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Remembering our war dead:
The case against more war memorials

Key points

 There is a proposal for two large new 
war memorials in Canberra. The 
proposed towers, each 20 metres high, 
would stand beside Lake Burley 
Griffin at the end of Anzac Parade, 
dominating the lakeside and radically 
altering the sweeping views between 
the Australian War Memorial (AWM)
and Parliament House.

 Canberra already has at least thirty-
seven military memorials. MAPW 
(Australia) is concerned that the 
proposed memorials would entrench a 
militaristic ethos and further promote 
warfare as a defining feature of our 
national history.

 Public discussion of the proposal has 
been virtually non-existent.

 Corporations with vested interests in 
warfare are likely to contribute most 
of the cost of the memorials.

 The sacrifices made by Australia’s 
war dead are better honoured by us 
learning the lessons of history and 
doing everything possible to prevent 
war. Let us promote a culture of 
peace, not a culture of war.

Remembering the sacrifices made by
Australians killed and injured in wars 
and the grievous losses suffered by their 
loved ones is, rightly, of profound 
importance to us as a nation.

Traditionally we have commemorated 
our war dead by constructing memorials. 
However there are important reasons 
why Australia should consider an 
alternative method of commemoration, 
something more active, effective and 
powerful than adding more memorials to 
our already impressive national tally.

MAPW (Australia) has serious concerns 
about the proposal for two large new war 
memorials in Canberra to commemorate 
the more than 100,000 Australian lives 
lost during the two world wars. We 
believe the new memorials will 
strengthen the notion that warfare is a 
major part of our national life. Yet 
Australian service personnel, including 
those who served in ‘the war to end all 
wars,’ made their sacrifices not to set a 
precedent but to save future generations 
from experiencing the same horrors.

A more appropriate way to mark the 
lives lost, and the even larger number of 
lives shattered, as a result of these wars 
would be to learn the lessons of history 
and do everything possible to ensure 
‘never again, never again’ does humanity 
sink into such an abyss. To do this we 
must promote a culture of peace, not a 
culture of war.

These and other issues relevant to the 
proposals are examined in this paper.
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How many war memorials are 
enough?

The AWM is widely perceived as a 
significant memorial to our World War I 
and II soldiers. It contains large sections 
devoted to these wars. The AWM Roll of 
Honour lists all Australians who died 
fighting in all wars in which we have 
been involved since the war in the Sudan, 
with the exception of those killed in 
armed conflict between Aboriginal and 
white Australians. It is untrue to 
suggest, as do the proponents of the 
proposed new memorials, that veterans 
of the two world wars are overlooked.

Since the AWM opened in 1941, dozens 
more war memorials have been built in 
Canberra. On Anzac Parade alone, the 
following memorials include service 
personnel from the two world wars: 
Australian Hellenic Memorial, Australian 
Army National Memorial, Desert 
Mounted Corps Memorial, New Zealand 
Memorial, Rats of Tobruk Memorial, 
Royal Australian Air Force Memorial, 
Australian Service Nurses National 
Memorial, Royal Australian Navy 
Memorial, and Kemal Ataturk Memorial. 
The section of lakeshore in front of Anzac 
Parade is called ‘Gallipoli Reach.’

As well, Canberra has at least twenty-
five other military memorials. Indeed, if 
two more, on a far grander scale, are 
added, the role of the AWM as the centre 
of our war commemoration could be 
diminished.

The existence of a large and increasing 
number of memorials raises the troubling 
question of how many war memorials is 
enough before we risk militarism 
becoming a defining factor in our 
national identity.

Location, location, location

The proposed location for the memorials 
is alarming – the end of Anzac Parade 
beside Lake Burley Griffin. At a height 
of twenty metres each, they would 
overwhelm the landscape, currently a 
place of recreation and relaxation.

The domination of this popular space 
with the memory of man’s inhumanity to 
man is only part of the problem. The 
memorials would also dramatically alter 
the long sweeping views between the 
lake, the AWM and Parliament House. 
These serene views currently create an 
experience of peace and tranquillity, an 
important aspect of remembrance.

What would it say about us, as a nation, 
if the view from our national parliament 
contained not one but three significant 
monuments to Australia’s involvement 
in war? Is this the overriding ethos we 
want instilled in our politicians each day, 
as well as in all local and interstate 
visitors, international visitors, and future 
generations of Australian schoolchildren 
who will visit Parliament House and take 
in that view? Will such a vista prompt 
visions of a peaceful world? Or might it 
support a militaristic frame of mind and 
help lead to repetitions of horrors past?

Funding: a conflict of interest

Historian Ken Inglis says funding for the 
proposed memorials, estimated at 
$21 million, will come largely from firms 
supplying our present armed forces.1 This 
raises a major ethical problem. War 
results in massive costs to humanity and 
to the environment. However, for the 
‘defence and security’ industries (ie. 
those supplying weapons and other 
requirements of warfare) war means big 
                                               
1 ‘Fallen, Not Forgotten,’ Canberra Times, page 5 
Forum, Saturday 14 March 2009
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profits. For them, the promotion of 
warfare as a necessary feature of our 
national life is good for business.

At best, the funding of war memorials by 
the ‘defence and security’ industries is 
inappropriate. At worst, it is offensive 
and hypocritical that an industry which 
profits from war’s carnage should pay to 
erect memorials that purport to regret 
that same carnage. It is akin to the 
liquor industry erecting memorials to
those killed by drunk drivers, or the 
tobacco industry memorialising victims 
of lung cancer.

We should remember that, a century
ago, weapons factories churned out 
machine guns, ammunition and tanks 
that slaughtered a generation of young 
men. The enormous activity of the 
weapons industry before and during 
WW1 has been well documented, 
including the weapons traded between 
enemy nations.2 Then, as now, war was 
about killing and maiming. Multiple new 
methods of doing so were devised, and 
fortunes were made in the process.

MAPW believes ‘defence and security’ 
industries should play no part in funding 
war memorials. If, however, the 
proposed memorials proceed, with 
corporate funding, those interests should 
be prominently acknowledged at the site, 
corporate logos proudly on display.

Failure of due process

The website of the Memorial(s) 
Development Committee (MDC), the 
body set up to plan, design and construct 
the memorials, says that the project was 
launched by its chairman, Mike Buick, in 

                                               
2 Example, Engelbrecht & Hanighen (1934) Merchants 
of Death. greatwar.nl/frames/default-merchants.html

2004.3 Six years later, there is little 
awareness among Canberrans of the 
proposal and, we believe, even less 
enthusiasm for it. The issue received
publicity in the Canberra Times in March 
2009, with the majority of opinion 
against the proposal.

Mr Lincoln Hawkins of BeaconHill
Consulting, acting for MDC, advised 
MAPW of an invitation-only meeting of 
30–40 people on 7 October 2010 in 
Canberra. At no time have views from 
the general public been sought. MAPW 
has been denied access to MDC’s full 
consultation plan. Further, the MDC 
states that, “The Committee will not 
disclose any details of Memorial(s) 
Development Committee Members, 
Donors or Supporters without the 
consent of said Members, Donors or 
Supporters.”4

In the absence of full disclosure of 
important information, it is impossible to 
determine who is driving the agenda, 
what the process is, and where the 
funding is coming from. As for the public 
having a say as to whether the proposal 
is the best way to commemorate our war 
dead, there is zero opportunity.

It appears that MDC wishes to present 
the public with a fait accompli, rather 
than undertake true public consultation. 
One wonders how such behind-closed-
doors decision-making fits with the 
Anzac spirit of openness and equality.

How best to honour them?

MAPW believes the proliferation of war 
memorials in Canberra, particularly if we 
add those of the size and dominance 

                                               
3 www.mdc.org.au (‘Committee’ then ‘Mike Buick 
CSM’ – accessed 30 August 2010)
4 www.mdc.org.au (‘Disclaimer’, see final sentence –
accessed 30 August 2010)
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planned in the proposal, promotes a 
culture and acceptance of warfare. There 
is a risk in Australia today that being at 
war could come to be seen as a ‘normal’
state of affairs, rather than as a failure of 
diplomacy and other skills. As the grave 
limitations of warfare in dealing with 
humanity’s most pressing problems 
become more evident, this risk should be 
of great concern to us.

At the opening of the AWM, Armistice 
Day 1941, then Governor-General, Lord 
Gowrie, anticipated how future visitors 
would respond to the galleries and the 
commemorative area: “Every one of 
them I am firmly convinced will declare, 
and will declare with no uncertain voice, 
never again, never again.”5

We must ask ourselves: How can Lord 
Gowrie’s “never again, never again,” a 
plea shared by so many soldiers, become 
more than another quaint piece of 
history? Would our war dead be more 
pleased by a nation that erects grand 
memorials or by a nation that uses its 
public spaces, its schools and 
universities, its public discourse and its 
parliaments to promote peace? If it is the 
latter, then how can we best do that?

On 26 June 1945, the UN Charter was 
signed. Its opening lines state the 
primary reason the UN was formed:

“We, the peoples of the United 
Nations, determined to save 
succeeding generations from the 
scourge of war, which twice in our 
lifetime has brought untold sorrow 
to mankind…”6

Since 1945, the UN has developed and 
promoted a wealth of ideas, policies, and 

                                               
5 www.awm.gov.au/education/classroom/causes.asp -
accessed 30 Aug 2010
6 www.un.org/en/documents/charter/preamble.shtml -
accessed 30 Aug 2010

commitments for its member states, by 
which its overarching goal of a more 
peaceful world, in which justice and 
tolerance prevail, can be advanced. Much 
remains to be done by UN members, 
including Australia, to implement these 
commitments and advance their ideals.

Education is particularly important. Do 
Australians, young and old, know how 
wars can be prevented or at least greatly 
reduced in frequency? Do they know of 
the many tense situations where armed 
conflict was averted by skilled 
diplomacy? Are they aware of Australia’s 
valuable contributions to the early years 
of the UN? Do they know something of 
the UN’s outstanding but little 
publicised successes in promoting peace 
and human welfare? As a nation, are we 
‘literate’ in the ways of peacemaking, 
just as we are literate in the dates of the 
battles in which Australians have 
fought? If our public monuments are any 
guide, the answer to these questions 
would be no. As far as visible monuments 
go, war rather than peace defines us as a 
nation.

At many levels of government policy, 
Australia could do much more to 
promote peace. Recent years have seen 
bipartisan agreement for massive 
increases in Australia’s military budgets, 
while foreign affairs and diplomacy 
budgets continue to fall. We have 
attempted to legitimise illegitimate and 
futile wars.

As a nation, we could, and should, 
reverse our priorities. We could direct 
our national focus away from promoting 
warfare to preventing it. We could begin 
to honour, promote and enjoy a culture 
of peace.

These would be the ultimate marks of 
respect for our war dead.


