print media, that he believed that the war was legal, that it was 

right, and that it was in Australia’s national interest.  Moreover, despite continued criticism 

and on-going protest rallies, he was able to capitalise on the fact that once the troops were 

engaged in battle, he could argue that supporting them was paramount.  Once again, he was 

adept at diverting the argument away from the reasons and justification for going to war in 

the first place. 
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Although the polls showed a softening of support for Howard in the lead-up to the war, this 

did not translate into greater support for Opposition leader Simon Crean, and as one US 

official is reported to have said when questioned about Labor’s position: ‘We’re at war 

right now.  The time for politics will come later’ (cited in Milne 2003: 17).  However, 

despite widespread criticism of the Government’s position, as noted, by March 23 the polls 

began to show an increase in support for the war with 50 per cent in favour of it and 42 per 

cent against (see Appendix Sixteen). 

 

Two days after hostilities began, one Australian, photographer Paul Moran, was killed but 

until the time of writing there have been no Australian military fatalities.  However, there 

were disturbing reports of US, British and Iraqi civilian casualties, and questions were 

being asked about the likely duration of the war.  President Bush reportedly told Prime 

Minister Howard that to defend his position he used every speech to remind people of the 

atrocities of the regime in an attempt to deflect such queries (see Woodward 2004: 407).  It 

was a strategy well known and already employed effectively by Howard in the lead-up to 

the war, when he had repeatedly referred to Saddam Hussein’s brutal, evil regime, often 

detailing the methods of torture used against parents and their children.  Yet this had little 

relevance to the Prime Minister’s original argument for the attack on Iraq – the need to rid 

Iraq of weapons of mass destruction. 

 

Howard’s reasons had been stated very clearly from the beginning: the global threat of 

terrorism, ridding Iraq of weapons of mass destruction for fear that they would fall into the 

hands of terrorists and create a ‘direct undeniable and lethal threat to Australia and its 

people’, and the importance of the US Alliance (Howard 2003a).  As the war progressed 

two of these reasons appeared less and less convincing.  Although he steadfastly claimed 

that WMD would eventually be found, as the months passed by and none were found it 

became increasingly difficult for him to justify the invasion on those grounds.  Similarly, it 

became increasingly apparent that there was no evidence of a link between al Qaeda 

terrorist groups and Saddam Hussein.  In a tape recording released before the attack on Iraq, 

bin Laden denounced Hussein and his Baath Party as ‘infidels’, so it seems unlikely that he 

and Hussein were colluders and friends (see The Washington Post 13 February 2003). 
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On May 14 2003, the Prime Minister announced to Parliament, ‘the coalition’s major 

combat operations in Iraq have been successfully concluded.  Australian military forces 

participated with just cause, in an action properly based in international law, which resulted 

in the liberation of an oppressed people’ (CPD HR 14 May 2003: 14418).  Furthermore, the 

military campaign in Iraq was ‘astonishingly speedy and effective’ and was a ‘great tribute 

to the American military leadership’ he said (ibid: 14421.)  The relationship with the 

United States had never been stronger, he declared.  Australia and the US were allies 

because ‘we are friends—very close friends’.  This friendship was based on ‘shared views 

that value freedom and individual liberty’, and he predicted that ‘the importance of the 

relationship with the United States will grow rather than diminish with the passage of 

time’. 

 

Australia can be proud of what it did.  We did the right thing; we did the lawful 

thing.  We brought freedom and liberty to an oppressed people, and that is 

something about which we should always be, I think, properly and eternally proud 

(ibid: 14424). 

 

However, by October 2003, no weapons of mass destruction had been found in Iraq.  When 

asked if he expected any to be found, Howard said that the government had ‘clear 

intelligence assessments that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction capability’ and ‘that 

was the basis of the judgement that we made at the time we joined the coalition and I don’t 

retreat from that one iota’ (Howard 2003p).  He added: 

 

… you make judgements on the basis of information available to you at the time 

those judgements are made and … back in March there were clear intelligence 

assessments, which we did not exaggerate publicly, which justified the decision we 

took … the judgement was valid, the judgement was justified and it’s a judgement I 

totally stand by (ibid ). 

 

As the year progressed and the existence of weapons of mass destruction became 

increasingly questionable, Howard continued to repeat his commitment to the war, 

defending his decision and judgement on the grounds that it was made on the basis of 

intelligence available at the time. 
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The commitment to the US Alliance was the single remaining credible argument, yet this 

was always given third place among the priorities cited in Howard’s public discourse.  As 

Brennan (2004: 22) asks, if this was his prime motivation for joining the coalition of the 

willing, why did he not simply say that at the outset?  The likely answer is that he knew the 

domestic audience was unlikely to support involvement in the war on those grounds alone, 

and he knew that the threat of WMD would be a much more effective issue with which to 

convince the electorate to support his position.  As Sinodinas (2003) pointed out, one of the 

Government’s major challenges is to convince the electorate to support decisions that have 

already been made, and giving them incentives to co-operate.  Although Howard had 

vehemently denied that ‘regime change’ was a motive for the invasion, the term did 

become part of his discourse, as the other reasons seemed to be gradually becoming less 

credible. 
 

Reflecting on his Government’s seven and a half years in office in June 2003, the Prime 

Minister claimed it had been a period of ‘massive achievement’ marked by two ‘great 

events’: the achievement of a greater degree of self confidence as a nation, and taking part 

in the ‘coalition of the willing’ 
 

to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, to render that country incapable of 

inflicting through weapons of mass destruction the suffering it had inflicted on its 

own people, to liberate a long oppressed people and to lay the groundwork for the 

long sought after settlement between the Israelis and the Palestinians (Howard 

2003m). 
 

Again, in July, he said that Australia had joined the coalition of the willing to ‘deal once 

and for all with the defiant regime of Saddam Hussein’.  He also denied that his 

Government had in any way requested intelligence agencies to ‘massage or overstate’ the 

evidence.  In noting that it was US and British intelligence that had been relied upon, he 

skilfully implied that they were to blame for any inaccuracies that had occurred, particularly 

in regard to the existence of WMD (Howard 2003k).  This was despite the fact he had 

proudly claimed previously that Australia was a valuable source of intelligence in the days 

before the war.  Moreover, British intelligence had proved Iraq had weapons of mass 

destruction, he said (CPD HR 4 February 2003: 10645).  He also continued to reinforce the 
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sense of fear and insecurity that he had engendered since he made the decision to go to war.  

He warned that the most fundamental challenge facing Australia was ‘how to protect our 

citizens and our society from a shadowy enemy, who is closed to negotiation, who has no 

fixed base and no transparent political structure’ (Howard 2003k).  Furthermore, he 

continued to remain convinced that his decision was vindicated.  As he said in Parliament 

in early 2004: 

 

I take the opportunity of repeating that the decision taken by the government was 

the right decision.  It was based on intelligence available to us at the time.  I have 

no regrets of any description about that decision.  I have no doubt that the world 

and the Middle East and Iraq in particular is a better place because of the removal 

of Saddam Hussein (CPD HR 11 February 2004: 24302). 

 

As revelations about the veracity of intelligence reports about Iraq’s WMD capabilities 

emerged during 2003, there was renewed questioning about the validity of the Prime 

Minister’s reasons for going to war.  In September 2003, he was asked in parliament if he 

was aware of the British Joint Intelligence Committee’s report of 10 February 2003, which 

stated ‘there is no intelligence that Iraq had provided chemical and biological materials to al 

Qaeda’.  The committee also regarded any collapse of the Iraqi regime as likely to increase 

the danger of terrorists acquiring chemical and biological weapons.  Declaring that he had 

not seen the report, and neither had his ministers, Howard added the rider ‘or so I am told’.  

It would have made no difference anyway, he said, for while it is the responsibility of 

intelligence agencies to make assessments, ‘it is the responsibility of governments to make 

decisions’, and ‘the government stands by its judgment … we do not apologise for that 

judgment … [w]e did not mislead the Australian people.’  (CPD HR 15 September 2003: 

20003).  In response to further questioning by the leader of the Opposition, the Prime 

Minister said the Office of National Assessments had cleared the five major statements he 

had made.  This was evidence that his statements were in line with their assessments, he 

said. 
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However, it could be argued that if, as was later suggested, the intelligence agencies were 

reluctant to oppose a Prime Minister who did not like hearing conflicting views, and was 

intent upon his course of action regardless, any suggestions they may have made were 

unlikely to be heeded anyway.  In a revealing acknowledgement of his personal power, he 

said: 

 

I assert that it is not only my right but also my responsibility as the leader of the 

government to make a judgment about what is in the longer term interests of this 

country (CPD HR 15 September 2003: 20007). 

 

His personal ‘passionate commitment’ was also evident in his words, ‘[I]t is a decision that 

I stand by and I stand by it unconditionally’.  Finally, in a statement that conflicted with his 

earlier assurance that regime change was not a justification for the war, he declared ‘[i]t so 

happens that we thought getting rid of Saddam Hussein was the right thing to do’ (ibid).  

However, with the lack of evidence of WMD, the continuing violence and bloodshed in 

Iraq, and the ongoing terrorist attacks around the world, the question is still being asked, 

why did Australia really go to war? 

 
The decision to take part in the Iraq war was arguably the biggest challenge Howard faced 

in his long political career.  Not only did the decision to take part in military action involve 

complex judgements about Australia’s defence and security priorities and interests, it was 

also a decision made without prior debate, without the approval of the Opposition and 

without public support.  While the Prime Minister had previously made electorally 

unpopular domestic decisions, such as the introduction of the GST and gun control, none 

was as crucial or as controversial as the decision to send Australian troops to serve in a pre-

emptive war against Iraq. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Despite strong public opposition to his decision to commit Australian troops to the war 

against Iraq, John Howard remained steadfast in his conviction that it was in Australia’s 

national interest to do so.  His stance was made easier by the lack of convincing and 
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sustained opposition by the federal Labor Party and by his personal power and control 

within his own party.  Once the troops were actually engaged in Iraq, public opposition 

softened, and Howard seemed to have survived what was arguably the biggest political 

challenge of his career.  This was in no small part due to his dogged determination, and his 

ability to resolve the dilemmas he faced on this issue by using carefully crafted rhetoric.  

He repeatedly reminded the public of the external threats to Australia’s security, and the 

need to maintain internal stability as a protection from the threat of terrorism and the 

weapons of mass destruction in rogue states falling into the hands of terrorists. 

 

Certainly, there was an element of luck involved.  There were no Australian military 

casualties so Howard has, at the time of writing, faced no domestic backlash such as that 

which has begun to grow in the United States and the United Kingdom.  His ability to seize 

every opportunity to capitalise on external events to gain political capital was demonstrated 

by his adroit linking of border protection, and the issue of asylum seekers, with the threat of 

terrorism.  He emerged as a conviction politician, determined to pursue his policy.  His 

domestic political capital and his high degree of personal power and influence within his 

own party ensured him of success.  However, as Kelly (2003b) commented, ‘the politics of 

our Iraq war may play out long after the fall of Baghdad’.  

 

Subsequent accounts of the way in which the Bush administration reached the decision to 

invade Iraq have revealed a decision making process that was both secretive, and seriously 

flawed.   Danner (2006) revealed a Downing Street memo of July 2002 which seemed to 

indicate that Blair and Bush had already decided to invade Iraq, and that war was 

‘inevitable’. All that remained to be managed was what Blair later called the ‘political 

context’—the justification for invading, and the process ‘fixing’ the intelligence to fit the 

policy. Bamford (2004) concurred with the view that the Bush administration had a fixation 

on Iraq. He claimed that the group he labelled the Vulcans—including Rumsfeld and 

Wolfowitz—had long been laying the groundwork for the invasion, and that they 

manipulated the intelligence agencies in their attempts to justify their long-held plan for 

regime change in Iraq. 

Hersh (2005) came to a similar conclusion, arguing that Bush and his security advisors had 

assumed control over the military and intelligence communities by allowing Rumsfeld to 
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operate outside the legal restrictions normally imposed on the CIA, where all covert 

activities  overseas must be authorised by the President and findings reported to Senate and 

House intelligence committees.  For Ricks (2006: 1) in his book ‘Fiascó , Bush’s decision 

to go to war was based on ‘scant solid international support’ and ‘incorrect information—

about weapons of mass destruction and the supposed nexus between Saddam Hussein and 

Al Qaeda’s terrorism’ and it may come to be seen as ‘one of the most profligate actions in 

the history of American foreign policy’.  Some commentators blamed the failure of the 

intelligence agencies for the flawed decision (see Anonymous (Scheuer) 2004; 2007) 

claiming that intelligence chiefs had displayed a lack of moral courage in ‘following the 

prevailing winds’ of the Bush administration, 

 

Australian intelligence officer Rod Barton worked as the special advisor to the UN’s Chief 

Weapons Inspector, Hans Blix, helping him write his reports to the UN Security Council. 

He later revealed that he did not believe Iraq had the capability to deliver weapons of mass 

destruction an that consequently, Iraq did not present more than a minor threat and then, 

only to its neighbours. Furthermore, he revealed that he had provided this view to the 

Australian authorities, and that neither he nor his colleagues understood why there were 

claims made that Iraq had weapons which could be activated within 45 minutes. This was 

‘a nonsensical statement’ he concluded (Barton 2006: 4). He also confirmed the 

politicisation and ‘sexing up’ of reports in the United Kingdom, and he and several of his 

colleagues eventually resigned in protest against the political pressure and censorship  

which they believed compromised their integrity  (for a full account see Barton 2006). 

 

Yet, despite mounting criticism and increasing doubt about the reasons for going to war, 

John Howard persisted in claiming that Iraq did have weapons of mass destruction. 

Although much of this evidence confirming the flaws in decision-making emerged after the 

invasion on Iraq, there is little evidence that Howard wanted to consider any alternatives, or 

that he was prepared to listen to any dissenting voices, even those as credible as Barton. 

How John Howard is ultimately judged on this issue depends upon how the conflict in Iraq 

eventually unfolds. 



 238

Chapter Seven 
 
John Howard’s leadership and the war against Iraq 
 
 

The policy consequences of Australia’s decision to cast its lot with the forces 

of military intervention have yet to emerge (Tow 2004: 286). 

 
 
The decision to take part in the war against Iraq marked a major change in Australian 

foreign policy.  For the first time, an Australian Government embraced the concept of pre-

emptive strike on a sovereign nation without the support of the Opposition or a majority of 

the Australian people and without the sanction of the United Nations.  John Howard was 

responding here to the United States, the world’s only superpower, in an international 

strategic environment deeply affected by the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks on the US 

mainland.  As Wesley (2002: 62) remarked, ‘[b]y the end of 2001, as additional naval 

patrols were tasked to guard the waters between Australia and Southeast Asia, Australia’s 

relations with the outside world seemed to have changed from those of engagement and 

openness to watchfulness and security’.  The Bali bombings of October 2002, which killed 

88 young Australians, among others, brought the reality of terrorism closer to home, further 

increasing the sense of insecurity and vulnerability in the community.   

 

When George Bush called for support for a ‘coalition of the willing’ to join him in an attack 

on Iraq it seems likely that John Howard, a staunch supporter of the ANZUS alliance, saw 

this as an opportunity to strengthen ties with the world’s superpower by reaffirming 

Australia’s commitment to the alliance.  Later, questions were raised in the press as to why 

he did not just say that, rather than couching his reasons in terms of weapons of mass 

destruction and terrorist threats.  That would have been more difficult to ‘sell’ to the 

electorate, however, given that many Australians resisted the thought of American influence 

on Australian foreign policy.  Even so, there was strong domestic opposition to the 

government’s decision to commit troops to a war without the approval of the United 

Nations, particularly a war that embraced the unprecedented principle of pre-emptive 

attack.  However, the Prime Minister confessed that his was a ‘passionate commitment’, 

insisting that he made the decision to join the US in military action because ‘it is right, it is 
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lawful and it is in Australia’s interest’.  His confession suggests that, although he did not 

publicly admit it, he had committed to military support for the US some time before it 

became public,60 and that nothing was going to change his mind. 

 

The contrast between this case and that of East Timor is striking.  In the latter, despite 

considerable domestic pressure, Howard repeatedly refused to act without UN approval 

because Indonesia had made it clear that it would regard any such action as an act of war.  

Yet here he was prepared to follow the US in an action that was not only an act of war 

against a sovereign nation, but a pre-emptive strike, based on dubious evidence (later 

proven to be entirely fallacious) without UN support and in the face of strong domestic—

and indeed, international—opposition.   

 

It is certain that Howard would never have contemplated invading Iraq if Bush had not 

decided to do so.  It is equally certain that he made no independent, thorough scan of the 

Iraqi situation before making the decision to commit Australia to war.  Having judged the 

maintenance of the US alliance to be the central imperative of Australian foreign policy, he 

gambled his own political fortune on the success of an adventure that even a cursory 

knowledge of the Middle East would have shown to be fraught with hazard.  Nor does 

Howard seem to have undertaken a close analysis of the decision-making and planning 

within the American administration itself.  He joined a so-called coalition of the willing 

that    

was never more than a fig-leaf for a fiercely unilateralist American administration 

determined to have its way and careless about offending and alienating old friends and 

allies in the process.  In effect, he surrendered the options of independent scanning and 

multidimensional diplomacy to support a powerful friend, thus putting his fate largely at 

the mercy of that friend’s judgement and competence, confidence in which proved to be 

seriously misplaced.  The Bush administration’s actions in Iraq turned out to be based, not 

on sensitive scanning and cautious planning, but on purblind ideology and bizarre 

optimism.  It was no accident that members of the administration were fond of ridiculing 

critics as belonging to ‘the reality crowd’, meaning people concerned to understand 

                                                 
60 See Senate Estimates Committee transcript, http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/senate/commttee/s6154.pdf 
p.18, where Cosgrove and Hill admitted that preparations for war were made as early as July 2002. 
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situations on the ground and calculate responses accordingly, rather than being prepared 

forcefully to alter reality to suit American aims and interests. 

 

The horrendous consequences of this hubris have become all too evident, not just for Iraqis 

but also for the American military, for the Bush administration and for America’s general 

standing in the world.  The political consequences for leaders who, like Howard, hitched 

their wagon to Bush’s star have also been severe—Blair in Britain, Aznar in Spain, 

Berlusconi in Italy and Leszek in Poland.  Indeed, Howard marks something of an 

exception to the general rule, having managed (at least up to the time of writing) to avoid 

the penalty that others have paid for their decision to support the war.  Once Iraq turned 

into an ever-worsening disaster, he was, like them, inevitably forced into perpetual 

management of the domestic fallout, both actual and potential.  He had to defend, 

repeatedly, his original unilateral decision as well as show that it had not made Australia 

more vulnerable to terrorist attack.   

 

Managing the domestic politics 

 

Having declined to undertake an independent assessment or consider a multilateral 

approach to the Iraq problem, the Prime Minister now faced a major dilemma.  On the one 

hand, he needed to convince a sceptical public of the need to commit troops to a war that 

seemed to many, in Australia and abroad, both illegal and unjustified.  On the other hand, 

he wanted to support the United States, Australia’s partner in the ANZUS alliance.  

Howard had always considered the treaty with the US as defining the country’s single most 

important strategic relationship, and he had indicated early in his tenure that he wanted to 

refresh and strengthen the partnership.  His invoking of the treaty for the first time in its 

history was an indication of his commitment to this objective.  It was a highly symbolic 

choice that indicated Howard’s determination to support the United States in whatever 

action it chose to take. 

 

The fact that the treaty (see Appendix Nine) requires any international disputes to be settled 

by ‘peaceful means’ and that the signatories ‘refrain in their international relations from the 

threat or use of force in any manner inconsistent with the purpose of the United Nations’ 
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seems not to have been considered an obstacle to pre-emptive attack in this case.  While the 

treaty recognises that an armed attack in the Pacific Area on any one of the parties could 

endanger the safety of all, there is a requirement to ‘consult together’ when the security of 

any party is threatened.  Furthermore, the declaration that each party would ‘act to meet the 

common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes’ does not appear to bind 

either country to military action.  Yet the term ‘constitutional processes’ raises the question 

of just what these are in Australia. 

 

There is no constitutional requirement for an Australian prime minister to consult anyone 

before committing the country to war.  Under the literal terms of the Constitution, it is the 

Governor General who holds the position as commander of the defence forces.  However, 

by convention, it is with the Prime Minister that the true power to commit forces resides.  

Furthermore, because there are no legislative requirements involved, the Prime Minister is 

under no legal obligation to advise or even consult the Parliament before making such a 

decision.  Howard himself emphasised this, stating and restating several times, ‘the 

authority to decide whether or not Australian armed forces go overseas rests with the 

executive government’ (Howard 2003g; CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12506).  Despite 

maintaining that there would be a ‘full parliamentary debate’ on the issue, the Prime 

Minister, as we have seen, skilfully avoided the question of whether it would be held before 

the troops left by refusing to commit himself to such a ‘specificity’ in relation to a 

‘hypothetical event’.  Furthermore, by emphasising that any decision in the future would be 

‘an executive decision’, (Howard 2003g) he not only avoided answering questions on the 

matter; he also stifled public debate and dissent.  

 

Howard’s action inevitably invited the criticism that greater institutional constraints should 

be placed upon the national leader when making the decision to send citizens in a 

democratic system to war, particularly if the majority of those citizens oppose the war in 

question.  Woolcott, for example, condemned what he regarded as the overweening power 

of the Prime Minister.  He argued that constrained and compliant public servants were 

highly sensitive to ‘what the PM and other ministers want to hear’ and were unlikely to 

offer any strong opposition to the Prime Minister’s decisions (cited in McKew 2003: 64).  

Nevertheless, the Prime Minister showed himself, as always, to be highly sensitive to 
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democratic mores, and was concerned to explain repeatedly why he had decided to join the 

war against Iraq.  

 

As the evidence of weapons of mass destruction became increasingly questionable, 

however, Howard subtly changed the original case he had made for the invasion, often 

echoing Bush’s reasons and rhetoric.  The Prime Minister began to make allusions to the 

importance of ‘returning the government of that country to the people of that country’ 

(Howard 2003c).  This was in direct contradiction to his initial declaration that he could not 

justify the invasion on the grounds of regime change alone.  But by June 2003, he was 

publicly claiming that joining with the United States in the coalition of the willing ‘to 

remove Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq’ was one of the great events of the his 

stewardship (Howard 2003m).  He constantly repeated the mantra-like phrases, ‘because it 

is right’, because it is lawful’ and ‘because it is in the national interest’. 

 

The technique worked, at least to the extent that his domestic audience was prepared to 

give him the benefit of the doubt.  When it became clear that the weapons of mass 

destruction—the ostensible reason given for going to war—did not exist, Howard was 

forced repeatedly to defend his decision and he did so with subtle shifts in argument.  In 

response to a claim in Parliament by the then Opposition leader, Mark Latham, that he had 

deceived the Australian people, Howard said: ‘I repeat: the debate last year was not about 

whether Iraq had weapons of mass destruction; the debate was about how you dealt with it’ 

(CPD HR 9 August 2004: 32436).  It was difficult for his opponents to argue with this 

considering that, at the time, most of the Opposition, and even Howard’s most ardent 

critics, believed Iraq did possess WMD.   

 

Howard employed the same approach in response to strong criticism by a group of eminent 

and highly credible citizens.  In an open letter to the Prime Minister, published in all major 

newspapers in August 2004, forty-three former defence chiefs and diplomats called for 

more honesty in government.  They claimed that Australia was no safer because of the war, 

and argued that, rather than simply rubber-stamping US policy, ‘leaders must produce more 

carefully balanced policies and present them in a more sophisticated way’ (see Appendix 

Seventeen).  Howard, however, remained steadfast, diverting the argument by dismissing 
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them as out of touch with a world that had changed since September 11 (Howard 2004b).  

In an even more biting attack, and an outstanding example of argumentum ad hominem 

against the authors, rather than their opinions, National MP De-Anne Kelly labelled them 

‘doddering daiquiri diplomats’.  This personal attack attracted no public response or 

comment from Howard, so presumably had his approval.  This pattern of publicly 

discrediting dissenters, no matter how credible they or their arguments might be, drew 

strong criticism from many in the community (see for example Woolcott 2003b, 2003c; 

Millikin 2004; Steketee 2004).  Nevertheless, despite these concerns it seemed the majority 

of the electorate was still prepared to accept the Prime Minister’s decision.   

 

As already noted, the government’s right to make hard decisions was affirmed by Arthur 

Sinodinas, Howard’s chief of staff and trusted confidant, who said, ‘A lot of what 

government is about is…actually getting people to take ownership of the decision that has 

been made [and] giving them the incentives to co-operate’ (Sinodinas 2003).  In other 

words, and despite the Prime Minister’s professed belief in open communication and 

healthy democratic debate, if he firmly believes a certain course of action is necessary, he 

will take it and then try to coax people into acquiescence or acceptance.  While such an 

approach may facilitate swift decision-making and enhance the image of Howard as a 

strong and decisive leader, the lack of consultation, and the stifling of debate, caused 

serious concern for many in the community.   

 

Howard himself declared, ‘[t]here is no more serious decision for any government than to 

commit its forces to military conflict abroad’ (CPD HR 18 March 2003: 12506).  It would 

seem reasonable then, to expect that such a momentous decision would warrant prior 

parliamentary debate, particularly as this was the first time Australia has been involved in a 

pre-emptive war, based on premises that were at best, open to question.  This was certainly 

the case in two other parliamentary democracies—Canada and the United Kingdom— 

where the national leaders put the decision up for parliamentary debate.  For Tony Blair in 

the UK this meant facing tough debate and hostility not only from the Opposition, but also 

from his own back bench, while in Canada, Jean Chrétien bowed to vigorous opposition 

from within his own party, deciding not to participate in any war not sanctioned by the UN.  

In Australia, the untrammelled power of the Prime Minister and the pattern of executive 
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decision-making without prior parliamentary or community debate disturbed members of 

the Opposition and the public.  Woolcott (2003c) argued that they allowed Howard to 

change his argument and be ‘careless with the truth’ while discrediting any who dared to 

raise question or disagree.   

 

Certainly, there will always be times when leaders are required to make bold or unpopular 

decisions, but the leader courts danger if those decisions are not based on sound judgement 

and made only after detailed research and careful consideration.  Arbitrary decisions, made 

in haste and with insufficient consultation, are likely to produce poor outcomes that place 

leaders in the invidious position of having to resort to whatever means necessary to defend 

those decisions.  John Howard was now in this position.  Having decided to follow the 

Bush Doctrine without question, the Prime Minister now faced the task of maintaining 

domestic support for his decision.  As he struggled to defend a decision that increasingly 

appeared flawed, he began promoting national security as a key issue.   

 

The politics of fear 

 

The September 11 terrorist attacks on the United States were a vivid illustration of the 

porosity of national boundaries and of how densely interwoven the international political 

landscape had become.  Although not new, terrorism became dramatically prominent when 

the world’s most powerful country, despite all its military might, sophisticated technology 

and economic supremacy, proved vulnerable to the suicidal aggression of a few determined 

individuals.  The threat of further terrorism, and concern that weapons of mass destruction 

might fall into the hands of terrorists, fuelled worldwide fear and confusion, and raised 

questions about the use of traditional military means to defend against such non-traditional 

threats.  As leaders around the world struggled to find a way to deal with this new and 

unpredictable foe, there was growing concern that some leaders were capitalising on the 

mood of fear in the community to further their domestic agendas.  This became an issue in 

Australia when the government began to focus on raising community awareness of the 

threat of terrorism.   
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The issuing of the ‘Let’s Look out for Australia’ package and the ‘Be alert but not alarmed’ 

television campaign was regarded by many in the Australian community as the Prime 

Minister whipping up unnecessary fear in an attempt to justify his policy on Iraq.  There 

was little evidence to support the theory that Australia was in immediate danger of a 

terrorist attack.  Similarly, the implication that refugees fleeing repressive regimes might be 

terrorists seemed both implausible and opportunistic, yet it served to alarm people about the 

danger lurking ‘out there’.  The Prime Minister’s rhetoric also emphasised that the public 

should be fearful of the ‘shadowy enemy’ in this new and dangerous world.  As Woolcott 

(2003b: 14) noted, Howard had placed national security firmly at the centre of his domestic 

agenda.  

 

In the run-up to the October 2004 election, Howard strove to heighten the general sense of 

insecurity by repeatedly raising the issue of national security.  In a direct linking of foreign 

and domestic concerns, he kept reminding the electorate that, in an uncertain world, his 

Government was best equipped to ensure the nation’s safety.  The terrorist attack on the 

Australian embassy in Jakarta on 9 September 2004, which prompted newspaper headlines 

such as the Australian’s ‘Terror at our door’, increased community awareness of the threat 

in the region.  This event, although tragic, did add strength to the Prime Minister’s claims 

that the danger was real and that under his leadership Australia itself had remained safe 

from attack, and he was quick to capitalise on that.  Yet there were potential contradictions 

in the Howard position.  While claiming that the nation needed his leadership in times of 

real and present danger, he was forced continually to deny that involvement in the Iraq war 

had made Australia a greater target for terrorists.    

 

The Iraq decision had thus forced the Prime Minister to focus determinedly, and largely 

successfully (in a political sense), on defending himself to the Australian electorate.  This 

exclusive focus on the domestic audience became a problem, however, when, in an attempt 

to prove he was stronger and more unequivocal than the Opposition on issues of national 

security, Howard made a remark to journalists that re-ignited concern in the region.  

Claiming he had never retreated from his former stance on pre-emption, he reportedly said: 
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If I believed there was going to be an attack, a terrorist attack on Australia, and 

there was no alternative but action being taken by Australia, I would unhesitatingly 

take it to prevent that attack occurring 61 (Howard cited in Nicholson 2004: 20). 

 

Even Sheridan (2004: 12), usually supportive of the Prime Minster, said that it was 

‘disappointing’ that, in an attempt to score a ‘cheap point’, Howard had raised the issue 

after the trouble it had caused in the region two years before.  In what he described as a 

‘more Machiavellian interpretation’, Sheridan mused that Howard may have been 

appealing to the ‘Howard battlers’—‘working class and lower middle class, socially 

conservative and nationalist’—who would be more likely to vote for him if he was 

‘brawling just a little with some Southeast Asians’ (ibid).  Given that Howard frequently 

declared he was constantly looking to extend his party’s electoral base, and that he believed 

in continuous campaigning, this seems a possible explanation.   

 

Of course, arousing the fears of citizens is hardly a new approach for politicians 

endeavouring to overcome opposition to war.  Many have found that raising the spectre of 

attack by an enemy, however shadowy or undefined, is an effective way of consolidating 

public support.  As Edelman, (1988: 28) notes, ‘[n]ational security is a key symbol because 

fear of foreign attack is a contagion that spreads’.  Goering (cited in Rosenau 1969: 178) 

cynically put it thus: 

 

Of course the people don’t want war.  But after all it’s the leaders of the country 

who determine the policy, and it’s always a simple matter to drag the people along 

whether it’s a democracy, a fascist dictatorship, a parliament, or a communist 

dictatorship.  Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought to the bidding of 

the leaders.  That is easy.  All you have to do is tell them they are being attacked, 

and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism, and exposing the country to 

greater danger. 

 

                                                 
61 There is no record of this interview—or any other September interviews or media releases—on the PM's 
official website.  This is in contrast to the previous election, where there were 92 media releases and 
interviews listed on the site.  
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Howard was criticised by commentators for resorting to this technique as he struggled to 

convince the Australian public that his decision to support the attack against Iraq was 

justified.  Declaring that pride and fear are ‘the principal weapons used by politicians 

seeking compliance from divided societies’, Barker (2003a: 70) claimed: 

 

To engender fear, John Howard continues to convert Australia into a garrison state 

to protect the nation from foreign or domestic terrorist atrocity.  The garrison is 

powerfully symbolized by the white barriers surrounding Parliament House and the 

proliferation of security staff at public and private buildings. 

 

The subsequent tightening of national security legislation and the introduction of anti-

terrorism laws also raised concerns about the infringement of individual rights and personal 

freedoms.  Williams (2003: 9) pointed out that citizens are dependent upon the goodwill of 

politicians to ensure that their freedoms are protected, which leaves them ‘uniquely 

vulnerable to bad laws made in haste at times of community fear and national grief.  The 

danger is that at such times the contours of debate will match the populist pressure of 

political life’.   

 

As it became clear that Iraq did not possess weapons of mass destruction, questions arose 

about whether the Prime Minister had overstated the case for war and exaggerated the 

terrorist threat to Australia in an effort to justify his decision to support the US in its attack 

on Iraq.  Having relied on George Bush’s flawed judgement, Howard inevitably had to 

parry the same kind of criticisms that Bush was facing in the United States.  The task of 

convincing his domestic audience that his decision was right, lawful and, most importantly, 

in Australia’s interest, was becoming increasingly difficult.  The danger that Bush and, by 

association, Howard had courted in undertaking their foreign adventure had already been 

well expressed by Blondel (1987: 78): 

 

… miscalculations about easy victories have resulted in the loss of popularity and 

fall of many leaders.  The field of foreign affairs is attractive, but it is also 

dangerous and markedly dependent on good luck.  As time passes, it is probably 
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less and less likely to bring about quick successes, while it is also probable that 

citizens will become increasingly concerned with results in the domestic field.    

 

Howard was an experienced and clever politician, and must surely been aware, however 

brazenly he maintained his stand, that he was having to manage the consequences of a 

decision that, in retrospect, seemed less than well considered.   

 

Lies or obfuscation? 

  

Questions were raised about whether the Prime Minister had exaggerated the risks to 

Australia in order to justify his decision.  Though Howard responded to the challenge with 

his usual phlegm and adroitness, he found himself in an uncomfortable position for a 

democratic leader, of appearing less than fully truthful.   

 

Few people, of course, really expect absolute truth and transparency in government, but 

there are, as Kelly (2004a) pointed out, differences between a lie, a broken promise, and a 

change of policy.  The real issue is that of trust, with a need to balance the complexities of 

‘policies, public trust, and self-interest’.  Kelly suggested that ‘bad policy…leads inevitably 

to lies and deception’ (ibid).  He pointed out the historical trends that have both shaped, 

and been shaped by, the character of the Howard government: 

 

�x the 24 hour media cycle that demands a system of prime ministerial 

government geared to short run political wins 

�x a politicisation of the advisory process manifested in appointments, the 

running of institutions, and growing numbers of ministerial staff 

�x a tension that arises from the decades old shift to more ministerial power 

and less public service power. 
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Kelly also claimed there was a ‘lack of mutual trust and confidence’ between the executive 

and the public service, and an impression that the Prime Minister and his ministers did not 

welcome ‘inconvenient facts’ (ibid)62.  If this was so, it did not augur well for general 

prospects of sound decision-making, in which the acceptance of inconvenient facts is often 

crucial.  As Gyngell and Wesley (2003: 35) noted, good political judgement is especially 

important in the ‘complex and fluid’ area of foreign policy making, where the 

consequences of ill judgement can be, as in Iraq, calamitous. 

 

The potential arousal of public opinion also increases the importance of political 

judgement in policy-making, to ensure that the rarefied atmosphere of the executive 

process of foreign policy making does not breed political misjudgements (Gyngell 

and Wesley (2003: 196). 

 

As doubts grew in 2003 about the veracity of intelligence reports, there were calls for the 

Prime Minister to become more accountable by answering questions regarding the accuracy 

of pre-war intelligence, and the degree to which it influenced his decision to join the war 

against Iraq (Kelly 2003c).  Yet Howard continued to claim repeatedly that he had acted in 

good faith ‘on the basis of information available at the time’ and that his decision was made 

‘in the national interest’.  While a poll taken on 2 March 2004 indicated that 61% of 

respondents believed that the Prime Minister has overstated the case for war, he was 

returned to power in the October election that year.  It seemed that Australian citizens were 

prepared to tolerate a degree of obfuscation and untruth on the part of their national leader.  

 

This was an election in which, despite such doubts, the issue of Iraq played for the Prime 

Minister rather than against him.  This was thanks to the political naiveté of the new leader 

of the Opposition, Mark Latham, who announced, off the cuff on a radio programme that, if 

elected, he would bring Australian troops home by Christmas.  Howard, who before this 

had been wrong-footed several times by the unpredictable Latham, instinctively understood 

that Australians would think this precipitate.  Even if they doubted the initial justification 

for the war, once engaged, it would seem like plain irresponsibility to ‘cut and run’.   

 

                                                 
62 Although this comment was made in relation to the children overboard affair, it wss also relevant to Iraq. 
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Howard leapt vigorously to the attack and Latham never again recovered the initiative, but 

instead made further gratuitous errors of political judgement, which produced an 

ignominious loss for Labor.  

 

Howard’s political canniness thus helped him survive doubts about his reliability in matters 

of truth-telling.  Australian citizens seemed prepared to tolerate a degree of obfuscation and 

untruth on the part of their leader even on the matter of war.  FitzGerald (2003: 8) saw 

Howard’s justification for the war as ‘cynical management of the truth’.  He found it 

dismaying that though ‘most Australians think the Prime Minister lied over Iraq’ they 

continued to approve of him as Prime Minister.  Some commentators thought there was a 

risk that an increasingly cynical domestic audience would be sceptical if a real threat arose.  

As Barker (2003b: 16) put it, the danger is that ‘a government that is seen to have cried 

wolf once will lack the credibility when a genuine threat emerges’. 

 

Yet it is important to understand the complexities surrounding the issue of truth and lies in 

democratic politics.  Kane (2005) argues ‘there are some lies that democrats will tolerate 

from their leaders, and there are some that they will not’.  In particular, they will not 

tolerate lies that seem to undermine, or show contempt for, the sovereign authority of the 

people themselves.  In general, they will tend to punish lies only if the motive behind them 

is clearly to malign the interests of the people, either for the benefit of the officeholder who 

lies, or for some special interest.  Howard survived accusations of mendacity over Iraq 

because most Australians, even if they disagreed with him, did not believe that he had acted 

for any other reason than what he believed were the real interests of the nation.  Howard 

used this benefit of the doubt to skilfully rebut the Opposition, who accused him of 

repeatedly lying to the Australian public about the existence of WMD, and his reasons for 

joining the war against Iraq, 63  

 

He had also been cleverer than Bush in the US or Blair in England in presenting his case for 

supporting the war against Iraq.  As noted, he gave three reasons for committing Australian 

troops: the global threat of terrorism; the need to rid Iraq of weapons of mass destruction 

for fear they would fall into the hands of terrorists, and create a ‘direct, undeniable and 

                                                 
63 See  Australian Labor Party: http://www.alp.org.au/features/lies.php 
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lethal threat to Australia and its people’; and the importance of the US Alliance (Howard 

2003a).  This gave him the flexibility to shift his explanation toward the last as the first two 

reasons became less and less credible.  Although the American alliance was not initially 

emphasised, presumably for fear that the electorate would not support him if he was seen to 

be kowtowing to the US, it became a credible fallback position when no weapons were 

found, and the war against terrorism seemed far from over.  Moreover, it was credible 

because it was undoubtedly true.  It also happened to be clever wedge politics.  The 

Opposition had always insisted that they supported the alliance and they could hardly argue 

against it even if they opposed the war.  Certainly, Howard’s deft shifting in position and 

skilful obfuscation raised concern in the minds of many, but few doubted that he 

passionately believed the American alliance was crucial to Australia’s security.  Nor was 

there any direct evidence that Howard actually lied about the existence of weapons of mass 

destruction.  It was therefore difficult to accuse him of what Kane (2005) calls ‘an outright 

sovereignty-usurping lie’64.   

 

What he could reasonably be accused of, however, was grave policy misjudgement due to 

over-reliance on the judgement and competence of an historically aberrant American 

administration and a consequent failure to conduct a hard-headed independent analysis of 

conditions in Iraq and the likely outcome of an invasion.  He ignored the warning by the 

UN’s chief weapons inspector, Hans Blix, that there were doubts about the existence of 

WMD, he dismissed the lack of action by the United Nations Security Council as 

‘disappointing’, and he failed to pause and check on the veracity of second-hand 

intelligence reports before making the decision to go to war.  These are serious charges.  

Whether he had partaken of the hubris of the Bush administration or had made a calculated 

decision and hoped for a swift and benign outcome is uncertain, but if the latter, the 

misjudgement was profound indeed.  Yet Howard survived the failure, partly because of the 

reasons already discussed, but also partly due to the continuance of his remarkable luck.  

The material price of the war in terms of financial cost to Australia might have been high,  

 

                                                 
64 For a full discussion of leaders and truth see Kane, J., ‘Must Democratic Leaders necessarily be 
Hypocrites?’ 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/politicalstudies/conferences/apsa05/Abstracts_SocialandPoliticalTheory.html 
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but was relatively invisible, and the cost in terms of human casualties was surprisingly 

light.  No doubt the fact that relatively few troops were put in harm’s way played a part, as 

did the skill and professionalism of the Australian military, yet, in the dangerous conditions 

of Iraq, there must also have been a large element of sheer chance.  It is extremely probable 

that, had the Australian forces had the misfortune to suffer a significant number of 

fatalities, the benefit of the doubt extended to Howard for his decision to go to war, even in 

good faith, would have been withdrawn, with severe political repercussions for the Prime 

Minister.  

 

Howard had, therefore, through luck and skill, managed the domestic consequences of his 

unpopular decision better than his counterparts in other countries who had also supported 

the war.  He not only survived politically, but also seemed relatively unscathed, even 

continuing to command a good deal of domestic respect.  Nevertheless, to assess the full 

consequences of this action we must look beyond the Prime Minister’s personal political 

fortunes to issues about the nation’s long-term foreign policy stance, the effects on the 

region, and the effects on international relations more generally.   

 

Implications for Australian foreign policy 

 

Howard undoubtedly succeeded in his aim to strengthen Australia’s relationship with the 

United States, yet the question remains whether his decision to go all the way with George 

W. Bush was, in fact, in Australia’s best national interest.  His avid and unquestioning 

commitment to the United States alliance may have produced short-term benefits—for 

example in negotiating the free trade agreement—but many were concerned about its long-

term cost and future expected obligations. 

 

For one thing, Australia’s involvement in the war against Iraq is far from over and, at the 

time of writing, after more than three and a half years, there was no exit strategy in sight.  In 

early 2005 the Government deployed a further 450 troops to the war on Iraq despite Howard 

having declared unequivocally that Australia would not commit further troops ‘beyond the 

period of the conflict’ (Howard 2003: 12511).  While the deployment of extra troops was 

made ostensibly in response to a request by Japan, it was undoubtedly supported, if not 
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instigated, by the US, and it comes at considerable cost.  This was estimated to be $400 

million for 2005-2006, bringing the total additional cost to taxpayers since 2002 to $1.2 

billion (Walters 2005). 

 

But the real significance of Iraq was that it had become a test of loyalty, less to the 

American alliance as such and more to the policy and fate of the incumbent president 

George W. Bush.  Even after the Democrats’ success in the mid-term congressional 

elections of 2006 revealed how deeply wounded and unpopular the president was in the 

US, Howard continued stalwartly and vocally in his defence while other allies and former 

friends fell away in dismay or scorn.  Many were puzzled by the apparent depth of 

Howard’s commitment that had, from the start, gone well beyond merely providing military 

assistance for the ‘coalition of the willing’.  His administration repeatedly echoed the 

ideological views of the Bush White House, rejecting for instance, the concept of 

multilateralism, which was described by Downer (2003a: 11) as ‘a synonym for an 

ineffective and unfocused policy involving internationalism of the lowest common 

denominator’.  The Prime Minister repeatedly criticised the United Nations, while 

paradoxically insisting that it should be involved in the peacekeeping and reconstruction 

process in Iraq65.  His government even joined the Bush administration in gratuitously 

ridiculing France and Germany for their opposition to the war (CPD HR 18 March 2003: 

12509), putting at risk future trade negotiations with the countries of the Economic Union. 

 

Many regarded this as altogether too close to be in Australia’s real interests.  Although the 

alliance has been an integral part of Australia’s foreign and defence policy since its 

inception, and has been supported by both the major political parties, Howard has elevated 

it to a greater height than most of his predecessors.  Reus-Smit (2004: 6) argued that rather 

than treating the alliance with the US as a means to achieve Australia’s national interests, 

the Government has ‘elevated the alliance to a national interest itself’.  Howard’s apparent 

faith in the unbounded nature of American power, he said, and his ‘less than critical 

bandwaggoning’ with the United States, was, at best, ‘a recipe for ad-hoc and reactionary 

                                                 
65 Despite criticism of the UN, it is worth noting that between 1945 and 1993 the UN dispatched twenty-two 
peacekeeping missions, alleviated half of all the disputes bought before it, and resolved a quarter of them 
(Nester 1995: 174).  
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foreign policymaking; at worst, for a lack of transparency and outright political 

manipulation’ (ibid). 

 

Furthermore, placing such high priority on one major bilateral relationship exposed 

Australia to the risk of pressure and manipulation by the greater power.  There was a good 

chance that the US might expect similarly unquestioning loyalty in the future.  When future 

disagreements arise, Australia’s choices could be made even more difficult and 

uncomfortable because of the failure to establish significant distance between the partners.  

One has only to consider, for example, the strategic dilemma that Australia would face 

should there ever be a confrontation between the US and China over Taiwan. 

 

Implications for the region 

 

The decision to take part in the war against Iraq also had implications for regional 

relationships.  Not only was Australia regarded in the region as an unquestioning follower 

of the United States, it was also seen as out of step with a majority of countries around the 

world.  As well, Howard’s apparent preparedness to mount pre-emptive strikes against 

Asian nations suspected of harbouring terrorists did nothing to enhance Australia’s standing 

in the region.  Flitton (2003: 51) argued that, ‘when engaging in gratuitous speculation at 

an unstable time, Howard should have prefaced his comments by noting that military action 

would only be contemplated after first exhausting all other options’.  The relationship with 

Indonesia, Australia’s closest neighbour with the world’s largest Islamic population, was 

again placed under strain, and some of the goodwill that resulted from joint co-operation 

after the Bali bombing was in danger of being undermined by these few words, intended for 

domestic consumption.  Furthermore, Howard’s initial reticence to sign the Treaty of 

Amity66, a prerequisite for entry to the East Asian Summit, risked the loss of a unique 

opportunity to become an integral and finally accepted part of the South East Asian region 

(see Jennings 2005: 62).   

 

                                                 
66 The treaty was finally signed by Foreign Minister Downer on 13 July 2005, giving Australia entry into the new 
16 member East Asian Summit, reversing Australia’s position since the treaty’s inception in 1976.  
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Coming in the wake of his comments about Australians now being able to ‘be ourselves’ in 

Asia, and the implication that Australia was the ‘deputy sheriff of the US in the region, 

Howard’s undiplomatic rhetoric seemed to imply the view that Australia had no need to be 

subservient to any other country now that it had the US on its side.  Woolcott (2003c: 286) 

claimed the countries of the region had had their trust in Australia shaken, and that 

Australia was now seen as an Anglo outpost, out of step with the region, ‘the odd man out’.   

Howard seemed to have deliberately courted the danger that Milner had previously pointed 

out: ‘a country at odds with its region will be a defensive and anxious society…dependent 

on heavy defence expenditure and unable to exploit fully its commercial and other 

potential…to engage positively with Asia, on the other hand, will continue to be a 

demanding intellectual and cultural task’ (Milner 2000a: 183).    

 

Having recently made efforts to move closer to China, Japan and India, the Howard 

Government will now face the task of maintaining and extending those relationships while 

remaining steadfastly loyal to the US alliance.  It was little wonder that critics argued that, 

rather than acting as America’s willing ‘deputy sheriff’, Australia should find a better 

balance between maintaining the alliance with the United States and working co-

operatively in the region as an equal partner.  It should try to be seen, as Evans once put it, 

less as an acolyte of the United States, more as a ‘good international citizen’ (Evans 1995: 

33).  
 

Implications for international relations 
 

In joining the war against Iraq, the Prime Minister took the unprecedented step of 

committing Australia, for the first time in its history, to a pre-emptive attack on a sovereign 

country.  The issue of pre-emptive attack has serious implications for international relations 

in the post-Cold War world.  It has been generally accepted that humanitarian interventions 

sanctioned by the United Nations Security Council are justified, as was the case in Kosovo.  

However, the war against Iraq raises serious questions about the legitimacy of pre-emptive 

war for other reasons.  With much of the evidence presented to defend the attack now 

proven to be flawed, or even clearly false, the US is struggling to justify its reasons for 

going to war.  While John Howard has escaped much of the odium that has plagued 

President Bush, the fact that he unhesitatingly supported the attack makes him equally 
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responsible.  As was the case in East Timor, the fact that, at the time of writing, there has 

been only one accidental Australian casualty has worked in his favour.67  However, being 

partner to such an unprecedented attack, for which the justification was questionable and 

the results uncertain, has left him open to serious criticism.   

 

Australia seemed to be adopting the exceptionalist tone of the US, implying that it, like 

America, assumed the right to judge other countries intentions and to act against them even 

in the absence of any threatening actions.  With Australia having thus lent its support to the 

precedent of pre-emptive strikes there is a danger that other countries in the region—or 

indeed the world—might feel justified in following suit.  This has serious implications for 

the stability of the international system.   

 

Whether the Iraq war has enhanced international security and stability remains highly 

questionable.  Indeed, the opposite view is much more persuasive.  With conflict in the 

Middle East and Afghanistan still unresolved and Iraq close to civil war68, international 

security is far from assured.  Worse, rather than demonstrating the power and influence of 

the United States, the Iraq fiasco has merely exposed its limits and induced weakness.  The 

American military was run down and overextended and America’s reputation for world 

leadership was significantly damaged.  This constituted a grave irony for John Howard’s 

position.  He had sought above all else to maintain Australia’s relationship with the world’s 

greatest power, but the action he had supported to cement that relationship had resulted in a 

diminution of US power.  Yet from any reasoned point of view, and eschewing facile anti-

Americanism, this was not to anyone’s long-term advantage.  An ever more interdependent 

planet needed wise and determined leadership from its greatest nation.  That became a 

much less likely prospect after the disasters of the Bush administration, disasters that 

Howard had abetted rather than tried to prevent. 

 

                                                 
67 Private J Kovco was killed accidently in late April 2006. This was a non-conflict casualty.  
68 According to Kofi Annan (2006) the Iraq situation is ‘worse than civil war’. 
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Constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy? 

 

In making the decision to join the US in Iraq, the Prime Minister appeared initially to have 

considered both external and internal factors.  Terrorism was a global issue extending far 

beyond Australia’s borders, yet also inextricably linked with Australia’s security.  As 

Howard said, his first-hand experience of the September 11 attack in Washington had made 

him very aware of the threat of terrorism, and this may have fuelled his ‘passionate 

commitment’ to the US in its war against terror.  He was also aware of the growing 

instability in the Asia Pacific region.  There was mounting concern about North Korea’s 

determination to develop nuclear capability, and increasing tension between Japan and its 

neighbours.  Evidence that terrorist cells were operating in Indonesia emerged, adding to 

this concern.  Events and circumstances dictated that the Prime Minister had little 

alternative but to develop and maintain a constant watching brief across the external 

political domain.   

 

The evidence demonstrates, however, that Howard failed to undertake his own crucially 

important second, detailed, scan before accepting George Bush’s judgement on the wisdom 

of attacking Iraq.  That scan should have involved greater attention to a wide range of 

advice from both domestic and external sources, including inter alia, intelligence 

organisations, diplomats, Australian public servants, and informed members of the public.  

There were plenty of quite public warnings, before the fact, that the outcome in Iraq would 

be precisely what it became.  Some of these came from members of the administration of 

Bush’s father, who had refused to topple Saddam Hussein in 1991 because they had 

predicted the likely consequences69.  When it became increasingly clear that Bush’s 

judgement was flawed and based on dubious facts, Howard became a victim of that 

judgement and of Bush’s own lack of scanning.  While Bush had failed to consider the 

long-term implications of the pre-emptive attack on Iraq, Howard had failed to make a 

serious and independent assessment of the prudence of involving Australia in such an 

attack.  By linking himself to Bush’s foreign policy adventurism, Howard exposed himself 

to the consequences of what developed into a protracted and costly conflict.  

                                                 
69 Paul Krugman provided a long list of ‘Cassandras’ who were ignored or ridiculed by George.W. Bush’s 
administration before the war: see ‘They told you so’, New York Times, 8 December, 2006, Op-Ed. 
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Howard was, as always, acutely aware of domestic concerns.  This was evident in his 

request to Bush to call him before announcing the decision to invade Iraq because, he said, 

without a call from the US President, it would look to the Australian public as though Bush 

‘just started the war without even telling his biggest allies’ (Woodward 2004: 363).  Aware 

that he was facing strong domestic opposition to the war, he made sure his message was 

firm and consistent, stressing, as we have seen, his ‘passionate commitment’ to supporting 

the United States in the attack on Iraq.  Yet his lack of consultation and forethought, 

combined with his absolute determination to pursue his own path, prevented him from 

considering other possible approaches to the Iraq issue.  He seemed often to be as blinded 

by his own certitude as was his great ally, George W. Bush.    

 

Howard had built a strong personal relationship with Bush, having been in Washington 

during the attack on the Pentagon and sharing the President’s shock and concern.  Because 

Australia had supported the US with troops in Afghanistan, Bush had no reason to doubt 

Australia’s loyalty or its commitment to the alliance.  Howard was well placed, therefore, 

to urge the President to exercise caution in his Iraq policy.  Allowing the weapons 

inspectors to complete their task, and the United Nations Security Council more time to 

consider the matter further were two options clearly available.  There is little evidence that 

he tried to persuade Bush to pursue either of these approaches.   

 

Alternatively, rather than committing Australian troops to serve in Iraq, the Prime Minister 

could have offered more limited support to the US.  For example, Howard could have 

offered to act as an honest broker in negotiating with the Iraqis, or pledged Australia’s 

assistance in the post-war reconstruction of Iraq.  It is likely that two major factors made 

these options less attractive to Howard.  First, George Bush made it very clear that he 

expected Australia to play an active role in supporting the US given the opposition he was 

facing in Europe and the United Nations.  Second, support seemed more likely to move 

Howard closer to achieving his stated goal of refreshing and strengthening the US alliance. 

 

Furthermore, there is undoubtedly a meeting of ideologically like minds involved here.  

Howard’s distaste for multilateralism is, like Bush’s, quite sincere, and he has always 

expressed a preference for developing independent bilateral relationships.  The challenge, 



 259

of course, is to achieve a delicate balance between developing these bilateral relationships 

and maintaining a respected position within the dense web of regional relationships.  As 

Jennings (2004: 62) put it, this challenge is ‘as complex as it gets in modern diplomacy’.  

Moreover, Howard has not shown much concern about demonstrating cultural sensitivity or 

much curiosity about other cultures or other ways.  He might well be described, as Bush 

often euphemistically is, as ‘incurious’.  Yet successfully managing the web of complex 

relationships among diverse partners and competitors will undoubtedly require the utmost 

sensitivity, at least some curiosity, and a good deal of diplomatic tolerance.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Domestically, Howard emerged as a strong decisive leader who had the courage of his 

convictions.  Furthermore, he gained the respect, and indeed friendship, of the world’s most 

powerful leader, while also achieving his key objective—to strengthen the US alliance.   

 

While there appears to be no short-term domestic political damage to Howard’s leadership 

in the Iraq war issue at the time of writing, the long-term impact of Australia’s commitment 

to a seemingly protracted war has yet to emerge.  As already noted, short term solutions to 

complex issues in foreign policy can often create greater problems in the longer term.  

Successful politics does not necessarily lead to good policy, and it is generally accepted 

that a policy should be judged by its (ultimate) outcome.  The eventual outcome of the war 

against Iraq is yet to be determined.  Howard admitted: 

 

Our involvement in Iraq was never popular … it’s about the most poll-defiant thing 

that I have done in the whole of my Prime Ministership, and it remains something 

that is quite unpopular in the Australian and United States communities (Howard 

2006)   

 

This statement might demonstrate Howard’s strength of purpose, or simply his blind 

stubbornness and lack of foresight.  Yet, despite the strong initial opposition to his decision 

to join the war in Iraq, Howard was able to manage the difficult task of persuading the 

majority of the electorate to suspend their criticism and to accept his decision because he 
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was able to persuade them that he was acting in Australia’s long-term interest.  As White 

(2006: 15) noted:        

 

Howard is no strategist, but he is a great tactician, and agile political tactics help 

him survive strategic blunders.  He has never been blind to the political risks in 

Iraq, and he has carefully minimised them.  

 

Yet the longer the Iraq war continues, the longer Howard must employ minimisation 

tactics.  He is now facing the problem of how to manage growing domestic unease among a 

majority of citizens who believe the war has not been worthwhile, and indeed, that it has 

been counterproductive.  

 

In late 2006, a former SAS officer who served in Iraq broke ranks to be publicly critical of 

the war, claiming the Government failed to be honest about the need for a pre-emptive 

attack.  This war, he said, ‘duped the Australian Defence Force and the Australian people in 

thinking it was in some way legitimate’ (Tinley 2006).  Pre-emptive strikes must be 

justified, and he was convinced there was no intelligence or other evidence to support such 

a strike.  Members of the Defence Force signed a declaration that they would go anywhere 

the Government ordered, but in doing so, they relied on their Government to make moral 

decisions.  This was an ‘immoral war undertaken by a government that should have known 

better’, he said, and it was based on reasons that were ‘wrong and morally bankrupt’ 

(Tinley 2006a).  Furthermore, he claimed that, rather than containing terrorism, the war had 

allowed Iraq to become a training ground for terrorists.70  Coming from such a credible and 

experienced officer, this criticism was difficult for Howard to discredit or ignore.71  There 

was also strong criticism by esteemed historian, Robert O’Neill, a Vietnam veteran.  

O’Neill claims the coalition ‘blundered into a hornet’s nest’, by launching the war ‘without 

enough troops, US or allied to do the job, and without a strategy, force structure and the 

necessary civil capabilities for meeting the main challenge’.  With premature withdrawal 

                                                 
70 A newspoll conducted on 27-28 October 2006 indicated that 68% of respondents thought it was not worth 
going to war, while 65% thought involvement in the war had increased the chances of a terrorist attack in 
Australia (Australian 31 October 2006: 2). 
71 However, his subsequent decision to stand as a Labor Party candidate may have undermined some of this 
credibility. 
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now a possibility, ‘we now face the prospect of defeat with unpalatable consequences’ 

(O’Neill 2006: 3).  

 

The Prime Minister was no doubt aware of the political damage done to both Bush and 

Blair, because of their involvement in a potentially disastrous war, and he must certainly 

have recognized his own danger.  It is the contention of this thesis that, however successful 

Howard has been, or will be, in managing the domestic fallout, his need for constant 

defence of his decision is a result of a failure of the necessary cautionary judgement that 

leaders must exercise in the modern world. 

 

The case of the war against Iraq demonstrates clearly the way in which policies developed 

without detailed consistent scanning and careful forethought, and which reject a 

multilateral approach, can have wide reaching implications for both the domestic and 

international domains.  By the end of 2006, Iraq was in the throes of what many believed to 

be a civil war and vicious inter-communal conflict.  With more than fifty thousand Iraqis 

and almost three thousand American soldiers dead, it is difficult to argue that the invasion 

was either justified or successful.  The Middle East is now more unstable than ever, there is 

a danger of an escalating arms race in countries such as Iran and North Korea, while 

terrorism remains unchecked and arguably more diffused.  While the war may have been 

‘lawful’, as Howard claimed, there must be serious doubt about whether it was either 

‘right’ or ‘in Australia’s national interest’.  Davis warned in 2003 that ‘for Prime Minister 

John Howard, the political risks of his decision to commit Australian troops to the war on 

Iraq will hinge on the way the conflict and its aftermath unfolds’ (Davis 2003: 3).  Winning 

the war was easy; winning the peace has yet to be achieved.  Coming in the year before a 

federal election, the task of balancing domestic and international concerns could prove to 

be one of the most demanding political challenges John Howard has yet had to face. 

 

The final chapter summarises the way in which John Howard responded to the challenges 

and dilemmas presented by these two major events, and considers the utility of the proposed 

concepts of constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy.  It then returns to the key 

research question to assess how the two case studies contribute to a better understanding of 

the role of the national leader in the anarchic, yet interwoven, post-Cold War world.   
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Chapter Eight 
 
Conclusion 
 

John Howard Prime Minister: 
Ever cautious.  Always humble.  Astonishingly successful (Price 2004). 

 
The politician looks to the next election, 

the statesman looks to the next generation (Rawls 1999: 97) 
 

 

Commenting in 2002 on recent developments in Australian foreign policy, Mark Beeson 

(2002: 226) noted: 

 

Even with the luxury of hindsight, some of the challenges thrown up by the recent 

events remain intimidating and not susceptible to easy solutions.  Yet one 

conclusion did emerge with some clarity, and can be asserted with renewed 

confidence: the idea that policy can be neatly demarcated into separate ‘domestic’ 

and ‘foreign’ spheres has always been something of a fiction, albeit an 

administratively or politically convenient one at times. 

 

The Prime Minister himself recognised the truth of this in a speech of 2004, declaring ‘we 

now live in a world where governments must integrate foreign and domestic issues as never 

before,’ and this inevitably meant ‘increased international engagement’ (Howard 2004c).  

This was especially important in our region, he said, because ‘no country can alone secure 

its interests.  Co-operation with other countries is essential’ (ibid).   

  

This thesis has attempted to demonstrate the truth and force of these imperatives by 

introducing the theoretical concepts of constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy. 

The enterprise has been both descriptive and normative in that the concepts provide a 

means for judging what leaders actually do, or do not do, in foreign policy, by reference to 

how far they observe these imperatives and how far they deviate from them. The argument 

has been that, given the common challenges and dilemmas presented by the complexity of 

the post-Cold War world, leaders will, like it or not, be constrained towards the modes of 

constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy. If they resist or defy those constraints 
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they are very likely to encounter consequences that are far from palatable to themselves, 

their own constituencies and possibly the rest of the world.   

  

This study has demonstratively applied the concepts to John Howard’s foreign policy 

actions in East Timor and Iraq.  It was argued that there was an undoubted element of 

policy learning in Howard’s trajectory from what might be termed self-centred 

Australianism, to acceptance of a larger role in the world and the region. Wesley (2006a) 

noted that, if the Howard Government had lost office in 1998, its foreign policy would have 

been judged as largely incompetent and ineffective, partly because of ‘the government’s 

bluntness about Australia’s difference from Asia, and Howard’s tone-deafness to Asian 

perceptions to his pronouncements’. Initially a leader with a very narrow view of 

Australia’s national interests, and one in strongly reactive mode to previous Labor policies 

of Asian engagement, Howard found his preconceptions and preferences challenged by the 

East Timor crisis and the consequent domestic pressures on him to act to save the Timorese 

people and secure their independence.  Nevertheless, the East Timor crisis provided an 

opportunity to refute the claim of critics that Howard could not cut it on the international 

stage. In its working out, however, it proved that managing domestic constituencies while 

successfully negotiating foreign challenges required diplomatic skill, alertness and balance 

of judgement that Howard seemed to lack. He was, in the event, remarkably lucky in the 

final outcome, a fact that he, as a shrewd politician, must have recognised. He had rather 

painfully experienced the forces that inevitably constrain leaders toward cautious scanning 

and multilateral negotiation in the international realm, and later explicitly admitted their 

power.  

 

Despite that, George Bush’s decision to invade Iraq threw him into an either/or quandary 

that made sophisticated judgements and multilateral initiatives seem irrelevant. Not, 

perhaps, that Howard experienced it as a quandary given the forthrightness with which he 

expressed his views and the solidity of the commitment he demonstrated to the Bush path, 

wherever it might lead. It is likely that the Bush line matched his own predilections – lack 

of confidence in the United Nations, visceral reaction to the terrorist attack on the US on 

September 11 2001 – and fuelled what he called his ‘passionate commitment’ to join the 

United States in a pre-emptive attack. Yet such predilections could not have explained, 
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though they may have supported, a choice that seems to have been viewed in the starkest of 

political terms: either maintaining the most important thing to Australia’s safety (the US 

alliance) or repudiating it. Sometimes there are such stark choices in life, where nuance 

must be sacrificed to the gross demands of overriding imperatives, but whether this was 

one of them is matter for debate. Howard’s objective actions in taking the nation to war 

against its collectively expressed will seemed to indicate that he, at least, had so judged the 

matter.  
  

But by opting for loyalty and strategic alliance, Howard had relinquished the responsibility 

of scanning and multidimensional diplomacy – which, as he had begun to learn from his 

East Timor experience, were incumbent upon a national leader – to the decidedly unsubtle 

hands of the Bush administration. No genuinely independent assessment of the situation in 

Iraq and the Middle East, to establish the risks and likely outcome of committing Australia 

to a pre-emptive strike on a sovereign nation in a volatile and unstable region, was 

undertaken. Evidence was selectively used and tailored to the decision already made, 

ignoring the warnings of numerous credible critics, both domestic and international, who 

accurately predicted the turmoil that attacking Iraq would unleash.  Nor could it have been 

otherwise once the original decision to follow the Bush line had been taken. The room for 

independent manoeuvre had been radically narrowed with respect either to his allies in the 

‘coalition of the willing’ or to his domestic constituency, whose reactions, in the absence of 

positive agreement, had now to be carefully and permanently ‘managed.’ It was little 

wonder that Bush hailed Howard as a ‘man of steel … a man of courage … a clear thinker 

… a great friend’ on whom the US could rely for support (Bush 2003c).   
 

It must be admitted that, as events in Iraq spiralled inexorably toward disaster, Howard 

masterfully succeeded in avoiding the odium and political reversals suffered by his chief 

partners in the enterprise, Bush and Blair. He constituted, indeed, the extraordinary 

exception, to the bafflement of many Australian commentators. Howard could thank a 

combination of his own political astuteness – in many ways he proved the consummate 

democratic politician, in contrast to his Labor rivals – and his remarkable luck. The 

domestic fallout of what many observers believed to have been a drastically mistaken 

decision was managed with great skill and determination. Yet Howard’s political survival 

argued neither for the validity of his original decision nor the invalidity of the approach that 
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I have labelled constant scanning and multidimensional diplomacy; necessities that he 

himself had admitted. Certainly if, as he once professed, one of the prime interests of any 

government is to stay in power, John Winston Howard achieved that objective for over a 

decade.  However, as Woolcott (2003c: 285) observed: ‘unfortunately, good short-term 

domestic politics which can appeal to domestic prejudices, especially during election 

campaigns, sometimes lead to flawed foreign and trade policies … it is one of the tasks of 

leadership to avoid playing domestic politics with foreign policy’.  The question remained 

whether success in managing domestic opinion was necessarily an indicator of an effective 

and successful Australian foreign policy, one which could sustain the nation in a difficult 

international environment over the long term. 

 

The larger context of the Iraq misadventure presents evidence to the contrary. Bandow 

(2006), a former special assistant to President Reagan, noted that while politicians and 

diplomats like to be judged on intentions, ‘statesmen ultimately must be judged on results’. 

The Bush administration’s wilful failure to ignore the need for cautious scanning and 

carefully realistic assessment, and its arrogant rejection of the need for multidimensional 

diplomacy, received their due reward in Iraq and in the entire Middle Eastern region, with 

results yet to be fully determined, but hardly encouraging to contemplate. As Diamond, 

(2006: 27) put it, ‘the United States invaded Iraq without a coherent, viable plan to win the 

peace’ … ‘on balance, America’s political occupation of Iraq is a failure’ (ibid: 313). Hersh 

(2004: 365) was even more direct: ‘the deepening quagmire in Iraq will not end until there 

is a change of leadership in Washington’. The fact that Howard rode the dumping wave 

better than most of his allies, however much it attests to his skill and luck, does nothing to 

alter the force and reality of this fact. The ability to survive a disaster that has engulfed so 

many is hardly a qualification for foreign policy expertise, especially when one has 

contributed to the disaster.  

 

Nor does it provide the key for the proper conduct of relations with key allies. O’Neill 

(2007) argues that it was wrong for Australia to proceed without the support of major 

European powers and the United Nations, and added that, ‘it behoves us as an ally to be 

able to give the US an informed opinion on the likely outcome in Iraq.’ This underscores 

one of the key points of this thesis, that it is unwise to relinquish to any partner, however 
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important and powerful, the responsibility of making an independent and informed 

judgement that takes into account the complexity and diversity, yet intimate 

interconnectedness, of the contemporary world and the perversity of the consequences one 

is likely to encounter by proceeding rashly. Australia as a middle-sized power cannot 

impose its will on other countries or expect greatly to affect international events, but it is 

not without influence and should seek to use its prestige and persuasive powers to 

maximum beneficial effect (Hogue 2000; Galligan, Roberts and Trifiletti 2001). 

 

Many contemporary threats are not territory-based, as in the past.  International terrorism, 

people smuggling, drug trafficking, pandemics and environmental problems are no 

respecters of borders. As the speed and volume of communication and people movement 

grows daily, finding solutions to these problems will remain a major challenge for all 

national leaders. But even as borders become more porous and the interpenetration of 

domestic and international politics becomes more profound, the ‘old politics’ of political 

and ideological rivalry persists, further complicated by the challenge of non-national, but 

effectively global, radical Islamism. Collectively managing this to avoid the worst 

consequences is a task for the most prudent of prudent statesmen who must carefully 

maintain the support of domestic constituencies in a way that assists, rather than impedes, 

wise foreign policy interventions. The aims, attitudes, domestic constraints and 

international ambitions of leaders in different countries vary considerably, and their 

intentions are not always amenable to simple understanding or straightforward 

accommodation. In particular cases, the ever-alert constant scan must be supplemented by 

an in-depth scan that affords the detailed intelligence and analysis necessary to prioritise 

possible courses of action, and to facilitate useful communication with multilateral partners 

who might coordinate responses or initiatives that will minimise, rather than increase, 

misunderstanding, confrontation and conflict. 

 

The task of course is never easy, merely necessary. The Howard government’s move to 

tighten immigration laws in 2006 was roundly denounced by domestic critics as 

appeasement of Indonesia after its strong criticism of Australia’s decision to grant asylum 

to forty-two West Papuan refugees earlier that year (see The Australian March 25-26, 2006: 

27).  Yet Indonesia, especially after the bitter experience of East Timor, regarded 
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Australia’s acceptance of the refugees as interference in Indonesian domestic politics, and 

thus a challenge to its national sovereignty.  Ultimately, the challenge for all leaders is to 

maintain a balance between managing domestic constituencies and negotiating 

international challenges in a manner that offers the maximum benefits to both or, at least, 

avoids the worst consequences, while nevertheless, maintaining national ideals. This 

challenge will have to be met independently of whatever larger foreign policy settings a 

leader chooses – in Australia’s case, for example, whether it should be globally engaged, or 

focus its limited resources mainly on its own region.  As Beeson (2002a) noted, although 

Howard has had a high degree of personal approval, he still faces complex challenges, and 

the way in which he manages them will influence both his political legacy, and the future 

of Australian foreign policy.   

 

The international order remains essentially unpredictable and may throw up urgent and 

unexpected tests for its leaders at any moment, yet its increasing interconnectedness also 

presents greater opportunities for nations to work together to resolve common problems. 

Rosecrance (1973: 186) reminds us that, ‘one of the fundamental reasons for tension in the 

international system is the formulation of objectives and policies on a purely domestic 

basis’.  If, as Buzan (1991: 359) suggests, ‘self-centred actors are the key to turning an 

anarchy into a chaos’, the responsibility for formulating, articulating and communicating 

foreign policy in a way that looks beyond national borders is a vitally important task for 

every national leader, with serious implications for the stability of the entire international 

system.  Those leaders who develop a prudent constant scanning and multidimensional 

diplomacy approach will not solve all the problems in international relations, but they may 

help to avoid the danger of the chaos that anarchy can bring. 

 

This study has focused on John Howard’s leadership, but its lessons apply to every national 

leader who sits at the nexus of domestic and foreign concerns and harbours a vital interest 

in the stability of the international system. Kissinger (2004: 31) has pointed out that, 

‘opportunity for world order presents itself to each generation disguised as a set of 

problems’.  One of the major problems confronting national leaders today is how to create a 

post-Cold War international architecture that leads to greater order, peace and stability.  It is 

not going too far to say that the welfare of the planet and of humanity itself may be at stake. 
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While some scholars believe the solution lies in building patriotism and strengthening the 

nation state (see Dinh 2004: 867), others argue that in the post-Cold War world there is a 

need for greater ‘transnational capacity’ with ‘additional layers of governance whose 

jurisdiction will equal the scope of the unmistakably global problems that challenge us’ 

(Etzioni  2004: 921-932).  Given the history of selfish nationalisms thus far, the latter 

would appear to be a preferable alternative, and it has been the argument of this thesis that 

there are natural normative pressures within the globalising system toward increasing 

multilateralism. Madeleine Albright (2003: 11) argued that, while working through 

international organizations takes patience, ‘doing so delivers great benefits: costs are 

shared, burdens are distributed, legitimacy enhanced, diverse talents engaged.  And 

everyone joins in wanting success’.   

 

According to Etzioni, there needs to be another level of governance, ‘above and beyond the 

nation-state—not replacing it ... Although global governance has a long way to go, the 

reality is that its emergence presents the most promising way for preserving security and 

the best prospect for a shared global culture’ (Etzioni 2004: 932). He is right, of course, in 

saying there is a long way to go. Hill (2003: xvii-iii) comments, 

 

…foreign policy is now of greater importance to our political lives than ever before …until 

‘global governance’ crystallizes into something solid and coherent, with international 

institutions taking genuine responsibility for the welfare of a real world society, citizens 

and politicians alike will continue to wrestle with the dilemmas arising from the existence 

of foreignness, in varying ways and to varying degrees…the continuum between the 

domestic and the foreign is likely to generate more issues that it did in the past, not less. 

 

Immanuel Kant (cited in Kissinger 2004: 31) argued that perpetual peace would come to the 

world either by human foresight or by a series of catastrophes that leave no other choice.  If, 

as it is often said, the only thing we learn from history is that we never learn from history, 

then Kant’s latter scenario might come tragically to pass. It is nevertheless to be hoped that 

leaders will examine the consequences of basing policy on narrowly-conceived interests, 

hubris, or brute force – plainly there for all to see. It is only by responding intelligently and 
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collectively to the challenge, and the potential, of alertly sensitive, well-informed 

diplomacy, that they can contribute to the future stability of the international system. 
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Appendix Two:  Department of External Affairs, W. M. Hughes 
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Appendix Three:  Agreement on maintaining security 
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Appendix Four:  Downer letter to Alatas 
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Appendix Five:  Howard letter to Habibie 
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Appendix Six:  DFAT Media Release 
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Appendix Seven:  Newspoll; troops to East Timor 
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Appendix Eight:  Indonesia’s recognition of East Timor ballot 
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Appendix Nine:  The ANZUS Treaty 
 
 

 
 
 



 283

 
 

 
 



 284

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 285

 
Appendix Ten:  Media Release invoking ANZUS Treaty 
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Appendix Eleven:  Newspoll, January; troops for Iraq 
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Appendix Twelve:  Newspoll; troops with UN support 
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Appendix Thirteen:  Newspoll March; troops for Iraq 
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Appendix Fourteen:  Letter from legal experts 
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Appendix Fifteen:  Howard address to the nation 
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Appendix Sixteen:  Newspoll, 21-23 March, troops for Iraq 
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Appendix Seventeen:  Letter from former military officers 
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