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    INTRODUCTION




    JOHN RICKARD




    Last year Australian Historical Studies celebrated its first fifty years. Launching itself with just a hint of defiance in the unstable climate of 1940, the journal did not see itself as academic in a narrow sense, and indeed offered itself to ‘the general reader of history’ as much as ‘the specialist student’. But with the postwar expansion of universities and the multiplying of jobs, the journal more explicitly identified itself with the world of academic historians. Historical Studies, as it was then called, prospered along with the profession, but soon found itself competing with an increasing range of specialist journals. For as the concerns of historical research became more complex, and as methodologies flowered, specialisation seemed to be the name of the game. The old days of ANZAAS Section 26 gave way to the cancer-like growth of conferences and seminars. More recently the apparent fragmentation of the profession has begun to be a matter for some concern.




    In this context Public History—the capitals seem to be a necessary part of its self-image—is interestingly ambivalent. In one sense it is a new specialism, with its staked out territory which includes heritage and museums. Yet its very name, Public History, announces its integrative function. Putting to one side the conundrum of what might constitute its implied opposite, ‘Private History’, Public History, in its concern with the presentation of history to a wider public, raises questions about the relationship between the history historians write for themselves (which with its in-house character might almost be considered ‘private’) and the history they should write for others. It also serves to question our understanding of what constitutes the profession itself. For many years while others may have written ‘history’, the ‘historian’ as such has been safely domiciled in the academy. Now government departments and museums advertise for ‘historians’, and free-lance consultants have the temerity to regard themselves as ‘professional historians’ in a sense that they would not consider academics to be.




    Public History is, of course, many things. As Graeme Davison points out in his article, in its American origins the term invoked ‘a distinctively American conception of public interest and responsibility’. Australian historians may lack that particular cultural heritage, but common to all ‘public histories’ is an awareness of the need for historians to engage more directly with the community and its contemporary concerns. History has entered the market place as never before. Free-lance historians of necessity operate like small business people (see Phyllis Phame and the Professional Historians Association). But more generally, as historians belatedly took heritage issues seriously, they had to argue with the greed yet apparent economic rationality of developers and the proponents of growth (as measured by the number of cranes on the city skyline). Heritage had to be valued and defended in terms of its social and economic benefits for the community. Cases before tribunals had to be mounted; unsatisfactory compromises abided with. And with the proliferation of museums and galleries and the rise of a whole new exhibition ethos (from ‘Golden Summers’ to ‘Civilisation’), the sense of the old established institutions being simply there, part of an unchanging nineteenth-century urban inheritance, gave way to a much more dynamic, market-influenced scene in which younger historians began to claim a role.




    Perhaps understandably, not all academic historians have greeted the Public History agenda with unalloyed rapture. Some were already suspicious, and with some reason, of oral history, which had its first dramatic flowering on the edges of academia in the 1970s. But more generally many historians have been reluctant to move out of the conventional archive, in which ‘the documents’ were preserved, dutifully awaiting interpretation. Even paintings and photographs, respectable enough in many contexts, were used largely as ‘illustrations’ rather than as evidence in themselves. The recognition of a whole new range of sources, from film and video to sites and artefacts, might initially have been stimulating but the addiction to ‘documents’ is not easy to break. For one thing the old archive is familiar territory, safe and accessible, while many of the new sources had to be pursued and found, and their interpretation often required skills which had to be learnt.




    Furthermore, while most historians had always acknowledged an unspecific responsibility to the community, the kind of engagement which Public History demanded could seem distasteful (why, as a historian, should one submit oneself to the cross examination of the developer’s vulpine QC?); and academics, it could be argued, were not by training or inclination well qualified for the politics and public exposure often entailed. The discipline of history, secure enough in its academic environment, save for the annual genteel competition for enrolments, also had to justify itself to other disciplines already marketing their expertise in the public arena, particularly architecture and archeology. The fact that historians had been such late arrivals on the heritage scene meant that they had a lot of catching up to do: they were not negotiating from a position of strength. In short, no matter how disagreeable the academy is in this post-Dawkins era, for not a few historians Public History is probably still intellectually a little dubious, and certainly more trouble than it is worth.




    The fact remains that Public History, in its various guises, is here among us, and if not prospering it is, at a time when the universities have had little to offer in the way of jobs, providing a living for a number of young historians. They lack the academic luxuries, and their scholarship is exercised in the service of a client or employer. Yet they bring to bear on their tasks much of the historical training acquired in the academy: it is no surprise, for example, to find social history and ethnography making their impact on museum displays. Whatever the frustrations of their lot, they have the satisfaction of knowing that they are ‘hands-on’ historians whose work has a value placed upon it. But even more importantly for those of us still in the ivory tower, their dilemmas represent the dilemmas of the profession writ large.




    In this collection Australian Historical Studies brings together public historians from many different backgrounds and environments. Some contributions take the form of reports from the battlefront; others review the state of play and reflect on the problems being encountered. Some are more like the conventional historical journal article than others, but we have deliberately encouraged a range of forms, as Public History is a field which has required rather different sorts of ‘publications’. While we have sought a reasonable spread, both in terms of issues and geography, there can, of course, be no pretence to comprehensiveness. Yet the forays and reflections presented here are indicative of the sorts of concerns which are exercising our public historians. Omissions and absences may themselves be significant. Taken together, the articles give us a sense of how practitioners both in the field and the academy perceive Public History, Australian-style. They give us a sense, too, of how the profession of historian itself might need to be redefined, and in that process this journal will play its part.




    For the ultimate justification of devoting a special number to Public History is not simply that the particular issues raised are important and, to use that much feared word, relevant (they are, of course), but that the emergence of Public History and its siblings signifies an identity crisis for the discipline itself, and is evidence of a renegotiation of the relationship between history and the community. We forget that the academic discipline of history is a modern invention; it is perhaps surprising that its practices have become so fixed in what is, in historical terms, so short a time. Public History poses questions about many of these practices: but it also insists that history has a future, not only in the academy, but in the real world.


  




  

    PARADIGMS OF PUBLIC HISTORY




    GRAEME DAVISON




    Public History is the new name for the oldest history of all. From Thucydides and Machiavelli to Charles Beard and Arthur Schlesinger Jr historians have drawn inspiration from their practical engagement in public life and have hoped, often vainly, to apply the lessons of history to the conduct of public policy. In Australia the links between academic history and public life were stronger earlier in the century than they are today. In the provincial universities professors addressed themselves as much to the needs of the local community as to the world of international scholarship. George Arnold Wood and Stephen Roberts of Sydney, Ernest Scott of Melbourne, G. V. Portus of Adelaide and Fred Alexander of Perth measured their success in essentially local terms as inspiring teachers, as chroniclers of local institutions, as commentators on the great issues of the day, and as champions of history in the schools.1 With the expansion of the universities in the postwar period, and the movement towards academic specialisation and greater professional self-consciousness, the draw-bridge between the ivory tower and the wider world was gradually raised. Historians now looked to their peers in the world of international scholarship rather than to the local community as their primary audience. Their role as commentators on the issues of the day was taken over by other social scientists. And they largely surrendered their role as setters of history curricula and examinations in the schools.




    Only in the late 1970s, as the expansion of the universities came to an end, and the employment prospects of history Ph.Ds began to deteriorate, did the academy seek to re-open its links with the public at large. The terms on which it sought to do so, however, were very different from those which had prevailed in the days of Wood, Roberts, Scott and Portus. Public History, a cynic might conclude, was simply a fancy name for jobs for the boys and girls. Young historians, locked out from academic employment, perceived potential new livelihoods in tapping the growing public interest in the past manifest in the heritage business, social history museums, the family history boom and the renewed interest in local history. The origins of the movement, then, were essentially pragmatic and populist, not idealistic and elitist like the missionary activities of the professionals of yesteryear. It was in the process of drawing up contracts, resolving problems of copyright and access to records and in attempting to reconcile the demands of the client with their personal and professional principles that the practitioners found themselves engaged in a more general debate about the underlying principles of public history, and only much later still that their colleagues within the academy began to join in more systematic attempts to distill the lessons of their experience and to offer graduate courses designed to meet their needs.




    There is a danger that academics may perceive public historians as mere outworkers in the history factory, a group of menials turning out goods of inferior quality at a faster pace and a lower rate of pay. The role of the public historian is indeed quite distinct from that of the academic and the absence of tenure and the guarantees of scholarly independence traditionally associated with universities may create ethical and economic pressures of a kind rarely experienced by academics. On the other hand, the public historian may enjoy the compensating pleasure of seeing his or her work translated into decisions that affect the ‘real world’ and may develop a clearer and more critical understanding of the changing relationship between the historian and the public.




    The terms on which that interchange should take place is an important question with implications for the future of historical study inside the academy as well as beyond. In thinking about these issues, Australian public historians might profitably reflect on the ways in which their British and American counterparts have attempted to define their task. In this brief review, I outline three influential paradigms of enquiry, Public History, People’s History and Applied History, comment on their distinctive epistemologies, value systems and methods of enquiry, and offer some suggestions and warnings about their applicability to the Australian scene. In Australia these terms have sometimes been used without their original theoretical or methodological implications, and it would be idle now to insist that Australian practitioners conform to American or British usage. But insofar as terminology can guide us to an understanding of more substantial issues, it is helpful, I think, to consider the circumstances in which these terms originated and what they tell us about the important reorientation of our discipline that is now under way.




    Public History




    The term Public History was first coined in 1975 by the American historian Robert Kelley of the University of California at Santa Barbara. ‘In its simplest meaning’, Kelley later wrote,




    

      Public History refers to the employment of historians and the historical method outside of academia: in government, private corporations, the media, historical societies and museums, even in private practice. Public historians are at work whenever, in their professional capacity, they are part of the public process. An issue needs to be resolved, a policy must be formed, the use of a resource or the direction of an activity must be more effectively planned—and a historian is called upon to bring in the dimension of time: this is Public History.2


    




    The idea of Public History, and the graduate programme which arose from it, were the product of conversations between Kelley, a specialist in environmental history, especially the history of water resources in California, and his colleague, G. Wesley Johnson, an African historian with an interest in local and community history. As academics, they were perturbed by the worsening employment prospects for historians within the academy and the consequent decline in graduate enrolments. But as occasional consultants and expert witnesses in their own areas of expertise, they were aware of the growing opportunities for the employment of historians in the public sphere, especially in the new agencies which had emerged in response to the environmental concerns of the 1970s. Public History, according to Kelley’s vision, was an essentially professional activity based on the historian’s allegedly distinctive expertise in understanding how events and institutions evolve in time. The historian’s, he believed, ‘is an essentially genetic caste of mind; that is, one which assumes that we do not understand something until we dig out it origins, its subsequent development, and its causal antecedents.’ Many decision-makers believed that they thought historically, but they lacked the professional historian’s depth of knowledge and critical method. ‘Changing and improving the public process throughout American society, by bringing the historical consciousness into a working role in the daily conduct of affairs, is a purpose honorable in character and elegant in its dimensions’, Kelley resoundingly declared.3




    In selecting the term Public History as a slogan for their endeavours, Kelley and his colleagues were invoking a distinctively American conception of public interest and responsibility. When they use the word ‘public’ in such formulations as ‘the public interest’, ‘public service’, ‘public process’ or ‘public history’, Americans surround the word with a special aura that derives from an ideal of citizenship grounded in the American Constitution and the Bill of Rights, refined in the judicial doctrines of the Supreme Court, and expounded in such characteristic products of the American liberal tradition as Walter Lippman’s The Public Philosophy and Ralph Nader’s Public Interest Research Group.




    When it is used in the phrase Public History, the word ‘public’ seems to stand for two distinct ideas. According to one, Public History is contrasted with specialised or academic history and the public historian is seen as the person who makes that knowledge publicly available. In this sense, the public historian is an expert in popularising, displaying or publishing knowledge of the past. Some American historians speak of ‘outreach history’. The second idea emphasises a more political sense of ‘the public’ as the sphere of public life or the object of public service, and conceives Public History as history written in the service of the public or for the common good. According to this definition, the public historian is a disinterested servant of the public, using his or her expertise to assist in the formulation of public policy.4




    In retrospect, the term Public History appears to have a particular resonance with the politics of the early 1970s, when problems of environmental degradation and urban blight raised new questions of public responsibility. But California, where the movement was born, was soon to witness the birth of a new movement, symbolised by the tax-limiting Proposition 13, which would radically circumscribe the bounds of state responsibility in favour of a new emphasis on individual rights and responsibility. During the 1980s, when greed became good and privatisation the politicians’ watchword, the idea of Public History may have lost some of its original glamour.




    As it happened, public historians could often just as well be described as ‘private historians’, for many were employed as servants of private corporations or as the writers of confidential reports for government departments.5 ‘In Public History’, Kelley wrote, ‘the historian answers questions posed by others’. Whether the historian’s work could be said to advance the public interest therefore depended on the nature of the questions, how truthfully and fully they were answered, how the answers were appropriated and whether they were made public. The briefing papers which the historians wrote for the State Department or the Rand Corporation might be withheld from public scrutiny. The evidence they gave on behalf of private clients in a case on water rights or before a hearing on a historic building might better serve private interests than the public good. (‘You see historians pop up in cases arguing that there is no discrimination [in employment] or environmental damage’, observes Joel Tarr of some recent appearances by historians as expert witnesses.) And the histories which public historians wrote to ‘preserve the corporate culture’ of Coca-Cola or Hewlett Packard might have been designed, consciously or unconsciously, to enhance the company’s image rather than to tell the unvarnished truth.6 ‘Too often’, writes Ronald Grele, an American critic of Public History, ‘the call for a relevant, socially significant history has channelled public historians into the narrowest of careers: working for those who rule and dominate the instruments of social power’.7




    Since 1976, when Kelley and Johnson began their Graduate Program in Public Historical Studies at Santa Barbara, dozens of other colleges and universities across the United States have followed their lead.8 Several hundred public historians, working in fields as diverse as cultural resource management, national park interpretation, social history museums, military history, foreign affairs and corporate history gather at the annual meeting of the National Council on Public History, held in conjunction with the convention of the Organisation of American Historians. Among the most important uses of the term Public History is to give a sense of collective identity and professional dignity to academically trained historians working in otherwise scattered and diverse locations.




    When Australian historians adopted the phrase Public History to describe the practice of history beyond the academy, they may have followed the American lead without reflecting carefully on its origins and implications. On the whole, they were probably more at home with the idea of reaching beyond the academy to create a popular constituency for history than with the notion of history as a form of professional public service. In many contexts, the two ideas were happily quite compatible and professional historians working as oral historians, museum curators and heritage consultants could present themselves as the professional midwives who helped ‘ordinary people’ to re-discover and re-interpret their own past. In encounters with the public, the public historians often down-played their professional status, deferring to the populist ideal of ‘Everywoman her own historian’. The trouble with such a stance, of course, was that it threatened to devalue the historian’s professional expertise. (Chris Healy’s account of the Living Museum of the West, page 153, illustrates some of these potential difficulties.) So, in pursuing the populist idea of Public History, the historians could not entirely avoid the difficult issue, implied in the second definition, of their professional status and credentials.9




    Australian historians have generally been more sceptical or diffident about advancing the kind of sweeping claims which American public historians made on behalf of their profession. Compared with the unreflective certainty of the average graduate in Accounting or Computer Science, the typical Australian History honours graduate may even seem to have been more disabled than empowered by her training. In matters of epistemology she is likely to be a cultural relativist. In matters of politics, she is likely to be sceptical of formal notions of ‘consensus’ or ‘public good’. Yet she often enters a public sphere in which bureaucrats and politicians conceive the professional’s role in terms of a scientistic paradigm of objectivity, impartiality and authority and look to the historian as a dispenser of expert opinions rather than an advocate or an interpreter. On the job, she may resolve these tensions by paying outward respect to official ideals of consenus and impartial expertise while seeking informally to promote her own political ideals. Or she may approach her public work more cynically, as a mere meal ticket. Only if she is lucky can she expect to find an employer who prizes her capacity to reflect upon the values implicit in public policy as critically she does upon her own professional practice.




    People’s History




    In its attempt to extend the reach of history beyond the academy the American Public History movement shares some common ground with its nearest British counterpart, the People’s History movement associated with Ruskin College, Oxford and the History Workshop Journal. With its roots in the Workers’ Educational Association and the missionary socialism of R.H. Tawney, G.D.H. Cole and E.P. Thompson, People’s History sought to create links between the trade union movement and the universities and to foster the study of British working-class history. More recently, it has cast its net more widely to enlist the energies and sympathies of feminists, environmentalists, anti-nuclear campaigners and others on the broad Left. Its foremost organiser and publicist, Raphael Samuel, defined its mission as ‘democratising the act of historical production, enlarging the constituency of historical writers, and bringing the experience of the present to bear upon the interpretation of the past’.10




    In its openness to new forms of historical expression—film, museum exhibitions, oral history, radio documentaries—People’s History and the History Workshop Journal helped to expand the boundaries of historical discourse and to loosen up its style. In Australia, it has provided the model for a range of vigorous public activity, from ‘The History Show’, a lively weekly radio show produced largely by post-graduates, to A People’s History of Australia.11 As the ‘workshop’ metaphor implies, it encouraged more collaborative modes of activity involving enthusiasts as well as professionals, working people as well as middle-class intellectuals. Yet the style of People’s History may be more open and democratic than its substance. In the Workers’ Educational Association, from which the movement sprang, it was the missionary dons rather than the self-improving workingmen who set the intellectual agenda and it is still noticeable that, for all their democratic rhetoric, the socialist academics continue to be the foremen of the history workshop, not so much by virtue of their academic status, as by their virtuosity as Marxist theoreticians.




    People’s History differs from Public History both epistemologically and ideologically. It presumes a society where social conflict and injustice, rather than consensus, are the norm; where historical judgements are not, and cannot be, neutral or impartial; and where the historian’s proper role is to be an advocate for history’s losers rather than an apologist for the ruling class. It appeals to the historian’s desire, not merely to change the world in piecemeal or incremental ways, but to question and overturn its ruling principles; not merely to get a job, but to undertake a mission. People’s History finds its strongest following, not among the consultants and commissioned historians living on the crumbs that fall from the corporate table, but among the academic proletariat of graduate students, part-time tutors and untenured lecturers.




    The people’s historians asked some important questions that the public historians were inclined to side-step or ignore, especially about the political purposes of historical study. They were aware, for example, of the limitations of a merely local or antiquarian interest in the past for its own sake. ‘Left to itself’, writes Samuel, ‘people’s history . . . can serve as a kind of escapism, a flight from the uncertainties of the present to the apparent stabilities of the past’.12 But too often they answered those questions in doctrinaire and predictable ways. Did social history have to become a kind of escape? And was Marxist theory the only antidote to antiquarianism?




    Socialist theory is at once a strength and a weakness of People’s History. It energises and gives direction to much of its most innovative work. Yet by keeping the intellectuals firmly in charge and non-believers on the outer, it makes the movement less egalitarian and fraternal than it pretends. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, in fact, people’s historians often seemed more concerned to emancipate themselves from the toils of French structuralism than to encourage the working class to reclaim their own history. Many of its characteristic emphases, such as its concern to recover the subjectivity of historical experience, were more calculated to give the intellectuals a vicarious sense of what it was to be working class or black, than to enlighten the workers and the blacks, who knew it all along.




    People’s History is explicitly anti-elitist and implicitly anti-professional. If everywoman can be her own historian, there is little left for the professional historian to do but to encourage her to do so. People’s History therefore offers little to bolster the morale or enhance the professional status of young academically trained historians eager to earn a living outside the academy. This is not a clinching argument against it—after all, historians should perhaps look forward to the day when their craft is so widely practised that their profession becomes redundant—but it makes it harder rather than easier to justify the traditional gatekeeping mechanisms of professionalism.




    Applied History




    Measured in terms of the new jobs they filled and the recognition they won from their colleagues within the academy, the public historians could look back on the 1970s and 1980s as years of tangible achievement. But those gains, valuable as they were, had been made along a relatively narrow front and, as steadily as they were made, historians had been yielding even more strategic ground to other disciplines. To a striking extent, public history had come to specialise in salvaging the past. Identifying and preserving historic buildings and sites, managing social history museums, establishing corporate archives, writing commemorative histories—these were important public responsibilities, but they tended to relegate the historian to the role of a watchdog, forever barking in protest against the depredations of developers, or rising to the defence of the local community against the claims of the metropolis. What had become of those grander aspirations for a public history that would help to shape the future as well as save the past?




    What was needed, according to some American historians, was a more systematic attempt to educate the nation’s decision-makers in the lessons of history. The role of the applied historians, as they often liked to call themselves, was to distill the lessons of the past, both positive and negative, and to apply them to present-day decision-making. An influential experiment in Applied History was carried out by the Harvard diplomatic historian Ernest May, who for several years has conducted a course in the Kennedy School of Government in which officials are encouraged to review the processes of high level decision-making in American foreign policy, to discover, first of all, how they were influenced, often misguidedly, by examples and analogies drawn from the past, and secondly, to consider how such decision-making might be improved by drawing more systematically and critically upon the historical record. In his book, ‘Lessons of the Past’: The Use and Abuse Of History in American Foreign Policy, May showed how influential had been the ‘lessons’ drawn from the appeasement of Hitler in the 1930s in determining the approach of American statesmen to such later episodes as the Korean War, the Cuban missile crisis and the escalation of hostilities in Vietnam. He also endeavoured to show how a more disciplined analysis of earlier attempts to bomb enemies into submission might have led the Johnson administration to question the logic of its decision to bomb North Vietnam.13 The Harvard programme has since become the model for similar experiments in applying history to professional decision-making in fields as diverse as business and nursing.14




    Perhaps the most ambitious attempt to apply the study of history to the development of public policy is the Applied History programme which has run for more than a decade now at Carnegie-Mellon University in Pittsburgh.15 Carnegie-Mel Ion is a private, largely technological, university and several of its team of applied historians specialise in issues related to the history of technology or to the social effects of technological change. Joel Tarr, who with the European social historian Peter Stearns founded the programme in the late 1970s, is an urban historian with a special interest in the development of city infrastructures (transport, water supply, sewerage, power) and their social and environmental consequences. Over the past decade he has carried out a series of major investigations, usually in partnership with engineers, planners or other professionals, and funded by public authorities, which attempt to assess, retrospectively, the economic and social costs and benefits of the long-term and expensive investments made by politicians and officials in urban infrastructure.16 Other members of the Carnegie-Mellon group have applied their historical skills to a variety of other public policy issues including educational testing, penology, policing and aged care.17




    What distinguishes the American style of Applied History from Public History and People’s History is its futuristic, policy-oriented approach. Its intellectual roots lie in the pragmatism of James, Royce and Dewey and the reformist optimism of the Progressives. The applied historian is not content to save the past, or ‘to bring the experience of the present to bear on the interpretation of the past’, but aims to bring the lessons of the past to bear on the shaping of the future. Dan Resnick, a historian of modern France with an applied interest in educational policy, has summarised the essential features of the applied historian’s mission:




    

      Applied historians have, in my judgement, three very simple imperatives. They must address themselves to contemporary issues, bringing to them a historical perspective; they should direct their work to policy-makers and concerned laity in a defined area of debate; and they should draw from their policy analysis a sense of the alternative courses of action that lie before the public. There is little doubt that such labours will improve our understanding of past policy and help us shape our future course more intelligently.18


    




    While the public historian and the people’s historian address themselves primarily to the general public, the applied historian is concerned to influence a narrower group of policy-makers and decision-makers. People’s History is history in blue jeans; Public History is history in a tweed jacket; Applied History is history in a grey flannel suit.




    The appeal of Applied History lies primarily in its promise to improve the decision-making process. Considered in the limited sense of helping to clear the statesman’s mind of misleading or inappropriate parallels with the past, it would command support from many historians, including those who argue that, since each new set of circumstances is different in some respect from its antecedents, it is impossible to draw any positive lessons from the past at all.19




    Where Applied History becomes more controversial is where it also aims to become more useful—in its aspiration to draw positive lessons from the past. There are three general ways in which the historian’s analysis of the past can inform our understanding of the present, applied historians suggest.20 One is through argument by analogy, from past episodes to present and future ones. So, for example, Peter Stearns poses the question of what we may learn from the history of the first Industrial Revolution that will enable us to better anticipate the social consequences of the second, while Otis Graham, in an essay full of resonances for Australian readers, scrutinises the analogies which congressmen and officials drew between the history of early twentieth-century American immigration reform and the policy debates of the 1980s.21




    In these essays, the applied historians reveal a persistent fascination with the powerful possibilities of analogical reasoning and an equally persistent sense of disappointment with its results. Analogies from the past are useful as a basis of forecasting, Stearns concludes, only for limited purposes, such as demographic projection, and are better employed to suggest possibilities than to make predictions. According to Otis Graham, the historian has a dual responsibility: to ‘ceaselessly warn against the facile use of past example as a source of policy formulas’ and ‘to clarify and apply guidelines for the rigorous and cautious appropriation of the lessons which past episodes may contain for similar problems in our present.’22 So far, however, applied historians appear to have made relatively little progress in specifying what those guidelines might be.




    The second of the applied historian’s characteristic modes of reasoning from past to future is through trend analysis. The past is scrutinised through the analysis of long-series data for evidence of recurrent patterns of crime, poverty or civil violence and of their correlation with other social variables. From an analysis of such long-term patterns and correlations, the applied historian hopes to warn of such phenomena in the future. The studies of past episodes of racial violence sponsored by the United States government in the wake of the civil rights disturbances of the late 1960s are examples of such trend analyses.23 Like arguments from analogy, however, trend analyses seldom yielded the useful forecasts that the applied historians hoped for. There were too many variables to be charted and the correlations the historian discovered depended upon the initial choice of variables for measurement.




    From an initial attraction to a positivistic programme of predictive history, therefore, the applied historians have gradually retreated to a more traditional claim for the discipline of historical context. The applied historian, so this third argument runs, best assists the policy-maker by placing issues in their larger temporal and social context. Unlike most other disciplines, which deal in partial and simplified images of humanity, history is a synthetic study and the historian is trained to recognise a complex of factors, and to convey a sense of the multiple contexts in which a decision may be placed.24 The effect of such a perspective will almost certainly be to make decisions harder rather than easier—a trait which will not necessarily commend the historian’s advice to the decision-makers themselves. ‘Historians working for off-campus clients’, notes Otis Graham, ‘will be expected to hurry, to simplify, and to condense, when all their instincts as historians will lead them toward the complex, toward stretching out nets of qualification.’25 Too much hindsight, it would seem, is almost as disabling as too little.




    Public History, Australia Style




    What can Australian public historians learn from these three influential paradigms? As much, we might conclude, by aversion as by imitation. In developing the Monash Public History programme, we drew eclectically, but critically and selectively, upon all three. From Public History, we drew, not only our name, but a concern with the presentation of history to a wider public, a strong focus upon the practical skills of interpretation and communication, and an interest in the ways in which history is involved in the making of public policy. Like most American Public History programmes, we attempt to give our students as much ‘real world’ experience as possible, and the course culminates in a dissertation commissioned by, and written partly under the supervision of, a public agency.




    The crucial weakness of American Public History, from an Australian point of view, is its unreflective acceptance of a professional credo based on a liberal consensus model of society and a pragmatic theory of knowledge. We therefore value the contribution of the People’s History paradigm as a challenge to debate the political purposes of historical study and to clarify the relationship between the professional historian and the public. We encourage our students to attend to the theories and values implicit in the work they do, and to see themselves as in-house critics and interpreters, and not simply as historical technicians.




    Applied History is the paradigm that has so far had least influence on Australian historians. The University of Technology Applied History programme, described by Ann Curthoys, owes more to the influence of European cultural theorists than to the work of American applied historians. Monash students are introduced to some American examples, but, like the rest of the profession, they generally prefer to concentrate on salvaging the past—writing heritage reports and museum briefs—rather than undertake the more ambitious, perhaps quixotic, mission of using their historical skills and insights to influence the future. The perils of Applied History, including the risk of professional hubris, are obvious; but the risk of public historians becoming type-caste as antiquarians and preservationists is equally great.




    The practice of public history evolves in response to essentially local circumstances, and imported models will not always answer local needs. In developing an Australian style of public history, we may well learn more from the example of those Australians who have practised public history without ever using the term—from Noel Butlin, Hugh Stretton and John Mulvaney, for example—than we do from the programmatic writings of self-styled public historians in Britain and the United States. None of these writers has sought to institutionalise his approach by developing a school of applied historical studies or a research institute of public history, although Stretton in particular has exerted a strong moral influence upon the many ex-Adelaide historians who have followed him into careers of social enquiry and public service.




    The strength of Stretton’s contribution, when it is placed alongside the exotic paradigms of Public, People’s and Applied History, lies especially in his sustained and intelligent analysis of the value assumptions of public policy. The social sciences, in Stretton’s view, are grounded in different moral and political values, and our histories of the past, like our forecasts of the future, depend as much upon what we value as upon what we can foresee. Like the applied historians, Stretton invites us to extrapolate from the past to the future, often presenting a range of scenarios, each grounded in an astute analysis of contemporary history, but attempting to anticipate the likely consequences of alternative policies.26 Stretton’s scenarios should probably be regarded as persuasive devices as much as scientific forecasts. But in highlighting the influence of the historian’s or the social scientist’s values, and the possibility of alternative futures, as well as alternative pasts, they demonstrate a fuller recognition of the essential contingency of historical change.




    Exactly a decade ago, reviewing Noel Butlin’s pioneering venture in applied environmental history, the Botany Bay Project, Hugh Stretton summed up the qualities which might equip historians to play a more prominent role in shaping public policy: their capacity to weigh hard and soft data, to see wholes as well as parts, to acknowledge the contingent as well as the predictable in human affairs, and to be critical of the values which influence the making of policy, including their own.27 Nothing that has happened in the meantime has made that prescription obsolete. On the contrary, after ten years in which national policy, including educational policy, has been largely determined by narrowly trained economists, in which public values have been denigrated and private interests made sacrosanct, and in which static and presentist modes of understanding have often displaced dynamic historical ones, the need for broadly educated, inventive, politically astute and socially responsible public historians is greater than ever. The question is: where will such useful historians come from? And who will give them a job?
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    HISTORY AND NATURAL HISTORY: CONSERVATION MOVEMENTS IN CONFLICT?*





    TOM GRIFFITHS




    In 1985 a parcel of Victorian public land called the Langwarrin Military Reserve was renamed the Langwarrin Flora and Fauna Reserve, and some of the signs of its early military occupation were removed or obscured. The Reserve, one of Victoria’s oldest military camps, was established almost one hundred years earlier in 1886 and, in the course of its use for military training and as the site of a prisoner-of-war camp and venereal diseases hospital, the land was extensively cleared and grazed. In 1948 the Langwarrin and District Progress Association proposed ‘that this little Park of 20 acres should be left as a Memorial Reserve in honour of old soldiers’, but the idea was never followed up. By 1975 this island of remnant and regenerating vegetation was being valued in a different way. An ecological survey of the reserve was commissioned by the Cranbourne Shire Council and, a decade later, the land emerged under its new name as a sanctuary for nature conservation. Some large pine trees, evidence of the original settlement, were removed. The author of the ecological survey, Winty Calder, had become fascinated by the area’s military history, which she saw as integral to its natural history, but her book about its past could not be launched in the newly declared Reserve. Perhaps this was due to a lack of toilets or catering facilities. Or it may have been because, as one senior land manager put it, ‘there’s a very conscious policy not to acknowledge history’. Park administrators were ‘quite terrified of the power of the pictorial evidence’ that showed clear paddocks pegged out with military teepees. The history carried unwelcome and contradictory messages for a flora and fauna reserve: that this bushland had been ‘disturbed’, that much of the site of this ‘original remnant of vegetation’ had been previously cleared, and that abused bushland could regenerate so quickly.1




    This abbreviated tale of Langwarrin raises a number of issues, both positive and disturbing, that will be addressed in this article. The story alerts us to the fruitful collaboration that can easily arise between the disciplines of ecology and history in environmental studies. But, at the same time, our attention is drawn to an apparent conflict between the movements to preserve natural and cultural heritage.




    The metamorphosis of Langwarrin is but one of many examples from Australia and abroad that illustrate the marginal and even oppositional status of history in the modern evaluation and interpretation of perceived natural landscapes. This conflict is not new, but it is more sharply defined today. It is a result of two developments, both of which have accelerated in Australia since the 1960s: the dominance of ecological criteria in the assessment of environmental values, and the broadening of our historical perception of landscape from isolated sites to whole cultural patterns. In Victoria and some other States it is translated into a daily management issue by having the responsibility for ‘historic places’ vested in departments primarily devoted to nature conservation, a case of bleeding sepia into green.




    This essay will try to tease out some of the tensions between these two views of landscape, as well as areas of common or overlapping purpose. The discipline of ecology is briefly examined, but it is the popular movements and institutions inspired by those scientific insights that will be primarily addressed—in particular, the wilderness movement and the culture of park management. It is argued that, although apparently biocentric in rationale, the modern wilderness movement presents an historical vision of landscape that is unacknowledged and problematic. The central role of history in environmental evaluation is therefore urged, not just in the identification of carefully circumscribed sites or buildings, or in the assessment of perceived natural landscapes and whole cultural patterns, but as a way of broadening conservation debates to address social and moral questions as much as scientific ones.




    History and Ecology




    Ecology, as a science, stresses the relationships between all living things and their environment. One view is that it humanises the biota, bringing concepts from the social sciences to bear on our understanding of the natural sciences: notions of community, neighbourhood, interdependence, sense of place. It seems a science with which historians should feel at home. But as it first developed—and it was rather like early anthropology in this regard—it had an anti-historical bias.




    The first generation of academic ecologists, led earlier this century by Frederic Clements in the United States, worked with a model of biotic communities which assumed they were born, grew and died much as individual animals and plants did. In other words, every biotic community was expected to reach a certain state of ‘climax’ or maturity which was stable if left undisturbed. Often the source of disturbance was human. This definition left humans outside of nature, and nature outside of history. Historical change was an aberration rather than the norm. It left us with the idea that before humans, there existed a timeless wilderness in which biotic communities were either reaching or remaining in climax. Human presence muddied the clear waters that researchers wished to plumb.2




    By the mid twentieth century, ecology had abandoned the organism metaphor, the notion of climax, and worked with the less teleological concept of ‘ecosystem’. That is, actual relationships between species, rather than some mystical super-organism, became the object of study. The muddiness of humanity, the effect of humans on other ecosystems, could become a research interest rather than an obstacle. And, through the work of paleobotanists who are reconstructing ancient environments, ecologists are discovering more change than stasis in nature.3




    The growing dominance of ecological principles in landscape evaluation has introduced a biocentric rather than anthropocentric focus to park management. The first conservationists had been champions of the ‘wise use’ of resources; then there developed a movement to preserve aesthetically pleasing or spiritually uplifting places. The ecological vision shifted the emphasis to non-human values: the protection of gene pools, the integrity of ecosystems, the preservation of biological diversity, the independent rights of animals and plants. These evolving priorities became reflected in the sorts of national parks that Australians set aside from late in the nineteenth century: ‘wastelands’ or areas of little perceived economic value; scenery of outstanding grandeur or places of urban recreation; and, most recently, areas of biological richness or rarity, regardless of their scenic appeal.4 Commenting on this new biocentric rationale, historian Jim Davidson has described ‘the almost philatelic concern of the National Parks Service [of Victoria] to complete its set of parks drawn from the 62 major habitat types to be found in the State’.5




    The human became the intruder in the national park landscape or ‘wilderness’, as these areas were increasingly called. In the United States in 1963, a committee reviewing national parks policy about wild animals recommended the re-establishment of populations of predatory animals (wolves, bears and mountain lions). They had been eliminated by earlier national park visions in favour of game species such as deer, and their re-introduction placed the human visitor in potential peril. If the occasional back-packer was killed and eaten, it was the way of the wilderness.6




    Some streams of the environmental movement, such as ‘deep ecology’, are earth-centred and misanthropic. The group most identified with this philosophy is the American ‘Earth First!’ movement, described as ‘the cutting edge of environmental activism throughout the American West’.7 Formed in 1980, and perhaps evolving from the isolationist, frontier ethic of America’s West, it advocates unconditional wilderness protection and expansion, and the active sabotage of intrusive industries. A co-founder of the movement, Dave Foreman, accuses ‘social ecologists’ of deliberately underestimating the intrinsic failings of all human societies and institutions. He regards the human race as ‘a cancer’ on the planet. In answer to the question, ‘why concentrate our efforts on preserving wilderness areas?’, Dave Foreman answers: ‘So that there is something to come back after human beings, through whatever means, destroy their civilization.’8




    These examples seem to suggest that ecology is a grim science, a ‘subversive science’, as some have called it.9 Perhaps, with all its warnings and forebodings, ecology might be characterised as the antithesis of romanticism, as offering a vision of nature ‘virtually without an aesthetic’.10 Is it really unromantic, anti-human, and anti-historical? It certainly seems so when it is explained that maintaining a wilderness involves ‘protecting the area against the influence of man and . . . removing the past influence of man’.11 But such a policy does not represent a conflict between ecology and history; rather, it is an expression of an alternative historical vision that is as much about humanity and aesthetics as it is about science.




    Ideas of Wilderness




    Many of the persisting definitions of wilderness are sensory: they concern boundaries of sight, lengths of walks in one direction, and the maintenance of an authentic sense of human danger and isolation. Wilderness, wrote the American forester Aldo Leopold in 1921, was ‘a continuous stretch of country preserved in its natural state, open to lawful hunting and fishing, big enough to absorb a two weeks’ pack trip, and kept devoid of roads, artificial trails, cottages, or other works of man’.12 Early Australian definitions of wilderness echoed the American version: a wilderness was somewhere ‘that one may be able to travel on foot in any direction for at least a full day without meeting a road or highway’, wrote the New South Wales bushwalker and ‘father of wilderness’, Myles Dunphy.13 A more recent definition, provided in 1982 by Bob Brown, then director of the Tasmanian Wilderness Society, described wilderness as ‘a region of original Earth where one stands with the senses entirely steeped in Nature and free of the distractions of modern technology’.14




    These are primarily negative definitions, seeing wilderness in terms of remoteness and absence. They suggest how we might come to see wilderness as capable of being ‘restored’ by removing ‘incursions’ and ‘distractions’. In the Virgin Islands, all traces of seventeenth and eighteenth-century cultivation were expunged from a new national park so as to restore a ‘wilderness’ landscape.15 Modern wilderness photographers enact this vision in their choice of frame, omitting the eroded path that led them to their view.16 And if the definitions are about the feel and look of a place, then ‘wilderness’ need not be actually ancient, pristine and timeless; it just needs to seem so. In 1987, the eastern coast of Victoria’s Wilson’s Promontory, an area with a history of sealing, logging, grazing, mining and settlement, was declared a zone of high wilderness quality.17 In Britain, ‘wilderness’ has come to mean the domesticated and ecologically poor landscape of the moors. But, as Marion Shoard has explained, ‘most moorlands are relatively recent landscapes, created at most 4,000 years ago through the destruction of forest to provide wood, charcoal or sheep runs.’ The moors rely on burning and grazing for their continued existence, but offer loneliness and a primeval appearance to visiting humans.18




    At Tower Hill, in south-western Victoria, the reconstruction of a natural landscape has been painstaking and artful. In 1855, James Dawson of ‘Kangatong’ station commissioned Eugen von Guerard to paint the dramatic landscape of Tower Hill, an extinct flooded volcano. It was a romantic view of the wilderness before the white man: a densely vegetated scene bathed in golden light and featuring, in the foreground, some Aboriginal observers. Dawson revisited Tower Hill in 1891 and was disgusted by what he saw, a landscape degraded by clearing, grazing, timbergetting, and the introduction of exotic plants and animals. When the Hill was declared a State Game Reserve in 1961, the then Fisheries and Wildlife Division of the Victorian Ministry of Conservation commenced a restoration program based on von Guerard’s painting. The detail of the painting was such that a naturalist, J. Ros Garnet, could identify at least twelve plant species. The artist’s vision was used as a template. In the eighteenth century, landscape gardeners such as Capability Brown created artificial wildernesses based on the paintings of Claude and Poussin. In Australia, scientists scrutinised von Guerard’s brushstrokes and turned art into nature.19




    Jane Lennon, Manager of Historic Places on public land in Victoria, has observed that ‘the park management culture tends to eradicate the memory and relics of past European uses in favour of an image of naturalness and primitive-ness.’20 It is no surprise, then, that most historic relics removed from national parks have had, as relics, no continuing ecological impact in themselves.21 They are removed for cultural reasons. Sometimes it is merely innocent tidying up, or it is an expression of national park priorities and resource constraints, rather than any aversion to history. Often, however, it is a question of aesthetics. History on public land is generally the ugly bits. In the Descriptive Report on wilderness in Victoria completed by the Land Conservation Council in 1990, historic relics, like maintained structures, were regarded as negatives in the evaluation of ‘aesthetic naturalness’.22 A century ago, many of these same landscapes inspired ‘irresistible feelings of depression’ in the first European explorers who beheld a ‘vast wilderness [in which] there is not a single inhabitant; not the faintest trace of its occupation by man is apparent’.23 Colonists wanted to see homesteads, enclosures, cultivation; they divined ruined castles in craggy outcrops. Now we grub out the real ruins and ‘restore’ the wilderness.




    But, although they seem to deny history, wilderness zones are a form of historic park. Roderick Nash, in his acclaimed Wilderness and the American Mind, has traced changing attitudes to tracts of ‘wild’ land, from the perception of them as ‘worthless’ to their identification as ‘wonders’.24 Nash, together with one of his students, Alfred Runte, has argued that scenic nationalism was the main motivation for the creation of national parks in the United States.25 Wilderness was appreciated as a source of national identity, a reservoir of images which were unique and awe-inspiring, and a match for old world cultural grandeur. As there was no European equivalent to wilderness, it eased cultural anxiety in new countries. To match the past accomplishments of European civilisation, Americans turned to ‘the agelessness of monumental scenery’, to a ‘green old age’, as explorer and surveyor Clarence King put it in 1864. In the identification of ‘earth monuments’, America made a competitive claim to antiquity and, through its national parks system, established a ‘national museum’. And this was not just a museum of ‘original Earth’, but one which embraced European history and pioneer nostalgia. ‘Public appreciation of wilderness increased steadily as the nation’s pioneer past receded’, writes Nash. Wallace Stegner, novelist and historian, worried in 1960 that museums and roadside pioneer villages were poor substitutes for real wilderness in giving Americans a reminder of their formative national experience of frontier pioneering.26




    ‘Historic Interest’ and ‘Natural Beauty’ coalesced in the early conservation movement. There was a belief that historic and natural landscapes could be treated together, that heritage enhanced scenery. The National Trust for Places of Historic Interest and Natural Beauty was formed in England in 1895, and an American Scenic and Historic Preservation Society in 1914. Australia’s first centralised special authority for managing a system of national parks and reserves was formed in Tasmania in 1915 and was called the Scenic Preservation Board. Myles Dunphy’s National Parks and Primitive Areas Council, founded in 1932, was keen to retain historic tracks in declared areas.27 Bushwalking boomed in the interwar period, and part of the enjoyment was learning the history and meeting the old-time inhabitants of the back country. A Council for the Preservation of National Monuments was formed as a subcommittee of the Field Naturalists Club of Victoria in 1936 and drew up a list of national monuments that included the Ada River forest, the tall and notable ‘Furmston’s Tree’ near Healesville, the Mt William Aboriginal Stone Axe Quarry and the house of the pioneering Henty family at Merino.28 The language of conservation was interchangeable: the Victorian educationalist R.H. Croll argued for the preservation of ‘museums of unusual vegetation’ and, in 1953, the Age newspaper welcomed the proposed Victorian national parks system as saving ‘the best of our past’.29 This combined purpose was expressed in the broad brief of the 1974 Committee of Inquiry into the National Estate and the consequent concerns of the Australian Heritage Commission established two years later.




    The modern wilderness movement distinguishes itself from these antecedents in advocating the stripping back of later layers of history in order to recover an earlier ideal time. This fashion for restoration is reminiscent of earlier phases of building conservation efforts, when significant architectural features of later periods were sacrificed to allow a building to display a false purity of Georgian or Victorian style. This practice is now discouraged by the Burra Charter of Australia ICOMOS which urges that ‘the contributions of all periods to the place must be respected’.30




    The American historical geographer, J.B. Jackson, has speculated on the religious dimensions of ‘the current movement to preserve wilderness or natural areas as fragments of what we might call the original design of creation’. Restoration or rescue is the essential element in the process:




    

      There has to be (in our new concept of history) an interim of death or rejection before there can be renewal and reform. The old order has to die before there can be a born-again landscape . . . The landscape has to be plundered and stripped before we can restore the natural ecosystem ... a kind of historical, theatrical make-believe is becoming increasingly popular . . . There is no reason to learn, no covenant to honor; we are charmed into a state of innocence and become part of the environment. History ceases to exist.31


    




    Restoring and maintaining wilderness, even if it denies history, is a complex historical enterprise. These areas re-create landscapes which we believe existed at an earlier time. In Australia that time is, symbolically, 1788. Wilderness zones are the Sovereign Hills of the bush.32 They are preserved, managed, restored. They attract tourists. They offer the feel of the past, commemorate and mourn what we have lost.
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      This series of maps, reproduced from Wilderness News (September 1988), dramatically illustrates the depletion of wilderness. It also reveals the Eurocentric nature of the concept and postulates an Australia of 1788 that was, in a different sense, ‘black’.


    




    Aborigines and Wilderness




    The trick is that these are no primeval, non-human landscapes. As Thoreau put it in 1859, ‘What we call wilderness is a civilization other than our own’.33 In Australia, in Sylvia Hallam’s words, the land ‘was not as God made it. It was as the Aborigines made it.’34 The wilderness idea is not just anthropocentric, it is Eurocentric. It preserves or restores landscapes as Europeans supposedly found them—and as Aborigines made them—and it calls them untouched, pristine. Aborigines are thereby rendered invisible as agents in the landscape. Is this terra nullius in another form?35 Just as in nineteenth-century museums, Aborigines are classified with nature. Only now it is done with reverence, for they are no longer Primitive Savages; they are Ecological Beings.




    If some landscapes are to be returned to a pre-European state, then their management needs to mimic Aboriginal fire regimes. The history of fire, like the history of wilderness, slips continually between the realms of the natural and the cultural, from the study of an independent phenomenon to the analysis of an artefact. In America from the late 1960s, there was an interesting change of attitude to fire in wilderness areas. It was considered more important to introduce fire than it was to suppress or withhold it.36 Australians have long used fire as a tool with which to fight fire, but from the 1970s, with a growing understanding of the Aboriginal practice of ‘fire-stick farming’, light regular burning of national park and wilderness landscapes acquired a new, historical significance. But Aboriginal fire regimes varied across the continent and the actual impact of Aboriginal burning is a matter of vigorous debate.37 Managing or restoring a wilderness demanded an understanding of the local history of fire. In East Gippsland, recent archaeological and historical research has charged land managers with introducing intense and alien fire regimes to a forest with little fire history.38 Are we restoring an historic landscape, or fashioning an entirely new one?




    Some of our modern forests, which we may regard as wilderness, are European creations. They are no less valuable to preserve, but they present a different problem, and a different, even more fragile concentration of the past.39 Les Murray, commenting upon Eric Rolls’ history of the ‘Pillaga Scrub’, A Million Wild Acres, has put it this way: ‘It was a paysage humanisé and moralisé which the Aborigines had maintained for untold centuries; the wilderness we now value and try to protect came with us, the invaders. It came in our heads, and it gradually rose out of the ground to meet us.’40 Europeans created a literal wilderness with guns and smallpox and then, as a consequence of this displacement, an illusory wilderness of thickening forests.




    Appreciation of Aboriginal manipulation of the environment is increasingly a factor in modern park management, but the old language and dismissive stereotypes still slip into the new environmental handbooks. Terms such as ‘untamed wilderness’ appear in the first published draft of the Kakadu National Park Management Plan (1980).41 The recent Descriptive Report on wilderness in Victoria (1990) surveys the new scholarly insights that reveal the long and active engagement of Aborigines with a changing landscape, but concludes that ‘before the arrival of the Europeans, however, all of Australia was essentially unmodified.’42 What can explain this slippage in wilderness rhetoric? First, environmentalists sometimes have an uneasy relationship with archaeologists who they see as exponents of another form of technological exploitation of the bush.43 Secondly, where the past occupation of Aborigines draws attention to a history of massive landscape change, or where their present land rights claims threaten future landscape change, wilderness supporters have confronted political and philosophical difficulties. John Mulvaney has written that, ‘as an archaeologist involved in the Gordon-Franklin dam debate, I initially found marked lack of interest in the Aboriginal prehistory cause from many environmental conservationists. The fact that humans occupied south-west Tasmania during ice age times, before the forests developed their impenetrability, perhaps ruined their idealistic concept of a timeless “Wilderness”.’44 And Tasmanian Aborigine Jim Everett claimed that, in the battle for the Franklin, ‘the wilderness mob continually wanted to push us to the back, to quieten our struggle and keep conservation alone upfront’.45




    Some wilderness supporters argue now that support for indigenous people must override fear of development, that ‘the environment movement must drop its unconditional stance where the Aboriginal movement also has land rights claims’. The most anguished articles in Wilderness News in recent years have been on this subject.46 The writers believe that this issue alone exposes and threatens an aspect of the movement they never before doubted: its morality. A former co-director of the Wilderness Society, Chris Harris, worried that a group ‘so often seen as a bastion of morality . . . could be accused of hypocrisy and self-interest.’47 The anguished self-examination of wilderness supporters in Australia reflects a wider alliance and sensitivity between environmentalists and indigenous people, as conservationists hear voices coming from the pristine forests. ‘We are the original conservationists’, a Peruvian Indian leader recently told a conference of environmentalists in Peru. ‘We are the true ecologists.’48 It is the enviromentalists’ own argument, their own historical vision, thrown back in their faces.




    European Inhabitants




    What of the other inhabitants of the wilderness, those Europeans who have worked there, whose lifestyles have been dependent upon it and who sometimes claim affinity and continuity with the Aborigines? Richard Flanagan, in his history of the Gordon River country in south-west Tasmania, has argued the case of the piners, those men who made a living from the forests by cutting Huon pine.49 Flanagan castigates the modern conservation movement for ignoring the human history of the south west, and for perpetuating a nineteenth-century romantic view of this wild area as uninhabited, unexplored, unappreciated. He laments that, in fostering this myth, conservationists have cut themselves off from their true antecedents, not only from the Aborigines, but from those Europeans who have lived and worked most intimately with the region. Flanagan throws out a powerful challenge to the conservation movement, but weakens his case by failing to extend to the environmentalists the same humanity and empathy he offers to the piners. Whereas the piners are given names and personalities, ‘the modern conservation movement’ is monolithic and anonymous, and the work of individual conservationists who have drawn inspiration from the history of that region and from the tales of the ‘old timers’ is not addressed. But the book’s central argument remains an important and challenging one. Is the modern conservation movement the unique possessor of environmental sensibility? And how do we value the lifestyles, knowledge and artefacts of recent inhabitants of the wilderness against the sanctity of the land?




    These issues have recently been addressed in the debate over the future of Victoria’s high plains, where mountain cattlemen have been taking their stock for summer grazing since the 1830s and ‘40s. A century later, another form of transhumance began, that of scientists undertaking regular summer surveys of the impact of grazing on the alpine environment. Although initial scientific scrutiny was prompted by concern about water quality and soil erosion, ecological studies soon focused on the effect that grazing had on alpine plant communities. These studies provided the basis for opposition to the continued use of alpine grazing leases, and restrictions were first introduced in Victoria in 1945. Cattlemen have defended their lifestyle with ecological arguments, and also with history. As well as claiming that ‘alpine grazing reduces blazing’, and that the grassland vegetation has reached equilibrium under existing grazing pressure, cattlemen have insisted that they represent a diminishing and valued cultural asset. They claim affinity with the Aboriginal sense of place and use of fire, boast direct descent from the pioneering pastoral families, and have sustained traditional techniques of stock management. Although their scientific arguments have been refuted or doubted, their heritage arguments have rarely been addressed.50
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      Another band of ‘indigenes’ try to throw the conservation arguments back at an urban populace. Mountain cattlemen opposed the campaign for a Victorian Alpine National Park which was finally declared in 1989. Their akubras and drizabones became powerful political symbols in 1985 when they campaigned against the Victorian Labor government in the critical Nunawading by-election that decided the balance of the State’s Legislative Council. (Photo courtesy of Herald and Weekly Times Pty Ltd and reproduced from B. Jameson, Movement at the Station, Sydney 1987.)


    




    Whether or not their declining lifestyle should be allowed to linger is one question. Another is whether this phase of alpine history should be memorialized at all. Historians and geographers have argued that these pastoral values, or some of them, should be represented in the mountain landscapes we save, and that a national park should in some cases maintain an historic grazed environment. To those fighting for the elimination of exploitative land uses such as grazing, logging and mining from national parks, it is the ultimate indignity to envisage grazing as a park management tool. The issue was recently confronted with regard to the termination of the Gudgenby grazing lease in the Namadgi National Park in the Australian Capital Territory. John Mulvaney, speaking on behalf of the ACT Heritage Committee in 1988, advocated continuation of grazing at Gudgenby, which he described as ‘an outstanding example of a mountain valley used historically for transhumance grazing, and later settled grazing’. He emphasised that this specific case did not imply support for grazing in national parks generally and that the Committee would oppose the reintroduction of grazing or mining in a fragile wilderness ecosystem. Mulvaney urged the need ‘to have regard to the intrinsic values that relate to given pieces of land’. The Gudgenby landscape, for instance, ‘was not untouched wilderness when Europeans arrived, but was a manipulated system of open grassy woodland or open grass floored forest’. He went on to argue the specific historic, social and aesthetic values of the Gudgenby landscape as recognised by the Burra Charter and on the basis of what he called ‘the deeply ingrained appreciation of rural cultural landscapes in the Australian psyche’.51 But, to environmentalists, the preservation of a ‘living, working landscape’ within a national park would set a worrying precedent. To some, even the preservation of the relics of such activities is compromising. Some nature conservationists argue that ‘if you say you should retain the cattlemen’s huts you are in effect saying that you approve of grazing’.52 In recent decades, some huts in the Australian Alps have been removed or destroyed by park officers, sometimes deliberately, sometimes with casual negligence.53 The noted wilderness photographer, David Tatnall, whose work has been very influential in the campaigns for national parks in East Gippsland and Victoria’s Mallee, has recently taken a sustained photographic interest in the cattlemen’s huts, SEC aqueducts and old timber tramways of Victoria’s high country. ‘I’ve noticed’, he reflects, ‘that since I’ve been talking a lot about the huts in particular and therefore about European history being significant, the Wilderness Society’s attitude towards me has changed dramatically . . . They want that [European history] obliterated.’ Tatnall explains that ‘I’m 100% behind the cattle coming off the high country, but I look at it as two issues: you take the cows away, the history’s still there, and the history has to be put into perspective. . . .We can’t change history by pulling a hut down.’54




    Cultural Landscapes




    It is part of the ‘green’ aesthetic to separate, and sometimes eliminate, culture from nature, and ‘wilderness’ has become one of its simplest and most popular manifestations. Wilderness, to quote American historian Stephen J. Pyne, ‘delighted in a stark juxtaposition of the wholly synthetic and the wholly natural; it preferred a pluralistic mosaic of distinct types to a melting pot of landscapes.’55 Wilderness is ‘an invention of civilised man’, it has meaning only in contrast to civilisation.56 In 1972, Michael McCloskey, Director of the Sierra Club, a prominent American wilderness group, observed that wilderness preservation was already perceived by many environmentalists as ‘parochial and old-fashioned... It looks suspiciously like a retreat to fantasy or withdrawal from the problems of the ‘real world’.57 So doubts have crept into the campaign itself. The rights of indigenous peoples have posed a moral dilemma. And older leaders of the movement—such as Bob Brown and Christine Milne in Tasmania—have distanced themselves from some of the efforts of younger members to eliminate historic relics from wilderness areas.58
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