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The writing of history in Australia began with the arrival of the Europeans. The British

officials who accompanied the First Fleet to Sydney Cove in 1788 worked up descriptive

narratives for a reading public in Britain curious to learn of the new land in the south.

These early chronicles told a story of a sleeping land brought to life as the newcomers

unloaded their stores, cleared a space on the wooded slopes of Sydney Cove, erected

their first habitations and imposed order on nature. The sound of an axe on wood,

English steel on antipodean eucalypt, broke the silence of a primeval wilderness. The

chroniclers thus mark a double beginning, the commencement both of European

civilization (albeit with a penal settlement) and of a record of purposeful human

endeavour.

History in this sense was brought rather than found, and brought as part of the

intellectual arsenal of the colonising power. A new awareness of geography and

chronology, of space and time as objectively fixed and measurable, encouraged an

understanding of history as a branch of knowledge independent of the standpoint of the

observer while at the same time it disclosed an insistent, global momentum of

improvement and progress that legitimated the supersession of the old by the new. Seen

thus, the history of Australia formed a late chapter in British, European and world

history.



The same perspective blinkered newcomers to the antiquity of their new homeland. The

first and overriding impression was that Australia had no history. This was both an

intellectual and aesthetic response to a place that seemed devoid of the familiar marks of

the past. Just as a First Fleet chronicler wrote of the the ‘complete and undisturbed’

solitude of ‘the trackless and immeasurable desert’, so artists complained of an

undifferentiated monotony and literary critics lamented the absence of ruins: ‘No

storied windows, richly dight, cast a dim, religious light over any Australian premises’.1

These ideas persisted well into the twentieth century. ‘It is true’, wrote an art critic in

1894, ‘that there are no lovely autumnal tints common to that season in Europe, nor can

one find historic ruins to convey and interest to the landscape.’ ‘It is taken for granted’,

acknowledged a historian in 1913, ‘that there can be no gleams of the picturesque in a

tale so brief, and of tints so sober.’2 The notion of Australia as a dormant wilderness

awakened and redeemed by European presence entered into the writing of historians.

Ernest Scott, the first of the academic historians to apply the methods of the German

scientific school to Australian history, described the first circumnavigation by the

English mariner Matthew Flinders as raising a hidden continent into view like some

‘vast mythical monster’ that was ‘metamorphosed by a kiss from the lips of knowledge

into a being fair to look upon and rich in kindly favours’.3_

If Australian history began only with European discovery and settlement, then it was

necessarily brief and uneventful. Colonial history took the British and European

achievement as its point of departure. Behind the rude improvisation on the furthest

frontier of settlement at the extremity of the British Empire was the inheritance of

institutions, customs and expectations. The great issues had already been resolved,

elsewhere; it remained merely to apply the results here. That called for courage and

fidelity, just as the application of received technology, modes of government and

administration and culture to new circumstances called for adaptation, but the essential



logic was one of fulfilment. Even when colonial Australians demonstrated their prowess

in imperial service, as in the First World War when 60,000 died in Asia Minor and

Europe, they remained peripheral. The English novelist D.H. Lawrence visited Australia

in the aftermath of that war and explored its unsettling effects in his novel Kangaroo.

The vastness and emptiness of the land was a metaphor for its people: they were

friendly but indifferent, innocent but devoid of depth, outside history. ‘It seems to me’,

he wrote, ‘that generation after generation must people it with ghosts, and catastrophes

water it with blood, before it will come alive with a new day of its own.’4 That Australia

was already saturated with the blood of its original inhabitants by the very act of

colonial occupation escaped him.

There was an alternative to the view that events in Australia constituted a mere

epilogue to British imperial history. Nationalists thought of Australia not as mere

imitation but as striking out anew, as a New World that could redeem the failures of the

Old. For so many who came after the First Fleet, the vast island-continent offered the

chance to leave behind the evils of poverty, class, privilege and make a fresh start. With

the  abolition of convict transportation and the transition in the middle of the nineteenth

century to free and self-governing dominions, the emphasis shifted from colonial

imitation to national experimentation. With the gold rush, land settlement and urban

growth, minds turned from dependency to self-sufficiency, and from a history that

worked out the imperial legacy to one of self-discovery. Historians contributed to this

burgeoning national consciousness, along with writers and artists. The federation of the

six states at the end of the nineteenth century into the Commonwealth of Australia was

accompanied by the formation of state historical societies and a fresh emphasis on

recording origins. Australian history was introduced into schools as an essential

component of civic training. The tiny universities created from the middle of the



previous century evolved into more substantial institutions that served national

purposes, and in which historical scholarship began to be practised.

During the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, such national sentiment

served the desire to mark Australia off from Britain and Europe. Then, as the last

imperial ties were severed, even that way of distinguishing the child from the parent

lost meaning. In its place, following the post-Second World War immigration

programme, arose the idea of Australia as a destination for all-comers from every part

of the world, which served the multicultural attitudes that formed in closing decades of

the twentieth century and further undermined the foundational significance of 1788.

Australians therefore celebrated the bicentenary of white settlement with minimal

attention to the actual events two hundred years earlier. The blurring of origins turned

Australian history into a story of journeyings and arrivals, shared by all and endlessly

repeated. But such smudging was too convenient. It failed to satisfy the need for

emotional attachment and it left unappeased the pricking of conscience. The desire for a

binding national past that would connect the people to the land was frustrated by the

feeling of rootlessness, of novelty without depth. The longing for an indigenous culture,

for belonging, was denied by the original usurpation. A history of colonisation yielded

to a realisation of invasion.

By the end of the twentieth century it was no longer possible to maintain the fiction of

Australia as terra nullius, a land that until its settlement in 1788 lacked human

habitation, law, government or history. An alternative beginning became apparent

whereby Australia was the site of a civilization of unique longevity. It was peopled at

least 50,000 years ago and those who peopled it maintained an unbroken continuity. The

growing recognition of this vastly enlarged Australian history spoke to late-twentieth

century sensibility. It revealed social organisation, ecological practices, languages, art



forms and spiritual beliefs of great antiquity and richness. The Aboriginal renaissance

was initiated by the Aborigines themselves and it caused a new dialogue with the non-

Aboriginal majority about the custodianship of the past that continues.5 Historians,

along with archaeologists and anthropologists, have played a crucial role in creating the

new historical consciousness. When the High Court of Australia gave legal recognition

to Aboriginal land right, it made specific reference to the work of the historian Henry

Reynolds.6 An official inquiry into the generations of Aboriginal children taken from

their parents drew similarly on the pathbreaking research of the historian Peter Read.7

Two judges of the High Court went further than their colleagues when they that

'Dispossession is the darkest aspect of the history of this nation. The nation as a whole

must remain diminished unless and until there is an acknowledgement of, and retreat

from, those past injustices'.8 Behind this proposition lay a large body of historical

scholarship that had revealed the disposession and systematic destruction of Aboriginal

society. Largely produced in the 1970s and 1980s by a younger generation of scholars,

this work challenged the grand narrative of national progress. Along with similarly

confrontational accounts of sexual, ethnic and environmental practices, it subjected the

Australian past to critical judgement. Such work constituted a rejection of what

Nietzsche described as ‘monumental’ history. It took as its purpose not the veneration of

the nation-state but the interrogation of the past as a necessary condition of deliverance

of humanity from the burdens of history.9

Yet radical iconoclasm produced its own reaction. In 1993 Geoffrey Blainey, an older

and very widely-read historian with strong patriotic sympathies, condemned the ‘black

armband’ view of Australian history. He used that term to mean excessive lamentation

over past wrongs at the expense of national achievement: ‘The black armband view

often laments Australia’s abuse of the natural environment, attitudes to women and



minorities, and above all the treatment of the Aborigines...’10 Blainey’s claims were

quickly taken up by conservative politicians, and especially by John Howard, the

conservative prime minister who came to office in 1996. ‘I profoundly reject the black

armband view of Australian history,’ he declared later in that year.11 His statement had

particular significance since his government had introduced legislation to circumscribe

the effect of the High Court’s decisions on Aboriginal land rights and Howard himself

had refused the request of the body charged with reconciliation of Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australians that he apologise on behalf of the nation for the wrongs done to

the Indigenous peoples. In his party’s 1998 election policy, he was adamant in his

defence of an affirmative version of Australian history: he blamed the ‘professional

purveyors of guilt’ for attacking ‘Australia’s heritage’; the people were ‘taught to be

ashamed of their past’, they were ‘told they should apologise for pride in their culture,

traditions, institutions and history’.12

Present-day Australians, in short, have no absence of history. Rather, they have a

superfluity. Competing versions of the nations past jostle for attention and acceptance,

and bear directly on public attitudes and government policy. Historians occupy

prominence in national debate. Yet the historical profession itself is under strain in

universities that provide decreasing support for the teaching and research of history,

while the attention to history in the school curriculum has declined. Historians are

simultaneously accused of purveying guilt and challenged by practitioners of other

disciplines with alternative methodologies that cast doubt on historical knowledge, and

other users of the past with little concern for the disciplinary endeavour.

***



History was a foundation discipline in Australian universities from their establishment

in the second half of the nineteenth century, but took much longer to achieve full

academic status. The first professors taught Ancient, European and British history from

textbooks as a form of liberal education. Later, British-trained scholars brought the idea

of scientific history based on archival research, and began to apply it in their teaching by

the early twentieth century, though it took longer to establish the conditions for its full

application to Australian history. The first state archives were established in 1920, the

first university press in 1922, the first academic journal in 1940. Throughout the inter-

war years there were no more than a score of historians teaching in the country’s six

universities. Their teaching was largely confined to the instruction of undergraduates as

part of a general Arts degree, and the training of honours graduates in historical

research techniques typically found fruition in application to public policy and

contemporary issues. 13

Within these constraints academics exercised a limited but growing influence over the

custodianship of the nation’s history. They played little role in the marking of the

sesquicentenary of white settlement, in 1938, which was largely controlled by the

leading figures in the lay historical societies. They wrote just one of the twelve volumes

of the official history of Australian participation in Great War, a project which was

directed by a former journalist, and contributed no more than half of the chapters of the

Australian volume of the Cambridge History of the British Empire, which appeared in

1933. Nevertheless, the research imperative was apparent in a growing volume of

published research and, if only because local research material was most accessible, the

majority of these academics’ publications were concerned with Australian history. The

professors also extended their sway over school history, assisted by their control of

university entrance and hence the curriculum and assessment of secondary education,



so that most of them produced and prescribed their own textbooks of Australian

history.

The post-war expansion of the Australian universities brought a rapid growth in the

profession, greater specialisation, systematic provision of postgraduate training, and

enhanced opportunities for research and publication. The period from 1945 to the early

1970s was the heyday of the Australian university as a public institution. Increased

student numbers (there were 30,000 in 1945, 200,000 in 1973) were matched by the

growth in staff numbers and facilities. Sub-disciplines such as archaeology, classical,

economic and educational history, and the history of art and science, were established in

separate departments, while other interests such as religious and labour history were

taken up within the burgeoning history departments.

The dramatic growth in public support for the nation’s universities was designed to

enhance their capacity to serve national goals. The principal beneficiaries were the

medical and scientific disciplines; but the social sciences were also expected to

contribute to the solution of social problems, while the humanities and arts also had a

place in a civilised modern nation. It was widely accepted also that the university was a

place of intellectual inquiry where teaching and research were inseparable and that they

should be pursued according to the highest international standards. The rapid

development of Australian historiography was thus accompanied by specialist teaching

and research in Asian, Pacific, British and European and north American history, with a

consequent strengthening of international links. Most senior historians had undertaken

postgraduate training overseas; and, at least until the 1970s, most prestige attached to

non-Australian history. Even so, the application of the academic model to Australian

history quickly superseded the vestigial authority of the older lay practitioners. In 1959,

when a professor delivered the presidential address to the biennial gathering of



university historians, he could use the terms ‘academic’ and ‘professional’ as if they

were synonymous with serious historical scholarship. Some distinguished work on

Australian history, he conceded, was produced outside the universities. ‘If it is

“professional”, however, its conventions, methods of presentation and standards of

evidence, are those set in universities.’14

In 1954 there were seven departments employing about 60 historians, while in 1964 ten

departments held 150 staff members. By the early 1970s sixteen history departments

listed 320 professors and lecturers; when to these are added tutors and temporary

lecturers, the historians employed in cognate departments and the research historians

within the Institute of Advanced Studies at the Australian National University, a total of

750 university-based historians could be estimated.15 That represented the zenith of the

academic profession. A gathering of the heads of Australian history departments in 1989

reported 451 staff, while a survey of the discipline published by the Department of

Education Employment and Training in 1995 enumerated 410. After more recent cuts,

the present figure is closer to 300.16

The contraction of staff numbers began in the 1970s with constraints on public

expenditure following the OPEC oil crisis and the world economic recession. For

approximately a decade governments squeezed the universities’ funding while

preserving their institutional arrangements. The reconstruction of the Australian

universities after the mid-1980s was undertaken as part of a larger reform of the public

sector. With the end of the post-war long boom and the eventual abandonment of

Keynesian techniques of national economic management, there was a move to reduce

public outlays, deregulate, and seek greater competitive efficiency by exposing public

institutions to market forces. With the retreat from the older belief that government

could play an active role in nation building went the commitment to the university as a



custodian of national science and culture. The university is now expected to serve

national objectives in new ways: as a teaching institution engaged in vocational training

of a far more direct and systematic nature, as a place of research where the production

of knowledge is much more closely linked to practical and commercial uses, and as a

business that earns substantial foreign income.

As universities responded to these practices, so they redirected their own activities to

applied fields where market opportunities were plentiful at the expense of core

disciplines. History is constituted as a disciplinary department only in the universities

established before 1975, and in many of those there has been severe attrition as the result

of funding cuts. The new universities, which were formed during the 1980s out of

colleges of technology and other post-secondary institutions, do not maintain history

departments. Some offer limited history programmes, and most employ historians in

multidisciplinary schools, departments and units; but their teaching and research in the

humanities is typically in fields such as gender, cultural, leisure, tourism and heritage

studies. Some older history departments have embarked on similar initiatives, or

merged, or otherwise reordered their activities in order to retain enrolments and

resources, and maintain staff numbers.

The newer disciplinary formations in the humanities and social sciences present a

challenge to the older disciplines. The challenge arose, historically, in the process of

decolonisation and the questioning of Western dominance, the rejection of hierarchies of

status and authority, the feminist rejection of masculine dominance, the

environmentalist critique of material progress, and other such developments associated

politically with the new social movements and intellectually with the idea of

postmodernism. The challenge has particular implications for the discipline of history. It

has produced both new fields of historical practice — postcolonial and indigenous



history, social history and 'history from below', women's history — and a dissatisfaction

with the older grounds of historical knowledge.17

The discipline of history had developed in Australia between the humanities and social

sciences. It was typically idiographic rather than nomothetic, more concerned with what

actually happened than with the generation of general principles, primarily concerned

to elucidate the activities of statecraft and record the fortunes of the nation-state. The

rapid expansion of universities during the Long Boom of the third quarter of the

twentieth century had augmented the prestige of the social sciences, and historians

absorbed some of the methodologies of economics, sociology and political science, but

the principal orientation was towards the humanities.

Over the past twenty years there has been a two-stage move away from the political to

the social, and then from social structure to cultural forms. During the 1980s cultural

history replaced social history as the dominant intellectual paradigm. This in turn

brought a discernible realignment of the discipline, away from the social sciences

towards the humanities, though it did not resolve the methodological and

epistemological challenges posed by practitioners of the new humanities. Once assailed

for failure to conform to the positivist standards of hard social sciences, history was now

arraigned for its humanist naiveté. History followed, rather than led, the linguistic turn,

and its practitioners were reluctant to give up the habit of treating primary sources as

congealed traces of the past. The appreciation of language as itself constituting meaning

rather than reflective of some prior and objective historical reality opened a gap

between traditional ways of writing history and the newer modes of interpretation.18

Younger historians borrow from literary and cultural theory more easily than from

political or economic history. Their work is textual rather than quantitative, discursive



rather than descriptive or narrative. The new humanities use the past as something

fictive rather than binding, exotic rather than instructive.

In teaching history to undergraduates, departments put new wine in old vessels.

History continued to be taught in sequences of subjects, taken in conjunction with other

disciplinary offerings. But in place of the older sequences, which typically worked from

introductory survey courses to more specialised later subjects, and generally ensured a

breadth of knowledge, students are now invited to choose from a variety of disparate

offerings. The fragmentation of the curriculum has eroded the earlier more systematic

attention to historical skills, makes it more difficult to identify common

historiographical concerns and weakens the students' sense of the discipline.19

The weakening of disciplinary boundaries has had a further effect. The history

profession can no longer assume a monopoly of its field of knowledge and practice.

Within the new humanities, as well as the interdisciplinary fields of study, there is an

increasing use of the past, conducted in ways that bypass established methods of

historical research and apply different ways of constituting knowledge. Those history

departments that are contracting in size are poorly placed to respond to such challenges.

Where they fail to do so, an ageing cohort, usually dominated by men, is left with

declining enrolments. The unplanned nature of staff retirements and the incapacity to

make replacements erodes the breadth of the curriculum and forces the abandonment of

major periods and areas.

***

Meanwhile there has been a substantial decline in school history. The Australian

provision of school education had expanded during the post-Second World War period



in tandem with the universities, so that an increasing number of school students were

proceeding past the compulsory years to complete a secondary education. In these post-

compulsory years, where students exercised freedom of choice, a very high proportion

chose to study Australian or other histories. From the 1980s these patterns changed. In

the largest state of New South Wales, 34.2% of all final-year secondary students studied

history in 1984, and by 1995 just 18.9% did so. In the next largest state, Victoria, 25.5% of

all final-year students studied Australian history in 1985; in 1995 the figure had fallen to

6.5%. Similar trends are apparent in all other states.20

The falling percentages are partly a statistical effect of greatly increased enrolments and

partly the result of changes that aligned school education far more closely with

vocational training. History suffered, along with the other core disciplines of the

humanities and social sciences, as the result of two related implications of this

transformation. First, schools catered for those now staying on to complete their

secondary education with an expanded range of less academically oriented and more

vocationally oriented studies. Second, those students who intended to proceed to post-

secondary education and aspired to gain entrance to the more prestigious universities

chose subjects other than history. History was thus squeezed at the senior secondary

level from two sides, the vocational and the academic.

Similar trends were apparent in the earlier, compulsory years of school education. Here

history had long been a staple, and in the lower and middle years of secondary

education students typically learned of the past in a planned sequence of studies that

began with ancient history and progressed to modern world history, in order to provide

a context for Australian history which generally constituted a full year’s study. But this

history curriculum met growing competition during the 1970s, and was increasingly

displaced by or absorbed into the more contemporary subject of social studies. In the



1980s, when the education authorities of the Australian states devised a common

curriculum framework, they incorporated all the humanities and social sciences into a

single area study, Studies of Society and Environment. A strand of that study with the

ominous title ‘Time, Continuity and Change’ was created. While it was possible for

schools to satisfy the curriculum requirements of Studies of Society and Environment by

teaching history, the number of trained history teachers was declining and many schools

abandoned the subject for an eclectic, non-disciplinary mix in which the attention to

history was perfunctory. Studies of Society and the Environment was meant to provide

students with a comprehensive, critical understanding of the issues that arise out of

social experience; too often in practice it drew on disjointed fragments of the past to

confirm students in their prejudices.21

History teaching itself took on similar pedagogic tendencies. The older school history

had taught the binding lessons of the past. Didactic in tone, formal in content, it gave

pupils an affirmative account of their inheritance, provided them with exemplary

lessons of good and bad conduct, instilled patriotism, prepared them for citizenship. As

university graduates entered the teaching profession after the Second World War, they

infused these lessons with the techniques of historical scholarship: the consideration and

interpretation of sources, the attention to context, the contingent nature of

interpretation. From the 1970s there was a further shift towards social history in a more

popular mode that sought to connect students empathetically to the past. They were

encouraged to undertake projects that would reconstitute popular experience. Common

curricula gave way to locally determined course-planning, systematic study of time and

place to thematic definitions of the curriculum, set texts to a diversity of materials,

instruction to inquiry-based learning. Skilful teachers employed these techniques

successfully to stimulate the historical imagination. In less skilful hands there was a loss

of coherence. A student might complete a project on the depression of the 1930s, for



example, by interviewing grandparents for their memories of its local effects without

any appreciation of the global nature of the event, its national impact or institutional

setting.

The effects of this abandonment of history became apparent in surveys that revealed a

disturbing level of ignorance among young Australians of their country’s civic history

and system of government. In 1994 a Labor prime minister initiated a national inquiry

that recommended a programme of civics education grounded in history.22 In 1996 the

new national government led by John Howard proceeded with the preparation of such a

programme, which is now being implemented. In 1995 the state of New South Wales

made history a compulsory subject in the lower and middle secondary years; in 1999

Victoria discarded the nebulous ‘Time, Continuity and Change’ and restored history as

a distinct component within Studies of Society and Environment. It is possible that the

restoration of school history might stimulate a revival of the discipline in the

universities where school teachers are trained. In 1999 the federal government began an

inquiry into the teaching of history in Australian schools and the preparation of history

teachers. The tide might well be turning, but the water-line is low.

***

There is a common misconception that the move away from history in schools and

universities signalled a decline of interest. The substantial changes made to the

Australian educational system over the past decade have involved new modes of

management that recast students as clients or consumers of educational services who

should be able to exercise freedom of choice, and reconstituted research as the

production of knowledge for identifiable end-users. If history enrolments declined, and

historians lost out in the competition for research funds, then that indicated the lack of



demand for their activities. This idea of educational markets, however, is flawed. There

is no persuasive evidence of a decline in demand to learn or know history, despite the

pervasive influence of vocational pressures. Rather, there is a decline in the opportunity

to learn and practise the discipline.

It is the percentage of history students in the post-compulsory years of school education

that has fallen, not the absolute number, and this despite a proportionate decline in the

number of schools that allow students to study history at this level. The contraction of

history within the compulsory school years was, of course, unrelated to student or

parental preference — it resulted from decisions made by educationalists in response to

signals from governments and employers that schools should reorder their activities

and concentrate on training in occupational and life skills. With the retreat from

education as a public good serving broad, shared goals, history was marginalised. Its

recent restoration in New South Wales has been widely welcomed by students, parents

and teachers.

Nor is the evidence for university enrolments any more persuasive. Most history

departments have responded to the challenge of the new humanities. They have

renovated their undergraduate programmes. Centres, units and programmes of cross-

disciplinary teaching and research have grown up within and across the older

departmental structure, drawing historians into new forms of collaborative activity and

capitalising on new career opportunities in public history. It is not that these history

departments are unable to attract undergraduate enrolments; rather, they are

constrained by centrally determined allocations of student load. The strong

undergraduate demand is apparent in the increased ratio of students to staff, which has

typically risen to well over 20: 1. There has been a marked increase of enrolments in the

optional fourth, honours year, which prepares students for postgraduate study. The



number of doctoral candidates in history also grew substantially to reach 331 in 1990

and 515 in 1995 — and this despite the contraction of opportunities for professional

employment.23

The principal institutional setting for the discipline of history remains the university.

The university continues to train historians and is the dominant site of historical

research. A wide range of professional associations sustain the discipline. The

Australian Historical Association, established in 1973, is the peak body, and there are

additional organisations among historians of British, European, American, Asian and

Pacific history as well as for such activities as Aboriginal, economic, educational, labour,

legal and religious history. Historians are heavily involved in such interdisciplinary

journals as Australian Feminist Studies and the Journal of Australian Studies. Electronic

networks are of increasing importance in linking historical interest groups and

facilitating overseas communication.

Even so, the signs of professional pessimism are unmistakable. Regular reports in the

house-journal of academic historians, the Australian Historical Association Bulletin, chart

the cuts in staff numbers and their damaging effects on established departments:

unplanned retirements and unfilled vacancies mean that major areas of study are lost,

and blight the career prospects of younger scholars. Individual contributors lament the

travails of their vocation and ponder its consequences. The mood intensifies as the

cumulative effects of reduced provision are felt. Academic libraries are unable to

maintain collections; students are less likely to buy books, publishers less willing to

commission them.

More than this, historians feel that they have lost their public audience and that the

discipline no longer enjoys the authority it once commanded. This seems an odd



predicament in circumstances where the heritage industries flourish and a country

where arguments over the past rage so fiercely. Australian historians have made a

substantial contribution to public life, and not just in the recent dispute over the ‘black

armband’ or the belated and painful recognition of the Aboriginal presence. During the

1950s and 1960s a group of scholars who had been radicalised by their wartime

experience, fostered an expansive cultural nationalism. In works such as The Australian

Legend (1958) they made the bushman a powerful symbol of distinctive national virtues,

and the impact of this self-image is still apparent in popular cultural creations such as

the film Crocodile Dundee.24 Feminist historians played a conspicuous part in the

women’s movement of the 1970s and helped redefine sexual relations; one of them,

Anne Summers, subsequently served as a prime minister’s adviser on women’s affairs,

while others became influential ‘femocrats’ in public administration.25 Manning Clark,

the idiosyncratic author of the most ambitious history of Australia (which appeared in

six volumes between 1962 and 1987) achieved the status of a national seer, and in 1981

was named Australian of the Year.26 A leading exponent of cultural studies, which is

often thought to be impatient of the disciplinary status of history, judges it to be by far

the most influential of the humanities in Australia. So far from declining, she holds that

it is strengthening ‘its classical mantle as the nation-building discipline that most

directly articulates the humanities to government’.27

It is perhaps this relationship that illuminates the professional unease. The historians

who speak most directly to public and popular interests are often regarded with

suspicion by their professional colleagues. Russel Ward, Anne Summers, Manning

Clark, Geoffrey Blainey and Henry Reynolds have all incurred such resentment, which

derives partly from envy and yet suggests something more. These historians are seen as

popularisers who engage insufficiently with the work of academic specialists. They

write books rather than journal articles, make public statements rather than deliver



conference papers, take up contemporary issues rather than historiographical ones,

construct narratives rather than explore the methodological and theoretical concerns of

the academy. For their part, they see the academic conventions as an obstacle to the

larger audience to whom they direct their work.

That audience is in turn served by other forms of popular historical representation.

While the market for academic monographs has shrunk, the Australian publishing

industry has grown substantially and books that draw on experience and memory have

been remarkably popular. The memoirs of Albert Facey, which appeared in 1981 when

he was 87 years old, sold more copies than any other Australian book to that time. A

Fortunate Life told of the travails of a boy who was sent away to earn a living when just

eight, and did so as bushworker, drover, railway navvy and tent boxer before he served

in the First World War.28 A subsequent account of the search for Aboriginal identity, My

Place by Sally Morgan, found an even larger audience and stimulated many other

Aboriginal narratives. Historical novels have been a major genre, served by leading

writers such as Patrick White, Tom Keneally, Jessica Anderson, David Malouf and

David Carey, as well as by more popular authors such as Colleen McCullough and

Bryce Courtney, who negotiated a record publisher’s advance for his historical saga.29

The renaissance of Australian theatre and film from the 1970s also drew heavily on the

Australian past, and historical drama has been a staple of the country’s television

industry.30 Historians have contributed to these media both as consultants and

scriptwriters, but their participation has been limited. The dramatic presentation of

Australian history in these popular and commercial forms has for the most part not

emerged out of an engagement with the discipline of history but rather has mined the

country’s past for stories that can be worked into national mythology.



The historical profession has a closer relationship with institutions concerned with the

preservation and display of the past. They are to be found on the governing bodies of

public archives, libraries and museums, especially as the latter have turned towards

social history. History graduates are employed by collecting and preservation agencies,

and in some cases have occupied positions of leadership, though other professions jostle

to define the curatorial role. These institutions have also undergone changes in

operation management similar to those that have occurred in the universities, which

have augmented the role of management at the expense of the trained specialist. The

scholar librarian now occupies a subordinate position in the administrative hierarchy;

the skills of marketing and performance management are regarded as far more

important than research.

Historians also apply their professional expertise to the institutionalisation of public

memory. The growth of public history as a profession and an increased attention to

cultural history has brought much closer engagement with the ways in which the

national past is shaped in ceremonies and monuments. An outstanding example is the

recent study by K.S. Inglis of war memorials, which occupy a central place in the

national legends of a country that has repeatedly travelled long distances to engage in

war.31 With Geoffrey Blainey and Henry Reynolds, Inglis has prepared Australians for

the recognition that Australia’s military history encompasses warfare with the

Aboriginal inhabitants. For the most part, however, historians play a restricted role in

national commemoration. The official Bicentenary of white settlement in 1988 was

organised by an authority with very limited professional participation. The profession

did respond to it with a massive research project that engaged the participation of

several hundred scholars over a decade and led to the publication of Australians: A

Historical Library in ten very substantial volumes.32 The ambitious objective was to bring

the highest standards of research before the widest readership, and to this end the



Bicentennial History Project paid particular attention to design and presentation. More

than three thousand illustrations were incorporated, a third of them in colour; a style

guide was derived from syntactical research into the prose forms of leading American

magazines.33 Some 12,000 sets were sold, a figure well in excess of most academic

writing but far short of those achieved by more popular works.

In all these ways, then, historians sense a disregard of their professional authority. It has

been suggested that the profession is itself responsible for this disregard because of its

changing disciplinary procedures. In 1994 the Australian scholar Keith Windschuttle

published an account of The Killing of History.34 Its subtitle, How a discipline is being

murdered by literary critics and social theorists, foreshadowed his argument. The new

humanities had employed the radical scepticism of critical theory to deny the possibility

of objective historical truth; instead of resisting this onslaught, historians had bowed to

it and employed the same methodologies. Windschuttle traced their effects in the work

of two distinguished Australian historians on the Spanish conquest of the Aztecs and

the European reconnaissance in the Pacific, as well as in the writings of a cultural

historian of Australian settlement.35 Windschuttle’s book, which attracted international

notice, is marked by an unusual combination of scrupulous vehemence. In contrast to

most critics of the new literary and social theory associated with postmodernism, he

reads it carefully. His extended consideration of the work of leading historians is by no

means unconscious of their accomplishments.

He does, however, resort to a common prejudice when he suggests that the influence of

the new humanities derives from their fashionable obscurity, and it is this ‘wilfully

obscurantist approach’ that explains the institutional contraction of the history

profession.36 His claim is vitiated by the very commercial success of the books he

criticises as well as by their considerable literary power. The burden of this account of



the profession of history in Australia has been that  the academic discipline has changed

and developed in response to national and institutional, as well as intellectual pressures.

The most challenging fields of study in the humanities — cultural studies, gender

studies, indigenous and postcolonial studies — partake of the older disciplinary bodies

of knowledge while assembling their own problematic, typically around a specific

identity that breaks with the universal claims of humanism and social science, and

works in a much closer, more contingent relationship to its subject. While some

interdisciplinary formations are modish and transient, history cannot afford to ignore

them.
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