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PATRIOTISM, n. Combustible rubbish
ready to the torch of any one ambitious to
illuminate his name.


In Dr. Johnson’s famous dictionary patriotism
is defined as the last resort of the scoundrel.
With due respect to an enlightened but
inferior lexicographer I beg to submit that it
is the first.


Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary (1911)









Each year in the anodyne Melbourne suburb where I grew up, the nuns would order us to stand at attention, a little battalion of Catholic boys and girls, while the names of our relatives who’d died in the Great War were announced over the crackling public address system. Anzac Day was special for another reason: it was the only occasion that I can recall the Australian flag being raised at my primary school assembly.


It all felt alien to me—as inexplicable as those little cartons of free ‘government milk’, curdled and warm by mid-morning, that we were forced to drink daily because they were supposedly good for us. But those in charge knew best. And, just as we endured the milk, so, too, we stood and listened to the names of the dead spoken with utmost solemnity, staying still as attendant privates to avoid a crack behind the knees from a sister’s ruler.


I had no Anzac blood—just an uncle who’d served overseas in World War II. Previous generations of my family’s men had not done any fighting, except perhaps with fists on the footy field or on the streets of the Collingwood slum. My father was exempted from World War II because he worked on the Victorian railways, an essential service. It’s doubtful, based on my later discussions with him, if he’d have gone anyway. Neither his father nor my mother’s had volunteered to serve in the 1st Australian Imperial Force; both were staunch Irish republicans opposed to conscription at a time Australia was yoked to the Empire, wracked with sectarianism and divided with bitterness over plebiscites on whether to give prime minister Billy Hughes the power to conscript.


After the local member of parliament had laid his Anzac Day wreath at my school, there’d be much excited discussion, bragging really, I suppose, among the kids about men in their families who’d died in battle, or who’d returned from war with bits missing or thereafter never been quite right. Their families had experienced something that was as foreign to me as the places—Gallipoli, Fromelles, Palestine—where their soldiers had died. This experience had bypassed my family. I felt jibbed. I wanted to be included—but not quite as badly as some of my classmates whose families, similarly, had no claim to it either.


And, so, with each 25 April, more of my fellow pupils nominated a grandfather or perhaps a great-uncle who, they claimed, had died in battle. I think it became something of a sport, a high-risk deception of the nuns, to submit the name of your grandfather (who’d in fact died from a heart attack in his seventies while tending the roses in Glen Iris) and have it announced over the PA together with the names of those who were actually killed on the shores of the Dardanelles.


I do recall contemplating drafting my granddads. But I resisted this significant temptation; the prospect that the lie—Harry Daley; Bill Bourke … killed in action—would get back to my parents, who’d be furious, was probably enough to dissuade me, I suspect. And there was a terrible fuss when the nuns, realising the Gallipoli fatality list was still steadily growing half a century after the ill-fated Australian landing, sought parental clarification. By the next Anzac Day the school community’s sacrifice had diminished.


The story of who we are—of where we came from and of the trails blazed by our ancestors—is everything. Even in my primary school years beginning in 1969, as our older siblings and cousins were burning draft cards and marching in the streets against Australia’s part in another imperial war, Vietnam, Anzac already seemed secure, though not nearly as ostentatiously so as today, in our slowly evolving national narrative.


In 1964, the year of my birth, Donald Horne sketched in his polemic The Lucky Country a lackadaisical Australia, neither boldly republican nor imperialist. He wrote that thanks, perhaps, to the rise and defeat of European fascism, nationalism ‘is now so hesitant that it no longer achieves self definition. No one any longer tells Australians who they are, nor do they seem to care’.1


‘The very lack of any definite nationalism, of statements on who Australians are and where they stand in history, cannot be wholeheartedly deplored in an age that has seen so much horror and cruelty unleashed in the name of nationalism’, he wrote.2


Despite this careless (or dozy) Australian sense of self, this lack of concern with nationalism, Horne nonetheless identified Anzac—‘the Festival of the Ordinary Man’—as an understated yet critical tenet of national identity. It was, he wrote, perhaps because ‘the whole process of achieving nationhood [through a bloodless federation] was so easy that, it was not until men died, if quite irrelevantly, and in a minor and unsuccessful campaign, that Australians felt they had earned their way into the world’.3


National birth had, it seemed, not only skipped 60 000-plus years of Indigenous continental habitation, it had also failed to incorporate Federation in 1901, an event that almost twelve decades later still sits in the outer stalls of public consciousness as little more than a big COAG meeting with beards.


Anzac Day, Horne reckoned, was ‘an expression of the commonness of man (even death is a leveller), of the necessity for sticking together in adversity … It is not a patriotic day but … a “tribal festival”, the folk seeing itself as it is—unpretentious and comradely’.4


Twenty-six years after the book that (despite his four subsequent novels and many non-fiction works) defined his legacy as a writer and public intellectual, in a long recorded interview with Film Australia’s Australian Biography project, Horne defined nationalism as meaning




that you’re a patriotic chauvinist, which means that you believe that your country is superior to other countries. There’s no harm in people thinking that we’ll win the Admiral’s Cup, we’ve got Ayers Rock [Uluru] and so forth. That doesn’t do much harm but it … can become nasty and xenophobic …5





Anzac Day, in Horne’s words, was ‘not a patriotic day’ back around the time of my birth and that of his book. But things have since changed a great deal.


All the original Anzacs have gone. Most of their children are in their seventies and eighties, their grandchildren in their fifties and sixties. After my generation passes, there will be no living Australian memory of the soldiers who fought in World War I—nobody left to remember the ageing Anzacs on the trams, ferries and buses, worse for wear but for the most part dignified after commemorating together at their modest sunrise services before carrying on to play two-up in parks and pubs across Australia on their one day of the year. Their lives will be rendered with ever less human complexity, to become more storied and honed by an already vast army of mythologists. They will be further rendered soldier white hats who either stoically endured or who gave national birth while dying in battle, all the while bequeathing us fellow countrymen and women with supposedly unique characteristics of courage, ingenuity and mateship—traits that European/Australian myth has overlooked in all its enemies from the Ottomans, Germans and Japanese to the tens of thousands of Indigenous warriors and civilians slaughtered right here in the name of white settlement.


Back when Horne wrote his book, there was no rolling TV coverage of, and elaborate commentary on, the Anzac parades in the capital cities, events that lured a few thousand people in the sixties and seventies. Perhaps two or three hundred would turn up for the dawn services at the Shrine of Remembrance in Melbourne and the Australian War Memorial in Canberra—where crowds of 35 000 and 50 000, respectively, fronted on Anzac Day 2018.


But then again, 25 April 2018 represented peak Anzac—three-quarter time in a 51-month, $600-million carnival of Australian World War I commemoration that ended on 11 November: Remembrance Day. What was, when Horne wrote his 1964 book, a day of folksy, thoughtful reflection has been transformed into a permanent commemorative sound-and-light show. Any capacity for quiet reflection on the 62 000 who died in World War I, or the 102 000 defence personnel who’ve perished in all of this country’s overseas operations, has been drowned out amid the type of boisterous jingoism and exclusive you-flew-here-we-grew-here style of nationalism that has imbued Australia Day with ever greater potency since the 1988 bicentenary.


Australia’s spending on commemoration during the four years of Anzac 100 (this country’s official commemorative program) has dwarfed that of other participant nations in World War I, even though other countries experienced many more combatant and civilian deaths. Australia has spent the equivalent of almost $9000 for every soldier killed, compared with far lower spending by the United Kingdom ($110 million, or $109 on each of its 1.01 million dead), New Zealand ($31 million, or $1713 on each of its 18 100 soldiers killed) and Germany (2.8 million fatalities, $6 million total, $2 on each).6


In the decades after the Great War, the returned services organisations had greater affinity with the conservative side of parliament. Today, no political party monopolises commemoration. Consecutive Labor and Coalition governments and their leaders over the past three-and-a-half decades (with the exception of Paul Keating) have increasingly clung to and conflated the Anzac myth with national foundation and identity. Anzac 100 has flourished, the ridiculous commitments to its funding announced, bolstered or unchallenged under prime ministers Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Rudd again, Tony Abbott and now Malcolm Turnbull.


In 2015, the historian Peter Cochrane wrote, ‘Drape “Anzac” over an argument and, like a magic cloak, the argument is sacrosanct’.7


A long tradition of obscurant political bipartisanship has protected Anzac’s mythology and funding. It still shrouds Anzac with immunity from scrutiny over all manner of things—from the questionable proposition that Gallipoli is the foundry of the nation and its character, to the acceptance by Anzac’s shrine, the Australian War Memorial, of funding from weapons manufacturers to commemorate our dead in foreign conflicts, while stubbornly ignoring the frontier wars that claimed, by some estimations, more Indigenous lives on this very continent than those of Australian soldiers killed between 1914 and 1918.


Australia’s embrace of Anzac mythology, meanwhile, often seems more heavily moored in belief than fact. A prime example can be found in the words attributed to Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, a commander of Ottoman forces at the Dardanelles and later the founder of modern Turkey. The words grace memorials at Anzac Cove, Gallipoli, and on Anzac Parade, Canberra—testimony in statuary and bronze to the supposedly special relationship between Turkey and Australia and their respective national foundation myths, which both countries claim were forged in the Dardanelles furnace.


The words attributed to Atatürk are, in the most popular translation from the Turkish:




Those heroes that shed their blood and lost their lives … You are now lying in the soil of a friendly country. Therefore rest in peace. There is no difference between the Johnnies and the Mehmets to us where they lie side by side here in this country of ours … You, the mothers who sent their sons from faraway countries, wipe away your tears; your sons are now lying in our bosom and are in peace. After having lost their lives on this land they have become our sons as well.





Heart-rending and full of comfort to the families of the Australian dead as they are, there’s no proof Atatürk ever uttered or wrote these words. Indeed, there is more convincing evidence he did not. But like those who’d deny the compelling science of climate change, the sturdiest proponents of Anzac mythology do not require proof. Belief, it seems, is sufficient.


However, Peter Cochrane, who described Anzac as being sacrosanct in argument, also pointed out: ‘History will not stand for that. In history nothing is sacred. History is open inquiry; politics is slogans’.8


Indeed, Anzac is not and should not be sacred, even though in death its soldiers have been sanctified and its language imbued with ecclesiasticism (think ‘the spirit’ and the ‘glorious dead’, and don’t forget the ‘sacrifice’ of the ‘fallen’) that has shifted it from the realm of history to that of a secular religion in which the war memorial is its cathedral. As Australia prepared for Anzac 100, Vietnam veteran Jim Robertson wrote a submission to federal politicians urging them to
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