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‘An outstanding academic achievement. This well-crafted book deserves praise for deftly tackling Gallipoli as myth, a central component of Australian culture and memory. It shows all faces of myth as a mixture of deep meanings and collective dreams, power and deception, reality and invention.’


Gérard Bouchard, Emeritus Professor, University of Quebec, and former William Lyon Mackenzie King Chair, Harvard University


‘A tour de force of narrative synthesis, an utter joy to read. With wry sophistication Professor Vizard leaps into the foundational myth of the Anzac and leads his readers through a complex, tumultuous reading of the Gallipoli narrative to ask: what is this thing, this Australia? Lucid, engaging, rigorous, compelling. Simply excellent.’


Ian Maxwell, Associate Professor, University of Sydney


‘Steve Vizard probes the social myth of Gallipoli in Australia, offering new perspectives on its operation as the foundation myth of the nation, its imperial genesis, and its enduring legacy in post-imperial Australia. His insights around the performance of the myth and the Anzac Spirit are as cogent as they are inspiring.’


Anne Pender, Kidman Chair in Australian Studies, and Director, JM Coetzee Centre for Creative Practice, University of Adelaide


‘In this beautifully written, scholarly work Steve Vizard explains Gallipoli not as an event but as a story that has served a people who need to belong to a homeland which venerates virtues of courage and compassion. He wrestles with the paradox of an Anzac Day which must mourn the wasted lives lost in the interests of empire, yet at the same time celebrate a spirit which foreshadows independence from that empire. A special feature of the book is the impartiality of its perspective, explaining objectively how the myth has developed, for good or ill, as a glue for kinship and connectivity, and (as myths can evolve) its potential to embody values with which an independent nation can make its way in the world.’


Geoffrey Robertson AO KC, author of Crimes Against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice


‘“Myths are slippery”, Steve Vizard tells us. The mythology of Anzac, ever evasive and expansive, admirably proves his point. Dr Vizard carefully charts the origins of a national myth in history and outlines its complex evolution over space and time. Insightful, challenging and always engaging this book is a major contribution to our understanding of one of Australia’s most enduring cultural icons.’


Bruce Scates, Professor of History, Australian National University, author of Return to Gallipoli,A New Australia


‘So close to Federation, the Australian myth cupboard off which the soul lives was threadbare compared to the abundant constellations of mythology of Aboriginal Australia. Vizard demonstrates how the young men of Gallipoli answered the mythologising needs of Australian men and women and fitted the templates of our myth-hunger. In his engrossing monograph we see why Gallipoli has lasted. As a political and military event Gallipoli might well have been absurd. Vizard shows that it is only as a myth that it achieves a grandeur which endures.’


Thomas Keneally AO, author, Booker Prize winner, Australian National Living Treasure


‘Steve Vizard reminds us we should never forget the myth of Gallipoli, the heroism, sacrifice and stoicism … But it was a textbook on disaster. Australia became more defensive and anxious, more dependent on the British connection, more derivative, and more divided on sectarian lines.’


Hon Barry Jones AC, Australian National Living Treasure, former UNESCO Executive Board Member and World Heritage Committee Vice-President


‘Steve Vizard dissects the paradox of Gallipoli; an immutable feature of Australia’s national consciousness that yet needs constant reaffirmation of its significance. Using performance theory to map ritualised commemoration, Vizard lifts the curtain on the sacralised dramaturgy at the heart of a national ethos. He delivers a sharp-eyed account of the liturgy sustaining 21st century nationalism.’


Chris McAuliffe, Emeritus Professor, Australian National University, and former Visiting Professor, Australian Studies, Harvard University


‘Whether you are an Anzacophile or an Anzacophobe, Steve Vizard has provided a fascinating framework for understanding Anzac’s imaginative stronghold over the Australian nation. A valuable contribution to making sense of the myth that never wearies.’


Clare Wright OAM, Professor of History, La Trobe University, author of You Daughters of Freedom
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Introduction: Myths of Nations


I am that I am.


Exodus 3:14


THIS IS A story of a story.


It’s a story of a uniquely profound, compelling and enduring type of story: the myth of a nation, told by a nation about a nation, in becoming a nation. Of how a myth of nation inspires. Of how it binds. Of how it excludes. Of how it assumes a numinous status, which, through its sacred power, evokes fate and destiny. Of how it makes compatriots of strangers. Of how it wills the zealous to believe, the faithful to follow, the patriotic to sacrifice. Of how in myth, a nation remembers. Of how it erases. And of how myths of nations emerge, evolve and thrive.


At the very heart of all nations are distinctive, powerful and sacred myths of origin. Foundation myths generate potent emotional affective forces and binding collective meaning about the origin, identity and fortune of the nation and of the citizens who enact it. All national myths – from Camelot, Alfred the Great, the Battle of Kosovo, Waterloo, Bar Kokhba, Joan of Arc, the Boston Tea Party, Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow, and Waterloo; to the Russian Revolution, the Battle of Britain, Dunkirk, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Long March and Gallipoli – are vigorously animated, astonishing adventures of heroic forebears in distant, golden times. They simmer with magical wonder, raw vitality and enduring wisdom, and evoke deeply felt bonds of kinship, solidarity and shared meaning.


This book explores the little understood, often puzzling, yet dynamically pervasive role of a foundation myth in the functioning of a nation.


How can it be that a simple myth of nation, above all other stories, takes root so deeply that it can spur zealous citizens to sublimate personal desire, to run towards enemy fire, to face certain death, to unquestioningly sacrifice all for nation?


How does a myth of nation so forcefully bind strangers who will never know each other – scattered across the breadth of a vast country, separated by birth, age, gender, politics, religion and every imaginable difference, yet united in the vital solidarity of transcendent comradeship?


How can a myth of nation endure for centuries in the imagination of a people, outliving the ceaseless storms of change; the rise and fall of governments; the birth and death of technologies; wars and uprisings, prohibitions, calamities and disasters – and powerfully conjoin distant ancestors and citizens yet to be born in a grand, timeless destiny?


Why is a myth of nation sacralised and venerated, evoking such awe that citizens are fervently moved – compelled to commemorate in solemn memory and faithful devotion, to bereave and mourn, to raise flags and lay wreaths, to contemplate fields of sacrifice, and ritually remember, honour and revere the hallowed deeds of distant kindred in the communion of the sacred nation?


What is this national myth? Where does a national myth come from? What does a national myth tell us about a nation and its citizens? How is a national myth different from other types of storytelling, from legend, or history? How are a nation’s highest ideals embedded in and transmitted by its foundation myth? Why can’t a nation simply choose to replace its myths with more contemporary, worthy stories that might better reflect the current values of a modern society? Why do we need national myths?


Critics and commentators bemoan the nocuous influence of myths in the affairs of a nation. The lingering, pervasive sway of such myths in contemporary national life they see as puzzling, anachronistic; as a muddle of historical half-truths and bad history, a woeful perpetuation of often outmoded values that seem destructively out of touch with the real values of present-day society. Myths get in the way of rational ideas and ideologies. Of progress. Of the Nation.


There is some force to these observations. But to summarily dismiss a national myth is to dismiss human nature.


The modern nation is not only a legal, political, economic and administrative system but an emotional system. As much as the nation is constructed by the force of rational ideas, it is vitalised by the turbulence of individual and collective emotions and relationships – excitement, joy, love, anger, fear, happiness, guilt, sadness, embarrassment, hope, surprise, disgust, contempt, terror, distress – which continually shift and reconfigure in context and meaning. It is fundamental to the sustained life of a nation that it stabilises, unifies, nurtures and mobilises these emotions to enact individual and collective cohesion, continuity, identity and attachment to the nation. The common feelings experienced by citizens dynamically reinforce and build an increasing ‘moral density’, a ‘conscience collective’; so yielding an emotional fusion of unity, Durkheim’s ‘collective effervescence’.1 If directed, these intense shared feelings can be concentrated, inflamed and renewed, through a complex repertoire of symbolic and cultural practices, to energise the performance of the nation. If undirected, they can destroy it. The nation is in the business of ‘symbolic politics’.2 Belonging is a feeling as much as it is an idea. Identity is felt as much as it is understood.


Symbols, customs, rituals and cultural systems – most powerfully, national myths – act as potent distillations and performances of these feelings. They cultivate the emotional forces of the collective so they can be channelled, coordinated and sustained even when the collective’s members are apart; and later reignited to more readily mobilise and harness national feelings of identity, affiliation and unity. National myths as symbolic cultural performances help delimit and enliven the boundaries of the nation over the longue durée, providing generational meaning and continuity. Death and sacrifice, rather than representing a meaningless end, become the enduring communal destiny for all citizens of the sacralised nation. National myths are, in a sense, communication between the dead and the living.3


Only by understanding the peculiar, vigorous, enduring, sacralised emotional and ideological forces that underpin a nation and are animated in its foundation myths can we begin to answer the ‘puzzling’ questions of why such seemingly outdated, simple, often erroneous tales are revered in the performance of national identity.


Only by recognising the unique social power of foundation myths as an elevated symbolic carrier of a nation’s fundamental values and ideologies, as an intense cultural force and template of shared belief, cohesion and continuity, can we learn from and cultivate their persistent capacity to shape group solidarity and the nation’s generational identity.


Only by disentangling the modal confusion between national myths and other common forms of discourse – such as history, memory, folklore, tradition, legend, fiction and even forgetting – can we begin to understand not only why national myths persist and prosper, but why other seemingly inspiring, evocative or timely stories fail to take root or flourish in the national imagination.


Critically, for those hungering to shape their nation into a more unified, reconciled, just, secure and free home, it is only by fully comprehending the special role of these sacred narratives that old stories can be enlivened and new stories nourished, to better embrace the past – both in celebration and atonement – and nurture a more perfect union.


It is this book’s central claim that national myths play a fundamental, potent but little understood role in the symbolic and cultural functioning of the modern nation. National myths don’t get in the way of the operation of the nation; they are the operation of the nation.


In this book, I seek to answer these questions, and examine the complex role of foundation myths of nation, through a detailed study of one nation, Australia, and its foundation myth, Gallipoli. I examine how the celebrated role of the Australian soldiers at Gallipoli during the Dardanelles Campaign of the Great War and the legacy of the Anzac Spirit occupy a pre-eminent and treasured place in Australian cultural, social and political discourse; and are affirmed and venerated as ‘an almost biblical creation story for Australia, a national equivalent of the Book of Genesis’,4 which is reverentially passed from one generation to the next, in sacred, ritual commemoration.


At the same time, I explore how the status and function of mythic Gallipoli in Australian society continues to be the subject of substantial heated debate. Critics and social commentators ‘puzzle’ over what they see as the disproportionate, problematic, even insidious, influence of a story that has diminishing relevance to contemporary Australian society’s challenges, aspirations and values. How can it be that this slight cautionary tale from the twilight of the Edwardian era, endures as the origin myth of a 21st-century nation – as the sacred narrative central to the identity of the Australian people?


The story appears to have no discernible connection to the federation of the Australian nation in 1901. To the contrary, Gallipoli is a story of an inconsequential campaign fought half a world away, long after the nation had been forged; Australians played only a subordinate role, of little strategic consequence, winning nothing but loss and trauma. The hapless expedition ended in humiliating defeat – indeed, retreat; numerous lives were lost for no military advantage. Too, the dominant theme seems to be martial conquest, invoking tropes of violence, conflict, conquest and subservience, while excluding women, First Nations people and immigrants – collectively, a vast swathe of the Australian population.


Why, despite a torrent of academic revelations correcting the myriad fallacies about ‘the purported history of the Gallipoli campaign … built on a midden of historical half-truths and outright falsehoods’,5 is Gallipoli still celebrated as the birthplace of the Australian nation?


Much of the discord over the puzzling status of Gallipoli stems from a failure, first, to understand social myths’ powerful symbolic role in the performance of the nation; and, second, to adequately distinguish the performance of Gallipoli as a myth from its performance in other modes of cultural discourse, such as history. History is said to be verifiable and therefore ‘compelling’, and myths false and therefore deserving of their final ‘payday’.6 Sociologist and historian Gérard Bouchard observes of national myths that ‘current social sciences devote little attention to those exceptionally powerful symbolic devices at work in all societies, except for the perfunctory condemnations of hardship and atrocities associated with myths’.7 A national myth of origin and the emplotment of history are fundamentally different in structure, function and purpose.


Adding to the confusion is the more general difficulty of trying to pin down ephemeral concepts such as emotions, passions and sacrality, which are vital to the operation and understanding of nations and myths. In explaining nations, much emphasis is placed on human decision-making as rational and instrumental. Often overlooked are more ineffable, visceral factors such as emotions, which are difficult to quantify, articulate and analyse; are often positioned antithetically to the rational; and are too often dismissed as unknowable, reactive or even inferior. The nation as a crucible of collective meaning is continually constructed from the outside by the objective force of the world and all that seems rational, and from the inside by the subjectivity of feelings and the swirling emotional force of relationships. The sacred story that unites a nation tends not to survive its explanation.


For these reasons, mythic Gallipoli makes an unusually useful case study for demonstrating the complex operation of a foundation myth of nation. While in the following chapters I explore the anatomy of one foundation myth of one nation – the particulars of which are necessarily unique to that singular journey – in its essential mythic structure and effect, this is the common morphology of all foundation myths of all nations.


A foundation myth of nation is an enduring, numinous, emotionally compelling symbolic story claiming historic authority which offers sacred wisdom as to the unique origin, home and kinship, and exceptional cultural, social, political and moral values, roles and meaning, of the nation and its members.


A foundation myth of nation explains the beginning, for ‘deep in any human community is a consciousness of its origin and its hopes and resolutions for the future’.8 It locates the citizen and nation in a cohering narrative of shared place and history. It confers collective continuity. It conveys the nation’s values and ethos. It evokes shared meaning. It acts as a touchstone that signifies national exceptionalism: who belongs and who doesn’t. It enacts belonging. And it binds citizen and nation by enveloping them in a richly layered sacred narrative, which symbolically dramatises and dynamically connects the conscious and unconscious, and the ideological and emotional.


In the foundation myth of a nation can be found the grands récits: the dominant meta-narrative, the great shared story constitutive of a society. In it are embedded the nation’s guiding values and beliefs, which provide an overarching schema for the modelling of socially acceptable and desirable individual behaviour and identity.9 A nation’s legal boundaries might be found in its constitution, its geographical boundaries delineated by borders, but the symbolic, cultural and ideological boundaries are evoked in its national myth.


In the following chapters, I look at how myths of nation derive their potency from a unique combination of distinctive common properties.


As a story, a myth is a compelling grand narrative conforming to a plot, and familiar, usually heroic, characters and resonant tropes.


The subject matter of the mythic story invariably relates to a seminal event in a past that is remote, sometimes exotic, yet always important and traumatic, and of foundational significance to the community.


The narrative animates powerful emotions that feed and fuse feelings of reciprocity between fellow citizen and nation, building an intense emotional, psychological and moral density that yields collective attachment, solidarity, affiliation and identity.


The mythic story is intimately embedded within the community, and systematically shared and reshared until, over the longue durée, it becomes pervasive, ubiquitous, naturalised and ultimately institutionalised. This conveys inevitability and purpose.


The myth bears an elevated, often transcendent, even sacred status within the community, compelling zealous adherence, and resisting challenge or refutation. A nation’s originary myth imbues the fate of people and of nation with transcendental design. Nature is given intention and feeling, transforming the natural into the supernatural; myth animates the world through ‘a projection of consciousness which also clarifies consciousness’.10


The myth of nation offers answers – if not rational, then emotional, psychological and spiritual – to deeper questions of significance, even cosmic importance.11 In it are found cohering explanations of deeply sought, complex, often ineffable questions of origin, whether of a political, social or religious nature. The myth brings revelation, of an apparent and important universal truth.


In so doing, the myth acts as a powerful paradigmatic framing mechanism, laden with distilled, essentialising, clarifying wisdom, which transmits to its citizens implicit values, ideals, ideologies, guidance, order; and, ultimately, meaning and significance. In a real sense, the myth reveals morality. The questions it seeks to answer are not just existential but normative.12 A myth is a form of moral map, a symbolic cultural guide, offering ethical wisdom as to how we should act and react, even in the face of seeming injustice. It has been said that ‘myths make us more moral’.13 For a nation, the myth expresses the ethos of a culture, disclosing




an intent or telos, even if supple, hence revealing the agency behind the story. Here the meaning of myth reveals the emotional mind, and often has aesthetic and ethical dimensions and utilities in conveying a message(s) that reverberates in the psyche and in social collectives through identificatory unconscious resonances. Hence a myth conveys or expresses the human soul.14





From the sacred wisdom illuminated by the myth, the individual and community derive a sense of faith in, and deep-seated conviction of, their individual and collective purpose, place and identity – inspiring, unifying and binding the group and the individuals within it. Myths compress the past, present and future into ‘a fixed chain of being and becoming’, in which the past leads inevitably to the future, not by chance but by destiny.15


Myths bear an agentive force. They change not only how the world is seen and interpreted, but inspire a nation’s members to enact in certain ways shaped by the mythic narrative and all that is embedded within it. The myth’s affect is profoundly performative, animating individual action, and unifying and justifying collective behaviour and governance.


The myth, like the world it explains, interprets and performs, is in a state of flux, adaptation and evolution. Myths are mutable – always caught between remembering and erasing, between reliving and imagining.


A foundation myth makes a story, to make a nation, to make meaning.


In this book, I draw on a number of theorists from diverse disciplines to establish the conceptual frameworks by which different aspects of these questions are examined.


The work of anthropologist Victor Turner – specifically, his schema of Social Drama – is fundamental to explaining the paradigmatic sequential structure of Gallipoli’s mythic narrative, and to the close reading of Gallipoli in Chapter 4. Turner’s concepts of breach, liminality and communitas are employed to explain ambiguities, instabilities, contradictions and possibilities inherent in mythic Gallipoli and representations of Australian national identity, and are recurring themes throughout this book. Liminality and hybridity help interpret and link the passage of Anzac soldiers through the space of Gallipoli, the transition of Australia from a plurality of rival colonies to nation, the narrative structure of the Gallipoli myth, and the ambivalence of postcolonial national identity. Later chapters show how the initiand undergoing liminal transition is interpreted as both individual and ‘whole populations undergoing transition’.16 Turner’s insights into the archetype of the Trickster born of liminality help interpret the Anzac larrikin – a character central to mythic Gallipoli and representations of Australian national identity.


The comparatist mythologist Joseph Campbell, in his concept of the Monomyth, proposes a detailed universal narrative pattern for myths against which the structure of Gallipoli’s mythic narrative can be closely analysed.


The ethnographer Arnold van Gennep, with his tripartite schema of the Rites of Passage, lays the foundations for both Campbell’s Monomyth and Turner’s Social Drama.


Homi Bhabha’s work as a cultural and postcolonial theorist builds on the concept of liminality to propose the conditions of hybridity and the Third Space in explaining postcolonial displacement, instability, transitionality, marginality and indeterminacy. Bhabha is helpful in suggesting a theoretical framework for understanding the tensions embodied in the myth of Gallipoli as an ambivalent site of split, multiple inscription enunciating both coloniser and colonised.


Political philosopher and sociologist AD Smith’s ethno-symbolic account of nationhood, which emphasises national identity as nonessentialist, performative, contextual and cultural, provides a theoretical framework for analysing the performance of mythic Gallipoli as a cultural carrier, embodying, maintaining and disseminating the Australian nation’s fundamental values, beliefs and ideologies. The constitutive elements of Smith’s concepts of nation are broadly applied to Australian identity, and these essential elements used in understanding the conception of national ethos, which is located in and evoked by national myths.


Finally, Gérard Bouchard offers the basis for an overarching schema of national myth against which mythic Gallipoli’s attributes and qualities can be framed, articulated and explored.17


These theorists share a view of myth’s fundamental role in the symbolic foundation of the nation.18 All underscore the role of culture, narrative and story in shaping identity. All favour an approach that is dynamic and contextual, emphasising the importance of emotion, and the rediscovery of mystery and the sacred.19 Critically, the concepts of rupture, liminality and performativity are central threads connecting the various ways each of them looks at the world, and by which this book, in turn, looks at Gallipoli.


I use the term Gallipoli myth or, more simply, Gallipoli to describe the myth based on the events of the Gallipoli Campaign. To refer to the underlying historical event, I use the term Gallipoli Campaign. I use the term Anzac Spirit to describe the distinctive values and ideologies, the national ethos, said to be distinctively representative of the Australian nation, and that are embodied in and performed by the Gallipoli myth.


Similarly, although the term First Nations is not generally used in describing Australian and Torres Strait Islander peoples, I have deliberately employed it for the purpose of acknowledging and positioning their cultural status, authority and sovereignty. The term First Nations better positions Australia’s First Peoples antithetically to that other First World, that of Empire and coloniser, with which it is in ‘anxious proximity’.20 Such a perspective reflects Bhabha’s view of hybridity, the splitting and double inscription of colonial presence and the Third Space.21


While recognising the constantly evolving nature and vast diversity of types of nations, and accepting that there is ‘no Platonic form of myth against which all instances can be measured’,22 I also propose working definitions of nation, national identity and nationalism.23


Nation can be defined as ‘a named and self-defining human community whose members cultivate shared memories, symbols, myths, traditions and values, inhabit and are attached to historic territories or “homelands”, create and disseminate a distinctive public culture, and observe shared customs and standardised laws’.24


National identity can be defined as ‘the maintenance and continual reinterpretation of the pattern of values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions that form the distinctive heritage of the nation, and the identification of individuals with their heritage and its pattern’.25


Nationalism can be defined as ‘an ideological movement for the attainment and maintenance of autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a population, some of whose members deem it to constitute an actual or potential nation’.26


It is important to emphasise what this book is not about.


This work is not a historiographical inquiry into the First World War or the historical events of the Gallipoli Campaign. Its focus is not Gallipoli as an event but as a story. Nor is it an exegesis of the origin of nations or nationalism in general, nor Australian nationalism in particular. It is not intended to offer a comparative study of founding myths of various nations, nor a detailed comparative study of myth theory, nor even a consideration of national myths beyond the European nations or arising from European colonialism. Based on traditional conceptions of civilisation as a predominantly Western development, born of Greco-Roman cultures and wholly manifested in the Mediterranean world and its colonial outposts, the scope of this work is limited by its inherent allegiance to a Jungian, Western, patriarchal worldview. One schema of mythic narrative structure, Campbell’s Monomyth, has been selected to assist in an illustrative interpretation of the structural narrative form of just one foundation myth: Australia’s myth of Gallipoli. It is not my purpose to make a case for or against the status or meaning of Gallipoli in Australia, especially as Australia’s primary myth; or, indeed, to advocate for any alternative myth of nation in its stead. And it is not the claim of this work that the perspective of myth offers answers to all of the ‘puzzling’ questions about the persistent force of Gallipoli in the construction of Australian identity. To the contrary, it raises several more.


This book makes a case for at least one central, seemingly self-evident but often neglected idea. That is, nations, national identity and those who forge them are driven as much by powerful subjective, often irrational, desires, feelings and emotions, which fuel a primal hunger for unity of kinship, homeland, belonging and the sacred, as much as by any rational conception of social organisation; and it is in the most vital and ancient form of discourse, the myths and stories that nations and citizens tell about themselves, that these emotions are distilled and harnessed in a potent, symbolic, sacred and always evolving performance of belonging.





CHAPTER 1
____


Australia and Mythic Gallipoli


A nation is not written in a constitution, it is written in the heart.1


Stan Grant


AT THE STROKE of midnight on 1 January 1901, the Australian nation was quietly born. British imperial legislation federated six separate self-governing colonies into the new constitutional monarchy of the Commonwealth of Australia: ‘One People, One Destiny’.2 The new Australian nation was not forged from bloody colonial uprising or even simmering civil unrest: no wars were waged, no forces were martialled, nor martyrs sacrificed in its final steps to independence from Empire.3 The tragic and brutal collision between the world’s most technologically, economically and politically sophisticated empire and Australia’s ancient tribal indigene formed no part of the proclaimed history, ambition or imagined destiny of the vital British colonies now turned nation.


The colonial transition to federated independence was peaceful, ordered and negotiated. It was measured largely by a succession of constitutional conferences and debates; earnest bartering over political, security and economic trade-offs; and the slow, nitpicking passage of imperial legislation through the mother of parliaments at the heart of the sprawling British Empire. In many ways, Australia’s steady passage to nationhood had been assured by the exceptional circumstances of its settlement. The ease with which the Australian continent had been expropriated, the rich rewards found in its abundant natural resources and agreeable coastal climate, and the extremely low mortality rates of early settlers – unlike those of its ravaged indigenous inhabitants – encouraged deep, unimpeded investment in transformative representative institutions replicating those of the mother country. Such settler colonisation was in contrast to the precarious colonial experiences in much of South America and Africa where disease, malaria and yellow fever in particular, topography and resistance, obstructed settlement and the development of enduring institutions; instead compelling the pursuit of opportunistic, often plundering, extractive economies, too often destined to spawn long term economic, political and social insecurity.4 From the outset, the new Australian colonies had been built on deep foundations of British stability and structural investment; in systems of government, the certainty of property rights, the common law and order, advanced infrastructure, and sophisticated financial markets and mercantile relationships. British settlers planted British roots to grow their proto-British lives, both feeding and feeding off British civilisation with all of its powerful rights and rewards. From such hefty institutional commitment, the long-term economic wealth, social stability and political destiny of the new nation flowed.


And so the new Australian nation emerged fundamentally unchanged in its values, attitudes and essence. Federation saw Australia remain a large and favoured dominion of the British Empire. Its citizens remained British citizens; more than half of its bountiful exports remained destined for Great Britain; the United Kingdom parliament retained de facto control over important legislative powers; the ultimate judicial court of appeal remained Britain’s Privy Council. Critically, the British monarch remained Australia’s head of state, in turn appointing a Britishborn Governor-General – the presence of the British Crown ‘one and indivisible throughout the empire’– to exercise all of the Crown’s legislative and judicial authority, and assent to all Australian legislation before it became law.


The governing Constitution of Australia revealed much about the new nation’s ideological journey and constitutive spirit, even if only by resounding exclusion. In it could be found no declarations of unalienable human rights on which the nation had been founded; no enshrinement of sacred values held to be self-evident, and from which the prerogative to govern was secured. This was the foundational document of a colonial nation gifted its independence by Empire without rancour or bloodshed, or the need for cautionary elucidation: without recognition of its First Nations.


In fact, any such enshrined foundational recognition of universal human rights based on the equality and liberty of all men had been very well considered and emphatically rejected as likely to diminish the implicit authority of the Anglo-Celtic Britons who had colonised Australia, and of the Anglo-Celtic Australians who now occupied it and were bound to each other by their civilising ‘crimson thread of kinship’.5 Any such legislative recognition of universal human rights could only erode the useful established barriers by which immigrants of non-Anglo-Celtic background might be excluded from the new nation – Indians, Chinese, Melanesians, Maoris and all other ‘coloured’ people.6 Any such recognition might only weaken the prevailing apparatus by which the devastated Aboriginal population were denied citizenship of this new nation, their ancient home.


In many ways, the former Australian colonies and nascent Australian nation had revealed themselves as world leaders in social and parliamentary reform: with the secret ballot, regulation of working conditions, and wage arbitration systems; universal suffrage; even fathers’ financial support of illegitimate children, and technical schooling for girls.7 Yet despite their progressive, egalitarian aspirations, the deeper ideals, values and entwined cultural threads that bound the life of the dynamic new nation endured largely unarticulated, uncodified and unchanged from those it had inherited from the mother country. Federation had given uneventful birth to a ‘spirited … idealistic,’8 bountiful, progressive, ambitious yet untested nation.


Here was a nation eager to fill ‘the spiritual void at its core’, longing for ‘a test of national character’.9 Here was a vital, anxious, young nation of Empire in waiting.



Australia, the Great War and the Gallipoli Campaign



Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914. Although Australia prospered peacefully under a southern sun half a world away, it was inevitable the new nation would dutifully follow her imperial mother. Not only was Australian sentiment, loyalty and kinship almost wholly British, but since Federation, Australia’s foreign policy had been conducted by the British imperial government, despite express provisions in Australia’s Constitution conferring self-government, particularly in relation to its external powers. Britain was at war; the British Empire was at war; Australia was at war.


There were more complicated factors brewing too. For some decades, the politicians of Australia, and of its colonies, had been apprehensive about the perceived strategic shift in British foreign policy towards Asia’s burgeoning economic opportunities and growing power. The gathering disquiet that Australia might be abandoned in the Pacific or required to defend itself alone against an Asian threat was exacerbated by the increasing presence of Germany, France and even Russia in the Pacific; Lord Kitchener’s Australian visit and advice on defending the Australian continent; the rise in Asian migration to Australia; anxiety over employment, culture and security; and the deepening distrust of Japan following its surprising victory in the Russo-Japanese War, coupled with its evolving economic and strategic embrace of Britain.


Australia’s support of Empire in the Great War was undoubtedly its principal, reflexive motivation; but the underlying strategic self-interest of bolstering its primacy in British foreign policy, and of loosening the Empire’s ties to Asia, hastened Australia’s resolve to answer the call.10 For a nation barely fourteen years old, here was its first significant test in a global conflict. Here was an opportunity to demonstrate loyalty to Empire, to prove the strength of its newfound nationhood, to stand shoulder to shoulder with the great powers of Europe.


In November 1914, the first boatloads of Australian military volunteers – the first infantry of the Australian Imperial Force – left Australia for Europe. Even as they sailed, the Ottoman Empire was entering the conflict, and Australia’s soldiers found themselves diverted to training camps in Egypt and an unforeseen theatre of war. In April 1915, Australia’s new infantry forces were assigned to the joint Anglo-French campaign to attack the Ottoman Empire, occupy Constantinople and force passage through the Dardanelles, so safeguarding the Suez Canal and opening vital supply lines to Russia, by a ‘lightning’ invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula.


At first light on 25 April 1915, the troops of Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, the ‘Anzacs’, waded ashore on the Gallipoli Peninsula. The ‘lightning’ invasion quickly descended into a gnawing, grinding stalemate of trench warfare, as the invading forces found themselves trapped on the coves and cliffs where they had landed. Eight months later, in December 1915, the Gallipoli Campaign ended in ignominious, silent retreat. The loss of 49,000 Allied lives, including 8700 Australian lives, had achieved nought.


The Gallipoli Campaign would become one of the most recognisable and comprehensively studied military engagements of the Great War, for all the wrong reasons. The strategy underpinning the invasion was hasty and ill planned; the execution of the landings was confused; the terrain was largely unassailable; the enemy’s strength and mobility were underestimated; the orders and logistics support were poorly communicated, inflexible and uncertain; and the imperial leadership was rigid, unforceful and distant. The Turkish leadership, under the command of the German General von Sanders, was clear, decisive, agile and resolute. As the American commander Patton would later conclude, ‘Had the two sets of commanders changed sides it is believed that the landing would have been as great a success as it was a dismal failure’.11


The impact of the Great War on Australia was profound. Of its tiny population of not quite five million, 416,800 Australians had enlisted in military service. Some 155,000 were wounded; 62,000 died. Australia’s losses represented the highest rate of casualties per capita of any participant army in the British Empire.12 Shock waves swept the young nation, and deep fractures between social classes and Catholics and Protestants opened around issues of conscription.13


For Australia, the piercing anguish of the war heightened the brooding sense of sacrifice, the transcendent sacrality of martyrdom and the affirmation of redemptive worthiness for a former penal colony turned nation, struggling to make sense of the needless slaughter and of its place in a world of empires ravaged by empires. The seminal event around which the new nation’s profound sense of loss, grief, sacrifice, redemption, anxiety, worthiness, pride and trauma coalesced was Gallipoli.


Gallipoli became the de facto locus of battle and sacrifice of the sacred Australian homeland. Gallipoli stood in the stead of the vast continent on which bloodshed never took place, or if it did, could never be remembered, indeed required forgetting, and could certainly never be glorified.14


The Daily Telegraph reflecting on the significance of the Gallipoli landing only a year later, in 1916, under the leader ‘Australia’s baptism by fire’, proclaimed that Australians were ‘naturally, properly and even vitally interested in the “debut” of their own troops in the great and terrible arena of military conflict, because it is in that arena that, in spite of all newer ideals, the survival value of every nation has to be tested’.15


Other Allied nations had fought and lost at Gallipoli – the French, Irish, British, Indians, New Zealanders and more – but those nations already had their own grand creation stories and had no need of a new beginning. For Australia, the cultivation of the Gallipoli narrative in heroic form, redolent with the tropes of European imperial civilising battleground valorisation, demonstrating nationhood forged in conflict, provided an instant canonised text of national character, which seemed to accord with the form, substance, spirit and stature of the epic founding tales of the great European nations. By dying on the soil of Gallipoli, the Anzac warrior had heroically sacrificed himself in a way never permitted on the soil of the homeland. Gallipoli’s soil had become not merely the precious land for the defence of nation, but for the creation of nation.


In his poem ‘We’re all Australians now’, penned as an open letter to the troops in 1915, popular Australian poet ‘Banjo’ Paterson captured a sense of the nation’s devastating loss and its newfound pride at this unlikely coming of age:




The mettle that a race can show


Is proved with shot and steel,


And now we know what nations know


And feel what nations feel.16





In Gallipoli, the Australian people had found a formative traumatic event, bursting with deeds of courage, loyalty, heroism and sacrifice, which they could instantly ennoble as a virtuous crucible of their nation’s birth.


Gallipoli Becomes Myth


In the more than one hundred years since Australian troops waded ashore on 25 April 1915 at an obscure Turkish cove on the shores of ancient Thrace, the myth of Gallipoli has established itself as the pre-eminent event in the representation and commemoration of Australian national identity, and as Australia’s putative creation story.17


Each year on 25 April, Anzac Day, at the hour Anzac troops landed on distant Ottoman shores, the Australian nation gathers in spiritual reverence and sacred ritual. Citizens assemble at the same honoured places – Melbourne’s Shrine of Remembrance, Sydney’s Cenotaph, Canberra’s Australian War Memorial, RSL clubs, soldiers’ memorials in thousands of small country towns– to collectively perform the familiar codified and choreographed practices suggestive of the liturgies and offices of mourning: the dawn service, the Anzac Day march, the wearing of medals and blood-red poppies, the laying of wreaths, the playing on a lone bugle of ‘The Last Post’, the reading of the ‘Ode of Remembrance’ (‘They shall grow not old …’). And on the beach at Gallipoli, Australians solemnly gather as ‘symbolic pilgrims’,18 performing hallowed acts of kinship signifying the sacred bond between self and nation. For over a century, the ritualised commemoration of Gallipoli has evolved as the sacred performance of Australianness: ‘The Anzac Spirit is part of our attempt to define ourselves as a people, and to answer the question “What does it really mean to be Australian”’.19


Sacred Gallipoli is hallowed as the nation’s spiritual birthplace: ‘It was on the shore of Gallipoli and the battlefields of Western Europe where our nation was defined, where our nation was born’.20


It is invoked when great sacrifices must be made: ‘What was it that the deed of the Anzacs had taught us? It was surely that through self-sacrifice alone could men or nations be saved’.21


It is extolled when ordinary men and women are required to do ‘extraordinary deeds’.22


It is called upon to denote the highest values and virtues of nationhood: ‘Courage, bravery, sacrifice, mateship, loyalty, selflessness and resilience … these are the universal values of the democratic Australia located in the Gallipoli narrative and for which the Anzacs laid down their lives’.23


It is elevated to the pantheon of the greatest myths of all great peoples: ‘as important to us as the ride of Paul Revere, or the last stand of King Harold at Hastings, or the incarceration of Nelson Mandela might be to others’.24


Sacred Gallipoli is reconsecrated as the Australian nation’s spiritual core: ‘ANZAC is profoundly spiritual – inspiring pilgrimages still to that far-off place where our modern-day pilgrims drink deep from the well of national memory’.25


Had there been any lingering doubts about the profound, sacred role of Gallipoli in the contemporary performances of Australian identity, they were emphatically dispelled by the monumental national commemorations which in 2015 marked the centenary of the Gallipoli landings.


Revelation through Commemoration


A national commemoration is an extraordinary window through which to observe a nation in unbridled self-contemplation and self-aggrandisement. Australia’s commemorations of the Centenary of the First World War, from 2014 to 2018, would become the most significant national remembrances ever held in the nation.


The Australian government had promised that the Centenary – and particularly the Gallipoli commemmoration, as its ‘high point’26 –would be celebrated with unprecedented spectacle and vigour. The Minister for Veterans’ Affairs ebulliently declared: ‘The Centenary of Anzac will be this nation’s most defining period of national commemoration’.27


Financially, Australia committed significantly more to the commemoration of the Centenary than to any other public event. It was estimated that the government allocated more than half a billion dollars, comprising at least ‘$331.3 million from the Australian Government, $140.5 million from the States and Territories and $90 million from corporates’.28


It was also estimated that Australia spent much more than any other nation dedicating resources to the Centenary commemoration, based on per-capita death tolls of each nation in the war or even on absolute expenditure. The United Kingdom expended $109 for every one of its soldiers who had been killed; Australia’s expenditure for each death was $8889.29 Stephens estimates Australia’s commemorative expenditure was ‘between five and 19 times the average spend per death of the next five countries (New Zealand, Canada, United Kingdom, France, Germany)’, and may well have been larger than for every other nation combined.30


For the duration of the Centenary commemorations, Gallipoli was everywhere. The Australian nation revelled in a festival of Gallipoli television series, travel offers, memorials, debates, services, postage stamps, children’s camps, school projects, web pages, advertising campaigns, memorabilia, academic conferences,31 sporting contests, and on and on. Gallipoli left nothing untouched as the sentiments of the Anzac Spirit bound the nation in a gush of self-reflection and civic contemplation of ‘What does it mean to be Australian?’32


In every sphere of society – from defence forces, to educational institutions, political parties, Returned Servicemen Leagues, sporting clubs, philanthropic organisations, churches and religious organisations, corporations, retailers, broadcasters and publishers – Australia’s most powerful social actors reclaimed the Gallipoli narrative and entwined it with their own organisational messages. The Australian nation revealed itself, through veneration and omission, through introspection and exhibition, through performances of individuals and of group solidarity and ‘collective representation’.33 Manifestations of Australian nationhood were performed top down and bottom up,34 by the powerful, dominant and elite groups, and by ordinary individuals in everyday acts of ‘banal’ citizenship.35 The Centenary, far from being a simple, neutral display of national identity, erupted as a churning, complex, vigorous, charged negotiation of both continuity and change, of power and resistance, of elite and individual, and of a nation making its meaning. This was no single commemoration of nation but myriad clusters of myriad commemorations of myriad versions of Australian nationhood – all brought into sharp focus and projected large for every citizen to revere and enact, through the sacred lens of Gallipoli.


If the self-conscious symbolic force of collective celebration has a coercively hegemonic cohering, unifying, stabilising effect,36 such moments also provide a crucible for alternative, opposing polemic representations of nation, particularly among smaller disaffected groups.37 And the Gallipoli Centenary commemorations did precisely that.


Mythic Gallipoli Contested


Even as Australia reverberated to its remembrance, just as on the beaches of the peninsula a century before, Gallipoli incited conflict: ‘Never has the Anzac tradition been more popular and yet never have its defenders been more chauvinistic, bellicose and intolerant of other viewpoints’.38 The spirit of Anzac was invoked in every facet of Australian public and private life, and its controversies were also ubiquitous.


In education, critics railed against the emphasis on the place of Anzac and Gallipoli in current school curricula.39


In sport, Anzac Day football matches were chided as commercial exploitation that eroded the underlying values marking solemn remembrance.40


In commerce, businesses scrambled to align the values of Anzac with their own corporate brands while appearing not to exploit them.41


In public policy, Gallipoli was fiercely contested. One section of Australia’s military argued that the veneration of Gallipoli both obscured subsequent contributions by members of Australia’s armed forces, and perverted optimum consideration of the country’s current military and foreign affairs strategies. Another section derided Gallipoli as a martial myth in which the extraordinary and unrepresentative drama of the Australian nation at war was forever exalted, while the familiar and representative virtue of patient nation building was ignored.42


In matters concerning Australia’s First Nations, Gallipoli aroused confusion and dispute. Expressions of Indigenous culture, such as the flying of the Aboriginal or Torres Strait Island flag, or the performance of Welcome to Country, were incorporated into many official remembrance ceremonies; while in other commemorations, they were excluded as ‘unwelcome’ or ‘disruptive’, and even banned. More controversially, Anzac Day became a pivotal site of confrontation about the status and meaning of ‘the Frontier Wars’, and whether Indigenous Australians who had suffered violence or been killed in the ‘invasion’ of Australia should now be remembered in the Gallipoli commemorations, or at all.43


Gallipoli was condemned on all fronts: as dangerously gendered, failing to incorporate women – in historian Joan Beaumont’s words, as ‘misogynistic, and anachronistic’;44 as denying the experience of Australia’s First Nations – in WEH Stanner’s view, representing the ‘great Australian silence’ of viewing European colonisation ‘from a window which has been carefully placed to exclude a whole quadrant of the landscape’;45 as lacking any meaningful emotional resonance for Australians not of Anglo-Celtic origin;46 and as implicitly embodying and privileging Judaeo-Christian values and beliefs in a nation that avows its secularism.


A growing battery of scholars decried the revealed disparity between Gallipoli the historical event and Gallipoli the performed ritual. Gallipoli, many asserted, was simply not ‘good history’. Its tenacious popular appeal was overwhelmingly ‘puzzling’, as was the ‘disproportionate commitment’47 to the ‘memory orgy’48 of Anzac. Historian Bruce Scates lamented, ‘What we see at Anzac is not just the failure of a military campaign; it is a failure in the way we remember, a festival of forgetting’.49 Gallipoli scholar Robin Prior, in his aptly titled tome Gallipoli: The End of the Myth, was succinct: ‘The time for sentimentalising Gallipoli has long passed. It should be treated as the men experienced it, as a bloody episode in a bloody war’.50


Much of Gallipoli’s contested meaning could be found in the unsettling opacity of attaching patriotic identity to a failed military campaign on foreign soil, under foreign leadership, and of questionable strategic import, in which the newly federated nation’s volunteer soldiers played a celebrated but subservient role. Far from self-consciously evidencing independence, Gallipoli and Anzac represented subordination to Empire and entrenched Australia’s ‘malaise over collective identity’.51


This aggravating indeterminacy was exacerbated by the difficulties of reconciling Anzac volunteerism with Australian nationalist militarism, Anzac individualism with Australian political collectivism, Anzac expatriate warfare with a homeland sense of the numinous, and Australia’s shifting regional place in Asia with Anzac’s unambiguously Anglo-centric schema of self-identity. This, critics contended, was heightened by the transnational character of the Gallipoli memory and the implicit need to reconcile ownership of ‘our’ Gallipoli mythology with that of other combatant nations, including, most problematically, the former enemy – Turkey. All these factors, critics reproached, contributed to the insuperable difficulty of reconciling Gallipoli and Anzac with contemporary Australia’s ideologies and values. In one commentator’s words, Gallipoli and Anzac were ‘fraught territory, embodying the strains between history and memory, reality and mythology, and reason and emotion’.52


‘Top down’, Gallipoli’s reinscription through ‘dominant sites’53 of commemorative practice was said to assume ‘a “restless”, volatile character’;54 and ‘Bottom up’,55 through ‘dominated sites’ of individuated, divergent performances of ‘banal nationalism’, the personal commemoration of Gallipoli and Anzac was said to reveal an even greater instability, contingency, ambiguity and fragmentation.56


By the end of the Centenary of Gallipoli commemorations in 2018, at the anticipated pinnacle of sacred Gallipoli’s greatest memorialisation, it had evoked its most profound criticism: ‘with Australians positioned as either for or against the Anzacs, the digger has once again become a divisive figure as much as a unifying one’.57 This schism expressed the ‘vastness of Gulf between the public and cultural beliefs at war with our most sacred traditions …“there is the real Anzac” and “the make-believe” or “alternative” or “rebooted Anzac”’.58


* * *


From the commemorative cacophony of Gallipoli’s Centenary celebrations and its aftermath can be distilled several themes.


The Gallipoli narrative is persistent and ubiquitous.59 Even after the efflux of over a hundred years, despite the ebb and flow of public favour, and a foreshadowed demise,60 and the mass arrivals of generations of non-Anglo-Celtic immigrants from all parts of the globe, Gallipoli has shown remarkable ‘recuperative power.’61 It is affirmed as the enduring, treasured narrative most ‘indisputably dominant’62 in the conception of Australia’s nationhood and identity; as its creation story.63


The Gallipoli narrative is used in several distinct, interrelated and often entangled modes. Gallipoli and Anzac are described, often interchangeably, as history, memory;64 fiction;65 forgetting;66 social myth and legend.67 The function and structure of each is elementally different. The disentanglement of this confusing modal slippage is central to this book.


Gallipoli functions as the Australian nation’s foundation myth.


Gallipoli and the related Anzac Spirit are seen to embody and express the distinctive attitudes, values and ethos of the Australian nation and its people. Gallipoli is uniquely identified as that formative event from which spring, and in which are seen to be enshrined, Australia’s ideals and unique underpinning social imaginary.


Gallipoli and its embodied Anzac Spirit are manifested through performance as ritual.


The sacralised ritual performances of Gallipoli and Anzac are expressed in two identifiable modes: as commemoration and celebration. In its commemorative mode, Gallipoli performs through rituals and rites the sacrifices of Australian soldiers as fallen heroes and martyrs, in the haunting lexicon of sacred remembrance – ‘Lest we forget’. In its collateral celebratory role, Gallipoli represents ‘the birth of the Australian Nation’. In this mode, we hear the very different lexicon of festivity: Gallipoli as the ‘crucible of nationhood’,68 ‘nationhood forged in the fire of battle’,69 the ‘birth of a nation’.70


The Gallipoli narrative and Anzac ethos are fluid and adaptable. Over a century, and notably in the period leading up to the Centenary commemorations, Gallipoli and Anzac have been appropriated, reinterpreted, reimagined, resignified and repromulgated by Australia’s most powerful social actors. Government, media and business, in particular, have adapted the treasured narrative of Gallipoli to accord with their own messages, and harnessed the values of an Edwardian imperial martial narrative to serve as a relevant, dynamic and fluid ideological touchstone for 21st-century Australia.


The function and meaning of Gallipoli and Anzac in contemporary Australia remain vigorously contested and, for many, divisive and unresolved.


It is these observations that inform the following exploration of the myth of Gallipoli.





CHAPTER 2
____


The Age of Nations


Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.


Genesis 12: 1, 2


THE DEATH OF nations has long been foretold. Yet, midway through the 21st century, nations not only persist but flourish, as the most enduring, ubiquitous, powerful, adaptable, and perhaps perplexing of global collective institutions.


Every nation’s path to nationhood is unique and uncertain: a farrago of uprisings, civil wars, secessions, revolutions, reforms, unifications or benevolent colonial transitions. There is much at stake in the business of nationhood – not simply for those who are included, and all that matters for their wealth, education, defence, culture, life, death, values and meaning; but, just as essentially, for all those who are excluded.1 Each nation believes theirs to be a civilised and cultured state, the principal organ for ‘the triumph of peaceful humanity over its dangerous primitive instincts.’2 Each nation believes that those who are granted citizenship, with all of its rights, privileges and shared values, are civilised, cultured and worthy of inclusion.


From modernity’s numerous interconnected geographical, historical, cultural and national trajectories, it is possible to make some general observations about the relationships between citizens and nations; of the profound, yet little understood, role of cultural memories and emotional and sacred bonds in stabilising, unifying and vitalising those fundamental relationships in the functioning of nation. It is from those abstruse forces that the purpose and power of the foundation myth of nation spring.


Modernity, the Individual and the Nation


From the Enlightenment and the Age of Revolutions in the late eighteenth century evolved the profoundly radical paradigm of the institution of the modern nation. The nation was ‘a spiritual child of the Enlightenment’.3 Transcending the sacrality of parliament, monarch, church, even God, the individual citizen emerged as the source of the nation’s rights and authority. France and America were embodiments of Enlightenment, as states shed the burden of dynastic power and absolutism to enshrine in formal constitutions the rights of all citizens to equality and self-governance.4


The nation builders were steeled by the intellectual and moral force of arguments such as those made by Locke in the seventeenth century that civic sovereignty arises from the natural and legitimate rights of contracting individual’s;5 and those advanced by Rousseau in the mid eighteenth century that a nation is constituted purely by the agreed authority of its individual members equally, without reference to status, wealth, education or religious belief.6 Drawing, too, on idealised neoclassical conceptions of antiquity’s city-states and their ancient rhetoric of the authority of the polity, the heart of the modern nation was located in the power of individuals to voluntarily establish, by common bond, their own governing institutions.


Seeded by the force of Cartesian consciousness, nourished by the autonomy of Kant’s ‘spirit of freedom’, modernity’s new political order rapidly displaced and absorbed religion and traditional religious values, but only insofar as they were subordinated to the new God: the sacred self. At the centre of the new order was the transcendent ideal of man as ‘an autonomous individual endowed with rationality, born both free and equal to all other individuals in these respects’.7 From this ideal flowed the primacy of freedom of thought, of the spirit of rational scientific inquiry and of the debate that progressed it, of the tolerance that underpinned such genuine debate, and of the willingness to accept change that was the very object of such rational inquiry. The gods may have fled and the supreme power of the Christian Church may have been wounded, but modernity had found a new religion: the Cult of the Individual.8 The sacrality of the self that unleashed universal disenchantment now elevated the individual as ‘centre of meaning’, as unitary and sovereign, as worthy of citizenship and sacred veneration.9 For Durkheim, here was ‘a religion in which man is, at the same time, both believer and god’.10 Man made nation in his own image.


If the political manifestation of the Enlightenment’s new spirit was liberalism, with its assertion of the paramount rights of the individual, its economic manifestation was free market rationalism, with its ennobling of individual choice, competition and reward for enterprise. The radical idea of a self-regulating market reflecting the power of individuals to freely choose, produce, consume and profit, based on their own self-interest, was most forcefully expressed by Adam Smith in his magisterial work The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776.11 Smith’s ideas propelled a growing shift from predominantly local and regional subsistence and feudal economies, to an increasingly global economy shaped by expansion of new trade routes and ‘free trade’ markets, the systematic exploitation of the riches of the New World and its cheap indigenous labour, a transformative surge in mass migration, mass production, urbanisation, industrialisation, reimagined divisions of labour, adoption of new technologies, more efficient means of supply and transportation, the beginning of consumerism, the emergence of a middle class mediating a structural regeneration of societies, affirmation of the right to accumulate wealth and own property, and wholly reimagined models of social and economic prosperity. A man free to think for himself was a man free to work and profit for himself and, ultimately, a man free to become himself.


Fanned by opportunistic geopolitical uprisings over political legitimacy and complex imperial tensions and regional conflicts, largely arising from inequitable tax regimes to fund colonial expansion and expensive imperial military campaigns, sovereignty gave way to sovereignty of the state and of the people. The Abbé Sieyès, the great political theorist and chronicler of the French Revolution, recorded in his famous pamphlet, ‘The nation is prior to everything. It is the source of everything. Its will is always legal; indeed it is the law itself’.12


It is true that before the eighteenth century, there had existed premodernist versions of nations that exhibited some characteristics of the modern nation.13 But such cases were isolated and, in any event, never shared the modern nation’s universalising ideals of civilised enfranchisement, or nationalist ideology conferring common rights and aspiring to cultural, legal, linguistic and territorial unity.14 In the new imaginary of a ‘modern moral order’, ‘the notion of rights that are prior to and untouchable by political structures (is) the clearest expression of our modern idea of a moral order underlying the political – the ideal of order as mutual benefit – which the political has to respect.’15


In explaining the rise of nations in the age of modernity, several modernist theorists emphasise the centrality of the rational individual, though each with a differing emphasis.


Anderson’s theory of cultural modernisation focuses on the bureaucratisation of culture, particularly literacy, in the rise of the nation. The emergence of print capitalism, coupled with more centralised and sophisticated state bureaucracy, dramatically increased levels of literacy. At the same time, it displaced the dominant languages of the elite – Latin, Byzantine Greek, Hebrew and French – with the vernacular of the ruled. With the emergence of widely distributed and freely available newspapers, the languages of the local masses became increasingly standardised, and the newly literate public were more readily able to immerse themselves in matters of vital regional importance. These shared narratives, recounting identifiable local customs and experiences, consolidated a sense of solidarity, identity and empowerment; the literate masses could now imagine themselves a national community bonded by a common past and destiny. Anderson identifies several ways in which this empowerment through literacy interacts in different political settings to promote nationalism. In the case of some colonial environments with limiting bureaucratic structures and opportunities, it exacerbates provincial disaffection; in the case of powerful dynastically or imperially ruled states, the existing state pre-emptively adopts nationalism to limit its uncontrolled contagion, particularly in dependent territories.16


Gellner’s functionalist theory of the origin of nation focuses instead on the momentous economic upheaval of the industrial revolution, with its consequent shift of labour from the regional, decentralised, localised, specialised and largely feudal, to the nimble, mobile and generic. The dramatic reskilling, relocation and reimagining of labour gave rise to equally dramatic social and demographic shifts, as rural peasants, particularly, moved to areas of industrial growth, gravely disrupting the stability of long-established ethnic and cultural hierarchies. The upheaval, often inflamed by colonial or imperial inequalities, fuelled civil resentment and the reorganisation of social and political structures, leading to the creation of the modern nation.17


Yet other modernist political explanations for the rise of nations, such as those proposed by Tilly, Hechter and Mann, emphasise shifts in the political and administrative control of states.18 From the sixteenth century, particularly in Europe, the constant warfare between states honed their effectiveness in controlling and administering their territories, people and resources. More efficient consolidated, centralised bureaucratic rule gradually replaced delegated regional administration. In some cases, the resentment of disempowered elites, especially those from disaffected regional ethnic groups, fuelled secessionist sentiments that provoked the partition of a new nation within existing boundaries. In other cases, the centralisation of rule was legitimised by a gradual homogenisation of the population, which, in turn, fostered the emergence of a unified nation-state.


Still other modernisation theories argue that nations arose principally from the competition and negotiation between complex structural and institutional forces within existing states. Historical institutionalism theories suggest that immediate and local configurations of power competed with each other through powerful local actors, and it is these short-term proximate factors more than external factors over the longue durée that materially cultivated the journey to nationhood.19


An opposing modernisation theory, of diffusion or world polity, posits that nationalisation’s rise was largely shaped by external factors; principally the global emergence of the new institutional template of the nation and its gradual adoption as a preferred model of political legitimacy. From the eighteenth century, the world’s most prosperous and powerful states – Great Britain, France and the United States – variously adopted revolutionary nationalist ideologies. The rumbling, anxious awakening of political movements in other states sought to replicate the undeniable success of these structurally transformed leviathans, and, with it, hopefully their economic power, military supremacy, colonial reach, political stability and cultural emergence.20 At least in part, this was nation building by diffusion, by ‘pirating’, by ‘follow the leader’.21


The common primary determinant of the first flourishing of nationstates was the profound shift in power from repressive imperial centres and weakened ancien régimes to new configurations of political legitimacy inspired by the ‘extraordinary success and global dominance of the first nation states’.22 But beneath it all was the ‘liberation of man from his self-imposed exile’.23


The Enlightenment and the rise of national ideologies may have conferred on the new national citizen a freedom as to what he might think, but not what he might feel. Man was liberated to better understand how the world around him might work, but not why.


The dramatic shift occasioned by the Enlightenment from the mysterious authority of religion and monarch to the individual power of rational consent – or, as Maine describes it, from inherited status to the power of personal contract24 – might well have represented the supreme victory of reason over superstition, but it exposed the citizen as a stranger, all the more hungry for a numinous abundance of meaning.25 The profound growth in knowledge of the natural sciences contrasted with waning moral certitude: the splintering of the inviolable authority of the church and its sacrosanct moral order conferred by the divine word of God, precipitated philosophical, social and ethical doubt. The ‘summer blooms’ of mystery, and their ancient call to customary traditions and values, were eroded by rational efficiency and bureaucracy, wreaking an impersonal ‘polar night of icy darkness and hardness’.26 The divine right of kings had been vanquished, gods diminished, the cohering force of religion exhausted and sacred authority withered, but the yearning for communal meaning and moral order needed to be satisfied by a new source of authority, order and meaning.


Mystery can be found in institutions beyond religion and kings. The new phenomenon of the nation offered a timely institutional wellspring from which sacralised collective meaning and organisation might instead be drawn. Within the nation and the fraternal bonds of citizenship could be relocated, at least in part, a cohering body of values and ideals; a framework of customs, traditions and kinship; a shared sense of acceptance, purpose, continuity and a deep communal emotional attachment – a rare and potent cultural admixture of the sort that religion and the divinity of the Crown had for so long deployed.


From the tumult of European expansion, jostling imperialism and the profusion of interconnected expressions of modernity, the nation could now proffer community of meaning.


The ceaseless searching for emotional belonging and sacred meaning is the basis for a quite different theory of nation: ethno-symbolism. Ethnosymbolists emphasise the cultivation of primal, ephemeral bonds of sacred mystery and kinship, shared ancestral and cultural memories and values, rituals, symbols and traditions that generate solidarity, continuity and collective meaning as principal factors in the emergence of nations.27


Building on the work of Kant and Rousseau, Herder proposed in the eighteenth century an ethnic and cultural explanation for the legitimacy of nations; that nations derive their authority from deeply rooted common cultural bonds – language, in particular – and that from the distinctive primordial force of shared cultural identity emerges a people’s ‘honour and rights.’28


Such deep cultural bonds, argues AD Smith, confer stabilising cohesion and enduring solidarity, that ‘sense of continuity, attachment, shared memory and collective destiny’, which extend out through space and down through time.29 The nation reveals, signifies and performs itself through these communal memories; they manifest in recurring forms of social organisation, perennial modes of cultural belonging, generational cultural resistance and continuity, and the reappropriation of a cultural past to continually negotiate the nation’s authentic ethos.30


Where the gods and their religion had once unified the community in singular sacred purpose, offering meaning of place, purpose, obeisance, suffering, sacrifice, reward and belonging, now the hallowed rituals and precious sacraments at the heart of communal culture were absorbed and represented through the authority of nation. The ritual energy and effervescence that had affirmed the bonds of the sacred congregation now, in part, affirmed the bonds of citizen and nation.31


Kedourie describes the power of nationalism assuming the potency and place of a political religion, as ‘a secularised version of medieval millennialism, a form of Christian heterodoxy’;32 while for Cochrane, it is ‘the metaphysical pull of the occasion – the obstinate or perhaps eternal need for the sacred in a secular society’.33
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