
The war to end all wars:                      honouring the dead by learning the lessons
The “war to end all wars” ushered in a century of violence on an unprecedented scale.  A hundred years on, the les-
sons to be learnt appear buried beneath a barrage of commemorative activities.  

   MAPW believes that Australia could best honour those who died by learning from the past.  
                    This series of papers outlines our failure to do so, and some ways forward.
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Australia in WW1:
Grieving and Divided

   Joan Beaumont

The human cost of World War I dominates Aus-
tralian national memory. Even though that mem-
ory has been sanitised by distance and commodi-
fied by those capitalizing on the mythic name of 
‘Anzac’, recent commemorations have focused on 
the ‘sacrifice’ of more than 61,000 Australians who 
were killed or died of wounds in 1915–18.

This focus on the dead has the effect of pushing to 
the margins of national memory other dimensions 
of the war: the 150,000 or so wounded, many 
of whom had their life expectancy significantly 
reduced by their injuries: the families bereaved by 
the deaths of their sons and brothers; the children 
who never knew their father; and the women who 
lost or never found a husband.

Today’s commemorations also ignore the Spanish 
influenza pandemic of 1919. This virulent virus, 
which had ravaged the armies on the Western 
Front in 1918, reached Australia with the long-
awaited return of the soldiers. Rapidly some two 
million Australians were affected. More than half 
the deaths in New South Wales were people aged 
between 20 and 39 years of age, the same age 

bracket of men that had been killed and wound-
ed by the war. The impact of this second shock 
must have been almost intolerable for a popula-
tion already ravaged by grief.

Another negative impact of the war was the 
embittering of public life. Post-war Australia 
remained divided for years into the camps the 
war had spawned: the volunteer against the 
‘shirker’; the conscriptionist against the anti-
conscriptionist; and, though sectarianism was 
not created by the war, the Catholic against the 
Protestant. The insults, calumny and accusa-
tions that each had traded with the other in the 
hysteria of the conscription debates were not 
forgotten. They echoed down the years. Even in 
April 1939 the incoming Prime Minister Robert 
Menzies had to defend himself against attacks 
from his political opponent Earle Page for his 
failure to enlist in World War I.

The war also gave free rein to a xenophobia that 
continued beyond the peace. The hapless ‘enemy 
aliens’ who had been interned during the war 
were not reintegrated into Australian society at 
the war’s end. Rather, by September 1919 some 
6150 of them had been deported. They were 
joined by family members or other aliens who 
could not face staying in the country which had 
turned so viciously against them. 

The paranoia about left-wing radicalism, which 
the government of W.M. (Billy) Hughes and 
other imperial loyalists exploited during the war 
years, also persisted after the war. The internal 

security apparatus that had been created, pur-
portedly for the duration of the war only, was 
not completely dismantled. Under surveillance 
now were communists, non-British migrants, 
Irish nationalists, and left-wing radicals and 
trades unionists.

In many ways then post-war Australia was a so-
ciety that was polarized and resistant to change. 
Some historians have lamented that the shatter-
ing of the Australian Labor Party as a result of 
the conscription crises meant that the reforming 
energies of the pre-1914 period were dissipated. 
Australia lost its capacity for political and social 
experimentation. This conclusion needs some 
qualification. Dominant though the non-Labor 
parties were at the federal level from 1917 to 
1941, prime ministers Stanley Bruce (1924–29) 
and Joseph Lyons (1931–39) initiated their own 
agendas of national and infrastructure develop-
ment. At the state level also power alternated 
between Labor and non-Labor. Yet, despite this, 
the image of Australia as an inward-looking 
society, focused on grief and the rancour of the 
war years, is impossible to dispel.

Joan Beaumont is Professor in the Strategic and De-
fence Studies Centre, ANU. Her publications include 
Broken Nation: Australians and the Great War (Allen 
& Unwin, 2013), joint winner of the 2014 Prime 
Minister’s Literary Award (Australian History), win-
ner of the 2014 NSW Premier’s Prize (Australian 
History),  and winner of a 2014 Queensland Literary 
Award for History
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Devastating Aftermath: 
Australia’s War Legacy
   Ross McMullin
During the centenary commemorations of the Great 
War it will no doubt be frequently asserted that the 
conflict “made” Australia (in a positive sense) after the 
nation was “born” at Gallipoli. Such claims are dubi-
ous.

It’s true that what Australia’s soldiers did and how they 
did it established a tradition of courage and endurance, 
effectiveness and resourcefulness, which was widely 
admired at the time and still is today.

Also, many Australians at the start of the war were 
looking forward to their nation distinguishing itself 
in an international context. They saw this conflict as 
a perfect opportunity. Among the soldiers imbued 
with this sentiment was Alan Henderson, a talented 
20-year-old lieutenant, who earnestly assured his 
parents, as his troopship headed towards the Gallipoli 
coast on 24 April 1915, that the landing was “going to 
be Australia’s chance and she makes a tradition out 
of this that she will always look back on … The im-
portance of this alone seems stupendous to Australia 
while the effect of success on the war itself will be even 
greater”.   

Furthermore, a more national perspective developed 
during the war years. Citizens who had regarded 
themselves mainly as Queenslanders or Tasmanians 
became more likely to see themselves as Australians, 
the soldiers in particular.

With such considerations in play, the conclusion that 
the war “made” Australia may be understandable. But 

the combined effect of these factors is substantially 
outweighed by the catastrophic AIF casualties. More 
than 60,000 dead, all the severely wounded, the loss 
of so many talented prospects in so many spheres — 
such losses surely invalidate any notion that the war 
was beneficial for Australia. The experience of Alan 
Henderson’s family was typical. He died of wounds at 
the landing, his even more talented brother was killed 
within a fortnight, and their mother, a purposeful and 
widely esteemed social welfare activist, had a nervous 
breakdown. 

In view of those ghastly casualty statistics, it’s not 
surprising that evaluations of the consequences of the 
conflict have tended to focus on the numbing num-
bers, on the collective impact of all those losses. This 
is appropriately democratic, and consistent with our 
egalitarian traditions. That there must have been ex-
ceptionally talented individuals among them has been 
implicitly accepted, but not analysed until my 2012 
book Farewell, Dear People: Biographies of Australia’s 
Lost Generation. 

Farewell, Dear People contains biographies of ten 
Australians of outstanding potential from diverse 
backgrounds and specialties. They include an inter-
nationally acclaimed medical researcher; a talented 
engineer who distinguished himself with Mawson 
at Antarctica; a visionary vigneron and community 
leader; a Western Australian Rhodes Scholar; a rising 
Labor star from Sydney; a brilliant Tasmanian foot-
baller; a popular farmer who became the inspiration 
for the celebrated film Gallipoli; and a budding archi-
tect from Melbourne’s best-known creative dynasty 
who combined an endearing personality with his 
family’s flair for writing and drawing.

Besides such appalling individual losses, the war in-
flicted grievous damage on Australia’s cohesion. This 
effect was all the more damaging because of Aus-

tralia’s impressive social development before 1914. The 
young nation was progressive, forward-looking and 
advanced. Many Australians welcomed the advent of 
welfare measures and innovations in public policy that 
confirmed their nation’s emergence as a relatively cohe-
sive society based on egalitarianism and democratic 
mechanisms such as the secret ballot. The first national 
labour government in the world came to office in Aus-
tralia in 1904, and six years later Australians elected the 
world’s first labour government with majorities in both 
parliamentary chambers and the ability to introduce 
substantial change. Glorious Days: Australia 1913, an 
exhibition at the National Museum of Australia two 
years ago, brilliantly depicted the sense of national 
confidence and optimism in that pre-war period.
The degree of social harmony should not be overstated 
— some reforms were vigorously opposed in bitter 
disputes. However, it was widely and understand-
ably accepted that Australia was leading the world in 
progressive, forward-looking initiatives. Some Euro-
pean analysts even crossed the globe to inspect what 
they regarded as the advanced social laboratory taking 
shape in Australia. 

However, the war generated political, industrial and 
cultural upheaval in Australia. The nation became 
more bitterly divided than at any other time, and the 
relatively cohesive social progress of the pre-war years 
was ruptured. Afterwards Australia was no longer an 
innovative social laboratory that attracted admiring 
overseas visitors. 
This is an extract from “What was lost: More than battle casualties” by Ross 
McMullin, first published in Griffith Review 48: Enduring Legacies edited 
by Julianne Schultz and Peter Cochrane: https://griffithreview.com/editions/
enduring-legacies/

Ross McMullin’s biography Pompey Elliott won awards for biography and 
literature. His biography Will Dyson: Australia’s Radical Genius was highly com-
mended by the National Biography Award judges. Dr McMullin’s most recent 
book, Farewell, Dear People: Biographies of Australia’s Lost Generation, has 
been awarded the Prime Minister’s Prize for Australian History and the National 
Cultural Award.
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“There is really only one story worth telling about the Great War: it was a common 
European tragedy – a filthy, disgusting and hideous episode of industrialised killing.  
Not the first, and not the last. It was unredeemed by victory. The uplifting element of 
the story lies in the struggle to avert it.”  Douglas Newton, in “The Darkest Days: The 
truth behind Britain’s rush to war, 1914”

MAPW: 
The Medical Association for Prevention of War (Australia) is a professional not-for-profit organisation that works to pro-
mote peace and disarmament.   MAPW aims to reduce the physical, psychological and environmental impacts of wars.  We 
have branches in every state and territory in Australia.
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