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One of the most impressive historical transfor-
mations in state nuclear weapons policies has
been Australia’s switch from active supporter

of the development and spread of the bomb in the 1950s
and 1960s, to world leader in the effort to rein it in from
the 1970s to the present day. There is a wide gap, to say
the least, between 1950s-era Australia’s hospitable wel-
come to British nuclear tests on its mainland, and its
later angry condemnations of French tests thousands of
miles from its shores. Moreover, from today’s vantage
point it seems almost inconceivable that successive Aus-
tralian governments in the 1960s even toyed with the
notion of a sovereign Australian nuclear deterrent, yet
in fact the question was a serious one in both domestic
politics and state calculations.

In spite of this rich history and Australia’s long-stand-
ing significance as a military player in the Asia-Pacific
region, the Australian case remains largely unknown—
and almost totally untheorized.2  In this article, I provide
a new theoretical grounding for understanding Austra-
lian nuclear history, together with significant enhance-
ments to the historical record. The goal is not simply to
seek a better understanding of the Australian case, but
also to use this case to shed light on the general question
of what explains states’ policies toward nuclear weap-
ons.

As Jim Walsh underscored in his pathbreaking 1997
article on Australia in The Nonproliferation Review, if
analysts in academic and policy circles have long over-
looked the Australian case it is because of their over-
reliance on a model that assumes states make rational
responses to objective threats.3  But from such a perspec-
tive, it is hard to see why Australia, a country blessed
with a supremely “lucky” geographical position, was so
eager to participate in Western nuclear defenses—
thereby raising its significance as a Chinese or Soviet
nuclear target. More puzzling still from the perspective
of “objective threat” is that there was long a strong
lobby in Australia for sovereign control over nuclear
weapons. However, if one contends that Australia’s
1950s- and 1960s-era nuclear policies somehow did con-
stitute a rational response to its security dilemmas, then
the country’s definitive abandonment of its nuclear op-
tion in the ambiguous security environment of the early
1970s is hard to understand.

In short, traditional security-materialist variables
clearly do not suffice to explain the Australian case. But
it is important not to throw out the baby with the bath
water. While Australia’s objective strategic situation has
been quite stable, Australians’ perceptions of their stra-
tegic needs and capabilities have varied widely over time.
The main argument of this article is that the changing
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security perceptions of the top leadership best explain
the policy variation in the Australian case.

From where have these Australian security percep-
tions come? Australian security policies have had some
basis in objective reality, of course, but the national
identities of various Australian statesmen have also been
crucial in shaping their perceptions of Australia’s secu-
rity needs and capabilities. These identities have cre-
ated a perceptual screen through which external reality
has been filtered. The significance of the security-iden-
tity nexus in the Australian case, moreover, is hardly a
sui generis phenomenon; rather, therein lies the key to
a fuller understanding of the general question of states
and nuclear weapons.

The article is divided into two main sections. I begin
with a brief overview of my theoretical approach to the
question of proliferation. I then provide an in-depth look
at the historical evidence, relying not only on others’
careful historical research but also on archival and other
primary sources I collected in Australia, Europe, and
the United States. Significantly, my historical narrative
gives full attention to the entire span of Australian nuclear
history, not just to the period in which it maintained and
even to some extent pursued the nuclear option. It is
impossible to explain the post-1972 transformation in
Australia’s nuclear policies if one essentially stops the
historical narrative before 1972.4  Finally, I offer some
general suggestions for theory and policy that are
underscored by the case of Australia.

GENERAL THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Why and when do states decide to “go nuclear”? This
question is very difficult, and space considerations do
not permit a complete analysis here. However, in order
to expose fully the theoretical significance of the Aus-
tralian case, it is necessary to summarize certain aspects
of my general hypotheses on this and related matters.

Most theories of nuclear proliferation assume that
nuclear weapons are so highly valuable that technically
capable states will be willing to pay almost any price to
get them.5  But in fact nuclear weapons are not generally
useful instruments of foreign and security policy.6

Nuclear weapons are essentially only useful to deter a
nuclear or other equally total attack. If few states have
desired nuclear weapons, it is because few have faced,
or have considered themselves to be facing, a clear and
present nuclear (or other existential) threat. Moreover,

they have understood that to “go nuclear” could dramati-
cally decrease their security by making them targets for
nuclear attack. I would thus argue that in the absence of
an extraordinary sense of threat, a sense that one’s very
existence is at stake, states do not seek to acquire sover-
eign control of nuclear weapons.

Occasionally, albeit rarely, a state’s perception of ex-
istential threat is justified. More often, it is a
misperception. I hypothesize that such longstanding
misperceptions of existential threat usually arise from a
certain type of national identity (i.e., an understanding
of the nature and purpose of the national group that is
held by some or all group members).7  The national iden-
tity that tends to lead to such misperceptions of existen-
tial threat can be termed a national identity of
“opposition,” a great fear and loathing of a competitor
nation or group.8  I use the term “opposition” for two
reasons. First, the “oppositional” identity presents “us”
and “them” as polar opposites, which makes one’s
self-image and self-esteem inextricable from one’s im-
age and opinion of “them.” Second, it presents recent
and often ancient history as a litany of political opposi-
tion and even military conflict between the two, imply-
ing that to deviate from that history would be an act of
disloyalty to the nation. Note that although national iden-
tities are always complex and multifaceted, when I use
the term “national identity” here I am referring above
all to those facets with relevance to international poli-
tics.

A perception of existential threat is in my hypothesis
necessary but not sufficient to lead a state to attempt to
“go nuclear.” Certain states with “oppositional” men-
talities may feel entirely powerless to do anything on
their own to counter the great danger they perceive. In
such circumstances, the most likely action is “flight”—
an attempt to escape the threat by slipping under the
“nuclear umbrella” of a great power. Oppositional states
with low perceptions of self-efficacy are likely to be
perpetually unsatisfied by the credibility of the guaran-
tee, and they are likely therefore to try all sorts of strata-
gems to promote its greater credibility.9  But given their
low perception of their own capacities, this “second-best”
solution is the best they feel they can hope for.

Add “nationalism”—by which I mean not just love of
country, but an exaltation of the nation’s “innate” worth,
significance, and capacities—to “opposition,” and one
gets a potent psychological cocktail.10 State leaders who
hold a mentality of “oppositional nationalism” are, I
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hypothesize, very likely to want to “go nuclear.” On one
level, the link between “oppositional nationalism” and a
nuclear bomb decision is quite direct. Assuming that the
real situation does not entirely merit “going nuclear,”
leaders under the influence of “oppositional national-
ism” will believe in any case that it does merit that re-
sponse: they perceive an existential threat and also that
they are capable of deterring it with a show of force. On
a deeper level, however, the “oppositional nationalist”
does more than merely misperceive the security situa-
tion. The basic emotional state of fear plus pride leads
“oppositional nationalists,” like ethnic groups in con-
flict, to seek symbols of power whose practical utility
may be doubtful, but which temporarily assuage the
dread of imminent annihilation.11 For leaders of one
national group wracked by fear of another, a nuclear
bomb can appear to be the ultimate power totem.

“Oppositional nationalism” is not a mere synonym
for “nationalism.” A nation can be proud, self-assertive,
and desire to stand tall in the world even in the absence
of a hated and feared enemy; this is what I call “posi-
tive” or “non-oppositional” nationalism.12 “Non-oppo-
sitional nationalists,” I hypothesize, should be against
“going nuclear” for the hard security reasons listed
above; but they may well pursue advanced nuclear tech-
nology for peaceful purposes, and they may seek a high
profile in nuclear diplomacy (often as “holier-than-thou”
promoters of nuclear disarmament).

The Australian case is a microcosm of all these gen-
eral points. Efforts to define Australian identity in inter-
national politics have had to come to terms with
Australia’s geographical anomaly as a “European,” tra-
ditionally British culture living in an “Asian” sea. But
within those broad parameters, much debate has been
possible. I argue that by charting the rise and fall in the
political fortunes of certain competing Australian na-
tional identities, we can explain the different nuclear
policies Australia adopted at different junctures. All of
these identities had some basis in the objective situa-
tion, and none of these identities had a monopoly on the
truth. The point in emphasizing these conflicting identi-
ties is not that one was wrong and one was right, but
rather that they produced different interpretations of
reality. Those different interpretations had radically dif-
ferent effects on Australian policies toward nuclear weap-
ons. Note that the identities as defined here are
“ideal-types”—the “real world” was far more compli-
cated—but these ideal-types are useful heuristically and

should be recognizable to anyone familiar with the his-
torical literature on Australia.13

The traditionally dominant Australian national iden-
tity that applied to foreign policy in the postwar era was
a combination of a deep fear of the designs of Asian
Communists, and a sense that Australia would be pow-
erless against this threat if left to its own devices.14 In
my theoretical terms, this identity can be summarized
as “opposition without nationalism.” As I will attempt
to show in my historical narrative, Australian “opposi-
tion without nationalism” led to a desire for ever-greater
nuclear guarantees from Australia’s “great and power-
ful friends,” but not for sovereign Australian control of
nuclear weapons.

Australia’s traditionally dominant identity had always
faced some competition from a more minor identity
strand that approximated “oppositional nationalism.”15

Australian “oppositional nationalists” shared the domi-
nant identity’s fear of the Asian Communists, but they
argued that Australia could and should rely more on it-
self to fend off the threat. Their strong belief in Austra-
lia as a power to be reckoned with may not have reached
the delirious heights of, say, Sukarno’s Indonesia, but in
the Australian context their stance was strikingly origi-
nal. In the late 1960s, as a result of the Vietnam catas-
trophe, the “oppositional nationalists” made their biggest
push for primacy—and for the bomb.

But before either of the two “oppositional” identities
could emerge victorious, in the early 1970s a national
identity of “non-oppositional nationalism” swept the
others aside.16 Born of the wrenching Vietnam experi-
ence, this identity shared a strong sense of Australia’s
potential strength and independence with the “opposi-
tional nationalists,” but it lacked the latters’ fear of Chi-
nese and Asian Communism. The rise of this new identity
led quickly and decisively to the collapse of the sover-
eign nuclear arms effort and to a much more indepen-
dent Australian stance in nuclear diplomacy, a stance
that has continued to this day.17

The following, historical portion of the paper is a chro-
nological account and analysis of most of the major
Australian decisions (and non-decisions) on nuclear
weapons from the early 1950s to the present day. I claim
that a careful analysis of these key decisions serves to
underscore the explanatory significance of the national
identity ideal-types summarized above. It goes without
saying that I have emphasized certain decisions over
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others in my analysis. I have in particular explored the
period of the 1980s and the 1990s in somewhat less de-
tail than the earlier periods. The main reason for this is
that the overall shape of the policies of the 1980s and
1990s conforms quite closely to the new policy direc-
tion that was charted in the crucial turning-point period
of 1972 to 1975.

AUSTRALIAN NUCLEAR HISTORY, I:
A VERY BRITISH BOMB

The Decision to Host the British Atomic Tests

The first phase in Australian nuclear history was
deeply wedded to the outlook and actions of one man,
Sir Robert Menzies of the Liberal Party, who as prime
minister from 1949 to 1966 was the main, uncontested
architect of Australian foreign policy.18 The first major
nuclear decision Menzies took, almost single-handedly,
was to accept in 1950 the notion of using Australian ter-
ritory for British nuclear testing.19  Menzies agreed to
this without consulting his Cabinet and without request-
ing any quid pro quo, not even access to technical data
necessary for the Australian government to assess the
effects of the tests on humans and the environment.20

Although not initially consulted, Menzies’ Cabinet
proved willing, and in some cases eager, to host the tests.
The first British atomic test was held in 1952 on the
Monte Bello islands off the Western Australian coast;
subsequent tests were held at Emu Field and Maralinga
in South Australia. The British would conduct major
nuclear weapons trials on these sites through 1957, and
they continued to perform minor trials, assessment tests,
and experimental programs until 1963.

Why did first Menzies and then the rest of the Austra-
lian government make this rarest of decisions by a sig-
nificant non-nuclear state, to offer up its own territory
to be used for someone else’s nuclear explosions? Ac-
cording to the Royal Commission into British Nuclear
Tests in Australia, a 1955 press statement by the Minis-
ter of Supply Howard Beale, “illustrates the Menzies
Government’s enthusiasm for its part in the tests as a
whole.” Beale stated:

The whole project is a striking example of in-
ter-Commonwealth co-operation on the grand
scale. England has the bomb and the knowhow;
we have the open spaces, much technical skill
and great willingness to help the Motherland.
Between us, we shall help to build the defenses

of the free world, and make historic advances
in harnessing the forces of nature.21

Menzies’ government, writes the Royal Commission,
chose to “embrace British interests as being synonymous
with those of Australia.”22

Menzies’ loyalty to the British Crown is certainly an
important part of the explanation for hosting the British
nuclear tests, and it shows the hollowness of the “Real-
ist” notion that states pursue national sovereignty above
all other considerations. But Australia’s filial loyalty to
a certain degree also reflected perceived self-interest, as
is implied in Beale’s reference to “building the defenses
of the free world.” Australian threat perceptions in the
early 1950s were at a high peak. China had just “fallen”
to the Communists, and Menzies’ famous 1950 “call to
arms” speech had put the nation (in Australian security
expert Ross Babbage’s words) on a “pre-mobilization
footing for World War III.”23 The next battle for free-
dom, Menzies thought, would be fought at Australia’s
doorstep.24 Meanwhile, Menzies’ Australia felt incapable
of defending itself against encroaching Communism
without its “great and powerful friends,” in Menzies’
famous phrase. Australians also constantly wondered
whether their “great and powerful friends” would aban-
don them. Hosting the tests was Menzies’ way of bind-
ing Britain and the West fully to Australia’s defense.
Nuclear explosions in Australia would serve not only to
warn the Communists of Australia’s importance to
Western defense, but also to increase that importance in
the eyes of its Western allies—and most particularly
Britain.25  The stratagem worked; in 1952 the chief
scientist in the British bomb effort, William Penney,
remarked, “If the Australians are not willing to let us do
further trials in Australia, I do not know where we would
go.”26

Australian Interest in Nuclear Weapons to 1963

Fearful of growing Communist military might and
inroads into Southeast Asia, Menzies clearly wanted to
use the tests to bind Britain and the West to the defense
of Australia. Wayne Reynolds goes further, arguing that
Menzies’ decision to host the tests “was motivated in
large part by a strong desire to obtain nuclear weapons
and their delivery systems.”27 Jim Walsh, focusing on a
somewhat later period, makes a similar assertion, though
in his view Menzies was responding to bureaucratic pres-
sures from below. But is it in fact the case that, as
Reynolds writes, “Menzies wanted the bomb”?28 To say
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so would be to overstate the case, or at least to leave an
inexact implication. The historical record shows that the
Menzies government wanted credible nuclear guaran-
tees and was not averse to participating actively in West-
ern nuclear defenses.29 By contrast, there is no evidence
of a Cabinet or prime ministerial desire for a sovereign
and independent nuclear deterrent.

There were some isolated calls for an independent
Australian deterrent during the late 1950s. In Desmond
Ball’s words, “a relatively small number of individuals
within the Armed Services” promoted an Australian
bomb, most notably Air Chief (later Chairman of the
Chiefs of Staff) Marshal Sir Frederick Scherger.30

Scherger’s influence can be seen in the proposal for ac-
quisition of tactical nuclear weapons as part of the 1959
“Strategic Basis of Defence Policy,” but the proposal
was rejected by the Cabinet.31 The two most forceful
parliamentary voices in favor of such a deterrent were
the Liberals (and close political allies) William
Wentworth and John Gorton. Gorton was to play a cru-
cial role in Australian nuclear history as prime minister
from 1968 to 1971.32 In a speech to the Senate in 1957,
the “oppositional nationalist” Gorton made clear his
belief that Australia should

…secure for this country some measure of
atomic or hydrogen defense. I realize that a
potential attacker of this country might be de-
terred by the possession of hydrogen bombs
by the United States of America or Great Brit-
ain, but I think that we should be trusting very
much indeed to the help that those great coun-
tries could give if we put our faith solely in a
deterrent held by them.33

For a man of Menzies’ temperament, Gorton’s speech
was at once reasonable and unreasonable. Menzies shared
Gorton’s fear of the weakness of Western guarantees to
Australia; that is why he had tried to bind Britain to
Australia by hosting the atomic tests. But he clearly
could not conceive of Australia’s launching itself on a
nuclear weapons program. Throughout the 1950s, the
Menzies government consistently rejected the notion of
a sovereign nuclear weapons capacity.34 Australian
Atomic Energy Commission chief Philip Baxter—an
“oppositional nationalist” about whom more later—got
nowhere in his efforts to promote a weapons-grade plu-
tonium stockpile, first via proposals for a power reactor
and later via proposals for a research reactor. The re-
search reactor that the Australian government ended

up purchasing from Britain in 1954 (and that “went
critical” in 1958) was a true research reactor, not the
plutonium factory that Baxter would have preferred.

But did Menzies perhaps desire an outright transfer
of atomic weapons to Australia? If he did and in addi-
tion thought the British might agree to it, then a sover-
eign nuclear program for military purposes might have
been considered redundant. Through the late 1950s, the
evidence is clear that Menzies did not desire a transfer.
The Menzies Cabinet rejected the call for tactical nuclear
weapons in the proposed 1959 “Strategic Basis” report,
and, as Walsh notes, in 1958 Menzies rejected a British
offer to discuss the modalities of such a transfer.35 The
story for 1961 is somewhat trickier, however. At that
time, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was pur-
suing a global nuclear test ban, and he asked Australia
for its support. As Walsh documents, Menzies reacted
by arming himself with a Cabinet decision authorizing
him on June 13, 1961, to give that support on condition
that Australia receive “recognition now of the United
Kingdom’s obligation to provide Australia, if ever nec-
essary, with a nuclear capability.”36

Menzies was now asking for an explicit quid pro quo
for support of British nuclear policy objectives. This
stood in stark contrast to his earlier eagerness to host the
British nuclear tests, and it shows that simple
“Anglophilia” cannot explain his behavior. In this
policy shift, we can see that Menzies, just as much as
Gorton, was concerned about whether the nuclear guar-
antees of Australia’s “great and powerful friends” were
really airtight. However, as is plain to see from the docu-
ment cited above, Menzies still did not agree with Gorton
that Australia needed sovereign control of nuclear weap-
ons. At this high point of Menzies’ interest in the bomb,
what was generally envisioned was an eventual last-
minute transfer of British weapons into Australian hands
in the context of a major regional or world conflict. The
1961 Menzies request, stark as it was, was still in the
realm of nuclear guarantees, not in the realm of nuclear
proliferation.

The Menzies government’s 1961 policy shift is worth
explaining, but so too is its failure after 1961 to con-
tinue to seek an agreement with the British over the
modalities of nuclear weapons transfer. In his narrative
of the 1958 to 1961 period, Walsh suggests that the prime
minister was pushed by internal forces to make the re-
quest against his better judgment.37 But the notion that
bureaucratic momentum for the bomb was continuously
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building up from the late 1950s does not explain why, in
Walsh’s words, “[f]rom September 1961 until after the
Chinese nuclear test in 1964, it appears that the Austra-
lian government took no additional steps to acquire ac-
cess to nuclear weapons.”38

In addition, if international test ban initiatives gave
bureaucratic pro-bomb forces a golden opportunity to
press their case, why did Australia not ask for a quid pro
quo in return for signing the Partial Test Ban Treaty
(PTBT) of 1963? I would argue that the 1963 non-ap-
proach, which Walsh does not discuss, provides a cru-
cial third data point for understanding what was driving
Australian policy toward the idea of nuclear weapons
transfer. In 1961, Australia was being asked to adhere
only in principle to a test ban treaty that actually had
little hope of overcoming both Soviet and American
objections. In 1963, by contrast, Australia was being
asked to sign an actual treaty, which although it left open
the possibility of underground nuclear testing, neverthe-
less made a nuclear testing program more costly and
difficult. Certain states that wanted to retain the nuclear
option, such as France and Argentina, refused to ratify
the PTBT. Yet Australia, in spite of having received none
of the assurances requested in 1961, asked for nothing
in return for its 1963 treaty accession.39 Why, then, was
1961—while falling far short of an actual decision in
favor of sovereign control of nuclear weapons— the high
point of Australian interest in nuclear weapons during
this period?

I would argue that the best explanation for this vari-
ance over time lies in the Australian state elites’ chang-
ing perceptions of the imminence of the Red Chinese
nuclear threat. Before 1960, the Chinese nuclear threat
was considered a dangerous, but middle- to long-term
possibility; hence Menzies’ lackadaisical approaches to
the British on the subject of transfer.40 In 1960, by con-
trast, the Australian chiefs of staff for the first time re-
quested a report on Chinese nuclear weapons and missile
capacity, “because of the reported growth of the mili-
tary strength of China and the aggressive attitude of the
Chinese government.”41 The document stated that China
might be capable of “quantity production” of nuclear
weapons by 1965 and could conceivably conduct a test
by 1961, although it likely would not meet such an am-
bitious schedule.

A second, much more alarming report on the subject
was completed on June 6, 1961. In this report, the chiefs
of staff concluded that China was likely to have a major

nuclear program at latest by 1965—by 1962 if aided by
the USSR—and could well explode a device by the end
of the year.42 Only one week after the completion of the
report, on June 13, the Cabinet endorsed Menzies’ rec-
ommendation to seek, in exchange for Australia’s sup-
port for the test ban, firm assurances for the eventual
transfer of British nuclear weapons. The link between
fear of China and the 1961 Menzies approach to
Macmillan therefore appears to have been quite direct.

But China did not explode a bomb at the end of 1961,
and the Australians became less sure that it was about to
do so. While the 1962 report on China’s nuclear ambi-
tions still sounded the alarm that the Chinese could soon
become a nuclear power, for the first time the mid-1960
Sino-Soviet split was recognized and was considered to
be a significant factor in slowing Chinese progress to-
ward the bomb.43 While the chiefs had backed down
somewhat from their earlier stance, the prime minister’s
department believed that China was “unlikely to test a
device soon.”44

The chiefs’ assessment in 1963 represented another
step down; they reported that the Chinese were unlikely
to test a device before 1964, and they even stressed that
“it is unlikely that China will acquire any militarily sig-
nificant advanced weapons capability, either nuclear or
conventional during the period under review [1963-
1968].”45 In other words, when the PTBT came up for
signature in 1963, Australia was breathing more easily
about the nuclear threat from China. This reduced esti-
mate of the imminence of the Chinese nuclear threat thus
appears to be the reason why Australia did not push for
explicit British guarantees in 1963.

Summary: An Era of “Opposition without
Nationalism”

The preceding historical narrative has made three main
empirical points:

• First, top Australian decisionmakers feared for the
medium- to long-term survival of their country in the
face of Communism, especially Chinese Communism.
This sense of threat was generally rising from the
1950s to the 1960s, although the perceived imminence
of the threat (or at least of the nuclear threat) was not
monotonically increasing throughout the period.
• Second, top Australian decisionmakers attempted
to lessen the perceived danger from Asia by binding
Australia’s Western allies, and in particular Great
Britain, to the nuclear defense of Australia. In the ear-
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lier period, they mainly attempted to do this by mak-
ing Australia useful to the British nuclear program; in
the later period, there was much more emphasis on
securing an explicit commitment that nuclear weap-
ons would be available if necessary.
• Third, top Australian decisionmakers did not seek
sovereign Australian control of nuclear weapons. At
most they desired the capability of being able to
participate in a nuclear defense effort.

The third point is a real puzzle. If Australia was so
fearful for its medium- to long-term survival, why was
there no high-level attempt to acquire the weapons that
were clearly felt to be its best protection? The answer,
as I have already hinted in passing, is that the top
decisionmakers did not believe that Australia could de-
fend itself on its own against the Communist adversary,
and they therefore wanted to bind themselves as tightly
as possible to their “great and powerful friends.” They
believed that a push for an Australian nuclear deterrent,
far from reinforcing the leaky Western nuclear umbrella,
was likely simply to make it more leaky still.

The fundamental basis for the Australians’ complex
security calculation is to be found in Menzies’ Australia’s
self-perception of weakness, its identity of “opposition
without nationalism.” The sense of weakness made the
Australian government loath to do anything to drive a
wedge between its “great and powerful friends,” in par-
ticular the delicate British-American nuclear relation-
ship. Until the mid-1960s the Australians, for a
combination of affective and practical reasons, looked
to the British as their closest ally and, by extension, saw
the British deterrent as their “real” nuclear guarantee.46

But they also understood that the American link, for-
malized in the ANZUS (Australia, New Zealand, and
United States) Treaty of 1951 was vital for Australian
security. More importantly still, they understood that
the British top security priority was to gain access to
American nuclear secrets, and they considered that Brit-
ish access was contingent on strict British observance
of the US McMahon Act and other early “nonprolifera-
tion” measures. This belief was greatly encouraged by
the British, whose “concerns about risking US antipa-
thy to the passing on of any US information about nuclear
matters were extreme,” according to the Royal Com-
mission.47

The desire not to do anything to put the British in an
uncomfortable position led the Australian government

to abstain from almost any degree of independence in
nuclear matters. Even the 1961 Menzies approaches
about nuclear weapons transfer were apologetic in tone,
and Macmillan needed merely to mention the McMahon
Act for the Australians to quiet down.48 In sum, the ex-
treme caution with which Australia approached Britain
on the nuclear weapons issue was due to its desire to
avoid forcing Britain to choose between its American
and its Australian links—for the Australians knew what
choice it would make.

Menzies’ choice to avoid at all costs a strain in the
delicate alliance was reasonable, although as the Royal
Commission points out, if the Australians had taken a
less “unquestioning approach” to the secrecy issue they
could have found that the Americans “were much less
inhibited” about information transfer than the British
said.49 But the “rightness” or “wrongness” of the Menzies
government’s calculation is not the only interesting is-
sue. It is of equal interest to explain why Menzies came
to that calculation, whereas others, such as John Gorton,
were simultaneously concluding that acquisition of an
Australian bomb was worth the risk of strains in the al-
liance ties.

The Menzies-Gorton difference on nuclear policy is
best seen as one instance of a deeper clash between two
visions of Australia. Menzies—and the Australia he rep-
resented—was not nationalistic. In part his reticence to
take a more “independent” stance was, in the words of
the historian Peter Edwards, due to his “traditionalist…
affection for the Crown, the Empire and Australia’s other
links with Britain.”50 But in the context of nuclear is-
sues, the Menzies policy of deference to Australia’s
“great and powerful friends” was even more the result
of a sense that “little” Australia simply could never de-
fend itself against its “thousand million neighbors” in
Asia.51 Gorton, by contrast, represented a different, per-
haps younger Australia—a “nationalist” Australia that
was increasingly sure of its capacity for independent
thought and action.52 And by the mid- to late-1960s, the
wind was in “nationalist” Australia’s sails. In his 1969
valedictory message to the secretary of state, the depart-
ing US ambassador grasped this change. He wrote:

Australia is becoming nationalistic. Austra-
lians no longer regard themselves as Britons
living abroad. …They see themselves as Aus-
tralians with a common interest among them-
selves and a division of interest between
themselves and all others—including Britain
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(‘God-damned Pommies’) and the US
(‘Bloody Yanks’).53

Gorton’s “oppositional nationalism” was not the only
variety of nationalism that this new Australia would fos-
ter; but it was he who became prime minister at the end
of the 1960s. And with the political rise of the Austra-
lian “oppositional nationalists” came a real push for an
Australian bomb.

AUSTRALIAN NUCLEAR HISTORY, II:
AN AUSSIE BOMB?

Australia in the Aftermath of China’s Bomb Blast

In spite of earlier fears about a Chinese bomb, Aus-
tralian statesmen were caught flat-footed when the Chi-
nese actually did test their first device in October 1964.
The unexpectedly high technical sophistication of the
Chinese blast made them particularly nervous.54 They
now expected that at least by the end of the 1960s China
would “develop a force capable of threatening a good
part of Southeast Asia.”55

Meanwhile, the statesmen’s nuclear dilemma was
beginning to find echoes in the broader society. Begin-
ning in the months leading up to the Chinese test, there
were growing calls from various forces for some form
of nuclear protection. As one contemporaneous schol-
arly account put it, “Whether Australia should have or
house a nuclear force is a question that has now come
onto the agenda.”56  In August 1964, two right-wing
members of Parliament called for Australian control of
nuclear weapons. In September of that year the influen-
tial political scientist A. L. Burns, a foreign policy “tra-
ditionalist,” promoted a nuclear weapons “transfer” idea
similar to the one Menzies had broached to Macmillan
in 1961. More significantly still, during the 1964 Senate
campaign the parliamentary leader of the Democratic
Labor Party (DLP)—an offshoot of the left-wing Aus-
tralian Labor Party (ALP) and the third political force in
Australian politics—recommended the development of
a sovereign Australian deterrent.57 The ALP itself, the
perennial also-ran of Australian politics, also perceived
a need for some response to the Chinese threat and so
pursued the chimera of a Southern Hemisphere Nuclear-
Free Zone.58

In spite of the now undeniable Chinese nuclear ca-
pacity and the greater attention in society to the issue,
the government hardly changed its stance on an Austra-

lian bomb. In 1965, it did consider the notion of “an
independent nuclear capability” but postponed taking any
action.59 The following year, the government, now led
by Menzies protégé Harold Holt, rejected a new pro-
posal for a nuclear power plant—with a heavy emphasis
on its value for an eventual weapons program—that had
been put forward by Atomic Energy Commission chief
Philip Baxter.60 The Holt government did want to en-
sure that the nuclear option was open, and it only agreed
to a 1966 US request to allow International Atomic En-
ergy Agency (IAEA) inspections of nuclear facilities
after determining that such inspections would not pre-
clude a nuclear weapons program.61 But it took no posi-
tive steps toward an Australian nuclear capacity.

The “failure” of mid-1960s Australia to react to the
Chinese test is hardly surprising from my theoretical
perspective. The issue of how to deal with the Chinese
nuclear threat had been thoroughly debated beforehand,
and the conclusion on the notion of an “Aussie bomb”
had been negative. An Australian nuclear deterrent was
considered both unrealistic and dangerous. Such think-
ing was still gospel in the Department of External Af-
fairs in 1968, when a note to the minister bluntly stated:

It is not possible for Australia to provide for
its own security against nuclear attack. To do
this it would not be sufficient to acquire
nuclear weapons. It would be necessary also
to have a delivery system with inter-continen-
tal range. Moreover for Australia to have a
plausible deterrent it would need to be able to
strike back powerfully after it had been sub-
ject to an initial nuclear attack. Apart from the
economic cost which any country faces in de-
veloping this second strike capability, Austra-
lia is faced with the enormous disadvantages
of its geographical position, the distance at
which it would have to strike at any probable
enemy, and the vulnerability of its cities and
industrial complexes.62

This document is a perfect example of the continuing
“oppositional but not nationalist” character of the domi-
nant Australian identity in this period. Why else would
Australia’s geographical isolation be considered only to
reduce Australian ability to reply to a nuclear attack,
and not to reduce the threat of such an attack? Australia
was after all in the process of contracting for US nuclear-
capable F-111 aircraft, and it already had forces and
nuclear-capable Canberra aircraft based in Singapore.
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Other informed Australians of the day, looking at the
same facts but with different background perceptions,
came to different conclusions.

Although mid-1960s Australia rejected the notion of
a sovereign bomb program, this is not to say that it was
sanguine about the threat or that it stood idly by. Rather,
it acted in line with the historical policy of binding its
allies to its security. Efforts now focused more on the
United States, as economic problems required the
United Kingdom to begin scaling back its contribution
to Asian security. The Menzies and Holt governments
took two important initiatives in this direction.

First, there was a series of decisions beginning in April
1965 to send combat troops to fight alongside the Ameri-
cans in Vietnam. As Peter Edwards writes in his official
history of Australia’s involvement in Southeast Asia:

The Government’s Vietnam commitment was
the product of two arguments. The first, com-
monly called the domino theory, rested on the
assumptions that Asian communism was
spreading, that it threatened Australian secu-
rity, and that it would be expedient to meet the
threat as early as possible and as far away as
possible. The second theory, sometimes known
as the insurance policy, assumed that the
United States had nailed its colors to the mast
in Vietnam and that Australia needed to sup-
port its great and powerful friend there to en-
sure that that friend would support it if it were
ever threatened with attack.63

The “domino theory” and the “insurance policy” were
the natural outgrowths of the still-dominant “opposi-
tional but not nationalist” Australian identity. The tre-
mendous electoral victory of the conservative coalition
under Holt in 1966, fought primarily over the question
of Vietnam, confirmed “that the majority of electors
accepted that the basis of Australian foreign policy was
the domino theory.”64

Second, but no less significant, was the decision to
host important elements of the US nuclear defense sys-
tem in Australia.65  Under the Holt government, the
United States and Australia established “joint defense
facilities” on Australia’s North West Cape, in Pine Gap
near Alice Springs, and at Nurrungar near the British
test site at Woomera.66 The North West Cape facility
was to serve as one of the two linchpins of the US
worldwide submarine communication system, while
Pine Gap and Nurrungar were built as part of US satel-

lite surveillance and early-warning systems. The estab-
lishment of these facilities likely gave Australia a place,
and perhaps a significant one, on the Soviet target list in
the event of an all-out nuclear war.67 The Australian
government accepted this relatively high cost as the price
of maintaining US interest in the country’s survival.

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty

By late 1967, the government’s policy of association
with the United States in Vietnam—Holt famously
spoke of “going all the way with LBJ”—was beginning
to bear bitter fruit in public and elite opinion.68 After
nearly 20 years in power, the governing coalition seemed
tired and unable to respond creatively to the new situa-
tion. Then, in December, a swimming accident killed
Prime Minister Holt. Sensing the restlessness of the elec-
torate, the parliamentary coalition elevated the “opposi-
tional nationalist” John Gorton to the post of prime
minister. This selection did not represent a mass con-
version to Gorton’s independent political standpoint,
which was in any case hardly a coherent doctrine; but
Gorton’s elevation did reflect the desire for a “some-
thing new.”69 Gorton came into office determined to
shake things up. His Cabinet selections betrayed a ten-
dency to shun Menzies and Holt loyalists in favor of
party rebels or young up-and-comers.70 More shocking
still, less than a month into his term and without first
consulting the Cabinet, Gorton bluntly told the press that
Australia would not increase its commitment of troops
to Vietnam.71 Thus began what the journalist Alan Reid
aptly termed the “Gorton experiment.”72

Soon after taking office, the Gorton government was
faced with the question of signing the nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT). In February 1968, the De-
partment of Defence’s Joint Planning Committee,
faithfully reflecting the “traditionalist” point of view,
made a formal recommendation for becoming a party to
the treaty. Although this thinking on foreign and secu-
rity policy was clearly a matter of consensus, after
Gorton’s elevation to the top job, such traditional as-
sumptions no longer went unchallenged at the high table
of the Defence Committee.73

The Defence Committee meeting of March 21, 1968,
set the tone for a raging battle that was destined to last
for several years.74 On one side stood the bearers of the
foreign policy tradition, notably the top civil servant at
External Affairs, James Plimsoll. On the other side in
that meeting stood the “oppositional nationalists,” nota-



The Nonproliferation Review/Spring 2000

JACQUES E.C. HYMANS

10

bly Gorton’s principal secretary, C.L.S. Hewitt, and
Philip Baxter, the head of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion. The representatives of the Department of Defence
and the military were caught in between.

In the March meeting Plimsoll spoke first and pre-
dictably maintained a traditional line. He argued in fa-
vor of signing the NPT for two main reasons: first, it
was important to restrain other countries, especially In-
donesia, from going nuclear; and second, it was impor-
tant to maintain strong ties with the United
States—especially since a credible Australian nuclear
deterrent was not in the cards.75 But these traditional
contentions came under heavy fire, apparently for the
first time in a major policy meeting. Baxter and Hewitt
replied that Australia could build a credible deterrent if
it wanted, and Baxter warned of the Chinese nuclear
threat to Australia.76 Baxter and Hewitt also took a na-
tionalist line on nuclear safeguards, rejecting “injection
of foreigners in our life as represented by inspectors of
various activities at various levels,” to quote Hewitt.
Most daringly, they also rejected Plimsoll’s argument
about the need to respect the wishes of the United
States—and in this they were joined by the representa-
tive from Defence, Sir Henry Bland. Bland told the
Committee that “We could not be expected to go along
with the United States on everything.” Plimsoll wrote
his minister, the equally traditionalist Paul Hasluck, that
he found “disturbing” the notion that Australia should
“stand up to the Americans.”77

And so the battle lines were drawn. In the following
months a possible compromise began to emerge: signa-
ture without ratification. This solution was not to
Gorton’s liking. In a moment of frankness he told the
British High Commissioner to Canberra, Charles
Johnston (as reported by Johnston to London):

Australia was not going to sign the NPT or, if
it did so, that it was not going to ratify it.
[Gorton] personally thought it was stupid to
sign a treaty with the intention of not ratifying
it, and therefore his own preference would be
for not signing.... He expected that both [the
US and UK] governments would try to ‘twist
his arm off’ to get him to sign and ratify. If
that pressure became too much the Australian
government would resent it, and in any case
would not change their decision.78

Note that in spite of Gorton’s statement, President
Nixon for one did not press Australia hard to sign the

NPT.79 Indeed, Nixon’s 1969 “Guam Doctrine” (which
put more of the defense burden on America’s allies)
seemed to lessen the threat of US repercussions against
allies that developed independent nuclear capabilities.80

Nixon resisted private entreaties for his intervention by
Australian government NPT supporters such as the “tra-
ditionalist” External Affairs Minister (later Prime Min-
ister) William McMahon.81 When Gorton finally did
accept the compromise in February 1970, and Australia
became one of the last countries to sign before the NPT
came into force, it was the result of an internal political
battle little affected by American “arm-twisting.”82

Hence, although it signed the NPT, Gorton’s Australia
still considered itself to be maintaining its nuclear op-
tion; ratification was nowhere in sight.

The Drive for an Australian Bomb, I:
The Jervis Bay Reactor

Gorton and Baxter were working not only to forestall
adherence to the NPT, but also to build an Australian
nuclear weapons program. Officials at the Department
of Supply, with the help of Atomic Energy Commission
scientists, made precise cost and time estimates for A-
and H-bomb programs.83 They outlined two possible
programs: (1) a power reactor program capable of pro-
ducing enough weapons-grade plutonium for 30 fission
weapons (A-bombs) per year; (2) a uranium enrichment
program capable of producing enough Uranium-235 for
the initiators of at least 10 thermonuclear weapons (H-
bombs) per year. The first plan, including additional
funds for research and development, was costed at an
affordable $144 million (in Australian dollars) and was
thought to be feasible in no more (and likely fewer) than
seven to 10 years. The second plan weighed in at $184
million over a similar period.84 Meanwhile, an informal
working group of public servants and academics at the
Australian National University, notably including the
transplanted British Manhattan Project alumnus Ernest
Titterton, made a top-to-bottom study of the technical,
political, and strategic aspects of an Australian bomb
program. They came to similarly sanguine conclusions.85

Although not alone in their promotion of an “Aussie
bomb,” Gorton and Baxter well understood that they
were in the minority on the question. They therefore tried
to soft-pedal the security dimension and instead pro-
moted an Australian nuclear program primarily on the
grounds of economic development and economic na-
tionalism.86 In October 1969, in his national election
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campaign kickoff speech, Gorton announced that “the
time for this nation to enter the atomic age has now ar-
rived” and proposed the construction of a 500-mega-
watt (MW) nuclear power plant at Jervis Bay on the
New South Wales coast.87 The Gorton government took
the “economic nationalist” position of requiring “indig-
enous fuel,” meaning that the reactor should either run
on natural uranium or that the bid should include provi-
sion of uranium enrichment technology.88 This stance
also had clear military implications, however. Befitting
a man aiming to build nuclear weapons, Baxter was es-
pecially strict in applying the “indigenous fuel” crite-
rion to tender offers.89 It was the economic nationalist
stance that dominated Minister for National Develop-
ment (and Gorton ally) David Fairbairn’s 1969 recom-
mendation for the reactor. However, he also noted that
over 25 years it would produce six tons of plutonium,
which would then be available for fast breeder reactors
“or other special purposes.” The recommendation also
explicitly pointed to the “important long term defense
implications” of the project.90

After long denying any connection between the Jervis
Bay project and nuclear weapons, Gorton finally admit-
ted one at the beginning of 1999. He told the Sydney
Morning Herald, “We were interested in this thing be-
cause it could provide electricity to everybody and it
could, if you decided later on, it could make an atomic
bomb.”91 This “later on” decision was a decision Gorton
had clearly already made in his own mind but had not
been able to impose on the powerful traditionalist forces
in his government.

Despite Gorton and his allies’ not-so-secret motives,
due to the primary formal goals of the project, the ten-
der offers were studied from a technical and economic,
not a military perspective. The only scientist who knew
(and shared) Gorton’s true intent was Baxter. Accord-
ingly, Baxter fought mightily for the Canadian offering,
a Canadian Deuterium Uranium (CANDU) natural ura-
nium, heavy water reactor that would clearly have been
the most useful for a nuclear weapons program. But as
he was deprived of the argument of potential military
utility, Baxter’s case for the CANDU reactor was weak.
Australian Atomic Energy Commission (AAEC) Execu-
tive Commissioner Maurice Timbs wrote a scathing con-
fidential memo to this effect in 1970, bluntly stating that
he could not accept Baxter’s draft decision to place the
CANDU reactor on the “reduced short list” of two ten-
der offers.92 Timbs wrote that the independent Bechtel

Corporation report had “clearly established that on tech-
nical and economic grounds two systems only merit fur-
ther study”: the British Steam Generated Heavy Water
Reactor (SGHWR) and the German Pressurized Water
Reactor (PWR). Yet, Timbs wrote, the draft AAEC re-
port included the CANDU reactor in the reduced short
list “merely because it is capable of operating wholly on
natural uranium.” The only justification for including
CANDU reactor, wrote Timbs, was an over-strict inter-
pretation of the “indigenous fuel” requirement, an inter-
pretation that was in conflict with both the tender
documents and public statements by the prime minister.
Claiming to represent the interests of the Commission,
Timbs’ letter to Baxter lifted the veil on Baxter’s real
motives:

If, for other reasons [than “technical and eco-
nomic merit”], the government decides to ne-
gotiate for a CANDU system, the Commission
could have no quarrel with such a decision. In
this context any responsible government would
no doubt wish to give its own weight to a ‘dual
options’ policy. It is relevant to note in this
regard that SGHW is capable of producing
plutonium.

In the end, the assessment by the AAEC scientific
team strongly recommended the British SGHWR over
the CANDU reactor, which they found to have serious
technical and safety drawbacks. Baxter accepted their
judgment.93 It is true that, as Timbs had written, the
SGHWR was also theoretically capable of producing
plutonium, but according to AAEC scientist Keith Al-
der, “No one in their right mind would try to make plu-
tonium in that system.”94

Ultimately, the Jervis Bay reactor was never built at
all. The “Gorton experiment” had proven a relative fail-
ure among the electorate and parliamentarians of every
stripe. Gorton fell in March 1971, before a final Cabinet
decision could be taken on the issue. His successor, the
“traditionalist” William McMahon, made haste to can-
cel a project that he considered unreasonable from the
point of view of economic cost and incompatible with
Australia’s NPT signature.95 This stance was in keeping
with McMahon’s active role in soliciting American pres-
sure on Gorton to sign the NPT in 1970.

In sum, the Jervis Bay episode serves to underline the
difficulties of attempting to “sneak” a nuclear weapons
program into existence under the cover of an economic
development project. It also shows that it makes no
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sense to speak of the “AAEC” as pursuing a “bureau-
cratic interest” for a nuclear weapons program. Rather,
it is necessary to look at the ideas that motivated Gorton,
Baxter, and their allies to seek the bomb. But before pro-
ceeding to that analysis, I will recount the other major
attempt that Gorton and Baxter made to build an Aus-
tralian nuclear weapons capacity.

The Drive for an Australian Bomb, II:
The Uranium Enrichment Plant

Even before the cancellation of the Jervis Bay project,
Baxter was making efforts to promote an Australian ura-
nium enrichment plant. In 1970, a discovery of massive
deposits of uranium in Australia’s Northern Territory
naturally led to consideration of capturing the “value-
added” through enrichment.96 The Australians had had
a minor research project on enrichment since 1965, but
they knew that for such a major plant they would need a
big partner. After initial discussions with the British and
Americans went nowhere, the Australians found a real
potential partner in France.97

The Australian-French nuclear relationship had been
formalized in a cooperation agreement signed in 1969.
In 1971, before the Jervis Bay project was scrapped, the
head of the International Relations Department of the
French Commissariat à l’Energie Atomique, Bertrand
Goldschmidt, visited Australia. There he made a small
sale to the AAEC, a “critical facility/split table machine”
that made possible theoretical measurements of fast neu-
trons. That this could have been useful for studies of
nuclear explosions hardly bothered the French, who were
not parties to the NPT, were Western allies of Australia,
and were focused on building commercial sales.98

Both sides were primarily interested in making a deal
on uranium enrichment. The enrichment plant repre-
sented a real potential financial windfall for Australia,
and it therefore had more chance than the Jervis Bay
reactor of gaining approval from the tight-fisted tradi-
tionalist Prime Minister McMahon. But Baxter’s inter-
est in the plant was largely military. Between July 1971
and February 1972, an Australian technical team made
no fewer than three visits to the French uranium enrich-
ment plant at Pierrelatte, which provided fissile mate-
rial for military purposes.99 Baxter’s contemporaneous
and later handwritten notes demonstrate his great inter-
est not only in how much 95-percent enriched uranium
such a plant could produce per year, but also, in explicit

terms, in how many nuclear bombs could thus be
made.100 In November 1972, the AAEC team returned
to Paris for final completion of the feasibility study for
the plant. But in December, the Australian Labor Party
came to power for the first time in a generation, and the
French project soon ran afoul of Labor’s anti-French
nuclear stance.101 Gorton and Baxter had fought might-
ily, but in vain; their dream of building an Australian
bomb had had its day.

Summary: The Hour of the “Oppositional
Nationalists”

The historical narrative of this section can be summa-
rized in the following two points:

• First, the Chinese nuclear explosion in October 1964
led the entrenched “traditionalist” leadership of the
Australian government to try to bind the Western al-
lies—now especially the United States—ever more
closely to the defense of Australia. It did not lead
them substantially to shift their stance on a sovereign
nuclear weapons capacity.
• Second, John Gorton, elevated to the job of prime
minister in early 1968, mounted an unexpectedly stiff
challenge to the governing “traditionalist” orthodoxy
in security and nuclear policies. Together with AAEC
chief Sir Philip Baxter and other allies, Gorton nearly
succeeded in launching Australia on a path toward
nuclear weapons. This drive met with difficulties,
however, from within Gorton’s Cabinet and the
AAEC itself. In the end, Gorton failed to see his
dream realized before losing his post back to the still-
powerful “traditionalist” camp.

What motivated Gorton and Baxter to buck the ma-
jority consensus against a bomb program? Was their
alliance a mere marriage of convenience, or did it re-
flect a common vision? It is true that on the surface,
everything separated Baxter and Gorton. They were
hardly “mates,” and indeed, it would be hard to find two
more different personalities. Gorton was a garrulous,
earthy, un-intellectual “Aussie,” while Baxter was a me-
ticulous, puritanical, transplanted English scientist. But,
both Gorton and Baxter’s predilections for an Austra-
lian bomb derived from the combination of a great fear
for Australia’s survival in the face of Asian Commu-
nism, and a confidence in Australia’s capacity to defend
itself if it made a determined effort. In short, both Gorton
and Baxter were “oppositional nationalists.”
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John Gorton was without question an Australian na-
tionalist. A briefing book prepared for Richard Nixon
prior to a summit with Gorton described him as follows:
“Gorton is a distinctively Australian Prime Minister.
In this he contrasts with Menzies, who said he was ‘Brit-
ish to his boot-heels,’ and Holt, who said he would go
‘all the way with LBJ.’”102 Indeed, Gorton was aggres-
sive about his distinctiveness; in an obvious reference
to Menzies’ famous phrase, Gorton said, “Me—I’m
Australian to the boot-heels.”103 This was not just a ques-
tion of style or spin; as Reid puts it, “there was nothing
synthetic about Gorton’s intense nationalism.”104 In for-
eign policy especially, Gorton (in the words of the his-
torian John Molony) “tried to replace both British and
American links with his own brand of attractive, Aus-
tralian, larrikin nationalism.”105 It is possible that his
greater psychological distance from Australia’s “great
and powerful friends” was due to his facial disfigure-
ment in a plane crash in a dogfight with a Japanese plane
during World War II.106 Be that as it may, the war expe-
rience had certainly made Gorton a convinced believer
in the “domino theory,” with Communist China cast in
the role of fascist Japan as Australia’s mortal enemy. In
this “oppositional” side of his national identity, he was
no different from the majority of his Liberal col-
leagues.107

Baxter, too, was an “oppositional nationalist.” This
position cannot be seen as a mere cover for bureaucratic
empire-building. Rather, right from Baxter’s very emi-
gration to Australia one can see his burning desire to
fight what he saw as the battle for the future.

Baxter’s worldview, like Gorton’s, was derived from
his experience of World War II. But for Baxter, who
was trained as a chemist in his native England, the cru-
cial experience was the Manhattan Project, not a dog-
fight high over Singapore.108 The Manhattan Project
convinced Baxter that nuclear energy in its various ap-
plications was the key to the next century. After the war,
he held a position of significant responsibility and could
be sure of further rapid advancement at the British firm
Imperial Chemical Industries, Ltd., but he was deeply
disappointed when the company withdrew from the pro-
duction of nuclear energy.109 For Baxter, this was the
last straw that convinced him that “old” Europe was tired
and incapable of defending itself. As he would later tell
the Institution of Engineers in Perth, the extensive train-
ing of engineers and technologists in Australia was “a
fitting subject for a Crusade, the success of which will

be measured by whether Australia is still a white and
Christian country in the year 2000 AD.”110 It was there-
fore not personal careerism but rather his sense of the
course of history that led Baxter to embark for Austra-
lia; in his biographer Philip Gissing’s words, his emi-
gration should be seen “not as simply a reaction to
thwarted hopes, but as a realization, however inchoate,
of a sense of higher purpose.”111

It almost goes without saying that very quickly upon
arriving in Australia, Baxter “discovered” the white
race’s basic enemy: Asian Communism. In a play Baxter
wrote toward the end of his life, entitled The Day the
Sun Rose in the West, Australia stands alone against the
forces of the continent-wide South East Asian People’s
Republic, which are under the control of a scientific/
engineering elite that wants, in Baxter’s words, “to make
the whole invasion [of Australia] a gigantic experiment
in producing a new and better race.”112

In sum, both Gorton and Baxter agreed with their col-
leagues’ “opposition” to Asian Communism, but unlike
their colleagues, they believed Australia could and in-
deed had to stand on its own two feet to face down that
threat. It was a greater degree of nationalism, not a more
exaggerated threat perception, that made Gorton and
Baxter’s nuclear stance different from that of Menzies
and Holt. Note, however, that the fact that there was a
“consensus” among state elites about Australia’s “dire”
security situation does not mean that this interpretation
was necessarily right. Indeed, given Australia’s isolated
geography, it is hard to believe that so many Australians
believed for so long that their very existence was hang-
ing in the balance in Southeast Asia. In fact, by the early
1970s, these traditional threat perceptions and the poli-
cies they spawned were coming under increasing fire.

AUSTRALIAN NUCLEAR HISTORY, III:
REJECTING THE PAST, REJECTING THE
BOMB

In December 1972, profiting from a worsening eco-
nomic situation, an apparently “spent” coalition, and
growing anti-Vietnam War sentiment, the Australian
Labor Party came to power for the first time since 1949.
The new prime minister, Gough Whitlam, immediately
demonstrated his independence from the United States
by condemning the Nixon “Christmas bombing” of North
Vietnam and allowing the waterside unions to refuse to
unload American cargoes.113 In nuclear policy, Whitlam
also showed a firm hand. The Whitlam government took



The Nonproliferation Review/Spring 2000

JACQUES E.C. HYMANS

14

several crucial decisions that crystallized a new direc-
tion for Australian nuclear policies—a direction that
Australia has followed ever since.

Reining in the Push for the Bomb

The preceding McMahon government had certainly
blunted the momentum toward the bomb, but it had not
been strong or confident enough to deliver a knockout
blow to the “oppositional nationalists.” The Whitlam
government was. One of its very first acts was to ratify
the NPT in January 1973. The reasons for Labor’s adhe-
sion to the NPT had been spelled out to a US diplomat
by shadow Labor Foreign Minister William Morrison
in 1971. He said that the push for Australia to develop a
nuclear weapons capability was “irresponsible,” and
that “the ALP is opposed to this, and would in fact sign
the NPT should it come to power.”114

Apart from ratifying the NPT, the Whitlam govern-
ment also definitively canceled the Jervis Bay reactor
project, which the McMahon government had merely
“deferred.” Moreover, the new government removed two
of the most vociferous members of the “bomb lobby,”
Baxter and Titterton, from their positions of responsi-
bility in various technical advisory committees. Titterton
was also removed as head of the Research School of
Physical Sciences at Australian National University.115

The Whitlam government was not, however, “anti-
nuclear.” It strongly supported not only uranium mining
in the country, but also AAEC research on uranium en-
richment. The French tie fell through because of the dis-
pute over French weapons testing in the South Pacific
(discussed below), but a new tie was established with
Japan. In November 1974, there was a formal announce-
ment of Japanese-Australian cooperation in the field.116

The Whitlam government’s interest in promoting this
important and potentially lucrative technology was not
inconsistent with its opposition to the acquisition or pro-
liferation of nuclear weapons.117 It also demonstrates that
at least until the mid-1970s, Labor’s policy on nuclear
matters was due more to diplomacy and security con-
cerns than to environmentalism.

The Crusade against French Tests

But the Whitlam government did not merely quietly
pull Australia away from the nuclear weapons brink.
Pushed by a public opinion that had previously been
dormant on the issue, Australia under Whitlam became

one of the most fervent anti-nuclear weapons advocates
on the globe. The trigger that began this process was the
1973 French decision to proceed to a series of atmo-
spheric nuclear tests in the South Pacific.

In the past, Australian governments (unlike those of
New Zealand) had generally given the French little
difficulty over their nuclear testing program in the re-
gion.118 Official Australia had focused its efforts on calm-
ing public health worries, and the point man on this had
been Ernest Titterton, the same physicist who had pro-
nounced the English tests safe in the 1950s.119 But in
May 1973, when France announced a new series of at-
mospheric tests in the region, Whitlam, pushed by the
labor unions, turned the issue into a major diplomatic
struggle. The government allowed the unions to indulge
in a massive boycott of French products and shipping,
while Australia and New Zealand asked for and received
an injunction from the International Court of Justice
(which France ignored) for suspension of the “illegal”
tests.120 Australia also announced that it would assign a
naval supply vessel to refuel a New Zealand Navy frig-
ate that was sailing to the test site, and indeed, the Aus-
tralian minister of supply himself boarded a boat that
steamed off to the test zone to oppose the French
policy.121 Moreover, Australia and New Zealand intro-
duced a resolution in the UN General Assembly for a
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), a resolution
that they would subsequently reintroduce annually until
the CTBT was actually negotiated in 1996.122 By Janu-
ary 1974, although the boycott had quietly ended some
months before, the diplomatic dispute was so entrenched
that France and Australia took the remarkable step of
publicly freezing their relations. France’s late 1974 de-
cision not to conduct further atmospheric tests in the
region finally permitted a thaw.123

What explains the Whitlam government’s vociferous
stance on the testing issue? Some of the health and envi-
ronmental concerns were undoubtedly real, but fierce
opposition to French tests was not a Labor Party tradi-
tion. Indeed, it was only in early 1972 that Labor or the
trade unions started to beat the drum over French test-
ing, although the testing had gone on for years.124 Nor
was this a “top-down” phenomenon. Whitlam’s own ten-
dencies were hardly radical. Indeed, Whitlam told Henry
Kissinger in a 1973 Washington meeting that he feared
the French tests were raising public awareness and sup-
port for a New Zealand plan for the denuclearization of
the South Pacific. Whitlam said he did not favor this
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“gimmicky” policy and felt that it “would be a dead is-
sue if the French would stop their testing.”125

Rather, it seems that the French tests struck a deep
chord in a nascent Australian “non-oppositional nation-
alism,” which Whitlam—ever the politician’s politi-
cian—chose to ride rather than fight. The French tests
offended Australian nationalism on one level because
they were conducted in Australia’s “backyard,” and on
a deeper level because they were reminders of the ear-
lier British tests’ much more serious impingement on
Australian sovereignty.126 On another level, ironically
the Australians could criticize the French tests because
the Australian-French relationship was a historically
healthy one. This was not the case with the historically
“oppositional” Australian-Chinese relationship, a
legacy that Labor was attempting to undo. So, while the
government indulged in lurid anti-French rhetoric, it
made only muted, almost apologetic criticism of China’s
simultaneous atmospheric tests.127 I will return to the
Whitlam government’s new stance on China—an ep-
ochal shift of fundamental importance to my overall ar-
gument—at the end of this section.

After Whitlam

Although the Whitlam government fell after three
short years, the Whitlam reorientation of Australian
nuclear policy proved far more resilient. The successor
government, led by the Liberal Malcolm Fraser, did not
attempt to reopen the question of a nuclear “option.” In
addition, while continuing to permit the mining and ex-
port of Australian uranium, it imposed safeguards “more
rigorous than that adopted to date by any nuclear sup-
plier country.”128 Moreover, it continued to submit the
call for a CTBT to the UN General Assembly. And it
deepened the discussions with the Japanese over ura-
nium enrichment, in addition to funding its own research
on the topic.129

When the ALP returned to power in 1983, it took an
even higher profile on nuclear disarmament and non-
proliferation diplomacy. Indeed, in the words of Am-
bassador Richard Butler, the country’s “new role has
been characterized by an unprecedented degree of inde-
pendence and a higher degree of determination and self-
reliance than was the case in the past.”130 The ALP
government, led by Bob Hawke, announced the appoint-
ment of a minister for disarmament, made a major con-
tribution to the success of the 1985 NPT Review
Conference, and strongly dissented from the US Strate-

gic Defense Initiative. Australia also reacted to a new
round of French testing (now underground) in the South
Pacific atolls by promoting a South Pacific Nuclear-Free
Zone Treaty. This treaty, signed at Rarotonga in the South
Pacific in 1985, was essentially directed at France and
its continued testing in the region. The treaty did not
much perturb the transit of US nuclear ships, and it was
therefore considered insufficient by many on the Aus-
tralian left.131 Nevertheless, the treaty was a significant,
independent Australian initiative that proved “not en-
tirely easy to manage within [the US-Australia] alliance
relationship.”132

The 1990s saw an even higher Australian international
profile on nuclear issues, not least on the seemingly pe-
rennial issue of French testing. In 1995, Australia led a
worldwide campaign—with an economic and mail boy-
cott, cutting of defense ties, recall of ambassadors, and
so on—against President Jacques Chirac’s decision to
hold tests on the eve of the CTBT negotiations.133 This
was hardly a partisan issue; opinion polls showed that
95 percent of the Australian people opposed the 1995
French tests and that 60 percent felt the Labor
government’s response was “too weak.”134 Paris even-
tually ceded in part to this pressure by reducing the num-
ber of planned tests from eight to six and confirming
that it would sign the CTBT. True to form, the Austra-
lian government remained much more muted on the
subject of the simultaneous Chinese tests.135

The public’s demand for an even tougher anti-nuclear
weapons stance, increased multifold by its anger at the
French tests, led directly to the formation of the Canberra
Commission for the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons.136

The Commission brought together influential individu-
als from nuclear and non-nuclear weapon states, and
notably included Robert McNamara, General Lee But-
ler (a former chief of the US Strategic Command), and
former French Prime Minister Michel Rocard. The Com-
mission Report called on the nuclear weapon states “to
give the lead by committing themselves, unequivocally,
to the elimination of all nuclear weapons,” and it of-
fered a step-by-step plan for reaching that goal.137 In
political terms, the Australian government’s intention
was to use the Canberra Commission to establish itself
as the “bridge” between the nuclear and non-nuclear
weapon states. This reflected a continuing desire for an
independent voice on matters of global importance, and
it not surprisingly caused some friction with Australia’s
American ally.138
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The right returned to power in 1996 under the leader-
ship of the Liberal John Howard. Under Howard, Aus-
tralia has to some degree returned to the “American fold.”
For instance, in a 1999 joint communiqué, Australia
“expressed its understanding of US plans to decide next
year on the deployment of a limited National Missile
Defense,” although it still “encouraged the United
States to pursue amendments consistent with the spirit
and intent of the ABM [Anti-Ballistic Missile]
Treaty.”139 The Howard government also promoted the
purchase of a new research reactor. But Howard’s Aus-
tralia remained a fervent advocate of nuclear nonprolif-
eration, as was evident in its very stern words and
imposition of sanctions after the Indian nuclear tests of
May 1998.140 Ironically given Australia’s past fear of
China, India’s pleadings that it needed protection against
the Chinese nuclear threat were scoffed at in Canberra.

Summary: An Era of “Non-Oppositional
Nationalism”

The historical narrative of this section can be summa-
rized in three points:

• First, the victory of the ALP in the 1972 elections
led to a radical shift in Australia’s nuclear policies.
Australia quite rapidly switched from a proliferation
threat and unquestioning supporter of the expansion
of the West’s nuclear defenses, to a definitively
non-nuclear state, a high-profile nonproliferation
advocate, and at least a moderate proponent of nuclear
disarmament.
• Second, the policies ushered in by the 1972 to 1975
Whitlam government were gradually deepened by
successor governments of both parties. There were
some partisan shadings between right and left gov-
ernments, but their policies had much more in com-
mon with each other than with the “traditional”
policies of the 1950s and 1960s.
• Third, Australia’s nuclear test diplomacy deserves
special mention. In this period French nuclear tests in
the South Pacific, which had previously passed prac-
tically unnoticed, became a focal point for nationalist
expression and moralistic outrage in all sectors of
Australian society. This anti-French-testing stance
was to some degree generalized through Australia’s
promotion of the CTBT and condemnation of the
South Asian tests of 1998. But Australia was consis-
tently much more circumspect about Chinese tests in
this period.

What explains the remarkable transformation in
Australia’s nuclear stance from 1972? The most power-
ful explanation is once again to be found in the nexus of
ideas about national identity and national security. The
1972 election represented the triumph of a national iden-
tity, forged in the crucible of Vietnam, that was a re-
markable departure from the past. The Whitlam
government’s rejection of both varieties of the “opposi-
tional” Australian national identity proved to be a du-
rable and essentially bipartisan one. It was out of this
new, “non-oppositional” Australian nationalism that the
new nuclear stance emerged.

The most important change that the Whitlam era her-
alded was a new understanding and lack of fear of China
and Asian Communism. As previously noted, in the early
and mid-1960s the Labor Party had essentially shared
the dominant view of Asian Communism (and to some
extent, Asia in general) as a menace to Australia’s secu-
rity and its way of life. It is worth mentioning in this
context that the ALP had been a bedrock of support for
the “White Australia” immigration policy and had only
deleted it from its platform in 1965.141 But the Vietnam
War engendered a deep rethinking of Australia’s rela-
tionship with Asia, first on the left and then in the soci-
ety as a whole. The leader of the left wing of the ALP,
Jim Cairns, was one of the first major political figures
to attempt this rethinking. In his 1966 book Living With
Asia, Cairns wrote that Australia’s fear of Asia was irra-
tional: “There are many ‘ghosts’ in Australia’s attitude
to Asia, and we ourselves have created them in the murky
depths of our national consciousness….”142Cairns called
for a confident Australia that could “find a way to live
with Asia,” and especially with the major Asian power,
Communist China.143

Cairns’ hopes found expression in the policies of the
Whitlam government, which made haste to recognize
both mainland China and North Vietnam.144 Behind
Labor’s change in policy direction was a radically dif-
ferent perception of the security threat, which was in
turn linked to its underlying “non-oppositional” national
identity. To some extent, there had been an evolution in
the threat assessments of the official Strategic Basis of
Australian Defence Policy series. But, as Alan Dupont
writes in his comprehensive historical survey of Austra-
lian threat perceptions, this evolution had been resisted
or ignored by previous governments:

The LCP [Liberal and Country Party coalition]
was dragged, kicking and struggling, into the
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new era. Extensive ideological rear-guard ac-
tions were fought by senior LCP ministers and
Prime Ministers Gorton and McMahon, in de-
fense of Australia’s commitment to Vietnam
and the need for vigilance about Chinese-spon-
sored subversion in Asia and Soviet penetra-
tion of the Indian Ocean.145

Labor, by contrast, welcomed these revised assess-
ments and pushed them even further. An American dip-
lomatic telegram noted that in a major December 1973
defense policy address, Labor Defence Minister Lance
Barnard sounded like a broken record with his “repeti-
tious” claims “that Australia faces no foreseeable threat
to its security for the next fifteen years.”146 The rela-
tionship between the belief in Australia’s basically se-
cure position and the development of new attitudes about
the necessary level of nuclear deterrence is obvious.

While out of power, the right changed too, and when
it recaptured the government in 1975, it did not return to
the old threat perceptions vis-à-vis China and Asia.
Highlighting this new perspective, Prime Minister Fraser
made his first foreign visit not to the traditional Wash-
ington, but to Beijing. And although Fraser did sound
the alarm about Soviet intentions in the area, in general
his government’s foreign policy was “not radically dif-
ferent from that of its Labor predecessor.”147 Indeed, the
1976 Strategic Basis report made a wholesale condem-
nation of Australia’s past threat perceptions:

Australian strategic policy was strongly influ-
enced by anxiety that a substantial external
power would come to dominate South East
Asia and hence be favorably placed to exert
pressure, or ultimately military threat, against
Australia. China was the focus of concern. This
perception was strongly influenced by the ex-
perience of Japan’s expansion in the 1940s….
It seems necessary to rid Australian policy of
the perceptions and preoccupations of that
era.148

In short, in the 1970s, Australians on both the right and
left shook themselves loose from the “oppositional”
mentality that had so long governed their behavior in
foreign, security, and nuclear policies.

If the end of the “oppositional” identity spelled the
end of the old nuclear policy direction, it was the con-
tinuing rise of “nationalism” that gave birth to the new
direction. The rise of Australian nationalism, noted al-
ready in the Gorton era, was inescapable with Whitlam

at the helm. As an American diplomat wrote, Whitlam
“talks of asserting Australia’s independence as if he had
just broken the shackles of slavery. He talks of a ‘dis-
tinctive’ Australian stance as if everything that had been
done before was not distinctive.”149

Australia under Whitlam did come to independent
conclusions on the nuclear weapons question. The con-
clusions were that Australia should build a world role
for itself as a strong opponent of their development and
spread.150 This stance was not nearly as radical as that
of New Zealand: Australia did maintain the American
alliance, and it chose to turn a blind eye to China’s nuclear
tests because of the need to repair the damage of de-
cades of mistrust and ill will. None of post-1972
Australia’s actions represented a pure foreign policy ide-
alism, as some critics would have liked.151 Indeed, one
could make a strong case for the idea that the post-1972
period has been marked by more “Realism” than the
decades that preceded it, and that it is precisely the “Re-
alism” of Australia’s post-1972 leaders that led them to
the new nuclear policy stance. But clearly the new policy
was based on more than “Realism.” During the 1995
French-tests crisis, a French newspaper astutely com-
mented that although it is possible to indulge in facile
criticism of Australian “hypocrisy” because of past sup-
port for British nuclear tests and past “scorn” for “their
indigenous peoples,” such criticism misses the point. In
fact, wrote the paper, it is precisely the sense of shame
about the past that “today transforms Australians into
flag-bearers of anti-colonialism”—and, one could add,
into flag-bearers of nonproliferation.152

CONCLUSION

Summary: Australia’s National Identities and
Nuclear Policies

To recapitulate the main historical findings of the
study:

• In Menzies’ Australia, an “oppositional but not na-
tionalist”  national identity was dominant. Given this
identity, it is not surprising that Menzies and his camp
were very interested in increasing the credibility of
the nuclear defense of Australia by Britain and the
United States, but rejected the idea of an independent,
sovereign nuclear weapons force.
• During the Vietnam War, and especially under the
last conservative governments prior to the 1972 elec-
tion, the “oppositional nationalists” competed with
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the Menzies’ camp for primacy. The “oppositional
nationalists,” led by John Gorton, wanted to acquire
the bomb, but their efforts had not yet succeeded by
1972.
• The 1972 elections brought the first Labor govern-
ment to power since the 1940s. This government, led
by Gough Whitlam, ushered in a lasting sea-change
in Australian national identity. Whitlam’s “non-op-
positional nationalism” combined a general self-
assertiveness with a new, softer view of the Asian
neighbors. Given this identity, it is not surprising that
Australia not only decided against acquiring nuclear
weapons itself, but also became a fervent (if not al-
ways consistent) proponent of nuclear disarmament
and nonproliferation.

Lessons for Theory and Policy

The basic theoretical lesson of this article is that the
variation in the Australian case can be explained by a
focus on traditional security variables—degree of threat
and capacity for self-help. But it is necessary to under-
stand that although policymakers tried to respond to
these variables, their responses were based not on ob-
jective reality but rather on their perceptions of that re-
ality. Different Australians could hold different
perceptions of threat and capacity at any one time, and
the same Australians could hold different perceptions at
different times. These differing and changing percep-
tions were largely the result of clashes and evolutions in
deeper national identities. The shifting domestic preemi-
nence of different national identities—or, more precisely,
attempts to come to terms with Australia’s geographical
anomaly as a white outpost in an Asian sea—led to quite
radical changes in the direction of Australian nuclear
policies over time. The most stunning reversal was from
rapidly growing interest in the bomb in the late 1960s,
to rapidly growing interest in banning it beginning in
the early 1970s.

I have identified the Vietnam experience as the cru-
cial event that permitted the growth of national identi-
ties other than the traditional one. But Vietnam’s effects
on Australian attitudes and policies were neither direct
nor inevitable. It is impossible to ignore the relatively
independent causal force of ideas in recounting this story.
Nuclear decisions are rarely merely reflective of exter-
nal security needs; in order to understand them it is nec-
essary to investigate not only the security context but
also the identity context in which they are situated. The

question of nuclear weapons is such an existential one
that it is not surprising that in deciding the issue, leaders
express their most deeply held assumptions and beliefs
about their nation and the world around it.

This case holds many lessons for policy. In terms of
assessments of likely proliferants, it shows the impor-
tance of considering political intentions as well as tech-
nical advances. In the Australian case, a focus on
technical advances as proxies for “steps toward the
bomb” might have placed the late 1970s to early 1980s
as the high point of Australian “nuclear ambitions”! The
case also shows that political intentions to build the bomb
are the result of more than just high threat perceptions;
other perceptions, notably perceptions of self-efficacy,
are equally crucial. And the case highlights the impor-
tance of not forgetting that democratic, culturally “Eu-
ropean,” American allies might prove just as interested
in the bomb as Third World “rogue states.”

In terms of nonproliferation diplomacy, the case of-
fers a number of lessons as well. One lesson is that
nuclear guarantees, however credible, may not satisfy
political leaders who perceive their security situation as
dire. These leaders may not seek to acquire the bomb to
ease their insecurity, but such insecurity may leave the
door open to others who will. Another lesson is that
nuclear policies can change even in the absence of ex-
plicit diplomatic pressures. In the case of Australia, the
great transformation of policy was the result of a pro-
found internal rethinking of the nation and its relation-
ship with its neighbors. A final lesson is that naïve
idealism is not necessary for a state actively to promote
nonproliferation and disarmament. States, including or
perhaps even especially nationalist ones, may well de-
cide that such a stance is in the national interest.

Australia is in many ways unique, but the nuclear his-
tory of Australia shares much in common with that of
many other countries. By continuing to compare gen-
eral theory with detailed history in other cases, we can
develop a clearer understanding of the contexts that lead
different states to choose different nuclear weapons
policies.

1 I would most of all like to thank the many Australian academics, scientists,
policymakers, and archivists who helped me gather the empirical data for
this article. Thanks also to Ross Babbage, Michael Barletta, Jorge I.
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