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Australian policymakers and concerned citizens are the target audience for 
the twenty-two essays that shape Lessons from History. The editors, Carolyn 
Holbrook, Lyndon Megarrity and David Lowe, are not seeking to offer 
formulaic historical lessons but rather they are interested in history’s ability 
to contextualise problematic policy issues. The eclectic range of topics 
makes it an ambitious book—topics include climate change, urban water 
policy, Australia’s relations with China, economic inequality, migration, 
environment and several pressing social issues.

The first section of the book, ‘Part I: How Knowledge of History Makes 
Better Policy’, defines the role of history in policy debates. In three separate 
essays, well-known historians—Graeme Davison, Frank Bongiorno and 
James Walter—present their viewpoints on why policymakers (and the wider 
public) should seek out historical contexts of present-day contested issues. 
In his essay, Davison argues that it is crucial that policymakers have access 
to reliable historical information: what was successful policy in the past or 
what failed to live up to expectations. Bongiorno interrogates the kinds 
of historical knowledge that politicians and policymakers can access in the 
process of formulating public policy. He warns historians that their work 
may be misused; to counteract this tendency, their task is to continually 
contribute to Australians’ historical literacy at all levels of society, whatever 
the push-back. Walter documents the successes and pitfalls of historians’ 
engagements with policymakers when working ‘inside the tent’ (42). 
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His practical and pragmatic approach shows how historians can be effective 
in this space by understanding the imperatives of the politicians: that is, 
staying in power.

The nineteen essays in the second section, ‘Part II: Lessons from History’, 
address many topical policy challenges in the Australian context. Each 
contributor explores solutions that encourage Australians to think differently 
about how to approach seemingly intractable issues. Because each essay 
explores a distinct policy issue, this reviewer found there was not a natural 
flow in the book’s approach in looking for lessons from history. There are, 
however, some consistent themes that allow some essays to be grouped 
together for the purpose of this review.

Yves Rees begins Part II by exploring what historians can offer to inform 
debates so that we can live more sustainably. They point to Western 
civilisation’s addiction to ‘growth’ that has become the dominant narrative: 
more production, more knowledge and accelerating extraction (60). If we 
are to break this cycle, Rees suggests, Australians need to interrogate the 
‘progress script’. The following essay by Andrea Gaynor and her colleagues 
recommends a break from ‘path dependency’ exhibited by past policies for 
urban water infrastructure to enable Australian water usage to be more 
sustainable (71). Jeffrey Hole in his essay endorses a consensus among 
all stakeholders for meaningful change to occur in reforming the national 
electricity market (167).

Australia’s foreign policy with other nations is explored by several 
contributors. Hugh White interrogates an uncomfortable question for 
Australian politicians: ‘Should Australia join the United States in a war 
against China to prevent China taking the USA’s place as the dominant 
power in East Asia?’ (83) White encourages a more nuanced approach by 
our politicians and policymakers towards our relationship with China rather 
than falling back on historical precedent such as the failure of Prime Minister 
of the United Kingdom Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement strategies in 
Munich in 1938 and 1939 (88–9). Philip Chang and colleagues, in their 
essay, discuss the need for skilled diplomacy and a historical understanding 
of conditions that foster bilateral trade with China. David Lowe’s essay 
focuses on Australia’s reputation overseas through a historical examination 
of our foreign aid debate and policies. In his essay, Simon Ville explores 
the impacts of multinational companies in the Australian context and 
how their inclusion in our markets has influenced policymakers in terms 
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of regulatory control. Together, these contributors strongly encourage 
Australian policymakers to have a sound understanding of previous policies 
so that they can work effectively within the international sphere.

Returning to domestic issues, contributors tackle the often-perceived 
intractable social issues that continue to confront Australia as a nation. 
Andrew Leigh revisits the policies of the postwar governments of Chifley 
and Menzies that fostered a nation-building response for reconstruction. 
To reduce economic inequality, Leigh suggests that today’s policymakers 
should focus on improving access to quality education for a larger group 
of young Australians. In her essay, Joan Beaumont turns to the ‘powerful 
collective memory’ of the 1929–32 Great Depression to demonstrate how 
politicians invoke images of entrenched unemployment to gain public 
support for sweeping changes in welfare policy. During the early months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, Prime Minister Scott Morrison was able to 
shift public opinion away from negative images of welfare recipients to one 
of special need by conjuring up the fear of returning to the days of the 
Great Depression. As Beaumont observed, the question was not whether 
such imagery was ‘valid or accurate’, but rather how the comparisons served 
to ‘position and legitimise’ policy innovations by his government (199).

Several contributors demonstrate the enduring effects of the racial policies 
that were enshrined in Australia’s Immigration Restriction Act 1901. In his 
essay, Niro Kandasamy recounted the 1970s and 1980s Tamil conflict in 
Sri Lanka as a case study to argue that effective refugee policies will only 
be achieved through an engagement with Australia’s refugee community. 
From a different perspective, Mahsheed Ansari explores how Australia’s 
immigration policies could have been shaped differently had the country 
‘not embarked on a racially restrictive path in 1901’ (220). Had this 
occurred, he suggests, perhaps the ‘War on Terror’ would not have centred 
such unwarranted fear on to the Australian Muslim community, producing 
a resurgence of racially motivated rhetoric from some politicians. In a 
thought-provoking essay on the causes of war crimes, Mia Martin Hobbs 
links Islamophobia to the defence personnel’s negative attitudes towards the 
enemy. Martin Hobbs provides evidence for the racism displayed by troops 
as consisting of ‘an intensified version of prejudices apparent in broader 
societies’ (228). Evan Smith explores how the federal government has dealt 
with ‘ideological extremism’ by using tools that have evolved through 
their  responses to the ‘War on Terror’. As these contributors identify in 
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their essays, many of the problematic issues faced by today’s policymakers 
are underpinned by broader racist attitudes that were enshrined in the 1901 
immigration policy.

Perhaps one of today’s more fraught policy issues, Indigenous self-
determination, is explored by Laura Rademaker and Ian Anderson. In this 
nuanced essay, Rademaker and Anderson argue that, in fact, Indigenous self-
determination is not ‘done with’ (257). By historicising the groundbreaking 
work of Indigenous non-profit organisations, they demonstrate the need 
for First Nations people to have a greater say in policymaking. With the 
impending referendum on the Indigenous Voice to Parliament, now slated 
for late 2023, this essay is an essential read for all Australians.

Gender inequality and the place of women in the Australian workforce 
is discussed in three essays. Claire E. F. Wright explores the historical 
challenges faced by women to enter the all-male environment of the 
corporate boardroom. Wright demonstrates that the barriers that women 
face in gaining places on boards or being appointed to leadership roles 
are underpinned by a bias, conscious or unconscious, towards ‘a narrow 
set of personal and professional characteristics’ (281). The challenges 
faced by women in the corporate sector, and by working mothers more 
broadly, in accessing childcare is explored in an essay by Carla Pascoe Leahy. 
As Leahy documents through personal accounts from women, workforce 
participation over the past forty years has been subjected to mixed societal 
messages. Leahy contends that policies for women’s participation should 
not solely be aimed at further economic equality but should also address the 
wellbeing of the whole family. In a sobering essay, Ann Curthoys, Catherine 
Kevin and Zora Simic historicise the many governmental policy attempts 
to respond to domestic violence against women. More recent bipartisan 
political support is seen as a hopeful development for more coordinated 
policy outcomes to address this challenge.

The concluding two essays highlight issues for how Australians imagine 
themselves. Lyndon Megarrity’s essay tackles the reoccurring aspiration of 
politicians and the business community to develop the ‘neglected’ far north 
of Australia. As Megarrity demonstrates, identifying geographically what 
defines the far north has had impacts on policymakers in addressing the 
economic potential and wellbeing of northern Australian residents since 
federation. Carolyn Holbrook concludes the book by exploring how and 
why Australians do not express an emotional attachment to the historical 
processes that resulted in forming the Commonwealth of states in 1901. 
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Holbrook contends that ‘Australians just don’t care enough about the 
federation—or any aspect of our democratic system, for that matter—to 
inform themselves about the details of reform proposals’ (334). To change 
this attitude, Holbrook suggests providing Australians with a ‘mythology 
of Australian democracy that excites and motivates’ (344).

Lessons from History is an informative scholarly work that enables the reader 
(policymaker or concerned citizen) to knowledgably participate in today’s 
policy debates. Each contributor has made copious use of primary and 
secondary sources (amounting to forty-eight pages of notes at the back 
of the book). An extensive index provides the reader with names of key 
participants in a field. While readers will benefit from reading Lessons in its 
entirety, its structure allows for ‘cherry picking’ the essays.

Although published before the change in government in May 2022, all the 
challenging issues discussed in Lessons from History remain contemporary 
and urgent. Many of the contributors advocate for historians to engage 
with policymakers more extensively—despite this being an activity that 
many may feel is outside their comfort zone. Although the issues addressed 
are wideranging, some readers may be disappointed that a topic was not 
included. Two that come to mind for this reviewer are access to water 
rights in the Murray–Darling Basin and federal government tax reform. The 
overriding message from the book’s contributors is an appeal to policymakers 
to ensure that all stakeholders have a seat at the negotiating table.
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