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REFLECTION STATEMENT 

My essay, ‘How does Australian History respond to failure? A case study of the National Service 
Scheme post-1972’ in essence aims to deduce the means of the Australian response to 
failure and why it exists as such.

My original idea for this essay was to do a case study on the various responses to the 
Hillsborough Disaster, however, after running into former National Servicemen Bayne 
Kelly, who was awarded the US Medal of Valour for his efforts in the Battle of Long Khanh 
despite being Australian, I decided to look at public attitudes towards the National 
Service Scheme and why they have changed. Bayne was of upmost help throughout the 
process, and I am extremely grateful for his insight.

 It was while I was watching an Australian Story episode on Bob Hawke and saw the clip 
of him celebrating the Americas Cup victory, that I began to ponder how successful 
Australia has actually been as a country, punching above her weight as a small-populated 
isolated island. It then hit me that an overwhelming failure of Australia was the Vietnam 
War and conscription, and thus my essay topic became concrete.

 It was at this time that the knowledge I gained from Mr Masters and the meetings with 
Mr Posker-Hill began to form my essay, with Mr Posker-Hill offering the structure that I 
would eventually use. I similarly texted Bayne as to how he thinks the National Service 
Scheme would be viewed if Australia had won the war, to which he interestingly offered 
that there would be no difference.

 Ultimately, my essay deciphered a potentially flawed Australian image and identity, 
wherein the foundations lie in the glorification and commemoration of failure, whereas 
its criticism has only recently become prevalent. It is perhaps critical of the ANZAC legend, 
the efforts of previous governments and other mediums in which the national identity 
was constructed, whilst also concluding that a common methodology exists in the ways 
that Australian history responds to failure, evident in the National Service Scheme. 
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Modern Australia has historically been fortuitous, and as such, is recognised 
colloquially as “the great southern land”1, “the land of plenty”2 and the “lucky country”3. In 
the context of significant wars, the Australian Army has been on the victorious side 
in the Boer War, two World Wars, the Gulf Wars, and the Iraqi War. On top of this, 
Australia boasts vast sporting success, global impact in the medical field, academic 
contributions and 14 Nobel laureates. Failure doesn’t really seem to be a part of the 
Australian identity.

Yet, Australia’s past is far from blemish-free. But, how is failure defined? In Australian 
history, failure is primarily seen militaristically, as in Fromelles and Gallipoli, where 
the ‘ANZAC legend’ was born4. However, failure can also be seen as a corrosion of 
sociality and humanity. Kevin Rudd in 2008 described the Stolen Generation as a 

1 National Film and Sound Archive Australia GREAT SOUTHERN LAND BY ICEHOUSE, website,  
https://www.nfsa.gov.au/collection/curated/great-southern-land-icehouse (accessed 12 
June 2020).

2 Melbourne University Publishing, The Land of Plenty, Mark Davis, website, https://www.mup.
com.au/books/the-land-of-plenty-paperback-softback  (accessed 14 June 2020).

3 BBC News “Is Australia still the Lucky Country?”, website, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
australia-29844752  (accessed 16 June 2020).

4 Australian War Memorial, Dawn of the Legend: The ANZAC Spirit, website, https://www.awm.
gov.au/visit/exhibitions/dawn/spirit (accessed 15th June 2020)
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“blemished chapter in our nation’s history”5, and the White Australian Policy has been largely 
disgruntled since its abolishment.6 When Australian history responds to failure, it does 
so through three main methods. Namely, through glorification, commemoration, or 
criticism. The National Service Scheme (NSS) has seen historical conversation expand 
across all four methods. This essay will seek to examine the manner in which Australia 
responds to her historical failures, in particular, focussing on the NSS.

There is, perhaps, no greater military failure in the eyes of Australian history as 
the Vietnam War. Australian involvement commenced in 1962, until soldiers were 
withdrawn in 1972. Australia entered an ideological war, fighting directly against the 
spread of communism and fear of the ‘domino theory’7. This period featured growing 
youth movements, mass protests against the War, and increasing anti-establishment 
rhetoric. In 1964, compulsory National Service was again introduced under the 
National Service Act 1964. This was only the second time that Servicemen could be 
sent overseas (latter stages of WWII being the other) and the first time that a ‘lottery’ 
was utilised as a draft system8. By the end of the War, 15,381 Servicemen, referred to 
as “Nashos”, had been deployed in Vietnam, with roughly 200 deaths9. The NSS was 
formally ended in December 1972.

In response to militaristic failure, Australian history often seeks to glorify effort 
and character, often at the expense of historical accuracy. Glorification of history, 
in particularly militaristically, begins in the immediate aftermath of failure. Dr 
Nick Dyrenfurth concludes that the historiography of the ANZACs begins with the 
radical nationalist school of ideology and thought10, suggesting that glorification of 
militaristic failures stems from nationalistic interest. Magdelena Bobowik furthers 
this by asserting “history has a component of glorification of the past, that our ancestors were 

5 Sydney Morning Herald, Kevin Rudd’s Sorry Speech, website, https://www.smh.com.au/
national/kevin-rudds-sorry-speech-20080214-gds0xh.html (accessed 29 May 2020)

6 The Conversation, Australian Politics Explainer: The White Australia Policy, website, https://
theconversation.com/australian-politics-explainer-the-white-australia-policy-74084 
(accessed 15th June 2020)

7 Vietnam Veterans Association Australia, ‘Australia’s Involvement in the Vietnam War, the 
Political Dimension, Part 1’, website http://www.vvaa.org.au/bross-2.pdf (accessed 14 June 
2020).

8 ANZAC Portal, ‘The Birthday Ballot’, website https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-
missions/vietnam-war-1962-1975/events/conscription/birthday-ballot (accessed 16 June 
2020).

9 Australian War Memorial, ‘National Service Scheme 1951-1972’, website, https://www.awm.
gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/conscription/vietnam (accessed 20 March 2020).

10 N. Dyrenfurth, ‘Labour and the ANZAC Legend 1915-45’, Labour History, vol. 3, no. 106, 2014, 
p 164
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heroes, and violence is justified”11. Thus, the glorification of history attempts to justify the 
mistakes of the past, in a way that attempts to sway public opinion. In Australian and 
global history, such glorification persists in fitting a nationalist narrative. The French 
history of the Napoleonic Wars is so fiercely glorified Alan Forrest questioned “How, 
it may reasonably be asked, can defeat be thought of as glorious, especially a defeat that leads 
to the destruction of a country’s government and institutions?”12. One only has to look at 
the ANZACs in Gallipoli, which is one of the most publicised and glorified events in 
Australian military history. Some suggest is it was a damning defeat13 - yet Australian 
history has placed those soldiers on a dais of heroism and admiration. This is to such 
an extent that Gallipoli historian Harvey Broadbent suggests the historical accuracy 
of the battle was sacrificed in order to glorify Allied soldiers14. Furthermore, Stephen 
Castles argued that rather than defeat it was the “digger who proved himself in Gallipoli” 
that has become part of our national identity15. While it is true that the glorification 
of failure is mostly applicable to militaristic history, some examples of social failure 
demonstrate elements of glorification. The British rule of India was a complicated civil 
dilemma, yet Andrew Howard found that British Imperialists used the Indian Civil 
Service, an “efficient, rationalized bureaucracy” as a positive example of British Rule in 
order to justify the social failings that persisted16. Therefore, the glorification of failure 
exists as a result of nationalist intentions, as a means of justifying previous errors in a 
way that will not degrade the identity of a nation, and instead enhance it.

Much of the glorification of the NSS stems from soldier’s accounts - not necessarily 
Nashos, but those who fought with them. In 2002 Vietnam veteran Major General 
Michael O’Brien commented that the NSS saved Australia from deeper failure, as the 

“Army had insufficient strength to sustain its effort in Vietnam at the level the government desired 
without the contribution made by National Servicemen” and that Nashos “changed the army”, 
bringing “skills and intelligence that had not been present” before their introduction17. While 

11 EurekAlert, ‘The glorification of history may give rise to a willingness to fight in a war’ https://
www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2017-01/uotb-tgo011917.php (accessed 16 June 2020).

12 https://www.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-12/2010_-_armies_in_the_aftermath_of_
conflict_1.pdf

13 P. Dennis, J. Grey, ‘Victory or Defeat: Armies in the Aftermath of Conflict’, The 2010 Chief of 
Army History Conference, Big Sky Publishing

14 H. Broadbent, ‘COMPLETING THE STORY OF THE GALLIPOLI CAMPAIGN: RESEARCHING 
TURKISH ARCHIVES FOR A MORE COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY’, Journal of the Society for 
Army Historical Research Vol. 85, No. 343, 2007, p 209

15 S. Castles et al, ‘The Bicentenary and the Failure of Australian Nationalism’, Centre for 
Multicultural Studies, University of Wollongong, Occasional Paper 5, 1987, p 5

16 A.T Howard, ‘Problems, Controversies, and Compromise: A Study on the Historiography of 
British India during the East India Company Era’, University of Ohio, 2017, p 54

17 P. Dennis, J. Grey, ‘The Australian Army and the Vietnam War 1962-1972’, The 2002 Chief of 
Army History Conference, Army History Unit
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his role suggests Major General O’Brien was more obliged to glorify the NSS to fit in 
with a nationalistic narrative, it is consistent with Australia’s military rhetoric that 
he did as such. Similarly, in the 2020 book Vietnam Vanguard, Corporal Bob Kearney 
distinctly credits the heroism of the Nashos, as they put their daily lives on hold for 
Australia18. The heroic undertones of this conform with other cases of glorification 
of the NSS, an unsurprisingly, they come from sources who had fought alongside 
them. Kearney agrees with Dyrenfurth and Bobowik’s reasoning for glorification, in 
that it glorifies the nature of the Scheme’s nationalistic sentiments. Moreover, both 
Major General O’Brien and Corporal Kearney’s account exemplify the role of on-site 
perspective. Both men would have undoubtedly seen mistakes made by Servicemen, 
but in fitting the glorified narrative, choose to ignore them, whilst similarly analyzing 
acts of violence as necessary and justifiable, per Bobowik’s theory. Hence, Australian 
history responds to failure in the form of glorification, which depicts those involved, 
such as the Nashos, as heroes, conforming to a nationalist chronology aimed at 
glorification of the nation state. 

Commemoration is a further means through which nations respond to defeat, thus 
allowing recognition of accomplishment and impact. This method is generally used 
militaristically, commemorating and grieving soldiers who died on battlefronts 
in losing efforts. In this scenario, memorials are erected, minutes of silence are 
observed, and commemorative items laid. The most obvious example in Australia 
is ANZAC Day19, a national day of remembrance in Australia and New Zealand 
which acknowledges the efforts Australian and New Zealander soldiers who served 
and died in all wars, conflicts, and peacekeeping operations and the contribution 
and suffering of all those who have served20. Considering the considerable effort of 
Australia to forge her identity around the legend that Castles alluded to (“digger that 
proved himself in Gallipoli”), the militaristic commemoration can be observed to further 
it. Furthermore, nations commemorate societal failings in order to acknowledge 
previous errors and perhaps even attempt to amend the problem21. For instance, no 
individual from the twentieth century in the United States has been commemorated 
to the extent of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr22. MLK Day is celebrated annually, streets 
named in his honor and a memorial in the National Mall. Dr. King represents not only 

18 B. Kearney et al, Vietnam Vanguard Vol. 85, No. 343, 2007, p 209

19 Australian War Memorial, ANZAC Traditions, website, https://www.awm.gov.au/
anzacathome/anzac-traditions (accessed 14 June 2020)

20 Ibid

21 The Tech, The Importance of Active Commemoration of History, website, https://thetech.
com/2015/02/12/bandler-v135-n3 (accessed 11 June 2020).

22 K. Bruyneel, ‘The King’s Body: The Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial and the Politics of 
Collective Memory’, History and Memory, vol. 26, No. 1, 2014, p. 75
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himself, but also a social movement that can be conceived as one of America’s greatest 
failings. Stephen F Lawson suggests that historiography of the Civil Rights Movement 
reinforces mainstream values as opposed to denouncing them, meaning the power of 
the anti-establishment rhetoric evident in the Movement is relinquished, and instead 
sacrificed for bureaucratic commemoration.23 Dr Peter Carrier of the Georg Eckert 
Institute suggests that commemorative pieces are “either coercive or critical”24. His 
argument is that the former both exploits the past as a foundation for the present and 
hence affirms its significance, whereas the latter questions the past as a foundation 
for moral tradition25. Carrier’s theory thus provides a guideline for examining 
commemorative historiography regarding the NSS. Therefore, the commemoration 
of failure throughout Australian, and global history intends to highlight the sacrifices 
and successes within certain events, and thus disregard failure.

Commemoration of the NSS, correspondingly to glorification, was delayed until 
many years after the War. For instance, the Australian War Memorial only erected a 
memorial fountain26 to fallen Nashos in 2010. In what could be described by Carrier 
as ‘critical’ given its purpose in honouring deceased conscripts, this memorial serves 
to highlight the sacrifices made by the laymen who served as Servicemen, and thus, 
depending on perspective could result in blame of the Scheme itself for the failings. 
Public expressions of commemoration of the NSS were limited in the post-War years, 
mainly due to the political turmoil and public disapproval of the conflict. There was 
no official parade for Nashos until 198727. An image taken from the ‘Welcome Home 
Parade’ shows a sign reading “Welcome home Aussie heroes”28. The image provides an 
example of ‘coercive’ commemoration, as the reason that this image was taken, and 
why it still exists today, is because it exemplifies what the organizers wished to achieve 
in this parade - a commemoration of the soldiers who served in Vietnam, as opposed to 
highlighting the failures that persisted throughout the course of the NSS and the years 
after the War. Thus, Australian history can commemorate those who participated in a 
failure, as either a coercive or critical remembrance, however in the case of the NSS, it 
would take over a decade before genuine commemoration would occur.

23 S. Lawson, ‘Freedom Then, Freedom Now: The Historiography of the Civil Rights Movement’, 
The American Historical Review, vol. 96, no. 2, 1996, p. 459

24 Dr. P Carrier,’ Historical Traces of the Present: The Uses of Commemoration’, Réflexion 
Historique, Vol. 22, no. 2, 1996, p. 444

25 Ibid

26 Image 1 appendix

27 N. Bromfield, ‘Welcome Home: reconciliation, Vietnam veterans, and the reconstruction of 
Anzac under the Hawke government’, Sydney University, p. 1

28 Image 2 appendix
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The criticism of failure in Australian history stems to an implication of blame, to 
denounce the causation and result of a particular event whilst maintaining dignity in 
defeat. Globally, the criticism of failure has become increasingly prevalent with the 
introduction of ‘Post-Modernist’ history29 in the mid 20th century, which is based 
off the philosophical understanding that objective truth does not exist. Commonly 
critiqued failures include Islamic Wars30, modern socio-economic crises31 and western 
involvement in the Middle East32, all of which can be considered social failures, whilst 
the Islamic Wars and Middle Eastern conflicts are additionally engaged as militaristic 
failures, thus demonstrating the nature of criticism in expanding across all definable 
failures. Australian history’s criticism of the past has only come to prevalence in recent 
decades, beginning with the increasing prominence of Australia’s ‘History Wars’, which 
regarded the debate on the representation of colonisation in Australia33. With reference 
to these wars, Geoffrey Blainey coined the term “black-armband view of history” in 
1993, to describe the “mournful view” of history that was promoted by the left-winged 
Hawke-Keating government and growing in Australian historiography34. This term 
has since been adopted by various historians across Australia such as Reynolds and 
Muecke as a genuine form of history. This expands to social failings in Australia, such 
as the Stolen Generation. Bain Attwood’s article on Robert Manne argues that the 
political ideology of someone influences the way they interpret black-armband history, 
generally finding as Manne’s piece (a piece that seeks to argue in favour of black-
armband history) did, that the majority of criticism of the Stolen Generation emanates 
from the left35, thus returning to the foundations of Blainey’s original criticism. Black-
armband history, in extension of the History Wars, is a perspective focusing on the 
negative outcomes of Australia’s history. Therefore, the criticism of failure in both 
Australian and global history stems from a public need to denounce actions whilst 
maintaining the dignity of identity. 

29 D. Chakrabarty, ‘History as Critique and Critique(s) of History, Economic and Political 
Weekly’, Vol. 26, no. 37, 1991, p. 2162

30 A.S Ahmed, ‘Postmodernist Perceptions of Islam: Observing the Observer’, Asian Survey, vol. 
31, no. 3, 1991, p. 213

31 G.K Lieten, ‘Development Priorities: Postmodernist Assumptions and Pre-Modernist 
Aspirations’, Asian Journal of Social Science, vol. 29, no. 3, 2001, p. 568

32 O. Bashkin, ‘DECONSTRUCTING DESTRUCTION: THE SECOND GULF WAR AND THE NEW 
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF TWENTIETH-CENTURY IRAQ’, The Arab Studies Journal, vol. 23, no. 1, 
2015, pp. 210–234

33 R.J. Parkes, “Reading History Curriculum as Postcolonial Text: Towards a Curricular 
Response to the History Wars in Australia and Beyond.” Curriculum Inquiry, vol. 37, no. 4, 
2007, pp. 383–400

34 Ibid

35 B. Atwood, “The Stolen Generations and Genocide: Robert Manne’s ‘In Denial: The Stolen 
Generations and the Right.’” Aboriginal History, vol. 25, 2001, pp. 163–172
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The criticism levelled towards the Vietnam War in general and the National Service 
Scheme certainly conforms with the constructs of black-armband history, yet the 
Scheme itself faced denunciation before the phrase was adopted into Australian 
historiography, whilst influenced by postmodernist history. The heavy protesting and 
opposition to the NSS during the war, such as the Save our Sons Movement36, ensured 
that criticism of the Scheme began in the immediate aftermath of the War. Published 
in September 1974, Jane Ross’ Australian Quarterly Article ‘The Australian Army: 
Some Views from the Bottom’ demonstrates the nature of the criticism, and blaming 
of the ‘higher up’, towards the NSS37. Ross claimed (with the backing of surveys) that 

“Both civilians and servicemen seemed, before and during the operation of the National Service 
Scheme, to agree that army service would affect conscripts because the army is a potent socializing, 
people changing institution.”38, a fairly common perception of the NSS in the 1970s. As 
per Attwood’s theory, the criticism of the Scheme could be linked to the change 
in political climate in Australia, given this was written two years into the reformist 
Whitlam Labour Government’s term. The rising prominence of black-armband history 
has influenced criticism of the NSS in the modern day, seen in Peter Siminski’s article 
from 201639. This article, as Blainey would argue, ‘mourns’ the conscripts who lost 
their life and places emphasis on the conditions that they were subjects to. An excerpt 
reads “Describing the experience, conscripts’ memoirs describe intense hard work, overlain with 
verbal abuse, including sexual innuendo and sometimes xenophobic language. The conscripts 
believed the training was designed to mitigate their sense of individualism.”40. Siminski, who 
has the benefit of hindsight when historically analysing the NSS, continues to criticise 
its functioning, and, like Ross, places blame on those in command, as opposed to 
the conscripts. The criticism proposed by both Ross and Siminski demonstrate 
how significant a military and social failing the NSS was, which comply with general 
societal attitudes towards the Scheme, and thus demonstrate why criticism of the NSS 
is more prevalent than the former methods.

Henceforth, the existence of failure in Australian history is threefold; glorified, 
commemorated or criticised. The glorification of history, especially prevalent in 
Australian history, fits a nationalist narrative by bringing to attention acts of heroism 
as opposed to failure, aimed at sustaining the identity of a nation, as was the case 

36 The Australian Women’s Register, ‘Save our Sons Movement’, website, http://www.
womenaustralia.info/biogs/AWE0099b.htm (Accessed 14 June)

37 J. Ross, “The Australian Army: Some Views from the Bottom.” The Australian Quarterly, vol. 
46, no. 3, 1974, pp. 35–47

38 Ibid

39 P. Siminski et al, “Does the Military Turn Men into Criminals? New Evidence from Australia’s 
Conscription Lotteries.” Journal of Population Economics, vol. 29, no. 1, 2016, pp. 197–218

40 Ibid
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with the ‘ANZAC legend’, however is not common with the NSS. Commemorative 
history, prominently associated with the NSS, has the intention of remembering 
an event as a means of amending prior mistakes, acknowledging often bravery and 
achievement whilst disregarding failure. The most apparent recognition of the NSS 
in Australian History is through a scope of criticism, which denounces prior failures 
whilst reinforcing a commitment to dignity. Nevertheless, it could be argued that had 
Australia won the Vietnam War, the NSS would be viewed in entirely different scopes, 
as Australia tends to emphasise her successes. From what I have gathered across these 
studies, Australian history, and global history for that matter, in the glorification and 
commemoration of failures, de facto obscure from responsibility. I personally believe 
that history should shift towards criticism in a constructive manner, acknowledging 
the history but also acknowledging the failures of it, rather than picking and choosing 
which parts of the event is remembered. However, considering the growing nationalist 
sentiments of Australia and the world’s powers, it is unlikely that any shift will occur 
in how failure is responded to. 
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