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Australian  
conscription 

debate

Moreland Remembers World War I

As the death-toll rose and the government 
failed to meet the high quota of recruits set  
by the British War Office, Labor Prime Minister 
Billy Hughes proposed that unmarried men 
aged 18-26 should be conscripted (forced by 
the government) to serve overseas. 

The conscription debate bitterly divided 
Australia along the lines of class, politics and 
religious belief. Protestants and the middle 
class tended to vote ‘Yes’. Catholics (who were 
mainly Irish) and the working class were more 
likely to vote ‘No’. 

Conscription was put to a national public vote 
twice, in 1916 and 1917, and was defeated  
both times. In 1917, the ‘No’ vote increased.  

The majority of serving soldiers also voted 
against conscription.
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Image 1. 
Manifesto to Australian Soldiers, from Mr WM Hughes, Prime Minister of Australia.   
ca 1915 - 1918.  
Source: State Library of Victoria, H15200.

Image 2. 
Most Rev. D, Mannix, DD. Archbishop of Melbourne. ca 1913.
Source: State Library of Victoria, H2011.20/78

Image 3. 
Troedel and Cooper Printers. ca 1916-1917.
Source: State Library of Victoria, Riley and Ephemera Collection. 


