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Henry Reynolds

Why Weren’t We Told?
Viking, Ringwood, 1999
Introduction

Why were we never told? Why didn’t we know? I have been asked these questions by many
people, over many years, in all parts of Australia — after political meetings, after public
forums, lectures, book readings, interviews. It hasn’t mattered where I spoke, what size the
audience, what the occasion or the actual topic dealt with.

Why didn’t we know? Why were we never told?

Why do the same questions recur so frequently as though many people, at different times and
in different places, were reading from one script?

Why do so many people ask the same questions of themselves, of me, of their education, their
heritage, of the whole of Australian society?

In the rushed, much-interrupted conversations which take place at the end of lectures or
forums, neither questions nor answers can be detailed or deeply considered. But I think what
my many interrogators suggest is that they found the things I said personally significant to
them. More to the point, they felt that they should have known these things themselves, and
didn’t. They wished they had known them before. They believed their education should have
provided the knowledge, the information and hadn’t done so. They felt let down, cheated, sold
short.

Why were they never told? Why didn’t they know?

In answering these questions it seemed necessary to turn the question around. How was it that
I had the knowledge, the information, the necessary insights? How had I come by them? The
fact that I was an academic, a professional historian, that I was paid to write, research and
question, would be an easy but inadequate answer. Why had I chosen to spend so many years
researching the relations between indigenous and immigrant Australians? What was the cause
of my obsession? My education had been quite conventional — no doubt similar to that of
many in my audiences. I had a standard state-school education in Tasmania — primary school
from 1944 to 1949, secondary school during 1950 to 1954. I suspect it might have been
slightly better than average, but not by all that much. I was certainly not taught about any of
those things which now seem so important — matters relating to race, ethnicity, indigenous
Australia, land rights, self-determination, multiculturalism. There were great gaps in what [
was taught. It seems from today’s perspective that I learnt very little about Australia itself,
certainly not enough to prepare me to be an adequate citizen, a well-informed voter and a
participant in public life.

The extent of that deficiency was not apparent to me at the time. My education seemed
appropriate; appeared adequate. Obviously some teachers were much better, more inspiring,
than others. Some subjects provided me with skills or knowledge or insight that has gone on
being useful or relevant to life.



My teachers, for their part, never suggested that they were not satisfied with the subjects they
were required to teach.

By the time I had completed my undergraduate and honours degrees I had discovered
disciplines that I wished I knew more about — philosophy and economics, for instance — but
that had been a matter of choice on my part.

A two-year sojourn in Europe made me realise that there were many aspects of cultural life
that I knew very little about — painting and sculpture, architecture, music, opera, ballet, for
instance. In all of these areas I found I was ill-informed and I set about teaching myself as
much as I could in a short time using the vast public resources in the galleries, museums,
concert halls and opera houses of London and half a dozen other European towns and cities.

But I felt ignorant and ill-informed in a different way when I returned to Australia to take up a
job at the Townsville University College at the end of 1965. I was suddenly confronted with
aspects of Australian life that I knew nothing about, things I had not even suspected. It was as
though I had come to a country that was both familiar and foreign at one and the same time.

I met Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. I saw their poverty and the way they were often
treated. I heard white Australians talk about them and to them. I began to understand the
complex web of social relations, habits, customs and beliefs which both bound white and
black together and yet held them far apart. There was a history at work, a powerful
all-important history which pressed heavily on the present. I knew nothing about it even
though I had both honours and a masters degree in history.

There had been nothing in my education on which to draw, to understand many of the things I
was witness to, or things that I heard about from others. I knew little about the history of
Aboriginal-European relations, nothing about contact and conflict on the frontier. I had no
idea there had been massacres and punitive expeditions. I was ignorant about protective and
repressive legislation and of the ideology and practice of white racism beyond a highly
generalised view that ‘we’ had treated ‘them’ rather badly in the past. It was a ‘we’ that at
least had the right orientation but it was ill-informed, sentimental and of little depth.

I can’t even remember having discussed such questions with anyone in all the hundreds of
hours of student discourse and disputation. I had some awareness of the agitation to repeal the
White Australia Policy. I was in favour of reform and had actually argued that way in a
university debating competition. But I don’t think it was a matter that concerned me all that
much.

So in answering the oft-asked questions: Why were we never told? Why didn’t we know? I
explain that I too didn’t know, that I wasn’t told, but came to an understanding of race
relations in Australia as a result of living in North Queensland and spending years of research
in libraries and archives all around Australia and overseas.

This book, then, is written for those Australians who feel they were never told and wish they
had been, for those who don’t realise they were never told and may not want to know anyway,
and for those, mainly younger Australians who have been told much more but who can
understand the attitudes of those who weren’t given their opportunities

As well as explaining how I have arrived at certain conclusions and adopted particular points
of view, I will discuss what I currently think about a range of questions of national
significance. It is a book of opinions. Many may also find it opinionated. In my own defence |
can say that my views are based on things I have seen and heard, as much as they are on



reading and research, and that many of them have changed and evolved over long periods of
time. They have not come easily or quickly.

Some of these opinions are about Australian history — about frontier violence and Aboriginal
resistance, about pioneering and the Aboriginal contribution to Australian development. Some
are about important contemporary political and legal questions like the Mabo and Wik cases,
self-determination and sovereignty. Others relate to what can be broadly called cultural
politics — issues such as white racism, guilt and shame, national identity and belonging,
political correctness and the black-armband version of history.

I should begin my story with an incident, still vividly remembered, which occurred in the late
1960s soon after my arrival in North Queensland. It took place on Palm Island, a large
Aboriginal settlement about 40 kilometres offshore from Townsville.



Eric Hobsbawm

On History
Abacus, 1998

First, about telling the truth about history, to use the title of a book by friends and colleagues
of the author. I strongly defend the view that what historians investigate is real. The point
from which historians must start, however far from it they may end, is the fundamental and,
for them, absolutely central distinction between establishable fact and fiction, between
historical statements based on evidence and subject to evidence and those which are not.

It has become fashionable in recent decades, not least among people who think of themselves
as on the left, to deny that objective reality is accessible, since what we call ‘facts’ exist only
as a function of prior concepts and problems formulated in terms of these. The past we study
is only a construct of our minds. One such construct is in principle as valid as another,
whether it can be backed by logic and evidence or not. So long as it forms part of an
emotionally strong system of beliefs, there is, as it were, no way in principle of deciding that
the biblical account of the creation of the earth is inferior to the one proposed by the natural
sciences: they are just different. Any tendency to doubt this is ‘positivism’, and no term
indicates a more comprehensive dismissal than this, unless it is empiricism.

In short, I believe that without the distinction between what is and what is not so, there can be
no history. Rome defeated and destroyed Carthage in the Punic Wars, not the other way
round. How we assemble and interpret our chosen sample of verifiable data (which may
include not only what happened but what people thought about it) is another matter.

Actually, few relativists have the full courage of their convictions, at least when it comes to
deciding such questions as whether Hitler’s Holocaust took place or not. However, in any
case, relativism will not do in history any more than in law courts. Whether the accused in a
murder trial is or is not guilty depends on the assessment of old-fashioned positivist evidence,
if such evidence is available. Any innocent readers who find themselves in the dock will do
well to appeal to it. It is the lawyers for the guilty ones who fall back on postmodern lines of
defence.

Second, about the Marxist approach to history with which I am associated. Though it is
imprecise, I do not disclaim the label. Without Marx I would not have developed any special
interest in history, which, as taught in the first half of the 1930s in a conservative German
Gymnasium and by an admirable Liberal master in a London grammar school, was not an
inspiring subject. I would almost certainly not have come to earn my living as a professional
academic historian. Marx, and the fields of activity of young Marxist radicals, gave me my
subjects of research and inspired the way I wrote about them. Even if I thought large parts of
Marx’s approach to history needed junking, I would still continue to pay my respects,
profound though not uncritical, to what the Japanese call a sensei, an intellectual master to
whom one owes a debt that cannot be repaid. As it happens, I continue (with qualifications to
be found in these papers) to find Marx’s ‘materialist conception of history’ the best guide by
far to history, as the great fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Khaldun described it, namely as:



‘the record of human society, or world civilization; of the changes that take place in the
nature of that society . . .; of revolutions and uprisings by one set of people against another,
with the resulting kingdoms and states with their various ranks; of the different activities and
occupations of men, whether for gaining their livelihood or in various sciences and crafts; and
in general, of all the transformations that society undergoes by its very nature.’

It is certainly the best guide to those like myself whose field has been the rise of modern
capitalism and the transformations of the world since the end of the European Middle Ages.

But what exactly is a ‘Marxist historian’ as distinct from a non-Marxist historian? Ideologists
on both sides of the secular wars of religion through which we have lived for much of this
century have attempted to establish neat dividing lines and incompatibilities. On the one hand
the authorities of the late USSR could not bring themselves to translate any of my books into
Russian, even though their author was actually known to be a member of a Communist Party,
and an editor of the English edition of the Collected Works of Marx and Engels. By the
criteria of their orthodoxy they were not ‘Marxist’. On the other hand, more recently, no
‘respectable’ French publisher has so far been found willing to translate my Age of Extremes,
presumably on the grounds that it is ideologically too shocking for Parisian readers, or, more
likely, for those expected to review the book if it were translated. Yet, as my papers try to
show, the history of the discipline which investigates the past has, from the end of the
nineteenth century, at least until intellectual nebulosity began to settle over the
historiographical landscape in the 1970s, been one of convergence and not separation. The
parallelism between the Annales school in France and the Marxist historians in Britain has
often been noted. Each side saw the other engaged on a similar historical project, though with
a different intellectual genealogy, and though, presumably, the politics of their most
prominent exponents were far from the same. Interpretations once identified exclusively with
Marxism, even with what I have called ‘vulgar-Marxism’ have penetrated conventional
history to an extraordinary degree. Half a century ago, it is safe to say, at least in Britain, only
a Marxist historian would have suggested that the emergence of the theological concept of
purgatory in the European Middle Ages was best explained by the shift in the economic base
of the Church from reliance on the gifts of a small number of rich and powerful nobles to a
broader financial base. Yet who could possibly classify either the eminent Oxford medievalist
Sir Richard Southern, or Jacques Le Goff, whose book he reviewed along these lines in the
1980s, as an ideological, still less a political, follower or sympathizer of Marx?

I think this convergence is welcome evidence for one of the central theses of these essays,
namely that history is engaged on a coherent intellectual project, and has made progress in
understanding how the world came to be the way it is today. Naturally I would not want to
suggest that one cannot or should not distinguish between Marxist and non-Marxist history,
miscellaneous and ill-defined though the cargo of both these containers is. Historians in
Marx’s tradition — and this does not include all who call themselves by that name — have a
significant contribution to make to this collective endeavour. But they are not alone. Nor
should their, or anyone’s, work be judged by the political labels they or others attach to their
lapels.



Richard J Evans

In Defence of History
Granta, London, 1997
The History of History

1

However much they might have agreed on the need for accuracy and truthfulness, historians
down the ages have held widely differing views on the purposes to which these things were to
be put, and the way in which the facts they presented were to be explained. In medieval and
early modern times, many historians saw their function as chronicling the working-out of
God's purposes in the world. Things happened, ultimately, because God willed them to
happen; human history was the playground of supernatural forces of Good and Evil. The
rationalist historians of the Enlightenment substituted for this a mode of historical explanation
which rested on human forces, but they still thought of their work as a species of moral
illustration. In the greatest of the Enlightenment histories, for example, Edward Gibbon’s
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, the actors are moral qualities rather than human
beings, and the ultimate lesson is that superstition, fanaticism and religious belief, all of
which were of course anathema to Enlightenment rationalists, were dangerous forces that had
brought down one great and benign empire and could well wreak further havoc in the future if
they were not eradicated. History was 'philosophy teaching by example'; human nature was
universal, unchanging and unhistorical.

In the Romantic era, historians repudiated this kind of thinking. Under the influence of writers
like Sir Walter Scott, they came to see the past as exciting because it was different. Under the
influence of political theorists like Edmund Burke, they began to argue that it provided the
only possible basis for the kind of political stability that had been so rudely shattered by the
French Revolution of 1789. The purpose of history was seen not in providing examples for
some abstract philosophical doctrine or principle, but simply in finding out about the past as
something to cherish and preserve, as the only proper foundation for a true understanding and
appreciation of the institutions of state and society in the present. The lead in this change of
direction was provided by the German historian Leopold von Ranke, a scholar whose
exceptionally long life and extraordinary productivity made him something of a legend. The
author of over sixty works, including multi-volume histories of the Popes, of Germany in the
time of the Reformation, and of the Latin and Germanic nations, he began a history of the
world when he was eighty-three years of age and had completed seventeen volumes by the
time of his death in 1886 at the age of ninety-one. He was converted to history by the shock of
discovering that Scott's novel Quentin Durward was historically inaccurate. He determined
therefore that he would apply the methods he had learned as a philologist to the study of
historical texts in order to make such inaccuracy impossible in the future.

Ranke's contribution to historical scholarship was threefold. First, he helped establish history
as a separate discipline, independent from philosophy or literature. 'To history,' he wrote in
the preface to one of his works, 'has been assigned the office of judging the past, of
instructing the present for the benefit of future ages. To such high offices this work does not
aspire: it wants only to show what actually happened.' This last phrase is perhaps Ranke's
most famous, and it has been widely misunderstood. The German phrase which Ranke used



— ‘Wie es eigentlich gewesen' — is better translated as 'how it essentially was', for Ranke
meant not that he just wanted to collect facts, but that he sought to understand the inner being
of the past.

In pursuit of this task, said Ranke, the historian had to recognize that 'every epoch is
immediate to God.' That is, God in His eternity made no distinction between periods of
history; all were the same in His eyes. In other words, the past could not be judged by the
standards of the present. It had to be seen in its own terms. This was the second major
contribution which Ranke made to historical scholarship: the determination to strip away the
veneer of posthumous condescension applied to the past by philosophizing historians such as
Voltaire and to reveal it in its original colours; to try to understand the past as the people who
lived in it understood it, even while deciphering hieroglyphs of interconnectedness of which
they had been largely unaware. One conclusion that followed from this doctrine was that at
any given time, including the present, whatever existed had to be accepted as divinely
ordained. Ranke was a profoundly conservative figure, who equated the actual and the ideal
and regarded the European states of his day as 'spiritual substances . . . thoughts of God'. This
distanced him from the Prussian school of German historians, from nationalists such as
Treitschke, who condemned his impartiality and regretted his universalism.. The fact that he
regarded all states, not just Prussia, as supreme examples of God's purposes working
themselves out on earth, gave him on the other hand a reputation for impartiality that greatly
helped the spread of his influence abroad.

Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, Ranke introduced into the study of modern history the
methods that had recently been developed by philologists in the study of ancient and medieval
literature to determine whether a text, say of a Shakespeare play or of a medieval legend like
the Nibelungenlied, was true or corrupted by later interpolations, whether it was written by the
author it was supposed to be written by, and which of the available versions was the most
reliable. Historians, argued Ranke, had to root out forgeries and falsifications from the record.
They had to test documents on the basis of their internal consistency, and their consistency
with other documents originating at the same period. They had to stick to 'primary sources',
eyewitness reports and what Ranke called the 'purest, most immediate documents' which
could be shown to have originated at the tune under investigation, and avoid reliance on
'secondary sources' such as memoirs or histories generated after the event. Moreover, they had
to investigate and subject to the critical method all the sources relating to the events in which
they were interested. They should not be content, as for example Gibbon had been, to rely on
printed documents and chronicles generally available in libraries. They had instead to sally
forth, as Ranke did, into the archives, to work their way through the vast unpublished hoards
of original manuscripts stored up by the state chancelleries of Europe. Only then, by
gathering, criticizing and verifying all the available sources, could they put themselves in a
position to reconstruct the past accurately.

The application of philological techniques to historical sources was a major breakthrough.
Ranke’s principles still form the basis for much historical research and teaching today.
History Special Subjects in many British universities, for example, offer a basic training in
source-criticism; students are examined on extracts or 'gobbets' from set documents and are
expected to comment on them in terms of their internal consistency, their relationship to other
documents on the same subject, their reliability and their usefulness as a source. Questions of
authenticity and attribution continue to be vitally important in historical research. Forgeries,
as the lamentable case of the 'Hitler Diaries' showed over a decade ago, are still regrettably
common; outright falsification and doctoring of the evidence abound in printed collections of
documents and other publications relating to subjects such as the origins of the First World
War and the Third Reich. They are even more common in medieval history. Technological
innovation has added substantially to the Rankean armoury; the 'Hitler Diaries' were easily
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exposed as forgeries by simple testing of the age of the paper on which they were written,
which dated from the 1950s; perhaps Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre), who originally
'authenticated' them for the London Times newspaper, should not have rested content with the
fact that the name 'Adolf Hitler' was signed at the bottom of every page. Whatever the means
they use, historians still have to engage in the basic Rankean spadework of investigating the
provenance of documents, of enquiring about the motives of those who wrote them, the
circumstances in which they were written, and the ways in which they relate to other
documents on the same subject. The perils which await them should they fail to do this are
only too obvious.

All these things have belonged to the basic training of historians since the nineteenth century,
and rightly so However many forgeries and falsifications there have been, they seldom escape
undetected for long. Sceptics who point to the fact that all sources are 'biased’, and conclude
from this that historians are bound to be misled by them, are as wide of the mark as politicians
who imagine that future historians will take their memoirs on trust. Nor is there anything
unusual in the fact that a modern discipline places such heavy reliance on principles
developed over a century and a half before: chemistry, for example, still uses the periodic
table of elements, while medical research continues to employ the mid-nineteenth-century
device of 'Koch's postulates' to prove that a micro-organism is the carrier of a particular
disease. These analogies with scientific method point up the fact that when source-criticism
was introduced into historical study, it too was regarded as a 'scientific' technique. Its use
legitimated history as an independent profession, and those historians in other countries who
wanted to establish themselves on a professional basis soon began to flock to Germany to
undergo training at the feet of its leading exponents in Gottingen and Berlin.

In the course of this Rankean revolution, the university based historical seminar in which
members of the profession were trained, wrote the American historian Herbert Baxter Adams,
had 'evolved from a nursery of dogma into a laboratory of scientific truth.' The French
historian Fustel de Coulanges, of Strasbourg University, declared in 1862: 'History is, and
should be, a science.' The understanding of science which these claims implied was rigorously
inductive. Out there, in the documents, lay the facts, waiting to be discovered by historians,
just as the stars shone out there in the heavens, waiting to be discovered by astronomers; all
the historian had to do was apply the proper scientific method, eliminate his own personality
from the investigation, and the facts would come to light. The object of research was thus to
'fill in the gaps' in knowledge — a rationale that is still given as the basis for the vast majority
of PhD theses in history today. As the most widely-used primer in historical method at the
time, by the French historians Langlois and Seignobos, remarked, "When all the documents
are known, and have gone through the operations which fit them for use, the work of critical
scholarship will be finished. In the case of some ancient periods, for which documents are
rare, we can now see that in a generation or two it will be time to stop.' Similar beliefs were
indeed common in the natural sciences: when the German physicist Max Planck took up his
studies in the 1870s, for example, he was warned by his professor that it would be a waste of
time, since there was nothing left to discover in the field.

But these views rested on a series of misapprehensions. The belief that all the evidence left to
posterity by the past could actually be surveyed and evaluated was already beginning to look
less plausible even before the end of the nineteenth century, as new techniques and
discoveries in archaeology began to open up whole new areas of knowledge even about the
most distant periods in time. From early on in the twentieth century, too, historians began to
look away from the narrow confines of the history and antecedents of the nation-state towards
economic history, social history, cultural history and, subsequently, other new branches of
historical enquiry as well. New questions, it seemed, could render previously neglected areas
of evidence freshly meaningful. And as the passing of time continued to consign new ages to
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history, historians also began to recognize the almost exponential growth that was taking
place in the quantity of source material available to them. Late-nineteenth-century American
and European society was not only vastly more populous than before, it not only produced
many more documents, reflecting both the increase of literacy and the rapidly increasing
functions of the state, it also generated new kinds of sources, from mass newspapers to
photographs and films. 'The history of the Victorian age will never be written,' declared
Lytton Strachey in a fit of ironic despair: 'we know too much about it. '

Not only the idea of the final discovery of all the facts that could be known, but also the
notion of a truly scientific history, began to seem more than a little shaky by the turn of the
century too. Many of the advocates of a scientific approach to history failed to practise what
they preached. A. F. Pollard, founder of the Institute of Historical Research at London
University, established to introduce professional scientific training for history postgraduates,
made little use of manuscript sources in his own work on Tudor history, preferring instead to
use the transcripts and summaries provided in the Calendars of State Papers, which of course
were shot through with inevitable mistakes and /acunae, seriously reducing the reliability of
his writings. Even the great Ranke was open to criticism according to the criteria which he
himself did so much to establish. His writing, far from being 'colourless', as some thought,
was suffused with metaphor. His belief that he was writing objective history derived to a great
extent from the fact that he based a great deal of his work on the dispatches of Venetian
ambassadors to various European states, documents which themselves gave a deliberate
impression of neutrality and value-free reporting. As the British historian John Pemble has
pointed out, 'To the next generation Ranke was not Rankine enough.' His Venetian sources
were partial, selective and narrow, and he made too little use of other archival material; only
in this way, indeed, was he able to write so much. 'Flaubert once commented,' as Pemble
remarks, 'that writing history was like drinking an ocean and pissing a cupful. Ranke it
seemed was doing the opposite.'

The realization that the founders of scientific history had all too often failed to follow their
own precepts did not stop historians before the First World War from proclaiming the virtues
of the scientific approach: on the contrary, it merely spurred them to greater efforts. In 1903,
in a famous inaugural lecture as Regius Professor of Modern History in Cambridge, J.B. Bury
declared: 'History is a science, no less and no more . . . History is not a branch of literature.
The facts of history, like the facts of geology or astronomy, can supply material for literary art
. . . but to clothe the story of human society in a literary dress is no more the part of a
historian as a historian, than it is the part of an astronomer to present in an artistic shape the
story of the stars.' Bury pointed up the contrast between history as literature and history as
science by referring to the example of the man he called the 'greatest living historian', the
German, Theodor Mommsen. Mommsen's stature as a historian lay, Bury declared, not in his
authorship of a widely-read Roman history, which merely gave him a reputation as a 'man of
letters' (indeed, it won him the Nobel Prize for literature), but in his detailed critical
compilation of Roman inscriptions and his specialized studies on Roman law. Here was the
realm in which he had applied the scientific method; here was his true claim, therefore, to
greatness as a historian. It was this example, Bury implied, that others should follow.

2

One member of the audience at that lecture in Cambridge in 1903 was the twenty-six-
year-old George Macaulay Trevelyan, who was to be appointed to the Regius Chair when
Bury died in 1927. Trevelyan took the lecture as a deliberate personal insult to his
great-uncle, the Whig historian Lord Macaulay, whose History of England had been one of
the greatest literary sensations of the early Victorian era. He rushed into print with an
uncharacteristically savage denunciation, in his essay 'Clio: A Muse' — referring in this title
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to the muse of history in Ancient Greek mythology. The 'crusade' which Bury and others were
waging against the 'artistic and emotional treatment of the whole past of mankind', said
Trevelyan, had become so successful that it now threatened 'the complete annihilation of the
few remaining individuals' who still thought history was an art. If history was merely a
'chronicle of bare facts arranged on scientific principles', then 'literature, emotion and
speculative thought' would be 'banished' from the human race's contemplation of its own
past.” In his long career, Trevelyan did much to bridge the gap between the historian and the
public in such widely popular works as his English Social History. Contrary to what many of
his detractors have alleged, he was thoroughly professional both in his university career and
in his research, which he based, especially in the case of his magnum opus, a magnificent
three-volume history of England under Queen Anne, on scholarship that was as rigorous as it
was extensive. But although he paid due regard to the 'scientific' aspects of his subject, he
thought that 'the idea that the facts of history are of value as part of an exact science confined
to specialists is due to a misapplication of the analogy of physical science.' The natural
sciences, he thought, were valuable in terms of practical utility and in the deduction of laws of
cause and effect, whether or not the general public understood them. But history had no
practical value unless it was widely disseminated, and nobody had ever succeeded in deriving
general laws of cause and effect from history in such a way that they stood the essential test of
such laws in the physical sciences, namely by enabling people to predict the future. Trevelyan
conceded that 'the collection of facts, the weighing of evidence as to what events happened,
are in some sense scientific; but not so the discovery of the causes and effects of these events.'

In reaching this judgment, he was echoing the original principles of Ranke, who had
distinguished in his day between the rigorous principles of source-criticism needed for an
accurate representation of events in the past, and the intuitive method needed to establish the
'interconnected-ness' of these events and penetrate to the 'essence' of an epoch. It was this
latter operation, which Ranke conceived of in Romantic and religious terms, and Trevelyan in
literary and aesthetic terms, that made the difference, in the view of both of them, between the
chronicler and the historian. History, said Trevelyan, was a mixture of the scientific
(research), the imaginative or speculative (interpretation) and the literary (presentation). What
the historian required was not 'more knowledge of facts', which in any case would always be
incomplete. Nobody was ever going to unravel scientifically the mental processes of twenty
million Frenchmen during the Revolution of 1789. Nor could interpretations of this event be
arrived at by a mere process of induction. The causes and effects of the Revolution could
never be known scientifically like the causes and effects of some chemical reaction, nor could
they be grounded in discoverable laws like the law of gravity or the second law of
thermodynamics. The historian who would give the best interpretation of the Revolution was
the one who, 'having discovered and weighed all the important evidence available, has the
largest grasp of intellect, the warmest human sympathy, the highest imaginative power.'

Trevelyan was essentially a nationalist historian; his major works were histories of England,
and his objection to the 'scientific' conception of history was based not least on the fact that it
was German. 'Who is the mother country to Anglo-Saxon historians?' he asked in his essay.
'Some reply "Germany", but others of us prefer to answer "England". The methods and
limitations of German learning presumably suit the Germans, but are certain to prove a strait
waistcoat to English limbs and faculties. We ought,' he declared, 'to look to the free, popular,
literary traditions of history in our own land.' And he lamented the fact that 'the historians of
to-day were trained by the Germanizing hierarchy to regard history not as . . . a "story", but as
a "science".' The Germanizing tendencies of the period, he thought, were authoritarian and
hierarchical, and unsuited to the liberal intellectual traditions of his own country.

Just as Trevelyan looked to English traditions and circumstances as the source of historical
inspiration, so in other European countries, too, historians rejected the universalising
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tendencies of both Enlightenment writers such as Voltaire and Gibbon and Romantics such as
Ranke. Popular, nationalist history had reached its apogee in Britain with Macaulay, in France
with Michelet, in Germany with Treitschke; and it was not without its influence even on the
most 'scientific' of scholars in the late nineteenth century. Virtually all historians, for example,
assumed that the nation-state was the primary object of historical study. The emerging
historical profession was dominated by the view that the historian's task lay principally in the
study of the origins and development of states and in their relations with one another. Even
the most narrow and rigorous of learned articles were usually written within this framework;
while huge resources of scientific scholarship were lavished on the publication of vast
documentary collections designed to provide the basic materials for national histories, such as
the Monumenta Germaniae Historica or the Calendars of State Papers.

The Prussian school of historians, led by figures such as Droysen, were happy to proclaim
that 'the German nation has outstripped all others' in its application of the critical method to
historical sources; but they were just as critical as Trevelyan was of the notion that this was
sufficient to constitute history in itself. 'History,' stated Droysen, 'is the only science enjoying
the ambiguous fortune of being required to be at the same time an art.' He complained that
because the German middle classes had for so long regarded 'the German method in history
[as] pedantic, exclusive, unenjoyable', they all read Macaulay instead, or turned to the great
French historian and statesman Thiers, so that 'German historical judgment' and even 'German
political judgment' was 'formed and guided . . . by the rhetorical superiority of other nations.'
The German middle classes did indeed look to the examples of English liberalism and the
principles of the French Revolution for much of the nineteenth century. The Prussian school
of historians set themselves the task of demonstrating through a mixture of scientific method,
historical intuition and literary skill the superiority of Prussian values and their inevitable
triumph in the unification of Germany in 1871. They could claim at least some credit for the
drift of middle-class opinion in Germany from a liberal to a more authoritarian form of
nationalism in the three decades leading up to the First World War.

Already before 1914, therefore, the ability of the scientific method to deliver a neutral and
value-free history was under some doubt. Its credibility was even more severely shaken by the
events of 1914—18 and their aftermath. Professional historians in every country rushed into
print with elaborate defences of the war aims of their own governments and denunciations of
other great powers for having begun the conflict. Substantial collections of documents on the
origins of the war were produced with all the usual scholarly paraphernalia and edited by
reputable professionals, but on principles of selection that seemed manifestly biased to
colleagues in other countries. The rigorous scientific training which they had undergone
seemed to have had no effect at all in inculcating a properly neutral and 'objective' attitude to
the recent past; a view that was underlined as the 1920s progressed by the continuing violent
controversies between learned historians of different nations about the origins of the war.
Moreover, among British, French and American historians, the support for the war of the
overwhelming majority of the 'scientific' German colleagues whose work they so admired
came as a further blow. Many historians who had studied in Germany now rushed to
denounce German scholarship as pedantic and anti-democratic. 'The age of German
footnotes,' as one of them said in 1915, 'is on the wane.' And for G. M. Trevelyan, the defeat
of the Germans also represented the defeat of 'German "scientific history””, a mirage which
had 'led the nation that looked to it for political prophesy and guidance' about as far astray as
it was possible to go.

The war also revealed previous, apparently neutral scholarly histories of, for example,
Germany, or nineteenth-century Europe, to have been deeply flawed in their interpretations.
Events such as the Russian Revolution, the Treaty of Versailles, the triumph of modernism in
art, music and literature, increased this sense of disorientation among historians. Reflective
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historians of the older generation realised that their faith in objectivity had accompanied their
sense of living in an ordered and predictable world. One senior American historian, Clarence
Alvord, confessed after the war that he had always 'conformed to the canons of my science . .
. walked along the straight and narrow road of approved scholarship . . . learned to babble the
words of von Ranke . . . prided [myself] on telling the story wie es eigentlich gewesen . ..
This had all been very fine, he said, while the world was a safe place to live in and people had
been able to believe in ordered, rational and inevitable progress. But now, he said, 'all the
spawn of hell roamed at will over the world and made of it a shambles . . . The pretty edifice
of . . . history which had been designed and built by my contemporaries was rent asunder . . .
The meaning we historians had read into events was false, cruelly false.' If unpredictable and
uncontrollable forces were shaping the present, it seemed, then the previous belief of
historians that they could understand by a simple process of induction the forces that shaped
the past now seemed dangerously naive.

Some historians even despaired of finding any pattern or meaning in the past at all. As the
English liberal historian H. A. L. Fisher remarked in the preface to his widely-read History of
Europe, published in 1934:

‘Men wiser and more learned than I have discerned in history a plot, a rhythm, a
predetermined pattern. These harmonies are concealed from me. I can see only one
emergency following upon another as wave follows upon wave, only one great fact with
respect to which, since it is unique, there can be no generalizations, only one safe rule for the
historian: that he should recognize in the development of human destinies the play of the
contingent and the unforeseen.... The ground gained by one generation may be lost by the
next.

History, in this bewildered view, was just 'one damned thing after another', devoid of
meaning, and beyond interpretation.

Such views were reinforced at a more theoretical level by the changing nature of the natural
sciences in this period. Einstein's General Theory of Relativity (1913), widely popularised
after it was confirmed by astronomical observation in 1919, helped create an intellectual
climate in which it was thought that the 'aspect of things' changed with the position of the
observer. The idea of the relativity of observer and fact was applied to history by a number of
inter-war philosophers as well, in particular by the liberal Italian thinker Benedetto Croce and
his English counterpart R. G. Collingwood. In doing so, they were echoing pre-war German
philosophers such as Wilhelm Dilthey, who had begun to take a sceptical view of the
possibility of objective knowledge about the past. And they paralleled the much more
far-reaching doubts of cultural pessimists in Germany under the Weimar Republic, for whom
Germany's defeat in the First World War had rendered history largely meaningless. Croce
argued that historians were guided in their judgment as to what documents and events were
important in the past, and what were unimportant, by their present concerns. All history was
thus written, consciously or unconsciously, from the perspective of the present. 'All history,'
in Croce's famous phrase, 'is contemporary history." Collingwood went even further by
arguing that 'all history is the history of thought,' because the documents left to the historian
by the past were meaningless unless the historian reconstituted the thought that they
expressed. 'History,' Collingwood concluded, 'is the reenactment in the historian's mind of the
thought whose history he is studying.'

Leaving aside for the moment the merits and defects of such arguments, what all this did in
broad terms was to blur the distinction commonly made by pre-war historians, even those of a
literary bent such as G. M. Trevelyan, between fact and interpretation. It was not a case, in
their view, of the historian observing, collecting and verifying the facts and then 'interpreting'
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them. The very act of observing and collecting them was itself governed by the historian's a
priori beliefs about the past. Such views gained currency not least because, as E. H. Carr
wrote, 'after the First World War, the facts seemed to smile on us less propitiously than in the
years before 1914, and we were therefore more accessible to a philosophy which sought to
diminish their prestige.' The crisis-ridden decades of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, with their
economic privations, international conflicts, revolutionary upheavals, and perhaps above all
their revelations, in Italy, Spain, Russia and Germany, of violence and inhumanity on a scale,
and to a degree, previously thought barely possible, severely undermined the belief in
progress that had sustained the historians of the pre-war era. The new scientific discoveries
and concepts destroyed the belief that history writing would one day come to an end when
everything had been discovered. If 'discovery' depended not least on the intentions and
assumptions of historians influenced by the context of their own age, then it became clear that
every fresh age would have to research and write the history of all past ages from scratch, all
over again.

3

All these developments reflected the fact that the chaotic and disturbed inter-war period was
not, on the whole, a great age of historical scholarship. Economic dislocation in Europe and
America meant that historians' income declined, relatively few new historians were trained,
and in the many European countries — the majority, in fact — which fell victim to
dictatorships, free historical enquiry ceased. It was only after the Second World War, as
economic recovery began, and the mass armies of the 1930s and 1940s were finally
demobilised, that a new generation of historians entered the profession. They were
immediately confronted with the task of overcoming the scepticism and disorientation of their
predecessors in the inter-war years. Many historians tried to reassert what they regarded as the
traditional values of historical scholarship which they thought had been perverted by the
political and intellectual pressures and upheavals of the previous few decades. Their mentor
and example in England was the Polish-born historian Sir Lewis Namier, whose scholarship
was famously painstaking and exact. As one of his pupils noted, he thought that 'If history
was not to be a catalogue of suppositions . . . it had to be solidly based on minute facts.'
Namier thought that Freud rather than Ranke had established the scientific principles on
which the study of the past could be more solidly based than before, and to this extent he was
prepared to update the notion of 'scientific' history. But the consequences he drew from this
belief were far removed from those of the speculative American psychohistorians of later
decades. Namier always eschewed speculation, so he never thought that he could find out
enough about an individual in the past to subject his character to psychoanalysis. However, he
did think, as a result of his Freudian views, that what drove people to do the things they did
were essentially personal motives and forces rather than ideologies or beliefs.

Namier used this approach, combined with formidably thorough and exhaustive research, to
devastating effect in his most famous book, The Structure of Politics at the Accession of
George I1I. The book was launched as a frontal assault on the 'Whig interpretation' of British
history, which saw eighteenth-century politics in terms of a struggle between the forces of
liberty and constitutionalism, led by the Whigs, and absolutism and royal power, represented
by the Tories. In the Whig view, the latter cause was eventually taken up by George III and
his pet minister Lord Bute. The new King's tendencies towards absolutism lost England the
American colonies under the Premiership of Lord North. Namier looked beyond these
ideologies to the personal relationships of the politicians involved. Investigating them
minutely, he suggested that 'party’ was irrelevant, ideology unimportant; what mattered was
the struggle of individuals through patronage and kinship networks for power, money and
influence. Seen from this perspective, what led to the political crisis was the disruption to
these networks caused by the accession of a new King, not any particular beliefs which he
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might have held, or political principles with which he might have clashed. In this way,
Namier's rapier-like scholarship deflated and destroyed the Whig interpretation of British
history by puncturing it at its most vulnerable point.

There was no doubting that this was a major and significant scholarly achievement.. When I
was an undergraduate in the 1960s, Namier's Structure of Politics was considered by history
tutors to have been the greatest work ever penned about English history, and Namier was a
god. 'Namier,' one historian said, 'perhaps, has found the ultimate way of doing history.' 'If
Namier had his way,' another remarked, 'all controversies would cease, and we would know
as much historical truth as is humanly possible.' 'Fifty years from now,' one of his disciples
declared at the beginning of the 1960s, 'all history will be done as Sir Lewis does it.' Namier,
as even E. H. Carr admitted, was 'the greatest British historian to emerge on the academic
scene since the First World War.' Seen from the perspective of the 1990s, however, these
claims appear ludicrously inflated. Typically, what British empiricists admired in Namier was
the thoroughness of his scholarship; they more or less ignored his Freudianism as an
embarrassing but excusable continental heresy. Many historians since Namier have matched
his painstakingly high standards of archival scholarship. They have long since reestablished
the centrality of party labels and party ideology to the politics of the majority of the
eighteenth century and made the 1760s, Namier's chosen decade, seem rather exceptional by
comparison. Nobody nowadays would maintain that George III's constitutional practice was
the same as that of his predecessors, and assiduous historians have made the inevitable
discovery that Namier, in his anxiety to exculpate the King, was highly selective in his use of
evidence and not above 'pruning' his quotations from the sources to serve his argument. The
belief that Namier had found a new method of writing history was misplaced. Already in the
1950s, there were those who complained that he had 'taken the mind out of history' in his
reduction of political action to the operation of individual self-interest. In the hands of his
pupils and emulators, and indeed eventually in his own, his method degenerated into mindless
prosopography, ending up with a series of narrow and arid studies of eighteenth-century
cabinets, and producing that great white elephant of twentieth-century British historical
scholarship, the huge (and hugely expensive) multi-volume History of Parliament, a
compilation which amounts in the end to little more than a minutely researched biographical
dictionary of MPs through the ages; flattering to MPs, which is no doubt why they subsidise
it, but of little influence in advancing historical understanding in a larger sense.

Like H.A.L.Fisher, Namier saw no pattern in history, and distrusted ideas and ideologies, an
approach which was reassuring to the pragmatism of British intellectuals. He despised and
distrusted the masses whose emergence on to the social and political scene in the wake of the
post-war Labour government was so threatening to conservative university dons. Insofar as he
raised the standards of English historical scholarship with his meticulous, indeed obsessive
pursuit of unpublished manuscript materials, he undoubtedly performed a useful service. But
English historians were excessively intimidated by this, and thought that Namier had replaced
Whig myth with true objectivity. He had not. Namier's work did not attract much attention
when it first appeared in 1927. He really came into his own after the war. His views held sway
among British historians in the 1950s and 1960s not least because they were well suited to the
atmosphere of the Cold War, in which the Communist advocacy of the interests of the masses,
belief in the 'laws' of history and progress, and enthronement of ideology and belief at the
centre of the historical process and historical interpretation, were thought of by liberals and
conservatives as principles to be combated in the interests of the freedom of the individual.
Soviet historians, it was believed, had betrayed the ideals of factual accuracy, neutrality and
detachment in the same way as Nazi historians had. History had become a means of
indoctrination, pressed into the service of the state, and of the spread of Communism.
Western history, on the contrary, was now held to represent the virtues of accuracy,
objectivity and truthfulness.
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The Cold War reassertion of objectivity which underpinned Namier's overwhelming influence
in Britain in the 1950s and early 1960s also took place in the philosophy of science, where
Sir Karl Popper, a philosopher of Viennese origin who dedicated much of his life to disputing
the claims of Marxism to be a scientific doctrine, reasserted the objective nature of scientific
knowledge in two highly influential works, The Poverty of Historicism and The Open Society
and Its Enemies. Popper argued that objective knowledge could best be approached through
propositions for which one could specify the conditions under which they might be falsified.
Theories — such as Marxism — which accounted for everything, and which could be
adapted to any circumstances, were merely metaphysical; only theories which did not claim to
explain everything, and yet which resisted attempts to prove them false, were truly scientific.
Popper excoriated the Marxist view that history had a discernible direction, and was subject to
laws; objective knowledge of history, he said, could only be obtained in respect of short- or
medium-term developments, where it was clear what evidence was needed to falsify the
interpretations put forward. No historical evidence could 'disprove' the idea that history was
moving through stages towards the goal of a communist society, because every conceivable
kind of evidence could be adapted to fit the theory if so desired. On the other hand, the idea
that (for example) the First World War was caused by German aggression could be falsified
(in theory at least), because it was possible to specify the kind of evidence that would be
needed to prove or disprove it.

4

This reassertion of historical objectivity came at a time in the 1950s and 1960s when the
historical profession was reestablishing itself, undergoing slow but steady growth, and
recapturing the social and financial position it had enjoyed in the late nineteenth century. Not
only Britain and the USA, but other countries too experienced similar developments. In West
Germany, the growing prosperity brought about by the post- war 'economic miracle' allowed
historians, like other university professors, to regain much of the power and status they had
had before the upheavals of Weimar and the anti-intellectual assaults of Nazism. A
determination to distance themselves from the outrageous lies and distortions of Nazi
historiography gave them a belief in the value of an 'objective' approach to history that has
never entirely deserted them since. The German historians of the post- generation, the first to
have reached professional maturity in the post-war era, eagerly imported the theories and
methods of American and above all neo-Weberian sociology into their work, in an attempt to
escape from the perils of subjectivity which had engulfed the old tradition of
liberal-nationalist historiography in their country in the 1930s and 1940s. So pervasive was
the influence of the social sciences on German historiography that there were proposals to
dissolve history as a separate subject in the secondary school curriculum and incorporate it
into social studies, citizenship education, political science and the like; while university
undergraduates were now taught, as indeed they still are in Germany, to present their work
not in the traditional form of literary essays but after the manner of social-scientific research
reports instead. The rhetorical style of the social sciences still pervades the work of
professional historians in Germany too, with a passive, anonymous written style dominant, all
reference to the author as an individual eliminated, and the word 'I' banished even from the
preface and acknowledgements of the typical German research monograph or work of
historical synthesis. The cult of the individual under Nazism provoked a similar negative
reaction among German historians. They avoided biography and concentrated on writing the
history of people in the past mainly as a history of averages, groups and global trends.

The same decade saw the invasion of the social sciences into history in Britain as well,

launched by a famous issue of the Times Literary Supplement in 1966, in which a series of
young historians heralded the transformation of their discipline by imported theories and
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methods from anthropology, social theory, and statistics. Beginning with E.H. Carr himself,
historians queued up to urge history and the social sciences to move closer together. Writing
in 1976, Lawrence Stone claimed that the influence of the social sciences was refining the
historian's conceptual apparatus and research strategies, while rigorous quantification was
destroying many cherished historical myths. The social sciences were posing new questions
for the historian to answer, new hypotheses to test, and transforming the discipline beyond
recognition as a result. In France, too, a 'scientific' and 'objective' approach to the past gained
in prestige and influence in the post-war years. It was exemplified above all in the group of
historians associated with the journal Annales, who had begun their work before the war but
only really gained significant influence after it. By incorporating the methods of economics,
sociology and especially geography and statistics into their approach to the past, the Annales
historians thought that it would be possible to make history far more objective and scientific
than ever before. The traditional methods and objects of enquiry no longer sufficed. History
should be the central, synthesising discipline of the social sciences. It had to quantify. 'History
that is not quantifiable,' remarked Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, one of the school's leading
exponents, in 1979, 'cannot claim to be scientific.' "Tomorrow's historian,' he added, 'will have
to be able to program a computer in order to survive.'

These beliefs reached their most extreme form, perhaps, in the United States in the late 1960s
and 1970s, with the rise of 'social science history'. One of its principal exponents, the
econometric historian Robert Fogel, drew a sharp distinction between 'scientific' and
'traditional' history. Scientific history, made possible above all by the computer, rested not on
vague, incomplete, implicit and inconsistent sets of assumptions about human behaviour in
the way that traditional history did, but on explicitly elaborated, sometimes mathematical
models that could be rigorously tested by quantitative means. It applied not to individuals but
to groups, and sought to develop not particular explanations but general hypotheses which
could be statistically tested. It assumed that there were systematic relationships between
events, structures and processes in history. It was neutral and non-ideological. It tended to be
carried out by teams of scholars, just as experimental programs in the natural sciences did,
rather than by the individual scholars who were the norm for the researcher in traditional
history. And it addressed itself not to a wider public but to a specialist readership of
fellow-scientists just as the natural sciences did.

Scientific methods used in this way, argued Fogel, were overturning the received wisdom of
traditional history on many points and thus proving their superiority. Peter Laslett and the
Cambridge Group of demographic historians, for instance, had demonstrated the statistical
prevalence of the nuclear family in pre-industrial society and established a relatively high age
at marriage, confounding traditional historians' belief in the dominance of extended family
forms and the normality of marriage at a very early age. Similar, major advances in
knowledge had come in many branches of economic history through the application of
scientific, statistical methods. Convinced that not only demographic and economic history,
but also social and political history, indeed all forms of history, had to be put on to this new
scientific basis, the 'cliometricians' of the 1970s unrolled a vastly ambitious program of
disciplinary transformation which was intended to spell the end of traditional history
altogether. There was a widespread feeling in the 1970s that 'traditional' history had proved
vulnerable to the criticisms of relativists like Carr because it had not been scientific enough.
By the end of the decade, there was a general consensus among observers of the historical
profession that, as Georg G. Iggers put it, historical scholarship over the decades had become
'scientifically ever more rigorous', and 'historians have become more committed than ever to
the scientific ideal of history.'

But were the differences between 'scientific' and 'traditional' history in fact so very great? Not
surprisingly, Sir Geoffrey Elton did not think so. He pointed to the fact that what he had
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described as 'traditional' history was itself widely regarded by its defenders as 'scientific' well
into the second half of the twentieth century. Teamwork was common in some areas in
'traditional' history too, from the editing of documents to the compilation of prosopographies.
Cliometrics had delivered only on a very limited number of generally rather narrow questions.
When it came to the really big issues in history, it had to remain silent, because they could not
be solved by quantitative methods. A glance at Social Science History, the flagship journal of
the cliometricians, will easily support Elton's claim. Moreover, it quickly became clear that
the ability of Fogel's scientific methods to settle beyond dispute even the questions they did
address was highly questionable. In 1974, Fogel and his collaborator Stanley L. Engerman
published a formidable two-volume study of slavery in the old American South. Full of
elaborate statistical charts, tables and equations, it claimed to represent a new level of
scientific rigour in testing well-worn hypotheses. The result was a set of conclusions which
overturned existing, 'traditional’ historical orthodoxy. Slavery was not, as had previously been
thought, unprofitable, economically inefficient, and bad for the slaves. Fogel and Engerman
argued that the economic efficiency of slavery was so high that slaves benefited from
standards of living at least as high as those of free workers at the time. In defending
themselves against accusations of political incorrectness for espousing such a view, the two
authors suggested that this showed how proud the slaves could be of their achievements, and
how dubious, even racist, were claims that their labour had been unproductive.

Fogel and Engerman were immediately attacked by their fellow-historians for flawed
statistical procedures, misuse and over-interpretation of sources, vague hypotheses, and plain
inaccuracy. One group of critics concluded, at the end of a lengthy re-examination of the data:

‘Time on the Cross is full of errors. The book embraces errors of mathematics, disregards
standard principles of statistical inference, mis-cites sources, takes quotations out of context,
distorts the views and findings of other historians and economists, and relies upon dubious
and largely unexplained models of market behaviour, economic dynamics, socialisation,
sexual behaviour, fertility determination, and genetics (to name some).’

Moreover, all the errors apparently had a 'consistent tendency' to work in favour of Fogel’s
and Engerman's overall argument. When the faults were corrected and the evidence was
re-examined, the two authors' entire argument simply fell apart. Quantification and statistics
had thus signally failed to deliver the 'scientific' certainties which their advocates had
proclaimed.

Moreover, the cliometricians' claim to be achieving a higher, indeed virtually unassailable
level of objectivity and certainty through the use of properly scientific methods was also
being undermined by new developments in the philosophy of science. After the broadly
empiricist position of Popper had held sway in the 1950s, Thomas Kuhn's post-empiricist
view of science, expounded in 1962 in his enormously influential book The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions, took over as the dominant explanatory model. In place of the existing
view of science as continuous progress, Kuhn argued that most scientists worked, often
unconsciously, within a 'paradigm' or set of theories, assumptions, research agendas and so
on, which guided their experiments and ensured that their observations matched the theories
they held. Paradigms could thus not be falsified, and anomalies, where the data did not fit the
paradigm, were usually ignored or worked around. Only when the anomalies had accumulated
to a point where they caused a general sense of unease in the scientific community did the
search for a new paradigm begin. The disadvantage of a new paradigm was often, however,
that it failed to account for some phenomena that the old one succeeded in explaining. And
different paradigms constituted different mental worlds, which were not comparable with one
another. Thus science was not necessarily progressive, and falsifiable scientific theories were
not established by experimental confirmation, but maintained by intellectual consensus. This
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view was widely attacked by scientists as irrationalist and relativist, portraying their
disciplines as guided by 'mob rule'. But by the 1970s it had become the dominant view among
philosophers of science and was being applied to other forms of knowledge as well. To be
sure, Kuhn believed that the natural sciences progressed entirely free of any external
influences and insisted that his ideas were not applicable to other fields. Nor is the Kuhnian
notion of a paradigm really applicable to history; historians in general do not work within
rigid and constricting paradigms. But substitute the words ‘'historical interpretation' for
'scientific paradigm' and one can see that those historians who did take Kuhn's ideas on board
found their implications to be strongly relativist, as well as corrosive of the idea that the
'scientific' credentials of history could be established by methods which guaranteed the
production of 'objective' knowledge about the past.

By the 1980s, therefore, the long search for a scientific method of history had failed to yield
any definitive results. The period in which the social sciences, encouraged by historians like
E.H.Carr, had been exerting their influence over the practice of historical research and in the
most extreme cases such as that of Fogel threatening to displace 'traditional' methods of
history altogether, seemed to be coming to an end. The argument that history is, or should be,
a science, in principle no different from quantum mechanics or crystallography, began to
come under renewed and sustained attack, more radical than ever before.

Objectivity and its Limits

(...) the historian has to develop a detached mode of cognition, a faculty of self-criticism and
an ability to understand another person’s point of view. This applies as much to politically
committed history as it does to a history that believes itself to be politically neutral. Politically
committed history only damages itself if it distorts, manipulates or obscures historical fact in
the interests of the cause it claims to represent.

As Novick defines it, the idea of objectivity involves a belief in ‘the reality of the past, and
[to] the truth as correspondence to that reality.” The truth about patterns and linkages of facts
in history is in the end discovered not invented, found not made, though, as Haskell adds, ‘not
without a process of imaginative construction that goes so far beyond the intrinsic properties
of the raw materials employed that one can speak of their being “made” as well.” Making
such patterns and linkages, causal and otherwise, is by no means the only function of history,
which also had a duty to establish the facts and recreate the past in the present, but it is in the
end what distinguishes it from the chronicle. Trevelyan was both right to point to the
importance of the historical imagination in this process, and to insist on the strict limits within
which that imagination is bound.

It is right and proper that postmodernist theorists and critics should force historians to rethink
the categories and assumptions with which they work, and to justify the manner in which they
practise their discipline. But postmodernism is itself one group of theories among many, and
as contestable as all the rest. For my own part, I remain optimistic that objective historical
knowledge is both desirable and attainable. So when Patrick Joyce tells us that social history
is dead, and Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth declares that time is a fictional construct, and Roland
Barthes announces that all the world’s a text, and Hans Kellner wants historians to stop
behaving as if we were researching into things that actually happened, and Diane Purkiss says
that we should just tell stories without bothering whether or not they are true, and Frank
Ankersmit swears that we can never know anything at all about the past so we might as well
confine ourselves to studying other historians, and Keith Jenkins proclaims that all history is
just naked ideology designed to get historians power and money in big university institutions
run by the bourgeoisie, I will look humbly at the past and say despite them all: it really
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happened, and we really can, if we are very scrupulous and careful and self-critical, find out
how it happened and reach some tenable though always less than final conclusions about what
it all meant.
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Carl L Becker

‘What are Historical Facts?’

in The Philosophy of History in Our Times, (ed Hans Meyerholtt)
Doubleday Publications, Garden City, New York, 1959

What Are Historical Facts?

History is a venerable branch of knowledge, and the writing of history is an art of long
standing. Everyone knows what history is, that is, everyone is familiar with the word and has
a confident notion of what it means. In general history has to do with the thought and action
of men and women who lived in past times. Everyone knows what the past is too. We all have
a comforting sense that it lies behind us, like a stretch of uneven country we have crossed;
and it is often difficult to avoid the notion that one could easily, by turning round, walk back
into this country of the past. That, at all events, is what we commonly think of the historian as
doing: he works in the past, he explores the past in order to find out what men did and
thought in the past. His business is to discover and set forth the ‘facts of history’.

When anyone says ‘facts’ we are all there. The word gives us a sense of stability. We know
where we are when, as we say, we ‘get down to the facts’ — as, for example, we know where
we are when we get down to the facts of the structure of the atom, or the incredible movement
of the electron as it jumps from one orbit to another. It is the same with history. Historians
feel safe when dealing with the facts. We talk much about the ‘hard facts’ and the ‘cold facts’,
about ‘not being able to get around the facts’, and about the necessity of basing our narrative
on a ‘solid foundation of fact.” By virtue of talking in this way, the facts of history come in
the end to seem something solid, something substantial like physical matter (I mean matter in
the common sense, not matter defined as ‘a series of events in the ether’), something
possessing definite shape, and clear persistent outline — like bricks or scantlings; so that we
can easily picture the historian as he stumbles about in the past, stubbing his toe on the hard
facts if he doesn’t watch out. That is his affair of course, a danger he runs; for his business is
to dig out the facts and pile them up for someone to use. Perhaps he may use them himself;
but at all events he must arrange them conveniently so that someone — perhaps the
sociologist or the economist — may easily carry them away for use in some structural
enterprise.

Such (with no doubt a little, but not much, exaggeration to give point to the matter) are the
common connotations of the words ‘historical facts’, as used by historians and other people.
Now, when I meet a word with which I am entirely unfamiliar, I find it a good plan to look it
up in the dictionary and find out what someone thinks it means. But when I have frequently to
use words with which everyone is perfectly familiar — words like ‘cause’ and ‘liberty’ and
‘progress’ and ‘government’ — when I have to use words of this sort which everyone knows
perfectly well, the wise thing to do is to take a week off and think about them. The result is
often astonishing; for as often as not I find that I have been talking about words instead of
real things. Well, ‘historical fact’ is such a word; and I suspect it would be worthwhile for us
historians at least to think about this word more than we have done. For the moment
therefore, Ieaving the historian moving about in the past piling up the cold facts, I wish to
inquire whether the historical fact is really as hard and stable as it is often supposed to be.

23



And this inquiry I will throw into the form of three simple questions. I will ask the questions,
I can’t promise to answer them. The questions are: (1) What is the historical fact? (2) Where
is the historical fact? (3) When is the historical fact? Mind I sayis, not was. I take it for
granted that if we are interested in, let us say, the fact of the Magna Carta, we are interested in
it for our own sake and not for its sake; and since we are living now and not in 1215 we must
be interested in the Magna Carta, if at all, for what it is and not for what it was.

This is the case of the historian. The only external world he has to deal with is the records. He
can indeed look at the records as often as he likes, and he can get dozens of others to look at
them: and some things, some ‘facts’, can in this way be established and agreed upon, as, for
example, the fact that the document known as the Declaration of Independence was voted on
July 4, 1776. But the meaning and significance of this fact cannot be thus agreed upon,
because the series of events in which it has a place cannot be enacted again and again, under
varying conditions, in order to see what effect the variations would have. The historian has to
judge the significance of the series of events from the one single performance, never to be
repeated, and never, since the records are incomplete and imperfect, capable of being fully
known or fully affirmed. Thus into the imagined facts and their meaning there enters the
personal equation. The history of any event is never precisely the same thing to two different
persons and it is well known that every generation writes the same history in a new way, and
puts upon it a new construction.

The reason why this is so — why the same series of vanished events is differently imagined
in each succeeding generation — is that our imagined picture of the actual event is always
determined by two things: (1) by the actual event itself insofar as we can know something
about it; and (2) by our own present purposes, desires, prepossessions, and prejudices, all of
which enter into the process of knowing it. The actual event contributes something to the
imagined picture; but the mind that holds the imagined picture always contributes something
too. This is why there is no more fascinating or illuminating phase of history than
historiography — the history of history: the history, that is, of what successive generations
have imagined the past to be like. It is impossible to understand the history of certain great
events without knowing what the actors in those events themselves thought about history. For
example, it helps immensely to understand why the leaders of the American and French
Revolutions acted and thought as they did if we know what their idea of classical history was.
They desired, to put it simply, to be virtuous republicans, and to act the part. Well, they were
able to act the part of virtuous republicans much more effectively because they carried around
in their heads an idea, or ideal if you prefer, of Greek republicanism and Roman virtue. But of
course their own desire to be virtuous republicans had a great influence in making them think
the Greek and Romans, whom they had been taught to admire by reading classics in school,
were virtuous republicans too. Their image of the present and future and their image of the
classical past were inseparable, bound together — were really one and the same thing.

In this way the present influences our idea of the past, our idea of the past influences the
present. We are accustomed to say that ‘the present is the product of all the past’; and this is
what is ordinarily meant by the historian’s doctrine of ‘historical continuity.” But it is only a
half truth. It is equally true, and no mere paradox, to say that the past (our imagined picture of
it) is the product of all the present. We build our conceptions of history partly out of our
present needs and purposes. The past is a kind of screen upon which we project our vision of
the future; and it is indeed a moving picture, borrowing much of its form and color from our
fears and aspirations. The doctrine of historical continuity is badly in need of overhauling in
the light of these suggestions; for that doctrine was itself one of those pictures which the early
nineteenth century threw upon the screen of the past in order to quiet its deep-seated fears —
fears occasioned by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars.
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John Vincent
An Intelligent Person’s Guide to History
Duckworth, London, 1995

History is deeply male. History is essentially non-young. History is about the rich and
famous, not the poor. History favours the articulate, not the silent. History is about winners
(including those losers who were eventual winners), not about losers. History is about
assessing distortions, not copying out truths. History has to live with, is indeed the child of
censorship: the censorship by one culture of its predecessor, the censorship by a great modern
bureaucracy of its own overproduction of records, the censorship of astute reticence by those
aware that the eye of posterity will watch them. History has much to say about the way the
powerful handle power, for power engenders records. History is almost silent (so far) on
psychology, but copious on sociology in the sense of social structure (less so, perhaps, on
sociology as values). History is hopeless on love, but excellent on hatred. Such a state of
things may not please all, but then it was never meant to please. One-sidedness lies at the
heart of historical knowledge.

VII Bias in History

History is about evidence, and evidence flagrantly distorts. There is a bias in the creation of
evidence, and a bias in the survival of evidence. There may be a bias in access to what
survives, too. There is a bias towards the important (and self-important), a political bias to
winners against losers, a bias towards the stable and against the unstable, and perhaps a
deliberate censorship of the past by the past on top of that. Before we even get to modern
historians, distortion is built into the very nature of history.

This suggests a simple rule. No evidence, no history; imperfect evidence, imperfect history.
Against such stark considerations, purity of motive on the part of historians today faces an
uphill task. The distortions in evidence that are already there, cannot be brushed away with a
broom called objectivity.

But — our culture has a bias against bias. In a truth-centred culture, bias means departure
from the scientific model. Indeed, it is seen as meaning departure from morality itself. To
accuse someone of bias is to hit hard. And, worse, the word has an ugly ring to it; let no one
believe that lack of euphony makes no odds. (Call bias commitment, and it might be a
different story.) That bias might be a means to truth, is not easy to say in our supposedly
truth-centred world.

Nine out of ten students, then, would be against bias; would indeed be rather horrified by the
thought. That must be our starting-point. And at once mountainous difficulties confront us.
The first great difficulty is purely practical. It is the extreme difficulty of naming any
historical writers who are not well and truly biased. Worse still, their bias is not some
shameful blot upon their reputations, but no small part of their reputation itself.

A Gibbon who lacked a sadistic bias against Christianity would be insipid; a Macaulay who
was fair to Tories, unthinkable.
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The second great difficulty, if we wish to rule that bias is bad, comes from the sociology of
knowledge. It is perhaps something of an oddity that in discussions of bias, we always begin
(and usually end) by looking at this or that individual writer and his individual quirks, while
paying little or no attention to the general forces shaping the body of writers as a whole. And
indeed there are reasons for this avoidance of overmuch sociological determinism. For one
thing, at certain times in the past (though not many), historical writing may have been a
heterogeneous, miscellaneous, fractured thing, not lending itself to general explanation. That
is not the case today, when history is a professional activity almost monopolized by
academics. For another, the sociology of knowledge always irritates. How, they cry, can my
most intimate, my most personal moments of mental life result from some broad sociological
forces of which I am hardly aware? Outrage ensues, and always will.

Historians today — and probably the great majority of historians who have ever lived, live
today — exist in a definite sociological situation. Writers of history are, in Europe and
elsewhere, state employees; in America, a workforce, albeit within large organizations like
those fostered by public collectivism. They are not rentiers, landowning gentry, monkish
scribes, churchmen, practitioners of public affairs, or intellectual hunter-gatherers. If they
were, we should comment on it, and so we should on their being public employees.

The question, at its simplest, is not what difference it makes but whether it is so; and it is so,
despite the presence in varying degrees of many trappings and vestiges of independence, the
afterglow of gentlemanliness, and even the sensibility of the ‘free intellectual’, diminish
though these do by the year. Yes, the production of historical truth has become ultimately a
sub-department of the collectivist state; it has one, single, definite sociological location —
and for that not to imply bias of some sort would need quite majestic powers of disconnection
from surrounding circumstance.

Historians today are not holders of power — power over men, over money, over opinion.
They live among the foothills of society, where they engage anxiously in downward social
mobility. They see very little of power in their own lives; they do not catch its reflections in
the lives of others. From the life of action in its modern form — business — they are quite
especially remote. Their disconnection from things, their want of rootedness, their poverty of
commitment, are those of the minor official class the world over. History may have changed;
but historians, as a class, have changed more.

Present historians experience less than past historians. This narrowing of life they call
professionalism, as indeed in a technical sense it is. Professionalism is the positive name
given to a negative fact (and social novelty): the single historical career from youth to age,
lived within large academic institutions, based on a single academic subject, worthy indeed
and commendable but ill matched with the task of understanding other existences.

But what has all this to do with bias? Well, living on a state salary, while looking forward to
an index-linked pension, rather than by selling books, is unlikely to weaken one’s collectivist
outlook. The payroll historian is likely to look with tender sympathy upon the general system
which produces salaries for people like him to live on, just as in the days of gentry
scholarship, few raised their voices to condemn rental income from land. In broad terms,
historians rightly see their well-being as connected with the big state, the high tax economy,
and the acceptance of definitions of progress linked to these. Historians of recent centuries
visibly approve the growth of the hand which has fed them. They may be right to do so;
indeed probably are. But when they mix description and prescription, make ‘social reform’
the measure of all things, and deride market forces, it is appropriate to recall that, left to the
market, there would be few historians and little history. Whether it is bias, or just a subtle
convergence of view between paymaster and paid, it works rather like bias.
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There is another aspect to state-paid history. The outlook of the minor official leans to
grumpiness, to the cultivation of an opposition mentality, to failure to sympathize with those
in responsibility — for in a collectivist world all mistakes come from above. What supply and
demand are in the world of market forces, so mandatory clamour and dissatisfaction are
within a collectivist polity, each part of which must intone fervent anthems of ‘More!” The
academic mind sees itself as ill-paid and under-rewarded, in the sense of not having enough
for habits of life which it affects to scorn; and from this, some sense of critical sourness will
long arise, some unwillingness to accept the normality of failure in others. Whether we call it
bias or not, the relaxing experience of easy and natural success — that root of forgiveness —
will have corrupted few historians’ hearts.

Payroll history is here, has been here for some time, and will not go away. It bears no
resemblance to the flourishing literary history of before 1900. It must have some inner bias of
its own, even if it is still hard to define. It is a new phenomenon in the sociology of
knowledge — an economic lobby charged with the production of truth, a profession supposed
to look from the outside on great social changes of which its own existence forms a minute
part. (As well might one ask teeth to give a neutral view of dentistry.) Of course there are
colourful freebooters and subtle quietists who follow no rule. That does not mean that general
tendencies cannot be observed.

As Mr Gladstone rightly said, in the old days one bribed individuals, but in modern
democracy one bribes whole classes. Or, as Koestler put it, a Communist who is a deputy will
have more in common with a non-Communist deputy, than he will have with a Communist
who is not a deputy. Sociologically, the professional historian of today, with his pension, is
deeply ‘inside’, deeply encased in something, some form of stability and predictability and
also limitation, in a way that will both define his habits of thought and separate him from his
predecessors. Something rather big has happened, and squeaks of pained non-recognition
cannot regain for him a position of entire freedom in the sociology of knowledge, the position
of freebooter or lone adventurer. So it is with bias. In the old days, bias was primarily
individual, a product of personal commitment. As such, it might be a path to understanding.
Under modern conditions, bias is more likely to be socially determined, and the face it wears
will be that of the minor official.
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What is History
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(based on Hayden White)

1

(..

The actual past has gone. It has in it arguably neither rhyme nor reason: it is sublime. The
presence of the past is manifested only in its historicised traces accessible now; such
traces signify an 'absent presence’'.

From work on that historicised archive, historians and those acting as historians in the
'historical public sphere' (as historians in universities and other places) informed by the
extant historiography relevant to the area in question and their general notion of what
doing historical work might be like in the context of their lives, extract from the traces of
the historicised archive various 'data’/facts and so forth. Here ideology is at work.
Consequently, at this point:

White's ideological modes of conservatism, liberalism, radicalism and anarchism become
determinate;

these, in interpenetrative ways, then attract to them tropological modes of configuration:
the tropes of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony. Subsequently,

these themselves interpenetrate with the modes of emplotment — romance, tragedy,
comedy and satire — to then interpenetrate with the

modes of formist, contextual, mechanical and organic argumentation. Then,
the historian goes to work. The traces of the past are worked up into a chronicle and then

into a story form, a story form which answers such questions as, what comes next? What
happened then? Here, already at all these stages, the modes of ideology, argument,
emplotment and the tropes will already have been active (I mean: it's not as though the
historian does all these things without a trope in his/her head) such modes, however,
coming into their own as

the story is transformed into the narrative structure; such a structure being part trace and
part imaginative configuration vis-a-vis the types of narrative forms existing in the culture
in general (and the 'history culture' in particular) so as to re-order the resultant
historiographical construct understandable, consumable, and thus, as an artifact — as a
commodity like any other commodity — to exercise its various effects vis-a-vis the forces
at work within any given social formation.

.) at the same time it might be useful for me to pull together, in the form of a 'definition’,

some of the strands of thought I have tried to present in an introductory way. This definition,
like all definitions of this type, is obviously not definitive. In fact it is not really a definition at
all, being more like a summary of some of the 'key' areas discussed. And I am aware that in
these 'postmodern days' even 'definitions' of this kind are — what else? — the stuff of cliche.
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Nevertheless, with all its faults and limitations and provisionality, it is sometimes useful to
have this kind of summary/definition available for discussion and perhaps for future work.
And so I end with what, for me, history might — in the context of this text only — be read as
today:

History is arguably a verbal artifact, a narrative prose discourse of which, apres White, the
content is as much invented as found, and which is constructed by present-minded,
ideologically positioned workers (historians and those acting as if they were historians)
operating at various levels of reflexivity, such a discourse, to appear relatively plausible,
looking simultaneously towards the once real events and situations of the past and towards
the narrative type mythoi’ common — albeit it on a dominant-marginal spectrum — in any
given social formation. That past, appropriated by historians, is never the past itself, but a past
evidenced by its remaining and accessible traces and transformed into historiography through
a series of theoretically and methodologically disparate procedures (ideological positionings,
tropes, emplotments, argumentative modes), such historiography — as articulated in both
upper and lower cases — then being subject to a series of uses which are logically infinite but
which, in practice, correspond to the range of power bases that exist at any given juncture and
which distribute/circulate the meanings drawn from such histories along a dominant-marginal
spectrum. Understood in this way, as a rhetorical, metaphorical, textual practice governed by
distinctive but never homogeneous procedures through which the maintenance/transformation
of the past is regulated (apres Bennett) by the public historical sphere, historical construction
can be seen as taking place entirely in the present, historians et al. organizing and figuring
this textual referent not as it was but as it is, such that the cogency of historical work can be
admitted without the past per se ever entering into it — except rhetorically. In this way
histories are fabricated without 'real' foundations beyond the textual, and in this way one
learns to always ask of such discursive and ideological regimes that hold in their orderings
suasive intentions — cui bono — in whose interests?
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Bernard Bailyn

Two Encounters

1.Jack N Rakove, ‘Encountering Bernard Bailyn’
Humanities, Vol 19, Number 2 (March/April 1998)
National Endowment for the Humanities

First, the great conceptual challenge that a working historian faces is to define a good
problem, and the essence of a good problem lies in identifying two points in time between
which something significant (and often surprising) had happened. History is primarily about
change and movement, Bailyn taught us; however hard we have to work to understand just
what the past was like, the deeper challenge is to explain how one part of the past gave way to
another. Second, because change can only be described through narrative, historians must be
sensitive to all the matters of exposition that make narrative effective. Sometimes this meant
recognizing the importance of adjectives (the point of reading Lord Denning's account, which
interrupted its spare legal language to apply a few salacious modifiers to the prostitutes,
Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies). Sometimes it meant recalling the importance of
transitions (the point of reading David Cecil's brilliant Prologue to his life of Melbourne).
Always it involved understanding that expository decisions are as essential to historians as
their mastery of sources and all the other technical skills on which our scholarship depends.

2. On the Teaching and Writing of History
University Press of New England, 1994
To begin quite basically, Professor Bailyn, how would you define 'history'?

BB: The word ‘history’ has, I think, two meanings. One is simply what happened,; that is, the
events, developments, circumstances, and thoughts of the past, as they actually occurred. The
other is history as knowledge of what happened, the record or expression of what occurred.

Carl Becker, a leading historian a generation or so ago, gave as good a definition of history —
in the second of these two senses, knowledge of the past — as 1 know of. History, he said in
an address to the American Historical Association in 1931, is simply ‘the memory of things
said and done.” And it functions, he added, as ‘the artificial extension of the social memory.’

‘The memory of things said and done’ does not pretend to be the recall of all past experience.
It is a necessarily imperfect and selective reconstruction. But it serves to extend and to
enlarge our own, personal experience and to orient contemporary issues, values, goals, and
behaviour.

One needs to understand the relationship between the reality of what happened — the totality
of past events and developments, past circumstances and thoughts — and what, in historical
writings and compilations, people represent them to have been. That relationship, it seems to
me, is crucial to all historical study and knowledge. The accuracy and adequacy of
representations of past actualities, the verisimilitude or closeness to fact of what is written
about them, remain the measure, in the end, of good history — this despite all the fashionable
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doubts that are raised about the attainment of absolute or perfect objectivity and accuracy
(which no one pretends to, anyway).

5

And how' would you describe or characterize what a ‘historian’ 'is?

BB. A historian, I assume, is someone who develops, in one way or another, what Becker
called the ‘artificial extension of social memory’ — by recovering, through the evidences of
the past, aspects of what happened. But that does not confine historians to people who teach
in colleges and universities. One of the interesting things about the practice of history these
days is that history, while largely the domain of academicians, is not entirely so.

First of all, you have some well-known historians who are non-academicians, yet people who
are professionally trained. Barbara Tuchman was a prime example. She had the credentials of
a professional scholar, even though she practised, so to speak, as an amateur — in the sense
that she was not involved in the critical, systematic development of knowledge in certain
areas and was not responsible for passing on to the next generation a large scale, integrated
picture of what our past has been.

Then, too, there are more and more ‘public historians’; that is, professionally trained
historians who do not teach in universities or who do not write as Barbara Tuchman did, but
who work in commercial organizations that provide accurate historical studies, on a contract
basis. For example, there is the Winthrop Group, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a team of
excellent historians who run a commercial organization that serves a variety of historical
functions. They work for business corporations that want company histories written or that
want their archives put in order or want an accurate historical record kept of an on-going
experimental project. They also do historical research for legal briefs, where objective history
by impartial scholars can be critical, and they arrange for oral histories.

Third, another group of non-academic historians work in state, regional, and local historical
societies, museums, and restorations. They are experts in regional history or masters of
specific archives for which they provide valuable guides and from which they publish
documentary series. Often they are involved in or help sponsor the editing of the new
‘Papers’ series. Julian Boyd, the first editor of the great Papers of Thomas Jefferson series,
set a standard for technical scholarship in such editing, beyond anything known before in this
country, and he established a new style for what are, in effect, massive documentary
biographies. His volumes — like the new Adams, Madison, Washington, and other ‘Papers,’
all of them works of excellent historical scholarship — provide basic source material that
historians of all kinds will use for generations to come.

It is amusing to contrast Boyd, a meticulous scholar who reproduced every orthographic
peculiarity of the original texts and published variant readings of every word that was not
perfectly clear in the original, with predecessors like Jared Sparks, the nineteenth-century
President of Harvard, who falsified the texts of Washington's letters, because he thought they
were too colloquial — even, indelicate.

Finally, there are historians who are professional journalists. Theodore White, famous for his
presidential-campaign histories, established his reputation as a journalist covering China,
whose history he had studied extensively with John Fairbank at Harvard; he prided himself on
his writing on the history of modern China. Journalists like White or like Theodore Draper
(his book on the Iran-Contra affair, 4 Very Thin Line, is a first-class work of history) are
important figures in the historical world. They write contemporary history — which has both
positive and negative sides. On the one hand, they capture the immediacy of a situation,
because they are almost participants or can talk to the actual participants. What they write has
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a vividness that no historian dealing with the deeper past can have. On the other hand, they
lack the perspective that a historian reaching back a hundred years would have. Their
perspective is necessarily shallow. They don't know, cannot know, all of the circumstances,
nor what the eventualities will be — and so, in the end, the costs. But they certainly do
convey, as I say, the vividness of events, the peculiar atmospheres and moods and the
complex balances of personalities that only participants can truly grasp.

This kind of history attracts some of the best academic historians, too. Arthur Schlesinger Jr.
wrote a biography of John Kennedy very soon after the President was assassinated, and since
he was a member of the White House staff and knew Kennedy well and admired him, his
book, while partisan, has a wonderful immediacy and a sense of the personalities involved
that no later historian would be able to capture. But inevitably — necessarily — there was
much that he did not know, could not have known, about Kennedy and about the
circumstances that shaped his life and brief presidency.

But the preponderance of historical writing does, of course, come from universities.

Would you cite a few individuals of the past from within the field of history, whom you regard
as among its most eminent practitioners — and tell why?

BB. I did do this on one occasion and published it in a booklet called History and the
Creative Imagination. 1 selected four historians who, it seemed to me, have had a peculiarly
creative effect on historical understanding. By that I don't mean the most popular historians;
they weren't particularly popular historians, but historians whose work shifted their subject
substantially and irreversibly — so that it was never the same after they wrote — and gave
rise to new ways of approaching a large area of the past. These were recent historians,
scholars within our own present culture, who altered, enriched the basic understanding of
large fields. And I tried to isolate the qualities and intellectual processes that lay behind their
creativity.

What I found was, first of all, that each of them penetrated deeply into the context of past
circumstances. They were all, deeply, contextualists. Second, they all were working with new
data, masses of data that they had recently recovered or that had been known but that had
never been used much before. And, third, all of them had some kind of personal involvement
with their subject, which almost obliged them to think freshly and originally about it. One can
trace the dawning of their perceptions and the ways in which large configurations grew out of
their study of details

I won't go through all of this, but let me illustrate one issue. One of the historians was Charles
M. Andrews at Yale, who was a very important academic historian in his time, though now
largely forgotten. He reconstructed for the first time the eighteenth-century Anglo-American
administrative empire, showing the deep interconnections between the two peoples, and
particularly the way early American public institutions grew from British origins. He did his
main work, explaining and cataloguing and using masses of neglected documents in the
Public Record Office in London, just before and during World War 1, at a time when
America's allegiances in the divisions of Europe were the subject of fundamental debate here
in the United States.

Andrews was a Connecticut Yankee whose native culture was deeply Anglophile. He taught
school in Hartford, Connecticut, for a while, and was at Yale during all of his career
thereafter. His scholarship was meaningful to him in a personal way. He was able to show the
age-old, almost immemorial connections between America and England, at a time when this
was very much in question. While other historians affiliated with him were getting into this
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issue publicly, politically, and polemically (like George Louis Beer and others who were
writing for The Round Table, the magazine of the empire, some of whom were even
predicting that soon Britain and America would become politically reunified), Andrews never
discussed political questions directly. But he did show in his history the deep historical
affiliation between Britain and America, which must have satisfied him in some subjective,
personal way.

So, too, the others I wrote about. Ronald Syme, for example, writing about the late Roman
Republic and the Principate in a very rigorous fashion, using the elaborate genealogical data
of prosopography, came to the conclusion that the development of politics in that period
depended on recruitment of people from the provinces. New men came in from Spain and
from elsewhere on the periphery of metropolitan Rome and joined the mainstream in Rome.

Syme was a New Zealander, who in time became the Camden Professor of Ancient History at
Oxford. The whole process of moving in from the periphery, from the colonial provinces,
somehow fitted him, and he worked the theme out broadly in a fascinating little book,
Colonial Elites: Rome, Spain, and the Americas, in which he argued that the strength of
empires frequently depended on recruiting or coopting the new aristocracies developing on
the peripheries. I don't want to imply that this was mere self-expression on his part. His great
book, The Roman Revolution, is highly technical history, but it is history that meant
something personal to the author.

And, as I say, all of these historians — Andrews, Syme, and the others — were contextualists.
All of them were working with new or freshly perceived data, just as all of them had some
kind of personal involvement with the subjects they were explaining. Thus instigated, they
began to see in the data connections of people and circumstances that had not been perceived
before, and which together would form a new picture—one different from the previously
familiar historical world.

You had Andrews and Syme as two of your four. Who were the other two?

BB. One was Perry Miller, who wrote on Puritanism in America. The personal side in his
case is more complicated than with the others, but his analysis of his data — sermons that had
been dismissed as theological rubbish — was as expert as Syme's prosopography or Andrews'
administrative analyses.

The other was Lewis Namier, writing on eighteenth-century British history. Namier was a
displaced Polish Jewish intellectual of a landed-gentry family. For him eighteenth-century
England, as he viewed it, was profoundly satisfying. His arguments on the importance of
secure landholding in eighteenth-century Britain and on what he took to be the
non-ideological character of British politics (he hated ideas — or, rather, the belief that ideas
shaped history) reflected his own biography, the losses and aspirations of his displaced,
disoriented gentry family. In his biography, written by his wife, the deep emotional
involvement he had with these technical questions of eighteenth-century British history
becomes perfectly clear.
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Anne Summers
Damned Whores and God’s Police

Penguin, Ringwood, Victoria, 1994

Introduction (to 1975 edition)

This is a book about Australia. More particularly, it is about women and the ideology
of sexism which has governed so much of our lives — an ideology which has
determined and limited the extent to which women have been really able to
participate in Australian society.

The first white person recorded as being born in Australia was a woman. Her name was
Rebekah Small and she was born on 22 September 1788. However, for those who would
attach symbolic importance to this, and possibly speculate that women were to occupy a
pre-eminent place in the new colony, it is not the fact of being first-born but rather her name
which is significant. Her surname could be seen as a presage of the status which women in
this country could expect, while the first name assigned to her (in prophetic prescience by
Mary Parker Small, her convict mother?) was symbolic of the likely prospects for women in a
society that was both sexist and patriarchal. According to the Biblical scholar Lockyer,
Rebekah has the following meaning:

‘Rebekah is another name with an animal connection. Although not belonging to any animal
in particular, it has reference to animals of a limited class and in a peculiar condition. The
name means a “tie rope for animals” or “a noose in such a rope”. Its root is found in a noun
meaning a “hitching place” or “stall” and is connected with a “tied-up calf or lamb”, a young
animal peculiarly choice and fat. Applied to a female, the figure suggests her beauty by means
of which men are snared and bound. Thus another meaning of Rebekah is that of
“captivating”.’

The life of Rebekah Small is distinguished from those of most women in convict Australia in
that it has been recorded. We know that in 1806 she married Francis Oakes, a missionary, and
that she had fourteen children, most of whom she outlived. She died in 1883. Such records
survive to give us fragmentary details of the lives of a number of individual women and this is
all we have from which to glean some idea of what life in early Australia was like for most
women. Our knowledge is, therefore, scanty and inadequate and so our comprehension of the
social forces and ideas which determined their lives — and which still persist today — is very
hazy.

The intention of this book is to begin the process of reversing this lack of comprehension. In
what follows I suggest a framework within which to explore the experiences of women in
Australia’s past and present, and I put forward an argument which tries to make intelligible
what I see as the crucial determinants of women’s lives today. In my view, we cannot begin to
understand the position of women today simply by amassing statistics on how many women
are in the workforce, how they fare within the education system, how many are married, how
many children they have, and so on. By doing that we might assemble an elaborate composite
of information, but this Statistical Woman would be an artificial construct which would
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provide no insight into the experiential dimension of women’s current position in Australian
society, and would be of limited value even for outlining the many variants and complexities
of those areas of women’s lives which are open to more objective scrutiny. Such an approach
would give a shallow and static picture, whereas I am concerned to try and illuminate not
merely the heterogeneity existing within the common experience of being female in Australia
today, but also the changes which have occurred since this country was first colonized. I do
not think we can begin to understand women’s position in Australia today, nor men’s attitudes
to women, without at least a cursory consideration of those past events and ideas which cast
shadows on the present. Nor do I think that a comprehensive picture of women’s expectations
and experiences can be gained by confining one’s inquiry to narrowly defined conventional
academic disciplines. This book is neither history nor sociology although it draws on
techniques and materials from both disciplines. It also explores other areas such as literature,
psychology and medicine. In style it is both ‘academic’ and ‘journalistic’. It employs
extensive documentation when necessary, on the one hand; and expansive speculation or
description culled from experience and observation on the other. As such, this book does not
fit easily into any existing categories of works which analyse either Australian society or the
position of women therein. Accordingly, I want to explain in some detail what I have
attempted to do, and what some of my major premises are.

Since most books about Australia totally ignore women, or at best give them the token
consideration of a single section or chapter, there was no possibility of my following any of
the conventions established in that field. Virtually all writers about Australian society and
history use the terms ‘Australian’ and ‘male’ synonymously and so anyone who wishes to
write about women has to seek guidance and precedents from other areas. There does exist
quite a large body of writing about women in Australia. (There is virtually nothing written
about men in Australia but, given the assumptions of most writers about Australia, this would
be quite superfluous.) Until very recently, when the emergence of the new feminism gave rise
to a preoccupation with experiential writing, there had been three ways of writing about
women. | felt that Australian society and history needed to be subjected to re-analysis in the
light of many of the insights and assumptions of the new feminism and so a book simply
about my own experiences would not have met this need. But neither did I consider any of the
previous ways of writing about women to be capable of accommodating what I felt needed to
be done. In order to illustrate this I will briefly describe each of these methods and what I
consider to be their limitations.

The first method can be called the feminist™ approach. Generally it isolates a group of female
activists, or concentrates on a single campaign — such as the struggle for suffrage — which
has involved several groups and it writes about them in vacuo. Such writings about feminists
are invaluable for recording and evaluating feminist activities of past and present but they are,
by definition, concerned only with politically conscious, active women and not with al/l
women. Often the campaigns of feminists herald social changes which will ultimately affect
larger numbers of women, and their activities can therefore be treated as indices of the
changing nature of women’s position. Many of the memoirs of individual feminists contain
informative accounts of women in other areas, for example, exploitation of women in
factories, or the inequality of women before the law, and thus provide some intelligence of the
position of the submerged, inarticulate majority of women. But if we want a more detailed
explication and understanding of the experiences of that majority, as distinct from the feminist
minority, we cannot concentrate on the activists.

* The term feminist is often misunderstood, especially as its meaning has shifted in common usage in recent
years: it will be defined more fully later in this Introduction.
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The second method of writing about women comprises those ubiquitous accounts of
individual women, those biographies which are generally narrative rather than analytical.
Their subjects are usually selected for their notoriety, for their unusually diligent pursuit of
social reform, because they pioneered a career or activity new to their sex, or because they
happened to be attached by family or marriage to a famous man. A good biography can afford
a microcosmic view of a larger society and can be of general as well as of particular interest.
But most writing in this category does not attain this distinction; with most biographers of
women there is an obsessive tendency to reproduce detailed minutiae from the subject’s
family life and to treat whatever it was that secured her fame with indulgence and
sentimentality. Such writing tells us very litte about the female subject and even less about her
female contemporaries.

The third method is the token fragment approach. Here a general (that is, mainly concerned
with men) account of a particular social phenomenon or historical occurrence will include a
cursory account of the activities of what is considered to be an important group of women. In
practice this approach is generally a throwaway although it is potentially the most valuable for
it treats the activities of women in a social context while the other two methods isolate women
and can tend to treat them as objects outside the usual processes of society. But seldom do
practitioners of this method develop its potential: they treat the activities of women as
peripheral without ever asking why this is so, or even ifit is so.

Past Australian writing about women has fallen exactly into this pattern. We have quite a
large body of feminist literature, mainly accounts of the suffrage movements and of
individuals prominent in these movements. There is also a considerable amount of
institutional feminist writing: the activities of bodies such as the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union or the Women’s Services Guild have been the subject of numerous books,
articles and pamphlets. The (usually female) thesis writer who searches for material for her
history of women'’s suffrage or some similar topic will be pleasantly surprised to find that her
subjects wrote voluminously and have left ample testimonies of their activities. She is
surprised because she has been assured by her supervisor that ‘nothing has been written about
women’. Such ignorance merely highlights the major deficiency of the feminist method at
present: in Australia especially, such writing has not been absorbed into any intellectual
tradition of teaching or writing. Each new generation of researchers has had to begin afresh
for there are no definitive works surveying the field to date or compiling and assessing the
debates. Until such works begin to be written, forcing awareness of the existence of this rich
lode of literature, feminist writing will continue to collect dust on the shelves of libraries and
remain unread and unabsorbed into any tradition.

This has been the fate of Norman MacKenzie’s Women in Australia (Melbourne, 1962).
Although not strictly speaking a feminist book it must be included in this category because it
deals only with restricted groups of women. It is concerned with women who are politically
active (although not only as feminists), with women in the workforce and with women in
education. MacKenzie made some attempt to relate his conclusions about women to various
Australian social and historical phenomena, but his lack of overall theoretical perspective as
well as his neglect of non-organized women meant that his book has remained outside the
mainstream of Australian social criticism. His work is an example of the limitations of the
feminist approach: because it isolates women it can be ignored by those with the social or
political power to alleviate at least some of the things that the book was trying to draw
attention to.

Biographies of women suffer a mixed fate. Scholarly works like Margaret Kiddle’s Caroline

Chisholm (Melbourne, 1950) are read by fairly select groups and are occasionally referred to
by historians of the period but they too generally fail to be integrated into any tradition
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because the subject of their research is too often relegated to a footnote in the more general
studies. There is a double standard of writing and criticism operating here which has ensured
that a vicious circle exists: biographies about women are seldom taken seriously, certainly not
in the way that a political biography of a male politician or some other prominent man is, and
hence biographers of women have tended to internalize both this and the fact that women are
trivialized and not taken seriously within Australia anyway. The result has been a plethora of
chatty, discursive books about Australian women which have concentrated almost totally on
their subjects’ domestic affairs and which have reinforced the practice of not taking
biographies of women seriously.

Some academic works concerned with the lives of famous and infamous women are absorbed
into a kind of folklore. Here the distinctions between legend and fact become blurred and, in
any case, the subjects of these biographies exist as eccentrics or heroines, both categories
which ensure that they are removed from serious consideration as individuals who could be
seen as providing some insights into the general situation of women of their age. There are
also a number of short biographical works on famous women such as Mary Gilmore which
have been specially written as school texts; they are most likely to be used in literature
courses, providing ‘background’ biographical and historical material. Again, there is no way
in which any of these biographies are permitted to become part of a general consciousness
about women’s position in Australian society.

The third method — the token fragment — is by no means common in this country. A search
of the indexes of book after book of Australian history reveals no mention of either women or
the family. There are exceptions, of course. Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend
(Melbourne, 1958) is one, and any book concerned with Australia prior to 1850 can hardly
avoid at least mentioning female convicts and immigrants, but even in these works there is
usually only a paragraph or two or, at the very most, a chapter. Moreover, the bias — in many
cases amounting to outright misogyny — against treating women as historical subjects worthy
of detailed analysis, has meant that these fragments remain as unintegrated ephemera and are
seldom related to the major theories about the evolution of Australian civilization. Some of
these biases, as they emerge in particular works or arguments, will be explored in more detail
throughout this book.

The net result of all this has been that there exists a profound ignorance about the roles which
women have played in our history and also of the ways in which women have been
suppressed and prevented from moving outside those roles. I hope to begin eroding some of
that ignorance with my insistence on the importance of understanding the historical processes
by which women’s current situation has evolved; unless we have some comprehension of the
sources of that situation and the functions the oppression of women has fulfilled for
Australian society then our chances for evolving political strategies for the liberation of
women will be remote.

Contemporary sociological writing has also contributed to both misunderstanding and neglect
of the position of women in Australia. In sociology the tendency to isolate one aspect of
women’s social existence and develop theories about that alone is fairly pronounced. There
are, for instance, a great many articles and sub-theories about ‘women in the workforce’ but it
is rare to find one which does more than outline the participation rates of women, enquire into
the reasons for married women working and perhaps make some general comments about
women’s concentration in low-status and unequally paid jobs. Occasionally some historical
perspective will be included but seldom is the analysis related to those tendencies in the
Australian economy and society which have precipitated the increased participation of
married women workers. In general, however, sociologists are far more likely than historians
to include some consideration of women’s activities in their general analysis of society. But
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they are often guilty of the same form of sexist scholarship as the general historian: that of
interpolating, rather than integrating, a particular facet of women’s many roles into their
overall schema. Their sexism consists of treating women as a homogeneous object-group, not
recognising their varieties of aspiration and experience; and of fragmenting whole individuals
into a series of objectified roles which are based on sex stereotypes.

The term ‘role’ when applied to women’s activities has become a non-historical
objectification. It is often used descriptively rather than analytically and has acquired an
amorphous blanket quality: it is employed to describe everything that women do, but it
actually tells us nothing. Even those writers who acknowledge that some changes have
occurred in its content in the past 200 years still assume some fundamental universal content
such as child rearing. Few writers in Australia have subjected this content to historical
analysis and so discovered that this particular function has undergone quite marked changes
even in the past eighty years. Since the entry of married women into the paid workforce has
assumed such social importance in the past decade it has become fashionable to speak of
women’s two ‘roles’: home and work. Used loosely, as it often is, this dual terminology
suggests a dual existence rather than a single life characterized by several, possibly
contradictory, social demands and expectations.

A similarly uncritical use of the term ‘the family’ has added to the propensity to reduce the
discussion of women’s activities to simple schema whose content is assumed rather than
actually described and analysed. Such a term implies the existence of a universal institution
— or at least one that is common to all societies — whose variations at present and in the past
are totally overlooked. It is questionable whether it is possible to speak of ‘the Australian
family of 1975 let alone use this term to describe the varieties of familial groupings and
relationships which have existed among Europeans in this country since 1788. The term
assumes a norm, at present the heterosexual ‘nuclear’ family of conjugal couple and two or
three children. Yet there are an enormous number of exceptions to this norm: people who live
in a vast range of non-kinship household arrangements or with kin who extend beyond the
‘nuclear’ norm; and these are not accommodated by the insistence that we can treat this
country as a society in which ‘the family’ is the pre-eminent form of social organization. Such
a sweeping generalization excludes from consideration and hence from awareness of their
special needs or problems single people, unmarried heterosexual couples, homosexuals,
single-parent families, childless couples, migrant families with several generations coexisting
in one household, one-sex or mixed-sex communes, and people living in institutions such as
prisons, orphanages, children’s homes, convents or seminaries. If all of the people living in
these extra-‘nuclear’ family relationships were added up they would probably outnumber
those who live according to the norm and so the norm is of dubious value even for describing
how the majority of Australians live. It is also evident from the great variety of situations
described above that the situation of women is going to differ markedly according to how
they live: how then can we speak of women’s ‘role’ in ‘the family’? If sociologists do this —
without acknowledging that this blanket phrase is in reality one that can only be applied to a
proportion (and possibly a quite small proportion) of the female population — then their
findings and theories are going to be of very limited value. They are going to exclude
enormous numbers of women and yet appear to be oblivious of having excluded them. They
will continue to propagate the fiction that all women live in situations defined by traditional
sex roles without exploring the processes by which some women follow these while others
reject them.

For the reasons outlined above I found I could not follow the established conventions of
Australian historical or sociological writing. I see the need to move beyond merely accepting
the premise that people’s lives are to a large extent governed by sex-roles and to start
investigating the extent of this control and the influence it has had in shaping Australian
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society. Both women and men are socialized into sex-role behaviour but what follows
concentrates mainly on women and on the social forces which affect women. These of course
include men, and sex-role behaviour in men, for it is impossible to talk about women’s lives
without also talking about men. Within a society where men occupy all positions of power in
government, law, the churches, and the civil service, women as a group are powerless and that
powerlessness needs to be explored. Women in Australia are powerless but we still do not
understand exactly how or why. In 1958 Kathleen Fitzpatrick said that women ‘have a legal
right to do almost anything, but they are in fact hedged in with invisible barriers which keep
them, as it were, on the outer of our national life’. This assessment is still true seventeen years
later but so far no one has tried to delineate these ‘invisible barriers’ with any clarity or
precision. This is what I have attempted to do.

Broadly my argument is that women in Australia are forced to eke out a precarious psychic
and physical existence within a society which has denied them cultural potency and economic
independence and hence has prevented women from being able to construct their own
identities or from having more than a very restricted choice about what they can do with their
lives. Although basic sexist assumptions about women and men were transported from
England with the First Fleet, social and economic conditions in the first fifty years of
colonization of this country gave rise to an indigenous variety of the ideology of sexism. A
particularly rigid dualistic notion of women’s function in colonial society was embodied in
two stereotypes. They have been both descriptive and prescriptive, at the one time both
adumbrating a function for women and exhorting them to conform to it, and also maintaining
that they actually represented what women were. Each is a sex-role stereotype which
exaggerates the characteristics of the basic dualistic notion that women are either good or evil:
this judgement is based on whether or not women conform to the wife/mother roles prescribed
by the bourgeois family.

Prior to 1840 when the majority of the population in colonial Australia did not live in this
kind of family structure, and women were viewed primarily as objects of sexual gratification,
the ‘Damned Whore’ stereotype was predominant. Female convicts and female immigrants
were expected to be, and were treated as, whores, and this label was applied indiscriminately
to virtually all women in the colony. During the 1840s and 1850s the bourgeois family was
propagated as the most suitable form of social organization for the new nation and the ‘God’s
Police’ stereotype assumed ascendancy. Its general prescription was that women as wives of
men and mothers of children were entrusted with the moral guardianship of society, that they
were expected to curb restlessness and rebelliousness in men and instil virtues of civic
submission in children. Both these functions were to be exercised primarily through family
relationships but during the past century the sphere of this function has expanded. Women
have been permitted some participation in social or political affairs, so long as they confined
that participation to performing this moral policing. While this kind of role has been the lot of
women in most Western societies, in Australia it has acquired an almost evangelical cast and
many of its particularities have given it a unique form. It is perhaps no coincidence that in
1915 Australia was the first country to appoint women police:

‘They (the first women police) did little in the way of tracking down criminals. Their work
consisted mainly in patrolling dance halls, parks, beaches and other places where young
people congregate, on the lookout for girls under age. They also watched railway stations, bus
terminals and wharves. They developed a flair for detecting girls who were trying to appear
over eighteen, or who had run away from home.’

The God’s Police stereotype has also included the redemptive idea that women could and
should police other women.
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These stereotypes are the product of a society in which sex is viewed as a major means of
categorising people and assigning their social functions. The justificatory ideology — sexism
— has been a major component of Australia’s social structure and an exploration of sexism is
one of the principal concerns of this book. Although the ideology and practice of sexism will
be discussed continually throughout this book it is necessary to say a little about it now for it
is often misunderstood. Sexism ‘refers to a division made between people on genital/sexual
grounds which goes beyond the simple biological classification and into the area of
suppositions about personality, ability, equality, etc. It is about a series of alleged differences
extrapolated from one basic biological difference (. . .) it seems to me to be sexist to say that
women are ‘naturally’ emotional, men are ‘naturally’ rational, even though it may be true and
non-sexist to say that because of sexist expectations in our society men and women may be
more inclined in either of these directions.’

Sexism is a sex/political means of identifying and then dividing people. Often it is confused
with ‘male chauvinism’ and used as a synonymous term. Sexism does not mean male
dominance — although the political system of male dominance, patriarchy, is the usual form
of sexism in this era. Men occupy dominant positions in all important political, economic and
cultural institutions and are able to control the lives of some other men and all women. This is
not a necessary corollary of sexism: a matriarchy or a gynarchy would also be sexist. It is
always necessary to look at the power structure which upholds and reinforces a sex distinction
and to see who benefits from it.

In practice sexism, like racism, is almost always discriminatory. Such a division of society
could not be maintained unless one group had the power to enforce it, and that it chooses to
enforce it generally means that considerable benefits derive to members of the powerful group
from the division. The discrimination of racism is usually quite patent even though the
economic reasons for race discrimination are always glossed over with ideologies which
supposedly rationalize the imputed inferiority of the oppressed race.

Two distinct but overlapping processes coincide in perpetuating such oppression. The ruling
group constructs an ideology to justify the validity of its own political, economic and cultural
practices and then universalizes it, that is, decrees that it ought to be subscribed to by all
people, even those outside the ruling group. It then labels as inferior, and not deserving of its
own status, those who do not conform to its dictates. At the same time it refuses to recognize,
or to give equal status to, the culture of the oppressed group. This is where the differences
matter. It is not possible for the two (or three or however many) groups to coexist with equal
power and status. The ruling group protects its power, and continues to reinforce its
convictions of its own superiority, by denying the other group access to that power or status.
And this power is maintained partly by convincing the other group that its own culture is
worthless. Such power can only be maintained while the ruling group controls the major
economic resources of society and is thus in a position to enforce the subordination of the
other group which must accede to the ruling group’s ideology in order to exist.

In Australia the overall control system is that of a capitalist economy and the ruling group is
the class which controls the means of production. It is composed entirely of white men. Its
ideology justifies its own class, race and sex position in order to perpetuate the capitalist
system and it maintains its class, race and sex superiority through the political, economic and
cultural institutions of society. Both race and sex ideologies were transported from England
with the capitalist system but they have been maintained in Australia with a distinct and
explicable fervour. The ideology of racism was used to justify the invasion of the continent
and the dispossession of the original inhabitants of their land. The ideology of sexism has
served several varying purposes in Australia’s economic development and these are explored
at some length in the second part of this book.
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These mediating ideologies of racism and sexism are generally overlooked, or paid
insufficient attention, by Marxists who concentrate entirely on class relations and class
ideology. But it seems likely that for two large groups in Australia, women and Aborigines,
class ideology is relevant only in a very generalized sense and its relevance is mediated
through the more specific ideologies of race and sex. Members of these groups have a primary
self-identification as women or as Blacks, which precedes class identification. Both groups
are specifically oppressed through the use which society makes or has made of their sex or
race, uses which may not always be directly related to the maintenance of the capitalist
system. Those theories of capitalism which underrate the importance of these mediating
ideologies are neglecting vital areas of subversion and revolt.

The class struggle has only limited relevance to people who are largely outside it even when
they are conscious of being exploited. For that exploitation is a function of their sex or race.
That is the consciousness they already have or that which they are more likely to arrive at.
Having attained that consciousness they are then in a better position to be aware of the wider
system of control which perpetuates their specific oppression. But the ideologies of sex and
race are powerful and pervasive. They are continually reinforced at every level of society. The
manner in which they are upheld even by those who are themselves oppressed and exploited
is a measure of the intricate nexus of repression which occurs within capitalism and which
prevents the massed opposition to capitalism of all oppressed groups. The working class, as
defined by Marxists, is exploited within the capitalist system but its members are
preponderantly white men, and they uphold the values of both sexism and racism. And they
benefit considerably from upholding them: they protect their jobs by keeping Australia white
and they preserve their own little domain of personal power and sustenance by living in
bourgeois families. Similarly women and Aborigines apply racist and sexist values to each
other — and to themselves. Thus the exploration of the ubiquitousness of these mediating
ideologies is important not only as a necessary task in itself but for gaining an understanding
of the ways in which their perpetuation prevents revolt against the larger system.

I will concentrate on sexism and I want to stress that to concentrate simply on its most blatant
discriminatory manifestations tends to obscure its pervasiveness and hence its power. To
point to such things as wife-bashing, the refusal to give women the right to abortion or to
allow them equal wages with men, is indeed to illustrate patriarchal power in a sexist society.
But such examples are not necessary consequences of sexism and concentrating on them
tends to disguise the more subtle and intricate textures which are the basis of sexism and
which lead to these extreme discriminations. It is possible to envisage a benevolent patriarchy
or one which wanted to alter the present content of one or both sex roles. In such a system
women could have equal legal rights and access to the cultural, economic and political
institutions of society. But unless that society had also abandoned a sexual division of labour
in every area of existence, most especially in family relationships, then it would still be sexist.
A reversal of the current division, whereby men were housekeepers and women went out to
work, would be sexist — and it would not be long before such a society generated its specific
ideological justification for this particular form of ascribing social functions. Men and women
sharing roles which are currently performed by one sex only would only be non-sexist in so
far as all assumptions and expectations about what men (or women) should ‘normally’ do
disappeared. But to see sexism as only manifested in the work (in families and outside) that
people do is to neglect the vast array of cultural assumptions, prejudices, myths, fears and
other ideologies which shore up this ideology and which are embodied in practically every
institution, ritual and pastime in this country.

I will give just a few examples. The Christian Church is based absolutely on sexist
assumptions which have been given the authority of divine law: the male God with a saviour
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son borne by a woman (there is no need for gods to be born in the way mortals are) has
imposed a basic pattern of male spiritual and political power contrasted with women’s purely
reproductive function. Introduction rituals in Australia dictate that men shake hands with each
other when meeting for the first time — women do not shake each other by the hand and they
choose whether or not to extend their hand to men. A national pastime — drinking — has
distinct rules, rights and conventions for each sex.

Sexism is a system of oppression within capitalism and, like the larger system, it is neither
static nor uniform in its manifestations. ‘Oppression’, writes Sheila Rowbotham,

‘is not an abstract moral condition but a social and historical experience. Its forms and
expressions change as the mode of production and the relationships between men and women,
men and men, women and women, change in society. Thus, while it is true that women were
subordinated to men before capitalism and that this has affected the position of women in
capitalist society, it is also true that the contest of oppression we fight against now is specific
to a society in which the capacity of human beings to create is appropriated by privately-
owned capital and in which things produced are exchanged as commodities.’

The various permutations which have occurred in the oppression of women in Australia are
traced in Part Two.

Oppression can be explored and evaluated by outlining the many dimensions of the structure,
for example, of relations between the sexes, and its supporting ideology and by attempting to
assess the extent to which the less powerful group complies with its situation of
powerlessness. Both measures are necessary if we are to understand the nature of that
oppression and the means by which it changes. Sexism differs from other systems of
oppression because of the close relations between women and men. Women’s oppression is
often not seen or felt as such because, unlike most other systems, many members of the two
groups are bound to each other by ties of mutual affection. The ideology of ‘the family’
prescribes that the sexes love each other and such love, and the institution on which it is
based, often disguise the existence, or the extent, of women’s oppression. A further difference
in women’s oppression also stems from this close relationship: the women who are most
compliant with sexist norms are awarded certain compensations. These are culturally
determined, and in Australia the main compensation has been to give the maternal role a
revered status. This status is largely a sham since it is superficial and is by no means an
adequate compensation for the demands of the role. But most women have accepted it for it
has enabled them to attach value to an activity which is unique to their sex and thereby to
wear the role with pride.

For most of Australian history this compensatory status has been sufficient to quell whatever
restlessness many women must have felt. It has only been during periods when the demands
of motherhood have been completely out of tune with other social forces that revolt has
occurred. Mostly this has taken the form of a demand to alter the content of the role or else to
increase its status in recognition of an expansion of the role which has already occurred. But
occasionally it has been a revolt against the role itself and it is these occasions which really
threaten to undermine sexism. Such a revolt can be named feminism.

Feminism has to be distinguished from female consciousness. Female consciousness describes
the first situation: it entails a heightened awareness amongst women of their sex roles. But it
is awareness coupled with acceptance of sexism. Women with female consciousness wish to
preserve their roles as wives and mothers and the special and separate status they carry. Such
female consciousness can often lead to militant action if women feel that their effective
performance of those roles is being threatened. Women have formed Housewives’
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Associations and Consumer Protection Groups and have been active in resident action groups
and other community activities in attempts to prevent encroachments on what they cherish as
their unique contribution to society. This female consciousness is active acceptance of female
roles and differs from the more passive acceptance which characterizes most women who
comply with sexist norms.

Feminism is more difficult to define since its meaning has altered in recent years. At the turn
of the century feminism meant support for women’s rights. The rights sought were defined
differently in different countries and in Australia were rather circumscribed. The early
feminists here sought to extend the area of women’s participation in society but, as Chapter
Eleven argues, they did not seriously wish to challenge the sexist status quo. Since the rise of
the Women’s Liberation Movement in the late 1960s feminism has been radicalized to mean
rejection of sexism and sex roles, and what radical feminists seek today is the freedom to
decide what to do with their lives without the determining mantle of sex limiting or impeding
their opportunities. The older form of feminism has also resurged with large numbers of
women demanding an expansion of existing sex roles.

Whether this new wave of feminism will be able to alter significantly the sexist status quo
remains to be seen. The radical feminists have correctly identified the sexist division of
societies as the major way in which women are oppressed but this recognition needs to be
coupled both with a comprehensive understanding of the complex and subtle ways in which
sexism permeates every facet of social and economic organisation, and with a revolutionary
strategy for undermining it. I see this work as contributing to the first requirement: this book
assumes a critical stance towards sexism and concentrates on important events, issues and
ideas in the development of sexism in Australia.

This book has taken almost four years to research and write. During that time I have changed
my ideas, not only about the book’s subject matter but also about how it should be written.
When I began, I was very concerned to present an extensively documented case for my
contentions and although I felt unfettered by the traditional boundaries of academic research, I
was nevertheless still convinced of the need to adhere to its conventions of scholarship. I have
recently felt increasingly that this is not so necessary, especially when it can often lead to
omitting important insights and observations simply because they cannot be incorporated
within an academic framework. Thus, the chapters written most recently diverge considerably
from the patterns I established with those I wrote first. This will be evident to the reader. But
since I see my work as reflecting my ideas at any given time, I saw no need to rewrite these
earlier chapters to give the book a uniformity of style or method.

What follows is the result of four years of thinking and writing and engagement in numerous
political activities. The latter, especially, have profoundly influenced me. I have been
involved in three major political activities in the last three years: the establishing of
Refractory Girl, a women’s studies journal which was begun in December 1972; the squatting
movement in Victoria Street, Kings Cross, as part of a protest against the tearing down of
inner-city low rent housing areas to be replaced by high-rise speculative office or hotel
developments; and the setting up of Elsie Women’s Refuge in Glebe in March 1974. Each of
these involvements has been the result of convictions I have had about the economic and
cultural needs of disadvantaged groups in our society, the majority of whom in each case have
been women. But my ideas have been altered to some extent as a result of these practical
involvements. I see the constant interaction of ideas and action as being necessary to my
self-development and my struggle against oppression in the various forms it takes in
Australian society. I hope that this book will provide ideas and incentive to others who are
similarly engaged in such struggles
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Miriam Dixson

The Real Matilda
(3rd ed)

Penguin, Ringwood, Victoria, 1994

In this exploratory book I propose that Australian women, women in the land of mateship,
'the Ocker', keg-culture, come pretty close to top rating as the 'Doormats of the Western
world’. Since I am part of my culture, since it is in me and [ am of it, I include myself in all I
say about Australian women.

This book is called The Real Matilda. Australia's unofficial national anthem is often said to be
'Waltzing Matilda', linked partly with poet Banjo Paterson in the 1890s though possibly
originating earlier as a folk song in Western Queensland. The innocent foreigner may be
forgiven for thinking the 'anthem' includes a woman called 'Matilda' and some scholars
suggest an early English origin which did include a woman. But our anthem does not. The
words 'Waltzing Matilda' mean 'carrying a swag', and a swag is a bundle of the possessions or
property of a swagman. One might be going too far in describing the swagman as an
isolate-reject. On the other hand, Australians would probably not quarrel with the statement
that the swagman rejected women. Not that the statement isn't questionable: it just isn't worth
questioning; let's get on with the action. Matilda, then, is a thing, an item of property of a
male who rejects women. This anthem relies more than do formal anthems on its action or
story, so we have to note that the actors include a sheep (‘jumbuck’), which, unlike the
surrogate woman Matilda, is at least alive; horses, troopers mounted on horses (the military
aren't far away in an ex-convict colony); and finally a landowner called a squatter. Emotional
involvement centres around these players, and Australians have widely taken the drama to
their heart, finding it all part of the natural order of things. Not surprisingly, then, there are
also no women in the pantheon of Australian gods. No goddesses: the Norsemen, Greeks and
Romans didn't know the score. Among the gods of Australia there is, once more, an animal,
this time a horse called Phar Lap. The rest tend to be males under all-male and danger-fraught
conditions: eg mateship-men at Gallipoli and Ned Kelly's all-male gang; or males who are
loners and rolling-stones, nineteenth-century Ockers, eternal sexual adolescents, one feels,
exuding wariness or fear about women, and often themselves virtually womanless. Henry
Lawson and Ned Kelly will do as examples. In short, Australian gods were and are largely
misogynist.

During the formative times of all States, except South Australia, women were widely treated
with contempt, in its many variations, and often with brutality. We have never outgrown the
former attitude, and our women are still deeply, if unconsciously, impoverished by this
dominant cultural characteristic.

Australians are now increasingly discovering their past. But the explorers are mainly males
and what they are uncovering tends to concern the lives and achievements of males. Their
work is thus a kind of unacknowledged affirmation of their present identity through a
celebration of their past selves. They believe, however, that they are uncovering 'the past', and
fail to notice that they deny that same affirmation to women through school, university, the
novel and the mass media. Thus, in this proud democracy, women figure as pygmies in the
culture of the present and are almost obliterated from the annals of the past.
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Clinical psychologist Ronald Conway believes we Australians have exaggerated 'the
Anglo-Saxon habit of differentiating the sexes to the point of parody'. There's no doubt that
Australian men and women are supposed to differ from each other in a quite weird way. The
'ideal' Australian male 'should' be insensitive and blockish, while his 'ideal' female
counterpart should be so colourless that she seems mentally backward. Happily many of us
ignore ideals like these. But still, by adopting such rigid ideal sex-role differences, Australian
men and women deny one another too many of the human qualities which the sexes share.
And so we short-change each other pathetically, stunting possibilities for fellowship and the
kind of sexual joy that can only go with a rich sense of shared humanity. That sharing process
is taking place more slowly here than in any of our cousin countries: England, the United
States, Canada, Sweden . . .

A past, a history, unusually steeped in misogyny, has bequeathed Australians some especially
narrow styles of man-woman relations, with nuances specific to Australia. Our task is to look
at these specific nuances and the historical influences that shaped them. Why? In order to
understand, and then to change, the present. Thus these chapters look at misogynous
influences arising from Australia's history so as to shrug off the faster those influences we
feel impoverish us as we live out our present. The magic might work like this. Looking at
history, we finally decide, yes, all things considered, our ancestors couldn't have been much
different. There but for the grace of God go I ... in 1788, or 1830, or 1875. But they've
landed us with much the same attitudes. The needle has lodged for too long in one groove of
an old record. We must exorcise the ghosts of yesterday.

Apart from influences peculiar to the Australian past, twentieth century international
consumer society, with its new religion of technology, weaponry, machismo ('Marlboro
Country') maleness, and consumerism, threatens to convert women (as John Kenneth
Galbraith puts it) into a 'cryptoservant class'.

I call this an exploratory book, not as a device to disarm critics, but as an honest statement of
intent and limitations. Virtually all serious analysis of Australian character — or identity — is
by males about males. So what else could I be doing but throwing up a temporary
scaffolding? As things stand at the moment, males unknowingly use history as a way of
ensuring that their existence in the present is worthwhile, by exploring its roots in an
allegedly national past. At the same time, they effectively deny this to women. So women's
virtual obliteration from a communal past has left them without overarching perspectives,
generous and airy dwellings within which they can seek their faces in the present with surer
direction.

This book explores the issues of woman and identity in Australia from 1788 to the present. I
have followed Erik Erikson's use of identity, which he sees as ‘a process “located” in the core
of the individual and yet also in the core of this communal culture . . . [it] depends on the
support which the young individual receives from the collective sense of identity
characterising the social groups significant to him: his class, his nation, his culture . . .’

Erikson would not regard this as a definition of identity, for he explicitly refuses to define the
concept, letting its sense emerge in the course of his writings, as it does. This very lack of
semantic polish serves as an index of the exploratory state of psychohistorical inquiry.
Nevertheless one can see that Erikson's use of 'identity' gathers in the unconscious, our sense
of the body, social class, the nation, and cultural tradition. All these live as throbbing psychic
realities in the individual as he or she moves through the days. Erikson's approach to identity
thus allows one to follow a given problem into many disciplines, though, as his readers will
know, there is one central to them all: history.
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I've had to accept the fact that his conceptual itinerary, as he calls it, takes its point of
departure from the life-cycle of males. But his concept of identity seems as good a starting
point as one can find, given that women are only beginning to define themselves as culturally
authentic existents.

While one must agree with Herbert Marcuse that 'no degree of androgynous fusion could ever
abolish the natural differences between males and females as individuals', my final
understanding of man and woman is that in the last instance — not, for example, in bed —
they aren't separate beings but two complementary aspects of an entity called 'the human
being'. So Tennyson's words on the cover of the Rules of the Womanhood Suffrage League of
New South Wales, 1895, make a lot of sense to me: 'The Woman's Cause is Man's; they rise
or sink together, dwarfed or godlike, bond or free.'

In the long history of patriarchal societies, certain human qualities have been attributed to the
female rather than the male ... 'receptivity, sensitivity, non-violence, tenderness, and so on'.
But, Marcuse continues, why 'do these life-protecting characteristics appear as specifically
feminine characteristics ?' At this moment, characteristics which males in patriarchal society
have tended to deny in themselves are surfacing for increasing numbers of men. Theodore
Roszak believes the woman most in need of liberation is the woman 'locked up in the
dungeons' of man's psyche.” Well, it looks as if she's on her way out, and nothing is going to
stop her.

Our species has experience of a wide range of styles of being male, and the 'machismo' or
'macho' style is only one. 'Macho' qualities — a relentless drive to dominance,
competitiveness, restlessness, status-obsession, insensitivity and lack of inwardness —
characterize those men in Western and Westernizing societies whom David Riesman calls the
'pace-setting and boundary creating men'. If by their domination of major institutions they
con other men into believing theirs is the only way of being men, they also con women into
believing theirs is the authentic way of being people, and that consequently women should be,
not female human beings, but feminine human beings. That involves 'servicing' the needs of
real people — macho males — in the economy, the polity and the home.

Erich Fromm shows that eight 'life-affirmative societies' (the Zuni Pueblo Indians, the
Mountain Arapesh, the Bathonga, the Aranda, the Semangs, the Todas, the Polar Eskimos,
and the Mbutus) are not achievement-oriented, nature-destroying or violence-addicted: "There
is little envy, covetousness, greed and exploitativeness. There is also little competition and
individualism and a great deal of co-operation.! Our way of being human, then, is not
inevitably dictated by nature but shaped by the special type of social arrangements in which,
as children, we begin to take form, from the moment we open our eyes. However in Fromm's
life-affirming societies, 'women are in general considered equal to men, or at least not
exploited or humiliated . . .” This is also a way of saying that, in contrast to the pattern-setting
males in our own society, males in the life-affirming societies do not deny and denigrate their
own qualities of receptivity, sensitivity, non-violence, tenderness, by labelling them
'feminine'. Such males, then, are not machismo males, and the woman in their psyche is not
locked in any dungeon.

Men often say that Australian women can be paralytically boring to be with — though I must
admit I often find our men that way too. But the frequent flatness of Australian women — if
we confine ourselves to women for the moment — is only a variant of what is called
'feminine conservatism'. As Philip Slater puts it, feminine conservatism 'is part of a role into
which women are inducted by men . . . Men, like all dominant groups, have generally been
successful in getting women (like other "minority" groups) to accept whatever definition of
their essential character has been convenient for men.' Feminine conservatism clutches on to
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power through the family, where the mother plays her part in setting up the same psychic
pattern for the rising generation. But now, for better and for worse, the disjuncture between
generations has become so sharp that the mother's usual unconscious transmitting devices do
not work, and significant layers of younger women, (though not just younger women), are
failing to be drawn into the substitute-gratification patterns of earlier generations. They are
intuitively moving towards ways of living as 'subjects' in their own right. And the same
historical development is also throwing up a complementary, though at present it seems much
smaller, layer of men who feel a gut-revulsion over the demand that they relate to women in
terms of domination and subordination.

This is happening on an international scale, but we in Australia are lagging seriously, and in
any case, we need to get it together in the light of our own specific traditions, which means in
the light of our own historical legacy. Men like women less in Australia than in any other
community I know. However if it is true that, in some final sense, men and women are not
separate universes, but two complementary aspects of an entity called 'the human being', the
whole starves when the parts are stunted. And in any case, women's progress in Australia will
probably finally undergo that odd bogging-down process that Scandinavians seem to be
reporting' unless men wake up to what they are missing out on, and want women to go
further. That does seem to be happening. For example, Professor Warren Farrell, an
American, writes: 'The liberated woman can allow a man more autonomy in his personal life'
... 'Sexual attractiveness deserts a woman who gives up her sense of freedom and her ability
to explore . . .' and 'Men who learn to listen to women . . . acquire a new set of values.'

Since 1788 there has always been a time-lag between major social developments in the rest of
the Western world and in Australia, and admittedly in this question of man-woman relations,
Australian men, by and large, still look pretty backward. An American male historian I know
teaches about civil rights and women's history in an Australian university history department.
A student asked one of the American's male Australian colleagues, a fellow historian, what
the American's course dealt with, and the Australian historian replied — and amicably told
the American later — that he taught about 'coons and cunts'. Still, the particular
substitute-gratifications Australian males clutch at in place of authentic human relations with
women are shoddier than the ones men have in many other patriarchal countries, and
somehow even these grow increasingly sour as the years go by.

As in all patriarchal societies, men in Australia have laid down the basic ground rules for the
power structure, itself apparently pivoted around the sexual power-relationship. Having set it
up (though many complain — quite rightly and literally — that it's killing them) men still get
the bigger power pay-offs from the game itself. So they have more vested interest in keeping
the game going than have women. Ronald Sampson writes: 'To the extent that we develop our
capacity for power we weaken our capacity for love; and conversely, to the extent that we
grow in our ability to love we disqualify ourselves for success in the competition for power.'

Understandably, more men than women feel safer in clinging to power, in the economy,
polity and in personal relations, because since our capacity to love has been so much
diminished, it is none too sure that love can be rewarding enough to make up for loss of
power. This is all worked out unconsciously, and it surfaces, if at all, in terms of a belief that
domination-subordination relations are the crux of sexual relations. The paradigm case of
defining sexuality as domination and subordination, I think, is exemplified by the Androids
inhabiting Playboy magazine and its feminine counterparts, Cosmopolitan, etc.

This is what Freudians mean when they say people will cling to 'substitute-gratifications' even

though they half-realize they are being destroyed by them, because they have no deep-down
certainty that there are other gratifications. The game men have set up — a game in which
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women adapt, grasp at compensations, and a game whose patterns they transmit as mothers
— is starving both men and women. Australia's history has made that starvation more severe
than in analogous patriarchal societies. So men and women alike have the best possible
reason for changing the whole game: unadulterated and enlightened self-interest. Put Eros to
work!

48



Keith Windshuttle
The Killing of History
Macleay, 1994

Like other scientific practitioners, historians study their subject by means of a disciplined
methodology. This involves adopting practices and standards that are commonly recognised
throughout the discipline, especially in their handling of the evidence that goes to make up
their explanations. The deployment of evidence within history, however, is one area in which
many of those who reject its scientific status believe they have a winning hand. Historical
evidence takes the form of the documents that remain from the past, and there are two
arguments frequently given about why this is always problematic. First, it is claimed the
process is inherently selective. The documents that remain from the past are not a complete
record. What has been preserved is often determined by what the historical actors themselves
thought desirable to leave to posterity. The evidence available is therefore claimed to be
always tainted by subjectivity. Second, it is argued that the process is basically interpretative.
Analysing documents is nothing more than interpreting texts and the process of interpretation
is, again, always subjective. Hence, on this account, historians are just as far removed from
any claim to a scientific method as are literary critics.

Many of those who put one or both of these arguments appear to assume that the evidence
upon which historians rely is composed of a fixed and given body of documents. This
certainly seems to be behind many of the assumptions of the French author Paul Veyne,
whose book Writing History mounts a sustained critique of the scientific status of history.
The same is true of Michel Foucault who, whe