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The Making of a Public Intellectual


TIM BONYHADY AND TOM GRIFFITHS


There are two necessary characteristics of a public intellectual: that the person’s work is engaged with substantive social questions; and that the person actively attempts to communicate with a public.


Judith Brett, Meanjin, 1991


Academics have been thinking about intellectuals—and intellectuals have been thinking about themselves—for years. But the term ‘public intellectual’ is relatively new. If the American historian Russell Jacoby did not coin it in The Last Intellectuals of 1987, he certainly was responsible for the currency it now enjoys.


‘Public intellectual’ was Jacoby’s characterization of the likes of Edmund Wilson, Jane Jacobs and Lewis Mumford who, writing primarily from outside universities, had addressed and reached a general, educated audience with such effect in the 1950s and early 1960s. The question which Jacoby posed in The Last Intellectuals was what had happened to the next generation of such American writers. His answer was that they did not exist because the members of the New Left, who could have become ‘public intellectuals’ in the 1970s, had let themselves be captured by America’s universities where ‘the ordinary realities of bureacratization and employment took over’. Instead of grappling with issues of public importance in a style that engaged the public at large, the best of the New Left had become professors who were content with reaching colleagues within their discipline and whose work was, in any event, inaccessible to a broader public because of its arcane, professional jargon.1


Outrage at The Last Intellectuals still continues. One obvious criticism of Jacoby has been over his scant consideration of a new generation of neo-conservative public intellectuals, often supported by Think Tanks such as the Heritage Foundation. Jacoby has also been derided for looking in the wrong place for new public intellectuals on the Left. Instead of going to Commentary and the Partisan Review, it has been suggested, he should have been looking in Dissent and Ms. When considering the celebrity status acquired by the likes of Norman Mailer and Lionel Trilling, he equally should have looked beyond the elegance of their essays to the rightward drift of their politics that made them so much more acceptable to the mass media.2


A different line of attack has charged Jacoby with evoking a mythic past, a lost golden age when things were better than today, when in fact there has always been a deep divide between the intelligentsia and the public at large. Other critics have been troubled by Jacoby’s equation of ‘public intellectual’ with ‘famous intellectual’. Not least, Jacoby has been accused of trivializing the significance of dialogue within modern universities, not only because of their importance as places of mass education but also because they provide a forum for at least some dissent and criticism.3 For all the instances when universities have either refused to appoint outstanding academics because of their politics or forced them out of their jobs, they still allow, if not encourage, a greater diversity of views and freedom of expression than most other institutions.


Yet Jacoby’s thesis also has substance, which is why his book is still being debated. It is not just that his argument about the dearth of new Galbraiths and Veblens has struck a chord in the United States but that even Jacoby’s severest critics have recognized that there is something in his condemnation of the New Left and academics more generally for their withdrawal into careerism, jargon and irrelevance.4


Jacoby’s discussion of this last issue—the gulf separating many academics and the public at large—also struck a chord in Australia, though it was far from novel. Historians, in particular, have been worrying about it for years. For example, Stuart Macintyre has recorded how even in the 1950s one history professor decried ‘an arid professionalism bordering on pedantry’, while another deplored the ‘meticulous investigation of small periods or problems’ at the expense of any larger vision. By the early 1970s Greg Dening was exploring new ways of teaching that would ‘free the students from the rigidities our own professionalisation has made’. At the same time, Geoffrey Serle recognized that those historians who might have become ‘independent publicist-intellectuals’ had opted for the ‘ghetto-enclave-retreat’ of universities and suggested that the ‘most difficult problem in training historians’ was ‘to find ways and means of getting them out of universities for a period’. In an essay on ‘The Writing of Australian History’ published in 1987—the same year as The Last Intellectuals—Stuart Macintyre wrote of a profession in crisis. The problem, as Macintyre put it, was not just that many academic historians ‘had lost the ability to entertain or instruct a reading public’ but that they no longer were sure that they had anything to say.5


Jacoby’s book encouraged further consideration of these issues in Australia—and not just among historians. When Douglas Kirsner and Jenny Lee edited a special issue of Meanjin in 1991 on ‘The Public Intellectual’, the editors and three of their contributors cited Jacoby. In particular, Judith Brett was stimulated by The Last Intellectuals to write the most important Australian essay to date about the perils of professionalization and credentialism within universities.6


The key issue that Brett explored was ‘Why So Few Academics Are Public Intellectuals’. Like Jacoby, she blamed universities for ‘The Bureaucratization of Writing’ and the failure of academics to imagine an audience outside their discipline. Brett argued that as universities have become increasingly bureaucratized, they have looked to ‘objective’, standardized criteria for both the selection and reward of staff and in the process popularity, urgency, subjectivity, even clarity, have all been casualties. Communicating one’s ideas to a general public is now ‘against the grain of the job’, even an object of suspicion.7


Conformity to this ethos, according to Brett, results in writing that is not just bland but also serves no function other than satisfaction of the internal criteria of the university. As she put it,


 


Academic writing is writing that never leaves school, that never grows beyond the judging, persecuting eye of the parent to enter into a dialogue with the society and culture of its time, as an adult amongst adults, with all the acceptance of mutual imperfection which this implies. Always seeking the approval of a higher authority, the academic writer endlessly defers responsibility. I write in this way because I have to pass the exam, to get my PhD, to get a job, to get tenure, to get promotion. I write like this because it is what they want. I don’t write in the way best suited to what I have to say, or to win people to a cause, to change the world, to humiliate my opponents . . .8


While Brett, like Jacoby, may have undervalued the vigour and size of disciplinary audiences in an era of large universities with global mobility and networks, the very internationalism of academia (‘frequent flying’ now being perhaps its chief perk and trademark) often works to further isolate academics from engagement with local communities and issues. This orientation is institutionalized by universities through active encouragement of study leave overseas and the funding of interstate and overseas academic engagements but not suburban or country ones: the distant, academic audience is favoured over the local one, particularly the non-professional.


Yet not all Australian academics have succumbed to the tyranny that Brett evoked so graphically. After all, Brett first developed her ideas about ‘The Bureaucratization of Writing’ in a paper delivered at a conference at the Australian Defence Force Academy in honour of Dorothy Green, perhaps Australia’s finest literary critic as well as a significant anti-nuclear campaigner.9 The issue of Meanjin on ‘The Public Intellectual’ in which Brett published her longer essay on this theme was dedicated to the philosopher Max Charlesworth, of Deakin University, who has made a major contribution to public debate about ethical issues. So how is it that Australian universities have continued to produce public intellectuals of the quality of Green and Charlesworth? And how have such figures used the university as a base for addressing an audience outside the classroom and the scholarly journal?


John Mulvaney is an example of a public intellectual who not only has spent more than forty years in Australian universities but who also has derived much of his authority in the public domain from his academic expertise. Whereas the historian Geoffrey Blainey has often sought to give authority to his public statements by claiming to speak for ‘ordinary Australians’, Mulvaney’s authority is explicitly disciplinary, institutional and specialized. His career illustrates how an academic—indeed, a pillar of the university establishment and champion of intellectual elitism—can at the same time maintain a wider, less institutional brief, and fulfil a profound sense of civic responsibility because of the breadth of his scholarship and his recognition of its relevance to so many public issues.


Mulvaney’s engagement with an audience extending far beyond his academic disciplines of history and prehistory has been a gradual process. ‘Public intellectual’ is still not part of his self-definition, most likely because of his modesty as much as the term’s relatively recent origin. Instead he thinks of himself as a ‘stirrer’ or campaigner. He relishes a good battle and is a great believer in the ‘citizen pen’, which he has used for causes profound and mundane: he once wrote a letter to the Canberra Times that lowered the price of Kellogg’s cornflakes in local supermarkets.10


While the wartime ethos of social engagement still prevailed when Mulvaney started studying at the University of Melbourne in 1946, post-war cosiness and introspection had set in by 1954 when he started lecturing there. As the historian F. B. Smith has noted, the days when it was the norm for professors to be integrated into the community through not just their teaching of tertiary students but also their work for primary and secondary education, their contributions to local societies combining amateurs and professionals, and their public teaching through newspapers and radio, were gone.11 Instead the emphasis was on professionalization. Its achievement was regarded by most academics as a mark of progress in their discipline, which typically involved the successful colonization of an area of amateur endeavour. By 1959 John La Nauze, one of Mulvaney’s professors of history at the University of Melbourne, could claim that Australian history had become a ‘professional’, ‘academic’, ‘scholarly’ subject, safely rescued from ‘antiquarians’ whose ‘hobby’ was ‘at once so interesting and so harmless’.12


Prehistory, which Mulvaney had gone to Cambridge to study in 1951 on a postgraduate scholarship from the Australian National University, was in a very different position to history. When Mulvaney returned to Melbourne in 1953, he was the first university-trained prehistorian to make Australia his subject. One professional does not make a science. Splendid isolation was impossible, in any event, unthinkable, to Mulvaney. If La Nauze could afford to ignore the amateur, Mulvaney both could not and would not. Instead, he continued the tradition of public involvement of the pre-war professors. Like other academics working in new fields, he practised a missionary expertise, advocating his discipline both within and and outside the university.


This missionary role soon had Mulvaney seeking to secure change outside the academy. In the late 1950s he became secretary of the Anthropological Society of Victoria (a society otherwise comprised of amateurs), and initiated a motion decreeing that all artefacts found on official excursions should be exhibited and donated to the National Museum of Victoria rather than added to private collections, or even disposed of. ‘Morality demanded that I become holier-than-thou’, Mulvaney has written. He was trying to ‘educate those amateurs’.13


Mulvaney recalls that his ‘first public action’ was probably around 1959 when he wrote to the Victorian Chief Secretary, Arthur Rylah, drawing his attention to Melville Island grave-posts collected in 1912 by Baldwin Spencer, which were then deteriorating in an open shed at the back of the Museum of Victoria. He received no response, but continued to protest. Soon he was also urging the need for conservation training and laboratories to ensure the preservation of cultural material in museums and legislation to protect sites.


To begin with, Mulvaney’s focus when making these calls was Victorian. But by 1968—the year the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies held a major conference that addressed the preservation of Aboriginal sites—he was looking further afield from the Australian National University’s Research School of Pacific Studies, where he had moved three years before. When the Tasmanian Labor government prepared draft National Parks and Wildlife legislation in 1968, Mulvaney and Rhys Jones, a colleague from the Research School, helped to persuade the government to extend it to ‘Aboriginal relics’. By 1969 when a state election had been called, the Bill had passed the Legislative Assembly but not the Legislative Council, and hence it did not become law.14


Throughout this period Mulvaney’s primary concern remained the exploration of Australia’s deep past. Using the new techniques of radiocarbon dating and stratigraphy, he revealed that human occupation of Australia stretched back to the Pleistocene, at least 13 000 years ago (a discovery soon eclipsed by others 20 000, then 30 000 years old and more). For three months a year, in the late 1960s, he was away in the field—something made possible only by his departure from the University of Melbourne to the Research School of Pacific Studies and his freedom from teaching. When writing and speaking about his discoveries, his main object was to convince academics, both in Australia and overseas, of the importance of systematically studying Australian antiquity. In doing so, he not only established and extended the boundaries of his academic discipline and consolidated its institutional respectability but he also put his continent on the world map of prehistory.


In the early 1970s, however, both the nature of Mulvaney’s work and its orientation shifted markedly as he left the Research School, stopped digging and took up the foundation Chair of Prehistory in the Arts Faculty at the ANU. From this position, Mulvaney began increasingly to engage with public issues. Not only was he bolstered by the authority that came with his professorship, he also had published his Prehistory of Australia, the first book about the field he had done so much to create. Not least, he was in the right place at the right time—in Canberra in 1972 when the Whitlam government took office with a reformist agenda embracing issues that already were (or became) of key concern to him.


The Whitlam government rewarded Mulvaney’s concern for museums in 1973 when it appointed him to both the Pigott Inquiry on Museums and National Collections and a special planning committee that reported to Pigott on the possibility of establishing a Gallery of Aboriginal Australia. Much of the Inquiry’s report was devoted to exposing that the National Museum of Victoria was the sorry norm, not the exception, when it came to the conservation of its collection. But the Inquiry also recommended the establishment of a National Museum in Canberra as a means of bringing the kind of new understanding of Australian history pioneered by Mulvaney to a wider audience.


As the Inquiry put it, Australia’s existing museums ‘tended to divorce Aboriginal man from European man and to divorce European man from Nature. The achievements of Aboriginal society over 40,000 years were minimised’. So too was ‘the subtle inter-dependence of European man and Nature’ diminished. The Inquiry looked to a National Museum to redress these failings through three interlinked ‘galleries’ devoted to the Australian environment, Aboriginal Australians and European Australians who, as the report emphasized, would occupy ‘only the last three or four minutes’ if ‘the human history of Australia were to be marked on a 12-hour clockface’.15


Mulvaney has championed this vision of the Museum ever since. When the new Fraser government failed to act on the report, he called on it to do so. When he was appointed to the Museum’s Interim Council after the Commonwealth finally legislated to establish the Museum in 1980, he helped to prepare the 1982 plan, which envisaged a low-key constellation of Museum buildings, flexible and vernacular in design, sited on Yarramundi Reach at the western end of Lake Burley Griffin. As subsequent governments have since amended this vision, Mulvaney has continued to advocate it.16


The fruits of another initiative of the Whitlam government—the Hope Inquiry into the National Estate—took Mulvaney even further into public life. When the Australian Heritage Commission was established in 1976, Mulvaney was appointed one of its seven commissioners. He brought to the Commission not just the expertise that came with being Australia’s foremost prehistorian but also keen understanding of the emerging field of Australian ‘historical archaeology’. In addition to initiating postgraduate work on Macassan sites in northern Australia by Campbell Macknight and a study of the abortive Port Essington settlement of 1838–49 by Jim Allen, he had obtained interim National Estate funding to sponsor a conference at the Australian National University on the challenges of historical archaeology, which he organized with Jim Allen and Isabel McBryde.


Mulvaney’s two terms as a Heritage Commissioner, from 1976 until 1981, were not easy years for the Commission. The Fraser government periodically threatened its abolition and starved it of funds so that its full-time staff rarely rose above twelve and its ‘part-time’ Commissioners such as Mulvaney made a major contribution to the Commission’s daily work. At the same time, conservationists derided the Commission’s supineness, which saw its first Chairman, David Yencken, acknowledge that listing on the Register of the National Estate had never stopped a project proceeding.17


Within this context, survival was, itself, an accomplishment for the Commission; explanation of its work to a largely hostile audience was vital to its continued existence. Yet the Commission did more. It battled for the protection of particular places. It compiled its ‘first generation list’ of the National Estate, which it celebrated in 1981 by publication of its lavish Illustrated Register. It initiated the meeting in the South Australian town of Burra that produced the ‘Burra Charter’—the code of professional practice that now governs the interpretation, documentation and conservation of historic sites.


Such broader ‘heritage’ issues, which extended far beyond the Aboriginal past, occupied Mulvaney increasingly from the late 1970s. In his capacity as a Heritage Commissioner, he attacked architects for practising a mode of ‘restoration’ of old buildings that often destroyed at least as much as it preserved.18 Having finished his second term on the Commission, he played a major part in the 1983 campaign to ensure that, if the site of First Government House in central Sydney was not preserved, it should at least be properly excavated before a multi-storey office block was erected above it (plate 10). In the late 1980s he was one of the first to argue a specific case for the preservation of ‘cultural heritage’ (a historic grazing landscape in the Namadgi National Park, ACT) over restoration of ‘natural heritage’.19


Mulvaney’s engagement with these public issues made him an exceptional academic. While his scholarship was consciously global, his political activism was local. He was prepared to use the academy as a platform from which to intervene in public debates. He was keen to empower people with less status and job security than himself.


Mulvaney was therefore a fitting patron for the new fields of ‘public history’ and ‘public archaeology’ when they began gaining academic definition in the early 1980s. His sense of ‘public’ as an enlarging adjective involving moral and social responsibilities offered a compelling model for practice; his work testified to the compatibility of objectivity and passion, expertise and humility. To many archaeologists and historians working outside the academy, he seemed a model for their work and public commitment.


Yet Mulvaney greeted the first university manifestations of ‘public history’ with some cynicism because it was declining job opportunities in academia that led to the extra-mural training of historians for which Geoffrey Serle had hoped. Having repeatedly rebuked Australian historians for playing ‘little positive part’ in heritage campaigns, Mulvaney lamented that their new interest in public history was motivated by ‘economic necessity’ rather than any ‘moral or ethical need for them to take some public role’.20 In similar vein, the American historian Ronald Grele warned that ‘public history’ could become just another specialism, offering ‘a definition of professionalism almost as narrow as that of the academy’.21 The first teachers of graduate courses in public history in Australia consequently were anxious to build on popular enthusiasm for local and oral history, to analyse the changing relations between academy and community, and to expose students to those sources and influences once dismissed as ‘antiquarian’.22 Mulvaney welcomed this re-orientation, particularly the serious attention that historians were finally giving to the material evidence of the past.23


Nationalist politics and global culture came together for Mulvaney in first the definition and then the protection of ‘world heritage’ that the Whitlam government was characteristically quick to embrace. The World Heritage Convention was drawn up in 1973. In the following year Australia became one of the first countries to sign it. In 1975 the Commonwealth annexed the Convention to the legislation establishing the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service,24 although it was the Australian Heritage Commission that became the driving force within government for its implementation.


Mulvaney was integral to this process. In 1977 he was the chief Australian delegate to a UNESCO meeting in Paris that framed the criteria for putting places on the World Heritage List. Together with the Canadian and American delegates, he made a major contribution to the cultural criteria—ensuring that they would have ‘universal applicability’ and not just apply ‘to French culture, French buildings or the like’.25 Having contributed as a member of the Heritage Commission to the drafting of Australia’s nomination of the Willandra Lakes for world heritage listing, he was one of Australia’s delegates to the meeting of the World Heritage Committee in Sydney in 1981 that saw both the Willandra Lakes and Kakadu added to the World Heritage List (see plate 5).26


In the same year Mulvaney began to take an interest in the Tasmanian Hydro-Electric Commission’s plans to dam the Franklin River. One stimulus was the discovery by Kevin Kiernan, Rhys Jones and others early in 1981 of cultural evidence 20 000 years old in Fraser (now Kutikina) Cave in Tasmania’s South West (plate 7). Another was the state government’s proposal that the federal government nominate this area for World Heritage listing. When Mulvaney read the Hydro-Electric Commission’s draft environmental impact statement, he was appalled because this massive report devoted just six sentences to Aboriginal aspects of the region, claimed that there were ‘no known sites in the project area’ (simply because no one had looked until Kevin Kiernan recognized the archaeological significance of Fraser Cave) and declared that the South West had been unoccupied at the time of European colonization (when there was evidence to the contrary). Had it been an undergraduate essay, Mulvaney would have failed it.27


Mulvaney first condemned the dam in December 1981 when he made a written submission to the Senate’s Select Committee on South West Tasmania in which he deplored the ‘cavalier treatment’ of cultural heritage in the Hydro-Electric Commission’s report and declared that destruction of archaeological sites in the area would be ‘vandalism’. By early in the New Year he was looking to influence public opinion. In a feature in the Canberra Times describing the discoveries at Fraser Cave, he declared that he could not ‘envisage a single site excavated with such potential as this isolated place’ and that to drown it would be ‘to eliminate a vital document of human cultural history’. When the Tasmanian government decided on the Gordon-below-Franklin Dam late in January 1981, he reiterated these concerns to the Hobart Mercury in his official capacity as acting chairman of the Australian Heritage Commission when the Commission happened to meet at Port Arthur.28


It took Harry Butler, the celebrity presenter of the ABC television series ‘In the Wild’, to make Mulvaney go in ‘boots and all’ (as he has put it). Early in February 1982 the Tasmanian government appointed Butler as an environmental consultant in order to placate public outrage at the dam. In one of his first public statements, Butler suggested that it would be possible to excavate Aboriginal sites in the Franklin valley before they were flooded and salvage their contents. Mulvaney, who happened to be still in Tasmania for the Heritage Commission’s meeting, was watching and immediately rang the press. The following day the front page of the Mercury captured the spirit of Mulvaney’s outrage with the headline: ‘Expert warns Butler off SW Cave Comment’ (plate 6). Mulvaney had made clear that ‘Mr Butler knew nothing about archaeology and that he had no right to make judgments about the historic aboriginal significance of Fraser Cave’.29


Over the following months Mulvaney took up the defence of the Franklin in the media, on the stage of public halls, and from the back of a truck outside Parliament House (see plate 8). With the help of Rhys Jones, he also persuaded a group of distinguished archaeologists, anthropologists and geographers to sign a letter condemning the dam, which, with funding from the Australian Conservation Foundation, reached a national audience as a fullpage advertisement in the Weekend Australian.30 When the federal government of Malcolm Fraser decided in December 1982 not to prevent the Tasmanian government constructing the dam—and the federal Minister for Home Affairs and the Environment, Tom McVeigh, followed Butler in ‘assuring’ the House of Representatives that, while Fraser Cave would be flooded, ‘every endeavour’ would ‘be made to preserve this important part of our heritage’31—Mulvaney did his utmost to embarass the government. Because his second term on the Heritage Commission had expired, the only government office he occupied was on the Interim Council of the National Museum. Despite his commitment to the Museum, Mulvaney resigned from the Council immediately.32


The next eleven weeks, until the 1983 federal election, were fortunately the university vacation. As a result, Mulvaney was relatively free to devote himself to campaigning (plate 9). When the Fraser government was defeated and the new Hawke government promptly legislated to protect the Franklin, Mulvaney and Rhys Jones were the two archaeologists who filed affidavits that supported the Commonwealth’s case and helped to persuade the High Court that the Commonwealth’s legislation was within its constitutional power.


Five years later Mulvaney played a similar role in relation to the Commonwealth government’s Helsham Inquiry of 1987–88 into the Lemonthyme and Southern Forests. Once again archaeological research was conducted at the last moment. In just nine days of fieldwork, a team led by Rhys Jones found stencilled red-ochre handprints in Judds Cavern, which he estimated were probably more than 12 000 years old. As Jones explained to the Commissioners, these stencils had ‘clear world heritage significance since their antiquity’ was ‘of the same order as that of the classic cave paintings of southwest France and Spain’. Still all three Commissioners were unimpressed, concluding that none of the inquiry area warranted listing on cultural grounds. Two of the three commissioners also found that less than 10 per cent of the inquiry area deserved listing because of its natural significance, although the other Commissioner recommended that an area even greater than that before the inquiry be nominated.33


When the Commissioners reported in May 1988, conservationists immediately damned the majority’s conclusions. Mulvaney and Vincent Megaw of Flinders University were the first experts to attack the Commissioners’ cultural findings. Within two days of the publication of the report, Mulvaney was denouncing their work to the press as ‘incredulous, incompetent and ignorant’. In a letter to the federal Minister for the Environment, Graham Richardson, he explained that the report was so ‘gauche’ and ‘crass’ that he felt obliged to expose its ‘glaring weaknesses’ to the Australian people.34 When nine of the eleven expert advisers to the inquiry also disassociated themselves from the majority’s conclusions, their credibility was destroyed and the findings of the minority commissioner gained new life. Richardson was able to fight the issue anew in cabinet and secure 70 per cent of the inquiry area for world heritage listing—a figure Prime Minister Bob Hawke then upped to 80 per cent in his negotiations with the Tasmanian government.35


Two years later Mulvaney took perhaps his most controversial public stand over the Victorian government’s decision to order the Museum of Victoria to return its collection of Kow Swamp skeletons unconditionally to the local Koori community. The Kow Swamp skeletons, which ranged from 9000 to 15 000 years old, represented the largest single population of late Pleistocene/early Holocene human remains found in one locality anywhere in the world.36 Mulvaney opposed their unconditional return because it allowed their ultimate reburial and hence destruction—a stance that placed him at odds not only with many Aborigines but also with some of his colleagues in universities and museums.


Controversy over the Kow Swamp remains was not new: Aborigines had contested European handling of them almost since the physical anthropologist, Alan Thorne, began uncovering them on the Murray River in 1968. Already in 1971 Kooris opposed to Thorne’s excavation of the skeletons served an injunction on the Museum in an unsuccessful attempt to stop archaeological work. In 1973 one of their representatives sought in vain for their ‘views and feelings’ to be taken ‘into consideration through consultation’. In 1984 the director of Victoria’s Aboriginal Legal Service, Jim Berg, invoked the law again when the Museum proposed to lend two Aboriginal skulls (one from Kow Swamp) to an exhibition at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. When the Museum decided against this loan, Berg dropped his action.37


When Mulvaney had been carrying out his pioneering fieldwork at Fromm’s Landing in South Australia (plates 2–4), he had never had to deal with such opposition. He only met his first Aborigine in 1963 when he conducted his first dig in the Northern Territory, just as the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (which he helped to establish around the same time) began with no Aboriginal members. But Mulvaney was one of the prehistorians who first began to address the professional obligations of archaeologists and anthropologists to Aboriginal informants and communities. In 1971, as Acting Principal of the Institute of Aboriginal Studies, he organized a conference that considered these issues, albeit under the revealing title, ‘Problems of Field Access’, and still without any Aboriginal participation.38


By 1974 field work ethics and Aboriginal rights were being discussed at the Biennial Meeting of the Aboriginal Institute, and Mulvaney was participating in meetings with Aboriginal people in Shepparton in Victoria and the Sydney suburb of Redfern. In 1975 Aboriginal rights was the first topic discussed at the first full meeting of the new Australian Archaeological Association—a meeting that was organized by Mulvaney and Isabel McBryde, and included many Aboriginal speakers. When Ros Langford of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre addressed the 1982 meeting of the Archaeological Association, she declared:


 


You have built your fortunes upon the lands and bodies of our people and now, having said sorry, want a share in picking out the bones of what you regard as a dead past. We say that it is our past, our culture and heritage, and forms part of our present life. As such it is ours to control and it is ours to share on our terms.


The Association responded by passing a resolution acknowledging ‘Aboriginal ownership of their heritage’.39


Had Mulvaney been there, he would have dissented. He welcomed the reassertion of Aboriginal cultural identity as ‘one of the most significant developments in Australian intellectual history’. He encouraged the training of Aborigines in archaeology, invited their contributions to the writing of Australian history and urged museologists to ‘win acceptance from Aboriginal communities on equal terms’.40 But he opposed any claims of absolute Aboriginal ownership of the past on the basis that it would impose ‘a racial monopoly of data’. Instead he advocated ‘custodianship’ because it both allowed for the concept of universal culture and was closer to the ethos of traditional Aboriginal culture.41


This debate crystallized in 1990 over the Kow Swamp skeletons, which Mulvaney argued should be housed in a Keeping Place rather than unconditionally returned for reburial. After putting his case unsuccessfully to the Council of the Museum of Victoria and the State government, he resigned his position as Honorary Fellow of the Museum in protest. While Mulvaney supported the return and reburial of parts of the Murray Black collection—1200 skeletons from the Murray River, which then comprised nearly half of all skeletons in museums—he did so on the basis that they were skeletons of known identity,42 whereas he argued that the Kow Swamp skeletons were so ancient as to be part of universal human heritage.


When Mulvaney went into print on the issue, he published two versions of the same piece. A short version in the Bulletin, published under his more popular persona of ‘John Mulvaney’, enabled him to engage a large local audience (plate 11). A long version in Antiquity, characteristically signed off as ‘D. J. Mulvaney’, took his case to an international audience as well as demonstrating that, for all Judith Brett’s strictures, even the most esteemed scholarly journals can be a forum for passionate argument.43


In the essay in Antiquity, Mulvaney argued with characteristic vigour that the reburial of the Kow Swamp material was ‘a triumph of bureaucracy and irrationality over prudence and positive, collaborative, racial relations’. According to Mulvaney, destruction of the Kow Swamp relics was not just ‘vandalism’, because it would prevent further scientific investigation of the skeletons as technologies and questions changed, but also suggested a new ‘black intellectual totalitarianism’. He deplored the fact that most archaeologists had failed to contribute to debate over the reburial—whether for or against it—and that none of the members of the Council of the Museum of Victoria had resigned.44


Other archaeologists and museologists replied that, regardless of their own opposition to the reburial of such ancient material, the wishes of the local Aboriginal community had to be respected. Most notably, Sandra Bowdler explained Aboriginal control of skeletal remains (including the right to rebury them) as part of a larger, international trend towards the recognition of minority indigenous rights. She attacked Mulvaney’s statements as inflammatory and counter-productive, and argued that a different result might have been achieved had ‘genuine open consultation between academics and the Echuca community . . . taken place much earlier’. Bowdler also questioned whether the Kow Swamp remains were as significant as Mulvaney made out, and suggested that one reason why archaeologists had not been more outspoken was that to disagree with Mulvaney exposed them to boots-and-all attack.45


Mulvaney’s advocacy of ‘universal culture’ and ‘world heritage’ sprang from his belief in the importance of education in fundamental, shared human values. His lifetime of campaigning for the humanities was formalized in 1989 when he became Secretary of the Australian Academy of the Humanities, an honorary position that he has made activist and fulltime. In keeping with the times, Mulvaney has sought corporate sponsorship for the humanities. He has encouraged government to look on his Academy as ‘an adviser on behalf of the Humanities, rather than a supplicant’. Perhaps most significantly, he is working to persuade academics of their folly in, lemming-like, destroying the market for their own work by issuing vast ‘bricks’ of photocopied materials to their students rather than encouraging them to read and buy books and explore libraries for themselves.46


Mulvaney’s attempt to turn his Academy into a helpmate of government has not curtailed his criticism of it. He has questioned bureaucratic rhetoric about the ‘clever’ country, and expressed disappointment at the neglect of the humanities (as distinct from ‘the arts’ in Prime Minister Paul Keating’s Creative Nation statement of 1994).47 He has also been a trenchant critic of the ‘Dawkins revolution’—the transformation of higher education wrought by John Dawkins and the Department of Education, Employment and Training in the late 1980s. Mulvaney rejects the economic rationalist approach to education with its crude attempts to measure the ‘relevance’ of research, its multiplication of bureaucratic accountability and administration, and its threat to academic autonomy and innovation. His objections are, characteristically, not aimed at returning universities to some lost, imagined monasticism, but express his belief that the scholarly elitism and freedoms that empowered his public life are being whittled away.


Mulvaney’s willingness to take up these causes—and his manner of doing so—cannot be understood outside his generational context. His youth was both disturbed and liberated by wartime service; he entered universities unexpectedly when they were still small but soon to expand massively; he was well established in his career when a reformist federal government renewed links with academia; he was senior and secure in his profession as the politics of heritage became more public and passionate. Like his old professor, John La Nauze, Mulvaney has a sense of the higher, separate calling of academia, but his elitism is activist and infused by a strong sense of social and moral responsibility. He clearly has greater faith than Jacoby or Brett in the political impact and potential urgency of institutionalised knowledge. In the face of claims that knowledge and truth are largely socially constructed, he still believes in the objectivity and responsibility of ‘experts’.


This book traces both the academic journeying of Mulvaney and his increasing public commitments: it too moves from prehistory to politics. Beginning with chapters that have a large biographical component and offer sustained attention to Mulvaney’s institutional and disciplinary debts, the book follows the course of Mulvaney’s own career and explores public issues associated with archaeology, anthropology and the environment. The ideas, stances and strategies of the ‘public intellectual’ are a recurrent theme, sometimes mentioned in passing, at other times directly addressed. What emerges is a sense of the opportunities and obligations of academics: our relative freedom to ‘disturb’ and speak out, our moral duty to make our expertise widely available, our social responsibility to be more than academic.
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John Mulvaney’s Universities


KEN INGLIS


John Mulvaney didn’t expect to go to a university. He was a trainee primary state school teacher, a beginner in the same career as his Irish Catholic immigrant father, when he joined the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) in 1943. At school he had loved history, topped the class, started to write a history of Australian explorers, so he remembers, before he was eleven. In England, an officer at nineteen, he experienced the thrill of the old, especially the very old—a ring of stones 5000 years old near his aerodrome at Moreton-in-Marsh. He had gone to England via Canada, in the Empire Air Training Scheme. As a navigator in Lancasters he practised for raids that he never had to make. He sailed for home on his twentieth birthday, 26 October 1945, in good time for the next academic year at the university, and paid to go there as an ex-serviceman under the Commonwealth Rehabilitation Training Scheme. He from 1946, I from 1947, were among the majority of students whose parents had had no university education. In our parents’ youth Australia had fewer than 8000 students at universities; even in the late 1930s there were only 14 000. By the time we graduated we were among more than 30 000 university students, over 8000 at Melbourne, nearly half of us beneficiaries of that Commonwealth Scheme. In 1948 he was among more than a dozen of the forty or so honours students in history who graduated with first-class honours—in the annals of the History School, annus mirabilis. With that degree he didn’t have to become a high school teacher, as he expected when he enrolled. He became a tutor, and remained an academic for the rest of his paid working life.


In January 1946 an expedition of staff and students from the History School had embarked on field work in Aboriginal prehistory. Professor R. M. Crawford, Dr Leonhard Adam, Dermot Casey and a group of students visited Flinders Island to collect and classify stone artefacts: millstones, pounders, and other objects evidently either shaped or chosen for human use.


Later expeditions under the same leadership, with a shifting population of students, collected more evidence for more speculation. I was among one group searching in the sands of Phillip Island, and so was John Mulvaney. Dr Adam was a German anthropologist and lawyer who had come to Australia as a prisoner. He had been one of the earliest victims of the Nazis’ anti-Semitism, and he was a refugee in England in 1940 when he and men like him, enemy aliens, were rounded up as the British authorities prepared for invasion. They were shipped to Australia on the SS Dunera to be safely interned for the rest of the war. In the camp at Tatura, as Greg Dening records in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, he became pro-rector, Collegium Taturense, and gave lessons in primitive religion and ethnography. People at a more conventional place of learning, the University of Melbourne, helped get him out in 1942. He and other Dunera men and boys were soon to enrich the intellectual and cultural life of Australia. Among those in the humanities and social sciences during John’s and my time at Melbourne were Henry Mayer, Hugo Wolfsohn, George Nadel, Gert Buchdahl, Peter Herbst, Kurt Baier, Franz Philipp, Fred Gruen and Jerry Gutman. R. M. Crawford gave Adam a billet in the History School, where he set up a modest museum of ethnology and primitive art, gave lectures in cultural anthropology, and led those digs at Aboriginal sites. John Mulvaney attended Adam’s lectures and went on the digs. Dermot Casey, brother of R.G., was to become partner and patron on John’s own first digs in the 1950s.


I had always imagined that Adam was the source of John’s passion for prehistory; but I was wrong. While John went with Adam to Phillip Island in May 1947, he remembers being fairly bored by the actual digging, though appreciative of night-time conversations with his teachers around the camp fire. When he attended some lectures by Dr Adam in 1948, they lit no fire in his mind—or, he thinks, anybody else’s, as the number present dwindled from around a dozen to two. Even a trip with Adam to the Grampians in 1950 to look at sites of rock art stirred little or no interest in Aboriginal prehistory.


What then did John Mulvaney learn from the University of Melbourne, and what relationship does his university bear to other people’s? John tells me he barely recognizes the university represented in Vincent Buckley’s autobiography Cutting Green Hay, though the author, like John, was Catholic, ex-RAAF, and an undergraduate from 1946 to 1948. Coming a year later, I in turn barely recognize my university in some memories, and still less in some retrospective imaginings.


Professor Stephen Knight, leaving the University of Melbourne after teaching there and at Sydney for thirty years, offers the following account of academic pedagogy in the olden days:


 


Before paperbacks and photocopiers, the role of the lecturer was to relate the information and basic analysis that the student could not obtain in other ways. A body of knowledge was lifelessly transmitted and any evaluative, engaged comment or critique was usually hurried through at the end of the lecture, and few such comments were socially critical.1


That could only have been written by someone who reached Australia too late to be aware of the two great university teachers and schoolbuilders of John’s and my time, John Anderson and R. M. Crawford. Their lectures were full of life, evaluation and social criticism. Different varieties of evaluation and social criticism, to be sure; but Andersonians could have said with Iago ‘I am nothing if not critical’, and when Crawford and Kathleen Fitzpatrick recreated the English civil war, which was central to our first-year course, they and the texts they got us to read made us vividly aware that the tercentenary of that eruption was also an occasion for engaged reflection on liberty and justice. ‘The poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as the greatest he’, says the soldier Thomas Rainborowe, during the debates within Cromwell’s army at Putney in 1647. Three centuries later, that’s what our postwar reconstruction was about; and when Kathleen Fitzpatrick so eloquently quoted Milton : ‘I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue’, she was addressing us in our time, not as directly as Redemptorist missionaries had spoken to her in Catholic childhood, but plainly enough. We read the debates with a consciousness formed by our mentors and by such texts as Christopher Hill’s The English Revolution, published by the Communist firm Lawrence & Wishart, and David Petegorsky’s Left Wing Democracy in the English Civil War, which was put out by Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club. And throughout British history in the first year and Renaissance and Reformation history in the second year, we read with awe Religion and the Rise of Capitalism by the Christian socialist R. H. Tawney, our own written words falling all over the place as we tried to make them imitate his.


Knight is wildly wrong about the form and style of lectures, as well as their content. Yes, we had boring ones, even in British B when Kathleen Fitzpatrick was away on sabbatical leave, as she was when I took the course in 1947, and a scratch team of journeymen and journeywomen filled in. (I sat in on Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s British B lectures in 1949, for revision and inspiration.) But the best lecturers, and the models for others, practised rhetoric as well as scholarship: Kathleen Fitzpatrick, wearing a camellia freshly picked in the Old Quad, speaking lucid and polished sentences, storyteller and analyst, making us wonder what happened next and why, and using her fully written text with such theatrical artistry that one of her pupils, half a century later, believes she spoke without notes. If you combined History with English as many of us did, you heard and saw Professor Ian Maxwell in leather-elbowed sportsjacket, tears glistening on his leathery face as he recited from memory and in the right Scottish accent the poetry of Robert Burns.


We apprentices learned the trade from our seniors both by observation and by precept. New tutors, as John has recalled, were given hints on technique and had to deliver at least one lecture. Crawford attended John’s first, on the administration of the Roman empire. I quote: ‘His timely advice concerning my faults and their possible correction has proved of lasting benefit.’


Knight’s emphasis on the lecturer also misses a fundamental difference between the Universities of Melbourne and Sydney in those days. Not that I knew it at the time, for the universities were virtually on different planets. ‘Academic Australia’, as John has written, ‘then consisted of six universities separated by hundreds of miles and by disparate cultural and funding traditions . . .’ You spoke of the university, because your mental map contained only one. Or you spoke in Melbourne of ‘the Shop’, unaware that it was the only university in Australia, maybe in the world, to be called that. I began to meet people from the University of Sydney at Oxford. John’s first visit to Sydney, apart from going through on his way to the war, was in 1956.


Anderson and his colleagues, whether we knew it or not, stuck to Scottish models, and lectured. Crawford, for whom Oxford was Mecca, built up a tutorial system as close to Oxford’s as he could. A long way short: students in tutorial groups of eight to ten, maybe larger in pass courses, rather than singly or in pairs; but tutees nevertheless, reading papers, responding to questions, and if they were bolder than John Mulvaney or me or most of the women, chipping in and even holding forth. Sydney had nothing like it. When money poured in to improve university teaching after the Murray report of 1957, Sydney academics had to be taught what a tutorial was. That’s my Melburnian view, anyway.


If you lived in a university college, as John and I did, he in Catholic Newman, I in Methodist Queen’s, you had another set of tutorials, usually in smaller groups than in the university departments. He recalls learning a lot from two tutors in Newman, one of whom, Frank Maher, got him keen on Arnold Toynbee, and John’s first publication was a review of the one-volume abridgement of Toynbee’s A Study of History for the Newman Society’s News and Views.


The Honours course took only three years in those days, with no thesis. The teacher who had turned John towards prehistory, and in whose classes he did speak up, was John O’Brien, who lectured in Ancient History—meaning Greece and Rome. O’Brien was not a rhetorician in the manner of Fitzpatrick or Maxwell, but just as unlike the boring pedant of Stephen Knight’s imagination. Flat voice, hesitant cough, densely solid material, meticulous language. He was a deep and subtle man, and I guess he believed that rhetoric was not for true scholars. Even John couldn’t understand for a while what he was up to in the first-year lectures on Athenian democracy and imperialism, until it dawned on him that every lecture was an essay in criticism of primary sources and received wisdom about them. By third term John was acquiring, thanks to O’Brien—I quote from his obituary—‘a realization of the nature of historical method, and a sense of active participation in its study’. In second year, studying Roman Britain with a group of eight, O’Brien had the class gather one evening a week for an unscheduled discussion, which used to last several hours. John tingled with detective excitement at the puzzles of the past that O’Brien led him to discover. He worked hard, perhaps too hard, he thinks, to keep up with people he remembers as giants who seemed to have come from Scotch College and other such places, who had been at the university before they went to the war and were back finishing their courses, whereas he had gone into the RAAF after Rainbow Higher Elementary School and one year at Frankston High, where his education stopped one year short of matriculation.


It was in the study of classical Greece and Rome that the boy from the bush really got on the road to scholarship. In Ancient I he detected in Herodotus and other sources evidence relevant to a lecture O’Brien had just given on Alexander of Macedon. So O’Brien asked him to give the honours class a lecture on the subject—a first-year student, invited to lecture his own class!—and reported his findings on the connection between Alexander’s trajectory and the location of silver mines. In second year, when the small honours group studied Roman Britain, O’Brien got them to evaluate the evidence, chapter by chapter, on which R. G. Collingwood and N. L. Myres had based their recent book, Roman Britain and the English Settlements. Collingwood was almost as important as Tawney for Melbourne historians, not primarily for his Roman Britain but for his autobiography, published in 1939, and for The Idea of History, published in 1946 and much read for the Melbourne course in Theory and Method. John recalls his innocent self early in 1946 hearing two of the giants from Scotch debating the merits of Collingwood, and thinking they meant the football team.


Two notions of Collingwood’s affected both our theory and our method: the idea that to write history you must rethink the thoughts of its makers, and the idea of historical inquiry as proceeding by question and answer. John didn’t care much for Theory and Method with a capital T and a capital M. ‘I’m not interested in theory or philosophy, really’, he has said, ‘I’m interested in the real documentary stuff.’ Working for an essay on one of Collingwood’s chapters about Roman Britain, deep into the real documentary stuff, John found that Collingwood himself had hardly any evidence for his answers to the questions he had asked about the economy of Roman Britain. John pursued the evidence in the Public Library, which subscribed to over 70 British archaeological journals. ‘Immersed in hillfort excavations, ceramic complexes and field systems’, he writes, ‘I boldly criticized assumptions and methodologies of British archaeology.’2 He came across work that excited him by two Cambridge archaeologists, articles by Grahame Clark, which were preparing the way for his book Prehistoric Europe: The Economic Basis, and Glyn Daniel’s new book A Hundred Years of Archaeology. So it was the classicist John O’Brien, not the ethnologist Leonhard Adam, who turned John Mulvaney towards the study of prehistory.
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