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Worksheet 1.3—Evidence

Windschuttle: Use of evidence in Tasmania
As the textbook has shown there is great debate in Australia about the way in which Aboriginal history has been recorded in recent decades. Some historians, such as Keith Windschuttle, argue that ‘black armband’ historians have exaggerated the effect of the Europeans on Aborigines, particularly in the area of disputation that resulted in violence. He has argued that estimations of deaths have been exaggerated or generated when there is little to no historical proof that this was the case.

In his book, The Fabrication of Aboriginal History, Volume One, he argues that there is no justification in the use of terms such as ‘genocide’ when talking about the connection with Australian Aboriginal post 1788 history.

He argues that the colonial governors wanted to civilise and modernise the Aborigines not exterminate them, and that their intentions were not to foster violence towards Aborigines but to prevent it.

Windschuttle argues that 118 Aborigines were killed by British settlers between 1803 and 1834. Seventy-two of these killings were during warfare in the years 1824–31, while, at the same time, 187 Europeans were killed by Aborigines.

He argues that his opponents based much of their findings on the diaries of Tasmanian Aborigines’ Superintendent George Augustus Robinson, who used his position to gain funds. Robinson, he argues engaged in official exaggeration and the recounting of unsubstantiated rumour from Aboriginal hearsay reports. He attacks another missionary—Reverend Threlkeld, from the mainland—on the same grounds: that he stood to gain from exaggerating injustices.

Windschuttle does agree that in the case of Myall Creek that a massacre occurred in 1838. But he argues that in many other cases historians have used hearsay evidence or mathematical calculations that are not credible evidence. He attacks Henry Reynolds for this particularly.

Some historians—such as Henry Reynolds, author of The Other Side of the Frontier—disagree with Windschuttle. Reynolds argues that history should be used to assist ‘reconciliation’ between Aborigines and Europeans. Reynolds argues that Australian settlers often used terms such as ‘extermination’ when talking about actions against Aborigines. Reynolds points out that Threlkeld used strong terms such as ‘atrocities’, ‘war of extirpation’, ‘bloody massacres’ and ‘punitive’ in his reports. Reynolds estimated that 20 000 or more Aborigines died in conflict with Europeans. Hhe applied a ration of 10:1 fatalities of black to European deaths on the Mainland but suggested that, in Tasmania, where breech loading or multi-shot weapons were less prevalent, the ration might be 4:1. Throughout his book Reynolds used terms such as ‘intelligent guess’ and ‘it seems reasonable to suggest’ rather than stating categorically that this number was correct. He pointed out that there were differences in each state and that in Queensland, where the introduction of self government offered less constraint, the death toll was higher. In Victoria, using recorders of the period such as E. S Parker in north-central Victoria, he stressed that the figures could range from 7:1 up to 10:1. In developing his ‘guess’ he pointed out that: ‘District officials and settlers assessed the role of violence in the decline of local populations; others noted the disproportionate number of adult women following frontier conflict and the widespread and prolonged mourning for butchered men-folk’.

This shows a use, not just of records produced by those close to the Aboriginal population but by other settlers in areas as well as officials in areas. He did not distrust people such as Robinson as Windschuttle did.

In the case of Tasmania he confidently cites Robinson: ‘They have a tradition amongst them that white men usurped their territory, have driven them into the forests, have killed their game … have ravished their wives and daughters, have murdered and butchered their fellow countrymen; and are wont while brooding over these complicated ills in the dense part of the forest, to goad each other on to acts of bloodshed and revenge for the injuries done to their ancestors and the persecutions offered to themselves through their white enemies.’
Investigate Windschuttle’s articles directly at http://www.sydneyline.com where three articles he wrote for Quadrant are available. Debate against his view by Richard Broome and Evans and Thorpe

They can be found at http://www.nma.gov.au/frontierconflict/welcome_to_frontier_conflict 

1
Suggest whether you believe that the titles of both Windschuttle’s and Reynold’s histories indicate that they will be slanted or biased towards one voice in history. Give reasons for your opinions.
2
Windschuttle argues for the use of credible evidence, yet rejects that of Robinson and Threlkeld. Why does he believe that their evidence is not credible?

3
Why would it be difficult to get an exact figure for Aboriginal deaths in Australia during the early period of European settlement and expansion?

4
What does the term genocide mean? Look this up under the website of Raphael Lemkin who coined the word: http://www.preventgenocide.org/lemkin/freeworld1945.htm
5
Why is it possible that great differences of opinion can be stated by two people who write history?

6
Robinson’s quotation is a report of oral evidence that he overheard from Aborigines or was told by Aborigines. How would you rate it as a piece of evidence? What strengths or weaknesses can be seen in using oral evidence to develop a case?

7
Do the reports offered by district officers offer more strength of evidence than reports of oral evidence? Give reasons for your opinion.
8
If Reynolds had included extracts or quotations of the ‘reports’ then would his evidence have been more compelling?

9
What do you believe are some of the difficulties of historians using primary sources of information many years after their recording? Consider the ways or means that a historian would have to use to validate these resources or allow for bias in them.
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