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Committee Secretary
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PO Box 6021

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600
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Dear Secretary,

Please find below the submission from the Australian War Memorial to the Inquiry into racism, hate
and violence directed at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People.

The history of Australia is the oldest in the world, but that history has dark chapters.

The question of how, or whether, the Australian War Memorial should tell the story of the Frontier
Wars in Australia has been considered since the late 1970s. The presence of frontier violence
representations in the Memorial's galleries has been in place since at least 1986 within the
previous Colonial galleries. This gallery has been removed due to construction works for the
Development project.

The Australian War Memorial is now commencing work on a revived Frontier Wars exhibition. This
display will focus on warlike actions between naval or military forces raised in Australia by the
Crown prior to federation and Aboriginal people; some of the earliest instances of violence directed
at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. This is a small piece of a much larger story, but
telling it is an important step in reconciliation in Australia. We know from the stories we currently
tell of war and conflict the vital role that recognition can play in healing and stimulating important
conversations.

Since the September 2022 announcement of the Memorial’'s commitment to depict frontier violence
in a “broader and deeper” manner, there has been increased commentary on how this depiction
will fit into the wider Development project and the exact nature of the planned presentation.
Disparate viewpoints range from there should be no reference through to including issues of the
modern day; closing the gap, deaths in custody and others. The Memorial’s Council and Executive
remain committed to the view that the fact of Frontier Wars will be told here. Which elements,
which examples, and how to best tell that history will be determined through the curatorial process
and consistent with the Memorial’'s Act. This process will be informed by the Memorial’s Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Advisory Committee among others, including academics and historians.
The Memorial cannot tell the whole story, nor should we. To truly integrate this knowledge in the
fabric of Australia, it must be told in national, state and local institutions, each with the elements
that fit with their mission and purpose.
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The Memorial’s founder, C.E.W. Bean, conceived the Memorial as a museum, an archive, and a
commemorative institution that would enable Australians to understand and commemorate the
stories of the men and women who served during the First World War. In February 1941, Cabinet
extended the Memorial's scope to cover the Second World War. In May 1952, under the Australian
War Memorial Act (1952) the scope was extended to cover members of what later became the
Australian Defence Force in all conflicts, including “any naval or military force of the Queen (now
Crown) raised in Australia before the establishment of the Commonwealth.”

The topic of frontier violence remains an area of ongoing historical research. There is now wide
acceptance by historians that some precolonial conflict equated to warfare and could be termed
war. There were also instances of crimes, including murder. The prevalence of this academic
thought will result in a different and more specific approach in the renewed gallery. The current
AWM Council Chair has described the Memorial approach as depicting “the dignity of resistance.”
The overall sentiment of the gallery should not be a story of victimhood. As appropriate to the
Australian War Memorial, we will tell the stories of war fighters and of organised resistance built
from centuries of a culture of defending country.

Frontier Wars content will be part of the new 408m2 Pre-1914 galleries, expected to be developed
from mid-2026 to mid-2028. The 408 m2 is split in two areas near the main entrance with one of
these spaces dedicated to Frontier Wars. The infrastructure for these galleries will be completed
by mid-2026. Fit out funding for the galleries was confirmed in December 2025 in line with program
requirements. This confirmation of funding allows the exhibition development process to
commence as planned, after the Anzac Hall galleries are complete.

The initial members of the team leading this gallery commenced in May 2026. The content
development will take a best-practice approach including surveys and focus groups with First
Nations communities, the general public and other Memorial stakeholders. Advice will be sought
from the Memorial’'s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory Group on community
engagement processes and content. The final content will be confirmed through an interpretive
design process. First Nations people whose stories are being shared in the new exhibition will be
directly consulted. The Memorial has also recently finalised a bespoke Indigenous Cultural and
Intellectual Property framework to guide not only the development of the galleries, but all of our
work including collection and archives. Should the timings align, it is possible that the outcomes of
the inquiry could be used to support some of the design elements.

We are under no illusions; this work will be challenging. We understand that regardless of what we
put in our galleries, print in our publications/website or host in public programs, it will be too much
for some and not enough for others. But we also know that this work is important and for many,
will go some of the way to addressing past racism, hate and violence towards Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. We will tell the stories of early Australian warfare and resistance.
This, together with other national, state and local institutions telling the stories of their place and
purpose will build into a national narrative; the stories of Australia’s first wars.

Yours sincerely,

Matt Anderson
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