
HIST1051 Lectures 
 
Lecture 1.1  
 
What is history?  
 

- A study of the past  
- Creating a partial understanding of the past that influences our current  
- A study of the present through the lens of the past  
- A study of the past through the lens of the present  

 
What is Australian History? 
 
National history shapes the nations present and future  
 
Gives the members of a nation a shared story  
 
Provides: 
Common history 
Common values  
Common Identity  
 
What is the role of the historian?  
 
 Somewhere in between transmitters of the truth and compromised by individual bias 
 
Historians should:  

- Inform  
- Entertain  
- Draw lessons from the past 

 
 
Nationalism and national histories  
 
 
 
When does Australian history begin?  
 
Unclear date, could be any of the following: 
 
26th of January 1788- Establishment of colonial rule  
18th of January 1788- Arrival of first fleet  
1770- James cook arrived in botany bay 
65,000 years ago- settlement of indigenous colony  
 
 
 



Lecture 1.2: Aboriginal Australia  
 

- Lived on the continent for 65,000 years 
  
 
Why do historians skip the 65,000 years prior to British colonisation? 
 

- Unfamiliar history: no written accounts, no clear moments of change    
- Presented as static and unchanging  
- British possession- misperception or deliberate forgetting  

 
 
 
What sources can we use to construct an image of pre-contact Aboriginal society?  
 
Deep Time History- Ancient Aboriginal Australia, beyond the limits of our current 
understanding  
 
Evidence- writings only date back a few hundred years, for evidence prior to this we must 
look at archaeological evidence  
 
Sources we can use to construct an image- 

1. Physical artefacts (carvings, tools, remains) 
2. Mass movements of people 
3. Environmental change: ‘Micro-areas’  
4. Aboriginal explanations of the past 
5. Post-contact, British writing and images  
6. Explorers stories that report encounters with native peoples: Charles Sturt: ‘the 

native huts…there were a number of women and children’  
 

 
‘Micro-areas’- small pockets of area that enables small groups of people to survive off the 
land. Separated from nearest neighbours by hundreds of kilometres  
 
 
Limits of sources:  

- Broad generalisations 
- Heavily dependent on European sources  
- Over 500 tribes- very distinct territory, history, dialect (language) and culture  

 
 
 
What do we know about the cultural life of aboriginal peoples prior to 1788?  
 

-  They changed the land as much as it changed them  
- Indigenous people that they emerged from the land rather than arriving from the 

land  



- Theories believe that indigenous people arrived from south east Asia, as a planned 
migration. This migration would have required a lot of planning and was a significant 
achievement  

 
Lake Mungo (NSW)- stone tools found in this area that evidence human occupation from 
50,000 years ago. Human remains found indicate rituals that were performed at this time 
(complicated death and burial rituals)  
 
 
Were aboriginal groups hunter gatherers or did they cultivate the land? 
 
The land not only gave life, it was life  
 
Aboriginal people were semi nomadic Hunter-gatherers: 

- Non-permanent dwellings 
- No farming or domesticating animals 
- Dynamic interaction with environment  

 
There is some evidence of agricultural lifestyles 
Sturts Description:  

1. Dwellings  
2. Villages 
3. Traps for fish and eels  
4. Fire sticks to burn flora, forcing fauna out to be hunted  

 
Limited knowledge of aboriginal agricultural practices: 

- Many histories start with aboriginal people but then ignore their presence in post 
1788  

 
 
Lecture 2.1 Dispossession and Possession  
 
FOCUS QUESTIONS: 
 

1. What are some of the differences between western European traditions of history 
and Aboriginal traditions of history? 

2. To what extent was Australia untouched by civilisation until the arrival of the British 
in 1788? 

3. What were (are) the implications of the claim that the British ‘discovered’ Australia? 
 
  
Part 1: 
 
Aboriginal Australia and Australian history 
 
Timeline of the nation- perceived as beginning in 1788 
 



1960’s onwards- efforts to incorporate Aboriginal History into National history 
- Migration Stories (bicentennial celebrations) 
- Aboriginal Antiquity (Tourism Australia advertisement- portrays ideas of Indigenous 

as part of the past rather than current or future)  
 
 
Imagined Community and Settler Nationalism  
 
1890’s Imagined Community: 

- 70% born in Australia  
- Common Language  
- Mostly British 
- Geographical boundaries  
- BUT no historical connection to the land itself  

 
1890’s saw Australians begin to consider themselves as belonging to Australia rather than 
Britain.  
 
Aboriginal Australians seen as a pre-settlement society from the past  
 
1890’s-1960’s- Aboriginal people written out of Australian histories  
 
 
Reason of absence of history pre-1788:  

- Not one nation but many  
- Post-1788 cultural influence negligible (white society dominated Australian history 

and Aboriginal Society ‘did not contribute’) 
- History not written down (excludes aboriginal approaches that use oral, landscape, 

art) 
 
Aboriginal traditions and uses of history 
 
Length of human occupation: 

• 1930s: few hundred years 

• 1940s: 10 000 – 12 000 years (Pleistocene period)  

• 1950s: carbon dating and DNA testing 

• 1960s: 13 000 

• 1980s: 40 000 

• 2000s: 50 000 

• 2018: 65 000 
 
 
 
Creation stories vs migration stories  
 
Dreaming Stories- moral tale, environmental lesson, mapping of landscape  
 



Settler=Migration  
Indigenous= creation 
 
Part 2:  
 
Age of discovery and imperialism  
 

• Age of Imperialism 

• Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, French, British 
 
Types of Colonies  
 

1. Exploitation Colonies (after resources) e.g. Jamaica, Malaya & Nigeria 
2. Settler Colonies  (after new European societies) e.g. US, NZ, Canada & Australia 

 
 
 
Terra Australis Incognita (Unknown south land) 
 
Dutch and French: Possession? 
 
Dutch were the first to reach the coast of Australia in 1606 however they were not 
impressed with the land being arid and lifeless 
 
Dutch improved the understanding of the location and shape of the country, including 
mapping Tasmania  
 
 
 
James Cook and Botany Bay 
 
Conquest, Consent, Discovery  
 
Captain Cook- claimed and took possession of the east coast of Australia  
 
Ways to claim colonisation- conquest, consent, original occupation  
 

- The British did not make a treaty for consent of ownership, he claimed original 
occupation as he believed that the indigenous had no clear markings of use of the 
land.  

 
- British saw themselves NOT as invaders BUT as discoverers 

 
Aboriginal Australia Facts: 

▪ Population pre-1788: ¾ million 
▪ Culture & religion: Dreaming 
▪ History: oral traditions  


