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“Commemoration of the Anzac tradition has widespread support in Australia despite different 

historical interpretations and debates about the nature and significance of the Anzac legend.” 

To what extent does your own research support this view? 

Following the return of Australian troops from the failed Gallipoli campaign, the Acting Prime Minister 

and Minister for National Defence George Pearce, established the 25th of April as Anzac Day. In the 

following years, the six states would hold different opinions about the methods of commemoration 

(National Museum Australia, 2022) and this divide would continue more than a century later with the 

nation’s historians debating the nature and significance of the Anzac legend. In the legend’s early years, 

the feats achieved by Australia’s “diggers” would see the 25th of April 1915 become “the day on which 

Australian nationhood was born” (Beaumont, 2013). Historians would, in later decades, scrutinise the 

narrative that has been created surrounding the Anzac legend and its impacts on the nation. With recent 

records of decline in support for Anzac Day, further discussion about the Anzac legend’s relationship to 

Australia’s identity, history and culture is needed.  

There exists a popular conception from early war historians and the general public that Australia’s 

national identity is synonymous with the Gallipoli campaign. For a fledging nation that was only 14 years 

old, Australia’s contributions and sacrifices were indeed significant, with the nation’s proportion of 

military participants being “almost as high as that in any belligerent nation” (Inglis, 1987).  Out of the 

331, 781 soldiers who embarked for service, 64.98% suffered from casualties (Smith, 1919), an extremely 

significant sacrifice. This praise is further underscored as the AIF was entirely composed of volunteers, a 

trait almost completely unique to Australia (Inglis, 1987). WWI’s significance to Australian history is 

supported by historians such as Manning Clark who describes the first two years of the war as being 

“momentous in Australia” (1957), as well as through Australia’s Prime Ministers. In their speeches, they 

often laud “the legend of Anzac” and its “heroic stories” (Gillard, 2012), as well as highlight the qualities 

of compassion and perseverance (Crotty, 2020). Charles Bean, the Gallipoli campaign’s sole 

correspondent was instrumental in crafting the portrayal of Australian soldiers (Beaumont, 2013). In 

Bean’s summary volume, Anzac to Amiens, he expresses that “the strongest bond in the Australian 

Imperial Force was that between a man and his mate” (1946), with his influence affirmed by Australia’s 

popular identification of “mateship” (Ward, 1958). The Anzac legend’s impact to national identity can 

also be attributed to the popular notion during Australia’s federation that a nation needed to be involved 

in conflict before it could be considered legitimate (Buchanan, 1907), thus birthing the idea that the 

Dardanelles Campaign allowed Australia to be “baptised in blood” (Stockings, 2010).  



 

However, the term “Anzac myth” has emerged with debate about the Anzac legend’s credibility and the 

consequences of its ties to national identity. The legend’s validity and accuracy has been challenged as 

the general consensus that Australia’s involvement in the war was an act of self-determination contradicts 

how the Dardanelles campaign was an act of allegiance to Britain as the mother country (Sharp, 2014). 

The country’s former Prime Minister publicly declared their intention to contribute to the war as loyalty 

to the Mother Country, with Joseph Cook offering “any service that the Empire might require” and prior 

to his election, Andrew Fisher announcing that Australia would support Britain to “the last man and the 

last shilling” (Dunlop, Palfrey, 1938). This prompts a reconsideration of the historical narrative’s ability 

to accurately represent the nation and its convictions at the time, with Joan Beaumont labelling the 

nation’s depiction of “diggers” as “staunch British imperialists” (2015). Furthermore, the national 

narrative has been recognised as one of exclusion, acknowledging only “white men” (Beaumont, 2015). 

Although they were forbidden to work on the frontlines, women in the homefront took on many roles, 

with more than 2000 women serving in the Australian Army Nursing Services (AANS) (Department of 

Veterans’ Affairs, 2023).  Ken Inglis notes that “nobody thought of honouring them” and makes further 

observations about the lack of legislation for supporting returned nurses. When compared with the NSW 

Returned Soldiers and Sailors Employment Act (1919), it becomes clear that women were not part of the 

narrative (Inglis,1987). Women who actively recruited soldiers in the war effort were acknowledged in 

The Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-1918, where they were recognised not by name, but 

rather into two categories, “good women who.. in their own mild way sent many a man to the recruiting 

stations” and “a shrieking sisterhood who.. made the air shudder with their demands upon all and sundry 

of the local young manhood” (Scott, 1941). The lack of acknowledgement of women who contributed to 

the war effort calls into question whether this narrow perspective which ignores half the population 

should represent the nation’s history. The marginalising nature of the Anzac legend is further emphasised 

in its exclusion of Aboriginal Australians. The Immigration Act of 1901, more widely known as the 

White Australia Policy and the later Defence Act of 1903 (Amended 1909) prohibited men not from 

substantial European heritage from serving in the army(Scarlett, 2015).  In spite of this, at least 850 

Indigenous men were able to enlist (Beaumont, 2015) and records prove the service of 56 Aboriginal men 

in the Gallipoli campaign (Scarlett, 2015).  The idea of “mateship” in the AIF did not extend to 

Aboriginal men, with the Sydney Morning Herald stating that Aboriginal men would become a pet or a 

mascot for his unit (1916).  The delayed recognition of Aboriginal Australians only prove to undermine 

the credibility of the Anzac legend and expose its nature of “white exclusiveness” (Scarlett, 2015), 

contrary to the belief that the Anzac legend “belongs to every Australian” (Gillard, 2012). Moreover, 

while Australia’s contributions in the Battle of Hamel (Department of Veterans’ Affairs, 2023) and the 



Battle of Somme (Campbell, 2022) were significant, they are dwarfed by Britain (Baker, 2023) and 

America’s (DeBrunye, Blum, 2020) sheer manpower and overall involvement. 

 

Support for Anzac Day commemorations has fluctuated over time and the legend continues to expand to 

become more inclusive. Concern about the decreasing number of attendees at dawn services have been 

expressed as attendees have fallen by 70% in Canberra and Melbourne, 75% in Adelaide  and 85% 

overseas in Gallipoli from 2015-2020. This trend has ben attributed to the lack of relevance to younger 

generations and lavish government spending (Fathi, 2021). However, it should be recognised that 

decreasing popularity has fluctuated previously in the 1960s to 1980s (National Museum Australia, 2022) 

with the anti-war protests and the diminishing British loyalty occurring (Khan, 2017). The Anzac 

tradition saw a surge of popularity in the 1990s with Bob Hawke visiting Gallipoli and John Howard 

making WWI commemoration the main focus of his government’s culture program (Wells, 2023). 

Therefore, the popularity of the Anzac tradition is  likely to vary depending on current events. It can also 

be said that commemoration of the Anzac tradition has expanded over time, not just in terms of extending 

beyond its origins in honouring WWI soldiers to encompass subsequent military operations (National 

Museum of Australia, 2022), but also in terms of its increased inclusivity. Australian students frequently 

participate in Anzac Day events (Sharp 2014), with new methods of commemoration being added since 

1916 (Watt, 2017).  Additionally, Frank Bongiorno charted how ethnic minorities and Aboriginal 

Australians have been able to research into their familial connections to previous wars, showing that a 

more inclusive national identity is being created (2018), with the RSL also having increasingly inclusive 

rules (Watt, 2017).  

 

As differing interpretations are inevitable, the Anzac legend’s shortcoming lies in its “sacred” treatment 

(Cochrane, 2015). In light of the 2020 report by Major General Paul Bereton which disclosed the war 

crimes of Australian soldiers in Afghanistan, historians have expressed their concern over the Anzac 

legend blinding Australians from viewing it objectively (Crotty, 2020). Similar to Scott Morrison’s 

defence to the report in 2020, John Howard had previously justified Australia’s involvement in the “war 

on terror” by referring to the Anzac legend (McDonald, 2010). The credibility of the Anzac legend is thus 

challenged as the nostalgia surrounding it is seen to disregard Australia’s cruel treatment of war prisoners 

and the crimes conducted throughout all military operations (Stanley, 2010). Furthermore, the Anzac 

legend’s role in education comes into conflict with the nature of history as a subject. Alan Tudge, the 

previous Federal Minister for Education stated that he wanted Anzac Day to be “presented as the most 

sacred of all days in Australia” rather than “contested” (Hurst, 2021).Yet, one of Australia’s most 

distinguished historians (Craven, 2016), Inga Clendinnen stated that “the discipline of history demands 



rigorous self-criticism, a patient, even attentiveness, and a practised tolerance for uncertainty” (2007). 

Therefore, the “sacred” presentation of the Anzac legend in modern Australian society and education has 

proved to be an issue for the nation’s contemporary issues and education, prompting reconsideration 

about the nation’s attitudes. 

The sacrifices of Australian soldiers in Gallipoli has upheld an enduring legacy for the nation’s history 

and identity. As with every event of this significance and given the nature of history itself, debate among 

historians is inevitable and crucial to our modern understanding of the past. However, the acceptance that 

debate and change does not undermine the legend’s significance to our nation is necessary. Only by 

encouraging discussion and revision will the Anzac legend adapt to current values and beliefs, and 

continue to have a treasured place in our national identity, sustaining the commemoration of the Anzac 

tradition for generations to come. 



Bibliography 

(2003,April25).AddressatAnzacDayParadeCanberra.PMTranscripts.https://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/rele

ase/transcript-20549 

(2019,August30).WhyDoHistoriansDisagree?OpenLearn.https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-

arts/history/why-do-historians-disagree 

(2019,October17).AnzacVoices1914.AustralianWarMemorial.https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/

anzac-

voices/1914#:~:text=When%20Britain%20declared%20war%20on,man%20and%20the%20last%20shilli

ng.%22 

(2021,December16).ConscriptionduringtheFirstWorldWar,1914–

1918.AustralianWarMemorial.https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/conscription/ww1 

(2023).BattleofHamel4July1918.DepartmentofVeterans'Affairs.https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-

missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-front/battle-of-hamel 

Baker,C.(n.d.).SomeBritishArmystatisticsoftheGreatWar.TheLong,Longtrail.https://www.longlongtrail.co

.uk/army/some-british-army-statistics-of-the-great-war/ 

Beaumont,J.(2013).BrokenNation:AustraliansintheGreatWar,.Allen&Unwin. 

Beaumont,J.(2015,April21).IstheAnzaclegendstillthecoreofAustralia'snationalidentity?TheSydneyMornin

gHerald.https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/is-the-anzac-legend-still-the-core-of-australias-national-

identity-20150420-1moxfc.html 

Bennett,J.,&Riches,L.(2016,July25).Wecan’tseethewarforthememorials:balancingeducationandcommemo

ration.TheConversation.https://theconversation.com/we-cant-see-the-war-for-the-memorials-balancing-

education-and-commemoration-62689 

Blum,D.A.,&DeBruyne,N.F.(2020).AmericanWarandMilitaryOperationsCasualties:ListsandStatistics.Co

ngressionalResearchService.https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/RL32492.pdf 

Campbell,E.(2022,June21).TheBattleoftheSomme–

105Yearson.AustralianWarMemorial.https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/the-battle-of-the-somme-95-

years-on 

Cochrane,P.(2015,April25).Thepastisnotsacred:the‘historywars’overAnzac.TheConversation.https://theco

nversation.com/the-past-is-not-sacred-the-history-wars-over-anzac-38596 

Condé,A.,&Piggott,M.(2021,July15).RecordsofC.E.W.Bean-

Description.AustralianWarMemorial.https://www.awm.gov.au/research/awm38-3drl606-description 

Craven,P.(2016,September15).IngaClendinnen,therarestkindoffigureinAustralianintellectualandliterarylife

.TheSydneyMorningHerald.https://www.smh.com.au/national/inga-clendinnen-the-rarest-kind-of-figure-

in-australian-intellectual-and-literary-life-20160915-grgmhq.html 



Crotty,M.(2020,December7).TheAnzaclegendhasblindedAustraliatoitswaratrocities.It’stimeforareckoning

.TheConversation.https://theconversation.com/the-anzac-legend-has-blinded-australia-to-its-war-

atrocities-its-time-for-a-reckoning-151022 

Crotty,M.,&Holbrook,C.(2020,December7).TheAnzaclegendhasblindedAustraliatoitswaratrocities.It’stim

eforareckoning.TheConversation.https://theconversation.com/the-anzac-legend-has-blinded-australia-to-

its-war-atrocities-its-time-for-a-reckoning-151022 

DVA(DepartmentofVeterans'Affairs)(2023),RolesofAustralianwomeninWorldWarI,DVAAnzacPortal,htt

ps://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/personnel/australian-women 

Daley,P.(2019,April25).Australia’sleaders,itsmediaandsomehistorianspersistintalkingupthebigAnzacgame

.TheGuardian.https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/postcolonial-blog/2019/apr/25/australias-

leaders-its-media-and-some-historians-persist-in-talking-up-the-big-anzac-game 

Daley,P.(2021).AlanTudgeisdeadwrong.Anzacshouldbecontested–

asitalwayshasbeen.TheGuardian.https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/postcolonial-

blog/2021/oct/26/alan-tudge-is-dead-wrong-anzac-should-be-contested-as-it-always-has-been 

Delaney,B.(2015).ThemanyfacesofAnzacDay:howgriefbecameanationalrallyingpoint.TheGuardian.https:/

/www.theguardian.com/news/2015/apr/24/the-many-faces-of-anzac-day-how-grief-became-a-national-

rallying-point 

Fathi,R.(2021,April21).Crowdsatdawnserviceshaveplummetedinrecentyears.It’stimetoreinventAnzacDay.

TheConversation.https://theconversation.com/crowds-at-dawn-services-have-plummeted-in-recent-years-

its-time-to-reinvent-anzac-day-157313 

FirstAnzacDay(2022).NationalMuseumAustralia.https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-

moments/resources/first-anzac-day 

Hartigan,B.(2023,April19).RSLLifeCaresurveyonimportanceofANZACDay.RSLLifecare.https://www.co

ntactairlandandsea.com/2023/04/19/rsl-lifecare-survey-on-importance-of-anzac-day/ 

Holbrook,C.(2018,November13).Commemorators-in-

Chief:HowPoliticiansAppropriatedAnzacCommemoration.AustralianPolicyandHistory.https://aph.org.au/

2018/11/commemorators-in-chief-how-politicians-have-appropriated-anzac-commemoration-and-why-

we-should-be-concerned/ 

Hurst,D.(2021,September8).AlanTudgesayshedoesn’twantstudentstobetaught‘hatred’ofAustraliainfieryTri

pleJinterview.TheGuardian.https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/sep/08/alan-tudge-says-he-

doesnt-want-students-to-be-taught-hatred-of-australia-in-fiery-triple-j-interview 

Inglis,K.(1987).Men,Women,andWarMemorials:AnzacAustralia.Daedalus,116(4),35–

59.http://www.jstor.org/stable/20025123 

JuliaGillard:'Sothisisaplacehallowedbysacrificeandloss',AnzacDay-2012 



Khan,J.(2017,April24).TheevolutionofAnzacDayfrom1915untiltoday.AustralianGeographic.https://www.

australiangeographic.com.au/topics/history-culture/2017/04/evolution-of-anzac-day/ 

MattMcDonald(2010),“LestWeForget”:ThePoliticsofMemoryandAustralianMilitaryIntervention,Internati

onalPoliticalSociology,Volume4,Issue3,287–302,https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-5687.2010.00106.x 

Matthews,A.(2015,April23).ExpertwarnsofAnzac‘commemorationfatigue’.TheNewDaily.https://thenewd

aily.com.au/news/national/2015/04/23/expert-warns-anzac-commemoration-fatigue/ 

Murphy,K.(2022,January26).GuardianEssentialpollrevealsgrowingsupportforchangingthedateofAustralia

Day.TheGuardian.https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jan/26/guardian-essential-poll-

reveals-growing-support-for-changing-the-date-of-australia-day 

NickDyrenfurth.(2014).LaborandtheAnzacLegend,1915–45.LabourHistory,106,163–

188.https://doi.org/10.5263/labourhistory.106.0163 

Nothling,L.(2019,April25).WhatyoungAustraliansthinkaboutAnzacDay.ABCNews.https://www.abc.net.a

u/news/2019-04-25/anzac-day-what-young-people-think/11042000 

Raabus,C.(2023,April22).VeteransreflectonthemeaningofAnzacDayandwhyitcanbeadifficultday.ABCNe

ws.https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-04-22/what-anzac-day-means-to-veterans/102192304 

Scarlett,P.(2015).AboriginalserviceintheFirstWorldWar:Identity,recognitionandtheproblemofmateship.Ab

originalHistory,39,163–181.http://www.jstor.org/stable/43687040 

SelectedWW1Statistics(n.d.).AnzacDayCommemorationCommittee.https://anzacday.org.au/selected-

WW1-statistics 

Sharp,H.(2014).RepresentingAustralia’sInvolvementintheFirstWorldWar:DiscrepanciesbetweenPublicDis

coursesandSchoolHistoryTextbooksfrom1916to1936.JournalofEducationalMedia,Memory&Society,6(1),

1–23.http://www.jstor.org/stable/43049671 

Stockings,C.(2010).TheAnzacLegendandtheBattleofBardia.WarinHistory,17(1),86–

112.http://www.jstor.org/stable/26069845 

TheAnzaclegend(2023,July5).DepartmentofVeterans'Affairs.https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-

missions/ww1/personnel/anzac-legend 

Thomson,A.,Frisch,M.,&Hamilton,P.(1994).TheMemoryandHistoryDebates:SomeInternationalPerspectiv

es.OralHistory,22(2),33–43.http://www.jstor.org/stable/40179363 

Watt,D.(2017).AnzacDaytraditionsandrituals:aquickguide.ParliamentofAustralia.https://www.aph.gov.au/

About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1617/Quick_Guides/Tra

ditionsRituals 

Wells,A.(2023,April27).AustraliasearchesfornationalidentityinthetrenchesofWWI.CodaStory.https://www

.codastory.com/rewriting-history/australia-wwi-memory-politics/ 

 


