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The wide-angle, long-range view of historians is
crucial to keeping the world’s challenges in check

DAVID ARMITAGE

THE title of this distinguished lec-
ture series gets to the heart of the
matter — the question every aca-
demic needs and many a scholar
dreads: “So what?” The challenge
comes in various forms and in
different forums. In a seminar, it is
rarely friendly: “So what’s new?”
From an administrator, it is hardly
reassuring: “Why should we fund
that?” And from the general public
— the academy’s most exacting
critics and ultimately, even in
private universities, our pay-
masters — it is fundamentally
probing: “What's the return on our
investment?”

“Your pointbeing?” “Cuibono?”
“Where’s the beef?” These are all
unavoidable questions and ones a
series like this, addressed to an
audience beyond the academy’s
walls as well as within it, is unique-
ly well-placed to help answer.

I've been asking myself these
questions a lot in the past year as
I've added chairing a department
of history to my day-jobs as a
teacher and aresearcher, mostly in
intellectual history and interna-
tional history. When friends ask
me what it’s like to be a chair, on
bad days I refer them to the dic-
tionary definition: an object on
which other people sit. On the
good days, I tell them it’s a great
chance to think broadly, not just
about the directions my own de-
partment should be going in the
next few years but also about
trends in the field, the meaning of
history (as a discipline, not as a

least, in the English-speaking
parts of it — there is now a much-
discussed crisis of the humanities,
in the US, Britain and Australia.
The motors of the current crisis,
despite its local manifestations in
different countries, are many and
miscellaneous: sharply declining
enrolments in classrooms; the
controversial rise of massive open
online courses which threaten to
create a hierarchy of institutions
and promote easily quantified
subjects at the expense of those
that cannot be reduced to
machine-readable responses; the
shifting boundaries between
scientific and non-scientific disci-
plines which can make humanistic
studies seem quaint or luxurious
to some; genuine concerns about
employability among students
and their parents; ideologies of
“impact” and “relevance”; a creep-
ing instrumentalism among ad-
ministrators; and the squeezes on
public(and private) university rev-
enues that inform them, among
others.

Battling these challenges, from
within and without, can feel like a
struggle against the many-headed
Hydra: Herculean (and therefore
heroic) but unremitting because
every victory brings a new adver-
sary. These challenges affect his-
tory asmuch as the other humani-
ties subject: although history is
counted among the social sciences
atmy university, its patterns of en-
rolments over time mirror closely
those of subjects like English,

Only by delving deep into the past can we hope to project ourselves imaginatively any meaningful distance into the future

Australia’s
histories are
exemplary for
the kinds of
boundary-
breaking efforts
other historians
around the world
are now
attempting

then, barely 10 per cent of students
majored in humanities subjects,
and it was the late 60s and 70s,
when enrolments boomed, that
appear to be the anomaly.

Deeper digging has also re-
vealed a crucial gender dimension
to these figures: much of the al-
leged flight from the humanities
hasbeen the movement of women,
first into and then out of humani-
ties subjects; the proportion of
men taking these subjects has
barely changed since 1950.

etymological meaning of the
Greek word from which the term
“history” and its analoguesin other
European languages derive. It
therefore long preceded the very
recent confining of such modes of
understanding into professional
disciplines and academic depart-
ments, and has a long pedigree
within broadly classical systems of
education from late antiquity to
the 20th century.

For much of that time, history
was a more or less practical pur-

national, or global. This retreat to
the margins is partly self-inflicted,
partly the unintended conse-
quence of professionalisation,
partly the result of more aggress-
ive claims to influence by other
academics, especially economists,
But damage done can be undone,
New directions in historical
work can help bring historians
back into the marketplace ofideas.
History is broadening its horizons
in space and expanding its hor-
izons in time. Where once his-

AP

roughly biological time-spans that
have defined most recent histori-
cal writing,

One of the many reasons I like
to visit Australia frequently is that,
in matters of big history, Austra-
lian historians’ approach to the
past has consistently pointed to
the future of the discipline else-
where inthe world, The tyranny of
distance — perhaps more optimis-
tically thought of as the thickness
of long-distance connections —
has encouraged Australian histo-

cycles of budgets, elections, and
investment returns. It is along
these lines that universities, espe-
cially in Britain and Australia,
have been asked by governments
to demonstrate the impact of their
teaching and research; however,
as the V-C of Sydney University,
Michael Spence, noted last week,
“impact, as defined in this context,
is always short-term” while uni-
versities remain “the one player
capable of making long-term,
infrastructure-intensive research
investments” over decades, with
often unforeseeable results.

The longer perspectives af-
forded by this new, enlarged view
of history have obvious relevance
to our current situation. Since
World War 11, planning horizons
and budget-cycles around the
globe had shrunk even more dras-
tically than the timescales of histo-
rians. Electoral cycles and models
drawn originally from military
strategy and economic forecasting
narrowed the focus of policyma-
kers and NGOs to periods of be-
tween one and five years. Itis little
wonder, then, that global govern-
anceisin collapse, inequality with-
in countries is rising (even as the
inequalities between them are de-
clining), or that climate change is
almost certainly already beyond
human remedy.

All these crises have deep roots,
stretching back respectively to the
mid-20th century (and the rise of
modern international insti-
tutions), the late 19th century (and
the acceleration of capitalism), or
the late 18th century (with the
beginnings of the anthropocene),
ataminimum,

History isnot, as some econom-
ists might tell us, reducible to path-
dependency. The future need not
runin theruts of the past, It is poss-
ible to jump the tracks and take a
new direction, just as it is feasible
to go back through the past to
discover paths not taken.

Only by scaling our inquiries
over so many decades, centuries,
or even millennia, can we hope to
understand the genesis of our
present discontents. And only by
delving deep into the past can we
hope to project ourselves imagin-
atively any meaningful distance
into the future:- as Winston
Churchill once said; “The longer
you can look back, the further you
can look forward.”

For these reasons, the future of
the past is in the hands of his-
torians. “So what?” you might ask?
Well historians can be guardians
against parochial perspectives and
endemic short-termism. Once
called upon to offer their advice on
political development and land-



<iAnnotate iPad User>


<iAnnotate iPad User>
The Australian Higher Education Supplement 
(21 August 2013), p. 36.


metaphysical force), and the fate
of the humanities.

Many of you will remember the
benighted, bumbling head of de-
partment in Kingsley Amis’s novel
LuckyJim (1953) who portentously
answers his office phone, “History
speaking”. I can’t claim to speak
with the voice of history but I do
want to reflect on some of the pur-
poses of history as an academic
discipline, precisely to answer that
salutary question — “So what?” —
before it gets too late,

What's the rush, you might ask?
The hurry comes from the worry
that history might be in decline or
en route to obsolescence along
with its sibling disciplines in the
humanities. Across the world —at

French, or German, for example.
One advantage historians pos-
sess is perspective; we can see that
there have been recurrent crises of
the humanities over the past 50
years and that this one is nothing

new. A historian has also shown -

that some of the panic about
shrinking class-sizes is misplaced.
If judged from a peak in the 1970s,
it can indeed look like the bottom
is falling out of the humanities,
with The Wall Street Journal
reporting a drop of almost 50 per

cent in the proportion of US’

students majoring in humanities,
from 14 per cent in 1966 to 7.6 per
cent in 2010.

The decline appears less shock-
ing if the baseline is 1945 not 1966:

Whether these findings would
hold true in quite the same way in
Britain or Australia, I donotknow.
But two things are clear. The
humanities do perceive them-
selves to be embattled and are on
the defensive, throughout the
English-speaking world; and their
methods — particularly, the long-
term analytical perspective
afforded by history — can help to
identify meaningful rather than
misplaced causes for concern.

What then can be done to
snatch history from the bonfire of
humanities?

History, understood as an
inquiry into the past, has been
pursued in various forms for over
2000 years; indeed, “inquiry” is the

suit, a guide to public life, for
rulers, their advisers, and citizens:
to provide “philosophy teaching
by examples,” as one classic tag
had it, or to be the “guide to life”
(magistra vitae), as Cicero famous-
ly putit. It deployed analysis of the
past precisely to shape the future.
It is only in the past century that
history has gradually lost this pub-
lic, future-oriented mission,
though there are signs that its vo-
cation — in a more critical, demo-
cratic, evenradical guise—may be
returning.

History’s place in public life
remains fragile and uncertain, to
the point that historians now
occupy very little space in policy
debates, whether national, inter-
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Lecturer in Civil Infrastructure Design and Operation | Reference No: 1520

The Faculty of Science, Health, Education and Engineering {FOSHEE) is seeking to
appoint a Lecturer in Civil Infrastructure Design and Operation with a focus on civil
construction and municipal work environments to contribute to the development

of teaching and research activities in this area. Teaching areas of particular interest
include subject material on Urban Infrastructure design, Construction Supervision,
Construction Methodology, Traffic Management and Engineering Asset Management.

The Lecturer will develop subject content in these areas, as well as contributing to
the delivery of foundational engineering courses. He or she will also be encouraged
to undertake appropriate research that creates a teaching/research nexus.

The initial focus will be on the teaching programs, while contributing to the
design and development of our research facilities.
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The Faculty of Science, Health, Education and Engineering (FOSHEE) is seeking to
appoint a Lecturer in Engineering (Construction management) with a focus on civil
innovation in Australia and internationally, to contribute to the development of
teaching and research activities in this area. Teaching areas of particular interest
include subject material on Construction Technology, Construction Methodology,
High rise Construction and Engineering Asset Management.

The Lecturer will develop subject content and in these areas, as well as contributing
to the delivery of foundational engineering courses. He or she will also be encouraged
to undertake appropriate research that creates a teaching/research nexus. The initial
focus will be on the teaching programs, while also maintaining and developing
research projects and supervision of honours students and candidates for higher
degrees by research. A key role of the position is to support the Professor of
Engineering in establishing a leading engineering teaching and research program
that will produce civil engineering graduates who are matched to industry and
employer professional needs, with the ability to be immediately productive in the civil
construction industry.

Obtain the position description/s, selection criteria and details on how to apply
from our website www.usc.edu.au/jobs or via email jobs@usc.edu.au

If you require more information, please contact:

Professor Mark Porter

Discipline Leader, Engineering

School of Science, Education and Engineering

Telephone: +61 7 5459 4527

Email: Mporter1 @usc.edu.au

Applications close:
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torians preferred the microscope,
we're reaching again for the tele-
scope; landscapes as well as por-
traits are increasingly in the histo-
rian’s repertoire; the long shot is
once more joining the close-up as
a major perspective on the past.
No other form of humane inquiry
is so well equipped to go wide and
to go deep at the same time.

BIG is back across a spectrum of
new and revived modes of histori-
cal writing. Grandest of all is “Big
History”, an account of the past

. stretching back to the origins of

the universe itself. More modestin
scope, because it includes only the
human past, is the still remarkably
expansive “Deep History”, which
spans some 40,000 years and
deliberately breaks through the
entrenched boundary between
history and pre-history. And more
focused still, yet with perhaps the
most immediate resonance for
present concerns, is the history of
the Anthropocene, the 200-year
period in which human beings
have comprised a collective actor
powerful enough to affect the
environment on a planetary scale.

The timescales of these move-
ments are, respectively, cosmo-
logical, archaeological, and
climatological: each represents a
novel expansion of historical per-
spectives, and each operates on
horizons longer — usually much
longer — than a generation, a
human lifetime, or the other

rians to be at the forefront of trans-
national and global history.

And the timescales of Austra-
lian history have likewise spurred
them to innovate with different
temporalities in ways other histo-
rians are only just beginning to ap-
preciate. As scholars such as Ann
McGrath, Libby Robin and Alison
Bashford have all recently pointed
out, Australia’s history must ar-
ticulate two very different hor-
izons, one of roughly 40,000 years,
the other going back only to 1788,
This demands the integration of
indigenous and settler history, ar-
cheological and anthropological
perspectives, local and global his-
tories, histories of deep time and a
longish durée simultaneously.

In this sense, Australia’s histor-
ies are exemplary for the kinds of
boundary-breaking efforts other
historians around the world are
now attempting. If anyone asks
Australian historians “So what?”,
then this can be one of the most
powerful answers they can give —
that they lead the world in both
transnational and transtemporal
history, often concurrently.

These various forms of trans-
temporal history stretch across
timescales far larger than those.of
most of us who live under the rule
of governments, the supervision of
civil servants, or the care of non-
governmental organisations.

The planning horizons of all
these institutions range from one
tofive years, or the limits set by the

reform, the creation of the weiiare
state and post-conflict settlement,
historians, along with other
humanists, effectively ceded the
public arena, nationally as well as
globally, to the economists and
occasionally political scientists.
(When was the last time yousaw a
historian writing a regular column
for the New York Times or being
seconded to the White House
from their academic post, let alone
consulting for the World Bank or
advising the UN secretary-
general?)

Itis little wonder that we have a
crisis of global governance, that
we're all that the mercy of unregu-
lated financial markets, and that
anthropogenic climate change
threatens our seas and cities, our
food supplies and water sources,
political stability and the survival
of species, to mention just a few
foreseeable but increasingly un-
avoidable consequences. To put
these challenges in perspective,
and to combat the short-termism
of our time, we urgently need the
wide-angle, long-range views only
historians can provide.

Historians of the world, unite!
There is a world to win — before
it’s too late.

David Armitage is chair of the
Department of History at Harvard
University. This is an edited
version of the So What? speech he
delivered at the University of NSW
on August 15.
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Dean School of Medicine
Fremantle Campus

The University of Notre Dame Australia is seeking a highly respected medically qualified leader
to be Dean of the School of Medicine, located on its Fremantie Campus in Western Australia.

The Dean will be responsible for the continued development and academic and executive
leadership of the first Australian medical school in a Catholic University.

This appointment presents an outstanding opportunity to shape the future of the next generation of
doctors in a medical school which is recognised for its innovation and focus on student outcomes.

The University of Notre Dame Australla
is a Catholic university with campuses
in Fremantle, Broome and Sydney.
The Objects of the University are the
provision of university education within
a context of Catholic fatth and values
and the provision of an excellent
standard of teaching, scholarship and
research, training for the professlons
and the pastoral care of its studenm/

The new Dean of Medicine will be a person with a strong academic and clinical background;
possess experience in clinical university teaching and management; be highly supportive of the
Objects of the University; and be able to work closely with the other Deans and the University's

The Dean will have important liaison and leadership roles with Federal and State heaith
authorities, the leaders of the State’s public and private hospitals and the medical profession,
extending through to specialist colleges and industry bodies.

See: www.nd.edu.au/fremantle/schoo!s/medicine/medfreo.shtml

Informal enquiries regarding this post can be directed to Vicki Austin,
Kennedy Austin Executive Search, email: vicki@kennedyaustin.com
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