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‘Australia’s relationship with Great Britain explains why Australia and individual
Australians went to war.’

Discuss the accuracy of this statement with reference to World War Two.

After listening to Robert Menzies’ radio broadcast declaring war on Nazi Germany, barely over
one hour after Great Britain’s declaration with time differences in mind', one might be forgiven
for thinking that both as a country and individually, our allegiance to the European nation
ultimately explained our involvement in World War Two. However, upon closer inspection it
becomes clear that there were several factors at play, and that the influence of our relationship
with Britain declined as the war progressed — particularly after Imperial Japan initiated its rapid
expansion in South-East Asia?, and Britain’s inability to protect Australia was realised®. The
first direct attacks on Australian soil led to a paradigm shift in our foreign policy* — with the
United States becoming a vital ally in the Pacific® — and an increased sense of duty to Australia
arose amongst individuals as a collective response to the Japanese threat®. For Indigenous
Australians, despite the discrimination faced at the time, loyalties to Australia rather than
Britain were often motivating elements’, while enlistment provided valuable opportunities for
increased educational access and improved pay®. Moreover, 1939 marked the end of the Great
Depression’, with Australia’s unemployment rate falling to its lowest rate at 0.95% due to
wartime activities!’. An accurate picture of why Australia and individual Australians went to
war in WWII must consider these dynamics.

The effects of traditional British influence on Australian affairs diminished when Australia
could no longer rely on Britain for defence and shifted towards the United States. In the early
20™ century, Australia thought of itself as ‘98% British’!!. Its population largely consisted of
those with British and Irish heritage, although Germans and other smaller groups were also
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present!2, The systems of the federal government ‘are, for the most part, merely a superstructure

’13 and the Australian Constitution derives much from its

imposed on the Westminster system
British counterpart'®. Significantly, Australia was both militarily and economically dependent
on Britain!®>, with over 69.46% of exports destined for the shores of Britain and British
Possessions'®. It comes as no surprise then, that it was the ‘melancholy duty’!” of, then Prime
Minister, Menzies to announce on the 3" of September 1939 that, ‘Great Britain has declared
war upon her [Germany] and that, as a result, Australia is also at war... There can be no doubt
that where Great Britain stands, there stands the people of the entire British world’!®. This
statement articulated that due to our traditional ties — historical'®, cultural®’, and political?' —
wherever Britain went, Australia would follow. Australians were people of the ‘British
world’?2, However, Menzies was ‘a staunch monarchist’?}, and influence of his personal
loyalties should not be discounted. Nonetheless, at war’s outbreak — despite wariness of a threat
from Imperial Japan?* — the 6, 7, and 9, divisions of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)
were sent to aid Britain in the European and Mediterranean theatres of war?, with several
Royal Australian Navy (RAN) ships and Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) crews also
deployed?$. Thus, when Japan entered the war in 1941%7, projecting its power across South-
East Asia, Australia was not in a position to defend itself?®. Since World War One, ‘Australia's

defence plan relied on the support of the British, particularly the British naval base in
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Singapore’?’. Notably, Australia had also invested in the construction of this installation®. In
1941, two brigades from the AIF’s 8™ division were positioned in Singapore to bolster defences
there’!. By early 1942, the 6™ and 7™ divisions had been ordered back to Australia for combat
in the Pacific*?. Following the Fall of Singapore, it became increasingly evident to Australians
that Britain did not have the resources to protect itself and its colonies simultaneously?* — with
one newspaper reporting that ‘all through weary months, in which defences were known to be
inadequate, the United Kingdom turned deaf ears to every plea’3* — and we looked to the US
for aid®>. Fortunately, the US was looking for a base of operations in the Pacific*®. This formed
the foundation for what has since become widely considered Australia’s most important
strategic relationship®”. The shift from old world to new world was summed up neatly in The
Herald by newly elected Prime Minister John Curtin on December 7%, 1941, when he wrote
that, ‘I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional
links or kinship with the United Kingdom’3®, It is evident then, that when our national security
was at risk, previous relationships could no longer sustain Australia’s immediate wartime
alliances.

In light of a direct threat from Imperial Japan, Australians’ sense of duty and defence of their
nation become a decisive factor in enlistment. An article in The Canberra Times on February
16™, 1942, reported the Fall of Singapore, describing ‘Australians are... throwing everything
they can command into the fight... The Fall of Singapore will mark the rise of a spirit in
Australia that will defy defeat’*. Although intended to reassure civilians, this type of writing
illustrated how increasing danger in South-East Asia cemented Australians’ resolve to fight. On
19% February 1942, Australians experienced the first foreign attack on mainland Australia with
the devastating bombing of Darwin’, although the government — conscious of morale —
employed censorship, lowering the death toll from approximately 250 to 174!, As per the lyrics
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of Lee Kernaghan’s song, ‘When the First Bombs Fell’, there were ‘Armed invaders in
Australian skies’*?. A poster circulated by the Australian government in 19424 depicts a
Japanese soldier marching across the globe, boot over Australia and rifle pointed at the
continent, with the caption ‘HE’S COMING SOUTH...It’s fight work or perish’#4. This
embodied the reason why many Australians joined the defence forces after 1941, and
encouraged them to do so. It pressed upon Australians their duty to defend the country from
outside threats, and many Australians went to war on that basis.

For Indigenous Australians, the decision to enlist was not fuelled by loyalties to Empire — the
‘loyalty was purely Australian’#> — but rather a combination of opportunities for education, pay,
and greater equality*®. In the case of Oodgeroo Noonunccal, formerly known as Kath Walker*’,
volunteering for the army was ‘the only way I could learn...it was the only way that the

*48 This is indicative of the lack of access to

aboriginals could learn extra education at the time
education, amongst many other rights, that Indigenous Australians experienced*. Noonunccal
trained as a Wireless Operator in the Australian Women’s Army Service®’, later becoming an
activist for the rights of Indigenous peoples — eventually Queensland State Secretary of the
Federal Council for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advancement!. Due to systemic
disadvantage, compounded by the effects of the Great Depression, employment was difficult
to find>2. In the words of Alec Kruger, ‘We would be fighting for our country... Even full
descent Aboriginal people were getting paid real money and being employed to do army jobs
... I was ripe for a bit of real money and ruination’>. Prior to this, Kruger had been employed
by the Bloomfield family for seven years and informed that his wages were being deposited
into a trust fund he could only access upon turning 18°*. This was blatant inequality, and further

highlights the significant hardships Indigenous people faced. Over 3000 Indigenous
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Australians® were involved in WWII; an opportunity to overcome barriers in education and
employment through active service.

The end of the Great Depression was also the start of WWII® — and war service provided a
source of income for those lacking work®”. In 1939, the unemployment rate in Australia was
8.76%"8. Four years later, this had fallen to 0.95%>° - a historic low®® — with two-thirds of the
nation’s civilian workforce employed in the war effort®!. Recruitment for the defence force was
a major factor®2, as was the expanded public service and wartime goods production®®. The
incentives were well outlined by a quote from Merv Lilley featured in Australians: Flappers
to Vietnam ‘thousands and thousands of characters on the dole and the breadline knew they’d
get a job in the army... they were all in there for the three square meals . . . and five bob a
day’%*. The prospect of stable employment and pay was thus another significant appeal to many
entering the war.

This is not to say that Australia’s relationship with Great Britain did not play a part in Australia
and Australians’ decisions to go to war, for it was a factor — particularly in 1939. However, this
influence waned over time, especially when the Japanese threat and Britain’s limits became
evident — instead our alliance with the US became increasingly important. A sense of duty
became a motivating factor for many, as did opportunities for Indigenous Australians, and
income for the unemployed. It was a combination of these elements that truly explained why
Australia and individual Australians went to war in WWIL.

Word Count: 1459
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