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Paul Comrie-Thomson: The 'myth of the digger' is an idea that permeates our national identity, but according to Neil James, executive director of the Australia Defence Association, this myth has made defence planning more difficult and caused the unnecessary loss of life. So, Neil James, what is the myth of the digger and why do you say it's been harmful?
Neil James: The myth of the digger comes from the national collective memorialisation of the exploits of the Anzacs, and from that point of view it's quite a positive thing, and no-one I think really complains about the way we choose to commemorate Anzac Day as a national community ― although there's been a bit of criticism over recent years that it's possibly going over the top.
But the pernicious effect of the myth of the digger is a fairly widespread belief in Australian society that every Australian is a natural soldier, so therefore the country can perpetually and continually scrimp on its defence spending because we're such natural soldiers that if the balloon goes up you just hand everyone a rifle and everything will be well. It's been a myth that's actually severely hampered effective defence planning in Australia for nearly 100 years.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: You further claim that the myth of the digger underlies why we began both world wars with more defeats and disasters than victories. That's a big claim.
Neil James: Well, not really. Gallipoli wasn't an outstanding success and indeed our first battles on the western front in 1916 weren't terribly successful either. If you look at World War II, with the exception of the Battle of Bardia in early 1941 ― which was the 6th Division's first battle in Libya and an outstanding success ― we then had a series of fairly serious disasters in the Western Desert and in Greece, and in the Pacific War in the Malay Peninsula, Singapore, Ambon, Timor, Rabaul and the early parts of the Kokoda Trail, Milne Bay and Papua campaigns. The reason for this, quite simply, is that this country has always under-funded its defence, and we've begun each war effectively by paying in blood for the underspending of the previous decades. In World War II, for example, by 1942 we were spending more each week than we'd spent annually on defence throughout the 1930s.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Assessing more recent events you say (and I'm quoting here), 'We only just coped with the 1999 East Timor crisis because of this pervasive digger myth.' So what went wrong? What wasn't there that should have been there?
Neil James: Well, not enough infantry. The tenth anniversary of the East Timor intervention was quite recently, and General Cosgrove, the commander of the intervention, actually pointed out how close we'd come to not succeeding. We fluked East Timor and we fluked it for four reasons. First, if you give the ADF a job, they go away and do it, no matter if they've been under-funded and under-prepared to do it. Second, it was only 350 nautical miles from a major ADF mounting base in Darwin, and had it been a bit farther away we couldn't have done it. Third, the Indonesians chose not to fight, and although there was a serious risk of the war breaking out by accident, we managed to muddle through that. And fourth, the rest of the world came and saved us, because we didn't have a rotation force. The army was too small, even including the Army Reserve, to actually rotate the force we had to insert into East Timor.
And the myth of the diggers is part of this because we savagely slashed the size of the infantry component of the army all through the 1980s and 1990s, and then in 1999 in our first major operational test since Vietnam and probably World War II, we literally ran out of infantry.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Neil, you're saying that the myth of the digger means we've cut the numbers. Has it affected the training at all?
Neil James: It's had both pernicious and beneficial effects. Largely speaking it hasn't affected the training to the extent that the professional cadre of the military has tended to put major effort into training to make up for the lack of investment and the lack of numbers. Where it has caused a problem from time to time is in the training of the Army Reserve, and one of the great ironies of the myth of the digger is that Army Reserve numbers have been steadily dropping for decades. Yet if the myth of the digger was true you would think the Army Reserve at any one time would be absolutely full of young Australians of both genders, keen and willing to prove what natural soldiers they are. In fact the Army Reserve is almost in a death spiral because of declining recruitment.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: How might those numbers be addressed, getting the reservists' numbers up?
Neil James: I don't think it can be done without a major change to the way we remunerate the Army Reserve. The Reserve, in effect, since World War II has only been filled three times. It was filled during the 1950s when we had universal compulsory military service and all 18-year-old males had to do five-and-a-half months full-time service followed by a few years in the Reserve.
It was filled again in the 1960s during the Vietnam War when many, many people who wished to avoid the selective conscription ballot served in the Army Reserve instead, often unwillingly, but at least it bolstered the numbers of the Army Reserve. And thirdly during the Hawke and Keating governments we had the Ready Reserve scheme which was a disguised form of conscription that bribed young Australians to join the Ready Reserve by paying their HECS and also paying them a good wage, and they did a one-year of full-time service followed by five years part time in the Ready Reserve. It was a very successful scheme, and was sadly defeated by some old-fashioned generals in the Army Reserve who saw it as a threat to the general Army Reserve and had the incoming Howard government abolish it.
So there's a continual problem with filling the Army Reserve in Australia and it's a problem I think that's getting worse not better. It will only be solved if we can effectively remunerate the people who sacrifice such a large amount of their private time to do reserve defence force service.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: How does our remuneration compare, say, to reservists in the US?
Neil James: The remuneration is a little bit worse here. In the US, for example, reservists quality for superannuation, which they don't in Australia. Ironically defence force reservists are one of the few people in the country who don't have a superannuation scheme. About the only other groups were professional netballers and they now do.
The big problem with a comparison with the Americans is that the Americans fund the operational side of their defence reserves much more comprehensively and they have major fighting components of their strength maintained in the reserve, like fighter squadrons and tank regiments and things like that that we don't do because we under-fund defence so much. We don't have the ability to put armoured vehicles now, even armoured personnel carriers, into the Reserve, and we have no flying reserve squadrons.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Looking at Afghanistan at the moment, has the myth of the digger affected the number of troops we think we should have deployed there?
Neil James: Probably not because the decisions on the numbers deployed to Afghanistan are essentially driven by other strategic factors. But should we be required to increase our contingent in Afghanistan, the myth of the digger will have some effect because our ability to provide greater numbers will be limited to some extent. It's worth noting of course that at least one operational Army Reserve unit has been deployed to Afghanistan and that's effectively the first time that we've deployed an Army Reserve unit in a war since World War II, although we have deployed them in peace-keeping missions over the years. So once again you see some effects of the myth of the digger but not a serious one in Afghanistan at present although it could be in the future.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: In terms of the myth of the digger, you've also written that the militia myth has affected the army for nearly a century. How is the militia myth different from the digger myth, if indeed they are different?
Neil James: It's a product of the digger myth. We fought World War II with three different armies, and the reason why we had to create the first and second AIFs in World Wars I and II respectively was large because of the myth of the digger. This is the belief that whilst you can have a very professional full-time navy and a very professional full-time air force, somehow because every Australian is a natural soldier you can have a tiny army backed up a huge militia and when the war breaks out, all these natural soldiers, even if they're not in the militia, suddenly flock to it and you go off and fight the war.
The problem we had was that in World War II many of our top generals were veterans of World War I, and particularly from the middle of the war onwards they were just too old and they should have been replaced by professional soldiers. Our whole strategic management of how we planned and conducted our defence should have been done a lot more professionally, but in effect what happened is the government handed over strategic responsibility to an American, General Macarthur. The Australian Government relied on strategic advice from people who in some cases, whilst they were good operational-level commanders, weren't really well qualified to offer strategic advice. And we developed a system of ministerial control of the military in Australia that actually became a little bit perverted in that an enormous civilian defence bureaucracy was developed all through the 1950s and '60s and '70s and '80s and '90s. And proper civil control of the military by ministers has actually been diluted by this ― and it's just another pernicious effect of the myth of the digger.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Summing up what we've been discussing, the myth of the digger, will it continue to be a cornerstone of Australia's self image? Will it continue to bubble under the surface?
Neil James: I suspect it will to some extent, but as Australia becomes increasingly multicultural and more and more divorced from the Anglo-Celtic base that produced the original Anzacs, I suspect that the myth of the digger might actually dissipate a bit. We'll just have to wait and see. But I think the mutations of the myth of the digger in the way that we continually under-fund defence are likely to continue.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Neil James, thanks for talking to Counterpoint.
Neil James: Thank you Paul.
Paul Comrie-Thomson: Neil James, executive director of the Australia Defence Association.

