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Australia in the Vietnam War era 

Timeline 

• 1945: World War 2 ends 

• 1946: Winston Church announces the ‘Iron Curtain’ 

• 1949: Robert Menzies elected as Australian prime minister, Communists takes China 

• 1950: Korean War begins 

• 1951: Failed referendum to ban CPA, ANZUS treaty signed 

• 1953: Korean War ends 

• 1954: The Petrov Affair, SEATO formed 

• 1955: Malayan emergency 

• 1962: Australia sends 30 military advisers to South Vietnam 

• 1964: Conscription introduced 

• 1966: ‘Australia is all the way with LBJ’ (Holt) 

• 1967: Australian military involvement increases 

• 1968: North Vietnam and VC’s Tet offensive 

• 1969: Americans start to leave Vietnam 

• 1970: Large anti-war protests, boat people flee Vietnam 

• 1971: Australian troop withdrawals begin 

• 1972: Whitlam abolishes conscription 

• 1973: Paris accord 

• 1975: End of Vietnam War 

• 1987: Welcome home celebrations for Vietnam War veterans 

Definitions 

• ANZUS: Australia, New Zealand and the United States agreed to come to one another’s aid 

in the event of an attack. (1951) 

• SEATO: The South-East Asia collective defence treaty provided defensive action to be 

taken in the event of an attack of the Untied States, New Zealand , France,  Australia, New 

Zealand, Thailand, the Philippines or Pakistan. South Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos were 

also guaranteed protection under the treaty’s security arrangement. 

• Capitalism theory: Greed, we want to have more, and so we work harder. Capitalism has 

flaws and people suffer. 

• Communist World Domination: Communism was expected to take over the world. It was 

expected that workers who were poor would get sick of their rich masters and rise up in 

revolution. 

• America: democratic, capitalist, elections involved multiple parties, freedom of speech, 

private property, many poor, some rich, human rights 

• Soviet Union: communist, election from one party, restriction of speech, state owned 

property, wealth distributed evenly, government control 
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• Domino Theory: This was the ‘domino theory' and, in Australia, the fear of the `yellow 

peril' from the north was replaced with an even greater fear of the Soviet Union's red flag 

sweeping a `red tide' across the world. 

Why Australia entered the Vietnam War 

1) Fear of Communism 

• Robert Menzies PM 1949-66 = strong anti-communist action 

• Menzies had tried to ban the Communist Party in 1950-51 

• Menzies took advantage of the Petrov Affair in 1954 

• Menzies was a firm believer in the US policy of containing communism (Aust. fought in 

Korea and Malaya vs. communism) 

• Menzies believed in the 'domino theory' = countries falling to communism 

2) Concerns over Indonesia 

• In the early 1960's, Australia's main defence concern was not Vietnam but Indonesia 

• Indonesia's leader Sukarno was unpredictable 

• Indonesia had taken over West Papua and was involved in Malaya 

• In Indonesia there was a large Communist Party with which Sukarno was becoming linked 

• In 1965 an alleged communist attempt to seize power led to hundreds of thousands of 

deaths in Indonesia and the eventual overthrow of Sukarno 

3) Government believed it had a strong commitment to support its ally the US 

• Vietnam = INSURANCE POLICY = US would support Australia in the future 

• ANZUS Pact 1951 with US and New Zealand 

• Aust. was a member of SEATO, nations who signed the Southeast Asia Collective Defence 

Treaty in 1954 

4) Belief in the principle of forward defence = the idea that it as better to face enemies in 

battle long before they reached the shores of Australia, therefore if communism was 

spreading Aust. had to meet it in Vietnam 


