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Biography
William Morris (Billy) Hughes

“Don’t leave the boys in the trenches.
Don’t see them butchered. Don’t leave
them below their strength or you will
cover Australia with shame.”

AWM H16071
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/H16071/

It is November 1917. Billy Hughes was re-elected Prime Minister of Australia in May. During the election
campaign, Hughes promised not to revisit the conscription issue unless Germany looked like prevailing in the
war. However, after requests from Britain for another Australian division, falling enlistments and Hughes’ belief
in the possibility of a German victory, he has announced another referendum on conscription. .
Hughes has announced the referendum for 20 December. Australians are to vote on whether or not conscripts
should be sent to a war outside of the Commonwealth.
This is not the first time Hughes has called for a referendum on the issue. A previous vote was held on
28 October 1916. The referendum was defeated: 49% voted for the proposal, 51% were against. Most
disappointingly for Hughes, only a small majority of soldiers serving in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)
voted in favour of compulsory overseas service.
In the aftermath of the first referendum, Hughes was expelled from the Labor Party – the issue had split the
party. However, Hughes had many colleagues who still supported both him and the need for compulsion.
These men left the party with Hughes and formed a new cabinet. Later, they merged with the Opposition, into
the Nationalist Party of Australia. Hughes called an election for 5 May 1917; the Nationalists won the majority of
seats in both Houses of Government.
Hughes had long been sympathetic towards Australian soldiers. In June 1916, he visited Australian troops on
the Western Front. After meeting the men, he became particularly concerned about their welfare. Not only
were they suffering severe casualties and enduring terrible living conditions, but they were also understrength.
The military leadership also informed Hughes of coming offensives in which the Australians were likely to
suffer even more casualties.
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Source 1.1

AWM ARTV00139
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/ARTV00139/

Unlike most other armies of the First World War, the AIF was manned entirely by volunteers.
While Australia did have a form of conscription, these conscripts could not be sent overseas to serve.
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Source 1.2
‘Don’t leave the boys in the trenches. Don’t see them butchered. Don’t leave them below their strength or you
will cover Australia with shame.’
William Morris Hughes, Prime Minister of Australia, to the Australian Labor Party Caucus, c. 1916, Conscription during the
First World War, Museum of Australian Democracy, http://billyhughes.moadoph.gov.au/conscription

Source 1.3
‘The people of Australia have decided that they will not resort to compulsion to fill the ranks of the Australian
divisions at the front. The Government accepts the verdict of the people as given on October 28 last. It will not
enforce nor attempt to enforce conscription, either by regulation or statute, during the life of the forthcoming
Parliament. If, however, national safety demands it, the question will again be referred to the people. That is the
policy of the Government on the great question. It is clear and definite.
The Government accepts the verdict of the electors on October 28, and appeals to the patriotism of the people
to uphold the honour of Australia by maintaining the Australian divisions at their full fighting strength by
voluntary enlistment.
It appeals to the manhood of Australia to strike a blow for this their country. It appeals to every lover of liberty
who is fit to take his place in the ranks to go and stand by the side of those heroic men whose glorious deeds
gain them fresh laurels every passing day. It appeals to every loyal Australian not to let the supreme sacrifice
made by the thousands of young Australian lads who have offered up their lives on the altar of their country
be in vain.’
William Morris Hughes, Prime Minister of Australia, speech as part of the election campaign delivered in
Bendigo, Victoria, 27 March 1917, in Australian Federal Election Speeches, Museum of Australian Democracy
http://electionspeeches.moadoph.gov.au/speeches/1917-billy-hughes
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Source 1.4

AWM ARTV08888
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/ARTV08888/
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Source 1.5
Enlistments by year*
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https://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/enlistment/ww1/#year.

Source 1.6
“Early this year the Prime Minister promised Australia that the question of compulsary service overseas would
not be reopened unless the tide of battle, which was then flowing strongly for the Allies, turned against them.
To obtain release from their pledge to the electors the Government are bound to show that this set-back has
occurred, and whether or not the Prime Minister at Bendigo took rather too gloomy a view of the Russian
situation and the Italian reverses, or failed to make sufficent allowance for the compensation afforded by the
adhesion of America to the cause of the Allies, it is certain that the change in war situation is so grave as to
warrant another appeal to the patriotism of the Commonwealth.”
The Chronicle. SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 17, 1917. (1917, November 17). Chronicle (Adelaide, SA: 1895 - 1954), p. 30.
Retrieved June 10, 2015, from http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87410856

Glossary of terms
conscription

A policy that compels citizens of a nation into military service.

referendum

A public vote called by the government to approve a change to the Australian
Constitution. The 1916 and 1917 referenda were in fact plebiscites. A plebiscite, also
known as an advisory referendum, is used to decide a national question that does
not affect the Constitution. It can be used to test whether the government has
sufficient support from the people to go ahead with a proposed action.

Western Front

A series of trenches running from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border, separating
the Allied and Central Powers in the First World War.
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