
1916: Cur  n’s war against the state
In 1916 the Commonwealth government waged a secre  ve war against dissidents on the home 
front. Parliament’s disbandment on the eve of the fi rst conscrip  on referendum enabled Prime 
Minister Bill Hughes to control power unilaterally.  Around the country, armed thugs broke up 
an  -war rallies and opposi  on poli  cians were beaten. Eleventh-hour measures were put 
in place to control the outcome of the vote, while eligible conscripts were put in uniform 
and marched through the streets of Australia’s large ci  es. It was during this emergency 
that John Cur  n bravely led the an  -conscrip  on movement. Moving from house to 
house to avoid arrest, Cur  n rallied dissent and--in a stunning electoral upset--derailed 
the government’s plan for forced enlistments. The secret events of this period in 
Australia’s war history are only now becoming clear. One thing is certain: Cur  n’s 
 me as prime minister in the Second World War was shaped by his war against 

the State in 1916. 

Seventy-fi ve years a  er he became Prime Minister Assoc Prof 
Deborah Gare will explore how John Cur  n’s ac  ons against 
conscrip  on in the First World War shaped his approach to 
Australia’s involvement in the Second. 
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