
HAS THE ADF HELPED SHAPE 
AUSTRALIA’S NATIONAL IDENTITY?

Between March and May 2012 the Defence 2020 
program will explore the theme:

Has the Australian Defence Force (ADF)  
helped shape Australia’s national identity?

There will be Youth Challenges in:

Sydney NSW Tuesday 27 March 

Hobart TAS Thursday 29 March 

Townsville QLD Thursday 19 April 

Brisbane QLD Friday 20 April 

Melbourne VIC Monday 30 April 

Perth WA Tuesday 8 May 

Canberra ACT Friday 11 May 

Alice Springs NT Tuesday 22 May 

Darwin NT Wednesday 23 May 

Adelaide SA Friday 25 May

For more information about these go to  
www.defence2020.info  
or contact Ryebuck Media at  
ryebuck@ryebuck.com.au  
or 03 9500 2399.

How did tHe AiF inFluence nAtionAl identity 
during world wAr 1?
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This unit is part of the exploration of the connection 
between today’s ADF and Australian national identity, and 
looks specifically at the role and place of the original AIF in 
forming the Anzac Tradition or Anzac Legend.

Australians know that Anzac Day is a significant event in 
Australian history, and that it is an important part of our national 
heritage, and therefore our national identity — those things that 
we see as part of being an Australian today.

But why was the event behind Anzac Day — the landing at 
Gallipoli, and then the subsequent fighting there and in Palestine 
and on the Western Front — so significant and so strong that it 
lived and grew in importance beyond the war?

That is part of what the new Australian Curriculum History 
(opposite) is asking you to understand and explain.

In this unit we will look at some possible ways of explaining why 
the Anzac Legend became so important as part of Australian 
national identity.

We will do this by looking at:

 What was Australian national identity in 1914?

 How did Australia’s participation in the war, and especially 
the image of the Anzac created during the war, change that 
identity?

Australian Curriculum History 
Year 9

Depth StuDy 3: World War 1

•	 Students investigate key aspects of World War I 
and the Australian experience of the war, including 
the nature and significance of the war in world and 
Australian history.

•	 An overview of the causes of World War I and the 
reasons why men enlisted to fight in the war.  

•	 The places where Australians fought and the 
nature of warfare during World War I, including the 
Gallipoli campaign.  

•	 The impact of World War I, with a particular 
emphasis on Australia (such as the use of 
propaganda to influence the civilian population, the 
changing role of women, the conscription debate).  

•	 The commemoration of World War I, including 
debates about the nature and significance of the 
Anzac legend (including investigating the ideals 
associated with the Anzac tradition and how 
and why World War I is commemorated within 
Australian society).
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InvestIgAtIon  1

What was Australian national identity in 1914?

2  Look at this winning design and identify the symbols in it. 
There are three sets of symbols: at the top left, bottom right 
and right half of the flag. What do these symbols help us 
understand about how the majority of people saw Australia at 
the time?The three symbols are:

 the big star, called the Commonwealth Star, and representing 
the union of the six states — through the six points of the star;

 the Southern Cross, representing the distinctive place of 
Australia in the world, with each of the component stars in the 
Southern Cross having a different number of points to denote 
different degrees of brightness in the skies; and

 the Union Jack, representing our origin and heritage as a 
British colony, and part of the British Empire. 

The design was sent to Britain for approval. King Edward VII 
changed the small stars to a common seven points for all but the 
smallest star, which had five points. (The only other change has 
been making the Commonwealth Star seven pointed, to include 
the Territories in the Commonwealth). The winning design was 
officially flown on 3 September 1901, and the slightly amended 
design accepted as the official flag on 11 February 1903.

Not everybody agreed with the appropriateness of this design for 
an Australian national flag.

Some people (mainly in New South Wales) objected that it was 
just the Victorian flag (above) but with the Commonwealth Star 
replacing the crown symbol.  A popular republican newspaper, the 
Bulletin, had a different objection. It was critical that the design 
had ‘no artistic virtue, no national significance... Minds move 
slowly; and Australia is still Britain’s little boy’.

3 What does this tell us about how some people saw Australia 
at the time?

Source A   The Australian Flag – 
Winning Design

Look at this information about the nature of Australia, and use it to decide what the main features or characteristics of 
Australian identity were in 1914.

When Australia became a nation on 1 January 1901 the people of 
Australia were asked the same question. Their response tells us 
how they saw Australia at that time.

There were several commercial competitions, and then an official 
national one. The design for a new flag would be judged by these 
seven criteria: loyalty to the Empire, Federation, history, heraldry, 
distinctiveness, utility and cost of manufacture.

The majority of designs incorporated the Union Flag of Britain, and 
the Southern Cross, but native animals were also popular, including 
one that depicted a variety of indigenous animals playing cricket!

Five almost identical entries were chosen as the winning design, 
and their designers shared the prize money. They were Ivor Evans, a 
fourteen-year-old schoolboy from Melbourne; Leslie John Hawkins, 
a teenager apprenticed to an optician from Sydney; Egbert John 
Nuttall, an architect from Melbourne; Annie Dorrington, an artist 
from Perth; and William Stevens, a ship’s officer from Auckland, 
New Zealand. 

1 Imagine that you were asked to design a new flag for Australia 
today, one that expresses some key qualities or characteristics 
of the nation. What would you consider? Perhaps an Australian 
animal (such as the kangaroo); perhaps an Aboriginal symbol or 
use of particular colours to symbolise some aspects of Australia. 
List these possible elements of the design.
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Source B  The Australian People
A second piece of evidence that helps us understand Australian 
identity is the origin of the Australian people — who we were.

Country of birth of Australians 1911

Australia 3 667 670

New Zealand 31 868

United Kingdom 590 722

Other European countries 73 949

Asia 36 422

Africa 4 958

America 11 278

Polynesia 3 410

At sea 4 238

Unspecified 30 470

Total 4 455 005

Commonwealth of Australia Year Book 1915

4 What percentage of the total population was Australian born?

5 What was the main source of immigration?

6 Assuming the Australian born reflected this immigration 
pattern, what approximate proportion of people in Australia in 
1914 had a British heritage?

7 Would this be likely to have any influence on Australian 
culture and attitudes? Explain your reasons.

Source c  Australia’s international 
economy
Trade is another important way in which we can see our national 
identity, and our national self-interest.

Australian exports and imports 1913

Country Exports % Imports %

United Kingdom 44.30 59.71

Total British Possessions 12.03 12.42

Total British Countries 56.33 72.13

Foreign Countries —

Belgium 9.50 2.83

France 12.33 0.78

Germany 8.75 6.21

Italy 1.14 0.57

Japan 1.82 1.15

United States of America 3.35 11.94

Other Foreign Countries 6.78 4.39

Total Foreign Countries 43.67 27.87

Total 100.00 100.00

Commonwealth of Australia Year Book 1915

8 What do these figures show about economic ties to Britain?

9 Are they likely also to have any cultural or social impact on 
Australian attitudes to Britain? Explain your reasons.

Source D  Schools   
The tales here told are written, not to glorify war, but to nourish 
patriotism. They represent an effort to renew in popular memory the 
great traditions of the Imperial race to which we belong.

The history of the Empire of which we are subjects—the story of 
the struggles and sufferings by which it has been built up—is the 
best legacy which the past has bequeathed to us. But it is a treasure 
strangely neglected. The State makes primary education its anxious 
care, yet it does not make its own history a vital part of that education. 
There is real danger that for the average youth the great names of 
British story may become meaningless sounds, that his imagination will 

take no colour from the rich and deep tints of history. And what a pallid, 
cold-blooded citizenship this must produce! …

What examples are to be found in the tales here retold, not merely 
of heroic daring, but of even finer qualities—of heroic fortitude; of 
loyalty to duty stronger than the love of life; of the temper which dreads 
dishonour more than it fears death; of the patriotism which makes 
love of the Fatherland a passion. These are the elements of robust 
citizenship. They represent some, at least, of the qualities by which the 
Empire, in a sterner time than ours, was won, and by which, in even 
these ease-loving days, it must be maintained.

W. H. Fitchett, Deeds That Won The Empire, Preface, 1897 
(You can see this book at www.gutenberg.org/files/19255/19255-h/19255-h.htm)

Yet another way to explore national identity is to look at what was being taught to 
young people about who they were. This extract is from Deeds That Won The Empire 
— Historic Battle Scenes, a school textbook, written by an Australian educator, and 
widely used in Australian primary schools between 1897 and the outbreak of war in 
1914 (when it was in its 29th edition). It told the stories of the men who had gained 
the Empire for Britain, mainly by military conquests.
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Source e  Australia and Britain
Here are some other facts about Australia’s ties to Britain:

•	 Australia was self-governing but the new federal government also had no powers to conduct any international 
affairs independently. This was done for it by Britain. 

•	 Australia’s great national celebration before 1914 was not Australia Day (26 January), but Empire Day (24 May), 
which was the date of the late Queen Victoria’s birthday.

•	 The Governors and the Governor-General were all British men, appointed by the British Government. 

•	 News from overseas came from British sources, and contained British points of view. 

•	 The official language of Australia was English. 

•	 The Constitution gave the new Commonwealth power over ‘external affairs’, but that really meant the authority to 
liaise with the British government through the Colonial Office in London.

•	 In 1911 Australia started to set up its own military and naval forces — but on the understanding that the forces 
would be placed under British control in time of war.

17 What would you now conclude was the connection between 
‘Australian’ and ‘Britishness’ in 1914?

Why was this the case? Why would the Australian 
government be so prepared to be so apparently subservient?

10 What does the author see as “Australia’s history”?

11 What is the purpose of this book?

12 What is the attitude to war which it promotes?

13 Who might be most influenced by this book?

14 How might it influence attitudes to war?

15 The book was written in 1897. Why might it be relevant for 
our study of what happened in 1914?

16 While the book is promoting British history, it also suggests 
that this history has been neglected. What might this tell us 
about a developing ‘Australianness’ as well as a ‘Britishness’ 
in Australian identity?
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18 What is the attitude of the leaders of the main parties 
towards the war?

19 What is their attitude to Britain?

20 What is their attitude to Australia and its role in the crisis?

21 How do you now explain why the Australian Government 
committed Australia to involvement in the war?

We now have a good idea of what Australia was like at 
the start of the war, what the main characteristics of its 
national identity or self-image were. How did the war, and in 
particular the Australian Imperial Force, or AIF, change that?

Source F  Speech by Prime Minister 
Cook during the election campaign
Whatever happens, Australia is a part of the Empire right to the full. 
Remember that when the Empire is at war, so is Australia at war … 
I want to make it quite clear that all our resources in Australia are 
in the Empire and for the Empire, and the preservation and security 
of the Empire. 

Argus, Melbourne, 3 August 1914

Source G  Speech by Labor leader (and 
soon to be Prime Minister) Andrew Fisher 
We are strongly opposed to the present Government in our 
Australian politics; but, as I have stated frequently in Parliament, 
in a time of emergency there are no parties at all. We stand united 
against the common foe … our last man and our last shilling 
will be offered and supplied to the mother country in maintaining 
her honour and our honour, if we should happen to come into 
the conflict.

Argus, Melbourne, 1 August 1914

Source H  The attitude of the union 
movement — The Worker
 [The Worker was the leading union newspaper of the day.]

Australia is as much part of the British Empire as England is . . . 
where is the man who would say to Australians: ‘It is no affair of 
yours to protect from aggression the motherland that was always 
ready to defend you?’ Shall we be content to be branded as a 
people willing to take the hand of a mother in our time of need, and 
afterwards see her in trouble and not go out to help her? Australian 
Labour has shown the world many object lessons in the way of 
standing shoulder to shoulder in time of trouble. And now that 
war has been proclaimed, Australian Labour will stand shoulder to 
shoulder with old England in this her hour of storm and stress.

Worker, Brisbane, 6 August 191

Apart from the legal and constitutional position of Australia in 
1914, consider Australia’s interests at the time. It was an isolated 
island nation in the Pacific. Its trade was all sea-borne, and its 
greatest trading partner war Britain. Its only forseeable enemy — 
and one which scared the life out of Australians — was Japan, 
which was emerging as Asia’s most powerful nation. Japan, as 
a strong Asian nation, was seen as potentially a great threat 
to White Australia, and one to be kept under control however 
possible. Any threat to Australia from Japan could only come by 
sea. Britain was the world’s greatest naval power, and it had a 
great interest in making sure that the resources of countries like 
Australia remained available to it. It seemed to make sense for 
Australia to look to Britain for its defence, and for Britain to be 
willing to be in the role of protector.

However, this picture of a completely pro-British Australia can 
disguise complexities. 

The Australian colonies had all been divided over their support 
for Britain in the Boer War of 1899 –1902. Much of the “British” 
heritage of Australia was in fact Irish and Catholic, and this meant 

that loyalties and ties were sometimes not strong. There had been 
a strong radical nationalism in Australia during the 1880s and 
1890s, which stressed the unique Australian bush as its source of 
Australianism. This also carried with it strong republican overtones. 
There were differences of wealth, of class, of politics, of ‘race’, of 
local or regional loyalties, and of experience (bush and city). 

But there had not been a revolution in Australia, such as had 
helped to establish United States nationalism in 1776, and French 
nationalism in 1789. Australians had not struggled for unification, 
as the Germans had in the nineteenth century, helping to create a 
strong German national identity and commitment. And Australia 
did not have the centuries of heritage which bound British people 
together in such a strong identity. 

In 1914 Britain declared war on Germany. Australia was in the 
middle of an election campaign between the Liberal Government, 
and the Labor opposition. How would Australia react? Look at these 
three typical responses:
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On 25 April 1915 the first AIF was engaged in its first action of 
the war. Over 20,000 Australian men had joined by this stage — 
so many Australian families had a relative, friend, workmate or 
sporting colleague in the AIF.

In early May there were brief reports that the Australians had 
engaged in their first military action — but with few details.  

So people were anxiously waiting to hear how their soldiers had 
behaved in battle, and also for news of any casualties.

Look at the first full report, printed in Australian newspapers on 
8 May 1915. Imagine that you are an Australian, with perhaps a 
brother, uncle, father cousin or friend in the AIF. You are about to 
find out what happened — and how well they fought. 

Now read the account.

Source I  Extracts from the first full report of the landing

There has been no finer feat in this war than this sudden landing in 
the dark and the storming of the heights, and above all, the holding on 
whilst reinforcements were landing . . . 

These Australasians were determined to die to a man rather than 
surrender the ground so dearly won . . . Troops when under fire for the 
first time, especially volunteers a few months in training, keenly feel 
losses especially if the[y] occur before there is time to settle down, but 
these Colonials were the exception to the rule.

Despite heavy losses the survivors were as keen as ever. 

Sydney Morning Herald 8 May 1915

InvestIgAtIon  2

how did Australia’s participation in the war, and especially the 
image of the Anzac created during the war, change that identity?

AUSTRALASIANS’ GLORIOUS ENTRY INTO WAR

HISTORIC CHARGE

BRILLIANT FEAT AT GABA TEPE

The Australians who were about to go into action for the first time 
under trying circumstances, were cheerful, quiet, and confident, 
showing no sign of nerves or excitement . . . 

The boats had almost reached the beach when a party of Turks 
entrenched ashore opened a terrible fusillade with rifles and a 
Maxim [machine gun]. Fortunately most of the bullets went high. The 
Australians rose to the occasion. They did not wait for orders or for 
the boats to reach the beach, but sprang into the sea, formed a sort 
of rough line, and rushed the enemy’s trenches. Their magazines were 
uncharged, so they just went in with cold steel.

It was over in a minute. The Turks in the first trench either were 
bayoneted or ran away, and the Maxim was captured.

Then the Australians found themselves facing an almost perpendicular 
cliff of loose sandstones, covered with thick shrubbery . . . Here was a 
tough proposition to tackle in the darkness, but those colonials were 
practical above all else and went about it in a practical way. They 
stopped a few minutes to pull themselves together, get rid of their 
packs, and charge their rifle magazines.

Then this race of athletes proceeded to scale the cliff without 
responding to the enemy’s fire. They lost some men, but didn’t worry, 
and in less than a quarter of an hour the Turks were out of their second 
position, and either bayoneted or fleeing . . .  
[T]hen the Australians, whose blood was up, instead of entrenching, 
rushed northwards and eastwards, searching for fresh enemies to 
bayonet. It was difficult country in which to entrench. They therefore 
preferred to advance . . . 

A serious problem was getting off the wounded . . . The courage 
displayed by these wounded Australians will never be forgotten . . . In 
fact, I have never seen anything like these wounded Australians in war 
before.

Though many were shot to bits, without hope of recovery, their cheers 
resounded throughout the night. You could see in the midst of the mass 
of suffering humanity arms waving in greeting to the crews of the 
warships. They were happy because they knew they had been tried for 
the first time, and had not been found wanting . . . 
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Source K  An editorial in an Australian 
magazine on the first anniversary of the 
landing at Gallipoli

ANZAC DAY — BIRTH OF A NATION

The price of nationhood must be paid in blood and tears … It is 
the fortune of Australia to find her true soul in a great and glorious 
struggle to preserve the liberties of the smaller nations, to crush a 
despotic militarism [Germany] which would awe and subjugate the 
rest of the world.  Anzac Day, which we have celebrated for the first 
time, and celebrated, we hope, in a solemn and thoughtful mood, 
means more to us than an immortal charge up the cliffs of Gallipoli.  
Whilst it reminds us of the valour of our dead heroes  … it reminds 
us, too, in a much greater degree, of the day Australians really knew 
themselves.  Before the Anzacs astonished the watching nations, 
our national sentiment was of a flabby and sprawling character.  We 
were Australian in name, and we had a flag, but we …were nothing 
better than a joint in the tail of great Empire, and the Empire Day 
orators had a better hearing that the faithful souls who clung to 
Australia Day and gave special honour to their own starry banner.

Anzac Day has changed all that.  The Australian flag has been . . . 
hoisted on a lofty tower in the full sight of its own people.  No matter 
how the war may end — and it can only end one way — we are at 
last a nation, with one heart, one soul, and one thrilling aspiration.  
There is mourning in our homes and grief in our hearts and the 
flower of our youth will not return to us; but there runs through the 
Commonwealth a lifting spirit such as it never knew before.

Freeman’s Journal, Sydney, 27 April 1916

Source L  A cartoon comment on Gallipoli 
1915

Source J  Captain FB Stanton 19 
December 1915

1915. Australia’s entry into the Company of nations—no finer entry 
in all history … to have leapt into Nationhood, Brotherhood and 
Sacrifice at one bound … what a year—never can Australia see 
its like again. 

Bill Gammage, The Broken Years,  Penguin, Melbourne, 2010, page 96

‘Well, Dad?’ The Bulletin 13 May 1915

22 Remember, it is 1915, and you are reading this story. What is 
your reaction to this account?

23 Underline the words or phrases that lead you to have this 
reaction. For example, you might underline the phrase ‘this 
race of athletes’ as helping you to feel proud and special. 

24 The writer says that ‘They were happy because they knew 
they had been tried for the first time, and had not been found 
wanting’. What does this mean?

25 The writer is a British journalist. Is this likely to influence 
Australian readers? Explain your reasons.

26 How might this account influence your national identity 
in 1915?

The Australian and other troops at Gallipoli eventually failed 
to successfully invade Turkey, and had to withdraw. So, the 
campaign was a failure. Did that influence how Australians at 
home saw Gallipoli? 

27 Look at sources J-O and decide what each is telling you 
about the influence of the AIF and Gallipoli about national 
identity — how Australians were starting to seeing 
themselves, and how it was that people who were not  
part of the AIF, that is, most Australians, still identified  
with the qualities of the minority, the soldiers, sailors,  
airmen and nurses.

Note the three characters:

•	 The one on the right is an Australian soldier

•	 The one sitting down is John Bull, a symbol of England

•	 The one in the picture on the wall is the Little Boy From Manly, 
a common representation of Australia as a new nation  
in 1901.
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Source o  Some anniversary ‘in 
memoriam’ notices 1916
CLARK  In loving memory of our Jack (Pte John Wasford Clark)  
who laid down his life at Gaba Tepe on 25th April 1915  
(inserted by his mother).

CROWL  In loving memory of my dear friend Claud who was  
killed on Gallipoli on 25th April 1915.

EHRENBERG  In loving memory of our dear cousin Morris  
(Sgt S.M. Ehrenberg) who was killed in action at Gallipoli.  
Deeply missed by Doris and Eric.

Melbourne Argus 25 April 1916

Source M  A popular postcard from 1915 

Source N  South Australian Governor 
Sir Henry Galway, 2 July 1915
If any day is to be chosen for Australia’s day I think it should be 
April 25 . . . Those heroes will hand down the finest traditions to 
their sons and their sons’ sons, and still further on . . . today we 
not only honour the dead, but our hearts go out with the deepest 
respect and sympathy to those who are mourning the loss of their 
nearest and dearest. The British Empire will never be able to repay 
the debt owed to the women for their calm self-sacrifice in this 
great struggle.’

JG Pavils, Anzac Day: The Undying Debt, Lythrum Press, Adelaide, 2007 page 5

AWM H00195A

Why did the Anzac Landing and Gallipoli ‘take hold’ of Australians? 
Every nation seems to need a myth, or an image of itself, that 
it can look to with pride and recognition. The message is not 
necessarily “I am that person”, but rather “I am part of the society 
which can produce that person, and I share in those qualities.” 
The image or myth has to be based in some reality, but that reality 
need not be common to all those who share in it. Australia had no 
experience on the world stage before 1914. People were anxious 
about who they were, and how they would stand when tested 
against the established order. The deeds occurred; they were 
reported in a particular way; the audience was responsive to these 
reports, and they struck a chord; they were passed on and changed 
over time, and are still changing today. 

How did these ideas spread? Look at this list of contributing 
reasons.

how did the Spirit of Anzac spread 
throughout the nation?
The image and impact created by Gallipoli continued through the 
rest of the war — the qualities and spirit and achievements of the 
AIF were reported and celebrated in a similar way. Here are some 
major ways in which the Spirit of Anzac was spread through the 
Australian community, and was accepted by them as part of their 
national identity.

1 National newspapers 
These continued to report on the bravery of the Diggers. Even when 
battles were lost it was not the fault of the soldiers.
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2 Local newspapers 
There was heavy censorship of soldiers’ letters during the war, 
but many letters provided a very realistic account of the war, as 
well as spreading the writers’ pride in being part of the ANZAC 
achievements. 

3 Schools 
Schools  were sent materials that praised the Anzacs.

4 The Anzac Book 
The Anzac Book was a collection of stories, poems, drawings, 
sketches. jokes and articles written by men at Gallipoli, and 
collected and edited by the official war correspondent, and later 
Official War Historian, CEW Bean. It was published in 1916, and 
was extremely popular both among the soldiers overseas, and 
their families at home in Australia. The Anzac Book provided a very 
popular version of the Spirit of Anzac. The book emphasised only 
the positive qualities of the Diggers. We are now aware of some of 
the darker side of many of the Anzacs. A study published in 2010 
by historian Peter Stanley, in Bad Characters: Sex, Crime, Mutiny, 
Murder and the Australian Imperial Force, has revealed that there 
were some in the AIF who were far from the image of the heroic 
Anzac. These included some who:

 were ‘shirkers’ who did not pull their weight

 were ‘cowards’ — in reality, ordinary men shattered by fear 
who wounded themselves to escape the horror of the war

 showed the racism towards ‘foreigners’, especially in Egypt, 
that was a characteristic of that generation 

 enjoyed the ‘blood lust’ of battle

 killed prisoners in the heat of battle

 were thieves, rapists, even murderers.

Of course the majority of the AIF were not like that. Most were 
ordinary people of their generation, just as most of us are today. 
But the point is that the heroism and bravery of the soldiers was 
overwhelmingly stressed, and the bad elements were suppressed, 
so a particular image grew that was a myth, not quite or not fully 
the reality.

We are aware of this today, and so can reject the undesirable 
elements from our image of the Anzac spirit, while keeping the 
good elements that we want to be part of our own sense of who 
we are today.

5 The Moods of Ginger Mick
In 1916 the Australian popular poet CJ Dennis published The 
Moods of Ginger Mick. This was an extraordinarily popular book, 
and tells us much about the attitude of Australians towards the 
soldiers. It was published after the withdrawal from Gallipoli, but 
is set there in 1915. 

Like The Anzac Book, The Moods of Ginger Mick was an 
extraordinarily widely-read and influential book. It was written by 
the popular poet, CJ Dennis.

The key character is Ginger Mick, a rabbit seller (‘rabbito’) larrikin 
and street rough from Spadger’s Lane, a Melbourne slum.  

The Moods of Ginger Mick recounts the story of Mick from his 
decision to enlist, through to his discovery of his ‘Australianness’ 
in the AIF as various classes mix and learn to value each other as 
‘cobbers’, and his eventual death at Gallipoli.

The introduction was written on Anzac Day 1916, and the book was 
published later in the year — to huge sales.

Mick is presented as a ‘rough diamond’: 

‘E wus a man uv vierlence, wus Mick,
Coarse wiv ‘is speech an’ in ‘is manner low,
Slick wiv ‘is ‘ands, an’ ‘andy wiv a brick
When bricks wus needful to defeat a foe.

Before the war he might have been considered a thug and a criminal, 
but in the AIF we see his great qualities emerge: his leadership, 
his courage, and his ‘Australianness’. He dies, and is mourned as a 
fallen hero. Here CJ Dennis has developed an important element of 
the Anzac image — the realisation that the war brought together 
people from different classes in Australia, threw them together, and 
they discovered their common identity as Australians. The reading 
audience responded to this idea — as they, too, were part of this 
process of ‘Australianisation’ as a result of the AIF’s achievements 
in the war.

6 the Returned and Services League (RSL).
This organisation of returned soldiers, sailors, airmen and nurses 
helped keep awareness of the sacrifice of the servicemen and 
servicewomen alive in the community.

7 Anzac Day memorials and ceremonies.
The first ceremonies and war memorials occurred in 1916, and 
for many years afterwards memorials were unveiled, constantly 
reminding communities of the sacrifice and service of those who 
fought in the war. 

These were all powerful means of continuing the impact of the AIF 
on the whole Australian community.

28 Imagine that you were a young person at school in 1916.  
Which of these elements would influence you most?  
Explain your reasons.
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Other changes
The AIF was not the only influence on changing national identity, 
but it was a major one. As well as providing a new vision or image 
of the Australian character, the contribution of Australian soldiers, 
sailors, airmen and nurses to the war also helped create a greater 
sense of national independence.

Before the war Australia did not have an international role. That 
belonged to Britain:

 Australia did not declare war against Germany. Australia was 
automatically at war when Britain made its declaration.

 On the outbreak of war, Australian troops were sent to be part 
of the British war effort, though they retained command and 
control of their own units. 
However, during the war, many things changed that gave 
Australia more autonomy or independence:

 During the war Prime Minister Hughes went to Britain, and 
was invited to take part in meetings of the British War Cabinet 
— the body which controlled the running of the whole British 
war effort. Other leaders of Dominion countries (New Zealand, 
Canada, South Africa) were also invited to take part in such 
meetings.

 Australia bought its own merchant fleet during the war, to 
enable it to ship food to England, which was desperate to buy 
all the food which Australia could supply. 

 After the Armistice on 11 November 1918, planning had begun 
for a Peace Conference at Versailles, near Paris. Hughes 
insisted that Australia be represented separately, not as part of 
the British representation. He succeeded. 

The main and most obvious impact that the AIF had on an 
Australian national identity was through the creation of the Anzac 
spirit. It was created by the 400,000 Australians who served during 
the War, and whose achievements and qualities were praised and 
presented to the rest of the nation.

Some historians have questioned the impact or relevance of the 
Anzac spirit as part of national identity.

For example, they argue that it is a ‘masculinist’ image that women 
could not identify with.

Or that as there were restrictions on Aboriginal enlistment, is it a 
relevant image for Indigenous Australians?

And it is interesting also to consider that as well as unifying 
the nation, these war memorials might also have helped create 
or maintain some divisions. Some men who were considered 
‘eligibles’ chose not to join the AIF during the war. In some 
communities they were criticised and harassed. When a war 
memorial was dedicated in a community, and the memorial praised 
the service and duty of those who died and those who served (as 
many did), was this seen by the ‘eligibles’ as a continuing criticism 
of them, and a continuing harassment? Did they feel they could 
share in the Anzac identity when they had chosen not to be part 
of it?

29 Do you agree that these possible limitations on the 
acceptance of the Anzac spirit as a part of national identity 
were likely to be true? Discuss your reasons.

Analysing an Anzac Day commemoration
Anzac Day — 25 April — quickly became a national day 
throughout Australia. National days tell us a lot about the nation. 
For example, think back to Australia Day earlier this year. How 
was it celebrated and presented in the media? It began as a day 
commemorating the arrival of the First Fleet at Sydney Cove in 
1788. More recently there has been unease at the idea that for 
Indigenous Australians this celebration of the creation of a new 
nation might be clouded by the reality that it started a process 
of destruction of much of Aboriginal culture and society. Today 
what is mainly stressed on Australia Day is mainly the holiday 
celebrations, and the success of Australian multiculturalism.

What about Anzac Day? Anzac Day is still celebrated in Australia - 
but how? What is emphasised? Look at the next Anzac Day. Watch 
the march, in person or on television. Try to attend the Dawn 
Service, and any local commemorative activities. How are events 
reported in the newspapers and on television? What is happening? 
What are the messages and the values which are being presented? 

 He also represented Australia in meetings which helped form 
some of the clauses of the resultant Treaty of Versailles, won 
forfeited German territories in the Pacific, and especially  
New Guinea, for Australia, and the payment of reparations  
(or financial compensation) by Germany. 

 Most importantly, he helped to defeat a proposed ‘racial 
equality’ clause. This clause, had it been passed, might have 
meant that Australia’s discriminatory immigration policies 
could have been challenged, and the ‘White Australia’ 
immigration policy undermined. Though he insulted the 
representatives of Japan — the nation Hughes most feared 
and the one he was trying to protect Australia from — and 
he helped destroy some of the idealism of the Treaty, Hughes 
won what he saw were major victories for Australia in the 
Peace negotiations. To Hughes, the Pacific was the main area 
of Australian interest; to the British, it was far less important. 
Hughes stood for Australian, not British or Imperial interests, in 
his negotiations.

 While we are considering the legal implications of the issue 
of Australian national independence, we must also keep in 
mind the possible development of attitudes. Australian soldiers 
came into contact with other nations during the Great War — 
and were often unimpressed, particularly by the British, the 
people to whom so many had been taught to look up to. 

CONCLuSiON
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investigating Anzac Day – Record Sheet
Aspect Observation Comments / Interpretation

Date

Who is 
involved 

Who is not 
involved

Ceremonies 

Words 
spoken

What 
participants 
say 

Special 
messages

Symbols 

Special 
clothing 

Look at the record sheet below. It sets out a way for you to observe, 
research, record and analyse an Anzac Day commemoration. 

You need to record aspects of what happens on the day, and then 
comment on what it all means, and the messages and ideas which 
are part of the day.

To do this you will need to research some of the elements further, 
and also talk to people about what their ideas and understandings 
of the day are.

When you have completed your investigation you should be able to 
answer the question: 

What does Anzac Day tell you about Australian identity today?

You could present this as:

 a photo montage or display

 a letter to a person in another country

 a report for the local newspaper or a school magazine

 a storyboard for a TV documentary (outlining what would be 
shown and said in each scene).

You might also create an Anzac Day ceremony appropriate 
for your own school.

Here are some of the elements you might have come across. 
You will need to research some of these to make sure you are clear 
about their origin, meanings and significance:

 Slouch hat

 Digger image
 Medals
 Emu feathers

 Last Post
 Dawn ceremony
 Lest We Forget
 Unit colours
 Banners

 Regimental 
badges

 Wreaths
 Red poppies
 Rosemary

You will find good information about aspects of Anzac Day 
on these sites:

•	 Australian War Memorial site www.awm.gov.au

•	 Queensland ANZAC Day Commemoration Committee 
www.anzacday.org.au

•	 Department of Veterans’ Affairs site www.dva.gov.au
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