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Preface


GEOFFREY BLAINEY is probably the best-known and certainly the most controversial member of the Australian historical profession. The challenging novelty of his work first became apparent in 1966, when he published a bold reinterpretation of the white settlement of Australia, The Tyranny of Distance. Since then Blainey has rarely been out of the public consciousness. In the mid-1980s his comments to the Warrnambool Rotarians on Asian immigration sparked years of public debate. He was a vocal critic in the 1990s of the Mabo and Wik judgements of the High Court, and more recently was a leading proponent of the No vote for an Australian republic, insisting that the proposed constitutional changes would leave us with a ‘Jumbuck President’ and a ‘Jumbuck Republic’.


    Because of the emotions engendered by Blainey’s comments, many are quick to judge him. He has long been a prominent target of interest groups around the country, and some of his professional colleagues expressed their disagreement in a book, Surrender Australia? On the other hand, Blainey has been warmly supported by other interest groups. The Howard government appointed him a delegate to the 1999 Constitutional Convention and, more recently, to succeed Peter Hollingworth as the chair of the National Council for the Centenary of Federation. Nearly twenty years have passed since Blainey presented his fateful address in Warrnambool, and much has happened in his career and in the way his views are regarded. It is time to reassess the work of Geoffrey Blainey, and consider his role in Australian history, politics and public life.


    For this reason a symposium was convened at the State Library of Victoria in November 2000 with the support of Curtin University of Technology, the University of Melbourne and the Australian Historical Association. Sixteen speakers and about one hundred delegates gathered from across the country to air their views on themes within the writings and activities of Geoffrey Blainey. They represented different generations and different points of view. Blainey himself delivered a lengthy paper in which he spoke of his personal and professional experiences and motivations. The event and the interest it generated demonstrated, if nothing else, that the debate surrounding Geoffrey Blainey continues as actively as it ever has done. But as historiography has changed in the past twenty years, so have some opinions about his place within the historical profession and in Australian public life.


    This book is a collection of papers presented at, and in response to the discussion of, the symposium. They cover such themes as Aboriginality, ethnicity, environmentalism, gender, empire, technology, corporate history, labour, war, sport and media. They have been written by scholars of different ages, interests, politics and geographies. They reflect, we hope, a measure of the great variety in the work of Geoffrey Blainey as well as the many sincere responses to it.


    Many hours of labour have been invested into the production of this book. The editors would like especially to thank the authors of the essays, each of whom has added this responsibility to already busy workloads; Geoffrey Blainey, for his co-operation with such a sensitive event and publication; the staff of Melbourne University Press; and the original sponsors and supporters of the project, Curtin University, the University of Melbourne, the State Library of Victoria and the Australian Historical Association. Her fellow editors thank Deborah Gare for her leading role in the organisation of the symposium and the subsequent editorial work. Our thanks go to Jeanna Sassoon for the title.


Deborah Gare, Geoffrey Bolton,


Stuart Macintyre and Tom Stannage,


2002
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Blainey and the Australian
 Historical Profession





Stuart Macintyre


LATE IN 1949 a nineteen-year-old student sat down with the latest edition of the professional journal in the discipline he was studying. His eye fell on the first article, an examination of the politics of the federal movement of the 1890s. Its author, a political scientist working at the recently established Australian National University challenged the heroic story of a popular movement for a Federated Australia. Rather, this sceptical scholar suggested that the Australian people voted for or against Federation with at least one eye to its effect on their economic interests. By disaggregating the voting figures in the referendums of 1899 and 1900, he found a correlation between local industries and the outcome of the plebiscites in their corresponding electoral divisions.1


    His young reader was unimpressed by the argument. Fresh from second-year classes in Australian history conducted by Manning Clark, this Melbourne undergraduate had a strong grasp of the subject; his mind was attuned to discerning patterns in complex bodies of historical evidence and yet resistant to all-encompassing generalisations such as he found in this article. So absorbed was he, as he followed its argument and brought contrary instances to mind, that hot ash from the roll-your-own cigarette he was smoking fell disregarded onto the pages. He laid the journal down and wrote a rejoinder, which appeared in a subsequent number of the journal. The Role of Economic Interests in Australian Federation’ was the first academic publication of Geoffrey Blainey.2


    There was a witness to the incident. Ken Inglis was a third-year student of history at the University of Melbourne and the owner of the scorched copy of the journal. He had met Blainey at Queen’s College, where they were both residents. One of them was a boy from the northern suburbs with an aptitude that took him from Northcote High School to the select-entry Melbourne High School and then to the university. The other was the son of a Methodist minister who had moved about the state before winning a scholarship to Wesley College. Both were destined for distinguished academic careers that reached well beyond the academy. Each found a wider audience with writings that revealed aspects of the past of enduring significance. Both wrote in a manner that was utterly distinctive and accessible, the one with a sinewy grace and the other in spare, epigrammatic simplicity. Read anything by either and you will find none of the verbal entrenchments or entanglements of qualifications with which scholars fortify their professional publications. There must have been something in the water at Queen’s in the late 1940s.


    Acceptance of a contribution to the discipline’s leading journal, Historical Studies, from an undergraduate was a rare distinction. We know from Blainey’s teacher, Manning Clark, that he was not one of those students who advertise their ability. We are told that he remained silent in tutorials throughout the first term, and it was a long research essay he wrote at the end of the term that alerted Clark to his precocious talent.3 Geoffrey Blainey went on to obtain first-class honours and seemed marked for preferment along the usual stages of a university career: a tutorship in the department, further studies overseas and then appointment to a permanent teaching position. I say preferment because the process of professional induction was carefully managed by the senior academics. They invited the most promising graduates to stay on and conduct tutorials; they recommended the bright young men for postgraduate scholarships and facilitated their admission to Oxford, Cambridge or London; they determined who among them would return to become colleagues.


    It was here that Blainey first diverged from the usual career path. Rather than teach in the department while commencing postgraduate research, he embarked on research into the history of the Mount Lyell Mining and Railway Company. That took him not to Oxford but to the west coast of Tasmania. An unusually accomplished company history led to further commissions. For the next ten years he worked as a freelance historian and produced eight books of mining, banking, manufacturing, educational and suburban history.


    This was an unusual apprenticeship. As Graeme Davison has observed, Blainey was probably the first academically trained Australian historian to earn a living by his pen.4 The training was apparent in the high standards of scholarship he set in these works. All of them were based on comprehensive study of the documentary record, a mining of other primary materials and skilful use of the secondary literature. Blainey quickly established a knowledge of the full range of Australian historical sources and developed a system of note-taking (taken from Beatrice Webb) that broke down the information they contained into the smallest discrete fragment. He imposed a control over his material that enabled him to interrogate received versions of the subject, formulate and test hypotheses with a strong grasp of the larger context. In other respects, however, his history writing differed from that conducted within the universities. He wrote institutional histories, mostly of business enterprises, when the academic profession was preoccupied with political history. He had a particular interest in human interaction with the environment and technological innovation, which history departments then left to geographers and economic historians. Yet he worked in a different mode from academics in those fields, where formal model-building was becoming the norm of the social sciences: the contrast between his vivid realisation of his subjects and Noel Butlin’s abstract quantification of economic activity is very marked.5 Blainey populated his histories with forceful, practical men—he was in fact an early practitioner of oral history—and composed them as vivid narratives without a distracting scholarly apparatus for a lay readership.


    From his histories of particular mining companies he then fashioned a general history of Australian mining. While The Rush that Never Ended displayed many of the same qualities of presentation and style, it moved from the particular to the general and in doing so threw out a series of challenges to historical orthodoxy. In place of the labour historians’ emphasis on the radical nationalism and class conflict of the goldfields, Blainey installed ‘workers’ capitalism’ as a leitmotif; he reinterpreted the Eureka rising as a tax-payers’ revolt rather than a republican insurrection; he traced the fortunes of the base-metal mining giants not as rapacious spoilers but as poorly appreciated contributors to national prosperity. The book also has a strong analytical thrust in its explanation of the anti-clockwise pattern of gold finds and elaboration of a broad theory of mineral discovery.6


    The book appeared in 1963, the year after Blainey took up a senior lectureship in the economic history department at the University of Melbourne. Two years after the publication of his next major interpretive work, The Tyranny of Distance (1966), he was appointed to the chair of economic history. Then came The Causes of War (1973) and Triumph of the Nomads (1975), two pathbreaking forays into history on a grand scale with a strongly interpretive thrust. Two years after the appearance of the latter work Blainey transferred to the Ernest Scott chair in the History Department. In these years he lectured to large undergraduate classes, examined, supervised, and undertook the range of administrative responsibilities visited on a senior academic. In 1982 he became the Dean of the Arts Faculty.


    For a quarter of a century, in short, Geoffrey Blainey was a conspicuously successful and productive member of the Australian historical profession. But he was never confined to the academy. He was already a successful writer and his major works of the 1960s and 1970s broadened his popular audience. In 1967 he became a member of the Board of the Commonwealth Literary Fund, and afterwards served on public bodies—the Australia Council, the Heritage Commission, the Australia–China Council, archival authorities—that took him well beyond the classroom. In 1968 he wrote a travel book based on a trip from China to East Germany, Across a Red World. The title of television series he made on Australian history in 1982, The Blainey View, drew attention to his distinctive celebrity. He was in demand as a speaker to various extramural audiences and, after an address to the Rotary Club at Warrnambool in south-west Victoria in 1984, commenced a regular newspaper column. We have become used to academics doubling as media commentators, but from the time of the immigration controversy Geoffrey Blainey was himself the subject of commentary; he had become perhaps Australia’s leading controversialist.


    Blainey resigned his university post while still in his fifties and returned to work as a freelance historian, writing commissioned histories of Australian Rules football, the Independent Order of Odd Fellows, Pacific Dunlop, Alcoa and the AMP, interspersed with a short history of Australia and, more recently, the world. There was talk during the conservative disarray in the 1980s that he would stand for the Commonwealth parliament. He did not, but after the election of the Howard government in 1996 was appointed to a number of national offices. The prime minister frequently invoked his understanding of the Australian achievement as an antidote to the gloom of the ‘black armband’ historians in the universities, that designation having been coined by Blainey himself during the high-water mark of Paul Keating’s big revisionist picture.7


    This summary account of Blainey’s career has drawn attention to his ambiguous relationship to the academic historical profession. Trained within it, he has worked sometimes inside, sometimes outside, and written both to the discipline and beyond it. We do not know why he embarked on a freelance career at the beginning of 1951 or took up a university post at the end of 1961; we have a surfeit of speculation on his resignation in 1988. Manning Clark claimed privately that it all began with a rebuff from the department when Blainey graduated: ‘He was not offered a tutorship. I think he felt “left out”. He became a loner then—though I suspect that was in him from the start. He was always an individualist, and never a team man.’8


    That Clark, who always insisted on standing a pace or two apart, should attribute such dire consequences to uncollegiality is surely remarkable. He had been wounded when his own attempt to return to the Melbourne department in 1955 was rejected, and his speculation on Blainey’s treatment needs substantial modification. It was Max Crawford, the departmental head, who arranged for Blainey to work at Mount Lyell, and supplemented the company’s initial stipend with a research grant. Crawford would recommend him for another commission in 1954, the centenary history of the university.


    In any case, Blainey was offered a tutorship in the department at the end of 1951. By this time he had been working on the Mount Lyell study for twelve months and felt that university duties might delay his projected completion in mid-1952. Memory has it that Crawford bestowed the invitation to join his staff with his characteristically patrician grace, and the young graduate replied with plebeian bluntness: ‘What! You’re short of men?’9 Subsequent correspondence confirms that there were no hard feelings on either side, and a parting salutation from one of Bainey’s letters—‘my regards to my rough old mates in the history school’—makes clear the regard where it reinforces the differences of style.10 In 1954 Crawford would explain to the secretary of the appointment committee for the university history that Blainey was ‘an able man with some unusual qualities’ who had ‘decided against academic work of the usual kind’. His achievement owed much to ‘his independence of mind and his adventurousness’. In short he was an ‘individualist’.11


    That description has stuck, though its implications have altered. As Blainey’s reputation grew, he was celebrated as a maverick who resisted the ways of an enclosed, inward-looking academy. Hence in 1981 Donald Home contrasted the achievement of Blainey and Clark, who had each ‘performed the miracle of interesting many Australians in the history of their own society’, with the more conventional academics ‘who become lost in the legitimising rituals of scholarship’.12 A survey of the discipline published in the previous year described him as ‘the individualist, the solitary prospector’ who had ‘most determinedly set himself apart from those he regards as conventional historians’.13 Later, and more particularly, Blainey would be cast as a victim of the pharisees. ‘Brave man set upon by thugs for telling truth’, was the allegation of John Stone in the aftermath of the Warrnambool controversy.14 I shall return to that subsequent development, and concentrate initially on the earlier characterisation, for if the excesses of political correctness have become a stock-in-trade of critics of the university, the perils of arid academicism have more general currency. Brian Fitzpatrick once lampooned the sterility of professorial pedagogues in verse:




But all they’ve said is borrowed lore


From Papers read the Term before:


Scant documents, made meaning-free


Since there’s no Sense in History!15





Fitzpatrick was a precursor of Blainey as a freelance historian, though with labour rather than business connections. He spoke as an outsider, an isolated voice drowned out by the growing academic chorus; now it is common to find the insiders regretting their marginality. Academics who lament the contraction of their discipline in the country’s universities and schools are increasingly inclined to see their own practices as part of the problem.16


    Self-critics of professional history are inclined to take its amenities for granted. When Blainey began his studies at Melbourne, the discipline was only beginning to emerge from impoverished neglect. Just ten years earlier there had been less than a score of historians employed in the country’s six universities, where they taught day and night across a received curriculum. Some managed to pursue research, usually on local topics where the materials were to hand, in time snatched from teaching duties. The wartime emergency and the enhanced national effort that resulted from it swelled the universities so that when Blainey began his studies at Melbourne the student numbers were three times their pre-war level. With increased enrolments and funding, Crawford was able to realise his plans for a history school that would sustain creative scholarship. With greater provision for research, the profession could begin to assemble the bibliographic and reference tools of Australian history. With more teachers and students, it was possible to turn theses into books and articles, to build research collections and institutionalise the study of the past.


    These altered circumstances allowed the discipline of history to operate but they did not in themselves constitute it. When its practitioners argued for the study of the past as an academic activity requiring a proper share of university funding, they emphasised the necessity of a rigorous training in the techniques of historical scholarship: critical use of sources, rigorous methods of interpretation, proper forms of documentation, attention to historiography and the cumulative, dialogical character of their enterprise. In doing so they were establishing the exclusive character of their profession and marking themselves off from the lay practitioners. Thus John La Nauze’s presidential address to the historical section of the Australian Association for the Advancement of Science in 1959 celebrated the triumph of history as ‘a “professional” or “academic” or “scholarly” subject’ over history as an amateur or antiquarian ‘hobby’. He allowed that some good history was produced by writers who did not work in universities, and singled out Geoffrey Blainey, ‘who has shown that business history may be both intellectually respectable and readable’. He insisted nevertheless on the academic warrant: ‘If it is “professional” . . . its conventions, methods of presentation and standards of evidence, are those set in universities’.17


    How far did Geoffrey Blainey conform to these conventions? It is striking that his earliest publications should have appeared in the professional journal created by the Melbourne department. Two of them, moreover, were exercises in that characteristic form of academic writing, the critical re-evaluation of an accepted interpretation. The reply to Professor Parker that we saw the young Geoffrey Blainey composing on ‘The Role of Economic Interests in Australian Federation’ exhibited some of the standard moves of the genre. It raised both technical and methodological objections: Parker based his argument on the wrong referendum; his dis-aggregation of the results did not go far enough and a smaller unit of analysis revealed a lack of correspondence between economic interests and voting behaviour; he was reductive and failed to deal with a multiplicity of motives. The assault is conducted with deadly courtesy and it is impossible to miss the young tyro’s relish in disputation. Well might the victim declare himself grateful for such an ‘exhilarating’ response ‘based so firmly on the methods of historical analysis which it was my chief aim to recommend’.18


    Blainey’s next contribution to Historical Studies was aimed at a different target, the well-meaning amateur historian. It opened with a damning indictment of a recent history of Geelong for carelessness, inaccuracy, inconsistency and failure to test hypotheses. The well-meaning local author had simply assembled his material from the obvious sources and arranged it into a narrative. It was a common fault: ‘The “scissors and paste” technique has ruined or mutilated a sack-load of Australian local histories’. Blainey’s remedy was to break down the information yielded by the sources as minutely as possible, consider the evidence afresh and reconstruct a fuller picture of the past. Hence his explanation of the atomic principle of note-taking, his listing of the archival resources and his plea for a richer, more imaginative history that goes beyond the institutional skeleton to the flesh and blood of lived experience. Of particular interest is his explanation of the task of the historian. Following R. G. Collingwood, from whom he took the figure of scissors-and-paste history, he likened the historian to a detective and judge. The historian must be assiduous in investigation, must weigh the evidence and cross-examine the witnesses. Training alone will not guarantee proper practice. The cult of scissors and paste, he wrote, ‘is practised in university and bush shanty alike’, but at least the academic ‘who blindly accepts some Cambridge or Paris historian usually reads good history’. Amateurs can master the technique, though such local history is best conducted by a team of volunteers under the guidance of a general editor. ‘The best single recipe for history writing’, Blainey concluded, ‘is hard work’. This is a rather different formulation of the distinction between the amateur and the professional than La Nauze pronounced.19


    There is a further source for the young historian’s views on the academic vocation. His history of the University of Melbourne traced the transformation of ‘a costly toy’ for the edification of colonial society into a training institution for the professions and a research facility of increasing size and complexity. Success has its costs. The growth of knowledge eroded the ideal of a liberal education. Specialisation disintegrated the university into departments that had ‘become closed provinces of specialists, each constricting his field and using methods, jargon and separate means of publication’. On the other hand, specialisation also linked fields of learning: the botanist and the civil engineer contributed to the exploitation of brown coal; the chemist aided the agriculturalist, who in turn drew on the economist to improve farming practice. Similarly with history, which had once been confined to constitutional and political activity but had since ‘taken every form of human life, society and industry into its domain’. The other limitation Blainey lamented was the separation of the university from its community as the academics wrested control from the lay Council to conduct their own affairs. ‘Specialization has become just as intense and just as much accepted in the governing of the university as in every department of teaching and research.’ Excluded from the government of the university, its graduates now took little interest in its welfare. ‘In effect, the university asks them for their money but not their intellect.’20


    These critical reflections from a recent graduate were not as heretical as might be supposed. The concern for the illiberal consequences of specialisation was shared with Max Crawford (who, incidentally, had introduced Blainey to Collingwood’s The Idea of History on the shortcomings of scissors-and-paste history). Crawford had always stressed the broader educational purpose of the study of history. A chosen few would become professional historians, the majority would embark on other careers, and his purpose was to instil the knowledge, judgement and moral awareness that would enrich their intellectual capacity and leaven national life.21 In the event, the rapid expansion of the Australian system of higher education meant that very many of his honours graduates went into schools and universities, and remarkably few—just 2 per cent—into business.22 Crawford’s celebrated synoptic view of history brought an enlargement of its attention, from a narrowly constitutional and political history to other spheres of human life, but industry was hardly conspicuous in the Melbourne curriculum. Crawford believed that an understanding of history could illuminate public discussion and that the intellectual had a responsibility to speak out on matters of national importance, but his own experience of doing so was not encouraging.23


Geoffrey Blainey’s first major work on Mount Lyell had two forms, a thesis and a book. The thesis took a year to write—would that other postgraduates could practise such celerity—though it was not submitted until later. At the end of that year he told the company directors that the book would take another three months, but in February 1952, when he declined Crawford’s invitation to tutor, he reported that ‘the second or “popular copy” of my thesis will take more time than I had imagined’.24 We do not know what process of revision he employed (for the final version of the thesis was not submitted until the book appeared), but the outcome revealed a clear strategy for presenting original research to a popular readership. A decade of writing such commissioned history consolidated his craft. The company histories used a strong narrative line, painted vivid descriptions of the landscape, realised the personalities, explained technical procedures and drew out the dynamics of the enterprise. Blainey did not distract the reader with tables, footnotes and other elements of the scholarly apparatus, nor did he bother with discussion of how other historians had handled the themes he developed. He gathered his sources together into a descriptive bibliography, and later adopted the practice of supplying endnotes that simply indicated his sources.


    Academic reviewers were struck by these techniques. They admired the result but were puzzled or vexed by the way it was achieved. Geoffrey Bolton welcomed Blainey’s first general history, The Rush That Never Ended, for its range, enthusiasm and flair. ‘More’s the pity’, he lamented, ‘that he sometimes pretends he isn’t an academic, and refrains from plying his reader with footnotes and statistics’.25 In his review of Blainey’s first major interpretive history, The Tyranny of Distance, the geographer Gordon Rimmer reported that ‘Mr Blainey’s pages hum with life and glow with images that few could match’. Too much economic history was far too technical. ‘To come across a book without specialist trappings, written with an infectious enthusiasm and in a vigorous style that will captivate readers and be easy to grasp is a refreshing and encouraging event. Mr Blainey surely deserves credit for refusing to write dull history.’ Such a prologue has an ominous portent: ‘a price is paid for this achievement’. Rimmer suggested that the fluency and popular interest were achieved by ‘oversimplification, the use of pictures instead of statistics, a quixotic note of controversy . . . The evidence presented is meagre, the footnoting too slight.’26


    A substantial debate ensued in the pages of the Australian Economic History Review and Historical Studies over Blainey’s claim that Britain founded its Australian colony not as a dumping ground for convicts but as a naval base and a source of masts and sails. The critics, Geoffrey Bolton and A. G. L. Shaw, were clearly irked by Blainey’s reluctance to concede ground and unsettled by the liveliness of his rejoinders. The very titles he gave them, ‘Botany Bay or Gotham City?’ and the painful pun ‘I Came, I Shaw’, injected an unwelcome note of levity. ‘Knockabout controversies are amusing’, allowed Geoffrey Bolton, but on this particular question where Blainey’s ‘experience of the period and its problems is less well grounded in original research’, his ‘straining after novelty’ put him ‘off-balance to almost every historian working in the period’. This was in part an argument over the authority of the specialist.27


    There were other occasions when Blainey confounded the conventional interpretation of a subject and withstood the objections of its academic custodians; his reinterpretation of the Jameson Raid exercised the historians of South African goldmines.28 A persistent feature of these exchanges is that Blainey initiates them in the course of opening up a new way of seeing the subject. His intention is not polemical. He does not single out adversaries for combat, nor does he give extended consideration to the existing literature. Rather, he summarises the conventional interpretation as a springboard for his own radical departure, which is then developed from an independent reading of the evidence. He has little interest in the broader implications of the subject or the different schools of historiography that have treated it. His reflections on the discipline are practical rather than theoretical, pointed and not discursive. If he offers any more general advice, it is to warn against the dangers of dogma.29


    These preferences were evident in his own academic practice. When Geoffrey Blainey transferred from the Department of Economic History, he joined a large and various History Department with strongly held views about how the discipline should be practised. He adapted readily to its collegial forms, and when he served as head of department he conducted business with a remarkable dexterity: staff meetings were seldom so harmonious and expeditious. He respected the views and accommodated the predilections of all; each was accorded a professional respect. He eschewed the systematic management of performance that was coming into vogue. As someone who conducted his own research, he had little interest in chivvying colleagues to apply for research grants; it was simply assumed that each one of them had research in hand and should have the freedom to pursue it. When not caught up in his numerous external commitments, he would arrive in the department having completed a stint of writing that began in the small hours of the morning and turn his attention to the business at hand. Always busy, he was never too busy to stop and encourage others. He taught a series of subjects, usually based on his current interest, to overflowing student enrolments. There was an early attempt to persuade others to emulate his own fecundity when he suggested that instead of teaching set courses, the department should regularly change the curriculum to match its current research projects. He encouraged by example more than by advice. When I joined the department in 1980 and was quickly dragooned onto the Business Archives Council, it was a businessman who offered me the secret of success: just write like Geoffrey Blainey.


    Blainey’s term as Dean exhibited similar characteristics. He conducted the affairs of the Faculty of Arts with a brisk efficiency and minimum of bureaucracy. This was on the eve of the changes wrought by John Dawkins to Australian universities—the changes to Commonwealth funding, the mergers and reconstructions, the increased emphasis on accountabilty and measurement, vocational outcomes and contribution to industry—that would place faculties of arts under severe pressure. Geoffrey Blainey indicated his own response to these changes to a seminar at La Trobe University in 1989. He observed that the utilitarian approach to university education was hardly new; the danger was that governments tended to define national utility too narrowly and the Australian universities became too dependent on public funding: ‘It was our undue absorption of money which made us welcome the centralism which is now the danger’. He had particular concern for ‘the new fashion industry’, research. It privileged novelty over enduring value, specialisation over breadth, careerism at the expense of education. ‘Research has tended to disadvantage the students at the expense of the staff in many of the social sciences and humanities.’30


    Five years earlier Blainey drew out the implications of this narrowing for his own discipline. He was speaking in the company of his former teachers Max Crawford and Manning Clark at a forum organised by the History Institute of Victoria in April 1984, just a month after his Warrnambool speech had plunged him into controversy. He suggested that he had learned from his teachers ‘the importance of trying to find out why things happened, and of trying to express the conclusions in clear and persuasive prose’. He was aware of the danger of bias. He found himself reaching unpalatable conclusions, but in history ‘as a discipline, as a searchlight, I have faith’. The danger of surrendering to the inevitability of bias was a subjectivism that robbed historians of their capacity to contribute to public discussion. Narrow specialisation compounded the danger so that ‘historians are perhaps in retreat at a time when they should be advancing with some sense of their special role in society’.31


    In the years that followed Geoffrey Blainey took that special role to limits that many of his former colleagues found both unpalatable and improper. I agree with them about the unpalatability of many of the positions he has taken. I disagree with views he has expressed on Asian immigration, the High Court, Canberra, the republic, land rights, compulsory voting and much else besides. But I cannot agree that his expression of these views is improper, at least on the grounds that some members of the historical profession have suggested, namely that he lacks the specialist expertise on those subjects. As Paul Bourke noted, the historians who contributed to a critical appraisal of Blainey in Surrender Australia? suggested that ‘Blainey’s views seem almost to run in a straight line from Mount Lyell to the Warrnambool Rotary Club’.32 That proposition is as absurd as the counter-claim that jealous and small-minded academics were bent on silencing him and subsequently drove him from their ranks. The charge was made by mischievous commentators such as Peter Ryan and widely accepted: I recall in my only conversation with John Howard correcting his wildly fanciful account of what had happened before Geoffrey Blainey resigned his university post in 1988.


    If there is a connecting thread in the account I have given of Geoffrey Blainey’s relations with the Australian historical profession, it is probably found in the desire of Max Crawford that history must escape the confines of narrow specialisation and the injunction of Manning Clark that the historian should have something to say. Neither Crawford nor Clark escaped unscathed from their attempts to find a public platform. Nor, for that matter, has Henry Reynolds, as well as Geoffrey Blainey. But we should distinguish partisan polemic from academic appraisal. Criticism should not be confused with anathema. The discipline of history can scarcely afford to dispense with its mavericks.


    


    





Half a Determinist: Blainey and
 the Mechanics of History





Graeme Davison


About FIFTEEN YEARS ago I was privileged to chair a pleasant Sunday afternoon discussion between Max Crawford, Manning Clark and Geoffrey Blainey. Each of the speakers had interesting personal perspectives on the writing of history but as intriguing, from this listener’s point of view, were the links between them. Each looked back to a moment in the late 1940s when, as professor, lecturer and student, they had joined in the conversation begun by Crawford and some of his colleagues about the ‘theory and method of history’.


    ‘If there was any hallmark of the Melbourne History School in its heyday’, Blainey recalled, ‘it was the importance of trying to find out why things happened, and of trying to express the conclusions in clear and persuasive prose’.1 Searching for causes and explanations and writing clear and persuasive prose would become hallmarks of Blainey’s own work. Some historians worry away at issues of explanation before hiding their homework in footnotes. Blainey as the historical technician, on the other hand, is never far from the surface of his writing, inviting his readers to ponder the logic of explanation, paring problems down to essentials, turning conventional wisdom on its head, acknowledging the possibility of contrary views yet firmly shepherding the reader towards the Blainey view. Later in that 1985 talk he confessed:


    

One of my difficulties is I’m half a determinist. I do not like determinism, but somewhere in my background, in my training or my makeup, I have a preference for hundred to nought answers. I am conscious of this tendency to be a determinist, and so I counteract it, perhaps too strongly.2





    What was it in Geoffrey Blainey’s ‘makeup’ or ‘training’ that created this interesting dialectic in his thinking? What forces—personal ideological, perhaps rhetorical—drew him towards ‘hundred to nought answers’? And what were the unmentioned influences that comprised ‘the other half’ of his approach to history?


    The Geoffrey Blainey whose voice is so unmistakable in his writing is curiously reticent about his personal history. Perhaps the tension between the determinist and the anti-determinist was there from the beginning, in the parenting of the father he remembers as ‘numerate and systematic’ and his ‘more romantic’ mother?3 Childhood religion might also have played a part. Blainey, like several other distinguished Australian historians, was the son of a clergyman. Was his ‘half-determinism’ an unconscious echo of the pervasive dualism of Christian belief? W. K. Hancock traced his own sense of history as a high calling to his Anglican father’s priestly vocation.4 Blainey’s teacher, Max Crawford, wondered whether his own preoccupation with ‘the drama of necessity and freedom’ was framed by his childhood exposure to the doctrines of Calvinism.5 Blainey, who grew up as the son of a Methodist minister in a series of Victorian country towns, acknowledges no such direct religious influence. But there is something characteristically Methodist in the robust independence, driving ambition and unremitting industry that characterised his later career.


    Among the generation of students who entered Crawford’s School of History in the early years of the Cold War, questions of freedom and determinism had a strong political, and sometimes religious, resonance. In 1950, Blainey’s final year, Crawford had handed over his Theory and Method course to Arthur Burns, a Presbyterian theologian turned philosopher of history.6 Burns had recently returned from studies in London with the philosopher Karl Popper, a refugee from Nazism and Communism, and perhaps the most influential contemporary critic of historical determinism.7 Max Crawford had invited students to share his interest in the philosopher Carl Hempel’s conception of history as a science, governed by covering laws analogous to the laws of physics.8 Burns, influenced by Popper, was less interested in historical laws than in the accidental and the unforeseen.


    In their final examination, Burns’ students were invited to answer such questions as:




lc: Give examples of your own of ‘laws of development’, ‘absolute trends’ and ‘unconditional prophecies’. Would the presence of any of these invalidate an interpretation of history?





5a: Ought, can or must historians i) seek to discover universal laws of human development; ii) use them to establish historical facts; iii) use them to explain historical facts? Own examples please.9





Blainey answered neither. The boy from Ballarat found the philosophical speculation of Theory and Method rarefied and pretentious. Early in the course, he persuaded Burns that he should be allowed to skip lectures and follow a reading course of his own on the works of great historians. Arthur Burns’ generosity may have had an unintended effect. A decade and a half later, when the intellectual appeal of determinism grew stronger, Blainey could respond without the philosophical inhibitions of those who had wrestled with the dense logic of Hempel and Popper.


    Blainey’s half-determinism mirrors, and probably reinforces, other ambivalent features in his thinking and personality: he is a materialist, but not a Marxist, a democrat but not a man of the left, an academic who primarily addresses non-academics, gregarious yet a loner, diffident in manner yet obstinate under attack. Almost from the beginning he marched to a different drum from his contemporaries. When Ken Inglis and John Mulvaney were tutoring in the History Department and preparing to board the boat to Oxford and Cambridge, Blainey was working in the backblocks of Tasmania’s west coast. By then he had taken the job arranged by Crawford with Walter Bassett, chairman of the Mount Lyell Mining Company and husband of historian Marnie Bassett, to write the firm’s history. Just a year into the job, Crawford offered him a post as a tutor. He wrote back from the Methodist parsonage in Dandenong, declining the offer. ‘At first I was inclined to accept and only this week decided otherwise’, he explained. He was now too far advanced on the Mount Lyell project to interrupt the work. ‘I would enjoy tutoring’, he admitted, ‘but I wouldn’t be an academic for more than a few years, I would be marking time in a sense. I did appreciate the offer, and decline it with mixed feelings.’10


    For almost a decade Blainey earned his living by his pen. He was probably the first academically trained historian in Australia to do so. How much of Blainey’s subsequent outlook was shaped by this unorthodox apprenticeship we can only guess. He explored the surrounding forest country on foot, often alone. He rowed out at night into the surf to capture at first hand the experience of the unfortunate souls aboard a steamer wrecked at the mouth of the Pieman River in 1879. Mount Lyell was not altogether a university of hard knocks. ‘I am quite happy here’, he assured Crawford;11 but it taught him things that Oxford and Cambridge could not teach: a respect for the wisdom and experience of practical men and for hard physical and mental work; a business-like approach to the craft of writing; and an appreciation of the harsh economic logic of mining in a remote region.


    Max Crawford and most of his students eventually rejected the idea of history as a science.12 Blainey, ironically, stood closer to the determinist pole of that debate than most of his contemporaries. Perhaps, as usual, he was bucking the professional consensus. Or he may have been drawing more directly upon the lessons of his west coast apprenticeship. Readers of his Peaks of Lyell or its successor, his history of Mount Isa, Mines in the Spinifex, may discern in embryo the outlines of the Blainey view. Mining, as he presents it to us, is an activity driven, in almost equal parts, by forces of personal ambition and luck. His narratives are sprinkled with vivid, memorable sketches of the courageous, ambitious, resourceful, sometimes foolhardy and quarrelsome, men who opened up the mining frontier. Their struggle against a harsh physical and economic environment is a test of character, although character alone does not necessarily bring success.13 Sometimes luck is more important than character. The great miners, he shows, are often great gamblers, a form of benign risk-taking that Blainey, the former Methodist Sunday School boy, contrasts with such ‘economically useless’ forms of risk-taking as lotteries, racehorses and poker-machines.14


    In the architecture of Blainey’s mining histories, luck and courage are pitted against the powerful and impersonal forces of climate, geology, distance, and markets. In The Peaks of Lyell, he introduces them shyly, as background influences rather than key players. He reminds us, for example, of the difficulty and cost of transporting goods by packhorse along narrow muddy tracks from Strahan to Queenstown and the revolutionary influence of the railway. He reveals the complex equations governing the attempts of the company to recover copper ore from deep below the ground, transport coal from the port to local smelters and deliver the processed copper to world markets. He ponders the effects of isolation and distance upon the mining communities.15 By the time he came to conclude his second book, Mines in the Spinifex, the lessons of the history were clear. ‘Mount Isa’s main achievement had been the conquest of adversity: of rocky terrain, of distance and climate, the errors of men and the neglect of governments, the oscillating price of metals and the erratic behaviour of lodes’.16


    In 1962, Blainey returned to the University of Melbourne as a senior lecturer in economic history. The Faculty of Commerce was a very different intellectual environment from Crawford’s School of History. His new students were intellectually able but they looked for knowledge that was practical rather than speculative. History had to compete with the confident claims of the social sciences, especially economics. By applying the positivist model of science with its pursuit of general models and rigorous mathematical proofs, economists promised knowledge that was not only useful but predictive. Could history do the same? Blainey wondered. First in his teaching, and then in his writing, he began to explore the possibility of a history that could illuminate the present and shape the future.17


    In response to the challenges of this new milieu, Blainey’s writing took a more positivist direction. In The Rush that Never Ended (1963), the book that marks that transition, the celebratory emphasis on the ‘courage and strength’ of the mineral discoverers is counter-posed with a more critical interest in ‘the pattern and logic of discovery’. Finding new mineral fields, according to the conventional story, was a matter of luck or keen local knowledge. Blainey sought to show that this process of discovery was not random, but determined by a logic of its own. Why are new discoveries made near hotels? he asked. Because the otherwise random incidence of discovery was governed by the concentration of population. In an article in the Economic History Review in 1973 he argued that new discoveries tended to occur at the bottom of an economic cycle when the prices of minerals, especially gold, were high in relation to paper currencies.18 Blainey was drawing out some of the implications of writings by the Russian economist Kondratieff, whose theory of long cycles and swings in economic activity also seems to have inspired some of his later work, especially his book, The Great Seesaw.


    Blainey had re-entered the historical profession via the side-door of economic history, a sub-discipline then in the process of developing its own technical language and concepts. He was too much of an individualist to play a large part in these debates, although in 1964 he published an interesting paper arguing, in response to the views of Noel Butlin, John McCarty and others, for the primal influence of technology in Australian history.




Technology is very relevant to historians who are mainly interested in economic growth. It is very relevant to historians of social and political life. And despite the magic of economic growth and political change it is valid as a field of study in its own right. Moreover, in the chatterbox war between science and the humanities, one point of truce is the history of technology; and perhaps it should be studied more in universities, both by historians and scientists.19





Possibly Blainey’s boldest demonstration of the causal influence of technology on ‘social and political life’ was a chapter of The Rush That Never Ended, entitled ‘Ballarat’s Ditch of Perdition’. In 1954 Geoffrey Serle had edited a special issue of the journal Historical Studies exploring the causes of the famous Eureka revolt. Historians pondered the influence of Chartist ideology, Irish rebelliousness, American republicanism, and working-class grievances.20 Blainey approached the problem from an entirely different angle. While other historians were interested in what political ideas were in the air, he was investigating what was happening under the ground. The key to understanding the revolt, he argued, was the special character of the Ballarat goldfield, and the technological and economic demands of mining the underground rivers in which the richest deposits of gold were buried. The rebels were not downtrodden proletarians but small capitalists. Deep-lead mining was a high-risk enterprise in which the costs and risks escalated the deeper the shaft was dug. Some miners introduced steam engines to pump water from their shafts, an action which increased tensions between rival syndicates. Harsh taxation and bad policing compounded the pressure on the miners. The Eureka rebellion was the surface eruption of this build-up of subterranean pressure. This is brutal summary of a tour de force of historical interpretation, in which narrative, analytical and descriptive elements are brilliantly combined. Its power derives in part from the way in which the imagery of depth and digging, which explain the action of the miners, reinforces the role of the historian in excavating the subterranean causes of the revolt. Two years later, Blainey applied the same method, with equally striking results, to the Jameson Raid, the revolt by Cecil Rhodes and his fellow mining entrepreneurs against the government of the Transvaal which precipitated the Boer War.21
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