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Abstract
Australia’s politicians have, since Federation and even earlier, adopted a strategy 
of forming alliances with larger and more powerful nations as a solution to the 
question of the nation’s security, first with Great Britain and then the United 
States. Critics have stated that this policy has been unnecessary and has drawn 
Australia needlessly into costly wars. One popular argument supporting this 
critique has been to assert that Australians during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries were collectively against becoming involved in England’s 
wars but were tricked into participation by deceptive imperialists. This argument 
relies heavily on the idea that these Australians were seeking independence 
from Great Britain—what has been referred to as the ‘nationalist’ narrative. 
This narrative had a resurgence during the Vietnam War period consistent with 
the anti-war protests. Despite decades of analysis to the contrary since then, the 
idea still exerts a hold. The purpose of this article is to use the historiography of 
why Australia became involved in the Boer War to explore how the ‘nationalist’ 
narrative appealed to the anti–Vietnam War sentiment, how it was rebutted 
and how the myth and its connection to protesting Australia’s policy of alliances 
persists today.
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Introduction
Throughout Australia’s history, there have been individuals and groups that 
have questioned the policy of forming military alliances with larger partners, 
first Britain and then the United States. The argument has been, as it still is, 
that these pacts have unnecessarily drawn Australia into costly and arguably 
immoral foreign wars. These critics often draw on history to support their 
position. One of the most enduring of these contentions has been that 
Australians had, from an early stage, wanted independence from their British 
origins, but were tricked out of this noble desire by manipulative imperialists: 
this is referred to here as the ‘nationalist’ narrative.1 The implication is that 
if Australians had only fulfilled their desire to separate from the British 
Empire, they never would have become involved in its wars, notably the 
Boer War and World War I. This is seen by critics of Australia’s policy of 
alliances as a lesson for the citizenry: namely, our ‘independently minded’ 
forebears had wisdom that we ought to pay attention to; we ought to see 
these alliances as Faustian bargains and put a stop to them.

Regardless of the merits of whether Australia should or should not 
participate in these kinds of alliances, the idea that pre- and post-Federation 
Australians in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries desired 
independence is wrong. Revisionist historians making this argument have 
relied mainly on a small but outspoken group of ‘radical nationalists’ that 
existed in the late nineteenth century, as exemplified by the editors and 
writers of The Bulletin.2 These ‘radical nationalists’ stridently asserted that 
Australia had a unique character and should go its own way. Russel Ward 
revived this in the post–World War II period and it resonated with later 
historians who opposed Australian involvement in the Vietnam War, such 
as Humphrey McQueen, Stephen Alomes and Laurie Field.3 But these 
radical nationalists were a minority and not reflective of most Australians 

1	  Douglas Cole, ‘The Problem of “Nationalism” and “Imperialism” in British Settlement Colonies’, 
Journal of British Studies 10, no. 2 (1971): 162–3, doi.org/10.1086/385614.
2	  Gavin Souter, Lion and Kangaroo: The Initiation of Australia (Book Club Associates, 1976), 21–2; 
Craig Wilcox, ‘Relinquishing the Past: John Mordike’s An Army for a Nation’, Australian Journal of 
Politics and History 40, no. 1 (1994): 54, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.1994.tb00089.x.
3	  Russel Ward, The Australian Legend (Oxford University Press, 1966); Ian Turner, ‘Australian 
Nationalism and Australian History’, Journal of Australian Studies 3, no. 4 (1979): 1–11, doi.org/10.1080/​
14443​0579​09386787; Rob Pascoe, The Manufacture of Australian History (Oxford University Press, 1979), 
48–9, 140–1; Humphrey McQueen, A New Britannia, 4th ed. (Penguin Books, 2004), 252; Stephen 
Alomes, A Nation at Last? The Changing Character of Australian Nationalism, 1880–1988 (Angus and 
Robinson, 1988), 35.
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at the time.4 These revisionist historians also mistook the pride Australians 
had in their colonies as evidence of a desire to be independent.5 But this 
was never the case, for almost all Australians, boasting about themselves or 
complaining about Britain was only within the context of being members 
of the British Empire.6 It is worth noting that their boasting was often that 
they were ‘better Britons’.7 The British Empire represented security and 
was part of Australians’ identity; there was never an intent to change their 
allegiance or their ethnicity.8

Despite these counterarguments being presented over decades, the idea that 
colonial Australians and then Australians under Federation were seeking 
independence is a thread that has continued in the historiography. It still 
has traction today. The purpose of this article is to use the historiography of 
Australian support of the Boer War (1899–1902) as a case study to explore 
the phenomenon. The article looks first at the primary evidence as to why 
Australia became involved in the Boer War, then turns to what historians 
have written about Australia’s involvement in that war. The analysis 
focuses on the nationalist interpretation of the Boer War, particularly its 
popularity during the Vietnam War period, and how historians rebutted 
this interpretation. Finally, the article turns to the current state of this 
history, examining how the ‘nationalist’ narrative of the Vietnam-period 
revisionists has persisted, still driven by the notion that history’s lesson 

4	  Souter, Lion and Kangaroo, 21–2; Wilcox, ‘Relinquishing the Past’, 54.
5	  Cole, ‘The Problem’, 160–5.
6	  Cole, ‘The Problem’, 177–8.
7	  This is not to say that everybody had an imperial identity or wanted to remain part of the empire. 
There were some exceptions, like the editors and writers of The Bulletin. There were also some individual 
politicians (described below) and some members of the labour movement who did not hold that 
worldview, as well as other colonists who still supported a republican future—but they were always a 
small minority. It was also unlikely that the Indigenous population or the Chinese would have identified 
as British. There was a part of the Irish community, particularly older members and the senior clergy, 
who were aggrieved by the treatment of the Irish by the English in Ireland, wanted to see ‘Home Rule’ 
and saw themselves as separate from the empire. However, most Australian-born Irish, because of the 
political freedom granted them, left the old animosity behind and embraced imperialism. It is important 
to note, though, that even The Bulletin, after the defeat of China by Japan in 1895, saw the security 
threat as so great that Australia needed to remain part of the empire and abandoned its republican 
stance. See: Mark McKenna, The Captive Republic: A History of Republicanism in Australia 1788–1996 
(Cambridge University Press, 1996), 188–9; Mark McKenna, Australian Republicanism (Melbourne 
University Press, 2003), 6, 114; Geoffrey Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance, rev. ed. (Sun Books, 1982), 
317; Guy Murfey, ‘“Fighting for the Unity of the Empire”: Australian Support for the Second Anglo-
South African War 1899–1902’ (MPhil thesis, UNSW, 2017), 135–9.
8	  Cole, ‘The Problem’, 177.
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is that allegiances with ‘powerful friends’ are to be spurned. Importantly, 
this modern approach suffers the same defects as its predecessors in that it 
mistakes local pride for the desire to be independent.

Background

What was the Boer War?

The South African War (1899–1902), commonly referred to as the Anglo-
Boer War or Boer War, was a conflict between the British Empire and two 
small Afrikaner republics, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State.9 The 
overt reason for the conflict was the denial of voting rights in the republics to 
foreigners. These foreigners, who were mainly British or of British descent, 
had come in large numbers to profit from the discovery of gold in 1885.10 
There were other less principled factors prodding Britain to make war with 
the Boer republics, such as control of the vast gold and diamond reserves, 
as well as consolidating its hold on South Africa in the face of competition 
from the other European powers.11 When war broke out, the self-governing 
settlements of the British Empire—Canada, the Australian colonies and 
New Zealand—all committed troops. These initial deployments were small, 
intended to be a symbolic gesture, a demonstration to the other European 
powers that the empire would be united in the face of a challenge.12 Shortly 
after these initial deployments, Britain faced a series of serious reverses 
leading to an even greater commitment by the Australian colonies, and, 
after Federation, by the new national Australian Government.13

By the application of overwhelming and costly force, the British Army 
was able to quash the Boers’ conventional forces in a matter of months, 
but this failed to bring the conflict to an end. Some Boers, unwilling to 
surrender, turned to guerrilla warfare. Lord Kitchener, in charge of British 

9	  Afrikaner was another name for the Boers, the ethnically Dutch settlers of Southern Africa.
10	  Craig Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War: The War in South Africa 1899–1902 (Oxford University Press, 
2002), 12–14.
11	  Iain Smith, The Origins of the South African War 1899–1902 (Longman, 1996), 14–69; Bill Nasson, 
The South African War 1899–1902 (Arnold, 1999), 1–6, 21–9; Denis Judd and Keith Surridge, The Boer 
War: A History (Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 32–51.
12	  John Mordike, An Army for a Nation (Allen & Unwin, 1992), 45–6; Stephen Clarke, ‘Marching to 
Their Own Drum: British Military Officers as Military Commandants in the Australian Colonies and 
New Zealand’ (PhD thesis, UNSW ADFA, 1999), 32.
13	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 26.
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Empire forces, retaliated with unsettling ferocity. Tens of thousands of Boer 
homesteads were destroyed to deny the enemy resources. Tens of thousands 
of civilians, mainly women and children, displaced by this action, were 
either left on the veldt or put into concentration camps where indifference 
and neglect led to 35,000 dying of disease in unsanitary conditions.14

Overall, under the official auspices of either an Australian colony or the 
Commonwealth, 16,655 Australian men and 21 Australian women were 
deployed over the duration of the war.15 Limited places in official contingents 
resulted in an additional estimated 4,000–5,000 Australians enlisting 
in other imperial units, so the total number of Australians involved was 
approximately 20,000.16 Of this number, an estimated 1,000 died, mostly 
of disease.17

Australia’s involvement in the Boer War

There are a host of interrelated reasons why the Australian colonies, later the 
nation, supported Britain in this conflict. There were practical motivations, 
like security and economic development, and sentimental motivations due 
to close familial ties with England. Crucially though, Australian imperial 
nationalism (also labelled British race nationalism) underpinned Australian 
involvement.18 Australians at the turn of the twentieth century did not 
think of themselves as an island nation as we do today; they believed 
instead that they were part of what they called ‘Greater Britain’. Greater 
Britain was the idea that the United Kingdom and the white colonies of 
the empire—Australia, New Zealand and Canada—were one global nation 
bonded together by values, institutions, religion and, importantly, race.19 

14	  Judd and Surridge, The Boer War, 187–96; Smith, The Origins, 5, 9; Nasson, The South African War, 
220–4; Fransjohan Pretorious, ‘The Anglo-Boer War: An Overview’, in Scorched Earth, ed. Fransjohan 
Pretorious (Human & Rousseau, 2001), 21, 28, 36–59.
15	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 389–413.
16	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, xiii.
17	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 14.
18	  Neville Meaney, ‘Modernisation and Nationalism: A Historical Perspective on East Asian Geo-
politics’, in Australia and the Wider World: Selected Essays of Neville Meaney, ed. James Curran and Stuart 
Ward (Sydney University Press, 2013), 9–10, doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1rm25dw.
19	  Neville Meaney, ‘“In History’s Page”: Myth and Identity’, in Australia and the Wider World: Selected 
Essays of Neville Meaney, ed. James Curran and Stuart Ward (Sydney University Press, 2013), 55, doi.org/​
10.2307/j.ctv1rm25dw; Craig Stockings, ‘“The Weary Titan Staggers under the Too Vast Orb of Its Fate”: 
Post-Federation Australia and the Problem of Imperial Defence’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 
History 44, no. 6 (2016): 904–5, doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2016.1227031; Russell McGregor, ‘The 
Necessity of Britishness: Ethno-Cultural Roots of Australian Nationalism’, Nations and Nationalism 12, 
no. 3 (2006): 500–1, doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2006.00250.x.

http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1rm25dw
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1rm25dw
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1rm25dw
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http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2006.00250.x
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The crisis in South Africa animated this deeply held sentiment, and there 
was huge enthusiasm in Australia to be involved both at the political and 
popular level.20

The conflict with the Boers needs to be understood in the context of the 
global geopolitical situation at the time. The dominant political and security 
feature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the struggle 
between the Great Powers: Britain, France, Germany, Russia, the United 
States and Japan. These countries were in aggressive competition with one 
another to extend their own power and limit that of their rivals. There was 
an ever-present threat that some minor dispute, such as the conflict in South 
Africa, might escalate to a full-scale war between these political entities, 
as eventually did occur in August 1914.

Revisionist historians have asserted that Australia, because of its remoteness, 
was not at risk from a Great Power conflict.21 But Australians at the turn of 
the twentieth century did not share this opinion and they had justification 
for doing so.22 The defence of the Australian mainland was, and is, not the 
same as the defence of Australia. In the event of Britain and one of the other 
empires entering into a major confrontation and Britain losing, Australia 
would most likely have lost its freedom and prosperity.23 It is arguable that 
overseas imperial possessions would have been forfeited to the victors, 
as occurred with the Central Powers after their defeat in 1918.24

The physical security of Australia itself was also seen as being dependent 
on the empire, in particular the Royal Navy.25 This included not only the 
protection of the mainland but also the trade routes vital to Australia’s 
existence and prosperity.26 Australians existed at the very fringe of the 

20	  Murfey, ‘“Fighting for the Unity of the Empire”’, 75–108.
21	  Anthony Cooper, ‘The Australian Historiography of the First World War: Who Is Deluded?’ Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 40, no. 1 (1994), 20–1, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.1994.tb00087.x; 
Craig Stockings, ‘Other People’s Wars’, in Australia’s Dirty Dozen, 12 Myths of Australian Military History, 
ed. Craig Stockings (NewSouth, 2012), 73; Henry Reynolds, Unnecessary Wars (NewSouth, 2016), 41.
22	  Barbara Penny, ‘The Age of Empire: An Australian Episode’, Historical Studies: Australia and New 
Zealand 11, no. 41 (1963), 32–4, doi.org/10.1080/10314616308595261; Craig Wilcox, ‘Australia’s 
South African War 1899–1902’, Scientia Militaria 30, no 1 (2000): 2, doi.org/10.5787/30-1-159.
23	  Jeffrey Grey, ‘In Every War but One? Myth, History and Vietnam’, in Zombie Myths of Australian 
Military History, ed. Craig Stockings (NewSouth, 2010), 193; John Moses and Gregory Munro, Australia 
and the ‘Kaiser’s War’ 1914–1918 (Broughton Press, 1993), i–iv.
24	  Cooper, ‘The Australian Historiography’, 30–2.
25	  Souter, Lion and Kangaroo, 21, 48; Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 10; Stuart Macintyre, A Concise History 
of Australia, 3rd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 140–1, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511809996.
26	  MacIntyre, A Concise History of Australia, 150.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.1994.tb00087.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/10314616308595261
http://doi.org/10.5787/30-1-159
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511809996
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known world at the time, and their sense of remoteness was acute.27 The 
colonies were vulnerable tiny enclaves next to a vastly populous Asia where 
the Great Powers rubbed up against one another.28 It was commonly 
thought that if Australia wished to maintain the benefit of the Royal Navy’s 
shield, then it needed to shoulder at least some of the responsibilities, such 
as supporting Britain in its war in South Africa. This idea can be seen in 
the parliamentary debates where it was often advanced by supporters of 
Australian involvement. Ephraim Zox, Victorian member of the Legislative 
Assembly (MLA), on 10 October 1899, argued for the importance of 
reciprocity, stating:

Suppose we desired assistance against a foreign power, what could 
we do by ourselves? Suppose China or Japan or any other nation 
endeavoured to interfere with our commerce, or took exception 
to our legislation, where should we be except for the assistance of 
Great Britain.29

Running parallel to Australia’s sense of vulnerability was a concern about 
Britain’s ability to defend its empire. Viewed from the European continent 
where conscript armies were measured in the millions, Britain’s all-volunteer 
army, although very professional, was tiny, approximately 225,000 
supplemented with a further 150,000 Indian troops.30 These forces were 
seen by Australians, and the rest of the empire, as inadequate, expensive and 
ramshackle.31 There was a sense that something needed to be done.32

The most attractive solution at the time was an idea formulated by historian 
and essayist J. R. Seeley.33 He noted that over the previous three centuries, 
Britain had expanded out into the Americas, Asia and the Pacific, and that 
the self-governing colonies—Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South 
Africa—had become extensions of Britain herself.34 Seeley argued in 
support of a system of imperial defence whereby the centre (Britain) and 

27	  Penny, ‘The Age of Empire’, 33–4; Barbara Penny, ‘Australia’s Reactions to the Boer War—A Study in 
Colonial Imperialism’, Journal of British Studies 7, no. 1 (1967): 97, doi.org/10.1086/385546; Cooper, 
‘The Australian Historiography’, 27.
28	  Penny, ‘The Age of Empire’, 32–3.
29	  Victorian Parliamentary Debates [VPD] 1899, 1735.
30	  Judd and Surridge, The Boer War, 60; David Omissi, The Sepoy and the Raj (Macmillan, 1994), 
Table 1.4, doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-14768-7.
31	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 10.
32	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 10.
33	  John Seeley, The Expansion of England (Macmillan & Co, 1883), 8–16; Peter Burroughs, ‘John 
Robert Seeley and British Imperial History’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 1, no. 2 (1973): 
191–211, doi.org/10.1080/03086537308582372.
34	  Seeley, The Expansion of England, 8–16.

http://doi.org/10.1086/385546
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-14768-7
http://doi.org/10.1080/03086537308582372
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the periphery (the self-governing colonies) would provide real and material 
mutual support in a crisis. Under this concept, potential enemies needed to 
be aware that, should any part of the empire be attacked, the empire as a 
whole would bring its resources to the conflict. It was therefore considered 
important that the Australian colonies, along with Canada and New Zealand, 
demonstrate solidarity.35 This was one of the overt motivations in the 
Australian colonies at the start of hostilities, as evidenced by the fact that it 
was universally acknowledged in both Australia and London that Australian 
troops would make no material difference.36 The offer was merely symbolic. 
After a series of catastrophic British defeats in South Africa between 10 and 
17 December 1899 (Colenso, Stormberg and Magersfontein), collectively 
referred to as Black Week, the perceived importance of showing unity with 
the empire increased exponentially.37

Australia’s economic progress was another ground for supporting the war. 
The country’s prosperity was harnessed to Britain.38 Three-fifths of imports 
were British, and fully half of Australia’s exports went to Britain.39 Eight out 
of 10 items in Australian grocery stores were imported from Britain, as was 
the currency the colonists used to make their purchases.40 British investment 
was the major engine of development and growth.41 Alfred Downward, 
Victorian MLA, on 10 October 1899, in justifying involvement in the war, 
cited the forms of ongoing economic support from England, particularly in 
terms of access to markets:

I feel that our material interests, quite apart from sentiment, are 
very closely and intimately bound up in the prosperity and the 
continuance of the great power of the British Empire.42

Other politicians, including Patrick Glynn, Donald McLeod and Robert 
Reid, also referred to this close economic tie to Britain.43 There were 
sentimental reasons to support the war as well; most Australians had either 
been born in the United Kingdom or had parents who had been born 

35	  Mordike, An Army for a Nation, 45–6.
36	  Clarke, ‘Marching to Their Own Drum’, 32.
37	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 26.
38	  Wilcox, ‘Relinquishing the Past’, 54; MacIntyre, A Concise History of Australia, 150; Souter, Lion and 
Kangaroo, 21; Craig Stockings, Britannia’s Shield: Lieutenant-General Sir Edward Hutton and Late-Victorian 
Imperial Defence (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 268, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316151150.
39	  MacIntyre, A Concise History of Australia, 150.
40	  Souter, Lion and Kangaroo, 21; Stockings, Britannia’s Shield, 268.
41	  Souter, Lion and Kangaroo, 21; Stockings, Britannia’s Shield, 268.
42	  VPD 1899, 1742–4.
43	  Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates [CPD] 1902, 8794; VPD 1899, 1796, 1783.

http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316151150
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there. In 1901, more than 98 per cent of the population was of English, 
Irish, Scottish or Welsh descent, with 18 per cent having been born in the 
British Isles.44

Perhaps the most telling explanation for Australian involvement in the 
war was through their sense of identity. On either side of the turn of the 
twentieth century, Australians (much like white imperial communities on 
the periphery elsewhere) had a profoundly imperial identity, combined 
with strong feelings of Anglo-Saxon race loyalty.45 Further, Australians, 
by and large, believed in the justice, morality, spirituality and, to some 
extent, inevitability of the imperial cause in South Africa and the world at 
large. For example, Donald Melville, Victorian member of the Legislative 
Council, stated:

I am a humble unit of the greatest empire that the world has ever 
seen, the most powerful nation that the sun has ever shone upon, 
and the most generous nation that has ever existed. When citizens of 
other disturbed countries have been in terror of their lives through 
revolutions that have broken out, the arms of England have been 
held out to them as a refuge.46

Richard Meagher, NSW MLA, shared this sentiment: ‘We cannot close our 
eyes to this fact, that there is no country which has done more for the 
elevation of humanity than has England.’47 It is important to stress that, 
while there were dissenting views in the parliaments as to whether the 
colonies (later federated nation) should send troops (discussed below in more 
detail), this identification by politicians as British was nearly universally 
held. The dissenters, almost without exception, also declared their loyalty 
to the empire. Their complaints were confined to the appropriateness of 
sending men to the war itself, not the wider question of whether Australia 
should go along some separate path.

This adoption of Britishness was assisted by late-nineteenth-century 
technology, with innovation creating not only an industrial but also an 
information revolution.48 Steam printing presses produced news and 

44	  Souter, Lion and Kangaroo, 12.
45	  Neville Meaney, ‘Britishness and Australian Identity: The Problem of Nationalism in Australian 
History and Historiography’, Australian Historical Studies 32, no. 116 (2001): 79, doi.org/10.1080/​
10314610108596148; Penny, ‘The Age of Empire’, 41–2.
46	  VPD 1899, 1799–1801.
47	  New South Wales Parliamentary Debates [NSWPD] 1899, 1528.
48	  Piers Brendon, The Decline and Fall of the British Empire 1781–1997 (Jonathan Cape, 2007), 
141–2, 145; John Darwin, The Empire Project (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 48, 100, 110.

http://doi.org/10.1080/10314610108596148
http://doi.org/10.1080/10314610108596148
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knowledge on an industrial scale and this output was transported on steam 
trains and ships across the globe to mass audiences.49 News reports written 
in London could be sent by telegraph and reproduced within 24–48 hours 
across Australia. Even the remote Australian bush was connected.50 The 
combined effect of these advancements was the maintenance of the empire 
as a cultural phenomenon.51 The technology allowed a person to live in 
Australia, never even see Britain, and yet have so much imperial influence 
surrounding them that they could still consider themselves British. 
Australians sense of who they were—the representatives of the British 
Empire in the Pacific—was a powerful influencing factor for wanting to be 
involved in the war.

Historiography

Australia’s involvement in the Boer War and the 
Vietnam-period revisionists

From the immediate aftermath of the Boer War up until the 1970s, the 
accepted historiography was, consistent with the evidence cited above, 
that Australians both before and after Federation were willing and even 
enthusiastic supporters of the war. A multitude of books, many by prominent 
writers of the period, were produced in the first years after the conflict.52 
Throughout these works, the loyalty of the self-governing colonies—
Australia, Canada and New Zealand—is assumed to the extent that it 
is hardly mentioned. Typical of these publications, there is only a single 
reference to the motivations of the colonies in each of the first volumes of 
The Times History of the War in South Africa and the Official History of the 
War in South Africa. These briefly state that support was due to these settlers 
having a stake in the empire as much as their English counterparts.53

49	  Darwin, The Empire Project, 3–5, 99–102, 103, 145–6.
50	  Wilcox, Australia’s Boer War, 5.
51	  Darwin, The Empire Project, 48, 100, 110; Brendon, The Decline and Fall, 141–2, 145; Anthony 
Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism: A Cultural Approach (Routledge, 2009), 14, doi.org/10.4324/​
9780203876558.
52	  Leopold Amery, ed., The Times History of the War in South Africa (Sampson, Lowe, Marsden & 
Company, 1900–1909); Winston Churchill, The Boer War (Leo Cooper, 1989, first published in 1900); 
Arthur Conan-Doyle, The Great Boer War (G.N Morang, 1900).
53	  Diane Langmore, ed., Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 17, A–K (Melbourne University Press, 
2007), xv. 

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203876558
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In the 1960s, Barbara Penny, who was one of a group of influential historians 
at The Australian National University (ANU), made a detailed examination 
of Australian attitudes toward the British Empire and participation in the 
Boer War.54 In a series of articles, she concluded, consistent with the original 
texts, that Australians were enthusiastic supporters of the imperial project 
generally, and the Boer War specifically.55 

However, Chris Connolly and Laurie Field in the 1970s completely 
reversed this interpretation. Connolly, who had studied the Boer War at 
the University of New England and was later a senior lecturer in history 
at Canterbury University in New Zealand, dismissed the evidence of local 
‘popular imperialist hysteria’ on the basis that earlier historians had mistaken 
imperialist ploys and middle-class opinion for wider popular support.56 
He argued that the working class (in the main), who made up the majority 
of the population, was at best indifferent to the war.57 He further asserted 
that Australian involvement was largely driven by the manipulative actions 
of British imperialists, specifically the Colonial Office, the governors and 
the colonial commandants. He stressed that colonial politicians were very 
reluctant to engage in imperial wars.58

That Australia had been nudged or tricked into the war was not a new 
idea. In 1902, Australian Labor Party and radical politicians used the 
same argument. Connolly, though, discovered what he believed to be 
clear evidence.59 His main argument, the ‘smoking gun’ in support of the 
manipulation hypothesis, was that on 3 July 1899, Colonial Secretary 
Joseph Chamberlain sent secret telegrams to the premiers of New South 
Wales and Victoria, as well as the prime minister of Canada, asking for 

54	  Amery, The Times History of the War, 13; Frederick Maurice and Maurice Grant, Official History of 
the War in South Africa 1899–1902, vols. I–IV (Hurst & Blackett, 1906–1910), 33–4.
55	  Penny, ‘The Age of Empire’, 32–42; Penny, ‘Australia’s Reactions to the Boer War’, 97–130; Barbara 
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a ‘spontaneous offer’ of soldiers.60 Any offer could not actually have been 
spontaneous as Chamberlain had prompted it, but actual spontaneity 
was not necessary, just the outward appearance of it. The offer of troops, 
consistent with Seeley’s vision, was part of Chamberlain’s plan to influence 
the South African republics to accept Britain’s demands by showing the 
solidarity of the empire.61 To the disappointment of the Colonial Office, 
each of the premiers refused.62 The deceptive nature of the telegrams and 
colonial reluctance was, according to Connolly, clear evidence that the 
imperial authorities (including the governors and commandants of the 
colonies) actively, and in a coordinated way, manipulated the Australian 
and Canadian politicians and, therefore, their people into participating in 
a war they did not want.63 He labelled this ‘manufactured spontaneity’.64

Laurie Field, who served in WWII as a pilot and spent most of his working 
life as a secondary school teacher, authored The Forgotten War in 1979.65 
This was a comprehensive text on Australia’s involvement in the Boer War. 
Field had been a student of Penny’s at ANU but did not follow Penny’s line 
of reasoning. Like Connolly, he saw Australian involvement as the result of 
‘misguided’ political manipulation.66

‘Nationalist’ interpretation

This about-face in the historiography is best understood in the context of 
the ‘nationalist’ interpretation and its resurgence during the Vietnam War 
period. The ‘nationalist’ interpretation argues that, from a very early stage, 
Australia was seeking independence from its British motherland and that it 
had an identity that was distinct from its British origins.67 The idea existed 
in other forms before the 1970s but was given fresh impetus during the 
political and social upheaval of the Vietnam War. Resistance to the Vietnam 
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War itself represented and formed part of the broader anti-imperialist 
sentiment of the time.68 This sentiment, particularly in universities, was 
deeply held. Australian universities were key centres for anti-war activism; 
humanities departments became increasingly anti-militaristic.69 American 
involvement in Indochina was seen as the latest abhorrent example of 
Western countries exploiting less powerful nations for their own interests.70 
In line with this, some historians began to reinterpret the past: no longer 
was the British Empire lauded as the bringer of democratic institutions, 
the rule of law and Christian values. Instead, it became synonymous with 
colonisation, exploitation and genocide.71 

Unsurprisingly, the idea that their forebears were willing participants in the 
British Empire was distasteful to those who held such views. The ‘nationalist’ 
hypothesis that the self-governing dominions were nations distinct from 
their British homeland, and, if anything, that they too were victims of the 
heinous empire, was much more palatable. Australia was not alone in this 
change of paradigm; other dominions also reinterpreted their past.72 In this 
model, the colonies and dominions did not willingly send troops to the 
Boer War but were tricked into it by the perfidious Albion.

This idea overlapped with the opinion that Australian involvement in 
Vietnam was disturbingly similar to Australia’s involvement in the wars of 
the British Empire. Historians made direct comparisons, whereby Australia, 
in joining with the Americans in South-East Asia, was making the same 
mistake it had in the pre–WWII period with Britain. Field expressly 
compared the Vietnam and Boer wars, describing their merits as equally 
‘dubious’.73 Humphrey McQueen also linked Australian policy in the Boer 
War to the Vietnam conflict, stating: ‘Here again is the policy of taking out 
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insurance with a great and powerful ally’. Moreover, he expressly attributed 
the impetus for his revisionist polemic on Australian history, A New 
Britannia, as being his opposition to the Vietnam War.74 Stephen Alomes 
also made explicit this connection, describing Australia’s involvement in the 
South African War as an ‘expeditionary war for another imperial power’.75

Connolly’s and Field’s analyses of Australia’s involvement in the Boer War 
fitted neatly to this sentiment. Their message, that Australia was manipulated 
into the Boer War by imperialists and that (expressly or by implication) 
allegiance to a large ally had in the past led to disastrous consequences, 
would have found favour in a significant portion of the academic 
community. Supporting that observation, their line of reasoning was to 
become the paradigm for understanding Australia’s involvement in the 
Boer War for decades. John Mordike in 1992, Eric Andrews in 1993, Luke 
Trainor in 1994 and 2002, and others followed Connolly’s interpretation.76 
The position became the accepted understanding in The Oxford History 
of Australia and The Oxford Companion to Australian Military History.77

Critique of the ‘nationalist’ interpretation

While it is not difficult to understand the anti-imperial sentiment and 
attractiveness of the ‘nationalist’ interpretation during the Vietnam period, 
the paradigm is incorrect. The modern nationalist state was a phenomenon 
that arose and gained momentum throughout the nineteenth century 
as traditional religious beliefs were challenged and society was disrupted 
by the massive technological upheavals of the time.78 Benedict Anderson 
defined the nation as an ‘imagined political community’—imagined 
because the community was too large for all the individuals to know one 
another personally.79 While there are multiple factors contributing to how 
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nationalism is understood, ethnicity is at the core.80 Modern nationalism 
drew its strength from reworking ethnic myths, symbols and memories 
that already existed in the community to create continuity and provide the 
nation with a foundation.81 

Nationalism was (and is) a powerful force, something that individuals were 
(and are) prepared to die for. Taking on the trappings of religion, it turned 
the arbitrary nature of life into destiny—you might die but the nation will 
live on.82 The ‘imagined political community’ for Australians was not a 
radical nationalist one, as the revisionists asserted, but one centred on the 
Anglo-Saxon race, British history and British culture. The colonists drew on 
British myths, symbols and memories to create the Australian nation.

In 1978, Gavin Souter, Walkley Award–winning journalist and author of 
several respected historical works, reasserted that Australians at all levels 
were enthusiastic participants in the British Empire generally.83 Neville 
Meaney observed that the idea of ‘Britishness’ was greater in Australia 
and New Zealand than in Britain.84 He further asserted that evidence for 
Australian colonists thinking of themselves as British was ‘overwhelming’.85 
In The Cambridge History of Australia, Deryck Schreuder stated that the 
‘Meaney thesis’ on Australian nationalism has been ‘broadly vindicated’.86

The Vietnam-period revisionists’ fundamental mistake started with the 
presumption that ‘all history has been directed towards fulfilling the destinies 
of unique peoples, of achieving their self-realisation, most commonly in 
sovereign states’.87 The application of this presumption led these historians 
to see the British colonies as evolving from colonies to nations rather 
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than becoming components of a wider Britannic world.88 They mistook 
Australians’ patriotism, affection, competitiveness and enthusiasm for their 
colonies as the desire to be an independent nation. With few exceptions, this 
was not the case. Australians’ patriotic feeling for their colonies, individually 
and collectively, was always within the idea of empire. Australians were 
imperial nationalists and local patriots, and there was nothing contradictory 
about these ideas.89 Imperial nationalism was distinct from, but not 
incompatible with, the local patriotism Australians had for their respective 
colonies. It is the explanation for Prime Minister Alfred Deakin’s statement 
at the time that he was ‘an independent Australian Briton’.90

Apart from this fundamental error, there were other issues with Connolly’s 
interpretation of why the Australian colonies participated in the Boer War. 
In 1999, Stephen Clarke, whose doctoral thesis focused on the British 
commandants in Australia at the time of the Boer War, flatly rebutted the 
‘imperial conspiracy’ argument based on his analysis of the communications 
between relevant authorities in England, the British commandants in the 
colonies and the colonial governments.91 He made a telling case that the 
timing of offers, the actions of the War Office and those of the colonial 
commandants demonstrated there was no collusion with London to trick 
Australia into sending troops.92 A further problem with Connolly’s work 
was that ,when looking at evidence of public opinion in the Boer War, he 
relied on sources all related to either American or Australian working-class 
attitudes in, or near, the Vietnam period.93 There is too vast a gulf between 
the cultures and contexts of these wars for that conclusion to be drawn; it is 
anachronistic. The perceived utility of the Boer War ‘club’ to beat those who 
would support Australia’s involvement in Vietnam was so attractive that 
Connolly, like many of his contemporaries, failed to see that these cultures 
and their motivations for involvement in these wars were not the same.
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Another important rebuttal to the Vietnam-period revisionists’ narrative 
of Australia’s involvement in the Boer War was Craig Wilcox’s critique of 
John Mordike’s 1992 book An Army for a Nation. Mordike was the first 
military historian appointed by the Army Historical Policy Committee and 
a former army officer of 17 years, including service in Vietnam. An Army for 
a Nation was a comprehensive, extensively researched work produced under 
the auspices of the Army Historical Policy Unit. Mordike’s career meant the 
book was important. A central premise of the work is the triumph of 
the imperial ideology (and manoeuvring) over Australian national interests, 
tragically leading Australia into the South African conflict, and then into 
the great cataclysm of WWI.94 Wilcox, a prolific writer and a leading expert 
today on Australia’s involvement in the Boer War, objected to Mordike’s 
portrayal of the imperial representatives in the colonies (the governors and 
commandants) as sly conspirators whose object was to sacrifice Australian 
security interests for those of the imperial centre.95 Both the imperial 
representatives and the Australian politicians, Wilcox argued, were seeking 
ways to manage the threats perceived in the Pacific region and the threats 
to the empire as a whole. He asserted that Mordike failed to acknowledge 
the practical reality that had Britain failed in a major European war, the 
impact on Australia was likely to be devastating.96 Mordike mistook caution 
and secrecy on the part of the imperial bureaucrats for conspiracy against 
Australia, when, in reality, their interests were mostly aligned with the local 
politicians. While Mordike wrote an extensive rebuttal to this critique, 
reasserting his conspiracy theory, he failed to adequately address the 
geopolitical reality.97

Persistence in the face of rebuttal

Despite these general and specific rebuttals, elements of the ‘nationalist’ 
narrative continue to have traction in the historiography; for example, 
in 2015, Marilyn Lake challenged Meaney’s thesis; and, in 2018, Peter 
Cochrane endorsed Mordike’s imperial manipulation hypothesis.98 
Christopher Waters also pushed back against Meaney’s approach, arguing 
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that he had gone ‘too far’, though his main focus was the post-WWI and 
decolonisation period rather than the Boer War.99 Importantly, even in this 
later period, he acknowledged that Britishness was still ‘the most powerful 
cultural glue for most Australians’.100 But it is Henry Reynolds’s treatment 
of the critics of Australia’s involvement in the Boer War that is directly 
pertinent to this article.101

Reynolds, an eminent and influential Australian historian, is mainly known 
for his work on Australia’s Frontier Wars. He is either a Vietnam-period 
revisionist or in the mould of one, which is unsurprising given that he 
commenced his teaching career at the height of Australia’s involvement in 
the Vietnam War. Like the earlier Vietnam-period historians and the radical 
nationalists, he is an advocate for pacifism and neutrality and an Australia 
free from alliances.102 Two of his more recent works, What’s Wrong with Anzac 
and Unnecessary Wars, are directed at critiquing Australia’s militarism and 
its involvement in overseas alliances through an examination of Australia’s 
involvement in the Boer War.103 He believes that because of its relationships 
with Britain and America, Australia has engaged in, as the title of his book 
states, Unnecessary Wars.104

Reynolds, like earlier Vietnam revisionists, seeks to use the Boer War to 
persuade readers that ‘neutrality’ and ‘pacifism’ are, and should have been, 
the proper path for Australia, but he takes a different approach. He instead 
enlists the critics of Australia’s involvement in the Boer War.105 In What’s 
Wrong with Anzac? these men are described as prophetic in their unheeded 
warnings about a militaristic future for the country.106 He also relies on 
Connolly’s ‘manufactured spontaneity’ hypothesis of imperial manipulation. 
(He does not appear to be aware of Clarke’s rebuttal.)107 Warming to his 
hypothesis of ‘prescient thought leaders who were ignored’, Reynolds 
expanded this idea into an entire book—Unnecessary Wars—a few years 
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later. This work extends his description of the anti-war critics; they were 
not just critical of the conflict, they were individuals ‘whose focus was on 
Australia and who questioned the need for overseas involvement’.108 Again, 
he presents this group as exemplars who should have been listened to then, 
and ought to be listened to now.109 Note that in the 1970s form of the 
nationalist narrative, the majority were independently minded, whereas in 
Unnecessary Wars they are narrowed to a wise minority. The problem with 
Reynolds’s claim is that these critics, like most of the population, were not 
independently minded; they were ardent imperialists.

In the chapter ‘Critics of the War’ in Unnecessary Wars, Reynolds stops 
short of calling his exemplars ‘republicans’ and expressly excludes them 
from the category of ‘radical nationalists’.110 They are described instead, as 
noted above, as men ‘whose focus was on Australia and who questioned the 
need for overseas involvement’.111 The material leading into this chapter, 
however, is weighted to the idea of dissent relating to ‘nationalism’ and 
‘republicanism’.112 Earlier examples of actual republicans, such as the 
politician and protestant minister J. D. Lang, who was prominent from 
the 1850s to his death in 1878, are discussed at length in early scene-
setting chapters.113 Reynolds states that the Boer War created a situation 
where ‘imperial loyalty overwhelmed Australian nationalism’.114 It would be 
difficult not to assume from the text that these critics were something other 
than ‘independence-minded’. On the ABC’s Radio National, Reynolds 
was less circumspect, stating that ‘there would be about ten per cent 
[the dissenters] who took this republican independent stand’.115

Reynolds reached this conclusion by following the evidence of, and therefore 
making the same errors as, his revisionist predecessors. He mistakes the 
dissenters’ willingness to protest the actions of the imperial government for 
Australian nationalism. These critics of the war, though, only objected in the 
context of Australians being part of the British Empire and the British race. 
They had no intention of changing their ethnicity and loyalties, something 
they asserted persistently. The pro-empire statements of the critics are barely 
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acknowledged in Unnecessary Wars and yet are critical to understanding 
these historical actors.116 These men held the same values as the rest of 
their culture; they saw the country’s membership of the British Empire 
as paramount. It was paramount because of the geopolitical reality of the 
time; Australia’s security was seen to be dependent on the Royal Navy and 
the solidarity of the empire. It was paramount because they believed in the 
values of the British Empire and that it was a force for good in the world. 
The only point of difference between the critics and most of the community 
was that they thought the war was a bad idea for Australia and the empire 
as a whole.

Reynolds cites George Reid, premier of New South Wales, later prime 
minister of Australia, as a key example of his hypothesis. With reference to 
a debate on whether to send troops to China (not South Africa) in 1900, 
Reynolds quotes Reid as stating that ‘Australians did not want to be looked 
upon as a military people’ who were ‘ready to send their contingents forth 
to do battle in any part of the globe’.117 Reynolds fails to mention that—​
in the same speech—Reid clarified that, while he did not consider the China 
mission to be an emergency, in the event of an actual emergency, Australia 
would spontaneously send troops:

I say … should a great emergency arise in which we know that the 
empire is in danger, then, not as a matter of contract, not as a matter 
of duty, but from an impulse which I do not think a dishonourable 
impulse, the colonies are prepared to come forward and stand side 
by side with the mother country in the hour of danger.118 

Reynolds mentions that Reid made a pro-imperial speech during a 1902 
debate against allegations that the British Army was committing atrocities; 
however, he fails to explain how this could be consistent with his alleged 
independent-looking outlook or his voting in the NSW and federal 
parliaments to send troops to South Africa and China!119 

Reynolds’s representation grossly understates Reid’s imperial patriotism and 
his preparedness to use military force for the maintenance of the British 
Empire. Reid committed the colonies to ‘do anything, go anywhere’ 
to defend the empire at the Colonial Conference in London in 1897.120 
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At a luncheon reported in the Sydney Morning Herald on 30 October 1899, 
he gave a patriotic speech. After deriding the critics of the war, he stated: 
‘but we know there is a feeling of loyalty that rises above all cold logic and 
scepticism, and which thrills this vast empire to the core (Cheers)’.121 Later 
in the same speech, he stated:

The empire means peace, but no empire can exist unless it has the 
latent force which will enable it to defend itself against any possible 
danger. (Hear, hear) And the empire of Great Britain will only last 
so long as other nations are convinced that it is powerful enough to 
defend its own territory (Cheers).122

Reid was still giving public speeches in defence of the Boer War in 
1902.123 During WWI, he held a seat in Britain’s House of Commons as 
an ‘independent imperialist’ and supported the ‘win the war’ coalition.124 
He also referred, in more than one instance, to the significance of race 
loyalty. For example, at speeches in celebration of Australian Federation, 
Reid spoke of ‘the crimson thread of kinship’. Further, during the luncheon 
speech of 30 October 1899 (noted above), he stated: 

a feeling of pride to know that New South Welshmen of the same 
British blood are leaving here to take part in a movement [the South 
African War] that makes for the freedom of humanity and the 
welfare of mankind (Continued cheering).125

Reid’s affection for the British Empire is manifest in his autobiography and in 
his fond reminiscences of Queen Victoria’s jubilee in 1897.126 His apparent 
reluctance to send troops to the Boer War was not about his seeking some 
kind of independence for Australia or latent pacifism but because, like other 
colonial politicians, he wanted to maintain his local political privileges, 
particularly control over the colony’s finances.127 He did not want to write 
the War Office a blank cheque, but that did not make him a critic seeking 
a separate path from the empire. He voted in favour of sending contingents 
to the South African War and the Boxer Rebellion in the NSW Parliament 

121	 Sydney Morning Herald (SMH), 30 October 1899, 8.
122	 SMH, 30 October 1899, 8.
123	 SMH, 11 February 1902, 6.
124	 Winston McMinn, ‘Sir George Houstoun Reid (1845–1918)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, ANU, published first in hardcopy 1988, accessed 17 October 2024, adb.
anu.edu.au/biography/reid-sir-george-houstoun-8173/text14289.
125	 Souter, Lion and the Kangaroo, 47; SMH 30 Oct.1899, 8.
126	 George Reid, My Reminiscences (University of Sydney Library, 1917), see Chapter XIV ‘In England 
for the Diamond Jubilee’.
127	 Stockings, Britannia’s Shield, 34; NSWPD 1900, 1295–6.
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in 1899 and 1900, respectively, then voted to send more troops to South 
Africa when he was leader of the opposition in the Australian Parliament 
in January 1902.128 Reid’s credentials as an imperial loyalist prepared to use 
military force are ironclad.

Reynolds’s skewed interpretation of Henry Higgins, Victorian MLA, 
a politician of Irish origin and a radical in the Australian political context, 
is another example. Higgins was one of the notable critics of the Australian 
colonies and then Federated Australian nation sending troops in support 
of the British Army and of the war itself.129 He directly attributed the loss 
of his seat in parliament to his opposition to the war.130 Reynolds dedicates 
several pages to Higgins, stating that his objections went beyond the conflict 
and to militarism itself. He cites an article in which Higgins asks ‘whether 
“militarism and titular distinction” had pervaded Australian ideals’, noting 
that ‘our true ideal is peace—peace and internal development’.131 Reynolds 
acknowledges that ‘Higgins was British born and expressed continuing 
affection for what he referred to as the mother country’.132 However, as in 
Reynolds’s treatment of Reid, this does not adequately express the depth of 
attachment or Higgins’s recognition that Australia’s security was dependent 
on Britain. On 10 October 1899, during the first debate as to whether 
Victoria should send troops, Higgins stated: 

I think it will serve to convey our feeling that it is not our duty, at 
this stage and in this war, to interfere in the affairs of the mother 
country, much as we love her and wish to stand by her, and that it is 
our business to wait until she is in need, and then we will help her.133

Later, while serving in the Commonwealth Parliament, he was again an 
outspoken opponent of the war; however, on 14 January 1902, Higgins stated:

I said then as I have said always, that if England were in extreme 
need—if her existence were in danger and it were a matter of life and 
death—we should spend every man and every shilling in defending 
the empire.134

128	 NSWPD 1899, 1585; NSWPD 1900, 1338; CPD 1902, 8800.
129	 Reynolds, Unnecessary Wars, 215, 238–9.
130	 Autobiography draft, p. 113, MS1057 Papers of Henry Higgins, Box 7, National Library of Australia, 
Special Collections; J. Rickard, ‘Henry Bournes Higgins (1851–1929)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, ANU, published first in hardcopy 1983, accessed 27 March 2017, adb.anu.
edu.au/biography/higgins-henry-bournes-6662/text11483.
131	 Reynolds, Unnecessary Wars, 31.
132	 Reynolds, Unnecessary Wars, 160.
133	 VPD 1899, 1779.
134	 CPD 1902, 8753. 
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Later, on the same day, he stated:

I do not wish to be misunderstood. I am one who regards as clear 
that no empire in the history of the world has done so much for 
civilization and for liberty as the British Empire. I may also add, 
if the honourable members will allow me to do so, that personally 
I belong to a stock which is the most loyal and the most attached to 
the England of all stocks within the wide ring of the world.135

Higgins went on to describe the greatness of England in detail.136 True to his 
declarations, Higgins, like Reid, saw no alternative to Australia joining the 
fight against Germany in 1914.137

Rather than understand Higgins and Reid in the context of their own 
time, Reynolds has interpreted the critiques they made of Australian 
involvement in the Boer War through what appears to be a Vietnam-era, 
anti-war lens. He misinterprets their objections as being the same as his own 
desire for Australia to go its own way, but this was not the case as they were 
imperial nationalists.

Virtually all the critics cited by Reynolds expressed similar sentiments.138 
Indeed, 14 of the 16 men cited in the chapter ‘Critics of the War’ made 
statements of loyalty to, and frequently affection for, the British Empire.139 
The two exceptions were William Maloney, Victorian MLA, and James 
Charles Stewart, Queensland MLA. Maloney did not make any statement 
of loyalty, nor did he make any statement suggesting Australia should 
separate from the empire.140 His speech failed to address the topic at hand 
to the extent that he was admonished by the Speaker for his continued 
irrelevance. Consequently, it is difficult to infer his attitude towards the 
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empire.141 Stewart is the only true example of Reynolds’s thesis; he stated 
that the de facto foreign policy of Australia was ‘non-intervention’ in foreign 
squabbles and held republican sentiments.142

Imperial loyalty was also true for the other dissenters that Reynolds did not 
mention but were presumably conflated into the 10 per cent of independent 
republican-minded critics he referred to in the interview on Radio National 
cited earlier.143 However, George Ryland, Queensland MLA, was the only 
other parliamentarian, apart from Maloney and Stewart, not to make 
a statement of loyalty.144

Despite these issues with its major premise, Unnecessary Wars was received 
without question and praised at its launch, likely reflective of how attractive 
the ‘nationalist’ narrative still is to segments of the academic and broader 
community. Alison Brionowski, vice-president of Australians for War 
Powers Reform and of Honest History, wrote glowingly about the book 
and its damnation of Australia’s involvement in foreign wars, as did Mark 
McKenna, professor of history at the University of Sydney.145 An interview 
with Reynolds on Big Ideas on the ABC was equally complimentary of 
his interpretation of this period.146 Allan Patience, in his book Australian 
Foreign Policy in Asia: Middle Power or Awkward Partner, is also approving 
of Reynolds’s work.147 It ought to be noted that Brionowski, McKenna and 
Patience lived through the era of the Vietnam War and were likely shaped 
by the negative opinions of imperial loyalty of that time, enough that they 
appear blind to the problems of Reynolds’s arguments.
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Notwithstanding Reynolds’s and his admirers’ no doubt sincere and valid 
concerns for contemporary Australia, his assertion that there was a group 
of Australian politicians who were ardent pacifists seeking an independent 
path at the time of the Boer War is not the correct conclusion to draw. 
Like the Vietnam-period revisionists, Reynolds is mistaken. The supposedly 
anti-war politicians’ speeches in and out of parliament support the opposite 
position; they were proud members of the British Empire and were prepared 
to do whatever was needed to defend it. It was just the South African War 
itself they objected to. Should a serious threat to the empire have arisen, 
they were prepared to commit everything to its defence. This was exactly 
what occurred in 1914.

Conclusion
The Vietnam-period revisionists reinvigorated a myth based on a 
fundamental error; they mistook Australians’ pride in their colonies and 
a willingness to criticise the home country as a desire for independence. 
These historians failed to recognise the practical, emotional and even 
spiritual connection Australians of that time had for the British Empire. 
Instead, they saw a community whose beliefs reflected the sensibilities of the 
anti–Vietnam War movement; a community that was somehow cheated out 
of its cherished independence by tricky imperialists. However, this was not 
the case. It is telling that even the critics of the Boer War were at pains to 
announce their loyalty and affection for Britian. The British Empire was not 
something apart from them; it was them. Yet, despite the weight of evidence 
in the historical record and years of research debunking the premise, the 
‘nationalist’ paradigm of Australian involvement in the Boer War persists 
today. The presentism of the Vietnam-period revisionists, it seems, cannot 
be put into the grave no matter how many times you bash it with a shovel.
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