





consider history in this way we must not revise history, so much as continually review it.
This requires a view of history that presupposes the improbability of a consensus view as
to the nature of historical knowledge. This in turn points to a need for greater dialogue
between positions as well as community and inter-community spaces that foster

opportunities for robust dialogue.

The First ‘Crisis in Historicism’

Contemporary Western understandings of history derive from the nineteenth century
when the discipline of history became increasingly influenced by the process of
modernisation. In the early 19" century Leopold Von Ranke, a conservative German
historian, broke away from the historical philosophy of Hegel to argue that history as a
discipline should be a rigorous science.?® Ranke claimed that with proper training
historians could present enough primary evidence to obviate the need for historians to
make value judgements. The historian’s job he argued was to present the facts in an
impartial way. Impartiality, in the Rankean sense, was a product of meticulous archival
research and gave professional history its authority. Ranke was arguing for a critical -
method approach to history and it is from him that the ideal of objectivity®® as the primary
task of the professional historian derives. Ranke, however, is often misunderstood as
arguing for an approach to history that is simply about the facts, and thus tied to the
positivist idea of progress. Ranke was not wholly on the side of progress as the only

conception of historical development. He recognised that each episode in history was

# See Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the
Postmodern Challenge (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1997). 23-30.

% Objectivity is the condition that produces truth and is understood, in the Rankean sense, as a value-
free or neutral approach to historical research.
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unique in its own right and this was very much tied to his faith in God, and to his
idealism.*! Ranke also thought that the art of the narrative in conveying a coherent story
about the past was important. He did not believe that the construction of a historical
narrative would distort the facts of history. His empirical approach to historical method
meant that he did not see the construction of historical narratives as a challenge to the
impartiality of the historian.** There are some contradictions in Ranke’s work that indicate
that his own political and cultural biases meant that he was not necessarily successful in
writing the value-free type of history that he championed. His influence, however, on the
professionalisation of history as an academic discipline with a particular set of methods is
undeniable.®® Ranke’s approach to history has been variously interpreted and it is as much
the interpretations of Ranke’s approach as his thoughts on history that have become
influential in historiography.®* Critical to Ranke’s influence on academic history is a
particular conception of historicism.® Rankean historicism, or classical historicism as it is
more commonly known, saw history positioned as a scientific pursuit, grounded in fact by
its critical use of primary sources and scholastic methods leading to objective

representations of the past. | quote Igger’s definition:

®! See Georg G. Iggers, "The Image of Ranke in American and German Historical Thought," History
and Theory 2, no. 1 (1962). See also Michael Ermath, Wilhelm Dilthey: The Critique of Historical Reason
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1978). 56-57.

% |ggers and Wang, A Global History of Modern Historiography. 122.

* For a critique of the contradictions in Ranke’s own work, see Curthoys and Docker, Is History
Fiction? 50-68. For further reading regarding the emergence of academic history and the professionalisation
of history as a discipline, see Iggers and Wang, A Global History of Modern Historiography. 117-33.

% For an example of a different interpretation of Ranke, see J. D. Braw, "Vision as Revision: Ranke and
the Beginning of Modern History," History & Theory 46, no. 4 (2007). Also, see Iggers, "The Image of
Ranke in American and German Historical Thought."

% "Historicism: The History and Meaning of the Term," 131.
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History as it became a professional discipline in Germany took over a great deal of the
manner and outlook of other scientific disciplines, including those in the natural sciences,
that is, the research imperative and the commitment to “objective” methods of inquiry
needed to elevate it the rank of a rigorous science (Droysen). This commitment to
objectivity was as central to the new historical profession as it was to other segments of the
scientific community. The task of the historian, as Ranke formulated it, was “to show what
actually happened” (wie es eigentlich gewesem). It recognised that fundamental difference
between the natural sciences which sought to explain “the recurrent general” and the
historical or cultural sciences which required hermeneutic methods of understanding
(Verstehen) that took into account that human behaviour and institution reflected unique
constellations of meaning (Sinnhaftigkeit). Historicism has thus come to be identified
narrowly with the tradition of historical studies in Germany from Ranke to the second third

of the twentieth century.*®

The pursuit of objectivity as the historian’s task quickly became a source of tension
amongst historians because of evident contradictions between the idea of objectivity and
the inescapable fact that historians’ interpretations are coloured by their own historical
development, or historicity. This brought about a ‘crisis of historicism’ almost as soon as
history was recognised as an academic discipline with particular methods. Historians and
philosophers began to critique Ranke’s methods of historical research as being too
narrowly focused on political history and ‘official documents’ and not focused enough on
the broader social context of the mass public. They also increasingly found the idea of one
all-encompassing coherent version of history as untenable.®” Two of the critics of classical

historicism were Ranke’s contemporaries Friedrich Nietzsche® and Wilhelm Dilthey. Both

% 1bid., 142-43.
¥ 1bid., 132.

% *Note Georg lggers points out that Nietzsche did not use the term historicism, see ibid., 133.
Accordingly | suggest that Nietzsche was critical of the idea of pure objectivity, see Friedrich Nietzsche,
Untimely Meditations, ed. Daniel Breazeale. ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 85. The idea
of pure objectivity in historical practice | argue is intrinsically linked to a definition of classical historicism.
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were critical of what they considered a false division between the subjective and the
objective nature of historical practice. Nietzsche in On The Uses and Disadvantages of
History for Life argued that an approach to history that was based on a notion of
objectivity, and interestingly in terms of this study, on a “demand for justice” was deeply
flawed because it presumes the rightness and superiority of the current age which he
argued resulted in historical study leading to no real human action.* Nietzsche is also here
critiquing the modernist idea of progress which he argues presupposes the superiority of
the modern age.*® Wilhelm Dilthey was critical of Ranke in a different way to Nietzsche.
His objection to Ranke’s approach was related to a belief that the subjective and objective
perspectives in history were part of a constitutive whole. In other words he did not believe
that historical understanding was value free, rather he argued that the objective perspective

is mediated through the subjective perspective.

Dilthey concluded that Ranke’s desire to efface himself before the object would be
tantamount to removing the vital preconditions of understanding itself. A pure cogito of
ich-loses Subjeckt cannot provide the grounds of comprehending the human world, for
such a conception suspends precisely the web of lived relations and interests, for they
provide the impetus to the investigation and constitute its preconditions. These subjective
and affective factors cannot be removed but rather must be raised to consciousness and
thereby controlled, broadened and compensated for. Verstehen (understanding) arises from
vital bonds and interests, but it qualifies as genuine reason to the extent that these interests

assume a “generally human” rather than specifically personal stamp.**

¥ See Untimely Meditations. 83-95.
0 See ibid., 101.
! Ermath, Wilhelm Dilthey: The Critique of Historical Reason. 311.
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Dilthey himself was critical of Nietzsche’s perspective on history as he regarded it as
privileging the subjective to a point where history and historical understanding were
devalued.*” Nietzsche’s and Dilthey’s critiques of Rankean objectivity bring the notion of
relativity as an aspect of historical knowledge into focus. It must be clarified here that they
were not the only contemporaries of Ranke to criticise his position. | have chosen them
specifically because Nietzsche’s position on history is often seen as the precursor to the
second crisis in historicism, ‘the linguistic turn’ which I will consider next. Dilthey’s
understanding of the ethical dimension of historical understanding provides an alternative
way of reading relativism in historical discourse which leads to the idea of ethical

objectivity as put forward by Amartya Sen. | shall address this in Chapter Three.

Contextually these developments in historical thought are tied to the huge impact of
industrialisation on the social structure and the rapidly changing nature of communities
across the world at the time. As a result of these changes historians became much more
interested in the idea of social history as being at the centre of historical inquiry rather than
the affairs of the nation, which is again mirrored in contestations associated with the
‘linguistic turn’. In the case of the ‘linguistic turn’, however, historicism as a term is
considered a form of relativism and understood quite differently to classical historicism,

making the meaning of the term somewhat problematic.*?

Despite the first “crisis in historicism’ leading to discussions about the ambiguous

nature of objectivity, and a concern over the relativism of historical knowledge there

“2 |pid., 319.

8 1ggers, "Historicism: The History and Meaning of the Term," 129.
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remained a continuous widespread belief in, and commitment to, classical historicism and
Ranke’s idea of objectivity as the ultimate goal of the historian well into the twentieth
century. Additionally preconceptions about the superiority of Western culture and Western
ideas were not seriously questioned, at least by a significant number of historians and
philosophers. It was felt that these preconceptions had little influence on the way histories
were written, despite the lack of attention to both the role of women in society and peoples
of cultures other than those of Western origin. This is most likely the result of the political
and social context of two world wars which saw history often used in the service of
national propaganda and to justify both political agendas and military strategies in many
different countries. Historians were often divided in their reaction to the wars but the
situation brought many back to the focus of history on the affairs of the state, and to a
belief in democracy as the superior political order. In this sense Ranke, by developing a
particular set of methods for historical inquiry, had given history as a form of knowledge
an authority that extended across the globe and was maintained through the turmoil of two
world wars. The professional methods of history were thus not seen to be derived from a
particular set of social and cultural underpinnings. Rather the critical methods of history

were considered universally applicable.

The Second “Crisis in Historicism’

Let us now consider the influence of both the ‘linguistic turn’ on conceptions of
historicism and on historical meaning in general. The unease with which historians began
to unpack the legacies of the horrors of world war two saw history face an ‘epistemological

crisis’ or, in reference to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “all that is solid melts into air.
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All that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober sense, his real
conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”** The roots of post-structuralism and
postmodernism came from this period of making sense of what had happened in the war.*
For a generation of left wing historians writing in the 1960s and 1970s, the rapid social
change across the world and the legacy of the two wars again brought into question the
legitimacy of objectivity as central to the historian’s task, but this time the focus was on
language and culture and this once again challenged the professional methods based
approach to history, tied to a correspondence idea of truth. For the purpose of this
discussion I will firstly consider the impact of the ‘linguistic turn’ on historiography and its
relationship to Hayden White’s conception of historicism as being no different from
historical representation itself, which he sees as rhetorical in nature.*® This is followed by a
short discussion of historiographical debates about the Holocaust as a ‘limit event” in order
to highlight the ethical dimensions of historical inquiry. I will then consider the ‘cultural
turn’ in relation to a concept of historicism as related to the time of history. Finally I reflect
on postcolonial critiques of modernity in order to highlight the importance of taking into

account different ways of knowing as a critical aspect of contemporary historical inquiry.

The Linguistic Turn in Historiography

In historiography, the ‘linguistic turn’ is most often associated with Hayden White.

White’s work on tropes in historical discourse is based on a constructivist perspective of

* Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, vol. 6 (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1976). 487.

*® Gabrielle M Spiegel, "Revising the Past/ Revisiting the Present: How Change Happens in
Historiography," History and Theory 46, no. 4 (2007).

“® See Hayden White, "Historicism, History, and the Figurative Imagination," History & Theory 14, no.
4 (1975): 49.
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the nature of historical knowledge, or as he has termed it a ‘discursive turn’.*” According
to White, historical accounts can only ever be a representation of the past mediated through
the structures of language, often in the narrative form. Multiple meanings can be
interpreted from the same text making historical representations part of discourse not
separate from it. Therefore historical objectivity, it is argued, is not a possibility as texts
can only be interpreted. They are not mirrors on reality. Hayden White’s perspective on
historical discourse is influenced by Nietzsche’s constructivist philosophy so it is not
surprising that a critique of the positivist idea of objectivity is also at the core of his
perspective on historical knowledge.*® I indicated earlier in this chapter that the first “crisis
in historicism’ led to it being associated with relativism. This is also true in the case of the

‘linguistic turn’.

Hayden White refers to the perceived difference between the ‘historical’ and
‘historicism’ as being between the particular and the general, but argues that the distinction
between the two is conflated when one considers how histories are constructed, and it is
through this rhetorical act® that you realise all historical discourse could be considered
historicist due to the nature of its formation which is always, and unavoidably, the act of

subjective interpretation.”® The meaning of ‘historicity’ and ‘historicism’ are not

*" See Kaya Yilmaz, "Introducing the 'Linguistic Turn' to History Education,” International Education
Journal 8, no. 8 (2007).

*8 See Hans-Peter Soder, "The Return of Cultural History? ‘Literary' Historiography from Nietzsche to
Hayden White," History of European ldeas 29, no. 1 (2003).

* White was interested in rhetorical approaches to the art of writing found in ancient philosophies. He
argues that historical writing is a rhetorical act. See Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative
Discourses and Historical Representation (Baltimore: John Hopkins University, 1987). 64.

*0 »Historicism, History, and the Figurative Imagination," 48-55.
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necessarily explicit and different definitions suggest the two are often considered to be
interchangeable. There is, however, a clear distinction that can be made between the two:
historicity can simply refer to ‘historical authenticity,” whereas ‘historicism’ usually
directly refers to a particular type of historical method which separates the past from the

present.

Frank Ankersmit highlights two divergent understandings of historicism that both
depart from the historical writing of the Enlightenment, when historical writing was still
considered to be a form of literature, with similar tools of construction, such as rhetoric.
His claim is that German historicism derives from a “dynamization of the static world-
view of the Enlightenment” and that for “contemporary Anglo-Saxon theorists historicism
resulted from a de-rhetoricization of Enlightenment historical writing”.>" It is this division
over the rhetoric of the Enlightenment and the non-rhetoric of German historicism that
Ankersmit, in accordance with White, emphasises as false. It is false because one does not

preclude the other.

White reveals that historicists failed in their attempt to remove rhetoric from historical
accounts, primarily an attempt to distinguish between history and fiction, because of one
particular performative task that distinguishes the historian’s methods from the methods of
science.® That task is to imagine the ‘historicity’ of past actors when constructing a

history.

L E. R. Ankersmit, "Historicism: An Attempt at Synthesis," History & Theory 34, no. 3 (1995): 143.

*2\White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourses and Historical Representation. 65-66.
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The imagination, however, operates on a different level of the historian’s consciousness. It
is present above all in the effort, peculiar to the modern conceptualization of the historian’s
task, to enter sympathetically into the minds of consciousnesses of human agents long
dead, to empathize with the intentions and motivations of actors impelled by beliefs and
values that may differ totally from anything the historian might himself honor in his own
life, and to understand, even when he cannot condone, the most bizarre social and cultural
practices. This is often described as putting oneself in the place of past agents, seeing
things from their point of view, and so forth, all of which leads to a notion of objectivity
that is quite different from anything that might be meant by that term in the physical

sciences.

This notion is quite specific to modern historical theory, and it is typically thought to be
imaginative rather than rational. For it is one thing to try to be rational, in the sense of
being on guard against unwarranted inferences or one’s own prejudices, and quite another
to think one’s way into the minds and consciousness of past actors whose “historicity”
consists in part in the fact that they acted under the impulsion of beliefs and values peculiar

to their own time, place and cultural presuppositions. >

Clearly White does not discount objectivity as a necessary part of history. Rather he is

stressing here that it needs to be reconceptualised. Therefore rhetoric is used to establish

the authenticity of these imaginations, which are of course subject to checks against

evidence, but their validity is always necessarily imagined through the act of interpretation

and through the structuring of a narrative. Consequently, the essential validity, or certainty,

of any historical account is by definition contestable because we cannot release history

from the influence of historicity, both in the past and in the present. The problem then of

historicism for the discipline of history, is that while it tries to separate the past from the

present, the present, paradoxically, has an unavoidable influence. This is because the

temporal space in which history is produced is the historian’s present. The thoughts and

%3 Ibid., 67.
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beliefs of past actors are produced in their present and are therefore unknowable in our
temporal space and the temporal space in which history is interpreted is in the reader’s or
researcher’s present. This highlights the need to explicitly address the influence of both the
present and the ‘unknowable’ on the construction and interpretation of historical accounts.

Eric Hirsch and Charles Stewart suggest that there is a solution to this problem:

Rather than trying to overcome this problem the application of the concept of “historicity”

recognises the situation where past, present and future are fused as unavoidable. **

Historians are obliged to recognise and articulate how the present potentially distorts the
past, but they are also obliged to articulate what it is in the past that they cannot know but

only surmise.

For the purpose of this study I have decided to use the definition of historicity put
forward by Hirsch and Stewart because it gets to the heart of the dynamic temporal

conundrum associated with studying the past:

Whereas “history” isolates the past, historicity focuses on the complex temporal nexus of
past-present-future. Historicity, in our formulation, concerns the ongoing social production

of accounts of pasts and futures.”

With this in mind I agree with Hayden White’s premise that historicity is a constituent part
of the study of the past, something we cannot release ourselves from, but rather something
we must factor into our understanding of the limits of historical interpretation. Those limits

include, not only the undeniable influence of our cultural ways of knowing, or our frames

> Eric Hirsch and Charles Stewart, "Introduction: Ethnographies of Historicity," History &
Anthropology 16, no. 3 (2005): 268.

% Ibid., 262.
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of reference, but the impossibility of our ability to know the whole of the past, or the full

detail of a single event. | borrow a metaphor from literature to illustrate this point:

the constant succession of much smaller happenings that one sees, and that one never sees
completed, gives to looking out of a train window a touch of pathos and of dissatisfaction.
It is akin to the sentiment ingrained in humanity of liking a story to have an end.

This metaphor of looking out a train window, applied to history, explains in essence the
sum of all that we can know about the past. We cannot know the full spectrum of history or
that history has an end, or even a beginning: these are the bookends that historians apply to
the past to make it usable. This does not, however, limit the possibilities of history but
opens up the discipline’s potential to incorporate cultural difference and multiple
perspectives on the past. The limits associated with historicity, inherent in the discipline of
history, requires questions of historical responsibility to be raised. These are integral to the
notion of the practice of history being a just pursuit. Jenny Tillmans expands on this

point:*’

...historical questioning already contains within it an ethical stance toward our dealings
with the past. Questioning is synonymous with the openness that is required to change
society; and for this reason, any approach to the past, if it is to have any real value, must be
based on an open, historicist sensibility. A historical injustice confronts us with such a lack

and loss of humanity that we find our imagination and understanding confounded.

% Ford Madox Ford from the book ¢ The Soul of London’ quoted in Paul Theroux, Ghost Train to the
Eastern Star (Melbourne: Penguin, 2008). 10-11.

> For a more detailed discussion of this association, see Jenny Tillmanns, "Can Historical Responsibility
Strengthen Contemporary Political Culture?," American Journal of Economics and Sociology 68, no. 1
(2009): 135-41.
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Therefore, historicity needs to be acknowledged as a universal dimension that is to be

permanently questioned.*®

White is not, however, as he is often accused, sounding the death knell of history.
Rather White’s critique of objectivity, as in the positivist sense, in line with the German
hermeneutic tradition including Dilthey, is that such a conception does not pay due
consideration to the role of interpretation in the presentation of historical accounts. Rather
than replacing the objectivist position with a subjectivist position White was motivated to
explore the language that might assist to break down the subject/object dichotomy.>® White
is in fact more concerned with the ethical possibilities of historical inquiry and a desire to
develop historical understanding which he argues is limited by what he sees as the present
restrictive methodology of history.®® White, like Nietzsche almost a century before him is
interested in the tension between history and life. Here 1 am in accord with White in so
much as the discussion of the methods of history needs to be opened up, explored,
challenged, and expanded. The value of postmodern theories of history is that they raise
relevant questions about the nature of historical discourse and question the methods we use
in its inquiry. 1 think these ought to be considered by all historians regardless of their
paradigmatic stance. Postmodern critiques of modernity offer a great deal in terms of
considering the cultural and temporal limitations of modernist historical discourse. | do
not, however, subscribe to White’s reduction of the text as being the only measure of

meaning. Chris Lorenz argues that Hayden White’s narrativism fails to make a connection

%8 |bid., 138-39.

* F. R. Ankersmit, "Hayden White's Appeal to the Historians," History and Theory 37, no. 2 (1998):
189.

% See Hayden White, "The Public Relevance of Historical Studies: A Reply to Dirk Moses," History &
Theory 44, no. 3 (2005): 333-38.
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between the narrative and the research that contributes to the narrative.®* The danger here,
as Mary Fulbrook has rightly pointed out, is that there appear to be no criteria for judging
one account of history over another. This highlights the responsibilities historians have
towards engaging with questions of right and wrong in terms of their responsibility to their
subject and its protagonists. Unfortunately deliberating between diverging historical
accounts in a way that promotes critical scrutiny and dialogue about each of those accounts
is hard to pursue when many debates about history continually reinstate the fact/ value
dichotomy;

Since an almost infinite number of stories can be told about (or constructed from, or

imposed upon) the ‘same’ past, from an almost infinite variety of perspectives, and since

there is no means of access to the ‘real’ past beyond texts or discourses about it, there is no

metatheoretical means of adjudicating between stories. *2

How historians and readers of history adjudicate between stories of the past is worthy of
further reflection. This leads us to a consideration of the debate over the Holocaust as a
‘limit event’, a discussion in which Hayden White was a main protagonist.63 | have chosen
this debate because it brings into play a discussion of the ethical as part of historical praxis
and aligns with the three different epistemological positions associated with historical

study, objectivism, constructivism and subjectivism.

%1 See Chris Lorenz, "Can Histories be True? Narrativism, Positivism, and the 'Metaphorical Turn',"
History & Theory 37, no. 3 (1998): 314.

%2 Fulbrook, Historical Theory. 23.
% For Hayden White’s interpretation of the Holocaust as a ‘limit event’, see Hayden White, "Historical
Emplotment and the Problem of Truth," in The History and Narrative Reader, ed. Geofrey Roberts (London:

Routledge, 2001).
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The Holocaust has been described as a ‘limit event’ of history, an event that might
render both postmodernist approaches and positivist approaches to history as flawed.®* The
trauma of the Holocaust renders it outside modernist historical time and therefore how it
might be represented becomes problematic. Dominick La Capra has argued that the
interpretation of the Holocaust is entirely dependent on the analyst’s proximity or distance
from the event and as such “the Holocaust may help us to reconsider the requirements of
historiography in general.”® Critical to the debate is what those on the side of objectivity
see as the irresponsibility and danger of relativism to allow for the possibility of the denial
of the Holocaust as an event at all.®® On the other side of the debate is a concern that the
more traditional positivist objectivity of historical method with its focus on simple facts
fails to illuminate the complexity of the event and to explore meaning within that
complexity.®” However, positivist objective claims of history are just as open to abuse as

total relativism. Hayden White is emphatic on this point;

| have said on other occasions, and | wish to repeat it now, that professional historians are
threatened by the revisionists, not because they offer another interpretation of the
Holocaust, but because they reveal the factitiousness of professional historiography’s
claims to be able to deal ‘scientifically” with such events. The revisionists play the

scientific game that professional historians pretend to play; they insist on proof of a

% For further reading on the Holocaust as a limit event, see Saul Friedlander, Probing the Limits of
Representation: Nazism and the Final Solution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992). See also
three articles available in History & Theory Forum, "Representing the Holocaust," History and Theory 33,
no. 2 (1994).

% Dominick LaCapra, "Representing the Holocaust: Reflections on the Historian's Debate," in Probing
the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the Final Solution, ed. Saul Friedlander (Cambridge MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992), 110.

% For an example of this, see Evans’ interpretation of Hayden’s White position on the Holocaust’s place
in historical discourse in Richard Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta Books, 1997). 124-25.

%7 See White, "The Public Relevance of Historical Studies: A Reply to Dirk Moses," 338.
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scientific and objective kind of the use to which the crematoria were put. Historians who
try to meet them on these grounds give the revisionists too much honor; they treat them as
if they were engaged in the same enterprise as themselves, instead of treating them with the
contempt and derision they deserve. The idea that the Holocaust never happened is simply

absurd.%®

The notion of a limit event is intricately tied to a concern for justice and ethical
representation. The Holocaust as an event questions the nature of our humanity and
therefore how we reconcile its meaning against the lives we live has the potential to shape
the quality of our future humanity. For historians the Holocaust, as an event, demands that
the method by which historical interpretations are made should be explicit. This is because
the meaning that can be derived from historical interpretations remains influential in the
present and relates to ethical questions debated in the present. Michael Dintenfass has
suggested that historical debates over the Holocaust as a limit event and the concern with a
correspondence idea of truth versus a coherence understanding of truth could be framed
more appropriately around an exploration of the place of ethics in debates about
historiography. Dintenfass is heavily influenced by the work of Saul Friedlander,
Dominick La Capra and Raul Hilberg, three historians all working on the study of the
Holocaust in varying ways. By drawing attention to their different approaches Dintenfass
highlights how the Holocaust, as a limit event, brings the ethical aspect of studying the past
clearly to the fore. He argues that these debates “bespeak how thoroughly ethical the
project of studying the past is, and how disabling has been its banishment from the waking

life of working historians.”® The debate over the Holocaust in historiography clearly

® Ibid., 337.

% Dintenfass, "Truth's Other: Ethics, the History of the Holocaust, and Historiographical Theory After
the Linguistic Turn," 20.
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demonstrates how questions concerning the objectivity and subjectivity of history need to
be more closely aligned to debates about our responsibilities to the past and what that in
turn means for the ongoing study and writing of history. I now briefly turn to the other
aspect of the second crisis in historicism which is the influence of the cultural turn on

historiography.

The Cultural Turn in Historiography

Historians have never really given up on the idea of objectivity as central to the
historian’s task, despite having divergent ideas about the methods historians might use to
seek this objectivity about different criteria for truth. Nor have they ever been able to
escape the tensions that subjective influences place on the discipline. The biggest challenge
to the possibility of objectivity came in the post-war period when culture became a central
focus of historical inquiry and the superiority of Western culture was finally interrogated

both by Western historians and by historians from other cultural backgrounds.

The Holocaust, as has already been highlighted in this chapter, had a significant impact
on historiography. In the 1960s many historians who had previously believed in the
empiricism of Ranke began to question both their methods and the idea of a single
coherent history.” This led to a new conception of history as a social science, the main
differences being that historians started to use similar methods to social scientists and
rather than using history as justification for the dominant political order they used
historical research to critique it. The disintegration of European colonies globally led to a

critique of the dominance of the superiority of Western culture. Ironically, however, the

"0 See Spiegel, "Revising the Past/ Revisiting the Present: How Change Happens in Historiography," 17.
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nation state, as the subject of historical inquiry, became a means to legitimise the new
sovereign nations that emerged as a result of the dissolution of empires; both by giving
them a foundational story and by differentiating their past from that of the coloniser. This
is history used in the service of national identity building. The official histories of these
new nations were often written using western empirical methods which placed western
culture firmly on the periphery rather than at the centre of the narrative. The influence of
classical historicism on historiography globally thus led to a persistent contradiction in
historical theory where the methods of history were considered both universally applicable
but simultaneously provided a means to critique the same cultural and social underpinnings

that historicism was derived from. | will now consider this contradiction more closely.

Eckhardt Fuchs and Benedikt Stuchtey in Across Cultural Borders highlight that the
professionalisation of history coincided with a shift away from world histories towards
national histories. World history was absorbed into a ‘Eurocentric’ or ‘universal’ view of
history, which gradually saw other countries excluded from world histories as a small
number of countries in Europe became the reference point, or centre of civilisation.”
Dipesh Chakrabarty in Provincializing Europe argues that the concept of historicism and
modernity are inextricably linked. In his view “Historicism enabled European domination
of the world in the nineteenth century.”’? Here, Chakrabarty is referring to a definition of
historicism that requires an understanding of something to be both derived from its

historical development and seen as a whole. Historicism is thus tied to a particular

™ Fuchs and Stuchtey, eds., Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in Global Perspective, 4.

"2 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2000). 7.
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conception of modernist time, that being linear and progressive in nature.” Modernity was
legitimised as the most appropriate political order because it emerged somewhere,
developed over time, and then was able to spread across ‘the empire’ as a unifying moral
and political order.”* The undeniable link that history has to modernist thought and modern
institutions places it in a kind of suspended paradox. On the one hand historical and
philosophical developments of the nineteenth and twentieth century challenged the
‘universal’ principles that underpinned Enlightenment ideas. The emergence of a
globalised world highlighted the importance of difference and the need to be inclusive of
different ways of knowing. On the other hand history scholars around the world adopted
many of the empirical practices associated with the discipline and did so in contradictory
ways that both democratised history across diverse cultural backgrounds and employed
history in the service of politico-ideological agendas.” This highlights the limits of
classical historicism as being universally applicable and points to the need to consider
historical study as relational with multiple paradigms. This does not mean, however, that
all elements of historicism need to be abandoned, or that both Enlightenment ideas and
modernist ideas be wholly rejected. Elazar Barkan in his book The Guilt of Nations offers a
convincing argument as to the persistent value of Enlightenment principles in spite of the
apparent contradictions inherent in what can be understood by historicism. Barkan refers to

this as “neo-enlightenment morality”:

"3 Chakrabarty refers to this as “first in Europe and then elsewhere” structure of time and determines that
“Historicism thus posited historical time as a measure for the cultural distance... that was assumed to exist
between the West and the non-West”, see ibid., 7-8.

™ See ibid., 6-16. Note Chakrabarty refers to European colonisation collectively. The use of ‘the
empire’ here refers to any one of the European nations that colonised peoples around the world.

" See Fuchs and Stuchtey, eds., Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in Global Perspective. pp 3-
10
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Neo-Enlightenment morality takes the liberal framework of individual rights as a core
value and adds to it a vague and variable set of local circumstances and traditions. This
view accepts that certain abstract (liberal) tenets have come to constitute the moral
spectrum within which political disagreements are debated, yet it underscores the necessity
of considering local particularities and identities... While maintaining a principled support

for individual rights (including voluntarism), it emphasizes social and cultural identity as

comparable “rights.”"®

Rather, Georg Iggers argues it is the idea of objectivism, as tied to rationalism and a
trajectory of progress as well as universally applicable historical methods, which is
problematic.”” Similarly, the importance of the rights of the individual, as linked to
Enlightenment principles, should also not be abandoned in favour of a form of unqualified
relativism. Once again there is an important link that can be made between the need for
both the objective and the subjective in historical inquiry as necessary to mediation
between positions. The objective is always mediated through the subjective and it is not
surprising then that it may become contradictory in its manifestations. In accord with
Chakrabarty, I think that it is the taken for granted understanding of historical time as
developmental that maintains the false dichotomy between objective and subjective
perspectives of history and works against developing intercultural or intergroup
understandings of history.”® The past if seen as totally separate from the present fails to
account for the ‘hetero-temporality’ of the subject. It also positions Western frameworks of

knowledge as legitimate above all others. This limits the possibility for history to be

"® Elazar Barkan, The Guilt of Nations (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2000). 312.

" Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the Postmodern
Challenge. 147.

"8 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe. 15.
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dialogued and re-examined in ways that allow for an ethical approach to the study of the

past. With Chakrabarty, | agree that:

To critique historicism in all its varieties is to unlearn to think of history as a
developmental process in which that which is possible becomes actual by tending to a
future that is singular. Or, to put it differently, it is to learn to think the present — the “now”
that we inhabit as we speak - as irreducibly not-one. To take the step is to rethink the
problem of historical time and to review the relationship between the possible and the
actual... At the core of this exercise is a concern about how one might think about the past

and the future in a nontotalizing manner.”

Both the past and the present are plural and fragmented. It is my argument that the
tension between the objective and the subjective in historiography is actually an important
aspect of historical method and is not something which historians necessarily need to
resolve, but rather something they must work with in order to maintain an ethical approach
to historical research. Georg lggers provides a definition of historicism that takes into

account its varied history. He defines it as:

The recognition that all human ideas and values are historically conditioned and subject to

change.”

Iggers’ definition points to the perpetual tension between the subjective nature of historical
research and the ideal of objective knowledge. It allows for the ethical nature of historical

discourse to come to the fore.

In this chapter I have considered the concept of historicism and how historicism has

continually proved problematic for historians since the influence of Ranke on the

" Ibid., 249.

8 |ggers, "Historicism: The History and Meaning of the Term," 133.
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conception of modern professional history. | have argued that the tension created by
historicism in history is a tension that results from the methods of history being historically
derived from a particular social and cultural context and that these methods are not
necessarily universally applicable. Additionally I have argued that in light of this it is not
necessary to find a new epistemological paradigm through which to understand the past but
rather it is necessary to find ways to make explicit the constructed nature of historical
discourse. This is an ethical responsibility because history is now a global and fragmented
discipline that needs to account for cultural hybridity, local parochialisms and cross-

cultural dialogues.

Historical narratives remain powerful political tools. It is important, then, that
historians are actively involved in determining the meanings that are derived from the
work that they do. It is equally important that when people study history they are able to
locate these determinations within their historical, cultural and political context. This
brings us to a consideration of the role of ethics and justice in historical praxis which I will

consider in the following chapter.
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Chapter Three

JUSTICE IN HISTORY

To note the role of ‘thinking, choosing and doing’ by individuals is just the beginning of
recognising what actually does happen (we do, of course, as individuals, think about issues
and choose and perform actions), but we cannot end there without an appreciation of the
deep and pervasive influence of society on our ‘thinking, choosing and doing.” When
someone thinks and chooses and does something, it is, for sure, that person — and not
someone else — who is doing those things. But it would be hard to understand why and how
he or she undertakes these activities without some comprehension of his or her societal

relations.'Amartya Sen

In this chapter | examine the role of justice in history referring to Amartya Sen’s
treatise on justice. I use Sen’s theory of justice to reflect on the procedural and deliberative
aspects of historical practice to argue that it is possible to bring to the fore the ethical
nature of history. Such consideration highlights the evaluative nature of historical practice
and enables discussion about competing claims in history to move away from
counterproductive and oppressive dichotomous debates that are most commonly political
in nature, to a more dialogical approach to history that promotes a sense of ethical
responsibility to the past and past actors. Thinking about historical discourse in terms of its
relationship to justice also opens up the potential for historical debate to be related to the

responsibilities we have to each other in the present and into the future.

Critical to any examination of the role of justice in history is also a consideration of
how justice relates to the time of history. That is, how the concept of time is represented in

historical discourses, and contributes to the structure of historical narratives. | contend that

1 Sen, The Idea of Justice. 245.
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history, as the past, demands different things from the notion of justice than acts in the
present. This contention must be explored in some detail in order to establish the nature of
present day responsibilities to the past and past actors. I reflect on how conceptions of time
in history determine how we might act (or not act) to redress the injustices of the past, and
how historians can work towards advancing justice in the present. This extends the
discussion around historicity begun in chapter two and is discussed first in order to

elucidate the procedural and deliberative aspects of historical praxis.

History is an epistemic activity tied to a responsibility by all to treat people other than
themselves fairly and with respect. As part of that responsibility it is critical to examine
ourselves, our preconceptions and perspectives as well as those of the subjects of our
inquiry. It is equally important to be able to recognise alternative positions and to be able
to discuss the merits and limits of these in open and respectful ways. Historians frequently
discuss their responsibility to the past but the nature of that responsibility varies amongst
them and is more often implied than explicated. In order to better understand how
historians view the nature of that responsibility | consider some of the ways in which they

describe their professional accountabilities.

Reconceptualising and repositioning the notion of objectivity is essential to any
examination of the procedural and deliberative aspects of historical praxis. Representing
the past in a just manner relies on how the practice of ‘objectivity’ is positioned as one of

the central defining tasks of historians.” At the heart of an historian’s obligation to be

% The problematic nature of objectivity as a plausible concept is discussed in detail later in this chapter.
This extends the discussion presented in Chapter Two that highlighted the relationship between classical
historicism and the positioning of objectivity as a form of neutrality in history.
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objective is a commitment to the ‘facts’ or ‘truth’ of history. What is required for the ideal
of ‘objectivity’ to operate, | argue, is recognition of the importance of the ethical nature of
the study of history as a unique vehicle for learning how to “think, choose, and do™®. That
Is, studying history has the facility to assist its students to locate themselves in a world of
ethical relations. Such a discussion is, necessarily, related to the concept of impartiality,
which is essential to questions of justice. Theories of justice position impartiality in similar
ways to the positioning of objectivity in theories of history. That is, the function of
impartiality tends to be based on the same premise as objectivity, that being, to act with
neutrality. | examine the work of three different authors’ theoretical perspectives on
impartiality in discourses of justice in order to move away from the positioning of the
function of impartiality and objectivity as neutrality. Instead, | argue that objectivity and
impartiality should be conceptualised as evaluative tools that relate to a commitment to
openness. In this context, openness is conceptualised as the ability to engage with

alternative standpoints through the process of critical discussion.

What we can know about the past is necessarily limited by our individual histories and
societal relations. There is also the added dilemma that history exists as a form of
knowledge in quite disparate spaces of inquiry. There are tensions between public, cultural,
political, professional and academic understandings of the nature and purpose of history.
This effectively means there is not a singular consensual understanding or definition as to

the nature of historical knowledge. This does not mean that there are not common

33en, The Idea of Justice. 245.
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understandings as to the nature and purpose of history, there are many.* Rather, there are a
number of quite well established epistemological positions that relate to historical
discourse and these frequently compete with each other, both within and beyond the
discipline.® This is of significance when relating history to a concept of justice as it must
take into consideration how history operates both within and beyond the professional

discipline.

Dialogues about the past do not take place exclusively in formal institutions and public
spaces. Dialogues about the past also take place in everyday situations, in informal and
familial environments. Recognising the multiple spaces where dialogue about the past
takes place is critical to understanding how historical representations shape collective
memory, and, by default, become established as ‘truth’ or ‘fact’. These representations and
the judgements made in their creation are at times not made with the same consideration of
the ‘rules of conduct’ understood by professional historians but they do still fall within the
purview of what is commonly understood as history. History in this broad sense is the
history of everybody regardless of gender, colour, creed or education. This highlights the
perpetual tension that exists between an inclusive understanding of history as a universal
subject and the not so universal understanding of the nature of history as a discipline. This

tension within historical discourse concerns the purpose of history.

* For some examples, see David Cannadine, ed. What Is History Now? (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2002).

® In Chapter Two | positioned these as broadly falling within the range of objectivist, constructivist and
subjectivist understandings of history. These might also be referred to as empiricist, rationalist, hermeneutic,
pragmatist and so on. The different epistemological positions held within the discipline determine how
historians justify their work. Outside the discipline of history there are of course also divergent
understandings of history as a domain of knowledge and these determine how history is conducted, used and
represented within the public domain. It is my argument that historical praxis exists within both these
domains and, as such, any examination of the role of justice in history must take this into account.
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It is this tension that demands that the study of history equips both the student of
history and the history practitioner with the necessary skills to be able to locate themselves
and others within the different knowledge spaces of historical praxis. History practitioners®
need to engage with these tensions, not to demarcate territory, but rather to promote
understanding between different positions. Discussing the tensions in history allows
historical discourses to move beyond binary frameworks, to grapple with the tensions
between positions not with the objective of resolving them but in order for historical
discourses to be democratic and to engage in what Iris Marion Young called

“communicative engagement of citizens with one another”’.

Young’s idea of communicative engagement is useful here as, in line with the nature
of competing historical narratives, it characterises democratic debate as a struggle. Young
positions democratic struggle as an exchange that involves both explanation and
justification of a position. Young claims that everyone does not begin on an equal footing
and that communicative struggle is the way to raise issues of justice.® This relates back to
Mary Fulbrook’s critique of postmodernist pluralism in history where there is seemingly
no way to adjudicate between the types of stories that are told about history.® Relating

questions of ethics and justice to the methods of historical discourse allows for a discussion

® Here | am referring to all who engage, in some way, with historical discourse, i.e. history teachers,
historians, students of history, the general public, etc.

"1ris Marion Young, Inclusion and Democracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 50.

8 1bid., 50 Young argues that people cannot wait for perfect equality to exist. Amartya Sen shares a
similar approach to equality which is fundamental to his realization-focused conception of justice which |
will explore in more detail later in this chapter. For a good example of Sen’s approach to equality, see
Amartya Sen, "Equality of What?," in Global Justice: Seminal Essays, ed. Thomas Pogge and Darrel
Moellendorf (St Paul: Paragon House, 2008).

® This was discussed in Chapter Two, see Fulbrook, Historical Theory. 23-24 & 29.
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about the ways we might adjudicate between positions to be brought into play. Amartya
Sen, like Young, also challenges the notion of inclusivity as simply accepting that others
have different perspectives as equally valid and argues rather that it is precisely when we

engage with these tensions between perspectives that justice is practiced.'

| believe that justice in history is practiced through the dual processes of learning and
dialogue and I argue that Sen’s concept of justice provides a useful lens through which to
consider these processes, one that is at once inclusive of different paradigmatic stances,
that allows for the different knowledge spaces where history is produced to come into
dialogue and promotes public reasoning as a tool to make ethical judgements. Critical to
Sen’s understanding of the discipline of reasoning is his idea of ‘cthical objectivity.’*! Sen
argues that just as ethical judgements rely on reasoning, so do evaluations of objectivity.
The responsibility that comes with pursuing objectivity is reasoning between justice and

injustice.’?

Historiography can be seen as an important guide to the different epistemologies that
exist within the discipline of history. Historiography is largely undervalued as an essential

aspect of historical knowledge and as a result the potential for dialogue as a means to

19Sen strongly advocates the use of reason and scrutiny between arguments; he does not discount that
there may not be a resolution between positions, rather he argues that *“ the plurality with which we will then
end up will be the result of reasoning, not the abstention from it.” Sen, The Idea of Justice. x.Young warns
that the goal of consensus in the interest of the common good can act as an injustice, because it can mean that
dialogue about challenging topics can be shut down in favour of ‘keeping the peace.” Differences, Young
argues, need to be acknowledged in order for justice to function. Young, Inclusion and Democracy. 44.

11 gen, The Idea of Justice. 39-44.
21bid., 41.
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explore historical contestations in meaningful and interesting ways is quite limited.*®
Additionally the undervaluing of historiography™* means that historical discourse is
continually embroiled in arguments such as the ‘culture wars’, and the ‘history wars’.*> In
part, this is due to historians not always situating their epistemological approach within
their studies. When historians do not routinely situate themselves in their work, the
normative model of a positivist narrative of history can be reinforced. The positivist
narrative of history does not reflect the true diversity of positions that exist within the
broad field of history. When historical narratives are routinely positioned in this way a
kind of orthodoxy predicated on the assumption that histories are necessarily constructed
as uncomplicated and linear is established. Positioning history in such a way does not meet
the demands history faces in a globalised world. Those demands are tied to an

understanding of historiography that is global; that must at once make explicit the ways in

3 See Michael Bentley, Modern Historiography (London: Routledge, 1999). viii-xii. Bentley describes
historiography as meaning two things. It is at once engaged in the philosophical inquiry: What is the nature
of historical knowledge? It is also the history of historiography; an examination of the historical products of
different conceptions of what constitutes historical knowledge. Bentley argues that historiography was seen
as an optional aspect of historical studies until the 1970s. Historiography emerged as an important aspect of
historical study in the 1990s but mainly reflected a Eurocentric approach to historiography which did not
necessarily meet the demands of the challenges posed to history by the cultural turn or globalisation. See
Iggers and Wang, A Global History of Modern Historiography. 1-2. Iggers explains that despite quite
‘momentous developments’ in historical studies in the latter quarter of the 20th Century the number of works
that consider the history of historiography is quite limited. Iggers own book goes some way to redress this;
also, see Fuchs and Stuchtey, eds., Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in Global Perspective. Again
Fuchs and Stuchtey suggest that the history of historiography has to a large extent been limited to a
Eurocentric perspective. This edited book seeks to examine different historiographical traditions across a
number of different continents and also explores how Western concepts of history have been adopted in
different contexts. Jorn Rusen also highlights the prevalence of implicit ethnocentrism in history and the need
for historians to become more engaged in questions of the philosophy of history, or theories of history. See
Jorn Risen, "How to Overcome Ethnocentrism: Approaches to a Culture of Recognition by History in the
Twenty-First Century," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004): 120 & 27.

1| am particularly referring here to a lack of consideration of different historiographical traditions not
specifically Western historiography.

51 will consider the Australian history wars in Chapter Five and the political nature of such debates in
history.
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which history production has been dominated by Western thought but also make
connections with other cultural modes of historical thought. These tensions need to be
negotiated in ways that allow historians to pursue the past in a manner that strives for an
honest and ethical representation of the past. That is, historians need to be discerning of
how different ways of knowing might affect their research. They must also be able to
adequately assert local, autonomous and contextual aspects of their study. | examine how
Sen’s The ldea of Justice can assist historians to meet those demands and to explore those

tensions within the different knowledge spaces of historical praxis.

Finally, I consider how Sen’s The Idea of Justice might inform history education. The
classroom is where different meanings about the past come into contact with each other.
Hence, it is also a useful place to explore these different meanings. History education
attracts controversy and is repeatedly the site of dichotomous debates about the nature and
purpose of history.*® Within history classrooms, there is potentially a diverse range of
views and a diverse range of students. It therefore seems appropriate that a discussion
about deliberation between positions in history and just representations of the past be

extended to this significant knowledge space.

Time and Justice in History

We make sense of the past based on what we can know and our own historicity: our

historical actuality. We are all products of our own history and products of the social and

'8 For examples, see Linda Symcox, Whose History? The Struggle for National Standards in American
Classrooms (New York: Teachers College Press, 2002). For an Australian example, see Anna Clark,
History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2008).
For a Japanese example, see Claudia Schneider, "The Japanese History Textbook Controversy in East Asian
Perspective," Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 617(2008): 107-22.
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cultural world we inhabit. This means that the time of history is hetero-temporal: the time
of the construction of a history is different from the time of its occurrence.'” Hartog
suggests that different societies experience the time of history differently which he calls

the regimes of historicity.

The regime of historicity[...] could be understood in two ways. In a restricted sense, as the
way in which a society considers its past and deals with it. In a broader sense, the regime of
historicity designates ‘the method of self-awareness in a human community’. How, in the
words of Lévi-Strauss, it ‘reacts’ to a ‘degree of historicity’ which is identical for all
societies. More precisely, the concept provides an instrument for comparing different types
of history, but also and even primarily, | would now add, highlights methods of relating to
time: forms of experiencing time, here and elsewhere, today and yesterday. Ways of being

in time.

The time of history as a discipline, or subject, is most often thought of as modernist
time which I argue falsely separates the past, present and future. This is the dominant
western concept of history which Berber Bevernage refers to as ‘modern historical
discourse’ and it is tied to a conception of time that begins in the past and is oriented
towards the future.® Modern historical discourse then reinforces a particular regime of
historicity, and therefore a regime of a particular conception of time which can work
against justice and reinforce injustice. This is possible because, when there is a separation

between past, present and future, then the past is a time that is unalterable, and past and

" Being in time at the historical event is different from being in time when describing an event, or
representing an event.

'8 Francois Hartog, "Time and Heritage," Museum International 57, no. 3 (2005): 8.

9 Berber Bevernage, "Writing the Past Out of the Present: History and the Politics of Time in
Transitional Justice," History Workshop Journal 69, no. 1 (2010): 115.
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present become dichotomous.? In spite of that, we know that events in the past contribute
to injustices in the present and the distance between the past, the present and the future
varies considerably, both in real time and in terms of context. Hirsch and Stewart’s
definition of historicity does not separate the past, present and the future but, rather,
considers historicity to be dynamic. ! Positioning historicity in this way allows for a
conception of historical knowledge to be relational and for questions of justice in historical
discourse to be raised. To explore how conceptions of time influence the construction of
historical accounts and how these in turn can influence responses to, or raise issues of
justice in relation to the past, it is useful to consider the current resurgence in an interest in

the past, and, in particular, an interest in “reckoning with past wrongs”.?

According to John Torpey much of the current interest in history reflects a fear of
uncertainty in the future. In response to that fear, people turn to the past as a substitute
horizon of certainty. Torpey argues that the focus for social change has shifted from the
future and is now reflected in how we negotiate the past.”® Torpey attributes this shift in
direction to the uniqueness of our contemporary political condition. He argues that “the
defining aspect of our contemporary historical context is its “post”—ness.”24 Torpey
highlights that this is a result of the collapse of future-oriented ideologies such as

socialism, and the idea of a cohesive nation-state. He argues that neo-liberal ideas about

2 5ee "Time, Presence, and Historical Injustice,” History & Theory 47, no. 2 (2008): 150.
! Hirsch and Stewart, "Introduction: Ethnographies of Historicity," 262.
2 Torpey, Making Whole What Has Been Smashed: On Reparation Politics. 6.

% bid., 18-19. See also Wendy Brown, Politics Out of History (New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
2001). 5.

*Torpey, Making Whole What Has Been Smashed: On Reparation Politics. 8.
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small government, and a depletion of the economic safety nets associated with a welfare
state blur the traditional boundary of the nation and make the citizen less likely to seek self
understanding within those traditional boundaries, but rather search for that understanding
elsewhere.? This contributes to what he describes as a state of “enlightened

9926

bewilderment”” and is why the past becomes a possible space in which to navigate a way

back into ‘hope’ for a better future.

The democratisation of history and the emergence of “subaltern” histories as fields of
study have both challenged the status quo and expanded the purview of the discipline of
history.”” Many of the histories emerging from these developments highlight human rights
atrocities and disturb grand narratives once associated with the once ‘benign’ national
story. These histories have raised awareness about the often partial nature of historical
representations and led many to re-examine other events in the past in light of what these
histories have revealed about the complexities of past injustices. Torpey argues that unique
amongst these has become the history of the Holocaust which, as a metaphor, has affected

a world awakening to our own human complicity in such atrocities.”®

B pid., 32.
% pid., 23.

%" The democratisation of history is described by Dovile Budryte, in reference to Eva-Clarita Onken’s
conception of the democratisation of history, as “A transition from a stage when society is preoccupied with
historical memory to a stage when the use of historical memory for political purposes has declined. Those
societies that have been able to ‘democratize’ their national histories are able to see their nations not only as
victims, but also as bystanders and even perpetrators.” Dovile Budryte, Taming Nationalism? Political
Community Building in the Post-Soviet Baltic States (Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing 2005). 180. For an
account of the emergence of subaltern studies in history, see Iggers and Wang, A Global History of Modern
Historiography. 284-301.

%8 See Torpey, Making Whole What Has Been Smashed: On Reparation Politics. 37-41.
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In the absence of a plausible overarching vision of a more humane future society, the
significance of the past and of people’s recollections of it become magnified; righting past
wrongs tends to supplant the search for a vision of a better tomorrow. The reckoning with
abominable pasts becomes, in fact, the idiom in which the future is sought. We might call
this the involution of the progressive impulse that has animated much of modern history. %

Torpey’s argument highlights that how we know the past is very much an investment
in our idea of ourselves, and our communities. The ‘stability’ of history maintains our
modern value system and, at times of major social and political change, is a natural space
in which people seek both refuge and explanation. Berber Bevernage suggests that
Torpey’s interpretation of this obsession with the past should be considered otherwise “as
[a]symptom of a growing anxiety about the failings of progress and the breakdown of the
modern consciousness of time.”*° Bevernage is making the distinction, that, the current
obsession with the past is merely a symptom of a need to maintain the concept of
modernist time, and therefore the dichotomy between past and present. Bevernage’s and
Torpey’s argument are not dissimilar. Torpey counsels that, if, in response to previous
obsessions with future—oriented ideas such as progress, excessive attention is given to
looking back into the past, it will not necessarily produce the kind of ‘redemption’ we
seek. He warns that such a focus may advance a more just society, but could also detract
from that intention.>! Torpey is warning against the danger of viewing history as being
only in a state of decline, and of therefore falling back into a dualistic framework that

necessarily separates questions of justice from historical time. Bevernage similarly argues

B pid., 37.

% Bevernage, "Writing the Past Out of the Present: History and the Politics of Time in Transitional
Justice," 118.

* Torpey, Making Whole What Has Been Smashed: On Reparation Politics. 166.
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that a focus on resolving the past, finding redemption, can actually come at the cost of
justice.*? The idea that the past can in some way be reconciled offers both the possibility of
exoneration and reconciliation, and offers the opportunity to ‘move on’; but | would argue,
in line with Bevernage, that this confines our understanding of history to a modernist
conception of time, which does not adequately address the complexity of historical

injustice, or, for that matter, the role of justice in historical discourse.

Bevernage argues that justice, when conceived as ‘perfect’ justice, cannot be realised
in the world of history “because even a perfectly just society can never compensate for the
misery of the past.”® The acts of the past cannot be undone, yet the past entangles us in
thought and deed. So, what does our understanding of time in history mean for our
conception of justice? Bevernage highlights the relationship between temporality and
notions of justice arguing that where historical injustice is enduring, it is because the past is
not past, but that past and present exist simultaneously in an awkward tension. According
to Bevernage, any form of justice that bears a relationship to another time in history has
limited temporal capacity to be resolved, because the “time of jurisdiction” is reversible,
and the “time of history” is irreversible, yet perhaps both, when reconceptualised, have
much to offer each other.** Bevernage uses the example of truth commissions to

demonstrate what happens when there is tension between two notions of time:

%2 Bevernage, "Writing the Past Out of the Present: History and the Politics of Time in Transitional
Justice," 126.

*"Time, Presence, and Historical Injustice," 153.

% Ibid., 152.
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The truth commission is a hybrid that is situated at the intersection of justice and history. A
fragile political situation, which often makes it very difficult to prosecute the offenders,
forces truth commissions to search for alternative or “soft” forms of justice that are found
in the realm of history and its concepts of * historical truth” and “remembrance”. The
introduction of (public) remembrance and truth-telling as alternative forms of justice is
accompanied by an implicit rejection of the quasi reversible time of justice and a
recognition that all injustice is, fundamentally, irreversible. At the same time, it is precisely
the emphasis on the endurance of historical injustice and on the presence of the past that
allows truth commissions to resist amnesia and blanket amnesty and to transform

remembrance and historical truth into forms of justice. *

This is what Bevernage refers to, in reference to Eelco Runia, as the “presence
paradigm”.*® Time is conceptualised as not being sequential. Rather, it acts on us in the
present in unconscious and conscious ways. The time of history then is considered to be
part of our present, and when conceptualised in this way it becomes an active, living force.
Bevernage is careful to point out that the recognition of the ‘presence’ of the past must not
reassert a dichotomy with ‘absence’. Rather, he argues that the absence of the past also acts
on us. Bevernage highlights Derrida’s figure of the spectre to support his understanding of

the relationship between historical time and justice.

Absolute presence, or essence, according to Derrida, never has been the condition or the
object of justice; justice always assumes a certain sense of anachronism. Ethics cannot
restrict itself to the present and the living generations... Just like Benjamin, Derrida fiercely
resists the reigning teleological time of progress, wherein past and present injustice can

always be justified or legitimized by referring to a future catharsis. Only the promise of

% Ibid., 155.

% See ibid., 150-51. For Runia’s original article on presence, see Eelco Runia, "Presence," History &
Theory 45, no. 1 (2006).
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memorizing the unjust and memorization of the promise of justice can counter such a

totalitarian and immoral instrumental logic.*

Bevernage’s argument is persuasive because it provides the space to not see justice or
the past in absolutes or, once defined, as fixed, finished and unchangeable. It also avoids
privileging the present over the past. Instead Bevernage recognises the temporal
dimensions of historical injustice and argues that modern notions of linear time, or
progress, do not serve to adequately account for the ‘presence’ of the past. Bevernage’s
‘presence paradigm’ signals the forms of justice that might be possible when historical

time is not predetermined.

An example of an alternative approach to time is Friedrich Nietzsche’s idea of the
‘eternal recurrence’ of time.*® Nietzsche, who opposed the idea of modernist progress,
developed his concept of the eternal recurrence in response to what he saw as the limits of
the modernist time of history. Nietzsche understood time as involving a constant shifting
back and around and forward. He argued that a linear notion of time only serves to
marginalise and silence some pasts and posit others as monuments of an age. It is selective,
exclusive and not reflective.* Nietzsche’s eternal return gives a sense of the reflexivity of
time. This is important to how we understand history, if it is to be a just and transformative
pursuit. 1 use this as an example to illustrate that reimagining the time of history changes

the ways in which historians might become involved in questions of justice, or, in

%" Bevernage, "Time, Presence, and Historical Injustice," 163.

%8 I am not arguing that we replace the modernist notion of time with Nietzsche’s eternal return. | think
such a conception of time has its own limits, | use it only as an example.

¥ See ‘On the Uses and Disadvantages for Life’ in Nietzsche, Untimely Meditations. and Carl E.
Pletsch, "History and Friedrich Nietzsche's Philosophy of Time," History & Theory 16, no. 3 (1977).
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Bevernage’s words, allows a way forward that might “begin to bring together the time of

history and the time of jurisdiction.”*

Wendy Brown’s position on time is derived from a political philosophy approach.
However, like Torpey and Bevernage, she is critical of the trend toward an ‘anxiety’ over
past traumas and the urgency to resolve them.** Brown is concerned by this because such a
trend posits the past as something wholly separate from the present and she does not regard
this as an adequate response to the fragmentation of our value systems.** Brown argues
that when the time of history as something that is past is maintained then there is a “failure
of conventional historiographies to provide useful maps for developing historically
conscious political orientation in the present.”*® Further, she argues that the relationship
between the past and the present is a “complex political problem” ** and that
historiographies need to provide some guide for navigating across conventional temporal
understandings of history in order for historical accounts to provide meaning to the past,

and in the present and future.

In her book Politics Out of History, Brown refers to the destabilisation of the progress

narrative, and the collapse of the ideas associated with modernity, as living in “broken

0 Bevernage, "Time, Presence, and Historical Injustice," 167.

1 Brown, Politics Out of History. 140.

*2 Brown is referring here to the expanding diversity of epistemological stances within political
communities. This increased diversification within political communities means that societal values are
constantly being challenged.

¥ Brown, Politics Out of History. 141.

“ Ibid.
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narratives.”*® She asks how societies might exist in this state of fragmentation when there
is nothing with which to replace the existing orthodoxy.*® Brown, as with Bevernage, is
convinced that Jacques Derrida’s idea of justice and his employment of the presence of
spectres is a useful way in which to release ourselves from the dichotomous framework
that a modernist notion of time forces upon history. Brown’s argument highlights the
centrality of the idea of justice to historical consciousness*’ but does not tie that idea of

justice to the idea of a verdict, or fixed framework of resolution.

Justice cast in legal terms repeats the fundamental principles and practices of the current
order of justice and thus condemns us to the out-of-jointness of our time. A formulation of
justice intended to rectify that disjointedness must rely on something other than the law; for
Derrida , it must be beyond right, debt, calculation, and vengeance - “Otherwise justice
risks being reduced once again to juridical-moral rules, norms or representations, within an
inevitable totalizing horizon” (p. 28) Derrida seeks a noncontemporaneous idiom of justice,
one that embraces out-of-jointness as itself the spur to justice and as the mode of a de-
totalized condition of justice. A de-totalized justice is necessarily in a state of what Derrida
calls “disjointure”: it is reconciled to the endless commerce of spectres, and to the
indeterminacy of the past and of the past’s relationship to the present. It challenges us to
craft justice from the material of the spectres of the past and present, honouring the dead

and attending to the not yet born. *

* Ibid., 14.

“Ibid.

" In this thesis historical consciousness is defined as; “individual and collective understandings of the
past, the cognitive and cultural factors that shape those understandings, as well as the relations of historical
understandings to those of the present and the future.” Peter Seixas, ed. Theorizing Historical Consciousness
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 10. This definition is in reference to the work done by Sharon
Macdonald and Katja Fuasser on European Historical Consciousness.

*® Brown, Politics Out of History. 154.
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Brown argues that Derrida’s idea of justice transcends the dichotomies in which
modernity has trapped us, because it operates within a temporal understanding that is fluid,

not fixed:

He offers strategies for developing historical consciousness that rely neither on a
progressive historiography nor on a historical determinism more generally, strategies for
conceiving our relation to past and future that coin responsibility for action out of
indeterminacy. It is a permanently contestable historiography, one that makes contestable
histories an overt feature of our political life as it encourages us to struggle for and against
particular conjurations of the past. It never claims to exhaust or settle historical questions.
History becomes less what we dwell in, are propelled by, or are determined by than what
we fight over, fight for, and aspire to honour in our practices of justice. *

The contestable nature of history is important to advancing and raising questions of
justice about the past but the dichotomous debates in which history is so often trapped can
be limiting. By reconsidering the concept of time in history it is possible to raise questions
of justice while not being reduced to dichotomous debates. Rather than protracted
arguments about how to resolve and move on from the past, the past becomes something
that is constantly grappled with in order to practice justice. While Derrida’s work on
spectres is useful for understanding how the past acts on the present and therefore the
relationship that history has to justice it is not Derrida’s idea of justice that | take up in this
thesis. This is due to the fact that Derrida provides no manner for how to adjudicate
between different historical accounts. Given that historical representations are often
implicated in past and present, as well as potentially future injustices, recommending ways

to deliberate between different representations of the past is important. Instead, | take up

9 Ibid., 155.

72



Amartya Sen’s idea of justice in this thesis because his approach to justice suggests a way

forward for adjudicating between different historical accounts.

By introducing Amartya Sen’s idea of justice it is possible to relate the concept of time
in history to justice through invoking the historian’s responsibility to the past. Amartya Sen
argues for a concept of justice that is concerned both with just institutions and the way in
which “people’s lives g0”.*° Sen’s approach to justice distinguishes itself from other
approaches to justice, because it does not depend firstly on a vision for an ‘ideal’ or
‘perfect’ society. It is concerned with how we can aspire to justice in an imperfect world,
both in the identification and redress of injustice, and in the promotion of the advancement
of justice.” Sen’s idea of justice is especially relevant to history because the past is
imperfect and messy. We cannot go back in time and make perfectly just institutions and
such conceptions of justice as a vision for a perfect society would ordinarily limit history
as a field of knowledge in which issues of justice might be raised. Sen instead separates the
idea of institutional justice from the type of justice that is realised in life by referring to
‘niti’ (judgment of justice based on organisational propriety and behavioural correctness)
and ‘nyaya’ (judgement of justice based on what actually emerges and what types of lives
are able to be led).*® Sen’s idea of justice is tied to an idea of democracy that is based on

public reasoning, which he argues:

0 5en, The Idea of Justice. x.
L bid., vii-ix.

*2bid., xv. This is based on the distinction drawn in classical Sanskrit where justice has these two
meanings, both niti’ and ‘nyaya’.
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...must also be seen more generally in terms of the capacity to enrich reasoned engagement
through enhancing informational availability and the feasibility of interactive discussions.
Democracy has to be judged not just by the institutions that formally exist but by the extent
to which different voices from diverse sections of the people can actually be heard. >

Sen also focuses on the type of freedom necessary to help people live the lives they want to
live. He links this to the capabilities that people are able to realise, based on the freedom to

choose what to do with their lives.>*

Sen’s idea of “impartial reasoning and partial orderings”

recognises the complexity
of working through competing understandings of what is deemed to be just. Sen argues
that it is quite possible to make reasoned choices that lead us to scrutinise evidence and
rank it in order of what we determine to be the most important claim, and still reach the
conclusion that two divergent positions may lay equal claim to being just. He extends this
to allow for the possibility that disputes are not always resolved, but that we can work
towards better understanding at any given moment. He allows for incertitude, but does not
allow for this incertitude to become an excuse not to engage with the process of reasoning
with others. Rather, the validity of claims is enacted through discussion and this leads to
better understandings between standpoints. Resolutions between standpoints, although they

do occur, are not a requirement of justice.*® Justice is considered to be enacted through the

process of deliberation.

* Ibid., xiii.
> bid., 18-19.
*® Ibid., 396. I will explore Sen’s conception of impartiality in more detail later in this chapter.

% |bid., 392.

74



When the practice of history is imagined in relation to niti its conception is tied to the
procedural, to the ideal methods or rules of conduct, but not to the relational. If history is
practiced in this way then the past need not be conceived as bearing any relationship to the
present. It is also not necessary to consider any responsibilities that people may have
towards the past. When historical praxis is imagined in relation to nyaya then it is possible
to acknowledge how the past is realised, both in the past, in the present and in the future.
This allows for a conception of historical praxis as both relational, and deliberative. If the
past is something to deliberate over, it necessarily involves the facility to choose, to
evaluate, and to assess claims based on criteria of justice. If historical praxis is considered
to be relational it also invokes a sense of responsibility to the past and past actors. In the
next section of this chapter I explore how historians understand and act in relation to this

sense of responsibility to the past.

History and Responsibility

Historians view their responsibility to the past in a variety of ways that are linked to
the role of moral and ethical concerns in historical inquiry. One concern is whether or not
historians should be involved in questions of moral judgement.>” The moral dimensions of
historical inquiry are generally conceived in two ways. The first questions to what extent
the subjective moral position of the historian informs their work. The second considers to
what extent historians have any moral obligations to their subject.”® This leads to questions

of whether historians need to be explicit in how they represent the moral dimensions of

%" See James Cracraft, "Implicit Morality," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004). Also, see Richard T.
Vann, "Historians and Moral Evaluations," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004).

*® Brian Fay, "Historians and Ethics: A Short Introduction to the Theme Issue," History & Theory 43,
no. 4 (2004).
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their work and indeed if they can ever take a partisan position in relation to their subject.>®
Another concern that can be linked to a historian’s responsibility to the past relates to the
ethical conduct of historical inquiry.®® Questions about the ethical dimensions of historical
inquiry are generally related to establishing the rules for proper conduct in historical
practice. Primarily the historians’ responsibility to the past is characterised as a
responsibility to the record or to the archive, to the traces that have survived the past. That
responsibility requires the historian to be true to the record and not make embellishments
or distortions that could change the meaning derived from the sources. The purpose of the

historian’s task is to remain objective or impartial, to not intervene.
Inga Clendinnen provides a good précis of this responsibility:

‘Good’ History depends on the commitment to seek to understand human action in the past
by the critical evaluation of sources and the disciplined procedures of the analyst, whoever
she or he may be or at least as close as we can manage it. Any other criterion-right gender,
right ethnicity, right skin-colour, right class, right personal history — risks locking us into a
tribalism that destroys (along with a lot of other things) even the possibility of

comprehending the movement of the past.*

Clendinnen argues the case of the historian who is not the witness, but the analyst, the one
who must make minutiae judgements, or evaluations, at every juncture in the journey. That
is, piecing together the past in a way that speaks the truth of the evidence, not a perspective

or opinion on the event, or events. Clendinnen is also careful to explain why the Holocaust

*° See Fulbrook, Historical Theory. 28-30.See also Cracraft, "Implicit Morality."

%0 See Jonathan Gorman, "Historians and Their Duties," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004); Elizabeth
Deeds Ermarth, "Ethics and Method," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004); Stuart Macintyre, ed. The
Historian's Conscience: Australian Historians on the Ethics of History (Melbourne: Melbourne University
Press, 2004).

® Inga Clendinnen, Reading the Holocaust (Melbourne: The Text Publishing Company, 1998). 13.
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as a unique event, or as ‘limit event’ (briefly discussed in chapter two), is a dangerous way
to view any episode in history. She argues that if we view the Holocaust in this way then
we risk isolating it from the historical past and potentially fail to interrogate it in all its
dimensions.®® Clendinnen is making the point that a historian’s responsibility to the past is
actually primarily to face the past, and to face the challenges that it presents to us as human
beings. This point highlights what is critical about an historian’s agency: to reveal the rich
messiness of the past, the conflict and tensions, the thoughtlessness and the bravery. It is in
revealing this complexity, this richness that the past can educate. Essential to this is that
judgements are not made about the nature of that past in a way that disallows the reader of
history also to face the challenges that history presents. Clendinnnen’s consideration of the
role of the historian suggests that one of the primary purposes of writing history is to
extend knowledge and this is done by finding out what actually happened, not by making

judgements about it.

R.G. Collingwood in his well known book The Idea of History also talks of this

responsibility to the record:

Genuine history has no room for the merely probable or the merely possible; all it permits

the historian to assert is what the evidence before him obliges him to assert.®®

Both Collingwood and Clendinnen, although divided by almost fifty years, argue that the

aim of the study of history should always be about presenting and deciphering what is

82 Ipid., 20.

% R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History, ed. T M Knox, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press,
1961). 204.
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knowable, and it is through the process of revealing what is knowable about the past that,

we, are challenged by the past.

The literature about defining historians’ responsibilities tends to be focused on the set
of rules historians must follow in order to reveal the facts of history. Consequently a
historian’s responsibilities are often described as procedural, as a code of conduct and are
continually linked to the idea of remaining objective, or neutral. There is less attention paid
to the historian’s responsibilities to the dissemination of history, **although there is
considerable literature that considers the public role of the historian as well as the
responsibilities associated with teaching history.® How to decide between different
representations of history remains somewhat elusive. Ultimately deliberation between
accounts in history requires an exploration of the ethical and moral dimensions of
historical praxis. It is problematic to depict historians’ responsibilities as predominantly
related to method or procedure. Firstly, such a view fails to deal with the complexity of
historical scholarship and historical praxis in general.*® Secondly, the established methods

of history, although they may appear to be quite natural, tend to be derived from Western

% This is in part because much of the dissemination of history is beyond the control of the historian.

% Margaret MacMillan considers the responsibility of the professional historian in relation to the
dissemination of history as tied to the public responsibility of an historian to make sure history is not
represented falsely within the public domain. See Macmillan, Dangerous Games: The Uses and Abuses of
History. 37. For a discussion of the responsibilities for teaching the past, see Sean Brawley and John
Gascoigne, "Teaching and Learning History, Professional Ethics and Social Responsibility,” Studies in
Western Australian History, no. 26 (2010).

% Even if an historian faithfully follows a set of rules, or methods, of historical inquiry this does not
necessarily allow for how historical representations get disseminated, the choice of subject, the funding body
for a piece of work, the available archives, the scope of the study, how the work is interpreted by others and
so on.

78



cultural frameworks of knowledge and can be exclusive.®’ Thirdly, the relationship
between the procedural elements of historical inquiry and the deliberative aspects of

historical inquiry deserves further consideration as meaning is created in both domains.®®

Stuart Macintyre argues that history is both an intellectual and a moral discipline.®®
Yet, for almost half a century between World War Two and the 1990s, historians tended
not to engage in discussions about the role of moral evaluations in their work.” This could
be ascribed to the relationship the history discipline had (and arguably still has) to the
scientific paradigm with the notion of neutral objectivity at its core. Additionally
discussions about moral judgements or value judgements tend to immediately bring the
question of the ideal of objectivity directly into play. | will explore the centrality of
objectivity to the historian’s task in more detail in the next section of this chapter. For now,
it is important to consider the nature of moral as well as intellectual evaluations in

historical inquiry, and the extent to which historians engage in each.

Even at the very basic level of evaluating a single historical record there are
complicated processes that must be considered. For example, a historical record must be
interrogated in order to establish why it has managed to survive into the present. The

counter consideration is about what has not survived or what is absent. If there are limited

%7 See Riisen, "How to Overcome Ethnocentrism: Approaches to a Culture of Recognition by History in
the Twenty-First Century." Also Ermarth, "Ethics and Method," 71.

%8 argue that both are essential to the promotion of historical understanding. Therefore, it is important
to advance discussions that relate to both the procedural and the deliberative aspects of historical inquiry in
order to address some of the challenges that each present.

% Macintyre, ed. The Historian's Conscience: Australian Historians on the Ethics of History, 2.

\ann, "Historians and Moral Evaluations," 4.
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records then does the historian have a responsibility to give voice to the silences through
other means and to piece together what is absent? The meanings that can and cannot be
gleaned from available evidence are always problematic aspects of the process of thinking
historically because they require the development of both a broad understanding of the
context of your inquiry and a deep understanding of the particular characteristics of your
subject. These dual considerations associated with the interpretation of historical records
require the historian to choose a path that is faithful to what is knowable about the past but
that is also fair to all the historical actors. If understanding is at the heart of ‘doing history’,
then the most complicated task of the historian is reconstructing the past in a way that is
fair to all past actors and to those whose lives are affected by the meanings that derive
from history; while maintaining a commitment to what can be accurately traced back, what
Is knowable. Richard VVann argues this case well and posits that historians do not simply
describe the past they also try to make evaluations as to why the past appears to have
happened in certain ways. The same is true of students of history. Historical study is an
activity in inquiry and moral evaluations are an unavoidable part of this process. Vann
argues that “there is an irreducible element of moral evaluation in historiography. It can be
found in teaching, in all the preparations for research, and finally in the finished texts.”"*
The unavoidable moral element that is involved in historical inquiry raises questions about

the scope of an historian’s ethical and moral responsibility to the past and requires us to

think also about the scope of historical praxis.

Essentially the scope of historical praxis and our ethical and moral responsibility to the

past is determined by what we individually, or collectively, believe the study of history to

" Ibid., 26.
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be about. It is my position that the study of history is about examining and seeking to
understand human experience in the past within the context of our common responsibility

to humanity.”” Alan Atkinson provides a wonderful example of a similar conviction:

History is one of those modern disciplines whose basic principles were set out during the
European Enlightenment, the first age of humanitarianism. It qualifies as one of the
humanities because it examines human experience and because it is a means of enlarging

humane imagination. In a broad sense, it began as, and it still is, a moral discipline.”

Antoon De Baets similarly describes a historian’s responsibility to history as being
within a humanitarian domain. It is a matter of respecting what De Baets refers to as
‘posthumous dignity’. De Baets argues that just as we have a responsibility in the present
to respect human rights, we have a responsibility to respect the human rights of past actors
and therefore to represent historical injustices in the past even if they may be remote. This
is the responsibility that historians have to the past, the same responsibility that judges
have in the present.”* Therefore the way that we adjudicate or deliberate between positions
in history should be guided by humanitarian principles. Roger Simon also argues that we

have a responsibility to respond to historical injustice in the present. Simon refers to this as

"2 | make the distinction here between the concept of a ‘common humanity’, which I think presupposes a
universal understanding of the notion of humanity, and the concept of a ‘common responsibility to
humanity.” | argue we have a common responsibility to humanity in so much as it is through our social
relations we contribute to injustices felt by others, other than ourselves and, therefore, we also bear some
responsibility for those injustices. This is informed by Iris Marion Young’s social connection model of
responsibility. See Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
95-122.

" Alan Atkinson, "Do Good Historians Have Feelings," in The Historian's Conscience: Australian
Historians on the Ethics of History, ed. Stuart Macintyre (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2004),
18.

™ See Antoon De Baets, "The Impact of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on the Study of
History," History & Theory 48, no. 1 (2009). De Baets argues for a code of ethics for historians, based on the
principles of integrity and care. He argues that within the ethical code of the universal declaration of human
rights historians can find guidance as to what constitutes their own rights as historians as well as their
professional responsibilities to the practice of history and to the dead, who they represent.
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non-indifference, and argues that remembrance is “simultaneously an ethical and
pedagogical practice.”” Significantly, Simon’s account of the critical learning potential of
responding to the demands of testimony is, he argues, that by opening oneself up to the
possibilities of learning something about our own stories and by responding to others’
stories as a form of ‘counsel’, we are not only being accountable to the past by including
alternative accounts but we are prepared to have our own stories changed as a result of
taking them into account.”® This would mean that the authority of the present is questioned

and that the just state of current understanding is thrown into doubt:

...public memory bears responsibility for the past to the present, reopening the present in
terms demanded by a just hearing of the past. Such an interruption underscores the
potential radical pedagogical authority of such a public memory in that it may make
apparent the poverty of the present, its (and our own) insufficiency and incompleteness, the
inadequacy of our experience, and the requirement that we revise not only our own stories

but the very presumptions that regulate their coherence and intelligibility.”

The responsibility to address historical injustice in the present is important because it
disallows the assumption of cumulative justice and coherence in our own time, and from
our own standpoint. By exploring issues of justice in the past we learn the practice of
humility, and learn what it is that we do not know. This can teach us to recognise the
calamities that can result from any indifference towards another’s interests in the past.
Examples can be seen in disputes between India and Pakistan, and Palestine and Israel.

Simon argues that forms of justice are achievable through an approach to the past that is

" Roger Simon, "The Pedagogical Insistence of Public Memory," in Theorizing Historical
Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 186.

8 bid., 186-91.

" Ibid., 198.
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pedagogical and outside modernist notions of time. When we allow the incertitude of
knowing the past in its entirety to function, we allow the past to unsettle us, we invoke the
capacity for the past to act in the present, and we allow for the possibility of the past to

change us:

While some may naively think that others should put their past differences behind them in
the search for a workable peace, others are wise enough to recognise that the task of
working for social transformation is not to forget the past, but to remember it otherwise.
Foundational to the notion of remembering otherwise is not only the adjudication of
responsibility and the provision of just reparation; it also includes the production of
historical imaginary within which it is possible to rethink as sensible and justifiable those
practices that establish one people’s exploitation, dominion, or indifference with regard to
others. Such a historical imaginary will require forms of remembrance within which it is
possible to trace the social grammars that structure confrontations with difference,
confrontations in which ontological rather than ethical questions seem to have taken
precedence in the determination of how we should act toward those who are not

immediately recognised as approximate versions of ourselves.™

This then points to history as being an activity, something that is always dialogued, a
process of critical examination of both ourselves, as well as others. We are connected to
each other across the distance and the differences of meanings and experience, in time and

in space, and in respect of the dignity we assign to one another.

History and Objectivity
Historiographical arguments concerning the meaning of objectivity are extensive and

the concept remains contested within historical scholarship.”® A consideration of

8 The Touch of the Past. 9.

" See F R Ankersmit, "The Ethics of History: From the Double Binds of (Moral) Meaning to
Experience," History & Theory 43, no. 4 (2004): 84-102.
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objectivity within historiographical debates must relate to the judgements that are made
both in the process of historical production and also in response to the products of its

dissemination.

Objectivity is more traditionally understood in history as absolute detachment. The
historian simply reveals what the record has to say.*® Objectivity is, in this sense, a form of
neutrality. This understanding of objectivity aligns itself with the professionalisation of
history and is indicative of a ‘scientific” approach to history. I put forward a different
conception of objectivity which I draw from Amartya Sen’s work on justice. Sen calls this

ethical objectivity. *

Ethical objectivity, in Sen’s conception, is not an ontological interpretation of
objectivity which ties objectivity to a conception of reality.®? Rather, it is closer to an
epistemological interpretation of objectivity which ties objectivity to being more about
how we construct, or establish knowledge.®® Sen develops his position on ethical
objectivity in reference to the work of Hilary Putnam and John Rawls.®* Sen argues that

objectivity is practised through the practical use of questions, followed by the employment

0 pid., 85.

8 The term ‘ethical objectivity’ comes from both philosophy and theology and has diverse origins
including Aristotle and Immanuel Kant. Sen’s undersanding of ethical objectivity belongs to the Kantian
tradition, of which Putnam and Rawls also belong, but he extends the idea of ethical objectivity to include the
concept of open impartiality, which demands that different positions must be able to “survive challenges
from informed scrutiny from diverse quarters” Sen, The Idea of Justice. 45.

% bid., 41.
8 For an explanation of the differences between the ontological and epistemological interpretations of
objectivity, see Katariina Holma, "The Epistemological Conditions of Moral Education: The Notions of

Rationality and Objectivity Revisited," Educational Theory 61, no. 5 (2011): 536.

8 See particularly John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993). See
also Putnam, Ethics Without Ontology.
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of reason and judgement based on evidence. Judgement is then subjected to scrutiny and

reflection, preferably from diverse quarters.®®

Objectivity in this formulation, then, is the act of critical thinking. It is the counter
intuitive thought operation that is required to think historically.*® Such a conception of
objectivity brings into play both the procedural and the deliberative aspects of historical
inquiry. A commitment to objectivity remains essential to the ethical pursuit of history but
not for the reasons that are usually put forward which primarily relate to establishing truth
claims and facts. These are still important aspects of a commitment to objectivity but truth
claims can be related to the central role of justice in history, which I will explore later. The
conceptual underpinnings of my understanding of the role of objectivity in historical
discourse are threefold. Firstly, ethical objectivity allows for the challenges of history to be
faced by all individuals in all the knowledge spaces of historical praxis. That is, it is not
just the historian who must confront the tensions of history but all who find themselves
involved in historical praxis. In this formulation, objectivity must always be related to what
is knowable about the past. Secondly, ethical objectivity provides the basis for a
consideration of how to adjudicate between positions in history. Thirdly, ethical objectivity

recognises the pedagogical nature of historical inquiry.

In order to advance my argument for positioning ethical objectivity as a practical
alternative to a more traditional understanding of objectivity’s role in history I must first

provide some background to the different ways that objectivity might be viewed in

8 Sen, The Idea of Justice. 41-45.

% peter Lee, "Understanding History," in Theorizing Historical Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 130.
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historical praxis. Thomas Haskell’s paper on the role of objectivity in history provides a
useful starting point. Thomas Haskell regards objectivity as a “worthy goal for
historians™®’ but qualifies that this is dependent on how objectivity is understood. Haskell
argues that objectivity, if understood in the traditional sense, as neutrality, is not a worthy
goal. He determines that, if objectivity is imagined in this way, it trivializes the complexity

of how objectivity functions.

The ethical dilemmas that emanate from debates around objectivity continue to raise
issues, both within and beyond the historical profession.®® In chapter two of this thesis |
considered briefly how objectivity, when understood as a form of neutrality, ignores the
historian’s role in interpreting history and constructing its narrative. It also ignores the
lived relations that are an unavoidable aspect of Wilhelm Dilthey’s notion of historical
understanding, that is, historical understanding is developed through interpretation, which
is relational.®° In accord with Haskell, | argue that an understanding of objectivity as

neutrality limits the concept as a meaningful and effective tool in history. Haskell

8 Thomas Haskell, "Objectivity is Not Neutrality: Rhetoric vs. Practice in Peter Novick's That Noble
Dream,"” History & Theory 29, no. 2 (1990): 130.

8 For an example of debates about objectivity outside historical discourse, see a consideration of the
function of objectivity in feminist theory. Gaile Pohlhaus, "Knowing Communities: An Investigation of
Harding's Standpoint Epistemology,” Social Epistemology 16, no. 3 (2002).

8 For an interesting discussion of the legacy of Dilthey’s conception of historical understanding and
how it might be progressed by Gadamer’s conception of historical understanding, see David E. Linge,
"Dilthey and Gadamer : Two Theories of Historical Understanding," Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 41, no. 4 (1973).
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understands objectivity differently as an exercise in the practice of “self-overcoming,

detachment, honesty and fairness.”* He argues:

Detachment functions in the manner not by draining us of passion, but by helping to
channel our intellectual passions in such a way as to ensure collision with rival
perspectives. In that collision, if anywhere, our thinking transcends both the idiosyncratic
and the conventional... When the ascetic effort at detachment fails, as it often does, we
“talk past one another,” producing nothing but discordant soliloquies, each fancying itself

the voice of reason.*

Haskell does not deny the function of detachment, but positions it in relation to the
task that it performs, rather than ascribing it to the character of the person who performs
the task. This action can be related to what is deemed to be knowable about the past and
the responsibility of the historian to make judgements based on this premise. Haskell sees
no contradiction between a historian having political conviction and using the ideal of
objectivity as a tool for good scholarship, because he sees the function of objectivity as
related to that of asceticism, and positions objectivity as being directly linked to scholastic
rigour. Haskell articulates the relationship of objectivity to scholarship and refuses to
reduce what is a guiding principle of historical judgement to debates about absolute
relativism. This is important because it is the dichotomy associated with absolute
relativism and the more orthodox ‘scientific approach’ to history that has proved most
divisive to the defence of just or fair representations of the past and this has paralysed

debate at the point of conflict for far too long. The uncertainties associated with studying

% Haskell, "Objectivity is Not Neutrality: Rhetoric vs. Practice in Peter Novick's That Noble Dream,"
137. Haskell positions self-overcoming, not as a need to deny the self in history, but instead aligns it with self
discipline.

*!Ibid., 134-35.
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the past should not obviate the need to contend with questions of how to represent the past

in a just and fair manner.

Haskell also warns that with the demise of the ideal of objectivity in history,
particularism has crept in to different fields of history. This has happened to the point
where the ‘orthodoxy’ of the group becomes more important than what research might
reveal. This is a consideration in this study and is dealt with, in particular, in chapter five
which looks at the Australian history wars. Haskell argues strongly for the need for a

distinction to be made between advocacy, partisanship and scholarship:

When the members of the scholarly community become unwilling to put intellectual values
ahead of political ones, they erase the only possible boundary between politically
committed scholarship and propaganda and thereby rob the community of its principal

justification for existence.”

Haskell’s own considerations of objectivity are juxtaposed with the arguments
pertaining to objectivity explicated in Peter Novick’s book ‘That Noble Dream’. There are,
as Haskell details, only subtle differences in their approach, but Novick’s conclusions point
to the sustained fragmentation of the discipline of history into competing truth claims,
while Haskell argues that if we are to reduce ourselves to not holding convictions, then
what indeed is the point? Edward Said also compares Novick’s notion of objectivity with

the perils of relativism in his book ‘Representations of the Intellectual’:

...for the contemporary intellectual living at a time that is already confused by the
disappearance of what seem to have been objective moral norms and sensible authority, is
it acceptable simply either blindly to support the behaviour of one’s own country and

overlook its crimes, or to say rather supinely, “I believe they all do it, and that’s the way of

%2 Ibid., 151.
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the world”? What we must be able to say instead is that intellectuals are not professionals
denatured by their fawning service to an extremely flawed power, but — to repeat — are
intellectuals with an alternative and more principled stand that enables them in effect to
speak the truth to power.”

What Said says here, reiterating Haskell’s point, is that if we view objectivity simply
as neutrality then we have no ethical obligation to engage in public discourse on issues to
do with justice. This relates back to Sen’s position that regardless of the incertitude that
may result from deliberations over different positions, the mutual justice, or conversely
mutual injustice of a set of standpoints, does not obviate the need to be responsive to
questions of justice. If we accept Haskell’s conception of objectivity, then we empower the

possibility of the enactment of this responsibility:

The demand is for detachment and fairness, not disengagement from life. Most historians
would indeed say that the historian’s primary commitment is to the truth, and that when

truth and “the cause,” however defined, come into conflict, the truth must prevail.94

| draw also on a suggestion from Martha Nussbaum® that the acknowledgement of
power, or the unequal influences that are confronted in our everyday lives, and therefore in
the judgements we make, does not exclude ethical imperatives for the pursuit of truth and

objectivity. ® This is because questions of truth, particularly between competing truth

% Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual (New York: Vintage Books, 1994). 96.

% Haskell, "Objectivity is Not Neutrality: Rhetoric vs. Practice in Peter Novick's That Noble Dream,"
139.

% Martha Nussbaum is an American philosopher who developed the capabilities approach with Amartya
Sen that is critical to the realisation-focus of his conception of justice. I draw on Nussbaum’s work because it
is useful when linking Sen’s conception of justice to both the political and the pedagogical nature of
historical inquiry.

% Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997). 40.
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claims are questions that relate to how we conceive justice. | draw on Paul Ricoeur’s work

in order to illustrate this point.

Paul Ricoeur argues that a true thought is of equivalent value to a just thought. Truth,
however, cannot be established, or constituted as truth without the help of justice, because
justice will ensure that truth claims are involved in the action of prudence which mediates
between certitude and incertitude.®” Ricoeur highlights that this is similar to the action of
historical judgement, the weaving together of interpretation and argument.® The action of
prudence takes place only once one has cultivated a number of capacities. Ricoeur
establishes truth as a condition of imputability, the idea that human beings can act to
change things, or to make things happen. Ricoeur identifies three capacities that humans
need to have for truth to function; the capacity of attestation, the capacity of abstraction
and the capacity of impartiality. Ricoeur argues that the “dramatic aspect of the conflict
between standpoints is played out at the level of capacities not obligations.” If people
simply act out of obligation then they do not necessarily need to seek to understand each
standpoint. However, when we employ the capacities Ricoeur has identified the response is

more likely to be:

The action that is in the best interests of all, at this moment in time, that we know to be true
because we have resolved it using the capacities we have developed within ourselves. Our
judgement is our truth, but it is not arbitrarily employed, nor is it fixed, and our

interpretation may change over time. (my words)

%" See Paul Ricoeur, Reflections on the Just, trans. David Pellauer (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2007).

% Ibid.

*Ibid., 68.
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In the case of history the relation between competing claims is most often linked to the
establishment of truth. Truth cannot be established without the help of justice, because
establishing truth always relies on the action of prudence. History is always engaged in the
process of deliberation, of weighing up evidence and making choices, but the fairness of
these choices depends on the historian’s obligation to work objectively with the records, as

well as to represent them as objectively as possible.

Sen argues that essential to any conception of justice is the role of dialogue and
communication, not only in terms of their role as part of the constitutive framework of an
idea of justice, but also their role in contributing to that idea of justice.® The same can be
said of the constitutive role of dialogue in history, as well as the contribution that dialogues
concerning the nature of the past, and historical thought, can make to how history is more
widely understood. When we communicate with others we need to recognise the tropes we
share that enable dialogue in the first place, but we must also be able to use that same
language to communicate our divergent conceptions on an issue. Sen identifies this as the
dual task that language must perform when engaged in the process of public reasoning, and

he links this back to his conception of ethical objectivity.*™*

According to Sen, the role of objectivity in public reasoning requires the invocation of
‘open impartiality’. Open impartiality requires the scrutiny of a spectator at a distance; that

is, dialogical exchange with those who extend beyond the community in which one is

199 5en, The Idea of Justice. 89. | explore this point in greater detail in Chapter Four.

101 |pid., 122.
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engaged.'® Sen argues that the reason to invoke this level of scrutiny is to avoid
parochialism and to benefit from the empirical experience and perceptions of those whose
views are from elsewhere. This is the benefit of dialogical exchange in history also. We
create meaning through dialogue and if that dialogue does not extend beyond our own
realm it simply acts to reinforce existing meanings. When dialogue is invoked across the
spectrum of time and space, as it is in the case of historical dialogues, it then offers the
possibility that meaning, or knowledge, can vary as a result of that engagement and it

promotes historical understanding between people.

Sen provides an illuminating analysis of objectivity that is especially relevant to
enacting a dialogical approach to historical understanding. For Sen the more traditional
conception of objectivity, which is position-independent or neutral, is not the only way to
view objectivity. Sen does not argue against a position-independent understanding of
objectivity, but rather points out that such a “conception of objectivity is... in some tension
with the inescapable positionality of observations.”*® This relates directly to how anyone
might go about making an assessment between positions in history. That is, a person’s
observations are dependent on the position from which they view a situation or problem as
well as the evidence that is available to them from that position. Sen calls this ‘positional
objectivity’:

The subject matter of an objective assessment in the positional sense is something that can

be ascertained by any normal person occupying a given observational position...what is

102 |pid., 44-46.

103 "positional Objectivity," Philosophy & Public Affairs 22, no. 2 (1993): 127.
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observed can vary from position to position, but different people can conduct their

respective observations from the same position and make much the same observations.'®

It is important to note that Sen distinguishes positional objectivity from subjectivity
because, he argues, a subjective position is, by definition, coming only from the mind. In
the case of positional objectivity it is related to observations that are also physical in nature
and can be verified by others who occupy a similar position.'® Sen argues that
«_..observations are unavoidably position based.”'% Despite this, he argues that reason
should not be based on a single position. Instead he suggests that there needs to be what he
calls transpositional scrutiny between positions. Such a scrutiny allows for the
acknowledgement of position—specific understandings and the broader conception of how
they might relate to each other. Such a view reduces the power of relativism because each

position is scrutinised rather than accepted as valid purely on the basis of difference.

Sen’s concept of positional objectivity also establishes how positional perspectives can

create, or reveal, what he calls objective illusions:

An objective illusion... is a positionally objective belief that is, in fact, mistaken in terms of
transpositional scrutiny. The concept of an objective illusion involves both the idea of
positionally objective belief, and the transpositional diagnosis that this belief is, in fact,

mistaken.*”’

If all positions are to be subjected to scrutiny through trans-positional assessment then

it becomes possible to determine if a single position is fallible. That is, although a position

104 The 1dea of Justice. 158.
195 |pid., 158
106 »positional Objectivity," 130.

97 The Idea of Justice. 163.
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may appear plausible from within a single framework, on further scrutiny and with
additional information it becomes clear that the objectivity of that position is, in fact, an
illusion. This view of objectivity allows for “broadening the informational basis of
evaluations™% but does not demand that the ideal of objectivity be transcendent. Rather,
Sen advances an idea of objectivity that is comparative and applicable to the everyday

assessments people can make in their actual lives.

In this thesis a commitment to the ‘ideal’ of objectivity in history is considered to be a
commitment to rigorous scholarship and a commitment to the responsibility of the
historian to represent the evidence as fairly as is reasonable. These relate to the procedural
aspects of the ideal of objectivity. Additionally it is considered to be a commitment to
deliberation, which is an obligation to establish what is knowable, a responsibility to
critically examining different standpoints, and openness to learning within the knowledge
spaces of historical praxis. These relate to the deliberative aspects of the ideal of
objectivity. | argue that all of these elements are essential to determining the role of justice

in historical inquiry.

Justice and Impartiality

In order to recommend why I have chosen Amartya Sen’s Idea of Justice as a lens
through which to consider the role of justice in relation to history it is necessary to provide
a brief background outlining how the concept of justice is positioned in this study. Justice
is a highly contested concept that has been studied by philosophers for thousands of years

and it is not possible to include here a detailed account of many of those positions. Instead

1% 1bid., 169.
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I have chosen to locate Sen’s The Idea of Justice in relation to two other theorists’ work in
the area; John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice and Iris Marion Young’s Justice and the Politics
of Difference. | have chosen these particular theorists because despite commonalities in
their approaches they differ in their paradigmatic approach to justice, specifically in their
conceptions of impartiality which is critical to recommending Sen’s conception of ethical
objectivity as applicable to historical discourse. In addition, like Sen, they have shared an
interest in social justice. As history exists within the social domain it seems appropriate
that relating history to a conception of justice must necessarily be social. Although the
three works I refer to here have been published across a large time span the three authors
were contemporaries and it is appropriate their perspectives on conceptions of justice are
considered in relation to each other. Comparing Rawls’, Young’s and Sen’s conceptions of
justice allows me to demonstrate how the alignment of Sen’s approach to justice in relation
to history is useful in tackling some of the contemporary demands on history as a

discipline.

Theories of justice based on Western philosophical traditions can be considered to be
Western concepts.'® This is despite the fact that ideas of justice are pursued by many
people in many other cultures.® As a result theories of justice, like theories of history,
need to adapt in ways that are responsive to the realities of a more globalised and
fragmented world. This is especially important when considering the concept of

impartiality, which is to justice what objectivity is to history, or as Young describes it,

199 For an interesting argument about western conceptions of justice, see Richard Rorty, "Justice as a
Larger Loyalty," Ethical Perspectives 4, no. 2 (1997). Similarly, western conceptions of history have
dominated historiography, which I highlighted in Chapter One.

119 5ee Sen, The Idea of Justice. Xiv.
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“Modern ethics establishes impartiality as the hallmark of moral reason.”*** The concept of

impartiality as central to justice, like objectivity'*?

as central to history, is contested and it
Is therefore important to reflect on how differently Rawls, Sen and Young position the
concept of impartiality. By examining how Rawls, Sen and Young position impartiality in
relation to justice there is potential to shed new light on the different functions that can be
associated with a concept of objectivity in historical discourse. This is done by recognising

that inherent in any adjudication between positions in history are ethical problems that can

be related to what we in turn determine to be the criteria for justice.

John Rawl’s Approach to Justice and Impartiality

John Rawils is perhaps the best known modern philosopher of justice. Rawls’ 1971
seminal work A Theory of Justice outlines two main concepts; the ‘original position’ and
the “veil of ignorance’ which together promote an ideal form of society where impartial
decisions are made by free and equal persons as to the conditions of justice. John Rawls’
theory on justice is derived from liberal ideas of a fair and democratic society and he
defends the idea of the social contract. Rawls’ conception of justice, as are most traditional
conceptions of justice, is based on the notion of a perfectly just society. Rawls’ theory of
justice is an example of a distributive approach to justice and is primarily concerned with

the fair distribution of the advantages that exist in any given society.

1 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1990). 99.

12 The two are sometimes used interchangeably.
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Rawls’ conception of justice is based on a ‘hypothetical situation’.*** In order for this
hypothetical situation to work Rawls suggests the idea of ‘the original position’.*** The
original position establishes the rules for perfectly just conduct, and is based on the idea of
the social contract. In order for the original position to work Rawls invokes another device,
that of “the veil of ignorance’.**® The veil of ignorance removes bias in any deliberation
over positions within a collective. It is an ideal form of justice, and Rawls clearly identifies
that he does not suggest that such a situation could ever actually exist. Rather, he suggests
that it is necessary to set out the ideal conditions for such a social contract between people
who are in association with each other in order to provide a standard for how society might
function in the non- ideal world. Rawls suggests that it is through knowing how justice
might operate in the ideal world that it is possible to guide principles of justice in the non-

ideal world.*®

Rawls’ theory of justice aims to determine a perfectly just process for adjudicating
between positions, by which just outcomes would be determined not by the outcome itself

but by whether or not the process had been followed.™" In this sense it is a procedural

113 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1971). 120.
14 John Rawls defines the original position as a system of social cooperation. “The original position is,
one might say, the appropriate initial status quo, and thus fundamental agreements reached in it are fair.”
Ibid., 12.

115 Rawls argues that the “veil of ignorance’ allows for a perfect social contract in the original position:
“Among the essential features of this situation is that no one knows his place in society, his class position or
social status, nor does anyone know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his
intelligence, strength, and the like. | shall even assume that the parties do not know their conceptions of the
good or their special psychological propensities. The principles of justice are chosen behind a veil of
ignorance.” Ibid.

1% bid., 303.

17 1pid., 86.

97



conception of justice. That is, Rawls approaches justice as it relates to the “basic structure

. o118
of society”

, to public institutions and practices, not to individuals or to how people act.
Rawls’ bases his theory of justice on the assumption that people generally have an
inclination to make decisions or act in ways that will advance or protect their self
interest."* In order to counteract this self interest in favour of a form of moral impartiality
Rawls’ puts forward the hypothetical idea of the ‘veil of ignorance’ which strips people of
any knowledge of their social position and self interests as well as their conception of the
good."?® They are able to maintain a broad understanding of human society and the world
in which they live, as it is assumed that these aspects of general knowledge are there to

assist people to work together and build understanding, and will not influence their

decisions in any way. *** Rawls’ theory of justice is based on two principles of justice:

First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible
with a similar liberty to others;

Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a)

reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage and (b) attached to the positions and

offices open to all.**

The hypothetical situation that Rawls sets up with the original position and the veil of

ignorance, he argues, leads to his two principles of justice.*® Rawls’ conception of justice

18 |pid., 7. See, also "Justice as Fairness," The Philosophical Review 67, no. 2 (1958): 164-65.
119 A Theory of Justice. 5.

' |bid., 137.

121 |bid., 137-38.

122 bid., 60.

123 |pid., 187.
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is based on a fundamental assumption that societies are generally cooperative.*** It is
justice premised on the idea of mutual disinterest, or neutrality, brought about because of
the ‘veil of ignorance’ and the conditions set out in the ‘original position’ that outline the

conditions for cooperation between actors:

Instead of defining impartiality from the standpoint of a sympathetic observer who
responds to the conflicting interests of others as if they were his own, we define

impartiality from the standpoint of the litigants themselves. It is they who must choose

their conception of justice once and for all in an original position of equality.'*

Rawls positions impartiality as position independent which aligns with the role of
objectivity in classical historicism. There is no ‘veil of ignorance’ set up in theories of
history but the proposed function of objectivity as tied to the requirement of historians to
remain detached from their own partial positions and social relations equates to the

Rawlsian conception of impartiality.

Iris Marion Young’s Approach to Justice and Impartiality

Iris Marion Young’s perspective on justice is informed by both feminist and critical
theory. Young rejects the idea of a theory of justice. Firstly, she argues that an ideal form
of justice that is not situated within a particular social context would fail to be useful in
evaluating questions of justice. Secondly, she argues against what she sees as the

universalising premise of a theory of justice which by fixing criteria for justice, she argues,

124 1pid., 4.

12 1bid., 190.
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reduces one’s capacity to reflect on questions of justice.*? Instead, Young argues for a

reflective discourse about justice which she considers using a critical theory approach.

Young argues against traditional conceptions of justice that represent justice as
distributive. That is, she disputes the idea that justice is achieved through the fair
distribution of goods, or even the fair distribution of power in society. Young rejects this
conception of justice in favour of a conception of social justice that “includes action,
decisions about action, and provision of the means to develop and exercise capacities.”**’
In other words Young argues that the distributive paradigm of justice fails to adequately
account for the ways in which social relations establish power imbalances; that is, power is
not always something that is possessed, rather it is something that is exercised in
multifarious ways and these are relational."?® In Young’s formation then the distributive
conception of justice does not adequately account for the particular, for the partial or for

difference and as a result does not account for acts of domination and oppression as

catalysts for injustice.

Young argues that commitment to the ideal of impartiality is inherent in modern
conceptions of ethics and therefore what counts as just processes.*?® Young rejects the
universality of the ideal of impartiality based on the assumption that in order to be

impartial you must remove yourself, your particularity in favour of a kind of “universal

126 young, Justice and the Politics of Difference. 4-5.
%" bid., 16.
%8 |bid., 31.

' Ibid., 99.
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morality” or normative common good.™*® She makes particular reference to Rawls’
conception of the original position, which she argues excludes context and assumes a
universal position on morality. Young suggests that this type of moral reasoning is
monological.*® That is, she is critiquing the notion of the ideal of an essential universal

point of view:

Insistence on the ideal of impartiality in the face of its impossibility functions to mask the
inevitable partiality of perspective from which moral deliberation actually takes place. The
situated assumptions and commitments that derive from particular histories, experiences,
and affiliations are asserted as “objective” assumptions about human nature or moral
psychology. The ideal of impartiality generates a propensity to universalize the

particular.'*

Young considers justice in relation to issues of domination and oppression. She argues that
by positioning institutions, the government, or the civil public as arbiters of justice then the
partial positions of those actors who act as these authorities are never explicated. The
possibility for domination and oppression of minority groups can be justified on the basis
that the right position belongs to a neutral authority. Young argues that in order for this not
to be the case, for this hierarchy to be dismantled, then reason must be considered to be
dialogical. Instead of the ideal of impartiality Young introduces the idea of public fairness,
which she argues must take into consideration difference and the particular. Although
Young rejects the ideal of impartiality based on the supposition of its universality, that is,

its transcendental point of view, she is also quick to point out that there are different types

130 |pid., 100.
131 Ibid., 101.

132 pid., 115.
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of universality. Young’s idea of fairness is based on another type of universality which
ascribes the conditions of freedom and equality to all based on inclusion, participation and

an understanding of difference.’®

Young’s critique of the universal premise of theories of justice can also be applied to
theories of history. In historical discourse it is important to distinguish between a universal
doctrine of historical method"* and other types of universality in history. Identifying
another type of universality in history is tied to our responsibility to the past which, as |
referred to earlier in this chapter, is related to a sense that we all have a common
responsibility to others, other than ourselves, because it is through our social relations that
we all contribute to, or participate in injustice. In seeking to understand the past questions
of justice are raised in ways that demand that within historical discourse we are able to
dialogue the differences that emerge. | agree with Young that the search for an ideal form
of justice does not allow for situated equality between positions. In historical discourse this
would mean an approach that engenders reflective, reciprocal dialogue between positions

that does not force them into some kind of generalised agreement.*® Rather, any

133 1hid., 105.

134 As 1 identified in Chapter Two, historical methods tied to Western traditions through their normative
principles, whether inadvertently or deliberately, have the tendency to reinforce established accounts of the
past, which can act to exclude other accounts and perspectives.

135 Seyla Benhabib’s work on interactive universalism is particularly useful here and her work has
informed Young’s rejection of impartiality. Benhabib is critical of Rawls based on what she sees as his
substitutionalist universalism. This type of universalism she argues is set up in the original position through
the veil of ignorance. This, she determines, is because the veil of ignorance only allows one to see the other
in a general way. In other words, the individuality and concrete difference between people is taken away.
Interactive universalism on the other hand does not reject the ideal of universalism, rather, it seeks to take
account of both the generalised and the concrete other. That is: “According to the standpoint of the
“generalized other”, each individual is a moral person endowed with the same moral rights as ourselves; this
moral person is also a reasoning and acting being, capable of a sense of justice, of formulating a vision of the
good, and of engaging in activity to pursue the latter. The standpoint of the concrete other, by contrast,
enjoins us to view every moral person as a unique individual, with a certain life history, disposition and
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agreement between positions in history needs to be situated and based on historical

understanding rather than consensus.

Iris Marion Young, in her later work on the limits of a deliberative model of
democracy, developed her critique of the notion of pursuing agreement, or shared
understandings in the interest of the common good. She critiques this ideal on the basis that
deliberation is not a neutral process, but is tied to social and cultural specificities. In
contrast, she argues that difference between perspectives be considered as resources that
can be drawn on to foster understanding. Rather than identifying difference as something
that needs to be overcome, Young positions difference as transformative. In order for

difference to become transformative she argues for a communicative model of democracy:

Different social positions encounter one another with the awareness of their difference.
This does not mean that we believe we have no similarities; difference is not total
otherness. But it means that each position is aware that it does not comprehend the
perspective of the others differently located, in the sense that it cannot be assimilated into
one’s own. There is thus something to be learned from the other perspectives as they
communicate their meanings and perspectives, precisely because the perspectives are
beyond one another and not reducible to a common good. This process of mutual
expression of experience and points of view that transcend the initial understanding of each

accounts for a transformation in their opinions.**

Young’s rejection of the concept of impartiality is persuasive, and her emphasis on the

role of difference between standpoints is important in order to illuminate the implicit

endowment, as well as needs and limitations.” Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self: Gender, Community and
Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992). 10. See also Sharon Bracci, "Seyla
Benhabib's Interactive Universalism: Fragile Hope for a Radically Democratic Conversational Model,"”
Qualitative Inquiry 8, no. 4 (2002).

13 Iris Marion Young, "Communication and the Other: Beyond Deliberative Democracy," in

Democracy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, ed. Seyla Benhabib (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996), 127.

103



assumptions that can perpetuate injustices, or dichotomies, between positions. | do not,
however, share her rejection of the concept of impartiality outright. Rather, I think
impartiality, if understood differently has the potential to be transformative in the way

Young suggests openness to difference should be.

Amartya Sen’s approach to Justice and Impartiality

Amartya Sen is best known for his Nobel Prize winning work on welfare economics
and social choice theory, although he also has a self described “love affair with
philosophy”.*" His 2009 work The Idea of Justice is a critique of John Rawls’
transcendental institutional approach to justice, or the idea that there is a perfect form for
just social arrangements.*®® Instead of this approach, Sen advances a realisation-focused
comparative approach to justice. That is, Sen puts forward the idea that there needs to be a
framework for questions of justice that allows for a choice between solutions that are
presently available. A transcendental approach to justice, Sen argues, demands solutions to
questions of justice that are strictly tied to a specific idea of justice. Choice or reasoning
over questions of justice that do not meet the strict criteria applied to perfect justice,

therefore, becomes redundant.**°

Derived from classical Sanskrit writings on justice, Sen’s
approach to justice attributes the conception of justice two distinct meanings, niti and
nyaya. Justice is, at once, both about the rules and institutions we, as individuals or

members of a group, ascribe for its realisation (niti) as well as how we judge, or work as, a

37 Sen, The Idea of Justice. 269.
138 "What Do We Want from a Theory of Justice?," The Journal of Philosophy 103, no. 5 (2006): 216.

139 The Idea of Justice. 7-9.
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society to realise justice, or limit injustice (nyaya).'*°

At the centre of Sen’s critique of
Rawils is his understanding of the role of impartiality in determining the conditions for
justice. Sen argues for a more open conception of impartiality, rather than the closed type
of impartiality that he suggests Rawls put forward in his work Theories of Justice.*** Sen’s
idea of open impartiality is based on Adam Smith’s idea of the impartial spectator which
invokes critical scrutiny from both near and far when considering questions of justice. That
is, Sen’s idea of impartiality is not limited to the group of people affected by questions of
justice, but extends beyond parochialism to include the views of those who are outside the
group. Ideas of justice based on the premise of the social contract, he argues, restrict
agreements to specific groups of people. Drawing on the work of Adam Smith, Sen bases
his understanding of open impartiality on the idea that critical scrutiny is enacted through
comparative broadening, which is done, through public reasoning and discussion that is
inclusive of positional perspectives beyond the affected group.'*? Agreement is not at the
heart of this conception of impartiality, rather building understanding between positions is

considered to be what is important in advancing justice, and reducing incidents of

injustice.*®

Here it is important to further explain Adam Smith’s conception of an impartial

spectator as it helps to elucidate how the concept is used in Sen’s work on justice, and, in

49 1hid., 20.

141 As stated earlier, Rawls’ conception of impartiality is position—independent and tied to the idea of the
social contract. It is, therefore, based on a universal and neutral understanding of the role of impartiality.

142 5en, The Idea of Justice. 170.

13 |bid., 135. Sen also makes the point that “...lack of agreement is sometimes confused with the

absence of understanding” (p.152).
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particular, his dual understanding of how justice is enacted. Smith was not alone in putting
forward the idea of what is more commonly called the “ideal observer theory”. Smith,
along with his 18" Century contemporary David Hume, is considered an early proponent
of this theory.*** The theory remains popular with some ethicists to this day. The ideal
observer approach to ethics is sometimes criticised for very similar reasons to criticisms
put forward around the idea of theories of perfect justice. That is, the observer, who is
central to the theory, is often depicted as being omniscient, and therefore divorced from the
reality of the non-ideal lived experience under which most of us are forced to make
evaluations of right or wrong. Therefore, Sen’s use of Smith’s work alongside his rejection
of the universal principle of a perfectly just society appears quite curious. Sen’s use of
Smith’s impartial spectator is not, however, intended to be omniscient.* Rather, the
notion of the impartial spectator put forward by Smith is one where impartiality is
considered to be an action that is relational. Here Sen’s conception of justice as based on
Smith’s idea of the impartial spectator is similar to Young’s idea of fairness based on
openness; justice is considered to be about action, or, in Sen’s conception, realisation—

focused. Smith’s evocation of the impartial spectator performs a dual function. His

144 See Jason Kawall, "On the Moral Epistemology of Ideal Observer Theories," Ethical Theory &
Moral Practice 9, no. 3 (2006): 360.

5 According to Sen, Smith’s work is often misread and Smith’s work on the impartial spectator is no
exception. See Sen, The Idea of Justice. 131.Because Smith’s work is associated with the ideal observer
theory it is sometimes seen as promoting some kind of omniscient or universal referee. James Otteson, who
has published a considerable amount of work that relates to Adam Smith’s work, suggests that the ideal
component of the impartial spectator is about the standards we set for ourselves, but that these necessarily fall
within the purview of the lives that we live, which are imperfect: “ ... the Smithian Impartial Spectator is not
the voice of God or any other Great Mind. It is instead the coalescence of fallible human judgements on the
basis of limited human experience filtered through human biases and prejudices. The imagined Impartial
Spectator’s perspective is idealized, but it is an all-too-human construction whose worth is judged by its
effectiveness, which itself is measured by human beings against human goals. It is thus more like Protagora’s
“Man is the measure of all things” than Plato’s Forms, God’s transcendent judgment, or the omniscience of a
Great Mind.” James R. Otteson, "Adam Smith and the Great Mind Fallacy," Social Philosophy and Policy
27, no. 1 (2010): 303-04.
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approach is normative, in the sense that it seeks standards of conduct, but it does not
prescribe what these are. Rather, the dual function performed by the impartial spectator is
to scrutinise our actions from both near and far by relating our judgements to those we

might expect others to make:

“We can never survey our own sentiment and motives, we can never form any judgement
concerning them; unless we remove ourselves, as it were, from our own natural station, and
endeavour to view them as at a certain distance from us. But we can do this in no other way
than by endeavouring to view them with the eyes of other people, or as other people are
likely to view them. Whatever judgement we can form concerning them, accordingly, must
always bear some secret reference, either to what are, or to what, upon certain condition,
would be, or to what, we imagine, ought to be the judgement of others. We endeavour to
examine our own conduct as we imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would
examine it. If, upon placing ourselves in his situation, we thoroughly enter into all the
passions and motives which influenced it, we approve of it, by sympathy with the
approbation of this supposed equitable judge. If otherwise, we enter into his

disapprobation, and condemn it.”**°

Smith’s idea of the impartial spectator is based on one’s ability to find sympathy with
another’s perspective in any given situation, but not necessarily to inhabit it, or put it
before one’s own interests. Rather, according to Sen, Smith’s conception of impartiality
was premised on the recognition of the interdependence of interests.*” The device of the
impartial spectator requires that all judgements between positions require people to go

beyond their individual or group positional objectivity and subject it to scrutiny:

146 Adam Smith and James R Otteson, Adam Smith: Selected Philisophical Writings (Exeter, UK:
Imprint Academic, 2004). 54.

17 Amartya Sen, "Adam Smith and the Contemporary World," in Erasmus Journal of Philosophy and
Economics (2010), 61-63.
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Adam Smith’s insistence that we must inter alia view our sentiments from ‘a certain
distance from us’ is thus motivated by the objective of scrutinizing not only the influence

of vested interests, but also the captivating hold of entrenched traditions and customs.**®

Sen’s approach to justice relates to the real, imperfect world. Sen’s consideration of the
role of impartiality, as well as his conception of positional objectivity, provide the
guidelines for an ethical approach to history that is compatible with the complex terrain of

historical praxis, that is, the fallible world of human beings and human experience.

Amartya Sen and Iris Marion Young on Rawls’ Conception of Justice, Impartiality,
and the Role of Fairness

Amartya Sen and Iris Marion Young share a rejection of a transcendental approach to
justice, as recommended by Rawls. Both critique Rawls’ theory of justice based on what
they perceive to be its limited capacity for the promotion of dialogue among people both
within and across contexts. They both reject a conception of justice that requires justice to
be practiced through community consensus. Both Sen and Young critiqgue Rawls’ two
principles of justice based on what they consider to be the limitations of the original
position, which they link to Rawls’ definition of political community. His theory of justice,
they argue, relies on a definition of community that is necessarily closed. That is because

Rawls’ theory of justice relies on his idea of overlapping consensus™*® which demands that

48 The Idea of Justice. 404.

149 Rawls argues that consensus is needed for a political conception of justice to function. In order to
take account of pluralism he suggests the idea of an overlapping consensus. This requires public reason
between general and comprehensive doctrines that does not go too deeply into their differences, but rather
attempts to identify and work with their shared methods for considering questions of justice. This is done, in
order to come to some practical agreement about a political conception of justice. See John Rawls, "The ldea
of an Overlapping Consensus," Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 7, no. 1 (1987). | agree with both Sen and
Young that Rawls attempt to take account of pluralism in his conception of justice, precisely because of his
belief in the necessity of consensus, fails to address the incommensurable differences that so often act as
barriers to the realization of justice. A fixed conception of what is meant by justice is not necessary for
justice to function. Rather it is through dialoguing the tensions that come about as a result of questions of
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principles of justice must be agreed upon within a political community. In this sense
Rawls’ theory of justice is limited by its inability to adequately account for difference both
within and beyond the group, although he did attempt to take this up in his later works.*
It must be made clear that Rawls presents an argument in favour of pluralism throughout A
Theory of Justice, it is just that according to Sen and Young his conception of justice does
not adequately allow for it. Although, in his later work, Rawls is able to develop a strong
argument for “just relations between peoples” in the Law of Peoples, Sen argues that he
does not develop an argument that allows for self-examination within a community.™ Sen
identifies this as being tied to Rawls’ inability to submit the moral point of view associated
with a particular group to some kind of outside scrutiny. In Young’s case she identifies this
inability as being tied to Rawls’ universalist position on justice and the notion of neutral

impartiality.'*?

Young rejects the concept of impartiality, in the Rawlsian sense, as necessary for
justice to function and in its place argues for fairness based on openness to difference. Sen
on impartiality, in response to Rawls, argues for an alternative understanding of the
concept based on Adam Smith’s work on the impartial spectator. He develops as an

alternative a notion of open impartiality which shares some similarities with Young’s

justice being raised, as well as critically scrutinizing different perspectives in relation to others, that might
lead to the advancement of justice in the concrete experiences of the everyday.

150 Rawls attempted to expand his conception of community in both; Political Liberalism; The Law of
Peoples (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). Sen argues that he was not successful
in this pursuit. Young argues that his model of community as social unity, based on a need for consensus
does not account for difference, be that political, religious or otherwise. Other commentators have also
critiqued this aspect of Rawls’ work, see James W. Nickel, "Rawls on Political Community and Principles of
Justice," Law and Philosophy 9, no. 2 (1990).

151 gen, The Idea of Justice. 128.

52 young, Justice and the Politics of Difference. 104.
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conception of fairness. All share a commitment to the notion of fairness, although the

concept of fairness is positioned slightly differently by each.

Rawls broadly defines fairness as a form of social cooperation, which | agree is central
to its function. Rawls also links fairness to a set of rules or procedures members of a
community agree to abide by. Sen points out that in Rawls” A Theory of Justice the concept
of justice is related to institutions and the concept of fairness is related to persons. This
means the two concepts are positioned quite differently in the Rawlsian conception and it
is fairness that he suggests leads to justice.™® Young does not link fairness to establishing a
set of rules. Rather, she positions fairness as tied to freedom and equality, based on
inclusion, participation and understanding difference. Young’s definition of fairness
addresses elements of fairness that are not identified in Rawls’ definition. In this thesis I
take up Amartya Sen’s definition of fairness which is tied to his conception of impartiality,

but is also indebted to Rawls. Sen describes fairness as:

...a demand to avoid bias in our evaluations, taking note of the interests and concerns of
others as well, and in particular the need to avoid being influenced by our respective
interests, or by our personal priorities or eccentricities or prejudices. It can broadly be seen

as a demand for impartiality.

Sen’s conception of fairness differs from Rawls’ in that he makes allowances for
pluralism to remain manifest in deliberations between standpoints and therefore his
understanding of fairness as social cooperation takes the situated nature of perspectives
into account. Additionally, like Young he does not advocate a set of rules or procedures for

conditions of fairness to operate under. Sen’s definition of fairness is also inclusive of the

153 5ee Sen, The Idea of Justice. 72.
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key elements of Young’s definition of fairness, despite the fact that it maintains the
concept of impartiality as critical to questions of justice. Sen’s understanding of

impartiality, | believe, is commensurate with Young’s conditions for fairness.

Instead of advocating a specific criterion for justice, or a set of rules to follow in order
to enact justice, | see the realisation of justice as tied to the action of dialogical exchange
that is conducted in the spirit of fairness and understanding. The contested terrains of
historical praxis also need to be dialogued in ways that flag questions of justice as central
to building understanding between perspectives, not to build consensus, but to situate
historical understandings as tied to our relational world. Subjecting all historical accounts
to critical scrutiny, both far and near, in the spirit of fairness and understanding between
positions allows for the adjudication between positions in history to become a pedagogical
activity, rather than an adversarial one. Issues of justice and fairness, | argue, are at the
heart of historical inquiry. With this in mind I now consider the central role that a
conception of justice as ethically objective, situated, dialogical, relational, deliberative, and
as reasoned plays in how we might come to understand and approach the practice of

history education.

Justice and History Education

History education is a contested space and internationally debates abound over
different ways to teach the past, as well as what ought to be considered the content of that
past. History education, perhaps more than any other location in historical praxis, is where
contested meanings about the nature and purpose of the study of the past are encountered.

At the heart of these debates there is often a conflict between what might be called
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traditional ideas about the purpose of school history™>* and what Bruce VanSledright refers
to as an investigative approach to teaching history in schools.'*® There is no unified
definition of what is meant by history education. In this thesis, my understanding of what
Is meant by history education is informed by my own paradigmatic stance on the nature
and purpose of history. That is, | view the purpose of history as tied to seeking to
understand the past, in a way that is situated within the context of our relational pasts. I
therefore view the purpose of history education as learning about the complexity of the
past, its contested nature, as well as learning about different approaches to historical

knowledge.

I, in line with Peter Lee, think that learning history, or history education, is about

developing historical consciousness and historical understanding:

>4 Despite major shifts away from uncomplicated linear understandings of the progress of history within
historical scholarship in the middle of the twentieth century, political conservatives in many parts of the
world have promoted this approach in school history as a conduit for a nationalist perspective on history
education. See, for example: Symcox, Whose History? The Struggle for National Standards in American
Classrooms. 40-68. Chris Berg, ed. The National Curriculum: A Critique, Monographs on Western
Civilisation 1 (Melbourne: Institute of Public Affairs & Mannkal Economic Education Foundation 2010).
Terri Seddon, "Politics and Curriculum: A Case Study of the Japanese History Textbook Dispute, 1982,"
British Journal of Sociology of Education 8, no. 2 (1987). Albena Hranova, "History Education and Civic
Education: The Bulgarian Case," Journal of Social Science Education 10, no. 1 (2011).

55 An investigative approach to teaching history is described by Bruce VanSledright as an approach that
is linked to what historians do in practice, which is “to dig in the past, investigating its traces and residua in
search of answers to the questions they pose, questions that remain to be addressed, questions that surface in
response to previous experts’ interpretations, ones that beg new questions and new explorations.” (p. 157)
Bruce VanSledright, The Challenge of Rethinking History Education: On Practices, Theories, and Policy
(New York: Routledge, 2011). 155-71. Such an approach is characterised by an explicit reflection on the
positionalities that we occupy, both as individuals and in groups, when we study the past. Another approach
to teaching history, the inquiry-based approach is also linked to what historians do in practice, and the
disciplinary nature of historical inquiry. For examples, see, Tony Taylor and David Boon, "Historical
Inquiry," in Place and Time: Explorations in Teaching Geography and History, ed. Tony Taylor, et al.
(Frenchs Forest, NSW: Pearson Australia, 2012); Stéphane Lévesque, Thinking Historically: Educating
Students for the Twenty-First Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008). Chapter Two.
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Learning history, like learning science or mathematics, is not a matter of practicing skills,

but of learning to handle new concepts and think in different ways; in short to live in a

transformed world.**®

The development of historical consciousness can be fostered through the promotion of a
history pedagogy that seeks to make the conceptual aspects of historical understanding
explicit.*®" 1, therefore, believe that history pedagogy approaches, like the investigative
approach suggested by VanSledright, are desirable. Additionally, I think, pedagogical
approaches to history education should also be dialogical.™® Critical to the type of history
education | am advocating is that students learn to deliberate over the worth and validity of
different historical accounts. At the core of such deliberations between accounts are

matters of reasoning over justice and fairness.

The way that we mediate between our conceptions of self, our conceptions of others,
and our conceptions of the world in relation to others, as well as the discourses that shape
those conceptions is informed by what we know and understand about our individual and
collective pasts. That is, the evaluations that we make when studying the past, in some
ways, mirror the cognitive processes that are utilised in the everyday, to locate ourselves

and construct meaning about the world around us. Studying history offers the possibility of

156 peter Lee, "Series Introduction: International Review of History Education, VVolume 6," in
Contemporary Public Debates Over History Education: A Volume in International Review of History
Education, ed. Irene Nakou and Isabel Barca (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2010), xiii.

571 will discuss the role of developing historical consciousness in history education in greater detail in
Chapter Six.

158 For an example of such an approach in history education, see Sarah Pollack and Yifat Ben-David
Kolikant, "Fostering Dialogue in a Context of Socio-Political Conflict: An Instructional Model," in
Bakhtinian Pedagogy: Opportunities and Challenges for Research, Policy and Practice in Education Across
the Globe, ed. Jayne White (New York: Peter Lang, 2011), 129-48.

113



extending these cognitive processes, when history is seen as a cognitive discipline. Robert

Bain puts this case eloquently:

With an analytic stance deeply embedded in the discipline, history did not want for higher
level thinking or need any special, decontextualised add—ons to promise critical thought.
Though this point is largely unacknowledged in schools or schools of education, history is
more than a discrete subject; it is an epistemic activity. The discipline of history depends
upon historians reconstructing the past, for doing history is more than merely uncovering
facts. Likewise history is more than memorising facts. Students of history actively
construct the past in their own minds. As the discipline of history has unique problems,
practices and habits of mind, so learning history involves distinctive problems and

cognitive characteristics. History as a discipline and a course of study demands “meaning

over memory”.***

In other words, if the practice of history is understood as an epistemic activity, as Bain
asserts, and if it is being taught in this way, it necessarily leads to the development of more
nuanced understandings of the meanings that can be gleaned from the past. Conversely, if
it is misunderstood as an activity only of recall, or ‘memory without meaning’, it will
necessarily lead to an understanding of history that is naive and not contextualised. Such a
view of history is, often, political and not necessarily tied to a specific pedagogical
approach. History education imagined in this way might satisfy those who seek to quantify
what children know about the past through surveying children’s knowledge of the bare
facts of history, what Tony Taylor has referred to as the ‘Edmund Barton Syndrome’*®,

but it will only really reflect what children have been able to remember, not what they have

learnt, or come to understand, about the past and past actors.

159 Bain, "Into the Breach: Using Research and Theory to Shape History Instruction," 331-32.
1%0 Tony Taylor, Learning From the Past: History and the National Curriculum, (Edited version of an

address given at the NSW HTA/Macquarie University National History Forum, held at Macquarie University
on 6 September 2008), http://www.historyteacher.org.au/files/20080906_Forum_TTaylor.pdf.
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Keith Barton and Linda Levstik highlight the centrality of the notion of justice as core
to the type of historical inquiry that | am advocating, and they relate this to their shared
belief in a humanistic approach to education. Their approach to history education promotes
reasoned judgement as being a key competency to the realisation of active citizenship and
engagement in a participatory democracy, which they link to a conception of the common
good. Barton and Levstik recognise that studying history in an inquiry based, or

investigative, way promotes a person’s capacity to engage in reasoning between positions:

Reflections on the causes of historical events and processes, their relative significance, the

potential outcomes of alternative courses of action , the impact of the past on the present —

all these require the deep and sensitive reasoning characteristic of humanistic study.™

They warn, however, that:

...engaging students in discussion of fairness or justice is not the same as leading them to
predetermined conclusions about what should or should not be done today. The purpose of
deliberation is to enable students to work with others to reach such conclusions, not to
reproduce the beliefs of teachers, textbooks, historian, or politicians.'®

| agree that history is uniquely placed to promote the faculty of reasoned judgement. In
recognition of the plural world that we live in I do also think it is important to highlight the
dimensions of this in regard to the web of relationships that we can access to create
meaning and understanding in the world. Because of this my interpretation of the role of
justice in historical inquiry, and therefore history education, differs slightly to that of

Barton and Levstik. | do not agree that a notion of the common good is critical to the role

161 Keith C Barton and Linda S Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good (Mahwah: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 2004). 36.

182 | pid., 37.
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of justice in deliberations between standpoints in historical inquiry. Rather, | consider that
differences in historical accounts need to be communicated in ways that do not have
consensus as their goal, but position understandings between positions in history as
transformative.'® That is, by recognising the value of different historical accounts it is
possible to learn how our own understandings of the past are partial. Learning about other
people’s knowledge and perspectives adds to our own understandings and experiences.
Additionally, challenging and dialoguing both our own and others’ accounts of the past
contributes to the development of a type of historical understanding that is situated and
relational. The importance of raising questions of justice in history education is thus to
ensure that history as a field of study remains a useful guide to the rich complexity of
human interactions and how we have come to live in that world. The study of the past
when viewed in relation to justice might also lead us, when necessary, to collaboratively
act to redress past injustices, advance justice in the present and reduce the possibility of

future injustices.

163 This relates to Iris Marion Young’s work on the politics of difference, as discussed earlier, about the
importance of viewing difference as a resource for promoting understanding. In this case, | see this as also
applicable to the development of historical understanding.
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Chapter Four

NARRATIVE: A TOOL FOR
HISTORICAL COMMUNICATION

In the previous chapter I considered the relationship that Amartya Sen’s conception of
justice has to both historical processes and deliberations about the past. | argued for a form
of historical inquiry that is responsive to the complex and divergent ways in which the past
is understood and interpreted across time and by different users, both within and beyond
political, cultural, economic and social communities. | now turn to the problem of the
narrative form in history; specifically in regard to how history is mediated by its users. |
consider Louis Mink and Hayden White’s work on the narrative form as a cognitive
instrument and how their work in this area contributed to new understandings of the role of
narrative in the formation of historical knowledge and understanding. | then turn to Paul
Ricoeur’s work on the role of the narrative form in historical thinking, which is based on a
hermeneutic-phenomenological approach.* Finally, | consider communitarian philosopher
Charles Taylor’s conception of the role of the narrative form, which, he suggests,
contributes to self understanding and the formation of personal identity. Taylor’s
interpretation of the narrative form falls outside the usual discussions surrounding narrative

in the philosophy of history.” However, I draw on Taylor’s work because it highlights the

! For an explanation of what Ricoeur meant by this approach, see Paul Ricoeur, "Phenomenology and
Hermeneutics,” Nods 9, no. 1 (1975).

2 Charles Taylor is known for his work on the politics of recognition which is a critique of the neutrality
of procedural liberalism. He argues that simply seeing different cultures as having equal value does not allow
for potential differences between peoples to act on, or influence each other’s existing understandings and
meanings about the world around us. See Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of
Recognition, ed. Amy Gutman (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994). 25-73. This relates to both
Sen and Young’s understandings of the importance of scrutinising difference as central to practicing justice.
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narrative form as an essential consideration in the ways people develop their historical
understandings and deliberate between historical accounts both within the broader
community and between communities. Through a consideration of the multifarious ways in
which the narrative form operates in historical praxis it is possible to demonstrate the
vulnerability of historical narratives to misuse, particularly when they are conflated with
the imagined character of national identity. It is in large public institutions, such as
schools, where nation-building narratives can become the organising structure against
which the past is represented.® When single versions of the past become authoritative in
this way then questions of justice in history are ignored and the value of the meanings
associated with the multiple narratives that exist about the past are often discounted. In
response | put forward an argument that suggests that an ability to think critically about the
past is promoted by both recognising and employing various narrative forms. Finally, |
explore the potential of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism as a guide to exploring the
multiple narratives of history and promoting historical understanding between historical

accounts.

The Narrative Form

How we voice our identity, our commonality, and our difference to the world is often

done through the narrative form. Narratives compete in the public sphere for credibility,

Taylor’s earlier work on the making of the modern identity provides the necessary background for thinking
about how we mediate our understandings of self in relation to narrative forms and, what he calls,
frameworks. Taylor argues that essential to humans being able to make sense of their lives and their place in
the world is “an orientation to the good.” Taylor posits that this orientation to the good is determined through
the narrative form. See Sources of The Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989). 47-52.

¥ See Bruce VanSledright, "Narratives of Nation-State Historical Knowledge, and School History
Education," Review of Research in Education 32, no. 1 (2008): 129.
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for authority, and sometimes just to be heard. Historical narratives are not confined to the
profession of history but are formulated and promulgated into public discourse from many
and varying sources. Debates within historiography highlight the centrality of narrative
both to the structure of history and to the validity of history’s claim to represent the ‘truth’.
This emphasis on narrative is commonly associated with the philosophical shift away from
history as a ‘science’, or history as a purely empirical pursuit, which emerged in the 1960s.
In the place of ‘science’ there was a reinstatement of history as a form of literature.* These

shifts away from logical positivism led eventually to the ‘Linguistic Turn’.’

In historical discourse Louis Mink and Hayden White are the theorists most often
associated with the ‘Linguistic Turn.” Prior to Mink and White, however, it was the
empiricist, John Hexter, who identified that narrative was the most natural form for
historians to use as a means of communicating their interpretations of the past.® Hexter in
his 1967 seminal paper The Rhetoric of History pointed to an “imminent paradigm shift”’
in the writing of history which questioned the scientific model as an appropriate method

approach for writing history, given what he saw as quite different epistemological

understandings of the nature of knowledge and how that knowledge might be conveyed.®

*1t was a reinstatement of history as a literary form because prior to the professionalisation of history as
a ‘science’, history was considered to belong to the realm of literature.

® This was discussed in detail in Chapter One.

® Curthoys and Docker, Is History Fiction? 143. See also Geoffrey Roberts, "J. H. Hexter Narrative
History and Common Sense," in The History and Narrative Reader, ed. Geoffrey Roberts (London:
Routledge, 2001), 135-39.

7 J. H. Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History," History and Theory 6, no. 1 (1967): 12.

® Ibid., 11-12. Hexter was suggesting that in order to maintain history’s claim to “knowledge,

understanding and truth” then the scientific model might not be the best fit for history as a discipline. In this

119



Louis Mink, in his essay Narrative Form as Cognitive Instrument, identified that prior
to the late 1970s the narrative form had appeared to be a relatively uncomplicated form of
discourse. Consequently, little attention had been given to the narrative form in terms of
the relationship it bore to the meaning or validity associated with historical representations.
Narrative as a form in history was, at that time, more simply considered a neutral vehicle
for explanation. Mink, on the other hand, like Hexter before him, identified the narrative
form as problematic. Mink argued that the narrative form was problematic both for
conveying the meaning of historical representations, but also in terms of the reliability of
the truth claims history as a discipline could purport. Mink determined that this
problematic was made more complicated, because not only are histories represented in the
form of the narrative, but “historical actuality itself has a narrative form, which the
historian does not invent but discovers.”® Mink argued that although he agreed that the
notion of ‘universal’ history, as a universal historiography, was no longer considered
plausible, due to what he described as a now well-established acknowledgement of the
unique differences across cultures and individuals, he maintained the idea of ‘universal’
history on the basis that the past has happened. Mink was claiming that the ‘universal’
component of history is based on the presupposition that “we assume that everything that
has happened belongs to a single and determinate realm of unchanging actuality.”*® What

Mink was highlighting is that although a conception of history as a universal discourse is

regard he did not reject the empirical approach to historical method, rather how this approach might be
framed.

° Louis Mink, "Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument," in The Writing of History: Literary Form and
Historical Understanding, ed. Robert H Canary and Henry Kozicki (Madison: The University of Wisconsin
Press, 1978), 134.

©pid., 141.
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negated in one sense, the idea maintains itself in another way, because it has not
necessarily been replaced as a concept, even if it is rejected as a possibility. Mink linked
this to the idea that the narrative form is a cognitive instrument, and argued that when it is
conceived in this way it is possible to see how a web of relationships between different

narrative forms in history operates.

Mink highlighted three narrative forms that inform common understandings of history.
The first is the narrative form that gives expression to history, or in other words those that
are constituted through writing, or orating the past. The second is the narrative form that is
discovered in the archive. The third is the narrative form that is constituted based on what
has already been written in other histories. This third narrative form is based on an
appreciation of how historians also make determinations of truth about the past based on,
what Mink describes as, an aggregation of other histories. Each form operates in relation to
the other. It is in this web of relationships that Mink identifies the problem of proving the

validity of truth claims in history as being related to the narrative form:

The cognitive function of narrative form, then, is not just to relate a succession of events
but to body forth an ensemble of interrelationships of many different kinds as a single
whole. In fictional narrative the coherence of such complex forms affords aesthetic or
emotional satisfaction; in historical narrative it additionally claims truth. But this is where
the problem arises. The analysis and criticism of historical evidence can in principle
resolve disputes about matters of fact or about the relations among facts, but not about the

possible combinations of kinds of relations.™*

Hayden White, who was greatly influenced by his predecessor Mink, took this further.

White positions the authority or ‘truth’ of a historical narrative as dependent on the dual

% bid., 144.
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necessity of requiring both coherence and correspondence, which means, in his
formulation, that narratives acquire meaning only through the process of communication,
either between or in relation to existing narratives, or in reference to recognising the tropes
of other narratives. It is this recognition of the tropes'? of narrative that is an especially
important constituent of the narrative form because it highlights how language is not a
neutral device. Rather, narratives provide us with recognisable signs about the meaning
inscribed in a text; these relate to our place in the world, be that cultural, political,
economic or social. While White does not see the truth claims associated with coherence as
necessarily problematic, he does argue that there is a problem associated with the
correspondence criterion. White argues that the correspondence aspect of the narrative,
(which he sees as similar to Mink’s characterisation of narrative as dependent on a

multitude of interrelationships), is actually:

...regarded as an apparatus for the production of meaning rather than as only a vehicle for
the transmission of information about an extrinsic referent. Thus envisaged the content of
the discourse consists as much of its form as it does of whatever information might be

extracted from a reading of it."®

White does not deny that history has truth claims, but he argues that the truth claims in
historical narrative refer to the chronicle elements, not to the narrative form. He argues that

if the narrative form has any truth claims at all, these are claimed through allegory, and

12 Hayden White also referred to the tropes of historical narratives as the politics of interpretation. That
is: “The activity of interpreting becomes political at the point where a given interpreter claims authority over
rival interpreters. As long as this claim to is not reinforced by appeal to the power of the state to compel
conformity of belief or conviction, it is “political” only in a metaphorical sense.” Hayden White, "The
Politics of Historical Interpretation: Discipline and De-Sublimation,” Critical Inquiry 9, no. 1 (1982): 114.
White was arguing that implicit in any narrative are ideological features, which manifest because narratives
are produced through a process of mediation which draw on a range of knowledge forms.

3 The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourses and Historical Representation. 42.
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only implicitly.** White concluded; the narrative form in history is the same as the

narrative form in fiction and the two, he argued, cannot be distinguished from one another.

Chris Lorenz, who is an ardent critic of White’s analysis of the contestability of truth
claims in historical narrative, has argued that White’s position on narrative fails to account
for historical narrative being related to the process of historical research. Lorenz argues

that:

White’s narrativism is built on two distinctions that do not show up in the practice of
history: first a distinction between literal and figurative language, and, the exclusive use of
literal language during the phase of research and the use of figurative language — read
metaphor — during the phase of composition or writing.*

Lorenz bases his critique on the idea that all historical work is intersubjective, and that this
quality reinforces the idea that it is possible to establish criteria for “the relative quality to
claims to truth”*® as opposed to seeing the narrative form as non-referential. Lorenz argues
that White, by divorcing the historical narrative form from its research phase, does not deal
with the philosophical problems that would otherwise be raised. The relationship between
narrative and truth, where there is a referent, goes un-examined and there is also then no
consideration given to the narrative and its relationship to the research phase. Lorenz
argues that the truth claims of history are different from the truth claims associated with

literature because they are:

“bid., 46.
> orenz, "Can Histories be True? Narrativism, Positivism, and the 'Metaphorical Turn'," 327-28.

% |bid., 325.
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...open to public scrutiny and debate. And so is the evidence they use to back up their
arguments, because as a consequence of the public character of history historical narratives
cannot just be presented, as are their fictional counterparts, but they stand in need of
constant empirical and logical backing."’

| agree with Lorenz that White too readily reduces the narrative form of history to the
same function as the fictional narrative. In reference to Sen’s idea of open impartiality I
would suggest that it is precisely by subjecting historical accounts to critical scrutiny, that
is, trans-positional scrutiny, that the claims to truth of a historical narrative can be asserted.
There is also the associated societal expectation that historical narratives are subjected to
critical scrutiny, which positions historical narratives in a different evaluative category to

fictional narratives.

Truth, as noted in Chapter One, is a contested concept. In the previous chapter an
argument was set out that related the concept of truth to questions of justice in historical
praxis. It is now important to define what | mean by truth based on this distinction.
Amartya Sen asserts that “justice cannot be indifferent to the lives that people can actually
live.”*® Mary Fulbrook, in outlining her approach to the problem of adjudicating between
competing accounts in history, also talks about the importance of the “real world out there”
as a space where accounts about the past can be scrutinised from many different
standpoints.™® Both recognise that concepts like truth and justice relate to people’s lives,

and need to be situated, rather than ideal, in order to be useful concepts in practice. When

Sen’s idea of transpositional scrutiny is applied to history it is possible to defend a plural

7 bid., 326.
18 5en, The Idea of Justice. 11.

¥ Fulbrook, Historical Theory. 181.
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view of truth in history, that is not relative, but rather recognises the multiple historical
accounts that exist as a resource to get closer to truth, and therefore to justice. Felipe
Fernandez-Armesto recommends a similar approach to truth that has as its goal “seeing
from every point of view.”?° He argues that although it is, of course, not possible to “see
from every point of view”, when history is approached with this notion of manifold truth
then it gets “closer to truth”. It is by navigating and communicating around and between
different standpoints that historical knowledge and understanding begins to take shape.
Such an understanding of truth gets to the heart of what is involved in the actual practice of
doing history, and demonstrates why the quest for truth remains an essential aspect of
history as a pursuit. It is a process for establishing truth within the imperfectly situated

contexts that it must operate, not an ideal form of truth that is fixed.

Despite disagreeing with White’s claim that the narrative form in historical discourse
has no truth claims, White’s consideration of narrative as a cognitive tool, or ‘apparatus for
providing meaning’ in historical discourse remains useful. This is particularly the case
when thinking about how history is both used and understood more broadly in public
discourses. The interrelationships that both Mink and White referred to as being integral to
the formation of the historical narrative, in addition to Lorenz’s legitimate claim that all
historical work is intersubjective, can be thought over in relation to how history is
communicated between people. Therefore, | would argue that, just as it is important to
consider the quality of truth that history as a discipline can claim, it is of equal importance

to consider how the historical narrative is received and internalised in relation to claims of

% Fernandez-Armesto, Truth: A History and a Guide for the Perplexed. 228.
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truth. Such a view of the processes that are gone through to establish truth in history is

essential to deciding which claims to truth in history are viable and which claims are not.

The Narrative Form as Mediated Action

Let us consider more generally what a narrative is and what its function is in the
everyday evaluations people make about the past, both their past as individuals and as
members of groups. The narrative of a life changes over time; with each new experience
comes a change, be it minute or momentous, but we are constantly adding to the stimuli
and to the memory sources we use to function and find meaning in the world. The story we
tell of our lives at the age of twenty will be different from the story we tell at the age of
eighty; though some of the content may be the same, it will be viewed differently over
time. To tell the story of the present we often use the past as a referent, whether
consciously or unconsciously, whether as individuals or in groups, whether in cultures or
religions, whether in institutions or in nations. We tell stories to link contingent events, to

make sense of where we are in the present:

One needs story because the world is imperfect. One needs story because there is no goal.

And one needs story because things do not fit. %

Stories provide meaning; they provide a way of making complex situations
comprehensible, they do this through narration, through interpretation and through
providing scenarios to continually evaluate. We use narrative to interpret, and bring
comprehension to, the events of our lives. We also use narratives to communicate our

understandings or concerns about the world to others. Charles Taylor, like White, argues

*1 Gary Saul Morson, "Narrativeness," New Literary History 34, no. 1 (2003): 66.
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that we both interpret and understand our lives through narrative. Taylor points to the
function of the narrative as an orientation to working out what might be considered to be

good. It is orientated to the process of making judgements about the world around us:

...making sense of one’s life as a story is also, like orientation to the good, is not an
optional extra; that our lives exist also in this space of questions, which only a coherent
narrative can answer. In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have a notion of

how we have become, and of where we are going %

By accepting Taylor’s consideration of narrative as a form that contributes to self
understanding, narratives are recognised as dynamic, involving constant reconfiguring and

reflection. Part of this dynamic is the relationship the narrative form has to time.

Paul Ricoeur, a French philosopher, best known for his three volume work Time and
Narrative, argued that the narrative form is what gives history its temporal framework; he
called this narrative time. Ricoeur saw narrative and temporality as having a reciprocal
relationship.® The narrative relationship to time, Ricoeur argued, could be found in the
way that the narrative form intersects with plot, that is, the plot of a story gives narrative its
temporal quality because it is what links the two together. Ricoeur described the narrative
function as giving us a notion of time as human time. The human time that the narrative

form gives us is about stories; it is how we tell our lives:

The temporal implications of this twofold structure of the plot are so striking that we may
already conjecture that narrative does more than just establish humanity, along with human

actions and passions, “in” time; it also brings us back from within-time-ness to

2 Taylor, Sources of The Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. 47.

8 paul Ricoeur, "Narrative Time," Critical Inquiry 7, no. 1 (1980): 169.
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historicality, from “reckoning with” time to “recollecting” it. As such, the narrative

function provides a transition from within-time-ness to historicality.?

Ricoeur, in his later work, Oneself as Another, extended his theses on narrative to
include identity. He argued that identity can be considered to have a double meaning.
Narrative Identity can be understood as the dialectic between sameness and selfhood.
Narrative identity then, is the action of self understanding and the process of self

understanding is interpretation. Ricoeur argued that it is in the conceptualisation of

narrative identity that we can identify a fusion between history and fiction. The process of

interpreting ourselves requires the facility of imagination. Ricoeur suggests that we

mediate an understanding of ourselves and others through a combination of imagination

and reference to the real. Ricoeur determined then that human understanding takes a

narrative form and it is through this interplay between imagination and the real that we

come to know ourselves. Not only do we come to know ourselves, but it is in the mediation

between the two that we make evaluations about ourselves and about others:

The thought experiments we conduct in the great laboratory of imaginary are also

explorations in the realm of good and evil. Transvaluing, even devaluing, is still

evaluating. Moral judgement has not been abolished; it is rather itself subjected to the

imaginative variations proper to fiction.

Because of these exercises in evaluating in the dimension of fiction, the narrative can
finally perform its function of discovery and transformation with respect to the readers’
feelings and actions, in the phase of the refiguration of action by the narrative. In Time and
Narrative 3, | even ventured to say that the narrative form intended to be the most neutral
in this regard, namely historiographic narrative, never reaches the zero degree of valuation.
Without displaying a personal preference for the values of this or that epoch, the historian

who wants to be motivated by curiosity more than by the taste for commemoration or

2 |bid., 178.
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loathing, will nevertheless be carried back by this very curiosity to the way in which people
involved aimed at, reached, or missed what they held to constitute the true life. At least in
the mode of imagination and of sympathy the historian brings back to life ways of
evaluating which continue to belong to our deepest humanity. %

Ricoeur is referring here to the ethical tensions that historical narratives and an
engagement with the past evoke for the historian. Historical understandings, then, 1 would

argue, also take a narrative form.

Ricoeur made a distinction between his idea of narrative identity in relationship to
personal identity (idem-sameness) and narrative identity in relation to the self (ipse —
self).?® The distinction he argued was important because the two overlap but are not the
same. Ricoeur puts forward the idea that personal identity is what comes to be recognisable
as the same over time, or in other words, personal identity is linked to the consistency of a
persons’ character. Character, unlike narrative, is not necessarily interactive, but it is a
narrative form. He positions the category of character as similar to the role of the plot, in

that it has a configuring component.?’

To a large extent, in fact, the identity of a person or a community is made up of these
identifications with values, norms, ideals, models, and heroes, in which the person or the
community recognises itself. Recognising oneself in contributes to recognising oneself
by.... An element of loyalty is thus incorporated into character and makes it turn toward
fidelity, hence toward maintaining the self. Here the two poles of identity accord with one
another. This proves that one cannot think the idem [sameness] of the person through

without considering the ipse [self], even when one entirely covers over the other. Thus are

% Oneself as Another (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 164.
*® See ibid., 116.

2 |bid., 143.
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incorporated into the traits of character the aspects of evaluative preference which define
the moral aspect of character, in the Aristotelian sense of the term. This occurs through a
process comparable to that of habit formation, namely through the internalisation which
annuls the initial effect of otherness, or at least transfers it from the outside to the inside. %

Ricoeur argues that self identity is different from personal identity in the sense that it is
interactive and is always in the action of mediation; the self always locates and interprets
itself in relation to otherness, to the within—time—ness of the world in which one operates
and in reflection of existence itself. % It is when the distinction between the two
understandings of identity becomes dissociative that the narrative becomes dislocated from

time, and this indicates the interconnectedness of identity with the narrative form:

To the loss of identity of the character corresponds a loss of configuration of the narrative

and in particular a crisis of its closure. There is thus a repercussion of the character on the
t.30

plo

This can be linked back to Mink’s web of relationships where he identified three
narrative forms of action, and White’s identification of the tropes of narrative as being
important to how narratives are recognised, thought through and communicated. Humans
are always in a state of double think when it comes to interpreting and reinterpreting
themselves, because, in order to do this, we must be able to recognise ourselves as coherent
beings. It is our narrative identity, then, that mediates between all other narrative forms. It
is also the narrative identity that makes the acquisition of narratives of history, or counter

narratives in history, difficult to attest. This is because our self understandings are relatable

% Ibid., 121-22.
# See "Narrative Identity,” Philosophy Today 35, no. 1 (1991): 73-81.

% Ibid., 78.
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to the narrative forms associated with history, which are generated both within the
discipline of history and beyond it. In addition, these are not reducible to the known world,
but also incorporate our beliefs, which Ricoeur identifies as having their referent both in

the imagination and in the real world.

Walter Fisher, another proponent of the communicative function of narrative,
highlights the powerful influence of narrative and the breadth of its dimension as both the

reinforcer of attitudes and values and its capacity to elucidate fact:

If a story denies a person’s self conception, it does not matter what it says about the world.
In the instance of protest, the rival factions’ stories deny each other in respect to self-
conceptions and the world. The only way to bridge this gap, if it can be bridged through
discourse, is by telling stories that do not negate the self-conceptions people hold of
themselves... First narration comes closer to capturing experience of the world and
simultaneously appealing to the various senses, to reason and emotion, to intellect and

imagination, and to fact and value. It does not presume intellectual content only.*

Fisher’s point here is important; the truth claims associated with history, which I have
argued are mediated through the narrative form, often try to displace each other. This is not
necessarily a characteristic of fictional narratives. Fisher is right that stories must be told in
a way that does not negate the self conceptions people hold about themselves.
Simultaneously, however, it is equally untenable to suggest that there is a single narrative
form which constitutes an authoritative narrative truth. It is in the recognition of how the
narrative form functions that it is possible to consider truth claims as dialogical; this

removes the idea that one narrative form must replace another. Narratives are negotiated in

- Walter Fisher, "Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral
Argument,” Communication Monographs 51, no. 1 (1984): 14-15.
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relation to each other because of the relationship they have to both identity formation and
the quality of truth claims. It is the ‘communicative action’ of narrative as described by
White that positions dialogue at the heart of considerations of the quality of truth in
history:

...far from being one code among many that culture may utilize for endowing experience

with meaning, narrative is a metacode, a human universal on the basis of which

transcultural messages about the nature of shared reality can be transmitted.*

The mediation between narrative forms becomes, then, an ethical operation and
operates at the level of moral judgement. This is why this thesis argues that dialogue is an
essential process, or framework, for evaluating the past in an ethical way, but this is
positioned in relation to questions of justice. Amartya Sen’s idea of justice is based on
people being free to realise their capabilities. People are free to realise their capabilities
only when they are free to know themselves in relation to others.> Justice is itself, then, a
dialogical process because the recognition and realisation of justice depends on the
mediation between different narrative identities. Jurgen Habermas describes this freedom
as accepting the authorship of your own life, and our moral positions come from our

evaluations of the different contexts we encounter:

...moral norms may not be imposed in an abstract manner on the life-histories of individual

persons, even if these norms appeal to a practical reason all individuals have in common or

% \White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourses and Historical Representation. 1.

% See Sen, The Idea of Justice. 18-19 & 169.

132



to a universal sense of justice. Moral commands must be internally related to the life-plans

and lifestyles of affected persons in a way they can grasp for themselves. *

People must be able to recognise themselves in relation to the past, but they must also be

recognised, and understood, by others in relation to that past.*

Charles Taylor, who shares a similar understanding of the dynamic of identity as
Ricoeur, also argues that our self conception of our identity is what guides our moral

responses and judgements of the world around us:

Perhaps the best way to see this is to focus on the issue that we usually describe today as
the question of identity. We speak of it in these terms because the question is often
spontaneously phrased by people in the form: Who am I? But this can’t necessarily be
answered by giving name and genealogy. What does answer the question for us is an
understanding of what is of crucial importance to us. To know who | am is a species of
knowing where | stand. My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications
which provide the frame or horizon within which | can try to determine from case to case
what is good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what | endorse or oppose. In other

words, it is the horizon within which | am capable of taking a stand.*

Taylor, like Ricoeur, positions self understanding as being both tied to interpretation and
reinterpretation of one’s own identity over time; correspondingly recognising that any

shifts in thinking about oneself are done in exchange with other selves:

% Jurgen Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, ed. Ciaran Cronin and
Pablo De Grieff. (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishing Company, 1998). 100.

% Charles Taylor’s work on the politics of recognition is worth referring to here. Taylor argues that “our
identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person
or group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion if the people or society around them mirror back to
them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves. Nonrecognition or misrecognition can
inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of
being.” Taylor, Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition. 25. Critical then to the development
of historical understanding is the need for recognition of the plurality of historical narratives, but more
importantly, an understanding of their associated worth and their meanings.

% Sources of The Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. 27.
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This is the sense in which one cannot be a self on one’s own. [ am a self only in relation to
certain interlocutors: in one way in relation to those conversation partners who were
essential to my achieving self definition; in another in relation to those who are now crucial

to my continuing grasp of languages of self understanding — and of course, these classes

may overlap. A self exists only within what I call “webs of interlocution”.*

It is in these webs of interlocution where self understanding can actively contribute to
the type of transpositional understandings of history that | have been advocating. However,
it is in these same webs that it is also possible to produce the type of objective illusions
described by Sen and discussed in the previous chapter. Sen’s work on positional
objectivity suggests that self understandings are dependent on the knowledges that are
available to an individual or a group in any given moment and this is why he advances the
idea of transpositional scrutiny, or comparative broadening, in order to overcome what he

calls positional limitations.*® National history narratives provide one such example.

James Wertsch, who is well known for his work on collective memory, argues that
narrative texts, such as national histories, mediate how collective memory functions in
society.>® Wertsch’s research on collective memory in Russia revealed that people’s belief
in the veracity of history is not necessarily based on academic tools of evidence so much as
what he refers to as “mediated action”, which is, by his definition, the “irreducible tension

between active agents on the one hand and the “cultural tools” they employ to carry out

" 1bid., 36.
% Sen, The Idea of Justice. 168-69.

% James V Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2002). 1.
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action on the other.”*° This sets up an inherent tension between what can be ‘known’ about
the past and what we come to ‘believe’ about the past.** Wertsch argues that we utilise
cultural tools, like historical texts, in two ways; through ‘mastery’ and through
‘appropriation’. The difference between what we know about history and what we believe
about history is represented in this way. The danger associated with utilising texts in this
way occurs “when we begin to view the appropriation of a historical narrative as creating

I 9942
)

some sort of inalienable psychological essence of the individua that is when conflicts

over the past become tied to personal or group identity.

Wertsch and Roediger contend that collective memory™®, by which, in this context,
they mean the process by which knowledge and the image of the past are continually
conferred between an individual and a group, often reflects the essentialism of
appropriation, because it is tied to identity formation and often simplifies the complexity of
historical narrative.** This can lead to the narrative form taking on the appearance of a

static form of knowledge. It is the fusing of belief with what one is able to master through

“0 James Wertsch, "Is it Possible to Teach Beliefs, As Well As Knowledge About History," in Knowing,
Teaching & Learning History, ed. Peter N Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam Wineburg (New York: New York
University Press, 2000), 40.

1 James Wertsch in his work on collective memories suggests that people can simultaneously know at
least two versions of the past. Rather than using historical evidence as a measure of each version’s veracity
over another, people often adhere to the one that is predicated on familial dialogues within communities
“knowing but not believing” and “believing but not knowing”. See ibid., 39.

2 1bid., 45.

¥ According to Wertsch and Roediger, collective memory and collective remembering are conceptually
different. “The first conceptual opposition contrasts collective memory as a static base of knowledge with
collective remembering, which involves the repeated reconstructions of representation of the past, a process
that is often quite contentious.”James Wertsch and Henry L Roediger, "Collective Memory: Conceptual
Foundations and Theoretical Approaches," Memory 16, no. 3 (2008): 319.

* For an illuminating discussion of the term collective memory’ See ibid.
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the study of the past that makes the promotion of historical understanding across

communities so complex.

It is my argument that transpositional scrutiny in history, based on people’s freedoms
and capabilities to know themselves in relation to others, provides the kind of recognition
necessary to promote historical understanding between historical accounts and between
people. However, our self understandings are often imperfect and do inevitably impose
certain positional limitations on our historical understandings. Among these are the
identifications we make with authoritative narratives about our collective past which can

actively act to deny the recognition of the freedom and capabilities of others in society.

Historical Narratives: Authoritative or Dynamic

Historical narratives when conflated with the ‘essentialism’ of national identity are
often positioned as representing an authoritative ‘truth’. That is, national identity operates
in a similar way to the personal identity (idem-sameness) described by Ricoeur. The
configuring component of a national identity, the continuity of character, is what supports
the establishment of a single, seemingly coherent, version of the past as authoritative.

National narratives become authoritative when they are represented as normative.

If the narrative form of national history is typified as singular, fixed and neutral this
can be dangerous. Firstly it sets up a dichotomy between alternative historical narratives
that suggests only one can be viable, or ‘legitimate’. Another danger associated with tying
the character of national identity to historical narratives is that it can fix those narratives in
time, giving them an illusion of permanency. Fusing the character of the nation to one
authoritative historical narrative also removes the possibilities for deliberation between

accounts. History positioned in this way does not account for the diversity of narratives
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about the past that exist within any community, and certainly does not do justice to
alternative historical narratives that may be in conflict with a dominant narrative of
nationhood.* Paul Ricoeur recognised the danger of tying narrative forms to national

identity, or identity as sameness:

The fact that character must be set back within the movement of narration is attested to by
numerous vain debates on identity, in particular when they concern the identity of a
historical community. When Fernand Braudel treats L’Identite de la France, he attempts, of
course, to point out lasting, even permanent, distinctive traits by which we recognize
France as a quasicharacter. But separated from history and geography, something the great
historian is careful not to do, these traits are solidified and lend themselves to exploitation

by the most harmful ideologies of “national identity.*®

Re-clarifying Ricoeur’s idea of identity as both sameness and self, and the necessary
overlap of these understandings of identity as constituting the narrative form as an action,
is important. Only when both are recognised can historical narratives be considered

dynamic, and plural.

A simple example of the importance of historical narrative being recognised as both
plural and dynamic is the case of history that still exists in living memory. Even when
dominant narratives of nationhood command the public imagination there are those in
society who will recognise some deceptions, or rhetoric within that narrative, because their
own life experiences, their own narratives, reliably inform them of contradictions, or

‘untruths’. If historical narratives are seen as a static form of knowledge, those people

*® The next chapter explores just how obstructive authoritative historical narratives can be to promoting
historical understanding and responding to injustices, both historical injustices and associated injustices in
the present.

8 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another. 122 - 23.
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whose experiences fall outside or in opposition to dominant narratives have no avenue, or
recourse, in which to seek recognition by others of the truth of their experiences. There is
also no room for acknowledgement of any disadvantage that may be a product of the
subjugation of their experiences. Positioning history in this way disables a dialogue of truth
claims, where the dominant narrative is subjected to scrutiny, along with all other
narratives. In history, a case of this type illustrates the importance of raising questions of
justice when deliberating between historical accounts. This example also points to the
inadequacy of a relative understanding of the narrative form, such as that represented by
Hayden White. If all historical narratives cannot be distinguished from fictional narratives,
and are reduced to constructions of language then this fails to give meaning to the lived
experiences of those whose historical understanding of their own lives exist outside
dominant,or authoritative historical narratives. If there is no reason to contend and
scrutinise the truth claims of all historical narratives, then marginalised narratives will tend

to remain marginalised.

Recognising the narrative form as both plural and dynamic draws attention to the need
to provide explicit detail of the methods used to construct historical narratives, either
within or alongside the stories we present about the past. Historians must not be the only
ones who are expected to do this, it should also be integral to how people learn to read and
evaluate history in all its forms, from the earliest encounter. This approach is necessary
because it removes the dominant idea of a single version, or authoritative narrative of the
past, a concept that, despite much evidence to the contrary, continues to pervade public

discourse and educational institutions. Mary Catherine Bateson stresses this point:

There are many examples in Western culture of the insistence that one story — one version

of what happened — be regarded as truth and all others be regarded as false. It starts in
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childhood — after all, we all go to school. And one of the things that you learn in school is

that there is a right answer.*’

Revealing the different methodologies of history allows us to think of the past as a space of
multiple understandings and to consider the evaluation of these as a form of
intercommunication that happens internally (within ourselves), in relation to (between
ourselves and other selves), and externally (outside ourselves, within groups, across
communities and beyond communities). We dialogue the past both in thought, in speech
and in text. Considering, once again, Charles Taylor’s idea that we make evaluations based
on our orientation to the good requires that we necessarily make judgements about the past
in this way also. This highlights the importance of subjecting these orientations to
transpositional scrutiny because our orientation to the good is entirely dependent on our
positionality. Humans make evaluations based upon what it is they have reason to value.

Jurgen Habermas demonstrates this point incisively:

In a word, the skeptic may reject morality, but he cannot reject the ethical substance
(sittlichkeit) of the life circumstances in which he spends his waking hours, not unless he is
willing to take refuge in suicide or serious mental illness. In other words he cannot
extricate himself from the communicative practice of everyday life in which he is

continually forced to take a position by responding yes or no.*

We live in the present and our response to the past is unavoidably shaped by the spaces we
occupy in that temporal moment. Our judgements in response to the past express both how
we know ourselves at any given moment and how we understand the past in that same

moment. What | may not understand today | may know more concretely tomorrow, or what

" Mary Catherine Bateson, "Narrative, Adaption, and Change," Interchange 38, no. 3 (2007): 217.

*8 Jurgen Habermas, Moral Conciousness and Communicative Action (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990).
100.
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I think | understand today | may not see so clearly tomorrow. Taking all of this into
account the narrative remains the form in which historical knowledge is received,

disseminated and understood.

For narrative forms to function in an ethical way within historical praxis is to recognise
narratives as tools for historical communication. | propose that consideration be given to a
dialogical approach to narrative as a process by which historical understanding across
different standpoints might be achieved. By this | mean that we make explicit, not only the
methodologies of history, but also, where possible, our judgements about the veracity of
certain historical narratives. Our collective understandings of the past can be deepened and
transformed through dialogical exchange. | now briefly discuss Mikhail Bakhtin’s

understanding of the chronotope and dialogism*, to show how this might be done.

Dialogism: Advancing a Dialogical Approach to
Historical Understanding

Mikhail Bakhtin borrows the idea of chronotope from mathematics. It literally means
time-space. It refers to the nexus between time and space as being a conditional and equal
relationship.®® Bakhtin devised his idea of chronotope in relation to literature, but it has
relevance to the historical narrative also. Bakhtin emphasised that all of time and space
exists in the realm of perspective, and conversely the time and space in which one operates

acts on one’s perspective. Michael Holquist, an expert on Bakhtin demonstrates:

* Bakhtin did not use the term dialogism himself although dialogue was a presence in all aspects of his
writing. The term dialogism has been developed by scholars of his work as a way to both identify and
categorise the theoretical themes in his writing.

% Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist., trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist ( Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981). 84.
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[...the law of placement”] in dialogism, which says everything is perceived from a unique
position in existence; its corollary is that the meaning of whatever is observed is shaped by

the place from which it is perceived.”

Particular moments in time and space are constructed in narrative forms; as with Ricoeur’s
notion of narrative time, there is an intersection between the narrative and the temporal
which is represented by the plot. However, in Bakhtin’s case this intersection is also
equally relational to the spatial. A chronotope thus conceived is lived time and lived space.
Accordingly, language is inextricably tied to how we live in and create meaning in that
matrix. Time and space are understood as cognitive, not just concepts outside the self.
Bakhtin thus envisages that the chronotope is a way of understanding the whole. The
chronotope both structures and gives representation to the habits of mind of a group within

a historical and social context:

The chronotope is the place where knots or narrative are tied and untied. It can be said
without qualification that to them belongs the meaning that shapes narrative.

We cannot help but be strongly impressed by the representational importance of the
chronotope. Time becomes, in effect, palpable and visible, the chronotope makes narrative
events concrete, makes them take on flesh, causes blood to flow in their veins. An event
can be communicated, it becomes information, one can give precise data on the place and
time of its occurrence. But the event does not become a figure [obraz]. It is precisely the
chronotope that provides the ground essential for the showing forth, the representability of
events. And this is so thanks precisely to the special increase in density and concreteness of
time markers — the time of human life, historical time — that occurs within well delineated

spatial areas.”

> Michael Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2002). 20.
°2Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. 250.
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Let us now consider this concept in relation to historical narratives. The historical text,
is a product of the social and historical environment in which it was written, thus a fixed
perspective in time, but concurrently it is mediated in another social and historical
environment that is the one in which it is read, therefore not a fixed perspective in time.
This reflects the condition of historicity which I discussed in Chapter Two, where the past,
present and the future are inescapably linked through the continuous construction and
reconstruction of accounts of the past and the future. The meaning of the text is thus
communicated in different spatial and temporal moments, giving it new understandings.
This represents one of the key components of chronotope to dialogism; the meaning of a
narrative is always in a state of flux, in the process of being produced, in relation to lived

time and lived space.

Holquist argues that although we frequently recognise how ideology acts on our

953 or

unconscious we do not routinely question what he calls our “chronotopic unconscious
our assumptions about our relationship to time and space as necessarily influencing our
experience of the world, and therefore the meaning we ascribe to it. Bakhtin’s idea of

chronotope allows the possibility that although something may have occurred in the past it
does not mean it is finished, at least not cognitively, in the present:
...brute chronological indicators are no guarantee of whether a thing has meaning in this

sense or not, for events initiated in the most distant past, as measured by the clock, may

still be fresh and unfinished in cognitive time/space.”

*¥Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World. 139.
> Ibid., 22.
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This helps us to see that the understanding of time and space most often ascribed to
history, linear time, helps to shape the values and meaning of historical narratives in ways
that necessarily restrict our understanding of the past because this perception of time, and

its relational doctrine ‘progress’ is in fact itself a chronotope.

To see history as fixed, as one chronotope, and not in interaction with multiple
chronotopes is to see it as finished. To consider that there is no new meaning that can be
gleaned from a reconsideration of the past is to see the past as something that can be

resolved or moved on from. Bakhtin on the other hand takes another view:

Chronotopes are mutually inclusive, they co—exist, they may be interwoven with, replace
or oppose one another, contradict one another or find themselves in ever more complex
interrelationships...The general characteristics of these interactions is that they are
dialogical.”

This enlivens the possibility that there are different concepts of history, as well as different

understandings of the events of the past, and these can be negotiated in dialogue.

Dialogism is fundamentally concerned with the idea that the process of communication
is constituent to the creation of meaning, or knowledge. Bakhtin, like Taylor, outlines that
self conception is mediated and determined in relation to others. Bakhtin also requires that
this bears a relationship to time and space, which is similar to Ricoeur’s idea of narrative
time. Bakhtin positions the self at the centre of the relational nexus. Holquist explains that

this does not privilege the self, rather “I”” at the centre could mean anyone because the term

% Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. 252.
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“I” has no referent. It is simply indicative of where perception is located, in the mind.*® We

understand ourselves as being unfinished, but we know others as a kind of unified whole:

For the perceivers, their own time is forever open and unfinished, their own space is
always the centre of perception, the point around which things arrange themselves as a
horizon whose meaning is determined by wherever they have their place in it. By contrast,
the time in which we model others is perceived as closed and finished. Moreover, the space
in which others are seen is never a significance-charged surrounding, but a neutral
environment, i.e the homogenizing context of the rest of the world. From the perspective of
a self, the other is simply in the world, along with everyone and everything else.>’

In other words, we make judgements about others based on what we see as the whole
person, but we do not know ourselves in this way. Bakhtin thus suggests that we ascribe

form to the notion of self through the process of utterance. Holquist outlines:

In order for my specific subjectivity to fill the general slot of the first person pronoun, that
word must be empty: “I” is a word that can mean nothing in general, for the reference it
names can never be visualized in its consummated wholeness. But this invisibility (which
as we shall see, is akin to the invisibility of the unconscious) is not mysterious. It is a
general token of absence that can be filled in any particular utterance. It is invisible only at
the level of system. At the level of performance, in the event of an utterance, the meaning
of “I” can always be seen. It can be said, then, that the pronoun “I” marks the point of
articulation between the pre-existing, repeatable system of language and my unique,

unrepeatable existence as a particular person in a specific social and historical situation.?®

Dialogue then becomes the space in which we form an understanding of ourselves as well

as review and transform our judgements and understandings of others.

*® Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World. 17 & 20.
*"Ibid., 21.

%8 |bid., 26.
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Dialogism as a means by which to mediate between different narrative forms makes
sense because it mirrors history, in the sense that historical understanding is tied to the
same matrix that Bakhtin ascribes to dialogue. Time, space, language, self and others are
inextricably linked to how we perceive the past and its relationship to ourselves and to

others. Anthony Wall stresses this point:

History can thus be described as a particular type of cultural utterance that deals with
struggle. Through the fact that human history is lived or performed, and since it is not
discovered as something that is extraneous to, or independent of, the ways in which we
interact with our social and material worlds, it is necessarily subject to the same sort of
vagaries or variables that govern cultural utterances in general. As the loosely assembled
series of lived cultural utterance acts and their accompanying human contexts, history —
here defined as a humanized dimension of lived time and space — forever falls under the

influence of inconsistency and change.*

Dialogism positions our different understandings of the past not as binary but as relational,

it is in the mediation of different understandings that new meanings become possible.

With this in mind | suggest that a dialogic approach to history education is compatible
with the investigative or inquiry based approaches to history education that | have
previously advocated in this thesis. Such approaches are closely related to how historians
actually practice history and make evaluations about the viability of certain historical
narratives. A dialogical approach to history education complements this type of historical
inquiry. Such an approach also promotes historical understanding, and recognises the

importance of questions of justice in historical praxis.

> Anthony Wall, "Loopholes in a ‘Theory' of Time and History," Dialogism 5, no. 6 (2001): 136.
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Leora Cruddas in an article about the benefits of dialogic interaction in schools makes
two points that | believe are crucial to recommending a dialogical approach to history
education. Cruddas introduces her article by considering the situation of how a teacher
might engage with racist, sexist, and homophobic views in her classroom. Firstly, Cruddas

identifies the subjectivities that children bring with them to school:

| want to explore two positions in pupil voice practices. The first assumes that ‘voice’ is a
tool to enable the child to progress towards rationality. In the second position, the concept
of ‘voice’ assumes that children will freely articulate a spontaneous, coherent, consistent
and unadulterated position, entirely consistent with their individual conscience and their
own interests. It assumes that children and young people are non-ideologically constructed
subjects who are free to represent their own interests transparently. ®

Cruddas’ point highlights the importance of not seeing children as a homogenous group
who are like, to use a cliché, ‘empty vessels’, but rather, as active participants in their own
social worlds who bring with them subjectivity. Children, as with adults, occupy their own

positionalities, and these are not without ideological content.

Another point that Cruddas’ makes that | consider to be important concerns the idea of
inner speech which can be related back to Bakhtin, Ricoeur and Taylor’s understanding of
the narrative action as mediated both within oneself and in relation to other selves.

Meaning therefore is in a perpetual state of being reconfigured through this mediation:

In identifying inner speech as semiotic material — as a dialogue the subjective and the

social — the spoken word cannot be the spontaneous utterance of the ever present self.

% | eora Cruddas, "Engaged Voices: Dialogic Interaction and the Construction of Shared Social
Meanings," Educational Action Research 15, no. 3 (2007): 480-81.
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Voice is always filled with social-ideological content, already, including the sediments of

historical ideologies and received views.®

I think this indicates the mismatch between the ideal, or development of historical
understanding and the representation of the historical record as some kind of unified
whole, a single narrative with a beginning and an end. To engender historical
understanding between different ‘selves’ requires a conditional acceptance that we all
come to historical understanding with social-ideological content and in order to
communicate our different perceptions of the past, however small, we must learn to

recognise these tropes of ‘self’ as a means to recognise the ‘other’.

In the case of learning about the historical record then we require an understanding that
to know the past, in as much as we can know it, is to engage in an action of perpetual
interpretation and judgement simultaneously within ourselves, in relation to others and in
response to other utterances, such as textual narratives. That is to say, mediations on the
truth of the past are relational. Dialogism allows us to see history as manifold, not a single
comprehensible narrative, because dialogism is not predicated on the idea of unity. In
dialogism there is no assumption of unity, since multiplicity is considered to be the
condition of human perception. Unity is located only in the “unified event of being”® that
Is in the unrepeatable, unique event of every individual and, as Holquist reiterates, this

event is shared with others who are also unique:

...the event of existence is “unified”; for although it occurs in sites that are unique, those

sites are never complete in themselves. They are never in any sense of the word alone.

® Ibid., 483.

%2 Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World. 23.
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They need others to provide the stability demanded by the structure of perception if what

occurs is to have meaning.®

A dialogic approach to history offers a space in which to mediate between contested
versions of the past in a way that explores those differences rather than positioning them in
opposition to each other. All people, including children, are participants in the social
world. A dialogic approach acknowledges that people are to some extent shaped by how
they know their past, as well as by the meanings they ascribe to it. Such an approach
promotes historical understanding as a co-operative endeavour, and supports the
development of historical knowledge by representing history as manifold. Bakhtin argued
that thinking is a language activity, and our outward utterances or our dialogue with others,
advances the sophistication of our inner utterances or the mental dialogues we have with
ourselves. In dialoguing the past and learning about the chronotopes associated with it, or
the narrative forms, the past becomes a participatory environment in which to think, find

meaning, explore difference and to expand our view of the world and others in it.

8 Ibid., 24-25.
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Intermezzo

RECONCEPTUALISING HISTORICAL
PRAXIS

In the preceding four chapters | developed a conceptual framework that positions
historical knowledge as situational, relational, plural and dynamic. As outlined earlier in
this study this is not how history is often represented or understood in a range of public
debates about history. Rather, dichotomous debates that have, at their core, division over
the nature and purpose of history, are how political debates about history are characterised.
Such debates are out of step with contemporary debates in history theory and the history
discipline, and are, instead, polarising and polemic in nature. Determining how a
dialogical approach to historical understanding might operate within these more

contentious arenas, although challenging, is, | argue, worth pursuing.

In the remaining chapters of this thesis | provide details of some of the more
problematic examples of contestation over meaning in debates about history in Australia. |
do this in order to highlight just how embedded certain conceptions of history are in the
public domain, how they relate to national context and particular perspectives on the past,
as well as the political narratives that surround them. Many of the tensions that were
identified earlier in this thesis as present in debates about historiography can also be found
within these specific examples, and represent different epistemological positions as to the
nature and purpose of history. The examples draw attention to the complex thought
processes that need to be gone through in order to be responsive to different claims to
historical knowledge. Transforming historical understandings is not about simply

providing balanced accounts of different sides of a debate, but carefully going through
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evidence to map how opposing positions have developed over time, in what contexts, as
well as in relation to each other. Adjudicating between competing versions of the past
requires a consideration of both the procedural and the deliberative aspects involved in the
acquisition of historical knowledge and historical understanding. A dialogical community
is difficult to imagine where there is presently little agreement between positions, or worse,
stated opposition, but it is in these types of cases where subjecting historical
representations to the type of transpositional scrutiny recommended by Amartya Sen, and
tied to an epistemological interpretation of the role of objectivity in historical praxis, as

presented in Chapter Three, that it is important.

Evaluating the merit and worth of different representations of history is not an easy
task because the central ideal of objectivity as core to the history practitioner’s
responsibility to the past tends to position historical evidence as something that needs to be
represented in a balanced and neutral way. Additionally the tensions involved with
working through contentious debates that directly impact how community identities are
represented, attested to and understood is difficult, emotional and sensitive work. A
dialogical approach to historical understanding demands that all historical representations
are subjected to critical scrutiny, and the expected consequence of such deliberation
between standpoints means that not all positions will lay equal claim to validity, or
demonstrate professional responsibility to their subjects. In Chapter Five | explore some
examples of politicised narratives of history and how they have been variously interpreted
in order to bring to the fore the ethical and pedagogical questions such debates raise about

historical knowledge.

150



Challenging prevailing understandings of the nature and purpose of history requires a
reconceptualisation of historical praxis in all its domains. In order to promote a dialogical
approach to historical understanding then understandings of what constitutes historical
praxis need, | argue, to be reconceptualised within educational communities first. In light
of this, in Chapter Six, | move to an examination of a number of different typologies of
what constitutes historical thinking in order to determine what might be required for a
dialogical approach to historical understanding to be activated. In Chapter Seven, I
consider the current implementation of the national history curriculum and whether or not
there is sufficient capacity within different domains of historical praxis to support the
curriculum in a way that might advance a dialogical approach to historical understanding

in Australian history classrooms.

The final three chapters of this thesis act as case summaries of the types of complex
problems involved in dialoguing conflicting representations and understandings in history.
Historical knowledge is represented in this study as being situational, relational, plural and
dynamic, therefore, conflict and difference are expected to be negotiated but not always
resolved. Equally this thesis does not pretend to resolve these very difficult questions, but
rather to advance an argument that demands that conflict and difference between
representations of historical knowledge are faced and struggled with in all domains of

historical praxis, rather than simply opposed or ignored.
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Chapter Five

THE HISTORY WARS

Examining the past is thus not so much a matter of ‘getting it right’ as it is of exploring

ever further how the past has made us different.! Gillian Cowlishaw

Over the last two decades there have been a number of public disputations within
Australia concerning national history. These debates have collectively been known as the
‘history wars’. The history wars are not unique to Australia; similar public debates about
national history have occurred in many countries around the world.? The term history
wars’ first entered popular discourse between 1994 and 1996, when it was used to describe
the public controversy over the Enola Gay exhibition at the Smithsonian Museum in
Washington, which marked the fiftieth anniversary of the end of war in the Pacific.® The
term ‘history wars’ is linked in its derivation to another term, the ‘culture wars’. James

Davison Hunter, who is credited with coining the term, describes the culture wars:

I define cultural conflict very simply as political and social hostility rooted in different
systems of moral understanding. The end to which these hostilities tend is the domination

of one cultural and moral ethos over all others...The divisions of political consequence

! Gillian Cowlishaw, "On 'Getting it Wrong'": Collateral Damage in the History Wars," Australian
Historical Studies 127(2006): 202.

2 For a broad discussion of international examples of ‘history wars’ see Macmillan, Dangerous Games:
The Uses and Abuses of History. 111-38.

® See Richard H. Kohn, "History and the Culture Wars: The Case of the Smithsonian Institution's Enola
Gay Exhibition," Journal of American History 82, no. 3 (1995).;Linenthal and Engelhardt, eds., History
Wars: The Enola Gay and Other Battles for the American Past.;David Thelen, "History After the Enola Gay
Controversy: An Introduction,” Journal of American History 82, no. 3 (1995). The term is also how used to
describe earlier debates over national history such as the Historikerstreit in Germany in the 1980s, and even
debates over US history textbooks that took place in the 1920s. See Jonathan Zimmerman, "'Each 'Race’
Could Have Its Heroes Sung': Ethnicity and the History Wars in the 1920s," Journal of American History 87,
no. 1 (2000). This is also the case in Australia, which is why former disputes are now discussed in relation to
the term.
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today are...the result of differing worldviews...about how to order our lives-our own lives

and our lives together in this society.*

Hunter is referring here to a tension between ‘orthodox’ or conservative world views and
‘progressive’ or liberal world views. Debates within the history wars, then, are clearly
linked to these ideological concerns. The Australian examples of the history wars
considered here reflect public tensions between an ongoing national conversation about the
history of Indigenous and White relations®, and a legal and cultural history of racial

intolerance and indifference.®

In this chapter I briefly highlight the clash between historical representations and
practices of collective remembering. Secondly, | examine a number of the key terms that
characterise the debates within the history wars in Australia; the idea of ‘orthodoxy’ and its
relationship to ‘revision’ and ‘denial’, and the idea of historical ‘balance.’ | consider how
these characterisations of disciplinary history have acted as barriers to developing
historical understandings between positions within the Australian context. Thirdly, I look
more closely at two of the key debates in the history wars, the debate over the Stolen
Generations narrative and the debate over Tasmanian frontier history. This is done in order

to demonstrate how public debates about history can act to advance questions of justice or

* James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (New York: Basic Books,
1991). 42.

® WEH Stanner in his, now famous, Boyer lectures of 1968 called for historians to end the ‘great
silence’ and to start writing the histories of Aboriginal Australians and the history of relations between
Aboriginal and White Australians. See Ann Curthoys, "WEH Stanner and the Historians," in An Appreciation
of Difference: WEH Stanner and Aboriginal Australia, ed. Melinda Hinkson and Jeremy Beckett (Canberra:
Aboriginal Studies Press, 2008), 233-50.

® For examples of this history, see James Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera: The Story of
Australian Immigration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). Also Russell McGregor,
Indifferent Inclusion: Aboriginal People and the Australian Nation (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press,
2011).
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to reinforce injustices through naive historical representations and disseminations. Lastly, |
include a discussion of the controversy surrounding Kate Grenville’s comments about
history with regard to the writing of her novel The Secret River. Grenville’s novel was
published in 2005 amidst much public discussion about frontier history in Australia.
Historians’ responses to the novel reflected some of the public tone of the debate over
historical meanings at the time. | include a consideration of this controversy in this chapter
because | think it adds to an understanding of the different ways in which people imagine

and re-imagine the past, and as a useful example of the tensions that can arise as a result.

This chapter is not an attempt to recast the history war debates, others have done that
far better than 1.” The discussion that is presented in relation to these debates is not
intended to be original and reiterates many of the previous claims made in the substantial
relevant literature. Rather, this discussion is included in order to provide some context for
the arguments set forth in previous chapters. A consideration of some of the protracted
debates over history in Australia provides an illustration of the types of dichotomous
debates that history finds itself in, and highlights some of the barriers that exist to
promoting the type of engagement with multiple historical narratives that has been
advocated in this thesis. | have chosen to look specifically at the Australian context
because this is the one | know best, and it has, in some ways, informed the research inquiry
of this thesis. A number of the key points of contestation in these debates are examined.

These raise questions about appropriate historical methods and responsible historical

" See Sean Brawley, "A Comfortable and Relaxed Past': John Howard and the 'Battle of History":The
First Phase - February 1992 to March 1996," Journal of Australian and New Zealand History(1997),
http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/articles/brawley.htm; Macintyre and Clark, The History Wars; Andrew
Bonnell and Martin Crotty, "Australia's History Under Howard, 1996 - 2007," The ANNALS of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 617(2008).
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practice, ideological manipulation of historical narrative, as well as the appropriateness of
different genres for historical representation and dissemination. An examination of these
issues helps explain why it is important to consider questions of justice in all aspects of
historical praxis and the relevance of a dialogical approach to historical understanding

where historical knowledge is contested.

History Wars: History and Collective Remembering

Public disputations about history in Australia over the last quarter of a century have,
quite frequently®, been concerned with representing the history of Indigenous and White
relations. Among the most public and controversial debates within the history wars in
Australia have been the ‘black armband’ debate®; the debate over the term genocide and its
applicability, both to the decline of the Tasmanian Aborigines and the Stolen

Generations'; the debate over Tasmania’s frontier history™; the debate over the Bringing

® There are exceptions. One example is, in 2009 Mervyn F Bendle launched an attack in the Quadrant
journal on a number of military historians for their representation of the Gallipoli campaign and the Anzac
Story. The accusation characterises ‘revisionism’ as ‘heretical discourse’, an idea I consider briefly later in
this chapter - See Quadrant VVolume 53, Issues 6-8, 2009. Keith Windschuttle also brought immigration into
the history debate in his publication Keith Windschuttle, The White Australia Policy (Paddington, Sydney:
Macleay Press, 2004). In which, Windschuttle argued that the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 was
motivated more by economic concerns than racial prejudice.

° For examples, see Anna Clark, "History in Black and White: A Critical Analysis of the Black
Armband Debate," JAS, Australia's Public Intellectual Forum 15(2002); Mark McKenna, "Metaphors of
Light and Darkness: The Politics of 'Black Armband' History," Melbourne Journal of Politics 25(1998).

19 For examples, see Henry Reynolds, An Indelible Stain:The Question of Genocide in Australia's
History (Melbourne: Viking, 2001); Bain Attwood, "The Stolen Generations and Genocide: Robert Manne's
In Denial: The Stolen Generations and The Right," Aboriginal History 25(2001); Keith Windschuttle, "Why
There Were No Stolen Generations," in Quadrant Magazine (Quadrant Magazine Co Inc., 2010); A. Dirk
Moses, "Moving the Genocide Debate Beyond the History Wars," Australian Journal of Politics & History
54, no. 2 (2008); Larissa Behrendt, "Genocide, The Distance Between Law and Life," Aboriginal History
25(2001); Gigliotti, "Unspeakable Pasts as Limit Events: The Holocaust, Genocide and the Stolen
Generations."
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Them Home report*?; the debate over the national museum’s exhibition content*®; and
finally the debate over a national history curriculum.** There have been other key moments
in the history wars, including the Bicentenary, the Deaths in Custody Royal Commission,
and debates over Native Title legislation.™ Bain Attwood in Telling the Truth about
Aboriginal History went as far as to suggest that the history wars ought to be renamed the
Aboriginal history wars.'® This list of examples indicates the racial character of the

disputes over history in Australia.

John Docker and Ann Curthoys aptly depict the character of the history wars and

provide some insight as to why such debates provoke anxiety over the historical record:

The ‘Australian history wars’ illuminated the perils historians routinely face. They

highlighted how difficult it is to decide what constitutes historical evidence, and reminded

! For examples, see James Boyce, "Fantasy Island," in Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle's
Fabrication of Aboriginal History, ed. Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black Inc Agenda, 2003); Keith
Windschuttle, “The Fabrication of Aboriginal History: [Address to The Sydney Institute on 11 February
2003.]," Sydney Papers 15, no. 1 (2003); Vicki Grieves, "Windschuttle's Fabrication of Aboriginal History:
A View From the Other Side," Labour History 85(2003); Dawson, “"Washout: On The Academic Response to
The Fabrication of Aboriginal History."

12 For examples, see John Host and Jill Milroy, "The Stolen Generations: John Herron and the Politics of
Denial," Studies in Western Australian History 22(2001); Robert Manne, "In Denial: The Stolen Generations
and the Right," The Australian Quarterly Essay, no. 1 (2001); Anna Haebich, "Forgetting Indigenous
Histories: Cases From the History of Australia's Stolen Generations," Journal of Social History 44, no. 4
(2011).

3 For examples, see Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History; Guy Hansen, "White Hot
History: The Review of the National Musuem of Australia,” Public History Review 11(2004).

 For examples, see Berg, ed. The National Curriculum: A Critique; Stuart Macintyre, "The Challenge
For History in The National Curriculum: Keynote Address" (paper presented at the Australian Curriculum
Studies Association Conference, Canberra, October 2, 2009); Tony Taylor, "Under Siege From Right and
Left: A Tale of the Australian School History Wars," in History Wars and the Classroom: Global
Perspectives, ed. Tony Taylor and Robert Guyver (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2012), 25-50.

> Tony Birch, ™I Could Feel it in My Body': War on a History War," Transforming Cultures 1, no. 1
(2006): 22.

1° Bain Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2005). vii.
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us that where evidence is sparse and partial, our moral sympathies, political understanding,
and cultural assumptions all affect what we judge as likely to be true. They also reminded
historians... that public audiences find the idea of historical disagreement difficult and
unsettling. Those who say there is a single and knowable historical truth were welcomed
with relief, while those who insisted that interpretations will differ were regarded as fence-
sitting relativists and unpleasant postmodernists who believed that you can produce any
version of the past you like."’

These debates have also been unsettling for some historians, because, despite over forty
years of committed historical scholarship to representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander voices in Australian history, these debates readily tapped into and reinforced an
earlier tradition where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices were not included in
Australia’s collective historical consciousness. This was, in part, due to the political mood
of the time in which the history wars gained much of their currency. The Prime Minister of
the day, John Howard, was an active participant in the debate, and his influence on its
trajectory was substantial.*® It is also indicative, however, of how the Australian national
identity has traditionally been constructed along racial lines and in relation to cultural

origin.

The dominant national identity in Australia is the Anglo-Australian identity. This is
best characterised, according to Neville Meaney, by its relationship to Britishness.™

Historical ties with Britain created a national identity that was forged in relation to the

7 Ann Curthoys and John Docker, Is History Fiction? (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press,
2005). 232.

18 See Brawley, "A Comfortable and Relaxed Past': John Howard and the 'Battle of History":The First
Phase - February 1992 to March 1996."; Bonnell and Crotty, "Australia's History Under Howard, 1996 -
2007."

¥ Neville Meaney, "Britishness and Australian Identity: The Problem of Nationalism in Australian
History and Historiography," Australian Historical Studies 32, no. 116 (2001): 76-90.
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colonial notion of empire and a sense of cultural homogeneity. Historically, despite the
reality of Australia being a culturally diverse nation, Indigenous people and migrant
Australians often had their economic, political, social and cultural status restricted because
of social constructions of the White majority identity as superior. To a certain extent, this

"2 still resonates with elements of the Australian community. Ghassan

‘national imagining
Hage has pointed out that in contemporary Australia there are at least two distinct national

identities that rival each other:

Despite the hegemonically inspired symbolic gymnastics of some, there remain two
separate communal identities, with two separate memories, trying to live together in one

state.

This is not to say that Indigenous epistemologies and communal identities can be imagined
in the same way as the dominant western culture in Australia. Rather, in opposition to the
idea of the sovereign nation as constitutive of a White Australian identity, constructions of
a national Aboriginal identity have also emerged in response. These tend to position
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identity as a singular ‘object’ rather than something

that is intrinsically plural, ‘known’, and experienced by individuals and communities.?? In

% For an interesting article about how ‘assimilation’ policies were justified to the White Australian
population, and the ongoing significance of these categorisations in the ‘Australian imagination’, see Anna
Haebich, "Imagining Assimilation,” Australian Historical Studies 118(2002): 61-70.

2! Ghassan Hage, Against Paranoid Nationalism: Searching for Hope in a Shrinking Society (Sydney:
Pluto, 2003). 92.

%2 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, "Whiteness, Epistemology and Indigenous Representation " in Whitening
Race, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004), 75.
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this oppositional paradigm, Aileen Moreton Robinson argues, the ‘dominant identity” must

be related to an ‘inferior identity’.?

Toula Nicolacopoulos and George Vassilacopoulos argue that because White
sovereignty in Australia is predicated on the dispossession of Indigenous sovereignty the
White Australian exists in a state of what they term ‘ontological disturbance.’®* The
stability of the White Australian identity is maintained through the use of race. This is
constantly reproduced in order to distance ourselves from the anxiety of the illegitimacy of

our right to sovereignty:

The white Australian nation affirms itself by differentiating itself from the source of
national anxiety, the Indigenous peoples, with the assertion that ‘we are not like you’. This
is the presupposition of the negative logic of valuation that Deleuze (1983;119) finds in
Nietzsche’s understanding of slave morality, a morality that holds ‘you are evil; therefore I

2
am good’®

Nicolacopoulos and Vassilacopoulos argue that we use both the indigene and the
immigrant to absolve ourselves of our anxiety. The indigene is positioned as object and the
migrant as foreigner, although the distance between the foreigner and the White Australian

identity is less. This is so because the migrant identity is positioned as coming after the

%% See ibid., 76. Also Gur-Ze'ev and Pappe, "Beyond the Destruction of the Other's Collective Memory:
Blue Prints for a Palestinian/Israeli Dialogue."”

 Toula Nicolacopoulos and George Vassilacopoulos, "Racism, Foreigner Communities and the Onto-
Pathology of White Australian Subjectivity," in Whitening Race, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Canberra:
Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004), 33.

5 |bid., 44.
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White Australian identity. This legitimates the White Australian identity by positioning it

as having come before and therefore it has “somehow always been here.”°

This dichotomy between identities forces historical narratives into a similar opposition.
The struggle between historical narratives then is framed around the idea that one version
must be proven in favour of another, rather than a space to confront difference through
dialogue. Additionally the distinction between what counts for history and what counts for
collective remembering becomes quite confusing, and this is sustained by the oppositional
paradigm. Wertsch and Roediger make a distinction between the aspirations of history and

collective remembering:

History aspires to provide an accurate account of the past, even if it means we must give up
favoured and often self serving narratives. In contrast, collective remembering inevitably
involves some identity project — remembering in the service of constructing what kind of

27
people we are...

Wertsch and Roediger’s distinction between history and collective remembering is useful
when considering the contestations over history in the history wars. It is not always easy to
determine which historical accounts fall into each category, but it does provide a good
framework for thinking about the nature of these conflicts and the clash between ideology

and history.

One explanation for these debates becoming so protracted is that the process of

transforming peoples’ understandings of their collective past can be quite unsettling. Again

2 |pid., 45.

" Wertsch and Roediger, "Collective Memory: Conceptual Foundations and Theoretical Approaches,"
320.
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this can be related back to Sen’s idea of the objective illusion; where a positional objective
belief appears to be true from that position, but when subjected to transpositional scrutiny
from near and far is proven to be mistaken. Giving up on an understanding that you
formerly held to be true is not easy for anybody; when these illusions are tied to a sense of

identity and political goals in the present then that process can be even more difficult.

Bain Attwood provides a useful example of the strength of one’s attachment to identity in
his analysis of what may have hampered the success of the reconciliation movement in
Australia. He suggests that this attachment to one’s existing sense of identity is

understandable, even natural:

In Australia, a sense of one’s collective self-worth is as important for dominant majorities
as it is for subordinate minorities. However, reconciliationists gave little consideration to
the impact their historical narrative might have upon those who identified closely with the
original white colonisers. In other words, they failed to take into account the fact that the
old settler history was the source of considerable meaning and value for many settler
Australians. Not surprisingly, their attack on settlers’ allegiance to this narrative fuelled
resentment. There can be little doubt that some reconciliationists also tended to set
themselves apart from other settler Australians, past and present, by expressing their moral
revulsion at the values, opinions and actions of their predecessors. This too provoked

anger.”®

| agree with Attwood’s assessment of this debate; it is not uncommon to encounter these
types of sentiments in debates about the history wars and this helps explain both their
media and public appeal. It is important, then, to think about how to go about recognising,
and finding ways to accommodate, different epistemologies at the point of conflict, rather

than attempting to fuse vastly different conceptions of a shared past. Gillian Cowlishaw,

% Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History. 186.
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like Attwood, argues that new historical narratives force people to re-examine their own
identities.”® Cowlishaw also recognises that just as it is not surprising that some settler
Australians find new historical narratives disturbing, so do Indigenous people. Indigenous
people are equally confronted by changing representations of their past and these can have

real consequences in the present:

The new history presents a persistent challenge for its Indigenous subjects. Emancipatory
possibilities are shadowed by fears of further vulnerability. How does one take pride in a
heritage that others judge to be characterised by injurious encounters with invaders?...

There is considerable moral and emotional ambiguity surrounding the new history, which

public representations are oblivious to.*

Collective responsibility to acknowledge and be accountable to the injustices of exchange
that take place across this divide remain but this dialogue cannot take place until there is a
more complex recognition of how new historical narratives disturb self understandings on

all sides of such debates.

The contest between historical accounts in the history wars is tied to questions of
which historical accounts within the Australian past contribute to, or detract from the
enduring character of the nation. The history wars, | argue, highlight an essentialist
positioning of history where justice is represented as a condition of each position, not
something that needs to be continually negotiated in the liminal space between competing
positions. It is precisely because of this essentialist positioning, where each side is on the

offensive, that much of the tone of these debates has been quite belligerent. While history

2% Cowlishaw, "On 'Getting it Wrong': Collateral Damage in the History Wars."

%0 Ibid., 192.
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lends itself to such an oppositional construction, injustices and a lack of historical

understanding across communities will prevail.

‘Orthodoxy’, ‘Revision’, ‘Denial’ & ‘Balance’

Examples of the aggressive nature of the history wars and how they have promoted an
essentialist positioning of history, can be observed through a consideration of the use of
some of the key terms that have emerged within these debates. ‘Orthodoxy’, for example,
has been used as a term of derision in the Australian history wars. Conservative public
intellectuals have used it to accuse ‘revisionist’, ‘left-leaning’ historians of sharing some
kind of conspiratorial consensus view of Australia’s history as a disgraceful story of
“imperialism, exploitation, racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination.”*! This is, of
course, polemical rhetoric that attempts to reclaim the ‘legitimate’ ‘orthodoxy’ of the
historical record as solely belonging to the histories that were written prior to the
emergence of a critical interest in Aboriginal History, as mentioned earlier, a previously
neglected area of historical scholarship in Australia. Orthodoxy, as a term, is thus used to
position alternative historical narratives as ‘moralist and political’ rather than ‘reasoned
and objective’. This reiterates my earlier point that each side of the debate is represented as
being on the side of justice. This moral posturing is what allows the alternative side of the
debate to be positioned as operating without good faith, and through this characterisation

can be discredited.

%1 See The Honourable John Howard MP, The Liberal Tradition: The Beliefs and Values Which Guide
the Federal Government, (The Sir Robert Menzies Lecture, 1996), http://menzieslecture.org/1996.html
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The terms revision and denial have also been employed in relation to the idea of
‘orthodoxy’ in the Australian history wars. Dirk Moses argues that there are two ways that
revision is conceptualised in national debates about history. ‘Revision’ can either operate
as an act of heresy, or as an act of denial.*® Both can be attributed to how the history wars
have been conducted in Australia. The conservatives have used the term ‘revision’ to
characterise those on the left side of the political divide. As with ‘orthodoxy’ the term has
been used derisively to suggest that the historical scholarship since the 1970s that sought to
address the lack of an Indigenous perspective in history simply rejected the official version
of history because it did not fit within their ideological framework, not because it might be

flawed. Similarly the ‘left’ have accused the ‘right’ of both revision and denial:

...the attempt to systematically reconstruct the ‘reality’ of colonialism by denying,

distorting or trivialising matters of historical fact. *

According to Attwood this is not a new critique of Aboriginal History; a similar debate
emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s in response to new historical scholarship. This
initial critique, Attwood suggests, led to some positive developments. The critique resulted
in a significant expansion in the field of Aboriginal History to include stories of
cooperation between Aborigines and settlers as well as examples of humanitarianism.®*
Similarly critiques of the scientific progress approach to history influenced the expansion

of historical scholarship to include new voices and subject areas. There are, of course,

¥ A Dirk Moses, "Revisionism and Denial," in Whitewash, ed. Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black Inc.
Agenda, 2003), 339-40.

% David Roache-Turner, "' Thinking' About Genocide: Australia and the Political Discourse of Denial,"
Polemic 12, no. 1: 35.

% See Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History. 40-42.
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historical points at issue in the claims and counterclaims of the history wars, but they also
raise important questions about historical method and historical representation. Despite the
potential to explore these questions these debates are characterised by their polemics and
polarisation, as | will show in the discussion about the two key debates represented in this
chapter. Effectively what this does is close down dialogue about historical praxis rather

than expanding it.

One of the other critical points of contestation in the history wars has been a
consideration of ‘balancing’ the historical record. This is the ideological space in which
counterclaims are exchanged. The accusation that ‘left leaning” academics were producing
unbalanced histories, ones that only represented the negative aspects of Australian history,
became known as the ‘Black Armband’ view of history, a term coined by Geoffrey
Blainey. Blainey is also responsible for best depicting the character of this debate in the
title of his 1993 article in Quadrant, Drawing up a Balance Sheet of our History. Blainey
argued that recent historical interpretations presented our history as unnecessarily negative
and that by doing so these interpretations denied, or detracted from, the positive aspects of

Australian history.*

Christopher Scanlon critiques the idea of balance in history by suggesting that balance

and objectivity should not be conflated:

While objectivity ought to be rigorously pursued in historical or, indeed, any form of

academic inquiry, the search for balance is likely to lead to a distortion of history.*

% See Geoffrey Blainey, "Drawing Up a Balance Sheet of Our History," Quadrant July/August(1993):
10-15.

% Christopher Scanlon, "A Question of Balance," Arena Magazine 85(2006): 2.
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Blainey was not conflating the idea of balance with objectivity when he coined the term
‘Black Armband’. Rather, | would suggest that it has been the appropriation of his idea of
‘balance’ in public debates about history, or collective remembering, that has led to this
conflation. The idea of ‘balance’ has become one of the many catch cries of the
conservative side of the history wars. | would argue that such an idea of balance sets up, in
history, some kind of false economy of equality which ignores interpretation as a critical
component of historical inquiry. It denies the fact that it is quite common for different
historians to write divergent narratives about the same events using the same sources. It
also confuses the purpose of the judgements that are made in constructing histories,
representing them simplistically, even legalistically, as a means to unequivocally represent
two sides of a story. History is more complex and multivocal than this, and even if a
historian is able to adequately represent many of the voices present in the archives they
will still interpret and make judgements about the different actions taken by people, and

those judgements won’t fall equally on different sides of the ledger.

Blainey, I believe, was talking about our national past and that past as the breadth of
our experience as a nation. He was not referring to a specific written history or how
histories are produced. Blainey’s criticism of revisionist historians was not about their
work so much but the unbalanced attention that he felt was being paid to them as a
collective body of work. His original argument about balance was not about historical
method, rather it was about emphasis, about mood, and it was in response to the political

situation at the time he wrote the initial article.
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It is in the political use of Blainey’s argument, by prominent figures such as former
Prime Minister John Howard,*’ that the idea of balance has come to represent a critique of
historical method. This critique, in turn, acts to discredit the professionalism of the
historians who are the target of its rhetoric. The term ‘balance’, once again, is used as a
‘cultural tool’ to position the ‘revisionist’ historian as acting with bias and not responding
to the authority of the archive. Bain Attwood argues that the history wars have damaged

“the tradition of rational and courteous debate”*®

in history. He also argues, and | agree,
that the way in which the history wars have been conducted has harmed the ongoing
struggle for justice for Aboriginal people, along with the cause of reconciliation; and that

such harm has implications for our sense of democracy in Australia.*®

Tony Birch also rejects the notion that the ‘neo-liberal’ or ‘right wing’ agenda in the
history wars is about the methods of historical inquiry; rather, in line with Attwood, he
argues that history is convenient territory in which to “destroy the rights of Indigenous
people.” I would go further to argue that it is convenient territory precisely because of the
physical imbalance in the archives. Many of the Indigenous perspectives in the archives are
filtered through the eyes of the settler population and written sources that come directly
from Indigenous sources are far less prevalent. As a result ‘revisionist’ historians have

developed other historical methods* to generate a more equitable understanding of that

37 See The Honourable John Howard MP, The Liberal Tradition: The Beliefs and Values Which Guide
the Federal Government.

% Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History. 7.
¥ 1hid.

“% For, details of a range of different history methodologies, see Jeremy Black and Donald M. MacRaild,
Studying History 2nd ed. (New York: Palgrave, 2000). 87-128.

167



shared past and this is what is at issue on the conservative side of the debate. By rejecting
these historical methods and relying solely on a modernist conception of history
conservatives are able to continue to exclude Indigenous perspectives of history based on

their relative absence from the written archive.

History cannot continue to operate within this dynamic, but equally it is not possible to
ignore that we have not yet created an equitable environment in which to dialogue our
different historical identities or address the injustices that have occurred in relation to
them. | argue that this is something that must initially be addressed in learning
environments because they have the potential to provide the pedagogical space in which
these issues can be dialogued. The fact that oppositional paradigms continue to be
replicated in all aspects of this debate necessitates that the spaces where these differences
can be explored need to be transformative; they need to provide the necessary scaffolds, of
expertise and resources, to assist individuals to be open to seeing things differently,
regardless of whether they already hold a perspective and which perspective that is.
Learning environments, or educational sites, provide appropriate spaces where historical

methods can be discussed alongside and in relation to opposing historical representations.

The Stolen Generations Narrative

The Stolen Generations narrative emerged as a battle ground in the history wars in
response to the findings of the 1997 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
Report, Bringing Them Home, which detailed the findings of the National Inquiry Into the
Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children From Their Families. The
documenting of the history of the removal of mixed-descent Aboriginal children from their

families began in the late 1970s and is most often associated with Peter Read and Coral
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Edwards, who were the co-founders of the service Link-Up which sought to reunite
separated children with their families. More recently Anna Haebich has written an
extensive study entitled Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800 — 2000,
which was the first national history of the separation of Aboriginal children from their
families. The publication of Peter Read’s The Stolen Generations: The Removal of
Aboriginal Children in New South Wales 1833 — 1969 report in 1981, by the then
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, is credited with providing the name by which to group
the diverse array of policies and experiences of child removal as they were enacted across
different states and territories. It is also this report and the subsequent success of the Link-
Up service that brought the history of the Stolen Generations to wider public attention.
Critical to the establishment of the Commission’s Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal
children was the 1994 Going Home Conference held in Darwin, which aimed to bring
together key representatives from all states and territories to both share the history and to
develop ways in which to address the needs of the children and families involved.*! Finally
in 1997 the Bringing Them Home report was tabled in the Australian parliament to what
was, at first, a sympathetic reception. However, this quickly shifted with a significant

backlash against the claims of the report by right wing public intellectuals.

Robert Manne, in his Quarterly essay In Denial: The Stolen Generations and the Right,
critically reflects what the Bringing Them Home report was and wasn’t able to achieve in
its findings. Manne argued that at the time of writing no comprehensive history of

Aboriginal child removal had been written and as a consequence the report’s historical

1 "Bringing Them Home: National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Children From Their Families," (Sydney: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997).
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quality did not meet the needs of the “seriousness of the moral issues involved.”*? Manne
was also critical of what he regarded as an exaggeration of the numbers of children
involved. Recognising the sensitivities concerning the racial origin of Aborigines, he
stressed the point that the report was vague about the fact that the child removal policies
affected only Aborigines of mixed descent. This, he argued, coupled with a lack of
demarcation outlining the different mentalities that motivated Aboriginal child removal
over the course of their enactment weakened the report’s findings, especially in relation to
questions of genocide. Manne indicated that the Inquiry needed to seek a greater number of
testimonies from those who were involved in implementing the different policies of child
removal, as this would have added weight to the findings and not left the report so
vulnerable to attack.*® Finally, he highlighted the advantage of the oral testimonies as both
giving a voice to the victims and allowing non-Indigenous Australians access to stories that

had previously been incomprehensible.

The public response to the Bringing Them Home report produced a flurry of articles
both rejecting the report’s findings and heralding them. The Quadrant Magazine was at the
centre of the backlash. John Herron, Ron Brunton, Padraic MacGuinness, Peter Howson,
and Reginald Marsh were among several right wing intellectuals who publicly criticised
the Bringing Them Home report. Like Manne, they questioned the number of removals,
and the lack of representation of those who had been employed to carry out the removals.
In addition they queried whether or not families had not just given their children up, or

indeed if the welfare system had simply removed the children because their parents were

2 Manne, "In Denial: The Stolen Generations and the Right," 29.
* Ibid., 29-30.
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deemed ‘unfit’ to raise those children. Another prominent argument was the rejection of
the word ‘stolen’; in fact, Reginald Marsh went so far as to make the claim that children
had in fact been ‘rescued’. He based this on an argument that children of mixed descent
were not accepted into the Aboriginal community, a claim for which there is significant
evidence to the contrary.* Finally, they questioned the authenticity of oral testimony as a
legitimate historical source. Once again the attack on historical method was an attempt to

reiterate the authority of written records, as ‘more’ legitimate archival sources.

The Bringing Them Home report is structured around multiple oral testimonies and
provides significant evidence as to the injustice of policies of forced removal of Aboriginal
children. This has meant that the Stolen Generations narrative has cut through some of the
polarisation associated with the history wars, but it has not necessarily advanced either a
collective understanding of that past or the potential to learn from that past. Bain Attwood
demonstrates convincingly that although many people have been quite open to the Stolen
Generations narrative as a legitimate narrative in Australian history, rather than seeking to
understand it, people have simply adopted it and the result of that adoption once again
positions this historical narrative within an oppositional framework. Attwood is quoted at
length here because | believe his analysis of this argument is critical, both in recognising
how difficult it can be to face the past, as well as the difficulties associated with
reconceptualising how historical narratives might be positioned in public debates about

history:

* Ibid., 48-50.

171



At the centre of the work done by the professional historians who formulated the Stolen
Generations narrative as well as the public intellectuals who helped to transmit it were the
victims of separation or, to be more precise, a particular victim, the children, though
resisters also figured.... There was little if any attempt to perform the task of counter-
transference. As a result, these historians and public intellectuals did not merely empathize
with the Aboriginal victim as the settler resister but actively identified themselves with
these figures to a degree that they seemed to fuse and confuse themselves with these
figures. Moreover there was no substantial attempt to relate to the “perpetrators,” the
“collaborators,” and the “bystanders,” let alone to relate in a way that allowed for much if
any empathy with them. As a result of their identification with the position of victim and
the resister, they treated those other subjects, especially the perpetrator, with enormous

antipathy, accusing them of the heinous crime of genocide.

As a consequence of this way of telling the story of the separations of Aboriginal children,
many settler Australians were compelled to identify themselves with the Aboriginal
victims of separation and to spurn any association with their forebears or predecessors as

9 ¢

the “perpetrators,” “collaborators,” or “bystanders.” This reaction was especially marked
among the so-called sorry people. This diminished the prospect of settler Australians
working through this past, and all the more so as they lacked the historical knowledge as to
why their forebears or predecessors had sought to separate Aboriginal children from their

kin.

A historical approach combining proximity and distance would have made clear that
Aboriginal children were not separated by governments pursuing a policy of genocide,
which was something the sorry people were readily able to consign to a “distant” racist
past, but were separated instead by governments pursuing a policy of assimilation premised
on the assumption that this was for the good of Aboriginal people, an assumption that is
still prevalent in much of settler Australian culture today. Grasping this historical
continuity and grappling with what amounted to an intimately close relationship with the
approach to their allegedly do-gooding forebears or predecessors would have been more

unsettling than the sorry people’s distancing of their putatively genocidal ancestors.*

** Bain Attwood, "In the Age of Testimony: The Stolen Generations Narrative, "Distance," and Public
History," Public Culture 20, no. 1 (2008): 93-94.; See also "'Learning About the Truth": The Stolen
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Attwood’s critique highlights that on both sides of this debate proponents have been
fearful to face the full dimensions of how these narratives might transform our historical
understandings. | would argue that it is this fear, this confrontation with the challenge of
the past that should be the starting point for considering the complexity of that past.*®
Although Attwood’s analysis does not make room for the conceptual difference in policies
over the entire course of the separation of Aboriginal children, some of which it can be

47
|

argued could be classified as genocidal™, Attwood’s analysis indicates that although

people may be willing to accept the existence of an alternative version of the past, it is
another thing to reflect on how that narrative might change our understandings of that past
in relation to ourselves. Fiona Nicoll has written revealingly about how difficult the task is
of learning to think outside one’s perspective. Nicoll argues that to step outside the

essentialism that is White sovereignty we need to be ‘in’ Indigenous sovereignty:

When white people performatively assume perspective on Indigenous sovereignty, we
effectively make white sovereignty a non- negotiable absolute to which Indigenous people
must be reconciled. In contrast being in Indigenous sovereignty requires us to recognise
that the distinction between subjective and objective representations of the past, on which
New Right critiques of ‘black armband’ or ‘politically correct’ historiography depend, is
already racialised. In other words, the racialised trope of perspective pushes Indigenous
sovereignty claims towards the pole of ‘subjectivity’ while granting the everyday

imposition of white sovereignty an aura of ‘objective authority’. This is not simply to

Generations Narrative," in Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory in Australia and New Zealand,
ed. Bain Attwood and Fiona Magowan (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 2001).

% In Chapter Three I talked about an historian’s responsibility to the past as being tied to a responsibility
to that past, but that responsibility also needs to be extended to all who read about the past and who seek
knowledge and understanding from the past.

" See Manne, "In Denial: The Stolen Generations and the Right," 30. Also for a consideration of

whether or not genocide is considered in accordance with its legal definition or its ‘trope: the Holocaust’, see
Gigliotti, "Unspeakable Pasts as Limit Events: The Holocaust, Genocide and the Stolen Generations," 165.
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reiterate the banal point that history is written by the victors. It is to recognise the trope of
perspective itself (as opposed to other factors such as the presentation of credible

documentary or oral evidence) in dismissing alternative accounts of the past *®

Here Nicolls’ trope of perspective is operating as an objective illusion that when
subjected to scrutiny from other perspectives is found to be false. Peter Read perhaps best
articulated the effect of the politicisation of the Stolen Generations narrative on historical
understanding. Read argued that just as historians got to a point where they thought they
had established the history of Aboriginal child removal as a legitimate narrative in
Australian history it came under attack. Although historians had established the central
truth of the narrative and were now in a position to enlarge the dimensions of that narrative
through a consideration of this history in relation to certain nuances and local
particularities, this was made more difficult, given that the legitimacy of the ‘truth’ of the
Stolen Generations history was now being called into question. The implication has been
that those ‘smaller truths’, as Read refers to them, have been harder to disseminate. The
validation, or acknowledgement, of the central truth of the Stolen Generations Narrative is
important because the smaller truths associated with this narrative, and in this case often
very confronting particularities, need to be developed in reference to the bigger picture.
This is the complex matrix of history.*® This also demonstrates the importance of making
judgements about the past from both near and far, which brings to the fore the context in

which different narratives of the past operate. Critical to Read’s assessment of the debate

*8 Fiona Nicoll, "Reconciliation In and Out of Perspective: White Knowing, Seeing, Curating and Being
at Home In and Against Indigenous Sovereignty,” in Whitening Race, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson
(Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004), 20.

%9 See Peter Read, "Clio or Janus? Historians and the Stolen Generations,” Australian Historical Studies
33, no. 118 (2002).
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over the Stolen Generations narrative is a recognition that political moods interfere with
the reception of historical scholarship. Read’s careful discussion reveals that sometimes
when histories are written about victims in the past, we risk re-victimising them if the
public realm into which their stories are told is resistant to their voices. This draws
attention to the fact that questions of justice in history can have real consequences in the

present and the negotiation of historical understandings is sensitive and emotional work.

On the 13" of February 2008 the Prime Minister of Australia, Kevin Rudd, said “I am
sorry” to the Stolen Generations for the wrong done to them by successive Australian
parliaments. The apology marked a fundamental shift in government acknowledgement of
Australian Indigenous history from previous Australian governments because it officially
made admission to past government policies causing “profound grief, suffering and loss”>°
to Indigenous Australians. The apology has provided an opportunity to grieve with
acknowledgement and has provided ‘due recognition’. By apologising to Indigenous
Australians in the national parliament of Australia, and by acknowledging the wrongs of
the past in such a context, Australians now have an opportunity to negotiate conflicting
versions of the nation’s past in a way that may provide some better understanding and
dialogue across that divide. Acknowledgement of the injustices of the past may enrich the
fabric of our collective understandings and future in ways that we cannot yet imagine. For
this to go beyond being a symbolic act all Australians need to develop deeper

understandings of both Indigenous and Non-Indigenous experiences in the past and to

recognise how the traces of those pasts affect us as a community. We need to understand

*® The Honourable Kevin Rudd MP Prime Minister of Australia, "Apology to Australia's Indigenous
People," (House of Representatives, Parliament House, Canberra 13 February 2008).
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what it is of that past that remains connected to the present, rather than using that past in
the service of the present. All Australians would benefit from being able to discern the
political values and beliefs that have shaped our different understandings of our shared
past, reducing our ability to recognise ourselves as a community, and often dividing us as
such. Some of this can be achieved by improving our collective understanding of the
methodologies of history. In the next chapter | will explore how a promotion of historical

literacy may assist this process.

Windschuttle and the “Orthodox” Revisionists

Certainly the most acrimonious debate among professional historians in the history
wars has been over a series of essays written by Keith Windschuttle in the conservative
journal Quadrant and the subsequent publication of Windschuttle’s book The Fabrication
of Aboriginal History. This episode produced a flood of claims and counterclaims,
including academic papers, books, chapters, media commentary and public forums.™
Windschuttle’s critique of what he calls ‘revisionist history’, made three major claims.
Firstly, Windschuttle argued that in checking the footnotes of historians working on
Tasmanian Aboriginal history he had discovered “misrepresentation, deceit and outright
fabrication.”® Secondly, Windschuttle claimed that the frontier violence against the
Aboriginal inhabitants in Tasmania was not as significant as more recent historical
scholarship suggested. Furthermore, claims of genocide were, he argued, inappropriate

given his conclusion that frontier contact in Tasmania was relatively benign in comparison

*! Curthoys and Docker, Is History Fiction? 230.
%2 Keith Windschuttle, "The Fabrication of Aboriginal History," The Sydney Papers 15, no. 1 (2003): 22.
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to other colonies.*® Finally, he claimed that there was some kind of conspiratorial
‘orthodoxy’ amongst the “longstanding left-wing ascendancy in Australian

9954

historiography.

Windschuttle’s claims were an affront to a number of history academics, many of
whom deemed it necessary to defend themselves, and their colleagues, against such
allegations of inaccuracy and distortion. Among the critical responses to Windschuttle’s
claims historians have questioned Windschuttle’s privileging of some historical sources
over others, especially what they see as his over-reliance on a small number of secondary
sources.”® Both Greg Lehman and Shayne Breen extend this critique of Windschuttle by
accusing him of being ethnocentric in his reading of historical sources. This is done, they
argue, by representing Tasmanian Aborigines as having no complex connection to land,
which ignores anthropological evidence to the contrary™® and relying on colonial sources
alone as a basis for claims that the Tasmanian Aborigines were the “most primitive society
known to man”.>” Breen argues this ignores colonial ideas of ‘savagery’ and the influence

of social evolutionary theory at the time.*® Moreover, historians have also objected to

Windschuttle’s characterisation that there exists an ‘orthodox’ revisionist group of

*% See "Whitewash Confirms the Fabrication of Aboriginal History," Quadrant 47, no. 10 (2003).
* "The Fabrication of Aboriginal History," 27.
*® See Boyce, "Fantasy Island." See also, Macintyre and Clark, The History Wars.

*® Greg Lehman, "Telling us True," in Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle's Fabrication of Aboriginal
History, ed. Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black Inc Agenda, 2003), 181.

> Shayne Breen, "Re-inventing Social Evolution,” in Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle's Fabrication
of Aboriginal History, ed. Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black Inc Agenda, 2003), 139.

% Ibid.
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historians who corroborate together to maintain their “partisan’ version of the past. They
argue that no such orthodoxy exists and that there is in fact a great deal of diversity in
scholarly interpretations of frontier history in Tasmania.>® In response to the
characterisation of Tasmanian frontier contact being described as an act of genocide it is
clear from the work of both Lyndall Ryan and Henry Reynolds, two of the three historians
most under attack in Windschuttle’s book, that neither have claimed Tasmanian
government policy constituted genocide. Ryan’s research in fact countered the notion of
genocide by pointing to the survival of Tasmanian Aboriginals into the present day, and
Reynolds, having considered the notion of genocide, had dismissed it as inappropriate in
the Tasmanian frontier context.®® Finally, a few historians have questioned whether or not
Keith Windschuttle can be classified as a historical denier. Dirk Moses argues that
Windschuttle’s claims share some commonality with other historical deniers in that, among
other things, he has emphasised that he is deliberately working in opposition to, what he
argues, is a conspiratorial attempt to misrepresent the historical record in the name of
political agendas.®* Tony Taylor, like Moses, argues that Windschuttle, although appearing

to work within the constraints of the discipline of history, could be charged with:

*° See Cassandra Pybus, "Robinson and Robertson," in Whitewash:On Keith Windschuttle's Fabrication
of Aboriginal History, ed. Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black Inc Agenda, 2003). See also, Lorenzo Veracini,
"A Prehistory of Australia's History Wars: The Evolution of Aboriginal History During the 1970s and
1980s," Australian Journal of Politics and History 52, no. 3 (2006).

% Bonnell and Crotty, "Australia's History Under Howard, 1996 - 2007," 49-85; Veracini, "A Prehistory
of Australia's History Wars: The Evolution of Aboriginal History During the 1970s and 1980s," 445;
Reynolds, An Indelible Stain:The Question of Genocide in Australia's History. 49-85; Lyndall Ryan, The
Aboriginal Tasmanians (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press 1981). 257-62.

®1 Dirk Moses, "Revisionism and Denial," 357-64.

178



.. a new category of lesser denialism, combining the benign myth with hardcore ideology

as well as throwing in more than just a touch of racial obsession. ®

Taylor argues this point is not based on what he sees as significant methodological flaws
but on Windschuttle’s hypocritical and superior claims of the ‘absence’ of the political in
his work and in the inhumanity with which he flagrantly represents the Aboriginal
people.® Certainly this is a valid criticism when considered in relation to issues of history

and responsibility, as discussed in Chapter Three.

This has been a polemical political debate and has not involved many Indigenous
voices. The framework in which the discussion has taken place has been considered to be
about White epistemologies rather than Aboriginal epistemologies, and as such it has acted
to silence Indigenous voices.®* This is symptomatic of my earlier discussion which
outlined how Indigenous identity is often positioned in relation to Anglo-Australian or
White identity. This is particularly evident in the debate about the character of Tasmanian

frontier history.

John Hirst, a conservative historian, who describes himself as sitting somewhere in the
middle of the history wars, makes some interesting points regarding the debate over the
frontier dispossession of Aborigines and how it detracts from a consideration of Indigenous
perspectives. Firstly, Hirst argues that even if treaties had been negotiated during the

colonial period it would not necessarily have resulted in a different outcome for Indigenous

%2 Tony Taylor, Denial: History Betrayed (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2008). 202.
8 For a detailed consideration of Windschuttle as a historical denier, see ibid., 174-209.
8 See Chapter 11 “ History Wars’ for a discussion of the nature of this debate; See, also Curthoys and

Docker, Is History Fiction?; Eve Vincent and Clare Land, "Silenced Voices," Arena Magazine
67(2003).;Grieves, "Windschuttle's Fabrication of Aboriginal History: A View From the Other Side."
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inhabitants, given that conquest at the time of the frontier encounter was considered to be
an accepted process for the acquisition of land. Secondly, Hirst suggests that what was
really at issue in frontier encounters were different perspectives on how to treat the
Indigenous inhabitants, not so much sovereignty. Hirst’s criticism of the history wars is
their fixation on “the rights and wrongs of the invasion and the extent of the violence”
rather than a consideration of “Aborigines and their needs now”. He argues that this has
infected present policy with the desire to “undo the invasion” and this actually distracts
from the complex context of Indigenous people in the present.®® Although | disagree with
some of what Hirst outlined in his address to the Sydney Institute, it is important to
highlight his point, as it does speak to the political conundrum I referred to in chapter two
of seeking exoneration in the past, and highlights some of the potential dangers of such a
focus. It also points to Sen’s idea of justice, which he argues is not an argument about how
things should be, rather, justice is evaluated on the realisation of how things are. When
questions of justice are raised in historical praxis, they relate to the presence of the past,
and the past as something that is always grappled with. Practising justice in history, then, is
about facing the challenges that history presents and finding ways to transform our
understandings, so that enduring injustices from the past are also transformed through that

process.

% John Hirst, "In the Middle of the History Wars," Sydney Papers 18, no. 3-4 (2006): 56.
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Grenville and the Historians: The Secret River
Controversy

Finally I conclude this chapter with a brief discussion of the controversy surrounding
Kate Grenville’s book The Secret River. | consider this example because, once again, it
highlights the tensions associated with historical narratives, even when they are fictional.
This discussion underscores the place of imagination in the construction of historical
narratives, the conception of time in relation to history, and the need to make explicit the

processes and deliberations involved in the construction of historical narratives.

In 2005 Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River was released to critical acclaim, but it
raised the ire of two esteemed Australian historians, Mark McKenna and Inga Clendinnen,
largely because of media comments, made by Grenville, about her work. Mark McKenna
and Inga Clendinnen claimed that Grenville in her public statements and interviews about
her book The Secret River conflated the distinction between history and fiction to such an
extent that ““at times, it seems as if the “historian within” Grenville takes over from the
novelist, to the extent that she begins to project her fiction as history.”® The debate that
ensued between Grenville, McKenna, and Clendinnen, was quite heated and reflected a
similar tone to previous public debates within the history wars. What was interesting about
this is that the main protagonists seemed to be coming from the same side, in terms of their
shared commitment to broadening public discussion about the frontier past and its

complexities.

% Mark McKenna, "Writing the Past " The Australian Financial Review, 16 Dec 2005.
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McKenna and Clendinnen’s main criticisms of Grenville were firstly; what they saw as
her miscomprehension of the parameters of historical scholarship, suggesting Grenville’s
view of historical scholarship as simply an intellectual task, that, because of its factual
constraints involves none of the creative skills associated with the imagination. Secondly,
her claims that fiction is superior to history in its ability to both inhabit and come to some
kind of empathetic understanding of the past. Thirdly, Grenville’s reported belief that she
could authentically represent the hearts and minds of those from another era. Finally, they
took issue with Grenville’s claim that her novel acted as a kind of supplement to history by
providing its readers with a possible understanding of what frontier history was like.®’
Grenville’s novel is not the prime source of the historians’ criticisms of Grenville. They
are concerned mainly with her public statements about her idea of history. Both
Clendinnen and McKenna also refer to Grenville’s writing memoir Searching for the
Secret River which details Grenville’s personal journey in regards to the evolution of the

novel and her encounters with archival research.

Mark McKenna was the first to criticise Kate Grenville for her public statements about
The Secret River. He did so in an article called Writing the Past which first appeared in the
Australian Financial Review and was later revised for inclusion in an edited collection of
essays. McKenna'’s article was really a critique of the dominance of historical fiction in
Australia as a seemingly uncomplicated alternative to real history. In this essay McKenna
makes some illuminating points about the propensity of fiction writers to disregard the

unique faculties of historians to enlarge the field of historical understanding across

%7 See Inga Clendinnen, "The History Question: Who Owns the Past?," Quarterly Essay 23(2006); Mark
McKenna, ed. Writing the Past The Best Australian Essays 2006 (Melbourne: Black Inc, 2006).
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communities, and his essay is convincing on these grounds. McKenna’s individual
criticisms of Grenville are equally persuasive. He argues convincingly that Grenville on
numerous occasions contradicts herself in a single sentence stating something like “I have
written a fiction, but I have not made it up.”®® | agree with McKenna’s criticisms of
Grenville in this regard. I can, however, also imagine the genesis of Grenville’s statements.
Grenville began writing The Secret River as a history and it was only in the latter phase of
the writing process that she realised she had begun to write a novel. | think Grenville
wanted the disturbing elements of the story she had uncovered in the archive to be
represented in some way in her novel and that is what is articulated in this contradiction.
Her statements, it could be argued, reflect the tension she personally felt to honour those

archives as fact not fiction.

John Hirst, another critic of Grenville’s claims to represent history, was more
concerned with Grenville interpreting the archive from her perspective in the present. He
accused Grenville of living in a ‘liberal fantasy.” His main criticism of Grenville was that
she had mistakenly tried to position the frontier past as a space of misunderstanding
between the settler and the Aborigine. Hirst was accusing Grenville of anachronism and
argued that had the two understood each other’s intentions better there would have been
more violence, rather than less. He argued that the ‘liberal imagination’ is mistaken if it

thinks that somehow we can fix the past in the present:

Kate Grenville cannot imagine how she would have behaved on the Hawkesbury frontier,
because, unlike the Hawkesbury settlers, she does not believe in savagery, European

superiority and conguest. The pioneer settlers are not ourselves. Nor are the Aborigines

% My words, but some examples are included in McKenna’s article, see "Writing the Past .
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whom the pioneers encountered the Aborigines of today. Settler Australians no longer hang
and flog offenders or colonise other countries. Aboriginal Australians no longer abandon
their old, kill their superfluous young and levy war against their neighbours. We are all a
long way from 1788. %

Hirst made some valid points in regard to the plausibility of some of Grenville’s passages
in the book, such as the main character recognising Indigenous farming practices. |
disagree, however, with Hirst’s assessment of Grenville as wanting to fix the past; I think
she is more interested in understanding how it happened. She is right that there was great
misunderstanding at the time of frontier history and she saw this as a tragedy, which it was.

Grenville’s own comments clarify her position on this:

I could see, though, how blindly I’d been embedded in my own culture. I’d never
recognised it as a culture — a learned thing. | thought it was part of being human to compete
for things of value. Now | saw that it was part of my group’s way of being human, in my
culture, the way for the species to survive was through competition. In Aboriginal culture,
on a different part of the planet, the best way to survive was through sharing and
collaborating.

It started to make sense what happened between white and black two hundred years ago.
Not only did both have different systems of belief about how people should behave — they
often didn’t realise they were operating within a system of belief. Each group thought its
behaviour was normal. Neither could see any kind of sense in the way the other was

behaving. "

Inga Clendinnen added to the debate by criticising Grenville for, on the one hand,
recognising that she could not inhabit the minds of the Aboriginal subjects in her book but

never questioning whether or not she was able to accurately inhabit the minds of their

% John Hirst, Sense & Nonsense in Australian History (Melbourne: Black Inc. Agenda, 2005). 87.

0 Kate Grenville, Searching for the Secret River (Melbourne: The Text Publishing Company, 2006).
129-30.
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European counterparts. Clendinnen argued that Grenville was incorrect in her claim to
represent the past accurately through what she calls, the ‘empathetic imagination’.
Clendinnen warns of the dangers of applying the facility of empathy to history because,
she argues, present sensibilities are inescapable when empathy is considered to be the

judge of the past:

Access to the actual past is slow, always problematic, and its inhabitants can be relied on to
affront our expectations. | was cured of any residual faith in the utility of empathy by
spending rather more than a decade in company with Aztecs. | knew they were human, |
was reminded of that a dozen times a day. But it quickly became obvious that their minds
and their emotions were ordered differently from mine. This meant that if | were to
penetrate any distance at all into the Aztec world of the imagination, | would have to keep
my own imagination on a very short leash, because my imagination like my emotions and
assumptions, has grown organically out of my own experiences within my own cultural

milieu.”
Clendinnen did not change her stance on her criticism of Grenville, even after Grenville

had a chance to respond to her criticisms.

Kate Grenville’s response to both Mark McKenna and Inga Clendinnen’s charges
was to, quite simply, reiterate that she was not intending to write a history and does not
claim that her novel is truth; just that it is based around true events. Clendinnen, in
response to Grenville, maintained her critique by outlining where Grenville had taken
fragments out of context and changed the temporal framework of certain events. There is
justification for Grenville to be criticised for not drawing a distinction between writing a
narrative that strictly adheres to the archival evidence, both in context and in time, and a

narrative that uses bits of the archive and present day encounters and then rearranges these

™ Clendinnen, "The History Question: Who Owns the Past?," 21-22.
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for the cohesive convenience of the story. Grenville herself clearly does not draw such a

distinction:

I was shameless in rifling through research for anything | could use wrenching it out of its
place and adapting it for my own purposes: the man with the lump on the back of his neck
from carrying bags of wheat; the gentleman down on his luck, proud of washing his own
shirt; the man whose house was robbed by men who took everything, even the dinner on
the fire-chicken, pot and all. But I was trying to be faithful to the shape of the historical
record, and the meaning of all those events that historians had written about. What | was

writing wasn’t real, but it was as true as I could make it.”

Grenville did not seem to recognise that although these fragments may be true, by
changing them and attaching them to fictional fragments she does in effect change their
meaning and therefore their truth. In Grenville’s defence I do think that in the passage I
have quoted she is referring to the overall character of what she found in the archives, and
that she wanted her novel to be faithful to the more general conclusions she had been able
to make in relation to her archival research about the period of time she was writing about.
By my interpretation, she wanted to reveal the uncomfortable fragments in the archives by
writing a fictional narrative that would also provoke in its reader that feeling of discomfort
that comes with the revelations the archive can throw at our preconceived ideas about the
past. This remains, however, an approach that is at odds with historical scholarship and the

responsibility to be true to the record.

Clendinnen, McKenna and Hirst in their discussion of Grenville’s fiction’s proximity
to history raise some important considerations that get to the heart of what history acts in

the service of, and these are particularly fruitful for a discussion about how people engage

"2 Grenville, Searching for the Secret River. 191.
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with history, and indeed come to understand it. Historians might need to concede that,
regardless of the important limitations historians must place on themselves to be
responsible to the historical record, the public do not necessarily charge themselves with
the same limitations, nor do fiction writers. For some the imaginative and empathetic
world of historical fiction is the first place they will engage with anything close to the
historical record; for others it may be through historical film which can be equally charged
with anachronism and conflation of the historical record. The question is really whether or
not when people engage with these fictive genres of history, do they recognise them as
such. Historians in the defence of their practice might be better to work collaboratively
with fiction writers or film makers rather than deride them for doing what they have

always done.

Grenville’s comments about how she has used history to assist her work of imaginative
fiction may rightly enrage the historian, but her methodological criteria are not theirs, as
theirs is not hers. The expectation for her to operate within that methodological framework
is, | believe, to be unfounded when she does not claim The Secret River to be a work of
history. There is significant evidence for this in her writing memoir ‘Searching for the

Secret River’:

Sometime later, I had a fat folder of printout and I knew for sure what I’d been suspecting
for a while. There were no ‘elements of memoir’ in here at all. The fictional quester had
never so much as put in an appearance. In spite of all my certainty that this book shouldn’t

be a novel, I'd written just that.”

3 Ibid., 164.
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There is also significant evidence to suggest that along her journey Grenville recognised

some of the more challenging aspects of writing real history:

| realised, though, that I’d learned one very useful thing: not about Solomon Wiseman, but
about searching for the past. I’d learned the difficulty of establishing even the simplest fact.
Solomon Wiseman was born in London... that had always seems so solid. Now it felt like

the opening line of a fairy tale.”

| could agree with almost all of what McKenna, Clendinnen and Hirst have had to say
about Kate Grenville’s methods if I did not believe it problematic to critique her novel and
her comments about her novel using historiographical criteria. | argue this, in part, because
| consider that by using these criteria historians are damaging their own claims about the
distance between history and fiction. Louis Mink writing in the late 1970s saw the
distinction between fiction and history as reasonably unproblematic. Mink argued that we
know the difference between history and fiction because we can compare them. He also
recognised that sometimes fiction recounts actual events but that this does not make the

reader think it is history:

For our understanding of fiction needs the contrast with history as much as our
understanding of history needs the contrast of fiction. The quality of our responses to
imaginative fiction and its uses in our lives require the willing suspension of disbelief; but
we could not learn how and when to suspend disbelief except by learning how to
distinguish between fiction and history as making different truth claims for their individual
descriptions. If the distinction were to disappear, fiction and history would both collapse

back into myth and be indistinguishable from it as from each other. And though myth

™ Ibid., 38.
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serves as both fiction and history for those who have not learned to discriminate, we cannot

forget what we have learned. "

If this distinction between history and fiction is being blurred, it is in part a result of the

'8 that we operate within and it may be

“hybrid and controversial space of cultural memory
symptomatic of greater historical illiteracy in the general population (a problem that I will
consider in the next chapter), but this does not necessarily mean that historical

understanding is reduced by such representations. Rather, | agree with Alejandro Baer who

suggests that the mix could be beneficial:

Thus, the link history-industry has produced much more than ‘cheap’ popularisations of
complex historical processes. The massive presence of media products, the variety of
genres, styles and interpretations of the past, might be creating a richer-understanding of
history and collective memory and a more reflective and self-conscious historical subject.”’

Mark McKenna makes a valid suggestion when he bemoans the fact that Kate
Grenville in her writing memoir did not cite some of the historians she had found useful.”®
This would indeed have been a way of linking her readers to the historical record. | agree
that this would go some way to expanding the dialogue between historians, fiction writers
and their readers, by referencing each other’s work where appropriate. | also think it is
evident from Grenville’s memoir that she has, through her own research, iteratively learnt

some of the lessons of the historians’ practice. She has learnt that there are things that are

not verifiable, that the historical record does not always magically yield what you expect,

® Mink, "Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument," 148-49.

"® Alejandro Baer, "Consuming History and Memory Through Mass Media Products,”" European
Journal of Cultural Studies 4, no. 4 (2001): 498.

" Ibid., 499.

® McKenna, ed. Writing the Past 104.
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or desire to be there. This is an important lesson for understanding the difficulty of writing
history. Grenville turned to fiction to fill in the spaces that she could not find in the record.
Clendinnen argued against this, as this is not the historians’ practice, but | would argue that
this is precisely the fiction writers’ practice. Grenville has gone onto write other books in
this series and so, it appears, she has not been deterred by the essays that have derided her

work.

There is one final point in which I am in absolute agreement with Clendinnnen, Hirst
and McKenna. | also disagree that fiction has “a superior ability to provide empathy and
historical understanding.””® Donna Merwick’s Death of a Notary: Conquest and Change in
Colonial NewYork is a prime example and sits in interesting contrast to Grenville’s two
books. The first line of Merwicks book reads; “He was the only one, the only one to have
committed suicide in the town’s seventeenth century history.”®® Merwick has outlined that
to know this, she had to trawl through an unfathomable amount of archival data.
Merwick’s book is an interesting work of history as it is divided into two parts. The story
of Adriaen Janse van Ilpendam’s life and death comprises the first section of the book. The
second section contains Merwick’s notes and reflections on that story. Rather than using
standard historical footnoting Merwick decided to keep the two separate in order to

maintain the integrity and flow, or coherence of the story. Merwick says of her own work:

Readers are not at all unsettled by a writer who is saying that there is no single or true
perspective on a subject. Simply: there is Adriaen Janse in people’s memories, in court

records, in anecdotes, in my story, in the stories of him that readers will themselves

9 "Writing the Past .

% Donna Merwick, Death of a Notary: Conquest and Change in Colonial New York (New York:
Cornell University Press, 1999). xv.

190



construct as they read along in the book. Such pluralism is acceptable today because it
meets, as it seems to me, ‘our social and metaphysical reality’. I don’t think, in short that

undecidability disturbs readers.*

Merwick’s work is meticulously researched and the historical narrative that she has
constructed of Janse’s life honours both his life and the archive. It enables the reader to
imagine who Janse was, and to empathise with him both as an individual and with the
historical social context in which his life took place. Merwick’s narrative is made possible
through creative imagination and through disrupting some of the established orthodoxies of
historical writing. It borrows from fiction some of its narrative structures and does so in a
way that brings history to life. Merwick’s book demonstrates how history can be just as
imaginative as fiction but also how history can do this while maintaining a rigorous

adherence to archival evidence.

The controversy over Grenville’s novel and the accompanying Searching for Secret
River provides a pedagogical space in which to consider many of the intersections | have
identified over what history means and what it acts in the service of. In effect, the
controversy over Grenville’s two books and the dialogue about them brings together in one
space the unconscious and conscious actions of interpreting history. It represents how
historicity makes problematic the neat division between the present and the past and brings
into focus how history operates within the social domain. It exposes the psychological
space of interpretation and how the self reflexive action of reflection is always negotiating
between what is known, what is believed, what is comfortable and what is disturbing. It

provides a space that although political is not polarised to the extent that it is ‘essentialist’

® Donna Merwick, ed. Postmodernity and the Release of the Creative Imagination Writing Histories;
Imagination and Narration (Melbourne: Monash Publications in History, 2000), 26.
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in character, as other examples indicate. | argue that both the controversy surrounding The
Secret River and Kate Grenville’s journey through and in history and fiction offers an
exploratory space in which to dialogue history as an unsettled space. It is a space in which
to view divisions between history and fiction, collective identity and individual identity

and to learn from these tensions in ways that expand our historical understandings.
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Chapter Six

HISTORICAL LITERACY,
HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND
HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING

To think historically is thus to understand how knowledge has been constructed and what it
means. Without such sophisticated insights into ideas, peoples, and actions, it becomes
impossible to adjudicate between competing versions (and visions) of the past.! Stéphane

Lévesque

In this chapter | argue that in each domain of historical praxis it is important to dispel
the notion of history as a single coherent narrative that represents the culmination of the
past in the present. This is done in order to recommend a notion of history that is situated,
relational, plural and dynamic. If history is to be viewed in this way it is necessary to
promote a more critical understanding of history more broadly. With this in mind |
consider what is meant by the term historical literacy, and argue that the development of
historical consciousness and historical understanding ought to be promoted in schools from
an early age. I then relate this to civic education and argue that historical thinking can help
children to engage with democratic citizenship.? Finally, | reflect on some of the barriers to

thinking historically that present themselves in the Australian context, including a brief

! Lévesque, Thinking Historically: Educating Students for the Twenty-First Century. 27.
? Ibid., 28.
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consideration of the different ways in which people acquire historical knowledge beyond

the classroom.

Promoting Historical Understanding

A combination of knowing the events of the past, and being aware of historical
processes as contingent and conditional, still appears to be somewhat lacking in public
discourses about the past in Australia, and elsewhere around the world.® Even where an
awareness of the conditional nature of history within public discourse is identified,
opportunities to discuss and explore different historical understandings are not widely
activated within the public sphere. Similarly, a sense of collective responsibility to the past
is quite limited to those stories that have active currency or are publically memorialised
within communities, such as the story of the Anzacs in Gallipoli. This is despite, as | have
evidenced in my preceding chapters, innumerable considerations of the multiple
perspectives, as well as temporal, political, social and ethical dimensions that contribute to

the complexity of history as a field of study.

There is political currency in educating populations to believe that national histories
follow a progressive linear trajectory and that a simple accumulation of corresponding
facts provides enough information to arrive at a satisfactory, uncomplicated understanding
of that past.* Such perspectives on the past can be seen as beneficial for a society in order

to maintain collective unity and a sense of group identity. History becomes a place where

® See Lee, "Historical Literacy: Theory and Research; Sam Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other
Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching the Past (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001). ix.

* See Macmillan, Dangerous Games: The Uses and Abuses of History; Anna Clark, "Politicians Using
History," Australian Journal of Politics & History 56, no. 1 (2010): 120-31.
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people can anchor their social, political, cultural and economic legitimacy. On the other
hand, a view of history that is plural and dynamic destabilizes the past as it is known in
modern historical discourse. To not see history as a progressive narrative that leads to the
constant betterment of society is to challenge some of the fundamental principles of a

liberal democracy, including rights and sovereignty. >

As | identified in Chapter Two the ‘progress’ narrative was challenged widely in the
1970s both within and beyond the parameters of the history discipline, but as an idea it
maintains its currency in public discourse. The narrative of progress that is inherent in
many representations of the past remains a powerful political tool, and is used to persuade
and control ideas that relate to body politics globally, with very real success. This is a form
of collective remembering, which as | outlined in Chapter Five, is not the same as history.®
Although it is not history in the disciplinary sense, it contributes to understandings of the
purpose of history within public discourses. The difference then between a politico-
ideological understanding of the past and a historical understanding of the past can become
conflated. It is in the intersections between these different understandings of the past that
the questions of how people connect to history, understand it, and reconcile it with their
own worldviews, that is most critical to advancing questions of justice within historical

praxis.

In Chapter Four | briefly considered the dangers associated with conflating historical

narratives with our own and others’ identities. Identities struggle for recognition against

® For an example of a discussion of the destabilization of political and cultural narratives, see Brown,
Politics Out of History. 3-17.

® Wertsch and Roediger, "Collective Memory: Conceptual Foundations and Theoretical Approaches."
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the backdrop of the society in which they are located, in connection with the institutions
and doctrines that govern that society, and in relationship to other identities. The discipline
of history does not sit outside these struggles but has been employed in their service for
much of the modern period. Issues of justice, freedom, sovereignty, rights, identity and
power are all bound up in how histories are constructed, negotiated and employed in the
public sphere.” Charles Taylor argues that the modern age has produced the conditions in
which the recognition of the unique features of all identities can fail.® History employed as
a political tool for moralising the superior qualities of a particular group is one way that
this occurs. This is almost always done by positioning another identity as ‘other’ and, by

association, inferior. Wendy Brown offers a convincing critique of this nexus of relations:

.historical conflicts are rendered as essential ones, effect becomes cause, and “culture,”
“religion,” “ethnicity,” or “sexuality” become entrenched differences with entrenched
interests ...they are symptoms of a certain fragmentation of suffering, and of suffering lived
as identity rather than as general injustice or domination — but suffering cannot be resolved
at the identitarian level. It may be easier to see this dynamic in discourses that essentialise
conflict... To formulate the problem in those regions as one of Catholics versus
Protestants, Arabs versus Jews... rather than understanding the oppositional character of
these identities as in part produced and naturalized by historical operations of power
(settler colonialism, capitalism etc), is a patently dehistoricising and depoliticising move-
precisely the sort of move that leads to moralizing lament or blame, to personifying the
historical conflict in individuals, castes, religions, or tribes, rather than to potent political

analysis and strategies.’

" For examples, see Friedman and Kenney, eds., Partisan Histories: The Past in Contemporary Global
Politics.

& Taylor, Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition. 35.

° Brown, Politics Out of History. 39.
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Brown goes on to suggest that these historical conflicts can cause a form of paralysis of
injury where issues of identity, justice and power tend to lock in and sustain dualisms
rather than acting to resolve them, or more importantly, transform them. Joy Damousi, like
Brown, identifies that this state of injury, for some groups, becomes the ‘very condition’ of

their politics.”™

History cannot be negotiated if the dominant perception is that there is only one way of
viewing the past. If history is understood as following a linear trajectory then history
becomes static, and over-simplified. History conceived in this way also limits the
possibilities for promoting historical understanding both within and beyond political, social
and economic communities. If the past is to be negotiated in a just manner, then it is
important to promote an understanding of history that is situated, relational, plural and
dynamic. If people are to view history in this way, then, it is also recommended that they
have some knowledge and skills in historical processes and historical inquiry. This is
necessary as this type of knowledge, widely activated, has the potential to destabilise the
presumed justice associated with authoritative narratives of the national past. These
monoliths need to be destabilised in order to give voice to competing accounts of the past.
These divergent accounts of the past cannot supplant each other, but need to be dialogical
and address difference. Sam Wineburg argues, validly, that this dialogue needs to begin in
the classroom, because it is generally the initial context in which we learn to enact

democracy:

19 Joy Damousi, "History Matters: The Politics of Grief and Injury in Australian History," Australian
Historical Studies 118(2002): 102.
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Either the classroom becomes a site where we learn to talk to one another, or we will suffer

the enduring consequences of never having learned to do so. **

According to Wineburg the persistent attachment to a seemingly uncomplicated
understanding of history as linear and progressive is not to be unexpected, because
historical thinking, he argues, is an “unnatural act.” It requires a different kind of thinking

to the kinds of everyday assessments that we make:

...we are biased in the way we process evidence, making use of information that jumps out
with the greatest vividness. Countless studies attest that everyday thinking elects the path
of least resistance, often choosing what is most available over what is most trustworthy.*

Historical thinking, on the other hand, requires what Wineburg refers to as ‘the
specification of ignorance’. People must declare what they don’t know. They must use
what they don’t know to guide their historical inquiries and to guide how they construct
historical narratives. They must delay their judgements, which means, as Wineburg
suggests, they must position themselves to learn in order to think historically. Peter Lee
agrees with Wineburg and suggests that thinking historically is counter-intuitive and it is
“because of this that learning any single version of the past cannot provide a viable, let
alone a valid, history education.” ** Representing only one version of the past does not
allow people to explore the counter-intuitive operation of historical thinking. The lack of a
general degree of historical literacy or consciousness in a community is not necessarily the

result of a lack of diversity and consistency in historical representations, or a lack of

! Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching the Past.
230.

12 "Unnatural and Essential: The Nature of Historical Thinking," Teaching History, no. 129 (2007): 7.

3 |ee, "Understanding History," 130.
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relevant context, but relates back to how history is perceived by the general public. The
question that must be asked then is how do you position the wider public to perceive
history otherwise, and learn to think historically? Firstly, assumptions that history is an
uncomplicated area of inquiry need to be challenged in all manifestations. A single version
of the past should never be considered representative of the past, or indeed of a
community. Secondly, some of the skills associated with historical inquiry need to be more

widely promoted including the development of historical literacy.

What is Historical Literacy?

Historical literacy is a term that is most often applied to the level of historical
knowledge of students in school. When referring to the rest of the population, namely
adults, the terms for historical knowledge vary and include historical consciousness,
historical thinking and historical understanding. Essentially all three refer to how people
think about the past, and what they see as its purpose, both as individuals and as
communities. Historical literacy, on the other hand, necessitates a level of understanding of

how histories are produced, as well as an ability to recall historical detail.

Tony Taylor and Carmel Young in Making History: A Guide for the Teaching and
Learning of History in Australian Schools consider a number of ways to conceptualise
historical literacy and suggest that to develop a collective understanding of what we mean
by historical literacy we should borrow models from science. | have chosen to only use two
of the concepts suggested by Taylor and Young because | think together they provide a
good framework from which to further discuss why it is important to promote a deeper

level of historical thinking within education settings and beyond to the broader community.

The two definitions of historical literacy put forward by Taylor and Young are:
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Historical literacy can be seen as a systematic process with particular sets of skills,
attitudes and conceptual understandings that mediate and develop historical

consciousness.**

And secondly:

Historical literacy is not about purposeless knowing of facts about the past. Historical
literacy is about personal, social and political empowerment. Understanding the past is an
important part of life as a whole, not just school life, and all students are entitled to study
history.™

Further to this | would add that the objective of developing historical literacy is to bring
both the content and the form of history into the mind of the learner as a potential
orientation that helps to make sense of one’s life, and the lives of others, in relation to both
the world they live in now and what has happened in the past. That is, to find in the study
of history a way to recognise the perspectives of others enough to allow them to act on our

own perspectives.

Expectations vary about what history should teach us. Public discourses on the role of
history in schools tend to be focused on the capacity to master content, while educators and
researchers are more interested in how an interaction with historical content extends
students’ understanding of the disciplinary practice of history.'® Australia is no exception.
Here there is an expectation that the general populace should all have an awareness of who

the first prime minister of Australia was; what Tony Taylor refers to as the ‘Edmund

14 See Tony Taylor and Carmel Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of
History in Australian Schools, (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2003),
http://www.hyperhistory.org/images/assets/pdf/complete.pdf. 29.

" Ibid., 32.

16| ee, "Historical Literacy: Theory and Research."
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Barton Syndrome’.!” Alternatively, if the public expectation of history education in
Australia was for students to demonstrate a high degree of historical literacy, then we
would not only want them to be able to recall Edmund Barton, or what events the likes of
Dooley Bin Bin, Peter Lalor or Edith Cowan were associated with, but to also possess the
ability to discriminate between different accounts of those events. *® Students would be
expected to be able to identify why these people or events are considered historically
significant and through such identification be able to explain what social or political
factors enabled these events to happen when they did, as well as what factors had
prevented these events from occurring earlier. Additionally students would be expected to
be able to draw a comparison with similar events in different times and different contexts.
These comparisons would lead to questions about the particularities involved in each
setting, and so on. Historical literacy goes beyond knowing simply the content or bare facts
of the past to having an understanding of breadth of content and breadth of interpretation,
recognising contingency as a condition of history, demonstrating an awareness of historical

context and acknowledging the contestability of the past.

Many Australians do not appear to have a high degree of historical literacy and
certainly not across competing historiographies, by which | mean the recognition of

different historical methods used to construct histories. This has implications for our civic

YTaylor and Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian
Schools. 5.

'8 Dooley Bin Bin along with Don McLeod and Clancy McKenna planned the 1946 Pilbara strike for

equal wages for Aboriginal workers. Peter Lalor led the Eureka Rebellion and Edith Cowan was the first
female to be elected as a representative in an Australian parliament.
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understanding and for the possibilities associated with public dialogues about contingent

pasts, and how we might go about working for just representations of our shared histories.

The promotion of historical literacy as a competency in schools has the potential to
promote a more just understanding of the past within the community, but in order to
recommend how that might happen, it is important to first consider what constitutes
historical knowing and identify that there are different levels of historical consciousness

which can affect the nature of historical understandings between historical accounts.

Historical Consciousness and Understanding: A Variety
of Approaches

Three different ways of viewing historical knowing are considered: Jorn Riisen’s idea
of historical consciousness, Barton and Levstiks’ four stances of historical interpretation,
and South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s typology of four different
types of truth. All three point to the complex web of relations that constitute thinking
historically. The first depicts the moral dimensions associated with historical judgements.
The second considers the different methods people use to engage with the past and relates
these to history education. The third considers different ways that the truth of the past can

be negotiated where there is historical conflict between accounts.

Jorn Riisen: Four Types of Historical Consciousness

Jorn Risen has argued that historical consciousness has a relationship with moral
consciousness, and that what type of relationship that is determines how history is

interpreted by the group or by the individual. Rusen suggests that there are four types of
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historical consciousness'?; traditional, exemplary, critical and genetic, and that the
relationship between the different types of historical consciousness is developmental or
sequential. Each type is more complex and cognitively challenging than the last. The
traditional type is limited to defining morality by tradition, it is static, and moral values go
unquestioned over time. Exemplary historical thought is based on the idea of principles
being applicable to different situations in different times; morality is thus considered
timeless. Critical historical thinking questions morality by considering its subjectivity or
relativity and considers time as conditional and consequential. Genetic historical thinking
sees morality as eternally recurring, in a constant state of transition and allows for multiple
viewpoints. Risen goes on to suggest that both traditional and exemplary types of
historical consciousness are quite common, but that the latter two, critical and genetic
types are far less often observed, and that they bear a relationship to the level of education

and knowledge to which one has been exposed.?

Historical consciousness that employs the considerations of both critical and genetic
types of historical thought needs to be more widely activated. If, as Risen identifies, the
possibilities of this type of historical consciousness come about through education then the
promotion of historical literacy in schools is essential. It is essential for the promotion of
peaceful and tolerant communities. The activation of this type of historical understanding
across the wider community cannot come about unless people have a greater awareness of

what is involved in historical processes and what constitutes historical knowledge.

19 J6rn Riisen, "Historical Consciousness: Narrative Structure, Moral Function, and Ontogenetic
Development,” in Theorizing Historical Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2004), 70-71.

2 hid.
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Teaching History for the Common Good: Four Approaches to Historical
Understanding
Keith Barton and Linda Levstik in their book Teaching History for the Common Good,

like Risen, identify four different approaches to historical understanding. Instead of
identifying these as different sequential levels of understanding, they represent the
different processes by which people engage with and find relevance in the past, all of
which, they highlight, have advantages and disadvantages. Barton and Levstik argue that
how we teach history should be evaluated on the basis of whether or not it has the potential
to prepare students for ‘participation in plural democracy’?!. Their goal is to educate
children for citizenship and they see history education as a critical component of that
education. The four approaches Barton and Levstik refer to are the ‘identification stance’,

the ‘analytic stance’, the ‘moral response stance’, and the ‘exhibition stance’.

The ‘identification stance’ is as it suggests: the process of identification with events
and people in the past; these processes will vary with each individual. The identification
stance has its advantages in that it acts as a form of engagement with the past and can
promote a sense of belonging. It also perhaps best describes the impetus behind how
people first engage with the past and provides a space where history can be introduced to
people in a meaningful way. On the flip side a disadvantage is that identification, or a
sense of belonging to one group, can create exclusivity and rejection of other groups.
Barton and Levstik argue against too much emphasis being placed on the notion of the

identification stance “because the suggestion that history can tell us who we are threatens

2! Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. x.
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the discipline’s posture as an objective and scholarly enterprise.”?* | would argue that we
see the identification stance in many representations of the past, most notably in the
growing interest in family histories, public memorials and in political speeches designed to
evoke symbolism of the nation. The biggest danger of the ‘identification stance’ is

23 \which

anachronism or “the act of viewing the past through the lens of the present,
Wineburg warns is our natural way of thinking.?* We often work from the present in
history, but when we allow contemporary concerns to colour our understanding of the past
and we do not seek evidence in the past to find out what may have led to the present, then
we will be considering things out of context and will be in danger of misrepresenting the
past in our own interests.”® This is evidenced by Bain Attwood’s critical account of the
Stolen Generations narrative, which | considered in Chapter Five. Popular identification
and empathy with the narrative did not lead to an understanding of the events associated
with the narrative. When people identified with the narrative, they passed judgement on the
settler community, dislocating their own relationship with that past and by so doing, failed

to not only understand the complexities and contingencies of that past, but also to learn

from it.%®

2 |hid., 45.

2 Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching the Past.
19.

? See ibid.
% This is also one of the dangers associated with historicism, as referred to in Chapter Two.

% See Attwood, "In the Age of Testimony: The Stolen Generations Narrative, "Distance," and Public
History."
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The ‘analytic stance’ is the stance more traditionally associated with what academic
historians try to do in practice. Barton and Levstik describe it almost as a combination of
the activities that go into producing an accurate historical account; making connections
across seemingly disparate ideas and events, following causal links, finding evidence and
evaluating validity.”” This stance is the least contested approach to history, yet the
parameters of how analysis is conducted in history, especially in schools, remains a site of
contestation. Here Barton and Levstik point to the types of activities students need to
engage with in order to be able to enact the ‘analytic stance’ and they argue that this
includes the need to cover controversial topics. Barton and Levstik argue against a kind of
passive instruction where students would simply receive history as if it always existed as a
cohesive narrative ready for their edification, but suggest that it is by working through the
processes of constructing histories that students will learn the nuances and tensions
inherent in any period of the past. Taylor and Young also highlight the need to engage
students with conflicting historical viewpoints as a means of opening dialogue between
student and teacher to ensure that the individual understandings of history that are brought
from home are considered in association with any conflicting content of history that is

being taught in the classroom.?

Barton and Levstik describe moral responses as remembrance, condemnation and
admiration. The ‘moral response stance’ is the most closely related to notions of ‘justice’

or ‘fairness’ and represents evaluations of the past that pass judgement on right and wrong.

%" Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. 69-70.

% Taylor and Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian
Schools. 6-7.
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Barton and Levstik posit this stance within the notion of the “common good” and argue
that deliberations over justice in history are important because they contribute to children’s
civic understandings. Barton and Levstik counsel that such considerations of justice against
the backdrop of history need to move beyond “common sense ideas about what counts as
fair and unfair and toward consideration of a broader and more inclusive conception of
justice.”®® | agree and have, in this thesis, advanced what | consider to be a broader and
more inclusive conception of justice as it relates to historical praxis. | would also argue that
conceptions of justice need to be contextualised in relation to conceptions of justice
relevant at the time of the period of history being studied. Barton and Levstik again make
the point here that if young people are to be adequately prepared for citizenship these
deliberations must deal with the controversial and difficult subjects, so that students
develop the analytical skills to deal with conflicting interests and learn to evaluate issues of

right and wrong in nuanced and complex scenarios.*

Barton and Levstik’s final approach to historical understanding is the ‘exhibition
stance’ and this is what Barton and Levstik describe as history in its most rudimentary
form, where facts are simply exhibited, not contextualised, not explained or interpreted.
Barton and Levstik describe the main danger of this stance in terms of teaching and
learning as the process of accountability, by which they mean the ways in which students
must demonstrate what they know about history. This would be wonderful if the ways in
which students are required to demonstrate their knowledge of history meant teachers were

able to measure their deeper understanding of the subject, but often this accountability has

 Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. 99.

% 1bid., 91-109.
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simply measured students’ ability to retain facts, or to demonstrate a knowledge of facts,
which for the purpose of the promotion of historical literacy is not sufficient. The
‘exhibition stance’ Barton and Levstik do argue serves another more noble purpose
associated with the teaching and learning of history and that is in its service to others.
Sometimes when history is presented without conclusions or interpretations it enables
those who receive the information to identify, analyse, and respond to it in their own way,
to face the challenges of the past, and this is valuable because it is through such
opportunities of deliberation that people will learn to make critical judgements about

history.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission: A Typology of Four Truths

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa developed a typology of
four truths as a way to respond to the different types of accountabilities the truth
commission would face. They were ‘factual or forensic truth’, ‘narrative or personal truth,’
‘dialogical or social truth’ and ‘restorative or healing truth’.*? Factual or forensic truth
employed a methodology that sought to be ‘objective’ based on legal frameworks for
gathering evidence, “investigation, corroboration and verification.” Narrative truth refers to
the testimonies of perpetrators and victims and the recognition that such testimonies reveal
individual truths that have often been silenced by conflict. Dialogical truth refers to truth
that is negotiated through dialogue, or debate amongst a broad section of the community,

so the process is as important as the outcomes. Restorative and healing truth, as Deborah

%! Ibid., 110-28.
%2 For a detailed outline of the four types of truth associated with the South African Truth and

Reconciliation Commission, see Truth and Reconciliation Commission, "The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of South Africa Report,” (Cape Town: Juta and Co, 1998), 110-14.
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Posel has argued, is perhaps the least defined “truth’ in the report® and is based on the idea
that expressions of truth contribute to repairing damage in communities because truth does
not operate simply as fact but “places facts and what they mean within the context of

human relationships.”**

I have included the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s typology of truth as a way
of highlighting the multidimensional ways in which we engage with the past, and because
it represents a way of knowing the past that is public, dialogical and performative, rather
than specifically educational, or academic. The commission established a process by which
they could give equal account to conflicting versions of the past while simultaneously
building a narrative of conflict in a restorative way. This was done to not only promote

justice for the victims of apartheid but to create a reference point for a new nation:

...here the problem of history writing presented itself in a particular way: how to create the
“imagined community” of the new democratic nation on the strength of an account of the

past to which previously warring groupings — with disparate, even incommensurate,

versions of events — would now consent. ®

Like Risen, and Barton and Levstik, the Commission sought to identify the different
dimensions of how people deal with history, come to know and negotiate it, as well as to

recognise the different purposes that history serves.

% See discussion in Deborah Posel, “History as Confession: The Case of the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission " Public Culture 20, no. 1 (2008).

% Truth and Reconciliation Commission, "The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa
Report." Volume 1, chpt 5, paragraph 43.

% posel, "History as Confession: The Case of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
":120-21.
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All of the approaches outlined here highlight the complexity of how people mediate their
understandings of the past, and demonstrate the complex demands associated with learning
to think historically. Juxtaposing different approaches to historical understanding
highlights how it is possible to make the methods of historical inquiry explicit. Activities
that encourage people to make links with the type of methods outlined here and the
historical narratives that might exemplify these methods would assist students of history to
see how different accounts of history are constructed. It is also important to be careful not
to position the acquisition of historical thinking as hierarchical, something that moves from
the acquisition of content to historical skills. * The types of approaches considered here
ought to be explored at all stages of the development of historical thinking. Bruce Van
Sledright’s work with fifth graders on the “interpretive paradox” shows that children are
able to grasp the concepts of “historical detective work™ quite early on. Van Sledright
warns, however, that this is an intensive process and works against curriculum pressures to
cover a range of content in a given timeframe.*” How those demands are balanced is
something that is a consideration for all educators, in all disciplines, and depends largely
on the room within curriculum frameworks to pursue these possibilities. What is apparent
from this discussion of historical thinking is that just as it is critical to explore different
standpoints in history, looking closely at the different ways in which historical thought

operates is also relevant to promoting historical understanding.

% See Lévesque, Thinking Historically: Educating Students for the Twenty-First Century. 30-31.

¥See Bruce VanSledright, "Confronting History's Interpretive Paradox While Teaching Fifth Graders to
Investigate the Past," American Educational Research Journal 39, no. 4 (2002): 1089-115. See also Tony
Taylor’s eleven basic attributes for the acquisition of historical literacy. These can be applied at all levels of
education. Taylor and Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in
Australian Schools.
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Historical Literacy and Citizenship Education

The acquisition of historical literacy provides some of the necessary background
knowledge for civic participation. This brings us back to Taylor and Young’s second
concept of historical literacy: “Historical literacy is about personal, social and political
empowerment.” The development of historical literacy, both in individuals and groups, can
be seen as an example of the types of freedoms and capabilities, as referred to by Sen, that
people need in order to choose the lives they want to live.*® Such a capacity can afford
communities an opportunity to know themselves in relation to others; it also has the
potential to contribute to the enactment of historical responsibility. When historical
knowledge is related to our civic understanding we are able to make informed decisions

about our place in the world and our responsibilities to others.

Civic understanding and citizenship education share a similar trajectory to that of
historical consciousness and history education in Australia. Joan DeJaeghere points to two
forms of citizenship education, minimal and critical. Minimal citizenship education relates
to understanding the tenets of citizenship as rights, responsibilities and governance.

DelJaeghere’s criticism of this type of citizenship education is that:

Citizenship education in these forms promotes values, attitudes and behaviours related to
democracy and citizenship, but the aim is for students to acquire these values and
behaviours without a larger understanding of the tensions in these values and behaviours in

society. ¥

% See Sen, The Idea of Justice. 225-317.

% Joan D DelJaeghere, "Intercultural Meanings of Citizenship in the Australian Secondary Curriculum:
Between Critical Contestations and Minimal Constructions.," in Reimagining Civic Education:How Diverse
Societes Form Democratic Citizens., ed. E. D. Stevick and B. A. U. Levinson (Lanham: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2007), 295.
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Critical citizenship education, on the other hand, promotes critical reflection of values,
attitudes and behaviours related to democracy and citizenship and takes into account the
influences of multiple actors and power relations within these relationships. DeJaeghere

describes the benefits of critical citizenship education as:

Beyond a focus on personal responsibility and duties to society, critical forms of
citizenship education examine the relationships between the individual’s behaviour in
society and structures of social injustice. The aim is to enhance an understanding of and
ability to change society, rather than the mere adoption of citizenship values or

behaviours.*

Like Rusen’s suggestion that critical and genetic historical thinking are not frequently
observed, similarly DeJaeghere suggests that critical citizenship education has not been
promoted widely in the Australian education system. According to Richard Berlach,
citizenship education in Australia was virtually non-existent between the 1950s and the
mid 1990s; even defining what it meant to be an Australian citizen was not a significant
public concern. Civic education only really re-emerged as an important component of the
school curriculum in the 1990s in response to research that revealed widespread ignorance

of the nature of Australian systems of government.*

There is a very strong link between civic understanding, historical consciousness and
social change. Historical knowledge of systems of government and political developments
can help to engage students with citizenship. More importantly, the types of historical

thinking that have been explored in this chapter complement the type of critical citizenship

“ 1bid., 296.

* Richard G Berlach, "Citizenship Education: Australian and Singaporean Perspectives,” Australian
Journal of Teacher Education 21, no. 2 (1996): 3-5.
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education being promoted to equip children with the necessary skills for global citizenship.
These are, of course, the same skills associated with historical literacy. Martha Nussbaum,
in her work on education for democratic citizenship, argues that these are skills that ought

to be promoted from an early age:

Nothing could be more crucial to democracy than the education of its citizens. Through
primary and secondary education, young citizens form, at a crucial age, habits of mind that
will be with them through all of their lives. They learn to ask questions or not to ask them;
to take what they hear at face value or to probe more deeply; to imagine the situation of a
person different from themselves or to see a new person as a mere threat to their own
projects; to think of themselves as members of a homogeneous group or as members of a
nation, and a world, made up of many people and groups, all of whom deserve respect and

understanding.*

Recent research in the area of history education, specifically in relation to inquiry-based
approaches, also points to the complementary relationship between history education and
citizenship education as a means to teach students about how ideas and values are specific
to particular contexts and change over time.*® Social transformation does not occur unless
there is openness to changing one’s mind. A community that has both limited
understandings of historical processes, and a low level of civic understanding, will struggle
to embrace change that may challenge foundational knowledge, such as the “birth of a
nation”. With this in mind, |1 now reflect on the state of historical understanding in
Australia and some of the barriers we face in regard to promoting a more historically

literate society.

%2 Martha Nussbaum, "Education and Democratic Citizenship: Capabilities and Quality Education,”
Journal of Human Development 7, no. 3 (2006): 387.

*% See Peter Lee and Denis Shemilt, "New Alchemy or Fatal Attraction?: History and Citizenship,"

Teaching History, no. 129 (2007). See also Alan McCully, "History Teaching, Conflict and the Legacy of the
Past," Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 7, no. 2 (2012).
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Barriers to Historical Understanding

In the Australian context, developing a widely historically literate or historically
conscious society is particularly problematic for a number of key reasons. Firstly,
Indigenous history, as a significant component of our collective past, remains a site of
contestation, giving it a controversial status in the present. Secondly, up until the recent
development of the national history curriculum history as a discipline has not been
routinely taught as a discipline in its own right in schools, meaning that a consistent level
of history education across the community is non-existent. Thirdly, children often report

finding the subject boring.**

A significant proportion of the Australian populace has had little exposure to
Indigenous ways of knowing and to the unique experiences of Indigenous people over the
course of our shared history. It is only relatively recently that Indigenous studies, and, to a
lesser extent, Indigenous history have entered the school curricula. In fact, Australian
history of any description is a fairly recent phenomenon in history curricula in Australian
schools, emerging within the curricula in the 1950s, and only really becoming prominent
as a key component in the 1970s; prior to that British history was considered to be more

important.®

* Taylor and Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian
Schools. 181.

*® See Tony Taylor, "The Politics of Historical Consciousness in Australia," in Theorizing Historical
Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004); Davison, The Use and Abuse
of Australian History; David Carter, Dispossession, Dreams & Diversity: Issues in Australian Studies
(Frenchs Forest: Pearson Education Australia, 2005).
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Indigenous history has often been demarcated as different from Australian history,
rather than being seen as a shared narrative within the breadth of the Australian experience.
Political factions on both sides of politics have also, at times, resisted Indigenous history as
a legitimate form of history since it emerged in popular public debate in 1968.% Debates
questioning the legitimacy of Indigenous history as a critical component of Australian
history have meant the general populace have not been overtly encouraged to delve into the
stories and events that have come to light as a result, let alone critique or reflect on their
existing understandings of Australia’s past. In fact, | would argue that the general
Australian population has, at times, been actively discouraged from developing a more
critical understanding of Australia’s Indigenous pasts. The debate over the semantics of the
Stolen Generations is a case in point, where credence to a legitimate narrative in Australian
history was superseded by political propaganda.*’ The frustration is that Indigenous history
is one area of history in Australia that has the potential to expand historical understandings,
but the politicisation of history detracts from this. Mark McKenna laments this in Looking

for Blackfellas’ Point:

Unfortunately the ongoing legal and political controversy over terms such as ‘genocide’
and ‘stolen generations’ serves to create a new myth concerning Australian history: namely
that historical understanding is achieved by testing the past against the language of

contemporary politics. Perhaps this is because we are less intent on historical

%8 See Veracini, "A Prehistory of Australia's History Wars: The Evolution of Aboriginal History During
the 1970s and 1980s."

*" See Tony Birch, "'History is Never Bloodless': Getting it Wrong After One Hundred Years of
Federation," Australian Historical Studies 118(2002).
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understanding, and more interested in legitimising or discrediting a particular political

viewpoint. “®

Activating greater public engagement with Indigenous histories would promote
understanding between historical accounts and could do a lot for promoting Australian
history as an interesting subject. Australians ‘en masse” know very little about Indigenous
histories and this is to our public detriment. Anna Clark in her recent book History'’s
Children writes revealingly about the state of Indigenous history in our schools. She
indicates that due to the lack of coordination in Indigenous history curriculum across
Australia students complain that the subject is boring and repetitive. Clark suggests that
teachers themselves are often not well prepared to teach Indigenous history having not
necessarily covered it in their own education, and she highlights the need for teachers to be
supported with professional development opportunities and the provision of relevant
resources. Indigenous history is clearly mandated in schools with the aim of deepening

students’ knowledge over time, however:

...because nothing is clearly defined, it’s unclear what any given student has learnt, let
alone a whole cohort... So instead of an increasingly complex and recursive approach to
Indigenous history, we have a repeated approach — and a significant backlash from

students. *°

Coupled with this, the political controversies surrounding the subject area along with the
sensitivities that need to be employed when teaching the subject make its delivery

somewhat complex. In summary though it is clear from Clark’s work that the biggest

8 Mark McKenna, Looking for Blackfellas' Point: An Australian History of Place (Sydney: UNSW
Press, 2002). 32.

* Clark, History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom. 79.
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barriers to engagement with Indigenous history are to be found in a reluctance to teach the
complexity of Indigenous history explicitly. It is safer to teach ‘cultural aspects’ rather than
deal with the controversies surrounding the subject.” This reluctance to teach the
complexity of the subject may also be related to the contemporary political nature of the
debates. This reluctance is reflected in other countries where controversies over the past
impact upon history teaching in the present. A study done in Northern Ireland by Keith
Barton and Alan McCully suggests that “teachers largely avoid making connections
between past events and contemporary politics; in fact, one of the principle critiques of
history teaching in Northern Ireland is that it does not deal with those concerns directly
enough.”" Ironically these controversies are exactly what might engage students. Exposure
to controversy in history provides the opportunity for students to develop their analytical
skills and deepen their understanding of the nuances involved in historical interpretation.
The “‘uncomfortable’ and ‘controversial aspects’ of history are often hidden from children,
yet it is these more intimate aspects and transformative sites of history as tied to how we
understand our community that will both engage and challenge children and young people.
Lisa Farley argues that we must not avoid the questions that children will inevitably raise

about conflict in our society:

...the idea that past knowledge is something to be acquired, and that “arms” children
against conflicts in the future is necessarily defensive. For when we emphasise the promise
of reason and progress through education, what is forgotten is its underside: the conflicts,

passions, anxieties and uncertainties that fuel questions in the first place. Forgotten is the

** Ibid., 80.
%1 McCully, "History Teaching, Conflict and the Legacy of the Past."
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idea that both teaching and becoming a subject of history, what Ken Osborne (2006, p.28)

calls a “historically situated being” is an unruly process. *2

In order for children to be able to process these aspects of history in meaningful and
transformative ways they must be encouraged to engage with its challenging aspects.
History, when revealed as something that needs to be uncovered, worked through and
deliberated over, offers some students, at least, an opportunity to see its more interesting
side. Additionally, constant repetition in content is making the subject seem irrelevant to
students. This comes from a lack of coordination in an overcrowded curriculum where, in
most cases, until very recently history was not a distinct subject in its own right. The
provision of a new history curriculum should go some way to rectifying this problem as it
recommends the need to better prepare teachers and identify a broader range of resources. |

will discuss this in the next chapter.

Clark reports on the many students that she interviewed and how they felt about
Indigenous history. Clark’s study reveals that children reported not wanting to feel shame
or guilt about the past, which, as she rightly articulates, in some ways reflects the political
overtones associated with related public discourses.”® However, it also reflects the fact that
children need opportunities to face the challenges of the past themselves, in order to
develop their own understandings and feelings about that past. Clark also reports that

students are interested in the politics and the issues surrounding debates, such as the

%2 Lisa Farley, "Radical Hope: Or, the Problem of Uncertainty in History Education,” Curriculum
Inquiry 39, no. 4 (2009): 550.

%3 Clark, History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom. 70.
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history wars, or the tent embassy protest. | would suggest that it is in these intersections

that possibilities for future engagement with the subject can be discerned.

For many of the teachers involved in Clark’s study, she suggests that they feel a very
personal need to make sure that their students are not subject to the same historical silence
they experienced as children. Students, on the other hand, may already know about some
of the political, social and cultural issues associated with this particular area of history. It
may be that students are as frustrated as academics and teachers about the paralysis of
argument that is caused by ongoing debates about what they should and shouldn’t know
about this particular past. It is possible that students would like to get on with the business
of determining for themselves the intricacies of that past. This can be achieved if children
and young people are exposed to multiple narratives about this past and are also given the
opportunity to develop deeper understandings of what may or may not have happened.
Such an approach to history education needs to be widely supported and demands
particular skills from teachers, and these need to be catered for in teacher education
programs and professional development courses. Additionally there needs to be greater
recognition of the diversity within Indigenous history and the changes over time. Too
much emphasis on pre-contact and frontier history has the potential to limit people’s
understandings of the scope of Indigenous histories which exist across all periods of
Australian history and across different parts of Australia. The fact that Indigenous history
still courts political controversy®* contributes to an anxiety over how to teach it which can

lead to over-simplified, single narrative representations of that past.

% See Simon Santow, "Aboriginal History Lost in New School Curriculum,”
(http://www.abc.net.au/am/content/2011/s3324015.htm , Friday, September 23: ABC News AM, 2011).
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Australians on the whole are not only relatively ignorant of Indigenous pasts but lack
exposure to the breadth of our past in general. This is the legacy of an education system
that originally suffered from the cultural cringe, followed by a period where the discipline
of history was not valued as a subject in its own right. The variation between state defined
history syllabuses, and the lack of a comprehensive study comparing how history
syllabuses have varied over time and across states, means that it is difficult to know exactly
what has been fixed about the past, or to know exactly how Australians have acquired their
knowledge of Australia’s past, at least in terms of the avenue of formal education. Anna

Clark is damning in her critique of Australian History curricula:

Australian history teaching is largely unsystematic — there is endless repetition,

unstimulating material and a lack of curriculum co-ordination.”

Clark is not suggesting that there are not good history teachers or that Australian history is
boring, but highlights that, despite public investment and anxiety about the state of history,
and students’ genuine interest in history as a subject, we are still failing to engage students

with Australian history. Clark explains this tension.

Public anxiety over the state of students’ knowledge around the centenary of Federation
confirmed a widespread belief in the importance of historical comprehension as a national
duty almost....Paradoxically, this is a very uncritical view of history teaching because it
stresses the important stories, facts and events in Australia’s history as innate rather than

contingent.®

Again, it is possible to identify how arguments over history in Australia have caused a

kind of paralysis in history, making it little wonder that it seems irrelevant. The constant

% Clark, History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom. 32.

% 1bid., 25.
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arguments over developing a single ‘national’, ‘unitary’, ‘cohesive’, ‘structured’ narrative
that have occupied public debates, limit the scope of what is deemed to be important in
Australian history to such an extent that rather than reinstating the relevance and
importance of history in education, which has been the objective on both sides of these
arguments, they have contributed to making the subject irrelevant. Falk Pingel articulates

this dilemma well:

The concept of the one and only truth that is based on a preordained political consensus is
the major stumbling block that has to be overcome to give way to innovative teaching

approaches. *’

Barton and Levstik have argued that some of the paralysis that seems to permeate
debates about “good and bad” history stems from the absence of a “shared understanding
of the meaning or goals of instruction in the subject.”® This is certainly the case in
Australia, where teacher education in history varies substantially and consistency in history
instruction even within single schools is rare.>® Barton and Levstik suggest that by linking
history education to the goals of educating people for citizenship then we have the
possibility to enliven students’ minds and to widen the scope of historical endeavour while
avoiding elitist distinctions about what constitutes “real” history.?® While | agree that this
is a noble enterprise it is also important to be careful to recognise how history education

can and cannot contribute to citizenship education. As discussed earlier in this chapter

> Pingel, "Can Truth be Negotiated? History Textbook Revision as a Means to Reconciliation," 188.
%8 Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. 4.

% See Lawless, "Are you Supervising Teachers Without a History Background? The Importance of
Teacher Subject Knowledge."

% Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. 5.
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citizenship education in Australia has been just as marginalised as history education in the
last thirty years and it is doubtful that citizenship education is in anyway less challenged as

a discipline than history is.

If our knowledge of the nation’s past is not predominantly derived from formal
education, is it then that Australians predominantly know Australia’s past through
reflection on lived experience and interpretation of the public events during one’s lifetime,
through public representations of the past, and through received knowledge passed
between generations? Studies in both the United States and Australia suggest that the terms
of historical engagement in the wider population are with familial histories, or intimate

representations of the past, rather than more formal representations of the past:

...it can be misleading to assume that either official accounts or formal education
determine popular consciousness of history. Many Australians develop a passion for the
past through family discussions, watching films and television, and from public institutions
such as museums. Compared to perceptions of what was learnt in formal educational
institutions, these more personal ‘funds of knowledge’ form the bases of an historical

education for many Australians.”

In the United States, findings from the national survey for the teaching of history, as
reported by Rosenzweig and Thelen®?, suggest that Americans, like Australians, are not
disengaged with the past, but rather that engagement with the past takes place in more

intimate ways than through formal historical education:

® paula Hamilton and Paul Ashton, "At Home with the Past: Initial Findings fom the Survey,"
Australian Cultural History 23(2003): 7.

%2 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American
Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).
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Respondents felt most unconnected to the past when they encountered it in books, movies,
or classrooms. They felt most connected when they encountered the past with the people
who mattered the most to them, and they often pursued the past in ways that drew in family

and friends.®®

This engagement with the past is encouraging and suggests that the past is most engaging
when one can connect or identify with it personally. Similarly students are more likely to
develop an understanding of historical content if they are able to engage with the stories,
ideas and individuals they study in history. Interesting, however, is the finding in the

American survey (such analysis has not yet come forward from the Australian study):
Many white Americans understand and use the past in ways that make them suspicious of
outsiders. Nevertheless when people do let down their guard, the common patterns of

history-making that we observed can allow individuals to identify and empathize with

others. *
History, therefore, depending upon how its processes are viewed, remains a territory that
can reinforce difference, or a place where communities can practice understanding through

careful dialogue.

James Wertsch suggests that a fundamental element of history is also belief in the

narrative, or what he refers to as the appropriation of historical texts:

% Roy Rosenzweig, "How Americans Use and Think About the Past: Implications from a National
Survey for the Teaching of History," in Knowing, Teaching and Learning History: National and
International Perspectives, ed. Peter N Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam Wineburg (New York: New York
University Press, 2000), 265.

® bid., 279.
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...we have told only part of the story when we assess the cognitive knowledge generated
through history instruction. In addition there is the question of being committed to, or

believing, particular texts.”

Such an argument reiterates the fact that lived experience can act in opposition to historical
education in a number of ways, and vice versa. Certainly there is evidence of this in the
Australian context. The political power of historical narratives can never be underestimated
and it is different in every context, depending upon the political, social, cultural and even
economic forces at play. Developing a more historically literate community is clearly a
difficult proposition and not made easier in the Australian context. If we are to address
this, there are many things that would contribute to making history education more
meaningful and more relevant to peoples’ everyday lives. Children, including young
children, need to be allowed to ask difficult questions about historical events. Different
methods for thinking through historical processes need to be made explicit to students of
history. Teachers need adequate preparation in history pedagogies and most importantly
the exciting and intriguing aspects of historical study need to be widely activated. The next
chapter considers whether or not the new proposal for a National History Curriculum
makes room for these considerations and also looks at the current state of teacher

preparation for history education in Australia.

8 Wertsch, "Is it Possible to Teach Beliefs, As Well As Knowledge About History," 48.
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Chapter Seven

A NATIONAL HISTORY
CURRICULUM: AN OPPORTUNITY
AND A CHALLENGE

“Let’s keep a fearless critical edge when that seems appropriate, and be wary of the
excesses into which a discourse of national cohesion can draw us. A more cosmopolitan
approach, interested in the intersections of peoples, in what they share and how they differ,
in the marginal as well as the mainstream, the quirky alongside the obvious, will help keep

us honest, and interesting. “* Ann Curthoys

Calls for a national curriculum are not new in Australia. Government funded enquiries
exploring the possibilities of a national curriculum date back to the 1960s and significant
interest in the formulation of a national curriculum have remained on policy agendas
almost consistently ever since.? The place history would occupy in that proposed
curriculum has varied over time. This chapter considers the most recent derivation of the
call for a national curriculum that began in 2006 and continues today. | detail how the
debate progressed in response to a change in government, and highlight the different
approaches to curriculum development taken by each. I consider the new curriculum
framework in relation to the approaches to history that | have advocated in this thesis. That
is, approaches that consider the situated and relational nature of history, approaches that
promote dialogue between positions in historical accounts, and, when facing the challenges

of the past, have at the fore questions of justice. Finally, I consider how well the education

! Ann Curthoys, "History in the Howard Era," Teaching History 41, no. 1 (2007): 9.

2 Clark, Teaching the Nation: Politics and Pedagogy in Australian History. 117.
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sector, more broadly, is prepared for the successful implementation of a new history

curriculum and identify some potential challenges.

This chapter serves as an example of the political currency associated with history as a
subject in schools and the challenges involved in connecting people who are diversely
situated within a community of inquiry.® By analysing the initial processes that led to the
conception of the Australian history curriculum and the ongoing implementation, it draws
attention to the enduring tensions between different understandings of the purpose of
history. The challenge for history practitioners is to account for these different positions
while advancing history pedagogies that promote historical understanding between
positions. Essential to this is the recognition that historical processes and conceptual
frameworks need to be made explicit both within educational domains and historical praxis

more broadly.

Background to a National History Curriculum

In the late 1970s history as a separate discipline in Australian schools was out of
favour with curriculum developers and with pedagogues who embraced the inquiry method
and progressive methods of teaching.* The consequence of this was that history became a
part of the integrated social sciences curriculum from the 1980s and remained so, in an

adapted form, until the emergence of the national curriculum, with the exceptions of New

® See Seixas, "The Community of Inquiry as a Basis for Knowledge and Learning: The Case of History."
Seixas argues that history teachers and historians belong to the same community of inquiry.

* See Taylor, "The Politics of Historical Consciousness in Australia," 229-30. See, also Davison, The
Use and Abuse of Australian History. 189-96.
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South Wales and Victoria.” The New South Wales Board of Studies made history a
compulsory subject in Years 9 and 10 in 1997, and the subsequent syllabus for history in
Years 9 and 10 was implemented as a separate discipline in 1999.° Victoria introduced the
new Victorian Essential Learning Standards into Victorian schools in 2007 and these

defined history as a discipline in its own right, in both primary and secondary school.’

Public anxiety about what Australians should know about their past has concerned
teachers, artists, and politicians alike, for as long as we have known ourselves as
‘Australian’. Graeme Davison recalls Henry Lawson’s lament, at the end of the 19"
century, of how little young Australians knew about Australia’s past. ® More recently, a
number of surveys conducted by both governments and private polling in the 1990s
established that the degree of political literacy among young Australians, in relation to
their knowledge of both Australia’s political history, as well as our unique systems of
government, was deficient.’ The relationship between history education and civic
education has a long tradition, but during the 1970s in Australia that relationship was

blurred as a result of an integrated curriculum. The relationship only began to be re-

® The new national history curriculum is currently in the process of being planned for and implemented
in schools across the country. All schools are expected to implement the new history curriculum by the
beginning of 2014.

® Clark, History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom. 97-98.

" Tony Taylor and Anna Clark, An Overview of the Teaching and Learning of Australian History in
Schools, (Canberra: Australian Government (Department of Education Science and Training), 2006),
https://www.htansw.asn.au/2006historysummitconvened. 26.

8 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History. 178.

® Kate Krinks, Creating the Active Citizen? Recent Developments in Civics Education, (Canberra:
Parliament of Australia, 1999),

http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary _Library/pubs/rp/rp989
9/99RP15.
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articulated with the introduction of the ‘Discovering Democracy’ series in 1997.%° Since
that time a reinstatement of the primacy of the relationship that history education has to
civic education has been the impetus behind the growing concern with re-establishing

history’s place as a distinct discipline within the school curriculum:

It has taken us another generation to perceive the equal danger of rearing children without

an informed sense of citizenship and the role models to instil it."*

Arguments about the need for students to learn more Australian history have arisen
several times over the last two decades. Much of the public debate has been focused on
questions that relate to what ought to be the specific content of history curricula, and once
again, these debates have sat alongside the ‘history wars,” and been framed along partisan
lines. An appeal for a better approach to history education coming from both the teaching
profession and the history profession has also resulted in some emphasis being placed on
what it is about teaching and learning that recommends the return of history to a prominent
status in our schools.* This is an argument that raises the possibility that history, as a
discipline, has a unique skill set that offers students the potential to extend their faculties
for critical inquiry, as well as history having a unique role to play in terms of civic

education.’® These debates are grounded in seeing history as a ‘way of knowing,” and

19 Australian Government, “Civics and Citizenship Education "
http://www.civicsandcitizenship.edu.au/cce/background,8985.html. For an example of arguments presented
at the time, suggesting the need to reinstate history education as an important vehicle for civic education, see
C. Young, "Civics and Citizenship Education and the Teaching of History," Unicorn 22, no. 1 (1996).

1 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History. 183.

12 See Clark, Teaching the Nation: Politics and Pedagogy in Australian History. Particularly Chapter
Four: Teaching and Learning History

3 Tony Taylor, The Future of the Past: Final Report of the National Inquiry into School History,
(Canberra: Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, 2000),
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/school_education/publications_resources/national_inquiry_into_school_histo
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establishing an accepted and effective ‘orthodoxy’ for that ‘way of knowing,” but it is the
latter that has caused many of the fissures in these debates, as was highlighted in Chapter
Five. Members of the professional history education community have been frustrated by
the persistent politicisation of history education. The interference on both sides of the
political debate has, at times, been obstructive to their professional goals, which are to
improve the state of history education in Australia, whilst also getting back to the business
of teaching history.™ To their credit, many within this community have managed to
progress the quality of history education despite constant effacement and are, in part,
responsible for the fact that the new framework for a National History Curriculum is as

well conceived as it is.

Partly, the move towards a national curriculum has reflected broader concerns with
economic utility and accountability. All governments, both state and federal, and their
respective education departments, have become increasingly pressured to evidence
educational success within the idiom of productivity, by demonstrating a set of clearly
articulated and easily measurable outcomes. Underlying this, however, is a friction
between different ideological approaches concerning what is considered to be of value in
teaching and learning. The utility of history is brought into question within this

framework.'®> Consequently arguments concerning different approaches in history

ry/the_future_of the_past_final_report.htm. 147. See also Lee and Shemilt, "New Alchemy or Fatal
Attraction?: History and Citizenship."”

14 See Tony Taylor, "Losing the Plot: A Structured Narrative of Root and Branch Renewal," Agora 43,
no. 1 (2008).

> History is often mistakenly seen as a general subject that can be taught by anyone, as a result its
specialist status as an area of study can sometimes be overlooked. See Taylor and Young, Making History: A
Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian Schools. 179-81. See, also Taylor, "The
Politics of Historical Consciousness in Australia," 229-30.
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pedagogy, just as with history as a subject, tend to be aligned with partisan expressions as
to the purpose of history education and division over what ought to constitute its service;
both to the individual student, and to the nation as a community. As | have demonstrated in
this thesis the purpose of history is much debated both within the profession and beyond it;
history education is influenced by the lack of a single clear purpose to history which makes
curriculum development in history education problematic and also the subject of political
debate.® Within this debate about the nature and purpose of the national history curriculum
it is important to acknowledge that questions might also be raised as to whether or not
there are any benefits in the new history curriculum being national and compulsory.
Although I do not cover this aspect of the debate, | do acknowledge that the centralisation
of curriculum and the mandating of subjects do have political dimensions of their own and

the move towards a national curriculum has been both lauded and resisted.’

The political arm of this debate has predominantly been focused around what historical
‘content’ should be taught in schools. On the eve of Australia Day 2006, John Howard, in
an address to the National Press Club launched what would become an assault on the state

of history education in Australia, sustained until he lost office in November 2007:

Too often it is taught without any sense of structured narrative, replaced by a fragmented

stew of 'themes' and 'issues'. And too often history, along with other subjects in the

18 For a discussion of the tension between a lack of clarity about the subject and the need to develop a
focused curriculum, see Rob Gilbert, "Can History Succeed at School? Problems of Knowledge in the
Australian History Curriculum,” Australian Journal of Education 55, no. 3 (2011).

7 For background information concerning the move to a national curriculum, see Alan Reid,
"Rethinking National Curriculum Collaboration: Towards an Australian Curriculum," (Canberra:
Commonwealth of Australia (Department of Education Science and Training), 2005). For a brief outline of
arguments for and against the national curriculum, see Lutheran Education Australia, "LEA Position Paper:
National Curriculum," (Lutheran Education Australia, 2007).
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humanities, has succumbed to a postmodern culture of relativism where any objective

record of achievement is questioned or repudiated.'®

The only consensus in this debate seemed to be that history education across Australia was
not adequate. The debate was fragmented once again, along the dichotomous lines between
a single, stable, narrative of the past, and the contrasting position that there are many
historical narratives that can be constantly revisited and negotiated. Critical response to
Howard’s speech did not necessarily question the premise that history education needed to
be improved, but instead, questioned Howard’s premise about how history as a subject

might be changed.

The Howard rhetoric effectively conflated postmodernist theories of relativism with
developments in historiography and characterised attempts within history education to
reveal the processes of historical interpretation as representing an ideological position,
rather than recognising it as an instruction in the methodologies of the discipline. Positing
the instruction of the processes of history’s construction as an act of political coercion, as
opposed to simply educating students in the tools of the discipline brought professional
standards of history education and questions of appropriate history pedagogies into the
political debate. Hence, the motivations of history teachers and history academics have, on

occasions, been unfairly called into question:

Historiography is an implicit part of historical understanding not some peripheral aspect of

the discipline.”

'8 Stephanie Peatling and Justin Norrie, "Howard Aims to Make Ancient History of Modern Learning,"
The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 January 2006.

19 John A. Whitehouse, "Teaching the Historians: How Might Historiography Shape the Practice of
Teachers?," Agora 43, no. 2 (2008): 6.
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Regardless of their individual political persuasions historians and educators share a
commitment to their ethical code of practice that in both cases mandates a professional
responsibility to represent content fairly, and with integrity.?’ The suggestion that history
educators deliberately promote one-sided political agendas in their classrooms indicates a
level of contempt for the professional conduct of history professionals. The high level of
expertise and care taken by the majority of teaching professionals to fairly represent
historical content and ideas is indicative of the type of teaching practices found in most

schools and universities around the country.

In July 2006 Julie Bishop, then Minister for Education, began publicly mandating that
school history should be teaching a ‘structured narrative’ to Australia’s children and youth,
and announced that an Australian History Summit would be held in August, in Canberra.
Key members of the history and education community would be invited to the summit, but
not ‘adversaries’ in the ‘history wars.” The aim was to keep the discussion in the ‘sensible

centre’.?

The History Summit, it could be said, was an unmitigated disaster, because the
proposed syllabus failed to adequately consider the logistics of the teaching requirements
of such a syllabus. Tony Taylor suggests that what was supposed to be a consultative

forum became a fairly prescriptive process, in which the expertise of summiteers was

20 |In Australia history teachers are guided by their professional association standards, historians, on the
other hand, do not have a collective professional code of conduct, although their work is continuously
subjected to scrutiny from their peers. More recently, Antoon De Baets, a dutch historian, has developed a
code of ethics to guide historians, see Antoon De Baets, Responsible History (New York: Berghahn Books,
2009). 173-96; The History Teachers' Association of Australia and Australian Historical Association,
"Professional Standards for Teachers of History," http://historystandards.com/.

2! Michelle Grattan, "Beyond the History Wars," The Age, July 23 2006.
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largely ignored. While the proposed syllabus was not ideologically unbalanced, it
remained, despite several revisions, simply impractical. This was because the hours
required to teach the syllabus would be in excess of the allocated time.? Further, in trying
to control the process and not accepting expert advice from education professionals, the
government made a critical error by employing an academic with no expertise in the
teaching of history in schools to devise the syllabus. The author, Greg Melluish, had no
expertise or networks specifically in the area of history education outside those in
universities.”® Although an admirable historical scholar in his own right, Melluish’s lack
of experience in regard to school history and curriculum development was somewhat

problematic:

...educators need to realise the demands and purposes of history as a school subject are not
always the same as those of academic history, and that the discipline cannot provide

criteria for what are, after all educational judgements.**

In this case, it seems that the government of the day failed to recognise the level of cross-
disciplinary expertise necessary to envisage a curriculum framework, as well as, the
necessary knowledge of the context into which one is implemented. The framing of history
education along such simple lines reflected the political nature of the debate over history

education.

22 For Taylor’s account of the history summit and its subsequent initiatives, see Taylor, "Losing the Plot:
A Structured Narrative of Root and Branch Renewal," 10-17.

2 bid., 11-14.

2 Barton and Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good. 27.
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Framing the Curriculum

The election of the Rudd government in November 2007 saw the rejection of the
history syllabus developed by the Howard Government, and the commencement of the
process which has led to the current Australian History Curriculum. The process has
remained political. For instance, the appointment of Professor Stuart Macintyre® to frame
the national curriculum raised the ire of many of those considered to be on the ‘right’ side
of the argument:

They seem to have selected the person who is most likely to raise the hackles on the other
side. 1 would have thought it was incumbent on whatever government it was, particularly in

history to try to depoliticise the process and Professor Macintyre’s appointment won’t do

that.?®

However, the concern over Macintyre’s appointment dissipated quite quickly. In contrast
to the syllabus developed under the Howard government, this may be because the current
Australian History Curriculum has been informed, through a process of wide consultation
with a large number of experts in their fields, as well as practitioners. In this regard the

new history curriculum more realistically reflects current developments in the field.

The initial advice paper for the proposed National History Curriculum was released in
October 2008, followed by the release of an updated framing paper in November 2008. An
open consultation process was initiated, and anyone who wished to provide feedback on

the paper was able to do so. In May 2009 The National Curriculum Board released Shape

% professor Macintyre was a key representative in the history wars.

% Greg Melluish quoted by Justine Ferrari, "New Posting to Curriculum Board Reignites History Wars,"
The Australian, September 10 2008.
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of the Australian Curriculum: History,?” which was an adapted version of the initial
framing paper, and was informed by the feedback from the ongoing consultation process.
In addition, the National Curriculum Board concurrently released the Framing Paper
Consultation Report: History,” which provided transparent detail as to the most frequent
and relevant issues raised in the consultation process, and pointed to the ways in which the

committee would progress these concerns.

Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History was an encouraging document when
considered in light of the issues that have so far been developed in this thesis. The history
curriculum adopted a preference for the prominence of World History in favour of
Australian History as the central focus. This is appropriate given an increasingly globalised
world and the need to equip students with the necessary skills to make sense of that world.
Such an approach to the history curriculum aligns with a dialogical approach to history
education because a world history approach demands a multiperspective understanding of
history. Furthermore, the document identified that history education is relational, and is
“fundamental to understanding ourselves and others”.? It also identified history as a
unique discipline in its ability to “deepen our understanding of humanity, creativity,
purpose and values.”*° It recognised that children come to school with their own

ideological frameworks and that historical consciousness is shaped beyond the context of

27 National Curriculum Board, "Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History," (Canberra:
Commonwealth of Australia, 2009).

%8 Framing Paper Consultation Report: History Curriculum, (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia,
2009), http://www.acara.edu.au/verve/_resources/Consultation_report_-_history.pdf.

2 "Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History," 4.

% 1hid.
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the classroom. It highlighted how historical thinking can contribute to civic participation. It
acknowledged that there are multiple perspectives in history and identified conflict and
ambiguities as being an important part of developing a critical perspective in history. It
recommended that historical methods as well as terminology be made explicit. It advocated
that students should develop research skills associated with history. Finally, it promoted
historical literacy and clearly outlined that historical knowledge and understanding are
developed in relation to a number of key competencies which | detail as follows -
Historical Significance, Evidence, Continuity and Change, Cause and Consequence,
Historical Perspectives, Historical Empathy and Moral Judgement, Contestation and
Contestability and Problem Solving.®! During the consultation process, The History
Teachers’ Association of Australia, while acknowledging that the consultation process had
been extremely positive, suggested that there remained a number of areas of concern. Chief
among these concerns was a recommendation that the focus of the primary years was too
ambitious. The HTAA recommended that the Curriculum Board needed to provide some
further direction as to how this would be implemented, given the diverse range of settings
that exist in the primary school environment across different states. In their assessment the
focus on historical understanding had “significant implications for pre-service teacher
training and professional development.”® They also argued that the level of, and focus on,
content outlined in the framing paper did not place an equivalent emphasis on an inquiry
based approach to history and recommended that this be more clearly articulated in the

curriculum, as well as recommending that greater time provision for this also be

3 See ibid., 3-16.

%2 History Teachers' Association of Australia, "HTAA Draft Response to the National Curriculum
Board's History Framing Paper," Teaching History 42, no. 4 (2008): 24.
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articulated. The problem of repetition in topics, they argued, had not been adequately
resolved across the stages. Finally, acknowledging that the framing paper identified a need
to improve teacher training, they highlighted that this identified deficit could not be

significantly practically improved in the short term and regardless of this:

New national history courses will present challenges to all teachers and there will be need

for a significant professional development effort.*®

Lastly, the HTAA also recommended that education authorities make a commitment to
developing a minimum standard for both secondary and primary teachers, in terms of their

pre-service training in history and historical method.*

The National Curriculum Board addressed some of the HTAA concerns in the next
version of the curriculum framing paper Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History. The
focus of the primary years was significantly modified; historical inquiry was clearly
designated as a key term; and repetition was addressed in Years 3- 6 by recommending the
development of a scope and sequence across the years. The issue of professional
development was referred to in the Framing Paper Consultation Report: History as a
specific action to be followed up with states and territories regarding all aspects of its
implementation. There was no mention of any further action to address issues of teacher

training.*

% bid., 28.
* 1bid., 24-30.

% Initial advice suggested that an audit be conducted into teacher training in history method, whether or
not this has occurred remains unclear.
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In January 2012 the Australian Curriculum: History version three was released.*®
Various states and territories have piloted the curriculum, or begun implementation using
the current and the previous versions. Others will begin implementation of the curriculum
in 2013 and 2014. Clearly, it is still early days, but the development of the National
History Curriculum has generally been seen as positive and responsive to ‘practitioner
wisdom,” which is heartening. There remain, however, some questions over the success of

its implementation which I will now address in more detail.

Are We Ready For a New History Curriculum?

Leading research conducted in the teaching and learning of history in Australia *’, as
well as active dialogue about history education between history and history teacher
associations, historians and teachers has prepared the ground for a major shift in the way
history can be taught in the coming decades in Australia. Much of this work draws on
international scholarship in the areas of history teaching and history pedagogy, in

particular coming out of the United Kingdom®, Canada®® and the United States™.

% See Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, The Australian Curriculum: History
v.3.0, (2012),
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Australian%20Curriculum.pdf?a=H&I=F &I=1&I=2&I=3&I=4&I=5
&I=6&I=7&I=8&I=9&I=10&e=0&e=1&e=2&e=3&e=4&e=5&e=6&e=7.

%7 See Tony Taylor et al., eds., Place and Time: Explorations in Teaching Geography and History
(Frenchs Forest, NSW: Pearson Australia, 2012); Clark, Teaching the Nation: Politics and Pedagogy in
Australian History; History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom; Taylor and Clark, An Overview of
the Teaching and Learning of Australian History in Schools; Taylor and Young, Making History: A Guide
For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian Schools.

% See Lee, "Understanding History; Rosalyn Ashby, Peter Lee, and Alaric Dickinson, "How Children
Explain the "Why" of History: The Chata Research Project on Teaching History," Social Education 61, no. 1
(1997).

% See Oshorne, "Teaching History in Schools: A Canadian Debate; Ruth Sandwell, ed. To the Past:
History Education, Public Memory, & Citizenship in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007);
Seixas, ed. Theorizing Historical Consciousness. Seixas edited book includes a range of international
perspectives on the nature of historical consciousness.
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Curriculum renewal has occurred in all three countries and the Australian History

Curriculum has been informed by the experiences in these contexts.

The current government is committed to pursuing the implementation of a national
curriculum, so the opportunity to improve history education finds itself married to the
successful implementation of that curriculum. Whether or not this curriculum, in fact,
provides the foundation for an effective and productive shift in the way history education is
both conceptualised and taught in Australian schools will depend on a number of factors;
the provision of adequate teaching resources; specialised teacher education, including
professional development for in-service teachers; creating productive professional links
across all levels of education and through professional collaborations; and appropriate
funding for schools to ensure the curriculum is implemented successfully. A significant
improvement in students acquiring the ability to think historically will only be achieved if
these areas are adequately addressed and evaluated throughout the transition to a National
History Curriculum, and beyond. This is quite an ambitious program for renewal, and will
take many years to accomplish. It presents a unique opportunity to transform the place of

history education in Australia.

“0 Symcox, Whose History? The Struggle for National Standards in American Classrooms; Wineburg,
Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching the Past; Terrie Epstein,
Interpreting National History (New York: Routledge, 2009); Peter N Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam
Wineburg, eds., Knowing, Teaching & Learning History: National and International Perspectives (New
York: New York University Press, 2000). Stearns edited book is a collection of chapters from international
scholars in the field of history education.
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History Pedagogy: Teaching and Learning in History in Australia
The National Inquiry into School History Report The Future of the Past, released in

2000, identified that the subject of history requires specialised teaching.** It also noted a
lack of significant recent research in Australia in the areas of teaching and learning in
history, and recommended the need for a “text on the teaching and learning of history that
might act as a handbook for teachers.”** Anna Clark’s book Teaching a Nation published
in 2006 has gone some way to rectifying this by situating current debates in education
research within their historical context, and by identifying parallels between political
arguments over history and concurrent debates about the teaching and learning of history
in Australia.*® A subsequent publication by Clark called History’s Children provided a
much needed portrait of history education as it is actually practised in Australian schools
and identified a number of key concerns relating to student engagement with the subject, as
well as teacher anxiety about how best to teach history.** The National History Centre,
which was set up as a result of the recommendations outlined in the Future of the Past
report, offers valuable resources for current history teachers and has provided significant
professional development opportunities for teachers wishing to improve their skills in

history method in all states.

* See Taylor, The Future of the Past.

“2"The Future of the Past: Executive Summary of the Report of the National Inquiry into School
History," (Canberra: Australian Government (Department of Education, Science and Training), 2000).

*3 Clark, Teaching the Nation: Politics and Pedagogy in Australian History.

* History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom.
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Tony Taylor and Carmel Young produced a teacher handbook called Making History:
A Guide for the Teaching and Learning of History in Australian Schools* which was
unique, in that it did not presuppose that its users would have any background in history at
all, making it a particularly valuable resource for practitioners who find themselves
teaching history without any background experience. More recently, in time with the
implementation of the new history curriculum Tony Taylor, Carmel Fahey, Jeana
Kriewaldt, and David Boon have just released Place and Time: Explorations in Teaching
Geography and History which is a good guide for students in initial teacher education and
for current teachers. It deals with teaching history in both the primary and the secondary
years. There is still plenty of room to develop and expand the field of research in teaching
and learning in history in Australia, and the emergence of the national curriculum has

encouraged growth in this area.*®

Initial Teacher Education and Professional Development

There are many excellent history teachers already working in Australia, but the
introduction of a new national curriculum where history will be taught from K-12, poses
some interesting challenges for universities who will be preparing future history teachers.
As already identified, this is of particular concern in the area of primary school education,

where the evidence indicates that “many primary school teachers are inadequately trained

** Taylor and Young, Making History: A Guide For The Teaching and Learning of History in Australian
Schools.

“® For some recent examples see, Deborah J Henderson, "Engaging Students in Historical Thinking:
Implementing the Australian Curriculum: History," Primary and Middle Years Educator 10, no. 1 (2012);
Louise Zarmati, "Why a National History Curriculum Needs a Museum Site Study," ReCollections 4, no. 1
(2009); Nicole C. Green, Paul Reitano, and Mary Dixon, "Teaching and Learning History in Primary
Schools: Pedagogical Shifts, Complexities and Opportunities,” International Journal of Learning 17, no. 8
(2010).
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in history teaching.”47 Clark highlights the minimal amount of history method primary pre-

service teachers may be exposed to:

...some primary teachers’ training in history method comprises as little as one third of a

semester long subject. *®

There is no agreed benchmark in terms of how many units of teaching method would
adequately equip student teachers to confidently work in the discipline area of history. This
is of concern, because research confirms that a lack of specific subject knowledge
contributes to less effective teaching.*® Rosalie Triolo, who teaches history method at
Monash University, expresses a similar concern about the lack of history method being
offered to student teachers; despite history being a branch within Studies of Society and

Environment(SOSE),” it is entirely possible that:

...a student can leave an institution with SOSE method and teach ‘History’ without having

studied it at university and, as has been the case, without having studied it at senior

secondary school.™

In my own experience, at a regional university, teacher education students are offered two
method subjects in SOSE across their degree program. It is troubling that ‘history method’

does not seem to register as a gnawing gap in initial teacher education in history. The focus

*" Taylor, The Future of the Past. 143.
“8 Clark, History's Children: History Wars in the Classroom. 126.

“% See Lawless, "Are you Supervising Teachers Without a History Background? The Importance of
Teacher Subject Knowledge," 49.

%9SOSE is known as Human Society and its Environment (HSIE) in New South Wales, and comes under
the Victorian Essential Learning Standards and is identified as a distinct domain within the discipline — based
—humanities strand. In all other states it is known as SOSE, with a very slight variation in South Australia.
See Taylor and Clark, An Overview of the Teaching and Learning of Australian History in Schools.

*! Rosalie Triolo, "Not All Graduates Are The Same," Agora 36, no. 1 (2001): 7.
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is almost entirely on teacher content knowledge, which is certainly of crucial importance,
but if history is a unique discipline with a unique set of skills, then historical inquiry is a
unique method, just as English, Maths and Science have unique pedagogical concerns. The
History Teachers Association of Australia, in response to the appointment of the new

National Curriculum Board, made a recommendation that:

...there be an audit of university teacher preparation programs to ensure that any new
history courses are entrusted to teachers who have the enthusiasm for the subject and the
appropriate expertise.>

| agree that this is a necessary step in order to ensure that the professional standards of
history teaching, as established by the History Teachers Association of Australia,> are
recognised, fostered and incorporated into curriculum decisions made by universities in
response to the new curriculum demands for schools. There are a number of universities
who have history method options in their teacher education courses, the University of
Newcastle and the University of Technology Sydney are two such examples. In addition in
2010 The University of New England introduced a Graduate Certificate in the history
curriculum, offering teachers an opportunity to expand their skills in both disciplinary and
pedagogical knowledge. It is still not clear, however, how well the new curriculum is
catered for in all universities offering education courses, and specifically training history

teachers.

*2 Paul Kiem, "National Curriculum Update - February 2008," The History Teachers' Association of
Australia http://www.historyteacher.org.au/?p=16.

%% The History Teachers' Association of Australia and Australian Historical Association, "Professional
Standards for Teachers of History."

243



Australian universities offering education degrees will need to be responsive to the
limits in teacher education courses as they are identified. Universities will need to adapt
courses in order to specifically engage students with history pedagogies. History, as a
subject area that is not particularly well established in a majority of education faculties,
will benefit from accessing expertise from across the broader historical and educational

community as it positions itself within this new environment.

It is important to note that education faculties across Australia vary considerably in
how they prepare their teachers. History specialists within education faculties are a rare
commodity in comparison to specialists in other subject areas, such as literacy or maths. In
many education faculties, history as a subject base is almost, apart from history method,
entirely outsourced to the arts and humanities. These faculties, of course, offer wonderful
expertise in the field of history and are well placed to deliver this, but the very act of
outsourcing the subject of history puts it on the periphery, and limits the pedagogical links
between content and method for student teachers. A greater presence of history specialists
within education schools and faculties would encourage the development of what Shulman

refers to as ‘pedagogical content knowledge’:

...the key to distinguishing the knowledge base of teaching lies at the intersection of
content and pedagogy, in the capacity of a teacher to transform the content knowledge he
or she possesses into forms that are pedagogically powerful and yet adaptive to the

variations in ability and background presented by the students.**

University teacher education programs in history need to equip pre-service teachers with

the ability to identify the unique processes and activities that effectively engage children

* Lee Shulman, "Knowledge and Teaching: Foundations of the New Reform," Harvard Educational
Review 57, no. 1 (1987): 15.
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and young people with history in the classroom, while also developing the capacities

associated with historical literacy:

...teachers’ subject and curriculum knowledge are the two dominant factors in successful
teaching of the subject, and we also know that the quality of classroom teaching is the
single biggest factor in developing student understanding.>

Promoting teaching and learning in history as both a unique and relevant field of research

with which students might engage is essential to this process.
Fostering a Community of Inquiry Across The Educational Sector
In 2000 Taylor noted the lack of professional collaboration in history across different

areas:

...there is little systematic and structured contact between history teachers and academic
researchers and teachers in university history departments, to the regret of both groups.
Moreover, it was suggested that there is more room for active and productive collaboration
between history teachers and heritage-based professional historians including museum
staff, heritage site staff, local historians and freelance writers.>

Collaborations across the broader historical community have been enlivened as a result of
work around the issues of history education since the report was released, but these

relationships need to be continually fostered, as well as further explored.

Undergraduate history students and education students studying history need to be
encouraged to have a dialogue as they go through their university training, just as

education faculties and history faculties would mutually benefit from more explicit links.

*® Tony Taylor, "National Curriculum, History and SOSE: An Evidence-Based Perspective," Teaching
History 42, no. 2 (2008): 53.

% "The Future of the Past: Executive Summary of the Report of the National Inquiry into School
History." See section 1.8 Pre-service issues
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This would widen the possibilities for professional dialogue within the broader historical
community and offer history students’ an opportunity to feel part of a professional
community as they begin their professional lives. On a practical level, it would also give
education faculties an opportunity to recruit exemplary history students into their
postgraduate teacher education programs. Supporting cooperative partnerships, centred on
issues of teaching and learning in history education, has the potential to enable a greater
understanding within the broader historical community as to the different roles within the

discipline and their unique importance.

University history departments have their own curriculum pressures and need to be
reactive to changing conditions in enrolments and funding. This is highlighted by the fact
that history departments, in response to new undergraduates who lack previous experience
of history as a subject at school, are now offering broad stroke introductory history units
that aim to provide students with some context to the subject.>” History departments
respond to a diverse student population, whose expectations of what the discipline has to
offer them will vary greatly. If history education in schools improves the ability for
universities to offer a more comprehensive sequence of history subjects it may be a
welcome consequence. Additionally, the introduction of the new history curriculum means
that students in teacher education programs will become a significant cohort in history

subjects and catering for their unique needs is worth some consideration.

Student engagement with the subject throughout school, and higher-order preparedness

for university, will be critical to improving the provision of history education in

%" Cathy Millar and Mark Peel, "Canons Old and New? The Undergraduate History Curriculum in
2004," History Australia 2, no. 1 (2004): 6-7.
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universities. The quality of teacher graduates prepared by universities and the types of
professional development opportunities available to existing teachers begin this cycle of
improvement. It is important to note that professional collaborations across the education
levels of history teaching must exist outside a hierarchical relationship where information
is fed up or down the levels. These relationships need to be partnerships that recognise

unique roles and responsibilities in each context.

Professional Development

Sustained professional development should be considered essential to the success of
the implementation of the new history curriculum.®® How professional development is
enacted will determine its success. Many schools are under pressure to utilise teachers who
are flexible enough to fill the most gaps; this means that teachers’ pedagogical content
knowledge is a secondary consideration to covering the basics. Professional development
opportunities for teachers who find themselves teaching in unfamiliar discipline areas

therefore becomes a critical component in the quality provision of history education.

One possible way to improve the provision of professional development in history
education is to get the broader historical community to support it by imagining themselves
as a ‘professional learning community.” Wenger’s model of a ‘community of practice’ is
applicable in this context because informal networks relating to practice already exist, and
the shared goal of improving history education is relevant across the breadth of the

education sector:

*® For a discussion about the benefits of sustained professional development structured around
professional learning communities as a means to effect transformative change in teaching practice, see
Michael Henderson, "Sustaining the Professional Development of Teachers Through a Model of Community
of Practice" (paper presented at the AARE 2006 International Education Research Conference, 26-30
November, Adelaide, 2006).
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A salient benefit of communities, in fact, is to bridge formal organizational boundaries in
order to increase the collective knowledge, skills, and professional trust and reciprocity of
practitioners who serve in these organizations. Because they are inherently boundary-
crossing entities, communities of practice are a particularly appropriate structural model for
cross-agency and cross-sector collaborations. *°

Professional development opportunities that encourage ongoing cross-sector dialogue will

assist practitioners to forge a professional identity that relates to practice.

The provision of professional development for existing teachers has been recognised
as key to the success of the implementation of the National History Curriculum, but as
Stuart Macintrye has highlighted, it remains to be seen how this will be implemented.®
Given the identified lack of consistency in terms of teacher training in the teaching and
learning of history education, it can be argued that if professional development is not
prioritised the new history curriculum may fail to improve the quality of history education
in Australia. More concerning is that, given the additional pressures schools will inevitably
face with the implementation of a new curriculum across the whole system, it may even get

WOTrSE.

Resourcing The New Curriculum Across The Sector

In 2011 Australia ranked well below the OECD average for public expenditure on

education.®* The introduction of a new curriculum into the education sector will place

%% william M Snyder, Etienne Wenger, and Xavier de Sousa Briggs, "Communities of Practice in
Government: Leveraging Knowledge for Performance," The Public Manager 32, no. 4 (2004): 18. This is
similar to the benefits associated with a broader conception of a community of inquiry in history as put
forward by Seixas.

% Macintyre, "The Challenge For History in The National Curriculum: Keynote Address".

1 OECD, Education at a Glance 2011:0ECD Indicators, (OECD Publishing, 2011).
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2011.en.
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additional strain on an already stretched sector. If we are to improve student outcomes in
history education then this will involve significant investment in every sector of education.
Quality professional development will only be successful if schools are supportive of the
mode of professional development and are provided with adequate resources for the
provision of release time for teachers. Teacher preparation for quality history education
will be assisted if universities are able to develop additional courses, build strong working
relationships across faculties, and regularly monitor graduates as a way of evaluating the
success of their programs. Ongoing contact between schools and tertiary institutions will
maintain a focus on teaching and learning. Funding to free up practitioner time to be
involved in pursuing such activities will need to be incorporated into strategies for the

implementation of the curriculum.

If the new curriculum is to be successful then new teachers and existing teachers must
be skilled. Schools need to be well funded to ensure that they are able to adequately
support their staff, as they negotiate the implementation of the new curriculum. Schools
also need the capacity to promote and sustain teachers’ ongoing engagement with current
and emerging history pedagogies. Cross-sector collaborations that activate learning

dialogues need to be expanded and sustained.

An Opportunity to Promote Historical Understanding

The complexity involved in implementing a national history curriculum, as has been
outlined, is significant. Despite this, the arrival of the new history curriculum marks an
opportunity to promote historical understanding more broadly in Australia and to build a
more critically informed body politic. In this thesis | have sought to highlight the role of

questions of justice as being central to deliberations between historical accounts. | have
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linked Amartya Sen’s conception of justice to both historical processes and historical
deliberations. Central to this has been the promotion of historical understanding between
conflicting accounts of history and between different epistemological approaches to
history. History education is a space where conceptions of history and historical
knowledge are generated. It is also a space where different historical accounts can be
critically scrutinised from both near and far. The potential for history education to promote
historical understanding more broadly depends on the place of history as a significant
subject in its own right. The reinstatement of history as a core subject in the new national
curriculum presents an opportunity to explore different conceptions of the nature and

purpose of history and to promote historical understandings across those positions.

Sen’s conception of ethical objectivity positions objectivity as an epistemic activity in
interpretation. When objectivity in history is positioned in this way it allows for history to
be viewed as a space in which multiple narratives of history are considered relational rather
than oppositional. History education provides a space in which to dialogue these narratives
in ways that can advance knowledge and understanding between accounts. Making sense
of the past happens within the everyday and in relation to the lives that we are able to live,
and the locations we inhabit. People’s conceptions of the past are necessarily conditional
on the nature of their experiences and the knowledge to which they have access. History
education provides an opportunity for people to extend their understandings of the past and
to dialogue differences. The new history curriculum has the potential to provide more
space for this to happen. The success of the new history curriculum depends on a range of
factors, including the capacity for teachers to teach history in a way that allows for critical
scrutiny between historical accounts. Research in the teaching and learning of history

needs to further explore the role of historiography in history education and different
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epistemological positions to ensure that the diversity between conceptual frameworks in

history and historical processes are made explicit wherever possible.
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Chapter Eight

CONCLUSION

This study set out to examine the role that conceptions of justice and fairness play
when considered in relation to historical praxis. It has identified many of the shared
considerations between conceptions of justice and the key evaluative tasks performed by
historians. It has highlighted how the evaluative tasks performed by history practitioners
are related to their epistemological perspectives as to the nature and purpose of history. In
particular, I have sought to connect conceptions of justice with historical processes, be they
in different approaches to historical knowledge, debates over different historical accounts,
teaching the past, or learning about the past. I have also sought to connect conceptions of
justice to the outcomes of history, to its dissemination, the construction of historical
narratives and to developing historical literacy, historical consciousness and historical
understanding. In each of the chapters | related conceptions of justice to specific debates
within historiography and to particular areas of historical praxis. It is useful to now reflect
how these contributed to an understanding of the role of justice in history in relation to the

key research question:

How can a consideration of conceptions of justice in relation to historiography
contribute to developing historical understanding and dialogue in a fragmented
historical community?

It is clear from the arguments set out in this thesis that a persistent tension exists within
historical praxis due to contested understandings as to the nature and purpose of history. |
have not sought to resolve these tensions, but rather argued for an approach to historical
praxis that brings these tensions to the fore and promotes active dialogue around

competing understandings of the past. Essential to this approach is the adaption of Amartya
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Sen’s conception of justice as a lens through which to critique ongoing debates in
historiography. | have recommended that critical to all areas of historical praxis is the
recognition of position-dependant perspectives. Key to this recommendation is that
dialogue between different perspectives on the past ought to be encouraged, and when
enacted needs to involve subjecting historical accounts to critical scrutiny from a range of
perspectives. This is done in order to recommend the worth of each account and in order to

promote historical understanding between positions.

My intention in highlighting the role of justice in historical praxis was to demonstrate
the importance of evaluative processes in history and to open discussion about these many
processes in a way that explicates their machinations in all facets of historical praxis. Of
critical import here is an appreciation that all historical processes are derived from situated
understandings as to the purpose and nature of history, and that these processes are not
necessarily normative or shared across the discipline. Rather, people bring their
understandings of the nature, and indeed the content of history with them, and these
understandings are formed across a diverse range of life, educational and professional
experiences. | emphasised the multifarious evaluations that can occur in historical inquiry
in order to suggest a way to move discussions about historical praxis away from
dichotomous disputations that discount the validity of competing claims to an examination
of pluralism in history as a resource for developing historical understandings between

positions.

The links between theories of justice and the methods employed in history suggests
that there is further scope to explore the role of justice in historical praxis. This study has

considered these links only from a theoretical perspective and in relation to current

253



developments in history education. There is considerable scope to further consider these

links in relation to practice.

Implications for the Discipline of History

In recognising questions of justice as essential to all aspects of historical praxis the
implications of this research for the discipline of history are, in particular, that historians in
general might give some thought to new possibilities for the ways in which they situate
themselves and the nature of their interpretations within their work, while maintaining a

commitment to questions of justice and fairness within their interpretations of the past.

Implications for the Learning and Teaching of History

The notion of conceptions of justice being tied to the development of historical
understandings between people has the potential for multiple applications in the classroom,
as well as within the public domain. If the methods of history are not considered fixed,
then there is scope to explore new approaches to historical praxis within the educational
environment and these offer exciting opportunities for the future development of history

pedagogy and historical research in general.

Future Directions

The ideas discussed in this study provide the basis for several possible directions for
further research. Firstly, there is room within the research on history pedagogy to explore
how different conceptions of core historical practices such as the pursuit of objectivity, or
impartiality, in practice, shape the way histories are positioned within both public and
educational discourses and how they are variously interpreted by their users. Secondly,

historical representations act as a barrier to justice for peoples the world over; positioning
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historical understanding as a practice in advancing justice has the potential to subject these
historical representations to greater scrutiny from both near and far, and to assert the role
of history as an activity that seeks to understand human experience in the past within the

context of a common responsibility to humanity.

It was my intention in this thesis to bring to the fore the ethical nature of history as a
discipline. I have framed the discussion around the concept of justice because issues of
justice are often at the heart of historical conflicts, and also at the heart of historical
understandings. Issues of justice in historical discourse are highly complex in practice and
the arguments | have presented in this thesis are not intended to provide answers to these
complex political problems. | do not claim to have covered, or even raised many of the
issues associated with these complexities. Rather, | hope, | have opened the way for future
discussions about questions of justice in all domains of historical praxis and the need for

openness when facing the challenges of the past.
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History says, Don't hope
On this side of the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime
The longed for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up,

And hope and history rhyme.

(Seamus Heaney)®

! Seamus Heaney, The Cure of Troy: A Version of Sophocles' Philoctetes (London: Faber and Faber,
1990).
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