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Australia’s “Moment of Truth” and the
Burden of Historical Proof
Le « moment de vérité » de l’Australie et le fardeau de la preuve historique

Matthew Graves

TEXT

The terms “post‐truth” and “post‐fact” “exploded on the social media
scene” after 2015 when “post‐truth” became the Oxford Diction aries’
2016 word of the year, although it had been “simmering for the past
decade” (Lewan dowsky 354), at least since the public a tion of the
eponymous essay by Ralph Keyes (2004). 1 Oxford Univer sity Press
retraces its origin to the early 1990s and an article in The Nation by
play wright Steve Tesich about how truth in Amer ican public life fell a
casu alty of the Iran- Contra scandal and the First Gulf War
(Kreitner 2016). 2 Australian politics has proven to be no excep tion to
this transna tional trend. Public debate became increas ingly couched
in post‐truth polit ical discourse in the ensuing years, notably when
Prime minister Scott Morrison was accused of lying by pres ident
Emmanuel Macron over the AUKUS submarine deal (ABC News,
31 Oct. 2021), a view seconded by Morrison’s prede cessor Malcolm
Turn bull (ABC Radio, 2 Nov. 2021), 3 or when Shadow Housing and
Home less ness Minister Jason Clare accused Morrison of making
misleading state ments about climate change at Cop‐26� “This bloke
doesn’t just lie, he lies about lying” (Sky News, 15 Nov. 2021).

1

An adjective defined by Oxford Languages as “relating to or denoting
circum stances in which objective facts are less influ en tial in shaping
public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief”, the
emer gence of post‐truth discourse is attrib uted by Lewan dowsky,
Ecker and Cook to “soci etal mega‐trends such as a decline in social
capital, growing economic inequality, increased polar iz a tion,
declining trust in science, and an increas ingly frac tion ated media
land scape” (353). While it was said to mark the “current moment” in
the United States (Kreitner 2016), in Australia it coin cided with the
revival of the older compound noun “truth‐telling” in the debate
about Indi genous rights and Australian colo nial and post‐colo nial
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history. “Truth‐telling” features in the 2015 edition of the Oxford
Concise Medical Dictionary where it is defined as an ethical duty
amongst clini cians to speak truth fully to their patients and tell them
“the facts openly, honestly, and unam bigu ously” (Martin 776), yet in
the nation wide consulta tions of Indi genous communities leading to
public a tion of the Final Report of the Refer endum Council on 30 June
2017, the term had long been a key notion. In the text of that report
the lexical field of “truth”, including “truth‐telling” and “true history”,
occurs no less than sixty‐three times.

This intense focus on truth‐telling is what Mark McKenna has called
“Australia’s moment of truth” (2018, 8). For Henry Reyn olds, it is the
result of “a remark able growth of histor ical aware ness” (2017, 11)
leading to the Uluru State ment from the Heart (2017); the culmin a tion
of two decades of work in Indi genous communities and civil society
to reveal forgotten histories and remake the national narrative by
coming to terms with Australia’s violent past and its deep history,
thereby moving beyond the faltering recon cili ation process towards
consti tu tional recog ni tion and lasting polit ical change. The 2021 State
of Recon cili ation in Australia Report “places truth‐telling at the centre
of how we move forward” (Mundine 3).

3

Yet, estab lishing the truth of events which are hard to docu ment
because of limited sources, and because they are shrouded in
centuries of forget ting and denial, continues to prove chal len ging and
contro ver sial. This article asks whether history can be trusted to
show the way to the truth, “when the truth may only be ashes and
dust” in the words of the 2016 Nobel Laur eate in Liter ature
(Dylan 1985), or whether shifting stand ards and burdens of histor ical
proof could be said to be gradu ally reframing the national story in
post‐colo nial Australia.

4

In the wake of the “History Wars”, the borders between truth‐telling
and story‐telling, science and liter ature, have worn thin as authors
turn to fictional recon sti t u tion and literary memoir to probe the dark
recesses of sites of memory, and histor ians to arche ology and the
earth sciences to supple ment and test limited sources (Grif fiths 179,
Roberts et al. 194). Faced with the chal lenge of writing up her
research into the massacre of Indi genous people perpet rated in 1844
by cattle station hands at Bluff Rock, a granite outcrop at Tenter field
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in northern New South Wales, “the truth of [which] remains clouded
by many conflicting versions” (“Bluff Rock”), Katrina Schlunke turned
to personal testi mony to supple ment scarce sources in her
hybrid history- cum-memoir Bluff Rock: Auto bi o graphy of
a Massacre (2005), a choice which was crit ic ally received by the
reviewer in Abori ginal History who objected that “this concern with
her own feel ings tends to under mine the integ rity of the rest of the
work […] Schlunke’s method seems to involve a kind of tyranny over
the past” (Atkinson 232).

Kate Gren villes invest ig a tion of a massacre of Abori ginal people on
the Hawkes bury River circa 1814 in the prize‐winning
histor ical fiction The Secret River (2005) (later made into a
mini‐series for tele vi sion), and its non‐fiction sequel Searching for the
Secret River (2006) exploring her settler ancestor’s role in it, sparked
a heated public history debate. The author’s asser tion (refor mu lated
in a subsequent inter view) that “histor ical novels give people who will
never read history a chance to think about some of the issues that
history raises” (Gren ville 2009), was objected to by Mark McKenna
and Inga Clendinnen who under lined the anachronism the novelist
had committed by trans posing details of the massacre from a
separate killing at Waterloo Creek two decades later (Stewart). In a
Quarterly Essay article “The History Ques tion: Who Owns the Past?”
Clendinnen rejects the novelist’s “claim to ‘know’ with equal certainty
both what is intim ated within the records and what is beyond it”, one
which exposes “a gulf” between “doing history” and “doing
fiction” (20). What distin guishes the former from the latter is the
crit ical role of histor ians who she urges to engage with the politics of
the past as its “custodians and inter preters” (15), if they are to resist
its appro pri ation by novel ists and memorialists:

6

Given the power of stories, histor ians must be on constant alert
regarding their uses, because, like their cousins the arche olo gists,
their oblig a tion is to preserve the past in its least corrupted form.
Citizens will go on exploiting the past for all manner of private and
public enter prises, reput able and disrep ut able; histor ians will go on
resisting oppor tun istic appro pri ations. That crit ical role will engage
them in “politics” broadly under stood. (Clendinnen 65)
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Implicit in curating the past “in its least corrupted form” is the issue
of the relativity of histor ical truth, the ques tion of ques tions at the
heart of evid en tiary stand ards in histor ical research, “how do we
know when we know?” (Kaestle 362). Here, Clendinnen’s posi tion
converges with that of the histori ographer John Tosh whose view is
“that the methods of academic history hold out the promise not of
‘truth’ in the abso lute sense, but of incre mental growth in our
know ledge of the past” (XII). Formal proof may be beyond the range of
histor ians, the “facts” of history are those infer ences drawn from the
avail able sources that are valid ated by the cumu lative weight of
expert opinion (Tosh 158). Tosh points to the chal lenge posed to
stand ards of proof in academic history by the post modern turn in
schol ar ship on the one hand, and the devel op ment of the growing
memory culture in society at large on the other. The task facing
histor ians is how to play their legit imate part in memory studies
without neglecting their regard for evid en tial proof (Tosh 279) or, we
might add, while leaving no stone in the field of “forgotten histories”
unturned. In answering his own rhet or ical ques tion about stand ards
of evid ence, Carl F. Kaestle reaches for another meta phor for the
early stages of histor ical research which he compares to “a lot of
horses pawing at the ground and not going anywhere yet” before
tent ative hypo theses can progress towards viable gener al iz a tions,
subject to the internal stand ards of histor ical dialogue: the
“conson ance of micro-  and macro- levels of analysis, synthesis of
contra dictory claims, and rein force ment across regions or nations”
(Kaestle 366). Kaestle concedes, like Tosh, that answers will still be
“imper manent” and incom plete, but they will “give us a little better
light for looking into the abyss” (ibid.).

7

This is where the notion of the burden of proof enters the historian’s
reck oning by analogy with Law: the onus on a party to a case to
produce suffi cient evid ence to estab lish the truth of the facts. It is
legal termin o logy Stuart Macintyre reaches for in The History Wars
when assessing the validity of Keith Wind s chuttle’s critique, in
The Fabric a tion of Abori ginal History, of the research under taken by
Henry Reyn olds, Lyndall Ryan, and their peers, into the massacres of
the fron tier wars:
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He [Wind s chuttle] imposes strin gent stand ards of evid ence—from
reput able eyewit nesses and perfectly corrob or ated—to rule out
higher numbers [of victims]. 
He applies these forensic tech niques to prosecute the histor ians, but
he also acts as counsel for the defence for the colo nial
author ities. (164–165)

Wind s chuttle’s minute exam in a tion of the evid ence is most
damaging, Macintyre concedes, where it exposes discrep an cies
between the sources and histor ians’ accounts, but in the final analysis
he finds the defence counsel culp able of enga ging in an exer cise of
“counter- history” (166), less intent on contrib uting to the
estab lish ment of the truth than to redu cing the body count (167).
With refer ence to the intense scru tiny to which Lyndall Ryan’s
The Abori ginal Tasmanians was subjected, Macintyre surmises “some
might conclude that there is no altern ative to the campaign of denial
but to compile as full an inventory as possible of the fron tier wars”,
adding pres ci ently: “It would be a lengthy, grisly and always impre cise
busi ness as the records are neither compre hensive nor unam biguous”
(Macintyre 170). Pres ci ently, because this is precisely the arduous
course that histor ians of the fron tier wars would take.

In the decade that followed, research to further substan tiate the
pion eering work of Reyn olds et al. would proceed apace. Although it
is not within the remit of this article to provide a panor amic account
of that “intel lec tual and cultural move ment that in a little over a
gener a tion has trans formed the nation’s under standing of both
tradi tional Abori ginal society and the rela tions between Indi genous
and settler Australians” (Reyn olds 2013, 5), it should begin with the
third edition of Reyn olds’s own seminal study The Other Side of
the Frontier (2006), reis sued to mark the twenty‐fifth anniversary of
the first, including a new intro duc tion in which the author sustains
his estimate of 20,000 Abori ginal dead in answer to Wind s chuttle’s
charge that his figures were delib er ately inflated (11). A few years
later, in Forgotten War, Reyn olds would revise that estimate “steeply
upwards to 30,000 and beyond, perhaps well beyond” (2013, 70) based
on a synthesis of histor ical research into conflict on the fron tiers of
settle ment accu mu lated since 1981, 4 while at the same time pressing
home the case for the board of the Australian War Memorial to
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form ally acknow ledge the fron tier wars, a call which flows from the
critique of the Anzac tradi tion formu lated with Marilyn Lake, Mark
McKenna and Joy Damousi in terms of truth‐telling in What’s Wrong
with Anzac (2010): “History runs counter to myth‐making. We write
to encourage a more crit ical and truthful public debate about the
uses of the Anzac myth” (VIII). In taking this stand, Reyn olds, Lake and
their peers took up the chal lenge issued by Inga Clendinnen to
crit ic ally engage in the politics of the past at the nexus of history and
collective memory.

Starting from the premise that “during the first half of the 20th
century the Abori gines were written out of Australian history”
(Reyn olds 2013, 11), this group of histor ians has sought to write them
back in by embed ding “the national story in the histories of our own
soil”, as Mark McKenna puts it in From the Edge: Australia’s
Lost Histories (XV), the second in a geohis tor ical series begin ning with
Looking for Black fella’s Point: An Australian History of Place (2002).
Where the first book in McKenna’s trilogy plumbs the absence of
collective remem brance at an Abori ginal meeting place on the south
coast of New South Wales, the second invest ig ates half‐forgotten
encoun ters between Abori ginal and non‐Abori ginal Australians
located at the four corners of the island- continent and on the edge of
national conscious ness. The third volume, Return to Uluru (2021),
revisits a specific site of memory, but this time an iconic mono lith at
the centre of the continent, 5 and a hidden history: the unlawful
killing in 1934 of an Aṉangu Pitjant jat jara man, Yokununna, at
Uluru/Ayer’s Rock by a mounted constable of the Northern Territory
police, William McKinnon. What distin guishes McKenna’s most recent
book from its prequels is less a meth od o lo gical change in approach—
he takes a char ac ter ist ic ally deep dive into the avail able records, both
written and oral—as a shift in histori ograph ical focus, to a case study
that ques tions the fine line between legal and histor ical stand ards of
evid ence and burdens of proof. Return to Uluru reopens a cold case:
the 1935 Common wealth Board of Enquiry into McKinnon’s alleged
ill‐treat ment of Abori ginal pris oners and fatal shooting of Yokununna.
In its final report, the Board failed to press charges, finding that the
ill‐treat ment was meted out on the instruc tions of “the respons ible
mission offi cial”, and that the shooting, though unwar ranted, was
“legally justi fi able” (to prevent escape) (McKenna 2021, 124). Apart
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from a single dissenting opinion, the Board found that “from a legal
point of view, no charge could be main tained in a court of law against
McKinnon” (McKenna 2021, 123). William McKinnon returned to his
poli cing duties and lived out the rest of his days untroubled by the
crim inal justice system. Had there been a miscar riage of justice?

McKenna reas sesses the evid ence presented to the Board with the
forensic atten tion to detail invoked by Stuart Macintyre as the
bench mark, post‐History Wars, for histor ians intent on
substan ti ating fron tier viol ence. Unlike an offi cial Common wealth
enquiry, the historian does not have to meet the legal burden of proof
or stand ards of evid en tiary truth to satisfy a court of law, only to
demon strate that its find ings were unsound because it contra dicted
its own reas oning in arguing, at once, that McKinnon’s actions were
legally justi fied, and that he should have ignored his orders and
allowed Yokununna to escape (McKenna 2021, 123). McKenna
under lines the “laboured equi voc a tion” (123) of the Board and lets the
dissenting opinion speak for itself: the “contra dictory nature” of the
evid ence made it “well‐nigh impossible to ascer tain the real truth”,
and “the natives were too afraid to give true evid ence on any matters
affecting the police” (125). The report had been fudged, truth was not
served, justice was not delivered.

11

There the historian might have rested his case, were it not for a
belated plot twist worthy of a novel. McKinnon’s daughter opens her
father’s papers to McKenna, who steps out of “the protective cocoon
of the archive” (McKenna 2021, 197) and into the commu nic ative
remem bering of family history. The discovery of McKinnon’s original
logbook for the year 1934 produces a eureka moment: the policeman’s
account that he had fired on the fugitive with intent to harm, to all
intents and purposes a hand written confes sion that he had lied to the
Board of Enquiry. It is at this point that the story separ ates into two
inter twining strands which speak to the complex heritage of fron tier
viol ence and the affective charge it continues to carry: McKenna
resolves to break “the uncom fort able truth” to the McKinnon’s family
(McKenna 2021, 242), and to bring closure to Yokununna’s
descend ants by making arrange ments for the repat ri ation of his
remains from the South Australian Museum (244). By this point, the
historian has stepped out not just from behind the archive, but from
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his conven tional academic role, to become an actor in the politics of
memory and reconciliation:

Only after I’d returned home from Uluru in 2020, did I fully
appre ciate how McKinnon was part of two histories that were
hidden, and insep ar ably entwined, in the land scape of central
Australia […]; he was a key figure in the violent history we’d erased
from national memory and, at the same time, a contrib utor to the
powerful myths of the centre we’ve invented since. He was none of
us and all of us. (253) 6

McKenna would be present at the repat ri ation of Yokununna’s
remains and reburial by his descend ants at Uluru in October 2022,
itself a signi ficant outcome of the truth‐telling process docu mented
by the land council anthro po lo gist Claire Brereton and two of his
senior family members. Brereton observes of their collab or a tion that:

13

[…] family were very inter ested in learning all that was possible
[about Yukun’s exhuma tion] from the written records. In this way, we
see the inter ming ling of oral histories with written histories by
Abori ginal people to arrive at the “truth” […] Primacy is given to oral
records; but where they are lacking, oral records are supple mented
by written colo nial records. (5–6)

Return to Uluru was heralded by Megan Davis, the chair of the First
Nations Consti tu tional Conven tion in 2017, as a companion piece to
the Uluru State ment of the Heart: “The Uluru State ment seeks to
enshrine, as this book does, the ancient polities of this land within
the frame work of Australian democracy. Return to Uluru will form an
important part of Australia’s truth‐telling canon” (2). It wasn’t the only
new history to unfold in the lee of the mono lith and the conven tion
that gathered there. In Truth Telling: History, Sover eignty and the
Uluru Statement (2021), Henry Reyn olds surveys the growth in
histor ical aware ness of the past twenty years on the road to Uluru in
five stages, from the History Wars and the recon cili ation process,
through the “writing back” of Abori ginal Australia into its war history
(albeit in the restrictive and Anzac- conformist narrative of the “Black
Diggers”), and the recog ni tion of the fron tier wars of conquest and
appro pri ation, to the “Unfin ished busi ness” of recon cili ation and
consti tu tional recog ni tion (Reyn olds 2021, 11). On the key issue of
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sover eignty, Reyn olds makes the case that the sover eignty of the First
Nations peoples survived the inva sion and co‐exists with the
sover eignty of the Crown. He concedes, never the less, that the lasting
impact of appeals of the Conven tion for a First Nations voice in the
consti tu tion and a Makar rata Commission 7 for agreement- making
and truth- telling, is uncer tain and that recon cili ation will remain
symbolic and inef fec tual without further “truth work”.

Mark McKenna lauded the engage ment of Truth‐telling as “a polit ical
call to arms” (Reyn olds 2021, 3), but where does the unfin ished
busi ness of politics leave the historian? In her review of Reyn olds’s
book Sarah Maddison expresses scep ti cism at the capa city of truth- 
telling to trans form Indigenous- settler rela tions in the absence of
struc tural change, because it means different things to Indi genous
and non‐Indi genous people. For the latter, it is an end in itself, the
recog ni tion of a past which Australians can put behind them. For the
former, it is the prelude to the acknow ledg ment of sover eignty and a
pathway to self- determination. This was before the unequi vocal
rejec tion by Australians of the first pillar of the Uluru State ment in
the Voice to Parlia ment refer endum of October 2023. The subsequent
shelving of the Labor govern ment’s plans for a republic
refer endum 2.0 makes a new consti tu tional settle ment in- the-round
a distant prospect at best. The promise of a Makar rata commis sion on
the model of the South African TRC appears to be no longer on the
table, at least in the life of the current parlia ment. The polit ical
impact of Uluru remains uncer tain. What remains is the valid a tion of
Indi genous oral history, the nexus with storytelling (with its
attendant ambi gu ities), and the subtle shift in the burden of proof in
public history since the History Wars, mirrored by a juris pru dence
which acknow ledges “the unne ces sarily complex and high bench mark
for proving native title” (Strelein 6). It is no longer possible to roll
back the growing body of inter dis cip linary research dedic ated to
uncov ering Australia’s buried fron tier histories, or the tech no lo gical
innov a tions (magnetic gradiometry and ground- penetrating radar)
and meth od o lo gical refine ments borne of the collab or a tion between
histor ians, arche olo gists, social scient ists and geophys i cists (Roberts
et al.). The ARC‐funded Colo nial Fron tier Massacre Map Project, led
at Newcastle Univer sity Australia by the late Lyndall Ryan in
part ner ship with The Guardian Australia and launched
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NOTES

1  Ralph Keyes: “In the post‐truth era, borders blur between truth and lies,
honesty and dishon esty, fiction and nonfic tion.” (38)

2  Steve Tesich: “In a very funda mental way we, as a free people, have freely
decided that we want to live in some post‐truth world.”

3  Emmanuel Macron: “I don’t think [he lied], I know.” Malcolm Turn bull:
“[…] he did very elab or ately and dupli cit ously deceive France.”

4  Reyn olds acknow ledges the contri bu tion of Australian military histor ians
such as John Connor in bringing to light the major conflicts fought on the
fron tier in the first half century of settlement.
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5  “In less than fifty years, the rock had gone from a lonely mono lith that
barely registered in the national imagin a tion to the most recog nis able
symbol of Australia next to the Sydney Opera House and the kangaroo.
What had long been the Aṉangu’s ‘holy place’ and ‘most sacred spot’ had
gradu ally become the entire nation’s centre, at once geograph ical and
spir itual.” (McKenna 2021, 174)

6  A phrase which echoes prime minister Paul Keating’s “Unknown Soldier
speech” of 11 November 1993, “He is all of them. And he is one of us”, in
coun ter point to the Anzac tradition.

7  A Yolngu term meaning “the coming together after a struggle”.

8  The killing of 30% of a hunter/forager group, or 6 in 20 people.

9  Vale Emerita Professor Lyndall Ryan (14 April 1943–30 April 2024).

10  The Colo nial Fron tiers Massacres project team applied the legal notion of
“suffi ciency of evid ence” to record only those massacres that could be
substan ti ated from conver gent sources.
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