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Preface 

 

This introductory course traces some of the major social, political and economic influences 
in the development of the Australian nation and society f r om 1788 to the present. The 
movement from British convict outpost to self-governing colonies of the British Empire to 
nationhood will be illustrated with a focus on themes such as: European discovery, invasion 
and settlement of Australia; the impact of mass immigration; the nature and impact of Aus-
tralia’s rural industries and mineral wealth; urbanisation and national identity; the develop-
ment of social reform movements; the political and social consequences of Australia’s in-
volvement in war; and public and government responses to asylum seekers, Native Title and 
national apologies. 

The course also recognises the re-orientation in Australian historical discourse: where historians 
previously wrote of ‘settlement’, many now write of ‘occupation’ or ‘invasion’; rather than 
drawing on British ancestry, today Australians refer to a myriad of cultural backgrounds. Since 
the 1970s, approaches to Australian history have attempted to reinterpret the past to feature 
issues that had hitherto overlooked – the shift in interpretation demanded by groups who were 
previously marginalised by the Eurocentric and celebratory nature of traditional approaches to 
Australian history is recognised. For example, the participation of women in Australia’s history 
and the inclusion of Aboriginal historical issues is now standard practice. The rejection of the 
concept of Terra Nullius and acknowledgement of prior ownership of the land by Aboriginal 
people has forced a fundamental reinterpretation of Australia’s past. 

Acknowledgement of the contribution of marginalised groups to Australia’s historical record – 
commonly referred to as ‘addressing silences’ – raises issues about power and powerlessness 
and demonstrates how categories of analysis such as class, race and gender flow through 
broader themes of social relations, resistance and reconciliation. This course will examine the 
relationship between a variety of groups – Indigenous, transported, settler and Australian born – 
who made up Australian society in the past. Using immigration as an umbrella, this course high-
lights circumstances that have cut the path towards a multicultural society at different stages of 
Australia’s development. The transformation from a mono-cultural to a multi-cultural society can 
only occur once historical injustices have been acknowledged and there is commitment to less-
ening the effects of discrimination, misunderstanding and ignorance throughout the Australian 
community. 

Now in the second decade of the new millennium, Australia consolidates over 100 years of na-
tionhood. Learning about Australian history is a process of continual re-examination of the 
sources as new perspectives emerge. Furthermore, conflicting hypotheses demonstrate that Aus-
tralian history is alive and subject to considerable and passionate historiographical debate. This 
course provides only a starting point from which students might be inspired to look elsewhere 
for more detailed evidence about the issues and events that interest them. We hope you find 
the course useful and interesting, and that you are encouraged to look elsewhere for more de-
tailed evidence about topics of interest to you. 
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Using the Documents 

 

This course invites you to examine many primary sources or documents. The documents 
emanate from government sources as well as personal accounts. Many are drawn from CMH 
Clark’s Select Documents in Australian History 1788‒1850 and Martin Crotty’s and Erik 
Eklund’s Australia to 1901: Selected Readings in the Making of a Nation.

1
 When using primary 

material there are a number of things you should bear in mind. Firstly, the English language 
has changed over the last two hundred years. Some terms in Australian history are referred 
to in the glossary. However, sometimes the modern spelling of words may di ffer. For exam-
ple, the word “risk” was once spelled “risque”. You will need an adequate dictionary. 

Secondly, from all sources the reader can get both information (what happened) and inter-
pretation (why it happened, what it means). Ask yourself: what information can the reviewer 
get from the source and what information is withheld (absent, omitted); what interpretation 
of events does the author of the document provide; is this interpretation deliberate (inten-
tional) or implicit (unintentional); can you confirm/corroborate or contradict the information 
imparted by the document using other sources; how can knowledge of the historical context 
in which the document was produced help the historian extract information contained in the 
document and/or understand the interpretation/perspective of the author? 

Thirdly, when dealing with primary sources, in many cases you will have to “read between 
the lines” as much important information will not be stated explicitly but can be extracted 
only by examining the document’s historical context and the biases, preconceptions, and 
expectations of the author. Some things to consider when analysing the document are the 
following (this list is only a guideline): 

• Where did the source come from – e.g. a dusty archive or library, or an edited and 
printed collection of documents? 

• When was the document written or produced? What is the author/speaker’s class back-
ground, nationality, political perspective, gender, religion? Why was it written? Who is 
the author’s audience? Whose “voice” are we hearing? Is the author speaking for 
him/herself or on behalf of others? What was the historical context in which the docu-
ment was created? How is it written? What style does the author use? What rhetorical 
devices are used? Are they effective? 

• What does the document say? What doesn’t it say? 

• Is the document accurate in what it does say? Does the author “blend” the truth? 
If so, why? How can or should an historian use this document in order to understand 
the past? 

Don’t forget that this is only a guide. Don’t be concerned if your documents don’t provide 
answers to all of the questions. 

_________________________________________________ 

1
 CLARK 1950; CROTTY/ EKLUND 2003. 




