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Overview 

 What counts as “good” historical research? 

 What makes a “good” history book / exhibition / 
museum? 

 What’s the difference between collecting/curation 
and research? 
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Local histories 
some examples 

 What are your first impressions of these books? 

 What kind of reading do they invite? 

 Do they ask questions and answer them? 
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Some issues to consider 

 We have data – now what? 

 Is there one historical truth or multiple historical truths? 

 Can historical work be reliable and authoritative without 
being certain? 

 Do emotions and myths have a place in historical work? 

 Is objectivity important or achievable? 

 Can we risk a hypothesis about these events/phenomena? 
If so, how do we put flesh on the bones? 
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“There is no knowledge in libraries 
… rather there are codes of various 
kinds which, with ingenuity, we can 
reconstitute as knowledge.” 

Kieran Egan 



Approaches to Research 

 Organise your research – taxonomies and 
classification 

 Keep track of where you have been and are going. 

 Look for evidence you don’t have. 

 Look for conflicts/contestation/drama. 

 Do more with less – leave things out! 

 Contextualise your work. 
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Contextualising Your 
Research 

 Maps 

 Timelines 

 What is going on in the rest of the 

 Community 

 Region 

 State 

 Country 

 Empire 

 World 

 What key themes are you engaging with here? 
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Resources 

 Asking for help 
 Librarians 

 Archivists 

 Information specialists 

 Print media 
 Books 

 Journals 

 Newspapers 

 Theses, etc 

 Visual media 
 Photos 

 Maps 

 Non-print and digital 
media 
 Websites 

 Radio 

 TV 

 Film 
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Realms of understanding 
(from Kieran Egan) 

 Somatic 

 Mythic 

 Romantic 

 Philosophic 

 Ironic 
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Somatic 

 Dealing with the senses and emotion – vision, 
hearing etc but also sadness, delight, anger, fear, 
compassion, humour. 

 Do these elements “belong” in historical work? 

 If so, how do we deploy them? 
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Mythic 

 Stories, legends, mysteries, metaphors 

 Entities with a narrative trajectory which fix meaning 
and identity.  Is it fact or fantasy? 

 Images we create in our minds. 

 “Stories are our best tool for helping one person to 
understand what it is like to be someone else.” Egan 

 What are some Australian historical myths/legends? 
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Romantic 

 Good and evil, heroes and villains. 

 Individual against the elements/fates. 

 Courage and cowardice. 

 Triumph over adversity/constraints. 

 Emotion over rationality. 
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Philosophic 

 Abstract/theoretical ideas – justice, patriotism, 
loyalty, sacrifice, power, nationalism, democracy, 
gender, class, race, belief, prejudice, ideology. 

 Take your thinking beyond the particular. 

 Creating “metanarratives” – “the big picture”. 

 Individuals as agents in wider historical and social 
processes. 

 No simple answers. 
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Ironic 

 The difference between what is said and what is 
meant. 

 A meaning other than the overt or literal. 

 Disavowing the search for certainty and being 
comfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity. 

 “the modulating tool of intellectual life.” 
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Realms of understanding 
(from Kieran Egan) 

 Somatic 
 Dealing with the senses and emotion – vision, hearing 

etc but also sadness, delight, anger, fear, compassion, 
humour. 

 Do these elements “belong” in historical work? 

 If so, how do we deploy them? 

 Mythic 
 Stories, legends, mysteries, metaphors 

 Entities with a narrative trajectory which fix meaning 
and identity.  Is it fact or fantasy? 

 Images we create in our minds. 

 “Stories are our best tool for helping one person to 
understand what it is like to be someone else.” Egan 

 What are some Australian historical myths/legends? 

 Romantic 
 Good and evil, heroes and villains. 

 Individual against the elements/fates. 

 Courage and cowardice. 

 Triumph over adversity/constraints. 

 Emotion over rationality. 

 Philosophic 
 Abstract/theoretical ideas – justice, patriotism, loyalty, 

sacrifice, power, nationalism, democracy, gender, class, 
race, belief, prejudice, ideology. 

 Take your thinking beyond the particular. 

 Creating “metanarratives” – “the big picture”. 

 Individuals as agents in wider historical and social 
processes. 

 No simple answers. 

 Ironic 
 The difference between what is said and what is meant. 

 A meaning other than the overt or literal. 

 Disavowing the search for certainty and being 
comfortable with uncertainty. 

 “the modulating tool of intellectual life.” 
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Delpratt Letter 
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