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Submission to the Australian Curriculum Review by the Institute of Public Affairs 

This submission to the Australian Curriculum Review is made by the Institute of Public 
Affairs. It comprises this letter as well as the following attachments:  

1. Activism Via Education: 7 ways the new Australian curriculum will impact your kids 
produced by Advance Australia and the Institute of Public Affairs, 2021

2. Submission to Department of Education, Review of the National Curriculum, Institute 
of Public Affairs, March 2014

3. Letter from John Roskam, IPA Executive Director to the Hon Peter Garrett AM, MP, 
Why is the legacy of Western Civilisation missing from Australia's National 
Curriculum?, March 2011, and;

4. Is Western Civilisation part of your life today?  A classroom unit for Years 7-10 
Civics and Citizenship and Years 7-10 History, Institute of Public Affairs.

The Institute of Public Affairs (IPA) has undertaken and published research and analysis of 
the Australian Curriculum since the beginning of the development of the Australian 
Curriculum in 2009.  The IPA notes that the concept of a government-mandated, nationwide, 
compulsory curriculum for all students to Year 10 in both government and non-government 
schools was a scheme first detailed in its current form in 2007 by Kevin Rudd, the then leader 
of the Federal Australian Labor Party opposition.  Prior to 2007 the Federal Coalition 
government had attempted unsuccessfully to introduce its own 'national curriculum'. 

The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) has presented 
the current proposed changes to the Australian Curriculum as 'revisions'.  This is not an 
accurate statement.  For example, in the 'Learning Area' of the Humanities and Social 
Sciences, the proposed 'revisions' dramatically alter many aspects of the curriculum so that 
the description of Australia currently taught to students as 'Australia is a secular and multi-
faith society with a Christian heritage' is proposed to be changed to 'Australia is a culturally 
diverse, multi-faith, secular and pluralistic society with diverse communities, such as the 
distinct communities of First Nations Australians'.  Such a 'revision' is, in fact a complete 
rewriting of the Australian Curriculum, and indeed of the history of Australia.  To present 
such changes as mere 'revisions' is to reduce public scrutiny of what is proposed.  The 
proposed 'revisions' to the Australian Curriculum should be regarded as implementing a new 
curriculum altogether.    

The proposed Australian Curriculum presents a singular ideology which is hostile to all 
aspects of the Australian way of life in the following ways;  

• it is skewed to the political left, so that left-wing opinion is taught as fact
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• children are taught that the main features of Western civilisation are imperialism, 
colonisation, and slavery

• it is hostile to Christianity

• children are taught to be ungrateful to the men and women who died and fought for 
this country

• it embeds Critical Race Theory in children’s education

• children will be taught that it is wrong to question climate change.

The proposed Australian Curriculum removes practically every single positive reference to 
Australia and its history.  There is no recognition in the Australian Curriculum that Australia 
is a successful and tolerant liberal democracy which in so many respects is the envy of the 
world. Instead, the curriculum is deeply negative about our culture and our society.  Children 
who will be taught according to the dictates of the curriculum will risk finishing school with 
the overwhelming feeling that there is no hope, that they have neither choice nor power in 
life, and they cannot shape their own lives.  

The position of the IPA is that parents in consultation with teachers should decide what 
children are taught and what they should learn.  Parents must determine what is in the best 
interests of their children.  Therefore, there should no such thing as a compulsory 'national 
curriculum' and instead schools and communities should themselves be able to decide what is 
taught to children and how it is taught, subject to minimum standards set by state 
governments.  A variety of curricula encourages creativity and innovation among teachers 
and avoids imposing a nationwide ideological straitjacket on young people.  

Education by its very nature is, and will always be, a matter of intense political contest and 
debate.  It is a contest that should be decided by parents.  The alternative to parents deciding 
what their children learn is the situation that now prevails in Australia under the Australian 
Curriculum.  A curriculum decided by politicians and bureaucrats appointed by politicians 
has inevitably become overtly partisan and political. It is both revealing and significant that 
in its statement of 29 April 2021 announcing the release of proposed revisions, ACARA 
listed those with whom it had consulted as 'practising teachers and curriculum specialists', 
'teachers and principals', and 'national teacher and principal professional associations and 
other subject matter experts'.  Parents were not mentioned. 

In 2014, the IPA stated in its submission to the review of the National Curriculum - 'the ideal 
situation would be to abolish the National Curriculum altogether and to introduce a 
competing curriculum model to allow for greater school autonomy and prevent curricula from 
becoming politicised'.  This continues to be the position of the IPA, which position is 
provided in the attachments to this letter.  

Yours sincerely 

Dr Bella d’Abrera 
Director, Foundations of Western Civilisation Program 





There are no prizes for guessing how it all went wrong.

When the tightknit gang of bureaucrats and academics who control the Australian 
curriculum are left to their own devices, with no firm political oversight, they return  
to form.

That means radical identity politics, critical race theory, training for teen climate 
globalists, and the usual attacks on Western civilisation. 

That means rubbing out any reference to Christianity in the curriculum and cancelling 
the teaching of freedoms that underpin Australian democracy, including freedom of 
speech, association, and religion.

That means Anzac Day and Australia Day become “contested” ideas, meaning  
children would be taught left-wing criticism of our national days of commemoration 
and celebration.

We have all this and more in the new curriculum proposed by the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA).

As Dr Bella d’Abrera, the Director of the Foundations of Western Civilisation 
Program at the IPA, put it: “Any endorsement of this radical new curriculum would 
be an endorsement of a fundamentally anti-Australian ideology by the Morrison 
Government.”

Alarmingly, as the curriculum will be compulsory for government and non-government 
schools, parents would be trapped. Every day we’d send our kids to school with no 
way to stop the teaching of this full-scale assault on mainstream Australians values in 
their classrooms.

So how can we take back control?

Start here, with this free resource from Advance Australia and the IPA. Use it to talk 
to your family and friends about what these faceless bureaucrats and university 
academics have up their sleeves. Share it. Spread the word.

That way, they can see the facts through the spin. 

Like you, we are doing all we can to force the Federal Government to reject outright 
this over-the-top new curriculum, which would do nothing but accelerate the already 
rapidly declining standards of Australian students’ general knowledge, literacy  
and numeracy.

Stand with us so together we can put a stop to this nonsense.





“The Australian Curriculum reflects our national aspirations for our students and 
future generations and this Review seeks to ensure we set high expectations for 
them and equip them with the knowledge and skills they need to be confident and 
creative individuals, lifelong learners, and active and informed members of their 
communities, including our national and global communities.” 1

The plan to develop a national Australian Curriculum for Foundation-Year 10 (F-10) was 
agreed in 2008 by all Australian governments. The national curriculum forms the basis on 
which all state and territory curricula are developed. 

The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) — a federal 
government body — reviews the national curriculum every six years. It was last reviewed 
in 2014. Once approved by the Education Council, the curriculum will be available for 
implementation in schools from 2022.

In this latest review, ACARA was tasked with addressing the problem of falling academic 
standards. They were to refine, update and declutter the curriculum across all eight learning 
areas (i.e. English, Maths, Science, Humanities and Social Sciences, the Arts, Technologies, 
Health and Physical Education, Languages) in the hope of improving the performance of 
Australian schools against international (OECD) benchmarks.

Robinson explains the aims of the revised curriculum this way:

“Our students deserve our best efforts and these revisions come at a 
time when our students’ performance in recent international assessments 
demonstrates that we need to raise the bar and set challenging but 
achievable standards. In revising this curriculum, our focus has been our 
students and preparing them for the world they will inherit, for the jobs, 
challenges and opportunities of the future”.

Those who look inside the package, however, will be disappointed to find that ACARA has 
delivered a curriculum that will make our children dumb, when we need them to be smart. 
Instead of promoting strong foundational skills (reading, writing and arithmetic) upon which 
children can build as they grow, ACARA has dished up an unpalatable menu of ideological 
propositions that will discourage critical thinking and reduce student engagement. 

1https://acara.edu.au/news-and-media/news-details?section=202104281500#202104281500



A curriculum that was already downplaying Australia’s strengths and obliging children to 
approach every subject through the filters of indigenous, Asian and sustainability concerns 
has now added to this a significant dollop of national self-loathing that children are obliged to 
swallow during their school years. 

As Peta Credlin says in the Foreword to Kevin Donnelly’s new book Cancel Culture:

“Far from being proud of a country that attracts migrants from across 
the globe, is amongst the freest and fairest societies on Earth, and has 
achieved a fine balance between humans and nature, there’s a dominant left-
establishment view that Australia is essentially racist, exploitative, unfair and 
founded on an act of fundamental injustice.” 2

Regrettably, the national curriculum everywhere announces itself as the brain child of this left-
wing establishment.

The potential for education systems to provide the machinery of ideological indoctrination for 
the next generation of citizens is clear and is clearly being exploited by ideologues, activists 
and social engineers who, however well-intentioned, have failed to see through the false 
promises of Marxism and now propose to present one-sided accounts of Australia to the next 
generation of voters. 

As a statement of shared values, the national curriculum needs to deliver on its mandate 
to provide a strong basis for national unity, by instilling a high esteem for our freedoms, by 
accommodating pluralism, and by encouraging academic excellence in Australia’s children.

If Australia wishes to remain a democracy into the future, it is necessary to ensure that 
schools are hospitable to and supportive of religious, cultural and political pluralism. As 
Abraham Lincoln said: “The philosophy of the school room in one generation will be the 
philosophy of the government in the next”. Arguably, there is nothing so significant to the 
future of a nation as the formation of its children. How we teach children about our history, 
our national identity, and the principles of western liberal democracy by which we live is 
therefore the concern of all Australians. 

2Peta Credlin, Foreword, Kevin Donnelly (ed), Cancel Culture and the Left’s Long March, Melbourne, 2021, p.11. 



In her capacity as Chair of ACARA, Belinda 
Robinson recently wrote an Op Ed in which 
she promotes the benefits of the revised 
curriculum.3  She begins by quoting Nelson 
Mandela: 

“An educated, enlightened and informed 
population is one of the surest ways of 
promoting the health of democracy.” 

Robinson rightly asserts that “we need 
to ensure our education system strongly 
supports a commitment to, and respect for, 
knowledge, facts, truth and respect”. In the 
same breath, she points to “the events of 6 
January in Washington” as an illustration of 
“just how fragile our democracy can be”.

Robinson might equally have pointed to the 
endless scenes of cities on fire, looting and 
mob violence that filled TV screens over the 
preceding US summer to illustrate “how 
fragile our democracy can be”. But, leaving 
that aside, her comments raise the far more 
important question of whether a person who 
is apparently blind to their own political bias 
can be trusted to ensure that ideologically-
driven propositions are excluded from our 
classrooms. 

The job of schools is to help children develop 
the critical thinking skills they need to 
identify contradictory narratives, to analyse 
and weigh evidence and to synthesise all 
this into reasoned opinions that they are 
equipped to communicate and defend. 
Australia cannot afford to have its schools 
become bootcamps for left-wing doctrine 
which systematically exclude or demonise 
conservative perspectives.

Democracy depends fundamentally upon the 
ability to dialogue across ideological lines, 
to distinguish between fact and opinion and 
to recognise the merits of alternative points 
of view. Public education in a democracy 
needs to be supportive of political pluralism 
and healthy debate which means that we rely 
on teachers, whatever their personal views, 
to hold themselves to high professional 
standards of impartiality in the classroom. 
If Robinson is representative of the cohort 
of bureaucrats charged with reshaping our 
national curriculum, we have good cause to 
fear for our democracy. 

Unfortunately, a great deal of the content of 
the new curriculum is coloured by a Marxist 
pre-occupation with conflict along the lines 

1

3Belinda Robinson Chair, Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA),  
“Curriculum review a chance to transform education”, The Age, 25 April 2021.



of group identity, which results in a one-
sided consideration of the topics covered. 
To the extent that they promote uncritical 
acceptance of ideologically-driven 
propositions, schools contribute to the 
political polarisaton that threatens the open 
dialogue necessary for a democracy, rather 
than providing a much-needed bulwark 
against it. 

EXAMPLES
• Analysing impact of invasion, 

colonisation and dispossession of lands 
by Europeans on the First Nations 
Peoples of Australia such as frontier 
warfare, genocide, removal from land, 
relocation to ‘protectorates’, reserves 
and missions (AC9HH9K02_E4)

• Investigating the colonisation of 
Australia, such as the destruction of 
cultural lifestyles, frontier wars, and 
genocide, and how the impacts of 
colonisation are viewed as invasion from 
the perspective of many First Nations 
Australians (AC9HH9K11_E4) 

• Different historical interpretations and 
debates about the colonial and settler 
societies, such as contested terms, 
including ‘colonisation’, ‘settlement’ and 
‘invasion’ (AC9HH9K19)

• Discussing terms in relation to Australian 
history such as invasion, colonisation, 
settlement and why these continue 
to be contested within society today 
(AC9HH9K19_E3) 

• Exploring the perspectives and 
interpretations by First Nations 
Australians and their experiences 
relating to invasion, colonisation, and 
settlement (AC9HH9K19_E4) 

• Examining the effects of colonisation, 
such as frontier conflict, and the 
massacres of First Nations Australians; 
the spread of European diseases and 
the destruction of cultural lifestyles 
(AC9HH9K15_E2)

• Investigating the forcible removal of 
children from First Nations Australia 
families in the late nineteenth century/
early twentieth century (leading to 
the Stolen Generations), such as the 
motivations for the removal of children, 
the practices and laws that were in 
place, and experiences of separation 
(AC9HH9K15_E4)

• The causes and effects of European 
contact and extension of settlement on 
the First Nations Peoples of Australia or 
Asian peoples (AC9HH9K15) 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7031/hass_history_all_elements_7-10.pdf


Again, where a balanced view of history and 
culture is called for, the national curriculum 
proposes to pound home the one-sided 
message that everything in Australia, South 
America, India and Asia was simply idyllic 
before Europeans arrived on the scene. Year 
4, who used to learn about at least one world 
navigator, will now study the significance of 
trade to First Nations Australians instead. 
ACARA clearly communicates the view 
that the world would be a better place 
today if only Captain Cook and Christopher 
Columbus had stayed home.

The approach to World History outlined in 
the new curriculum divides humanity into 
morally-polarised categories according 
to group identity: the oppressed and the 
oppressor; indigenous and invader; “noble 
savage” and decadent despoiler. The 
ideological filters provided by Marx and 
Rousseau leave no room for any appreciation 
that “the expansion of European power” 
brought anything other than “dispossession, 
disease, and destruction of traditional society 
and culture”. 

Of course, the children routinely sacrificed 
to Tlaloc, the Aztec rain god, might have had 
quite a different perspective on the coming 
of Christianity to South America. Perhaps it 
is because tribal warfare, forced marriage 

and cannibalism were so profoundly enjoyed 
by the Pacific Islanders that they embraced 
Christianity so fulsomely? Inconveniently, the 
Torres Straight Islanders still commemorate 
“the coming of the light” as a day of 
community significance and celebration. How 
can a narrative premised on “dispossession, 
disease and destruction” explain such an 
anomaly? 

We could mention how other cultures 
treat women and children … but instead, 
the national curriculum seems content to 
convey the impression that there is nothing 
good to be said for western civilisation. 
Our children are to be kept in ignorance of 
their rich cultural heritage: the literature, 
art, music, philosophy, the rule of law, the 
benefits of democracy and the egalitarianism 
that flows from Christianity. Knowledge 
and appreciation of all of this should be 
their birthright. Instead, the denigration of 
European culture is to be monotonously 
revisited year after year, until the take-home 
message that “the expansion of European 
power” brought nothing but unrelieved 
misery is thoroughly drilled into the 
impressionable brains of Australia’s children.  

The truth is that western civilisation has 
produced freedom and prosperity for millions 
whereas Marxism (which now takes the 
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shape of identity politics) has killed people 
in historically unprecedented numbers 
wherever it gets a political grip. Rousseau 
(who popularised the false vision of “the noble 
savage” and denigrated European culture 
in contrast) was a significant inspiration for 
the atrocities of the French Revolution. It 
should concern us all that ACARA is glorifying 
reprehensible philosophies and using these to 
form young minds.

EXAMPLES
• Identifying and describing the effects of 

the movements of peoples on colonised 
peoples, such as dispossession, disease, 
and destruction of traditional society and 
culture (AC9HH9K02_E2) 

• Analysing data on the movement of 
peoples in the time period, such as the 
number of slaves transported and the 
nations/places involved, such as Portugal, 
Britain, France, Spain, North America or 
the number of people forced to migrate 
from Ireland due to the potato famine, and 
the nations/places they emigrated to, such 
as the United States, Canada and Australia 
(AC9HH9K02_E3) 

• Explaining the longer-term effects 
of conquest and colonisation on the 
indigenous populations of the Americas, 
such as the unequal distribution of land 
and wealth, slavery, political inequality, 

and supremacy of Spanish culture and 
language over conquered territories 
(AC9HH8K05_E45) 

• The causes and effects of European 
imperial expansion and the movement 
of peoples in the period (colonisers, 
slaves, convicts, settlers and First Nations 
of the world such as the First Nations 
Australians), their responses and their 
different perspectives (AC9HH9K02) 

• The different perspectives and experiences 
of slaves, convicts and free settlers upon 
departure, their journey abroad, their 
reactions on arrival and their changing way 
of life, including the Australian experience 
and their effects on First Nations Peoples 
of Australia (AC9HH9K11) 

• Asia and the world comparing and 
contrasting different perspectives about 
the effect of European colonisation on 
Asian countries (for example, the views 
of people in various mainland provinces 
of China vs Hong Kong; the view of 
samurai on Meiji modernisation; views 
of British Raj families vs members of the 
independence movement in India; views of 
the Dutch colonials vs native Indonesians 
in Indonesia) (AC9HH9K18_E1) 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7031/hass_history_all_elements_7-10.pdf


The secret to the egalitarianism that 
characterises western liberal democracies 
is to be found in the Judeo-Christian belief 
in the innate value of each unique individual. 
This principle enables us to affirm the 
equality of all people despite differences in 
status, education, age, race, religion, wealth, 
ability, sex, etc. Remove this belief and you 
destroy the foundations of our freedoms, the 
rationale for the sovereignty of the people, 
and our whole way of life. 

ACARA recognises that students already 
demonstrate a lack of appreciation for 
democracy and the conditions necessary to 
sustain it. According to Robinson: 

“Recent results in the triennial Civics and 
Citizenship assessment indicate that the 
level of knowledge and understanding of 
the profound value and significance of 
democracy is lacking. This should concern  
us all.” 4  

Rather than addressing the problem, 
however, ACARA has delivered a curriculum 
that compounds it by further obscuring 
Judeo-Christian principles: 

• Year 7 students who formerly learned 
“How Australia is a secular nation and 
a multi-faith society with a Christian 

heritage (ACHCK051)” will now be told 
that “Australia is a culturally diverse, multi-
faith, secular and pluralistic society with 
diverse communities, such as the distinct 
communities of First Nations Australians 
(AC9HC7K05).

• Year 8 students who used to be taught 
about “[t]he values and beliefs of religions 
practised in contemporary Australia, 
including Christianity (ACHCK065) will 
now study “how groups express their 
particular identities, including national 
identity, and how this influences active 
citizenship, belonging and perceptions of 
their citizenship, including First Nations 
People of Australia, religious, cultural and/
or community groups (AC9HC8K06)”. 

The new curriculum emphasises that non-
Christians celebrate Christmas too, for non-
religious reasons. 

On the rare occasions when Christianity is 
mentioned, it is only with respect to “the 
power of the Church”. Of course, within 
the Marxist vocabulary, "power" is a very 
dirty word. So, Christianity is either ignored 
completely or cast in an invidious light. 

In contradiction of all this, history – the 
history that children will no longer be 

3

4 Belinda Robinson, “Curriculum review a chance to transform education” (Op Ed), as published in The Age, 25 April 2021. 
(Retrieved 28/05/21 from:  https://acaraweb.blob.core.windows.net/acaraweb/docs/default-source/communications-
documents/acara-chair-belinda-robinson-op-ed-april-2021.pdf?sfvrsn=e3444d07_4)



taught – clearly shows that Christianity is 
central to the culture that produced the 
institutions that have generated our peace, 
prosperity and liberty. Airbrushing out the 
Christian heritage upon which democracy 
is built leaves children in ignorance of 
a significant force that has shaped the 
modern nation. Such an omission weakens 
the social  fabric, just when it needs to be 
strengthened. 

EXAMPLES
• Examining the nature of illuminated 

manuscripts and how they were the 
product of a complex and frequently 
costly process that reflected the power 
of the Church (AC9HH8K05_E8)

• Describing the features of castles and 
churches of the period (for example, 
Warwick Castle in England and Notre 
Dame Cathedral in Paris) as examples of 
the Church’s power in terms of its control 
of wealth and labour (AC9HH8K05_E9)

• Explaining the impact of the Crusades 
in challenging the Ottoman Empire 
and their responses to the challenge 
(AC9HH8K05_E14)

• Explaining the arrival of Spanish 
conquistadores in Mexico and Peru 
from 1510 AD/CE (Balboa) to 1531 
(Pizarro), and their reasons (for example, 
seeking wealth, claiming land for their 
king, converting the local populations 
to Christianity, sense of adventure) 
(AC9HH8K05_E42) 

• Analysing the significance of Alexander 
VI’s papal decrees of 1493 in legalising 
Spanish territorial expansion and claims 
in the Americas (AC9HH8K05_E43)

• Outlining the effects of Spanish conquest 
on the Americas, such as spread of 
disease, introduction of crops to Europe 
(for example, maize, beans, tobacco, 
chocolate and potatoes), the Encomieda 
system and mining (AC9HH8K05_E44) 

• Explaining the longer-term effects 
of conquest and colonisation on the 
indigenous populations of the Americas, 
such as the unequal distribution of land 
and wealth, slavery, political inequality, 
and supremacy of Spanish culture and 
language over conquered territories 
(AC9HH8K05_E45) 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7031/hass_history_all_elements_7-10.pdf


The synopsis provided in the national review 
of how schools should approach Australia’s 
military history clearly positions these lessons 
as yet another opportunity to eviscerate our 
national character and pour scorn on those 
who find anything honourable in our nation’s 
past. 

Naturally, students of history must examine 
sources and facts and consider different points 
of view. No one is recommending undiluted 
jingoism should colour the way Australia’s 
history is taught. According to the same logic, 
we should not be suggesting to children that 
those who served and/or died defending our 
country and our freedoms are adequately 
commemorated as part of a “contested 
debate” about “the Anzac legend”. The new 
curriculum’s emphasis clearly sets the stage 
for a one-sided misrepresentation. 

The hunger of young Australians for something 
more uplifting than the steady diet of critical 
theory dished up by Australia’s educational 
institutions is illustrated by the thousands that 
return every year to participate in ceremonies 
at Anzac Cove or who hike the Kokoda trail. 

Anzac Day is not, as some suggest, a 
valorisation of war or a sentimental reimagining 
of ordinary men as the embodiment of heroic 
masculine perfection. Rather, Anzac Day and 
similar events allow us as a nation to celebrate 
the fact that mateship and courage can be 
found even in the midst of disaster; that the 
self-sacrifice of imperfect people is worthy of 
commemoration. These qualities – and the 
veneration of such qualities – have helped to 
forge our national character in the past and will 
be equally necessary for our nation’s future.
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EXAMPLES
• The commemoration of World War I, 

including different historical interpretations 
and contested debates about the nature 
and significance of the Anzac legend and 
the war (AC9HH9K25) 

• Exploring contested debates in history 
such as colonisation and the Anzac legend, 
the Brisbane Line, reds under the bed and 
McCarthyism (AC9HH10S10_E4)

• The commemoration of World War II, 
including different historical interpretations 
and contested debates (AC9HH10K11)

• Analysing the contested debate 
over the Battle for Australia 1942 
and its commemoration since 2008 
(AC9HH10K11_E1) discussing the 
commemoration of Kokoda, such as the 
debate around hiking the Kokoda trail as a 
form of commemoration (AC9HH10K11_E2)

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7031/hass_history_all_elements_7-10.pdf


Aboriginal spokespeople have welcomed the 
new curriculum as “actually about justice and 
healing, and how we went to move forward 
together as a country”5. How these hopes 
might be reconciled with a presentation of 
Australia’s history as one of “invasion” is 
impossible to say. Hoping for “healing” while 
sewing and watering the seeds of division is 
simply illogical. 

Here again, we see the influence of the 
political left. As Kevin Donnelly writes: 

“[I]nstead of being impartial and balanced 
and the curriculum being centred on the 
pursuit of knowledge, wisdom and truth, 
education is being used to indoctrinate 
students with politically correct language, 
ideology and group think”.6

Clearly, it is not “truth telling” to represent 
those who settled in Australia as powerful 
conquerors or genocidal maniacs on the 
basis of their race. 200 years ago, many 
came here in chains – being a convict 
was hardly an empowered free choice. 
Since then, Australia has become home to 
immigrants and refugees from every part 
of the world; people who recognised the 
benefits of a free, egalitarian society and 
were prepared to work hard to build a better 

life. Australia’s story is bigger than any one 
people group. It is the product of the same 
inexorable global forces that shaped the rest 
of the modern world. Apportioning blame for 
injustice on the basis of group identity is both 
unhelpful and inaccurate. 

Certainly, the history of indigenous peoples 
is an important part of Australia’s story and 
how we tell that story will shape our national 
identity into the future. But teaching non-
indigenous children that they inhabit “land 
that was never ceded”, that Australia’s 
true history is monocultural, that they are 
unwelcome invaders, deprives them of that 
sense of belonging which should be the 
rightful inheritance of every Australian:

• How can we expect children to commit 
their lives, energy and loyalty to building 
a country that treats them like “invaders” 
who have no right to be here? 

• Why should they feel pride in a country 
they have been taught to despise as 
founded on injustice? 

• How does it help indigenous students to 
teach them that, whatever their individual 
hopes or aspirations, they cannot escape 
life-long victimhood in an endemically 
racist society? 

5

5https://www.smh.com.au/education/more-first-nations-less-christian-heritage-in-curriculum-changes-20210429-p57nm4.html
6Kevin Donnelly, “School Education”, in Kevin Donnelly (ed). Cancel Culture and the Left’s Long March, Melbourne, 2021, p. 34.



If children thrive and do well when they are 
affirmed, included and inspired, then deriding 
the heritage of non-indigenous children and 
instilling a sense of shame for the sins of 
their ancestors (whether these are imagined 
or real) will predictably foster disengagement, 
further depressing our academic results, 
thereby achieving the opposite of what 
was intended for this particular national 
curriculum review. 

As Emma McCaul, 2019 Thawley Essay 
Prize Winner, writes in her article “As history 
fades into history” 7, the current generation 
of school children are born of parents who 
themselves have been robbed of their 
birthright by an education system which had 
already, by the 1970s, begun to be captured 
by the left.

“Indigenous Australians know that history 
and culture must be fought for and proudly 
expressed if it is to be preserved, and 
passed on to their children, but other 
Australians seem to have lost the will to take 
this path. Children of European descent 
must constantly hear their culture being 
denigrated… My parent’s boomer generation 
is possibly the last to receive their rightful 
instruction of a thorough, questioning, 
chronological history education.”

EXAMPLES
• Identifying the barriers that affected First 

Nations Australians from enlisting in WWII, 
such as the lack of trust in their loyalty by 
the Australian Government, renouncing 
their Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
status and the notion that there would 
be disharmony amongst First Nations 
and non-First Nations Australian men. 
(AC9HH10K09_E6)

• The background and causes, such as 
discriminatory legislation and policies, 
to the struggle of First Nations Peoples 
of Australia for rights and freedoms 
(AC9HH10K13) 

• Outlining the political and societal impacts 
that contributed to the struggle of First 
Nations Australians and their response 
to rights and freedoms, such as legal 
status at the Commonwealth and various 
state levels, segregation and treatment 
on missions, the policy of assimilation 
adopted in 1937 by the Aboriginal Welfare 
Conference of Commonwealth and State 
Authorities (AC9HH10K13_E1)

• Investigating the colonisation of Australia, 
such as the destruction of cultural 
lifestyles, frontier wars, and genocide, 
and how the impacts of colonisation are 
viewed as invasion from the perspective 
of many First Nations Australians 
(AC9HH9K11_E4) 

• Methods used by civil rights activists to 
challenge inequalities and discriminatory 
governmental practices against 
First Nations Peoples of Australia 
(AC9HH10K17)

• Investigating the role of Charles Perkins in 
the Freedom Ride of 1965 and the efficacy 
of television in bringing the struggle for 
rights and freedoms to national attention 
(AC9HH10K17_E1)

• Investigating the role of Vincent Lingiari 
in leading the 1966 Wave Hill Walk-
Off and the significance of this event’s 
contribution to the land rights movement 
for First Nations Peoples of Australia 
(AC9HH10K17_E2)  
 
 

7 https://spectator.com.au/2020/10/as-history-fades-into-history-2019-thawley-essay-prize-winner/



• Investigating the Mabo case and the 
significance of this event’s contribution 
to the land rights movement for 
First Nations Peoples of Australia 
(AC9HH10K17_E3)

• The continuity and change in the 
continuing efforts to secure civil rights 
and freedoms in Australia, especially 
for First Nations Australians and First 
nations peoples of the world, such as the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (2007) (AC9HH10K18)

• Identifying areas, such as education, 
health and employment, that are the 
focus for continued civil rights action for 
First Nations Peoples of Australia, and 
discuss why there continues to be a need 
for such action (AC9HH10K18_E1)

• Investigating the legacy of children’s 
experiences in ‘care’ (their placement in 
orphanages, Children’s Homes, foster 

care and other forms of out-of-home 
care), and the significance of this in 
relation to the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (1990) 
(AC9HH10K18_E2)

• Explaining the ideas in the Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(2007) and discussing how it influences 
calls for change in the engagement with 
First Nations peoples in places such as 
Australia, Canada and the United States 
(AC9HH10K18_E3)

• Examining Australia’s responsibilities 
as a signatory to the United Nations 
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) and how this 
continues the legacy of First Nations 
Australians rights and freedoms 
(AC9HH10K18_E4)

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7031/hass_history_all_elements_7-10.pdf


Questioning assumptions and demanding 
proof used to be central to the scientific 
enterprise but when it comes to the subject 
of climate change students are predictably 
set up for a one-sided consideration of the 
issues at hand. Rather than questioning, the 
curriculum requires students to be content 
with “examining the scientific consensus 
supporting global warming”. 

Students are invited to investigate the 
“indicators of climate change such as 
changes in ocean and atmospheric 
temperatures, sea levels, biodiversity, 
permafrost and sea ice”. Where this involves 
collection and analysis of empirical evidence, 
such an exercise is entirely consistent with 
science as we know it. 

However, if you are over the age of 40, 
you may not be aware that the definition 
of “Science” has changed quite a lot since 
you were at school. It used to be about 
empirically observable facts, hypotheses 
that could be tested using an established 
method. But a curriculum that must be 
“decluttered” and “decolonised” and that 
must work Indigenous concerns into every 
subject, now recognises that Science too 
might be a cultural construct and that “there 

is nothing preferable or superior about 
Western science.” As Donnelly explains:

“In the science classroom throwing 
boomerangs is considered as great a 
breakthrough as open heart surgery, allowing 
planes to stay in the air and putting a man on 
the moon.” 8

How can students who are given no firm 
co-ordinates in an established discipline be 
expected to distinguish between scientific 
fact and politically-convenient fiction?

Will students be encouraged to discern 
between naturally occurring and man-
made climate change, for example? Again, 
the syllabus seems biased the other way, 
directing classes to consider – not to 
question – “evidence-based debates about 
the role of human activity”.  

Will students be encouraged to lionise 
Peter Ridd, as they are Greta Thunberg? 
From a straight reading of the syllabus, 
it appears not. Since the educational 
formation of younger teachers is unlikely 
to have equipped them with the will or the 
information needed to challenge the theory 
of anthropogenic climate change, the 
potential for a whole generation of students 

6

8 Donnelly, op. cit., p.35



to pass through these units in ignorance of 
the fact that counter-arguments exist seems 
significant. 

The detrimental effects of a biased approach 
is only compounded by the simultaneous 
encouragement of students to youth 
activism. Before students have been 
exposed to real-life experience that might 
temper their perspective, before they can 
understand the down-side to leftist policy, 
they are encouraged to get to work thinking 
about how to either “support or oppose 
a local action that may impact on global 
climate change”.

The emphasis on activism over the essential 
skills and disciplines needed to encourage 
high academic standards therefore bedevils 
many other subjects besides the humanities. 
Maths is another area of concern. Once a 
top-10 nation, Australia dropped to 29th in 
2018 in the OECD rankings (below the OECD 
average). Instead of picking up standards, 
the new curriculum moves learning tables 
from Year 3 to Year 4; linear equations from 

Year 7 to Year 8 and reading a clock from 
Year 1 to Year 2.  It also de-emphasises 
problem-solving. John Sweller, Emeritus 
Professor at UNSW has roundly criticised the 
new curriculum saying “As soon as you start 
putting inquiry learning into the curriculum, 
you are inevitably dumbing it down…Kids 
will end up learning even less than they 
learn now. In that sense, it’s an astonishing 
document”. 9

EXAMPLES
• Examine patterns of global climate 

change and identify causal factors (Year 
10 science achievable standard) 

• Investigate how scientific knowledge is 
validated, including the role of publication 
and peer review (AC9S10H01)

• Investigate how models of energy flow 
between the biosphere, geosphere, 
hydrosphere and atmosphere describe 
patterns of global climate change and 
predict future changes (AC9S10U04)

9 Quoted in Baker, Chrysanthos, Visentin, op. cit.



• Investigating indicators of climate 
change such as changes in ocean and 
atmospheric temperatures, sea levels, 
biodiversity, permafrost and sea ice 
(AC9S10U04_E3)

• Identifying changes in global climate over 
time and using simulations to explore 
why energy balances have changed 
(AC9S10U04_E4)

• Engaging in evidence-based debates 
about the role of human activity in global 
climate change (AC9S10I07_E9)

• Using primary or secondary scientific 
evidence to support or oppose a local 
action that may impact on global climate 
change (AC9S10I07_E13)

• Examining the scientific consensus 
supporting global warming (AC9S10H01_
E6)

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7081/science_comparative_information_7-10.pdf


In addition to a steady diet of critical race 
theory and Marxist narratives of oppression 
and injustice, children are also offered an 
extensive menu of topics intended to glorify 
left-wing causes. The Humanities and Social 
Sciences (HASS) curriculum emphasises the 
importance of environmental activism and 
encourages children to become  something 
called “a global citizen”.

Anything redolent of nationalism is, of 
course, denigrated. For example, when 
researching Australia’s political culture, 
the syllabus directs students to consider, 
as examples: “cultural dispossession of 
the rights of the First Nations People of 
Australia, White Australia, egalitarianism, 
conformism to benevolent government, both 
monarchism and republicanism, masculinism 
and secularism, and the idea of ‘Australian 
values’”. 

At the same time that national allegiance 
is weakened, students are encouraged to 
consider what it means to be a good “global 
citizen” by “investigating how international 
organisations, such as Conservation 
International, Greenpeace, the Environmental 
Defense Fund, The Nature Conservancy, 
Ocean Conservancy, the World Resources 
Institute and the World Wildlife Fund, 

advocate to change government policies 
around environmental threats, including 
deforestation and climate change”.

Again, the syllabus encourages youth 
activism. High school students have the 
opportunity to research examples of “young 
people who are acting as global citizens, 
such as Greta Thunberg, Australia’s Amelia 
Telford or Bassam Maaliki, or UNICEF 
Australia’s Young Ambassadors”. Where it 
would be entirely rational to argue that these 
people are merely pawns in a propaganda 
war – rather than precocious visionaries and 
social justice heroes – it is equally rational 
to anticipate that the expression of such 
views will be met with disapprobation in the 
classroom. The Year 8 student who embarks 
upon this task enters a politically-loaded 
minefield and would be well-advised to step 
carefully.

Of course, there are still teachers who might 
guide students safely through even such 
a loaded syllabus as the one ACARA has 
dished up. But they are likely to be few in 
number compared with those eager to exploit 
the opportunities the national curriculum 
presents to push an activist agenda in the 
classroom. In his essay “School Education”, 
Donnelly explains the cultural left’s conscious 

7



efforts to capture teacher training courses 
as the means of forming teachers in their 
own image and thus reforming a society 
they despise. One popular teacher training 
book from the 1980s explained the 
necessity for capturing our educational 
institutions this way:

“In a society disfigured by class exploitation, 
sexual and racial oppression and in 
chronic danger of war and environmental 
destruction, the only education worthy the 
name is one that forms people capable of 
taking part in their own liberation”.10 

Thus, growing activists for the coming 
revolution has become the business of many 
educators whom we trusted to be impartial. 
For one wild moment, imagine the Greens 
Party was allowed to write the national 
curriculum. Then ask yourself if it would 
look substantively different to what ACARA 
has delivered? If the Greens Party had 
paid for their product to be sympathetically 
placed, they could not have fared batter. 
The political agenda to foster particular 
political opinions – even to suggest voting 
preferences – to students who will be voting 
only a few short years from now is overt. 
The national curriculum needs to be sent 
back to the drawing board so that ACARA 
can try again.

EXAMPLES
• Outlining the key events and campaigns 

that contributed to popular awareness 
of environmental issues, such as the 
publication of the ‘Big Blue Marble’ 
photo taken from Apollo 8 (1968), the 
establishment of Greenpeace to protest 
against nuclear testing in Alaska (1971), 
the protests against the Franklin Dam 
(1982) and the full campaign to prevent 
the damming of the Gordon River, the 
sinking of Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior 
(1985), the Chernobyl nuclear plant 
meltdown (1986), the Exxon Valdez oil 
tanker spill (1989), and the Jabiluka mine 
controversy (1998) (AC9HH10K20_E7) 

• Investigating the impact of early texts 
that warned about environmental change, 
for example, Silent Spring by Rachel 
Carson (1962), Don’t It Make You Want 
To Go Home by Joe South (1970), Mother 
Earth News magazine in 1970, Mercy 
Mercy Me (The Ecology) lyrics by Marvin 
Gaye (1971) (AC9HH10K20_E8)

• Using perspectives to explain why 
environmental movements and the 
Australian Greens party gained increasing 
public voice (AC9HH10K22_E9)

READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC

10 Donnelly, op. cit., p. 39-40.



• Evaluating the Australian government’s 
response to environmental threats 
including deforestation and climate 
change (AC9HH10K23_E5) 

• Discussing what influence the rise of 
the Australian Greens party has had on 
shaping Australian government policies 
on environmental threats, including 
deforestation and climate change 
(AC9HH10K23_E6)

• Investigating how international 
organisations, such as Conservation 
International, Greenpeace, the 
Environmental Defense Fund, The Nature 
Conservancy, Ocean Conservancy, 
the World Resources Institute and 
the World Wildlife Fund, advocate to 
change government policies around 
environmental threats, including 
deforestation and climate change 
(AC9HH10K23_E7)

• Discussing the impact of the United 
Nations on responding to environmental 
threats, including climate change, 
such as the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(1992), the Kyoto Protocol (1997), the 
Copenhagen Accord (2009), the Paris 
Agreement (2016) (AC9HH10K23_E8)

• How Australian citizens can participate in 
democracy, including voting in elections, 
contact with their elected representatives, 
joining political parties and standing as 
an independent, use of lobby groups, and 
direct action (AC9HC8K01) 

• Different experiences, perspectives 
and debates about Australia’s national 
identity, citizenship, and recognition 
of diversity particularly First Nations 
Australians’ identities as owners of their 
respective nations (AC9HC8K07) 

• Evaluating some current debates about 
Australia’s identity, such as the date of 
Australia Day, the design of the flag, the 
Uluru Statement, Reconciliation and 
truth-telling, the call for a treaty between 
First Nations People of Australia and the 
Australian Government, an Australian 
way of life and Australian values 
(AC9HC8K07_E3)

• Making decisions about the most 
effective way to persuade a specific 
audience on a contemporary issue or 
about a need for action (for example, 
to argue the case for a constitutional 
change or an advertisement promoting 
participation in Australia’s democracy) 
(AC9HC8S07_E5) 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7025/hass_civics_and_citizenship_comparative_information_f-10.pdf
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Executive Summary 

 

The National Curriculum is unbalanced, biased, and fundamentally hostile to Australia’s 

Western Civilisation legacy. 

The National Curriculum has three cross curriculum priorities – Sustainability, Asia and 

Australia’s Engagement with Asia, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and 

Cultures – which are supposed to be taught in every subject. 

These priorities are inappropriate and ideologically driven. It is surely not appropriate for a 

Health and Physical Education curriculum to prescribe learning objectives about Aboriginal 

cultural identity. Nor should Mathematics classes include instruction on sustainability. 

The ideological nature of the National Curriculum is most manifest in the Year 7 to 10 

history curriculum. 

The history curriculum over-emphasises themes such as environmental determinism, 

focuses attention disproportionately on the history of European colonialism and 

multiculturalism, and takes a materialist approach to questions of class. 

Conversely, the history curriculum entirely downplays the role of ideas as a driver of 

historical change, entirely misses the significance of liberalism in the development of liberal 

democracy in Australia, and downplays and denigrates the development of Western 

Civilisation and religion. 

While the Institute of Public Affairs welcomes the review of the National Curriculum, it 

remains the case that any National Curriculum will be ideological in some form.  

As a consequence, rather than amending or adjusting the National Curriculum to fix these 

problems, the most sustainable and liberal solution would be to scrap the National 

Curriculum altogether. The government should focus on eliminating barriers to schools 

choosing and developing their own curriculum in consultation with their school community. 
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Introduction 
 

Institute of Public Affairs research demonstrates that the National Curriculum is unbalanced, 

ideologically-biased and systematically hostile to the legacy of Western Civilisation.  

In January 2014, Commonwealth Education Minister Christopher Pyne announced a review 

of the National Curriculum. Minister Pyne noted that the “truth about the benefits of 

Western civilisation should be taught in our curriculum. And I think that there is some fair 

criticism that the curriculum is balanced one way rather than the other.”1 

It is the view of the Institute of Public Affairs that the National Curriculum’s cross-curriculum 

priorities distort the curriculum’s content across each learning area. 

The history curriculum is of particular concern. It over-emphasises the following themes: 

o The environment 

o Colonialism 

o Multiculturalism 

o Social history 

o Class and minority groups 

o Anti-modernism 

In addition, the following themes are either under-emphasised or do not expressly appear in 

the history curriculum at all: 

o History of Ideas 

o Liberalism 

o Economic growth and technology 

o Political history 

o Western civilisation 

o Religion 

Curriculums are by their very nature ideological. It is our view that no coherent and 

ideologically-neutral National Curriculum could be developed that would satisfy the needs 

of all schools, all parents, and all children. Therefore: 

 The National Curriculum should be scrapped. 

 The government should focus eliminating barriers that prevent schools from 

developing and implementing the curricula of their own choosing. 

                                                           
1
 http://www.pyneonline.com.au/media/transcripts/review-of-national-curriculum 
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About this submission 

This submission includes a discussion of the problems with the National Curriculum’s Cross-

Curriculum Priorities and a detailed critique of content of the Year 7 to 10 history 

curriculum.  

It does not address any issues relating to the structure of the curriculum. While we 

acknowledge that much could be done to improve the coherency of the National 

Curriculum, particularly in the history learning area, we are only concerned here with the 

manifestation of the curriculum’s ideological and philosophical assumptions. These are 

explicitly stated as the Cross Curriculum Priorities and are especially evident in the Year 7 to 

10 history curriculum. 

This submission is particularly concerned with the way the National Curriculum is being 

interpreted in classroom settings. 

To gain insight into how the ideological assumptions in the curriculum documents are being 

interpreted, we have analysed a number of history textbooks that have been written to 

comply with the dictates of the new National Curriculum.  

Textbooks surveyed include the Jacaranda History Alive books, the Oxford Big Ideas and the 

Pearson History. These textbooks are currently being used by a large number of schools 

across the country. We consider these books to provide an insight into how the history 

curriculum will look in practice.  

Obviously, the textbooks do not always represent the intentions and sympathies of the 

original curriculum writers and are produced by independent publishing companies, not by 

the government, and schools are not required to use them.  

However, the National Curriculum-compliant textbooks illustrate the most pressing 

shortcomings of the National Curriculum very clearly. Because the curriculum in its current 

form is extremely explicit, virtually all of the textbooks are structured in exactly the same 

way, include the same information, and even have the same chapter headings.  As such, 

they all share the same over-emphases and omissions as the National Curriculum, and 

illustrate them far more clearly than the curriculum documents.  
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Cross-curriculum priorities 
 

The most significant problem with the National Curriculum is Cross-Curriculum Priorities. At 

the present, these priorities are: 

 Sustainability; 

 Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia; and 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures. 

Currently, the curriculum is structured in such a way that makes it necessary for each of 

these priorities to be emphasised across all learning areas. All three of these priorities are 

clearly political and ideological. As the Institute of Public Affairs’ Chris Berg has written, 

All [are] worthy topics, of course. How are they ideological? Take sustainability. The 

sustainability theme is intended to "[create] a more ecologically and socially just 

world through informed action". That's virtually the definition of ideology: a 

positive description (we are harming the planet) combined with a normative ideal 

of a better social order (an ecologically and socially just world). 

If this isn't clear enough, well, one of its 'organising ideas' is the sustainability 

'world view': "value diversity and social justice are essential for achieving 

sustainability". 

Perhaps this is an ideology you agree with. Ideology isn't a bad thing. Everybody's 

thought is shaped by ideology, whether they're aware of it or not. But it's ideology 

nonetheless.
2
 

The cross-curriculum priorities crowd other important content out of the curriculum. An 

example of this is the English curriculum. In it, students are repeatedly supposed to refer to 

Dreamtime stories, Asian legends and Aboriginal rock art to learn concepts like the structure 

of stories, rhythm, and illustrated texts.  

The repeated emphasis on these issues throughout the Foundation to Year 10 English 

curriculum means that other important aspects of ‘English’ are omitted. The only European 

literature mentioned in the Foundation to Year 10 curriculum, for example, appears to be 

Cinderella and Jack and the Beanstalk. While there are frequent references to the 

Dreamtime and Asian literature, there is no mention at all of texts that have been 

foundational to western and therefore Australian literature – for example, Homer, Virgil, the 

Bible, Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton, among many others which could have warranted a 

mention. 

                                                           
2
 http://ipa.org.au/news/3035/the-farce-of-an-ideologically-neutral-curriculum 
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The Cross-Curriculum Priorities are also emphasised throughout the Health and Physical 

Education, Arts, Technologies, and even Mathematics curricula. In the first of these, there is 

a strong emphasis on ‘cultural identity’ and ‘diversity.’ For example, one content description 

in the Year 3 and 4 Health and Physical Education curriculum reads: “research own heritage 

and cultural identities, and explore strategies to respect and value diversity.”  

There is a very strong emphasis on the environment in the Technologies curriculum. 

Shakespeare is not studied in Drama, yet there is at least one content description for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander drama in virtually every year.  

Elaborations in the mathematics curriculum recommend lessons about symmetry in Asian 

textiles and Aboriginal counting methods. 

For the above reasons, the Cross-Curriculum Priorities are probably the most significant 

underlying problem in the National Curriculum in its current form.   

Some critics of the National Curriculum have argued that balance could be restored by 

adding in a fourth cross-curriculum priority – “the continued recognition of ‘western/Judeo-

Christian influences on our society.’”3 While we agree that this is extremely important and 

should indeed appear in any good curriculum, simply adding another Cross-Curriculum 

priority is unlikely to resolve these underlying issues. It suggests that students will have to 

study Western culture and Christianity in disciplines like Science, Mathematics, and Health 

and Physical Education, which is certainly not appropriate in subjects that do not need to 

include cultural studies at all.  

For this reason, the most effective and immediate change that the inquiry could 

recommend would be to abolish all of the Cross-Curriculum priorities. 

There is no need for themes to be repeated in every section of the curriculum. Each 

discipline should have its own ‘priorities,’ depending on the purpose and intended 

outcomes of the particular discipline.  

For example, it is the role of history to give students an understanding of how the world 

came to be in its current state, but the primary priority of mathematics should be to give 

students at least a basic understanding of numeracy. The two disciplines should be 

completely separate. They do not need to overlap the content or include the same themes.  

                                                           
3
 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/mar/10/national-curriculum-call-to-boost-western-judeo-

christian-influence 



7 
 

 
IPA – Submission to Department of Education Review of the Australian Curriculum 

S Forrest & A Lane, March 2014 

Imbalance in the history curriculum: Over-emphasis 
 

The history curriculum disproportionately focuses on a number of themes that will give 

students a distorted and ideological vision of Australia’s past and the significance of 

Western Civilisation. This section outlines five themes that are over-emphasised in the 

history curriculum. It is not intended to suggest that the importance of, for instance, the 

environment in history should not be taught. Rather, the disproportionate focus on these 

themes to the exclusion of other themes elaborated later in the submission demonstrates 

the ideological flavour of the curriculum. 

 

1. The Environment 

As one of the cross-curriculum priorities, the environment plays a very prominent role 

throughout the entire history curriculum, but especially in the Year 7 to 10 curriculum. 

Overall, it reflects an environmental determinist view of human civilisation. The message 

repeated throughout much of the content is that “humans and their natural environment 

are closely interrelated,” implicitly taken to an extreme where environmental factors such 

as climate presuppose the success or failure of any given civilisation. 

This perspective is first revealed in Year 7, where all ‘depth studies’ on the ancient world 

begin with exactly the same content description: 

The physical features of [an ancient civilisation] and how they influenced 

the civilisation that developed there 

The emphasis on this point is the same regardless of which civilisation is being described – 

whether Egypt, Greece, Rome, India or China. It is one of just five content descriptions that 

the curriculum prescribes for each. 

The environment theme re-emerges in Year 8 – particularly in the Asian section. There, it 

emphasises that Polynesian societies declined because they exploited their environmental 

resources, that climate change caused the decline of Angkor, and includes a content 

description on how the Shoguns used natural resources. 

In Year 9, it includes a content description on the Industrial Revolution and its impact on the 

environment: 

The short and long-term impacts of the Industrial Revolution, including 

global changes in landscapes, transport and communication 

Naturally, many of the textbooks follow this trend and emphasise the damage that the 

Industrial Revolution did to the environment. Oxford Big Ideas includes a number of pages 
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on it, noting – among other things – that “the Industrial Revolution left humanity dependent 

on carbon fuels” (a bad thing!) 

By far the most concerning appearance of the environment in the history curriculum, 

however, is in the Year 10. This post-WWII section could have included many things. One 

would have expected a depth study on the Cold War, or at least the Cold War era. Instead, 

the last two depth studies in Year 10 are a core unit on Indigenous rights and an elective on 

either pop culture, immigration and refugees, or the environment movement. 

In this depth study, they are supposed to learn about the notion of “Gaia – the interaction 

of Earth and its biosphere,” “limits to growth – that unlimited growth is unsustainable,” and 

“rights of nature – recognition that humans and their natural environment are closely 

interrelated.” They are supposed to learn about a range of “environmental impacts” and 

learn about how they motivated major protests, like the campaign to stop the blocking of 

Gordon River. 

All of the textbooks are similarly biased. For example, the Nelson textbook rendition of this 

section of the National Curriculum includes lengthy descriptions of events like the Blockage 

of Franklin Dam and Lake Pedder, and profiles of people such as Jack Mundey, Peter Garrett 

and groups like the Rising Tide Newcastle and Greenpeace. It then insists that the debate 

over anthropogenic climate change is settled and that scientists find An Inconvenient Truth 

to be “factually accurate.” 

Overall, there is a very strong environmental theme throughout the National Curriculum. 

The theme repeated throughout is that climate presupposes the fate of a civilisation; 

apparently, it presupposed the fate of ancient civilisations, was responsible for the collapse 

of various societies throughout history, and will be devastate us in the coming years. 

This is not to suggest that the environment and geography did not play an important role in 

history and in shaping how different civilisations developed. It certainly did – although so 

did ideas and institutions, which do not get quite the same attention.  

This history curriculum, however, emphasises the impact of the environment at the cost of 

denigrating the role of human agency, and then worsens the situation still by including 

issues and events that are political in a context very sympathetic to left-wing green 

movements. A history curriculum is no place to preach these ideas.  

 

 

2. Colonialism 

Another recurring feature in the curriculum is colonialism – or, more specifically, European 

colonialism and its evils. This begins in Years 5 and 6, which discusses European settlement 
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in Australia and “the nature of convict or colonial presence” and “experiences of Australian 

democracy and citizenship” of Aboriginal people. 

The Year 7 to 10 curriculum includes many more references to colonialism. Already, Year 8 

includes whole depth study on the Spanish Conquest of the Americas. This subject describes 

the violent conquest of the Aztecs or Incas by the Europeans and the disastrous “longer-

term effects of colonisation, including slavery, population changes and lack of control over 

resources.” The textbook renditions of these depth studies include graphic tables detailing 

the population declines in the region. 

Nearly half of the Year 9 depth study on early Australia is about the damage Europeans did 

to non-Europeans. Much of the equivalent unit on Asia is about European colonialism. In the 

History Alive textbook, this is transformed into a chapter almost purely about China gaining 

independence from the oppressive European powers, which conveniently cuts off when the 

Communist Party comes into power – but this is perhaps not entirely due to the contents of 

the curriculum. The overview for that year includes an elaboration on “recognising how 

Asian societies responded to European imperialism, the extent to which they were changed 

and the influence they exercised on the rest of the world.” 

Finally, the Year 10 history curriculum includes a core depth study about civil rights 

movements and “the struggle of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples for rights and 

freedoms” against the European colonists. The Stolen Generations, the Mabo decision, and 

the Apology are all mentioned in the content descriptions, along with the Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). 

Overall, there is a strong emphasis on specifically European colonialism throughout the 

history curriculum and the negative impact that this had on indigenous populations. This is 

not to say that it should not be included at all, of course, or that much of what the 

curriculum includes is fundamentally bad or factually flawed in some way; but the emphasis 

that it places upon these concepts is undue. 

 

3. Multiculturalism 

Since one of the cross-curriculum priorities is ‘Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia,’ it 

is likely to be of little surprise that multiculturalism is another feature of the history 

curriculum that is strongly over-emphasised.  

Throughout Years 7 and 8, virtually half of the content descriptions are about Asian 

civilisations. Of the other three electives on ancient civilisations in Year 7, two are about 

Greece and Rome – which are both very important – and one is about ancient Egypt – which 

is popular but not as relevant to Western and Australian history as the previous two. All 

strictly European medieval history in Year 8 is grouped under the heading ‘the Western and 

Islamic World,’ which also includes an elective depth study on the Ottoman Empire. 
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Similarly, in Year 9 it is not compulsory to complete a depth study on Australian history; an 

elective on modern Asian history can be completed instead. Much of Year 10 is explicitly 

about multiculturalism – particularly the depth studies on immigration and human rights 

movements.  

In the Year 10 depth study on immigration, students are supposed to study “the 

contribution of migration to Australia’s changing identity as a nation and to its international 

relationships.” This is essentially a summary of one of the main underlying themes in the 

existing curriculum.  

 

4. Social history 

Most history in primary school is either about historical skills or social history. This is 

understandable, although whether or not it is the best way to introduce history is indeed 

open to debate and it should not be a given. The curriculum for Years 4 to 6 prescribes 

various content descriptions on the daily life of Australia’s inhabitants, particularly 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and migrants from Asian countries. 

There is a problem, however, in the sense that the curriculum continues its strong focus on 

social history into the secondary school curriculum. The depth studies prescribed in Year 7 

on the ancient civilisations are largely about social history – about their values, practices, 

beliefs, key groups in society, foreign cults, and contacts between Asia and Europe. The 

medieval history depth studies are also mostly about social history.  The Australian history 

depth study in Year 9 is mostly about “experiences,” as are the depth studies on the 

Industrial Revolution and the Movement of peoples. The only depth study that is not 

predominantly about social history in Year 10 is World War II. 

Social history is undoubtedly important, and many students may find it more interesting 

than bare political history. Without proper historical context, however, it is meaningless. 

The over-emphasis of social history and the corresponding lack of emphasis on political 

history means that it must be very difficult to derive a sense of chronology from most of the 

curriculum in its current form, let alone a sense of narrative and long-term developments. 

The Year 7 and 8 depth studies in particular are severely lacking in context. 

For Years 7 and 8 at least, most of the content in the National Curriculum is social history at 

the cost of providing a chronological and narrative context and illustrating how changes 

occurred over time. 
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5. Class and Minority Groups 

A more concerning aspect of the curriculum is that there is a strong focus on class and 

minority groups. For example, the Year 7 overview content includes the following content 

description: 

key features of ancient societies (farming, trade, social classes, religion, rule 

of law) 

This appears to imply that all ancient societies without discrimination had exactly the same 

features in terms of “social classes,” when the reality was very different. Yet as if to 

reinforce this view, all the ‘Mediterranean’ and ‘Asia’ breadth studies include the following 

content description:  

Roles of key groups in ancient [specify] Society, (such as…) including the 

influence of law and religion 

In each case, the role of minority groups – women, slaves, plebeians – are emphasised, 

giving the impression of rigid, strongly class-oriented societies. Often the summaries are 

actually incorrect or omit important information. It does not mention anywhere that Athens 

was the first democracy, although one elaboration does include an obscure and possibly 

misapplied reference to “the invention of freedom” in the ancient Greece depth study. 

Similarly, it depicts the key groups of Roman society as “patricians, plebeians, women, 

slaves.” This might have been true in about 300 BC, but it the curriculum does not mention 

that the distinction between patricians and plebeian nobiles was increasingly blurred 

towards the end of the Republican period, and that the patrician order virtually disappeared 

in the early empire. Yet the textbooks derived from the curriculum follow it in drawing this 

rigid depiction of Roman society. As the Pearson Year 7 mistakenly says: 

…the plebeians in Rome were the social class who were poor, uneducated 

and low in status. 

Here, some important facts have been omitted to fit into the “key groups” content 

description in the curriculum. This is a gross oversimplification of the structure of Roman 

society – which, in reality, was highly complex – and it appears to have Marxist undertones. 

It is reflected in each of the depth studies from that year and in various places in the 

textbooks. 

The focus on social classes and ‘power’ reappears time and time again as a major theme 

throughout the curriculum. When it is not a distinct aristocratic class that is oppressing the 

plebeians, then it is the Christian church instead. The European history depth studies in Year 

8 focus on “the dominance of the Catholic Church” and makes the odd suggestion that 

Gregorian chants and castles were an expression of its power. 
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The Oxford Big Ideas and History Alive textbooks for this year both include several pages of 

quotations from Marx and Engels.  

There is also a strong emphasis throughout the curriculum on the development of socialism 

in the Progressive Ideas and Movements depth study, as demonstrated in the following 

content descriptions: 

The emergence and nature of key ideas in the period, with a particular 

focus on ONE of the following: capitalism, socialism, egalitarianism, 

nationalism, imperialism, Darwinism, Chartism 

The reasons why ONE key idea emerged and/or developed a following, such 

as the influence of the Industrial Revolution on socialism 

The Movement of Peoples subject the same year is mostly about the slave trade, while the 

Australian unit is mostly about the experiences of non-Europeans and living and working 

conditions. In the textbooks, this translates to women’s voting rights and old-age pensions. 

In Year 9, there is an increasingly strong emphasis on the poor living and working conditions 

in the Industrial Revolution and how this led to the trade union movement. Of course, Year 

10 includes a compulsory depth study on “the struggle of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples for rights and freedoms” and the significance of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights and the US civil rights movement. Virtually two thirds of the year is spent 

completing depth studies on protest movements and the plight of minority groups. 

Overall, there is a definite focus on class and minority groups in many of the content 

descriptions, and that in areas the history curriculum – and even more so, the textbooks 

derived from it – appear to have Marxist undertones. 

 

6. Anti-modernism 

In addition to all of the above over-emphases, another theme that is repeated throughout 

the curriculum is anti-modernism. This theme is related to many of the above – particularly 

environmentalism and, to some degree, colonialism – and is brilliantly expressed in this very 

humourless extract from the Pearson Year 7 textbook: 

Some historians speculate that the shift from the hunter-gatherer way of 

life to the settled life of farming was one of the worst mistakes humankind 

ever made. Studies by anthropologists of the few existing hunter-gatherer 

societies, such as the !Kung San of the Kalahari in Africa, show that they 

work far less hard than neighbouring farmers and have a better and more 

varied diet. 

This is followed a few pages later by an exercise in which students are earnestly to debate: 

“Should modern humans return to the hunter-gatherer way of life?” 
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While there is nothing in the curriculum itself that is quite as blatant as this, a similar theme 

nevertheless recurs throughout the Year 7 to 10 curriculum. As a whole, it paints a very dim 

image of modern society. It includes content descriptions on the impact of the Industrial 

Revolution and economic growth on the environment and a whole depth study on the 

environment movement, which emphasises the negative impacts of “population increase, 

urbanisation, increasing industrial production and trade.”  

The curriculum portrays a very negative view of modernity, if not of human civilisation in 

general. It is a theme that underlies much of the content and is clearly not appropriate in a 

National Curriculum.  
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Imbalance: Under-emphasis 
 

The over-emphasis of themes such as environmental determinism and colonialism is 

matched by a marked under-emphasis of a number of significant themes in the 

development of human history and of Western Civilisation. First among these is the absence 

of the history of ideas. 

 

1. Ideas 

An especially concerning omission from the curriculum and related textbooks is the history 

of ideas – or rather, a history of ideas and concepts and their relationship to the institutions, 

economic growth and the success of any given civilisation or nation. At all stages of the 

curriculum – with the exclusion of Year 9, which will be discussed in more detail below – it 

prescribes what is very much a materialist and environmental view of history, in which 

success is largely determined by environmental and geographical conditions. There is very 

little in the history curriculum on the role of ideas of how they have developed over time. 

To use an example, if there are a handful of stand-alone ‘facts’ that most thirteen year olds 

should know about ancient Greece, two of them would definitely be that: the ancient 

Greeks (particularly the Athenians) invented philosophy and democracy; and by extension, 

both of these inventions have had a profound impact on the institutions of many European 

nations and their former colonies, including Australia. 

At the present, however, although there is much emphasis on the geographic and 

environmental setting on ancient Greece, the coverage of democracy in the Year 7 

curriculum is extremely scant. It introduces the concept from the perspective of social or 

class history, emphasising that there were still different ‘classes’ in Athenian society – men, 

women, and children – and remaining silent on the significance of democratic ideas. In fact, 

it doesn’t actually use the word “democracy” at all; instead, it ambiguously attributes the 

“the invention of freedom” to the ancient Greeks – which is not strictly justified.  

In keeping with this, most textbooks include half a page to a page (usually shared with 

Sparta) on the development and constitution of Athenian democracy. Some even portray 

Athenian democracy in a somewhat negative light. An inquiry task on page 203 of the Year 7 

Pearson textbook requires students to write an ‘oral history’ by “an Athenian slave working 

in the silver mines, who talks about his view of ‘democracy’ in Athens.” There is very little 

emphasis on the historical significance of the development of democracy in historical terms. 

The curriculum is even more silent on Greek philosophy, and does not even mention it in 

the content descriptions, despite the fact that it mandates content descriptions on “the 
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spread of philosophies and beliefs” in the India and China depth studies the same year. 

Likewise, at least one textbook – Oxford Year 7, mentions Plato and bolds the word 

“philosopher,” without explaining what Plato’s contribution to philosophy was or why it was 

significant. 

Just as there is very little on the development of Greek democracy and philosophy and its 

significance, there is very little on the significance of Roman law. Since Roman law and 

customs (grouped together under the same content description) get exactly the same vague 

treatment as every other ancient civilisation, there is nothing in there to suggest that it was 

a forebear of many European legal systems – and our own. Equally, there is nothing on the 

development of English Law (the Domesday book, for example, does not earn a mention, 

nor for that matter does the Battle of Hastings) and there is very little or nothing in the 

years 7 to 10 on the ideas that influenced the institutions of England, and therefore of 

Australia.  

Nowhere does the curriculum discuss anything about the development of natural law and 

human rights before the United Nations’ Declaration of Universal Human Rights in 1945, as 

if it were at this point that ‘human rights’ were invented.  

One could read through most of the curriculum and gain the impression that, for the most 

part, ideas (with the exclusion of socialism) don’t matter. There is very little on how ideas 

influence institutions, and how institutions impact the success or failure of a civilisation or 

nation and the wellbeing of its people. Instead, the curriculum places an emphasis on the 

geographic setting of each civilisation and its relationship with the environment, and the 

different social classes in society. When ideas are mentioned, the curriculum paints a 

sketchy and incomplete picture. 

 

2. Liberalism 

Closely related to the above is the complete omission of liberalism from the curriculum. This 

is especially astounding because the curriculum does include a depth study in Year 9 on 

“progressive ideas and movements” - perhaps, along with the protest movement depth 

studies in Year 10, the only place in the curriculum where "ideas" do play a role. The ideas 

mentioned include capitalism, socialism, Darwinism, and Chartism, but liberalism is not 

mentioned.  

Although the depth study emphasises socialism, using it as the example in the "progressive 

ideas and movements" depth study and suggesting that students learn how the labour 

movement was influenced by the Industrial Revolution, the concept of liberalism is omitted 

altogether – an idea that has done much to shape the institutions of modern Australia. 
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That the curriculum mentions socialism, Chartism and social Darwinism but not liberalism is 

not acceptable, and is very illustrative of the one-sidedness and selectiveness of the history 

curriculum. 

 

3. Political history 

Given the strongly social, environmental and materialist approach to the history curriculum, 

it is perhaps unsurprising that political history throughout the curriculum is also severely 

lacking. The fact is that most of the chronology and political history is currently included in 

the 'historical overview' content outlined at the beginning of each year - content which is 

supposed to comprise about 10% of total teaching time in history, or about eight hours of 

class. Most depth studies focus on social history - daily life, the structure of society, and 

geographic features - but include very little on names, dates, chronology, historical turning 

points, and long-term developments.  

The Year 7 depth studies each include a content description on the life and achievements of 

single notable individuals, but this is apparently to be examined in isolation and is therefore 

not likely to be very informative. This is essentially the extent of political history in the Year 

7 curriculum. In the ancient Rome depth study, students are to learn about Julius Caesar or 

Augustus. The Pearson Year 7 textbook includes a double page on the career of Julius 

Caesar, depicting his life as a 'timeline of the fall of the Republic,' without examining his 

relationship with other significant individuals at the time and important developments 

before and after his lifetime that also contributed to the collapse of the Republic. A very 

bare timeline of the life of Caesar is not adequate coverage of the history of this period by 

any account. 

This is presumably not because of lack of space - the curriculum is extremely explicit - but 

because learning about 'big names,' dates, and what actually happened is apparently not as 

important as learning about how civilisations interacted with the environment and about 

how the elite groups of society oppressed the less powerful groups, and about social 

customs in general.  

This is very well illustrated in the Pearson Year 7 textbook, which includes a list of important 

names from ancient Greece for students to memorise. Rather than being the names of 

important individuals - Pericles, Demosthenes, Alexander - they are the names of Greek 

gods, heroes and monsters. It is about the culture and religion of ancient Greece, not the 

history. There is no injunction anywhere else for students to memorise a list of names from 

ancient Greece. 

This trend is largely the same throughout Year 8, where most depth studies include a single 

content description on one historical event - for example, the fall of Constantinople in 1453 

is mentioned in the Ottoman Empire depth study. Nowhere, however, is there an attempt 
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to link these events with other important events, or to place all of this in a chronological 

narrative. There are very few places in which basic list of events and developments are 

listed. 

The situation does improve slightly in Years 9 and 10. The depth studies on World War I and 

World War II are essentially adequate as a basic introduction, and the quality of these 

chapters in the textbooks is usually quite good.  

Ironically, although the last four depth studies in Year 10 are very poor choices for a 

National Curriculum for various reasons, they are the only depth studies that actually do 

include lists of events and dates to learn. For example, the depth study on the development 

of 'human rights' includes a list of events in the 'indigenous rights movement,' leading up to 

Kevin Rudd's 'Sorry' speech. The depths studies themselves, however, are all at the core 

about social history, and mostly about social movements; the most important political 

developments for that period which arguably should have been the focus of the last part of 

the curriculum –  for example, the Cold War – are covered only in the overview content. 

The lack of political history – especially in Years 7 and 8, but also in 9 and 10 – means that it 

must be very difficult for students to gain a sense of how the different pieces of history fit 

together, and of how developments occurred over time, let alone who the key individuals 

were and how they relate to other key individuals. 

 

4. Economic growth and technology 

The history curriculum includes very little information on economic growth and technology, 

and very little economic history in general. Of course, it does mention trade between 

societies occasionally – for example, it is listed as a ‘key feature of ancient society’ and in 

the depth study on the Vikings, and the slave trade gets a number of mentions – but the 

only time that “growth” is mentioned is in a reference to the growth of the environment 

movement in Australia and the notion of ‘limits to growth – that unlimited growth is 

unsustainable,’ both of which appear in the depth study on the environment movement. 

Most references to technological innovation appear in Year 7, exclusively with reference to 

prehistory – for example, the move from using stone tools to woodwork – and Aboriginal 

technology – including the shell midden and the use of ‘natural resources.’ There do not 

appear to be any explicit mentions anywhere of how technology and economic growth has 

impacted settled civilisations or how it improves living standards. 

The omission becomes most obvious in modern history in Year 9 and 10, when the 

economic side of history should have become extremely important, particularly in the 

industrial period and beyond. Yet the overview content includes very little information on 

the economy and how it improved living conditions, although it does mention how 
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technological innovation affected them (which could be taken either positively or 

negatively.)  

The depth study on the Industrial Revolution discusses the short and long-term impacts, but 

emphasises ‘global changes in landscapes, transport and communication,’ and not the 

economy and living conditions; the elaborations emphasise the impact of factories, mines 

and cities on the environment and population growth, and the development of trade 

unions. There is a content description on “the experiences of men, women and children” 

and “their changing way of life,” but this is mostly in terms of “longer working hours for low 

pay and the use of children as a cheap source of labour” and “the impact of steam, gas and 

electricity on people’s way of life.”  

While some of the textbook renditions of this section of the curriculum are excellent and 

include much more information on technology and economic changes, the National 

Curriculum itself focuses largely on working conditions, environmental damage, and the 

development of socialism in the section on the industrial revolution. 

In addition, in Year 10 there is nothing anywhere that emphasises the fact that western 

countries in the twenty-first century enjoy economic prosperity unprecedented at any other 

time in history. Instead, most of Year 10 is about protest movements and the impact of 

modernisation on the environment. All that it does include is a content description on “the 

intensification of environmental effects in the twentieth century as a result of population 

increase, urbanisation, increasing industrial production and trade,” within the environment 

movement depth study.  

 

5. Religion 

The curriculum is also extremely silent on the matter of religion – especially Christianity. 

This is curious, since it neglects that a small majority of Australians (roughly 61%) still 

identify themselves as Christian, making it – quite aside from its historical importance – by 

far the most significant religion in the country to this day (by contrast, the second-largest 

category in 2011 was “no religion,” which now accounts for about 22%).  

Yet Christianity is not mentioned in Year 7 ancient history, although it is one of the most 

important legacies of the Roman Empire. Whenever Christianity is mentioned in Year 8, it is 

usually in a distinctly negative context or described in terms of its oppressive power – for 

example, Gregorian chants and castles are somehow supposed to demonstrate the “power” 

of the church and how it maintained its control over the population. It is mentioned as a 

motive to the Spanish conquests of the Americas, and in the context of its opposition to the 

“progressive movements” in Year 9. This is a very one-sided a negative view of Christianity. 

There is no emphasis anywhere of the more positive contributions it has made – for 

example, the invention of human rights, the first public hospitals, charities, and the abolition 



19 
 

 
IPA – Submission to Department of Education Review of the Australian Curriculum 

S Forrest & A Lane, March 2014 

of slavery were all driven in a large part by Christianity. Yet the history curriculum does not 

mention any of this and even incorrectly attributes the first public hospitals to Islam. 

 

6. Western Civilisation 

A final point that the curriculum neglects is Western Civilisation, and fails to recognise its 

significance and relevance to modern-day Australia. 

Although Greece and Rome are both of key importance to the history of Western Civilisation 

and the development of Australia’s institutions – along with many others, including the 

civilisation of eastern Europe and Islamic civilisation – it is impossible, given the current 

curriculum, for a single student to study both of them; in fact, would be very possible for a 

student to study ancient Egypt and bypass Greece and Rome altogether. Moreover, the 

curriculum in its current form does nothing to emphasise the importance of Greece and 

Rome and exactly why they are especially important for Australia; on the contrary, both are 

treated in exactly the same way as all the other ancient civilisations in the Year 7 depth 

studies. 

The same is true in Year 8, where a large number of the depth studies about Asia and the 

Ottoman Empire and medieval Europe are found in the same category. Similarly, the 

curriculum in its current form makes it impossible for any student to study both Medieval 

Europe and the Renaissance, although it is not required to study either and it would be 

possible to go through Year 8 having studied the Ottomans and knowing very little about 

medieval Christendom. 

It clearly would have been more difficult for the curriculum to use the same scattered 

approach for the modern period of history in Years 9 and 10, during which western 

European civilisation spread across the world – including to Asia. However, even here, the 

curriculum is somewhat inadequate; it does not adequately cover the period of European 

history between 1600 and 1750, which was critical for the development of Western 

Civilisation and for British history. Indeed, there was very little in the curriculum as a whole 

on British history, although it is the primary focus in the depth study on the industrial 

revolution. Finally, in Year 10, the curriculum lacks anything but a sketchy overview of the 

Cold War, which has shaped Western Civilisation in the present day. 
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Conclusion 

 

A biased and confused curriculum 

There are two points that can be drawn from this discussion. The first is that the curriculum 

appears to portray Western Civilisation – of which Australia is undeniably a part – and the 

elements and earlier civilisations that have shaped it in an either ambivalent or distinctly 

negative light, which is disappointing and greatly concerning in a National Curriculum. 

The second point that can be drawn from it is that the history curriculum in its current form 

is missing a crucial element: a coherent theme. The current National Curriculum purports to 

be a history of everything, at the cost of providing a continuous and coherent account of 

anything – not least, of Australia and its institutions. ‘World history’ is not something that 

can realistically be achieved over four years in most school settings, and certainly not 

something that a National Curriculum should attempt to prescribe.  

At the present, the scattered and eclectic selection of depth studies available lacks cohesion 

and a common thread. It is so excessively multicultural in that it consists of so many 

disconnected depth studies that it is impossible to determine what exactly students are 

supposed to draw from it, aside from so-called ‘historical skills’ and abstract themes. The 

curriculum would have made much more sense if it largely focused on a specific thread of 

history – ideally one which was most relevant to Australia. The thread of history most 

relevant to Australia – in terms of its institutions and its culture – is that of the development 

of Western Civilisation and its forebears. For the most part, this would be the history of 

Greece, Rome, western Christendom, and – in Australia’s case – the British Empire. 

 

The National Curriculum should be abolished, not amended 

The Institute of Public Affairs opposes the establishment of a National Curriculum.  

It is essentially an ideological exercise, and it is inherently dangerous in a liberal democracy 

that a government should be given the power to determine the ideology of school curricula 

across the entire country. 

Having a National Curriculum means that school curricula are politicised. Indeed, by 

definition, it is impossible to have a government-endorsed curriculum that is not politicised. 

As such, it is not only difficult to justify having an Australian National Curriculum in the first 

place, but any National Curriculum that we do have is likely to be both contentious and 

unstable for as long as it continues to exist.  

Different sides of Parliament are highly unlikely to agree upon an ideologically neutral 

curriculum. On the contrary, it is highly likely that each side will accuse the other of 
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politicising various academic disciplines – especially history, the most political of all 

disciplines – and that a review of the curriculum will be announced every time a new 

government comes into power to correct any perceived imbalance.  

We have already seen this occur twice since 2006: the first time, when the Rudd 

government scrapped the Howard government’s Guide to Teaching Australian History; the 

second just two months ago, when Christopher Pyne announced a review of the Labor 

curriculum. A very similar pattern is currently occurring in the United Kingdom. The trend is 

likely to continue here, making the National Curriculum greatly destabilising for the teachers 

and students involved. 

On the basis of the above, the ideal situation would be to abolish the National Curriculum 

altogether and to introduce a competing curriculum model to allow for greater school 

autonomy and prevent curricula from becoming politicised. 
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The IPA supports the free market of ideas, the free flow of capital, a limited and efficient 
government, evidence-based public policy, the rule of law, and representative democracy. 
Throughout human history, these ideas have proven themselves to be the most dynamic, 
liberating and exciting. Our researchers apply these ideas to the public policy questions 
which matter today. 

The IPA’s specific research areas include the environment, deregulation, workplace 
relations, energy, political governance, intellectual property, telecommunications, 
technology, housing, education, health and agriculture.  

The IPA publishes a wide variety of research papers and supporting opinion pieces, as well 
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Australia’s longest running political magazine.  In 2008, the IPA Review was awarded the Sir 
Anthony Fisher Memorial Award for best magazine.  
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18 March 2011 

 

The Hon Peter Garrett AM, MP 
PO Box 249 
Maroubra, NSW 2035 
 
 
Dear Mr Garrett, 
 

Why is the legacy of Western Civilisation missing from Australia's 
National Curriculum? 

 
I know how busy you are.  I've worked for federal and state 
politicians.  I know how the urgent drives out the important. 

You don't have time to think about how debates over royal 
prerogative in England in the 1600s have shaped Australian 
parliamentary democracy in 2011.  You're more concerned with 
getting a new set of traffic lights installed outside a primary 
school in your electorate.  That's perfectly understandable. (I've 
got children in primary school myself and as a constituent getting 
traffic lights outside a school is exactly the sort of thing I 
want my MP to be doing.) 

But even if you don't have the time to read over what's in the new 
National Curriculum get someone in your office to spend fifteen 
minutes doing so.  Ask them to look at the proposed History 
curriculum in particular.  It's a public document.  It's available 
at www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/History/Curriculum/F-10. 

The History curriculum is important because what students learn 
about the past shapes how they think of the present and the 
future.  And when those students become adults how they think of 
the past, present, and future shapes our community, our society, 
and our country. 

Australia's education ministers have decided there will be a 
single National Curriculum for Australia.  The National Curriculum 

From the desk of John Roskam, Executive Director  

My mobile is 0415 475 673 or email me at jroskam@ipa.org.au 
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dictates what every Australian student (regardless of whether they 
are in a government or a non-government school) is taught up to 
Year 10.  The plan of the ministers is that by the end of 2013 the 
National Curriculum for English, Mathematics, Science, and History 
will have been substantially implemented. 

According to the government organisation responsible for writing 
and implementing the National Curriculum, the Australian 
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, the curriculum is 
needed to tackle “complex environmental, social and economic 
pressures, such as climate change...”   

It's no exaggeration to say the National Curriculum is a document 
giving politicians enormous power over the lives of the country's 
citizens.  The National Curriculum helps shape what people think.  
Eventually every single Australian will have been taught according 
to what's in the National Curriculum. 

The fact that the National Curriculum helps determine what people 
think is explicitly recognised in the National Curriculum.  At 
page 10 of the History curriculum it is stated in black and white: 

history provides content that supports the development of 
students' world views, particularly in relation to actions 
that require judgment about past social systems and access to 
and use of the Earth's resources. [emphasis added] 

The National Curriculum goes on to explain how the History 
curriculum “provides opportunities for students to develop an 
historical perspective on sustainability by understanding, for 
example...the overuse of natural resources, the rise of 
environmental movements and the global energy crisis...” 

Two things are noteworthy about this passage.  First, it is a 
clear statement of the ideological intent of the History 
curriculum, namely to teach students about 'the overuse of natural 
resources' and the 'global energy crisis.'  The second point is 
that the curriculum automatically assumes natural resources have 
been overused and there is a global energy crisis.  According to 
the National Curriculum there's no room for debate about these  
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issues, and students are not allowed to come to their own 
conclusions. 

There are many other examples where the ideologically-driven 
nature of the National Curriculum is apparent.  Let me give you 
just one more, it is also found on page 10 of the History 
curriculum. 

The National Curriculum attempts to educate students for 
'sustainability,' which means such education: 

...is futures-oriented, focusing on protecting environments 
and creating a more ecologically and socially just world 
through action that recognises the relevance and 
interdependence of environmental, social, cultural and 
economic considerations. [emphasis added] 

Whether students should be educated to create a 'socially just 
world' is, to say the least, a highly contentious and contested 
proposition.  It is also a highly political statement that 
reflects a particular philosophical predisposition.  The creation 
of a “socially just world” is a utopian vision usually associated 
with those on the left of the political spectrum. 

The suggestion that Australian schools should create a “just 
society” is found in many other places throughout the materials 
associated with the National Curriculum. 

I don’t think it is too strong to say that the National Curriculum 
is trying to change the purpose of education. 

For the National Curriculum and its designers, schooling is no 
longer about teaching children, imparting knowledge, and equipping 
young people to draw their own conclusions. 

Instead, schooling as conceived by the National Curriculum is 
about producing ethical citizens, determined to create a socially 
just world. 

Many Australians would find it remarkable that the National 
Curriculum should attempt to bring about a “socially just world”.  
Many Australians would also find it remarkable that until now,  
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this attempt has gone largely unnoticed. 

Which is why I'm writing to you.  And why I'm writing to every 
elected representative in the Commonwealth Parliament and in the 
State and Territory Parliaments. 

And that's why I'm enclosing with this letter a copy of a new book 
by the Institute of Public Affairs and the Mannkal Economic 
Education Foundation. 

The book is entitled The National Curriculum - A Critique.  In it 
seven different authors examine how the National Curriculum either 
ignores or disparages the foundations of Western Civilisation, and 
how the National Curriculum gives students a distorted and 
ideologically-driven picture of global and Australian history. 

The legacy of Western Civilisation is rich, complex, and 
essential.  

Ideals such as democracy, the rule of law, individual rights and 
responsibilities, civil society, economic freedom, and religious 
pluralism are the legacy of Western Civilisation and are the 
foundation of modern Australia.  It is impossible to understand 
and to value our nation without an appreciation of the thousands 
of years of history of Western Civilisation. 

Western cultural and political thought has its origins in the 
development of Judeo-Christian history.  Our ideas about human 
rights are grounded in Christian theology.  Classical Greece, 
Republican Rome, medieval Cordoba, and eighteenth century 
Edinburgh are some of the sites where the Western tradition was 
built.  The Renaissance formed our cultural heritage.  The Age of 
Discovery brought the spirit of inquiry and rationalism.  The 
Scientific Revolution produced empiricism.  The Enlightenment 
helped defined liberal and democratic values.  The Industrial 
Revolution provided the basis for our material prosperity. 

If Australian students are to appreciate their country and to face 
the challenges of the future it is essential they understand the 
foundations of the modern world. 

But the National Curriculum fails to teach Australian students  
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about the legacy of Western Civilisation. 

If the National Curriculum is implemented as proposed Australian 
students – and eventually all Australians – will no longer know 
about the strengths of their own society. 

Some of the problems the The National Curriculum - A Critique 
identifies include how the National Curriculum: 

 ignores the influence of Christianity  
 neglects Australia's role in developing the principles of 

democratic liberalism in the 1800s 
 presents a narrow and politically partisan assessment of the 

concept of human rights 
 is hostile to the role of private enterprise and capitalism 
 adopts a postmodern approach to the teaching of English. 

 
The National Curriculum - A Critique was launched in Melbourne by 
the federal Shadow Minister for Education, Christopher Pyne on 31 
January this year. 

In his speech the shadow minister suggested the National 
Curriculum should make reference to, among other things, the Magna 
Carta, the Bill of Rights, and the English Civil War. 

The suggestion that Australian school students should learn about 
the English Civil War was rubbished by Associate Professor Tony 
Taylor of the Faculty of Education at Monash University in an 
article he wrote on the website Crikey, that appeared on the day 
of the launch of The National Curriculum - A Critique.   

What Associate Professor Taylor wrote is revealing and speaks 
volumes about the ideological underpinnings of the National 
Curriculum. 

According to his university website, Associate Professor Tony 
Taylor was from 2006 to 2010 a “senior consultant with successive 
Coalition and ALP federal governments in formulating three drafts 
of a national history curriculum”.  He has also “developed  
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national professional standards for the teaching and learning of 
history.” 

Associate Professor Tony Taylor is one of Australia's most 
important history educators and one of the architects of the 
National Curriculum for history. 

Of the English Civil War he said,  

...[it] is arguably just a series of confused and confusing 
localised squabbles that may have a special significance for 
UK history, but not for anybody else (unless they like 
dressing up in period costume). 

 
Such a view is, frankly, astonishing.   

What Associate Professor Taylor said about the English Civil War 
demonstrates how much Australia's cultural and political heritage 
is being evaporated.  There'll come a day when an entire 
generation of Australians will never have heard of Charles I, or 
Oliver Cromwell, and they won't know about the origins of the 
essential feature of the political system of their own country, 
namely parliamentary democracy.   

This is what Winston Churchill said about the English Civil War in 
his A History of the English-Speaking Peoples.  

[after 1660]...everyone now took it for granted that the 
Crown was the instrument of Parliament and the King the 
servant of his people. 
  
If the doctrine of Divine Right was again proclaimed, that of 
Absolute Power had been abandoned.  The criminal jurisdiction 
of the Privy Council, the Star Chamber, and the High 
Commission Court were gone.  The idea of the Crown levying 
taxes without the consent of the Parliament or by ingenious 
and questionable devices had vanished.  All legislation 
henceforward stood upon the majorities of legally elected 
Parliaments, and no royal ordinance could resist or replace 
it.  [emphasis added] 
  

The English Civil War established the very principles of  
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Australia's political system. 

Paul Johnson in his A History of the English People writes that 
the consequences of the English Civil War reached far beyond 
England.  “The revolutionaries in America, in France, and in 
Tsarist Russia were to inherit a distinguished revolutionary 
corpus of theory and experience, ultimately derived from 
England.”   

Johnson makes another point about the English Civil War.  The 
'Putney Debates' in 1647 between the members of Ireton's and 
Cromwell's New Model Army: 

...proceeded to invent modern politics - to invent, in fact, 
the public framework of the world in which nearly 3,000 
million people now live...Every major political concept known 
to us today, all the assumptions which underlie the thoughts 
of men in the White House, or the Kremlin, or Downing Street, 
or in presidential mansions or senates or parliaments through 
five centuries, were expressed or adumbrated in the little 
church of St Mary [where the Debates were held]. 

 
Lest it be thought it's only 'conservatives' like Churchill and 
Johnson who believe the English Civil War is one of the single 
most important events in world history. I want to quote the famous 
English Marxist historian (and member of the Communist Party of 
Great Britain) Christopher Hill, from his The Century of 
Revolution 1603-1714. 

A great revolution in human thought dates from these decades 
[1640s] - the general realisation, which the Levellers, 
Hobbes, and Harrington summed up, that solutions to political 
problems might be reached by discussion and argument; that 
questions of utility and expediency were more important than 
theology or history, that neither antiquarian research nor 
searching the Scriptures was the best way to bring peace, 
order, and prosperity to the commonwealth.  It was so great 
an intellectual revolution that it is difficult for us to 
conceive how men thought before it was made. [emphasis added] 
  

Closer to home, here in Australia, Professor John Keane is a 
Professor of Politics at The University of Sydney.  In The Life 
and Death of Democracy published in 2009 he puts his perspective 
on the consequences of the death of Charles I: 
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The public trial and execution of Charles I proved fatal to 
this type of regime [one based on Divine Right].  Assassins 
and court murderers could strike down monarchs in private, 
but putting a king on trial and executing him before an open-
mouthed public killed two bodies, that of the king and that 
of the God-given body politic.  Government was hereafter open 
in principle to all and sundry and - more radically - power 
relations were consequently seen not as divine, or as 
symbolically linked to an individual of royal birth.  Matters 
to do with who got what, when and how were seen as 
contingent: as up for grabs, as depending on human judgements 
and actions, preferably by a government of elected 
representatives enjoying the support of all its citizens. 
[emphasis added] 
 

The human rights lawyer Geoffrey Robertson in his history of the 
trial of Charles I credits the English Civil War with another 
consequence.  It was the trial and execution of a tyrannical king 
that gave birth to the concept of international human rights law, 
and in particular the precedent of prosecuting a head of state.   

Cooke's [the lawyer prosecuting Charles I] case against the 
King was the first modern legal argument against tyranny - 
based (as Bush and Blair might more credibly have based their 
case against Saddam Hussein) on a universal right to punish a 
tyrant who denies democracy and civil and religious liberty 
to his people. 
  

So why does the National Curriculum ignore the English Civil War? 
One can speculate.    

The English Civil War is not just any political event in the 
history of one, randomly chosen country.  It is a pivotal event in 
a story the National Curriculum doesn’t tell.   

The English Civil War is a vital part of the history of Western 
Civilisation.  

It places Britain – at that time a small, poor island nation far 
from the geographic centre of Europe – at the absolute centre of 
the battle for liberty.  

It emphasises how the struggle between tyrannical government and 
free society has defined human history.  
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Indeed, it emphasises how resistance to excessive taxation is the 
common thread in so many disparate revolts against state power 
throughout history. 

The National Curriculum has been determined according to three  

very specific “cross-curriculum priorities”: 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures 
 Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia 
 Sustainability. 

 
These priorities are woven through all the subjects of the 
National Curriculum – not just History, but also English, 
Mathematics, and Science. 

None of those priorities provides an opportunity to explore the 
strengths and development of Western Civilisation. A story of how 
Australia's political system developed that includes the English 
Civil War directly contradicts the philosophical and ideological 
assumptions of those three priorities.  

'Sustainability' demonstrates human society not as progressing 
towards greater wealth, prosperity, and improvement in the human 
condition, but as a problem. Both Asian and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander histories and cultures are valuable and important 
subjects, but their impact on Australia’s liberal democratic 
framework has been minor compared to the struggle for liberalism 
in Britain. 

The study of 'Asia and Australia's engagement with Asia' reveals a 
tendency that's been noted by British historian Niall Ferguson.  
He's talked about how throughout the English-speaking world it has 
now become assumed “that it is other cultures we should study, not 
our own.” 

What discussion there is of liberty and liberalism in the National 
Curriculum is all centred around developments of the twentieth 
century.  

But these more recent struggles for liberty will make little sense 
to students who know nothing of the concept or history of liberty.  
Minorities who protested they lacked the same freedom of the 
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majority were well aware of the history of those freedoms. They 
knew that equality mattered because it had not been extended to 
them.  

As the editor of The National Curriculum: A Critique, Chris Berg, 
has written: 

[O]ppressed minorities were seeking the same rights held by 
the majority. Aboriginal Australians wanted full political 
rights. Black Americans wanted an end to discriminatory Jim 
Crow laws. To teach the struggle for minority rights without 
mentioning how the idea of universally applicable rights came 
into being is to distort history. 
  
We could dismiss this distortion as an accident if not for 
the strong impression it would give students - that the 
history of Western civilisation is primarily characterised by 
the oppression of minorities, not the long, slow, spluttering 
development and expansion of political freedom, liberalism 
and prosperity. 
  
Rights denied to racial minorities is a stain on our past, 
but it is not the sole attribute of our history. 
  

By telling only part of the story of liberty, the National 
Curriculum leaves the impression on students that the story of 
liberty is one of minorities gaining rights against the oppression 
of the majority. But in reality, throughout the course of human 
history it has been the state and tyrannical rulers who have 
oppressed minorities and majorities alike. 

Of course, all politics is ideological, and no curriculum can 
avoid teaching material that could be construed as ideological 
content. 

Associate Professor Tony Taylor’s article in Crikey confirmed 
another conclusion of The National Curriculum: A Critique.  
Namely, that the National Curriculum is hostile to a central part 
of Western Civilisation, Christianity.  In the book, David 
Daintree writes:  

...like it or loathe it, Christianity has been the dominant 
faith and moral mentor for our nation since white settlement 
began ... It would be good to see our society honestly facing 
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up to the implications of its own heritage, and mature enough 
to recognise the good alongside the bad, and wise enough to 
see that amid the imperfections of any human organisation 
there is much to take pride in. 
  

Associate Professor Taylor’s comments about Christianity in the 
National Curriculum were simultaneously antagonistic and 
dismissive. 

Christianity is covered in Year 8 under “the spread of 
Christianity”, medieval Europe under the Crusades (not so 
good, that bit), the medieval dominance of the Catholic 
church and the Spanish conquest of the Americas (another not-
so-good bit). 
  

Taylor is basically arguing that the influence of Christianity of 
the modern world (or at least, all of the influence worth teaching 
the next generation of Australians) is confined to just three 
episodes. 

Again, this attitude illustrates the failure of the National 
Curriculum to tell the story of Australia's democratic history.   
To describe the history of ideals such as freedom, equality, 
political representation and individualism would require the 
National Curriculum to engage with the fact that those ideals were 
developed within an explicitly Christian framework. But because 
the National Curriculum does not do so Christianity can be 
dismissed and pigeon-holed into limited and narrow historical 
episodes.  As Taylor reveals, in two out of the three substantive 
contexts in which the National Curriculum examines Christianity, 
Christianity is interpreted in a negative light.   

The National Curriculum allows Year 8 students to learn about “the 
policy of religious toleration” of the Ottoman Empire and how the 
Mongols under Genghis Khan provided an “exemption of teachers, 
lawyers and artists from taxes”.  But when for example students in 
Year 9 learn about the transatlantic slave trade under the heading 
of “Progressive ideas and movements from 1750 to 1918” there's no 
mention of the central role of Christian abolitionists in having 
the slave trade abolished. 

If you're interested you can read more about what Associate 
Professor Tony Taylor said about the National Curriculum at 
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http://westerncivilisation.ipa.org.au/2011/02/tony-taylor-in-
crikey-on-the-national-curriculum/. 

The National Curriculum - A Critique was produced as part of the 
Foundations of Western Civilisation, a joint program of the 
Institute of Public Affairs and the Mannkal Economic Education 
Foundation. 

The Program has an Advisory Council whose members are Professor 
Geoffrey Blainey, Dr Anthony Cappello, Paul Forgasz, Professor Ian 
Harper, Professor Wolfgang Kasper, Professor Greg Melleuish,  
Julie Novak, and Professor Claudio Veliz. 

If you would like to know more about the Foundations of Western 
Civilisation Program please do not hesitate to contact me. 

Before the National Curriculum is implemented it should be 
subjected to more scrutiny than it has so far received.   
 
In the long-term what's in the National Curriculum is no less 
important than the traffic lights outside our primary schools. 
 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

Enclosed: The National Curriculum - A Critique 

Copy to: Members and Senators of the Commonwealth Parliament, 
Members of the State and Territory Parliaments   
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Is Western Civilisation part of your life today? is a practical classroom resource that seeks to help students 
understand the nature and origin of the Australia in which they are living.

Australian citizens today live in one of the most peaceful, free, wealthy, equal and democratic societies on the planet. It is 
not perfect, but it is one of the most desirable societies in which to live. 

Some key qualities or features of Australia as a civil society are that:

• government is democratic, with people having a vote over who makes the laws

• there is a rule of law — all people, regardless of their position in society, are bound by the laws, all people have 
access to the law, and courts are fair and impartial 

• people have the freedom and personal responsibility to start businesses, and succeed or fail depending on their own 
abilities, within a set of rules that ensure legality and fairness

• people have individual freedom of thought, religion, movement, speech and association — subject to laws that 
protect society against criminal uses of these freedoms or one freedom negating another

• the economic system is capitalist and free enterprise — people have freedom to make profit from their economic 
activities, subject to laws that stop unfair exploitation of workers and consumers

• no religions are given preferential treatment by the government, but all are free and equal, as long as they act within 
the civil and criminal laws

• the vulnerable people in society are given protection

• education and knowledge are based on reason, scientific evidence and rational thought, not dogma.

These qualities are valuable features of our society, but they can easily be subverted, and should not be  
taken for granted.

Many of these qualities or characteristics are part of Australia’s heritage of Western Civilisation. 

• How did Australia come to be like this? 

• How have these citizenship features developed over time, and been adopted by certain societies,  
including Australia? 

This unit provides a resource to help students understand the nature and influence of Western Civilisation in their  
civic lives today.

They will be able to identify key elements of their society, appreciate their values, and understand where these 
characteristics have come from and developed over time.

The emphasis on Western Culture as the major part of Australia’s heritage does not deny that other cultures have 
influenced Australia, and continue to do so, but their influence has been far less significant than that of the West. 

By studying this unit, students will be better able to appreciate and critically evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
society they live in, and that they want to develop in the future.

Overview
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An exploration of the characteristics of Western Civilisation is indirectly included in both the Civics and Citizenship, and 
the History elements of the Australian Curriculum. However, students need help in appreciating the significance of the 
characteristics that the curriculum helps them to identify.

This resource provides a way of introducing and exploring relevant aspects of the Australian Curriculum at Years 7-10 
for both History and Civics and Citizenship:

HISTORY AND DEPTH STUDIES CIVICS AND CITIZENSHIP

Year 7 — The Ancient World: Students examine:

• one of Egypt, Greece, Rome; and

• one of India, China

Year 8 — Ancient to the Modern World: Students examine:

• one of Ottoman Empire, Renaissance Italy, Vikings, Medieval Europe; 

• one of Angkor/Khmer Empire, Shogun Japan, Polynesian expansion across 
the Pacific; and 

• one of Mongol expansion, Black Death, Spanish conquest of Americas 
[Aztecs, Incas], Indigenous-Colonist contact (NSW only)

Year 9 — The Making of the Modern World: Students examine: 

• one of Industrial Revolution, Progressive ideas and movements,  
Movement of peoples; 

• one of Asia and the world [China, India, Japan], Making a nation  
[C19th Australia]; and 

• World War 1

Year 10 — The Modern World and Australia: Students examine: 

• World War 2; 

• Rights and Freedoms 1945-present; and 

• one of Popular Culture, Migration experiences, Environment movement 

7-10:

Three strands:

• Government and democracy

• Law and citizens

• Citizenship, diversity  
and identity

This unit helps students identify the civic characteristics of their society, to understand that these features did not just 
appear, but have historical origins, dating back at least to Greek and Roman times, but in particular to the development 
of Britain from the time of Magna Carta.

It also helps students understand that, while a set of values and institutions were brought with the First Fleet, these values 
and institutions have undergone change over time in their new setting. 

In Civics and Citizenship, teachers can use this resource to understand the origin and nature of many of the key 
civic values and institutions Australia has inherited from its Western Civilisation heritage, via Britain, and which have 
developed locally over time.

In History teachers can use this resource to help students understand how some of the themes they are exploring within 
various Depth Studies can still be seen in their own communities today. 

In both subjects, students’ inquiries require the development of appropriate organisational, analytical, interpretive and 
communication skills.

Curriculum relevance
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The resource has three key components, and a fourth optional one.

1. A concept development activity that challenges students to consider what values and institutions they want for 
their society. They then compare these ideals with the characteristics of modern Australian society.

2. A way of tracing the development of these characteristics through history. Students look at some key historical 
periods and civilisations, and identify the origins of values and institutions that they have identified as being present 
in their Australian society. 

3. While doing this, students are also identifying where they can find these values and institutions in their own 
society today.

4. There is also an optional fourth component, a survey of human history over time. This will be useful for teachers 
to gain the broad context of the particular Depth Studies they are focusing on. This component could also be given to 
some students as an enrichment task.  

Structure of the resource
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A suggested sequence for using these in the classroom is:

CIVICS AND CITIZENSHIP HISTORY

Activity 1  
Create your society.

Activity 1  
Create your society.

T T
Activity 2  
Discover where the civic values 
and institutions in Australian 
society have come from. 

Activity 2  
Discover where the civic values 
and institutions in Australian 
society have come from. Q

Optional Activity 4: Look at 
the broad historical context in 
which a variety of civilisations 
have developed over time, 
including those being 
explored in Depth Studies.

T T
Activity 3  
Investigate the local community 
to find evidence of these  
values and institutions in your 
society today and where you 
can find evidence of them in 
your local community.

Activity 3  
Investigate the local 
community to find evidence of 
these values and institutions in 
your society and community 
today.

The resource can be used by individual students, or small groups. 

It can be used as a whole class activity, or as an enrichment or home activity. 

The whole activity should take about 30-90 minutes to complete all elements, depending on the subject area,  
the year level, the nature of the class, and the emphasis and timing decided on by the teacher.

Using the resource in the classroom 
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By using this resource, teachers will help students to:

• identify those characteristics of their society that they value

• recognise the origin and development of those features

• realise how values and institutions have changed over time

• appreciate that alternatives existed to those values and institutions that have become part of the Western Civilisation 
heritage of Australia

• understand that present values and institutions are subject to change, both for better and for worse. 

Reproducing the resource in the classroom 
The materials are copyright free, so can be reproduced in print or online form, and can be shared and distributed freely 
to others. If shared or duplicated in any way the source of the unit should be acknowledged as  
www.ipa.org.au/heritage-of-our-freedoms.

A note on historical periods
Traditionally historical periods have been classified BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, or in the year of Our Lord), 
originating in the Julian and then Gregorian calendar systems. The Australian Curriculum uses both this and the alternative 
BCE (Before the Common or Current Era) and CE (Common or Current Era), created to accommodate non-Christian 
sensitivities and to secularise time. In this resource we use the traditional BC/AD.

Learning outcomes
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Student Activities  
And Resources
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There is a large part of the world whose predominant heritage can be called ‘Western Civilisation’ – that is, a set of 
ideas, values and social institutions (such as parliament and courts) that developed mainly out of events in Europe and 
the Mediterranean region. However, Australia, which is not geographically part of that world, also shares those same 
characteristics. This raises many questions:

• What are the elements of this Western Civilisation? 

• How did they develop? 

• How did they come to exist in Australia? 

• Do they still exist in your Australian society today? 

• And, most importantly, are they a part of your life today, and a part that you want to keep?

Your ideal society
Imagine that you could create your own ideal society. What values and institutions (those bodies that are part of the way 
society operates) would you choose for your ideal society?

Look at the following table, and make a choice for each aspect. Do not try to get these ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. Just decide 
which option you prefer each time, and record your choice. Even if you are not happy with the alternatives, and want to 
change them or add to them, just accept that you are being asked to make the choice from what is available.

1. You are accused of a crime. Which of these do you want to exist for you?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a The right to put your case through a representative such as a lawyer
 b The court to decide whether you can be heard or not

B  a Being brought straight to trial
 b Having time to prepare your case

C
 a Being able to be held for as long as the State wants to gather evidence  

against you
 b Having the right to be put on trial within a reasonable time

D  a Having the State put the case for and against
 b Having the right to put your own case

E  a Trial by a judge alone
 b Trial by a judge and a jury of ordinary people

F  a The Prosecution having to prove you are guilty
 b You having to prove you are innocent

G  a The degree of proof of your guilt having to be ‘beyond reasonable doubt’
 b The degree of proof of your guilt having to be ‘more likely than not’ 

H  a Having the right to appeal if you are found guilty
 b Once the decision is made it is final

I  a Having set limits to punishments
 b Having punishments that depend on the attitude of the judge

Activity 1 – What sort of world do you want?
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2. Your society has to have a form of government. What sort of government do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a An enlightened single ruler who will make good decisions for all
 b Rules made by a body that represents the citizens

B  a A government that all citizens can vote for
 b A government where only specially qualified citizens have the right to vote

C  a A government that can make any law it likes
 b A government whose powers have checks on them

D
 a A government where representatives can come from all citizens
 b A government where representatives are chosen only from select citizens who 

have special rights

E
 a A government that can make laws that affect every aspect of people’s personal 

and private lives
 b A government that has limited areas in which it can make laws that affect 

people’s personal and private lives

3. Your society has to be based on values. Which of these values do you prefer?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A
 a All citizens having equality of opportunity, but with some citizens able to be more 

successful than others
 b All citizens having equality of outcome, regardless of their ability

B  a All citizens are treated fairly
 b Some citizens are given preferential treatment

C  a Citizenship is available to all members of the community
 b Citizenship is only available to certain selected members of the community

4. Your society has to make a choice about religion. What do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a All religions are treated equally
 b One religion is accepted as the official State religion and given preference

B  a All religions are allowed
 b No religions are allowed

C
 a All religious ideas, even those that may create harm, are freely allowed 
 b All religious ideas are allowed except where they may cause some harm to  

the society

Activity 1 – What sort of world do you want?
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5. Your society has to make a choice about the rights and responsibilities of its citizens. What do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a Free speech
 b Free speech, but not if it is defamatory or promotes violence 

B  a Promote the rights of the individual even when they harm the society in general
 b Promote the rights of the individual, but not if they harm the society in general

6. Your society will need an economic base. What do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A
 a A system where the government controls what economic activity is allowed  

by individuals
 b A system where individuals can engage in any legal economic activities  

they want 

B
 a A capitalist system, where people can take risks to create greater profit  

for themselves
 b A socialist system, where the government takes from the wealthier for the sake of 

the poorer citizens

7. You will need to decide where your society fits with the rest of the world. What do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a A state that makes its own laws for itself
 b A state that adopts international laws over local laws

8. Your society must have a way of dealing with knowledge and education. What do you want?

OPTIONS YOUR CHOICE

A  a Using reason and rationality to decide what is true.
 b Accepting the authority of a ruling body to decide what is true.

Activity 1 – What sort of world do you want?
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What did you decide?
This quiz is not about right and wrong, but it is about what you want in your society. And it is also about comparing what 
you want with what Australian society is like.

Here is a way of scoring your decisions. Look back at your answers and give yourself the appropriate score for each one: 

1A a = 1  |  b = 0 2A a = 0  |  b = 1 4A a = 1  |  b = 0 7A a = 1  |  b = 0

1B a = 0  |  b = 1 2B a = 1  |  b = 0 4B a = 1  |  b = 0

1C a = 0  |  b = 1 2C a = 0  |  b = 1 4C a = 0  |  b = 1 8A a = 1  |  b = 0

1D a = 0  |  b = 1 2D a = 1  |  b = 0

1E a = 0  |  b = 1 2E a = 1  |  b = 0 5A a = 0  |  b = 1

1F a = 1  |  b = 0 5B a = 0  |  b = 1

1G a = 1  |  b = 0 3A a = 1  |  b = 0

1H a = 1  |  b = 0 3B a = 1  |  b = 0 6A a = 0  |  b = 1

1I a = 1  |  b = 0 3C a = 1  |  b = 0 6B a = 1  |  b = 0
   

If you scored between 20 and 26 your chosen society is very similar to Australia today.

If you scored less than 20 your society is starting to be very different from the one you currently live in.

The Australia you live in is part of what is sometimes called ‘Western Civilisation’. There are many different ways to 
define Western Civilisation, but broadly it includes these big elements (which you can see in the quiz you have  
just answered):

• government is democratic, with people having a vote over who makes the laws

• there is a rule of law — all people, regardless of their position in society, are bound by the laws, all people have 
access to the law, and courts are fair and impartial 

• people have the freedom and personal responsibility to start businesses, and succeed or fail depending on their own 
abilities, within a set of rules that ensure legality and fairness

• people have individual freedom of thought, religion, movement, speech and association — subject to laws that 
protect society against criminal uses of these freedoms or one freedom negating another

• the economic system is capitalist and free enterprise — people have freedom to make profit from their economic 
activities, subject to laws that stop unfair exploitation of workers and consumers

• no religions are given preferential treatment by the government, but all are free and equal, as long as they act within 
the civil and criminal laws

• the vulnerable people in society are given protection

• education and knowledge are based on reason, scientific evidence and rational thought, not dogma.

 
How close was your ideal society to these?

How did Australia’s values and institutions come to exist in that form and combination? That is, how did they come to 
include values and institutions that are part of Western Civilisation? This is what you can now investigate further, by 
looking at periods of history when certain ideas and institutions developed, and by looking at your own community to see 

Activity 1 – What sort of world do you want?
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if you can identify any of these historical developments in your everyday environment. 

You may be surprised at what you find your community is telling you about itself!

You have seen that Australian civic society today has certain values and institutions. These have been strongly influenced 
by the development of Western Civilisation over time. 

There have been certain nations, events and times that have contributed to the origin and development of these. 

In this Activity you can explore some of key moments, and see how the current society you live in has been formed  
in the past.

• The Timeline gives you a very broad idea of when different civilisations developed. 

• The map of the Regions of the World will help you identify the different key developments in place.

• The summaries of nine key eras or developments will help you identify the origins of specific aspects of Western 
Civilisation, and their possible continuing place in your life today.

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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A. The influence of Greece
Greece began as a series of villages that grew into powerful city-states. 

1. Look at the map on page 15 and identify where Greece is located.

2. Look at the timeline on page 14 and identify the main period of Greek civilisation.

The Greeks developed lasting forms of architecture, art, literature and thought. 

A typical Greek architectural style, characterised by 
symmetry, and columns

A typical Greek statue, 
characterised by realism 
of form and beauty

In the Greek city state of Athens, citizens, called the Demos or the people, were able to vote for their leaders. Not all 
residents could vote — only male citizens over 30. But it was a greater form of democracy than other societies had.

3. Is this idea still present (in part or in whole) in your community today?

Greece produced many thinkers, concerned with explaining the nature of the universe. 

Socrates engaged in a search for absolute truth. He did it through reason — that is, through logical thinking. He would 
question statements, and make people really think through and fully explain and justify their beliefs. If they could not, they 
had to change their ideas. This became known as the Socratic method of questioning and explaining.

Plato’s main contribution was in political organisation – he argued for rule by an enlightened philosopher-king. The 
people of the polis, the city-state, would put the welfare of the polis above their individual welfare.

Aristotle argued that a good government was one that represented the benefit of the whole community. But it was based 
on reason, and individual freedom of behaviour.

Pythagoras was a great mathematician. One of his lasting ideas was to formulate the rule about triangles that the sum  
of the squares of a right-angled triangle is equal to the square of the hypotenuse — a formula you will still learn in  
school today.

Euclid was a founder of geometry, calculations that still exist.

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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Archimedes was another mathematician. He is remembered for solving the problem set for him to work out how much 
gold, and how much inferior metal, was in an object. He was thinking about this problem when he had a bath, and 
noticed how the water rose as his body went in. His mass was displacing the water. He realised that he had observed a 
major natural law — that different density of materials displaces different volumes of water. (This principle is vital in ship-
building, and helps explain why metal ships can float.) Archimedes is supposed to have run naked through the streets of 
Athens shouting ‘Eureka’, meaning ‘I have the solution’.

4. Looking at these men and their ideas, which ones still are relevant in your life today? Explain your reasons.

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

5. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of Greece can be seen today. This could include a 
physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some important idea or 
institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of Greece in the development of Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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B. The influence of Rome
The city of Rome was founded in the 8th century BC as a small settlement in what is now Italy, and grew over time to 
become the powerful centre of a vast empire. 

Once it reached the peak of its power and influence, in the 1st century AD,  it divided into two areas — the Roman Empire 
in the west, which included most of Europe; and the Roman Empire in the east, centred in the city of Byzantium (later 
Constantinople, then Istanbul), and called the Byzantine Empire. The western part of the empire eventually fell by the end 
of the 5th century BC, after invasions from various Germanic tribes, including the Huns, Vandals, Goths and Visigoths. 
The last Roman Emperor’s rule ended in 476AD. The eastern or Byzantine Empire lasted much longer, until Constantinople 
fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453. 

1. Look at the map on page 15 and identify where Rome is located.

2. Look at the timeline on page 14 and identify the period of Roman civilisation.

3. Identify these areas included in the Roman Empire on the map on the next page: Western Europe, North Africa, 
Mediterranean, Byzantine Empire.

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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Like Greece, Rome had an idea of ‘citizenship’ — that is, being a member of a community and having involvement in how 
it was run. But unlike the Greeks, the Romans decided that ‘citizenship’ could include newcomers and outsiders as citizens 
(though still only men).

4. How is this idea of citizenship present in part in Australia today?

Early Rome was often dominated by its emperors, some of whom were tyrants. To provide protection, it developed the 
idea of a ‘senate’, or an elected body of representatives, that imposed checks on the power of the emperor.

5. How is this idea of a check on authority present in the Commonwealth of Australia, the states and territories, and 
local communities in Australia today?

A great Roman achievement was the creation of a set of laws by the Emperor Justinian that covered acts of individuals that 
harmed the state (criminal law), and personal relations between citizens (civil law). These laws were applied in areas that 
the Romans conquered. Many European countries still follow the Roman criminal and civil law system, with magistrates 
having the power and responsibility to investigate a case and make a decision. In contrast, the British criminal law system 
developed a system of ordinary people on juries as decision-makers, and the judge as impartial referee, and a system of 
common law built up over thousands of precedents, rather than a set written code of laws.

6. Which of these two systems of law applies in Australia today?  

One of the most significant and long-lasting aspects of Roman rule was the adoption of Christianity as the official 
religion of Rome in 313 AD. Christianity had begun with the life and death of Jesus, the ‘Christ’ or Saviour. He was 
born in Nazareth and crucified in Jerusalem, both in the region then called Judea, and part of the Roman Empire. This 
‘Christianity’ changed the then emphasis of Judaism (the Jewish religion) from living properly to please a harsh and 
vengeful God, to one of forgiveness, love and caring for others as a duty to God and to others (‘Do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you’). For centuries Christians were persecuted by the Roman administration, but the religion 
continued to grow. When Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and made it the official religion of the Roman 
Empire, the Christian religion spread openly and with protection throughout all Europe, and was the main source of ideas, 
values, social services, learning, education and support for the poor and sick of over a thousand years, and even into 
current times.

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?



Is Western Civilisation part of your life today? 

21

7. How is the Christian religion present in your community today? Which other religions exist in it? (You can work this 
out by looking at what religious buildings there are in your area.)

The Romans were great engineers — creating roads, aqueducts 
(bridges carrying water), and buildings that still exist today. One 
of their great achievements was to discover how to use the arch in 
buildings to allow huge buildings to be constructed without crumbling 
under their own weight.

8. Describe how this style of arch makes the construction of large, heavy buildings possible.

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

9. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of Rome can be seen today. This could include a 
physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some important idea or 
institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of Rome in the development of Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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C. The influence of Britain in the Middle Ages
The term ‘Middle Ages’ was coined to describe the period between ancient times, ending with the fall of Rome in about 
500 AD, and modern times, beginning with the Reformation about 1500 AD.

The main periods of development were:

• 500-1000 the Old Middle Ages

• 1000-1300, the Middle Ages

• 1300-1500, the High Middle Ages, leading in to the Renaissance.

In the Old Ages Europe was largely isolated from other areas of the world, divided into small kingdoms, with many wars 
and invasions, It was the period of Viking raids and trade, of invasions by Huns and Goths and Visigoths, of the terrible 
depopulation of the Black Death, and the Crusades to win back the Christian Holy Land of Palestine from Islam. 

By 1000 AD the feudal system had developed, with the economic and social role of each person clearly defined. It was 
a system of hierarchy, and of mutual obligations and rights between the monarch, bishops, nobles and peasants.

1. How is this feudal aspect of Western Civilisation not present in your society today?

It was also a time when Christianity spread, and the Church influenced the daily life of every individual person: 

• there was a church in every village, and nobody was further than walking distance from a church;

• church windows presented stories from the Bible and lessons on how to live for the illiterate majority; 

• the local priest saw every person at church services on Sundays and special religious feast days, and passed on in 
sermons the values and messages of the holy book of Christianity, the Bible;

• the Bible influenced the principles behind many laws;

• monasteries provided medical care to all and education to some; 

• convents provided protection to women and girls. 

Many clergy were caring and self-sacrificing; many others were more interested in their own wealth and status, and there 
were many abuses to balance the many good works that were done. The clergy also taxed part of the peasants’ crops, 
which was resented if the clergy did not in turn work for the good of the community. 

2. How have some of these features of the Church survived in modern life?

3. How have many of these features been taken over by governments? 

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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But, while there were centuries of disruption and disaster during the Middle Ages in Europe, what is now Britain was 
forming, creating many of the important features that would be transplanted to Australia in 1788. A key medieval 
document that established and protected many significant rights was the Magna Carta. In 1215 King John gave in to 
demands of the nobles for greater protection of themselves from unjust laws and customs, and agreed to them in the 
Magna Carta, or Great Charter. Over time these protections were extended to common people. These included the right 
to trial by jury, the principle that nobody is above the law, and that parliament or the representatives of the people had 
the right to make laws and limit the powers of the monarch, and protect people from unlawful imprisonment.

4. Underline the rights listed in this paragraph that are still important in your life today.

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

5. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of Middle Ages Britain can be seen today. This 
could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some 
important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of Britain in the Middle Ages in the development of 
Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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D. The influence of Renaissance, Reformation  
and Counter Reformation

The Renaissance refers to the sudden explosion during the fifteenth century in Europe of new forms of art, writing, 
science, architecture, philosophy and attitudes and values that suddenly developed in a small area of Italy, and then 
spread across Europe.

The Renaissance brought about a re-discovery of Greek and Roman ideas and heritage. As the Ottoman Empire 
challenged and defeated the Byzantine Empire, and Constantinople fell in 1453, many scholars fled to Italy, bringing 
with them the Greek and Roman manuscripts that had not been seen in the west for over a thousand years. 

One idea from Classical Greece was the attitude that ‘Man is the measure of all things’ — a focus on people, rather 
than God. This was the basis of the philosophy of humanism, which reversed the idea dating from St Augustine of Hippo 
(354-430), and followed by the Catholic Church since his time, that humans must constantly fight to overcome their 
natural weaknesses and sinfulness. Instead, humanism involved a celebration of the human beauty and creativity. It was 
a positive, not a negative, view of the place of humans with God. Renaissance painting, sculpture, music and literature 
reflect this new focus on humanity.

1. Which attitude, that of St Augustine or Humanism, do you think is strongest in your society today?  
Explain your reasons.

The Renaissance spread from Florence to other Italian city-states, and then throughout western Europe. This intellectual 
flowering saw the creation of works by artists, writers, musicians, architects and builders who are still part of our  
heritage today — including the Italian artists Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, and the English playwright  
William Shakespeare. 

The Reformation refers to the revolt of Martin Luther in 1517 against many of the rules and traditions of the Catholic 
Church. He preached that man is saved by faith alone and that sins make no difference whether you are saved or not. 
He decided that there was no need for religious institutions and symbols (such as the Mass and Confession. He said that 
everyone should be able to read or own a copy of the Bible in their own language. The development of the printing press 
by Johannes Gutenberg around 1450 made bibles in the local language affordable and easily distributable. 

2. How did the Reformation change Europe from being entirely Catholic, to divided into Catholics and Protestants?

This Counter-Reformation was the reaction of the Catholic Church to the challenge of the new Protestant religion 
which had come about during the Reformation. Protestants called for war to be waged on Catholics throughout Europe. 
During the Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Church also reformed many of the abuses which had crept into its houses. It 
defined and redefined Church dogmas during the Council of Trent in 1562.

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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3. Why do you think people whose religion is based on love and caring could fight among themselves, and also 
against other religions (such as against Muslims in the Crusades)?

In England, King Henry VIII broke from the Catholic Church in 1534. He wanted to have a male heir, but was not able 
to with his wife, Queen Catherine of Aragon. He wanted to have his marriage annulled so he could marry again, but the 
Catholic Church, headed by the Pope in Rome, refused. Henry broke with Rome and declared himself to be the head of 
the Catholic Church in England. After he died, there was a long period of conflict between those who wanted England to 
remain Catholic, and those who wanted it to be Protestant. When Australia was colonised in 1788, the Protestant Church 
of England was inherited as the established church, but the strong presence of many Irish Catholic convicts, and later free 
immigrants, meant that the local governments eventually decided that there would be no established religion in Australia. 
All would be free and treated equally, and none would be given official government preference.

4. How would having an established or preferred or official church create tensions in a multi-religious society?

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

5. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of the Renaissance, Reformation and Counter 
Reformation can be seen today. This could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public 
work of art) or it could be where some important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of the Renaissance, Reformation and Counter 
Reformation in the development of Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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E. The influence of Scientific Revolution
One of the developments in sixteenth century Europe was the coming of the Scientific Revolution.

This was the time when modern science began, when discoveries in mathematics, astronomy, physics, biology and 
chemistry transformed people’s knowledge of the working of the natural world. The revolution in thinking was the 
realisation that natural laws operate the world, rather than God’s active participation in events. While some scientists 
believed that science challenged religion, others had no problem in believing in both.

The scientific revolution is usually dated from 1543, with Nicolas Copernicus’ On The Revolution of the Heavenly 
Spheres, to 1687, with Isaac Newton’s Principles, which formulated the laws of motion, and gravity. 

Copernicus argued that the old Egyptian and Greek belief, that the earth was the centre of the universe around 
which the sun and planets revolved, was wrong. He believed that his observations proved that the earth revolved 
around the sun (a ‘heliocentric’ model). Galileo Galilei popularised the Copernican model, and was persecuted 
for it by the Church, which saw it as challenging the biblical view that God created the earth and the stars.

1. Why would Galileo’s ideas be considered a threat to the established church?

Copernicus’ and Galileo’s beliefs followed the scientific method or ‘empiricism’, originally formulated by the British 
scientist Sir Francis Bacon. He proposed the model of scientific inquiry that is the basis of scientific inquiry today — that a 
scientific investigation follows the sequence of:

SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION SEQUENCE

Observation and questioning

T
Collecting information/evidence

T
Experimenting

T
Formulating a conclusion

T
Testing the conclusion further

T
Confirming, refining or eliminating the conclusion

This process of rational inquiry meant that knowledge had to be provable, or it could not be accepted.

Using this scientific method, Isaac Newton developed and tested his laws of motion and gravity. 

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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2. Give some examples of why the scientific method would be important in:

• medicine

• engineering

• environmental studies

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

3. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of the Scientific Revolution can be seen today. This 
could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some 
important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of the Scientific Revolution in the development of 
Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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F. The influence of the Enlightenment
The Enlightenment refers to the eighteenth century movement that emphasised the importance of reason in thinking. In this 
it reflected the approach of the Scientific revolution.

The use of reason and logic led various philosophers to move towards formulating greater rights for people than had 
generally been done before. 

The Enlightenment centred on the use of reason as the way to live, and included such values as liberty, progress, religious 
tolerance, fraternity, constitutional government (and also its opposite, enlightened monarchy), and the separation of 
church from state. It was also associated with the scientific revolution idea of empiricism – working out by observing  
and testing.

Some of the key philosophers of the time were:

• The British thinker John Locke (1632-1704) who argued against the idea that kings had a divine right, given by 
God, to rule. Instead, he argued that rulers’ authority was limited and subject to the people – that there was a social 
contract between rulers and the ruled. The ruler only had the right to rule if he (or she) ruled for the benefit of the 
ordinary people. Locke also argued that property (which included life, liberty and possessions) was an inalienable 
human right.

• The French thinker Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet, 1694-1778) who asserted the need for justice, equality and the 
dignity of people, a set of ideals that were influential in the coming French Revolution.

• The French thinker Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755), who argued for the separation of powers between 
legislature (who made the laws), executive (who carried out the laws) and judiciary (who decided on disputes about 
the law). This meant that no one body had excessive power, and that they could not unfairly influence each other.

• The British thinker Adam Smith (1723-1790), who, in The Wealth of Nations, formulated the law of supply and 
demand and the free market economy – that competition will bring producers to produce more efficiently, and lower 
costs benefit the consumers. 

1. Look at each of the ideas above. Can you find them operating or having influence in your society?

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

2. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of the Enlightenment can be seen today. This 
could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some 
important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of the Enlightenment in the development of Western 
Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?



Is Western Civilisation part of your life today? 

29

G. The influence of the Industrial Revolution
From about 1750 Britain led the ‘Industrial Revolution’. This was the process of using machines to replace human and 
animal muscle as the main source of work in agriculture, and especially in manufacturing goods. The process began in 
Britain, and spread first to Europe, particularly Germany, then the United States and emerging nations like Japan. 

Prior to the Industrial Revolution most people worked on farms, or made things in their homes, using hand tools or basic machines. 

The development of machines, powered by steam, which was produced when coal was used to boil water in large tanks, 
changed this. The new machines were able to do the work of several, even up to hundreds, of people. The ability of a 
machine to replace numerous workers led to the development of large factories, and of the factory system of people 
specialising in one task, rather than creating the whole. The increase in productivity meant that more workers were 
needed, and people flocked to cities to be close to the source of paid work. Cheaper goods also meant that people 
could afford to buy more, including food, and health standards generally rose. At the same time, however, the need for 
cheap housing close to the factories led to the development of dirty, noisy and disease-prone slums in some pockets of 
cities, and the use of young children in dirty and dangerous work. 

1. Imagine a process such as using a machine to create a bedsheet from long strands of cotton. Why would a steam-
powered machine be able to produce more than an individual? 

The new ways of organising work and producing goods cheaply stimulated the development of new ideas, including:

• Capitalism – the use of money to create wealth-producing factories which also employed large numbers of people. 
Investing in production created profit for the investors, and pay for the workers.

• Socialism – in response to social conditions and inequalities in wealth, the idea that the State should control and 
regulate all wealth so that it was shared more equally. In its political form this became Marxism or Communism, 
which sought to establish a socialist economic and social system by the violent overthrow of the existing systems, and 
their replacement by a benevolent one-party government.

• Liberalism – the idea that while individual initiative and enterprise were necessary, the use of the State to control 
some excesses and abuses was necessary. This was to ‘civilise’ capitalism – to allow a capitalist system to work, but 
with its most unequal and socially harmful elements under control.

• Chartism — the idea that ordinary people, and not just the wealthy or landowners, should be able to vote for their 
representatives in Parliament.

2. Which of these ideas can you still see in your society?

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

3. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of the Industrial Revolution can be seen today. This 
could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some 
important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of the Industrial Revolution in the development of 
Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
to Western Civilisation come from?
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H. The influence of Political Revolutions
There were three great political documents produced in the hundred years between 1689 and 1789 which led to 
important changes in people’s rights:

• 1689 British Bill of Rights. The British Parliament invited the Protestant monarchs William and Anne from Holland 
to become the British monarchs, in place of the Catholic heir. But the Parliament had to have a guarantee of certain 
rights — a limit to the powers of the monarch, guarantee of regular elections, free speech in Parliament, habeas 
corpus (a law that protected arrested people against unlawful imprisonment), the right to petition the monarch (a 
form of political protest), and the prohibition of cruel and unusual punishments. 

• 1783 United States Constitution and the 1791 Bill of Rights. In 1776 the American colonies revolted against the 
British, and formed their own nation. They produced a Constitution, supplemented by a later document called a Bill 
of Rights, that set out a series of personal rights and freedoms, including the idea of the right to ‘life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness’. These freedoms, however, did not apply to women, or to slaves.

• 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man. In 1789 revolutionaries overthrew the French monarchy, replacing it with 
an elected Assembly. They produced a document which reflected the idea that human beings had ‘natural rights’ 
which could not be violated, including freedom of ideas and thought, and the right to a fair trial.

1. Where can you find some or all of these ideas in your society today?

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

2. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of these political revolutions can be seen today. 
This could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where 
some important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of these political revolutions in the development of 
Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
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I. Influence of Colonialism and Imperialism
Between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries European powers had taken control of areas of the world beyond their 
boundaries, and claimed and ruled them as their own. The Spanish had done this in Central America and South America; 
the Portuguese in South America; the French in northern Africa and North America; the Dutch in the East Indies (modern 
Indonesia); the British in North America, India and the Pacific; and the French, Belgians, English and Germans in Africa. 

Sometimes the places that were claimed were set up as trading bases. Sometimes the colonial founder ruled the new area 
for its own direct benefit. Sometimes the colonising power established the colony, maintained a control over it, but then 
let the colony develop mainly along its own lines. This was the case with Australia in 1788, although the developments 
reflected the ideas and culture of the immigrants rather than of the original inhabitants.

The impacts of colonialism and imperialism are debated by historians today. Some historians emphasise the benefit to the 
colonies brought about by the modernisation that the colonising power often brought; others emphasise the harm that was 
done to the local people, and their society and economy.

1. How would the establishment of a colony also lead to the transplantation of a culture?

2. Why would some local variations develop in the original culture established in the colony?

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

3. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of colonialism and imperialism can be seen today. 
This could include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where 
some important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of colonialism and imperialism in the development of 
Western Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
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J. The influence of Globalisation 
Globalisation involves the influence of one nation on many others, or increased links or contacts between the world’s 
nations. This can be in communications, trade, knowledge, institutions, and values. These influences cross borders, and 
are accepted and embraced by many.

There are arguments about when globalisation started. Many different historical periods and features can be seen to 
include elements of globalisation, including:

• The Silk Road trading route overland from China to Venice in medieval times

• The Columbian Exchange, started in 1492, which spread plants, animals, diseases and ideas between the Old 
World and the New

• The Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth century, which brought industrialisation to the world

• The development after World War 2 of many United Nations programs, including the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, which set out a range of rights and freedoms that had been developed in the West over many 
centuries, and declared them applicable to all people everywhere.

1. How would each of these help to globalise or unify the world?

Mapping Western Civilisation in your community

2. Identify any places in your community where some of the heritage of globalisation can be seen today. This could 
include a physical object (such as the design of a building, or a public work of art) or it could be where some 
important idea or institution is embodied (such as a court house, or a school).

Places in my community where I can recognise the influence of globalisation in the development of Western 
Civilisation are:

Activity 2 – Where have the main contributions  
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You can now see that there have been many civilisations over time, and many key periods, people and places that have 
influenced the Australia you live in today. 

Look at this map. It shows how different regions of the world have been influenced by different civilisations.

1. Which other areas or regions share Western Civilisation as their main cultural heritage?

2. Why do you think some areas have been influenced more by one type of cultural inheritance than others?

3. In the previous Activity you have gathered information that can answer two important questions: 

• Where did the values and institutions that are part of Australia today come from? and, 

• Where can evidence or traces of these values and institutions still be seen in your community today?

Activity 3 – Understanding the Western Civilisation  
heritage in your own community?
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4. Look back at your work in Activity 2 and complete this table for each of the main characteristics of Western 
Civilisation that is Australia’s heritage today. One example has been done to help you.

CHARACTERISTIC OF AUSTRALIA’S 
WESTERN CIVILISATION

WHERE IT CAN BE SEEN  
IN THE PAST

WHERE IT CAN BE SEEN IN 
MY COMMUNITY TODAY

Democratic government

Rule of law

Economic freedoms

Personal freedoms

A fair economy

Church and state separate
Reformation and Counter 
Reformation period

Many churches, all free and 
equal, none of them having 
special and unique support from 
the government.

Rational science

Activity 3 – Understanding the Western Civilisation  
heritage in your own community?
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5. You have seen that Western Civilisation includes a set of values, ideas, rights and institutions that have developed 
over time. Look at each of the following statements and say whether you agree or disagree with each.

STATEMENT AGREE (A) OR DISAGREE? (D)

All Western Civilisation elements developed in Europe

Australia inherited Western Civilisation from Britain

Australia has developed its own variations of Western Civilisation values  
and institutions

All Western Civilisation influences have been good

The values and institutions of Australia’s Western Civilisation heritage  
are changing

It has been inevitable that Australia would inherit the Western Civilisation it did

Western Civilisation could have developed differently from the way it has

The types of human rights that are part of Western Civilisation have only existed 
since the 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights

People can determine the values and institutions that they want

Only the West has developed civilisation

Western Civilisation is the only civilisation with desirable features

Activity 3 – Understanding the Western Civilisation  
heritage in your own community?
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A. The origin and spread of humans 
The ancestors of modern humans appear about two million years ago in eastern Africa.

From about 1.8 million years ago they start using stone tools.

Modern humans, Homo sapiens, appear about 200 000 years ago.

Humans gradually develop hunting and gathering skills and knowledge, the ability to communicate these skills to each 
other, artistic skills, spiritual beliefs and ceremonies, and laws. 

Humans live in small nomadic societies, following seasonal food sources and move out of Africa to the rest of the world, 
in a series of migrations possibly caused by climate change and drought in Africa.

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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These movements are estimated to be:

• To the Middle East about 120 000 – 90 000 years ago, and from there to Central Asia 

• To China about 120 000 – 70 000 years ago, and from there to East Asia, South East Asia, and into Oceania

• To Australia about 65 000 years ago

• To Europe about 43 000 years ago

• To North America about 20 000 years ago, and from there to South America.

Homo Sapiens co-exists for a time with other human species, the Neanderthals. But eventually the Neanderthals 
disappear or are subsumed into Homo Sapiens.

B. The development of civilisations between  
10 000 BC and 1000 BC

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 7 DEPTH STUDY: EGYPT

About 12 000 years ago, all humans are hunter-gatherers. Then, somehow, humans develop the skill of growing food — 
agriculture. This first happens along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) in about 10 000BC, 
the Yellow River (China) 8500 BC, in the Nile Valley (Egypt) 7000 BC, the Indus Valley (India) 6000 BC. 

The development of agriculture means that people now live in permanent settlements. Permanent settlements mean that 
there is a need for houses, rules, laws, record keeping, storage places, roads, water supplies. 

People develop special skills — in building, making pots, creating metal tools.

The first walled city, Jericho, in the modern Palestinian Territory of the West Bank, was built about 9000 BC. Today it is 
still occupied, the oldest (and geographically lowest city below sea level) in the world.

During this agricultural period, humans domesticate cattle, horses, dogs, cats, goats, sheep and camels. This allows 
pastoralism, the keeping and grazing of animals, as well as agriculture.

People change from the use of stone tools to developing copper smelting; they are irrigating crops and are using ploughs.

The early river settlements grow to become early empires, as they conquer or absorb neighbouring places. Their 
inhabitants develop palaces, pyramids, ziggurats and grain stores. They trade with others, worship, buy and sell, travel, 
fight, observe, think and create stories to explain the natural environment around them.

Humans have started creating civilisations. Individual civilisations rise and fall, but provide the basis for the development 
of later civilisations and empires.

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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C. The development of civilisations between  
1000 BC and 500 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 7 DEPTH STUDY: CHINA

YEAR 7 DEPTH STUDY: GREECE

YEAR 7 DEPTH STUDY: ROME

YEAR 7 DEPTH STUDY: INDIA

This period sees the continued development of rich and significant civilisations.

These civilisations advanced from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age — iron tools, weapons and implements increase 
agricultural production, and therefore wealth and also population size.

China has been unified, and while dynasties change, it is developing its wealth and culture.

The Greek and Roman civilisations develop and spread through the Middle East and Central Asia as a result of the 
conquests of Alexander the Great (356-323 BC), and this Hellenistic architecture, philosophy, science, art, engineering 
and culture will profoundly influence later European peoples. 

Trade routes develop and spread. In Arabia the camel is being domesticated, and this will enable trans-desert trade 
routes to develop, including the Silk Road, between Xi’an in China, and Venice in Italy. 

Culturally rich Indian societies develop, and Indian traders are developing new routes by sea between India and South 
East Asia, and influencing the people of Burma, the Malayan peninsula, and Indonesian islands.

Trade helps spread learning. In this period the mathematical concept of ‘zero’, originating in India, has moved into 
the Arab world. This will make decimal numbers possible, and influence mathematics ever more. At the same time, 
independently and many thousands of kilometres away, the Maya of Central America are also using zero in  
their numbers.

Three great religions spread: Buddhism in India and South East Asia, Confucianism in China and South East Asia, and 
Christianity, which grew out of Judaism in Palestine, in Europe. They will soon be joined by the fourth religious  
influence: Islam.

War is changing. The Samarians, who have developed heavy cavalry riding large horses bred in Iran, are able to carry 
heavily armoured warriors, as well as protective armour themselves. These warriors can smash through the infantry 
phalanxes or tight mass of soldiers that enabled Alexander the Great to conquer his empire.

There are great migrations of people. In Africa, the Bantu iron age farmers are spreading from western Africa through 
the Congo River Basin, and displacing hunter-gatherer peoples. In the Pacific, Polynesian people have spread as far as 
Tahiti and the Society Islands. In Europe the old Roman Empire has been overrun by Germanic invaders — Huns, Goths, 
Visigoths, Vandals. But the eastern part of it, the Byzantine Empire, is strong, with its centre at Byzantium, modern day 
Istanbul, in Turkey. 

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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D. The development of civilisations between  
500 AD and 1000 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: VIKINGS

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: MIDDLE AGES

This is the period of the early and Middle Ages, when Europe is fragmented and isolated for much of the period, and 
during which China and the Caliphate, the various states that have adopted the Islamic faith, dominate the world.

Islam begins on the Arabian Peninsula, and its armies conquer neighbouring territories. Then Islam splits between Sunni, 
who believe the caliph or leader should be selected by the leaders of the Muslim community, and the Shi’a, who believe 
the caliph should be a relative of Muhammad. In the lands they control, Islamic teachers spread learning in mathematics, 
science and the arts. Women generally enjoy fewer rights and have greater restrictions in public life than men.

The Byzantine or eastern arm of the old Roman Empire is weakening, and subject to attacks from Islamic forces.

In Europe the Vikings of Scandinavia are becoming settlers as well as raiders and traders. European kingdoms are 
threatened by the nomadic tribes that invade and destroy control of Rome over its empire. From this state of vulnerability 
and insecurity, feudalism develops as a way of protecting kingdoms through a set of mutual rights and duties among 
different classes and groups. 

Towards the end of this period large areas of Europe — modern France, Italy, Belgium, Holland and Germany — are 
being united under the Frankish leader, Charles the Great, or Charlemagne, who becomes Emperor of this new Holy 
Roman Empire. 

Catholicism pervades the everyday life of all Europeans — every person lives within walking distance of a church, the 
local priest provides the lessons and values and ways of living through his interpretation of the gospels; painted church 
walls and stained glass windows provide moral guidance to the illiterate congregations; locals pay taxes to support the 
priest and monks, who in turn provide medical, educational and spiritual care through monasteries and nunneries. The 
higher ranks of the Church, the bishops and archbishops, develop economic and political power, and become ‘players’ in 
political life.

Urbanisation continues to develop through the growth of towns, though there are few large cities in Europe.

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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E. The development of civilisations between  
1000 AD and 1492 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: MONGOL INVASION

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: BLACK DEATH

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: OTTOMAN EMPIRE

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: ANGKOR/KHMER EMPIRE

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: POLYNESIAN EXPANSION IN THE PACIFIC

In this period a new major power emerges — the Mongols of central Asia.

Genghis Khan has organised his people into an all-conquering force, using the ‘shock troops’ of his mounted archers most 
effectively. The Mongols now control central Asia, and promote east-west trade along the Silk Road from Xi’an in China 
to Venice on the Adriatic Sea. They also conquer and gain control of China for a time.

It is also the time of the conquest of Britain by William the Conqueror in 1066, an event that shapes what Britain will 
become. As this period progresses, Britain introduces the Magna Carta, a ‘treaty’ between the King and nobles that has 
the effect over time of creating a range of rights and freedoms for the British people.

In Europe the Black Death has wiped out between one third and one half of the entire population. However, survivors 
are now wealthier as their labour is more valuable and costly, and trade with the east is increasing — bringing the 
technological innovations that they will soon use to surge to dominance over other countries. The Catholic church is 
challenging the authority of monarchies. The building of great cathedrals illustrates the growing wealth and power of  
the church. 

Islam continues to grow. Arab armies of the Caliphate win territory in western India, West Africa, and parts of Europe, 
including Spain. Muslim traders are influential in the South East Asian island areas. Over a period of two centuries the 
Christian West sends several crusades against the Islamic occupation of Jerusalem in Palestine, but they eventually fail. 

In China the Tang and then the Song dynasties have strengthened and enriched China. Under the Song dynasty China is 
the wealthiest and most technologically advanced society. It has invented printing, gunpowder and the compass. After the 
brief dynasty established by the Mongols when they defeat the Song ruler, the Ming dynasty reunites China under a Han 
ruler. Under the Ming rulers China is expanding its wealth and population. A great fleet under Zeng He has travelled into 
South East Asia, India, the Arabian Peninsula and the East African coast, but that expansionist urge will soon be curbed, 
and China will soon retreat and isolate itself from outside influences.

Japan and Korea are starting to develop their own cultures, though strongly under Chinese influence. In Japan the 
samurai warrior class emerge.

In Central America the great Aztec Empire is at its height, as is the Inca civilisation in Peru. Both will soon be devastated 
by the invading conquistadors from Spain. 

Vikings are feared raiders in this period, but also traders who open trade routes within Russia. They have also established 
a settlement on Greenland, bridging the area between the Eastern and Western hemispheres, though it will not last long.   

The influence of Islam is spreading to Sub-Saharan Africa, West Africa, East Africa, the north of India and  
South East Asia. 

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations
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The Russians have become Christians, and look to the eastern capital of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople.

But in the Middle East the Islamic Ottoman Empire is becoming dominant, and with the seizure of Constantinople in 1453 
the Byzantine Empire ends.

In South East Asia the Khmer Empire is at its height, with the building of the great city of Angkor Wat, in modern 
Cambodia. The Khmer power comes from their ability to organise the population to create great irrigation systems, 
enabling them to grow additional crops of rice each year, creating prosperity and wealth for their people. 

In the Pacific, Polynesians have reached New Zealand, the last area of the Pacific they will settle, leaving only Australia 
as the last inhabited land to be mapped by Europeans.

In 1492 a small fleet of Spanish ships, led by Christovao Columbus, sails west from Spain for South East Asia. They reach 
the Caribbean island of San Salvador, off the coast of Central America, and mistakenly believe that they have reached 
the East Indies, modern Indonesia. Despite this massive geographical mistake, their discovery of this new land is one 
of the modern world’s great moments of change, as the Old World of Europe and Asia has now collided with the New 
World of the Americas, with profound effects for both.

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations



Is Western Civilisation part of your life today? 

44

F. The development of civilisations between  
1492 AD and 1750 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: RENAISSANCE ITALY

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, COLONISATION AND CONTACT HISTORY

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: SPANISH CONQUEST OF THE AMERICAS

YEAR 9 DEPTH STUDY: MOVEMENT OF PEOPLES

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: TOKUGAWA JAPAN

This period sees the beginning of the transformation of Europe into the world’s dominant region, as the western world 
experiences the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Counter-Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution.

The Renaissance, spreading out from Florence in Italy from about 1400, has re-introduced Greek and Roman learning, 
but has also opened new ways of thinking and acting. The old Christian focus of living for the afterlife has been replaced 
by humanism, which focuses on the achievement of the individual. 

Christianity, however, maintains a dominant place in most European people’s lives. Martin Luther, has challenged the 
many abuses that he sees in the way Christianity is practised, and has started the Reformation. This involves a less church-
focused and more individual-focused Christianity, and breaks with the authority of the Pope in Rome. The break has been 
aided by the printing of bibles in local languages through the new technology of the printing press — individuals can 
read the Bible for themselves, and no longer depend on priests to explain and interpret it for them. Church leaders have 
resisted this dilution of their power and influence, and eventually wars start between the supporters of Catholicism and of 
the various versions, called Protestantism, that emerge.

As a result of the Renaissance many scientists start to embrace a more experimental and rational approach, and 
discoveries start to re-shape people’s understanding of the natural world.

European ships of the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, English and French have discovered new sailing routes to the east, and 
established trading ports and colonies in Africa, India, South East Asia and even in China and Japan. 

The ‘Columbian Exchange’, begun when Columbus discovered the New World of the Americas, has seen new plants and 
animals sent from the new world to the old, and the old world to the new — such as potatoes and tomatoes to Europe, 
and coffee and bananas to the Americas.

The coming of Europeans has infected the original inhabitants with new diseases, which have devastated the  
local people. 

In North America the Spanish have invaded the south-west, and the English and French have colonised areas of the 
north-east coast of North America, and Canada. 

In Central America the Spanish conquistadors have destroyed the Aztec civilisation, and the Inca civilisation of South 
America. Their weapons technology, their use of divisions and rivalries within the empires, and the impact of disease have 
meant that a few hundred invaders have conquered millions of people.
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In China the Manchu have replaced the Ming dynasty, and are becoming more insular and inward-looking, cutting 
themselves off from developments in the west. This will lead to their falling behind in wealth and influence, and their 
inability to withstand the demands of the western powers for access to trading ports.  The British will use addictive opium 
grown in their colony of India as a trading item for which they will be paid in silver from China.

In Africa the practice of selling slaves to the Muslim world has expanded to involve selling them for labour in Brazil, 
the Caribbean and the southern United States, on sugar, tobacco and cotton plantations run by Europeans — with 
devastating results to the people, their families, and their original communities.

The Ottoman Empire remains one of the great empires of the world, and has brought stability to much of the Middle East.

Political revolutions are changing ideas. The British Glorious Revolution of 1688 has guaranteed many rights of  
individual citizens. 

In Japan the Tokugawa Shoguns are in power, and the Chosun Dynasty in Korea.

The period has seen a scientific revolution in Europe, with great scientists and thinkers increasingly making key discoveries 
in mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and biology. 

Activity 4 – The story of the rise and fall of civilisations



Is Western Civilisation part of your life today? 

46

G. The development of civilisations between  
1750 AD and 1900 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 8 DEPTH STUDY: INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, COLONISATION AND CONTACT HISTORY

YEAR 9 DEPTH STUDY: INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

YEAR 9 DEPTH STUDY: PROGRESSIVE IDEAS AND MOVEMENTS

YEAR 9 DEPTH STUDY: ASIA AND THE WORLD

In this period the West dominates the world, and introduces social, political and economic changes that are the 
foundation of our lives today.

The Industrial Revolution that starts in Britain about 1750 involves the creation of machines, powered by steam produced 
from burning coal, that can do far more work than human or animal muscle. This creates the system of bringing large 
numbers of workers from the country together into factories, which in turn creates large cities as people gather where the 
work is. The burning coal is dirty, creating unhealthy conditions in the crowded areas where workers live, but the work 
they do is better paid than agricultural work and they can afford better food. Other developments in medicine mean that 
many people’s lives are improved while others are harmed. 

The ability to produce manufactured goods such as clothing in large quantities means that there is a demand for raw 
products, which are supplied from Britain’s colonies. The goods that are made are now cheaper, so more people 
can afford them. Britain experiences these industrial, population and wealth growth first, but other European nations, 
especially Germany, and then the United States and Japan, also industrialise, especially when steam power is replaced 
by electricity. 

This period also sees the ‘Enlightenment’ — the development of new ideas about science, art, politics and rights. The 
ideas influence the revolt of the American colonies from Britain in 1776, with their aspiration to the right to ‘life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness.’ A few years later the French Revolution of 1789 overthrows the monarchy for ‘liberty, 
equality, fraternity’. Not all people are given these rights — there is still slavery in the Americas, and women cannot vote 
anywhere — but these ideas are now accepted by many. And the revolutions are not all peaceful — as fellow citizens turn 
against each other with violence and bloodshed.

Most nations are ruled by a monarch, who may be advised by a representative or elected body, but who has the greatest 
power. There are other ideas being developed — including 

• the British idea of ‘constitutional monarchy’, where the power of the monarch is balanced or outweighed by the 
powers of the elected representative body (a parliament); 

• Socialism, which promotes the idea of the compulsory sharing of wealth by all; 

• Darwinism, based on the conclusion of scientist Charles Darwin that species compete, and that over time those that 
are best adapted to their environment will survive over the others; 

• Social Darwinism, which applied the ideas of Darwin to human societies, (though Darwin never did this), and argued 
that some races were ’fitter’ than others; and 

• Chartism, the political belief that people have equal political and democratic rights.

The countries of Europe are also developing ‘nationalism’, that is, the idea that the group of people who share a common 
language, culture and heritage have the right to create their own state. Britain has already done this, as has France, but 
the new nations of Italy (1861) and Germany (1871) are created through the uniting of several separate city-states. In 
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the Austro-Hungarian Empire, this also means that the different ethnic communities that are grouped together in the one 
nation want to separate and create their own ethnic-based nations. 

The major European powers are strong enough to take other areas for themselves. The British, French, German and  
Dutch nations compete for colonies — in India, Indo-China (Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos), Africa, South America  
and Oceania. 

The colony of Australia is founded in 1788 by the British with the landing of the First Fleet, and the subsequent devastating 
impacts that this will have on Aboriginal people and culture.

China, for many thousands of years the richest and most powerful nation that recently cut itself off from the influences of 
the outside world, but which has been humbled by the West’s technological and economic superiority. Western powers 
demand and enforce the right to set up trading ports in China.

The most powerful nations are Britain and Germany. And their rivalry will lead to two world wars during the  
coming century.
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H. The development of civilisations between  
1900 AD and 1945 AD

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 9 DEPTH STUDY: WORLD WAR 1

YEAR 10 DEPTH STUDY: WORLD WAR 2

This is a period of the devastation of two world wars, an economic depression, and the worst medical disaster — the 
influenza pandemic — since the Black Death.

Rivalry between the two different major powers — the democratic, constitutional Great Britain, and the authoritarian, 
monarchist Germany — has led to a world war in 1914. Millions of soldiers are killed and maimed. During the war the 
stresses on the Russian monarchy lead to a revolution in 1917, and the creation of a Bolshevik or communist government. 
After the war, with the defeat of Germany and Austria-Hungary in 1918, the map of Europe is radically re-drawn, both to 
give rich resource areas to the winners, and to create nations along ethnic lines. The great Ottoman Empire also falls, and 
its territories are carved up into new countries. 

The post-war world is hit by a major economic depression, as well as unrest within the new boundaries, and millions, 
especially from Europe, search for a new life through migration. The great hope invested in the new international 
organisation, the League of Nations, is dashed as it lacks effective ways of enforcing its decisions on countries, and the 
major power, the United States, refuses to be part of it.

The new boundary lines drawn on the world map at the end of the war create resentment among Germans, and tensions 
among new ethnic minorities. When the authoritarian German Nazi Government, under Adolf Hitler, comes to power and 
seeks to seize back lands, and take new ones, a second European war begins in 1939. 

As this European war progresses, a second arm of it, between Japan and China, started in 1933, merges with it, creating 
a world war. The war sees many horrors: 

• the attempted genocide of the European Jews; 

• the destruction of cities and mass death of civilians as air forces target industrial areas, and also hit residential areas; 

• the death of millions of soldiers; 

• the cruelties inflicted by the Soviet Union and Germany against each other’s soldiers; and 

• the Japanese against civilians and prisoners of war in the areas they control. 

The new power, the United States, becomes involved, and its industrial might, together with the huge human sacrifice of 
the Soviet Union against the Germans, creates victory for the Allies. The final act of the war, the dropping of two atomic 
bombs on Japan, signals the start of a new era in the world.
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I. The development of civilisations between  
1945 AD and today

THIS INCLUDES THE PERIOD COVERED IN:

YEAR 10 DEPTH STUDY: THE ENVIRONMENT MOVEMENT

YEAR 10 DEPTH STUDY: THE MIGRATION EXPERIENCE

YEAR 10 DEPTH STUDY: RIGHTS AND FREEDOMS

The world we live in today has been influenced by the past, but mostly created by events since 1945. These major 
elements of our world include:

• The creation of new national boundaries of some nations after the war.

• Decolonisation — the sometimes peaceful but usually violent struggle for colonial nations, especially in Africa and 
Asia, to become sovereign and independent nations.

• A ‘Cold War’ rivalry and tension between the democratic and capitalist West (involving the United States of America 
and its allies), against the totalitarian and communist East (the Soviet Union and its allies, and after the 1949 Chinese 
Revolution, Communist China and its allies). While this is called a ‘cold’ war, there were many ‘hot’ elements as well, 
with limited wars fought in third party nations to protect or advance the interests of the main rivals. These included the 
war in Vietnam, and the near nuclear-war of the Cuban missile crisis. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 signalled the 
end of this Cold War, though the re-emergence of Russia as a world power, the growing influence and strength of 
China, and Islamist terrorism have created new fears and tensions in the West.

• Economically, the West dominated at the end of World War 2, but the last several decades have seen the rise of 
new economic powers in many Asian countries, especially China and India. China is now seeking to re-establish its 
position as the world’s most powerful and influential nation, a position it last held before the Industrial Revolution. A 
globalised world means that China’s economic influence on many countries, including Australia, is powerful. 

• Humans have put people into space and on the moon. But the ‘space race’ has also seen an arms race, and the 
growth of nuclear power and nuclear weapons, threaten human and environmental disaster if they are ever used or if 
they accidentally fail.

• The growth of much larger cities 
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Not all is gloom and doom:

• Predictions of environmental, social, political and population collapses and devastation have been exaggerated  
or proven wrong.

• The world since 1945 has seen huge developments in agricultural production — the ‘Green Revolution’ — allowing 
an increase in the size, wealth and health of the world’s population. 

• Millions have been drawn out of poverty. 

• Across the world common diseases have been reduced, even eradicated in some cases. 

• People have access to greater knowledge than ever before, through the development of telecommunications,  
and the internet. 

• The influence of the United Nations and the 1948 Declaration of Human Rights have brought the rights available for 
centuries to many in the West to many more people throughout the world. 

• Many of the developments since 1945 have had an environmental impact, but this has in turn created a greater 
awareness of the environment, and a need to balance development with protection of water, soil, forests and  
native animals. 

You can now see that there have been many civilisations over time in human history that have influenced the way 
countries have developed.
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