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In Memoriam – Dr Rod Fisher UQ HAPI. 5 July 2017

Leading Australian Historian of Local Studies

Image: Professor Martin Stuart-Fox, Professor Malcolm Thomis and Dr Fisher, 
in February 1996

Very few Australian universities currently teach or 
research in state, that is, regional, or local history. There 
was a time in the 1990s when Australian academic 
historians worked more diligently in local studies and 
shared the view that the history work was for everyone, 
with a wide-ranging thematic agenda, including for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groupings, and 
migrant and refugee groupings. 
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The state of play for local studies has been greatly 
redacted at Australian universities in the last two 
decades. In research, it appears that only the Centre for 
Western Australian History exists. At the end of the last 
century University of Queensland abandoned the Centre 
for Applied History, although the powers of the 
university would argue that it was transformed into the 
Centre for the Queensland Government with a large 
million-dollar grant from Premier Peter Beattie. There 
are a few fallacious arguments that institutions have 
used to defend the strategic shift in the curriculum and 
research focus.
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The first and foremost argument is that there has been 
no substantial impact for local studies. It is true that 
three universities had or has local studies courses on 
their books: 

• University of Sydney had or has HSTY1001 - History 
Workshop; HSTY2631 - Sin City? A History of Sydney

• University of Tasmania had or has HTA380 History and 
Cultural Heritage

• University of Western Australia had or has HERI5101 
Debates in Contemporary Heritage Studies
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The argument for the Centre for the Government of 
Queensland, at the University of Queensland, is even 
more fallacious with the partnership with the 
Queensland Museum in an ARC Linkage Grant. The 
benefits in local or regional studies have been pretty low 
in a supposed historical atlas that is an excelling 
collection of essays, but without any geographic analysis 
and mapping sensibilities. [click]You have to ask what 
the decision-makers were thinking in terms of 
multidisciplinary learning. Or was it a political exercise 
for the institution? I am not going into the politics of ARC 
Linkage Grant, The Queensland Atlas of Religion, where 
community scholars ended up out of the process, left 
high and dry. I understand with my good relationship 
with Dr Geoff Ginn, it was a political decision ultimately 
with only half the ARC funding requested, provided by 
the Council. 
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A second argument is that postgraduates continue to 
produce thesis work in local and regional histories, so 
what is the problem? The problem lies in higher 
education policy. Schools, departments, and facilities 
operate too much in the bubble thinking, even though, 
across three decades, sandstone universities shifted in 
naming to the multidisciplinary approaches. Hence, 
departments of history amalgamated into Schools of 
Historical and Philosophy Inquiry. With the exception of 
the very few who work in the fields like intellectual 
history, historical sociology, philosophy of history, and 
educational history, historical thesis work of 
postgraduates generally fail to consider local and 
regional factors in sufficient multidisciplinary scoping. 
Units of the Schools still operate fairly independent. The 
rare exceptions in multidisciplinary and multi-geographic 
theses might exist, but we continue the public 
perception that universities are ivory towers with 
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overspecialisation.

6



There is the last line of defence offered in the apology of 
the curriculum and research direction. It is that in the last 
few years academics have created the solution in the 
emerging field of public history, and it is true, hopefully. 
University of Sydney led the way, and we now have the 
Australia and Aotearoa NZ Public History Network. And I 
am a grateful member. Nevertheless, the engagement in 
public history has to draw on the thinking in fields, such 
as intellectual history, historical sociology, philosophy of 
history, and educational history, and also reframe that 
work available as local and regional studies, to produce 
true public discussions, inside the communities and 
inclusive of their member’s perspectives. This includes 
also the emergent and scholarly field of personal history, 
which had differences to biography and autobiography.
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1995. Ph.D. Dad and Daughter: “A history career?…ahh…ahh”

As personal history, I offer this analytic narrative to 
explain what I am saying. In the cohort of history 
doctorate graduates at the University of Queensland 
during the mid-1990s, two persons found a working life 
in the education disciplines as ‘academics’. I have put an 
invert comma around ‘academic’ because, as we will see 
as the story progresses, we, the scholars, and the public, 
in the ‘crisis of the humanities’ and the ‘culture-history 
war’ (more inverted commas), do not understand what 
an academic is. Catherine Manathunga and I, as freshly 
minted academic historians immediately ended up 
teaching and researching education theories, and as 
such, it was a horrifying shock to look back on strategic 
blunders by the decision-makers in the UQ department 
of history during our own higher education. Dr 
Manathunga has had an extraordinary research and 
teaching career in Australia and New Zealand. Her own 
experience in the early-to-mid 1990s led to her expertise 
in postgraduate education. 
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1997. 
Wining in the Griffith University's 
OVC

2004. 
Renovation in the Melbourne 
University's OVC

I was a speechwriter and higher education researcher, 
working with four Vice-Chancellors: starting out with Roy 
Webb, the oldest Australian Vice-Chancellor, at Griffith 
University, the late Alan Gilbert the neo-liberal VC of the 
Melbourne Agenda, Kwong Lee Dow, one of the nation’s 
leading educators, and Glyn Davis, one of the nation’s 
political scientist and expert in higher education policy. 
From Kwong, I had learnt much in teacher education with 
his government commissioned report. I should also 
mention that I performed research and practiced policy in 
the faculties of Law and Education at the Queensland 
University of Technology. That personal history of higher 
education and research brought me to the realisation, 
when I returned to history as a consultant in the 
marketplace, that most academic historians do not 
understand the politics, policies, and curriculum changes 
in the universities, although academics in the fields of 
education do if they are focusing on these questions.
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The critical point with the problem of University’s 
apology in the change in the curriculum direction, is that 
that such official disinterest in the wider matters of 
regional and local studies has been accompanied with an 
insular view of academic work. Universities claim that 
they do community engagement. I have enough 
evidence to state boldly, that University community 
engagement is a farce. To be sure, university history 
academics are ennobled to think that they are doing 
community engagement, but it is too often not the 
outcome. 
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What community engagement truly looks like is what 
members of the Professional Historians Associations 
(PHA) perform, out in the marketplace. Community 
engagement is not having a few community meetings, 
with university academics standing out in the front of 
the room, nor is it a process of contracting the favoured 
few professionals. Community engagement are the PHA 
projects, paid or pro-bono, which are performed in 
elevated levels of conversation and crediting community 
members for their local knowledge. Many university 
academics do not appreciate that there are members of 
local historical societies, in sufficient numbers, with 
doctorates, master’s degrees or those without degrees 
who have such a prominent level of expert reading that 
they put university academics to shame.
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Generations 
and 

Personalism

This year Paul 
Reitter and Chad 
Wellmon explain 
the origins of the 
modern research 
university in the 
early 19th Century

This year Eric Hayot
does the same for  
the late 19th

Century

Recent texts of the 
history of the 
modern University 
are rediscovering 
the philosophical 
framings

What I outlined today comes from the readings in the 
philosophy of history, and of education. My frustration, 
in the messaging, is that all of these factors were known 
from the beginning of the modern research university, 
the University of Berlin in 1810. What I have been saying 
draws from many sources in the large corpus, but to 
mention two books published this year, Paul Reitter and 
Chad Wellmon’s Permanent Crisis: The Humanities in a 
Disenchanted Age, and Eric Hayot’s Humanist Reason: A 
History. An Argument. A Plan.
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I used this slide at the Australian and New Zealand 
History of Education Society conference, a few weeks 
ago. Hopefully, it draw out the connections for you.

12



Im
ag

e
: 

O
X

FO
R

D
, E

N
G

LA
N

D
 -

JU
N

E 
1

9
, 2

0
1

3
: 

O
ff

ic
ia

l p
ro

ct
o

rs
 

an
d

 A
ca

d
em

ic
s 

p
ro

ce
ss

 a
lo

n
g 

C
at

te
st

re
et

 t
o

 A
ll 

So
u

ls
 C

o
lle

ge
 o

f 
O

xf
o

rd
 U

n
iv

e
rs

it
y 

at
 g

ra
d

u
at

io
n

 d
ay

. P
h

o
to

 1
7

8
1

5
6

5
9

3
 /

 T
o

w
n

 
G

o
w

n
 ©

 A
rs

ty
| 

D
re

am
st

im
e.

co
m

What the histories of the modern research University 
demonstrates is that, while magnificent work is done in 
areas such as communitarianism, the triangular relation 
between higher education, the State, and the nation’s 
citizenry, the concept and practice of Gown and Town 
tradition, the institutional research and education falls 
short in several ways. Two little is considered of the:

• personas cast upon the interior of a bubble worldview 
thinking, in the internalist-externalist debates;

• roles of history and sociology once had in public 
education for urban development.
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Lewis Mumford
1895-1990

Patrick Geddes
1854-1932

Images: Wikipedia

Those economic rationalist managers in the discipline 
too easily forget how history and history studies spirals 
back afresh. It was once a thriving field with the ground-
breaking informed works of Lewis Mumford and Patrick 
Geddes. Now, the work is being done by PHA members 
like myself. Recently, I began pro bono work in efforts of 
two local organisations, CEED - Citizens for Ethical and 
Environmental Development and the Brisbane Southside 
Suburban Forum. The work involves critical engagement 
with the Brisbane City Council’s Neighbourhood Plans. 
However, my research and publications in local and 
regional scoping is not limited to urban development. 
My work picks the dynamic in a host of conceptions in 
the narratives of Global and Local Culture, and the work 
involves applications from the fields of epistemology and 
ethics.
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Relationship foundation words including communication, trust, commitment, understanding, compatibility and support on the 
home beams of a house.

Illustration 44863058 © Iqoncept | Dreamstime.com

Finally, there are three better educational theories for 
local studies to claim its place. First, that there is only one 
multidisciplinary field, the Humanities, where the global 
and local are interlocked or organically whole. Secondly, 
there is no conflict between Student-Centred and 
Discipline Learning. Education is the pathway that locals 
are seeking out from material and intellectual poverty. 
And lastly, there is no necessity to create tensions 
between Compatibilist education and Conflict studies. To 
be philosophically compatibilist is not to deny that the real 
conflict exists and to recognise that some matters are 
irreconcilable. The point is those few things which are 
irreconcilable can be compatibility lived.
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