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THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY FROM
WHaHiTLAM TO HOWARD

The Australian Army from Whitlam to Howard is the first critical
examination of Australia’s post-Vietnam military operations. Spanning the
35 years between the election of Gough Whitlam and the defeat of John
Howard, it shows how the Australian Army recovered and developed after
the Vietnam War.

John Blaxland explores the ‘casualty cringe’ felt by political leaders
following the war and how this influenced subsequent operations. He
contends that the Australian Army’s rehabilitation involved common
individual and collective training; reaffirmation of the Army’s regimental
and corps identities; and the Army’s ties with allies, regional partners and
Australian society. He shows how the Army regained its confidence to play
leading roles in East Timor, Bougainville and the Solomon Islands, and to
contribute to combat operations further afield.

At a time when the Australian Army’s future strategic role and
capabilities are the subject of much debate, and as the ‘Asian Century’
gathers pace and the commitment in Afghanistan draws to an end, this work
is essential reading for anyone interested in understanding the modern
context of Australia’s military land force.

John Blaxland is a Senior Fellow at the Strategic and Defence Studies
Centre, School of International, Political and Strategic Studies, in the
College of Asia and the Pacific at the Australian National University. His
other publications include: Organising an Army (1989), Signals, Swift and
Sure (1999), Information-era Manoeuvre (2002), Strategic Cousins (2006)
and Revisiting Counterinsurgency (2006).
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FOREWORD

This book about the development and operations of the Australian Army
in the period from the election of the Whitlam Government in 1972 to
the defeat of the Howard Government in 2007 constitutes a significant
contribution to Australian military history. Australia’s military history
began with the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788 and now stretches over
a period of more than two and a quarter centuries. This book deals with
more than 35 years of that history.

Australia’s more recent military operations are perhaps the least under-
stood in the nation’s military history, which has always focused heavily
on the two world wars. The Australian public’s knowledge and appre-
ciation of the sacrifice, suffering and achievements of its servicemen and
women grew out of the experience of the First World War. This knowl-
edge was based on memoirs, unit histories and particularly on Charles
Bean’s ground-breaking 15-volume official history series, published in
the two decades after the First World War. Many people still believe that
Australia’s experience of war began with the landing at Gallipoli on 25
April 1915, completely overlooking the activities of the previous century,
and Gallipoli is still the dominating episode — the iconic event — of Aus-
tralia’s military history. The public’s appreciation of the experience of the
Second World War built on and matched that of the First World War,
with more memoirs, unit histories and Gavin Long’s 22-volume official
history.

In the 1970s, however, the public began to take a broader
view. The involvement of Australians (from colonies rather than the
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vi FOREWORD

yet-to-be-formed Commonwealth) in nineteenth-century conflicts — New
Zealand, Sudan, China and South Africa — came to be seen as the pre-
lude to the First World War. The post-Second World War conflicts —
Korea, the Malayan Emergency, Confrontation and Vietnam — became
the postlude. The world wars still remained the central focus. There was,
however, little appreciation of the fact that as the twentieth century con-
cluded and the twenty-first century began Australia’s military history was
moving into a new phase.

The task of integrating the new military operations into the broader
narrative of Australia’s military history was made difficult because they
did not fit the mould of earlier operations. The peacekeeping missions,
which increased in number and frequency in the late 1980s, received
little publicity. They were conducted by Regular soldiers rather than
conscripts or civilians who had volunteered for the war; there were no
major battles and few casualties. Gradually some of the missions became
more ‘warlike’, with a greater likelihood of casualties, such as during
the peace enforcement operations in Somalia in 1993 against bandits,
and in East Timor in 1999, where there were minor engagements against
anti-independence militia. When Australian special forces soldiers were
deployed to Afghanistan in 2001 they became involved in the Army’s
most intensive combat since the Vietnam War.

Disappointingly, the public remained largely ignorant of what the
Army achieved in many of these more recent operations. Journalists were
often denied access to the operational areas, while books about the Aus-
tralian Army in the world wars still dominated the market. When, in 2004,
the Howard Government finally approved an official history series cover-
ing peacekeeping and post-Cold War operations it specifically excluded
East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan. Further, it provided no direct financial
support for recording the history.

As John Blaxland has shown, between 1972 and 2007 the Aus-
tralian Army conducted more than 150 operations. Admittedly most of
these were small and took place within Australia; but others, such as in
Namibia, Cambodia, Somalia, Rwanda, East Timor, Bougainville, Iraq
and Afghanistan, were substantial. Their stories demand to be told.

This book brings together the first comprehensive account of what the
Australian Army has been doing since 1972. Without access to govern-
ment records, which are closed to public researchers, Dr Blaxland has
pieced the stories together from the few books that are available, from
press reports, media releases and, most importantly, interviews and corre-
spondence with participants. He was also able to draw on his experience
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FOREWORD vii

of almost 30 years service in the Australian Army. He has therefore been
able to tell the remarkable story of how, after the lean years that fol-
lowed the withdrawal from Vietnam, the Army developed into a modern,
flexible fighting force that the government could deploy at short notice
to a multitude of tasks. Until the official histories appear Dr Blaxland’s
book is likely to remain the most thorough, all-embracing account of the
Army’s recent activities. It is a story of professionalism, achievement and
sacrifice of which all Australians should be proud.

David Horner

Professor of Australian Defence History
Australian National University
February 2013
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