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This quarry cries on havoc.
Which now to claim my vantage doth invite me.
I have some rights of memory in this kingdom,
For me, with sorrow I embrace my fortune:
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Public history in Australia
Paul Ashton (University of Technology, Sydney)



Public history is an elastic term. It can be broadly defined as an array of practices that communicate
and engage with historical meanings in the public sphere. In Australia, public history can be traced back
to the mid 19~ century and to journalists, novelists and antiquarians. But the term was generally not in
use until the mid 1980s. Some major forms of history, such as urban history, had gone ‘social’, reflecting
the rise of the new social history. But none had gone public. The first public history university programs
were set up in 1988 at both Monash University — by urban historian Graeme Davison who saw his role
as sending academically trained historians out into the world — and the University of Technology
Sydney — by radical feminist Ann Curthoys — who saw history as more of a grass roots thing. But both
programs were labelled ‘Applied History’. As Graeme Davison has noted, the term evoked ‘the brave
attempt of some American historians to apply historical analogies to the solution of public policy
dilemmas’. This, however, was out of line with freelance practice in Australia and it had blue-collar
connotations. So public history became the preferred name for the field.

While academic historians began establishing a small number of university courses, freelancers, who
were often their current or former students, began to organise themselves. In South Australia, a
professional historians’ association was formed in 1981. Two years later a professional body was
created under the wing of the History Institute of Victoria which had been set up by three Victorian
universities. The Professional Historians Association of NSW Inc (PHANSW) opened for business in
1985. But business was not the only thing of interest to its members.

For a number of years, the NSW body was torn between its professional mission — to represent and
promote freelance history — and a quest for academic recognition. Looking back on the Association’s
early years in a 2003 article in Public History Review, past President Tony Prescott concluded that a
‘lot of attention was ... focussed on the legitimacy of public history and, in retrospect, it is evident that
undue attention was given to attempting to justify this aspect of professional practice to academic
colleagues’. Ironically, it was academic historians that first called the practice public history, reflecting
the rise of the academic sub-field in the United States through a proliferation of postgraduate courses
and doctoral programs and the establishment of the refereed journal The Public Historian in 1978.
Unlike their American cousins, association members across Australia called themselves professional
historians. A new (pecking) order in the world of history in Australia was being constructed. But this
world was starting to fall apart from the 1980s with the overhaul of the university sector in Australia in
the middle of that decade and the rise of vocationalism, the corporatisation of universities and their
embrace of neo-liberalism. (There were around 2400 academic historians in Australian universities in
the early 1970s; there are now around 400. There are currently around 350 ‘professional’ historians.)

‘Commitment to the idea of public history’, Ann Curthoys and Paula Hamilton wrote in an article in
the first volume of the Australian journal Public History Review published in 1992, ‘is a commitment
to a concern with audience, historical practice and institutional context’. At this stage, however, most
‘professional’ as opposed to academic historians were not committed to public history. These
professionals ranged from a small number of community engaged or activist historians and a few who
worked in cultural institutions, to a large majority of individuals who were primarily focussed on
running their consultancies in areas such as heritage and commissioned history. Some academics also
questioned the legitimacy of public history. Did market forces and the commissioning process
necessarily compromise the field? David Cantor, an American historian of medicine, insisted that
critical distance is undermined ‘by the purse-strings and obligations of contract work’. But questions
of critical distance are not confined to commissioned history, which includes not only books but a range
of products such as heritage reports and trails, museum exhibitions and community projects. Knowledge
production in the academy can also be driven by funding agendas as well as ideological fashions. The
buying of history, too, does not entail selling out.

A few academics, such as David Carment, Peter Spearritt, Lenore Layman and, for a brief period in
the mid 1990s before returning to the Sydney City Council as the City Historian, Shirley Fitzgerald,
engaged creatively with and sometimes practiced as public historians. But the traditional academic
hierarchy, which not surprisingly placed academics at the pinnacle of historical practice, continued to
dominate, though this did start to break down from the 1980s. New types of history — women’s, oral,
Aboriginal, immigration, gay and lesbian — had democratised the practice. From the 1990s, the internet
rapidly shrank the world of history. Ordinary people were able to access sources that had largely been
the restricted to academics on sabbatical or the well-to-do. In the late 1980s and 1990s, postmodernism
also forced some traditional historians to reconsider the discipline.



One of the earliest critics of the elitist historical paradigm was Brian Crozier who for a time worked
at the History Institute of Victoria, where power struggles developed over the question of who owned
the past. In 1989, he wrote an article in the Australian Historical Association’s Bulletin titled ‘The
historical community; or, seeing the whole elephant’. As Greg Denning was to write in the journal
Rostrum, Crozier ‘saw before most of us that history was a public thing. It didn’t belong to academic
history departments. It didn’t belong to establishment antiquarians. .. there were historians in museums,
galleries, in archives, in newspapers, in schools whose needs were not being met by academic history’.
While banks, corporations and government departments could commission histories, most people’s
need for the past were likewise not being met by the new professionals unless they could afford to pay
for their services. Many people, too, do not want to purchase their pasts. They want to make their own
histories.

In 1990, American historian Michael Frisch’s book A Shared Authority was published. It essentially
took Brian Crozier’s position. Historical authority was not something that formally trained historian
passed on to deserving lay practitioners. Rather, it was a process of historical meaning making in which
anyone could participate, albeit in different ways and for different purposes. But who has authority in
different historical practices and how is it gained? Professional associations can lend authority via
accreditation. Legislation, such as heritage acts, can give practitioners authority through the force of
law, tying them into the state. Academics gain authority by processes of peer review and academic
promotion. Re-enactors gain authority through authenticity: they pride themselves on using genuine
reproductions or, if at all possible, ‘the real thing’. All of these practices and processes are legitimate
and largely unassailable. Communities can also confer authority. This can take the form of ‘trust
bestowed’ and access granted to archives or memories or of collaborations with communities. I’ll give
you an example of a project that [ was involved in with the Italian community in Sydney.

It is Saturday the 22~ of May 2010. I am standing in Sydney’s Customs House at Circular Quay at an
exhibition on Sydney’s Italian Fruit Shops. Five hundred people spanning three generations are there.
The exhibition is to be launched by the State Minister for Education, Verity Firth. There is a lot of food
and speeches. It is running for five months and then travelling to Griffith which has a large Italian
population. (It travelled for two years to other places.) Many thousands of people write glowing
comments in a growing pile of visitor books.

Ten years earlier, the Heritage Committee of the non-profit organisation for Italian-Australians,

CoAslt — the Italian Association of Assistance — had written to us at the Australian Centre for Public
History. The letter had a long list of historical projects that the Committee was keen to get of the ground.
Could we assist? Italian fruit shops was one of them. Their importance in the metropolis, and their
impact on Sydney’s food culture, made it a stand out project. It started with a seeding grant from the
Heritage Branch of the New South Wales Department of Planning and was boosted by a much larger
one from the Australian Technology Network of Universities. Volunteers from CoAslt were trained to
do some of the forty-two digitally recorded oral histories. Material culture — including weighing scales
and a seventy-year-old fruit barrow — was located. And over 220 photographs dating from 1906 were
digitised. The first stage in collecting images started with inviting — through word of mouth, CoAslIt’s
newsletter and newspaper ads — people to come to UTS with their photos on a Saturday for cake and
coffee. We had 39 rsvps. One hundred and fifty people turned up.
Amid the gentle chaos Jennifer Cornwall, Ourinata Karadimas and I manage to digitise 150 images,
collect information for captions and get the owners of the photographs to sign release forms. My security
pin number is frozen for ‘irregular use’. Security is not expecting this many people. Level two of the
Humanities building, Bon Marche, is full of Italians. Nine years later, CoAslt’s Heritage Officer, Linda
Nellor, gained funding and assistance from Sydney Markets and the Sydney City Council to mount an
exhibition which Linda, Paula Hamilton and myself curate. We work with the brilliant, young designer
Beau Vandenberg. Transcripts of the interviews, sound grabs from them and the photographs go up on
CoAslt’s website.

For the Italian-Australians who were part of this project, from hands-on involvement to simply
attending the much-anticipated launch, history had very specific purposes. But these were not academic.
Modes for understanding the past are also multiple and not limited to traditional written history. Indeed
the broad range of activities that have become part of ‘doing history’ have worked to redefine the
practice. As Marnie Hughes-Warrington wrote in her book History Goes to the Movies: Studying
History on Film, ‘there is no “history” apart from historical practices. Nor... is there any logical,



universal or unchanging reason to talk about one practice as “more historical” than another. If we value
some historical practices over others, it is because of historical decisions. And because our views on
what history is are themselves historical, they are subject to re-evaluation and change’.

The definition of history has become contested. For some academics, history entails ruthless analysis
and rigorous interrogation. For others its purpose is to demolish myths. But insisting that all should
subscribe to such definitions is unsustainable. Academic historians need to share. Notions of authority
have become more varied. People who know local traditions or have particular knowledge of a
landscape or special social knowledge can assume certain types of authority. And capital ‘H’ historians
no longer have a monopoly on skills or historical insights. History in Indigenous communities has other
complicated dimensions. Postcolonial scholars have admonished academic historians for largely failing
to give voices to non-western groups traditionally excluded from both power and the writing of history.
Some Aboriginal communities also demand control and ownership over their pasts.

Public history is the practice of historical work in a wide range of forums and sites which involves
the negotiation of different understandings about the nature of the past and its meaning and uses in the
present. It operates at the intersections of these historical practices in our culture. In his monumental
work Theatres of Memory, Raphael Samuel urged his readers to think of history ‘as an activity rather
than a profession’. This did not exclude academics and freelance historians who collectively practice
history with great affect. But in this view they are neither the captains nor the owners of history but
fellow travellers with the diverse range of people who work with the past in the present.
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Public History in Indonesia

Kresno Bramantyo (University of Indonesia)

Abstract

In this paper, we look at what public history means in Indonesia, how it has taken shape, and why it
matters. Instead of becoming a recognized academic subdiscipline, public history in Indonesia has been
formed through fluctuating and contentious practices. They have been shaped by colonial knowledge
systems, state-controlled historical narratives, cultural production, and grassroots efforts to recall the
past. With wider global discussions of public history to ground Indonesia, the paper places Indonesia
within a global discourse of ongoing public history (and thus questions of historians’ concern itself with
questions of historical authority, using the violence of 1965-1966 as a guiding analytical point: It
presents this event as its most significant argument. It makes the case that, without such meaningful
transitional justice, public history has emerged as a crucial locus of acknowledgment, moral reflection
and civic activity. The article offers a context-relevant system of public history in Indonesia that
prioritizes ethics, cooperation, and historical responsibility.



Introduction: Why public history in Indonesia?

The paper opens with a deceptively simple question: what does it mean to do public history in
Indonesia? Public history, although in use throughout the world these days, for more than forty years
has been considered a term of common usage, its institutional presence in Indonesia is uneven. But
history itself has always been thoroughly public in this regard. It’s been, at various times, a form of
colonial governance, a language of nationalist mobilization, an instrument of authoritarian discipline,
and—more recently—a resource for memory activism and struggles for justice.

The central point of the proposed argument is that the public history of Indonesia is not to be understood
primarily as a professional skill or a disciplinary field of the institution. Thus, it must be understood as
a collection of practices in which historical significance is produced and negotiated in public places
characterized by unequal political relations of power, unresolved forms of violence and consecratory
claims to authority. This viewpoint refutes Euro-American models of public history that prioritize
universities, museums, and professional associations as central sites of the discipline. In the Indonesian
context, a lot of the world’s most significant forms of public history have developed outside these
institutions.

Methodologically, this paper relies on public history scholarship, memory studies, and Indonesian
historiography. From an empirical perspective, it concerns itself with cultural production, community-
derived memory work and public responses to the history of 1965-1966 post-1998 post-political
upheaval. The conversation is structured around three main positions. For one, that public history has
existed in Indonesia for a long time before the existence of formalized institutions. Second, the events
of 1965-1966 serve as both a moral and analytical pivot for public historical practice. Third, doing
public history in Indonesia would mean a fundamental rethinking of historical authority and ethical
responsibility.

Global Debate: Public History as Practice and Field.

Public history is a term that is sometimes read as elastic, as elastic or capacious. Rather than a bounded
discipline, it represents a broad variety of activities by which historical material is generated and
disseminated and used beyond the academy. History, as the sociologist Raphael Samuel so famously
made clear, is not a profession in the sense that history can be reduced to a profession but to an activity,
one whose multiple “actors are to be involved at every level” while also helping to create meaning in
the past.

By graduate programs, professional organizations, specialist journals, etc., public history became a
professional field (in the US and Australia). With the institution grew came debates about professional
legitimacy, critical distance, and how history is shaped by market forces. Michael Frisch’s influential
conception of “shared authority” contested hierarchical models of knowledge, instead proposing that
historians make meaning through dialogue with the publics with whom they work rather than having
authority based on their autocratic elite.

More recently, however, popular and political-history scholarship public history scholars have grown
to view their own limitations more critically. Institutional narratives borrowed from Euro-American
settings cannot be treated as universal templates. Public history practices had long existed in much of
Asia, Africa and Latin America long before they were named or institutionally established. They are
intimately linked to postcolonial struggles about memory, identity and sovereignty. Thus, public history
in Indonesia is not an inferior or late-developed version of Western models, but a field determined and
articulated along with historical and political conditions.

Public History in Indonesia.

To comprehend public history in Indonesia now, we must at short notice view how history itself has
been written and disseminated publicly. These genealogies may help to explain why questions about
authority, trust, power are so central. Historical and ethnographic knowledge played a significant role
in colonial rule of the Netherlands Indies. Disciplines like archaeology, philology and anthropology
were not academic subjects for that matter; they were instruments of governance. They were leveraged
to categorize populations, justify colonial power, and naturalize social hierarchies.



Museums and monuments and scholarly publications became important components in this process.
They operated as public realms in which colonial readings of the past were framed as objective and
authoritative. As such history was already very public—but it was almost completely conversant with
colonial power. These practices cemented an early interrelationship between history, authority and
publicity. The colonial archive was not neutral. It determined what could be known, what could be kept
and—crucially—who was permitted to speak. Indigenous ways of knowing about the past didn’t vanish.
They continued by oral traditions, ritual practices, local chronicles. That said, these kinds of historical
knowledge were marginalized and made outside the purview of official regimes of truth.

The nationalist movement of the 1920s transformed the relationship between public history and public
understanding of it radically. History emerged as a potent mobilizing element. Leaders of the national
liberation movement, of anti-colonialism, appealed to a shared history of resistance, suffering, and
togetherness, connecting historical grievance with a vision for a political future.

After independence, nationalist historiography was institutionalized through schools, memorials and
monuments among the new state. History was an essential tool to construct national identity. During
this time, we saw a blurred distinction between academic history, political narrative and popular
memory. It was both scholarly and performative, revolutionary memory. It didn’t just reside in
textbooks, but in ceremonies, anniversaries, and public rituals. History as a public phenomenon in this
sense was central to nation-building — though it was also heavily intertwined with the ideological
priorities of the state.

New Order and Authoritarian Public History.

History came to be seen as an explicit technology of control under the New Order. The state codified
and sanctioned a single, authoritative story of national development, while other, alternative memories
were either repressed or criminalized altogether. Museums, textbooks, and especially film were used to
police historical comprehension and political imagination.

Significantly, there was not a lack of public history during this era. It was monopolized. There was
history everywhere in public life, but ordinary people had no space to interrogate, reinterpret or contest
its meanings. The past was shown but barely argued about. And this legacy has continued to affect us.
It remains the framework that governs ongoing struggles for historical authority, public confidence, and
the legitimacy of alternative narratives. Grasping this history of control is one way to understand why
public history in Indonesia today feels tinged with tension, caution, and profound ethical stakes.

Reformation and the Fragmentation of Historical Authority.

The post-1998 political transformation (Reformasi) was a landmark event in the shaping of how history
was discussed in public. Speech restrictions were loosened, archives — however unevenly accessible
— became more open to public, and civil society groups began documenting histories long suppressed.
Survivors of political violence and from regional conflicts, state repression—more and more, they
would claim their right to tell their own stories. What is especially remarkable of the period is the
diversity of historical practices that emerged. Public history was something that could take many forms:
community archives, oral history projects, documentary films, art installations, public conversations,
and, in the late decades, digital platforms. A lot of it all took place outside of universities and formal
state institutions. The work was driven, instead, by activists, journalists, artists, and local communities
who found their immediate, moral, and political needs.

Consequently, historical authority was fragmented. No one entity, not even the state or academy or
cultural institutions, could credibly claim ownership of the past. Public history became a battleground,
with competing narratives, memories, and approaches coming to blows against each other for
recognition. So fragmentation did not deliver clarity or consensus. But it changed the landscape
irreparably. Once upon a time history was spoken in a single voice. It turned into something to be
contested, negotiated and often painfully reopened upon — sowing the seeds of both new possibilities
and new strains in public engagement with the past.

Media, Literature, and Cultural Production as Public History.



In Indonesia literature, film, theatre, and visual art have been central to how we engage with public
history of the past. Part of this is due to structural constraints, and partially structural constraints for the
past—specifically restricted access to archives and academic spaces in the authoritarian period with
limited access to archives and academia. But it also represents something deeper: cultural traditions of
storytelling, performance, and narrative authority which are culturally dispersed rather than locked into
formal institutions.

Historical novels, memoirs, and essays have always stepped in on past public opinion debates. Works
addressing colonialism, revolution and political repression often had audiences far beyond those in
university classrooms. What matters to them is not just what they portray, but what they allow. They
inspire empathy, moral imagination, and historical awareness. In so doing, they do the sort of
interpretive work public historians around the world might link to exhibitions or heritage projects —
putting events in perspective, elevating marginalized perspectives, challenging official narratives.

Film has been just as influential. State-sponsored film, under the authoritarian regime, served as a
teaching means to embed approved “legitimate” histories in popular culture. Independent
documentaries and feature films, though, emerged as counter-histories after the political transition.
These works reopened uncomfortable questions of responsibility, victimhood and silence. Crucially,
they were seldom consumed passively. Screenings were frequently succeeded by public exchange and
community tours and informal networks of circulation, the transformation of film into a participatory
public history.

Visual arts and performance have pushed this sphere even farther. Installations, reenactments and site-
specific works activate historical memory in public space. They ask audiences to confront vestiges of
violence in the forms of everyday spaces — streets, buildings, mundane landscapes. These practices
subvert the text-cantered view of history to locate the authentic ways of working with history in feeling,
personification, and space. When we consider the above in concert, cultural production in Indonesia
demonstrates public history’s presence in all corners of humanity, not even restricted to museums or
heritage institutions. It emerges as practices that render the past tangible, emotionally salient and
morally urgent in the present.

Digital Public Records : New Audience.

The digital revolution has profoundly reconfigured public history in Indonesia. Online archives, other
social media, podcasts and community-led websites have been instrumental in breaking down barriers
to engagement, allowing other narrative voices around history to permeate. Digital media, in particular,
has become the main way that younger people are exposed to the past.

Digital public history has been particularly crucial for documenting experiences long excluded from the
official record. Community collection, oral history archives, and shared memory projects enable
survivors and their descendants to literally contribute to the making of historical knowledge. These
initiatives, in turn, respond to the gaps in the archives that have developed for decades, as a result of
decades of censorship and neglect. They do so, however, at the same time confronting new and complex
questions of verification, consent and long-term preservation.

This is where social media becomes a double-edged sword. It allows campaigns to raise historical
consciousness, activities to commemorate it and for more voices to be heard in discussions of history.
On the other, it magnifies simplification, misinformation and ideological fragmentation. Online
authority is frequently more based on visibility and spread than on any thoughtful analysis of evidence.

For public historians, such a digital space requires new skills, new modes of accountability. There are
just as many choices about curation, moderation and how things are contextualized as in making content.
The ethical obligation is to be not just accurate in information, but also attentive to audience
vulnerability — especially when public history includes the traumas and unresolved pasts. In the end,
digital public history in Indonesia can remind us of a simple yet important point: making the past
accessible is not the same as making it understandable. Meaningful public engagement also involves
careful interpretation, context, and constant ethical reflection.



Difficult History. The 1965 Violence

If public history is discussed in Indonesia, it inevitably involves the events of 1965-1966 and their
aftermath. The mass violence it spurred, and decades of enforced silence are at the heart of modern
Indonesian history, as if a legacy of trauma continues. For much of the New Order period, this legacy
was publicly comprehensible no other than in one form — as recounted in a single, state-sponsored
history, with scant room for doubt, debate or alternative narratives.

The story began to get questioned after 1998. Survivors, activists and scholars tried to bring a past that
had long stayed closed to society to people in public history practices. Oral history projects documented
testimonies that had never reached official archives. Public discussions, exhibitions, film screenings
and commemorative events made spaces in which recognition was possible albeit without legal due
process. Against this background, public history frequently functioned as a surrogate arena of
transitional justice. Where truth commissions fumbled and prosecutions dragged on, history can also
offer modes of acknowledgment and moral renovation. This is not to say that public history could
replace legal justice. But it does underscore its necessity in constructing ethical and political horizons
should formal mechanisms fail. However, it is still an issue to go public from 1965 onwards. Survivors
continue to bear the stigma. Public events can incite hostility or backlash, too. Historians from this
tradition have to negotiate unequal power structures and actual hazards alongside the obligation to
witness with the responsibility not to do harm.

The Indonesian experience complicates the belief that public history is all about consensus. It is in the
situations of unresolved violence that the difference from official history to “truth” may be intensified
through public history. This tension must hardly be considered a failure. Instead, it is constitutive of
historically responsible practice — one that recognizes that some pasts cannot be reconciled quickly, or
neatly, in public.

Reconsidering the Historian’s Role in a Post-Authoritarian Society

We have a fragmented vision of historical authority in post-authoritarian Indonesia, and we need to
reconsider the place of the historian. The more familiar image of the historian as a dispassionate expert
who stands in no way close to, but at arm’s length, their subject is proving increasingly unsustainable
— especially in work that is done in public spaces that often have communities directly impacted by
violence.

In practice, historians frequently work in different roles. They become agents of dialogue, interpreters
of archival documents and oral testimony and mediators between conflicting understandings of the past.
Such collaborative efforts do not undermine scholarly rigor. Instead, it remodels what rigor means. In
the process, rigor becomes a relational practice of transparency, reflexivity, and accountability, as a
reality. In public history, authority doesn’t rest just on academic qualifications. It is earned through trust.
Communities offer access to memories, places, material on a matter of ethical behaviour and ongoing
involvement over time. When that trust is breached, the harm is not limited to individual projects but
can extend to the relationship between academia and the public.

This is especially important in Indonesia, where the state has continually used historical knowledge to
pursue political goals. It is in this context that the cultivation of trust becomes not optional, but
fundamental. Public historians are obliged to be attuned to how their work could be hijacked, distorted
or politicized — and to the duties of what it is to work in a sector where history is still very much at
stake.

A New Contextual Definition of Public History in Indonesia.

So, drawing these threads together, I want to propose a definition of public history working in the
Indonesian context. Public history in this sense can be conceptualised as the practice of involving an
array of diverse publics in producing, circulating, and interpreting the past within a context defined by
uneven relations of power, contested authority, and unrectified historical injustice. Such thinking
removes us from the past and into working processes. It elevates ethics above facile dissemination and
appreciates that historical significance does not trickle down from experts to listeners. Instead, it is co-
produced. But publics are not passive recipients of history; they are actors, active producers of history



itself. Viewed like this, public history in Indonesia is not so much about where history happens as it is
about how it is made — and about the responsibilities it carries in a society where much of the past is
still deeply disputed.

Conclusion.

Finally, public history in Indonesia should not be regarded as an academic historiography on the
periphery. It becomes an arena where the legacies of violence are faced, political identity is negotiated
and alternative futures are thought of. In the Indonesian case, shows that public history goes into its
most visibility and its most consequence just where historical injustice remains unresolved.

Placing 1965-1966 in the middle of a discussion, this paper showed that public history in Indonesia is
operated under moral urgency. Without effective legal redress, public exchanges with the past do crucial
work of recognizing and acting with them. At the same time, they present historians with complex
ethical problems to navigate over representation, risk and authority.

For discussion today, the Indonesian experience similarly encourages us to look at public history as a
practice all around. How should historians do public engagement when there is no consensus and no
hope of consensus? And what kind of authority can be ethically asserted in situations marked by trauma?
And how can public history advance justice without turning into a tool of power? To see it in this way
is to see that public history is not about outreach or communication. It is one aspect of ethical historical
practice—all those that necessitate not only reflexivity and collaboration, but also ongoing sense of
responsibility to the past and the publics to whom we work.
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