The war to end all wars:

		

Honouring the dead by learning the lessons

“The war to end all wars” ushered in a century of violence on an unprecedented scale. A hundred years on, the lessons
to be learnt appear buried beneath a barrage of commemorative activities.
					
MAPW believes that Australia could best honour those who died by learning from the past.
							
This series of papers outlines our failure to do so, and some ways forward.
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11. Commemoration and
								the Normalising of War
														David Stephens

Commemoration and the
Normalising of War
David Stephens

			

An official at the Australian War Memorial recently suggested that our Honest History coalition had accused the Memorial of ‘glorifying war’.
We responded that our concern was rather that
the Memorial normalised war and that it seemed
particularly keen to get this message across to
children.
The journalist and blogger, James Rose, said this
after a visit to the Memorial in 2013:

Despite an apparent endeavour to not celebrate victory, the War Memorial can be
guilty of celebrating – or at least assuming
the necessity of – the act of war itself. Parts of
the memorial are like a fun park. You can be
in the trenches, in a navy ship’s bridge, and
watch a spectacular Peter Jackson-produced
short film about fighter pilots in WWI. It’s
shamelessly loud, exciting, fun and gung-ho.
It’s hard not to see it as a kind of imprinting.
Those who are strong on the commemoration of
war routinely claim they are not ‘glorifying war’.
Yet those claims are often afterthoughts to moving, patriotic, feel-good ceremonies and marches
with lots of flags, eloquent speeches, references to
heroism, sonorous hymns, wide-eyed children and
sound and light shows. Commemoration also uses

words (‘supreme sacrifice’, ‘the glorious dead’,
‘the fallen’, ‘they died for our freedom’) which
are euphemisms cloaking the horror of death in
war and glossing over the tenuous connection
between deaths in combat and the outcomes of
wars. Wars end for geopolitical reasons or because one side has more resources than the other,
not because an individual has been blown to bits
charging at machine guns or a flight crew has
been incinerated in the wreck of a bomber.
There is really no need for anyone in Australia to
‘glorify’ war when we relentlessly, sentimentally
and misleadingly commemorate wars and Australians’ part in them. The frequent and ubiquitous, but sanitised, remembrance of war is just as
much part of the wallpaper of our 21st century
existence as the glossy, bowdlerised depictions
of military hardware that now greet people who
pass through Canberra Airport. In both cases,
the message is that wars have been frequent so
war must be inevitable. So let’s make the best of
it and the benefits will accrue in glory, promotion, profits and national bonding.
Most importantly, by pulling punches about past
conflicts we make it easier to throw punches
in future conflicts. The more we sentimentalise and sanitise previous stoushes the more we
implicitly sign up for new ones. (I use the crude
word ‘stoush’ deliberately here to underline the
brutality and the brainlessness of armed conflict
between supposedly higher mammals; chimpanzees have more sense.)
Elizabeth Samet lectures to young officer cadets at the West Point Military Academy in the

United States. She says that sentimentality not only
shapes commemorative forms but also informs attitudes and policies towards war.

Sentimentality distances and fetishizes its
object [death in war]; it is the natural ally of
jingoism. So long as we indulge it, we remain
incapable of debating the merits of war without being charged with diminishing those who
fought it.
Sentimentality prevents us asking whether soldiers
die in vain; it turns tragedies into good news stories
and lessons for young people. Samet’s remarks apply
just as much to Australia, where official urgers and
people who should know better distort the significance of war, particularly to young audiences. The
more we become emotional about the deaths of ‘heroes’ in war and the more we fail to ask hard questions about what they were doing there, the more
likely we are to drift into doing it all over again.
That is our legacy for our children and grandchildren.

David Stephens is Secretary and Editor of Honest History,
a coalition of historians and others promoting the balanced
presentation and use of Australian history, particularly during
the current centenary of Anzac. He is a former public servant
and government relations consultant.

											
												
								

12. A Century On:
Seizing the Opportunities for Peace
John Langmore
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A Century On: Seizing the
Opportunities for Peace
			

John Langmore

The start of the Great European War in 1914 demonstrated that ‘complacency, the wrong decisions
or sheer accident can result in sudden catastrophe’.
(Macmillan, 2014, 60) Perhaps the most important
lesson is the danger of playing with fire – of acting in
ways which risk exacerbating conflict while assuming
that war is impossible.
At the start of the twentieth century, globalisation
did not automatically reduce conflict: it intensified
international competition and inflamed existing
rivalries. Economic success elsewhere could be used
to justify strengthening suspicions. The neo-liberal
globalisation of the last 35 years, compounded by
dramatic speeding up of information technology and
the explosive expansion of financial manipulation has
multiplied financial instability, gross inequality and so
political alienation and strategic complexity.
In the latter decades of the nineteenth century major
countries competed in acquiring colonies in Africa,
Asia and the Pacific, and in protecting spheres of
economic and political influence. This isn’t exactly
replicated now, but there are certainly contemporary
struggles for access to resources, land, financial advantage and opportunities for trade.
British and German political ambitions led them into
a military race for naval power; Russia, France and
Austria-Hungary all expanded their armies; and all
increased their expenditure on more sophisticated

weapons. Of course they each justified this as necessary for their defence; but other countries commonly
interpreted such expansion as threatening. The risk
of an arms race is that pressure for their use grows as
the expense of their possession increases. Countries
which can afford to are increasing military spending
now.
In 1914 and currently, military personnel were and
are amongst the most highly respected segments of
society in the US and Australia. This is partly because
of disillusionment with politicians and segments of
faith communities, sportspeople, business and trade
unions. Praise for the discipline and courage of the
forces is particularly widespread in the US, which
gives their political preferences disproportionate
weight. Note the difficulty in keeping military spending under control despite tight fiscal constraints.
Another similarity between Europe in 1914 and the
so-called Western world now is the heightened fear of
terrorism. In the early twentieth century, anarchists’
successes in assassinating numbers of national leaders were used by conservative civilian politicians to
justify strengthened legal power to suppress dissent, a
tendency fully replicated in Australia in recent years.
In the decade before 1914 an increase in the number
of local wars had reduced inhibitions on use of force,
and had also led to the strengthening of antagonistic
alliances. Threats were made more frequently and the
antagonisms accumulated. The idea of war became
more commonplace, but it was generally linked with
the myth that a European war would be short and
decisive. This is astonishing because the advances in
weapons technology had been most pronounced on
the defensive side.
Now some regard the idea of general war as being

impossible because the use of nuclear weapons could
obliterate humankind. However, World War 1 demonstrated the danger of assuming that catastrophic
war cannot occur. The imperative for complete, universal, verifiable nuclear disarmament still remains
unaccepted by a handful of nations, but promisingly,
moves for a nuclear disarmament treaty are gaining
strong momentum. Other measures such as nuclear
weapons free zones in the Middle East and South
Asia still require action.
The imperative to reverse tendencies for a “conventional” weapons arms race is barely addressed. The
principal immediate requirement is that the US
steadily reduce its militarisation. When that happens the political case for other countries to do so
too will be strongly strengthened.
Comprehensive national implementation of the UN
Charter commitment to peaceful conflict resolution would contribute substantially to reducing even
further interstate wars and curtailing some intrastate
civil conflicts.
A major factor which reduces the risk of war now
compared with 1914 is that the major powers are
meeting each other every working day in the UN Security Council. The effectiveness and accountability
of the Council’s work for security and peace would
be strengthened by a small expansion in the number
of elected members and increasing their terms from
two to three years.
The best way we have of honouring those who
died during the world wars is to act on the lessons
learned from the mistakes which led to their deaths.
John Langmore is a Professorial Fellow at the University of Melbourne.
Previously he was an MP for twelve years and a Director at the UN in New

York for seven.

“There is really only one story worth telling about the Great War: it was a common
European tragedy – a filthy, disgusting and hideous episode of industrialised killing.
Not the first, and not the last. It was unredeemed by victory. The uplifting element of
the story lies in the struggle to avert it.” Douglas Newton, in “The Darkest Days: The

truth behind Britain’s rush to war, 1914”
MAPW:

The Medical Association for Prevention of War (Australia) is a professional not-for-profit organisation that works to promote peace and disarmament. MAPW aims to reduce the physical, psychological and environmental impacts of wars. We
have branches in every state and territory in Australia.
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