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Editorial

The Longer Battle: Australia, World War I and Its
Aftermaths

At dawn on Saturday 25 April 2020, hundreds of Australians gathered in their
driveways to observe a minute of silence to commemorate Anzac Day. In
suburbs across the country they found inventive ways to mark the occasion, decorating fences with rosemary and wreaths, letterboxes with paper poppies, and
pathways with candles and chalked messages ‘Lest we forget’.1 Anzac Day fell
during the national COVID-19 pandemic shutdown and ‘Light up the Dawn’
or ‘Stand at Dawn’, as the Returned Services League (RSL) termed it, was a
response to the cancellation of dawn services around Australia.2 After the
recent decline in Anzac Day Dawn Service attendance of post-centenary celebrations, it was a poignant act of remembrance and one that was perhaps all the
more moving given its disconcerting echoes with history.3 Only once before in
its over one-hundred-year history had Anzac Day ceremonies been similarly disrupted, during the public health crisis brought about by the Spanish inﬂuenza
pandemic in 1919, when most events were postponed and some even cancelled.4
Anzac Day 2020 was not only a commemoration of the country’s military past
but also an event, like Anzac Day 1919, that connected communities in the
face of a global pandemic and the social isolation that it brought in its wake.
The traditions sparked by World War I still hold an important place in Australian
political and cultural life, and today, as the country deals with crises that resonate
with those of a century ago, the history of this conﬂict has a heightened
relevance.
This special issue of Australian Historical Studies shifts the spotlight beyond
Australians’ wartime experiences onto the enduring effects and aftermaths of
the conﬂict. World War I cast a long shadow and its legacies were many and
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varied. The intention of the guest editors is to extend the historiography of the
conﬂict beyond the four years of ﬁghting and the peace treaties made in its
wake. The contributions deal instead with the far-reaching legacies of the war
for Australia and Australians and how these manifested themselves in myriad
ways, from their impact on the welfare of returning servicemen and women to
the regional consequences of the global Spanish inﬂuenza pandemic, from
nascent nationalisms and collective commemoration to selective immigration.
The chronological parameters are also set wide and the articles range from the
latter years of the nineteenth century to the 1970s with the passing of returned
nurses.
The outpouring of scholarship that accompanied the centenary of World
War I (2014–19) reinvigorated the ﬁeld. In numerous publications during
this period scholars revisited and revised ideas about the conﬂict, extending
and enlarging World War I studies in the process.5 Most of the articles in this
issue stem from a conference hosted by Nanyang Technological University
and Flinders University in December 2018 titled ‘Empire, Armistice, Aftermath: The British Empire at the “End” of the Great War’, which explored
the exit from war and the legacies it bequeathed. In the past, and despite
some notable exceptions, literature pertaining to Australia’s war experiences
has tended to focus on the war years themselves, with only intermittent attention paid to the aftermaths and consequences of conﬂicts – be they political,
social, economic or related to physical and mental health. The aim of this
special issue, then, is to consider World War I beyond hard starting and ﬁnishing points. How does one delineate a conﬂict’s ending? Is it when the guns fall
silent? When a peace treaty is signed (which can sometimes happen years after
the ﬁghting has ceased)? Or when all veterans of a conﬂict have passed away?
There are no clear answers to these questions, because the effects of a conﬂict
can be felt for decades after the ﬁghting on the battleﬁeld ends. Intergenerational trauma can linger in families and societies.6 Borders can remain contested, shattered landscapes and environments embark on lengthy
recoveries, and unexploded ordnance causes misery across the globe for generations to come.
Pioneering research speciﬁc to Australia’s experience of the aftermaths of World
War I has been produced by historians such as Alistair Thomson, Stephen Garton,
Marina Larsson and Martin Crotty, Peter Stanley, Bruce Scates, Joy Damousi,
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Melanie Oppenheimer and Joan Beaumont.7 More recently, Romain Fathi and
Bart Ziino have imported the concept of sorties de guerre developed in French historiography to put the processes and mechanisms of exiting a war under further
scrutiny by identifying a postwar period with its own challenges to demobilise,
reconvert a wartime economy to civil production, treat the wounded, clean up
the land, rebuild, and recalibrate mentally. Exiting war is not merely a matter of
undoing what was done but a long period of accommodating and adapting to
new issues created or exacerbated by the war and its ofﬁcial end.8 As 1918
turned to 1919, Australia did not return to its prewar structures but embarked
on a complex and creative reinvention, or adaptation. Many Australians were
heavily engaged over numerous years to fashion a new society in the aftermath
of the world’s ﬁrst industrialised conﬂict.9
This special issue of AHS, Australia and the ‘End’ of World War I examines some
key aspects of what we have termed ‘the longer battle’ which both pre- and postdates World War I itself. The battle is one of ideology stretching back through
history, then into the postwar period with the pragmatic struggle for rights, recognition, pensions, and for the better lives promised to all. In doing so, the contributors suggest that war was not simply something that Australia and
Australians were engaged in from 1914 to 1918, but a longer-term venture carrying over into times of ‘ofﬁcial peace’, the legacies of which Australians continue to live with today.
The collection opens with an article from Joan Beaumont who explores the
complexities surrounding returned soldiers during the economic crises of the
1930s. During this period their elevated status as veterans was (re)mobilised by
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then Prime Minister James Scullin to create a sense of unity and pride. In fact, as
Beaumont demonstrates, the returned soldier became a virtually uncontestable
site of memory, a superior citizen and the architect of the new Australia. Yet by
the time of the Great Depression in the 1930s many were asking why veterans
should still get preferential treatment over young union men who had not been
old enough to serve in the war. And what of pensions that the country could
now ill afford? Was this, as was claimed at the time, a ‘sacred obligation’ and part
of a ‘moral economy’, or was it a time-locked expense that needed to be undone?
Through Beaumont’s article, then, a greater question is posited – how long does
the national and historical debt of gratitude and wartime privilege last for returning
soldiers?
Erik Eklund examines the Spanish inﬂuenza pandemic that swept the globe
following the end of the war, focusing speciﬁcally on the local impacts of this
deadly disease in 1918–19. Weaving together regional and family history
approaches, he explores the ‘vernacular memory’ of the devastating pandemic
and the challenges it posed in Gippsland. Eklund’s article resonates deeply with
the COVID-19 crisis of our own times. He argues that the way state departments, local medical professionals and volunteers worked together proved
crucial to the Gippsland experience of the pandemic. He also shows how
such crises reveal the limits of a community’s tolerance and its often-obscured
divisions: debates over borders caused friction in 1919 just as they did in 2020.
Collective action lies, as Eklund concludes, at the centre of any societal
response to catastrophe, and it is the capacity for such action, as we are witnessing with the current pandemic, that determines and deﬁnes the consequences
of crises.
Carolyn Holbrook contrasts the development of a sense of nationhood
centred around the Gallipoli landing in 1915 with the failure of Federation as
a unifying national narrative. Holbrook questions why the martial nationalism
of the Anzac myth gained more traction than the imperial liberalism that propelled the Federation movement. In doing so, she provides new insights, not
only into Australia’s most well-known product of the war – Anzac – but also
into the broader relationship of Australia to the British Empire and how it saw
its place in the world after the war. It is a complex and emotive issue summarised
with crisp clarity by Hew Strachan when he wrote:
The Commonwealth was formed in 1900, not at Gallipoli; the experience
of the war divided rather than united Australian society, particularly on
religious and political lines; and the country’s leaders justiﬁed Australia’s
participation in terms not of Australian identity but of the British
empire.10

Holbrook, however, advises the reader of a gradual but ‘audacious act of reinvention [whereby] Anzac was stripped of its imperial connotation to become the
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most potent symbol of post-British Australia’.11 And within this ‘reinvention’, as
Fiona Nicoll reminds us, ‘Other Australians, such as women, modernists and
shell-shocked soldiers, were expelled from this egalitarian national community’.12
Margaret Hutchison traces those who fell outside this community in her
detailed study of the enduring impact of the war on veterans. Her particular
focus is on nurses and their experience of care in old age. This article explores
the changing debates about the impact of war service on ageing from the interwar years through to the 1970s. Adding to recent scholarship on disability due to
service in World War I, Hutchison shows that, for those Australian veterans who
could not prove that their disability or illness was war-related, the burden of care,
be it ﬁnancial, or medical, fell to voluntary organisations such as the RSL, Edith
Cavell Trust Fund and Red Cross.13 Her analysis makes clear that the postwar
return to Australia was neither egalitarian nor fair for nurses. World War I
may have been a great struggle for civilisation that transformed the welfare
state, but when it came to caring for ex-servicewomen the aftermath of the
Armistice was a time of abandonment – even rejection – and hardship.
The grand narratives of civilisation, empire and classicism were very much to
the fore when it came to devising the aesthetics appropriate for national/imperial
commemoration, as Katti Williams explores in her article. In the 1920s, discussions about commemorative structures centred on how to historicise the past
and pave the way for a desired future. What would the appropriate aesthetic
vocabulary be to convey the gravitas of a just, but costly, war? Would it be
inspired by Classical Greek tropes, or take inspiration from Australia’s unique
characteristics, borrowing motifs from its botany, zoology and great open
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spaces? And what of the Australian individual – an archetype epitomised by
Russel Ward’s ‘noble bushman’?14 If there were to be an alternative to the
British imperial embrace of Roman aesthetics in post-Armistice Australia then
this must surely be it.15 So while references to Greece would foreground an
idealised civilisation and culture, and references to Rome would imply imperial
might and valour, the ‘Australian Ideal’ had to play its role too. The intention was
to create a meeting place for the individual and the collective, the personal and
the national, the historical and the mythical, the bereaved and the triumphant.
Hence, as Williams explains, the planning for public memorials in the decades
after the war was encoded with ideas about Australia’s past, present and future.
And yet the undeniable inﬂuence of the classics on the public imagination of
Australian war memorialists did not convert into welcoming modern Greeks into
Australia after the war, as Andonis Piperoglou argues in his article, adding to the
growing literature on ‘undesirable’ Greek-speaking migrants in the Anglophone
world.16 Charles Bean, educated at the University of Oxford, had mobilised to
great effect the classical tone in his histories of Anzac among the islands, peninsulas, and tides of Gallipoli, which had also witnessed the struggles of Athenians,
Spartans, Trojans, Ottomans, Venetians and Persians. Xerxes and Alexander the
Great themselves had trodden the plains on which the legend of Troy was set and
in which the youthful Australia now found itself engaged.17 Even in 1919, those
commenting on Anzac Day linked the heroics of modern-day Australian soldiering to the ancient Greeks: ‘Looked on in the light of human self-sacriﬁce and
human chivalry, Anzac stands as an achievement greater than Thermopylae,
than Balaclava, than Waterloo’.18 But such strong classical underpinnings nevertheless failed to win modern Greeks their place in Australia. During the early
years of the war, the neutrality of Greece had led many Australians to racially
vilify the Greek community.19 The legacy of Byronic Greece, the liberating
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clash at Navarino, the adulation of antiquity housed at the British Museum, and
the fact that Greece had been an ally in the Great War from 1917, also failed to
alleviate discrimination. Piperoglou shows that, even in the wake of the Μικρασιατική Καταστροφή (the Asia Minor Catastrophe), as Greeks call it, the war
between Turkey and Greece (1919–22), which created a massive refugee crisis,
Greek peasants failed to make it onto Australia’s ‘hierarchy of desirability’.
E.H. Carr asked if historical enquiry was ‘an unending dialogue between the
present and the past’.20 Such a dialogue is continuous, necessarily reﬂective, and
must seek to ﬁll or bridge the silences in the story. The ‘unending dialogue’ then
is an appropriate point on which to begin this collection of articles, which contribute to the ﬂuidity of historical narrative, historiography and historical reﬂection on Australia, Australians and World War I.
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