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To predict the Future, to manage the Present, would not be so impossible had not the Past been so sacrilegiously mishandled; effaced, and what is worse, defaced!


Carlyle, Past and Present, Book 4, Chapter 1.
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STUART MACINTYRE


INTRODUCTION


What are the obligations of the historian? Some would say that the historian is charged with providing knowledge of the past, a knowledge that contributes to an understanding of present circumstances and future possibilities. From this idea of history as a social science comes an expectation of objectivity. The historian is obliged to consider all of the available evidence, subject it to rigorous examination and report the findings dispassionately.


Others take a more emotional view of the past, especially when that past marks out a lineage of achievements and sacrifices that defines identities and commands loyalties. Such is especially the case with national history since it is from formative events in the past that the nation erects its monuments, conducts its ceremonies and draws its ideals. From this idea of history as heritage comes an expectation of custodial responsibility. The historian is obliged to honour the past, to preserve it and keep it alive in the popular memory, to maintain the legacy.


These expectations set up divergent obligations. The one reworks the past to serve the interests of the present, the other attaches the present to a binding past. Historians feel the force of both expectations and respond to both: they have a commitment to investigation of the past, and with that a corresponding duty to conduct their research honestly, while they also are drawn to the past with a deep emotional engagement. The tensions between the two expectations are most likely to create discord in times of rapid change, uncertainty and disagreement, when history offers little guidance to the future and the past no longer binds us—the time in which Thomas Carlyle wrote and our own.


Yet both expectations are surely formulated too starkly. The historian is not simply a researcher who seeks knowledge of the past—for history is concerned with human experience. It is part of the conversation we have with ourselves, an activity that deepens and extends our understanding of the human condition. Nor does history simply beat the bounds of our own identities—it takes us beyond our particular time and place to other worlds and in doing so it enlarges our sympathies and imagination with a fuller appreciation of our common humanity. With these expectations of history as a moral as well as an intellectual discipline and a challenge to our own preferences and assumptions come further obligations of sympathy and humility.


These are some of the ethical obligations of the historian with which this book is concerned. They are qualities that historians seek to practise and by which they evaluate the work of other historians, qualities of good scholarship and good conscience. The moral obligations of the historian bridge the expectations of scrupulous research and respect for the past, yet they too are called into question when the relationship between past and present breaks down in acrimony.


Thomas Carlyle wrote Past and Present (1843) as an essay on the condition of England. The pioneer of the industrial revolution, England was full of wealth yet suffered from destitution and discord. From the turmoil of his own times Carlyle cast back to a medieval church community of wise government and honest industry. With the passing of that simple and virtuous way of life, he claimed, went also the faith that sustained it and the ability to understand it. An age dominated by selfishness and egoism saw the heroic figures of the past as fanatics, hypocrites and ‘vulturous irrational tyrants’.


‘All was insane discord in the Past, brute Force bore rule everywhere. Stupidity, savage Unreason, fitter for bedlam than for a human World!’ This was the black armband history that Carlyle accused of defacing the past, and he blamed it on the Enlightenment rationalists. Carlyle practised a different form of history from that of the Dryasdusts, with their arid scholarship and sceptical dogmatism. He sought a higher truth that would teach the great truths of duty and reverence.


It is striking that three of the contributors to this book should draw on Carlyle to affirm the purposes of history. Carlyle appears here as a commentator on the way that historical novels transform the abstractions of historical scholarship into living humanity; as a historian who applied the same skills of imaginative reconstruction to his own writing; and as a critic of progressive orthodoxies who celebrated selfless idealism.


It is also instructive that three present-day historians should make such different uses of this singularly prophetic historian. One of the accusations levelled against the Australian historical profession is that it colludes to deface the past. Building out of the campaign against political correctness, there is the charge that the universities are dominated by radicals who are out of touch with popular values. Arising from the History Wars we have Keith Windschuttle’s allegation that an ‘orthodox school’ of historians has propagated a false and malicious view of the country’s past.


The History Wars give an impression of slipshod practice, fabrication of evidence, of dogma replacing fidelity to the factual evidence, collusion in malpractice and misuse of academic procedures to suppress dissent. Attempts to respond to such accusations can take up the questions of accuracy. They can answer the charges of misinterpretation and contest the allegations of bad faith, but many historians are loath to join the History Wars. They feel uncomfortable with the martial metaphor, and its adversarial implications of two opposing forces in combat with each other to control the past. To form ranks and reply to the attack on the history profession is to give a false impression of uniformity.


An alternative response is to go beyond the particular points of contention in the History Wars and extend the narrow terms in which they are formulated. The chief issue debated in the Australian media’s coverage of the History Wars—and the History Wars are conducted as a media campaign—involved different calculations of the death toll inflicted by frontier violence. Such a grisly dispute could hardly assist a reckoning with the past. The accusations against the historical profession —for the campaign was intended to discredit historians’ troubling account of a settler society’s painful relationship with its Indigenous peoples—were that it had tampered with the national story and thereby defaced the past. Such a misunderstanding of history as a monument that cannot be disturbed is indeed a defacement.


The public dispute over Australian history has been conducted for the most part in terms of truth and falsehood. While the motives and integrity of participants are part of that debate, there is surprisingly little attention to the ethical dimensions of historical scholarship. If it is a fundamental duty of the historian to tell the truth, then that scarcely exhausts the obligations that arise when we work with the past. The choice of subject, the engagement with the sources, respect for the evidence, fair dealing with the work of others, attention to context, humility in the exercise of judgement and recognition of what cannot be known—these are just some of the responsibilities a researcher incurs. The mediation between past and present is a profoundly moral activity. Of all the faculties of the historian, a good conscience is indispensable. Technical virtuosity will disguise many flaws, but not bad faith.


An appreciation of these responsibilities is part of the training of the historian. The initial challenge, when we teach, is to explain that history is something more than a fixed body of knowledge, that it is a process of inquiry. We introduce the student to the forms of historical evidence and the procedures that are used to test them. We nurture the skills of historical judgement and interpretation. We encourage students to see how alternative accounts of the past are produced and how they can be assessed. We foster the capacity for independent judgement, originality and imagination that are the hallmarks of good historical scholarship.


Historians profess these qualities in their teaching and research, and they esteem them in the work of their colleagues. The ethical responsibilities of the profession are upheld through its collegial procedures of judgment; they are applied when historians mark an undergraduate essay, examine a thesis, evaluate an application for research funding, assess a manuscript or review a publication. These forms of accountability, however, are mostly bound by rules of confidentiality. They are in-house forms of quality control designed to maintain academic standards and the principles that guide them are seldom exposed to public scrutiny.


As Carlyle insisted and the History Wars attest, the work of historians has more than academic significance. History serves a basic need to know about the past and to understand a range of human experience. It binds nations and shapes the identity of groups within them. It is a form of remembrance and a source of contention. As trained experts, historians make a valuable contribution to these uses of history, but they cannot assume that they stand outside the powerful emotions that attach to the public uses of the past. Nor can they expect a general familiarity with their procedures.


Accordingly we invited a number of historians to take up the ethical issues that arise from their work. The invitation suggested that they might refer to the History Wars but should not be confined to them. From their own experience and from a variety of viewpoints, we asked them to reflect on the obligations of the historian. Among the questions proposed were these:


1.   How do historians choose their histories? Are they attracted to congenial subjects? What sort of emotional investment do they make in the subjects they choose to study, and how do they control their sympathies?


2.   What balance do historians strike between history as objective knowledge and history as a form of empathetic understanding?


3.   On what basis can historians claim such understanding? What are the responsibilities that arise when they enter into the past, when they make the imaginative leap into worlds other than their own? How do they deal with those versions of the past that are powerful markers of present identities?


4.   How are historians constrained in their investigations? What sort of obligations are they under to bodies that sponsor their work, or those that control access to information? The practitioners who undertake commissioned history as a professional activity have developed codes of ethics, while research agencies and universities impose ethical requirements on academics: do these help or hinder the historian?


5.   How do historians deal with unpalatable discoveries? Do the conventions of quotation and citation provide adequate warrant for the integrity of their writings?


6.   Does peer judgement maintain the standards of the profession? How free are historians free to form their own judgements, how far are they bound by orthodoxy?


The invitation was issued to a score or so historians. Those who declined, pleading other commitments, included leading freelance historians. The thirteen whose essays are presented in this volume have pursued their careers within the university. The majority are currently based in the metropolitan centres of Melbourne and Sydney, though some began their careers elsewhere and draw on that experience. They range from distinguished international scholars who have retired from university chairs to mid-career academics. Most work primarily on Australian history but others specialise in different fields.


The essays vary in viewpoint and treatment. Some of the contributors take up particular issues that arise in the practice of history, explore their implications and suggest how the responsibilities of the historian are best discharged. They defend the integrity of the discipline by reasoned argument. Some are more autobiographical, reflecting on their own intellectual journey and the lessons they have learned. They offer lessons in historical understanding. Some make direct reference to the History Wars and some prefer to keep their distance.
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Alan Atkinson notes that one of the criticisms made against Keith Windschuttle's treatment of Aboriginal deaths in The Fabrication of Aboriginal History was an absence of sympathy. When I put it to Keith Windschuttle last year that his account of what had happened in colonial Tasmania lacked compassion, he replied that the duty of the historian was to be dispassionate. Atkinson observes that this disagreement seemed to be marginal to the dispute that Windschuttle's book created, and insists that compassion is in fact good history’s main motive.


He sees history as a moral discipline that enlarges our understanding of humanity and extends our human sympathy.


Atkinson traces this humanitarian sensibility to the Enlightenment, linked to the expansion of Europe, the growth of the market and the formation of civil society. He finds it in the writings of conservatives such as Edmund Burke and the scepticism of Edward Gibbon, whose condemnation of ‘the cool unfeeling historian’ seems to anticipate Carlyle's censure of the Dryasdusts. That dispassionate school of history turned the study of the past into a branch of the social sciences, emphasising an objectivity that separated the investigator from the subject, and Atkinson welcomes the recent revival of emotional history. He warns of its difficulties, insists that feeling has to be combined with careful thought—qualities that he finds in a number of works on Australian history and exemplifies in his own work on The Europeans in Australia.


Joy Damousi is just one of the other contributors who take up the involvement of emotions in history. As she puts it, the scientific school of history sought to understand the past as a form of objective knowledge and to provide a rational explanation of human behaviour. Personal feeling was discounted as subjective and irrational, personal memory as idiosyncratic and unreliable. Those historians suppressed emotions in order to get at the truth, but now the repressed resurfaces. Rather than treating history and memory as antonyms, Damousi argues that it is necessary to respect the personal truths of memory and incorporate them into historical interpretation. Where these personal memories arise out of traumatic events, the process becomes a form of therapeutic history.


Emotions provide a point of entry into history, a way of engaging with and responding to the past. Greg Dening recalls the impact of his encounter with two foundational documents in the National Library, the two Australian contributions to the Memory of the World Register. As a leading Pacific historian he was familiar with the published journal of James Cook's first great voyage of 1768–71, which took the English navigator  first to Tahiti to observe the transit of Venus and then to New Zealand and the eastern coast of Australia. But as he turned the pages of the original that Cook wrote fresh from experience, his pen trembling with emotion, Dening was transported into the cabin on the Endeavour. As he examined the drawings that Eddie Mabo made of his ancestral islands, documents that would jolt Australian legal history into a new awareness, Dening made the imaginative leap into a Deep Time that is known through story, dance, ritual and life experience.


How do we acquire such historical imagination? It seems to come from empathy and intuition in a creative encounter with the remains of the past that takes the historian into another world. Some contributors make reference to the formative influence of historical novels of Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, though Iain McCalman insists on the need to distinguish fiction from fact. Penny Russell observes that the discipline of history lies between those branches of knowledge such as science and medicine that deal with the real and those that such as literature, art and music that deal with the creative imagination. History works on the emotions. The writing of history involves working and reworking the raw material of reality into a finished form that reveals something more. But for historians, Russell reminds us, the truth will always get in the way of a good story—and make the story better.


Historians find their raw material in the archives. They have a commitment to immerse themselves in the documentary record. Several of the contributors attest to the labour this imposes, with the relevant material heaped up in repositories that are widely scattered and often require lengthy visits. Yet there is no other way. Greg Dening attests to the compulsion to see everything there is to be seen, and likens it to the insistence of anthropologists on ethnographic fieldwork: the historian’s feeling for the past is determined by the hours, days, months and years spent sitting in the archives. It is small wonder that Iain McCalman should be so disconcerted by the suggestion of a reviewer that he invented the dialogue in his recent book on an eighteenth-century adventurer, Count Cagliostro, since every quotation had been assembled from a lengthy search of European manuscript collections.


Beverley Kingston attests to the painstaking craft of archival research. She describes how she appraises the material for provenance and context before selecting passages for summary and copying out quotations, how she organises her notes and verifies them, and how she establishes a hierarchy of sources. Kingston conducts her own research and avoids such shortcuts as photocopying, since that merely delays the necessary engagement with the material. She believes that these standards are under pressure in universities that require research to cover its costs, encourage the delegation of data collection to assistants and encourage premature publication of slipshod work.


I’m not sure that all of her fears are warranted. Funding agencies do not restrict support to research that will yield a return on the outlay, and if they did disciplines such as astronomy would be hit harder than history. Some research projects benefit from collaboration, and research assistants can make a valuable contribution. The pressure to publish is tempered by the processes of evaluation. Yet Kingston is surely right in her insistence that there is no substitute for the sustained and systematic attention to the sources. Rhys Isaac echoes her with his own observation that history is better than fable only if it is founded on the complex documentary record of the past.


Historians declare their fidelity to the record of the past in references, and these too are discussed by several of the contributors. The references tell the reader what sources have been used; they specify the precise location of a quotation or the particular documents that have been used in the reconstruction of an incident. They are appended to the text, traditionally in footnotes at the bottom of the page and more commonly now in endnotes at the back of the book, though the older term is used generically. Footnotes tie the interpretation to the evidence, and identify the evidence exactly so it can be checked and confirmed. As such, they are an essential safeguard of scholarly integrity, the basis of the reader's trust that the historian is not simply making it up.


But footnotes can also give a false impression of certainty; as Penny Russell observes, they can intimidate the reader with a vaunting display of erudition. She prefers footnotes that take the reader back to the evidence with a humility that allows the possibility of other interpretations, a usage that Graeme Davison endorses. He draws on the insight of Anthony Grafton in his recent examination of the footnote, that it turns monologue into dialogue and opens up a conversation between the writer and the reader, the historian and the evidence.


This is one reason, I suspect, why historians retain a preference for footnotes over the method of giving references in the text by the author-date system that is now standard in the sciences and social sciences. Footnotes allow the historian to acknowledge obligations to the work of others, or to indicate points of disagreement with that work. They widen the conversation to take in the relevant historical literature and in doing so they augment trust that the historian is familiar with the subject and bound by the conventions of the discipline. Here too the footnotes qualify the impression of omniscience with a recognition that alternative interpretations exist and others are possible.
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From this interplay between the creative imagination and the conventions of historical scholarship the contributors reflect on how their sympathies enter into their history and how they control them. These encounters reveal a variety of challenges to the historian’s conscience.


Fiona Paisley writes of her discoveries in the archives of shocking material on the treatment of Aboriginal Aboriginals. Some of it she finds too painful to publish, while she has used other sensitive material with caution and misgiving. How was she drawn to such a difficult subject? She thinks back to her teenage days in Nowra, when she was unaware of the Aboriginal presence, and reflects on the way that non-Indigenous people can share space with Indigenous people and not see them, how they can share histories and understand them differently. She thinks her own desire to make good this separation was shaped by her family background. An immigrant herself, she believes her research interests speak of a desire to find an ethical way to be an Anglo-Celtic Australian settler colonial.
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