To what extent were Australian's divided by the call for conscription in World War One?

The years before and during World War One were occupied by Australian's reaction towards the governments call for conscription. Conscription is defined as 'compulsory military service' 1 and created controversy as well as division between Australian's attitudes, to the extent that protests were held and propaganda was created. The stance against conscription heavily included the factor of ripping freedom and life away from men as a breech of humanity. Whilst on the other hand, Prime Minister William Hughes was given rousing receptions from the English on the Western Front of World War One for giving more men to the war effort and many supported his ideas to protect beloved soldiers already fighting. The conscription debate was ultimately fought between the people of Australia and against the government, eventuating into a national referendum being voted upon to resolve the debate.
Before the 1901 year of Federation, Australia's separate colonies had small military forces which had agreed to combine at the time of Federation. The forces, which according to historian G. Withers, numbered in total about 27,000 men in 19002. The only service overseas for soldiers included the Sudan expedition and the Boer War. In both cases only volunteers had been dispatched because conscription was unheard of in Australia. Conscription, however, had been accepted by Australia's allies in England. Australia being allied to England was more likely to be pushed into conscription introduction, particularly after Hughes rousing reception by the English for his patriotic speeches and attendance of Imperial War Cabinet sessions during the war. Hughes return to Australia in 1916 suggested that positive experiences in Britain affected his conscription views as he wanted to meet the recruitment level of 16,500 a month set by the Imperial General staff3.
Under the Federal Constitution, the powers of defense were invested in the Commonwealth government and with this power they wanted to pass a Defense Bill put forward by Sir John Forrest, the first minister of Defense. The origins of conscription lay in the Defense Act which enforced the idea 'that all able-bodied men could be compelled to undergo military service if the nation were at war'4. The proposal supported by Prime Minister Hughes was quickly criticized by other members of parliament, more notably by H.B Higgins. Higgins' concern was to place limitation on conscription to only clear cases of a national emergency to coincide with the fact that only those who volunteered were committed to service overseas. Before the act had even become law in 1903, division was emerging from within parliament itself as to the introduction of conscription.
Protest against the Defense Act soon appeared publicly with propaganda pamphlets campaigning for the rights of young men forced into compulsory training and service in war. Bold messages were being sent to the public of Australia specifying the damage conscription was having and may continue to have if imposed. Groups such as the Society of Friends (Quakers) and the Australian Freedom League were publishers of
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many passion evoking causes against the war. A member of the Quakers, J.F Hill's wrote in his pamphlet 'Child Conscription: our Country's Shame' that:
"The specific military training of boys MUST brutalise them; for there is constantly present the thought, 'I am going through all this prodigious for the purpose of being able to kill my fellows'.”5
In his passage, Hill's was referring to the scheme of training being instituted in 1911 where the intention had been for young men to undergo compulsory annual training for war6. He strengthens his argument with the importance of protecting Australia's youth when he questions his readers with:
"Will you have our boys, as they are brought face to face with this killing-question, WHILE THEIR CHARACTERS ARE UNFORMED, feel so, too?... Pause and think how it strikes the boy"'
Members of the public, too, opposed the introduction of conscription and the suggested torture and brutalization that were to be experienced during war. These opponents included social welfare workers, pacifists and conscientious objectors. As suggested by Koutsoukis (1987) the attitudes of opposition to conscription was that the government's preoccupation with the war led to it becoming that of a capitalist nation. The battles made the wealthy class richer at the expense of workers when the best young men were slaughtered to settle a score8. Battle between the social classes of Australia became important in the vote for conscription.
Although divided, Australian's were able to realize the importance of sending men to the war effort with a pro-war mood being demonstrated at the start of the war with roughly 53,000 volunteer soldiers enrolled9. The fact that men were volunteering in great numbers prompted expectation that Australian commitment to the war could build even further. Australia's voluntary enlisting compared favorably with that achieved through conscription in other countries such as Canada, Britain and New Zealand. Before the time of June 1915 there was no concerted government attempts to persuade men to enlist with an all time high of 165, 912 men enlisting; the highest of any year of the war.
It was not until the years following the landing at Gallipoli that Australian's began to entirely recognize the grim realities of war and the long bitter struggle their men were to face. Campaigning against conscription became more prevalent as Australian's were feeling the pressures of war. Australia's division was split into for and against conscription.
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The supporters of conscription included some prominent civic leaders as well as universal service leagues. The argument of many supporters alike became subject of the referendum in 1917. The argument was that the supporters already had fathers, brothers, uncles and sons fighting the war and wanted more men to fight with and protect their family members. Another widespread thought by some supporters was that if a nation was at war then everybody should fall to the same duty of protecting the country and that it was becoming unfair that volunteers who offered their lives were being taken advantage of while men at home shirked responsibility. Equality amongst servicemen for the loyalty to Britain and troops already fighting became a strong argument to fight for conscription.
Creating equality between servicemen was typically insulting towards the opponents of conscription as many Labor supporters argued that conscription placed further burden on workers who already suffered through high prices in rent and reduced incomes while classes above working men profited. Consequently farmers became more inclined to vote against conscription in fear of economic ruin.
Further division over conscription escalated as supporters portrayed opponents of conscription as supporters of Germany, whilst anti-conscription supporters depicted their opponents as murderers who were destroying Australian democracy and rights of the working class. A key anti-conscription leader was the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne, Daniel Mannix. His stance against conscription was partly due to Britain's suppression and execution of Irish Catholics during and after the 1916 Easer Rising in Ireland. Mannix was an outspoken, effective leader of promoting the 'no' vote for the coming referendum, and by being able to persuade fellow Catholics he added religious division to the conscription controversy. The religious separation had affect on both arguments of conscription, but favoured those men, who wished not to be sent overseas to war like the 331, 781 of 416, 8121° had done by the end of the war.
The debate within Australia over conscription included both positive and negative attitudes clashing and at times turning into civil unrest with forced propaganda, warning voters of the consequences of supporting and opposing conscription. The government whose own party was divided called for a national referendum in order to examine figures as to how much support Hughes had behind him to introduce conscription. The support for Hughes introduction of conscription could largely be based of the catastrophic effect of the federal split of the Labor party. Hughes, along with fellow supporters, merged with the Liberal party to form the Nationalist Party. The particular movement and change of government gained Hughes another chance to attempt conscription, but he was still met with public dissatisfaction.
Many people shared their views through writing letters to newspapers which allowed citizens with different views on conscription to have their say. A letter to the editor of the Adelaide Daily Herald on the 24th April 1912 stated that 'The Labor platform provides for a citizens' defense force. The act provides an infants' defense force' 11.
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The author of the letter then continued that although opposed he realized the importance of duty to the war, but fights the Defense Act on the grounds of religious, economic and social reasons; all which contributed to the referendum vote.
Prime Minister Hughes was aware of the growing anti-conscription sentiment and gave way to his urgency in fulfilling Australia's duty as allie to Britain when he questioned if Britain were able to use all available men, instead of the suggested numbers. The return was yes and Hughes played a part in driving people away from and towards his cause for conscription by the Call to Arms Census for eighteen to forty-five year old men, urging their registration into Australian Imperial forces. Some saw the census as a warning that the war was not over and that sacrifice was needed to be made in the pursuit for victory, whilst others saw the act as a call for help as more and more men were dying and people began realising that conscription was entirely subversive of freedom.
The first Referendum on October 28th 1916 stated to the people of Australia:
"Are you in favour of the Government having, in this grave emergency, the same compulsory powers over citizens in regard to requiring their military service for the term of the war outside the Commonwealth, as it now has in regard to military service within the Commonwealth "
Of that referendum the public gave 1,087,577 votes to yes and 1,160,033 votes to no. Soldiers voted separately and the figures were much less as close as the public vote with a 72,399 vote for yes and 58,899 for no12. Obviously Australians had not decided on the act of conscription which was reflected in the first referendum on October 28th 1916 by the significance of the evenness of the voting.
After defeat in the referendum, Hughes survived as Prime Minister by merging the National Labor Party with the support of the Liberals to create a new National Party. Electoral victory followed and convinced him that conscription could still be introduced and plans for a second national Referendum began.
Due to the inaction after the first referendum and lack of confident vote, a second referendum was held on the 20th of December 1917. The second referendum was worded slightly different as the war had progressed changing the issue to protecting troops already fighting the war, instead of sending men over to fight.
The second referendum asked Australian's:
"Are you in favour of the proposal of the Commonwealth Government for reinforcing the Australian Imperial forces overseas?"
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The votes counted resulted in the same as the first referendum with only 1,015,159 voting yes against 1,181,747 votes for no. The difference between soldiers vote tightened from the first voting from 103,789 votes of yes to 93,910 votes no. The soldier's votes were the only significantly changing statistic between the first and second referendum. The soldiers had been fighting the war since 1914 and may have come to the realisation that more troops can only mean more deaths during the war. The second referendum was the final division between Australia
The conscription debate divided Australian’s to the extent that Australian’s became unsure and were practically halved on the issue of conscription during the 1916 and 1917 referendums. The division occurred mainly due to conscription giving the public a choice of brutalizing its young men and preparing them to battle war or to train the boys to reinforce beloved troops already in danger. Other barriers dividing Australian's were religious and economic reasoning. The referendums of 1916 and 1917 finally concluded with conscription not being introduced, however by the smallest margin.
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Australian History
	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Inquiry and Analysis
	Reflection and Evaluation
	Communication

	A
	Comprehensive and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.
Astute formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Perceptive application of the skills of historical inquiry, including critical analysis.
Astute and thorough construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Perceptive reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.
Comprehensive and insightful evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Well-structured and coherent communication of well-informed and relevant arguments.
Consistent, clear, and appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	B
	Well-considered and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Clear and effective formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Well-considered application of the skills of historical inquiry, including critical analysis.

Well-conceived and well-developed construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Well-informed reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.

Well-considered evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Structured and mostly coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments.

Clear and appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	C
	Considered and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Mostly clear formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Considered application of the skills of historical inquiry, including some critical analysis.

Organised construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Informed reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.

Considered evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Generally coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments.

Mostly appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	D
	Recognition and basic understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Formulation of one or more focusing questions and description of one or more related historical concepts.
	Basic application of some skills of historical inquiry, including some superficial analysis.

Some basic construction of a historical argument based on some understanding of evidence from sources.
	Some superficial reflection on one or more short-term or long-term impacts of individuals, events, and/or phenomena.

Superficial consideration of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Some basic communication of aspects of an argument.

Some appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions, with inaccuracies.

	E
	Limited awareness of people, places, events, or ideas in history.

Attempted formulation of one or more focusing questions and attempted description of a related historical concept.
	Limited application of one or more skills of historical inquiry.

Attempted description of a historical event based on a limited understanding of evidence from sources.
	Limited description of a short-term or long-term impact of an individual, event, and/or phenomenon.

Description of the actions of individuals and groups at particular times.
	Attempted communication of one or more aspects of an argument.

Limited use of any appropriate subject-specific language and conventions.


Communication


Demonstrates consistent, clear and appropriate use of subject-specific language throughout the essay, beginning with a logical introduction. The student articulates an explicit understanding of terms such as conscription and an implicit understanding of terms such as propaganda, Federation and referendum.





Inquiry and Analysis


Demonstrates perceptive reflection on the short-term impacts (e.g. the increasing number of volunteers in 1915) and the long-term impacts (e.g. military training brutalising boys, the hastened development of a capitalist nation, social class battles) of the conscription debate.





Reflection and Evaluation


Demonstrates comprehensive and insightful evaluation of why individuals, such as Archbishop Mannix, Hughes, and groups such as the farmers and the Nationalist Party acted in certain ways at this time.





Knowledge and Understanding


Demonstrates comprehensive and relevant knowledge and understanding of people (e.g. Hughes), events (e.g. Call to Arms Census) and ideas (Australia’s duty as an ally to Britain and notions of freedom and sacrifice).





Inquiry and Analysis


Demonstrates well-conceived and well-developed construction of reasoned historical arguments throughout most of the essay. However, these sections tend to be a description of events with limited analysis, such as explaining why the wording of the referendum was changed.





Communication


Demonstrates well-structured and coherent communication of well-informed and relevant arguments concluding with direct reference back to the question and a summary of the social, religious and economic reasons for the division of Australians.





Additional comments


This is an “A” grade example.





The student demonstrates the perceptive application of the skills of historical inquiry including posing a hypothesis, selecting from historical materials on the basis of relevance and making comparisons and contrasts with reference to the diverse attitudes to conscription. (Inquiry and Analysis)


The astute formulation of a focus question is evident in the defined location (e.g. Australia) and time frame (e.g. World War One) and the invitation to reasoned historical argument in the wording “to what extent”. (Knowledge and Understanding)
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