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Note from the author: I would like to acknowledge and tribute the traditional guardians and
custodians of this country and pay respect to their elders, past, present and future. A forewarning to
the Indigenous community: this essay contains mention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples who have since passed.
This piece is dedicated to the storytellers of Australian history, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike;
the intricacies of our past deserve to be voiced time and time again, until the story that is our
nation’s history becomes the foundation upon which we unite and move forward.
***
Australia has grappled with the notion of a single national identity since the establishment of a
European presence on the 26th of January, 1788. The division between Indigenous1 and nonIndigenous Australians has been reiterated by a distortion of the events of our past, enabled by the
multiple lenses of Australian history offered by historical authorities; the power of perception is
therefore critical in the acceptance of Australia’s past. The Black Armband lens, popularised by the
works of Henry Reynolds, has influenced the perception of Australian history to a great extent,
offering a ‘reinterpretation of history’2 regarding frontier conflict. Though widely celebrated by
some, the lens faced criticism as a ‘strand of political correctness’3. Elements of this debate were
contested by political leaders, and the legitimacy of the Black Armband view continued to be
scrutinised as its theory influenced the outcome of the Mabo decision of 1992. Though its
application decreased by the mid-2000’s, the principles of Black Armband continue to influence
historical debate and are present in the national dispute surrounding Australia Day. The continued
speculation and historical inconsistency surrounding Australia’s recognition of its past, therefore
indicates the extensive influence of the Black Armband lens, and the power of those involved in its
representation.
The introduction of Black Armband history was met with both immediate backlash and considerable
support, indicative of its potential to become a dominant view. The widely accepted lens of
Australian history prior to Black Armband was the ‘three cheers view’, a ‘patriotic view of our past’,
that ‘saw Australian history as largely a success’4, as stated by historian Geoffrey Blainey. Although
limited by the minimal frontier conflict research of the time, it was suggested that this view was
concealing the harsh truths about coloniser conflict, with what WEH Stanner coined ‘The Great
Australian Silence’5. However, progression within Indigenous affairs of the 60’s (in particular the
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referendum campaign), allowed for historians to ‘challenge the view of ‘peaceful’ arrival of the
British’6 on a large scale; one such historian was Henry Reynolds, a Tasmanian researcher. Many
praised his work as ‘moving beyond the accustomed frontiers of conventional historiography’7, and
looked upon him as the historian who exposed the violence associated with settlement8. Blainey
termed the view Reynolds supported the ‘Black Armand approach’, which ‘implies that Australia’s
failures exceeded its successes’9 – at this time it was in relation to Indigenous peoples as well as ‘the
Chinese, women, Kanakas and the environment’10. It was further suggested that this ‘guilt industry’11
of blame onto the non-Indigenous population, impeded rational thinking and prevented critique of
Aboriginal society12. Reynolds states, ‘[Blainey] didn’t like that young historians wrote about race,
and said that rather than celebrate Australia, we lamented it’13. Reynolds continued to label
Blainey’s revisionist lens ‘white blindfold history14’, which was deemed a political attempt at
restoring faith in traditional Australian views15. The influence of Black Armband quickly rivalled
existing interpretations of history, demonstrating the power behind the claims of Reynolds, and
providing grounds for further debate in practical scenarios.
The application of the Black Armband lens during the Mabo Case demonstrated its degree of power
within the legal system, and the significance of the ability of key figures to alter historical perception.
Reynolds was instrumental in the construction of the Mabo case, an influence to Eddie Mabo who
appealed to the High Court in the interest of gaining recognition of Indigenous Native Title of Murray
Island. The 1992 decision was ultimately in favour of Native Title, which sparked debate about the
authenticity of the ruling. ‘White Blindfold’ perspective suggested that the High Court judges were
strongly influenced by Reynolds, and that the ‘weakness’16 of the Mabo decision lay in the fact that it
only represented ‘one historical idea raised by one historian, [rather than] solid proof’17. Without
this ‘proof’ available due to the nature of Indigenous history18, Reynolds recognised that the judges
referenced his book The Other Side of the Frontier19, and states that, ‘It was a case about the law.
The court decided [Native Title] for all of Australia, when they could have ruled only for Murray and
Darling Islands. And that is where you find the influence of the new [Black Armband] history’20.
Supporters claimed, ‘Reynolds’ book did not inform the legal decision the court made, but did
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influence the historical narrative the court told’21, eventually becoming the widely accepted view.
This highlighted the power behind Reynolds’ perception of history, and the capability of the Black
Armband lens to affect the political system.
The significant extent of Black Armband’s influence within politics was evident within the divisive
opinions of Paul Keating and John Howard, during a period known as the History Wars. Keating made
his position in support of Black Armband clear through his Redfern Park Speech of 1992, stating that
the ‘act of recognition’ is of vital importance as ‘we simply cannot sweep injustice aside’22. Howard’s
exclamation of his views (which can be broadly regarded White Blindfold) directly opposed Keating:
‘I profoundly reject the Black Armband view of Australian history…We have been too apologetic
about our history in the past’23. He was accused of using Australian history as a ‘political weapon’24
to merely ‘rewrite history to counter-balance Keating25’, and succeeded in strongly influencing the
public’s perceptions of Indigenous history, signifying the power of his position and the threat he felt
Black Armband posed. An advisor to Howard, controversial scholar Keith Windschuttle was
adamantly opposed to the perspective presented by Reynolds, claiming his ‘exaggeration’ of 20,000
frontier deaths contributed to a fabrication of history, and was an estimation contrived from the
application of a mathematical formula26. In response, Reynolds states that ‘exaggeration is neither
intellectually credible nor politically astute... Keith’s conclusions were based on limited research, I
had no doubt what I was saying about the frontier was accurate’27. Whilst Windschuttle’s views have
been largely discredited by subsequent research, Black Armband views undoubtedly influenced the
political climate of the 90’s, demonstrating the power of prominent individuals to change public
opinion, and consequently affect perceptions of history for future decades.
Whilst not directly considered to still exist within Australian society, the legacy of the Black Armband
lens has manifested itself into modern debates and continues to influence perceptions of Australian
history. Just as the definition of Black Armband evolved from Blainey’s original description, the
evolution of the lens is now evident in the cases made for and against changing the date of Australia
Day. The introduction of Black Armband saw an insurgence of the view that the 26th January is a Day
of Mourning28 , which marks the start of the ‘ongoing genocide’ that is still felt by the Indigenous
population through transgenerational trauma29. This view is highly popularised by Indigenous
leaders such as Noel Pearson and Dan Sultan, demonstrating the power that still exists within the
influence of historical perception. It is also exemplified by the familiarity in the thousands of stories
of Indigenous families: ‘We call it Survival Day. Whitefellas pretty much celebrating invasion and
killing our mob off—that's what it feels like for us’30. In contrast, the modern reincarnation of the
21
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White Blindfold view is exemplified by the opinion against changing the date. Champions of this
view, including Tony Abbott and Jacqui Lambie, refer to Australia Day as a time to ‘grow up’ and
‘reflect on how far we’ve come as a country’31, regardless of race. A proportion of the Indigenous
community also uphold this view, with Indigenous politician Jacinta Nampijinpa Price stating that the
Change the Date campaign is a ‘claim of offence, pushed upon the Australian people’32. Ironically,
this division prevents the procession of peaceful discussion about Australia Day, highlighting the
continued influence of the Black Armband lens and the power associated with voicing opinions on
either side of the debate.
The increase of individuals in favour of changing the date, may be in part to changes within the
education system that saw the Black Armband view gain more recognition in an attempt to present a
‘balanced national story’33. Reynolds states, ‘There is a whole new view of history being taught, if
you like, Black Armband history. A reassessment of the past clearly has an influence on the present
and the future’34. Whilst there is division in opinion regarding our history, many share the same
sentiment; changing the date for national celebration won’t resolve the issues that countless
Indigenous communities face. Stan Grant states that, ‘It would be pointless to move the date while
we have not dealt with the legacy of terra nullius’, aligning with Jacqui Lambie’s stance of ‘changing
the date will not close the gap’. The evidence for subpar Indigenous welfare lies in the statistics35, as
the 2019 Closing the Gaps report states that, ‘The target to close the gap in life expectancy [between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples] by 2031 is not on track’36. Therefore, the conflict
surrounding Black Armband and other historical views, holds power over the welfare of the
Indigenous population, and is preventing improvement to Indigenous livelihood.
The Black Armband lens has undoubtedly significantly influenced perceptions of Australian history to
a substantial extent, with its contested introduction to the historical community by Henry Reynolds,
its contributions to the viewpoints of Australian leaders, and its critical role in the Mabo decision, a
momentous legal win for Indigenous affairs. More than this, it demonstrates the power behind our
perception and understanding of Australia’s history; our country’s narrative guides our future, and
the way in which this is represented is largely controlled by the power and influence of those who
tell our story, and the viewpoints they choose to take. However, the reincarnation of Black Armband
in the Australia Day debate evidently suggests that without a clear consensus on Australian history,
we cannot, and will not, progress as a nation. This division is preventing reconciliation, recognition
and consolidation of our history, inclusive of our triumphs and our failures, which contradicts the
original principals of the Black Armband: to observe Australia’s history with empathy and stand in
solidarity with our First Nation’s People.
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Appendix
A small collection of statistics that represent the disadvantage of the Indigenous population
Appendix 1: Graph detailing the percent of pre-existing maternal health conditions in Indigenous vs
non-Indigenous mothers.

Appendix 2: Graph demonstratig the child mortatlity rate of Indigenous vs non-Indigneous children.

Appendix 3: Graph depicting the rate of school attendance of Indigenous vs non-Indigenous
students in 2018.

Appendix 4: Graph detailing the year 12 graduation rate of Indigenous vs non-Indigenous young
adults, grouped by location/remoteness.
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