
THE NEUTRALITY-INDEPENDENCE DEBATE 

The Canberra Times ran a ser1es of articles in 1980 by var1ous 

scholars and former diplomats on the foreign and strategic policies of 

Australia. 

planning. 

The focus was on Australian involvement in u.s.A. defence 

While there was disagreement on the ·.proposal for a neutral 

status, there seemed to be a general agreement that Australia should be 

folloNing a more independent policy. 

It was an interesting series and a most importa..."lt debate. It 

disturbed me that it was negative in one sense; the independence advocated, 

including suggestions that Australia should not have an American base, was 

a negative one, one seeking not to be involved in nuclear strategic pl~"l.lling 

on a global basis because Australia should conduct its own policy and deal 

with its own perceived dangers. 

I agree vvith the arguments so far as they went; but there is a positive 

aspect. Switzerland, by being independent, has created a favourable environment 

in which the Red Cross could prosper, to the benefit of most nations .. , It is a 

most welcome international agency. Its legitimacy stems from its non-discrimina-· 

tion and this stems to some degree at least from the fact that it is based on 

independent Swiss soil. There is a quite desperate and urgent need for a green 

or blue or some distinctive colour cross, for a functional organization of no 

less objectivity seeking to deal with conflict situations as problems to be 

solved, for an independent nation with a third party role that is not a mediation 

role but a problem solving one. 

The negative and positive aspects of the neutralism of a country reflect 

both the interests and the history of the foreign policies of the state concerned. 

Neutralism in international affairs was the policy of the Indian Congress Party 

many years before India was independent. The policies of Sweden, Finland, 

Austria, Switzerland developed out of their geographic positions and relationships 

with other states. The non-aligned states were predisposed in this direction on 
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attaining independence. Neutrality and neutralism, where they exist, are 

extensions of policies of states, not something alien or out of character 

and merely an ideological commitment on the part of a temporary ruling party. 

If Australia were to be independent to the point of being dispassionate, 

it would be because and only because this were a logical development of its 

policies 1n the altering context of world affairs. Australia would adopt its 

ovm particular form of independence, as each other state has done. It would 

play its own distinctive role. Its position would, inevitably, be a continuation 

of its past policies, reflecting past and present interests, relationships and 

values. It would not be a neutrality of the Austrian type, that is a defensive 

neutrality bordering on isolation, or the cautious neutrality of Finland. It 

would be an approach that reflected past relationships with the Commonwealth and 

with the u.s.A. It would be an approach to world affairs calculated to further 

these relationships and its own interests and their interests, especially 

interests in peaceful relationships between them and other states with whom 

they have less easy relationships. To the extent that it were a marked change 
- ·~-

in policy or a seeming discontinuity, it would be a change in tactics rather than 

purposes. It would be an approach calculated to strengthen '-~'eakened relation-

ships with the Commonwealth and the Third World, trading relationships generally 

and to take advantage of some experience in world affairs in the promotion of · 

those conditions that appeared to be most in its interests. It would be an 

approach that was within a traditional value framework: liberal values and prin-

ciples of justice inherent within its own international law and order belief 

system. 

If Australia were to become independent of alliances and to evolve its own 

policies for these reasons of interest, it would be obligated to go further than 

the positive neutralism of the non-aligned, further than merely being in a 

position to make judgment on the merits of cases. It would be obligated to 

intervene as a third party, to prevent and to help resolve disputes. As a 
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middle power and as a trading nation, this would be the maln Australian 

interest and the' main ~otivation for its role. As a less powerful state, 

yet one that still has widespread interests, its role must remain one that 

contributes to law and order and peaceful relations by techniques that do 

not rest on military power. 

If Australia were to be dispassionate and active in world affairs for 

these purposes, various consequential issues would be raised. What precisely 

is this positive role of conflict resolution? To what extent would the 

need to be supportive of all parties to disputes and to take an objective Vlew 

of each conflict be incompatible with traditional relationships, view-points and 

values? To what extent would a positive third party role be seen to be in the 

general Western interest, acceptable and supported? If so accepted, to what 

extent would it be suspect from an Eastern point of view? Is the role of the 

state to provide the necessary conditions for a private Red Cross type organi­

zation concerned with conflict resolution rather than enact this role itself? 

What alterations in selection and training of foreign office personnel would 

be required? What would be the role at the U.N.? 

This approach and set of questions takes the debate out of the deterrents-

unilateralist disarmament framework. The issue is not whether Australia should, 

in its own interests, opt out of alliances and independent deterrents. It is 

whether it can malce a more effective contribution to its own security and to 

the security of international community by itself enacting a third party role 

or, alternatively, by providing the environment in which an appropriate non­

official organization could enact such a role. 

There could be an independent and armed Australia >rith this positive role, 

again along the lines of Switzerland, provided the level and nature of defence 

forces were such as clearly to be defensive and not such as could tip the balance 

one way or another should there be East-West conflict - again along the lines of 

Switzerland. Indeed, a sophisticated peace-keeping force could, if the parties 
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were to agree, be a part of a third party conflict resolving role. 

This is an argument that is meaningful only when the third party, 

conflict resolving or problem solving role is spelled out. By it is not 

meant mediation, conciliation and good offices aimed at settlements of 

disputes. This technique has been tried and has been seen to be wanting. 

There are theoretical reasons why it could be expected to fail. These third 

party processes are mainly a disguise for ordinary power bargaining and 

negotiation. "Settlements" and "compromises" at best leave the underlying 

conflict unresolved, at worst lead to even increased frustration and conflict. 

The aim of problem solving is the resolution of conflict as distinct 

from the settlement of conflict. 'Resolution' implies a solution freely 

acceptable to all concerned, one that does not sacrifice any important values, 

and one that none of the parties will wish to repudiate even if later they 

are 1n a position to do so. Only when conflict is resolved, as distinct from 

settled, 1s the outcome self-supporting. This is the a1m of problem solving. 

The essence of the problem..;.,solving procedure is this. Accredited 

representatives of the principal parties in dispute meet to analyse i;:~eir 

conflict in the presence of a small panel of disinterested consultants, 

professionally qualified, in conditions of total confidentiality. The process 

is non-judgemental and highly participatory in character. The function of the 

panel of consultants is to involve all the parties in dispute in an uncommitted 

exploration of the nature of their joint predicament and, if possible, solutions 

to it that do not require any of the parties to compromise their basic interests 

as they themselves perceive them. The framework involves a rigorous and 

thorough analysis of the structure of their problem, which must be conducted by 

the parties themselves, with the help of the panel. It is also concerned with 

the discovery of ways in which the various parties can pursue their self-defined 

goals in a manner which is not detrimental to those of other parties. 

This is a process no1v 1vell documented and explored at various social levels, 

including f amily, industry, communal and inter-state. The U.S.A. Congress 
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proposal for a "Peace Academy" is directed toward this end. Australia 

as an independent state could enact a role that fulfilled its own interests 

and that of the world society. 

JWB/mr 

22.4.8 \ 

Does this take the debate further? 

J. w. Burton, 

Rutherford College, 
University of Kent at Canterbury, 
Canterbury, 
Kent CT2 7NX 
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