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Foreword
Anthony Low

The foundation and growth of The Australian National University’s 
Humanities Research Centre has been a huge success. This book 
tells a remarkable story with much panache and close a! ention. It 
recounts the numerous vicissitudes particularly early on of a novel and 
sometimes vulnerable institution. It follows the unending tide of its 
seminar conferences. It picks from the great and the new in its elongated 
catalogue of Visiting Fellows to illustrate their calibre, and provides 
extracts from some of their euphoric tributes on their departures. It 
traverses the leadership of its successive Directors, and their stand-ins, 
and the vital contribution made by its administrative staff .

What more can be said? Only some few underlinings.
When the Research Schools for ANU were fi rst mooted in the 

1940s the Australian Howard Florey had lately achieved fame for his 
development of penicillin. If he and others like him were to be a! racted 
back to Australia there would necessarily be a medical research school. 
Physics was then still the queen of the sciences, and in Mark Oliphant 
an Australian right at its forefront who was ready to return home. 
There would, therefore, be a Physics school as well. Among ANU’s 
local architects there were a number of infl uential people who, with 
the ending of the Pacifi c War, believed it to be of fi rst importance 
for Australia to be far be! er informed about its Pacifi c neighbours 
than before. They and others also believed that with the end of that 
war there should be both a ra#  of new developments in, and much 
greater knowledge of, Australia and its society than ever before, and in 
Keith Hancock they saw one more Australian with all the distinction 
necessary to forward this. No such case was made at that time for the 
Humanities. Nor did any obvious fl ag carrier spring to mind.
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Two further science Research Schools were founded in 1967 – 
Chemistry and Biological Sciences. That began to suggest that a 
Research School of Humanities was overdue. Yet there were two 
problems. A push had already begun for a Research School of Earth 
Sciences. The Universities Commission opposed this on fi nancial 
grounds and declined to make further provision for it. The Vice-
Chancellor, Sir John Crawford, nevertheless pressed ahead and RSES 
was founded. That, however, made the chance of creating yet one 
more Research School all the more diffi  cult.

There was a further issue too. As constructed by that boundary-
traverser, Keith Hancock, his Research School of Social Sciences not 
only already had departments/units of History and Law but of the 
History of Ideas and Philosophy as well. Hancock indeed had even 
proposed to add ’Humanities’ to its title. The principal lacunae here 
were studies in the arts, languages, literatures, and their cultural 
contexts, of ancient and modern Britain and Europe. There was no 
push, however, for these to be added to RSSS; let alone any suggestion 
to excise its humanities departments to join them in a separate school. 
So the only hope was a trimmed down version: a Humanities Research 
Centre, to which in 1973 the Universities Commission was ready to 
give its blessing.

Its founding in the following year proved, however, to be at a most 
unpropitious time. For it occurred just as government funding for 
universities fi rst levelled off  and then started on its unending decline. 
That meant the HRC never secured the funding which it warranted, as 
this book so o# en details. My own experience suggests, however, that 
this needs to be put in context. Upon becoming Director of RSPacS 
in 1973 I was expecting to have two more departments (Sociology 
and Politics). There were, however, funds for only one (Political and 
Social Change as we called it). I had an understanding, moreover, 
that I would not only have a junior but a senior colleague in my 
fi eld of Indian history to revive its study at ANU. I never had the 
senior one, and despite a later occupant of the other appointment 
becoming in the 1980s the most notable world fi gure in the subject, 
it disappeared as well. The times were out of joint for so many new 
academic enterprises however great their signifi cance might be.

The HRC faced another problem. Because of the diff erences 
between ANU’s Research Schools and its Faculties, a Centre which 
was most closely associated with the Faculty of Arts but like the 
Research Schools was wholly commi! ed to research frequently found 
itself in danger of falling between their two stools. Long awkwardly 
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placed upon one, it was then transferred to the other, only to be 
transferred back again. Those leading the HRC somehow managed to 
learn not merely to live with these disabilities but how majestically to 
overcome them.

There were four elements to their triumph. First, not only 
was the scholarly calibre of each of its successive Directors, Ian 
Donaldson, Graeme Clarke, Iain McCalman, and their various stand-
ins, particularly Ralph Ellio!  and for a memorable year Deryck 
Schreuder, of undoubted world standing. In each instance their wide 
range of interests and their gi# s for friendship proved to be of quite 
vital importance to so small an enterprise. That was conjoined with, 
as it inspired, the exemplary administrative staff  which with some 
comings and goings over the years made up the close knit, mutually 
trusting, team that so endeared them to its visitors. The pa! ern here 
was set from the outset by that memorable scholar/administrator, Bob 
Horan.

Beyond this, despite its limited budget, the HRC placed more 
emphasis upon its Visiting Fellowship programme than any other 
part of the University. I am quoted as saying early on that ‘we 
haven’t yet got the Isaiah Berlins to the HRC.’ But they came: Richard 
Rorty, Quentin Skinner, Marilyn Butler and so many others. Together 
with a good many of the up and coming they not only adorned its 
programme. Numbers of them did more to cultivate ANU’s outreach 
than any other part of the University, by visiting and lecturing in other 
universities, and then by pu! ing it about that at the HRC a scholar 
could not only secure a quite invaluable stretch of peace and quiet to 
do some major writing (punctuated only by some agreeable talk over 
coff ee), but once drawn into its conferences to fi nd these ordinarily to 
be of the highest standard.

That in my judgment ultimately related to the crucial element in 
achieving the spectacular success of the HRC. Given that it never 
had more than two or three ongoing academic staff , and that it 
was expected to cover a very wide front, it decisively abjured the 
general pa! ern in the Research Schools of small groups like this 
focussing upon some particular fi eld or issue; it never strove, that 
is, to become the world centre for (whatever?) studies. Instead, it 
moved to making the seminal decision to announce some important, 
preferably new, issue as its ‘theme’ for two years hence upon which 
it would centre its major conferences for that year while biasing its 
choice of Visiting Fellows towards a range of scholars relevant to it. 
Such a lead time not only allowed for very careful work to be done 



xii         Humanities Research Centre

on the structure of the conferences beforehand. It meant the HRC 
could secure the readiness of outstanding visitors to a! end before 
they became otherwise overly commi! ed. Over the years it was thus 
able to cover a huge amount of ground. All this, moreover, without 
prejudice to some other visitors and some other conferences also 
fi guring in its year’s programme.

Upon this base the HRC has in subsequent years been able to 
expand its activities upon a prodigious scale. No wonder it has 
become the cynosure for comparable institutions elsewhere, and a 
pre-eminent leader in its fi eld.
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Introduction

This is the record of the fi rst thirty years of an institution which was 
conceived in a particular economic and political environment, inspired 
by a particular traditional model and launched with a particular 
expectation of expanding fi nancial support. The environment changed 
totally; the model was eff ectively abandoned almost before the instit-
ution commenced operations; and the expectations of expanding 
support became almost immediately realisations of just the opposite. 
But the response has been more than equal to the challenge. It is not 
just that the Humanities Research Centre is still here: the real measure 
of its achievement is that an institution which was intended to be 
pa! erned on the most traditional classical model of ‘a centre within 
a library’ has succeeded in ceaselessly reinventing itself, advancing 
from the classical age of academe to the electronic age, engaging 
with on-line teaching, electronic publishing and all the educational 
possibilities of the new media. It is in every sense still a work in 
progress. But the bo! om line is that all this quite astounding 
adaptation, enterprise and vision shown over the past thirty years 
has been through the devoted eff orts of what a Vice-Chancellor 
called a staff  of ‘absolute minimum size’. It is not surprising that 
the Humanities Research Centre has continued to receive quite 
unreserved, not to say rapturous accolades from many of the most 
distinguished academics in the world. It is certainly a story worth 
telling.
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