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by the influenza pandemic) changed the demographics of the Australian
population. The 1933 national census revealed 21,500 fewer men aged 35-39
years—who had been 16—20 in 1914—19—than in the 30-34-year-old cohort.
The gender balance of Australian society changed too. Whereas in 1911 there
were 109 men for every 100 women between 25 and 44 years of age, in 1933
there were 98 men for every 100 women between 35 and 39. The demographic
‘gap’ would have been even more pronounced had there not been unusually
high levels of migration in the 1920s (an average of 121,000 per year between
1921 and 1928, as opposed to 57,000 per year between 1901 and 1908).°°

This might not literally be “a lost generation’, but it must have seemed like
it. So many young men who would have made a productive contribution to
post-war Australia, providing labour and leadership and becoming husbands
and fathers, had gone. Since another 160,000 men had been wounded,
the damage to Australian social life was incalculable. Not for nothing did
Manning Clark call the 1920s in Australia "the age of the survivors’.””

Added to this was the less quantifiable embittering of public life. No
community can wage battles as polarising as the conscription debates of

1916 and 1917 without carrying scars. Post-war Australia remained divided

for years into the camps the war had spawned: a broken nation in which
the volunteer was pitted against the ‘shirker’; the conscriptionist against the
anti-conscriptionist; and, though sectarianism was not created by the war, the
Catholic against the Protestant. The insults, calumny and accusations traded
in the hysteria of the war years were not forgotten—they echoed down the
years. Even in April 1939, the incoming Prime Minister Robert Menzies had to
defend himself against attacks from his political opponent, Earle Page, for his
failure to enlist in World War I. As his mother—who flew, for the first time, to
Canberra to defend him—explained, Menzies’ family had urged him to stay at
home after two brothers had enlisted.”

The war had also given free rein to a xenophobia and insularity that continued
beyond the peace. The hapless ‘enemy aliens’ who had been interned during the
war were not reintegrated into Australian society at the war’s end, but rather

hounded out of the country. Among those who bayed for their deportation were
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returned soldiers who thought German-Australians had ‘got in first [with land
claims] whilst our men were fighting’. They were joined by professional associ-
ations, such as the Australian branch of the British Medical Association, which
wrote to the prime minister claiming that it was not in the public interest for
doctors of alien birth and qualifications to continue to practise in Australia.
Since the federal government itself was keen to eliminate German competition
within the British Empire, and the Treaty of Versailles stated that all prisoners
of war and interned civilians should be repatriated ‘with the greatest rapidity’,
mass deportation was introduced with the same ‘arbitrary and ruthless deter-
mination’ that characterised internment during the war years. By September

1919, some 6150 people had been deported, 5414 of whom had previously been

interned. Others were family members or enemy aliens who could not face
staying in the country that had turned so viciously against them.”

The paranoia about left-wing radicalism that Hughes and other loyalists
had exploited during the war years also persisted into the post-war years.
The IWW may have been crushed, but there was now a new enemy in
communism—almost literally, since the Australian government decided to
send Australian troops to Russia as part of the Allied military intervention
against the Bolsheviks. The internal security apparatus that the Australian
state had created—purportedly for the duration of the war only—therefore was
not completely dismantled. The offices of the censor and other agencies were
closed, but their vast records on the Australian population were transferred to

the Investigation Branch set up after the war as part of the Attorney-General’s

Department. Meanwhile, although the War Precautions Act was repealed in
1920, some regulations continued, and in 1926 an amendment to the Crimes
Act resurrected many of the provisions of the Unlawful Associations Act. Under
surveillance now were communists, non-British migrants, Irish nationalists,
left-wing radicals and trade unionists.*

The loyalist elements of Australian society also remained mobilised against
the ‘threat’ from the left. Initially, they conducted vigilante-style attacks against
meetings of radicals and Russian-Australians in 1918 and 1919. The streets

of Brisbane, for example, erupted in the so-called Red Flag Riots in the later
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months of 1919. Then, in later years, citizen forces were raised as they had been
in 1917, to counter strike action, for example, by Victorian police in 1923. And
when the Great Depression brought financial ruin and unemployment to many
returned soldiers, their disillusion found an outlet in ‘secret” armies—notably
the Old and New Guard in New South Wales and the White Army in Victoria.
The threat posed by these groups to the authority of Australian governments
was never especially serious (even though they had high-level support, including
from senior businessmen, conservative politicians and military leaders). They
were certainly not comparable to the paramilitary organisations of the right
and left that destroyed democracy in Weimar Germany. But even if more Dad’s
Armies than Sturmabteilungen, they reflected the degree to which the war had
left a potential for violence within the Australian political culture.”

In many ways, then, post-war Australia was polarised and dominated
by the forces of conservatism and reaction. Some historians have lamented
that the shattering of the ALP federally meant that the “party of progress’ was
overtaken by the “parties of reaction or resistance’. The reforming energies of
the pre-1914 period were dissipated and Australia lost the capacity for political
and social experimentation which had placed it in a vanguard internationally
in the years before 1914. This conclusion needs some qualification. Dominant
though the non-Labor parties were at the federal level from 1917 to 1941, they
were not monolithic and, under Prime Minister Stanley Bruce (1924-29) and
the cautious reforming liberalism of Joseph Lyons (1931-39), they initiated
their own agendas of national and infrastructure development. At the state
level, too, power alternated between Labor and non-Labor, with Queensland
having a long period of Labor government (and abolishing the béte noire of the
left, the Legislative Council, in 1922). Yet despite this, the image of Australia
as an inward-looking society, focused on grief and the rancour of the war

years, is impossible to dispel.*’

The Anzac legend

For all its negative legacy, World War I provided a foundational narrative of

Australian nationalism in the form of the Anzac ‘legend’ or ‘myth’ which,
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