
8.12 SkillBuilder: Interpreting historians’ perspectives
8.12.1 Tell me
What are historians’ perspectives?
As you study history in more depth, you will frequently encounter different historians’ perspectives
and viewpoints of events and issues. When investigating the past, historians do more than just ask what
happened and when; they examine more difficult questions, such as why did it happen and what was its
significance?

Why is it useful to study historians’ perspectives?
By studying different historians’ perspectives, we are able to gain a deeper understanding of the past.
Consider the following two statements:
a. Australia began withdrawing its troops from Vietnam in 1970.
b. When Australia began withdrawing its troops from Vietnam in 1970, the government was admitting

that the war could not be won.
Statement A is a simple statement of fact. Statement B contains the same fact, but it also offers an
explanation of why the troops may have been withdrawn. Historians, who research an event or issue
thoroughly, will ask questions of the evidence and begin to draw conclusions and offer explanations.

Often these conclusions and explanations will vary from historian to historian. It is possible for a number
of historians to produce quite different interpretations of the same event for a number of reasons, including
their reason for researching the topic, the sources of evidence they relied on and their perspective or point of
view. When we have a variety of different interpretations in relation to an issue in history, this is known as
contestability.

A contested debate between two historians occurs when each one proposes a different interpretation of
the same set of events. An example of contestability in Australian history is the debate over whether or not
it was appropriate for Australia to become involved in the Vietnam War in the 1960s. Examining debates
between historians can help you to understand how historians use sources to construct historical accounts,
and how their approach and interpretation can be shaped by their purpose and perspective, including their
political outlook.

In this SkillBuilder we will use the Vietnam War as an example in order to consider some questions you
can ask that will help you understand and interpret the perspective offered by a historian.

8.12.2 Show me
How to analyse historians’ perspectives
Asking yourself the following questions will help you to interpret the historian’s work.

Possible questions Possible answers/implications

Step 1 —What specific issue is the historian
investigating? • The cause of the conflict or the key issues

involved• The reasons why one side won or lost• The significance of the issue• The role or influence of leaders• The short- and long-term implications

Step 2 — What does the historian argue or conclude? Any of the issues raised above could be addressed and
answered by the historian.

(Continued)
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(Continued)

Possible questions Possible answers/implications

Step 3 — In what form, and for what purpose, was the
material published?

It could be a general work or one with a specific
purpose. For example, knowing that the extract was
published in a Communist Party newspaper might well
help you understand its perspective.

Step 4 —When was the work published? The timing of its publication may reflect the availability
of new sources or have some other significance.
For example, when the USSR collapsed, historians
gained unprecedented access to the Soviet archives,
which provided a wealth of new material to use in their
analysis.

Step 5 —What message is the historian trying to
convey?

It could be an explanation of the past or a warning for
the future.

Step 6 —What, if any, evidence does the historian
present?

This might include facts, statistics, quotes, anecdotal
examples or any number of other sources.

Step 7 — Contestability Where does this historian stand in any contested
debate in relation to this issue?

Consider SOURCES 1 and 2. In the table below, these two interpretations of events by historians have been
analysed by using the questions set out above. Do you agree with the analysis of these interpretations?

SOURCE 1 From Michael Sexton, ‘The war we gatecrashed’, The Age, 29 April 2005

Vietnam has cast a long shadow over American foreign policy. Since then, the American military has been anxious
to avoid a ground war with the potential for large-scale casualties. This was the reason for the lack of intervention
in Bosnia and the use of air power in Kosovo. Iraq was undertaken on the basis — which was correct — that there
would be almost no battlefield casualties, although there have been subsequent losses.

This is the continuing importance of Vietnam for Australia’s relationship with the United States. By encouraging
American involvement in the war 40 years ago, the Australian government may have made it more difficult for
its successors to obtain American assistance in a time of real crisis. Most of the men — whether politicians or
bureaucrats — who organised Australia’s entry into the Vietnam War are dead but their cynical and irresponsible
conduct might yet prove a problem for this country.

SOURCE 2 From Gregory Pemberton, ‘Conclusion’ in Pemberton (ed.), Vietnam Remembered, 2002, p. 234

Although Australia remained firmly locked in the Western camp, America’s defeat and withdrawal from Indochina,
combined with Britain’s decline, forced greater self-reliance on Australia in defence and foreign policy . . .
Australia had to chart a different course, developing its own policies towards its neighbours. It had to accept
that its main effective relations were with Asian nations, notwithstanding the great symbolic importance of the
American Alliance. A break was made with the white-supremacist South African and Rhodesian [now Zimbabwe]
regimes. Notably, immigration laws were relaxed to allow entry of non-Europeans which, although it did not
produce any great immediate racial changes in the migrant intake, was of great symbolic importance. Since then
the flow of refugees from Indochina has forced Australians to re-examine the notion of preserving an essentially
white Australia and has added new meaning to an old platitude — ‘Australia, a part of Asia’.
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Possible questions SOURCE 1 SOURCE 2

What specific issue
is the historian
investigating?

The long-term impact of the Vietnam War
on American and Australian policy

The impact of the Vietnam War on
Australian policy

What does the
historian argue or
conclude?

The United States was unwilling to commit
to large-scale ground wars.

Australia was forced to change the focus
of its foreign policy and, rather than look to
the UK or the US, to engage with our Asian
neighbours.

In what form, and
for what purpose,
was the material
published?

Newspaper article Book

When was the work
published?

2005 2002

What message is the
historian trying to
convey?

Our unwise encouragement of the US in
Vietnam may make them more hesitant to
offer us assistance in the future when we
really need their help.

Australia must develop closer relations
with our Asian neighbours, acknowledging
our geographical position in Asia. Our old
racial views need to change.

What, if any, evidence
does the historian
present?

The examples of the military interventions
in Bosnia, Kosovo and Iraq

Changes in immigration policy

Contestability He regards Australia’s involvement as
inappropriate and unwise, because it may
make the USA unwilling to come to our
aid in the future in the way it attempted to
come to the aid of the South Vietnamese
government in the 1960s.

His view on Australia’s involvement is
not stated, but he sees the US defeat
in Vietnam as providing a positive for
Australia, because it has forced us to
become more involved in Asia.

8.12.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

8.12 ACTIVITIES
1. Now it’s your turn. Using the same questions detailed in Show me, examine the historians’ perspectives

evident in SOURCES 3 and 4.
2. Suggest why contestability is an important aspect of historical inquiry.
3. Explain why different historians see an event differently.

SOURCE 3 From Dr Paul Strangio, ‘Listen up, you warmongers’, The Age, 2 August 2002

The most crucial lesson is that the political and military establishment in this country [Australia] is fallible. If
that establishment erred in Vietnam, there is no guarantee that it will not bungle things again, now or in the
future.
The related lesson is that as a society we should always be prepared to give a reasonable hearing to those

who would question the orthodoxy of Australian support for Washington’s military expeditions.
The evidence from the Vietnam era and since is that we are not particularly good at this. Too often there is

a tendency to treat dissenting opinion as illegitimate and disloyal.
Yet, when the lives of Australian combatants and the soldiers and civilians of other nations are at stake,

debate should be encouraged rather than closed down.
Otherwise, we risk being condemned to always relying on hindsight to realise that we got things wrong.
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SOURCE 4 From Paul Ham, Vietnam: The Australian War, 2007, pp. 657–8

In short, the Domino Theory was a grossly simplistic, unchanging metaphor imposed on a ceaselessly
changing, complex world. As Qiang Zhai [a Chinese historian] concluded, in his classic account of China’s
role — ‘Just as dominoes is a game for children, the . . . theory was the stuff of child’s play.’ If the Domino
Theory expressed a real fear of Soviet and Chinese aggression in the 1950s, it failed to justify a strategic
case for the American war in Vietnam in 1965. In 1955 the British had largely defeated the Chinese
‘communist terrorists’ in Malaya, a job completed by the Australians in 1960; and in 1965–66, in Indonesia,
a military junta [government] crushed the local Communist party. ‘The notion that any of Thailand, Malaysia,
Singapore or Indonesia would have gone Communist in the 1960s because Vietnam fell strains credibility,’
said Paul Kelly [an Australian historian]. Indeed, even as the Australians beat the domino drums, Washington
had lost faith in the theory. LBJ [Lyndon Baines Johnson, President of the United States, 1963–69] later
rejected the whole metaphor of toppling dominoes, and Dean Rusk, Secretary of State, never used the
phrase. It trivialised a complex situation, he felt.
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