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    Praise for The History Wars





    ‘. . . an important contribution to the history of ideas and the idea of history in Australia.’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 6–7/9/2003)




    ‘The last ‘half-century has seen a dramatic transformation in Australian society, in Australian relationships with the outside world and in Australian ideas as to how far the outside world ought to impinge on our own. Macintyre and Clark have provided a masterly summary of the main battles. Their book is enormously useful in uncovering the long-term significance of the current debate.’ (Times Literary Supplement, 29/8/2003)




    ‘. . . there is a fidelity and grace in the authors’ handling of contentious topics and, despite their personal engagement, a remarkable even-handedness . . . [a] fine book.’ (Bulletin, 16/9/2003)




    ‘Macintyre provides a lively summary of a series of ‘controversies’ that have influenced and threatened to destabilise the practice of history within the academy and the discipline’s relationship to wider cultural and political forces.’ (Australian Book Review, October 2003)




    The History Wars ‘shows that the dismissive labelling, the confusion of objectivity and neutrality and, in particular, the politics of the footnote, remain the hallmarks of the current debates.’ (Age, 30/8/2003)




    The History Wars ‘provides an excellent perspective on a series of arguments that have become increasingly political over the years. It shows also that the past is a contested area, and that historical interpretations can have a profound effect on the present and the future.’ (Campus Review, 17/9/2003)




    ‘[a] penetrating book.’ (Paul Kelly, Weekend Australian, 27–28 September 2003)




    ‘Of all disciplines, history deals with material that is deeply fascinating to many people. The History Wars provides an example of how we can learn to engage them in important questions about the past in all its complexity.’ (Traffic, no. 3, 2003)
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    FOREWORD




    Stuart Macintyre’s account of the ‘History Wars’ is a fascinating study of the recent endeavours to rewrite or reinterpret the history of European settlement in Australia. These endeavours have generated fierce controversy and allegations of lack of scholarship by media and political commentators as well as historians.




    Not all historians are shrinking violets, reluctant to step outside the seclusion of the seminar. As Stuart Macintyre points out, the high-profile historians Manning Clark and Geoffrey Blainey have been controversialists who expressed views which had political overtones. Their competing visions of the Australian heritage and Australian culture became the battleground of the History Wars.




    Elements of these competing visions of Australia were appropriated by the Labor Party and the Coalition parties, respectively, as persuasive means of articulating their political and electoral goals. The present federal government and its supporters have decried the so-called ‘Black Armband’ view of Australian history and have emphasised the successful European settlement, the Anglo-Saxon-Celtic legacy, the monarchy, and the sense of national unity and pride in our achievements. This emphasis, which strongly reflects elements of the Blainey view, is a more reassuring Australian story, whether wholly accurate or not, than that offered by Manning Clark.




    I say ‘more reassuring’ because it appears to offer common assumptions based on what was formerly an orthodox account of Australia’s past. But the common assumptions taken from the past are, in various respects, under challenge. We live in a multicultural society which is no longer united, as it once was, by very strong common assumptions.




    Although the direct conjunction between Australian history and politics may seem surprising to some, strong linkages between history and politics have occurred often. As monarchs and totalitarian regimes recognised, history can be a badge of legitimacy and an instrument in influencing both the present and the future. Totalitarian regimes insisted on the teaching of their version of history in schools and institutions of higher learning. Other versions were proscribed.




    There is no one ‘right’ view of Australian history. There can be no absolute certainty about the past. All too often the primary facts are eminendy contestable. When they can be established with any degree of probability, they may be open to competing interpretations.




    At the end of the day there can be no denial of the fundamental proposition that the Indigenous peoples of Australia were dispossessed against their will of much of their traditional lands. The extent of the force and violence that accompanied that dispossession is a matter of historical research and debate, but the fundamental proposition remains unshaken.




    The revelation of the past by historians, archaeologists and others is an on-going process. So, as time passes, we may acquire a more detailed knowledge of the European settlement of Indigenous lands in Australia. That knowledge will be sharpened by scholarly debate and discussion which, it is to be hoped, will not be accompanied by the invective and verbal violence that has given prominence to the History Wars.




    Sir Anthony Mason
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    CHAPTER 1
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    ‘One of the more insidious developments in Australian political life over the past decade or so has been the attempt to rewrite Australian history in the service of a partisan political cause.’ The speaker was John Howard, and he spoke in the aftermath of his electoral triumph in 1996.




    The new prime minister was brooding over his tribulations in opposition when he had lost the 1987 election, then the party leadership, until in 1995 a desperate Liberal Party turned to him once again. He could now settle accounts with those who had written him off as an outmoded traditionalist clinging to a Dreamtime in the 1950s when the family was secure behind the white picket fence, when Robert Menzies guided the nation’s destinies with patrician dignity and a young Queen Elizabeth embodied a stable moral order.




    Paul Keating had been the chief tormenter. He had taunted Howard in 1992 as yesterday’s man who yearned to turn the clock back to an era of the Morphy Richards toaster, the Qualcast mower, the Astor TV console and the AWA radiogram, armchair and slippers. Howard now accused Keating of having sought to ‘demean, pillory and tear down many great people of Australia’s past who had no opportunity to answer back’.




    John Howard was also looking forward to the devices that he would employ as he consolidated his national leadership. The campaign slogan in 1996 was ‘For All Of Us’, but that had captured a bare majority of voters. Once the Coalition was in office, the ‘us’ needed clarification. An early designation was ‘the mainstream’, but this was hardly more expressive.




    Howard then hit upon ‘the battlers’, the ordinary Australians who made no claim for special attention and wanted nothing more than a fair go. His avowed intention was that they should feel ‘relaxed and comfortable’ as they enjoyed a respite from the hectoring pyrotechnics of his predecessor’s ‘big picture’. An earnest of intentions was his scrapping of the principal multicultural agencies. In the following year he dashed hopes for reconciliation with Indigenous Australians. Then the government refused to agree to an international agreement on greenhouse emissions. Then the republic was despatched, and later the refugees were turned away.




    These and other decisions marked out a strategy of refusal, but threaded together they formed more than a necklace of negatives. Each one of them combined conviction and calculation. Howard spoke from the heart but his script was informed by constant measurement of public opinion and careful political management. His government acted in the national interest but with a shrewd appreciation of wedge politics. It erased the components of Keating’s Big Picture, one after another, dismissing each one of them as pandering to the interests of a selfish minority.




    Keating had painted his Big Picture in the speeches he delivered while prime minister. An aggressively demotic speaker, at his best and worst in impromptu invective, Keating was a more diffident and awkward presenter of prepared addresses; but he appreciated the importance of such statements and developed a close rapport with his speechwriter, the historian Don Watson. He placed particular emphasis on the commemoration of historic sites—Winton for the centenary of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ and Corowa for that of its federal conference, as well as the Western Front, the Kokoda Track, Changi and Hellfire Pass—and he put new places on the map of Australian history, such as Redfern Park.




    At home and abroad he built up a story of a people who had suffered but overcome. They had triumphed over their tribulations and prejudices to embrace diversity and tolerance with an egalitarian generosity that would enable them to engage with their Asian neighbours and flourish in the open, globalised economy. This was the national story that held together the Big Picture and it came under immediate attack from John Howard. Speaking in the Commonwealth parliament in October 1996, the prime minister declared: ‘I do not take the black armband view of Australian history . . . I believe that the balance sheet of Australian history is overwhelmingly a positive one.’




    The Black Armband epithet had been minted three years earlier by the historian Geoffrey Blainey. He used it to characterise what he thought was an excessive emphasis in recent historical writing on past wrongs. This mournful view of Australian history, he suggested, had arisen among a younger generation of historians as a reaction to an earlier ‘Three Cheers’ view, but the pendulum had swung too far and the Black Armband historians gave an unduly negative account of history’s balance sheet.




    Mixing Blainey’s metaphor further, Howard claimed that ‘the balance sheet of Australian history is a very generous and benign one’. While allowing that there were some ‘black marks upon our history’, he warned of risks if discussion was confined to ‘the shortcomings of previous generations’. The risk was increased when ‘highly selective views of Australian history’ were used for ‘endless and agonised navel-gazing about who we are or, as seems to have happened over recent years, as part of a “perpetual seminar” for elite opinion about our national identity’.




    The argument moved here from Keating’s appropriation of Australian history to the ‘elites’ who created such tendentiously self-indulgent accounts of the past and the present. The elites provided Howard with a foil for the battlers, whose achievements and sentiments they blackened. It was a nebulous category and an odd term of opprobrium from a man who held the highest national office and who mixed regularly with the wealthy and powerful. These elites variously comprised commentators of progressive sympathy, champions of minority groups, middle-class do-gooders and especially the intellectuals who articulated their concerns.




    A synonym, ‘the chattering class’, became especially popular among the conservative pundits who pontificated incessantly in the op-ed pages of the national press and intoned indignandy on talk-back radio. They demanded to be liberated from political correctness—another catchphrase Howard employed freely as he felt his way into his role—while he purged the nation’s institutions of those who dissented from the new orthodoxies.




    These heretics had been described earlier as ‘whingeing intellectuals, busily manufacturing episodes in the nation’s past to complain about’, and this activity had created a ‘guilt industry’ that prosecuted ‘a campaign which has been designed above all to delegitimise the settlement of this country’. Howard’s former adviser Gerard Henderson asserted in 1993 that ‘Much of our history is taught by the alienated and discontented. Australia deserves better. It is time to junk guilt and alienation.’ His final rallying-cry, ‘Down with the falsification of Australian history’, had the ring of a Stalinist ideologue calling down the wrath of the people on dissident intellectuals.




    John Howard did not create the anxiety about Australian history but he raised it to a higher level of national prominence. Before he gained office the champions of patriotic history operated as lonely knights errant who challenged the dragons that roamed through the corridors of Australian universities. They sallied forth from conservative fortresses such as Quadrant and the IPA Review, sometimes cheered on in the press or parliament, only to retire discomfited from the conflict.




    They sought in vain a champion who would rid them of the most frightening of the monsters, Manning Clark, who had escaped into the public realm to spread discord and confusion. They welcomed an academic martyr, Geoffrey Blainey, who planted his standard in 1984 at Warrnambool in defence of the old Australia; and they essayed an assault during the Bicentenary of 1988. But the company of the Black Armband held the field, reaching out into the country’s schools, its cultural institutions, courts and the public conscience.




    Since 1996 the insurgents have enjoyed official patronage. They have been appointed to the governing bodies of the ABC, the National Museum and other public agencies that present history to the public. They are awarded consultancies to advise on school curricula. They have redoubled their campaign to discredit Manning Clark with a reckless assertion that he was an agent of influence for the Soviet Union—the Brisbane Courier-Mail ran an eight-page spread just seven weeks after the prime minister denounced the rewriting of history. They publicise their views freely through a sympathetic press, and enjoy favourable publicity as they seek to discredit Aboriginal land claimants, deny that the Stolen Generations were taken from their families, and insist that the European occupation of Australia was remarkably peaceful.




    And in all of this they condemn the history profession for its refusal to tell the truth about Australian history. The history departments of the country’s universities are said to be dominated by ‘tenured radicals’ who cling to the discredited liberation struggles of the sixties, who collude in each other’s shoddy scholarship, and suppress anyone who challenges their orthodoxies.
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    Historians are no strangers to political surveillance. In 1953, when Russel Ward began his doctoral research at the new Australian National University, a security file accompanied him to Canberra. Until 1949 he had been a member of the Communist Party and the Australian Security and Intelligence Organisation kept close watch on such intellectuals. ‘I am sure that you will readily appreciate’, its director-general wrote to the prime minister in 1952, ‘the inadvisability of employing, in any University, lecturers who are likely to infest students with subversive doctrines’. He ordered his regional offices to vet all universities: they compiled staff lists, compared them to their own security dossiers and identified all those of suspect loyalty.




    These dossiers were compiled on the basis of press clippings, surveillance, phone taps, infiltration and cultivation of informants. Ward’s application for a driver’s licence went onto the file to provide a record of his handwriting. He was observed to have joined the Fellowship of Australian Writers; to have attended parties at the home of Don Baker, a lecturer in history, while the cars of known communists were parked at the same address; to have visited the house of Bob Gollan, ‘the leading Communist in Canberra’, and also that of Manning Clark.




    A visit to Alec Hope was noteworthy because ASIO believed this eminently conservative poet and professor of English to have had contact with Vladimir Petrov, the defector from the Soviet Embassy. ASIO even noted that Ward visited the home of his supervisor, Laurie Fitzhardinge, who had appeared before the Petrov inquiry.




    At the end of 1955, as Ward completed his doctoral thesis, he applied for a lectureship in history at the New South Wales University of Technology. He did so at the invitation of Max Hartwell, the professor of economic history and dean of the Faculty of Humanities; and the selection committee unanimously recommended his appointment. He learned from Hartwell that the vice-chancellor had rejected the appointment on the grounds that Ward ‘had been active in seditious circles in Canberra’. He also learned that the chancellor was involved in the decision. The chancellor, Wallace Wurth, was the chairman of the New South Wales Public Service Board.




    Hartwell, no sympathiser with Ward’s politics, was appalled by this infringement of academic principle, fought it unsuccessfully and resigned to take a post in Oxford. While ASIO denied that it had provided information to the university, it sent the prime minister a report on the matter, kept watch over the ensuing arguments at Kensington and noted that Ward ‘was of such character and reputation that no Australian university could or would possibly employ him’.




    Ward appealed to leading historians for public support and was advised to go quietly. He returned to high school teaching in New South Wales and ASIO recorded that ‘he is very bitter as he considers his Communist background has been held against him in his application for several positions’. The University of New England, to its credit, offered him a post and he accepted it in early 1957. That too was noted by ASIO with no further comment.




    The Ward affair came to national attention three years later when Max Hartwell told of it. After criticism in parliament from the Labor Party, Menzies stated that ‘the Commonwealth security organisation did not supply any information at all in relation to these matters’. In fact, the director-general of ASIO’s minute recorded that Ί don’t think we ever vetted Ward for anything. Sometimes Wurth asked us about specially important appointments but I don’t think he did so in this case.’ For good measure, ASIO recorded that in 1946 Max Hartwell had addressed a meeting of the Sydney University Labour Club.




    The Ward affair was an episode in the Cold War. The suspicion attached to his communist past and his continuing association with communists and others of suspect loyalty. The fact that these friendships with Manning Clark, Don Baker, Eric Fry, Bob Gollan, Margaret Kiddle and others arose from shared interests in Australian history seems to have escaped the ASIO officers, as did the possibility that a visit to the home of Laurie Fitzhardinge might have been a necessary expedient for someone seeking guidance from this notoriously lax supervisor.




    Ward’s involvement in the progressive Fellowship of Australian Writers was significant along with his membership of the Australian Folk Lore Society because of the radical reputation of such bodies rather than their relevance to his doctoral thesis. There is not a single reference in ASIO’s records to Russel Ward’s thesis, which he worked into a book in 1958. That book, The Australian Legend, would not only reorient Australian history, it would also undermine the whole scheme of values on which the security regime of Menzies and ASIO rested.




    Security agencies no longer compile dossiers on historians of suspect loyalty, or if they do the information no longer determines university decisions. Political sympathies are still of concern to government, but they now affect its appointments to councils of museums, libraries, archives and other public bodies that preserve and present the past. The current invigilation of academics is conducted in the media and it goes beyond their political associations to what they write and teach and say about Australian history. It is a public surveillance, without the clandestine character that made Russel Ward so bitter, but no less intimidating. This is the History Wars.
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    The Wars are not restricted to this country. When Margaret Thatcher set out to restore pride in Britain’s past, she took a particular interest in school history. So too did her counterparts in the United States, who reacted with indignation to the appearance of national standards in school history in 1994. The conservative commentator Rush Limbaugh told his radio audience that the standards were part of an America-bashing multicultural agenda, indoctrinating students that ‘our country is inherently evil’. By 99 votes to 1, the US Senate condemned the standards. Bob Dole, who was running for the Republican presidential nomination, told the American Legionnaires on Labor Day that a generation of historians were members of ‘intellectual elites who seem embarrassed by America’.




    The term ‘History Wars’ gained currency there, and provided the tide for a book on a controversy that erupted earlier in 1994 when the Smithsonian Museum prepared an exhibition to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Pacific War. Its invitation that visitors ponder the moral legitimacy of using the atomic bomb against Japan brought accusations from Newt Gingrich, a historian who had become Republican leader in the House of Representatives, that ‘a certain political correctness’ was ‘seeping in and distorting and prejudicing the Smithsonian’s exhibits’. A conservative political commentator wrote that ‘the familiar ideology of campus political correctness’ had been ‘imported whole into our national museum structure’.




    That history war was fought over war history, but the term spread across a wide front. The language those who fight the History Wars employ is one of vigilant resolution against a hateful enemy that seeks to denigrate the nation, to infiltrate institutions and corrupt impressionable minds. Those who prosecute the war speak often of killing. The retired Canadian historian, J. L. Granatstein, asked Who Killed Canadian History? and answered that the culprits included the politicians, the bureaucrats and his former university colleagues who practised the new modes of social feminist and multicultural history that confused, misled and bored students.




    The retired Australian academic, Keith Windschuttle, published a strident polemic in 1994 about The Killing of History. He suggested that the discipline and practice of history was suffering a potentially mortal attack from pernicious theorists who asserted that it was impossible to tell the truth about the past, who were hostile to the idea of an objective, knowable past. The anxiety extends from what historians say about the past to the methods they employ to say it.
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    In the dog-days of Labor government in Victoria at the beginning of the 1990s, after Joan Kirner succeeded John Cain, a teacher at a private secondary school jumped onto the conservative bandwagon. He contributed articles to the Melbourne press alleging that progressive education was eroding educational standards. Among his bogeys was postmodernism, a body of theory he could not articulate but which he portrayed as a form of intellectual nihilism that threatened to destroy truth and beauty. He was duly rewarded after Jeffrey Kennett swept into power by appointment as a consultant to the state’s education department, and for good measure he secured a contract to prepare curriculum materials in Australian studies.




    To develop the materials he turned to a postgraduate student in the History Department at the University of Melbourne. The early drafts were not to his liking, as they seemed to employ the very sort of history to which he was opposed. There was too much gloomy stuff, including a treatment of the 1930s Depression that explained how deflation allowed the wealthy to buy more. Discussion proved unproductive and he turned finally to the whiteboard. Dividing it in two halves, he labelled one ‘Blainey’ and the other ‘Manning Clark’. The first was good history, he explained, the other bad.




    The hapless researcher reported the incident to me with a mixture of amusement and alarm. Amusement because he had a healthy sense of humour and appreciated that Manning Clark and Geoffrey Blainey, whom Clark had taught, shared a regard for each other despite their different ways of writing history. Heightened amusement because it was Geoffrey Blainey who had explained this effect of the Depression to him. Alarm because the proposition that different camps of historical interpretation could be polarised so sharply, the one deemed impermissible and the other obligatory, violated the procedures of scholarship he had learned ever since he began studying history as an undergraduate.




    Learning history meant learning to make your own judgements: historians are not used to being told what they should write. Historians reach judgements by consideration of the issues, examination of the evidence, weighing of the arguments. They might well be influenced by an earlier treatment of the subject, particularly if it is provided by an influential historian, and they often undertake the inquiry with their own preferences and expectations. But the inquiry has to be conducted by the procedures of historical scholarship: the relevant literature has to be discussed, the relevant evidence assembled, assessed and set in context, its interpretation justified. These are the procedures that guide the historian. They make it possible for other historians to test the validity of the conclusions, to distinguish history that has warrant from accounts of the past that lack it. The procedures constitute history as a discipline.




    If those who commenced the History Wars set out as paladins rescuing the honour of their country, the historians feel themselves the targets in a different kind of warfare. The History Wars opened with a series of pre-emptive strikes launched from conservative think-tanks and their house journals. During the repeated assaults on Manning Clark in the 1970s and early 1980s, the inability of his assailants to find historians who would condemn him confirmed their feeling that the profession was providing safe haven to dangerous radicals. When twenty-three of Geoffrey Blainey’s colleagues in the History Department at the University of Melbourne wrote in 1984 to the press to regret his statements on Asian migration, the suspicion mounted. Arguments leading up to the Bicentenary in 1988 heightened accusations of a trahison des clercs. In the subsequent campaign against Black Armband history, some fear that the very discipline of history is at risk of collateral damage from its protagonists’ weapons of mass destruction.




    Historians are ill prepared for such public controversy. They are accustomed to argument—their whole training prepares them to deal with different interpretations of the past—but not to the forms of unilateral assertion that they encounter in the History Wars, where motives are impugned and personal aspersions levelled. Their natural habitat is the seminar, the conference and the academic journal, where the rules of debate are understood and observed. They are less familiar with the media, unused to the polemical style it practises. The press release, the embargo, the immediate deadline and the backgrounding of sympathetic journalists are not part of their repertoire. Since 1996 they have found it increasingly difficult to put their side of the argument in this milieu, so that the prejudices of the columnists and commentators who dominate the national media pass largely unchallenged.




    While journalists often ring historians, seeking information (what is the greatest margin of a leadership challenge in federal politics?) or opinion (who were the three greatest prime ministers?) to fill out an interpretive piece, they are much less interested in these historians’ research activities. An archaeological discovery is news, as is a scientific breakthrough, but the work of historians is not. It lacks precision and the authority of the experimental finding.




    Perhaps it is too familiar, for many feature writers have their own views on what happened in Australian history and see academic historians as making simple and familiar subjects seem complicated and disturbing. The History Warriors, on the other hand, provide good copy. They tell a simple story with great certainty, assuage unease and put the pedants in their place. As the History Wars developed, they became the staple fare of tabloid media and talk-back radio, but they also found a ready outlet in the quality press.
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    The purpose of this book is to provide a response to the History Wars. It follows the main phases and theatres of the conflict, from the early attempts to discredit Manning Clark to the present efforts to deny frontier massacres and to intervene in the National Museum. Anna Clark contributes a chapter on a particularly contested area, the teaching of Australian history in schools. As we relate each of the campaigns we identify the critics, examine their arguments and evaluate their efforts to rewrite Australian history.




    This approach clearly differs from that of John Howard, who complained in 1996 of an attempt to rewrite Australian history in a partisan political cause, and who criticised the historians who contributed to that process of national denigration. The conservative metaphor of the History Wars implies a conflict between adversaries, and it is clear that not all historians are pacifists. In 1970 the young Humphrey McQueen published an attack on the existing historical interpretation of Australian labour history. ‘For the next two hundred odd pages’, he announced in the Introduction, ‘I shout, wave my arms and frantically dash from one battlefield to another’.




    McQueen was an unusually pugnacious controversialist but it is undeniable that the historians of his generation did change the understanding of Australian history, as historians before and since have done. It is in the nature of history as a research activity that it should generate additional knowledge and novel interpretations. It is inherent in history as a branch of the humanities that it should respond to changing concerns. The suggestion that rewriting history is a sinister activity rests on a naive view of the past as something fixed, fully disclosed and final, a record of immanent truth that only malcontents could deny. An account of the History Wars should therefore begin with a consideration of what historians do and how they have shaped the understanding of Australian history.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2
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    In the course of this year, most Australians will watch a history program on television. Half of them will visit a museum or a historic site. A tiny minority will open a book written by a university-based historian. The academic profession contributes a narrow sliver of information about the past and the crime of which it is accused, rewriting Australian history, would seem to touch lightly on popular interests. Why, then, do John Howard and other opinion-formers wage the History Wars? Why do a scatter of errant academic historians command so much attention?




    The reasons are partly to do with the territory under dispute in the History Wars and partly with the way they are conducted. The rewards for coming to terms with the past that Paul Keating offered in his Big Picture included greater tolerance, increased autonomy, a deeper understanding of the land and its original inhabitants, an outward-looking, productive and self-confident nation. The risks of a Black Armband view of Australian history that Geoffrey Blainey identified included intolerance of old Australia, loss of sovereignty, the tying up of productive resources, disunity, pessimism and guilt. Both analyses of the options for Australia invested remarkable significance in the proper interpretation of its past.




    Academic historians are prominent in such arguments because they are easy targets. There are not many of them, they are poorly organised, and they have very little political clout. Their academic activities are unfamiliar and their habit of writing for each other in a professional patois lends itself to ridicule and mockery. When they venture beyond the academy they can be blamed for creating the very problems whose complexities they try to explore. You can attack them with impunity.




    For similar reasons academic historians are also an elusive target. They are scattered around the country in institutions that do not respond readily to administrative direction and in any case espouse the principle of academic freedom. The observation of that principle came later than is generally understood. Right up to the second half of the last century Australian universities forbade their staff from involvement in public controversy, and the appointment of Russel Ward to a history post at the University of New South Wales was blocked in 1956 because he had been a communist. Freedom of judgement and expression is nevertheless a hallmark of the academic vocation.




    The mission of the university, it used to be said, was to pursue knowledge for its own sake and to follow the inquiry wherever it might lead. To this admirable credo might now be added: so long as you can recruit fee-paying students, attract research funding and satisfy an ethics committee. Even so, academic historians enjoy a greater measure of autonomy over what they do than historians working in most other settings.




    Academic historians are prominent in the History Wars also because they speak with the authority of the expert. They have been trained in the discipline of history and appointed to university posts because of their expertise. Unaccustomed to media attention, they feel chagrin when interlopers command the headlines and are inclined to respond with professional indignation. After Keith Windschuttle began his challenge to the practitioners of Aboriginal history, one of the less helpful replies was that he had no standing in the field.




    Members of the historical profession sometimes regard John Howard’s pronouncements on history in much the same way as the medical profession did those of Joh Bjelke-Petersen when the Queensland premier announced a quack cure for cancer. Few professions command the standing of the medical profession, but many Australians would not think that historians can be likened to doctors. A profession possesses esoteric skills, but who is impressed by arcane historiographical allusions? How often does the ABC television news present the findings of a historian with the uncritical admiration it uses for a report of some new cure for cancer?




    A profession regulates entry to maintain a monopoly of practice, but the influence of academic historians over the production and consumption of history is probably weaker now than at any time in the past half-century. Australians do not regard history as a form of inaccessible knowledge, nor do they see it as the preserve of experts. These are healthy attitudes—history should not be enclosed, it should be kept as commons—but they leave the role of the history profession unclear. What is it that historians do?
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    In 2002 the Carlton Football Club announced a record financial deficit. Its autocratic president, John Elliott, finally yielded to criticism and his successor was left to deal with a legacy of debt as well as the penalties the AFL imposed for breach of its player payment rules. In the following year the club announced that it would change the name of the grandstand named after Elliott and introduce a ban on smoking he had resisted so strongly. ‘We have ruled a line under the past’, the new president insisted, ‘and we are moving forward’.




    Australians have ambivalent attitudes to history. The Carlton Football Club is proud of its record of sixteen VFL and AFL premierships. Portraits of former players decorate the walls of its social club, along with honour boards recording former officials. The navy-blue jumper worn since 1864, the club song dating back to the Boer War, the recent celebration of Carlton’s ‘team of the century’, all affirm the importance of tradition. The new president, himself a former premiership player, is not ruling a line under that past; rather, he is excising a particular segment of the club’s past that is no longer wanted.




    History is often treated as dispensable; indeed, the term itself is often used as signifying something that is over and irrelevant. ‘He’s history’ expresses dismissal of someone who no longer matters. This way of thinking about the past is a particular feature of modernity, where change is constant and habitual. With innovation comes obsolescence. Old industries decline, while new industries transform work, consumption and leisure. A country town first loses its rail service and silo. Then the bank closes, medical services disappear and the children are bussed to a school thirty kilometres down the highway. The church is turned into a tourist shop and the football club merges with an old rival in the next town. The farmers who remain are following Chicago commodity prices online in order to decide what crop to plant next. As the familiar landmarks disappear, impermanency becomes a permanent condition.




    The English historian J. H. Plumb claimed more than thirty years ago that such radical dislocation was threatening to bring about the death of the past. He drew a contrast between pre-modern societies, where the past dictated what men and women should do: the weight of tradition was felt in myth and legend, in the sacred books and ceremonies that ensured each generation walked in the footsteps of its predecessor. That idea of an unbroken continuity yielded to the idea of secular time, and of history as a way of understanding change and progress. History thus became a form of knowledge that broke the chains of the past, leaving just remnants of curiosity, nostalgia and sentimentality.




    Plumb probably exaggerated the potency of his calling, and he certainly minimised the persistence of the past. The very distinction he drew between the two categories is often breached. There are appeals to history that invoke past events as if they were unproblematic facts that speak for themselves and talk to our innermost feelings. Such appeals strike a chord because they make us part of a compelling story. They tell us who we are, what we have done and what we might do. The words of the national anthem, ‘In history’s page, let every stage Advance Australia Fair’, join us to a binding national past.




    The word ‘history’ comes from the classical Greek word ‘to know’, with connotations of learning, wisdom and judgement. The writing of history, which goes back two and a half millennia to Herodotus and Thucydides, rests on a distinction between truth and myth. The Athenian’s history of the Peloponnesian wars dealt with events that had actually occurred, and it ordered them by means of narrative into a coherent and instructive whole.




    The Romans took over the form and used it to create a lineage for their city-state, to record its imperial triumphs and to show the inexorable effects of human passions. From Christianity it acquired a linear notion of time that gave the historical process its sacred purpose and linked all events to the central divine story. From the expansion of Europe, the challenge to Christian faith and the Enlightenment history acquired a sense of the differences between societies, secular progress and the capacity of history to comprehend the forces of change.




    History was both an art and a science. It provided knowledge of the past and it employed that knowledge to teach lessons about human conduct. The antiquarian was primarily concerned to create a faithful record or memorial, and employed genealogies and similar devices to do so. The literary historian used imagination and rhetoric to instruct the reader. The two branches came together in the great eighteenth-century histories of Hume and Gibbon, who offered insights into the rise and fall of civilisations that were endowed with the force of art and taught with the authority of the real.




    History entered the academy in the nineteenth century as a science, alongside the natural sciences, that would yield objective knowledge of ‘the past as it actually occurred’. The phrase ‘the past as it actually occurred’ was coined by Leopold von Ranke in reaction against the speculative history of Enlightenment radicals, and it was this German professor who codified the disciplinary procedures of a strictly accurate, archivally based scholarship. The records of the past were brought together and arranged in repositories, the historian interrogated the evidence and ascertained its meaning.




    History, the academic discipline, formed around these procedures in the universities of Europe. It was a discipline defined by its commitment to the scientific paradigm of research, though that paradigm quickly transformed the teaching function as well. An influential textbook on the study of history, first published in France in 1898 with an English translation in the same year, insisted that it was not ‘a summary of ascertained facts’, or a speculative exercise in the philosophy of history, but an introduction to ‘the method of the historical sciences’.




    The authors explained that documents were the raw material, ‘the traces which have been left by the thoughts and actions of men of former times’. History was not a science of direct observation and could not conduct laboratory experiments, but it obtained knowledge by chains of reasoning from the sources. The historian applied criticism to establish the provenance, authorship and transmission of the documents, and trained judgement to ascertain their meaning and veracity. Then came the synthesis as the historian determined the pattern of these ‘isolated facts’ and finally its exposition.




    The ‘scientific form of exposition’ was the monograph, an exhaustive treatment of a particular subject, and the historical profession devised research theses, scholarly books, journals and reviews to disseminate and evaluate its work. The same formats are used today. Then there were auxiliary publications such as calendars of sources, critical editions, handbooks, guides and general works for students; these too continue. The authors of the manual allowed the possibility of popular work for the public, but only on sufferance. ‘A populariser is excused from original research.’ Those who wrote such works ‘abandon themselves . . . to their natural impulses, like the common run of men. They take sides, they censure, they extol; they colour, they embellish; they allow themselves to be influenced by personal, patriotic, moral, or metaphysical considerations.’
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    We see here the hallmarks of a profession: the claim of esoteric skills that give its possessors, if not a licensed monopoly, then an exclusive authority. It is difficult to know which claim is the more audacious: the assumption that the academic historian is protected by the procedures of the discipline against the natural impulses of humanity, or the belief that the historian’s restricted forms of communication can prevail over popular history.




    Even when this manual appeared, there were popularisers whose influence far surpassed that of the scientific school. We may think in Britain of J. R. Green, whose Short History of the English People (1874) outsold any of the academic histories, or we could go back to the historical novels of Walter Scott that shaped readers’ sense of the past with a force that no scholarly article in the English Historical Review could approach.




    Similar comparisons apply to Australian history. Russel Ward’s codification of radical nationalism in The Australian Legend sold 40 000 copies in the twenty years after it appeared in 1958, and Geoffrey Blainey’s Tyranny of Distance has remained constantly in print since it was published in 1966. But two autobiographical works of the 1980s, A. B. Facey’s A Fortunate Life and Sally Morgan’s My Place, comfortably outsold both these outstanding examples of historical scholarship. When historians gather in professional conferences, their conversation soon turns not to sales figures but to the problem of finding a publisher.




    Some 350 academics are retained to teach and conduct research in departments of history in Australian universities, and perhaps half of them work on Australian history. A shifting number of part-time and casual employees make up an auxiliary teaching force. There are more freelance historians who earn a living by writing commissioned histories of companies, government and local government bodies, and other organisations. ‘Public history’ is the name for this activity, adopted from the United States, and with its own professional association. There are more again who write local and family history as a labour of love. They too have their own societies; there are hundreds of local ones and the state peak bodies run up to a thousand members.




    In the course of an academic year, possibly 10 000 undergraduates will attend classes in some aspect of Australian history, but the overwhelming majority of young Australians conclude their study of the subject at the end of Year 10 of secondary school. That experience might well be fragmentary, for reasons we shall explore in Chapter 9, and it might have only fleeting connection to the history that is produced in the universities.




    Many will form a sense of this country’s past by reading novels, since literature has created influential versions of Australian history from well before it was consolidated as an acdemic discipline. Marcus Clarke anticipated the Black Armband in a dark melodrama of a convict serving out His Natural Life (1874), and also wrote an early school history. Rolf Boldrewood established the bushranger legend in Robbery under Arms and Henry Handel Richardson set down the restlessness of the gold-rush generation and the ambivalences of the migrant experience. More recently, Jean Bedford, Robert Drewe and Peter Carey have embellished the legend of Ned Kelly, which Sidney Nolan worked so memorably into visual imagery. Drama, verse and art were early and enduring mediums of history.




    The first Australian feature-length film told The Story of the Kelly Gang in 1906, and the story has been refilmed several times. Clarke, Boldrewood and Richardson were all projected onto the screen, along with a range of films that took up epic events in Australian history, from Eureka and Burke and Wills to Gallipoli. The film Rabbit-Proof Fence has reached a wider audience than any of the participants in the History Wars.




    Television quickly spawned historical drama series, concentrating initially on the colonial period but moving later into the Bodyline cricket crisis, The Petrov Affair, The Dismissal and True Believers. Soap operas such The Sullivans are characterised by carefully reconstructed period settings. Historical documentaries range from Peter Luck’s newsreel compilation of This Fabulous Century to interpretive series such as those presented by Geoffrey Blainey, Robert Hughes and Paul Kelly.




    Libraries, galleries and museums were powerful instruments of social memory that preceded the formation of the historical discipline in Australia, collecting, organising and presenting materials deemed worthy of remembrance. The urge to commemorate first raised statues and monuments for individual heroes, such as governors and explorers. Later, most notably in war memorials, it perpetuated the memory of collective heroes. Historical anniversaries, re-enactments and commemorations have become increasingly grand public spectacles: the sums expended by the Australian Bicentennial Authority and the Council for the Centenary of Federation dwarfed the combined budgets of the university history departments over the two decades in which they operated.




    History has become a major component of the tourist industry, with centres such as Longreach’s Stockmen’s Hall of Fame and theme parks such as Ballarat’s Sovereign Hill increasingly important to their towns’ fortunes. The employment of a historical consultant has become essential to the preparation of a regional authority’s strategic plan, the heritage study a condition of permission to redevelop an urban precinct.
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    How does this proliferation of activity influence popular understandings of the past? A recent American study asked a representative sample of the population whether they had engaged in a history-related activity in the previous twelve months. The researchers found that 81 per cent of respondents had watched a movie or television program about the past, 57 per cent had visited a museum or historical site, 36 per cent worked on family history, and 20 per cent were part of a group studying or preserving the past. This last category encompassed a wide range of activities beyond historical education and research, and if those who pursued a hobby concerned with the past (say, railways) or collected items from the past (perhaps quilts) were added, then it took in two-fifths of the sample. The most popular activity, involving 90 per cent, was looking at photos with family or friends.




    Participation in an activity was not always an accurate guide to engagement. The respondents felt most connected to the past when they discussed it with family and friends, or visited a museum or historic site; least connected when in a classroom, reading a book or watching a movie. Respondents also found their grandparents more reliable guides than college professors. ‘History is too cold, too analytical’, said one. Museums were felt to be more trustworthy because they let ‘you come to your own conclusions’.




    A striking finding was the small proportion of respondents for whom American history was most important, just 22 per cent. The demographic segment most interested in national history was men aged over 65; the interest fell away sharply among ethnic minorities and others who thought that the history of their own racial, religious or cultural group was most important to them. Yet in discussions with the respondents the researchers discovered this separation was misleading. They found people making connections between personal and public events. A photo of a family member in uniform triggered references to the Second World War; a personal incident in the past would be dated by reference to the assassination of President Kennedy.




    More recently, a research group at the University of Technology Sydney has undertaken a similar survey of Australian activities and attitudes. Here again, the most common activities are looking at photos and watching movies or television, with half the sample reporting visits to museums or historic sites and 32 per cent engaged in family history or a history-related hobby. Perhaps surprisingly, Australians are far more interested in their own national history than Americans, and this interest is particularly marked among women. Australian men display greater interest in world and European history, possibly because of their greater interest in war. Women, on the other hand, combine an interest in Australian, Indigenous and ethnic history with genealogy. The researchers suggested that women are the principal custodians of ‘the intimate and domestic past’.




    As with Americans, most Australians feel the closest connection to the past in family circles or museums and regard museums as the most trustworthy guides to the past, though Aboriginal respondents think them far less so. History teachers come well down the list of reliable sources of information. Academics fare much better, though the researchers warn that this might not be cause for self-congratulation: some of their respondents did not really know what academic historians do.
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    Nearly fifty years ago a fastidious professor of history at the University of Melbourne surveyed his field at a congress of the Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science. He found much to praise as he considered the improvement in the research and writing of Australian history. He rejoiced that the activity had become professional. While allowing that some excellent work was produced outside the academy (he particularly commended that of a young freelance business historian, Geoffrey Blainey), he was insistent: ‘If it is “professional”, however, its conventions, methods of presentation and standards of evidence are those set in universities’.




    The academic history profession that this professor celebrated in 1959 was a recent phenomenon. Before the Second World War there were just five professors of history (with an associate professor in Western Australia) who, with a handful of assistants, conducted the discipline in the country’s six small universities. They did not lack students, for history was an integral part of a liberal education, and they lectured and examined in a range of subjects that spanned ancient, European, British, imperial and colonial history.




    They professed history as a discipline that yielded an objective account of the past, and some of them even found time to conduct research (usually in Australian history, since its records came readily to hand). Their abler graduates proceeded to further training at Oxford, Cambridge or London University, and some returned to appointments in Australian universities; but with so few positions, that depended upon a vacancy becoming available.




    The Second World War convinced government of the national importance of greater expertise and knowledge. Demobilisation brought a dramatic increase in university enrolments, and post-war planning augmented provision further. Funds were provided to enable research, journals and academic presses were established to publish it, libraries were expanded to support it. The Australian universities offered scholarships to graduates wishing to pursue research and introduced the degree of Doctor of Philosophy as a professional credential. As new universities were created, they recruited from this pool.




    History shared in this new bounty. In 1954 there were seven departments employing 60 historians; in 1960, ten departments and 150 historians; and by the early 1970s, sixteen departments and 320 full-time lecturing staff. When those in temporary appointments, cognate departments or the colleges of advanced education are included, the academic profession numbered 750. That was the ceiling. When the OPEC oil crisis hit in 1974, an era of sustained economic growth came to an end and the circumstances that had favoured higher education disappeared.




    More than a decade later, when the expansion of higher education resumed, its emphases were very different. Under Education Minister John Dawkins the universities were directed to match their activity to the needs of the economy and the labour market, to provide vocational training and produce knowledge for the growth industries of the information economy. History fared poorly in the mergers and reorganisations that followed. When the heads of the country’s history departments met in 1989, they reported 451 staff and a subsequent survey in 1995 found 410. The Howard government’s funding policies have turned the screws further.




    The rapid growth of the profession brought movement into new fields of history, allowed for innovation, fostered esteem and confidence. The subsequent contraction forced the abandonment of some fields, increased staff workloads (since student numbers held up) and made it more difficult to replace those who left. This left an ageing cohort: a survey of staffing in the quarter-century to 1995 found that more than half of all appointments had been made in the years 1970 to 1975. As the opportunities to join the academic profession declined, there was a movement into the new fields of applied history. First, history graduates turned to public history and the heritage industries, then history departments began to offer training and qualifications in these professions. They also began to teach the new forms of history with courses on memory and identity, visual history and film.




    Other historians found employment in new university programs in gender studies, cultural studies, Australian, Asian or international studies, tourism, media and communications and the other fields that sprouted as faculties of humanities and social sciences sought to compete with the vocational attractions of professional faculties. Historians are a resilient species, their skills adaptable, and they take their chances where they find them. It is less clear that they are free to carry their discipline into these new activities. Growth areas attract competitors with their own methodologies. After they migrate, historians are under pressure to assimilate.




    For all these strains, the discipline retains most of its essential features. History attracts large numbers of undergraduates, excites them with the allure of the past and introduces them to the procedures of historical interpretation. One of the first lessons it teaches is that they must form their own judgements based on their understanding of the subject, their reading of the evidence, their evaluation of the arguments, their capacity for empathy, engagement and lucidity Students learn how to find the sources that are relevant to their inquiry, and the conventions of citation that ensure it is properly documented and open to inspection. History attracts similarly large cohorts of postgraduates, who apply these methods to the advanced study of a particular topic.




    The members of the profession inform their teaching with research. They pursue research in archives and libraries, and this activity remains the primary characteristic of the academic discipline and vocation. It determines both promotion and reputation. Peer assessment, by examination of research theses, refereeing of books and articles, and appraisal of applications for research grants, enforces standards and shapes the topics that are studied. Like other professions, the history profession is also competitive, and the endeavour for originality tempers the tendency to imitation. The research imperative that began with Ranke’s school of scientific history continues to drive innovation.




    Australia spends heavily on such research. The Commonwealth government allocates hundreds of millions of dollars annually to the activity, and it allows Australian researchers to produce about 2 per cent of the world’s research literature. The Australian Research Council is the principal agency that allocates research grants across the full range of academic disciplines and it is able to fund just one in four of the more than 3000 applications it receives each year. Historians might pick up twenty-five or thirty of those grants. Towards the end of the year, when the minister approves the council’s recommendations and a press release goes out, there is a good chance that it will be a history project that attracts attention. The pattern was set some years ago when Labor was in office and an Opposition ‘waste watch committee’ seized on a grant to support a research project on motherhood in ancient Rome.




    The choice is instructive. Few question the public funding of research since the creation of new knowledge is the mainspring of the information economy. Ridicule is never directed at projects in the biological or physical sciences. No-one queries the merits of a grant that allows economists to buy a data set from the Australian Bureau of Statistics in order to apply some econometric model in the American literature. But research in the humanities is both familiar and puzzling. It seems to labour over questions where the answer is obvious, and to couch the investigation in terms that provide philistines with an irresistible target.




    John Howard’s denunciation of the rewriting of Australian history draws on this suspicion. He appeals to a history that is given rather than made, and needs to be defended from those who would tamper with it. Commenting in 2000 on the anniversary of Gallipoli, the prime minister regretted the way that the ‘issues’ raised by historians distracted attention from a proper appreciation of ‘exactly what happened’. In defending the national past from rewriting by revisionists, he upholds the facts against interpretation.




    The appeal to history as a record of ‘exactly what happened’ attests to the force of Ranke’s dictum: ‘the past as it actually occurred’. But Ranke was the authority who insisted that this knowledge had to be retrieved and the scholar who laid down the procedures of historical research that would create it. History is a reconstruction of the past that seeks a particular kind of fidelity within which the facts acquire their authority. Of all its devices, the narrative is the most compelling for it creates a sequence of factual events and connects them with a dramatic momentum that carries the history forward from starting point to conclusion.




    That is not how life is lived. Human life is a swirl of divergent impulses, failed beginnings and unexpected outcomes that are as surprising as humanity is rich and complex. Life is lived in the present without the benefit of a grand narrator. It is the historian who enjoys the advantage of hindsight to select particular events and arrange them into a coherent pattern. The facts do not exist prior to the interpretation that establishes their significance. Rather, historical research involves a continuous dialogue between the two.




    The historian goes to the archives with hypotheses—without them it would be impossible to know what to look for—that are entangled with sympathies and expectations. But you never find precisely what you are looking for, or if you do it bodes ill for the project. The sharpest excitement comes when you open a file and are confronted by some unexpected evidence. That is when you revise the argument and reorient the inquiry. The interaction between what you are looking for and what you find is continuous. It carries over into the process of writing, which is the most taxing and the most rewarding aspect of historical discovery.




    History is also a discipline. In academic parlance, a discipline refers to a branch of knowledge, but it also reminds practitioners of the rules that govern their activity. If historians create history, they are not free to invent or falsify it. The discipline defines the standards historians are expected to observe. They include familiarity (the ability to situate the subject within a substantial body of relevant material), comparative judgement (the capacity to absorb and appraise different, sometimes conflicting sources), appreciation of authority (acknowledgement of earlier accounts and proper consideration of them), awareness of manifold truth (the ability to understand why those with different views are bound to know the past differently) and honesty (a fidelity to what is found).




    These are the attributes that enable historians to contribute to the history that is practised outside the university and to shape the understanding of Australian history. Their adherence to such standards is one of the issues at stake in the History Wars.
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