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Making Australian History is a valuable publication for readers looking to
orient themselves in the field, and for established scholars of Australian
history looking for a fresh and nuanced perspective on old debates. The most
recently published work from Australian historian and historiographer
Anna Clark, this book analyses and deconstructs the history of history-
making in Australia primarily since British colonisation, with some
chapters including vignettes into deep history and pre-colonial Aboriginal
history-making endeavours.

Clark’s goal for the book—to ‘attempt to map the boundaries of the [history]
discipline across time by emphasising history’s “making” (15)—is achieved
through a hybrid narrative/thematic analysis of key themes, movements
and, arguably most importantly, silences in Australian historiography.
By digging into debates from race and gender to the role of family in
history-making, and up to the History Wars of the early 2000s, Clark strikes
an artful balance between celebrating the achievements of past Australian
historians, and highlighting the narrowness of the history discipline in
terms of who is allowed to be a history-maker. All the while she critically
interrogates what we mean when we talk about ‘History’.

In keeping with her expansive definition of histories and history-making,
Clark utilises a wide variety of evidence to support her analysis. Some of these
sources include colonial journals from a range of demographic perspectives,
excerpts from public debate, Indigenous rock art and interviews with
contemporary history-makers.

The book is organised into chapters that follow a broadly chronological
structure; however, the content of the chapters is not restricted by chronology—
rather, it ripples out from the central theme in circles based on connectedness
and relevance. Clark addresses this structure in Chapter 0, ‘Making Histories’,
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stating that ‘chronology is a powerful organising mechanism’ and ‘probably
something that [she] as a trained historian couldn’t dispense with altogether’.
Acknowledging the pitfalls of chronology in relation to ‘other forms of
historical temporalities’, such as Indigenous histories (13), she labels the book
‘a historical curation as subjective as any other” (16).

Each chapter begins with a grounding source, which is used to open
and anchor the topic for discussion in the rest of the chapter. While, in
some chapters, the logic behind the choice of grounding source is not
immediately clear, such as starting the chapter on ‘Imagination’ with an
excerpt from Tony Birch’s Footnote to a History War, by the height of the
chapter’s discussion the saliency of the opening source is clear.

The book has many strengths. Broadly speaking, Clark’s authorial voice is
thorough and measured, and her expression is non-prescriptive. Her values
and opinions are infused in each argument made, but she still allows room
for the reader to draw their own conclusions about her sources. Further, the
text manages to tackle the recording of Australian history, specifically in the
chapters set since colonisation, without neglecting Indigenous perspectives,
and without dismissing any form of history-making as inappropriate or
unworthy of attention, even if it is an approach that Clark clearly disagrees
with; most notably, her analysis of Keith Windschuttle’s approach to colonial
history presented in ‘Emotion’, Chapter 12.

In my opinion, Chapter 4 ‘Nation’ does not fit the flow of the text as
comfortably as the other chapters. Its central focus places less emphasis on
the cultural implications of history-making than the chapters that flank
it, titled ‘Convicts’ and ‘Memory’. While the reformation of Australian
public schooling and the historical curriculum is significant to the story of
Australian history, the chapter’s expository style and comparatively fewer
external interest group perspectives lead me to think it may have been more
effectively placed earlier in the book or split into vignettes informing other
chapters such as ‘Family’ and ‘Gender’. This may, however, be more of
a reflection on the period of Australian history-making around federation
than on Clark’s structuring of the book.

Through her questioning and discursive style, Clark’s ambitious book paves
the way for thorough historiographical reviews of other subsections of the
history discipline, and of other cultures’ approaches to history-making.
Making Australian History offers a grounding and useful knowledge
of Australian historiography and an impetus for learning more.
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