Art of the Possible:
Creating an Independent Australian Foreign Policy
Travelling Exhibition
Education Activities

The Art of the Possible:
Creating an Independent Australian Foreign Policy

Student Activity Sheet
Document 1: The Task Ahead
(The document can be found on the dark red Curtin, Churchill & Roosevelt panel)
1. What evidence is there in this document that at the time of its writing Australia was unprepared for the
war against Japan?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Describe how John Curtin viewed the war against Japan.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What evidence is there in the document that Australia is about to make a change in its foreign policy
prompted by war with Japan?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 1

Document 2: Minister for External Affairs to Secretary, Department of External Affairs
(The document can be found on the bright blue First Steps panel)
4. Why did Minister Pearce write this letter?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What does the document tell you about the quality of this new Department of External Affairs?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

6. What did the creation of the Department of External Affairs signal about Australian foreign policy in the
mid-1930s?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 2

Document 3: The Statute of Westminster
(The document can be found on the green Increasing Australia’s Independence panel.
7. How many years was it between the British Parliament passing the Statute of Westminster and
Australian adoption of it? (Clue: look in the exhibition text for information)________ years
8. Why do you think it took so long for Australia to adopt the Statute of Westminster? What does this say
about the independence of Australia’s foreign policy prior to 1942?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 3

The Art of the Possible:
Creating an Independent Australian Foreign Policy

Guide to Answering the Document Questions
Document 1: The Task Ahead
(The document can be found on the dark red Curtin, Churchill & Roosevelt panel – a copy is attached)
This document is about the coming war with Japan and the need for Australia to respond to the situation
by going onto a total war footing and by seeking an ally in the Pacific region, rather than relying on
Britain.
Answers to questions can be found in paragraphs 1 to 12 of the document.
1. What evidence is there in this document that at the time of its writing Australia was unprepared for the
war against Japan? (paragraphs 4 & 12)
Curtin writes about the need for Australia to go “on a war footing” and comments that the government has
found it “exceedingly difficult to bring the Australian people to the realisation of what…our position has
become.” This suggests that Australia was unprepared for war.
2. Describe how John Curtin viewed the war against Japan. (paragraphs 3 & 7)
Curtin says that “the war with Japan is not a phase of the struggle with the Axis powers, but is a new
war.” He is also at pains to make it clear that the Pacific war must be given equal priority with the war in
Europe. He declares that it must not be treated as a “subordinate segment of the general conflict.” This
contrasted with Churchill’s ‘Beat Hitler first’ policy.
3. What evidence is there in the document that Australia is about to make a change in its foreign policy
prompted by war with Japan? (paragraphs 9 & 11)
Curtin signals a clear change in foreign policy away from Australia’s traditional reliance on Britain for its
defence to an alliance with the United States when he says “Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it
clear that Australia looks to America, free from any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the
United Kingdom.” He goes on to say that “Australian external policy will be shaped toward obtaining
Russian aid, and working out, with the United States, as the major factor, a plan of Pacific strategy, along
with the British, Chinese and Dutch forces.” The war with the Japanese is the driving force behind this
proposed change in foreign policy where Australia would seek American assistance rather than British to
repel the Japanese.

Document 2: Minister for External Affairs to Secretary, Department of External
Affairs
(The document can be found on the bright blue First Steps panel – a copy is attached)
This document looks at the work of a newly created department of the Australian Government called the
Department of External Affairs. Prior to setting up a separate department, external affairs had been
handled by a branch of the Prime Minister’s Department. A truly independent Australian foreign policy
did not exist. Australia relied on Britain to determine its foreign policy and provide its defence.
4. Why did the Minister for External Affairs, Senator George Pearce write this letter?
Pearce wanted to put his appreciation on the public record to ensure that the Department of External
Affairs was recognised as a valuable asset to the government, thus ensuring the Department’s future. He
wanted others to know about and recognise the important work this department was doing.
5. What does the document tell you about the quality and professionalism of the new Department of
External Affairs?
Pearce describes the department as being “ably led” and supported by a “good staff who are able and
enthusiastic” as well as doing “splendid work.” He also adds that the department is innovative having
developed a unique regular newsletter to keep interested parties informed, as well as an annual report. The
way the information is couched would suggest that this was not common practice in 1937.
6. What did the creation of the Department of External Affairs signal about Australian foreign policy in the
mid-1930s?
The Government had begun to recognise the need for increasing Australian control over foreign affairs.
The creation of a separate department designed to concentrate on this area is a measure of how important
an Australian perspective on international relations was now being viewed by the Government.

Document 3: The Statute of Westminster
(The document can be found on the green Increasing Australia’s Independence panel – a copy is attached)
This document, though brief, is critical to understanding the change in thinking about foreign policy that
was going on in the Government. Australia was beginning to think of itself as an independent dominion of
Britain, equal in status to the mother country, not a subservient colonial outpost.
7. How many years was it between the British Parliament passing the Statute of Westminster and
Australian adoption of it?
11 years
8. Why do you think it took so long for Australia to adopt the Statute of Westminster? What does this say
about the independence of Australia’s foreign policy prior to 1942?
The Australian Government appeared to see no urgency to adopt the Statute of Westminster in the 1930s.
There was no imminent threat to Australia and the Government was pre-occupied with the difficulties of
dealing with the Depression. It was happy to let the British Government provide defence and control
Australia’s external affairs in peace time. This reflected a perception that Australia was somehow still a
‘colonial’ outpost of mother Britain, not an independent country situated in the Asia-Pacific region.
Australia did not have a truly independent foreign policy prior to 1942.
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