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‘Anna Clark is the Alain de Botton of Australian historiography: a lucid and trustworthy explainer, a companionable and eagle-eyed guide. In clear, elegant and deceptively practical prose, Clark leads us through the themes and debates that shape Australians’ love/hate affair with their history. By locating the conversation back in the pubs, clubs and lounge rooms of ‘everyday’ Australians, she takes the heat out of the headline-grabbing History Wars, replacing cultural combat with a more nuanced, negotiated future for our collective past.’
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Thinking About History



IT’S 3 A.M. and I’m in the front seat of a taxi on my way to the airport to attend a conference in New Zealand. ‘What do you do?’ asks the driver. I’m a historian. I’m still half asleep and don’t feel like talking. ‘What do you study?’ he continues. Australian history. ‘History?’ he roars. ‘History!’ My driver tells me he comes from Serbia. According to him, ‘Australian history is just white people came here and killed the Aboriginals. Is not history, is bullshit!’


I was too tired to argue that morning, but his incredulity has stayed with me. And today I’m still trying to come up with a response that would satisfy my cabby and my friends alike: what does Australian history mean? How does it function in our lives? Does it matter?


We know that history matters for Australia, because its contested narratives are publicly debated all around us. The ‘national story’ captivates governments, enrages historians and public commentators, grabs headlines, and spawns endless public commentary. It divides and delights; it politicises and polarises.


The ‘history wars’, as those debates have come to be known, play out over museum exhibits, national commemorations, public apologies and the ways we teach the past to the next generation: should the Australian War Memorial commemorate the victims of the Australian frontier wars? Should Australia Day be moved? Should we be sorry for the historical actions of the past? Should Australian history be compulsory? (And so on.)1


But does that ‘national story’ have any meaning for Australian families and communities? Are those historical questions also debated in our sports clubs, living rooms and community centre kitchenettes? Do they figure in everyday conversations?


In other words, does that history matter for us?


This book is an answer of sorts. It ponders how we think about the nation’s past in the context of our own local and intimate narratives, and it tries to understand the meaning of Australian history for Australians. It does so from the ground up, by exploring the ways people negotiate their own everyday understandings of history in the context of those powerful national narratives (such as the Anzac revival, the history wars, the apologies to the Stolen Generations and the Forgotten Australians, as well as the national curriculum).


Historical interest is booming at a community level. There are thousands of local history organisations and museums around the country, as well as genealogical societies and family history groups. The past is consumed on a grand scale, popularised by local and imported television programs such as Who Do You Think You Are? and Walking with History. It’s enjoyed by reading groups, walking groups and heritage tour groups around the country. What’s more, the growing digitisation of archives and reach of the Internet have enabled unprecedented access for people to research and write their own family histories and personal memoirs.2


But to what extent does the interest in those intimate pasts intersect with broader national historical questions and debates? How do we navigate the range of historical engagement across our public and private spheres?
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THE FIRST STEP is to think about what constitutes this thing we call ‘history’.


• Is it ‘what happened’?


• Is it what we’re taught at school?


• Does it have to be recorded?


• Is it in museums?


• Is it in a book, or a television show, or a movie? Does it have to be true?


• Is it what we do when we think about the past?


• Is it what we do on Anzac Day? Or Australia Day? (Or even Christmas, birthdays, funerals?)


My feeling is, all of the above: history is what happened, and it’s something we do. History is learned, studied and critiqued. It’s also gossiped, chattered, whispered, imagined and laughed. We do it at home, at school and at university, as well as in the media, in libraries, in politics and in public.


We connect with some bits, and disconnect from others. And we variously inherit, commemorate, contest and place ourselves in it.


But in order to traverse that historical landscape, we need to think about history as more than just the sum of its many parts. We need an idea of history that accommodates not only ‘what happened’, but the many ways we ‘think’ about the past.


‘Historical consciousness’ gives us this: it describes humanity’s interest in its past—the ways we remember and why, as well as how we learn and engage with historical knowledge and practice. Historical consciousness is uniquely and universally human. ‘Human beings are history-makers’, the ethnographic historian Greg Dening once mused. ‘Of all the systems that are expressions of who a people are, the sharpest and clearest is their historical consciousness.’3


While there’s some disagreement over the exact meaning of historical consciousness, the interpretation that has gained increasing acceptance comes from the German theorist Jörn Rüsen, who describes it as making sense of the past. For Rüsen, the term historical consciousness explains how the ‘past is interpreted for the sake of understanding the present and anticipating the future’.4


I also like this definition because it’s not about states of consciousness, about achievement in historical knowledge or expertise. It doesn’t matter whether you’ve studied history at school, how well you can evaluate historical evidence, or even if you know the name of the first Australian prime minister. Instead, Rüsen’s explanation covers the role history plays in our lives and the various ways we play with history.


More than simply helping us to understand how we connect to history or how well we know it, this interpretation of historical consciousness also reveals history as fundamental to the way we think about ourselves. Historical consciousness, Rüsen insists, covers ‘every form’ of thinking about the past, from ‘historical studies’ to the ‘use and function of history in private and public life’.5 It is both innate (in that we recollect) and learnt (through the disciplinary skills of history), writes Canadian history educationist Peter Seixas.6


In other words, historical consciousness defines how we engage with, and make, history. As historian Tom Griffiths explains, with his characteristic light touch, history ‘can be constructed at the dinner table, over the back fence, in parliament, in the streets, and not just in the tutorial room, or at the scholar’s desk’.7


Growing interest in historical consciousness isn’t unique to Australia. Over the last twenty years or so, several significant attempts have been made to explore the historical consciousness of particular nations and communities. Each has influenced historical discussions in their national domains. Taken together, they also consolidate our understandings of historical consciousness and how it operates.


In 1998, American historians Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen published the findings from a qualitative and quantitative survey of around 1400 Americans. The Presence of the Past was motivated by a visible, yet mysterious, social paradox: politicians railed over an apparent historical illiteracy among Americans, particularly schoolchildren, who seemed unfazed by their own historical ignorance; meanwhile, an explosion of historical production and consumption in the form of books, television, movies, heritage and community historical interest—what the authors termed ‘popular history making’—was equally apparent.8


Rosenzweig and Thelen’s study became hugely influential because it shifted dominant public and political questions about what people don’t know of history to ask what do they know? It was a critical turning point in research into, and understandings of, historical consciousness, and it spawned several other national studies around the world.


Based on that American project, Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton undertook their ‘Australians and the Past’ project, interviewing hundreds of Australians about their relationships with the past. This work was published in 2010. A further Canadian project was also completed using similar methodologies, surveying around 3500 people throughout that country.9


These studies challenge professional understandings about who is practising history and what constitutes historical knowledge. They reveal a distinct lack of community engagement with more formal national narratives, which people feel are too prescribed and disconnected from their everyday lives; and they note a simultaneous popular contemplation of history that Ashton and Hamilton neatly call ‘past-mindedness’.10


Although participants in those projects often found it difficult to engage directly with the national history they learnt at school, for example, their own stories and experiences generated very strong connections with the past. Respondents kept objects to pass on to their own children or grandchildren, participated in family reunions, compiled genealogies, and visited museums, heritage trails and historical societies. They talked about the past with their friends and families, and they avidly consumed history—in the form of historical fiction, documentaries and popular history books.11


In other words, such research noted an uneasiness between professional and popular historical discourses. One is official and knowledge-based—taught in schools, tested in official surveys, and promoted by public institutions.12 The other is familiar, experiential and tactile, and is deeply connected to people’s families and communities.


Yet I also wonder whether we can see in that space not only a disjuncture but a possible intersection: do these distinct types of history ever come together? And if so, how? How do we think about our own histories in the context of national and public historical narratives? And, just as critically, how do we navigate Australian history in light of our own family and community pasts?


[image: images]


IN HIS 1932 presidential address to the American Historical Association, Carl Becker unwittingly pre-empted those studies into historical consciousness over half a century later. He declared that the practice of history wasn’t restricted to academic scholarship and research, and insisted rather boldly that ‘History is the memory of things said and done’. In order to fully understand those dimensions of history beyond its professional and public sphere, historians needed to consider the engagement of ‘Mr. Everyman’ with the past. Becker suggested: ‘Mr. Everyman is not a professor of history, but just an ordinary citizen’.13


Mulling over my own research questions and approach, I realised that I also needed to understand the historical engagement of so-called ‘ordinary’ citizens. How else could the intersection of intimate and public histories in Australians’ historical consciousness be discerned?


But who was this ‘Mr Everyman’, and where would I find him? (Or some more appropriate and inclusive modern rendition?)


So I trawled research that explored community attitudes in Australia. Political and academic interventions in Australian history have generated hundreds of thousands of words in mainstream media and scholarly publications. I was interested in whether any of that public and professional concern had reached out beyond the opinion pages and across the garden fences. Do those discourses about Australia’s past mean anything to people outside the public domain?


Political and sociological researchers Tim Phillips and Philip Smith used focus groups to explore grassroots attitudes to Australian identity. Their ‘gallery of Australians’ took part in community-based discussions that provided a window into the ways public discourse and debates about national identity played out in the community.14


Others, such as Murray Goot and Tim Rowse, drew on quantitative data to explore public attitudes towards national issues such as reconciliation and Indigenous history. They saw how the ‘Australian public’ is at once real and imagined: it’s constantly invoked in political and popular rhetoric, but also shapes people’s understandings of themselves (as members of the ‘public’) in relation to national and community issues.15


My scholarly desire to get in touch with ‘Mr Everyman’ was also influenced by Judith Brett and Anthony Moran’s brilliant long-term qualitative study Ordinary People’s Politics. Using extended interviews and life histories, Brett and Moran explored the political beliefs and engagement of several ordinary Australians over many years and helped me to think about the influence of ‘ordinary people’ in the iteration of Australian collective memory.16


Yet our ‘Everyman’ is also a slippery sucker. Distinguishing emblematic words of ordinariness from the public discourse they inhabit is both tricky and problematic. Politicians and public commentators notoriously draw on the imagery of ‘ordinary’ people for political traction, conjuring and controlling everyday collective images as a way of enhancing their political legitimacy.17


Analysts and historians have linked the political success of John Howard, for example, with his ability to draw on emblematic ideas such as ‘the mainstream’ and ‘the battler’.18 ‘I’d like to be seen as an average Australian bloke’, he famously said a month before his government’s election in 1996. ‘I can’t think of a nobler description of anybody than to be called an average Australian bloke’.19


Paradoxically, while ‘ordinary people’ are constantly coopted into public discourse, little is actually known about how they engage with the nation and how they articulate their own historical consciousness in the context of powerful public historical narratives. Significant scholarship has examined how history is produced and publicly debated around the world, yet the ways ordinary people respond to those public narratives is much harder to gauge.


Consequently, there have been ‘few attempts to track how the processes of historical memory play out in the lives of ordinary people’, as history educationist Sam Wineburg notes. How is it ‘that the proverbial person-on-the-street embodies (or doesn’t) the broad social processes posited by theorists of collective memory’?20


Despite the obvious problem—using such terms has the tendency to brush over their political potency—this book persists with the image of ‘ordinary Australians’, because I also see it as fundamental to understanding community historical engagement. Just as critically, many people understand and describe themselves in such terms.21 The participants in this study aren’t professional historians, and they’re not politicians or public commentators. But they do have opinions about Australian history that warrant acknowledgement and examination.
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THIS EXPLORATION OF everyday attitudes towards Australian history is based on a research project I’ve been doing at the University of Technology Sydney, called ‘Whose Australia? Popular Understandings of the Nation’s Past’.22 The project was originally conceived in the wake of the history wars, when I was curious to see whether any of those historical disputes made it past the opinion pages of the major dailies and into the daily lives of ordinary Australians.


As it developed, however, it became clear that while the history wars might have been the prompt for this research, they wouldn’t be the whole story. There was too much else going on: debates over what sort of history should be taught in schools also pointed to wider questions of historical inheritance and engagement; the Anzac revival went far deeper than just patriotic expressions of national sentiment; and the history wars themselves reflected changing attitudes to the past and history’s inherent subjectivity, beyond mere political posturing.


Historians Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes have called for new research methods that can utilise techniques of oral history to examine questions of public memory.23 Motivated by such challenges, this project attempts to produce what historians Jean Burgess, Helen Klaebe and Kelly McWilliam call a ‘participatory public history’—in order to include those ‘ordinary’ or ‘vernacular’ responses in public debates over the past.24


My book aims to populate public and political discussions about national history with the voices of ordinary people from around the country. It asks how people think historically out there, in ‘lawnmower land’ as the former New South Wales premier Nathan Rees notoriously quipped.25 That belt of ‘mainstream Australia’, courted as ‘battlers’ by the conservative Howard Government, ‘working families’ by his Labor successors, and now (even more cryptically) ‘taxpayers’ by the present government—what do they think of Australian history? How do they negotiate their own historical sensibilities in light of the powerful public narratives of the nation’s past?


To answer these questions, the research employs a new method that could best be described as ‘oral historiography’ to examine personal and public historical engagement.26 This approach uses techniques of oral history, focus group work and qualitative analysis to examine how history is understood in the community. Unlike a number of prominent research surveys, this study doesn’t measure levels of factual historical knowledge. Nor does it limit itself to recording Australians’ popular history-making (such as their interest in genealogies, membership of historical societies, and historical consumption).27


Instead, this oral historiography reflects an interest in historical consciousness, as well as a desire to investigate different readings of the past beyond the conventional spheres of academic or public debate. Using what Adele Clarke calls a ‘situational analysis’, it maps the attitudes of ordinary people alongside public debates and discourses, contemplating themes of historical engagement and inheritance, as well as commemoration, historical contestation and place.28


To find those elusive historical meanings, I decided to talk with people from around the country. I wanted them to speak in their own words about what history means to them: how they relate to their local and family histories, and how they engage with Australian history more broadly.


By people, I wanted ‘ordinary people’, of course, Australians from all walks of life: those who may read the newspaper, but equally may not; those interested in history, and those who have been turned off the subject since school; the unemployed, retirees, young people, migrants, Indigenous Australians and small business owners. All were relevant. Their quotidian historical discourses would provide the primary source material for this research.


First I had to find them.


In the end, I picked five communities that broadly reflect the geographical, cultural and socio-economic diversity of Australia from which to invite (or co-opt) my participants: Marrickville (a municipality and suburb in inner Sydney), Chatswood (a community in Sydney’s affluent North Shore), Brimbank (a multicultural and working-class community in outer-western Melbourne), Rockhampton (a large country town and regional hub in Central Queensland) and Derby (a remote town with a large Indigenous population in far north-western Australia).


The sites were chosen along the lines of what qualitative researchers call ‘purposive sampling’.29 This wasn’t going to be a random or demographically representative sample of the Australian population, but a collection of participants who came from different generations, schooling, ethnic background and class. I was keen to include a diversity of voices and experiences.


That choice was also a pragmatic one. I was pregnant with my first child by the time I began this research, and wanted a manageable selection of sites and participants, whose ‘community conversations’ I would include and analyse alongside national historical discussions readily accessible in the media, politics and scholarly research.


The idea of conversation was critical to any exploration of intersections between community and public historical meanings. During some previous research into history teaching around Australia, I had noticed that the group interviews with students often became very animated and self-directed because the students knew each other and were comfortable talking together in a familiar environment. At times, I felt as though I were simply listening in on their discussions, rather than facilitating them.30 And I wanted to try to replicate that sense of spontaneous exchange in these community focus groups.


Speaking with ‘affinity groups’ in their ‘natural habitat’ might sound a bit like an anthropological documentary in the David Attenborough mould. It’s also a strategy used by researchers to encourage genuine and uninhibited conversation in order to gauge social attitudes and values.31 Such aspects of non-directive research were central to my own attempts at generating, and listening to, community conversations where my presence was minimal.


I found most of these community-based groups through municipal websites. Across the five communities, I interviewed twenty-three such groups, which included sporting clubs, historical or heritage societies, bush regeneration groups and art groups, as well as seniors’ centres, migrant resource centres and youth groups.


The groups averaged four to five participants, which tended to generate fluent, engaged discussion, and went for about an hour. Sometimes certain participants dominated particular topics. Then others would inevitably chime in, and the interviews would return to a more equal, discursive footing.


In some of the larger groups (six people or more), I conducted follow-up individual interviews as a way of exploring particular issues that were raised in the group. And with five of the community organisations I visited, I was only able to speak with one volunteer. That meant I ended up with a balance between those free-flowing group discussions and the more intimate conversations that were able to probe individuals’ historical interests and engagement more deeply.


In total, I spoke with 100 people—a nice round number, I admit, but that wasn’t planned. The average age of the participants was forty-nine, twelve years above the Australian average. This can probably be explained by two factors. First, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australians are more involved in community groups and volunteering in middle age and following retirement, so that demographic was likely to be over-represented in the community groups I visited. Second, people tend to become more interested in history as they get older, and this was certainly confirmed in my research.32


Many respondents, such as Silvie, a university student from Brimbank, described their increasing historical interest and engagement over time: ‘Unfortunately, I think as a child you don’t have very much interest, or I didn’t have much interest in my family’s past, or the heritage’, she admitted. ‘But as I’ve grown older I’ve become quite inquisitive.’ In order to minimise that anticipated generational skew, I organised interviews with two youth groups from Chatswood and Brimbank, as well as students from two university classes (including Silvie’s) in Rockhampton and Brimbank.33


There was also a significant gender bias among my participants. Only thirty-three men took part in this project (26 per cent below the population average). While significant numbers of both men and women participate in volunteering and community engagement in Australia, women tend to be more active in the production of family and community histories.34 As a result, women were more likely to be interested in my interview requests to talk about historical connectedness. To counteract the gender discrepancy that was increasingly apparent as the interviews progressed, I arranged to speak with a group from a men’s shed in Chatswood and made sure I conducted one-on-one male interviews in each of the five communities.


Indigenous people were over-represented in these interviews, making up 10 per cent of all participants. Partly, this was because I was keen to explore their responses to public debates that hinge on Indigenous history—such as use of the word ‘invasion’ or the apology to the Stolen Generations. Their voices have been notably absent from the history wars. Migrants made up about 25 per cent of the participants, reflecting the migration ratios of the broader community, and they contributed fascinating discussions about the complexity of history and identity, for example, in relation to ideas of home, inheritance and nation.35


On the other hand, while some participants may have identified as queer, none talked about it in their interviews—which is understandable, I guess. (Why tell me?) Naively, perhaps, I had hoped that intersections between queer sexuality and history would emerge in our wide-ranging discussions. And I now regret not speaking with any LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender or Intersex) groups, given the counter histories—to family, inheritance and place—they may have generated.36


I also didn’t visit any religious institutions in the five communities. I already had enough community groups taking part without including those from organised religions, and my interviewees included Christians, Muslims and Hindus, as well as a member of a Chatswood synagogue. Yet, given the influence of religion on historical consciousness, I wonder whether including a deeply religious group would have offered another perspective.37


This isn’t supposed to be an apologia for my approach. But I want to give an idea of the project’s inherent limitations of time and scope, as well as my own historical subjectivity: in all likelihood, a religious or queer researcher would have given stronger weighting to such questions.


I tended to visit these communities over the course of about a week, in order to contextualise the groups with the place itself. In between interviews I walked around taking notes, I read local history books, I visited community and historic sites, and I listened to the ways people talk about local history around their monuments, memorials and museums.
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