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Spies and Scientologists: ASIO and a controversial minority 
religion in Cold War Australia, 1956–83

Bernard Doherty

ABSTRACT
Among all the controversial New Religious Movements to emerge since the 
Second World War, the Church of Scientology has arguably been subject 
to more scrutiny by domestic and international intelligence agencies than 
any other non-Islamic alternative religious group. While owing to the nature 
of intelligence gathering scholarly accounts of this have often been one-
dimensional and brief, the situation in Australia resulting from the Archives 
Act 1983 has meant that historians of both intelligence agencies and 
new religions now have access to a significant amount of documentation 
illustrating the interactions between the Church of Scientology and the 
Australian Security Intelligence Organization (ASIO) for the period from 
1956 to 1983. This period witnessed vacillating fortunes for the Church of 
Scientology which saw it become the subject of legislative bans in three 
Australian state jurisdictions during the late 1960s, as well as it launching 
a high profile, but ultimately unsuccessful, legal case against ASIO in 1979. 
While never considered a serious security risk by ASIO, the Church of 
Scientology played a minor role in a number of important events in the 
history of ASIO particularly during the 1970s, including participating in a 
wider activist campaign which sought to curtail ASIO’s operations during 
this period and making submissions to the first Royal Commission into the 
Australian Intelligence Services under Justice Robert Marsden Hope.

Perhaps more than any other non-Islamic new religion to emerge since the Second World War, 
the Church of Scientology has found itself a subject of interest to domestic and international 
intelligence and policing organizations.1 Since Scientology’s emergence in the early 1950s it has 
been the subject of Interpol investigations for fraud, surveillance by the former French Direction 
Centrale des Renseignements Généraux throughout the 1990s and 2000s, by the German former 
Bundeskriminalamt during the 1980s and the Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz during the 1990s 
and 2000s, and most sensationally by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in the United 
States over much of its controversial history.2 In addition to this, since 1966 Scientology has oper-
ated its own private intelligence bureau within a section of the Church known as the Guardian’s 
Office (GO) (later a section of the Office of Special Affairs), which US court documents demon-
strate engaged in an extensive campaign of counter-espionage against individual critics and 
government agencies in various countries during the 1970s.3 This campaign, usually referred 
to collectively as ‘Operation Snow White’, culminated in one of the largest FBI raids in US his-
tory on 7 July 1977 and the subsequent conviction and imprisonment of Scientology founder 
L. Ron Hubbard’s wife, Mary Sue Hubbard, and 10 other Scientologists on charges ranging from 
conspiracy and burglary to obstruction of justice and theft of government property.4 Hubbard him-
self and a number of other high-profile Scientologists were named as unindicted co-conspirators. 5

In Australia, where the group was subject to legislative bans in the states of Victoria, South Australia, 
and Western Australia during the late 1960s and early 1970s (the Victorian ban remained in place 
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until 1982), the group became a subject of interest to domestic intelligence services like the former 
Commonwealth Police Service (CPS) (later Australian Federal Police) and the Australian Security 
Intelligence Organization (ASIO) beginning in the 1950s.6 While with regard to the european exam-
ples cited above the details of intelligence interest in Scientology remain tantalizingly obscure, the 
situation in Australia in the wake of the passing of the Archives Act 1983 and a subsequent campaign 
by historians to ensure the release of intelligence files after a 30 year moratorium has led to the slow 
declassification of a number of files from ASIO and other government agencies dating back to the 1950s.7 
Among these files are eight volumes of ASIO files with the title Hubbard Association of Scientologists 
International aka Church of the New Faith aka Church of Scientology.8 These files contain just over 1300 
pages, though slightly less than five per cent have been wholly exempted owing to provisions within 
the Archives Act 1983 relating to information from foreign intelligence sources, and about 25 per cent 
partially exempted to remove the names of informers and ASIO operatives.9

This article provides an overview to some of the material recorded in these files and how it relates to 
the wider histories of ASIO and Scientology. First it discusses the origins of ASIO. Second it discusses how 
ASIO and Scientology first came into contact during the late 1950s. Third it examines the interactions 
between ASIO and the Scientology defector Phillip Bennett Wearne and finally it looks at the interactions 
between ASIO and Scientology during the 1970s which precipitated Scientology’s unsuccessful court case 
against ASIO between 1979 and 1982.10 This article argues that far from being a victim of harassment by 
ASIO as it later claimed, Scientology’s wider concern with surveillance and intelligence matters, which 
had their origins in the writings of its founder Hubbard and peaked during the 1970s, coupled with its 
attempts to curtail what it perceived were ASIO operations against it, inadvertently placed Scientology on 
ASIO’s radar. As this article will demonstrate, this occurred largely through direct approaches to ASIO by 
Scientologists beginning in 1956 and through Scientology’s subsequent direct and indirect involvement 
with monitored groups like Ananda Marga, the Trotskyist Socialist Labor League, and the Committee for 
the Abolition of Political Police (CAPP) as part of wider activism against ASIO during the 1970s. While earlier 
published accounts by former ASIO Director Generals Harvey Barnett and edward Woodward offer some 
insights into these events,11 it is only now that the files have been declassified that historians are able to 
peer behind the curtain to see how ASIO perceived Scientology and assessed any risk the organization 
may have posed to national security and to examine material which Barnett earlier believed ‘would have 
had to lie fallow in the paddock of silence, unremarked’.12

The Australian Cold War and the origins of ASIO

When the Cold War began following the end of the Second World War, and the extent of Soviet espio-
nage in the West became clear as a result of the Venona decrypts and the defection of Igor Gouzenko 
in Canada in 1946, Australia was faced with a problem.13 Having permitted a Soviet diplomatic mis-
sion in 1943 they had opened themselves to the activities of Soviet intelligence agents who through 
leaks in the Department of external Affairs had managed to obtain classified documents, a fact which 
was soon revealed in secret Sigint intelligence intercepts by US intelligence agencies.14 While the mate-
rial leaked was arguably of little strategic importance, the existence of the leak, coupled with concerns in 
sectors of the US intelligence community (especially Naval intelligence and the recently formed Central 
Intelligence Agency [CIA]) about what they perceived to be communist sympathies among members 
in the Australian Labor Party (ALP) government led by Ben Chifley and about joint British–Australian 
plans for the development of long-range missile technology,15 led in May 1948 to the US placing an 
embargo on classified information to Australian sources.

In response to this embargo, and with the assistance of MI5, Chifley established ASIO on 16 March 
1949 under the direction of Justice Geoffrey Reed in an attempt to restore the confidence of the US. In 
December 1949 the Chifley government lost power to the more conservative Coalition of the Liberal 
Party of Australia and the Country Party of Australia led by Robert Gordon Menzies. Menzies was far 
more enthusiastic about the need for a domestic intelligence service than his predecessor and replaced 
Justice Reed with the then Director of Military Intelligence Colonel (later Brigadier) Charles Spry in 1950. 
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For the next four years ASIO conducted extensive surveillance and investigation into what was known 
as ‘The Case’, that is, to identify the individuals responsible for the leaks.

While ASIO’s development was swift, progress on the case was mixed, but the US, who considered the 
anti-communist Menzies more amenable to their policies than Chifley, relaxed the intelligence embargo 
in late December 1949. During its early years ASIO’s existence was not heavily publicized outside of 
pre-existing intelligence circles, however ASIO shot to public prominence with the dramatic April 1954 
defection of Russian intelligence attaches Vladimir and evdokia Petrov.16 This famous event boosted 
ASIO’s international repute as an effective intelligence organization, as well as leading to the establish-
ment of the very public Royal Commission into espionage (1954) to investigate Soviet-spying activities 
in Australia. This event also led, for complex political reasons, to a souring of the relationship between 
the ALP and ASIO which continued to cast a shadow over the interactions of the two organizations for 
subsequent decades and inadvertently effect subsequent interactions between ASIO and Scientology.17

Fellow anti-communists: ASIO and Scientology 1956–62

While the 1954 Royal Commission was largely unsuccessful in uncovering the Soviet spy-ring (at least 
in terms of indictable offences), its sensational nature brought ASIO’s existence to the attention of a 
much wider audience, especially in the lead up to the passing of the ASIO Act 1956 which for the first 
time outlined in legislation ASIO’s ambit of operations.18 It was in this context of ASIO’s greater public 
profile that Scientology first came to ASIO’s attention in April 1956. This first contact involved a report 
from a Regional Security Officer in the Department of Supply in Melbourne, W.e. ellis, who had been 
approached with a copy of a document entitled Brain-washing: A Synthesis of the Russian Textbook on 
Psychopolitics by a member of the Hubbard Association of Scientologists International (HASI)19 named 
Ronald Lindsay Chittock and a visiting American Scientologist Reverend John R. Farrell with a question 
as to whether there was any objection to its distribution in Australia.20

This document, which it is commonly believed was written by Hubbard, was widely distributed in 
anti-communist circles over the subsequent decade and even received some brief attention from the FBI 
after being sent to them by Hubbard in the mid-1950s.21 At this time Australian states operated under tight 
censorship laws and Chittock had previously worked at an ammunition factory in Footscray in Melbourne 
where he had access to classified materials and like numerous others at the time had been the subject of 
‘an unsubstantiated report in 1950 [which] alleged that he displayed leftist tendencies, vigorously defended 
Communists and the Communist Cause, and was favourably disposed toward the Soviet Union’.22 As such, 
Spry had the Regional Director of ASIO in Victoria, Keith Turbayne, forward the original letter to ASIO’s protec-
tive security branch for investigation and background checks were conducted on both Chittock and Farrell.

With recent revelations about the alleged brainwashing threat posed by communist regimes emerg-
ing with books like edward Hunter’s Brain-washing in Red China (1951) and Brainwashing: The Story 
of Men Who Defied It (1956) and frequent media reports about the treatment of prisoners during the 
Korean War,23 general alarm was such that this matter was taken seriously by ASIO, though the organ-
ization eventually concluded that HASI ‘would not appear to be of any security interest’.24 With regard 
to the booklet itself, the decision reached was that permission should not be granted for printing and 
distribution and a warning was sent noting that if HASI did decide to go ahead with their plan they 
were responsible for any legal consequences.25 Chittock persisted in trying to curry favour with ASIO, 
claiming that HASI was ‘the only organisation in all english-speaking countries which possesses the 
necessary technology for undoing the effects of “psychopolitics” on its victims’ and insisting on written 
approval to distribute the booklet.26 In an internal memo to the ASIO branch who handled contacts 
with anti-communist groups, Spry dismissed Scientology’s further approaches, tersely noting that ASIO 
‘has no desire to discuss the booklet with Mr. Chittock’,27 a message which was subsequently passed on 
to Chittock in no uncertain terms.28 In a curious footnote to this incident, a copy of the booklet came 
into the possession of eric D. Butler, the founder of the right-wing anti-communist and anti-Semitic 
Australian League of Rights,29 who from 1956 distributed the book through his New Times press.30 
Butler, who was himself the subject of some minor ASIO interest,31 later met Hubbard during the latter’s 
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short and controversial stay in Rhodesia in 1966.32 He concluded that Scientology was ‘a money-making 
racket for Hubbard’, and passed on future correspondence from Scientology to ASIO.33 This pattern of 
Scientology alienating potential allies was to reoccur on the left side of Australian politics later during 
the 1960s and 1970s.

Scientology continued to occasionally appear on ASIO’s radar throughout the rest of the 1950s and 
early 1960s, with some early Scientologists seeking to inform on alleged communists who they had 
uncovered in the course of their activities.34 This was a practice also engaged in by Hubbard with the 
FBI throughout the 1950s, who once even informed on his estranged wife.35 Such actions, however, 
had unforeseen consequences, as former Scientologist and subsequent critic of the movement Jon 
Atack wryly observed: ‘Ironically, Hubbard’s complaints about the executives running his organizations 
inevitably led to an investigation by the FBI of those very organizations’.36 This situation was mirrored 
in Australia. As it had with informants from other anti-communist organizations like the Catholic Social 
Studies Movement (i.e. ‘The Movement’, later the National Civic Council) and the Returned Soldiers 
League,37 ASIO interviewed a number of these Scientologists but found their information lacking in 
credibility and concluded that further interviews would be unnecessary and undesirable.38 More inter-
estingly, given the paramount importance ASIO placed on the security vetting of employees linked to 
both the Long Range Weapons establishment in Salisbury (South Australia) and the Weapons Research 
establishment at Woomera (South Australia), a number of Scientologists were also the subject of security 
vetting for their work in these sensitive areas. This became especially pressing after a 1961 report in 
the Truth newspaper claimed Scientology was aiming to recruit at the joint British–Australian missile 
research facility and in the wake of an earlier security breach at Salisbury by British Royal Air Force 
officer Michael Julian Brown during the late 1950s.39 While investigations over the course of 1962 into 
various Scientology-affiliated organizations in South Australia turned up a number of employees who 
were found to have undertaken some Scientology training,40 at this stage none was given a negative 
security clearance or adversely listed, though this was to change later. However, Spry did raise the 
cautionary note that ‘it is most undesirable that any persons with access to classified material should 
attend courses conducted by the Association and employees of your Department should be warned 
against attending such courses’.41

Around this time ASIO’s attitude toward Scientology was becoming decidedly more negative after 
HASI leader in Melbourne Peter Williams claimed in a media interview in October 1961 that HASI had 
been working with ASIO in exposing communists and the group began threatening to have their critics 
in the media made the subject of security investigations.42 From this point ASIO adopted a more cautious 
policy and in June 1962 an official directive was issued by Spry advising against making appointments 
with Scientologists, who it was believed would exploit any further contact with ASIO. This important 
document also noted, however, that the group was ‘not considered to be subversive, but is of security 
interest and could have harmful effects on the public mind’.43 Around the same time the CSP were 
involved in their own investigations into Scientology on behalf of the Department of Immigration. 
While the reports of these investigations reveal nothing which was not subsequently aired during the 
1963–4 Board of Inquiry into Scientology under Kevin Victor Anderson QC (the Anderson Inquiry) one 
report from late 1962 did end with the curiously prophetic observation ‘I feel that this organization 
could possibly come under notice in the near future’.44 More importantly, during 1961 ASIO began a 
series of separate inquiries into activities of a self-appointed ALP publicity officer by the name of Phillip 
Bennett Wearne who had become involved with HASI in 1958. These inquiries and Wearne’s subsequent 
exit from Scientology were to have a lasting impact on interactions between ASIO and Scientology.

ASIO and the defector

A one-time taxi driver, comic book illustrator, and alleged con-man, Wearne had served briefly in the 
Royal Australia Air Force (RAAF) during the closing year of the Second World War, though he was dis-
charged early on compassionate grounds.45 Wearne’s military service was average by any estimation, 
and his commanding officers had considered that while intelligent he was ‘careless’ and too ‘full of his 
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own self-importance’ to be allowed active duty as a pilot.46 Following his discharge from the military he 
was more successful as a comic book illustrator, with his science fiction strip The Legion of Space featuring 
in Sydney’s Mirror newspaper during the late 1940s and later appearing as a stand-alone comic book. 
During the mid-1950s Wearne was linked to a series of investment scams in Sydney and after media 
reports exposed these activities he appears to have retreated to his native Adelaide.47 While Wearne 
was never convicted he disappeared from public view for a year until 1956 when he began publish-
ing the Builder’s Laborer for the South Australian branch of the Australian Builders Laborers’ Union, a 
then anti-communist trade union. This was the first of a series of publishing enterprises which Wearne 
undertook for various trade unions and the ALP.

Once becoming involved with HASI the ambitious Wearne took Hubbard’s idea of the ‘Special 
Zone-Plan’ to new lengths. The Special Zone-Plan, first proposed by Hubbard in 1960, encouraged 
Scientologists to become involved in various organizations through infiltration and to utilize the insights 
gained from Scientology processes to improve a given organization’s performance and thus expand 
Scientology’s zone of influence. Hubbard instructed his followers to ‘get a job on secretarial staff or 
the body guard, use any talent one has to get a place close in, go to work on the environment and 
make it function better’.48 In this vein, using his connections within the ALP, Wearne planned to utilize 
Scientology technology with the intention of improving the party’s poor electoral performance in the 
years following the 1955 Labor split.49 In a letter later cited in the Anderson Inquiry report Wearne wrote 
to Peter Williams from HASI of his plan:

Make my organization a Scientology Organization with all executives HPA graduates, to use our publications to 
improve administration, management and communication in the Labor movement and interest the Australian 
Labor Party and Trade Union officials in taking scientology training. The Australian Labor Party as an organization 
using scientology principles would soon win a Government as soon as the next Federal election.50

In order to achieve this ambitious goal, Wearne began publishing articles on Scientology processes, 
without explicitly identifying these as such, in his nationally distributed magazine Reality, and founded 
a new magazine, entitled Probe in 1961. Of the latter he claimed: 

PROBe can help you in your work by providing through its pages an up to date presentation of the latest advances 
in management techniques and administration methods – especially in the fields of communication of control – 
which can assist the solution of problems arising in Government organisations.51

Wearne was so confident in his product that he went on to distribute this magazine to all departments 
of the Australian public service and federal politicians, boasting that ‘we trust that you will find its 
articles of sufficient value to warrant your authorising a subscription for every member of your staff’.52

While it seems likely that most copies found their way into departmental rubbish bins, clearly some-
one in the Department of external Affairs read the material and noted an article entitled ‘Security 
Checking Made easy’ which featured a photograph of an early e-meter.53 This information was passed 
to the ACT Regional Office of ASIO and investigations were instigated by B1 Branch in Victoria as to the 
source of this document. Field officers soon traced the magazine to Wearne and HASI. However, ASIO 
decided against further inquiries, coming to the conclusion that Wearne was little more than an ambi-
tious and dubious entrepreneur but hardly a threat to national security, an assessment in January 1962 
noting that ‘There is little doubt that WeARNe is certainly a go-getter, one might almost say a con-man, 
who is prepared to approach anybody and anyone if he can see a chance of making a bit for himself’.54

In early 1963 Wearne parted ways with HASI and began a concerted campaign against the group after 
his psychiatrist, Dr. Leon Fennessy, together with the highly-esteemed Chairman of the Victorian Mental 
Health Authority, Dr. eric Cunningham-Dax, had convinced him that he had been ‘brainwashed’.55 This 
was the second time the highly controversial concept of brainwashing had emerged with relation to 
Scientology, and was certainly not to be the last, and its reoccurrence here requires some explanation.56

Dax was an englishman and former colleague of the well known and controversial psychiatrist 
William Sargant, one of the earliest proponents of now largely abandoned behaviourist ideas about 
the processes of brainwashing developed from the work of Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov.57 More 
importantly in the present context, Sargant was the first psychiatrist to make claims about religious 
groups engaging in such practices.58 Dax had already facilitated the diffusion of these ideas through his 
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unprecedented influence in the developing field of mental health in Australia,59 and in 1962 had invited 
Sargant to speak at the centenary celebrations of the University of Melbourne’s School of Medicine on 
the topic: ‘The Mechanism of Brain-washing and Conversion’.60 Wearne later placed strong emphasis 
on Sargant’s theories to account for his involvement with HASI and Sargant’s popular book Battle for 
the Mind (1957) became influential among some of Australia’s earliest cult-watching writers like Alan 
Hill, who later collaborated with Wearne in the conspiracy driven anti-communist and anti-cult group 
the Committee for Mental Health and National Security.61 Moreover, Sargant’s ideas were to form the 
basis of Wearne’s later legal case against HASI, which was eventually settled out of court, and parts of 
his testimony before the Anderson Inquiry.62 Following this psychiatric assessment Wearne contacted 
members of the Victorian ALP opposition, including leader in the Legislative Council John William 
Galbally. However, Wearne made no approaches to ASIO at this time, as he was to later claim, and it was 
not until 10 November 1963 that he made contact with the CSP through his solicitors. By this time ALP 
Member of the Victorian Legislative Assembly John Malcolm Walton had already chastised Scientology 
under parliamentary privilege on 16 October.63

Following Wearne’s revelations to Galbally and further inquiries made by Walton, a series of par-
liamentary debates occurred in Victoria beginning in mid-October which ultimately led to the estab-
lishment of a Board of Inquiry into Scientology in December 1963. Meanwhile Wearne went on to 
found Australia’s first cult-watching group the Committee for Mental Health and National Security on 
3 December 1963. Wearne became one of the star witnesses during the inquiry which precipitated the 
bans on Scientology in three Australian states. However, owing to a reversal of his fortunes beginning 
with the credit squeeze of 1961, Wearne was declared bankrupt in 1964 and spent the rest of his life 
obsessed with intelligence matters, regularly attempting to contact ASIO with information he consid-
ered of security interest on groups other than Scientology, including the Australian League of Rights, 
who he perplexingly suggested had communist tendencies.64

ASIO never took the enigmatic figure of Wearne very seriously and later an outward message from 
ASIO HQ to the NSW Branch Office from 19 February 1970 noted that:

He was and may still be an undischarged bankrupt and is something of a con-man in business. Wearne appears 
to suffer from a psychoneurotic condition and consideration will be given to blacklisting. At next contact Wearne 
may be informed that his activities are not of concern but at same time he should be firmly discouraged from 
meddling on the fringe of security.65

A less guarded handwritten assessment from B1 Branch written earlier that month was less charitable, 
noting that ‘WeARNe’s writing is just as obscure as any of the scribblings of the Scientologists with whom 
he once associated’, and that he was ‘unstable and obsessed with security work’, also recommending 
he be blacklisted.66

Such action was ultimately unnecessary. Wearne died a few weeks later on 7 March 1970, of meth-
aqualone poisoning. Unaware of this, the ASIO Director General wrote a memo on 18 March 1970 to 
the Deputy Director-General NSW instructing: ‘Please obtain WeARNe’s birth particulars from electoral 
records, to complete his identification for the purposes of Blacklisting’.67 Despite his untimely death, 
the influence Wearne’s actions had on Scientology’s subsequent history in Australia cannot be under-
estimated, not least in how the group interacted with ASIO.

For reasons which are not entirely clear, but seem related to a wider international campaign by 
Scientologists to correct allegedly false information held on the group by intelligence agencies, in 1969 
Wearne swore an affidavit in Sydney, witnessed by Scientologist Ron Segal, in which he outlined his 
actions during the Anderson Inquiry and made various claims about contacts with the CIA and ASIO. 
In this curious document, Wearne claimed that throughout the hearings of the Anderson Inquiry he 
had been lavishly entertained by earl Wilkinson who he suggested was linked with the CIA noting:

I rather prefer the idea that the security service that employed him [Wilkinson] was the CIA because his brother-in-
law was John Woolcott Forbes and both of them were employed in the Land Finance Company which had a set of 
offices to the rear of the United States Consulate, an organisation which I approach [sic] at one time to interview the 
CIA man in charge, and was subsequently introduced to a Mr. John White who listened very carefully to everything 
I had to say and did and said nothing at all about it whatsoever to my knowledge.68
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This affidavit, which was later partially cited in Omar Garrison’s book The Hidden Story of Scientology, fed 
Scientology’s subsequent paranoia about alleged ASIO activities against it and marked the beginning 
of the next phase in Scientology’s interactions with the organization.69

Whether Wearne’s story that Woolcott − a notorious conman known as ‘The Bullfighter’ whose 
criminal history is well-documented and who on earlier occasions had claimed to be a British secret 
agent − and Wilkinson were linked to the CIA has any truth to it is difficult to surmise, though seems 
unlikely given Wearne’s clear fantasist tendencies.70 However, from 1949 the CIA did have a presence 
in Australia and that the US Consulate was later a recipient of a copy of the Anderson Report in 1967 is 
documented in a file on Scientology from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet from 1975.71 
ASIO later claimed in its response to Scientology’s submission to the Hope Royal Commission that ‘the 
Mr. earl Wickinson [sic] mentioned in the submission who is tentatively identified by Mr. WeARNe as 
being employed by the Central Intelligence Agency is not known to ASIO’. 72 Whether whoever under-
took the inquiry of ASIO’s files to prepare this response was aware that they had misspelt Wilkinson’s 
name is not clear, and indeed given the period over which the letter was drafted, between mid-Sep-
tember and late October 1975, the same time that Peter Barbour was dismissed as Director General 
by Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, it is perhaps understandable that this clerical error was overlooked.

Scientology and left-wing radicalism 1970–9

During the period 1969–72 the position of Scientology in Australia was legally precarious with the 
aftermath of the Anderson Inquiry leading to legislative restrictions in Victoria (1965), Western Australia 
(1968) and South Australia (1969).73 In the wake of this legislation, and for the first time, at least one 
Scientologist was given negative security assessments by ASIO in 1969. The assessment concerned a 
Royal Australian Navy (RAN) officer and read:

Access to classified information should be denied to all practicing Scientologists. Such persons are considered 
unsuitable for access because of the domination of the minds of adherents which the Cult pursues in its pseu-
do-psychological techniques, and because of the vulnerability of the Cult to sinister external purposes.74

Whether this advice was acted on by the RAN is unclear; though Woodward later claimed in his memoirs 
that the Department of Defence was inadvertently responsible for some of Scientology’s later hostility 
toward ASIO through its alleged policy of denying Scientologists entry to the armed services.75 The files 
show no other Scientologist received a negative assessment during vetting at any other period between 
the 1950s and early 1980s though this is the only vetting document from the crucial period 1969–72 
when the bans were in full force. Indeed, later in 1975 ASIO was to claim, as a result of either poor record 
keeping or selective memory, that ‘in no case has a decision been made to recommend against access 
to classified matter on security grounds because of membership or association’, though in some cases 
ASIO did concede that a Scientologist receiving a clearance should be ‘carefully briefed on his security 
responsibilities’.76 Be this as it may, later Scientology was to claim in its submission to the Hope Royal 
Commission and again in its 1979 case against ASIO that another Scientologist in the RAAF, Peter James 
Fowler, was adversely affected due to his affiliation.77 This claim was subsequently investigated by Justice 
Hope and showed that ASIO’s assessment of Fowler neither mentioned Scientology nor contained any 
negative assessment and that its last assessment of Fowler had been in 1967 and thus predated two of 
the bans.78 Regardless of the content of the surviving ASIO assessments of Scientologists working in 
areas requiring security clearances, it is interesting to note that much of the later material in the ASIO 
files, particularly from the early 1980s, refers to concerns within the military command circles about 
Scientology infiltration and the potential for mixed loyalties of Scientologists in various services.79

Throughout the period 1969–72 Scientology remained on ASIO’s radar as it lobbied to have the legis-
lation against it overturned, both in Australia through local state politicians and internationally through 
small demonstrations at locations like Australia House in London (UK) and outside the Australian Trade 
Commission Office in Los Angeles (US), which were duly photographed by ASIO liaison officers.80 Such 
lobbying was ultimately successful in Western Australia (1973) and South Australia (1974), but not in 
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Victoria, which did not repeal the legislation until 1982.81 In addition to lobbying to have the legisla-
tion repealed, Scientology sought to have itself declared a recognized denomination under section 
26 of the Federal Marriage Act 1961, which would make the state legislation against them in Victoria 
redundant under a provision in sections 2(3-4) of the Psychological Practices Act 1965 which noted in 
part ‘This act does not apply to anything done by any person who is a priest or minister of a recognized 
minister in accordance with the usual practices of that religion’. This campaign was conducted through 
repeated appeals to the Coalition Gorton and McMahon governments, both directly with appeals to 
Attorney Generals Nigel Bowen and Ivor Greenwood, and indirectly through the intervention of various 
local members of parliament like Kim Beazley Senior and Lionel Murphy from the ALP. Unsurprisingly, 
the group was repeatedly turned down, with one report sent by the office of Attorney General Ivor 
Greenwood to Prime Minister William McMahon in 1972 reading:

Consistently with the approach of several of his predecessors the Attorney-General [Greenwood] has declined to 
recommend that a ‘church’ conducted by scientologists, the ‘Church of the New Faith’82 be declared a recognized 
denomination. He has also decline to authorize ‘ministers’ of this ‘church’ to solemnize marriages.83

Despite this setback the situation was to soon shift as a result of a change of government in late 1972.
Meanwhile, by the early 1970s the left-faction within the ALP had become increasingly critical of 

ASIO after nearly a decade of what David McKnight has characterized as ‘partisan improprieties’, but 
which some members on the ALP considered the politicization of the intelligence service.84 At the ALP 
National Conference held in Hobart in 1971 a motion for adopting ASIO’s abolition as a policy platform 
proposed by left-wing activist and bookshop owner Bob Gould was only narrowly defeated, by the 
vote of Gough Whitlam.85 Despite its defeat the ALP considered the reform of ASIO one of the policies 
it would take to the election the following year. In December 1972 the ALP was returned to office after 
23 years in opposition with the landslide electoral victory of Whitlam under the slogan ‘It’s Time’. The 
international intelligence community was not happy, not least in the US, especially when Whitlam 
refused to have his personal staff security vetted in late 1972. This feeling of unease was summarized 
by then CIA director William Colby who noted that among his concerns at the time was ‘a left-wing 
and possibly antagonistic government in Australia’. 86 Matters were to only get worse as the Whitlam 
government’s reform agenda became more apparent. ASIO had not operated under an ALP government 
since 1949 and tensions between the two organizations had reached boiling point.

With the election of the Whitlam government Scientology’s fortunes were soon reversed as Attorney 
General Lionel Murphy, true to a controversial pre-election promise,87 did exactly what his Coalition 
predecessors had consistently refused to do and registered the group as a recognized denomination 
along with a series of other groups for the purposes of marriage in February 1973, effectively putting 
an end to the legislative bans and making their repeal largely a formality. In an accompanying press 
statement, Murphy noted his reason for doing so was based on his understanding of religious freedom 
and distanced himself from Scientology stating in part:

If certain citizens choose to found their own church, then provided they observe the law, they are entitled to equal 
treatment with other churches, whether their beliefs are generally approved or not, be they big or small, old or 
new, orthodox or unorthodox.88

Scientology, while pleased with this outcome and even holding a special ‘service of thanks’ in Murphy’s 
honour, realized that such a decision could easily be reversed with a change of government, and given 
the Whitlam cabinet’s wide ranging and controversial reform program, of which the recognition of 
Scientology was perhaps the least controversial aspect, such an eventuality was clearly on the cards.89 
In response Scientology put into play a new aspect of the wider Operation Snow White, entitled ‘Project 
Dig’ which involved continuing lobbying of state governments and instructed GO staff to ‘draw up lists 
of all the names connected with the decade of actions against Scn. [i.e. Scientology] in Australia’.90 In rec-
ognition of Murphy’s actions all ALP members were to be omitted from these lists, despite the fact that 
it was Victorian ALP members Walton and Galbally who had set off the controversy about Scientology 
a decade earlier. The ultimate aim of such lists was, according GO documents which later emerged 
during the US proceedings against Mary Sue Hubbard and her co-accused, to ‘pull a Watergate on the 
opposition – which is to say, label them as criminals’ with the eventual legal aim of instigating litigation 



INTeLLIGeNCe AND NATIONAL SeCURITy  9

for ‘Genocide’ against those who sought to legally restrict the practice of Scientology in Australia; a 
tactic utilized in other countries as part of the wider Operation Snow White agenda.91 In addition to 
this, Project Dig also encouraged GO staff in Australia to:

See that any documents or favourable publicity gets to news morgue files, and that all files of immigration and 
police such as Rhodesia, South Africa, US and any operating country [i.e. including Australia] are given the data 
particularly if charges are filed against the offenders or the case is won.92

 This program, which became known as ‘false report correction’,93 resulted in a series of letters from the 
Scientologists to ASIO in which they sought to correct false material allegedly held in ASIO files,94 as 
well as Scientologists depositing a series of documentation files in major archival repositories like the 
National Library of Australia. This operation by Scientology, which began in May 1973, proved fortui-
tous in the Australian case for other reasons. A month after the February 1973 declaration of Attorney 
General Murphy an incident took place which was to squarely focus public attention on ASIO and its 
operations in Australia and significantly exacerbate pre-existing suspicions on the left of Australian 
politics about ASIO and lead to further tensions between Scientology and the intelligence community.

With the impending visit of the yugoslav Prime Minister Džemal Bijedić and fears about a possible 
assassination attempt by Croatian nationalists who had been waging a bombing campaign against 
yugoslav targets across Australia for the past decade, Murphy demanded ASIO brief him on the threat. 
For complex historical reasons, not all of which ASIO could be held responsible, the organization had 
severely underestimated (or underreported) the extensive Croatian nationalist presence in Australia, 
however the CPS had no such illusions and convinced Murphy that ASIO were withholding information 
from him. On 16 March 1973 Murphy and officers from the CPS ‘raided’ ASIO’s Canberra and Melbourne 
headquarters. This event, which Whitlam later described as ‘the worst mistake in his first period in 
office’,95 led to increased focus on the topic of ASIO’s accountability and the need for reform as well as 
further fuelling the considerable ill-feeling between sectors of ASIO and the Whitlam government and 
Labor’s left-faction.96

In response to this unquiet and the pre-existing ALP misgivings about ASIO, in August 1974 Whitlam 
established the RCIS under the supervision of Justice Hope, who among other earlier roles had been 
President of the Council of Civil Liberties between 1967 and 1969. Within a week of the commission’s 
establishment Scientology wrote another letter to ASIO on 29 August noting its concerns about alleged 
false reports in ASIO files emanating from foreign intelligence and the late Phillip Wearne and suggesting 
its intention to engage in legal actions were its request to examine and correct any material held by 
ASIO not granted. The letter from Reverend Michael Graham noted:

It has come to our notice that your dossier system contains information disseminated in Victoria by the late Phillip 
Bennett Wearne and others. Such data remaining on your file is a source of false, defamatory and damaging state-
ments in respect of our Church and its Australian membership.97

More pointedly, however, ASIO considered this letter an ‘implied threat’98 given its enclosure of a docu-
ment entitled ‘List of Agencies Currently Being Sued by the Church’.99 ASIO, in line with its usual policy, 
refused to grant Scientology’s request.

The RCIS I began hearings in March 1975, but in the meantime had begun taking submissions from 
interested parties. Unsurprisingly on 5 March 1975 the Church of Scientology made a 27 page sub-
mission outlining what it claimed was an international campaign of ‘genocide’ against Scientology by 
Interpol, the CIA, and ASIO. This submission concluded:

The Church respectfully submits that it has tendered evidence that clearly shows that ASIO was involved in covert 
intelligence operations which deliberately lead [sic] to the Inquiry into Scientology [i.e. the Anderson Inquiry]; 
that it played a major role in the Inquiry itself, and that it, via Mr. Galbally, had a prime influence over the Inquiry 
proceedings itself, and the resulting report.100

Clearly the earlier instructions of the GO mentioned above regarding ALP members had been super-
seded and Galbally was once again considered persona non grata by Scientology.

Based largely on claims in the 1969 Wearne affidavit, the Scientology RCIS submission outlined a 
series of unsubstantiated allegations regarding ASIO’s activities against them. While this submission 
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was full of what can, on the most generous estimation, be described as startling jumps in logic, Justice 
Hope investigated each accusation at the time and revisited them later during the RCIS II in 1984. Justice 
Hope’s conclusion, later triumphantly cited by Barnett, found that the files clearly showed that there 
was no case to answer.101 His conclusions are worth quoting:

I found that ASIO had informed itself in the past about scientology by collecting available information and that it 
made inquiries of overseas sources. It did not conduct any form of surveillance. ASIO notified relevant authorities 
that the group was not of security interest for the purposes of the Act [i.e. the ASIO Act 1956]. 102

Regardless of Scientology’s not entirely unwarranted persecution complex, an analysis of the files and 
other material clearly supports Justice Hope’s findings. Despite Scientology’s claims that it was subject 
to wide-ranging religious persecution, by the time Justice Hope reported his initial critical findings on 
ASIO to the Fraser government in 1977, Scientology seems to have concluded that the only way to 
prevent what it believed was aggressive scrutiny by ASIO was to go on the attack.

In response to criticism, and as part of the wider Operation Snow White ambit of exposing inter-
national intelligence lapses, by the mid-1970s Scientology had joined a small coalition of left-wing 
groups, most notably CAPP led by future Victorian ALP politician Joan Coxsedge,103 in a campaign to 
make ASIO more accountable for who it investigated.104 To this end Scientology founded the Society 
for the Protection of the Privacy of the Individual (SPPI) in early 1976 which together with other activist 
groups campaigned in the media for greater scrutiny of ASIO, organized protests outside ASIO regional 
offices in which protestors dressed in grey trench coats and dark sunglasses,105 and lobbied sympa-
thetic politicians on the left of the ALP and in minor political parties like the Australian Democrats’ 
Don Chipp.106 This wider public campaign, which together with the internal turmoil which had begun 
during the Whitlam era had the potential to threaten ASIO’s viability and certainly forestall the long 
overdue changes to ASIO’s operational capacity mooted by Justice Hope in 1977, led to Scientology 
appearing more frequently in ASIO reports, less for their own activities, most of which ASIO considered 
had little support, than for their possible links with more troublesome groups. Here for the first time, 
Scientologists inadvertently appeared in telephone intercepts with other groups ASIO considered more 
radical such as the Trotskyist Socialist Labour League, who were suspicious, if not outright hostile, toward 
Scientology’s approaches calling them a ‘crackpot bloody organisation’,107 and more importantly with 
the radical Hindu religious sect Ananda Marga.108

The ASIO scrutiny of these groups, particularly Ananda Marga, heightened after the 1978 Hilton Hotel 
bombing, which was almost immediately blamed by the press on Ananda Marga.109 Indeed, declassi-
fied cabinet files from the Fraser era coupled with the autobiographical reminiscences of former ASIO 
Director Generals Woodward and Barnett clearly show that the government considered Ananda Marga 
a very real security threat, even if to this day it is still unclear who actually carried out the bombing.110 
Despite loudly voiced activist opposition, the Hilton bombing helped hasten the extension of ASIO’s 
operational ambit which had been recommended by Justice Hope in 1977 with the passing of the ASIO 
Act 1979; much to the outrage from groups like SPPI, CAPP and sections of the ALP. It was in the context 
of the crackdown on Ananda Marga, the anti-ASIO activism of groups like CAPP and SPPI, and the rising 
tensions within Scientology about real and alleged intelligence activities against them, including an 
arson attack on one of the Church’s Melbourne properties in March 1979 which they initially blamed 
on ASIO,111 that Scientology discovered what it saw as a smoking gun, in the form of an affidavit by 
Sydney journalist: Patrick James Cusick.112

The ASIO case 1979–82

According to this document, in May 1979, Cusick, then editor of the left-wing Sydney magazine Shout, 
alleged that he had been approached by a disaffected ASIO operative in Sydney, who gave him a doc-
ument outlining the relationship between ASIO and New South Wales Special Branch.113 Moreover, 
after showing Cusick a series of other documents on ‘target organisations’, the alleged agent produced 
another document and elaborated on its content, noting that after Ananda Marga were dealt with 
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‘the next target will be the Church of Scientology’.114 Cusick’s affidavit went on to allege that the agent 
claimed that the charges against Ananda Marga members pending at the time were a frame-up. Here 
Cusick appears to have been speculating on what was to become part of a wider conspiracy theory 
pertaining to the so-called ‘yagoona three’, three Ananda Marga members who had been implicated 
in a plot to bomb the home of a far-right activist Robert Cameron in the southern Sydney of yagoona. 
The group were later convicted in 1979 and then pardoned in 1985 (one of the suspects, Tim Anderson, 
was re-tried and convicted, before being acquitted on appeal in 1991). 115

Cusick’s claims, coupled with a series of what another affidavit from a number of Scientologists 
referred to as ‘unexplained interferences’ – ranging from alleged tampering with motor vehicles, house 
break-ins, surveillance of houses and cancelled travel bookings to anti-ASIO protests − led to the filing of 
a unique legal action against ASIO in late 1979.116 In its original Statement of Claim, Scientology sought 
through the courts a written declaration from ASIO that Scientology was not a security threat and that 
ASIO would cease any operations against it, the first such case of its kind since ASIO’s founding.117 
The original claim was struck down by High Court Justice Keith Aitken in November 1979, who noted 
that Scientology’s claim did ‘not disclose a reasonable cause of action, and is in a number of respects 
vexatious and oppressive’.118 Aitken opined that ASIO was not subject to judicial review though he did 
permit Scientology to re-plead an amended version of its case. Scientology did so in October 1980 
before High Court Justice Ronald Wilson who similarly ordered the amended claim be struck out, noting:

My consideration of the submissions of the parties on this application has led me to a firm conclusion that the 
plaintiffs cannot possibly succeed in the action. In the circumstances, while acknowledging the caution with which an 
action should ever be summarily terminated, I think it proper to accede to the defendants’ [i.e. ASIO’s] application.119

Scientology eventually appealed to the full bench of the High Court of Australia, but on 19 November 
1982, the appeal was dismissed owing to a legal technicality which had resulted from Justice Aitken’s 
untimely death following a car accident on 18 June 1982. The remaining four judges were evenly divided 
over which course of action the court should take, and thus the ruling deferred to the position supported 
by the Chief Justice Anthony Mason; though the door was briefly left open for a further appeal with an 
amended state of claim. Justice Harry Gibb and Chief Justice Mason upheld Wilson’s earlier ruling; the 
other two Justices dissented, one of them, perhaps unsurprisingly, was now High Court Justice Lionel 
Murphy who opined in the judgment:

Because of the experience that secret organizations of this kind from time to time misuse their powers in relation 
to individuals and institutions, it is essential that the judicial process be exerted, no doubt with caution, but if 
occasion warrants it, firmly, to keep the organization and officers within the law.120

Murphy − who had already earlier played a key role in Scientology’s fortunes as Attorney General and 
was to do so again a year later in his capacity as a High Court judge − supported a legal avenue for 
redress for those who believed they had been unfairly targeted by ASIO and suffered subsequent stigma 
in government employment and other areas. Murphy also noted, however, in agreement with Gibb 
and Mason, the manifest difficulty Scientology (or any other group undertaking similar legal actions) 
would have in producing satisfactory evidence to prove such unfair treatment given other aspects of 
legislation limiting the disclosure of ASIO operations; a matter which the other dissenting judge, Justice 
Gerard Brennan, elaborated on at some length. Regardless of the split verdict, all four judges expressed 
some scepticism about the merits of Scientology’s case on the weight of the evidence tendered.

While Scientology’s action was unsuccessful, it did attract significant publicity and, together with 
contemporaneous revelations about the conduct of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service, the 
Office of National Assessment and embarrassing claims about CIA and ASIO links to the Nugan Hand 
Bank scandal which involved revelations about alleged intelligence agency links to illegal arms deals, 
money laundering, and drug-running,121 placed greater pressure on both sides of Australian politics 
to make intelligence agencies more accountable.122 However, as historian Frank Cain noted this case 
‘actually witnessed a lessening of ASIO’s accountability … placing ASIO’s actions beyond questioning 
even by the High Court’.123 This brief but significant precedent, however, was not to last. The next year 
a plaintiff successfully challenged an adverse security assessment in the Security Appeals Tribunal set 
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up by the Fraser government as part of the ASIO Act 1979, thereby making the precedent set by the 
High Court largely redundant and establishing a small degree of judicial oversight on ASIO’s opera-
tions.124 Concurrently, the infamous Combe–Ivanov affair, where former ALP National Secretary and 
political lobbyist David Combe was accused of compromising national security as a result of his business 
relationship with Soviet ambassador Valery Ivanov (who was subsequently expelled by the Hawke 
government),125 once again placed ASIO on the government agenda and Justice Hope was called in to 
conduct a second Royal Commission.126

Despite these developments, Scientology did not appeal the 1982 judgment or make any submis-
sion to the RCIS II. The reasons for this are not entirely clear, but, aside from the financial impediment 
of funding an ongoing legal action, were probably due to the fact that on 24 June 1982 the Victorian 
parliament finally overturned its 1965 ban on Scientology, paving the way for the group to obtain full 
legal recognition by the High Court as a legally recognized religion for the purposes of taxation a year 
later in 1983.127 Perhaps Scientology no longer believed it was the subject of a sinister witch-hunt, at 
least in Australia, and became less concerned with its monitoring by security and policing agencies. 
This seems probable as Scientology was now no longer the subject of statutory bans and was soon to 
attain a degree of legitimacy within Australian common law as the result of another High Court rul-
ing.128 It is somewhat ironic to note that it was largely the same bench of the High Court which ruled 
in Scientology’s favour in this later case.

Conclusions

From the material examined in this article a number of tentative conclusions can be drawn. First, dur-
ing the period covered by these files Scientology was not considered by ASIO to be a serious threat to 
Australia’s national security and was clearly very low on ASIO’s list of priorities. This is not to say that 
ASIO ignored Scientology, but rather that Justice Hope’s later finding that it monitored but did not 
engage in active surveillance of Scientology was in essence correct. Second, the files examined do not 
support the claim frequently made by Scientology between 1969 and 1982 that ASIO played any role 
in the Anderson Inquiry and subsequent state legislation restricting the practice of Scientology. This 
is not to suggest, however, that intelligence agencies were uninterested in the Anderson Inquiry and 
its aftermath. Both prior to and after the inquiry the CPS certainly undertook some investigations of 
Scientology in Victoria as indicated by material in declassified Department of Immigration files and 
later in 1980 Queensland Police Special Branch authored a report dealing inter alia with Scientology 
entitled ‘Cults and Pseudo-religious groups in Queensland in Australia’ which they forwarded to ASIO.129 
Similarly, while it seems likely that Wearne’s claims about Wilkinson and the CIA may have been a fig-
ment of what even Anderson called his ‘fertile mind’, it is not beyond the realm of possibility that the 
CIA did take some interest in investigations of a group of American origin in Australia.130 Be this as it 
may, the ASIO files contain no hint of ASIO involvement other than passing on the later findings of the 
Anderson Inquiry to the US Consulate and probably other overseas intelligence agencies. It seems safe 
to conclude that Scientology’s belief that ASIO was targeting them during this early period was largely 
formed as a result of the claims made by Wearne in his 1969 affidavit, in particular his confusion over 
which agency, CSP or ASIO, he contacted in late 1963. Finally, Scientology, from the outset, must bear 
some responsibility for the minor interest ASIO took in it. early attempts by HASI members to inform on 
alleged communists, the ostentatious public protests of SPPI, and threats of litigation against ASIO at 
a time when elements within the organization considered the its future operational capabilities were 
under threat, only served to complicate matters for Australian Scientologists seeking to practice their 
religion unhindered. However, despite the fact that Scientology’s actions against ASIO were largely 
driven by a combination of misinformation and paranoia they did play a minor, if largely ineffectual, 
role in seeking to keep ASIO accountable to the Australian people and the interactions between the 
two organizations form a curious chapter in the history of both ASIO and the Church of Scientology 
in Australia.
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