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Wartime government controls5.8

During World War II the Australian Government took control of many aspects of 

civilian life. On 9 September 1939 — just a week after the start of World War II — the 

Commonwealth Government was given wide-ranging powers in the National Security 

Act. These controls included restrictions on what people could say, read and do. The 

government even had the power to tell people what job they could have. 

Most Australians supported these limits on their individual freedom, especially 

while there was the threat of invasion from Japan. They believed that the controls were 

necessary to defend Australia and support our military forces who were doing the 

fi ghting. The government also appealed to a sense of patriotism and this was another 

important reason most of the population supported these wartime controls.

Conscription
Soon after war broke out in Europe, the Australian Government decided to introduce 

conscription for the defence of Australia and her territories. Australia already had 

a militia of about 80 000 men who were immediately called up. Compulsory military 

training of 20-year-old single men was introduced in October 1939. The trade unions 

and members of the Labor Party opposed this but the Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, 

believed that it was fair; other militia members had to give up their jobs, so these men 

should as well. Australia then had two armies:

the Second AIF which was made up of volunteers for overseas servicesõ

the CMF (Citizen Military Forces), later the AMF, made up of conscripts trained to sõ

defend Australia. They could serve only in Australia or its overseas territories (Papua, 

for example).

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Describe the impression of life in the army that source 5.45 provides.

2  What is the aim of the poster?

3  Would the poster encourage you to join the army? Reread the text in 

section 5.3 and use one of the events described there to create your 

own recruitment poster.

In 1941, as the possibility of war with Japan increased, the 

Australian Government made all men, when they turned 18, 

register for possible service. Early in 1942, and with the increased 

threat after the fall of Singapore, these young men were called up 

into the army. They were given from one to three months training 

and then sent to Papua. This was an Australian territory at the time, 

and the aim was to try to stop the advance of the Japanese (see 

pages 178–83). 

After the return of the troops from North Africa, AIF and AMF 

battalions fought side by side. Most conscripts joined the AIF when 

they turned 19. In January 1943, the area to which conscripts could 

be sent was expanded to include the entire island of New Guinea 

and the islands of Bougainville, New Britain, New Ireland and 

other parts of the south-west Pacifi c. For the fi rst time, Australian 

conscripts were sent to fi ght outside Australian territory. Also in 

1943, the Defence Act was altered to allow women to be conscripted 

into the auxiliary forces.

Unlike World War I there wasn’t a big debate about conscription. Both major political 

parties saw the need to defend Australia from possible attack and when Japan attacked 

Pearl Harbor our military forces were mainly in Britain or North Africa. Although Prime 

Minister Curtin was strongly opposed to the idea of forcing men to fi ght, he believed 

that there was no other way to have a suffi ciently large army to defend Australia.

SOUR CE 5.45

A recruitment poster for 

World War II, published 

in 1942
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Manpower controls
After the start of the war with Japan, industries and employment in Australia became 

focused on the war effort. The government appointed a Director of Manpower in 

1942 to ensure that there were enough workers for essential war industries. Conscription 

for military service took away many men from their usual jobs and the government was 

faced with the enormous task of supplying food, clothing and equipment for the overseas 

forces. By the end of August 1943 the Australian Government had provided over eight 

million items of clothing and 146 298 tons of food [over 148 000 tonnes] to the visiting US 

forces. This was in addition to what the government provided for our troops.

During the war all Australians were expected to work for the war effort. People 

weren’t allowed to change their jobs without permission and those working in a job 

that was considered important for the war effort couldn’t join the armed forces. People 

leaving school could also be told what job to go to.

.  .  . For Australia our utmost, which means everything we have and everything that belongs to 

us, must now be mobilised.

.  .  . The protection of this country is no longer that of a contribution to a world at war but the 

resistance to an enemy threatening to invade our own shore.

.  .  . It is now work or fi ght as we have never worked or fought before.

.  .  . The hours previously devoted to sport and leisure must now be given to the duties of 

war. Every citizen has a parallel duty to that of the man in the fi ghting forces.

.  .  . And brains and brawn are demanded in every place of war endeavour. We have to pep up 

the production of every essential requirement.

West Australian, 17 February 1942.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Identify three things Prime Minister Curtin is asking people to do in source 5.46.

2  What conclusions can be made about Australia’s readiness for war in 1942 from this source?

.  .  . the resources of man-power and woman-power in Australia shall be organised and applied 

in the best possible way to meet the requirements of the defence forces and the needs of the 

industry in the production of munitions and the maintenance of supplies and services essential 

to the life of the community .  .  .

Paragraph 3 of the regulations.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  From a careful study of source 5.47, and the text in section 5.3, identify some of the industries 

the government would want to ensure had enough people working in them.

2  Which services do you consider are essential to the life of the community?

3  Identify three similarities in sources 5.46 and 5.47.

On 6 March 1942 the age for conscription was increased to 45 for married men and 

60 for single men. If you were fi t, and not working in an essential industry, then you 

were drafted into the armed forces. If you were too old, or not fi t enough, you had to join 

the CCC (Civil Construction Corps) and build things like airfi elds and roads.

However, conscription for the army also meant that there were fewer school leavers 

available each year to work in the war industries. People with a trade were also needed 

by the military to support the frontline troops, and factory and farm workers were 

in short supply. During 1943, 715 000 Australian men and women were in the armed 

forces but an extra 219 000 workers were needed just to keep industries operating. The 

shortage of manpower was so severe in Australia that schoolboys were forced to work in 

their holidays.

SOUR CE 5.46

Prime Minister John 

Curtin describes what he 

expected of Australian 

citizens after the fall of 

Singapore.

SOUR CE 5.47

The Australian 

Government’s initial 

regulation of manpower, 

January 1942
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The number of people involved in production related to the war effort, such 

as munitions, steel production and military equipment, went from 36 000 

at the outbreak of war to 1 400 400 by June 1944. (Australia’s population was about 7.5 million.)

In October 1943, the government approved new regulations that meant the Director of 

Manpower could:

order a compulsory transfer of a worker from one job to anothersõ

punish any worker who refused to movesõ

force all men and single and divorced women from the age of 16 to 65 to work in sõ

whatever job they were told to by the government

demand all workers carry a work identity cardsõ

have people check these identity cards at any timesõ

carry out raids at hotels, cinemas and racecourses and detain people who weren’t able sõ

to produce their employment identity card. 

Prime Minister Curtin said that without workers ‘the nation could not have continued 

to wage war’ and most people supported these government restrictions on their freedom 

of employment because they believed it was essential to winning the war.

Rationing
Most goods were in short supply during the war, as substantial supplies of food and 

clothing were needed for the troops so they could continue fighting. A system of 

rationing was introduced by the government, which restricted the quantity and types of 

goods that people could buy. Every person was given a ration book and goods could be 

purchased only if the correct coupons were presented.

SOUR CE 5.48    A photograph of an inquiry counter in an Australian department store where 

staff gave advice on rationing procedures, June 1942

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  What does source 5.48 reveal about 
the introduction of rationing in 
Australia?

2  What evidence does it provide about 
the impact of the war on the civilian 
population?

3  Carefully read the text, and the 
other sources, on rationing. In pairs, 
choose two of the people shown 
in the photograph and compose a 
conversation that might have taken 
place between them about rationing 
in Australia.

Tea, Australians’ most popular 

drink apart from beer, was limited 

to 45 grams per person per week. 

Meat was in such short supply that 

in 1944 the meat ration was only 

about one kilogram per person 

per week. Petrol was also rationed, 

as was firewood, which was used 

by most homes for heating the 

oven, heater and hot water system. 

Clothing was also rationed, as 

the material was needed to make 

uniforms.

Clothes were made UÊ

from sugar and flour 

bags and jewellery 

was made from 

bread dough.

There was little UÊ

elastic so underwear 

had to be done up 

with string or rope.

AWM 136413
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Mothers became adept at making clothes last longer. They cut adult garments down to make 

children’s, and there was even more handing-down to younger brothers, sisters, even cousins, 

than before .  .  .

Silk, most of which had come from China and Japan before the war, was now very scarce, 

and far too valuable [for parachute making] to be used for making ladies’ stockings. In those 

pre-nylon days, this meant that stockings all but disappeared. Since being caught without your 

stockings on was then more or less equal to being caught starkers these days, this was a 

serious problem for many women. Some overcame it by applying leg make-up .  .  . Stockings 

in those days had a seam down the back, so this too had to be painted on .  .  .

Cars began to appear with charcoal-fuelled gas producers, or with gigantic bags of town gas 

on top of them. As tea substitutes, newspapers suggested tea-tree, as used by the early settlers, 

maidenhair fern, red clover blossom and lucerne.

Unice Atwell, Growing up in the 40s, Kangaroo Press, Sydney, 1983, pp. 45–7.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Which items can you conclude were rationed from source 5.49 and how did people overcome the 
shortage of these items?

2  Explain why recollections like those in source 5.49 are useful for a historian studying the impact 
of rationing on the Australian population during World War II.

HER LETTER TO HER SOLDIER
‘Milk’s rationed, meat’s dear. I can’t buy fi sh or fruit and the bakers

are on strike. Wish we were with you!’

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Describe the people and the home shown in source 5.50.

2  How does the cartoon make you feel about living conditions in Australia during World War II?

3  What conclusions might a historian make about the impact of rationing from this source?

4  Imagine you are the woman and complete the rest of the letter she is writing to her husband.

In September 1942, Prime Minister John Curtin called for a ‘season of austerity’ 

and asked Australians to deprive themselves of ‘every selfi sh, comfortable habit, every 

luxurious impulse, every act, word or deed that retards the victory march’. He hoped that 

sales of goods would fall by up to 50 per cent and that people would invest their money 

in the government’s $200 000 000 Austerity Loan to pay for the war effort. People living 

in Australia were expected to behave as frugally as those serving overseas.

SOUR CE 5.49

An account by Unice 

Atwell, a child during the 

war years in Charters 

Towers, Queensland, 

describing some of the 

ways in which some 

families coped with 

rationing

SOUR CE 5.50

A cartoon from the 

Bulletin, 24 March 1943

austerity: living with only 

basic food, clothing and 

housing
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Censorship
Within days of the Australian declaration of war against Germany, the Australian 

Government introduced censorship of news on radio and in the press and these 

restrictions applied for most of the war. Overseas communications by telegraph, 

telephone and post could also be censored, and radio telephone services to Britain and 

New Zealand were stopped.

I agree in advance that we must preserve Australia — that is 

why I have introduced this bill — but we must also preserve 

liberalism of thought in Australia; we must preserve as much 

freedom of thought and action as is consistent with the safety 

of the country. I agree with what the Leader of the Opposi-

tion (Mr Curtin) said, that we may reach a point where the 

safety of the country may require that Jones or Brown should 

be stopped from doing something or saying something; but 

in every case, the real test should be, ‘Is this related to the 

safety of the country’ — not, ‘Is this a golden opportunity to 

suppress the opinions of someone who does not agree with 

me?’.  .  . I have no hesitation whatever in asking Parliament to 

do now what it did 25 years ago; that is, to arm the govern-

ment with the authority necessary to carry on this struggle, 

which may become a very grim struggle even for Australia 

before we are much older.

Australia, House of Representatives, Debates,

7 September 1939, vol. 161, pp. 163–5.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Identify the main reason that Prime Minister Menzies gives in source 5.51 for introducing 
censorship.

2  Write your own short speech either supporting or opposing Menzies’ belief that ‘.  .  . we may 
reach a point where the safety of the country may require that Jones or Brown should be 
stopped from doing something or saying something .  .  .’

A Department of Information was set up and, for the next six 

years, Australians were told only what the government wanted them 

to know. The powers to control the press were extended in July 

1940. From then, the government could have the fi nal say about the 

‘position, space or time allotted to any item published, broadcast or 

exhibited’ in any newspaper or magazine, on radio or at the cinema. 

The government believed that this would prevent misleading and 

untruthful stories being circulated that could weaken Australian 

morale.

Many people believed that, by censoring the press, Australia 

would become no different from the countries that it was fi ghting 

against, which also controlled what could or could not be printed 

or heard.

The government warned people not to gossip or spread information. 

Personal letters from servicemen and women to family and friends 

in Australia were heavily censored. Servicemen and women were 

not allowed to keep personal diaries in case the enemy obtained and 

used them for information.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1   Identify the two birds shown in source 5.52 and suggest reasons these 
birds were chosen.

2   What kind of information do you think the government was concerned 
about that led it to distribute posters such as source 5.52?

SOUR CE 5.51

Prime Minister Menzies 

gives his reasons for 

introducing censorship 

(7 September 1939)

SOUR CE 5.52

A 1943 World War II poster demonstrating 

that the security of Australia was everyone’s 

responsibility

AWM ARTV02497

The government could force people to sell their property, including their UÊ

car or binoculars, to the armed forces if there was a shortage.

In September 1942 Curtin announced that the war was costing Australia $100 000 an hour. UÊ

At Christmas 1942 the government stopped displays of Santa Claus in shops.UÊ

Newspapers were banned from publishing weather maps until October 1944.UÊ
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 Letters could not include details of when ships were sailing or the numbers, locations, 

movements and destinations of troops.

Newsreels also presented a positive view of the war effort. Victories were celebrated 

while most losses were only briefl y mentioned. The truth about such events as the 

sinking of HMAS Sydney, the bombing of Darwin, the conditions experienced by the 

soldiers in the jungles of New Guinea and the treatment of Australian prisoners of 

war only became widely known after the war ended. Historians are still searching for 

evidence to help understand many of the events that occurred. 

Drills and defence
In addition to these government controls it was also necessary for people to be prepared 

in case of invasion. Examples of defence precautions include the following:

Beaches were spread with barbed wire, apart from a path to the water which was sõ

locked at night; guards patrolled the beaches.

Windows in towns and cities had to be blacked out to prevent enemy planes seeing sõ

lights from the air, and the air-raid precaution (ARP) wardens would go around 

checking that residents were complying.

ACTIVITIES

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

1  Why was conscription in World War II not such a 

controversial issue as it had been in World War I?

2  Describe the powers the government had over where 

people worked during the war and why these powers 

were needed.

3  Explain why rationing was introduced.

4  Why did some people oppose censorship?

5  Make a list of the top fi ve restrictions placed on the 

lives of ordinary Australians during World War II. For 

each restriction suggest a reason you think it was 

necessary.

USE SOURCES

6  Using all the sources in this unit, write a 250-word 
assessment of the effect wartime controls had on the 
Australian population during World War II.

RESEARCH AND COMMUNICATE

7  Create a weekly menu for a family using the foods that 
were available in the 1940s. Remember, many items 
were either rationed or in short supply.

8  Hold a class debate on the topic: That there was too 
much government control of Australians’ lives during 
World War II.

9  Conduct an interview with a person who lived in 
Australia during the period 1942–1945. Focus your 
questions on the topics covered in the text for this unit.

Street lights were reduced. sõ

In Sydney, every second 

light had the globe removed.

Street signs, railway station sõ

names and signs naming 

towns were taken down to 

confuse the enemy.

sõ Every building with more 

than 130 people working in 

it had to have an air-raid 

shelter.

SOUR CE QUESTIONS

1  Describe the ways in which 
children were prepared for an 
air raid using source 5.53.

2  State three reasons this 
photograph is useful for 
historians studying the 
Australian home front in 
World War II.

SOUR CE 5.53

A photograph of 

kindergarten children 

in Sydney, in 1941, 

practising an air-raid drill


