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Geoffrey Blainey (b. 1930) has had a most unusual trajectory for a historian. 
It  started conventionally enough when he enrolled in 1948 in Max Crawford’s 
history department at the University of Melbourne. He was one of several stellar 
students of that immediate postwar generation, and topped Manning Clark’s third-
year history course. At age 20, he then astonished everyone by taking on a full 
professor, R. S. Parker, in the country’s leading journal in the discipline, Historical 
Studies, as to whether Australian Federation was primarily motivated by economic 
considerations. His progression rapidly diverged from his fellow students in other 
ways. Instead of the usual career path as a tutor, followed by further study at 
Oxford, he embarked on a commissioned history of Mount Lyell Mining & Railway 
Company, published in 1954 as The Peaks of Lyell. That set his course for more than 
a decade, and a further six commissioned histories followed. Only in late 1961 did 
he become a teaching academic, beginning with a brief (and very successful) stint 
at the University of Adelaide followed by long-term employment at his alma mater, 
where he rose to become dean of the Faculty of Arts.

A popular teacher and a well-regarded historian, he was also public-spirited, serving 
on such bodies as the (Commonwealth) Literary Fund, the Australian Heritage 
Board and the (Victorian) Public Records Advisory Committee. As well as writing 
for newspapers, during the 1960s and 1970s, Blainey authored, among other 
books, The Tyranny of Distance (1967), The Causes of War (1973) and Triumph of the 
Nomads (1975), all of which consolidated his reputation as an original, imaginative 
and creative historian who looked at problems from new angles, coupled with 
a readiness to turn conventional interpretations on their head. But the high regard 
in which Blainey was generally held unravelled in 1984 when he waded into the 
immigration debate, causing a schism between Blainey and many of his colleagues 
and contributing to his resignation from the University of Melbourne four years 
later. That, and the ongoing ‘History Wars’, pushed Blainey ever further into right-
wing stances, which were foreshadowed in his earlier books. After the election of 
the Howard Government, however, Blainey had less to complain about and he 
concentrated more on writing books for a public readership on big themes. Thus, 
Richard Allsop’s biography of Blainey is structured around these well-defined phases 
in Blainey’s life, with little chronological overlap between successive chapters.
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Allsop is on the mark in saying that Blainey’s life can be split into two parts, 
the second starting after he gave the keynote address to a Rotary conference at 
Warrnambool in March 1984 saying that the level of immigration to Australia was 
‘ahead of public opinion’ (p. 140). The fallout was appalling yet the crisis almost 
did not happen, and it need not have happened, but for Blainey’s reactions and 
subsequent interventions. Allsop provides a detailed and considered account, 
pointing out that Blainey initially declined the Rotary Club’s invitation to speak; 
he had a prior engagement that evening at the University of Melbourne and it was 
impossible to make the return journey by road in a day. Undeterred, the club hired 
a light plane to get Blainey to Warrnambool. Even then the resulting media storm 
only happened because a  journalist for the Warrnambool Standard saw Blainey’s 
talk as newsworthy and ran a story on it, which appeared the same day in the 
Melbourne Age. Blainey’s speech explicitly criticised the Hawke Government’s 
immigration policy, and he introduced the question of race into the equation; he 
was soon fielding a flood of enquiries from newspaper reporters. As Allsop points 
out, Blainey had three options at that pivotal point. He could say that he had made 
similar comments a few months earlier and decline further comment. In retrospect, 
that would probably have been the end of the matter. Or he could have responded 
to media enquires ‘in a conciliatory way in an attempt to disarm his critics’ (p. 143). 
That might not have worked but Blainey made sure it all backfired by taking the 
third option and going on the offensive. His conscious choice was to stoke the fires 
rather than allowing the embers to expire.

It is worth dwelling on this incident, given its implications, in both the short-term 
and the long-term. It created an unforgiving situation. First, the counter-reaction 
caught Blainey off guard. His departmental colleagues published a letter in several 
newspapers disassociating themselves from his views; his classes at the University 
of Melbourne were disrupted; there were violent demonstrations at his speaking 
engagements, which reflect no credit on the perpetrators. Although shaken, Blainey 
asserted his right to free speech and to contribute to national debate, frequently 
airing his views in the press and writing a book in 1984 called All for Australia. 
In response, a collection of essays appeared early the following year under the 
title Surrender Australia?1 As Allsop neatly puts it, the book was ‘designed to 
challenge both Blainey’s arguments on immigration and his status as a historian’ 
(p. 161). That was a tactical mistake. On the one hand, Blainey insisted that he was 
‘speaking very much as a historian’ in the immigration debate—that his authority 
to pronounce on the issue stemmed from his ‘knowledge of Australian history’.2 
Thus, in a book subtitled ‘Essays in the Study and Use of History’, it follows that 

1  Geoffrey Blainey, All for Australia (Sydney: Methuen Haynes, 1984); Andrew Marcus and M. C. Ricklefs, eds, 
Surrender Australia?: Essays in the Study and Use of History: Geoffrey Blainey and Asian Immigration (Sydney: Allen & 
Unwin, 1985). See also Howard Dick, ‘The Immigration Debate Revisited’, Asian Studies Review 9, no. 2 (1985): 
150–55, doi.org/10.1080/03147538508712398.
2  Quoted in Tim Duncan, ‘Blainey Sees a Threat Emerge to Free Speech’, Bulletin, 3 July 1984.
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the appraisal of Blainey ought to be wide-ranging, at least in principle. In practice 
it was rather different. As well as substantial chapters dealing with immigration, 
the other contributions criticised other aspects of Blainey’s scholarship or else were 
short polemics that verged on being diatribes. Such a broad-ranging and vitriolic 
attack imparted the unmistakable impression that the book’s purpose was to 
demolish Blainey’s professional standing rather than rather than to clarify the issues 
surrounding the immigration debate, and some chapters tried to finger Blainey 
as a racist of a very subtle and dangerous kind. One academic reviewer described 
Surrender Australia? as a ‘historical tantrum’.3 Some of the contributors did take valid 
issue with the slender empirical base for many of Blainey assertions and his looseness 
in defining his terms, but these more considered assessments were overshadowed by 
the invective elsewhere in the book. As well as being a lost opportunity, Surrender 
Australia? was a public relations disaster in that it bolstered the view that Blainey 
was being ganged up on by self-righteous and intolerant opponents who stifled 
debate—that he was being shouted down and shoved around. Thus begins the 
legend of Geoffrey Blainey as martyr. The fact that Blainey had fanned the flames 
with increasingly strident assertions and an unyielding stance when promulgating 
and defending his viewpoint is not brought out sufficiently by Allsop.

Allsop also deals with Blainey’s other so-called ‘martyrdom’—namely the continuing 
perception in some quarters that Blainey was hounded out of academic life for 
his views. In 1988, Blainey returned to the history department at the University 
of Melbourne after reluctantly relinquishing the deanship of the Facility of Arts 
and taking a period of leave. Six months later he resigned his professorship for 
freelance writing, and Allsop usefully clarifies what happened (pp. 167–72). Despite 
overt hostility from two colleagues, the department was generally welcoming. But 
when Blainey’s desire to take charge of teaching of Australian history was declined, 
he went to the vice-chancellor who instructed the department chair to accede to 
Blainey’s wishes. Resentment within the department at Blainey’s presumptuousness 
eroded the initial goodwill towards him and added to his feeling that the university 
environment was not for him. At that point, Allsop’s version of events falters. It was 
not a ‘squalid academic assassination’ (p. 171) instigated by Stuart Macintyre, as 
some have alleged, but a parting of the ways that Blainey largely brought on himself. 
And far from being an outcast, Blainey has been embraced by the conservative side 
of politics.

Observers at the time should not have been surprised by Blainey’s unyielding 
reactions in the face of criticism, which sit oddly with the genial side of his character. 
A readiness to enter the lists and to push himself to the forefront of battle was 
his response to criticism of his published work, and this well before 1984. Allsop 
quotes Stuart Macintyre that Blainey was ‘sure of his judgments and unyielding 

3  George Shaw, Australian Journal of Politics and History 32, no. 1 (1986): 132.
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in controversy’ (p. 158), a point borne out by several of the contributors to the 
proceedings of a 2000 conference on his life and work, published in 2003—in 
itself a sign that Blainey’s work retained considerable regard among many in the 
historical profession.4

Biography is too small a format to encompass a life, especially a life as long and 
varied as Blainey’s. As indicated by the book’s subtitle—‘Writer, Historian, 
Controversialist’—Allsop has concentrated on Blainey’s professional career and his 
role as a public figure. There is very little about his private life. But even within 
Allsop’s terms of reference, there are gaps. Teaching is part of a university historian’s 
task but the discussion here is confined to what he expected of students in his 
economic history class and the excursions he took his students on (pp. 48–50), 
the fact that Triumph of the Nomads was the unintended consequence of one of his 
economic history courses (pp. 93–94), his popularity with students, and his views 
on exams and thesis supervision (pp. 118–19). There is little about his progression 
through the academic ranks or his shift from economic history to the department of 
history at Melbourne, or of relations with his staff. I got favourable insight into the 
latter from the late George Parsons, who had been a lecturer in Blainey’s economic 
history department. On one occasion Parsons was worried how he would pay 
a rather large medical bill. Arriving at his office one morning he discovered a bank 
cheque from Blainey for the required amount, with a written message saying to 
repay him when he (Parsons) could. Resourse to oral testimony, which is not evident 
in Allsop’s footnotes, would have added to his narrative.

There are also occasions when the discussion is incomplete, and a greater use of 
personal papers might have filled some of the gaps. Allsop mentions Blainey’s 
temporary lectureship at the University of Adelaide in the third term of 1961 to 
teach Australian history; from there he took up a senior lectureship in economic 
history at Melbourne (p. 47). What Allsop does not say is that Hugh Stretton 
(the head of history at Adelaide) was mightily impressed with Blainey’s teaching and 
tried hard to retain his services on a permanent basis. Moreover, in 1967 Stretton 
attempted to have Blainey appointed to the second chair of history that George 
Rudé had just vacated.5

Another strand to Allsop’s narrative is the discussion of Blainey’s oeuvre, a task made 
more difficult by the size and variety of the corpus as Blainey largely shifted from 
Australian history to world history. The result is patchy, for along with worthwhile 
discussion are some skimpy assessments. There is also the tendency, which is hard to 

4  The publication that followed is Deborah Gare, Geoffrey Bolton, Stuart Macintyre and Tom Stannage, eds, 
The Fuss That Never Ended: The Life and Work of Geoffrey Blainey (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2003), 
17 (Graeme Davison), 30 (Geoffrey Bolton); 55 (Tom Griffiths), 155 (Morag Fraser).
5  Some of the relevant correspondence is in the Papers of Manning Clark, National Library of Australia, MS 
7550, Series 1, Box 5, Folder 41.
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avoid, of quoting reviews of Blainey’s books as a substitute for one’s own assessment, 
or else to quote contrasting reviews of the same book and leave it at that. Sometimes 
there is no real discussion at all, as instanced by Allsop’s treatment of Blainey’s two-
volume The Story of Australia’s People (p. 237). Certainly, nothing more needed 
saying about the first volume than it largely being an amalgam of two previous 
books, which Allsop had already discussed at some length in earlier pages. But there 
is no assessment at all of the second volume, which runs into almost 500 pages 
of text, except to say that it met with a mixed response: it won a prize and it was 
condemned by Clare Wright for Blainey’s ‘stubborn refusal to engage in the last four 
decades of scholarship and scientific research’ (p. 237). One could go on to ask at 
this point whether this was actually the case and, if so, whether it was a function of 
Blainey’s switch from academic history to popular history and the concomitant need 
to write quickly in order to keep earning.

Allsop is apt to get overly defensive of Blainey’s oeuvre, impressive though it is. For 
example, the criticism by Clare Wright and others that Blainey’s later books have 
little historiographic context (pp. 224–25, 237, 258) is countered with the response 
that he was now writing for a popular audience and ‘felt little need to engage with 
academic historians’ (p. 262). To leave it at that, however, avoids the issue as to 
whether Blainey’s work would have benefited had he engaged, even if implicitly, 
with more recent scholarship.

A similar defensiveness permeates Allsop’s assessment of Blainey as a public 
commentator and ‘controversialist’. His contributions to newspapers increased 
following his departure from the University of Melbourne and followed a staunchly 
conservative line—opposition, for example, to the Mabo and Wik judgments 
(pp. 197–201) and to republicanism (pp. 203–5)—although he remained attached 
to protectionism long after most of the right had abandoned it (pp. 185–86, 190). 
He could certainly be a thorn in the side of the Hawke–Keating governments 
(p. 203).6 All along he presented himself as taking a moderate stance on issues, 
a claim that is contradicted by his praise for Joh Bjelke-Petersen (p. 187), quite 
overlooking the systemic corruption that accompanied the Queensland premier’s 
regime. Moreover, his comments on Asian immigration were made use of by Pauline 
Hanson’s advisers and speech writers,7 thus bearing out fears of members of the 
Melbourne history department in 1984 that ‘to raise discussion of immigration in 
terms of race will inevitably draw in and encourage racist groups to come forward 
and claim legitimacy’ (p. 155). Blainey also weighed in to the divisive History 
Wars, championing the notion of the Australian achievement and coining the term 
‘black armband’ history (p. 191) to denote those who held what Blainey regarded as 
excessively negative, guilt-ladened and unpatriotic views of Australia’s past, especially 

6  Don Watson, Recollections of a Bleeding Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating PM, 2nd ed. (Sydney: Vintage Books, 
2011), 187.
7  John Pasquarelli, The Pauline Hanson Story by the Man Who Knows (Sydney: New Holland, 1988), 170.
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in the treatment of Aboriginals. He was, as Allsop points out, ‘keen to salvage the 
settlers’ reputation’ (p. 217), claiming that he was providing ‘a balanced summary 
of our past’ (p. 235) while inadequately addressing the ‘often lamentable’ (p. 200) 
treatment of Aborigines, and drawing up a metaphorical ‘balance sheet’ where the 
credits far outweighed the debits. Allsop takes this at face value when another way of 
looking at it is to say that the balance sheet approach needs to be discarded because it 
‘makes “benefits” that worked very unevenly seem universal, while it reduces “costs” 
to specific episodes rather than systematic features of imperial rule’.8

Allsop’s biography of Blainey has a history of its own, and one full of irony. Allsop 
was formerly an adviser to state and federal Liberal governments. He remains a senior 
researcher with the conservative think-tank, the Institute of Public Affairs, and he 
shares Blainey’s broader outlook. Allsop explains that the book started as a PhD 
thesis at Monash University, presented in 2014, with Blainey’s blessing, and Allsop 
thanks Blainey for granting access to restricted sources and how he ‘generously 
gave me the benefit of considerable time’ (p. vii). Somewhere along the line the 
relationship between biographer and living subject soured and Blainey withdrew his 
support. This remains a puzzle given that Allsop has written such a genial biography 
and one that overwhelmingly sees things through Blainey’s eyes. It must have been 
a bewildering and painful experience but Allsop is not letting on as to what caused 
the rift. A fuller version of events is provided by journalist Richard Guilliatt who 
interviewed Blainey in 2016 and reported that problems emerged after Blainey had 
read the thesis. To quote:

Allsop had spent nine years working on his thesis with the historian’s co-operation, 
gaining access to his scholarly papers and interviewing him on ten occasions. 
But after Blainey read the finished work he began withdrawing permission for use of 
certain material. Allsop complied and was revising the thesis for publication when 
he got a letter from Blainey’s lawyer [in 2015] threatening legal action if publication 
went ahead.9

The book did go ahead despite Blainey’s robust action. That same year Blainey 
also threatened Frank Bongiorno with legal action over the latter’s depiction of 
the immigration debate.10 Yet Bongiorno’s remarks are no more severe than those 

8  Alan Lester, ‘Time to Throw Out the Balance Sheet’, Snapshots of Empire, 26 January 2016, accessible at: 
blogs.sussex.ac.uk/snapshotsofempire/2016/01/26/time-to-throw-out-the-balance-sheet/  (I owe this reference to 
Nicholas Hoare).
9  Richard Guilliatt, ‘He’s Got History’, Weekend Australian Magazine, 29–30 October 2016.
10  See Frank Bongiorno, review (of Geoffrey Blainey, by Richard Allsop), Australian Historical Studies, 51, no. 2 
(2020): 229–30, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2020.1746997. Bongiorno also corrects some of Allsop’s inaccuracies 
about his brush with Blainey (p. 176).

http://blogs.sussex.ac.uk/snapshotsofempire/2016/01/26/time-to-throw-out-the-balance-sheet/
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2020.1746997
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expressed by Eric Richards on the same matter eight years earlier.11 These episodes 
show that Blainey was not behaving out of character, only that his reactions to what 
he did not like were becoming sturdier.

A less partisan and more rounded biography of Geoffrey Blainey awaits a future 
biographer. Blainey has a point in saying that J. C. Beaglehole, the foremost biographer 
of Captain James Cook, was too admiring of his subject: ‘Like many biographers he 
became so close to his subject in spirit and sympathy that he was almost a disciple, 
and sometimes very reluctant to criticise him’ (p. 224). Incongruously, the same 
applies to Allsop’s biography of Blainey.

11  Frank Bongiorno, The Eighties: The Decade That Transformed Australia (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2005), 63–65; 
Eric Richards, Destination Australia: Migration to Australia since 1901 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2008), 284–88.
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