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Executive summary

In recent years, the future of the humanities
in Australia has been the subject of
sustained public debate. Falling student
shrinking
departments, and continued funding

enrolments, academic
pressures have contributed to a perception
that history is a discipline in decline. Yet
history remains central to understanding
contemporary society, and historical
knowledge and awareness continues to offer
vital tools and context for interpreting and
responding to modern challenges.

Despite the prominence of debates about
history’s place in Australian public life and
its relevance to modern society, less is
known about what Australians think and
know about their national past today.
Building on earlier studies, this survey was
designed to address this gap. It sought not
only to confirm existing studies, but to
broaden the scope of inquiry by examining
public attitudes towards Australian history,
levels of interest and self-assessed
knowledge, methods of engaging with the
past, and beliefs about history’s relevance
and purpose.

The findings reveal a gap between interest
and self-assessed knowledge of Australian
history. While most Australians express
interest in the subject, fewer feel
knowledgeable about it. Many also continue
to view history in traditional terms—as a
collection of names, dates, and facts—
rather than as an interpretative practice
shaped by evidence, context, and debate.

At the same time, Australians demonstrate
strong support for history as a discipline.
Most believe history is relevant to
contemporary society and plays an
importantrole in tackling modern challenges
while avoiding past mistakes. There is also
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broad support for compulsory history
education through to the end of secondary
school, and a majority consider history as
important to learn as business, science,
engineering and maths.

Public attitudes towards how Australian
history should be represented are more
complex. Many Australians prefer histories
that challenge existing knowledge, and they
support historical interpretations even if
people may find them confronting. Still, a
majority believe history should celebrate the
nation’s past. These positions highlight the
nuanced way in which Australians
conceptualise and engage with the nation’s
past.

Overall, the findings offer cautious optimism
for the  history discipline and its
practitioners. They point to strong public
interest, and broad recognition of history’s
importance and relevance to contemporary
society. They also identify significant trust in
traditional sources of historical information
and interpretation, including educators,
museums, and historical sites. Moreover,
they underscore the need for efforts to
deepen historical awareness and move
beyond a traditional fact-based model
towards an understanding of history as a
practice that is, by nature, unsettled and
contested.

For policymakers, practitioners, and
educators, the results offer an opportunity to
engage public interest in history and to
strengthen historical literacy. Paired with
earlier studies, the findings affirm positive
perceptions about the value of history and
its practitioners at a time when the
humanities face significant challenges in
Australia and beyond.



MOST AUSTRALIANS ARE INTERESTED
IN AUSTRALIAN HISTORY BUT FEW
FEEL KNOWLEDGEABLE ABOUT IT

Around 80% of Australians say they are
interested in Australian history, but only
57% feel they know much about this
history. Around 1 in 10 (12%) say they do
notfeel knowledgeable about the subject,
while just under one-third (31%) are
neutral.

AUSTRALIANS CONSIDER HISTORY AS
IMPORTANT TO LEARN AS BUSINESS,
SCIENCE, ENGINEERING AND MATHS

Three-quarters (76%) of Australians
believe history is as important to learn as
engineering and
maths, while 24% say history is less
important. 60%
support making history a compulsory
subject through to Year 12, with just under
one-quarter (23%) strongly agreeing. 17%
disagreed overall with compulsory history
only 4% strongly

disagreed. The remaining 23% favoured

business, science,

of Australians also

education, but

neutrality.

AUSTRALIANS ARE MORE POSITIVE
ABOUT NATIONAL HISTORY, BUT 1IN 5
HOLD A NEGATIVE VIEW OF THE PAST

A slim majority (54%) of Australians hold a
positive view of Australian history, but
around one-third (31%) are neutral, and
15% expressed a negative opinion of
Australia’s past generally.

Key findings

MANY AUSTRALIANS PREFER HISTORY
THAT CHALLENGES THEIR EXISTING
KNOWLEDGE, BUT THEY STILL BELIEVE
HISTORY SHOULD CELEBRATE
AUSTRALIA’S PAST

Around two-thirds (65%) of Australians
prefer history that challenges their
existing knowledge, compared to 35%
who favour history that reinforces their
current knowledge. However, a similar
(63%) should
celebrate Australia’s past, while 37%

number say history

think history should question this past.

AUSTRALIANS BELIEVE THE PAST IS
RELEVANT TO SOCIETY TODAY AND
CAN PREVENT REPEATING THE
MISTAKES OF THE PAST

Only 4% think Australia’s past is
irrelevant, with 83% saying history is
relevant to society today. 13% remain
Most

Australians also agree that understanding

neutral, and 4% disagree.
the past can prevent the repetition of
mistakes of the past: 85% agree, 12% are
neutral, and 3% disagree.

AUSTRALIANS BELIEVE HISTORY IS
VULNERABLE TO SIMPLIFICATION,
MISUSE, OR MISREPRESENTATION BY
POLITICIANS, POLICY MAKERS, THE
MEDIA, OR OTHER PARTIES

Over three-quarters (77%) of Australians

believe history is vulnerable to

simplification, misuse, or other
misrepresentation. Few (4%) disagreed,
in 5 (19%) remained

neutral on the topic.

while around 1

HISTORY MATTERS
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Introduction

History’s place in Australian society, and the
importance of studying the past today,
remains the subject of public and political
discourse. These debates are not new, and
they are not unique to Australia. Australia,
the United Kingdom and the United States
have each weathered the storm of culture
wars that question, if not outrightly dispute,
how the past is taught, interpreted, and
represented.

In Australia, disagreement has generally
centred on competing interpretations of
European colonisation and its effects on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
At its heart is a fundamental ideological
conflict: whether the history of European
colonisation should be characterised as a
largely peaceful settlement of the continent,
or an invasion that entailed violence,
dispossession, and even war. Separately,
historians’ questioning of the merits of the
Anzac legend have also been challenged.

Politicians have periodically sparked
controversy in their efforts to influence the
teaching and interpretation of Australia’s
past. This is often most apparent in the
ideologically-charged debates surrounding
school curricula that have erupted over the
past several decades./ In the 1990s, Liberal
Prime Minister John Howard, for instance,
stoked the flames of the Australian History
Wars, denouncing what he termed “black-
armband history”; that is, interpretations of
history that promoted a negative view of the
past and casta shadow on his preferred view
of Australian history as a narrative of “heroic
achievement”." In subsequent years, the
debate became so polarising that Howard’s
successor, Labor Prime Minister Kevin Rudd,
said the debate had “infect[ed] our every
discussion of our nation’s past”. While Rudd
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echoed Howard’s desire to go beyond the
“black-arm” characterisation, Australian
history remains contested.V

Calls for more “patriotic” treatments of
history has echoed across the nation and
internationally. In the United States,
pejorative terms like “woke” are used to
reduce the social value of the humanities,
leading to the coining of a new term: the
“Woke History Wars”."' These global trends
have positioned history and its practitioners
in increasingly contested terrain, challenged
by and vulnerable to politicisation and
simplification.

Faced with new challenges and under
mounting structural pressures, the future of
history as a discipline has been questioned.
Declining enrolments, reduced staffing, and
the rising costs of studying history under the
Job Ready Graduates Scheme introduced in
2021 have fuelled concerns." Such political
interventions position the humanities as
being of lesser practical value, promoting the
notion that graduates of history and other
“soft” disciplines are less well-paid, less
employable, and less rewarded compared to
others such as science." The increasing
availability and use of generative artificial
intelligence (Al) has only compounded these
issues, raising concerns about the role Al
plays in distorting and even rewriting the
past, thus blurring the line between fact and
fiction.™

Yet for all the debate about history in
Australia and the discipline’s future, less is
known about what Australians think about
history and its importance today. Are they
interested in history? Do they feel
knowledgeable about it? What aspects are
they mostinterested in, and what sources do
they rely on and trust for historical



information? And, perhaps most
importantly, do they think history is relevant

to society today?

A nationally representative survey was
conducted in January 2026 to answer these
and related questions. The survey involved
1,503 Australian residents aged 18 and over.
It was conducted between 8 and 21 January
2026 on behalf of the author by iLink
iLink’s
established national panel of self-selected

Research  Services. It used
volunteers, and respondents completed the
survey through iLink’s portal.
Following the completion of fieldwork, iLink
data analysts weighted the data to ensure
the weighted sample broadly represented
the Australian public relevant to age, gender,

online

and location. iLink used publicly available
data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics
to inform this process. The survey received
ethics approval from The University of New
South Wales (iRECS10198).

The findings offer a detailed insight into
public attitudes towards history, with a
particular focus on Australian history. It
establishes a baseline understanding of
Australian attitudes towards history atatime
when the fate of the humanities, including
history, appears to hang in the balance.

The survey builds on earlier studies that

address public attitudes
understanding of, and engagement with
history. A major three-year survey led by Paul
Ashton and Paula Hamilton developed an
understanding of

towards history at the turn of the century,

towards,

Australian  attitudes
while Anna Clark has assessed secondary
school students’ thoughts on the subject.”
More recently, researchers from the Centre

for Contemporary Histories at Deakin
University conducted a series of surveys
over multiple years to determine the state of
public attitudes towards history today.*
Similar studies have also been conducted
overseas, including one published by the
American Historical Association in 2021,
from which this survey drew a variety of
topics and questions. X

The findings suggest a nuanced and often
optimistic picture of Australian sentiment
than the prevailing narratives might suggest.
Australians are generally interested in
history, though they are not always as
confident in their knowledge. They value
history as a topic of study and believe it
offers a means to understanding and
tackling modern challenges. Crucially, most
Australians reject assertions that history is
irrelevant and of less social and practical
value. They are also open to histories that
challenge established narratives, though
tensions remain when it comes to balancing
critique and celebration of the nation’s past.

This survey provides an evidence-based
foundation from which to discuss public
engagement with history at a time when Al,
misinformation, and the distortion of history
present new and varied challenges. While
self-assessed knowledge of the past varies,
the Australian public remains interested in
history, is eager to learn more, and appears
convinced of its importance today. For
educators, policymakers, and historians,
this is a strong base from which to build
public knowledge and awareness of the
past, encourage engagement through a
variety of mediums, and strengthen public
trustin history and its practitioners.

HISTORY MATTERS

4



5

Attitudes towards history at large:

Relevant today, influential for tomorrow

Before assessing Australian attitudes
towards, interest in, and knowledge of
Australian history specifically, it is first
necessary to determine Australians’
sentiments towards history as a discipline.
What does “history” mean to Australians
today? Do they consider it important in
understanding the present and informing the
future, or is history a relic of the past? On
these aspects, the findings of this survey are
positive: the Australian public considers
history to be relevant to current and future

events.

83% of Australians agree the pastis relevant
today (Figure 1). Among those who do not
agree, most (13%) hold a neutral position.
The remaining 4% disagree, though none
strongly disagree.

Likewise, as Figure 2 indicates, an equal 83%
believe the past can shape or inform future
events. Again, most (14%) of those who did
not agree held a neutral position. Only 4%
disagreed overall.

Figure 1. The relevance of history to society today.

Australians are similarly confident when it
comes to history’s role in preventing society
from repeating the mistakes of the past: 85%
agree that history is influential in avoiding
past mistakes. 12% are neutral, and 3%
disagree (Figure 3).

They are also convinced of history’s ability to
enlarge and contextualise public debate.
Figure 4 shows that few people disagree
when it comes to the usefulness of history in
contributing to public discourse. Over three-
quarters (77%) agreed. The remainder
mostly held a neutral position, with 1 in 5
(21%) not leaning either way. Only 2%
disagreed.

Crucially, demographic differences across
this series of questions proved minimal, with
holding
demographic markers such as gender, age,

majority  agreement across
and location. This indicates a strong
consensus among Australians, who broadly
consider history relevant and influential in
informing current discourse and helping

society tackle modern challenges.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “l believe that the pastis

relevant to society today”?

Strongly agree I 35%

Agree I 48%

Neutral NG 13%
Disagree M 4%
Strongly disagree | 0%

0% 10% 20%
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Figure 2. The power of history to shape future events.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “l believe that the past
can shape or inform what could happen in the future”?

Strongly agree I 31%
Agree I 52%
Neutral IIIIIININIININGENGE 14%
Disagree M 3%
Strongly disagree [ 1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure 3. The power of history to prevent repetition of past mistakes.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “I believe that
understanding the past can prevent us from repeating the mistakes of the past”?

Strongly agree I 33%
Agree I 4 7%
Neutral NG 2%
Disagree M 3%
Strongly disagree 0 1%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%  40%  45% 50%

Figure 4. The power of history to contribute to public debate.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “History can enlarge and
contextualise public debate”?

Strongly agree N 5%
Agree I, 51 %
Neutral NG 2 1%
Disagree M 2%
Strongly disagree | 0%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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When asked to consider the relative
importance of different aspects of history
(Figure 5), most Australians tend to consider
them equally important. On the importance
of Australian history and that of other parts
of the world, 60% deem the history of other
countries as important to learn as Australian
history. The remaining 40% indicated that
Australian history is more important to know.

A similar divide in opinion emerged in
response to the relative importance of
recent history (<100 years ago) and that of
the more distant past (>100 years ago). As
Figure 6 shows, 59% of Australians believe
that it is as important to know about distant
events as it is to know learn about recent
history. The remainder (41%) considerrecent
history more important.

In this respect, some notable demographic
differences emerged, including across age
groups. Support for the equal importance of
events, regardless of whether they occurred
in the recent or more distant past, increased
consistently with age. Among those aged 18
to 29, opinion was more evenly split: 53%
feel recent history is more important than
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the distant past, and 47% voted in favour of
equal importance. By contrast, 70% of those
aged over 60 considered the recent and
distant past to be equally important.

The survey asked Australians whether past
events become less important as time
passes. As Figure 7 demonstrates, public
sentiment proved far less decisive when the
question is rephrased in this way, with
similar levels of agreement (35%) and
disagreement (37%). The remaining 28%
held a neutral position.

Notably, opinion splits along equal and
opposite lines by gender: 41% of men
agreed, while 42% of women disagreed.
Similar levels of neutrality also emerged,
with 27% of men and 29% of women
remaining undecided. Age-based variations
are also notable, though unsurprising
considering similar trends in sentiments
towards the relative importance of the
recent and distant past. In this case, levels of
disagreement increased with age. Over half
(53%) of those aged 70 to 100 disagreed,
nearly double the level of disagreement
among the youngest cohort (28%).



Figure 5. Relative importance of learning Australian history compared to that of other countries.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?

Itis just as important to know about the
history of other parts of the world as it is to _ 60%
know about the history of Australia

Itis more important to know about the
history of Australia than the history of _ 40%
other parts of the world

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 6. Relative importance of knowing about the distant and recent past.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?

Knowing about events that happened a very long

time ago (i.e. more than 100 years ago) is just as 59%
important as knowing about events that happened °

in the recent past (i.e. up to 100 years ago)

Knowing about events that happened in the recent

past (up to 100 years ago) is more important than 41%
knowing about events that happened a very long 0

time ago (more than 100 years ago)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 7. Decreasing importance of events over time.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Events in the past
become less important as the time between those events and the present
increases?

Strongly agree [N °
Agree I, 27 %%
Neutral [N 25
Disagree I 23%
Strongly disagree | IO 3%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%
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Attitudes towards Australian history:

Interested but not necessarily understood

When asked to indicate their overall interest
in Australian history, most Australians
responded affirmatively: 80% agreed, and
only 4% disagreed (Figure 8). Notably, less
than 1% strongly disagreed, with the
remaining 16% taking a neutral position. The
balance of responses remained relatively
markers,

stable across demographic

including age, gender, and location.

Australians are less decisive when it comes
to their self-assessed level of historical
knowledge (Figure 9). Although over half
(57%) agreed that they feel knowledgeable
about Australia’s past, almost one-third
(831%) are neutral on this point, and around 1
in 10 (12%) disagreed overall.

The gap between interest and understanding
is even more apparent between genders,
with women less likely to feel knowledgeable
about Australian history than men. Thereis a
20-point drop between interest and self-
assessed knowledge among men, and a 25-
point drop among women, among whom
only half (51%) feel knowledgeable. Women
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are also more likely than men to hold a
neutral position, with 35% of women being
neutral, compared to 28% of men.

Despite lower confidence in their knowledge
about Australian history, many Australians
are nonetheless convinced that their
understanding of national history is greater
than their knowledge of the history of other
countries. Two-thirds (66%) agreed, and only
11% disagreed, with 22% indicating a neutral
stance (Figure 10). As with interest levels,
there is little difference across the gender
divide, though some variations appeared
based on other demographics. For instance,
there are some differences among age
cohorts, but none was greater than 10
points. The main differentiating
demographic factor was nationality: while
approximately three-quarters (74%) of
Australian nationals indicated a stronger
knowledge of Australian history, only 40% of
non-Australian nationals agreed. Just under
one-third (28%) disagreed, compared to only
6% of Australian nationals.



Figure 8. Interest in Australian history

Overall, | am interested in Australian history

Strongly agree NN 25%
Agree I,  54%
Neutral [NNIINNEGEGEEEEEEEEE 6%
Disagree M 4%
Strongly disagree 1 1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure 9. Knowledge of Australian history

Overall, | am knowledgeable about Australian history

Strongly agree IIIININEGGEEGEGEGEGE 12%
Agree I, A5%
Neutral I 31%
Disagree NG 10%
Strongly disagree Ml 2%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Figure 10. Knowledge of Australian history compared to that of other countries.

Overall, | have a better understanding of Australian history than the history of other
countries

Strongly agree NG 13%
Agree I 48%
Neutral NN 22%
Disagree I 5%
Strongly disagree M 2%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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Representing history: Histories that

celebrate the past still preferred

A key point of contention in public historical
discourse remains how Australia’s history is
represented. In particular, the focus has
been on whether the past should be
challenged or celebrated. This is a key
criticism within the so-called History Wars.
But what does the public think about the
matter?

When asked their general opinion of the
nation’s past, Australians proved relatively
indecisive. As Figure 11 shows, while slightly
more than half (54%) of Australians hold a
positive opinion of Australian history. Just
under one-third (31%) are undecided, while
(15%) maintain an overall negative view.

Responses remained relatively similar
across most demographic markers, though
age and gender emerged as differentiating
factors. Women are almost twice as likely as
men to hold an overall negative opinion of
Australia’s past (10% of men versus 18% of
women). They are also more likely than men
to remain neutral (37% of women versus
26% of men). Similarly, Australians aged 18
to 29 were roughly three times more likely to
hold a negative opinion of Australian than
those aged 70 or over: 28% of the youngest
cohort indicated a negative opinion,
compared to only 9% of the oldest cohort.

The survey found that most Australians
believe it is acceptable to teach about past
events, even if those events make people
uncomfortable (Figure 12). Slightly less than
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two-thirds (61%) supported such teaching,
while 39% believed that teaching about the
past should not involve making people
uncomfortable. This divide held relatively
stable based on gender and location, though
younger Australians were slightly less
supportive of discomforting histories.

Public appetite for history that challenges or
existing understandings is
similarly strong (Figure 13). While around
two-thirds (65%) of Australians prefer history
that challenges what they think they already
know about the past, just over one-third

reinforces

(835%) favour history that reinforces existing
knowledge.

That said, Australians still believe history
should celebrate Australia’s past (Figure 14).
Just under two-thirds (63%) support history
that celebrates the nation’s past, while 37%
believe history should question national
history.

Gender and political affiliation emerged as
key differentiating factors. Men are slightly
more likely than women to support the
celebration of Australia’s past. Respondents
who aligned with the Greens indicated clear
majority support for history that questions
the past, while those who favoured the
Liberal and National/Other parties clearly
supported history that celebrates the past:
78%  of Liberal-aligned respondents
favoured this approach, along with 70% of
National/Other-aligned respondents.



Figure 11. Opinion of Australia’s past.

How would you describe your opinion of Australian’s past generally?

Very positive [IIIININININGNTGEEGENNNNE 13%
Positive I 419
Neutral I 31%
Negative NN 12%

Very negative [ 3%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Figure 12. The teaching of history that causes discomfort.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?
Itis acceptable to teach about past events, even if _ 61%
that makes people feel uncomfortable 0
Teaching about the past should not make people
feel uncomfortable

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 13. Whether history should challenge or reinforce existing understandings.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?

| prefer history that reinforces what | think |

already know about events, people, and places in _ 35%

the past

| prefer history that challenges what | think |

already know about events, people, and places in _ 65%

the past

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 14. Sentiment regarding celebration of the past.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?

History should question Australia’s past _ 37%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
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Levels of education: Most Australians

learn about history in high school

Before assessing public attitudes towards
learning about the past, itis firstimportantto
determine a baseline when it comes to level
of education in the subject among
Australians. As history is a compulsory
subject to Year 10 within the Australian
national curriculum, relatively high levels of
history education are to be expected, and
three-quarters  (75%)  of
indicated they studied history at high school
(Figure 15). A further 37% covered the
subject in primary school, and 21% did so at

Australians

a university level, with only 11% saying they
had not studied history at all.

Figure 15. Level of formal education in general history.

| have studied history at

Though slightly lower than for general
history, Figure 16 shows that at least two-
thirds (69%) of studied
Australian history at high school. A further

Australians

38% studied the subject in primary school,
and 15% did so at university. Almost 1 in 5
(18%), however, had not studied Australian
history at all, though this average was
necessarily impacted by nationality. Less
than half (44%) of non-Australian nationals
had studied the subject in high school, and
39% said they had never formally studied
Australian history at any level.

High school I /5%
Primary school NN 37%
University I 21%

| have not formally studied history [N 11%

Other I 3%

0% 10%

30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Figure 16. Level of formal education in Australian history.

| have studied Australian history at

High school I 69%
Primary school GG 33%

| have not formally studied Australian history I 18%

University I 15%

Other WM 3%

0%
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Yet the findings indicate this should not be
cause for too much concern, as most
Australians believe history can be learned
outside the classroom (Figure 17). Around
three-quarters (77%) believe history can be
learned ininformal settings as well, with 23%
favouring a traditional learning environment.

Opinion remains relatively stable across
demographics, though there are some
noticeable differences across age groups. A
sense of history as something to be learned
in formal settings proved strongest among
younger Australians, and this sentiment
decreased notably with age. Those aged 18
to 29 were almost three times as likely to
support this view than those aged 70 to 100:
38% of the former favours formal settings,

compared to only 14% of the latter.

In this context, itis perhaps unsurprising that
a more traditional conceptualisation of

history is shared by many Australians. When
asked what they think the term history
means (Figure 18), slightly more than half
(54%) aligned with the traditional framing of
history as a series of names, dates, and
other facts about the past. 1 in 5 (20%)
describe history as an explanation of the
past, 12% believe history is what historians
write about the past, and a further 10% think
it is what people remember about the past.
Only 1% say it is something else, and 2%
remain undecided. Both younger Australians
and those with a tertiary education proved
more likely to identify history as an
explanation of past experiences rather than
solely facts. This may indicate the stronger
focus on analysis in more recent curricula

and at the university level.

Figure 17. Learning about history in formal and informal settings.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?

History is something you can learn about in formal
and informal settings

I, 779%
I o3

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

History is something you learn about in formal
settings (e.g. school)

Figure 18. Definitions of history.

Which of the following best describes what you think the term history means?

History is names, dates, and other facts about
what happened in the past

I 54%
I 10%

History is what people remember about the past

History is an explanation of experiences in the
past
History is what historians or other academics
have written about the past

I 20%
I 2%

Somethingelse | 1%

Don’t know/unsure | 2%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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Learning about the past: History is as

important to learn as business, science,

engineering, and maths

Given the survey identified broad interest in
Australian history and a belief in its
relevance and importance to society today,
the next point of inquiry must be attitudes
towards learning about the past and the
importance of history as a subject of study.
On these aspects, the findings are also
positive.

Most Australians consider it important for all
people, regardless of age, to learn about
history and past events (Figure 19). Very few
(3%) disagreed,
overwhelming 85%  who
affirmatively. The remaining 12% held a
neutral position.

compared to an
responded

Despite the common refrain that history is
less important to learn than other “harder”
disciplines, this opinion is not shared by
most Australians. As Figure 20 shows, 76%
of Australians feel history is as important to
learn in school as business, science,
engineering, and maths, while 24% consider
it less important. Notably, this sentiment
holds across all demographics markers. At
least two-thirds of Australians are convinced
of the importance of learning about history,
regardless of their gender, age, location,
income, education, political affiliation,
religion, or nationality status.

Moreover, Australians expressed majority
support for the extension of history as a
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compulsory subject through to the end of
secondary school, indicating a strong belief
in the importance of learning history among
the Australian public (Figure 21). A solid 60%
supported the extension of history through
to Year 12, while a further 23% stayed
neutral. The remaining 17% objected to
extending compulsory history education.
Majority support again held across the
gender divide, despite slight variations. Men
were more likely to support compulsory
history education, and women were more
likely to either oppose its extension or hold a
neutral opinion.

When asked why they want to learn about
past events, however, public opinion is less
decisive. As Figure 22 illustrates, the most
popular option positioned learning history as
entertaining or interesting, with one-third
(83%) of Australians selecting this option.
The next most popular option centred on a
desire to be more informed about past
events (20%), followed closely by the utility
of history in understanding current events
(19%). A further 16% think the experience or
knowledge gained is important to share with
their children, and 5% learn about history as
part of a formal class. Only 7% said they do
not wish to learn about past events. While
their motivations vary, most Australians
ultimately see value in learning about the
past.



Figure 19. Importance of learning history.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “History and learning
about the past is important for all people, of all ages?

Strongly agree I 40%
Agree I, /6%
Neutral NG 2%
Disagree M 2%
Strongly disagree B 1%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Figure 20. Importance of learning history relative to business, science, maths, or engineering.

Which of the following statements do you agree with most strongly?
History is less important to learn in school as
busmess, science, mathematlcs, or engineering

History is as important to learn in school as
business, science, mathematics, or engineering
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Figure 21. Opinion on compulsory history education.

History is currently an elective subject in Australian schools after year 10. To what
extent do you agree with the following statement: “l believe that history should be a
compulsory subject after Year 10 in Australian schools”?

Strongly agree NN 23%
Agree I 37%
Neutral I 3%
Disagree NN 14%
Strongly disagree [ 4%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
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Sources of knowledge: History-as-

entertainment preferred, but most

knowledge comes from formal schooling

So, Australians broadly value learning about
history—but what sources do they use to
learn about history? Given most Australians
want to learn about history because it is
interesting or entertaining, it is unsurprising
that 77% find history easier to learn when it
is presented as entertainment (Figure 23).
23% disagreed, saying they find history
harder to learn when presented in this
format.

Most Australians are also less inclined to
want to learn about history from an expert
(Figure 24). They prefer to learn through
physical records and tangible items,
including reading or looking at documents or
objects from the past. Roughly two-thirds
(68%) preferred the latter, while the other
third (32%) favoured expert opinion.

Despite these preferences, just over half
(56%) of Australians continue to gain their

HISTORY MATTERS

knowledge about Australian history from a
formal education, whether at primary,
secondary, or tertiary level (Figure 25). In
keeping with the broader preference for
learning through physical objects, museums
and other provided
knowledge for 49% of Australians. Friends
and family were the third-highest source of
information (39%). Notably, only 5% of
Australians said they do not receive or seek

historical sites

out information about Australian history.

These results demonstrate that the
Australian public is seeking and receiving
historical information from a broad range of
sources, but formal schooling nonetheless
remains the primary source of knowledge.
This makes content in the school curriculum
particularly importantin setting the standard
historical

of public knowledge and

awareness.



Figure 22. Reasons for wanting to learn about past events.

Which of the following statements best describes why you want to learn about
events in the past?

| find learning about past events entertaining

0,
and/or interesting 33%

| want to be more informed about past events 20%

Learning about past events helps me understand
current events

19%

The experience or knowledge gained by learning
about past events is important to share with my
children

16%

7%

| do not want to learn about past events

Learning about past events is required for a class 5%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Figure 23. History as entertainment.

Which of the following statements comes closest to your own views?

When history is presented as entertainment, it is
. 23%
harder for me to learn about it

History is easier for me to learn about when it is
presented as entertainment

77%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Figure 24. Learning through objects or experts.

Which of the following statements best describes your views on learning about
history?

| prefer to learn about history by receiving
information from an expert, such as a teacher, _ 39%
university lecturer, historian, or museum
professional

| prefer to learn about history by reading or looking
at documents and objects from the past, such as
. L 68%
diaries, letters, maps, clothing items,
photographs, or other physical items from the...

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
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Figure 25. Sources of historical knowledge.

My knowledge about Australian history comes from: (select all that apply)

Formal education (primary, secondary, and/or
university)

Museums or other historical sites

Friends and/or family

Australian news outlets

Non-fiction sources (podcasts, documentaries
and/or non-fiction books)

War memorials or battlefields

Social media

Fiction sources (movies, television, and/or fiction
books)

International news outlets

Veterans and/or veterans’ associations

| do not receive or seek out information about
Australian history

Work

HISTORY MATTERS

I, 0%

I, 9%

I, 33

I 33%

I, 1%

I 20%
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I 12%
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Degrees of trust: Australians trust

traditional sources when it comes to

historical accuracy

Are the greatest sources of information also
the most trusted, or do Australians distrust
the sources from which they receive
information about the past?

As Figure 26 illustrates, levels of trust are

relatively high for many sources of
information, with at least 60% of Australians
indicating an overall level of trust in half of

the 15 sources nominated in the survey.

If we consider first those sources identified
as trustworthy by at least 75% of Australians,
educators across the
secondary and tertiary levels. 78% of
Australians trust university lecturers,

professors, or other academics, while 77%

these include

have confidence in high school teachers’
reliability. The remaining sources include
other formal or traditional sources for
learning, such as historical sites and
museums, documentaries (which remain a
traditional source of historical information),

and the memories of those who lived through
events.

Strong levels of trust in these sources
swayed by
traditional sources of historical information.

indicate  Australians are
There is also consistent interest among
Australians when it comes to accessing
tangible through
conversations with those that experienced

history, including

historical events.

The most distrusted sources were social
media and history-related video games, with
around 2 in 5 Australians distrusting these as
accurate sources of historical knowledge. In
many cases, between one-quarter and one-
third of Australians held a neutral position
regarding the trustworthiness of what might
be called “non-traditional” sources of
historical information, such as news media,
fiction books, and fictional mediums.

HISTORY MATTERS
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Figure 26. Levels of trust in sources of information about history.

How much, if at all, do you trust each of the following sources to provide an

accurate account of what has happened in the past?
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Interpreting the past: Understanding of

the past should change in response to new

information and changing values

The continued tension underpinning debate
around historical interpretations in Australia
makes understanding public opinion on the
representation  of

history  particularly

important.

Figure 27 shows that many Australians think
facts about history are unchanging, making
learning about the past less difficult or
complicated. Overall, 61% believe learning
about the pastis not difficult or complicated
for this reason, with 24% remaining neutral.
Only 15% disagreed.

Yet when asked whether they believe what
we know and learn about the history of
people and events should change, 62% of
Australians responded affirmatively; 38%
disagreed (Figure 28). Still, the demographic
data indicates significant differences in
across age groups.
generational divide emerged between those
aged under and over 60. At least 60% of
those aged under 60 approved of change,
with three-quarters (75%) of those aged 18 to
29 doing so. By contrast, less than half of

opinion A clear

those aged over 60 supported shifting
representations of history.

In considering why such interpretative
change occurs over time, opinion is more
uncertain (Figure 29). While just under half
(49%) of Australians believe the availability
reshapes our

understanding of the past, around one-third

of new information

(32%) think shifting interpretations stem
from changing values that lead us to
established
While 6% consider it a result of historians

reconsider understandings.
asking new questions, 13% favour a more
negative assessment: that the political
agendas  of
practitioners in the field influence the

historians and  other
teaching of history. This, of course, aligns
with one of the central accusations levelled
at historians and teachers of history, and the
history curriculum itself: that they are
subject to a bias that predisposes them to
teaching history through a “politically
correct lens” that results in a “distorting [of]
the past". i

While the number of Australians who favour
this option is relatively low, Figure 30 shows
(77%)
is vulnerable to simplification,

that over three-quarters believe
history
misuse, or other misrepresentation, notonly
by historians, but also by politicians,
policymakers, the media, and other parties.
Few (4%) disagreed, while around 1 in 5
(19%) remained neutral on the topic.
Importantly, this majority held across
demographics,

with  minimal variation

across the board.

These results cannot be separated from the
context in which the survey was fielded:
amid increasing global instability, conflict in
the Middle East, and the aftermath of the
Bondi terrorist attack in December 2025.

HISTORY MATTERS
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Figure 27. Difficulty of learning about the past.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Learning about the past
isn’t difficult or complicated because facts don’t change”?

Strongly agree N 19%
Agree I, 2%
Neutral [N 24%
Disagree NN 13%
Strongly disagree [l 2%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Figure 28. Whether understandings of history should change.

In your opinion, should what we know and learn about the history of people and
events ever change?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 29. Why our understanding of history changes.

Which of the following statements best explains why you think our understanding
of what happened in the past changes over time?

New information becomes available that changes
| I o
our understanding of the past
As values change, people reconsider their _ 300
understanding of the past °
The political agendas of historians and other

leaders in the field of history influence the _ 13%
teaching of history

As times change historians ask new questions - 6%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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Figure 30. Vulnerability of history to misrepresentation.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “There is a danger that
the past can be simplified, misused or otherwise misrepresented by politicians,
policy makers, the media, or other parties”?

Strongly agree I 32%
Agree I, A5%
Neutral N 19%
Disagree M 3%
Strongly disagree | 0%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Figure 31. Interest in learning about specific aspects of history.

How much, if at all, would you like to learn about the following?

The history of my birth/home country 82% 18%
The history of Australia 82% 18%

My own family's history 81% 19%

The history of my ethnic, cultural, religious or other group or community 73% 27%

The histories of foreign places and/or people 73% 27%

The history of my state or local community 70% 30%

Histories of people who are different from me 68% 32%

History that happened more than 500 years ago 66% 34%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

W Agreatdeal/some  mAlittle/not at all
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Subjects of interest: Gender and age

influence areas of interest and knowledge

When asked to indicate their interest in
learning more about eight different aspects
of history (shown in Figure 31), at least two-
thirds of Australians answered affirmatively,
stating they had either a great deal or some
interest in learning about each nominated
topic. Interest in the history of one’s
birth/home country, the history of Australia,
and family history is particularly high: more
than 80% of Australians are interested in
learning more about their personal and
national history.

Although around one-third of Australians
show minimal-to-no interest in learning
about either people who were different from
them or history that happened more than
500 years ago, the responses overall suggest
a broader level of interest in history among
the Australian public today.

When it comes to specific themes in
Australian history, however, public interest
and self-assessed knowledge levels are
again less decisive. None of the 12 options
specified in Figure 32 garnered majority
interest. Moreover, only a minority of
Australians feel knowledgeable about any of
these aspects of history.

Colonial history received the most interest
and enjoyed the greatest level of claimed
knowledge. 39% of Australians are most
interested in this subject, while 35% also feel
most knowledgeable about this period of
Australian  history. Indigenous history
received the second-highest level of
support, both for interest (32%) and
knowledge (22%), ahead of third-placed
cultural history (30% for interest, and 18%
for knowledge).

HISTORY MATTERS

Yet these net rankings obscure important
demographic variations along gender and
age lines. For instance, as Figure 33
demonstrates, while almost half of men
(45%) were most interested in colonial
history, just under one-third (32%) of women
said the same. Similarly, men were twice as
likely to be interested in military history than
women (26% of men, compared to 13% of
women). This divide was even larger for
sports history, with men being around 2.5
times more likely to be mostinterested in the
subject compared to women.

Age had an even greater influence (Figure
34). Interest in indigenous history, for
example, is highest among Australians aged
under 40, of whom at least 40% expressed
interest in the subject. This is more than
double the level of interest among those
aged over 70. Indeed, overall interest
decreased with age. Younger Australians are
also much more likely to be interested in
women’s history, and they expressed the
greatest interest in military history across
age groups. By contrast, older Australians
are more interested in colonial history than
their younger counterparts. State and local
history is also of considerably greater
interest to Australians aged 60 or over, with 1
in 5 expressing interest in the subject,
compared to <10% of those aged under 40.

These findings emphasise the importance of
key demographic markers in shaping public
interest in history. Younger Australians’
interest in and claimed knowledge of
Indigenous history is also notable, given
decreasing public interest in broader
Indigenous issues since 2023.%V



Figure 32. Periods of Australian history that spark greatest interest and knowledge for Australians.

In which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history are you most
interested? Which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history do you
know most about?
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Figure 33. Periods of Australian history of greatest interest to Australians, by gender.

In which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history are you most

interested?
Area of study Net total Man/male Woman/female
Indigenous history 32% 30% 35%
Colonial history 39% 45% 32%
Military history 19% 26% 13%
Political history 21% 29% 14%
Sports history 18% 26% 10%
Cultural history 30% 23% 37%
Economic history 11% 14% 9%
Social history 16% 12% 20%
Environmental history 7% 6% 9%
Women'’s history 11% 3% 20%
Global or international history 12% 12% 12%
State or local history 12% 10% 14%
Other 1% 0% 1%
None 6% 5% 8%

Figure 34. Periods of Australian history of greatest interest to Australians, by age.

In which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history are you most

interested?

Area of study Net total 18-29 30-39 40-49 | 50-59 | 60-69 | 70-100
Indigenous history 32% 40% 43% 35% 25% 26% 18%
Colonial history 39% 32% 29% 39% 44% 48% 47%
Military history 19% 26% 15% 20% 17% 16% 20%
Political history 21% 21% 23% 18% 17% 19% 30%
Sports history 18% 22% 16% 16% 14% 19% 22%
Cultural history 30% 26% 38% 30% 31% 29% 29%
Economic history 11% 15% 18% 10% 9% 5% 9%
Social history 16% 13% 18% 18% 18% 14% 15%
Environmental history 7% 10% 7% 7% 4% 7% 8%
Women’s history 11% 18% 12% 8% 8% 11% 8%
(h;il;':;m international 12% 10% 10% 15% | 12% | 14% | 15%
State or local history 12% 5% 7% 11% 11% 21% 22%
Other 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 1%
None 6% 3% 4% 9% 9% 9% 6%
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While no clear trends appear along state and
territory lines, responses still differed based
on location. Some clearer differences in
interest levels can be found between
regional and metropolitan Australians. For
instance, regional Australians are more likely
to be interested in military history, but less
likely to be interested in political history than
their metropolitan counterparts.
Metropolitan Australians, on the other hand,

are more interested in cultural history.

Nationality, notable
differentiating factor within the survey
cohort. 1 in 5 (21%) Australian nationals
indicated greatest interest in military history,
compared to only 13% of non-Australian

nationals. Likewise, Australian nationals

however, is a

were almost twice as likely to be most
interested in sports history, with 20%
favouring this aspect, compared to 12% of
non-Australian nationals. The latter are
slightly more interested in cultural history
than Australian nationals (35% compared to
29%).

Similar divides can be seen in levels of self-
assessed knowledge (Figure 35). Women are
confident in their understanding of
indigenous history and women'’s history. Yet
they are also more than twice as likely as
men to select the “none” option, with 18%
indicating they do not feel

knowledgeable about any of the options

most

listed. By comparison, only 8% of men
selected this option. Men are also notably
more confident in their knowledge about
military history, political history, sports
history, and economic history.

When it comes to age, levels of self-
assessed knowledge again correlate with
levels of interest (Figure 36). Younger
Australians are more confident in their
knowledge about indigenous history and
military history, with knowledge of both
generally decreasing with age. By
comparison, knowledge about colonial
history increases with age, along with
knowledge of state and local history, which
is highest among Australians aged 60 and
over.

Similar variations in responses can be seen
along state and territory lines, and across the
metropolitan-regional divide. While clear
trends are not visible within the data, it is
worth noting that Victorians and Western
Australians feel considerably less
knowledgeable about military history
compared to other states and territories. In
contrast to the Northern Territory, the divide
is as greatas 19 percentage points. Similarly,
regional Australians are more confident in
their knowledge of military history than their
metropolitan counterparts (20% compared
to 13%).
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Figure 35. Periods of Australian history of about which Australians feel most knowledgeable, by
gender.

Which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history do you know most

about?
Area of study Total Man/male Woman/female
Indigenous history 22% 17% 27%
Colonial history 35% 37% 33%
Military history 16% 22% 9%
Political history 18% 25% 11%
Sports history 20% 30% 10%
Cultural history 18% 16% 20%
Economic history 7% 10% 4%
Social history 11% 9% 13%
Environmental history 5% 4% 5%
Women’s history 5% 1% 9%
Global or international history 8% 8% 8%
State or local history 10% 9% 11%
Other 1% 1% 1%
None 13% 8% 18%

Figure 36. Periods of Australian history of about which Australians feel most knowledgeable, by age.

Which of the following aspects or periods of Australian history do you know most

about?

Area of study Total 18-29 30-39 40-49 | 50-59 | 60-69 | 70-100
Indigenous history 22% 34% 36% 23% 13% 10% 6%
Colonial history 35% 27% 28% 40% 42% 37% 43%
Military history 16% 23% 14% 15% 12% 13% 14%
Political history 18% 19% 21% 17% 11% 13% 23%
Sports history 20% 26% 16% 21% 16% 18% 20%
Cultural history 18% 17% 23% 17% 14% 15% 20%
Economic history 7% 8% 13% 7% 4% 2% 8%
Social history 11% 8% 10% 13% 9% 15% 11%
Environmental history 5% 6% 6% 5% 2% 3% 4%
Women’s history 5% 9% 6% 4% 4% 5% 3%
Global or international
history 8% 6% 9% 8% 8% 8% 8%
State or local history 10% 9% 5% 9% 7% 14% 20%
Other 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 0% 1%
None 13% 10% 9% 13% 20% 16% 12%
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Events in history: Majority of Australians

recoghise world events, but knowledge of

Australian history varies

The final section of the survey sought to test
public recognition of various events in
Australian and world history. It aimed to
determine public awareness of these events,
and to compare recognition levels between
international  events.
Included events are those which either
appear on lists of key events in Australian
history, have been the subject of public

discourse in recent years, or are broadly

Australian and

considered to be important events. Effort
was also taken to include a variety of events,
with this being particularly important in the
case of sports history, as the nominated
options needed to reflect a variety of sports
and sporting codes. In many cases, events
might be considered “flashbulb” memories,
in that they spark a long-lasting memory of
where one was when they learned of the
event.”™ For example, the death of Princess
Diana, the moon landing, and 9/11 can all be
considered flashbulb  memory-making
events.

In various cases, the findings demonstrate a
remarkable alignment in recognition levels
for certain events across demographic
markers. This speaks to the centrality and/or
cultural cachet of specific examples in the
Australian national narrative and broader
discourse.

Beginning with sports history (Figure 37), the
top three most recognised events are Cathy
Freeman’s gold medal-winning sprint at the
Sydney Olympics (68%), Steven Bradbury’s

speed skating Olympic gold medal (57%),
and Australia II's success in the 1983
America’s Cup (54%). These events hold the
same position, regardless of gender, though
Cathy Freeman’s gold medal is the only
event in sports history that a clear majority
(72%) of women recognised.

Some variation is visible based on age, with
the top three shifting across age groups. For
young Australians aged 18 to 29, Shane
Warne’s ball of the century took second
place ahead of Steven Bradbury’s gold
medal, while Australia II’s victory fell to 8th
position. By comparison, the latter was the
most event for

second recognised

Australians aged 50 or over.

The least recognised event for most age
groups is Peter Norman’s stand against
racism at the Mexico City Olympics in 1968.
The exception is the youngest cohort, among
whom this event ranked equal last alongside
Lionel bantamweight

Rose’s world

championship title in 1968.

Across all demographic markers, however,
Cathy Freeman’s gold medal was the most
recognised eventin Australian sports history.
This is a notable finding, and a clear
indication of the centrality of this event
within national history. It is also one of only
three enjoyed majority
recognition, with a fourth recognised by 50%
of Australians.

events that
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Figure 37. Awareness of events in Australian sports history.

Which of the following events in Australian sports history have you heard of?

Event Recoghnition (%)
Cathy Freeman wins gold in the 400-metre sprint at the Sydney 68%
Olympics (2000) 0
Steven Bradbury wins speed skating Olympic gold from fifth place 579
after everyone falls (2002) 0
Australia Il wins the America’s Cup (1983) 54%
Shane Warne bowls the “ball of the century” to English batter 500
Mike Gatting (1993) 0
Cadel Evans becomes the first Australian to win the Tour de
49%

France (2011)
The Matildas’ penalty shootout at the 2023 FIFA Women’s World 43%
Cup (2023) 0
AFL player Lance “Buddy” Franklin scores his 1,000th goal (2022) 37%
Australia qualifies for the 2006 FIFA World Cup (2005) 37%
AFL player Nicky Winmar makes his “Black and proud” statement

. . 34%
against racism (1993)
Dylan Alcott wins the US Open and Golden Slam (2021) 33%
Australian boxer Lionel Rose takes the world bantamweight 300
championship title (1968) 0
Australian sprinter Peter Norman stands against racism at the 21%
Mexico City Olympics (1968) 0
None of these 8%

Figure 38. Awareness of events in Australian political history.

Which of the following events in Australian political history have you heard of?

Event Recognition (%)
Julia Gillard becomes the first female Australian Prime 74%
Minister (2010)
Same sex marriage becomes legal in Australia (2017) 67%
The National Firearms Agreement introduces gun ownership 61%
restrictions after the Port Arthur massacre (1996)
Federation (1901) 58%
Parliament House opens in Canberra (1988) 54%
Governor-General Sir John Kerr dismisses the Whitlam 50%
Government (1975)
The White Australia policy is abandoned (1973) 46%
Prime Minister Robert Menzies commits Australian troops to 44%
the Vietnam War (1965)
The Tampa Affair, when Australian troops boarded the MV 29%
Tampa, which carried hundreds of rescued asylum seekers
(2001)
None of these 5%
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Public awareness of key events in Australian
political history is slightly stronger (Figure
38). Out of nine nominated events, only three
failed to achieve majority recognition, with
5% of Australians saying they are unaware of
any listed event.

Still, only half of Australians said they had
heard of the dismissal of the Whitlam
Government in 1975. Even fewer (44%) are
aware of Prime Minister Robert Menzies’
decision to commit Australian troops to the
Vietnam War in 1965. Given the recognised
importance of these events in Australian
history more broadly, this is notable. Itis also
symptomatic of an apparent recency bias in
public awareness of events in political
history.

The top three most recognised events are
Julia Gillard’s position as the first female
(74%), the
legalisation of same sex marriage (67%), and

Australian prime minister
the introduction of gun
restrictions after the Port Arthur Massacre
(61%). All occurred in the past thirty years,
and all have been the subject of public

discourse and debate relatively recently.

ownership

The top three events remained the same
across gender lines, though the ordering of
second and third place swapped between
men and women. Women showed greater
recognition of the legalisation of same sex
marriage than the introduction of gun
ownership restrictions in 1996, which placed
second among men. Moreover, at least half
of Australian men had heard of all events
except for the Tampa Affair, of which one-
third (34%) are aware. By contrast, at least
half of Australian women are aware of only
five of nine nominated events.

While Julia Gillard’s status as Australia’s first

female prime minister is the most
recognised political history event for all age
groups, significant variations in awareness
of events remain. For those aged 18 to 29,
only Gillard’s prime ministership and the
legalisation of same sex marriage received
majority recognition. Among the next cohort
up (30 to 39), all but Gillard’s status as first
female prime minister received minority
recognition. For instance, just one-quarter
(24%) of the youngest cohort are aware of
either the Whitlam dismissal or the
commitment of troops to Vietnam. By
contrast, Australians aged 70 or over
indicated majority recognition of all political
events, with a majority of those aged 60 to 69

also recognising all but the Tampa Affair.

Separately, levels of awareness of events in
Indigenous history are mixed (Figure 39).
Three events received majority recognition:
the Rudd Government’s formal apology to
the Stolen Generations (64%), the return of
Uluru to traditional owners (56%), and the
1967 referendum that allowed Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to be
counted as part of the population (53%). All
listed received minority
recognition, with 1 in 10 Australians (11%)
saying they are unaware of all listed events.

other events

Just under one-third (32%) of Australians
said they are aware of the Frontier Wars, with
slightly higher levels of awareness among
Australian men. This was also the least
recognised event across all states and
territories except the Australian Capital
Territory, where the Howard Government’s
denial of Stolen Generations is
recognised.

least
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Figure 39. Awareness of events in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history.

Which of the following events in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history have

you heard of?

Event

Recognition (%)

The Rudd Government issues a formal apology to the
Indigenous people for the Stolen Generations (2008)

64%

(1985)

Uluru is handed back to traditional owners then leased back 56%
to the government as the Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park

the population

1967 referendum passes successfully, allowing Aboriginal 53%
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to be counted as part of

exists (2000)

The Mabo land rights case sees the High Court overturn the 43%
doctrine of ‘Terra nullius’ and recognise Native Title (1992)
The Howard Government denies that a “Stolen Generations” 42%

Parliament House in Canberra (1971)

The establishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy opposite 40%

and Torres Strait Islander people

The Frontier Wars between colonial settlers and Aboriginal 32%

None of these

11%

Looking more broadly at Australian history, it
is trickier to identify all the key events that
should be included in assessing public
awareness. Indeed, many events may be
included, but for this survey, eight events
were nominated (Figure 40). When faced
with these options, only 5% of Australians
said they are unaware of any of them. The
most recognised event is the Port Arthur
Massacre (77%), followed closely by the Bali
Bombings in 2002 and 2005 (76%), and
Cyclone Tracy (68%).

Notably, all listed events are recognised by at
least half of Australians, with all but the
introduction of decimal currency receiving
majority recognition. The ordering of all
events, from most to least recognised,
remained the same across genders in line
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with the net average response. However,
significant differences in the level of event
recognition emerged based on age. At least
three-quarters of the oldest cohort were
aware of each event, and almost all people
in this cohort recognised the Port Arthur
Massacre (97%), Cyclone Tracy (96%), and
the Bali Bombings (93%). By contrast,
Australians aged 18 to 29 indicated a slim
majority awareness of only two events: the
Port Arthur Massacre (55%) and the Bali
Bombings (52%). Just under half (49%) were
aware of Cyclone Tracy, with similarly low
levels of recognition in the next age group.
Those aged 30 to 39 fared slightly better,
indicating greater awareness of these events
overall, but only three events received
recognition from at least 50% of the cohort
(though Cyclone Tracy came close at 49%).



Figure 40. Awareness of events in Australian history.

Which of the following events in Australian history have you heard of?

Event Recoghnition (%)
Port Arthur Massacre (1996) 77%
Bali Bombings (2002, 2005) 76%
Cyclone Tracy (1974) 68%
Beaconsfield Mine Collapse (2006) 62%
Introduction of colour television (1975) 57%
Cronulla riots (2005) 56%
The Eureka Stockade (1854) 53%
Introduction of decimal currency (1966) 50%
None of these 5%

Figure 41. Awareness of events in world history.

Which of the following events in world history have you heard of?

Event Recoghnition (%)

The September 11, 2001, attacks on New York and 79%
Washington, D.C. (2001)

The moon landing (1969) 77%
Assassination of US President John F. Kennedy (1963) 76%
The death of Princess Diana (1997) 76%
Atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (1945) 74%
The Great Depression (1929-1939) 73%
Fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) 73%
The Chernobyl nuclear disaster (1986) 66%
The Indian Ocean/Boxing Day Tsunami (2004) 60%
The fall of the Soviet Union (1991) 54%
The Brexit Referendum (2016) 53%
The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) 40%
None of these 3%
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Finally, to place these findings into a broader
context, the survey asked respondents to
indicate their awareness of major events in
world history. Again, it is impossible to
include all major events in world history.
Nominated events were selected based on
those which are regularly considered pivotal
and/or recognisable among the broader
Australian (and Western) public. World
events were also selected from across a
similar timeframe to the listed events in
Australian history. Except for the Eureka
Stockade, all events occurred in either the
20th or 21st Centuries, and most are within
living memory.

As Figure 41 shows, 9/11 is the most
recognised event (79%), followed by the
moon landing (77%). Third position is shared
by the assassination of United States
President John F. Kennedy and the death of
Princess Diana (76% each). All listed events
except the Cuban Missile Crisis enjoyed
majority recognition, though this majority is
sometimes slim. For instance, just over half
(53%) of Australians are aware of the Brexit
referendum in 2016.

The top three most recognised events
differed along gender lines. Men are slightly
more aware of 9/11, while women
recognised the death of Princess Diana over
all other events, though 9/11 came in second
by a 1% margin. For men, the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki took
third place, ahead of the assassination of
President John F. Kennedy. The Cuban
Missile Crisis, however, is the least
recognised event among both men and
women. Still, at least half (51%) of men were
aware of the event, compared with just 30%
of women.

Interesting variations in recognition levels
are also visible across age groups. While
9/11 is the most recognised event among
Australians aged under 60, it does notrankin
the top three for those aged 60 or over.
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However, this does not equate to lesser
knowledge among the latter. On the contrary,
recognition of all events is particularly high
among older Australians.

Among those aged 70 or over, at least 90%
are aware of eight of 12 listed events,
including 9/11. At least 80% are aware of two
further events, with the lowest level of
awareness relating to the Cuban Missile
Crisis, which is still recognised by more than
two-thirds (69%) of the cohort. Levels of
awareness are similarly high among those
aged 60 to 69, who indicated majority
awareness of all listed events. Further
variation also occurred between states and
territories, with the most recognised event
differing.

Together, the findings demonstrate that
when it comes to the five most recognised
events for Australians today, all but one are
events in world history. As Figure 42 shows,
the Port Arthur Massacre is the most
recognised Australian event, and the
second-most recognised event overall. The
most recognised event is 9/11—an
unsurprising finding, given the gravity of the
event and its influence in shaping our world
today, as well as its relative recency.

Theresults also suggest that despite the idea
that Australia is a sporting nation, and the
notable interest in Indigenous history
(especially among younger Australians),
recognition of events in these aspects of
Australian history is relatively low. Events in
sports and indigenous history make up many
of the events in the bottom half of the list.

In turn, many of the events in the top half of
the list tend to be events in world history.
This demonstrates that global history still
dominates public awareness, an outcome
that likely reflects the broader focus on
global events in popular culture, education,
and other spheres.



Figure 42. Awareness of all listed events (compilation of Figures 36 to 40)

Which of the following events in history have you heard of?

Event Recognition (%)
The September 11, 2001, attacks on New York and 79%
Washington, D.C. (2001)
Port Arthur Massacre (1996) 77%
The moon landing (1969) 77%
Assassination of US President John F. Kennedy (1963) 76%
The death of Princess Diana (1997) 76%
Bali Bombings (2002, 2005) 76%
Julia Gillard becomes the first female Australian Prime 74%
Minister (2010)
Atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (1945) 74%
The Great Depression (1929-1939) 73%
Fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) 73%
Cathy Freeman wins gold in the 400-metre sprint at the 68%
Sydney Olympics (2000)
Cyclone Tracy (1974) 68%
Same sex marriage becomes legal in Australia (2017) 67%
The Chernobyl nuclear disaster (1986) 66%
The Rudd Government issues a formal apology to the 64%
Indigenous people for the Stolen Generations (2008)
Beaconsfield Mine Collapse (2006) 62%
The National Firearms Agreement introduces gun ownership 61%
restrictions after the Port Arthur massacre (1996)
The Indian Ocean/Boxing Day Tsunami (2004) 60%
Federation (1901) 58%
Steven Bradbury wins speed skating Olympic gold from fifth 57%
place after everyone falls (2002)
Introduction of colour television (1975) 57%
Uluru is handed back to traditional owners then leased back 56%
to the government as the Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park
(1985)
Cronulla riots (2005) 56%
Australia Il wins the America’s Cup (1983) 54%
The fall of the Soviet Union (1991) 54%
Parliament House opens in Canberra (1988) 54%
The Brexit Referendum (2016) 53%
The Eureka Stockade (1854) 53%
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1967 referendum passes successfully, allowing Aboriginal 53%
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to be counted as part of

the population

Governor-General Sir John Kerr dismisses the Whitlam 50%
Government (1975)

Shane Warne bowls the “ball of the century” to English batter 50%
Mike Gatting (1993)

Introduction of decimal currency (1966) 50%
Cadel Evans becomes the first Australian to win the Tour de 49%
France (2011)

The White Australia policy is abandoned (1973) 46%
Prime Minister Robert Menzies commits Australian troops to 44%
the Vietnam War (1965)

The Mabo land rights case sees the High Court overturn the 43%
doctrine of ‘Terra nullius’ and recognise Native Title (1992)

The Matildas’ penalty shootout at the 2023 FIFA Women’s 43%
World Cup (2023)

The Howard Government denies that a “Stolen Generations” 42%
exists (2000)

The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) 40%
The establishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy opposite 40%
Parliament House in Canberra (1971)

AFL player Buddy Franklin scores his 1,000th goal (2022) 37%
Australia qualifies for the 2006 FIFA World Cup (2005) 37%
AFL player Nicky Winmar makes his “Black and proud” 34%
statement against racism (1993)

Dylan Alcott wins the US Open and Golden Slam (2021) 33%
The Frontier Wars between colonial settlers and Aboriginal 32%
and Torres Strait Islander people

Australian boxer Lionel Rose takes the world bantamweight 32%
championship title (1968)

The Tampa Affair, when Australian troops boarded the MV 29%
Tampa, which carried hundreds of rescued asylum seekers

(2001)

Australian sprinter Peter Norman stands against racism at 21%

the Mexico City Olympics (1968)
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Conclusion

The findings of this survey offer a glimpse
into what the Australian public thinks and
knows about history. They are also cause for
optimism amid the challenges facing the
history discipline.

Australians do not necessarily feel
particularly knowledgeable about history,
but they are nonetheless convinced of its
merits. They are interested in the subject and
consider it important to learn. They also
overwhelmingly believe in its contribution to
society, both in terms of understanding the
past and informing how we face modern
challenges. Crucially, they reject a variety of
aspersions that have been cast at the history
discipline and its practitioners. This includes
a clear denial of assertions that history is of
lesser practical and social value than “hard”
subjects like business, science, engineering,
and maths.

Thisis allgood news, butthere remains room
for improvement.

Preferences for history that celebrate the
nation’s past continue to hold sway among
Australians today, despite support for
challenging interpretations of the past. More
narrowly defined and traditional definitions
of history as a set of dates, names, and
events in the past that can be rote learned
may also limit public engagement with

history as an interpretative discipline.

While Australians generally believe history is
an important element in understanding our
world today, there is more work to do in
helping the community to go beyond the
traditional view of the discipline and
embrace history as a basis for analysis,
rather than a fact-finding mission.

The survey reaffirms some of the findings of
earlier research. This includes a preference
for facts over interpretation in history,
support for celebratory narratives of
past, and slightly stronger
sentiment towards the importance of

knowing Australian history compared to

Australia’s

world history.™ It also identifies similar age-
based differences in opinion, particularly
when it comes to Indigenous history.
Younger Australians report greater interestin
and knowledge about Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander history than older age

groups.™i

In this respect, the survey indicates a
remarkable level of consistency of opinion
among the public. But the data also
uncovers notable demographic differences
that present opportunities for further
investigation. For instance, a more targeted
study of public attitudes could be fruitful in
confirming and/or expanding some of the
demographic differences that emerged in
the survey data. This survey found that
religion, education, and nationality often
affected Further

targeted along these lines could determine

responses. research
whether the variance identified in this survey
reflects a broader influence of these factors
on opinion.

For policymakers, practitioners, and
educators across the history discipline, the
findings of this survey offer an opportunity to
harness public interest in history to improve
levels of knowledge, awareness, and
understanding. It also offers a platform from
which to counter prevailing assumptions
about and criticisms of history. While some
would have us believe the humanities
broadly lack value, the Australian public is

clear: history matters.
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Demographics

Table 1: What is your age?

Total unweighted Total unweighted Total weighted Total weighted

(%) (n) (%) (n)
18-29 22% 325 21% 322
30-39 18% 274 18% 270
40-49 18% 276 18% 278
50-59 16% 240 17% 250
60-69 13% 196 13% 194
70-100 13% 192 13% 190

Table 2: Which of the following best describes your current gender identity?

Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted
(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Man/male 49% 734 49% 744
Woman/female 51% 769 51% 759
Non-binary 0% 0 0% 0
l use a different 0% 0 0% 0
term (please
specify)
Prefer not to 0% 0 0% 0
answer
Table 3: What is your usual place of residence?
Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted
(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Victoria

Melbourne 19% 283 23% 346
Regional Vic 6% 96 6% 95

New South Wales
Sydney 21% 310 20% 307
Regional NSW 12% 179 12% 177

Queensland
Brisbane 10% 146 10% 144
Regional Qld 10% 149 11% 158
South Australia

Adelaide 6% 87 6% 86
Regional SA 2% 26 1% 17

Western Australia
Perth 8% 122 8% 121
Regional WA 2% 30 1% 14

Tasmania

Hobart 1% 15 0% 3
Regional Tas 1% 20 1% 20

Northern Territory
Northern 1% 15 1% 14
Territory

Australian Capital Territory

Australian 2% 25 0% 2
Capital Territory
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Table 4: What is your current religion?

Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted

(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Buddhism 3% 38 3% 40
Christianity 45% 673 46% 684
Hinduism 2% 37 2% 35
Islam 3% 41 3% 43
Judaism 1% 8 1% 10
Sikhism 0% 0 0% 0
Other religions 1% 19 1% 21
No religion 38% 573 37% 561
Secular beliefs 1% 9 1% 10
Other spiritual 3% 49 3% 45
beliefs
Prefer not to 4% 56 4% 53
answer

Table 5: Do you identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander?

Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted
(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Yes, Aboriginal 7% 107 7% 103
Yes, Torres Strait 2% 23 2% 25
Islander
Yes, both 2% 32 2% 27
No 88% 1325 88% 1330
Not sure/don’t 1% 9 1% 11
know
Prefer not to 0% 7 0% 7
answer
Table 6: Were you born in Australia?
Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted
(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Yes 78% 1178 77% 1164
No 21% 320 22% 336
Prefer not to 0% 5 0% 4
answer
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Table 7: If you were not born in Australia, in which region were you born?

Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted

(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Oceania and 37% 562 38% 564
Antarctica
North-West 8% 114 7% 112
Europe
Southern and 4% 63 4% 63
Eastern Europe
North Africa and 1% 14 1% 15
the Middle East
South-East Asia 5% 75 6% 84
North-East Asia 3% 41 3% 45
Southern and 2% 25 1% 22
Central Asia
North America 1% 17 1% 16
South America 0% 7 1% 10
Sub-Saharan 1% 12 1% 14
Africa
Not sure/don’t 19% 286 18% 275
know
Prefer not to 19% 287 19% 283
answer

Table 8: What is your highest level of education completed?
Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted

(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Secondary 3% 38 3% 44
education -Years
9 and below
Secondary 22% 329 21% 313
education - Years
10 and above
Certificate | and 4% 61 4% 61
Il level
Certificate Ill and 16% 233 16% 241
IV level
Advanced 12% 182 12% 181
diploma and
diploma level
Bachelor’s 25% 383 26% 385
degree level
Graduate 5% 68 5% 75
diploma and
graduate
certificate level
Postgraduate 14% 209 14% 203

degree level
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Table 9: Which political party do you usually think of yourself as a supporter of?

Total unweighted | Total unweighted Total Total weighted

(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Australian Labor 42% 629 42% 631
Party
Greens 10% 150 9% 139
Independent 5% 68 4% 65
Liberal Party 21% 319 22% 332
National Party 3% 45 3% 43
One Nation 11% 171 12% 176
United Australia 0% 3 0% 3
Party
Jacqui Lambie 0% 6 1% 8
Network
Centre Alliance 0% 2 0% 1
Katter’s 0% 0 0% 0
Australian Party
David Pocock 0% 5 0% 2
Other 7% 105 7% 103

Table 10: What is the annual income for your household?

Total unweighted

Total unweighted

Total

Total weighted

(%) (n) weighted (%) (n)
Less than 3% 42 3% 38
$15,000
$15,000 - $29,999 5% 81 5% 75
$30,000 - $49,999 13% 196 13% 192
$50,000 — $74,999 15% 228 16% 235
$75,000 - $99,999 15% 232 15% 228
$100,000 - 22% 333 23% 342
$149,999
$150,000 - 14% 215 15% 221
$199,999
$200,000 or more 12% 176 1% 172

Note: Shading indicates a change in number with weighting. Blue shading indicates an increase in
number, while pink shading indicates a decrease in number.
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About the survey

The History Matters survey reports the
results of a nationally representative survey
of 1,503 Australian residents aged 18 and
above, conducted between 8 and 21 January
2026 on behalf of the author by iLink
Research Services. The survey received
ethics approval from The University of New
South Wales (iRECS10198).

iLink recruits members to its national panel
using mixed methods, including print media,
online marketing, direct mail, social media,
and other initiatives. iLink offers panel
members small incentives to complete a
project, but no cash incentives are paid to
members of the panel.

The author designed the survey questions
based on existing surveys and research on
public attitudes towards history, both in
Australia and internationally. In some cases,
questions mirror those included in other
such surveys, with “Australia” substituted for
other countries where relevant. In other
instances, questions draw on assessments
within the academic literature, and broader
conclusions or suppositions about history in
Australia. The survey includes 38 questions.

The survey uses iLink’s established national
panel of
Respondents completed the survey through

self-selected volunteers.
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iLink’s  online Following the
completion of fieldwork, iLink data analysts
weighted the data to ensure the weighted
sample broadly represented the Australian
public relevant to age, gender, and location.
iLink used publicly available data from the

Australian Bureau of Statistics to inform this

portal.

process.

Totals in this report may not add to 100% due
to rounding. Each response option has been
rounded individually and as grouped
responses (i.e., when levels of agreement
are combined to produce a net level of
agreement or disagreement). This means
that, in some cases, the net responses cited
in text may not add up exactly when read
against the corresponding graph.

The order of questions presented in this
report differs from the order of questions in
the survey.
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