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ABSTRACT 

 

This historical narrative explores the connections between community environmental attitudes and 

the Victorian school curriculum from 1835, the year of the first official communication about 

education in the Port Phillip District (now Victoria), to 2000, the year of the implementation of 

Curriculum and Standards Framework II, the revised version of the first comprehensive curriculum 

for Victorian primary and secondary schools. 

 

From antiquity to the present much has been written about the relationship between the human 

environment and the non-human environment with historians, scientists, economists, politicians, 

philosophers, poets, environmental activists and others often taking different stances. While it is 

beyond the scope of this study to investigate the various perspectives in depth, certain salient 

Western viewpoints1 and their major precipitating events and protagonists2 are examined in order 

to appreciate the range of views on the relationship, to understand the evolution of environmental 

consciousness, to contextualise the time period of this study and to provide both clarity and 

consistency in the use of the vocabulary pertaining to attitudes towards the environment. 

 

Similarly, much has been written about learning and curriculum, the meanings of learning and of 

curriculum evolving over time. Consequently, consideration of learning theories and curriculum 

development is included in order to make intelligible the investigation of the connections between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000. 

 

The thesis is divided into three major time periods based on political developments in Victoria, 

viz, the Colonial Era from 1835 to 1900, from Federation in 1901 to the end of the 1950s and from 

1960 to 2000. 

 

During the Colonial Era the prevailing view was that of anthropocentrism with the natural 

environment being there for exploitation by humans. This view was both reflected and promoted in 

 

1 The emphasis is on Western viewpoints because of the focus of the thesis. Australian attitudes towards the 

environment have been profoundly influenced by Western thought. No disparagement of non-Western perspectives 

is intended. 

2 Specific Australian 'environmental' events and protagonists are discussed in detail in Chapters 5, 7, 10, 11. 
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the Victorian school curriculum as shown, inter alia, by the contents of The Irish National 

Readers, The Royal Readers and the early copies of The School Paper. 

 

The period from Federation until the end of the 1950s was characterised by an expansion of 

exploitation of the natural environment and by a relatively inert Victorian school curriculum, 

albeit with increasing emphasis on Australian content especially in The School Paper and The 

Victorian Readers. Teaching was usually didactic and learning was largely mimetic. 

 

The period from 1960 to 2000 saw continued exploitation of the natural environment but it also 

saw significant dissonance in much of the Western world, contributing to a rise in environmental 

consciousness and consequent environmentalism. The changes in community environmental 

attitudes were recognised in the Victorian school curriculum with the development of 

'environmental' content to be taught in a constructivist manner, albeit less successfully than was 

initially expected because of, inter alia, the lack of resources and inadequate appropriate training 

of  teachers. 

 

Given that this study is original, the first to investigate the relationships between community 

environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000, the resultant 

historical narrative contributes new knowledge. It is justified in that it  

 

• provides educational leaders, including curriculum designers, at the national or state level 

and curriculum coordinators, other administrators and teachers at the school level with the 

opportunity to gain further insights into past choices that will assist future deliberations 

about connections between community environmental attitudes and the school curriculum; 

 

• contributes to what became an increasingly neglected field of study during the twentieth 

century and subsequently, the history of education;  

 

• provides pertinent knowledge of the past that has the possibility of making a contribution 

to the journey towards the telic goal of sustainable development, both as a policy with 

future and present temporal components and as a regulative principle to develop attitudes 

and guide behaviour for individuals to live fittingly in the world. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 1 

 

Setting the Scene 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This historical narrative explores the connections between community environmental attitudes 

and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000. The thesis is divided into three major 

time periods based on political developments in Victoria, viz., the Colonial Era from 1835 to 1900, 

from Federation in 1901 to the end of the 1950s and from 1960 to 2000. 

 

It should be noted that the thesis is not written as a chronology of events but rather as an historical 

narrative linking various themes over three time periods to produce a plausible and coherent 

account of what happened, how and why the events and actions under scrutiny occurred and what 

were their consequences and significance.  

 

Furthermore, the thesis does not follow the traditional thesis structure that includes a separate 

literature review section. Rather, relevant discourses on environmental attitudes and on 

curriculum are discussed throughout the thesis as this structure better supports the author's 

approach to producing a coherent historical narrative. 

 

Although the focus on community environmental attitudes lies within the 1835 to 2000 time 

period, community environmental attitudes have not been considered in isolation from previous 

times since the macro-historical chronicle sets the scene for the micro-historical narrative. 

Consequently, major landmarks and protagonists in the time period from later antiquity to the 

year 2000 are included in the study.  

 

Over the time period of the study there has been a considerable range of expressed positions on 

the relationships between the human environment and the non-human environment with historians, 

scientists, economists, politicians, philosophers, poets, artists, environmental activists and others 

often taking different stances. An understanding of this situation requires consideration of the 

various salient Western viewpoints and their major precipitating events and protagonists such as, 
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inter alia, the Judeo-Christian 'great chain of being', the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution 

and the rise of environmentalism in the 1960s and 1970s. Additionally, this temporally broad 

historical investigation has been included in order to provide both clarity and consistency in the 

use of the vocabulary pertaining to attitudes towards the environment, in line with the Socratic 

viewpoint that if different people using the same words mean different things by them, they are 

talking at cross-purposes and only confusion can result (Guthrie, 1950, p. 76). 

 

Similarly, much has been written about learning and curriculum, the meanings of learning and of 

curriculum evolving over time. Consequently, consideration of learning theories and curriculum 

development is included in order to make intelligible the investigation of the connections between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000. 

 

In this historical narrative, various points of reference in the relevant literature are cited. Such 

citations, from both academic journals and primary sources, include, inter alia, discourses and 

positions on community environmental attitudes and school curricula, including the evolution of 

environmental education,3 in various historical contexts. The major focus of citations is on the 

connections between community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum 

from 1835 to 2000. Of course, the choice of included material is limited and reflects the author's 

own academic, practical and cultural experiences. 

 

Why start at 1835 and finish at 2000? The British invasion of the Port Phillip District (now 

Victoria, but part of New South Wales until 1851) began in the early 1800s with 467 people, 

mostly convicts, occupying a site at Sorrento on 9 May 1803. Water shortages and skirmishes with 

the local Aboriginal people prompted the abandonment of the Sorrento settlement on 20 May 

1804. Although sealers and their Tasmanian Aboriginal women lived intermittently on Phillip 

Island after 1805 and whalers operated seasonal bases at Port Fairy (1826) and Portland Bay 

(1828), the first permanent settlement in the Port Phillip District was established by the Henty 

family at Portland Bay on 19 November 1834 (Kiddle, 1961, p. 31). 

 

 

3 For an excellent summary of the discourses on environmental education see Sauvé, L. (2005). Currents in 

environmental education: Mapping a complex and evolving pedagogical field. Canadian Journal of Environmental 

Education, 10, 11-37. 

 



3 
 

Favourable reports about the Port Phillip District from sealers, whalers and bark-cutters prompted 

interest among entrepreneurs in Tasmania and on 30 May 1835 grazier John Batman (1801-1839), 

after sailing from Tasmania and exploring Port Phillip Bay and its tributary rivers the Yarra and 

the Maribyrnong, noted in his diary that 'the land is excellent and very rich.' He also recorded that 

a particular part of the Yarra bank 'will be the place for a village', now the city of Melbourne. 

Farmer and later hotelier and newspaper proprietor John Fawkner's (1792-1869) party followed 

on 8 August 1835 and built huts on the banks of the Yarra River. By early 1836 eleven ships were 

ferrying people and sheep across Bass Strait and the illegal settlement of the Port Phillip District 

became unstoppable, a fact recognised by Governor Sir Richard Bourke (1777-1855) who 

consequently authorised settlement (Broome, 1984, pp. 17-20). 

 

Soon after the occupation of the Port Phillip District in 1835 some concerns about education were 

raised. For example, in 1835 Governor Bourke wrote concerning the Port Phillip District to Lord 

Glenelg, Secretary of State for the Colonies, that 'I would earnestly recommend that a provision 

be made for schools in which children of different religious tenets may be instructed without 

distinction, on the plan now adopted in Ireland' (The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, p. 

1). This recommendation was the first official communication regarding education in Victoria 

and thus 1835 marks a logical starting point for this study. 

 

Over time, various changes in Victorian school education, including the curriculum, that have 

relevance to this study have occurred. Obviously some of the changes have been of greater 

consequence and significance than others have been. For example, the Education Act 1872 

marked the beginning of State authority in Victorian education, a major landmark in the provision 

of education to young Victorians (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, pp. 1800-1807). 

Another change of importance was the formation in 1993 of the Board of Studies (BOS), the first 

curriculum authority with jurisdiction over the curriculum for all the years of schooling from 

Preparatory Level (Prep) to Year 12. In 1995 the BOS introduced the Victorian Curriculum and 

Standards Framework (CSF), the first comprehensive curriculum for Victorian primary and 

secondary schools. As a consequence of criticisms of the CSF, mainly regarding assessment of 

student achievement, the CSF was reviewed and republished in 2000 as CSF II. Hence the year 

2000 is a reasonable endpoint for this study. 
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JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY 

 

An extensive examination of the relevant literature indicated that, while there is a considerable 

body of knowledge of both environmental politics and history and of the Victorian school 

curriculum, no discernible attempt has been made to analyse the relationships between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum over the time period of 

this research. Consequently, the study 'Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian 

School Curriculum: An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000' contributes 

new knowledge. 

 

This historical narrative is justified in that it provides educational leaders, including curriculum 

designers, at the national or state level and curriculum coordinators, other administrators and 

teachers at the school level, with the opportunity to gain further insights into past choices that 

possibly will assist future deliberations about connections between community environmental 

attitudes and the school curriculum.  

 

Furthermore, the historical narrative contributes to what became an increasingly neglected field 

of study during the twentieth century, the history of education. After reviewing the state of 

educational research at the end of the time period of this study, Gary McCulloch, Professor of 

Education at the University of Sheffield, and William Richardson, Professor of Education at the 

University of Exeter, concluded that: 

 

[E]ducationists have felt compelled to concentrate most of their effort on research into 

effective learning and professional practice, a process which has all but squeezed out of 

educational studies any residual tradition of historical and philosophical enquiry. 

 

(McCulloch & Richardson, 2000, p. 40) 

 

Ivor Goodson, Professor of Education at the University of Brighton, earlier also espoused this 

view, arguing that 'the reluctance of historians to look behind the schoolhouse door, and of 

curriculum specialists to use historical methods, serves as a drag on any attempt to comprehend 

schools and education' (Goodson, 1994, p. 51). He also supported the use of historical narrative, 

asserting that '[w]e live in an age of narrative: life stories are a crucial ingredient in what makes 

us human and, in addition, in determining what kind of human we become' 

(https://www.brighton.ac.uk/staff/ivor-goodson.aspx). 
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The thesis also provides pertinent knowledge of the past that has the prospect of making a 

contribution to the journey towards the telic goal of sustainable development, both as a policy 

with present and future temporal components and as a regulative principle to develop attitudes 

and guide behaviour for individuals to live fittingly in the world. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

The major research questions and their sub-questions are: 

 

▪ What aspects of community environmental attitudes influenced the Victorian school 

curriculum during the 1835 to 2000 time period? 

o What are community environmental attitudes? 

o How are community environmental attitudes formed? 

o What is a school curriculum? 

o What theories of learning were important in the time period of this study? 

▪ What significant influences on general community environmental attitudes were 

present? 

▪ Why did these influences arise? 

▪ What environmental issues made significant contributions to Victorian 

community environmental attitudes? 

▪ How were these influences manifested? 

▪ What were the Victorian school curriculum consequences of the influences? 

▪ What were the intended environmental learning outcomes of the Victorian school 

curriculum? 

▪ What were the actual environmental learning outcomes of the Victorian school 

curriculum? 

▪ What impact did the learning outcomes of the Victorian school curriculum have on 

community environmental attitudes? 
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RESEARCH PARADIGM AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Historical narrative largely based on exegesis of primary sources together with a qualitative 

research component ascertaining relevant experiences of students and teachers, including those 

of the author, is the chosen method of discourse for this study. The justification of the research 

paradigm and methodology is discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

The paucity of material from the early Colonial Era when unsystematic curricula operated in 

Victoria presents some limitation of this study. Although The Irish National Readers provided 

general content, what was actually studied in most subjects remains elusive. Even after the 

Education Act 1872 the actual content of some of the subjects included in the Victorian 

curriculum is difficult to ascertain. This problem has been alleviated to some degree by the study 

of the textbooks on which the post-1872 colonial school curriculum heavily depended, revealing 

what was to be read to establish appropriate standards and skills, to inculcate respect for British 

society's hierarchical order based on fixed lines of race, class and gender and to promote the 

mastery of nature. 

 

A further limitation of the study rests on the fallibility of participants' memories, the possible 

provision of answers to please the interviewer and the potential of participants to make statements 

to appear to be 'politically correct' in the qualitative research pertaining to the last two time 

periods of the study. These problems have been minimised by interviewing a range of participants 

(see Tables pp. 216, 345 & 352 for details) to ascertain areas of commonality and consistency. 

 

BACKGROUND OF THE AUTHOR 

 

The author was formerly a Senior Lecturer and Director of Programs (Bendigo) in the School of 

Sport, Tourism and Hospitality Management at the Bendigo Campus of La Trobe University. His 

teaching and research interests were primarily in the areas of environmental tourism and 

community tourism. He retired in March 2009. 

 

Prior to entering the tertiary sector, the author was employed in secondary education from 1966 

to 1998. He was a Member of the Australian College of Education (MACE) which 'aims to foster 
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educational thought and practice through … recognising excellence in educational practice' with 

membership being restricted to 'professional educators with appropriate formal qualifications and 

practical experience who have shown evidence of further educational development' (The 

Australian College of Education, 1998, p. 97). Of relevance to this study, he was Curriculum 

Coordinator in three Victorian secondary schools and taught Science, Environmental 

Science/Studies, Politics and Australian History at various times from the 1960s to the 1990s. 

 

POSSIBLE CRITICISMS 

 

It is recognised by the author that various criticisms of this study might arise. These criticisms 

might include, inter alia: 

 

Inclusion of material from outside the 1835-2000 time period 

It could be argued that inclusion of material from outside the 1835-2000 time period is 

superfluous to the study. However, there is considerable validity in the counter-argument that 

community environmental attitudes should not be considered in isolation from previous times 

since the macro-historical account sets the scene for the micro-historical narrative. Similarly, 

there is validity in the assertion that consideration of learning theories outside the time period 

should be included in order to contextualise and explain the evolution of the Victorian school 

curriculum from 1835 to 2000. Furthermore, there is the need to ensure both clarity and 

consistency in the use of the vocabulary pertaining to attitudes towards the environment and to the 

school curriculum over time. A small amount of material written after 2000 has been included to 

provide useful commentary on the pre-2000 content. 

 

Exclusion of relevant material 

In any historical narrative with a word limit some material must be omitted after it has been 

analysed. A case can be mounted for the inclusion of some material that the author of this thesis 

has considered and has subsequently rejected. For example, it could be argued that artist Albert 

Tucker (1914-1999) should have been discussed more fully given some of his actions to protect 

the natural environment, including standing in front of a bulldozer on one occasion in order to 

save some local eucalypts (Burke, 2003, p. 378). However, his influence on Australian 

environmentalism in the post-1960 period, largely a politically liberal or progressive movement, 

was not as great as that of the included artists because of his very conservative political beliefs. 
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For example, Tucker supported Australia's commitment to the Vietnam War (see Chapter 9) and 

denounced the women's movement. According to Tucker, a woman's place was in the home and 

working women were 'dominating, bossy, unfeminine and they're giving men an inferiority 

complex' (The Herald, 22 October 1960). Such views limited his influence on environmentalism 

and consequently he has not been discussed in the thesis. 

 

Similarly, it could be argued, for example, that the late 1970s television series Wild Australia4 

which was presented by Douglas Dorward (1933-1981), then Associate Professor of Zoology at 

Monash University, should have been included. Although it was a brilliant production it was not 

considered by the author to be as influential on community environmental attitudes as were the 

series presented by Harry Butler and Steve Irwin (see Chapter 12) because of its comparatively 

small audience. Such an assertion should not be taken as suggesting that media popularity causes 

community environmental attitudinal change but rather that it acts in concert with other factors, 

such as observable air and water pollution, to increase the probability of such change. 

 

The exclusion of detailed discussions of some reports pertaining to changes in the Victorian 

education system also could be criticised. For example, the Fink Royal Commission (1899),5  the 

Karmel Report (1973)6 and the Blackburn Report (1985)7 contain some elements that could be 

deemed to be relevant. However, the judgment was made by the author that these reports did not 

have sufficient pertinent content to be included in this thesis.  

 

 

4 The television series arose from the book Dorward, D. & Olsen, J. (1977). Wild Australia: A view of birds and men. 

Sydney, Australia: William Collins Publishers Pty Ltd. 

5 Theodore Fink (1855-1942), solicitor, politician, newspaper proprietor and educationist was appointed chairman 

of the 1899 Royal Commission on Technical Education. Interpreting the terms of reference very comprehensively, 

Fink began an extensive review not only of technical education but of the Education Department itself 

(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/fink-theodore-6171). 

 
6 The Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, chaired by economist Professor Peter Karmel, 

examined the position of government and non-government primary and secondary schools throughout Australia and 

made recommendations on their needs and on ways of meeting their needs. 

The Committee found three major deficiencies in Australian education - lack of human and material resources, gross 

inequalities in the provision of resources and educational opportunities, and lack of quality in teaching, curriculum 

and school organization (Australian Schools Commission (P.H. Karmel, Chair). (1973). Schools in Australia: Report. 

Canberra, Australia: AGPS. 

7 The Ministerial Review of Post-compulsory Schooling in Victoria (1985) with social activist and educator Jean 

Blackburn (1919-2002) as Chair. Its major recommendation was that a single two year certificate marking the completion 

of secondary schooling named the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) should be introduced 

(http://web.education.unimelb.edu.au/curriculumpoliciesproject/Reports/download/Vic-1985 BlackburnReport1985.pdf). 

http://apo.org.au/research/schools-australia-report-interim-committee-australian-schools-commission-may-1973
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Thesis not presented in chronological order 

' 

The thesis might be criticised for not following a strictly chronological order. Obviously, the 

chosen time periods follow a chronological order but the author deemed it more appropriate to 

take a thematic approach within each time period. Consequently the thesis is not written as a 

chronology of events but rather as an historical narrative linking various themes over the three 

time periods to produce a coherent account of what happened, how and why the events and actions 

under scrutiny occurred and what were their consequences and significance. 

 

No separate literature review section 

 

The lack of a separate literature review section as per traditional thesis structure might draw 

criticism. However, the author considered it more appropriate to include many relevant arguments 

and discourses throughout the thesis in order to create a nuanced, plausible and reasoned historical 

narrative. 

 

Research questions not posed as hypotheses 

It is recognised that the decision not to pose the research questions in terms of explicit hypotheses 

could invite criticism. Historical narrative, however, does not need explicit hypotheses. This 

specific description and analysis of the connections between community environmental attitudes 

and the Victorian school curriculum, viz, what happened, how and why the relevant events and 

actions occurred, and what were the consequences and significance of the events and actions 

contains implicit hypotheses that should illuminate the study sufficiently. The search for causes 

that can be temporally and spatially generalised has not been pursued. 

 

Analytic focus of the author 

It should be noted that the author has had an interest in the environment, as defined in  Chapter 2, 

over many years. Apart from his teaching at the secondary level and his teaching and research 

interests at the tertiary level, he has been at various times a member of, inter alia, the Australian 

Conservation Foundation, Men of the Trees, the Victorian National Parks Association, the 

Wilderness Society, the Society for Growing Australian Plants, Birdlife Australia and Trust for 
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Nature. He also has owned properties for which he obtained Land for Wildlife8 status and he 

owned a property for which a Trust for Nature Covenant9 was sought and applied. Despite these 

environmental commitments, the author has been transparent and self-reflective in the conduct of 

the qualitative research and has endeavoured to write with balance and fairness in this thesis, as 

demonstrated in the following chapters. 

  

 
8 Land for Wildlife (Victoria) is a State government program supporting landholders or managers who provide 

habitat for native wildlife on their land (https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/land-for-wildlife). 

 
9 Trust for Nature works with landowners to legally protect native plants and wildlife on their land. Conservation 

covenants remain attached to the title of a property even if it is sold, ensuring native vegetation on the property is 

permanently protected  (http://www.greateasternranges.org.au/our-partners/victoria/trust-for-nature-victoria/). 

http://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/land-for-wildlife)
http://www.greateasternranges.org.au/our-partners/victoria/trust-for-nature-victoria/)
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 2 

 

Key Environmental Concepts 

 

 

 

As noted in Chapter 1, from antiquity to the present much has been written about the relationship 

between the human and the non-human environment. The major concepts within the relationship 

are discussed in this chapter to provide background knowledge and to ensure that there is both 

clarity and consistency in the use of the vocabulary pertaining to attitudes towards the 

environment throughout this historical narrative. 

 

Fundamental to the exploration of the relationship is the concept of nature itself. According to art 

curator and critic Peter Timms, '[v]irtually nothing of the world remains unexplored or 

unexploited [but] …we long, even today, for some sort of return to nature, and we conveniently 

gloss over the fact that we haven't the faintest idea what that might mean' (Timms, 2001, p. 7). 

Timms concluded that, although there is a diversity of definitions,10 'what all these multifarious 

meanings have in common is their reference to something original. "Nature", "natural", "native", 

"innate" and, interestingly "nation" all derive from the Latin "nasci": to be born'. … 'Hence, 

"Mother Nature": she who gives birth to the world' (Timms, 2001, p. 39). Timms extrapolated 

from this perception of nature to claim that: 

 

 

10 The classical historian Arthur Lovejoy identified 66 different meanings of the word 'nature' in his scan of the 

history of Western literature and philosophy from ancient times (Timms, 2001, p. 38). 

 

Key Terms: nature, environment, ecology, ecosystem, salient beliefs, attitude, community, 

community environmental attitudes, 'great chain of being', Enlightenment, progress, English 

Romantic Movement, American Transcendentalism, Industrial Revolution, preservation, 

wilderness, conservation, land ethic, environmental consciousness, environmentalism, deep 

ecology, Gaia, numen-seeking, ontology, sustainable development 
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Fundamentally, then, for most of us, nature represents some kind of original state: a state 

of grace. It is what civilised societies have become remote from. If only we could get 

'back' to nature, things would be a whole lot better than they are. … But popular concepts 

of nature these days (singular and sometimes with a capital N) are usually founded on the 

notion that we humans are outside it because, in some way that is detrimental to us, we 

have moved beyond it. 

(Timms, 2001, p. 41) 

 

 

Of course, many people do have sublime experiences in 'nature'. However, others who experience 

the destructive forces of nature such as cyclones, floods, droughts and lightning-induced 

bushfires, and those who suffer from various phobias such as ornithophobia or herpetophobia, 

are apprehensive about aspects of the natural world. According to American philosopher Arnold 

Berleant 'the very notion of environment (of nature) is problematic [because] … the idea of 

environment, like all basic ideas, harbours deep philosophical assumptions – about the nature of 

the world, our experiences, our selves' (Berleant, 1992, p. 2). 

 

George Seddon (1927-2007),11 one of Australia's best known environmental scholars and 

polymaths, also investigated the problematic descriptions of nature, arguing that 'the problems in 

understanding how we ascribe meaning to a key word like "Nature" are deeply embedded in our 

cultural history' (Seddon, 1998, p. 7). According to Seddon: 

 

We conceptualise 'Nature' in three ways … They can be crudely located along an axis 

measured off by degrees of internalising and externalising Nature. At one pole, we see 

ourselves as a part of Nature. … Our species is collapsed into the biosphere, rather than 

set outside it. At the other pole, natural systems are seen as self-regulating and self- 

maintaining, with our species seen as of very minor significance in the scheme of things; 

our pretensions to externality, responsibility and some degree of control are irrelevant. 

 

Somewhere in the middle, very uncomfortably sited, is the most common 

conceptualisation, of our species as part of Nature, yet at the same time responsible for 

managing it. The paradoxes of conservation arise from this uneasy compromise – 

 

11 Over five decades Professor George Seddon chaired university faculties in four different disciplines: English at 

the University of Western Australia, geology at the University of Oregon, history and philosophy of science at the 

universities of NSW and Sydney and environmental science at the University of Melbourne. He also taught at 

universities in Lisbon, Toronto, Bologna, Rome, Venice and Minnesota (The Sydney Morning Herald, 25 May 2007). 

 



13 
 

wilderness areas, for instance, an intervention, of course. And for whom? Well, for us; 

for Natural Man 12 rather than Techno Man, but there is still only Us. 

(Seddon, 1998, pp. 13-14) 

 

Seddon argued further that 'the view that unspoiled environment is one untouched by humans can 

hardly be pushed to its logical conclusion, and in any case it is misleading, first because it sets 

Man against Nature; and secondly because we are not always despoilers' (Seddon, 1998, p. 112). 

 

Given the convolution of the concept of 'nature', although the term environment often refers to 

the 'natural' environment, a more comprehensive definition is used in this study so that the 

complexity of significant environmental attitude determinants can be explored. For example, 

there is often conflict between the natural environment and the farmed environment; some 

literature can contribute to the formation of both pro- and anti-natural environment attitudes; 

some religious views might engender a conquest of nature perspective. A narrow focus only on 

the natural environment would lead to superficiality. Consequently, in this study the environment 

is defined as both the natural environment, including its physical and biological components, and 

the created environment, the milieu produced by human endeavour. 

 

The physical environment is taken to consist of the land, water, atmosphere and radiation. The 

biological environment is deemed to consist of animals, plants and microbes. The natural, or bio-

physical, environment is considered to be the totality of the biological and physical environments, 

containing countless ecosystems, complex sets of inter-dependent relationships between living 

and non-living components in an ecological community. 

 

The created environment is considered here to include, inter alia, buildings, roads, railways, 

mines, dams, power stations, farms, schools, universities, nuclear bombs, spacecraft, cars, ships, 

vaccines, computers, philosophy, music, literature, religion, zoos, national parks and wilderness 

areas. 

 

The focus of this study is on the effects of the created environment on the natural or bio-physical 

environment and on the range of salient beliefs and attitudes, particularly on those pertaining to 

 
12 In this thesis 'man' is taken to mean mankind, including all genders. Man [sic] has not been used. Similarly, 'he', 

when used generically, should be seen to include all genders. 
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the Victorian school curriculum, resulting from such human – non-human interactions at both the 

individual and community levels. 

 

It has been revealed by many writers, including, for example, Martin Boyd (1893-1972), Charles 

Dickens (1812-1870), Tim Flannery, Clive Hamilton, Frank Hardy (1917-1994), Ernest 

Hemingway (1899-1961), Aldous Huxley (1894-1963), Hugh Mackay, Herman  Melville (1819-

1891), Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1918-2008), John Steinbeck (1902-1968) and Patrick White 

(1912-1990) (see Bibliography), that beliefs are judgments about ourselves and the world around 

us. Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences at the University of Northern Colorado Richard 

Jurin and Professor Emeritus in the School of Environment and Natural Resources at Ohio State 

University Rosanne Fortner contended more scientifically that 'beliefs [are judgments that] help 

us avoid cognitive dissonance in our reality appraisals' (Jurin and Fortner, 2002, p. 374).13 

 

According to social psychologists Martin Fishbein (1936-2009) and Icek Ajzen, attitudes develop 

reasonably from the salient beliefs that people hold about the object of the attitude (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1975). The generally accepted contemporary definition of an attitude is a psychological 

tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favour or disfavour 

(Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1; Albarracín, Johnson & Zanna, 2005; Milfont, 2007). This meaning 

gives rise to the definition of an environmental attitude used in this thesis, viz: An environmental 

attitude is a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating aspects of the environment 

with some degree of favour or disfavour. 

 

While not claiming that the strength of an attitude can be calculated in a strictly mathematical 

sense, Ajzen (1991, p. 191) asserted that a resultant attitude is directly proportional to the 

summative strength of the salient beliefs. That is, 

 

 

 
13 It is beyond the scope of this study to include discussion of axiology. According to Per Davidsson and Johann 

Wikland of the Jönköping International Business School, there is 'general agreement that values are more abstract 

[than beliefs] and [are] global psychological evaluations that are relatively distal to specific behaviours, whereas 

beliefs are more concrete perceptions of attributes and other phenomena' (Davidsson & Wikland, 1997, p. 180). 

Consequently, in this study the focus is on salient environmental beliefs. 
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where  b = the strength of the salient belief; 

e = the subjective evaluation of the belief's attribute;  

n = the number of salient beliefs. 

 

Although as noted by Ajzen there appears to be direct proportionality between a resultant attitude 

and the combined potency of the relevant salient beliefs, the differences between beliefs and 

attitudes are sometimes difficult to ascertain. Furthermore, assessing the strength of community 

environmental attitudes presents problems. Nevertheless, predominant beliefs and attitudes 

generally can be determined. 

 

Various definitions of community are evident in the relevant literature (Hillery, 1955; Willis, 

1977; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Glynn, 1986; MacQueen, McLellan, Metzger, Kegeles, Strauss, 

Scotti, Blanchard & Trotter, 2001). A synthesis of the definitions produced the definition that is 

used in this study, viz: A community is a group of people with diverse characteristics who are 

linked by social ties, share common perspectives, and engage in joint action in geographical 

locations or settings. 

 

Given that diversity exists in any community, obviously there is a continuum of salient 

environmental beliefs and attitudes within any community at any time. To understand the 

community environmental attitudes of the time period of this study their antecedents need to be 

considered. That is, how and why the major Western salient environmental beliefs and attitudes 

have arisen in different times need to be examined.  

 

For some, one of the most important concepts in Western thought from later antiquity to the 

present has been the teleological argument of the 'great chain of being' that 'saw all of creation 

existing within a universal hierarchy that stretched from God (or immutable perfection) at its 

 

n 

A α ∑ biei 

i =1 
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highest point to inanimate matter at its lowest' (faculty.grandview.edu/ssnyder/121/121%20 

great%20chain.htm).14  This hierarchical sequence is described in the book of Genesis: 

 

So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them;  

male and female he created them. 

God blessed them and said to them, 'Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 

subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature 

that moves on the ground'. 

(Genesis, 1: 27-28) 

 

Acceptance of this command provided the basis of Judeo-Christian belief in an order in which 

each being in the chain possessed all of the attributes of what is below plus an additional, superior 

attribute as shown in the following diagram. 

 

 

(Lovejoy, 2001, p. 29) 

 

Something of this hierarchy can also be seen in Plato's ranking of human souls in the Phaedrus 

(Lovejoy, 2001, p. 34) and in Aristotle's ontological hierarchy from inanimate beings with no 

soul, to plants that had a vegetative soul, to animals that had both a vegetative and a sensitive 

soul, and culminating in human beings who had vegetative, sensitive, and rational souls 

(Lovejoy, 2001, pp. 54-58). Aristotle concluded that 'if nature makes nothing incomplete, and 

 
14 Somewhat ironically, it might also have contributed to the later idea of biological order from simplicity to 

complexity expressed, inter alia, by Lamarck (ucmp.berkeley.edu/history/lamarck.html), de Blainville 

(commons.m.wikimedia.org) and Darwin (adb.anu.edu.au/biography/darwin-charles-robert-1957) and to the 

concept of the geological time scale of Lyell (pbs.org/wgbh/evolution/library/02/4/l_024_01html) 

 

 

God: existence + life + will + reason + immortality + omniscient, omnipotent 

Angels: existence + life + will + reason + immortality 

Humanity: existence + life + will + reason 

Animals: existence + life + will 

Plants: existence + life  

Matter: existence 

Nothingness 
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nothing in vain, the inference must be that she has made all animals and plants for the sake of 

man' (Aristotle, Politics, Bk 1, Ch. 8, quoted in Loomis, 1943, p. 259). 

 

Medieval philosophy placed angels and God above humanity and man above nature on the 

ontological ladder, a model that continued into early modern philosophy that had its origins in 

Western Europe in the seventeenth century. For example, Francis Bacon (1561-1626) asserted 

that 'man must subject nature to transformations whose purpose is to change the world by 

continually improving it' (Lowith, 1988, pp. 155-156). René Descartes (1596-1650) considered 

the bifurcation of man and nature and, in his Discours de la méthode (1636), he wrote without 

equivocation of men as 'the masters and possessors of nature' (Descartes, 1636, quoted in Jung, 

1993). Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646-1716) asserted that those beings that are higher or 

more perfect are more entitled to exist than are lower beings (Lovejoy, 2001, p. 178) and that 

'[a]s man is made for the sake of God, namely, that he may serve him, so is the world made for 

the sake of man, that it may serve him' (Lovejoy, 2001, p. 187). 

 

This theme is also evident in some later writing such as that of the Scottish essayist, historian and 

satirical writer Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881) who  wrote: 

Then sawest thou that this fair Universe, were it in the meanest province thereof, is in 

very deed the Star-domed City of God; that through every star, through every grass- 

blade, and most through every Living Soul, the glory of a present God still beams. But 

Nature, which is the Time-vesture of God, and reveals Him to the wise, hides Him from 

the foolish. 

(Carlyle, 1831, p. 183) 

 

Thomas Malthus (1766-1834), a political economist whose views on population growth and food 

supply influenced some later environmental writing,15 believed that poverty and famine were 

natural outcomes of population growth and an insufficient food supply, although Malthus 

believed that the ultimate reason behind the natural outcomes was God's intervention to prevent 

human laziness. 

 

 

 

15 For example, Ehrlich, P.R. (1971). The population bomb. London, UK: Pan Books; Meadows, D.H., Meadows, 

D.L., Randers, J. & Behrens, W.W. (1972). The limits to growth: A report to the Club of Rome's project on the 

predicament of mankind. New York, USA: Universe Books. 
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In his Essay on the principle of population (1798) Malthus argued that, in nature, plants and 

animals produce far more offspring than can survive,16 and that humans were capable of 

overproducing if left unchecked. According to Malthus, '[b]y nature human food increases in a 

slow arithmetical ratio; man himself increases in a quick geometrical ratio unless want and vice 

stop him' (http://www.economicsdiscussion.net/articles/malthusian-theory-of-population-explained). 

 

 

 

Malthus concluded that unless family size was regulated, especially so that poor families did not 

produce more children than they could support, poverty and famine would inevitably become 

widespread. This pessimistic view was opposed by the rational optimism of the Enlightenment. 

 

It is generally accepted that the Enlightenment is the period in the history of western thought and 

culture that demolished the scientific, moral and political 'certainties' of the medieval world. It 

began with the scientific revolution of the fifteenth century and culminated in the political 

upheaval of the French Revolution (1789-1799) in which the traditional hierarchical political and 

social orders were violently destroyed and replaced by a political and social order informed by 

the Enlightenment ideals of liberté, égalité, fraternité. Unfortunately, the French Revolution did 

not live up to these ideals and approximately 40,000 'enemies of the revolution' were executed 

during the Reign of Terror (la Terreur) (1793-1794) (http://bastille-day.com/history/the-terror). 

 

Although the Enlightenment is usually seen to have its principal locus in France, there was a very 

significant English Enlightenment whose leading figures included mathematician and scientist 

 
16 Both Charles Darwin (1809-1882) and Alfred Wallace (1823-1913) independently arrived at similar theories of 

Natural Selection after reading Malthus. Unlike Malthus, they framed his principle in purely natural terms both in 

outcome and in ultimate reason. They realised that producing more offspring than can survive establishes a 

competitive environment among siblings, and that the variation among siblings would produce some individuals 

with a slightly greater chance of survival. Philosopher, biologist, anthropologist and evolutionist Herbert Spencer 

(1820-1903) was the first to use the term 'survival of the fittest'. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Libert%C3%A9%2C_%C3%A9galit%C3%A9%2C_fraternit%C3%A9
http://bastille-day.com/history/the-terror)
http://bastille-day.com/history/the-terror)
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Isaac Newton (1642-1727), political theorist John Locke (1632-1704), philosopher Francis Bacon 

(1561-1626) and philosopher and political theorist Thomas Hobbes (1588- 1679). There was also 

a significant Scottish Enlightenment whose key participants included clergyman and philosopher 

Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746), philosophers David Hume (1711- 1776) and Thomas Reid 

(1710-1796), geologist James Hutton (1726-1797) and economist Adam Smith (1723-1790). 

Important contributors to the German Enlightenment included philosophers Christian Wolff 

(1679-1754), Moses  Mendelssohn (1729-1786) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and 

playwright, art critic and philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729- 1781). 

 

Sir Isaac Newton deserves special attention for his input to the Enlightenment. Building on the 

works of Copernicus (1473-1543), Galileo (1564-1642) and Kepler (1571-1630) and responding 

to criticism of some aspects of his thinking by polymath Robert Hooke (1635-1703) (Bixby, 1964, 

p. 114) and astronomer Edmond Halley (1656-1742) (Bronowski, 1976, p. 233), Newton made 

enormous contributions to astronomy, physics and mathematics. In particular, his Principia 

Mathematica (1687), in which the motion of bodies was explained by universal mathematical 

laws, made a very powerful contribution to Enlightenment thinking by substantiating the 

Enlightenment conception of nature as an orderly domain governed by strict mathematical-

dynamical laws (http://www.plato.stanford.edu/entries/newton). Furthermore, Newton's works 

assisted 'the conception of ourselves as capable of knowing those laws and thus plumbing the 

secrets of nature through the exercise of our unaided faculties' 

(http://plato.stanCHAPTERford.edu/entries/enlightenment). 

 

Although the Enlightenment occurred in England, Scotland, Germany and other countries, it was 

in France that it blossomed with the philosophes, the French thinkers of the eighteenth century, 

including Voltaire, Rousseau and Montesquieu. 

 

François-Marie d'Arouet (1694-1778), better known as Voltaire, directed many of his critical 

writings against what he saw as the philosophical pretensions of recognised philosophers such as 

Leibniz and Descartes. He was a vigorous defender of a conception of natural science that served, 

in his mind, as the antidote to vain and fruitless philosophical investigation 

(http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/voltaire/). 

 

 

 

http://www.plato.stanford.edu/entries/newton)
http://www.plato.stanford.edu/entries/newton)
http://plato.stanchapterford.edu/entries/enlightenment)
http://plato.stanchapterford.edu/entries/enlightenment)
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/voltaire/
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Statue of Voltaire, Pantheon, Paris 

 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) remains an important figure in the history of philosophy, 

both because of his contributions to political philosophy and moral psychology and because of his 

influence on later thinkers. Rousseau's appreciation of the wonders of nature and his stress on the 

importance of feeling and emotion made him an important influence on, and anticipator of, the 

Romantic Movement (http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/rousseau/). 

 

Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de La Brède et de Montesquieu (1689-1755) was one of the 

great political philosophers of the Enlightenment. He believed that climate and geography 

affected the temperaments and customs of a country's inhabitants, although he did not believe 

that these influences were irresistible. Nonetheless, he believed that law-makers should take these 

effects into account. (http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/montesquieu/). 

 

Despite the strong efforts of the French monarchy and the Catholic Church to ban, inter alia, the 

works of Voltaire, Rousseau and Montesquieu, their views were disseminated widely and had a 

substantial impact on the formation of the Enlightenment idea of progress. Fundamental to this 

idea was that 'the process of enlightenment, of becoming progressively self-directed in thought 

and action through the awakening of one's intellectual powers, leads ultimately to a better, more 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/rousseau/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/montesquieu/)
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/montesquieu/)
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fulfilled human existence' (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/enlightenment/). That is, there is 

progress in the human condition, summarised in historian J.B. Bury's (1861-1927) classic 

definition of the theory of progress, the belief that 'civilisation has moved, is moving and will move 

in a desirable direction' (Bury, 1920, p. 5). Implicit in this theory is that developments in science 

and technology and economic advancement, including utilisation of the natural environment, will 

contribute to human progress. 

 

Two writers who have questioned this idea of progress on environmental grounds are Ronald 

Wright, a Canadian writer of books on anthropology and civilisations 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Short_History_of_Progress) and Jared Diamond, Professor of 

Geography at the University of California, Los Angeles who began his scientific career in 

physiology and expanded it into evolutionary biology and biogeography 

(http://www.jareddiamond.org/Jared_Diamond/Welcome.html). Wright and Diamond shared 

three fundamental assertions. Firstly, they agreed that the natural environment is the most 

important determinant of long-term social stability and change. Secondly, they argued that 

change is non-linear and that environmental variables explain the non-linearity. Thirdly, they 

extrapolated from past collapses to conclude that global collapse is a real possibility. 

 

Both Wright and Diamond considered failures in human history which occur when societies fall 

into a progress trap, a practice that pushes environmentally unsustainable growth and is difficult 

to stop once it is underway. The society grows exactly up to the point at which its resources are 

depleted. At that moment, the rate of development and the level of development are at a 

maximum. Immediately afterwards, with the material foundation of society gone, a dramatic 

collapse occurs. According to Diamond such myopia is a result of adherence to dysfunctional 

value systems (Diamond, 2005. pp. 432-434) while Wright ascribed it to 'sticking to entrenched 

beliefs and practices [and] robbing the future to pay the present' (Wright, 2004, p. 79). 

 

Although Wright and Diamond saw various aspects of the present as dangerous, including the 

growth of population and pollution (Wright, 2004, p. 128), and the depletion of crucial resources 

(Diamond, 2005, pp. 487-490), both displayed some optimism for the future. Diamond suggested 

that some kind of collective action that has prevented small-scale collapse, such as the forest 

management action in Tokugawa, Japan (Diamond, 2005, pp. 294-306), and the water 

management strategy on Tikopia, an island in the South Pacific (Diamond, 2005, pp. 286-93), 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/enlightenment/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Short_History_of_Progress
http://www.jareddiamond.org/Jared_Diamond/Welcome.html)
http://www.jareddiamond.org/Jared_Diamond/Welcome.html)
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could prevent global collapse (Diamond, 2005, p. 522). Unlike Diamond, Wright was not detailed 

in his recommendations for change, but he also thought that in the next hundred years, individual 

and group choices will determine whether or not collapse occurs (Wright, 2004, pp. 130-132). 

Although Diamond and Wright wrote from a late twentieth century perspective, there were 

precedents to their concerns even during the time of optimistic belief in progress in the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

 

In England, in the late 1700s and early 1800s, the writers of the Romantic Movement in English 

literature generally rejected the Enlightenment restrictions of order, rules and rationality, 

although Rousseau was influential because of his appreciation of the wonders of nature and his stress on 

the importance of feeling and emotion (http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/rousseau/). The 

Romantic Movement allowed authors to explore freedom, emotions, nature, independence and 

related ideas (http://www.wisegeek.org/what-was-the-romantic-movement-in-literature.htm). Its 

two most famous poets were William Wordsworth (1770-1850) and Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

(1772-1834), friends who produced Lyrical Ballads in 1798 (and a larger edition in 1802). 

 

Wordsworth's best-known poem, I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud, showed his communion with 

nature, but his respect for nature was also represented in some of his less-known works. For 

example, The World Is Too Much With Us criticised human preoccupation with materialism and 

the loss of connection with nature. 

 

The world is too much with us; late and soon,  

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:  

Little we see in Nature that is ours; 

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!  

This sea that bares her bosom to the moon;  

The winds that will be howling at all hours,  

And are up-gather'd now like sleeping flowers;  

For this, for everything we are out of tune; 

It moves us not – Great God! I'd rather be  

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; 

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;  

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn. 

(Frost, 1961, p. 92) 

 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/rousseau/
http://www.wisegeek.org/what-was-the-romantic-movement-in-literature.htm
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge also displayed his affinity with nature in many of his poems 

(http://www.biography.com/people/samuel-taylor-coleridge-9253238). For example, The 

Nightingale, a Conversational Poem, has Coleridge's appreciation and love of nature as the 

main theme, including his assertion that '[i]n nature there is nothing melancholy.' 

 

No cloud, no relique of the sunken day  

Distinguishes the West, no long thin slip  

Of sullen Light, no obscure trembling hues. 

Come, we will rest on this old mossy Bridge!  

You see the glimmer of the stream beneath,  

But hear no murmuring: it flows silently 

O'er its soft bed of verdure. All is still,  

A balmy night! and tho' the stars be dim,  

Yet let us think upon the vernal showers 

That gladden the green earth, and we shall find  

A pleasure in the dimness of the stars. 

And hark! the Nightingale begins its song, 

'Most musical, most melancholy' Bird!  

A melancholy Bird? O idle thought! 

In nature there is nothing melancholy. 

(Stauffer, 1951, p. 70) 

 

In America, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) and Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) were 

proponents of a simple life and ethical living. Both were key members of a literary and 

philosophical group, now known as the American Transcendentalists, whose members shared a 

key belief that each individual could transcend the physical world of the senses into deeper 

spiritual experience through free will and intuition. A fundamental belief of the transcendentalists 

was that they could understand God and themselves by looking into their own souls and by feeling 

their own connection to nature (Hart & Leininger, 1995, p. 770). 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote some published poetry in the 1820s, but it was the 1830s that saw 

the flourishing of his writing on the personal nature of spirituality and on ethical living. Nature 

(1836), for example, embodied his newly developed philosophy. 

 

http://www.biography.com/people/samuel-taylor-coleridge-9253238
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Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a 

clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of 

special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. I 

am glad to the brink of fear. In the woods too, a man casts off 

his years, as the snake his slough, and at what period soever of 

life, is always a child. In the woods, is perpetual youth. Within 

these plantations of God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a 

perennial festival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he 

should tire of them in a thousand years. In the woods, we return 

to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in 

life, - no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which 

nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground, -- my head bathed by the blithe air, and 

uplifted into infinite space, -- all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; 

I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part 

or particle of God. … I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty. In the 

wilderness, I find something more dear and connate than in streets or villages. 

 

(oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl302/texts/emerson/nature-emerson-a.html) 

 

His beliefs and his idealism strongly influenced his protégé Henry David Thoreau and his 

contemporary Walt Whitman (1819-1892) (http://www.biography.com/people/ralph-waldo- 

emerson-9287153). 

 

Henry David Thoreau, philosopher, journalist and poet, began writing nature poetry in the 1840s 

and in 1845 he began his famous two-year stay on Walden Pond. 

Thoreau wrote about his experiences and espoused living a life of 

contemplation, simple labour and being close to nature in Walden or 

life in the woods, published in 1854. The book initially was not 

widely read but it became popular in the 1960s and later, inspiring 

and informing the work of environmentalists because of its 

contemporary relevance (http://www.biography.com/people/henry-

david- thoreau-9506784) and the appeal to environmentalists of 

Thoreau's famous assertion that '[i]n wildness is the preservation of the world'17 (Thoreau, 1937, 

p. 672; Finch & Elder, 2002, p. 192). 

 

 

17 This aphorism is often misquoted with 'wildness' being replaced by 'wilderness'. 

http://www.biography.com/people/ralph-waldo-emerson-9287153
http://www.biography.com/people/ralph-waldo-emerson-9287153
http://www.biography.com/people/henry-david-thoreau-9506784
http://www.biography.com/people/henry-david-thoreau-9506784
http://www.biography.com/people/henry-david-thoreau-9506784
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According to Thoreau: 

 

We need the tonic of wildness – to wade sometimes in marshes where the bittern and 

the meadow-hen lurk and hear the booming of the snipe, to smell the whispering sedge 

where only some wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest. … We can never have 

enough of nature. We must be refreshed by the sight of inexhaustible vigor, vast and 

titanic features, the sea-coasts with its wrecks, the wilderness with its living and 

decaying trees, the thunder-cloud, and the rain which lasts three weeks and produces 

freshets. We need to witness our own limits transgressed, and some life pasturing freely 

where we never wander. 

 

(Thoreau, 1970, pp. 261-262) 

 

 

When Thoreau died of tuberculosis, Emerson declared that '[t]he country knows not yet, or in the 

least part, how great a son it has lost' (Derleth, 1970, p. 202). Emerson's eulogy was prophetic 

because it was only long after his death that Thoreau was recognised as a great environmental 

advocate.18 

 

 

Walter 'Walt' Whitman was an American poet, 

essayist and journalist who was best known as 

America's first great urban poet but who was also a 

gifted nature poet. He was part of the transition 

between realism and transcendentalism and 

incorporated both views in his works. His view that 

science might hinder enjoyment of nature was 

displayed when he wrote: 

 

 

 

You must not know too much, or be too precise or scientific about birds and trees and 

flowers and water-craft; a certain free margin, and even vagueness – perhaps ignorant 

credulity – helps your enjoyment of these things, and of the sentiment of feather'd, wooded, 

 

18 Thoreau was also a great voice for social reform. See, for example, Civil Disobedience in Thoreau, 1970, pp. 

277-302 and Slavery in Massachusetts in Thoreau, 1970, pp. 303-320. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentalism
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river or marine Nature generally19,20(http://www.jstor.org.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/stable/456988). 

 

This view further manifested itself in his poem When I Heard the Learn'd Astronomer: 

 

When I heard the learn'd astronomer, 

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me, 

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them, 

When I was sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured  

with much applause in the lecture-room, 

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,  

Till rising and gliding out I wander'd by myself 

In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,  

Look'd up in perfect silence at the stars. 

(Whitman, 1961, p. 86) 

 

Aside from the views expressed by the English Romantics and the American Transcendentalists, 

the view that the world was made to serve humans remained largely unchallenged throughout the 

nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries, partly because of the Industrial Revolution. 

 

The Industrial Revolution, which had its origins largely in Britain, occurred between the late 

eighteenth century and the early twentieth century and allowed both the expansion of industry 

and the development of ideas. The concurrence of increasing supplies of raw materials, land, 

labour and capital made possible the growth of industry, with coal and steam providing the fuel 

 

19 This view was supported in the Victorian Education Gazette and Teachers' Aid, July 1900, p. 16. 

 

A SCIENTIFIC GRANDPAPA 

'See, grandpapa, my flower,' she cried, 

'I found it in the grasses;' 

And, with a kindly smile, the sage 

Surveyed it through his glasses. 

 

'Ah, yes,' he said; 'involucrate, 

And all the florets ligulate, 

Corolla gamapetalous – 

Composite – exogenous –  

A pretty specimen it is –  

Taraxacum dens-leonis.' 

 

She took the blossom back again, 

His face her wistful eye on. 

'I thought,' she cried, with quivering lip, 

'It was a dandelion.' 

 

20 See also Gillies & Hall, 1903, pp. iii-iv. 

http://www.jstor.org.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/stable/456988
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and power, and low rates of interest, rising prices and high expectations of profit offering the 

incentive. Broader changes involved the concentration of workers into factories, mills and mines, 

the emergence of the middle class and the development of ideas about control over nature and the 

problems of human society. The Industrial Revolution precipitated thoughts of unlimited progress 

in a free and expanding economy (Ashton, 1948, pp. 21-22). 

 

In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century concern over the environmental impact 

of the Industrial Revolution with its mounting use of natural resources, the growth of cities and 

the resultant air and water pollution prompted some efforts on behalf of the natural environment. 

In Britain, for example, in 1865 the Commons Preservation Society championed protection of the 

countryside against the encroachments of industrialisation. One such campaign led to the 

prevention of the construction of railways to carry slate from quarries which would have ruined 

the largely unspoilt valleys of Newlands and Ennerdale in the Lake District (Gould, 1988, pp. 15-

19). Some intellectuals, including John Ruskin (1819-1900) and William Morris (1834-1896), 

rejected the Malthusian view of the inevitability of poverty and famine, asserting that with proper 

social initiatives, including protection of the English countryside as a counter-balance to the 

effects of the Industrial Revolution, human misery could be ameliorated. 

 

John Ruskin was a genuine polymath of the Victorian age, being a critic of art21 and architecture, 

a gifted painter and a distinguished writer of poetry and prose. In particular, he sought to bring 

about cultural and social change through polemical writing such 

as his Sesame and lilies (1865), The crown of wild olive (1866) 

and Fors clavigera (1871-74). Ruskin attacked orthodox, 

nineteenth-century political economy principally on the grounds 

that it failed to acknowledge the complexities of human desires 

and motivations. He was extremely critical of a society that he 

saw as exploitative of workers, that allowed the coexistence of 

extreme poverty and ostentatious wealth and that professed to be 

Christian while perceiving poverty to be an immutable law of 

nature. To Ruskin, the English rural environment was the 

antithesis of the worst features of the Industrial Revolution and he campaigned vigorously for its 

protection (http://www.ourcivilisation.com/decline/ruskinj.htm). 

 

21  He was Slade Professor of art at Oxford (1870-79) and (1883-84), the gap in service occurring because of Ruskin's 

mental illness (http://www.ourcivilisation.com/decline/ruskinj.htm). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commons_Preservation_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Newlands_Valley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ennerdale_Water
http://www.ourcivilisation.com/smartboard/shop/ruskinj/fors/index.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy
http://www.ourcivilisation.com/decline/ruskinj.htm
http://www.ourcivilisation.com/decline/ruskinj.htm
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Although William Morris is now best known as a great designer, particularly of textiles and 

wallpapers based on nature, he was also a gifted nature poet and an environmental advocate.  

 

 

 

For example, his poem Flora contains: 

 

… And while Earth's little ones are fain 

And play about the Mother's hem, 

I scatter every gift I gain 

From sun and wind to gladden them. 

(https://www.poemhunter.com/morris/flora) 

 

Despite being born into a relatively wealthy family,22 in the 1870s Morris made a commitment to 

increasingly radical socialism that would dominate the rest of his life. Although his major socialist 

ambition was elevation of the working classes through art, protection of the rural environment 

was also an important part of his proposals for ameliorating the problems of the ongoing Industrial 

Revolution (http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html). 

 

As discussed earlier, progress, at least as seen by most Western people, has necessitated 

substantial utilisation of the natural environment for obtaining raw materials for industry and for 

the disposal of the waste products of industrial processes. How public land, and to some extent 

 

22 At twenty-one, Morris came into an annual income of £900, a substantial sum at the time 

(http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html). 

 

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html)
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html)
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html)
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html)
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private land, should be managed with respect, inter alia, to the procurement of resources and to 

the treatment of industrial waste has been the subject of considerable discussion. The debate has 

revealed an extensive range of salient environmental beliefs and consequent attitudes. 

 

At one extreme of the continuum of attitudes towards the environment lies the view that the 

environment is there for anthropocentric utilisation with little, if any, regard for the environment 

itself. This egocentric perspective is demonstrated in current practices such as illegal logging and 

the illegal trade in endangered species, activities that generally produce economic benefits for a 

relatively small number of people at the expense of the environment, including its human 

inhabitants. If over-exploitation of the resource occurs, that is, populations are harvested at a rate 

that is unsustainable given their natural rates of mortality and capacities for reproduction, 

extinction at the population level and even extinction of whole species can occur. An example of 

the latter is the extinction of the passenger pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius), a species that once 

constituted 25 to 40 per cent of the total bird population of the United States. It is estimated that 

there were 3 billion to 5 billion passenger pigeons at the time Europeans settled in America but 

they were extinct by the early twentieth century. An entire species was extinguished by 

uncontrolled modern mechanised killing and some habitat destruction 

(http://www.wildbirds.org/apidesay.htm). 

 

A well-known Australian example of the extinction of a species is that of the Tasmanian Tiger 

(Thylacinus cynocephalus). This species became extinct on mainland Australia around 2000 years 

ago, but a small population still existed in Tasmania at the time of the British occupation. The 

Tasmanian Tiger was almost immediately viewed as dangerous and a threat to livestock. 

Subsequently, a bounty scheme was instituted and a sudden decline in the population was reported 

in the early 1900s, with extinction almost certainly occurring in 1936.23 Although hunting and 

poisoning were probably the major causes of the extinction, there is growing scientific evidence 

that a complex interaction of other factors including competition with dogs, habitat loss and 

changing fire regimes leading to population fragmentation was also responsible 

(http://theconversation.com/why-did-the-tasmanian-tiger-go-extinct-11324). 

 

 
23 The last captive Tasmanian Tiger died in Hobart Zoo in 1936. No further sightings have been verified 

(http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/21866/0). 

http://www.wildbirds.org/apidesay.htm)
http://theconversation.com/why-did-the-tasmanian-tiger-go-extinct-11324)
http://theconversation.com/why-did-the-tasmanian-tiger-go-extinct-11324)
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/21866/0)
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/21866/0)
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A Tasmanian Tiger shot in 1921 

 

 

Despite the loathing of the Tasmanian Tiger by farmers and shepherds and its highly probable 

extinction by 1936, Thylacinus cynocephalus remains on the Tasmanian coat of arms. 
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At the other end of the range of attitudes towards the environment lie perspectives, largely arising 

from the affective domain of environmental views,24 that are generally assessed as metaphysical 

or transcendent, including deep ecology (Fox, 1984; Devall & Sessions, 1985; Naess, 1988, 1990, 

1995a, 1995b), a philosophical concept that is based on the fundamental principles of ecology 

(Odum, 1959; Hardin, 1966), that sees the world as a dynamic web of relationships between living 

organisms themselves and their non-living environment (Lovelock, 1987; Chertow and Esty, 

1997) and that rejects the idea that humans are separate from nature (Eckersley, 1992, p. 49). 

 

According to Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess (1912-2009) who coined the term deep ecology, 

its parameters are drawn from fundamental principles, viz: 

 

1. The flourishing of human and non-human life on earth has inherent value. The value of 

non-human life-forms is independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human 

purposes. 

2. The richness and diversity of life forms are also values in themselves and contribute to the 

flourishing of human and non-human life on Earth. 

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy vital needs. 

4. The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial decrease of the 

human population. The flourishing of non-human life requires such a decrease. 

5. Present human interference with the non-human world is excessive, and the situation is 

rapidly worsening. 

6. Policies must therefore be changed. The changes in policies affect basic economic, 

technological and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs would be deeply 

different from the present and would make possible a more joyful experience of the 

connectedness of all things. 

7. The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in situations 

of inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living. There 

will be profound awareness of the difference between 'big' and 'great'. 

8. Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation, directly or indirectly, to 

participate in the attempt to implement the necessary change. 

(Naess, 1988, p 130) 

 

 

 

24  Based on beliefs and values as opposed to the cognitive domain based on knowledge and information. 
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The concept of deep ecology has received justified criticism (see, for example, Norton, 1991; 

Desjardins, 1993) in that it is more concerned with metaphysical ecology than with scientific 

ecology, and that the concept is vague and lacking in tangible prescriptions for action. Despite 

these criticisms, the passion aroused by deep ecology 'testifies to the fact that it has hit a 

significant nerve in modern Western societies' (Salleh, 1992, p. 197). As a consequence, the 

concept of deep ecology with its emphasis on ecospherical egalitarianism, the antithesis of  the 

'great chain of being', has been useful to the discourse of modern environmentalism by promoting 

a re-evaluation of the notion that humans are separate from the natural world and by emphasising 

that the natural world has intrinsic value. 

 

Despite the assertion that humans are not separate from the natural world, most deep ecologists 

see humans as very special beings (Sessions, 1995, pp. 55-56), a view supported by Naess who 

asserted that there is 'no other life-form in the universe whose nature is such that, under favorable 

circumstances, it would more or less inevitably develop a broad and deep concern for life 

conditions in general' (Naess, 1986, p. 8). 

 

Some educators took up this theme, linking deep ecology with education. For example, in 1996 

American author and educator Dr Paul Cummins wrote: 

 

Our cosmology, our understanding - of the origins and structure of the universe - is 

simply not adequate to meet the demands of our time. … We need to traverse beyond 

nations and the United Nations to the United Species; we need to travel beyond 

capitalism and socialism to a planetary universalism; we need a new story and a new 

way of organizing and sharing the Earth's resources. Capitalism - Nationalism - 

Corporationism do not meet the needs of the planet. These needs of the planet are our 

needs. These are the issues our schools and teachers must at least discuss and bring to 

consciousness. … Education is our first and most crucial line of defense. 

 

(Cummins, 1996, pp. 6-7) 
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Another related largely metaphysical environmental concept is that of Gaia, a hypothesis 

propounded by English scientist, environmentalist and futurist James Lovelock. According to 

Lovelock (1972), Gaia comprises a collection of 

propositions that organisms interact with their inorganic 

surroundings on Earth to form a self-regulating, 

complex system that contributes to maintaining the 

conditions for life on the planet. Although there is 

validity to some of the Gaia propositions, especially in 

the fields of palaeoclimatology (Sahney & Benton, 

2008, pp. 759-765) and geophysiology (Turney, 2003; Schwartzman, 2002), most scientists are 

sceptical of the Gaia hypothesis (Kirchner, 2002, pp. 391-408; Volk, 2002, pp. 423-430; Beerling, 

2007). According to Toby Tyrell, Professor in Earth System Science at the University of 

Southampton, '[t]he Gaia hypothesis is not an accurate picture of how our world works' (Tyrrell, 

2013a, pp. 30-31). However, despite his conclusion that 'Gaia is a dead end', he did recognise its 

contribution to how the Earth is viewed, declaring that: 

 

Its study has, however, generated many new and thought provoking questions. While 

rejecting Gaia, we can at the same time appreciate Lovelock's originality and breadth 

of vision, and recognise that his audacious concept has helped to stimulate many new 

ideas about the Earth, and to champion a holistic approach to studying it. 

 

(Tyrrell, 2013b, p. 209) 

 

 

Part of this stimulation of new ideas about the Earth is the development of numen-seeking, the 

term numen being originally attributed to German theologian Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) and used 

by him to describe a religious emotion or experience in the presence of something holy (Otto, 

1958). The term subsequently has been used in various fields of knowledge to describe 

experiences, places and objects which inspire reactions of reverence and awe.25  

 

Environmental educator John Miles took up this theme, asserting that '[l]earning about wilderness 

is not like learning arithmetic or economics or how the political system works. It is more akin to 

 
25 An alternative to the religious term numen-seeking is the term epithumetic motivation based on the Platonian notion 

of the thumos, or epithumetic part of psychical nature, formed from the substances of the world of phenomena 

(Blavatsky, 2001). However, because of the current relatively widespread use of numen-seeking in non-religious 

contexts, the term has been used in this thesis. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inorganic_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homeostatic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homeostatic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Complex_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life
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learning about a Mozart concerto, a Rembrandt painting, or a Shakespearean sonnet' (Miles, 1991, 

p. 6).  

 

Some writers within the time period of this study applied this notion to the natural environment. 

For example, the Australian novelist Martin Boyd (1893-1972) felt that 'there is no country where 

it is easier to imagine some lost pattern of life, a mythology of vanished gods, than this most 

ancient of lands' (Boyd, 1952, p. 29). Historian and literary editor Stephen Murray-Smith (1922-

1988), in writing about his voyaging among Antarctic icebergs, included the following reference 

to a numinous experience: 

 

But what happened to me between 9 pm and midnight on 20 January 1986 has trailed 

clouds of glory about my life ever since, has taught me that it is possible for an atheist 

to have, in his own way, a transcendental experience, and completed any conversion I 

needed to humility in the face of the natural world. It was an experience that has not 

faded. 

(Murray-Smith, 1988, pp. 163-165) 

 

This understanding of a spiritual connection to nature is often held by people who are advocates of 

the preservation or complete protection of substantial areas of the natural environment. At the core 

of this attitude is the salient belief that the natural environment has intrinsic worth and that, if at 

all, people should use some parts of the environment only for recreation and inspiration and not 

as a resource for goods. In more recent times, some advocates of preservation have argued that 

decisions about preserving the environment should be based on ecological principles and that 

representative ecosystems should be protected from human utilisation. 

 

One of the earliest advocates of preservation of the natural environment was John Muir (1838-

1914), a Scottish immigrant to America. Muir was very concerned 

about the deforestation and other forms of land degradation that 

ensued from westward migration in America and came to believe in 

nature's intrinsic value, especially after spending time hiking in 

Yosemite Valley in California and studying its natural environment. 

He was politically active and successfully lobbied congress to form 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yosemite_Valley
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Yosemite National Park. He went on to set up the Sierra Club26in 1892, acting as president of this 

environmental-advocacy organisation for more than two decades 

(http://www.vault.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/life/muir_biography.aspx). 

 

Muir felt a spiritual connection to nature, believing that mankind is just one part of an 

interconnected natural world, not its master, and that God is revealed through nature. According 

to Muir, '[e]verybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, where nature 

may heal and give strength to body and soul alike' (http://www.biography.com/people/john-muir-

9417625). He also specifically challenged the 'great chain of being' by asserting that '[t]he world, 

we are told, was made especially for man – a presumption not supported by all the facts' 

(http://www.goodreads.com). 

 

Closely allied to the idea of preservation is the notion of wilderness, a concept that has received 

considerable critical discussion, both in the political arena where the focus has usually been on 

public versus private property rights and in the academic milieu where the concentration has 

largely been on the history of the idea, its influence on policy, and whether it represents a 

reasonable or appropriate approach to non-human nature. 

 

The original meaning of wilderness was essentially 'a place occupied by wild animals', its 

etymology starting with Old English wildēornes (wild deer) + ness (http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/wilderness). Environmental philosopher David Henderson claimed that: 

 

The centrality of wild animals in the etymology is important. Wilderness points not only 

to the absence of human culture in the landscape but to the presence of that which is often 

incompatible with it. When the wolves and the bears flourish, the domestic livestock are 

in danger, and people fear to walk at night. 

(http://www.iep.utm.edu/am-wild/) 

 

Over time this concept of wilderness changed. For example, the American Wilderness Act of 

1964 states: 

 

A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the 

landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are 

untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain. An area of 

 
26 The Sierra Club was one of the first large-scale environmental preservation organisations in the world. It currently 

engages in lobbying politicians to promote green policies, including promoting green energy, mitigating global 

warming, and opposing the use of coal (http://www.sierraclub.org/about). 
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wilderness is further defined to mean in this Act an area of undeveloped Federal land 

retaining its primeval character and influence, without permanent improvements or 

human habitation, which is protected and managed so as to preserve its natural 

conditions.  

 

(http://www.wilderness.net/nwps/legisact) 

 

From the late twentieth century, definitions usually stress that wilderness can allow some degree 

of human habitation and modification, sometimes explicitly recognising the continuing presence 

and history of indigenous peoples within some of the definitions. In general, 'wilderness is defined 

as land relatively unaffected by the impact of modern industrial societies' (Scotney, 2013, p. 10), 

a definition that is fraught with difficulty because of the vagueness of measurement of human 

impact. 

 

Wilderness is often perceived by some people as part of the solution to mankind's problematic 

relationships with the non-human world. To these people wilderness consists of 'natural' places 

that must be preserved if the planet is to survive. Some advocates of this ecocentric approach, 

such as radical environmentalist27 John Zerzan, have questioned the fundamentals of modern 

Western society and have promoted a radical reconstruction of society based on the rejection of 

alienation and an embracing of the wild (Zerzan, 2005). Dave Foreman, another radical 

environmentalist and co-founder of Earth First!, has gained notoriety for advocating pro- 

environment disruptive tactics such as pouring sand into the crank cases of bulldozers, spiking 

trees with nails to ward off loggers, and pulling out survey stakes to prevent road building 

(Foreman, 1991, 1998). Both Foreman and Reed Noss, Professor of Conservation Biology at the 

University of Central Florida and a moderate environmentalist, have argued that large areas of 

wilderness, wildlife habitat relatively free of human intervention except for some management, 

are needed primarily to ameliorate the immediate problem of species extinction and to allow for 

enduring biodiversity (Noss, 1991a, 1991b). 

 

The seminal academic work challenging the view of wilderness as an antidote to modern 

industrialisation was Wilderness and the American mind (1967) by Roderick Nash, Professor 

Emeritus of History and Environmental Studies at the Universityof California, Santa Barbara. 

This work traced the history of the idea of wilderness from ancient attitudes toward nature to the 

 

27  For a brief account of radical environmentalism see Myers & Cecil-Cockwell, 2012. 
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American Wilderness Act of 1964. According to Nash wilderness began 'as the unrecognized and 

unnamed environmental norm for most of Earth's history, created as a concept by civilization, 

thereafter widely hated and feared, and quite recently and remarkably, appreciated' (Nash, 1970, 

p.34). 

 

Nash's assertion that wilderness was 'widely hated and feared' is rather simplistic. The concept 

arose partly in Judeo-Christian theology in which wilderness was seen as a place of punishment, 

desertion and moral temptation, but also one of divine revelation. As Henderson argued: 

 

The Bible does not clearly convey an overarching attitude of fear or hatred of the wild. 

Genesis 1 repeatedly declares the goodness of everything, prior to the creation of 

humans. The Psalms celebrate both the useless parts of nature, such as rock badgers, as 

well as the dangerous, such as lions, as independently glorifying to God (Psalm 104). 

Animals, both wild and domestic, plants and even soil are given protections in the 

Mosaic Law (for example, Exodus 23:10-11; Deuteronomy 20:19-20, 22:6, 25:4), and 

God is described as making covenant with the Earth and all its creatures (Genesis 9). 

 

(http://www.iep.utm.edu/am-wild/) 

 

In 1995 environmental historian William Cronon contributed to what became known as the great 

new wilderness debate after Nash's seminal work, asserting that '[t]he time has come to rethink 

wilderness' (Cronon, 1995, p. 69). He argued that, although he supported the creation and 

maintenance of protected areas, the way of thinking about wilderness was deeply flawed and that: 

 

Far from being the one place on earth that stands apart from humanity, it is quite 

profoundly a human creation - indeed, the creation of very particular human cultures at 

very particular moments in human history. It is not a pristine sanctuary where the last 

remnant of an untouched, endangered, but still transcendent nature can for at least a little 

while longer be encountered without the contaminating taint of civilization. Instead, it's 

a product of that civilization, and could hardly be contaminated by the very stuff of which 

it is made. Wilderness hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the more beguiling 

because it seems so natural. As we gaze into the mirror it holds up for us, we too easily 

imagine that what we behold is Nature when in fact we see the reflection of our own 

unexamined longings and desires. For this reason, we mistake ourselves when we 

suppose that wilderness can be the solution to our culture's problematic relationships 

with the nonhuman world, for wilderness is itself no small part of the problem. 

 

(Cronon, 1995, p. 69) 

 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/am-wild/)
http://www.iep.utm.edu/am-wild/)
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According to Cronon, wilderness thinking, in which only places without people are considered to 

be pristine nature, presumes a dichotomy between people and nature and creates an obstacle to 

responsible environmental use. He expressed concern that focusing on distant pristine nature 

makes it easier to tolerate the abuse and destruction of mundane nature close to home, concluding 

that: 

 

If wildness can stop being (just) out there and start being (also) in here, if it can start 

being as humane as it is natural, then perhaps we can get on with the unending task of 

struggling to live rightly in the world - not just in the garden, not just in the wilderness, 

but in the home that encompasses them both. 

 

(Cronon, 1995, p. 90) 

 

This view was supported by Kate Rigby, Professor of Environmental Humanities at Monash 

University, who wrote: 

 

The challenge is not to flee to the country but to reinhabit the world as it is given to us, 

here and now, accepting that it is in this world, with all its woundedness, that we must 

find happiness, or not at all. This does not mean accepting its social injustices. What it 

does mean, though, is seeking out possibilities of dwelling, manifestations of earth and 

sky, traces of the divine, in the midst of those places, however urbanised, in which we 

dwell, tarry, or stay. 

(Rigby, 2004, p. 261). 

 

 

In contrast to the idea of preservation, including the notion of wilderness, is the concept of 

conservation,28 a term that acquired its modern meaning in the early twentieth century in America. 

Advocates of conservation argued that the natural environment should be utilised by humans but 

that it should be managed in a responsible way. Consequently, the environmental attitudes of 

conservationists contrasted with those of preservationists. Conservationists generally saw the 

value of the natural environment in terms of the goods and services it could provide for humans, 

although the resources should be utilised in a sustainable manner (see later discussion). 

Accordingly, conservationists occupy positions on the spectrum of environmental attitudes that  

 
28 At the time of Muir the terms 'preservation' and 'conservation' were often used interchangeably, but 

philosophically and practically their proponents espoused very different views on environmental attitudes and 

management. 
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are removed from its extremes of advocacy of unfettered use of the natural environment at one 

end and the metaphysical perspectives at the other. 

 

According to environmental educators T.G. Acott, S.H. Howard and H.L. La Trobe, conservation 

is based on the view that: 

Nature is valued according to its usefulness to humans. The environment is seen as a 

resource which can be exploited to maximise the benefits to humans. … Management 

decisions are made from a utilitarian, anthropocentric viewpoint. Knowledge of the 

environment is based on a scientific, Newtonian epistemology … [which] reinforces the 

belief that humans can solve environmental problems by using science and technology. 

 

(Acott, et al., 1998, pp. 244-245) 

 

In a narrow sense, conservation often has been associated with the protection of the biological 

environment based on scientific principles. However, conservation also has been considered to 

involve issues of, inter alia, economics, law, religion, art and literature. As Edward Casey, 

Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at Stony Brook University, argued, when environmental 

matters are considered 'culture and nature are always intertangled' (Casey, 1993, p. 240). 

 

An early critic of the idea and practice of conservation and a forerunner of modern 

environmentalism was American scientist and forester Aldo 

Leopold (1887-1948).  

 

Although the notion of a land ethic preceded Leopold's advocacy 

(see, for example, Brinser, 1939), it was Leopold who coined the 

term, arguing that there was a need for an ethic dealing with 

humans' relation to land and to the animals and plants which grow 

upon it (Leopold, 1949). He described a land ethic as: 'A thing is right 

when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic 

community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise'(http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-

almanac).  

 

To Leopold '[t]he practices we now call conservation are, to a large extent, local alleviations of 

biotic pain. They are necessary, but they must not be confused with cures. The art of land 

http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
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doctoring is being practiced with vigor, but the science of land health is yet to be born' 

(http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac). Leopold argued that: 

 

Conservation [should be] a state of harmony between men and land. By land is meant 

all the things on, over or in the earth. ... Conservation is getting nowhere because it is 

incompatible with our Abrahamic concept of land. We abuse land because we regard  it 

as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a community to which we belong, 

we may begin to use it with love and respect.  

(http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac) 

 

Although he was critical of the contemporary American conservation viewpoint, Leopold was 

realistic in his assessment of human environmental impact, asserting that '[w]e shall never achieve 

harmony with land, any more than we shall achieve absolute justice or liberty for people. In these 

higher aspirations the important thing is not to achieve, but to strive' 

(http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac). 

 

Both preservation and conservation have figured in the advent of modern environmental 

consciousness, a way of being that respects the natural environment, and the related movement 

of environmentalism, an ideological movement that is concerned with both protecting and 

conserving the natural environment through influencing the relevant political process by 

lobbying, activism and education and that contains some proponents who question existing 

development paradigms (Carson, 1962; Hardin, 1968, 1993; Arvill, 1969; Meadows et al. 1972; 

Coombs, 1993; Grove-White, 1993; Lannoo, 2010). Obviously, as with any movement, there is 

a range of beliefs and paradigms, mostly arising during and after the 1960s, contained within 

environmentalism including, inter alia, those held by deep ecologists, social ecologists, 

ecofeminists, wilderness advocates, social justice activists and Christian ecologists. 

 

Some aspects of the environmental movement have received justified criticism. For example, 

Kevin Michael De Luca, Professor of Communication at the University of Utah, argued that: 

 

Environmentalism is tired. It is a movement both institutionalized and insipid. The vast 

majority of Americans claim to be environmentalists while buying ever more SUVs, 

leaf-blowers, and uncountable plastic consumer goods. … As a political practice, 

mainstream environmentalism has degenerated into a marginal special-interest group. 

 

(De Luca, 2005, p. 67). 

http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac)
http://goodreads.com/works/quotes/321811-a-sand-county-almanac
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As a consequence of his assessment of environmentalism De Luca asserted that there was a need 

for re-thinking environmental theory and practice, claiming that 'how we think about nature 

guides how we act toward nature' (De Luca, 2005, p. 67). He suggested that the works of 

philosopher Martin Heidegger should be reconsidered with the stipulation that there should be no 

claim that Heidegger was anti-technology. Furthermore, according to De Luca, there should be 

wariness about the citing of Heidegger to lend legitimacy to some environmental theory as has 

happened in Devall & Sessions's Deep ecology where Heidegger is included in an assortment of 

thinkers such as Saint Francis of Assisi, Giordano Bruno, Spinoza, Thoreau, Chief Seattle, 

Herman Melville, John Muir, Aldous Huxley, Gandhi, Rainer Maria Rilke and Aldo Leopold 

(Devall & Sessions, 1985, pp. 79-108). 

 

German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), whose main interest was ontology or the 

study of being, is widely acknowledged as one of the most important and original philosophers of 

the twentieth century. In his fundamental treatise, Being and 

time (1927), he attempted to explore 'being' (Sein) by means of 

phenomenological analysis of human existence (Dasein), or 

'being there', through its temporal and historical character. After 

a change in his thinking in the 1930s ('the turn'), Heidegger 

placed an emphasis on language as the vehicle through which the 

question of being could be explored, especially through the 

exegesis of historical texts of the ancient Greeks and, inter alia, 

through more recent poetry, architecture and technology. He 

criticised the tradition of Western philosophy, which he 

regarded as nihilistic, asserting that the question of being as such was obliterated in it. 

 

According to Heidegger most beings simply are with no relationship to one another, no 

consciousness, whereas humans are unique in that they are aware of other beings. The human 

presence is crucial to other beings coming-to-presence, to truth happening. In making this claim 

Heidegger did not contend that humans are greater than other entities but rather he asserted that 

humans are distinguished by an open standing in the unconcealedness of being. In Introduction 

to ‘What Is Metaphysics?' Heidegger noted that '[t]he being that exists is the human being. The 

human being alone exists. Rocks are, but they do not exist. Trees are, but they do not exist. Horses 

are, but they do not exist. Angels are, but they do not exist. God is, but he does not exist' 
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(Heidegger, 1998, p. 284). This argument rejected the 'great chain of being', not placing human 

otherness above other beings but containing the view that the human is the only being for which 

the 'there' and the 'when' make sense. 

 

Heidegger also stressed the emptiness of modern technological culture. By going to the Pre-

Socratic beginning of Western thought, he wanted to repeat the early Greek experience of being so 

that the West could turn away from traditional beliefs and values and begin anew, largely based 

on a new understanding of the essence of technology (http://www.iep.utm.edu/heidegger). 

According to Heidegger, understanding technology in its essence would reveal that all of the 

West's historical development has been built out of it; technology is the central theme of our 

civilisation but the essence of technology is not technological. Technology is no longer the 

application of the mathematical and physical sciences to praxis but is rather a form of praxis in 

and of itself, treating other beings in an aggressive, utilitarian way so that, ultimately, humans are 

contained within the overarching themes of aggression and utility (Heidegger, 1977). 

 

Heidegger suggested that art is vital in a technological world since art-work makes clear the 

essence of being itself by 'the fighting of the battle in which the unconcealedness of beings as a 

whole, or truth, is won' (Heidegger, 1971, p. 55). He further asserted that 'with this being, the artist, 

Being [the essence of being itself] lights up for us most immediately and brightly' (Heidegger, 

1979, p. 60). This assertion is in accord with that of German polymath Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe (1749-1832) who claimed that 'the beautiful is a manifestation of the secret laws of nature. 

… When nature begins to reveal her open secrets to a person, he feels an irresistible longing for 

her most worthy interpreter, art' (www.unitedearth.com.au/goethe.html). 

 

Heidegger's hope in the arts to ameliorate the dangers of technology is revealed in his questions: 

 

Could it be that the fine arts are called to poetic revealing? Could it be that revealing lays 

claim to the arts most primally, so that they for their part may expressly foster the growth 

of the saving power, may awaken and found anew our look into that which grants and 

our trust in it?  

 

(Heidegger, 1977, p. 35) 

 

According to Heidegger, even if 'the world's night is now approaching its midnight', we can still 

dwell upon earth poetically, (Heidegger, 1971, p. 20), a belief supported by philosopher Tad 

Beckman who asserted that 'art does bring us the power that can save us from the people that we 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/heidegger)
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have become' (Beckman, 2000, p. 35), both views being largely in agreement with the 

fundamentals of deep ecology and of numen-seeking, and contributors to the foundations of 

modern environmentalism. 

 

Despite the range of perspectives and competing paradigms within environmentalism and the 

appraisal by some writers that environmentalism is jaded, there is general agreement among 

environmentalists, people who are at least concerned about protecting the environment through 

education and through changes in public policy and in individual behavior, that if utilisation of 

the natural environment is to occur, which obviously is necessary for human survival, then it 

should be done sustainably. 

 

The World Commission for Environment and Development of 1987 (Brundtland Commission) 

defined 'sustainable development' as 'development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs' (Brundtland Commission, 

1987, p 43). The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Earth 

Summit) culminated in the adoption of Agenda 21, a detailed blueprint for implementing 

sustainable development (United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, 1992). 

 

Both the Brundtland Commission and the Rio Earth Summit focused on a common framework of 

environmental protection and economic objectives for a sustainable society, but in later 

considerations of sustainable development the definition was broadened to include social equity 

(see, for example, Carley and Christie, 1993; Irwin, 1995; The President's Council on Sustainable 

Development, 1996). According to Professor Peter Murphy and Dr Garry Price29 then of La Trobe 

University, Australia, 'from a temporal perspective, sustainable development should have both 

vertical and horizontal components' (Murphy and Price, 2005, p. 171). 

 

A binding theme of the Rio Earth Summit was to find ways to replace the old emphasis on 

economic growth with a push for sustainable development but the outcomes were limited. As 

was noted at the second World Summit on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg in 

2002, 'progress in implementing sustainable development has been extremely disappointing 

 

29 The author of this thesis. 
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since the 1992 Earth Summit, with poverty deepening and environmental degradation worsening' 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2002, p. 1).  

 

At the end of the twentieth century Murphy and Price compiled a summary of the guidelines and 

commitments resulting from various conference reports and articles on sustainable development 

as follows: 

 

 

 
Sustainable Development Focus Guidelines and Commitments 

1 Establishing ecological limits and more 

equitable standards 

Requires the promotion of values that encourage 

consumption standards that are within the bounds of the 

ecological possible and to which all can reasonably aspire. 

2 Redistribution of economic activity and 

reallocation of resources 

Meeting essential needs depends in part on achieving full 

growth potential and sustainable development clearly 

requires economic growth in places where such needs are 

not being met. 

3 Population control Though the issue is not merely one of population size but of 

the distribution of resources, sustainable development can 

only be pursued if demographic developments are in 

harmony with the changing productive potential of the 

ecosystem. 

4 Conservation of basic resources Sustainable development must not endanger the natural 

systems that support life on Earth: the atmosphere, the 

waters, the soils and the living beings. 

5 More equitable access to resources and 

increased technological effort to use 

them more effectively. 

Growth has no set limits in terms of population or resource 

use beyond which lies ecological disaster … But ultimate 

limits there are, and sustainability requires that long before 

these are reached the world must ensure equitable access to 

the constrained resources and reorientate technological 

efforts to relieve the pressure. 

6 Carrying capacity and sustainable yield Most renewable resources are part of a complex and 

interlinked ecosystem, and maximum sustainable yield must 

be defined after taking into account system-wide effects of 

exploitation. 

7 Retention of resources Sustainable development requires that the rate of depletion 

of non-renewable resources foreclose as few future options 

as possible. 

8 Diversification of species Sustainable development requires the conservation of plant 

and animal species. 

9 Minimise adverse impacts Sustainable development requires that the adverse impacts 

on the quality of air, water and other natural elements are 

minimised so as to sustain the ecosystem's overall integrity. 
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10 Community control Community control over development decisions affects 

local ecosystems. 

11 Broad national/international framework The biosphere is the common home of all human-kind and 

joint management of the biosphere is a prerequisite for 

global political security. 

12 Economic viability Corporate economic policy is an extension of total quality 

management. 

13 Environmental quality Corporate environmental policy is an extension of total 

quality management. 

14 Environmental audit An effective environmental audit system is at the heart of 

good environmental management. 

15 Triple bottom line Economic prosperity, environmental quality and social 

justice. 

 

(Murphy & Price, 2005, p.170) 

 

Despite these guidelines and commitments, Murphy & Price argued that there was little cause for 

optimism that global sustainable development will occur given global resource allocation and 

use. However, they also stressed that that an emphasis on sustainability in environmental 

discourse is very important since an unreachable goal can function as a regulative principle to 

develop attitudes and guide behaviour of individuals on the journey towards it. They maintained 

that '[a]lthough sustainable … development on a global scale remains a telic goal, the journey 

towards [it] is vital for current and future economic, ecological and socio-cultural well-being' 

(Murphy & Price, 2005, p. 190). 

 

Philosopher of education Michael Bonnett also argued in similar fashion with a specific focus on 

environmental education, asserting that environmental education must be part of the quest for 

sustainable development. Bonnett contended that sustainable development should not be seen as 

simply a policy but as a frame of mind, 'a right relationship with nature', that is fundamental to 

environmental education and to authentic human consciousness30 (Bonnett, 1999, pp. 313-324).  

 

30 For further discussion of this assertion see Bonnett, M. (1999). Education for sustainable development: A coherent 

philosophy for environmental education? Cambridge Journal of Education, 29 (3), pp. 313-324 and Elliott, J. (1999). 

Sustainable society and environmental education: Future perspectives and demands for the educational system. 

Cambridge Journal of Education, 29 (3), pp. 325-340. 
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This overview of the key human - non-human environment relationship concepts has revealed 

some of the major developments in the journey from the 'great chain of being' to modern 

environmental consciousness and environmentalism. The impacts of the relevant landmarks on the 

Victorian school curriculum within the time frame of this study are examined in detail later in this 

thesis. However, in order to maintain clarity and consistency in the use of language and to 

understand how and why community environmental attitudes influenced the Victorian school 

curriculum, and vice versa, a review of learning and curriculum theories is warranted. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Key Learning and Curriculum Concepts 

 

 

 

 

Key learning and curriculum concepts are discussed in this chapter to provide background 

knowledge and to ensure that there is clarity and consistency in the vocabulary used vis-à-vis the 

Victorian school curriculum in this historical narrative. 

 

Theorists, researchers and practitioners have produced many and varied definitions of learning and 

there has been considerable disagreement over the precise nature of learning (Shuell, 1986; 

Malone, 1991; Schunk, 1996; Phillips & Soltis, 1998). However, at the end of the time period of 

this study most definitions incorporated the notion that learning involves the acquisition and 

modification of knowledge, skills, strategies, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. 

 

One definition that captured the criteria most scholars considered central to learning was that of 

Professor Thomas Shuell, Graduate School of Education, State University of New York at 

Buffalo, which stated that '[l]earning is an enduring change in behavior, or in the capacity to 

behave in a given fashion, which results from practice or other forms of experience' (Shuell, 1986, 

p. 413). Significant representatives of the range of learning theories, sets of constructs linking 

actual or potential changes in performance with what is thought to bring about those changes, are 

considered below. 

 

Key Terms: learning, learning theories, rationalism, empiricism, behaviourism, classical 

conditioning, operant conditioning, constructivism, taxonomy of educational objectives, 

curriculum, explicit curriculum, implicit curriculum, extra curriculum, null curriculum, 

environmental education, policy, public policy 
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The foundations of learning theory can be seen in some of the writings of the ancient Greek 

philosophers Socrates (469-399 BC),31 Plato (427-347 BC) and Aristotle (384-322 BC). 

 

According to classical scholar William Guthrie (1906-1981), to Socrates '[t]he conviction of 

ignorance is a necessary first step to the acquisition of knowledge, for no one is going to seek 

knowledge on any subject if he is under the delusion that he already possesses it. … [T]he action 

of Socrates was based on a passionate belief that knowledge was possible, but that the debris of 

half-thought-out and misleading ideas which filled most men's minds must be cleaned out before 

the search for it could begin' (Guthrie, 1950, pp. 74-75). The so-called Socratic Method of learning 

involved asking probing questions in an exchange of views that would eventually lead to the truth, 

a method that still applies, in part, to constructivist learning discussed below. 

 

Two positions on the origin of knowledge and its relationship to the environment are rationalism 

and empiricism. To varying degrees these epistemological positions are recognisable in modern 

theories of learning and consequently are worthy of some consideration. 

 

Rationalism is based on the notion that knowledge arises through the mind and derives from 

reason, the philosophical distinction between mind and matter being traced to Plato. He argued 

that true knowledge, or the knowledge of ideas, is innate and  is brought into awareness through 

reflection, an attempt to escape from the infinite regression of learning only being possible if 

some prior things are known. According to Plato the mind is 'innately structured to reason and 

provide meaning to disorganized incoming sensory information' (Schunk, 1996, p.21) and 

learning is a rather passive process, 'allowing the mind to see clearly' (Phillips and Soltis, 1998, 

p. 11).  

 

Empiricism is the doctrine that experience is the only source of knowledge, a view that had its 

origins in the philosophy of learning of Aristotle. According to Aristotle the external world is the 

basis for human sense impressions which are in turn interpreted by the mind. In contrast to the 

views of Plato, Aristotle's assertions were based on the belief that ideas do not exist independently 

of the external world, but rather the external world is the source of all knowledge. Furthermore, 

Aristotle espoused the point of view that the more often objects or ideas are associated, the more 

 

31 The views of Socrates are known through the writings of his pupils since he wrote nothing himself (Guthrie, 

1950, p. 73). 
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likely recall of one will trigger recall of the other. This notion of associative learning remained 

prominent in many theories of learning at the end of the time period of this study (Schunk, 1996, 

p. 22). 

 

The philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) shared some of Plato's assumptions but disagreed with 

the notion that knowledge was innate. To Locke the mind at birth was a tabula rasa (blank tablet) 

and ideas were acquired from sensory impressions and personal reflection on those impressions. 

However, although lacking understanding of the mechanisms by which humans acquired their 

various capacities and systems, Locke realised that the human infant is born with certain biological 

potentialities, including those of the mind. According to Locke: 

 

The mind [is], as we say, white paper void of all characters, without any ideas. How comes 

it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy 

of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials 

of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE. In that all 

our knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives itself. 

 

(Locke, 1690, 1947, p. 26) 

 

This extremely brief consideration of rationalism and empiricism reveals that elements of 

rationalism and empiricism have made important contributions to academic discourse on the ways 

people learn. 

 

The formal beginning of modern psychology as a science is difficult to determine (Mueller, 

1979), although the years around 1870 are often selected. At this time, largely in response to the 

publication of Darwin's On the origin of species in 1859 (Darwin, 1968), there was a spate of 

activity directed at how animals learn, the nature of drives and instincts and problem solving. 

Behaviourism developed from this background (Phillips & Soltis, 1998, p. 21). 

 

Behaviourism is a psychological theory of human development that postulates that humans can 

be trained, or conditioned, to respond in specific ways to specific stimuli and that given the correct 

stimuli, personalities and behaviours of individuals, and even entire civilizations, can be 

controlled (http://psychology.jrank.org/pages/72/Behaviorism.html). For the behaviourists the 

http://psychology.jrank.org/pages/72/Behaviorism.html)
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issue was not how new knowledge is acquired, but rather, how new behaviour is acquired. 

According to Denis Phillips, Professor Emeritus of Education and of Philosophy at Stanford 

University and Jonas Soltis, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Education at Teachers 

College, Columbia University, to the behaviourists learning was a process of expanding the 

behavioural repertoire, not a matter of expanding the ideas in the learner's mind. The acquisition 

of new behaviours could occur through the two traditions within behaviourism, viz, classical 

conditioning or stimulus substitution on one hand and operant conditioning or response 

reinforcement on the other (Phillips & Soltis, 1998, p. 23). 

 

Classical conditioning, with its origins in Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov's (1849-1936) famous 

experiments, is a multi-step procedure that initially involves presenting 

an unconditioned stimulus that elicits an unconditioned response. The 

pairing of a signal with the unconditioned stimulus transforms the 

signal into a conditioned stimulus which eventually evokes a 

conditioned response. Repeated presentations of the conditioned 

stimulus without the unconditioned stimulus cause the conditioned 

response to diminish in intensity and disappear (Malone, 1991, p.60; 

Schunk, 1996, p. 35: Phillips & Soltis, 1998, pp. 23-24). 

 

 

Edward Thorndike (1874-1949) proposed that humans and animals acquire behaviours through the 

formation of associations between sensory experiences (perceptions of 

stimuli or events) and neural impulses (responses) that manifest 

themselves behaviourally. Using cats he demonstrated that the more 

often a response is made to a stimulus, the more firmly that response 

becomes connected to that stimulus. He also demonstrated that if the 

response is rewarded, the more the likelihood of the rewarded response 

when the same stimulus is presented (Malone, 1991, pp. 29-45; Schunk, 1996, pp. 28-34; 

Phillips & Soltis, 1998, pp. 25-27). 

 

Thorndike believed that his findings with cats could be extrapolated to humans. He wrote that: 

 

These simple, semi-mechanical phenomena are the fundamentals of human learning 

also. They are, of course, much complicated in the more advanced states of human 

http://psychology.jrank.org/pages/632/Edward-Thorndike.html
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learning, such as the acquisition of skill with the violin, or of knowledge of the calculus, 

or of inventiveness in engineering. But it is impossible to understand the subtler and 

more planful learning of cultural men without clear ideas of the forces which make 

learning possible in its first form of directly connecting some gross bodily response with 

a situation immediately present in the senses. 

(Thorndike, 1913, p. 16) 

 

Thorndike's theory of learning was more versatile than that of Pavlov.32 In Pavlovian 

conditioning there has to be a pre-existing reflex linking some natural stimulus and response. 

Learning occurs when the conditioned stimulus is 'substituted' for the natural one. According 

to Thorndike's theory no such 'substitution' was required; any response to any stimulus can be 

conditioned simply by immediately reinforcing or rewarding it, a mechanism studied further 

by American psychologists John Watson (1878-1958) and B.F. Skinner (1904-1990) (Phillips 

& Soltis, 1998, p. 27). 

 

John Watson (1878-1958), a leading behaviourist, recommended in 1913 that the essence of 

science, namely objectivity and replication, should be applied to human studies. According to 

Watson: 

Psychology as the behaviorist sees it is a purely objective 

experimental branch of natural science. Its theoretical goal is the 

prediction and control of behavior. Introspection forms no 

essential part of its methods, nor is the scientific value of its data 

dependent upon the readiness with which they lend themselves to 

interpretation in terms of consciousness. The behaviorist, in his 

efforts to get a unitary scheme of animal response, recognizes no 

dividing line between man and brute. 

(Watson, 1948, p. 457) 

 

Watson was a follower of Pavlov's research and used classical conditioning as the key mechanism 

underlying all human learning. Although Pavlov never suggested that all behaviour and experience 

are merely the sums of accumulated conditioned responses (Pavlov, 1932, pp. 91-127), Watson 

did not believe that Pavlov's conditioning model was limited to reflexive actions, but rather that 

it could be extended to account for diverse forms of learning (Schunk, 1996, p. 40; Phillips & 

Soltis, 1998, pp. 24-25). Watson stated that:  

 
32 Most psychologists now agree that neither Thorndike nor Pavlov were strict behaviourists 

(http://psychology.jrank.org/pages/72/Behaviorism.html#ixzz4S9kB0Wul). 

http://psychology.jrank.org/pages/72/Behaviorism.html#ixzz4S9kB0Wul


52 
 

 

The main point to emphasize is that practically every responding organ of the body can 

be conditioned; and that this conditioning takes place not only throughout adult life but 

can and does take place daily from the moment of birth (in all probability before birth). 

…All of us are shot through with stimulus substitutions of one kind or another which we 

know nothing about until the behaviourist tries us out and tells us about them. 

 

(Watson, 1930, pp. 38-39) 

 

Watson's claim that humans are permeated with conditioned reflexes might be sound, but that is 

not to say that human behaviour consists only of conditioned reflexes. As Phillips and Soltis 

argued '[t]here are many cases of learning where accounts in terms of classical conditioning seem 

to be completely far-fetched. How can conditioned reflexes account, for example, for the learning 

of something as abstract as Einstein's theory?' (Phillips & Soltis, 1998, p. 25). 

 

Operant conditioning is a behavourist theory formulated by Skinner in the 1930s. Using 

laboratory rats and pigeons Skinner found that he could 'shape' 

the behaviour of his subjects by the judicious use of rewards 

(Malone, 1991: 224-232; Schunk, 1996:64-76; Phillips & Soltis, 

1998, pp. 27-31). Skinner applied his findings to human 

learning, arguing that the mechanism of reinforcement of 

responses (operant behaviour) was at work everywhere in all 

types of learning. He wrote that: 

 

While we are awake, we act upon the environment constantly, and many of the 

consequences of our actions are reinforcing. Through operant conditioning the 

environment builds the basic repertoire with which we keep our balance, walk, play 

games, handle instruments and tools, talk, write, sail a boat. 

(Skinner, 1966, p. 66) 

 

Skinner believed that it was quite unscientific for psychologists to make use of the notions of 

'mind' and 'consciousness' in their theories and explanations, although he did not deny that 

something might be happening in the 'inner experience' of the learner (Phillips & Soltis, 1998, 

p.31). He claimed that: 
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A purely private event would have no place in the study of behavior, or perhaps in any 

science; but events which are, for the moment at least, accessible only to the individual 

himself often occur as links in chains of otherwise public events and they then must be 

considered. 

(Skinner, 1966, p. 229) 

 

The theory of operant conditioning undoubtedly has many useful applications in learning, but it 

has been asserted that it should not be seen as an explanation of all cases of learning. For example, 

noted linguist Noam Chomsky argued that a conditioning model is inappropriate for explaining 

language acquisition and comprehension (Chomsky, 1959, p. 28). Some late twentieth century 

research indicated that learners might form some kind of mental structure of their knowledge, and 

it is this that allows them to perform or behave to their advantage (Malone, 1991, p. 191; Schunk, 

1996, pp. 53-55; Phillips & Soltis, 1998, pp. 33-37).  

 

Arguably the most significant educational thinker of his era and, many would contend, of the 

twentieth century, American psychologist, philosopher, educator, social 

critic and political activist John Dewey (1859-1952) asserted that 

effective thinking and learning occurred when the learner was vitally 

interested in the matter under consideration. Evolutionary biology was 

the major influence on Dewey who accepted that the human ability to 

think and to learn had evolved, as had all the other capacities of living 

organisms (Phillips & Soltis, 1998, p. 38). According to Dewey, 

unless the learner had struggled personally with an issue, the information was likely to be 

committed to memory in a rather lifeless or mechanical way; 'information severed from 

thoughtful action is dead, a mind-crushing load' (Dewey, 1958, p. 186). 

 

Like Dewey, Jean Piaget (1896-1980) believed that the human capacity to learn was an 

adaptive feature whose biological function was to aid the individual in dealing with the 

surrounding environment (Piaget and Barbel, 1971). 

 

Piaget's main focus was the development of children. He asserted 

that, as a result of handling, dismantling and generally transforming 

their surroundings, children gradually derive a set of concepts that 

are fruitful. At the same time, children 'interiorise' their actions, building up a scheme or program 
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of the actions performed upon their environment. These operations are organised into a network, 

a cognitive structure. Knowledge develops through the cognitive activity of abstraction and 

follows a generally predictable sequence (Schunk, 1996, pp. 208-210; Phillips & Soltis, 1998, 

pp. 41-44), the endogenous end of the constructivism spectrum. 

 

At the other end of the constructivism spectrum lies exogenous constructivism, which holds that 

the acquisition of knowledge represents a reconstruction of structures that actually exist in the 

external world (Moshman, 1982; Bruning, et al, 1995). According to David Moshman, Emeritus 

Professor of Educational Psychology at the University of Nebraska: 

 

Knowledge within this paradigm is conceptualized mechanistically as consisting of 

intricate, flexible, and open frames, scripts, networks, schemas, hierarchies, or 

production systems, composed of discrete content-laden elements, functioning in real 

time, and possessing no systematic properties over and above those of the elements of 

which they are composed. The development of such structures tends toward increasing 

adaptation to particulars of the environment and thus follows a path that is in practice 

unpredictable, though in principle a strict function of the environmental history. 

Structures of knowledge are adequate or 'true' to the extent that they accurately copy 

(or at least adapt or accommodate to) the external structures that they ideally represent. 

 

(Moshman, 1982, p. 373) 

 

Between the extremes of endogenous and exogenous constructivism lies dialectical 

constructivism which contends that knowledge derives from interactions between persons and 

their environments. Constructions are not invariably bound to the external world, nor are they 

wholly the result of the workings of the mind but reflect the outcomes of mental contradictions 

that result from interactions between the individual and the environment (Schunk, 1996, p. 210). 

This perspective became closely aligned with late twentieth century theories of learning, such as 

that of psychologist Albert Bandura (1986), which postulated that learning is affected by the 

reciprocal interactions between persons, behaviours and environments. 

 

Two of the most influential theorists within the realm of dialectical constructivism were Russian 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) (1978) and Austrian-born Emeritus Professor of 

Psychology at the University of Georgia, USA Ernst von Glasersfeld (1917-2010) (1991, 1995).  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emeritus_Professor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Georgia
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Vygotsky's major contribution to learning theory was his emphasis on socially meaningful 

activity as an important influence on human consciousness. Rather 

than discarding consciousness (which the behaviourists did) or the 

role of the environment (which the introspectionists did), he sought 

a middle ground of taking environmental influence into account  

through its effect on consciousness. He considered the social 

environment critical for learning and thought that the integration of 

social with personal factors produced learning (Schunk, 1996, p. 214). 

 

Vygotsky has been criticised for his claim that all higher mental functions originate in the social 

environment. For example, late twentieth century research found that children have a biological 

predisposition to acquire certain concepts that does not depend on the environment (Geary, 1995). 

Nevertheless, research also indicated that Vygotsky's theories remain relevant to many 

educational applications including participant modelling, reciprocal teaching and peer 

collaboration (Bruner, 1984; Rogoff, 1990; Cobb, 1994; Cohen, 1994). 

 

Von Glasersfeld argued that the individual learner does not receive knowledge that enters 

consciousness from some external reality. To von Glasersfeld the learner 

is only in contact with the impressions received via the sense organs. The 

learner constructs a body of knowledge on the basis of these sense 

impressions, knowledge that will help the individual to adapt to his or her 

environment. He wrote that: 

 

The notion that knowledge is the result of a learner's activity rather than 

that of the passive reception of information or instruction, goes back to 

Socrates and is today embraced by all who call themselves 'constructivists'. … This 

attitude is characterized by the deliberate redefinition of the concept of knowledge as an 

adaptive function. In simple words, this means that the results of our cognitive efforts 

have the purpose of helping us cope in the world of experience, rather than the traditional 

goal of furnishing an 'objective' representation of the world as it might 'exist' apart from 

us and our experience.   

(von Glasersfeld, 1991: xiv-xv) 

 

Both Vygotsky (1978) and Dewey (1958) emphasised the importance of the social environment on 

learning, Dewey writing that: 
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As a matter of fact every individual has grown up, and always must grow up, in a social 

medium. His responses grow intelligent, or gain meaning, simply because he lives and 

acts in a medium of accepted meanings and values. … The conception of mind as a 

purely isolated possession of the self is at the very antipodes of the truth. 

(Dewey, 1958, p. 344) 

 

Bandura asserted in similar fashion that: 

 

Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had to 

rely solely on the effects of their own actions to inform them of what to do. Fortunately, 

most human behaviour is learned observationally through modelling: from observing 

others one forms an idea of how new behaviours are performed, and on later occasions 

this coded information serves as a guide for action. 

(Bandura, 1986, p. 22) 

 

The notion that learning cannot be understood solely in terms of cognitive processes occurring 

internally led to studies in situated cognition or situated learning. For example, anthropologist 

Jean Lave and computer scientist Etienne Wenger studied various situations in which unskilled or 

unknowledgeable people learned quite complex bodies of knowledge and skills through their 

involvement in 'apprenticeships'. These 'apprenticeships' allowed the learners to move from 

peripheral members of a community of practice to full participants. According to Lave and 

Wenger 'learning as increasing participation in communities of practice concerns the whole 

person acting in the world. Conceiving of learning in terms of participation focuses attention on 

ways in which it is an evolving, continuously renewed set of relations' (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 

pp. 49-50). 

 

The interconnectedness of the internal processes of learning and the social contexts in which 

learning occurs was emphasised in theories of learning at the end of the time period of this study 

(Rogoff, 1990; Cobb, 1994; Cohen, 1994; Geary, 1995). At this time research found that effective 

learning processes require certain features, viz, being constructive, cumulative, self-regulated, 

goal-based, situated and collaborative. 

 

Constructive learning holds that learners are not passive recipients of information, but that they 

construct their own knowledge and skills (Glaser, 1991; von Glasersfeld, 1991, 1995). This 

constructivist view implies that acquiring new knowledge and skills is an active process which 
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requires cognitive processing from the side of the learner (Shuell, 1986; Salomon & Globerson, 

1987). According to Vygotsky (1978), the most effective learning occurs when the learner and the 

teacher jointly construct through dialogue (Fosnot, 1996). This notion of dialogue as a critical 

component of learning has been extended and developed into the concept of 'scaffolding', 

erections around the existing knowledge structure to allow the learner to relate new experiences 

to existing knowledge (Chermack & van der Merwe, 2003, p. 451). 

 

The cumulative aspect of constructivism entails learners constructing new knowledge on the basis 

of their prior knowledge. Starting from what they already know and can do, learners actively 

process the information they encounter and, as a consequence, derive new meanings and acquire 

new skills (Shuell, 1986; Vosniadou & Brewer, 1987; Dochy, 1992).33 

 

American educational psychologist Benjamin Bloom (1913-1999) was a pioneer of the 

cumulative approach to learning. Under his leadership a committee of educators developed a set 

of three hierarchical models (named after Bloom) used to classify educational learning objectives 

into levels of complexity and specificity. The three lists covered the learning objectives in 

cognitive (mental skills, knowledge) (Bloom, et al., 1956), affective (feelings, emotions, 

attitudes) (Krathwohl, et al., 1964) and psychomotor (manual, physical skills) domains (Harrow, 

1972). The cognitive domain list became the primary focus of most educational developments 

from the end of the 1950s and was frequently used to structure curriculum learning objectives, 

assessments and activities (Lunenberg, 2011, pp. 2-3). 

 

Bloom identified six cognitive levels with sophistication growing from basic knowledge recall 

skills to the highest level, evaluation (Bloom, et al., 1956). 

 

 

33 It is important to recognise that, given that learners are sometimes afflicted with misconceptions and deficient 

skills, the impact of prior knowledge on future learning can be negative and inhibitory instead of being positive 

and facilitating (Norman, 1980; Perkins & Simmons, 1988). 
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Although best known for the Taxonomy of educational objectives, Bloom's contributions to 

teaching and learning extended well beyond the taxonomy, particularly his work in developing 

the theory and practice of mastery learning. 

 

According to Bloom, in a mastery learning environment students must achieve a level of mastery 

in prerequisite knowledge before moving forward to learn subsequent information. A student who 

does not achieve mastery, usually judged by a written test, should be given additional support in 

learning and reviewing the information and then tested again. This cycle should continue until 

the learner accomplishes mastery and then moves on to the next stage (Bloom, 1980). 

 

In commenting on Bloom's contribution to education, then Professor of Education and Professor 

of Art at Stanford University Elliot Eisner (1933-2014) asserted that: 

 

Under the influence of Ralph Tyler he recognized that what was 

important in education was not that students should be compared, but that 

they should be helped to achieve the goals of the curriculum they were 

studying. Goal attainment rather than student comparison was what was 

important. The process of teaching needed to be geared towards the 

design of tasks that would progressively and ineluctably lead to the 

realization of the objectives that defined the goals of the curriculum. 

Mastery learning is an encomium to such a conception. The variable that 

needed to be addressed, as Bloom saw it, was time. It made no pedagogical sense to expect 

all students to take the same amount of time to achieve the same objectives. There were 
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individual differences among students, and the important thing was to accommodate those 

differences in order to promote learning rather than to hold time constant and  to expect 

some students to fail. Education was not a race. 

 

(http://www.ibe.unesco.org/sites/default/files/bloome.pdf) 

 

The self-regulated component of effective learning refers to the metacognitive aspects of effective 

learning, especially the managing and monitoring activities of the learner (Corno, 1986). 

According to Barry Zimmerman (1986, 1994), pioneer of self-regulated learning theory and 

Emeritus Professor of Educational Psychology and Head of Learning, Development, and 

Instruction at City University of New York, self-regulated learning involves the personal 

activation and sustaining of goal-directed cognitions and behaviours, although theories differ as 

to the mechanisms producing such outcomes. However, regardless of theoretical approaches, self-

regulation is consistent with the notion that learners contribute actively to their learning goals and 

are not passive recipients of information. As educational psychologist Dale Schunk and 

Zimmerman contended: 

 

In recent years educators have moved steadily away from explanations of learning and 

performance that stress learners' abilities and reinforcement of their responses to 

environmental stimuli and have become increasingly concerned with students' attempts 

to manage their achievement efforts through activities that influence the instigation, 

direction, and persistence of those efforts.  

(Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994, p. ix) 

 

 

Although learning can occur incidentally, there was a wide consensus among researchers at the 

end of the time period of this study that effective learning is facilitated by explicit awareness of, 

and orientation towards, a goal, that is, learning will be most effective when learners develop 

their own goals, although successful learning can also occur when goals arise from other sources, 

as long as the goals are endorsed by the learners (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1989). 

 

The notion that learning is situated emerged in reaction to the information-processing view that 

considered learning and thinking as processes that take place within the mind, and knowledge 

as representations of facts, concepts, relations, principles and procedures stored in the head 

(Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Rogoff, 1990; Cobb, 1994; Cohen, 1994; Geary, 1995). In 

contrast, the situated view conceived learning in terms of increasing participation in 

http://www.ibe.unesco.org/sites/default/files/bloome.pdf)
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/sites/default/files/bloome.pdf)
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communities of practice (Newman, et al, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; Cobb, 

1994; Cohen, 1994; Geary, 1995) and knowledge as fundamentally 'stretched over, not divided 

among, mind, body, activity and culturally organized settings (which include other actors)' 

(Lave, 1988, p. 1). Educational psychologist James Greeno (1991) took this situated view 

further by asserting that a person's knowledge 'is in his or her abilities to find and use the 

resources, not in having mental versions of maps and instructions as the basis for all  reasoning 

and action'. A major implication of this view of learning and knowledge is the need to anchor 

learning in authentic, real-life social and physical contexts that are representative of the 

situations in which learners might have to use their knowledge and skills later (Bruner, 1963; 

Brown, et al., 1989).  

 

American Professor of Psychology Jerome Bruner (1915-2016) argued that: 

 

In order for a person to be able to recognize the applicability or 

inapplicability of an idea to a new situation and to broaden learning 

thereby, he must have clearly in mind the general nature of the 

phenomenon with which he is dealing. 

(Bruner, 1963, p. 11) 

 

 

 

 

 

The situated view of learning as participation in social practice also included the collaborative 

nature of productive learning. Many constructivists consider social interaction as essential for 

learning (Newman, et al., 1989; Brown, et al., 1989; Wood, et al., 1991), individual knowledge-

construction occurring throughout processes of interaction, negotiation and collaboration (Perret-

Clermont & Schubauer-Leoni, 1989). 

 

According to Shuell, within the constructivist paradigm of learning there is a focus on the need for 

student-centred learning. He asserted that: 

 

Since learning is an active process, the teacher's task necessarily involves more than the 

mere dissemination of information. Rather, if students are to learn desired outcomes in a 

reasonably effective manner, then the teacher's fundamental task is to get students to engage 

in learning activities that are likely to result in their achieving these outcomes, taking into 

account factors such as prior knowledge, the context in which material is presented, and 
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the realization that students' interpretation and understanding of new information depend on 

the availability of appropriate schema. Without taking away from the importance of the 

role played by the teacher, it is helpful to remember that what the student does is actually 

more important in determining what is learned than what the teacher does. 

 

(Shuell, 1986, p. 429) 

 

The implications of constructivist epistemology for educational practice need to be considered 

for, as Shuell asserted: 

 

Changes in the way we think about learning and what we know about the way learning 

occurs have important implications for those situations in which we want to facilitate 

changes in what people know and/or do. In education, for example, corresponding changes 

are occurring in the way we think about teaching. 

(Shuell, 1986, p. 429) 

 

According to learning theorists Jacqueline Brooks and Martin Brooks: 

 

Traditionally, learning has been thought to be a 'mimetic'  activity, a process that involves 

students repeating, or miming, newly presented information ... in reports or on quizzes and 

tests. Constructivist teaching practices, on the other hand, help learners to internalize and 

reshape, or transform, new information. 

 

(Brooks & Brooks, 1993, p. 15) 

 

 

The major contrasts between traditional and constructivist approaches to learning are summarised 

in the following table. 

 

 

Traditional Constructivist 

Didactic dissemination of facts and 

emphasis on basic skills 

 

Investigative emphasis on themes and 

'the big picture' 

Mimetic learning of 'correct' answers  Challenge by learners encouraged and 

pursued 

 

Strict adherence to designed program  Emphasis on cumulative development 

from current perceptions 
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Learners seen as receptacles of 

knowledge 

Learners seen as thinkers with their own 

experiences and views 

Learners generally work alone Learners encouraged to work 

collaboratively 

 

 

Then Professor of Educational Administration at the University of Chicago and arguably the 

pioneer of curriculum studies, Franklin Bobbitt (1876-1956) wrote in 1918 that 'the central theory 

[of curriculum] is simple. [The objectives of the curriculum] are the abilities, attitudes, habits, 

appreciations and forms of knowledge that men need [for the common good] … The curriculum 

will then be that series of experiences which children and youth must have by way of obtaining 

those objectives' (Bobbitt, 1918, p. 42). Bobbitt was confident that methods used to improve 

productivity in factories could be successfully applied to schools. According to Michael Young, 

Emeritus Professor of Education at the University of London, to Bobbit '[t]he goal of schools - in 

other words "what was to be learned" - was taken for granted, so the curriculum was interpreted 

as the instruction and efficient organization of teaching resources. Instruction was understood … 

in a highly prescriptive way' (Young, 2013, p. 104). The curriculum that Bobbitt advocated 

included elements of general education for all students to fulfil their various occupational, 

citizenship, family and other social roles, but its main focus was on specialised vocational 

pathways. 

 

Over time this view of the school curriculum changed, the changes sometimes following, 

knowingly or unwittingly, theories of learning and curriculum such as those of, inter alia, Dewey, 

Bloom, Bruner, Vygotsky, Piaget, Skinner and von Glasersfeld discussed above. Thus curriculum 

came to be seen 'as content, as learning experiences, as behavioural objectives, as a plan for 

instruction, and as a non-technical approach. … The non-technical approach to curriculum 

represents a rejection of traditional curriculum planning, a rethinking of curriculum' (Lunenburg, 

2011, p. 1). 

 

Eisner and others, including American feminist psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982) and McMaster 

University Professor for Scholarship in the Public Interest Henry Giroux (1981), embraced this 

non-technical approach to curriculum, asserting that curriculum evolves and should not be seen 

as an orderly model of precision. Nevertheless, the questions 

 

• What knowledge is of most importance?  
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• Whose knowledge is of most importance?  

 

remained central to curriculum planning (Zais, 1976; Lovat & Smith, 1995; Smith & Ewing, 

2002). 

 

At the end of the time period of this study curriculum was generally regarded as a developmental 

or learning continuum and was taken to be a school's entire educational program which included: 

 

the explicit curriculum: the subjects that are taught, the identified 'mission' of the school, 

and the knowledge and skills that students are expected to acquire; 

the implicit curriculum: the learning that arises from the culture of the school and the 

behaviours, attitudes, and expectations that characterise that culture; 

the extra curriculum: the school-sponsored programs and activities that are designed to 

complement the academic aspect of the school experience; 

the null curriculum: the topics or perspectives that are specifically excluded from the 

curriculum.  

(Toombs34  & Tierney,35 1993, p. 193) 

 

The first three of these components of a school curriculum are relatively easily understood, 

although their contents might vary considerably depending on the views and directives of the 

public policy makers (see below). Eisner devoted considerable attention to the null curriculum, 

arguing that: 

If we are concerned with the consequences of school programs and the role of 

curriculum in shaping those consequences, then it seems to me that we are well advised 

to consider not only the explicit and implicit curricula of schools but also what schools 

do not teach. It is my thesis that what schools do not teach may be as important as what 

they do teach. I argue this position because ignorance is not simply a neutral void; it 

has important effects on the kinds of options one is able to consider, the alternatives 

that one can examine, and the perspectives from which one can view a situation or 

problem. 

(Eisner, 1985, p. 97) 

 

 

34 William E. Toombs was then Professor Emeritus of Higher Education at The Pennsylvania State University. 

35 William G. Tierney is Professor, Rosier School of Education, University of Southern California. 
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Until at least the 1960s Australian Aboriginal and pro-environment history, for example, fell 

into the null curriculum category, as discussed later in this thesis. These omissions both 

reflected and contributed to prevailing community attitudes, either unwittingly or as an act of 

public policy pertaining to the Victorian school curriculum. 

 

According to social systems analyst Sir Geoffrey Vickers (1894-1982) in his seminal and still 

influential work on management and organisation, 'policy … consists in maintaining through 

time a complex pattern of relationships in accordance with standards or within limits which 

have somehow come to be set as governing relations. … Policy making is the modification of 

the governing relations (Vickers, 1965, p. 27). Broadly, public policy is policy formulated and 

implemented by authorities (politicians, bureaucrats and technocrats) (Forward, 1974, p. 1).  

 

Thomas Birkland, Professor of Public Policy and Public Administration at North Carolina State 

University, asserted that:  

 

Theoretically, public policy is what authorities choose to do or not do about a particular 

issue or problem, is orientated towards a goal, is made on behalf of the 'public' and is 

part of an ongoing process that does not always have a clear beginning or end, since 

decisions about who will benefit from policies and who will bear any costs resulting from 

the policy are continually reassessed, revisited and revised. 

(Birkland, 2011, p. 19) 

 

Academics Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard, and Henry36 expanded this theoretical description of public 

policy in their late twentieth century analysis of education policy. They argued that policy is 

more than its text and the milieu in which it is written must be taken into account since the text 

represents political compromises over how educational change should proceed (Taylor, et al., 

1997, p. 15). They asserted that: 

 

There is always a prior history of significant events, a particular ideological and 

political climate, social and economic context - and often, particular individuals as 

well which together influence the shape and timing of policies as well as their 

evolution and their outcomes. … Policy making is a precarious business, the 

 

36 Sandra Taylor is Associate Professor and Miriam Henry is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Cultural and 

Language Studies at Queensland University of Technology, Fazal Rizvi is a Professor in the Melbourne Graduate 

School of Education at the University of Melbourne and Robert (Bob) Lingard is a Professor in the School of 

Education at the University of  Queensland. 

 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_org&amp;amp%3Bhl=en&amp;amp%3Borg=10647484179597991516
https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_org&amp;amp%3Bhl=en&amp;amp%3Borg=10647484179597991516
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consequences of which are unpredictable given the complex interrelationship of 

contextual factors, different and sometimes opposing interests, linguistic ambiguities 

and the variety of key players involved in the policy processes. 

 

(Taylor, et al., 1997, pp. 16-17) 

 

These assertions are taken into account in the investigation of the connections between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000, 

the focus of this historical narrative. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 4 

 

Research Paradigm and Methodology 

 

Historical narrative has been chosen as the best paradigm to provide an account of what happened, 

how and why the events and actions under scrutiny occurred and what were the consequences and 

significance of the events and actions vis-à-vis the connections between community 

environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000. The narrative is 

based on exegesis of primary sources, examination of appropriate secondary sources, qualitative 

responses from past students and current and past teachers to questions pertaining to their relevant 

educational experiences prior to 2000, case studies of salient environmental issues in Victoria, ad 

hoc contributions of teachers and relevant personal experiences of the author.  

 

Fundamental to the choice of historical narrative as the most appropriate mode of discourse for 

this investigation is the answer to the question 'what is history?'. According to British historian E.H. 

Carr (1892-1982), history 'is a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his 

facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the past' (Carr, 1961, p. 30).37 To then 

Emeritus Professor of History at Yale University 'Jack' Hexter (1910-1996) 'history is a rule-

bound discipline by means of which historians seek to communicate their knowledge of the past' 

(Hexter, 1971, p. 328), a view supported by Canadian historian Irving Hexham who claimed that 

'[f]undamentally history involves a process of interpreting the past based on evidence available 

in the present' (http://people.ucalgary.ca/~hexham/content/study/methods.html). 

 

It should be recognised that interpretation of the events of the past might vary widely according 

to the perspective of the writer, a point made by the satirical historian David Hunt when he wrote 

about untrained ship's surgeon Arthur Bowes Smyth's (1750-1790) description of the 

disembarkation in New South Wales from the female convict ship Lady Penhryn on 6 February 

1788. According to Bowes Smyth '[t]he men convicts got to them very soon after they landed, 

 

37 For a discussion of facts, 'historical' facts and their interpretation see Carr, 1961, pp 7-30. 

 

http://people.ucalgary.ca/~hexham/content/study/methods.html)
http://people.ucalgary.ca/~hexham/content/study/methods.html)
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and it is beyond my ability to give a just description of the scene and debauchery and riot that 

ensued during the night' (https://www.nla.gov.au/blogs/treasures/2014/04/16/a-perfect-paradise-

the-bowes-smyth-first-fleet-journal). Hunt sardonically asserted that: 

 

Historians argue vehemently about what [happened] on the night of 6 February 1788. 

Traditional historians say that the convict women were victims of rape. Feminist 

historians say they were willing participants and should be celebrated as exemplars of 

empowered female sexuality. Aboriginal historians say that whoever was doing what to 

whom was doing it on the Aboriginal sacred site of Warrane, which wasn't very 

culturally sensitive. Revisionist historians say the convicts all had a cup of warm Ovaltine 

and were in bed by six. Postmodernist historians say that all of these views are equally 

valid. 

(Hunt, 2013, p. 110) 

 

Hunt's contention, although tongue-in-cheek, exemplifies the fact that over many years historians 

have interpreted historical events in a variety of ways. According to Carr, '[t]he belief in a hard 

core of historical facts existing objectively and independently of the interpretation of the historian 

is a preposterous fallacy' (Carr, 1961, p. 12). He further argued that '[a]s any working historian 

knows, if he stops to reflect what he is doing as he thinks and writes, the historian is engaged on a 

continuous process of moulding his facts to his interpretation and his interpretation to his facts' 

(Carr, 1961, p. 29). He wrote: 

 

The historian distils from the experience of the past, or from so much of the experience 

of the past as is accessible to him, that part which he recognizes as amenable to rational 

explanation and interpretation, and from it draws conclusions which may serve as a guide 

to action. A recent popular writer, speaking of the achievements of science, refers 

graphically to the processes of the human mind, which, 'rummaging in the ragbag of 

observed "facts", selects, pieces, and patterns the relevant observed facts together, 

rejecting the irrelevant, until it has sewn together a logical and rational quilt of 

"knowledge".' With some qualification as to the dangers of undue subjectivism, I should 

accept that as a picture of the way in which the mind of the historian works. 

 

(Carr, 1961, p. 104) 

 

Obviously the minds of historians work across an epistemological spectrum, the two major 

divisions of which are those of modernism and postmodernism. Modernism grew out of the 

Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, discussed earlier in this thesis, with the rejection of 

the church and political institutions as the primary sources of authority. Acquisition of knowledge 

http://www.nla.gov.au/blogs/treasures/2014/04/16/a-perfect-paradise-the-bowes-smyth-
http://www.nla.gov.au/blogs/treasures/2014/04/16/a-perfect-paradise-the-bowes-smyth-
http://www.nla.gov.au/blogs/treasures/2014/04/16/a-perfect-paradise-the-bowes-smyth-
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was seen to be based on reason and scientific empiricism, usually working together. Core tenets 

of modernism included belief in the supremacy of reason, the notion of truth and the idea that it 

is possible for human progress to occur through the application of reason and truth. 

 

On the other hand, postmodernism, usually seen to have its beginnings in the 1950s, utilises 

multiple ways of knowing which can include science and reason along with others such as intuition 

and spirituality. According to Professor Emeritus at the University of California Hayden White, 

'postmodernism arose on the ruins of the search for certainty, objectivity, foundations, and even 

truth itself that had underwritten the West's belief in "progress" since the time of the 

Enlightenment' (White, 2009, p. 1). He further asserted that: 

 

This does not mean that postmodernists are uninterested in the past, in history, and its 

interpretation. On the contrary, many postmodernists believe that a specifically 

postmodernist idea of 'history' provides the only basis for the kind of knowledge required 

by an emerging global society and the new cultural media that have made it possible. 

However, this postmodernist 'history' has little in common with that posited as the basis 

for modern, scientific historical research. In fact, it is much closer to pre-modern 

conceptions of history understood as a reserve of exempla to be drawn on for practical 

(political, pedagogical, ideological) purposes and as a discourse rather than a discipline.  

 

(White, 2009, pp. 2-3) 

 

Of significance to the choice of the mode of discourse of this study is the contribution to 

historiography, the examination of the writing of history and the methods of historical research 

(Furay & Salevouris,38 1988, p. 223), of German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886). 

According to James Powell (1930-2011), Professor Emeritus of Mediaeval History at Syracuse 

University: 

 

Human beings live in the narrow margins between mythic pasts and hard-won efforts at 

understanding their past. Leopold von Ranke asserted the importance of those efforts. 

 

(Powell, 1988, p. 4) 

 

 
38 University of Webster historians Conal Furay (1927-2012) and Michael Salevouris. 
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Ranke contended that '[h]istory has had assigned to it the office of judging the past and of 

instructing the present for the benefit of future ages' 

(http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/index.html#past), a view that accords with the aims 

of this study and that is in line with Carr's assertion that '[g]ood historians, I suspect, whether 

they think about it or not, have the future in their bones. Besides the question "Why?" the 

historian also asks the question "Whither?"' (Carr, 1961, p. 108). 

 

Fundamental to Ranke's historicism was the dictum 'nur sagen wie es eigentlich gewesen', usually 

translated as 'only say how it really was' but conceivably more correctly translated as 'only say 

how it essentially was', allowing discussion of the ontology39 of the matter under investigation 

and possibly refuting the view that Ranke was simply a positivist40 who confined himself to 

'factual' descriptions of the past. The aphorism, introduced in the nineteenth century and still 

influential, lies at the core of Ranke's methodology (Gilbert, 1987). 

 

Historians across the epistemological spectrum have agreed with Ranke to varying degrees. For 

example, although there was apparent agreement between Ranke and Carr on Why? and 

Whither?, Carr disagreed with Ranke's famous dictum as it is usually translated because it 

presumed that the 'facts' influenced what the historian wrote, rather than the historian choosing 

what 'facts of the past' he or she intended to turn into 'historical facts' (Carr, 1961, pp. 7-30). On 

the other hand, Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge University Geoffrey Elton 

(1921-1994), supported the alleged 'scientific' approach of Ranke, asserting that the 'hard outline' 

of historical research and teaching 'must consist of the actions of governments and governed in 

the public life of the time', this being the only theme 'sufficiently dominant to carry others along 

with it' (Elton, 1967, p. 172, p. 199). 

 
39 See discussion of Heidegger pp. 40-42. 

 
40 The assumptions on which positivism is based have been summarised by Associate Dean (Curriculum and 

Teaching) at the University of Macau, Roy Wood (1999, p. 5) as follows: 

▪ There exists a 'real world' of social and physical phenomena. 

▪ This real world is objective and tangible (that is, most people would agree on what constitutes the 'real 

world' of phenomena). 

▪ This world can be analysed (researched) in an objective fashion in order to increase understanding of the 

phenomena of which it is comprised. 

▪ The methods employed in such research are (should be) objective and impartial as well as immune from 

the influence of human values and beliefs (value-free). 

▪ If research is undertaken objectively, then the gradual accumulation of knowledge should enable accurate 

description of the nature and behaviour of such phenomena, including the interrelations between 

phenomena in terms of cause and effect, dependency and interdependency and so on: in short, the findings 

of research should be capable of explanatory generalisation. 

http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/deutsch.html#past
http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/deutsch.html#past
http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/index.html#past)
http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/index.html#past)
http://www.umass.edu/wsp/history/ranke/index.html#past
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Elton's view is not taken up in this study. This decision rests on the author's contention that art, 

architecture, literature, film, television and music contribute both as salient influences on 

environmental attitudes and as reflections of environmental attitudes that might have originated 

from other sources such as observable air and water pollution. Elton's claim that consideration of 

the history of art in historical works, for example, encourages 'woolliness and pretence' (Elton, 

1967, p. 190) is rejected. As asserted by Aristotle, 'the aim of art is to represent not the outward 

appearance of things, but their inward significance' (www.unitedearth.com.au/aristotle.html). 

 

It is recognised by the author that there is some validity in Professor of History at Roehampton 

University John Tosh's argument that: 

 

All observation whether of the natural or the human world, is selective and therefore 

presupposes a hypothesis or theory, however incoherent it may be. … Our 

understanding advances through the formulation of new hypotheses that go beyond the 

evidence currently available and must be tested against further observation, which  will 

either refute or corroborate the hypothesis. 

(Tosh, 2015, p. 157) 

 

However, explicit hypotheses are not formulated and tested in a positivist manner in this study, 

the author agreeing with the contentions that purely positivist approaches to research are 

inappropriate for the study of historical phenomena that are the products of human action and 

inappropriate for the study of human behaviour that is not readily understood in terms of simple 

causal factors (Wood, 1999; Williamson, 2000). Nevertheless, implicit hypotheses can be seen in 

the major research questions, the stated answers to which should be challenged or built upon. 

 

Although Ranke has been influential in the choice of methodology for this study through his 

assertion of the importance of efforts to understand the past, the 'scientific' or positivist approach 

is not used beyond the consideration of particular evidence to draw tentative conclusions. The 

search for Carr's 'rational' causes of historical occurrences, that is, causes that can be generalised 

across time to explain other occurrences in other times and places (Carr, 1961, pp. 87-108) has 

not been pursued, although connections between, for example, American and Australian 

environmentalism are recognised.  
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This decision accords with philosopher Karl Popper's (1902-1994) criticism of fixed and 

predictable laws in history and his defence of the view that: 

 

History is characterized by its interest in actual, singular, or specific events, rather than 

in laws or generalizations. . . . In the sense of this analysis, all causal explanations of a 

singular event can be said to be historical in so far as 'cause' is always described by 

singular initial conditions. And this agrees entirely with the popular idea that to explain a 

thing causally is to explain how and why it happened, that is to say, to tell its 'story'. But 

it is only in history that we are really interested in the causal explanation of a singular 

event. In the theoretical sciences, such causal explanations are mainly means to a 

different end - the testing of universal laws. 

(Popper, 1957, pp. 143-144) 

 

In addition to consideration of the works noted above, the decision to use historical narrative as 

the mode of discourse by which the past is presented was influenced, both positively and 

negatively, by the works of historians R.G. Collingwood (1889-1943), Richard Evans, Geoffrey 

Roberts, Peter Gay (1924-2015), Alun Munslow, Lawrence Stone (1920-1999), Andreas Boldt 

and Tom Griffiths. Consideration of such works resulted in the embrace of historical narrative, 

an exploration of what happened, how and why the events and actions under scrutiny occurred and 

what were the consequences and significance of the events and actions. 

 

Even postmodernist historians such as Alun Munslow, Professor Emeritus of History and 

Historical Theory at Staffordshire University and Hayden White 41 have conceded that historical 

narrative as a mode of discourse has value. For example, although questioning 'the claims of most 

historians who … define history as the attempt to retell the most likely narrative of the past 

(Munslow, 2012, p. 1) and arguing that historians 'ought to consider forms of historying that are 

not produced exclusively and in accordance with classic empirical-analytical-representational 

thinking' (Munslow, 2012, p. 98), Munslow stated that 'recognising the importance of narrative 

explanation in our lives as well as in the study of the past could liberate historians as we 

acknowledge and try to narrate the disruptive discontinuity and chaos of the past for and in the 

present' (Munslow, 1997, p. 3). 

 

41 Although he claims to be a postmodernist historian (White, 2009, p. 3), White has been critical of leading 

postmodernists such as Jean-Francois Lyotard, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida (See White, 

1978, pp. 230-282). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Staffordshire_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Francois_Lyotard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michel_Foucault
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roland_Barthes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Derrida
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In contradiction of Ranke's assertions, White argued that history was not a science, or a story told 

only in facts, but rather a form of discourse that relies on conventional narrative forms and the 

imagination, claiming that the reality of events in the past is not contradicted by literary portrayals 

of those events (White, 1980, p. 283). According to White: 

 

To many of those who would transform historical studies into a science, the 

continued use by historians of a narrative mode of representation is an index of a 

failure at once methodological and theoretical. A discipline that produces narrative 

accounts of its subject matter as an end in itself seems methodologically unsound; 

one that investigates its data in the interest of telling a story about them appears 

theoretically deficient. Within professional historical studies, however, the narrative 

has been viewed for the most part neither as a product of a theory nor as the basis for 

a method, but rather as a form of discourse which may or may not be used for the 

representation of historical events, depending upon whether the primary aim is to 

describe a situation, analyze an historical process, or tell a story. 

 

(White, 1984, pp. 1-2) 

 

The focus of this historical narrative is very much on the description and analysis of pertinent 

historical events. The narrative embraces aspects of both modernism and postmodernism and was 

chosen as the form of discourse because it is removed from the limitations of positivism, it allows 

epistemological pluralism, it breaks down divisions between disciplines, as far as possible it 

objectively observes relevant historical events and protagonists and records and analyses 

pertinent changes in beliefs and attitudes. As noted by philosopher Professor W. Bryce Gallie 

(1912-1998): 

 

I would claim that [history] stands for a wide range or syndrome of researches and 

writings, the key members of which always contain narratives of past human actions. 

These narratives are followable or intelligible in the same general way that all stories are. 

Of course, to be historical a narrative must rest upon evidence, i.e. it must deal with 

events that can be shown to have actually happened at roughly assignable dates and 

places. A historical narrative, furthermore, will usually succeed in making its subject 

matter more intelligible to its readers … by showing its interconnections with other 

relevant historical evidences and results. 

 

(Gallie, 2001, p. 51). 
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This historical narrative presents a coherent and plausible account of the connections between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000. It 

takes account of temporal and spatial experiences and the contributions of individuals and 

organisations, aligning with the view of then Sterling Professor of History at Yale University Peter 

Gay (1924-2015) who claimed that '[h]istorical narration without analysis is trivial, historical 

analysis without narration is incomplete' (Gay, 1974, p. 189). However, it is recognised by the 

author that the telling of this story, this analytical historical narrative, of the connections between 

community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000 is 

but one interpretation, to be challenged or built upon. 

 

In this historical narrative primary sources are examined where possible in a critical and reflective 

manner. Primary sources used in this study comprise, inter alia, newspaper and magazine articles, 

other relevant literature including original scholarly treatises, music, films, art, parliamentary 

debates, reports on the environment and on the school curriculum, Victorian school curriculum 

documents such as the Victorian Curriculum and Standards Framework, subject syllabi, school 

textbooks, various issues of The School Paper, The Victorian School Reader and student report 

cards. This approach allows an investigation of the relevant beliefs, attitudes and actions of 

the past dependent on the times and emphasises methodological thoroughness, but it also 

recognises the limitations imposed by the availability and selection of material and consequently 

the tentativeness of some of the conclusions drawn in the narrative. Secondary sources are also 

utilised, particularly relevant scholarly commentaries on the various foci identified in the 

consideration of primary sources. Case studies of three post-1960 salient Victorian environmental 

issues, viz, Little Desert, Newport and Westernport, using both primary and secondary sources, 

are incorporated in the narrative. 

 

A qualitative research component is included in the study. Various authors have identified five 

major groups of qualitative research methods, usually labelled as ethnographic (centred on culture 

or context), narrative (focused on individual experience, usually with a very small sample size), 

phenomenological (giving attention to people's experiences with a sample size of 5-25), grounded 

theory (concentrated on field data) and case study (directed to an organisation or event) (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 1994; Williamson, 2000; Creswell, 2007). Phenomenological qualitative research, with 

its epistemology grounded in relativism and inference, was considered by the author to be 
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appropriate for this research. Purposive sampling was used because it was judged by the author 

to be important to include specific, information-rich participants (Sutton, 1993, pp. 411-429). 

 

Teachers with a variety of experiences who taught in Victoria prior to 2000 and students who 

attended school in Victoria prior to 2000 were interviewed to add vivacity to the discussion of 

some primary sources and to ascertain the effectiveness of any environmental education with 

which they were involved, based on their own experiences. The interview questions emerged 

from analyses of the connections between community environmental attitudes and the Victorian 

school curriculum obtained from primary and secondary sources and were designed to provide 

further information on, inter alia, environmental beliefs and attitudes in the last two time periods 

of the study. 

 

According to Dr Kirsty Williamson, Adjunct Senior Research Fellow at Monash University, there 

are three types of in-depth interviews, viz, structured, semi-structured and unstructured. 

(Williamson, 2000, p. 224). Given that the purpose of the interviews in this study was to support, 

to varying degrees, or refute conclusions made from the analyses of documents, it was decided by 

the author that strictly structured interviews and unstructured interviews were inappropriate. 

Consequently, semi-structured interviews were employed. 

 

Semi-structured interviews are executed using a list of questions as a guide while maintaining a 

flexible interview procedure which 'allow[s] the interviewer to follow up on leads provided by 

participants for each of the questions involved' (Williamson, 2000, p. 225). Such semi- structured 

interviews were conducted with past students and with current and past teachers, chosen by 

purposive sampling which aims at the selection of appropriate information-rich cases (Sutton, 

1993, pp. 411-429). The interview questions and audio-recordings 42 of the interviews are 

included in Appendices 1 and 2. 

 

 
42 One criticism of qualitative interviews is that invalid comments might be ascribed to participants, inadvertently or 

wilfully, by the researcher. Inclusion of the actual audio-recordings of the interviews eliminates any doubt about the 

validity of claims made in the qualitative component of this thesis. 
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During the semi-structured interviews the author noted answers and probed issues raised by the 

interviewees. This was consistent with the qualitative, exploratory nature of the empirical 

research and was in line with Bogdan & Biklen's 43assertion that: 

 

In keeping with the qualitative tradition of attempting to capture the subjects' own words 

and letting the analysis emerge, interview[s] … [should] generally allow for open-ended 

responses and [be] flexible enough for the observer to note and collect data on unexpected 

dimensions of the topic. 

 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 77) 

 

It is recognised by the author that the answers obtained during the interviews need to be treated 

with caution given the fallibility of participants' memories, the possible provision of answers to 

please the interviewer and the potential of participants to make statements to appear to be 

'politically correct'. However, although there is a need for prudence, these problems have been 

minimised by interviewing a range of participants (see Tables pp. 216, 345 & 352) to ascertain 

areas of commonality and consistency. The experiences of participants made an important 

contribution to understanding the past and tested some of the conclusions made from the exegesis 

of largely primary sources. The results of the interviews are summarised in Chapters 8 and 12.  

 

Ad hoc, extra-curricular, pro-environment publications and activities initiated by Victorian 

teachers are also included such as, inter alia, Nature Notes, a Ringwood Inspectorate publication 

devoted to acquainting primary school students with the natural environment, the creation of an 

Australian plant garden at Mount Waverley Secondary College by students and the conduct of 

'Environment Week' at Cleeland Secondary College. 

 

The combination of exegesis of primary sources, consideration of secondary sources, analysis of 

the responses of information-rich former students and teachers, salient case studies and 

exploration of some extra-curricular actions of teachers ensures that a plausible and coherent 

account of the connections between community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school 

curriculum from 1835 to 2000 is provided in this historical narrative.  

  

 

43 Robert Bogdan is Professor Emeritus of Social Science and Education at Syracuse University. Sari Knopp Biklen 

(1946-2014) was Professor for Teaching Excellence in Cultural Foundations of Education at Syracuse University. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

TIME PERIOD 1: The Colonial Era 1835-1900 

 

CHAPTER 5 

Community Environmental Attitudes in the Colonial Era 

 

The British invasion of the Port Phillip District (now Victoria, but part of New South Wales until 

1851) began on 9 May 1803 with 467 people, mostly convicts, occupying a site at present day 

Sorrento. Water shortages and conflict with the local Aboriginal people prompted the 

abandonment of the Sorrento settlement on 20 May 1804 (Broome, 1984, p. 17). Although sealers 

and their Tasmanian Aboriginal women lived intermittently on Phillip Island after 1805 and 

whalers operated seasonal bases at Port Fairy (1826) and Portland Bay (1828), the first permanent 

settlement was not established in the Port Phillip District until the Henty family settled illegally
44 

at Portland Bay where they landed on 19 November 1834 (Kiddle, 1961, p. 31). 

 

Favourable reports about the Port Phillip District from sealers, whalers and bark-cutters prompted 

interest among entrepreneurs in Tasmania who formed the Port Phillip Association with the aim 

of establishing pastoral holdings on the northern shore of Bass Strait 

(http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01164b.htm). In 1835 one of its leaders, entrepreneur 

and grazier John Batman (1801-1839), sailed from Tasmania and, after exploring Port Phillip Bay 

and its tributary rivers the Yarra and the Saltwater (re-named Maribyrnong in 1913), noted in his 

journal on 30 May 1835 that 'the land is excellent and very rich' 

(http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/batmans-journal). Batman subsequently 'purchased' 600,000 acres 

(240,000 hectares) from the Wurundjeri people and established an illegal squatter camp on the 

 
44 At this time settlement of the Port Phillip District was illegal because it was well outside the official mainland 

'limits of location' (which extended about 120 miles (200km) inland from Sydney, New South Wales) (Boyce, 2013, 

p. xiii). 

 

http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01164b.htm)
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01164b.htm)
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/batmans-journal)
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/batmans-journal)
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banks of the Yarra River (present day Melbourne)
45

 (http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-

history/colonial- melbourne/pioneers/batmans-treaty). 

 

 

 

 

John Wesley Burtt (1839-1917), Batman’s treaty with the Aborigines at Merri Creek, 

6th June 1835, c.1875 

 

The first residents of this camp were overwhelmingly former convicts who 'laid their axes to the 

roots of the trees, and began to clear the land for extensive cultivation. … [S]oon the hillside was 

clear, and man had taken permanent possession of the spot' (Sutherland & Sutherland, 1894, pp. 

133-134). 

 

Farmer and later hotelier and newspaper proprietor John Pascoe Fawkner's (1792-1869) party 

followed on 8 August 1835 and built huts on the banks of the Yarra River. By early 1836 eleven 

 
45 Batman's claim to this territory was based on the European idea of land ownership and legal contracts, a concept that 

was completely foreign to the Aboriginal people of Victoria. For them land was not about possession, but belonging. 

Territories might belong to different groups, but land could not be bought or sold. Batman also claimed that he had 

negotiated with Aboriginal 'chiefs' who were in charge of this land. But he was actually negotiating with the tribal 

elders who were not, in fact, in a position to sell their people's land, even if they had wanted to. The agreement was 

declared void on 26 August 1835 (published 2 September 1835, see proclamation below) by Governor Bourke 

(http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-melbourne/pioneers/batmans-treaty). 

 

Escaped convict William Buckley, who lived with the local Aboriginal community for 32 years, observed: 

...they had seen several of the native chiefs, with whom, as they said, they had exchanged all sorts of 

things for land; but that I knew could not have been, because unlike other savage communities, or people, 

they have no chiefs claiming or possessing any superior right over the soil: theirs only being as the heads 

of families. ... I therefore looked upon the land dealing spoken of as another hoax of the white man, to 

possess the inheritance of the uncivilised natives. 

(Morgan, 1852, p. 114) 

 

http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-melbourne/pioneers/batmans-treaty)
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/colonial-melbourne/convicts/buckley-and-aborigines
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ships were ferrying people and sheep across Bass Strait and the illegal settlement of the Port 

Phillip District became unstoppable, a fact recognised by Governor Sir Richard Bourke (1777-

1855) who consequently authorised settlement (Broome, 1984, pp. 17-20), despite his earlier 

proclamation which declared members of the Port Phillip Association trespassers on Crown Land 

(see below). 
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The ensuing exploration and settlement had a marked impact on the natural environment with 

land-clearing for timber, agriculture and grazing and exploitation of marine resources such as 

seals occurring. However, it should be noted that the original regimen of clearing the Yarra 

environment for cropping and grazing contrasted with that of some wealthy later immigrants who 

could occupy the best land, such as the Western District of Victoria,46  
47 without its being altered 

very much.48 By 1845, fewer than 240  wealthy squatters held all the pastoral licences then issued 

in Victoria (Dingle, 1984, pp. 26-27) and they became 'the venerated patriarchs of the landed 

families that were to wield so much political and economic power in Victoria for generations to 

come' (Boyce, 2013, p.163). These pastoralists tried to reproduce in large measure the society 

from which they had originated,49with some claiming that 'all our thoughts, feelings habits, 

customs, and all our associations are English' (Sullivan, 1985, p. 13).
 

 

An excellent example of this attempted emulation of the life of English nobility is Murndal, a 

property of 14,000 acres (5,600 hectares) on the Wannon River near Merino in the Western 

District taken up in 1838 by pastoralist Samuel Pratt Winter (1816-1878).50 Additions to the 

original two room stone cottage occurred from 1845 until the largely Tudor revival style 

homestead shown below was completed in 1906. The air of an English manor house was 

reinforced by the mode of dress (see photograph below), the impeccably groomed English-style 

gardens through which peacocks roamed and the kennels to house hounds for hunting 

(https://www.pinterest.com/pin/140104238383238855/; 

http://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/69689#sthash.F5EvKQyV.dpuf). 

 
46 For an outstanding work on the occupation of the Western District of Victoria see Kiddle, M. (1961). Men of 

yesterday: A social history of the Western District of Victoria 1834-1890. Melbourne, Australia: Melbourne 

University Press. For an extremely good account of the conflicts between the occupiers of the Western District and 

the local Aboriginal people see Critchett. J. (1990). A distant field of murder: Western District frontiers 1834-1848. 

Melbourne, Australia: Melbourne University Press. 

47 The Western District consists of a nearly flat volcanic plain created by a number of quite recently active volcanoes 

with some giving rise to fertile soils that make the district the best grazing land in Australia, as well as highly suitable 

for the production of vegetable crops (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_District_(Victoria). For a detailed 

description see Hills, E.S. (1960). Physiography of Victoria. Melbourne, Australia: Whitcombe & Tombs Pty. Ltd. 

pp. 261-264. 

48 The Western District was kept as open country because of the use of fire-stick farming by the Aboriginal 

inhabitants (see p. 319). 

49 For an excellent account of the attempt to establish a society based on blood, privilege and exclusion prior to the 

discovery of gold in Victoria and its democratic ramifications see de Serville, P. (1980). Port Phillip gentlemen and 

good society in Melbourne before the gold rushes. Melbourne, Australia: Oxford University Press. 

50 Five generations of the Winter Cooke family have occupied the house. The author of this thesis visited Murndal in 

1967. At this time it was stated that it was traditional for male members of the family to complete university studies 

in England and to marry an English woman. 

 

http://www.pinterest.com/pin/140104238383238855/%3B
http://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/69689#sthash.F5EvKQyV.dpuf)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volcano
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volcano
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andisols
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Murndal 

 

 

 

 

 

Arbella Winter (1821-1892) (sister of Samuel Pratt Winter), c.1864 
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Further evidence of the attempt to replicate 'home' is provided by the establishment in 1861 of 

The Victorian Acclimatisation Society that aimed to introduce, acclimatise and domesticate 

useful or ornamental birds, fish, insects, vegetables and other exotic species. According to The 

South Australian Advertiser: 

 

Our Victorian telegraphic correspondent informed us a few days ago that an 

'Acclimatisation Society' had been inaugurated under very favorable auspices in 

Melbourne. We wish all success to the 'Acclimatisation Society' although we fear that 

some of its promoters are to be regarded rather as enthusiasts than as practical men. Still, 

no doubt the bare possibility of peopling the woods, groves, forests, and rivers of Australia 

with the animals, birds, insects, and fishes of Europe, and especially of Britain, is 

sufficiently delightful to warrant an effort in that direction, and we shall rejoice to find 

that enthusiasts for once have judged better of the capabilities of Australian soil and 

climate than their less impulsive fellow-colonists. The Acclimatisation Society, as our 

readers will easily imagine, owes its birth to the enthusiasm of Mr. Edward Wilson,51 who 

has recently returned from England, more than ever resolved to fill Australia with 

European animals.  

 

The South Australian Advertiser, 5 March 1861 
 
 

Obviously the British occupation of Australia and the attempted emulation of things British could 

not be done without overcoming the resistance of the Aboriginal people who had occupied 

Australia for around 60,000 years.52 Arthur Phillip, the first Governor of New South Wales, was 

instructed by the British Government to 'open an intercourse with the natives and to conciliate 

their affections, enjoining all our subjects to live in amity and kindness with them' (quoted in 

Ward, 1987, p. 43). Despite these noble sentiments, almost all of the explorers and settlers did 

not consider the Aborigines to be human. For example, the noted explorer Thomas Mitchell 'on 

all his expeditions treated them like wild animals to be shot or frightened out of his way. In all 

probability he first used the word "dispersion" [or dispersal] as a white Australian euphemism for 

 
51 Edward Wilson (1813-1878) was owner of The Argus newspaper and a fierce critic of Victorian Governor La 

Trobe (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/wilson-edward-4866). 

52 For an excellent account of Aboriginal resistance in Victoria see Robinson, F. & York, B. (1977). The black 

resistance. Camberwell, Victoria, Australia: Widescope International Publishers Pty Ltd.  pp. 29-38. 

For excellent analyses of the impacts of the British invasion on Aboriginal society see:  

Reynolds, H. (1999). Why weren't we told? A personal search for the truth about our history. Ringwood, Victoria, 

Australia: Viking Penguin Books Australia Ltd.  

Reynolds, H. (2001). An indelible stain? The question of genocide in Australia's history. Ringwood, Victoria, 

Australia: Viking Penguin Books Australia Ltd. 
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the murder of Aborigines. … [H]e named the place where the bloodiest affray occurred Mount 

Dispersion' (Ward, 1987, p. 74). 

 

Many such 'dispersions' in Victoria have been documented (see, for example, Rowley, 1972; 

Robinson & York, 1977; Critchett, 1990; Gardner, 1993; Hall, 1998) and, despite some attempts 

to ameliorate the widespread discrimination and brutality against Aborigines, the efforts to save 

them from 'dispersal' and degradation failed dismally (Woolmington, 1979). By 1845 'the 

Aborigines [of Port Phillip] had suffered a devastating decimation of their numbers – a decline of 

more than fifty percent – as a result of the British colonial aggression' (Robinson & York, 1977, 

p. 37) and because of susceptibility to introduced diseases such as tuberculosis, influenza, 

smallpox and syphilis (Dowling, 1997, p. 5). 

 

It is interesting to note that, in justifying the 'dispersal' of Aboriginal people, one of the early 

settlers attributed the 'preparation for settlement' to earlier Aboriginal practices, giving lie to the 

doctrine of terra nullius, a notion which held that the country was essentially 'unsettled' and 

'unmodified' by Aboriginal occupation (Jones, 1985).53 In 1848 settler I.C. Byrne wrote that: 

 

… as they have been passing from creation, they have performed their allotted task; and 

the fires of the dark child of the forest have cleared the soil, the hills and the valleys of 

the superabundant scrub and timber that covered the country and presented a bar to its 

occupation. Now, prepared by the hands of the lowest race in the scale of humanity … 

the soil of these extensive regions is ready to receive the virgin impressions of civilised 

man. 

(quoted in Vandenbeld, 1988, p. 241) 

 

This sentiment allowed the almost complete removal of Aboriginal people from Australia's 

historical narrative, including consideration of their attitudes towards the environment.54  

 
53 Even the astute and empathetic Australian historian Ian Turner referred to an 'untouched' environment prior to the 

1788 British occupation (Turner, 1968, p. x). 

 
54 Notwithstanding some attempts in the 1940s to take into account Aboriginal contributions to Australia's 

development (see discussion of the Jindyworobak movement in Chapter 6), it was only in the post-1960 period that 

Aboriginal resistance leaders such as Pemulwuy, Yagan,
 
Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner and Aboriginal 

land management practices (see discussion of fire-stick farming in Chapter 12) were recognised, albeit still to a very 

limited extent.  

Pemulwuy killed Governor Phillip's convict gamekeeper John McIntyre in 1790 in response to his abuse of 

Aboriginal women. This killing led to reprisals against other Aboriginal people and a reward for the capture or killing 

of Pemulwuy. He was eventually shot in 1802 after waging a guerrilla war against settlers. Pemulwuy's head was 

preserved and was sent to Sir Joseph Banks in England, accompanied by a letter from Governor King, who wrote: 

'Although a terrible pest to the colony, he was a brave and independent character' (Bladen, 1802, p. 783). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Banks
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Of course, the British occupation of Victoria was not done in isolation from that of the rest of 

Australia. Perspectives about the Victorian environment varied but they were influenced by the 

views expressed more widely in Australia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although 

there were favourable reports about the land of eastern Australia and enthusiastic 

entrepreneurship from some sections of the community, generally there was a lack of affinity 

with the Australian environment with most early settlers finding it to be monotonous, uniform 

and melancholy. For example, according to Surgeon John White (1756?-1832) of the First Fleet 

(1788), the country is 'so forbidding and so hateful as only to merit execration and curses' 

(Historical Records of New South Wales, p. 333). This theme was persistent, as shown by the 

following passage written circa 1870. 

 

I can imagine nothing more depressing than a long ride or drive through the Australian 

bush. … to this day I never look upon a blue gum-tree without a mournful feeling coming 

over me. I see again the long rows of these forbidding trees which I passed through … 

as I rode down from Armidale to Grafton. … The intolerable weariness of those woeful 

gums oppressed me. They are the most dissipated-looking trees I ever beheld. Dante 

could well have represented them in his Inferno, in the shape of drunken men, standing 

around in sempiternal penitence for their orgies of the past. And the wretched things with 

their blotchy trunks and bare foliage give no shade. 

 

(Hyndman, 1911, pp. 122-123) 

 

 

 

Yagan was of the Nyungar people from south-west Western Australia, where Perth, Fremantle and Albany are now 

situated. In June 1832 a settler named Gaze was killed by Nyungar warriors. Yagan was accused of being one of the 

leaders responsible and officially declared an outlaw. A reward of £320 was placed on his head. He was shot and 

killed in 1833. His head was preserved and presented to the Liverpool Royal Institute for exhibition. In January 1835, 

London's Literary Gazette noted that phrenological examination had confirmed the 'barbarous passions' of its owner 

when living (https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/yagan-aboriginal-resistance-hero). 

 

Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner were among 16 Tasmanian Aborigines who were brought to Melbourne in 

1839 by the protector of Aborigines, George Robinson, to 'civilise' the Victorian Aborigines. In late 1841, the two 

men and three women stole two guns and waged a six-week guerrilla-style campaign in the Dandenongs and on the 

Mornington Peninsula, burning stations and killing two sealers. After capture, the men were convicted of murder 

and the women were acquitted. In 1842 Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner became the first men publicly 

executed in Victoria, being hanged in front of 5000 people - a quarter of Victoria's white population - from gallows 

erected on a small rise near what is now the corner of Bowen and Franklin streets. Their bodies are buried under the 

Queen Victoria Market (Topsfield, 2009). 

 

 

 

 

http://www.greenleft.org.au/content/yagan-aboriginal-resistance-hero)
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Despite such sentiments, over time some affection for the Australian environment grew. For 

example, journalist and novelist Marcus Clarke (1846-1881),55 when commenting on Louis 

Buvelot's (1814-1888) painting Waterpool Near Coleraine (Sunset) (1869) (below), wrote: 

 

In Australia alone is to be found the Grotesque, the Weird – the strange scribblings of 

Nature learning how to write. Some see no beauty in our trees without shade, our flowers 

without perfume, our birds who cannot fly, and our beasts who have not yet learned to 

walk on all fours. But the dweller in the wilderness acknowledges the subtle charm of 

this fantastic land of monstrosities. He becomes familiar with the beauty of loneliness 

… learns the language of the barren and the uncouth, and can read the hieroglyphs of 

haggard gum-trees56 … and the Poet of our desolation begins to comprehend why free 

Esau loved his heritage of desert sand better than all the bountiful richness of Egypt. 

 

(quoted in Smith, 1975, p. 136) 

 

 

 
55 Author of His Natural Life. (The title was changed to For the Term of His Natural Life by the publishers of this 

work after Clarke's death). A novel in the grand tradition, it places Clarke, along with Charles Reade, Victor Hugo and 

Fyodor Dostoevsky, among the great nineteenth-century visionaries who found in the problems of crime and 

punishment a new insight into the foundations of human worth. This book has outlasted all of Clarke's other writings, 

and is the one work of fiction produced in the whole first century of Australia's British history to justify description 

as monumental (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/clarke-marcus-andrew-hislop-3225). For a comprehensive 

discussion of Clarke's work see Haynes, 2006, Ch. 5. 

56 Possibly a reference to Scribbly Gum (either Eucalyptus haemastoma or Eucalyptus sclerophylla) which often has 

scribbles in the bark caused by the larvae of the Scribbly Gum Moth. 

 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/clarke-marcus-andrew-hislop-3225
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Louis Buvelot, Waterpool Near Coleraine (Sunset), 1869 

 

According to historian Geoffrey Serle (1922-1998), for at least the first century after the 1788 

occupation, Australia 'was a transplanted society, a new province (or group of provinces) of the 

United Kingdom, a rapidly expanding component of the British Empire. Bound by the various 

assumptions they had acquired in their British youth, community leaders strove to recreate British 

society, either totally or in modified form' (Serle, 1973, p. 19). Journalist, historian and political 

commentator C. Hartley Grattan (1902-1980),57 argued that such a course involves 'the intricate 

process of establishing continuities, accepting discontinuities, and engendering original 

contributions [from which] a palpably original synthesis evolves' (Nadel, 1957, p. xi). 

 

Serle asserted that the continuities and discontinuities can be identified easily, viz: 

 
57 Despite being born and working in America, Grattan forged links with Australia, especially through the Australian 

Institute of Political Science. After visiting Australia in 1936-8 and 1940 he wrote Introducing Australia. (1949) 

which helped to introduce Australia to Americans and also to interest Australians in their own country 

(adb.anu.edu.au/biography/grattan-clinton-hartley-10343). 
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Australia grew up as in part a product of the American and French Revolutions, in the 

age of liberalism and the challenge by democracy and the overthrow of religious 

certitude and authority, and in the Victorian age when the doctrines of self-help and 

self-improvement flourished. The Australian colonies inherited and reproduced British 

law, parliamentary government … the British versions of Christianity, prevailing ideas 

in economics, politics, education and culture. … There were also major discontinuities 

which indicate the speedy triumph of secular liberalism: rapid exclusion of both 

conservative-aristocratic and church-dominated structures of society. 

(Serle, 1973, p. 19) 

 

This view was supported, at least in part, by historian Keith Hancock (1898-1988) who argued 

that Australia's development was moulded to a considerable extent by eighteenth century socio- 

political revolutionary activity and by the Industrial Revolution (Hancock, 1930). Historian 

Stephen Alomes agreed with this analysis, asserting that 'Australian experience since 1788 has 

been in part the product of the political, economic, social and cultural development of one 

Western settler society in the era created by two continuing revolutions, 1789 and the Industrial 

Revolution and after' (Alomes, 1991, p. 20). Historical geographer D.N. Jeans related the late 

settlement of Australia to the conquest of nature, asserting that 'the full power of the industrial 

revolution, lacking any sense of ecology, was brought to bear on the land' (Jeans, 1987, p. 6). 

 

As discussed previously, the rational optimism of the Enlightenment and the Industrial 

Revolution continued to shape the earlier widespread view that the world was made to serve 

humans, a view that remained largely unchallenged throughout the period from the British 

invasion in 1788 until the early 1960s in Australia. According to historian William Lines (1991) the 

Enlightenment ideas of progress, economic growth and development were transported to 

Australia and employed in the conquest of nature, often using the technological products of the 

Industrial Revolution. 'The bush, like the wildlife and the Aborigines sheltering within, was 

seen to stand in the way, not only of order and light, but of progress' (Lines, 1991, p. 41). He 

further asserted that '[t]he [European] people who lived on the continent believed their co- 

operation in the nation's collective conquest of nature would benefit themselves; that their 

freedom, prosperity and happiness would be ensured' (Lines, 1991, p 243). However, in addition 

to the influences of the Enlightenment and of the Industrial Revolution there have been original 

contributions to the Australian experience, including the development of myths. 
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Myths should be considered in any analysis of Australia's development 'since myths always 

determine and shape our experience of environment' (Tacey, 1995, p. 111), a view earlier 

enunciated by essayist and critic Vance Palmer (1885-1959) who argued that myths make a very 

important contribution to the development of a national identity. According to Palmer, '[m]en 

cannot feel really at home in any environment until they have transformed the natural shapes 

around them by infusing them with myth. … Myth-making is an important means of 

communication, of bringing people together' (Palmer, 1954, p. 52). Although not unique to 

Australia,58 the frontier myth has been seen as a determinant of national character, a character 

born largely from the struggle of post-1788 colonising settlers to conquer nature. 

 

The most well-known analysis of post-1788 Australian myths and concomitant beliefs and 

attitudes is that of historian Russel Ward (1914-1995). According to Ward most Australians, at 

least at the time of his writing, identified with characteristics that first found expression most 

markedly in the frontier life of the nomad pastoral workers of the outback and that, in turn, 

permeated Australian society and culture generally. Ward argued that this 'nomad tribe' possessed 

the qualities of independence and self-sufficiency, strong sentiments of mateship and a love of 

freedom and, albeit sometimes grudgingly, of the land itself, although the conquest of nature 

remained the principal goal. Some features of mateship and the conquest of nature are captured in 

Australian artist David Davies' (1864-1939) narrative painting Under the Burden and Heat of the 

Day59 (1890) in which an itinerant horse-riding bushman provides water to an exhausted 

swaggie60 under the full blaze of the Australian sun with a dead, ring-barked tree nearby. 

 

 

 

58 See, for example, Turner (1893) for America, Furniss (1997) for Canada, Rector (2005) for Chile, Belich, (2011) for 

New Zealand and South Africa and Brown (2008) for Argentina. 

59 The title of this work was taken from the Bible, Matthew 20: 12. 

60  'Swaggie' is an Australian colloquialism for a swagman, a man who travels about the country on foot, living on his 

earnings from occasional jobs or on gifts of money or food. A swag is a bundle or roll usually carried across the 

shoulders and containing the swagman's personal belongings. 
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David Davies, Under the Burden and Heat of the Day, 1890 

 

 

The bushman's ethos permeated and coloured that of the trade union movement, which in turn 

spread it through wide sections of the Australian community. 'This legend sees the bushman, the 

itinerant worker of the outback and the tradition he lived by as the embodiment of qualities which 

are most typical of Australians as they would like to think of themselves' (Thornhill, 1992, p. 96). 

According to Ward, the 'Australian spirit' or 'national mystique' arose from this 'apotheosis of the 

nomad tribe' (Ward, 1958, pp. 207-237). 

 

At the end of the time period of this study Ward's proposition had largely lost its resonance with 

most Australians because of their living in cities and its lack of consideration of, inter alia, 

Aboriginal people, women, non-British immigrants, non-whites and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Trans and Intersex (LGBTI)61 people. However, it still remained important. The Australian 

cultural ideals identified by Ward continued as bases for beliefs, attitudes and behaviour in some 

sections of Australian society and were exploited by some politicians, union leaders and others. 

For example, John Howard, Prime Minister from 1996 to 2007, often used the 'Aussie battler' 

image to his political advantage, union leaders frequently appealed for 'mateship and solidarity' 

 
61 This terminology follows that prescribed in the Victorian Government's Inclusive Language Guide 

(htpps://www.vic.gov.au/equality/inclusive language).  
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among members, the ANZAC legend was commodified and there was a substantial increase in 

jingoism at international sporting events in which Australia was competing. As historian Carl 

Bridge somewhat paradoxically asserted, 'while the historical moment of those attitudes has now 

passed … the legendary Australian [Ward] described is still indelibly at the core of our DNA' 

(Bridge, 2008, p. 199). 

 

Although Ward's focus was on the development of the 'Australian legend', he endeavoured to 

place the Australian tradition in the wider perspective of European and American thought and 

history. Ward drew parallels between frontier life in America and in Australia (Ward, 1958, pp. 

238-259), an analysis that followed the nineteenth century dissertations of essayist Francis Adams 

(1862-1893), an Englishman who spent about five years in Australia, but who never went to 

America, and Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932), a prominent American historian who was 

influenced by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer. 

 

Adams wrote that '[t]he West was the heart of the country, the genuine America, and the Interior 

is the heart of the genuine Australia, and, if needs be, will do as much for the nation and the race' 

(Adams, 1893, p. 171). This claim is in line with the views expressed by Turner in his frontier 

theory and its application to American history. Turner asserted that the wilderness of the West was 

where distinctively American characteristics such as informality, democracy and initiative 

emerged.62 According to Turner, '[t]he wilderness masters the colonist. … In short, the frontier is 

at first too strong for the man. He must accept the conditions it furnishes or perish. … [But] little 

by little he transforms the wilderness [into] a new product that is American' (Turner, 1893, p. 4). 

Turner's noble frontiersman became a typical representative of his countrymen. 

 

Although there are parallels between American and Australian development, the close similarities 

expressed by Adams have, quite rightly, been challenged by some writers. For example, writer, 

publisher and political activist P.R. 'Inky' Stephensen (1901-1965)63 asserted that: 

 

There is a parallel, but not a close similarity, between Australia and America. In both 

countries a continental wilderness, sparsely populated with Aborigines, has been 

 
62 A view disputed by some later historians. See, for example, Schlesinger, 1945, p. 263. 

63 Early in his career Percy Reginald Stephensen, a Rhodes scholar in 1924, was an archetypal member of the racially 

conscious left, dedicated to the interests of white Australians and the Australian nation. He began his political career 

as a communist but later moved to the nationalistic, anti-Semitic right. He was interned without trial at Tatura in 

Victoria, Australia from March 1942 until August 1945 for his pro-German and pro-Japanese sentiments 

(http://www. australianculture.org). 

http://www/
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subdued and colonised, within recent historical times, by invaders from overseas. Here 

the parallel ends. Both countries have been 'pioneered', but Australia is quite dissimilar 

from America in social and historical construction. Australia has no large minorities - of 

Negroes, Jews, Italians, mixed Europeans - no historical Spanish, French, or Puritan 

influences: all mighty facts in America. We are in extraction solidly and stolidly pure 

British of the nineteenth century, homogeneously British, ninety per cent British. The 

ten per cent minority comprises Germans and Danes, who become assimilated 

immediately, with a sprinkling of Latins and 'sundries', who become assimilated in one 

generation. The only big minority is our twenty-five per cent Irish, who (whether they 

admit it or not) come from one of the two major British Islands. 

 

We have none of America's historical background of Elizabethan piracy and 

buccaneering, Spanish conquistadores, black slavery, French revolutionary ferment and 

Rights of Man philosophy; no Pilgrim Fathers or Mormon sects or Civil War traditions 

of 'liberty' and emancipation - no 'history' of the obvious or picturesque kind. America, 

the great melting pot, is often as incomprehensible to us as it is to any other homogeneous 

people observing it from afar. 

(Stephensen, 1935. p. 11) 

 

Notwithstanding these differences between Australia and America, there were similarities as 

shown in the views expressed by Adams and Turner, both of whom shared fully in the 

assumptions of their time. They believed in the innately 'natural' virtue of nationalism, in the 

inevitability of 'progress', and in the self-evident superiority of white men and their civilisation.  

 

These characteristics have been at the core of the traditional post-1788 Australian myths, such as, 

inter alia, the original idea of terra nullius, the spread throughout Australian society of the 

'bushman's ethos', egalitarianism, often expressed as mateship amongst men, and human progress 

commensurate with the degree of control attained over nature. 

 

The observations discussed above do not imply that the traditional myths as determinants of 

national character or the desirability of their concomitant effects have always been accepted 

without question in academic or in popular circles. For example, academics, including Kapferer 

(1988), Alomes (1991), McGregor (1994), Head (1994, 1999) and Rose (1991, 1997), have 

asserted, with considerable validity, that the development of a national identity is much more 

complex than the frontier myth alleges. As historian Richard White declared, 'when we look at 

ideas about national identity … we need to ask, not whether they are true or false, but what their 

function is, whose creation they are, and whose interests they serve' (White, 1981, p. viii). 

Whatever the origins of an Australian national character, however amorphous such an identity 
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might be, or even if such a thing exists, it is obvious that the conquest of nature conviction has 

been widespread throughout all sections of Australian society and has persisted since 1788. 

 

This belief in the mastery of nature provided much material and inspiration for writers, artists,64 

industrialists, political leaders and educators throughout the nineteenth century in Australia. For 

example, in his poem Australasia written in 1823, poet and politician William Charles Wentworth 

(1790- 1872) included: 

 

Be theirs [the Australasians'] task to lay with lusty blow  

The ancient giants of the forest low, 

With frequent fires the cumbered plain to clear  

To tame the steed, and yoke the stubborn steer,  

With cautious plough to rip the virgin earth 

And watch her firstborn harvest from its birth. 

(Wentworth, 1823, p. 3) 

 

Poet and entertainer Charles Thatcher (1830-1878) echoed this theme in 1864 in his poem Hurrah 

for Australia in which he wrote: 

… our dearest and greatest ambition  

Is to settle and cultivate land;  

Australia's thousands are crying 

For a home in the vast wilderness,  

Whilst millions of acres are lying  

In their primitive wild uselessness. 

(quoted in Turner, 1968, p. 68) 

 

The pioneer settler and artist John Glover's (1767-1849) painting A View of the Artist's House 

and Garden, Mills Plains (1835) is a testament to British settlement and the mastery of nature, 

with an exotic garden replacing the original vegetation. According to art historian John McPhee, 

'[t]he overwhelming impression is that of man's ability to bring order and productivity to the small 

space he occupies within the natural wilderness. A sunny blue sky further emphasises the 

atmosphere of accomplishment and optimism' (McPhee, quoted in Hansen, 2003, p. 115). 

 

 
64  Most of the writers and artists who romanticised 'the bush' were city dwellers (see Davison, 1994). 
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John Glover, A View of the Artist's House and Garden, Mills Plains, 1835 

 

 

Further evidence of the acceptance of the conquest of nature theme is provided by the popularity 

of the subdued bucolic landscapes of Australian painters such as Arthur Streeton (1867-1943) 

who depicted 'rural labourers and stock set in nostalgically heroic settings, which were derived 

from a broad base, but especially [from] the Barbizon artists Jean Millet 65 and Camille Corot' 66 

(North, 1977, p. 13). 

 

 

 
65 Jean-Francois Millet (1814-1875). 

66 Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796-1875). 
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Jean-Francois Millet, L'homme à la houe (Man with a hoe), 1860-1862 

 

 

 

 

 

Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, Farmer kneeling picking dandelions, 1865 
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Arthur Streeton, The Selector's Hut: Whelan on the Log, 1890 

 

 

The evocative 'bush' poetry of A.B 'Banjo' Paterson (1864-1941) popularised the romantic figure 

of the bushman for city dwellers in Australia, as illustrated in his late nineteenth century poem 

The Old Australian Ways that contains: 

… 

The narrow ways of English folk  

Are not for such as we; 

They bear the long-accustomed yoke  

Of staid conservancy: 

But all our roads are new and strange,  

And through our blood there runs  

The vagabonding love of change  
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That drove us westward of the range  

And westward of the suns. 

 
(Mackaness, 1952, p. 296) 

 

Although most Australians adhered to the premise that nature was there to be conquered, some 

observers saw the attempts to master nature in Australia as analogous to rape. For example, 

Stephensen (see above) claimed that 'for the first hundred and fifty years of colonizing, the 

immigrants have merely raped the land, or "settled" it, as we say, with unconscious irony in our 

choice of a word to describe the process of destroying its primitiveness' (Stephensen, 1935, p. 

14). 

 

While there is considerable truth in Stephensen's claim, not all occupiers of Australia were 

environmental vandals intent on raping the land. In fact, the British occupation occurred in an 

age when many leaders, albeit in small numbers in Australia, were gifted all-rounders intent on 

furthering their understanding of the natural world. For example, of the Colonial Governors, 

'Bligh had distinguished scientific attainments; Sir Thomas Brisbane was a good astronomer and 

like Bligh was a Fellow of the Royal Society; Sir John Franklin was a great explorer and talented 

scientist; Sir Richard Bourke, when he retired, edited the correspondence of his kinsman, Edmund 

Burke; and C.J. La Trobe [first Governor of Victoria] was a cultural virtuoso' (Serle, 1973, p. 2). 

Furthermore, the main preoccupation of a high proportion of the educated and cultured settlers 

also was with scientific matters (Smith, 1960, pp. 3-6). Those people who were inquisitive 'found 

Australia to be a topsy-turvy land where all things were exceptional and inverted' (Serle, 1973, 

p. 15). 

 

However, it should be recognised that few British occupiers were educated, cultured and 

inquisitive. Some early settlers exploited the environment in an uncontrollable way. For example, 

as noted above, in Victoria in the late 1820s and early 1830s sealers lived at Portland Bay, Port 

Fairy, Westernport and Phillip Island with devastating effects on the seal colonies, well before 

official settlement of these areas (Boyce, 2008, loc. 355). 

 

Although not claiming that nature should not be mastered, poet and short story writer Henry 

Lawson (1867-1922), in opposition to Paterson's romanticisation of the bush, argued that the true 

picture of hardship in the conquest of nature should be portrayed. He wrote that: 
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We wish to Heaven that Australian writers would leave off trying to make a paradise out 

of the Out Back Hell. … What's the good of making a heaven of a hell when by 

describing it as it really is we might do some good for the poor lost souls there?' 

(Bulletin, 1893, quoted in Kiernan, n.d., p. 19) 

 

Lawson also emphasised the impact of the attempts to subdue nature on women in some of  his 

short stories. For example, his 1892 tale The Drover's Wife, later included in The Victorian 

Readers Fifth Book (1930), tells the story of a bushwoman who has not heard from her drover 

husband for six months. She is sitting waiting for a snake to emerge from beneath the floor of her 

hut after her children have fallen asleep. The story contains: 

 

But this bushwoman is used to the loneliness of it [the bush]. As a girl-wife she hated it, 

but now she would feel strange away from it. 

 

She is glad when her husband returns, but she does not gush or make a fuss about it. She 

gets him something good to eat, and tidies up the children. 

 

She seems contented with her lot. She loves her children, but has no time to show it. She 

seems harsh to them. Her surroundings are not favourable to the development of the 

'womanly' or sentimental side of nature. … 

(Lawson, 1935, pp. 107-114) 

 

The Heidelberg School67 painter, Frederick McCubbin (1855-1917), although often depicting 

romantic images of bush activity, also portrayed the harshness of nature in his painting The North 

Wind (1891). According to art critic Patrick McCaughey: 

 

The driving dust and heat-ridden wind sweeps all before it, including the selector and his 

family. Clearly the family has been forced off their property – all their belongings are 

 
67 The Heidelberg School was the first significant art movement in Australia. The name originated in July 1891, 

when art critic Sidney Dickinson wrote the following review of the exhibitions of Arthur Streeton and Walter 

Withers: Two prominent members of the coterie of Melbourne Artists are at the present moment holding Exhibitions 

of their works. Mr Arthur Streeton in Mr Tom Roberts's studio, Grosvenor Chambers; and Mr Walter Withers, at 

Number 463 Collins Street. Both these artists are of that practice which may be called, for purposes of distinction, 

the 'HEIDELBERG SCHOOL' for their work has been done chiefly in this attractive suburb [of Melbourne], where, 

with others of like inclination, they have established a summer congregation for out-of-door painting. 

(http://www.artistsfootsteps.com/html/Australian_critic.htm) 

 

http://www.artistsfootsteps.com/html/Australian_critic.htm)
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packed into the rickety cart – whether by drought or bank foreclosure hardly matters. The 

harshness of the Australian environment takes its toll on man, woman and child. 

 

(McCaughey, 2014, p. 89) 

 

 

 

Frederick McCubbin, The North Wind, 1891 

 

 

Streeton (see above) was another Heidelberg School painter whose painting Fire's On (1891) 

epitomises the incursion of industry into the Australian natural environment. The painting 

captures the aftermath of the death of a railway worker in an explosion during the construction of 

a railway line across the Blue Mountains, west of Sydney. In describing the painting McCaughey 

observed that: 

 

The land is the centre of the work; it asserts a presence and holds out a challenge to the 

designs of men. Streeton takes the massive scale of the enterprise and makes it the scale 

of his own painting. The obdurate character of the land and the struggle to master it 

became a central part of the national myth and identity. Here it receives its fullest, most 

profound treatment. 

(McCaughey, 2014, p. 92) 
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Arthur Streeton, Fire's On, 1891 

 

The exploitation of the natural environment took a new and profoundly important turn in the 

1850s in Victoria. After separation from New South Wales in 1851 the colony of Victoria became 

one of the wealthiest places in the world because of the discovery of gold, announced in July 

1851. The Victorian Gold Discovery Committee68 wrote in 1854: 

 

The discovery of the Victorian Goldfields has converted a remote dependency into a 

country of world-wide fame; it has attracted a population, extraordinary in number, with 

 
68 A committee established in June 1851 by Victorian Governor La Trobe to offer a reward of £200 to anyone who 

found payable amounts of gold within 200 miles of Melbourne. It was established to obviate the rush to the New South Wales 

goldfields after gold was discovered in February 1851 (http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/discover_collections/history_nation/gold/victoria/). 

http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/discover_collections/history_nation/gold/victoria/)
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unprecedented rapidity; it has enhanced the value of property to an enormous extent; it 

has made this the richest country in the world; and, in less than three years, it has done 

for this colony the work of an age, and made its impulses felt in the most distant regions of 

the earth. 

(The Sydney Morning Herald, 28 March 1854) 

 

Optimism abounded as shown, for example, by the following extract from The Mount Alexander 

Mail. 

 

We … prognosticate a most brilliant future for ourselves and our township, surrounded 

as we are by the richest Goldfields – the most fertile land, peopled by industrious and 

thriving population – we may reasonably hope that under our own institutions, unfettered 

by Governmental restrictions, Castlemaine69 may look forward some day to be spoken of 

in the world's history, as one of the largest and most populous towns in the gold districts 

of Victoria, in the United States of Australia. 

 

(The Mount Alexander Mail, 20 May 1854) 

 

Obviously discussion of the full impact of the Victorian gold rushes is beyond the scope of this 

study but two relevant effects are those on the environment and on education, the former receiving 

virtually no attention in general historical accounts of the gold rushes. For example, Serle's The 

Golden Age (1977), perhaps the best work on the significance of the discovery of gold in Victoria, 

barely includes reference to the environment. This is probably  due, in part, to the paucity of 

information and the lack of environmental concern at the time given that the 'conquest of nature' 

view prevailed throughout the nineteenth century in Australia. 

 

One account that did provide observations of the environmental impact of gold mining was that 

of explorer and anthropologist Alfred Howitt (1830-1908) who wrote: 

 

[W]e had quietness and greenness, and the most deliciously cool water, sweet and clear. 

But this quietness and greenness cannot last. Prospectors will quickly follow us. We 

foresee that all these bushy banks of the creek will be rapidly and violently invaded. The 

hop-scrubs will be burnt, the bushes in and on the creek cleared away, the trees on the 

slope felled, and the ground torn up for miles around. The crystalline water will be made 

 
69 The confidence of The Mount Alexander Mail was not justified. In the 2011 census it was found that the population 

of the central Victorian town of Castlemaine was 6751 (http://castlemaine.localstats.com.au/demographics/vic/northern-

victoria/bendigo/Castlemaine) and there is no 'United States of Australia'. 
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thick and foul with gold-washing; and the whole will be converted into a scene of 

desolation and discomfort. 

 

(http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf) 

 

Another contemporary account described the impact of mining thus: 

 

Saturday 18: – Fine day; we now approached Bendigo. The timber here is very large. 

Here we first beheld the majestic iron bark Eucalypti, the trunks of which are fluted with 

the exquisite regularity of a Doric column; they are in truth the noblest ornaments of 

these mighty forests. A few miles further, and the diggings themselves burst upon our 

view. Never shall I forget that scene, it well repaid a journey even of sixteen thousand 

miles. The trees had been all cut down. It looked like a sandy plain, or one vast broken 

succession of countless gravel pits – the earth was everywhere turned up – men's heads 

in every direction were popping up and down from their holes. 

 

(http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf) 

 

Artist S.T. Gill (1818-1880) also provided evidence of the environmental impact of gold 

mining. For example, his Diggings in the Mount Alexander district of Victoria in 1852 

watercolour shows the destruction of the local Box-Ironbark forest. 

 

 

 

 

S.T. Gill, Diggings in the Mount Alexander district of Victoria in 1852, 1874 

http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf)
http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf)
http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf)
http://www.latrobesociety.org.au/LaTrobeana/LaTrobeanaV11n3.pdf)
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According to then (2012) PhD candidate in the Department of Botany, La Trobe University 

Anna Murphy: 

 

Gold prospecting had a number of direct impacts on the Box Ironbark forests. The timber 

was felled and following excavation the soil was left heaped in mullocks. Deep shafts 

were dug and topsoil, mullock and tailings were all mixed together and deposited in large 

piles. The soil seed bank and organic matter crucial for supporting soil biota like bacteria 

and fungi as well as supporting seedling germination were buried. Large, old hollow-

bearing trees were cut down or ring barked causing a dramatic loss of habitat for fauna 

(particularly hollow-dwelling mammals and birds). The widespread harvesting of timber 

also led to the extensive coppicing we now see in these regions by creating younger 

stems that take many years to develop hollows. The denudation of the soil also led to 

erosion (particularly around waterways) which polluted creeks through siltation and 

sedimentation. In some instances the impacts to water bodies were so severe that creeks 

and streams were diverted. 

(Murphy, 2012, p. 19) 

 

Obviously the gold rushes had considerable direct negative environmental impacts70 but, given 

the prevailing widespread attitude that the natural environment was there for exploitation, few 

people expressed any real disquiet. Some gold-field towns such as Bendigo71 and Ballarat72 

flourished, becoming regional centres of commerce and culture with substantial infrastructure as 

shown below. 

 

 

 

 
70 For a more-detailed account see Garden, D. (2001) Catalyst or cataclysm? Gold mining and the environment. 

Victorian Historical Journal. 72 (1-2). 

71 See Clarke, F. (1979). Early days on Bendigo. Carlton, Victoria, Australia: Queensberry Hill Press. 

72 See Withers, W. (1887). The history of Ballarat. Ballarat, Victoria, Australia: F.W. Niven & Co. 
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Bendigo Town Hall (construction commenced 1872) 

 

 

 

Ballarat Art Gallery (constructed 1884) 
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The gold rushes also contributed substantially to the growth of 'Marvellous Melbourne'.73 From 

the end of the 1850s there was a growing middle class of merchants, civil servants and professional 

men, all contributing to the growth of an urban economy based on wealth resulting from the richest 

gold rushes in the world. By the 1880s Melbourne was one of the most affluent cities in the world 

and was acquiring the characteristics of a mature metropolis including hegemony in its region, a 

complex internal economy and a metropolitan culture (Davison, 1979, pp. 6-7). 

 

 

 

 

The Exhibition Building and Carlton Gardens, Melbourne (completed in 1880) 

 

 

Part of Melbourne's economy consisted of industries such as wool-washing, tallow-making, 

brewing and flour milling, most of which occurred in the riverside suburbs of Richmond and 

Collingwood (Parsons, 1970, pp. 11-12). As a consequence of the processes and the disposal of 

waste products of these industries and the lack of an effective sewerage system the Yarra River 

became heavily polluted. In some quarters 'Marvellous Melbourne' became derogatively known 

as 'Marvellous Smelbourne'. One commentator stated that 'anything more degrading to a fine city 

 
73 For an outstanding account of 'Marvellous Melbourne' see Davison, G. (1979). The rise and fall of Marvellous 

Melbourne. Melbourne, Australia: Melbourne University Press. 
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than soil carts parading the streets at night or nightmen being met on the staircase of a stately hotel, 

polluting the air with an abominable stench cannot well be imagined' (Croll, 1935, p. 54). Although 

a rather ineffectual Yarra Pollution Act was passed in 1855 to protect the city's main water supply, 

little concern was expressed over environmental degradation (Davison, 1979, p. 44). 

 

One Victorian organisation that did express apprehension over the destruction of nature in the 

name of progress was the Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria, founded in 188074 to stimulate an 

interest in natural history and to promote the protection of native flora and fauna. It is the oldest 

conservation group in Victoria and since 1884 it has published a journal, The Victorian Naturalist, 

which is issued six times a year (http://www.fncv.org.au/). 

 

 

 

 
74 The Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria continues as a vigorous and practical advocate of conservation and the 

study of natural history to this day. It currently has approximately 900 members (http://www.fncv.org.au/). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victoria%2C_Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=The_Victorian_Naturalist&amp;amp%3Baction=edit&amp;amp%3Bredlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=The_Victorian_Naturalist&amp;amp%3Baction=edit&amp;amp%3Bredlink=1
http://www.fncv.org.au/)
http://www.fncv.org.au/)
http://www.fncv.org.au/)
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The initial proclamations of Arbor Day in Australia, which was initiated in South Australia in 

June 1889 and spread to the eastern colonies in 1890, appeared to be in accord with the principles 

espoused by the Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria in that children were to experience nature.75 

However, such was not the case as there was a mismatch between the aims of the Field Naturalists' 

Club of Victoria and those of Arbor Day which were devoted to the planting of non-Australian 

trees and 'making a nation'. As reported in The South Australian Register, 20 June 1889: 

 

The American institution of 'Arbor Day' is, as from to-day, established in this colony.76 A 

proportion of the pupils in our State schools [will] go out to plant trees. … When the 

word is given, the trees will be planted, a great celebration will be over, and the children 

of the schools will have received a lesson on the value of arboriculture. 

It must not be forgotten, however, that the mere planting of a tree in a ready-made hole 

will not go far towards making a nation. What will do more in that direction is the 

digging of the hole and the finding of the proper tree to plant. It would be a good thing 

to have the waste places of the colony covered with [non-Australian] planes, or oaks, or 

pines, or whatever trees are best adapted to the condition of the case. 

They [the pupils] will at least be taught to attach value to the object for whose sake they 

are marshalled in holiday array and relieved from the cares and vexations of ordinary 

school routine. 

(The South Australian Register, 20 June 1889) 

 

 

 
75 See comments on Arbor Day and Field Naturalists' Clubs in Frank Tate's Introduction in Leach, 1918, pp. 1-6, 

discussed in Chapter 8 of this thesis. 

 
76 The inaugural event included a parade and after it the officials planted trees. The Governor, Lord Kintore, and his 

wife planted a bunya pine and a weeping Scotch elm (https://anydayguide.com/calendar/269). 
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Arbor Day, circa 1900, Ivanhoe State School, Victoria 

 

 

Apart from some growth of affection for the Australian natural environment, the advent of 

Australian myths and pro-environment efforts such as those of the Field Naturalists' Club of 

Victoria, the vast majority of Australians in the colonial era adhered to the goal of the emulation 

of British, particularly English, society and to the premise that nature was there to be conquered 

to ensure progress. The Victorian school curriculum in the period 1835 to 1900 generally reflected 

and promoted these views. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 6 

The Victorian School Curriculum in the Colonial Era 

Soon after the British occupation of the Port Phillip District some concerns about education were 

raised. For example, in 1835 Governor Bourke wrote concerning the Port Phillip District to Lord 

Glenelg (1778-1866), Secretary of State for the Colonies, that 'I would earnestly recommend that 

a provision be made for schools in which children of different religious tenets may be instructed 

without distinction, on the plan now adopted in Ireland' (The Education Department of Victoria, 

1922, p. 1). This recommendation was the first official communication regarding education in 

Victoria and thus 1835 marks a logical starting point for this study. 

 

Sectarianism prevented Bourke's 1835 recommendation of introducing the Irish National System 

of Christian non-denominational schools that were 'to inculcate literacy, morality and political 

loyalty, particularly including a respect for the contemporary hierarchical social order' (Musgrave, 

1998, p.1) from being implemented in the Port Phillip District. In reality, sectarianism had forced 

New South Wales Governor Fitzroy (1796-1858) to establish a Dual System comprising separate 

National and Denominational Boards in 1848, a system continued by Victoria after its separation 

from New South Wales in 1851. 

 

Concern about providing education for Aboriginal children also occurred soon after the British 

occupation of Victoria. In fact, the first school founded in the Port Phillip District was one 

specifically for the children of the Aborigines living in the vicinity of the little settlement. It was 

established towards the end of 1836, by order of Governor Bourke, and was situated not far from 

the present site of the Royal Botanic Gardens. At no time did its attendance number more than 

twenty-eight pupils. Bishop Broughton (1788-1853), head of the Church of England in New South 

Wales, visited the school in April 1838 and found that 'progress had been made by the young 

Aborigines in reading and religious knowledge.' However, some of the adult Aborigines showed 
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a marked animosity towards the little school; this hostility included the murder of a pupil. The 

school closed in 1839 (The Education Department of Victoria, 1922,  p. 2).77 

 

Towards the end of 1836 some of the British settlers met and proposed that a building be erected 

to be used for worship on Sundays and as a school during the week. The building, the first public 

building in Melbourne, was subsequently constructed near the corner of present-day William 

Street and Little Collins Street. Although the existence of the school was mentioned by a visitor 

in 1837, the first public reference to the school was made in January 1838 when it opened with 

Mr J.A. Clarke as headmaster and with Mr W.M. Abbott as his assistant. Unfortunately, most of 

the records of this school were destroyed when it was demolished (The Education Department of 

Victoria, 1922, p. 3). 

 

The discovery of gold in Victoria had a significant impact on the provision of education in the 

colony, largely because of the rapid increase in population.78  Meeting the education needs of the children 

of itinerant miners through the building of schools proved to be problematic so classes were often held in 

tents79(http://www.myplace.edu.au/decades_timeline/1850/decade_landing_15_1.html?tabRank=3&subTabRank=

2). The quality of teaching was generally poor, as was student attendance (see below), prompting the 

appointment of the first National School Board inspector, William Knowles Miller, in 1852.80 

The size and the rapidity of the population increase because of the gold rushes and the subsequent 

rise of 'Marvellous Melbourne' brought new problems for the provision of education in Victoria. 

 

77 A subsequent attempt to provide a European style education for young Aborigines in the Port Phillip District was 

made in January 1846 with the establishment of the Baptist Church-controlled Yarra Aboriginal School situated at 

the junction of the Yarra River and the Merri Creek. This school was seen by some to be successful. At an exhibition 

of student work in 1847, 'a few of the elder boys showed that they could read and write well. Their copy-books would 

have been creditable to white schoolboys; the pages were free from blots, scratches, and dirt. The girls gave evidence 

that they had made good progress in sewing.' Again, however, there was animosity from some adult Aborigines and 

the school closed in 1849, but not before 'it had given the lie to those who were fond of affirming that the Australian 

aboriginal was akin to the baboon or the ourang-outang, and, therefore, non-educable' (The Education Department of 

Victoria, 1922, pp. 23-27). 

78 In 1851 the Australian population was 437,655, of which 77,345, or just under 18 per cent, were Victorians. A 

decade later the Australian population had grown to 1,151,947 and the Victorian population had increased to 

538,628, just under 47 per cent of the Australian total (Caldwell, 1987, pp. 23-26). 

79 In 1856, there were 50 tent schools on the different goldfields in Victoria, with a total attendance of 3,326 pupils. 

This number accounted for about one-ninth of the children of school age on the various goldfields (The Education 

Department of Victoria, 1922, p. 29). 

80  Inspector William Knowles Miller absconded with funds that were to be used to support the establishment of tent 

schools on the goldfields and became a real estate agent in Tasmania (Archibald, 2017, p. 55). 

 

http://www.myplace.edu.au/decades_timeline/1850/decade_landing_15_1.html?tabRank=3
http://www.myplace.edu.au/decades_timeline/1850/decade_landing_15_1.html?tabRank=3
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Until The Education Act 1872 (see below) in Victoria, as in other English-speaking societies, 

there was an extensive range of educational practices. The establishment and operation of 

schools depended predominantly on the initiative of the local community or of community 

groups with some assistance from government. Schools were held in all kinds of buildings and 

teachers employed an array of approaches to teaching, dependent on their own educational, 

social and occupational backgrounds. It was reported in the 1850s, after an inspection of 

schools by Hugh C.E. Childers (1827-1896), the first inspector of Denominational Schools 

in Victoria, that 'most of the teachers were far from competent. Several could scarcely write 

legibly … and many were ignorant of all but the first rules of arithmetic. Their spelling was 

often-times lamentable' (The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, p. 49). According to 

Malcolm Vick, Associate Professor at James Cook University, 'teaching was an "open 

access" occupation, with no general system of regulated entry. Curricular, pedagogical, 

organisational and disciplinary practices differed enormously between schools' (Vick, 1997, 

p. 113) with churches, voluntary philanthropic societies and private individuals 

supplementing the Dual System schools (http://foundingdocs.gov.au/item-sdid-25.html). 

The school completion award was a Matriculation Certificate, the first examinations for which 

were conducted by the University of Melbourne in 1856, although the great  majority of students 

left school before attaining this education level (http://www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/seniorcertificates/historical.html). 

Over time, matriculation was used as both a University of Melbourne entrance examination and 

a school completion award which meant that the university exercised considerable control over 

the Victorian school curriculum.81 

 

While there appears to have been general community acceptance of some educational diversity 

including unsystematic curricula in the early stages of education in Victoria, over time the 

diversity of educational practices and the Dual System came to be seen as unsatisfactory by an 

increasing number of Victorians and were criticised by some politicians, newspaper editors and 

leading educators. Consequently, The Common Schools Act 1862 was passed to abolish the 

National and Denominational Schools Boards and to establish the Board of Education (Shorten, 

1996, p. 8). 

 

 
81 The University of Melbourne relinquished some control over curriculum content in 1912 when a Schools Board 

comprising representatives of the Education Department, independent schools and the university replaced the 

university's Board of Public Examinations (www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00509b.htm). 

http://foundingdocs.gov.au/item-sdid-25.html
http://www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/
http://www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/
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Notwithstanding the passage of The Common Schools Act 1862 and the establishment of the 

Board of Education, complaints about the state of school education in Victoria continued. A 

Royal Commission chaired by George Higinbotham (1826-1892)82 to inquire into the operation of 

the Common Schools Act 1862 was thus established on 4 September 1866. 

 

The Royal Commission reported in January 1867 that the Common Schools Board was 

ineffective in the provision and control of education (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1867, 

p.1171). In the report the Commissioners stated, inter alia: 

1. That, of 170,000 children of educable age in the elementary schools of Victoria, only 

76,304 were on the rolls of the public and the private schools, the latter accounting for 

11,378 of that total; 

2. That the system of public instruction established by the Common Schools Act did not 

appear to have hitherto produced any proportionate improvement in the extension of the 

benefits of instruction aided by the State; for, in 1862, the number of children on the rolls 

of schools under the Denominational and the National School Boards was 56,493 out of 

121,661 within the age of instruction; 

3. That the deficiency of the means of instruction in the thinly-populated parts of the 

colony was acknowledged to be the most crying want of the interior at this moment; 

4. That wilful neglect of existing means of instruction was an evil of growing 

proportion, and productive of increasing mischief; and that, while opinion on the 

question of compulsory education was about equally divided, the Commissioners 

thought the system would be generally approved of, if the means of enforcing it could 

be discovered; 

5. That the question of the obligation or expediency of communicating religious 

instruction in the public schools, and the claims of the clergy of the different sects to 

direct or supervise such instruction, had contributed in this colony, as in other countries, 

more than all other causes combined, to disturb opinion, and to raise practical 

obstructions in the way of public instruction; and that, though the design of the 

Legislature in enacting the Common Schools Act was to delay dissensions and to remove 

these obstacles, this design had not been attended with success; 

6. That the necessities of public education, and the preponderating mass of evidence 

which had been received, seemed to demand that a fundamental change should be made 

in the existing system; … 

(The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, pp. 60-61) 

 

82 Higinbotham was arguably Victoria's most influential citizen of the colonial era. See 

http://brightoncemetery.com/HistoricInterments/150Names/higinbothamg.htm. 

 

http://brightoncemetery.com/HistoricInterments/150Names/higinbothamg.htm)
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The Higinbotham Royal Commission concluded: 

 

That a law, founded upon the draft of the Education Bill presented with the Report, 

should be enacted to make elementary education compulsory; to exclude sectarian 

teaching, but to sanction and encourage religious teaching; to appoint a Minister of 

Public Instruction responsible to Parliament; to admit teachers into the Public Service; 

and to establish a training school for teachers. 

(The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, p. 62) 

 

However, the proposed Education Bill failed to win sufficient support to be passed and was 

withdrawn on 4 June 1867, leaving Higinbotham bitter and disappointed 

(http://brightoncemetery.com/HistoricInterments/150Names/higinbothamg.htm). 

 

The view in favour of secular and compulsory education also was supported by some prominent 

persons and organisations in England and reported in the press in Victoria. For example, well- 

known clergyman and author Canon Charles Kingsley (1819-1875)83 argued that: 

The only way of making parents understand that educating their children is an 

indefeasible duty is for them to be taxed by the State itself, and for the State to say, 

'There is your money's worth in the school. We ask no more of you; but your children 

shall go to school, or you shall go to gaol.' 

 

(The Educational Times, November 1869).  

 

 

Also in 1869, a Trades Union Congress was held in Birmingham at which the following resolution 

was passed: 'That this Congress believes that nothing short of a national, unsectarian, and 

compulsory education will satisfy the people of the United Kingdom' (The Education Department 

of Victoria, 1922, p. 63). 

 

Most Victorians appear to have appreciated the advocacy locally, and in Britain, of secular and 

compulsory education in the late 1860s. Many people were tired of the sectarian divisions that 

 
83 Church of England parson, novelist, Christian Socialist, Protestant controversialist, and amateur naturalist, Charles 

Kinsley was important in the Victorian age (http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/kingsley/ckbio.html). He is best 

known in Australia for his 1863 publication The Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-Baby, a work that includes 

consideration of the working conditions of the poor, education, sanitation and public health, pollution of waterways 

and evolutionary  theory. 

http://brightoncemetery.com/HistoricInterments/150Names/higinbothamg.htm)
http://brightoncemetery.com/HistoricInterments/150Names/higinbothamg.htm)
http://www.victorianweb.org/religion/denom1.html
http://www.victorianweb.org/history/socialism/christiansocialism.html
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/kingsley/ckbio.html)
http://www.victorianweb.org/science/darwin/darwin6.html
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had plagued the formation of systematic and economical education since the colony separated 

from New South Wales in 1851 and, despite the failure of the Education Bill of 1867 to be 

enacted, in the late 1860s the majority of Victorians wanted substantial reform of education in 

Victoria (The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, p. 63). 

 

After considerable debate that largely took place in the context of changing Church-State 

relations and that reflected the bitterness of sectarian differences, there was general  agreement 

in Victoria that there was a need for a Department of Education under the control of a Minister. 

An Education Bill to this effect was introduced to the Parliament on 12 September 1872 by the 

Victorian Attorney-General James Stephen (1822-1881)  (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, 

p. 1343). 

 

The general principles of the Bill were associated with free, secular and compulsory 

education, the relevant sections being: 

 

10. The trustees, committee of management, or correspondent as the case may be of 

every non-vested school receiving aid from the Board of Education at the 

commencement of this Act shall be entitled to receive for the free education of children 

attending such school in the subjects specified in the First Schedule hereto a sum 

equivalent to what such school would receive if it were a State school until the first of 

January One thousand eight hundred and seventy-four, and no longer. … 

 

12. In every State school secular instruction only shall be given and no teacher shall give 

any other than secular instruction in any State school building and in every school used 

under this Act not being a training school night school rural school or other special school 

four hours at least shall be set apart during each school day for secular instruction alone, 

and of such four hours two shall be before noon, two after noon, which shall in each case 

be consecutive. … 

 

13. The parents of children of not less than six years nor more than fifteen years shall 

cause such children (unless there is some reasonable excuse) to attend school for a 

period of sixty days in each half year. … 

 

(http://www.foundingdocs.gov.au/resources/transcripts/vic8_doc_1872.pdf) 

 

However, of  relevance to this study, given that the Victorian school curriculum has been an 

instrument of public policy, the remaining sections of Stephen's speech on the Bill dealing with 

the existing system of education and the machinery to put the Bill into effect need to be 

http://www.foundingdocs.gov.au/resources/transcripts/vic8_doc_1872.pdf)
http://www.foundingdocs.gov.au/resources/transcripts/vic8_doc_1872.pdf)
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considered. Stephen argued that the machinery of the Common Schools Act of 1862  was 

inadequate and that there was only one power that could counter the influence of 

denominationalism 'that has raised its head among us, and has been increasing to such a fearful 

extent; and that power is the central authority - the State. … There would be no chance of 

introducing a practical and satisfactory system of education, unless it were placed under the 

control of a Ministerial department' … or of 'securing the control by this House over the 

education of the country, and the expenditure for that purpose. … That is a fundamental 

principle of this Bill.' Stephen also indicated that an aim of the Bill was 'to create a uniform 

system of education', and that the principal machinery of the Bill provided for a Department 

under a responsible Minister of Public Instruction to administer the Act in conjunction with 

the professional head of the Department (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, pp. 1349-

1355). 

 

Sir Charles Gavan Duffy (1816-1903), Leader of the Parliamentary Opposition, objected to 

the degree of State control implicit in the government's power to make regulations and in 

ministerial control (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, pp. 1475-1476). Conservative 

politician Sir James MacBain (1828-1892) objected to the appointment of a Minister because 

it represented 'a despotic power, which will interfere very materially with the rights and 

privileges of the people, and which strikes at the very root of the liberty of the subject' 

(Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, p. 1487). Despite these objections, the Legislative 

Assembly finally agreed to a responsible Minister of Public Instruction and a Secretary who 

would be the permanent Head of the Department of Education and passed the Act on 17 

December 1872 (Parliamentary Debates, Victoria, 1872, pp. 1800-1807). 

 

The Education Act 1872 with its uniquely centralised model of structured school education 

marked the beginning of State authority in Victorian education, a significant turning point in the 

provision of education to young Victorians. As noted by The Argus on the day after the passage 

of the The Education Act 1872: 

 

… [W]e must acknowledge that the [Parliamentary] session has been by no means a 

barren one. If the Education Act of 1872 had been the solitary law added to the Statute 

book during its continuance, that alone would be sufficient to make it memorable in the 

annals of Victoria. 
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When we consider the difficulties which attend all attempts to deal with the much vexed 

question of public instruction, the prejudices which have to be overcome, and the 

sectarian enmity which has to be encountered, we may well be grateful that the 

Government measure passed through the ordeal it had to undergo in both Houses without 

the sacrifice of any of those vital principles it was and is intended to establish. 

 

For the first time in this colony, the young will now have an opportunity of acquiring the 

rudiments of education unmixed with the leaven of sectarianism, and every child, no 

matter what its parents' circumstances may be, will receive at the hands of the state that 

key which, rightly used, unlocks whole stores of knowledge, from whose ample treasures 

the patient and industrious may freely help themselves. If due effect be given to the 

compulsory clauses, none will grow up in that gross ignorance which is such a fruitful 

mother of crime, which fills our gaols, and yearly robs honest industry of a large portion 

of its reward. 

 

Of course, a great deal will depend on the manner in which the new act is worked, but if 

care be taken to administer it in the spirit which actuated its framers, we confidently 

expect to see the most beneficial effects flow from its operation. 

 

(The Argus, 18 December 1872) 

 

The Education Act 1872 provided for the implementation of a common official or written 

curriculum for all children aged six to fifteen for the first time in Victorian government schools. 

Subjects to be studied included reading, writing, arithmetic, grammar, geography, drill and 

needlework [for girls] (Howes, 2012, p. 1). 

 

It also precipitated a school building boom. Former Victorian Attorney-General Stephen, the 

newly appointed Minister of Public Instruction, wanted new school buildings to reflect the 

educational success of the Government. His enlightened appointment of Henry Robert Bastow 

(1839-1920) as Departmental Architect and Surveyor in March 1873 allowed this desire to 

become reality.84  

 

Bastow's school designs reflected both the political requirements of the Victorian Government 

and the predominant pedagogy of the times. Schools in Melbourne and in major country centres 

 

84 In the first five years of Henry Bastow’s appointment, 615 new schools were created. Bastow was directly 

responsible for most, and highly influential in the design of the others (https://www.bastow.vic.edu.au/blog/henry-

bastow-victorian-state-education%E2%80%99s-first-architect-and-surveyor). 
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were built on neo-classical lines with generous spaces to cater for large classes and for the didactic 

nature of teaching, although small, one-teacher rural schools also remained prevalent. 

 

 

 

 

 

Students at Rainbow State School in north-west Victoria, a one-teacher school, circa 1900 
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Daylesford State School no. 1609 in country Victoria, 1875 

 

 

 

 

 

Queensbury Street State School no. 307, Hotham (North Melbourne), 1882 
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Casterton State School no.2058 in country Victoria, circa 1900 illustrating tiered seating and a 

large shared class of 70 students 

 

 

 

The largeness of classes contributed substantially to the didactic nature of teaching and to mimetic 

responses including the use of rote learning, sometimes with absurd outcomes. As a District 

School Inspector noted:  

 

'The horses neighed and the oxen lowed, 

And the sheep's bleat, bleat came over the road', 

 

[that was] recited as 

 

'The horse's nail and the ox's toe, 

And the sheep's neat feet came in a row', 

 

… is a sample of the ludicrous perversions which young children make in the verses 

they learn in large classes by simultaneous repetition.  

 

To guard against this evil the teacher must exercise a very watchful ear, resort 

frequently to the examination of individual scholars, and insist on a tolerably slow and 

perfectly distinct enunciation. 

 

(Report to the Minister of Public Instruction for the years 1878-1880, Robert Craig, School 

District Inspector of North Eastern Melbourne)  
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It is difficult to ascertain the actual content of some of the subjects included in the Victorian 

curriculum prior to, and even after, The Education Act 1872, but study of the textbooks on which 

the colonial school curriculum heavily depended reveals what was to be read to establish 

appropriate standards and skills and to inculcate respect for British society's hierarchical order 

based on fixed lines of race, class, and gender. Precedence was given to certain forms of 

knowledge in the attempt to meet such aims. The graded books The Irish National Readers were 

at the core of the Victorian curriculum from 1851 to 1877 (Musgrave, 1998).85
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

85 The reports of the various Boards of Education showed that during this period approximately three-quarters of all 

text-books bought by schools were those of the Irish National Commissioners (see for example, Board of Education 

Report 1866, Victorian Parliamentary Papers, p. 24) 
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Soon after the formation of the Irish Commission of National Education in 1831 it constructed a 

curriculum and devised accompanying textbooks, largely The Irish National Readers which were 

deemed to be pedagogically sound. The books were supposedly graded, although there was some 

criticism of the degree of difficulty of some content. They contained Bible stories such as Adam 

and Eve, descriptions of historical events and animal stories about, inter alia, cats, bears, deer, 

foxes and camels. They were also seen as non-denominational, but they contained many passing 

mentions of God. The following passage illustrates the combination of references to science, 

history and religion. 
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Although there was some concern about their religious content, the Irish National Readers were 

widely used in Victoria since their secular content, especially sections on economic theory, was 

seen to be appropriate to the needs of workers in the post-gold rush era of Victoria (Goldstrom, 

1972). However, over time criticism arose especially in two main areas, viz, pedagogy and the 

gradation of material (Board of Education Reports 1854 and 1855, Victorian Parliamentary 

Papers, p. 69) and the inappropriateness of some of the material pertaining to the natural 

environment given its emphasis on that of Britain (Board of Education Report 1869, Victorian 

Parliamentary Papers, p. xiv). 
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In Britain in 1861, largely as a result of school inspectors' criticisms of the content and gradation 

of material, the Newcastle Commission86 recommended substantial revision of The Irish National 

Readers. Considerable modification of their contents ensued so that the material was easier and 

better gradated to enable students to attain the standards upon which teachers' salaries largely 

depended (Musgrave, 1998).87 New versions with relatively minor Australian adaptations went 

into use in Victorian schools with inspectorial approval in 1871 (Board of Education Report 1871, 

Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1871, p. xxix). 

 

Despite the increase in Australian content, the revised version continued to elicit criticism from 

educational experts and some members of the Victorian public. Such criticism was partly based on 

the perspectives of those who saw a mismatch or disconnect between the contents of The Irish 

National Readers and the growing affinity with Australian literature, art and the natural 

environment. Although The Irish National Readers contributed to a growth in basic literacy at a 

time when schools were largely staffed by untrained teachers, in 1875 Robert Ramsay (1842- 

1882),88 the Victorian Minister of Public Instruction, announced that 'The Irish National Readers 

were insufficient for the requirements of the colony' and prescribed a new reading series for all 

the elementary years in State schools. (Ministry of Public Instruction Reports, Victorian 

Parliamentary Papers, 1875-76, p. viii). 

 

Ramsay's prescribed series was The Royal Readers, introduced in 1877 'with such alterations as 

may be required to meet the Act' (Musgrave, 1998, p. 9). The changes made to 'meet the Act' did 

not apply to the general content, such as possible inclusions relating to the Australian environment 

or Australian history, but were made to eliminate religious comment or content that might be 

deemed not to be secular. 

 

 

86 In 1858 the Newcastle Commission was appointed to investigate the state of popular education in Britain. It 

published a six-volume report in 1861 (https://www1.umassd.edu/ir/resources/populareducation/p14.doc). 

87 'Payment by Results' in which part of a teacher's salary was determined by an inspector's assessment of student 

achievement continued in Victoria until 1901 (Archibald, 2017, pp. 91-92). 

88 Ramsay was a good example of those who saw a mismatch between the contents of The Irish National Readers and 

the growing affinity with Australian literature, art and the natural environment. As a young man he had written about 

the beauties of the Australian bush for The Argus (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ramsay-robert-4448). 

 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ramsay-robert-4448)
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Charles Pearson (1830-1894), Speaker of the Victorian Legislative Assembly,89 stated that: 

 

I regard the substitution of 'Nelson's Royal Readers' for the series published under the 

direction of the Commissioners of National Education in Ireland as a very wise measure, 

and believe it has been generally welcomed. The Irish series, excellent in its day, is not 

as good as several now in use, contains many passages that are antiquated in style, and 

many that a child could scarcely understand, and devotes a disproportionate part of its 

space to Irish subjects.  

 

(RETURN to an Order of the Legislative Assembly, Dated 10th July 1877, 

www.parliament.vic.gov.au/papers/govpub/VPARL1877-78NoC17.pdf, pp.1-2) 

 

 
89 Pearson (1830-1894) was also Minister for Public Instruction from 1886 until 1890, during which time he 

successfully fostered secular, technical and teachers' education (Cash, 1998, p. 498). He also expanded the state 

school curriculum to include more teaching of elementary science, Australian history and geography 

(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/pearson-charles-henry-4382). 

http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/papers/govpub/VPARL1877-78NoC17.pdf
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/pearson-charles-henry-4382)
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The Royal Readers were intended 'to cultivate the love of reading by presenting interesting 

subjects treated in an attractive style' (The Royal Readers No. VI, Preface). They contained 

stories, poetry, spelling and pronunciation lessons, reading comprehension questions and writing 

exercises.90 Extensive use was made of largely British natural history as a subject. Moral guidance 

was a common theme throughout much of the content and, notwithstanding the expurgations of 

Pearson, with many references to God, as shown, for example, in the following passage. 

 

 

 

MORNING AND NIGHT 

 

SEE how bright it is! The sun is up. The birds are up. Hark! do you hear them sing? 

The bees are at work. They have been up a long time. 

Make haste, that we may go and watch them near the hive. 

It is good for you and for me to rise with the sun, and the birds, and the bees. 

Now, kneel down, and thank God that He has kept you all through the night. 

Ask Him to bless you, and keep you safe all day long. 

See, now, the sun is down. Look how red the sky is in the west. Look how it will soon be 

dark. 

The birds are at rest in the trees. See how each one hides its head in its wing. It is time, 

too, for you to say, ''Good night," and to go to bed. But do not go to rest till you have knelt 

down to pray to God, and to thank Him for all His love and care. 

Ask Him to watch you in the night. He sees you, and will keep you safe from harm 

"I will not fear, for God is near, through the dark night, as in the light; 

And while I sleep, safe watch will keep.  

Why should I fear, when God is near?" 

 

(The Royal Reader No. I, 1877, pp. 11-12) 

 

 

The actual impact of The Royal Readers on Australian students is difficult to gauge as little direct 

evidence is available. However, Canadian journalist Burton Janes reported a range of responses 

from Canadians to The Royal Readers91 including: 

 

 
90 They were also read by adults. For example, French novelist Émile Zola was given a set of The Royal Readers to 

help to improve his English when he was in exile in London in 1898 as a result of his support of Alfred Dreyfus 

(Rosen, 2017, p. 76). 

91 The Royal Readers were used in the Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador from the 1870s until well 

into the twentieth century (http://lib-lespaul.library.mun.ca/cdm/landingpage/collection/cmc). 

http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/Royal
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/Readers
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/intended
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/cultivate
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/love
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/reading
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/presenting
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/interesting
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/subjects
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/treated
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/attractive
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/(No.VI
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/(No.VI
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/(No.VI
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/(No.VI
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/Preface)
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/contain
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/stories
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/poetry
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/spelling
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/pronunciation
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/lessons
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/reading
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/comprehension
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/questions
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/writing
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/writing
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/exercises
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/Extensive
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/use
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/is
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/made
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/natural
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/history
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/subject
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/Moral
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/guidance
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/common
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/theme
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/throughout
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/much
http://collections.mun.ca/cdm/search/searchterm/content
http://lib-lespaul.library.mun.ca/cdm/landingpage/collection/cmc)
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• 'It seemed that everything had a moral lesson, and ... everything was almighty gloomy 

... By the time you got out of Grade 5 you knew a lot about death and destruction and 

had a powerful vocabulary to describe your miseries.' 

 

• 'The first literature I remember consisted of Bible stories and wonderful English ballads 

and heroic poems …' 

 

• 'There were interesting and exciting tales in prose and verse. … We wept copiously over 

the death of little Nell, and exulted over the escape of the skater who was pursued by 

wolves …' 

 

(http://www.cbncompass.ca/Columnists/Burton-K.-Janes/2012-10-23/article 3105192/The-RoyalReaders/1) 

 

It is reasonable to conclude that Australian students would have had a similar range of responses. 

It is also reasonable to conclude that few, if any, positive Australian environmental attitudes 

would have been inculcated by the use of The Royal Readers, which largely focused on the British 

environment and which included statements such as the Australian flora and fauna were 'strange 

and unlike those of other countries', the Aboriginal people were 'a very wild and savage race' (The 

Royal Reader No. III, p. 306) and '[i]t is a pretty sight to see wild rabbits running over [Australian] 

fields' (The Royal Reader No. II, p. 42). 

 

During the 1890s The Royal Readers were criticised on the grounds that recent scientific advances 

caused them to date quickly and that there was insufficient local content. As a consequence, 

revised versions of Numbers I-V were introduced in Victoria during 1893 and 1894 (Ministry of 

Public Instruction, Annual Reports 1893-1894, p. xvi). However, the discontent with The Royal 

Readers persisted. Consequently, a monthly newspaper, The School Paper, was introduced in 

February 1896, a publication that was generally welcomed although not without criticism, as 

shown in the following article. 

 

We are very glad to welcome the first number of 'The School Paper'. Adopting the 

method for long successfully operative in South Australia, our Education department 

has at last come to understand the value of variety in reading lessons provided for 

children. 

 

In future, pupils in the third class will be taught to read from 'The School Paper', a fresh 

number of which it is proposed to issue monthly. We shall be disappointed if this does 

http://www.cbncompass.ca/Columnists/Burton-K.-Janes/2012-10-23/article-3105192/The-
http://www.cbncompass.ca/Columnists/Burton-K.-Janes/2012-10-23/article-3105192/The-
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not mean the awakening, on the part of the little learners, of a lively interest in their 

periodical reading menu. Instead of having to go wearily again and again over the same 

matter, they will be invited to peruse attractive and useful little stories and sketches. 

Some at least of the delights which an intelligent child finds in a story-book will be 

made incidental to the course of study. We rejoice to think that amongst educators the 

meaning of the word education is, tardily enough, beginning to be understood. 

 

A great deal must, of course, depend upon how the matter of what is to constitute a new 

reading book is written and edited. The number before us consists chiefly of skilful 

adaptations of interesting and judiciously selected prose. About one only of the sixteen 

pages is filled with what are presumably original contributions - made up of little 

stories, three of them ever so faintly humorous. We admire the simple phrasing, but, 

recollecting that from this work children are to learn the English language, we are 

constrained to inquire a little anxiously about the authorship of the following:- 

 

THE DOG'S REVENGE 

A farmer having sold a flock of sheep to a dealer, lent him his dog to drive them home, a 

distance of thirty miles, desiring the dealer to give the dog a meal at his journey's end and 

to tell him to go home. 

 

The dealer found the dog so useful that he resolved to keep it; and, instead of sending it 

back, locked it up. The animal grew sulky, and at last escaped. The dog, evidently 

thinking the drover had no right to detain the sheep, collected all that had belonged to its 

master, and drove the whole flock home again. 

 

Now, this is neither a thing of beauty nor a joy for ever. Its structural peculiarities, and 

the omission of at least one material " that " what has this unhappy word done to cause 

so many to treat it neglectfully? - challenge attention; and even so intelligent a dog as 

the story pictures is entitled only to one gender. Why is the animal masculine in the first 

paragraph and neuter in the second? This sort of thing must not happen again in 'The 

School Paper'. 

(The Herald, 25 January 1896) 
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All Victorian schools were required to use The School Paper92 as the principal source of reading 

material in the classroom from 1896 until 1930 (http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/childrensliterature/1900s). 

It was claimed that: 

 
92 The School Paper was started in February 1896 for Grade III, in June 1897 for Grade IV and in September 1898 for 

Grades V and VI. Eventually it was published at three levels: for Grades III and IV, V and VI, and VII and VIII. It 

ceased  publication  in 1968  (http://faculty.education.illinois.edu/westbury/paradigm/musgrave2.htmlp). 

http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/childrensliterature/1900s)
http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/childrensliterature/1900s)
http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/childrensliterature/1900s)
http://faculty.education.illinois.edu/westbury/paradigm/musgrave2.htmlp)
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From the beginning, three aims have been steadfastly held in view by the editor [Charles 

Long (1860-1944)]:93
 

 

(1) To give the children acquaintance with the great prose and poetic works of our 

literature; 

(2) to make them acquainted with the classic stories of the ages; and 

(3) to develop in them an understanding love of Victoria, of Australia, of the British 

Empire,94 and through these of humanity. 

 

Moreover, there has been fostered the love for plant and flower, for bird and winged 

thing, for the work of the hand and the work of the mind, for kindly deed and thoughtful 

act, and for the heroic part whether played in 'the trivial round, the common task,' or in 

the greater occasions of life. 

 

(The Education Department of Victoria, 1922, pp. 282-284) 

 

Notwithstanding the economic depression in Victoria in the 1890s,95 The School Paper was 

published by the Victorian Education Department,96 enabling the incorporation of more 

Australian content, including some appreciation of Australian flora and fauna, than had the 

imported The Irish National Readers and The Royal Readers (Musgrave, 1997, pp. 48-62). 

However, the policy to inculcate respect for the British Empire, for British society's hierarchical 

order based on race, class and gender and for the 'conquest of nature' remained throughout the 

next time period of this study. 

  

 

93 Long was also foundation editor of the official Education Gazette and Teachers' Aid, a monthly publication first 

published in 1900 and used by the Victorian Education Department to disseminate policy rules and regulations and 

curriculum directives to teachers in metropolitan and rural schools. (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/long-charles-

richard-7223). 

94 Note the cover of The School Paper above which proclaims that 'Thursday, the 24th of May, is Empire Day', an 

important celebration for Australians at this time.   

95 The economic depression of the 1890s in Australia was largely due to the collapse of the banking system (Butlin, 

1958, pp.10-29). The depression had a profound impact on education expenditure in Victoria. For example, in 1893 

the vote for State school buildings in Victoria was £128,470; in 1895 it was £6,651 (Hansen, 1914, p. 106). 

96 Part of the cost of production was recouped by charging each student 1d (1 penny) (approximately 1 cent) per 

issue (see photograph above). 

 

 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/long-charles-richard-7223)
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/long-charles-richard-7223)
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 
 

Community Environmental Attitudes from Federation to the end of the 

1950s 

 

The exploitation of natural resources that began in the colonial era was continued and expanded 

after Federation. As well as the growth of primary sector activities97 there was a substantial 

increase in government involvement in large-scale developments at both Commonwealth and 

State levels, with little consideration of the natural environment. For example, the 

Commonwealth-backed Ord River Irrigation Scheme98and the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric 

Scheme,99 and the largely State-supported expansion of mining, logging,100
 urbanisation and land 

clearing,101 occurred with little concern over environmental impacts. 

 

 
97 At the time of Federation 33 per cent of the Australian labour force was engaged in primary production which 

'embraces all persons mainly engaged in the cultivation or acquisition of food products, and in obtaining other raw 

materials from natural sources' (Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1911, Statistician's Report, Volume 1) 

98 The Ord River Irrigation Scheme in the Kimberley in Western Australia, proposed in the 1930s and approved in 

1959, was designed to prevent seasonal flooding and to store water for irrigating large areas subject to drought. The 

main crop projected for the area was cotton, but this was abandoned by 1974 due to insect pests. Since then various 

other crops have been tried, but without much success. By the 1980s only ten percent of the possible irrigation area 

was under cultivation and the Ord River Irrigation Scheme had become Australia's most costly and controversial 

irrigation project (http://slwa.wa.gov.au/wepon/land/html/ord_river.html). 

99 The Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Scheme, construction of which started in 1949, is one of the most 

complex integrated water and hydro-electric power schemes in the world. The Scheme collects and stores the 

water that would normally flow east to the coast and diverts it through trans-mountain tunnels and power stations. 

The water is then released into the Murray and Murrumbidgee Rivers for irrigation. The Scheme took 25 years to 

build and was completed in 1974. More than 100,000 people from over 30 countries came to work on it 

(http://www.snowyhydro.com.au/energy/hydro/snowy-mountains-scheme/). The scheme had a profound negative 

environmental impact on the Snowy River from which water was diverted. 

100 For an excellent account of 'Harvesting Nature' see Priestley, 1984, pp. 211-221. 

101  In 2000, the end of the time period of this study, Australia was the fifth highest land-clearing country in the 

world after Brazil, Indonesia, Zambia and Sudan. According to a joint study by the Queensland Herbarium, the 

New South Wales Royal Botanic Gardens and the New South Wales Parks and Wildlife Service in 2001, Australia 

cleared approximately 687,000 hectares (1.6 million acres) of native bushland each year 

(http://www.forests.org/archive/spacific/aufihig2.htm). 

TIME PERIOD 2: From Federation (1901) to the end of the 1950s 

 

http://slwa.wa.gov.au/wepon/land/html/ord_river.html)
http://www.snowyhydro.com.au/energy/hydro/snowy-mountains-scheme/)
http://www.snowyhydro.com.au/energy/hydro/snowy-mountains-scheme/)
http://www.forests.org/archive/spacific/aufihig2.htm
http://www.forests.org/archive/spacific/aufihig2.htm
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Government actions often were in response to the staunchly pro-exploitation of the environment 

exhortations of powerful businessmen such as Sir David Gordon (1865-1946) who was a resolute 

advocate of development of the country's resources, particularly in South Australia and in Central 

Australia (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gordon-sir-david-john-6427/text10993) and Essington 

Lewis (1881-1961), ultimately chief executive (after starting as an underground miner in 1904) of 

Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd. (BHP), Australia's largest steel company (Blainey, 1971). 

 

The 'conquest of nature' theme of the period is exemplified by the following extract from a 

geography textbook widely used in Australia before World War II: 

 

Man is limited by the forces of nature; but he controls and directs those forces so that 

they become ever more obedient to his will. We still see the contest between man and 

nature in those regions where tropical heat and abundant moisture bear ... dense forests. 

There, for a long time, vegetation seemed to win; man was checked in growth of body 

and mind, his faculties are but little higher than those of the apes that share or contest 

the forest domain with him. 

Gradually, however, the conflict between the giant plants and man is being decided in 

favour of man ... trees ... are being hewn down ultimately to become tables and chairs 

in distant lands. The forest gives place to grass that more readily answers man's 

purposes ... man's control over vegetation is so complete that he preserves in parks ... 

remnants of the plant life that once dominated him. 

(Weston, 1934, p. 4) 

 

Not only did utilisation of the land environment occur, but the marine environment was exploited 

with little regard to conservation of the resources, at least until the numbers of individuals in the 

target species declined to uneconomic levels. For example, whaling, one of Australia's first 

primary industries,102 started at the end of the eighteenth century in Australia.103 The main species 

initially targeted was the southern right whale (Eubalaena australis).104 The southern right whale 

was protected in Australian waters in 1935, after more than 26,000 individuals had been taken in 

Australian and New Zealand waters between 1822 and 1930. The whalers then focused on the 

humpback whale. 

 

102 According to historian Geoffrey Blainey '[t]he value of whaling in early Australia seems to have been almost 

forgotten [and] …wool dominates history books and shrouds our eyes. But if eventually a reliable series of 

Australian export figures for the years 1788-1828 is compiled, it will be surprising if whaling and sealing …are 

found to be less productive than sheep' (Blainey, 1966, p. 115). 

103 The Town of Melbourne (incorporated in 1842) Coat of Arms includes a whale. 

104 So named because it was slow moving (making it easy to catch), and once killed, the whale would float. It was 

simply the 'right' whale to catch (http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/right-whale/). 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gordon-sir-david-john-6427/text10993
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gordon-sir-david-john-6427/text10993
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/right-whale/)
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Whaling stations in Australia and New Zealand killed over 40,000 humpback whales (Megaptera 

novaeangliae) on their migrations from the Antarctic Ocean to the warm tropical waters north of 

Australia. The killing of humpback whales ceased in 1963, and they were protected worldwide 

in 1965 after recognition of a dramatic global decline in numbers. 

 

Commercial whaling continued in Australian waters on sperm whales (Physeter microcephalus) 

with 16,000 taken from 1952 until the end of commercial whaling in 1978 with the closure of 

Australia's last whaling station, the Cheynes Beach Whaling Company, in Western Australia. 

(https://www.environment.gov.au/marine/marine-species/cetaceans/whaling) 

 

Despite the overwhelming support for development and the associated exploitation of the natural 

environment from 1901 until the end of the 1950s some dissent occurred. For example, in 

articulating his trepidation about the conquest of nature form of progress, Sir Douglas Mawson 

(1882-1958), famous Antarctic explorer and Professor of Geology at Adelaide University, 

claimed in 1925 that '[f]uture generations of Australians are to be left with an overdraft arising 

from the payment of dividend from forests and other natural wealth; not from accrued surplus but 

from capital stock' (quoted in Lines, 1991, p. 182). 

 

Some other scientists urged caution with manipulation of the created environment and of the 

natural environment, arguing that not all consequences could be foreseen. For example, 

entomologist Walter Froggatt (1858-1937)105 took a very practical stance in environmental 

management with his opposition to the introduction of poisonous cane toads (Bufo marinus [now 

Rhinella marina]) into Queensland in the 1930s. 

 

Cane toads were imported from Hawaii in 1935 to eat the larvae of cane beetles which killed or 

stunted sugar cane plants by eating their roots. Froggatt presciently asserted that 'this great toad, 

 
105 Froggatt contributed significantly to the popular study of natural history. He was a founder in 1891 and later 

president for a record eleven years of the Naturalists' Society of New South Wales, a council-member from 1910 of 

the (Royal) Zoological Society of New South Wales, which elected him a fellow in 1931, and a founder of the 

Australian Wattle League, the Gould League of Bird Lovers of New South Wales and the Wildlife Preservation 

Society of Australia. He was a member of the Australian National Research Council in 1921-32. In addition to 

scientific papers and official reports, Froggatt published newspaper articles on popular science, especially economic 

entomology (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/froggatt-walter-wilson-6251). 

http://www.environment.gov.au/marine/marine-species/cetaceans/whaling)
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gould-john-2113
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/froggatt-walter-wilson-6251)
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immune from enemies, omnivorous in its habits, and breeding all year round, may become as great 

a pest as the rabbit and the cactus'106 (Froggatt, 1936, pp. 163-164). His opposition brought about 

a brief moratorium on their release, but releases resumed in 1936. Originally 3000 toads were 

released near Cairns; today there are many millions spread across much of northern Australia 

with devastating ecological effects, including the depletion of native species that die eating cane 

toads, the diminution of native fauna preyed on by cane toads and the reduction of prey populations 

for native insectivores, such as skinks (http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/amphibians/cane-

toad/). 

 

Concern about the exploitation of the natural environment was also expressed by non-scientists. 

For example, architect, academic and environmentalist Myles Dunphy (1891-1985), best known 

for his work to protect parts of the Blue Mountains in New South Wales, was a tireless advocate 

of wilderness and of connecting urban residents to the natural world. Among many other 

commitments to the environment, he was a foundation member of the Sydney Bush Walkers Club 

in 1927, a club that focused on protecting bushland from development in the name of progress. 

Throughout his life he adhered to the view that 'we hold our land in trust for our successors' 

(http://abd.anu.edu.au). 

 

The poet and social activist Marie Pitt (1869-1948) questioned the notion of progress in her 

lament for the destroyed bush in eastern Victoria in Doherty's Corner. 

 

There's no bush today at Doherty's Corner, 

Only strange green hills and the glint of a far bay;  

Time has come like a thief and stolen the wonder  

And magic of Yesterday.... 
 

It's a kind green land at Doherty's Corner,  

And new, fair children frolic its hills upon; 

But once....once in the years that are half forgotten....  

Once it was Avalon. 
(Pitt, 1944, pp. 11-12) 

 

 
106 A reference to prickly pear (Opuntia sp.). The first species of Opuntia was introduced to establish a cochineal 

industry, cochineal being a strong red dye produced by mealy-bugs (Dactylopius species) which feed on Opuntia 

cacti. Prickly pear spread rapidly and at its peak in 1925 prickly pear covered 24 million hectares of Queensland and 

New South Wales. Various eradication techniques were unsuccessfully employed until 1925 when eggs of the 

Cactoblastis cactorum moth were imported from Argentina with spectacular biological control of prickly pear. The 

larvae tunnelled into the prickly pear pads when they hatched, and ate voraciously, killing the pad. Within seven 

years of the first release, the last original pear areas in Queensland were destroyed 

(http://www.qhatlas.com.au/content/prickly-pear), thus providing an exemplar, mistakenly, for other biological 

control projects such as that of the cane  toad. 

 

http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/amphibians/cane-toad/)
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/amphibians/cane-toad/)
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/amphibians/cane-toad/)
http://www.qhatlas.com.au/content/prickly-pear)
http://www.qhatlas.com.au/content/prickly-pear)
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In the 1950s, poet and environmentalist Judith Wright (1915-2000) contended that both the 

biological and spiritual links between humans and nature in Australia had become tenuous. In her 

poem Eroded Hills she asserted: 

 

These hills my father's father stripped;  

and, beggars to the winterwind, 

they crouch like shoulders naked and whipped –  

humble, abandoned, out of mind. 
 

Of their scant creeks I drank once  

and ate sour cherries from old trees 

found in their gullies fruiting by chance.  

Neither fruit nor water gave my mind ease. 

(Wright, 1953, p. 49) 

 

The created environment versus the natural environment struggle continued to be embraced by 

Australian artists. For example, in 1944 Arthur Boyd (1920-1999) painted the Hunter series of 

dark, dramatic paintings of figures in the Australian bush that itself is trackless and devoid of 

human intervention. According to McCaughey, 'the endless and impenetrable forest of Boyd's 

dark imaginings repudiated the hopefulness ascribed to the landscape from Glover to the 

Heidelberg School and beyond. It altered Australian consciousness' (McCaughey, 2014, p. 191). 

 

 

Arthur Boyd, The Hunter I, 1944 

 



135 
 

McCaughey's assertion that Boyd's Hunter series 'altered Australian consciousness' is probably 

too extreme, although the paintings certainly contributed to the human versus nature  discourse in 

Australia. 

 

Another Australian artist to embrace the created environment versus the natural environment 

theme was Russell Drysdale (1912-1981) who in late 1944 accepted a commission from The 

Sydney Morning Herald to travel through drought-ravaged western New South Wales and supply 

drawings (from which paintings were subsequently produced) to accompany newspaper reports. 

According to art historian Joseph Burke: 

 

[Drysdale's] paintings of the drought period are the record of an unequal conflict and a 

tragedy. Although they emphasise the precariousness of man's hold, their mood is not 

defeatist. There is a fighting spirit in the settlers, a faith that 'it'll come good'. South of 

Broken Hill, where 600,000 sheep died in one corner of the State, Drysdale remembers 

being given cold drinks and a meal in a home surrounded by sand dunes higher than its 

roof, and in which all the ceilings had collapsed. The talk in these stricken areas was not 

only of loss, but of development and irrigation. And we feel, in looking at these heroic 

types, like The Drover's Wife, that they have the power of survival, partly because they 

carry so little that is elegant with them. 

(Burke, 1951, p. 12) 

 

 

 

Russell Drysdale, The Drover's Wife, 1945 
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Drysdale reaffirmed Henry Lawson's recognition of the role of women in the attempted conquest 

of nature in Australia's harshest environments. According to art historian Geoffrey Smith, 

Drysdale portrayed them as both 'vulnerable and a vision of fortitude and survival' (Smith, 1997, 

p. 92). 

 

Although he recognised the inevitability of development, the conquest of nature paradigm also 

was questioned by (Philip) Crosbie Morrison (1900-1958), a graduate in zoology of the 

University of Melbourne and a naturalist and science journalist.107 Through his broadcasts and 

writing Crosbie Morrison encouraged his audience to engage with the natural environment and to 

support its protection. He played a key role in promoting the establishment of National Parks in 

Victoria and was the foundation president of the Victorian National Parks Association. He was 

appointed Director of the National Parks Authority in Victoria in 1957 

(https://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html). 

 

 

 
107 Crosbie Morrison was very popular during the 1940s and 1950s, broadcasting on commercial radio and the 

Australian Broadcasting Commission and writing regular newspaper columns and magazine articles on the natural 

environment. From 1938-1954 he was editor of Wild Life, a magazine that fostered interest in Australia's natural 

history and conservation (https://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html). 
 

. 

http://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html)
http://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html)
http://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html)
http://www.anbg.gov.au/biography/morrison.biography.html)
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Also contributing to apprehension over the destruction of nature in the name of progress, albeit 

initially with a limited focus, was The Gould League of Bird Lovers. Founded in 1909 to 

encourage the love and protection of Australian native birds, the name The Gould League of Bird 

Lovers (later Gould League) honours the work of John and Elizabeth Gould108 whose most famous 

 
108 John Gould (1804-1881) was an English ornithologist who left behind more than 40 volumes and over 3000 prints 

of birds and mammals, his most famous works being Birds of Australia (1840-48) and A Monograph of the 

Trochilidae or Family of Hummingbirds (1849-61). He grew up in a modest household and learned about plants and 

animals from his father, a gardener at the Royal Gardens of Windsor. Gould began his career on the staff of London's 

Zoological Society, and became the curator and director at the age of 23. He married artist Elizabeth Coxen (1804-

1841) in 1829, and her lithographs illustrated most of Gould's best work. Gould famously helped Charles Darwin to 

identify many species from the Beagle voyage in the 1830s, and is said to have inadvertently helped Darwin along 

his way to a theory of evolution. During his long career, Gould published Birds of Europe (5 volumes, 1832-37), 

Birds of Australia (8 volumes, 1848), The Mammals of Australia (1849-61), Birds of Asia (1849) and Birds of Great 

Britain (5 volumes, 1862-73) (http://www.who2.com/bio/john-gould/). 

http://www.who2.com/bio/charles-darwin/
http://www.who2.com/bio/john-gould/
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Australian ornithological work was the 1848 publication The birds of Australia. Each volume 

measured approximately 55cm high by 39 cm deep, allowing many of the bird illustrations to be 

of natural size. 
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The co-founders of the Gould League were school teacher Jessie McMichael (unknown dates) 

who suggested the formation of groups of school students devoted to studying and protecting 
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birds, and John Leach (1870-1929)109 who attended the University of Melbourne, graduating BSc. 

in 1904, MSc. in 1906 and obtaining a doctorate for research in ornithology in 1912. Leach was 

a regular writer and broadcaster on natural history and was President of the Royal Australasian 

Ornithologists Union (1922-1924) and Editor of its journal The Emu (1914-1924, 1928-1929). He 

was a member of the British Ornithologists Union and a corresponding fellow of the American 

Ornithologists Union (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/leach-john- albert-7131). 

 

The Gould League of Bird Lovers was devoted to bird protection, especially the prevention of 

bird egg theft, the promotion of interest in and knowledge of birds and the establishment of bird 

sanctuaries. Each member promised that 'I will protect native birds and will not collect their eggs. 

I also promise that I will endeavour to prevent others from injuring native birds and destroying their eggs' 

(http://australianmuseum.net.au/the-gould-league-of-bird-lovers#sthash.rEYBS2aY.dpuf). Members were 

recruited via schools and received membership certificates and badges. They were encouraged to 

enter competitions in bird sketching (see below) and in bird mimicry, to write stories and poems 

and attend 'bird-day concerts' (Jenkins, 1983). The League has had considerable success over its 

lifetime, particularly in education.110
 

 

 

 

 

    

 

109 See p. 182 for an account of Leach's role in the introduction of Nature Study into the Victorian school curriculum. 

110 Today the Gould League is an independent environmental education organisation and is still highly active in 

Australian schools with over 60,000 students participating (http://australianmuseum.net.au/the-gould-league-of- 

bird-lovers#sthash.rEYBS2aY.dpuf). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bachelor_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bachelor_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Master_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Australasian_Ornithologists_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Australasian_Ornithologists_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Australasian_Ornithologists_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emu_(journal)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Ornithologists_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Ornithologists_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Ornithologists_Union
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/leach-john-
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_sanctuary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_sanctuary
http://australianmuseum.net.au/the-gould-league-of-bird-
http://australianmuseum.net.au/the-gould-league-of-bird-
http://australianmuseum.net.au/the-gould-league-of-
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The author's Grade 5 attempt that did NOT win a prize! 

 

 

In the 1940s and 1950s a contribution was also made to increasing environmental awareness by 

some garden designers, notably Ellis Stones (1895-1975), Edna Walling (1895-1973) and Gordon 

Ford (1918-1999), who developed an Australian bush garden aesthetic. Although only appealing 

to a small number of Australians, Stones, Walling and Ford contributed to increasing community 

environmental awareness by opposing the 'English' garden style and by laying the groundwork 

for the landscapers, environmental consultants and plant-nursery owners discussed in Chapter 12.  

 



146 
 

The significance of Stones, Walling and Ford was demonstrated by the Shire of Nillumbik's 

placing a heritage overlay and a significant landscape overlay on the Ford property, stating that:  

 

The garden is historically significant because it was designed by the noted landscape 

designer, Gordon Ford, who went on to have an enormous influence on the development of 

an Australian bush garden aesthetic. … The garden also reveals the influence of other 

Australian landscape designers, including Ellis Stones (for whom Ford worked at one stage) 

and Edna Walling.  

 

(Nillumbik - the Green Wedge Shire: Victoria Heritage Database place details- 26/9/2014, 

Fülling Gordon Ford's adobe house, outbuildings and property) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ford Property Fülling, Eltham, Victoria 

 

 

 

 

 

http://vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/#detail_places;104495
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A rockery in honour of Ellis Stones was installed in the Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne, 

Victoria. 
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Each of Stones, Walling and Ford produced influential books. 
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During the 1930s and 1940s a small number of writers asserted that Aboriginal cultural 

identification with the natural environment should contribute, at least in part, to Australian 

identity. For example Jindyworobak111  Kenneth Gifford argued that: 

 
111 The Jindyworobaks (allegedly an Aboriginal term meaning 'joined together') comprised white Australian writers 

in the 1930s and 1940s who attempted to integrate Aboriginal subjects, language and mythology into the dominant 

white Australian culture and who were noted for their early environmentalism. The use of Aboriginal words in 

their poetry left them open to ridicule and they were famously criticised by renowned Australian poet A. D. Hope 

(1907-2000) who said that 'the poet who tries to write like a second-hand Abo[rigine] is no more likely to produce 

sincere work than the poet who writes like a second-hand Englishman' 

(http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/staffhome/siryan/academy/author%20pages/jindyworobaks.htm). 

http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/staffhome/siryan/academy/author%20pages/hope%2C%20a.htm
http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/staffhome/siryan/academy/author%20pages/jindyworobaks.htm)
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It is the belief of the Jindyworobak that a true virile Australian culture can be achieved 

for us only by the joining of the distinctively Australian to the best of our English cultural 

heritage. … The real test of a people's culture is the way in which they  express 

themselves in relation to their environment and the loftiness and universality of their 

artistic conceptions raised on that basis. Australians have not yet reacted to their 

background; in the main, they have not even truly sensed its existence. There are still 

too many oaks and poplars hiding the gums, too many blackberries infesting the 

countryside for the Nodding Blue Lily to make its shy presence known. If we are to 

achieve an Australian culture we must sacrifice much to which we have been accustomed 

in the past, and in its place we must find an even older past, a past that is truly Australian. 

 

(Gifford, 1944, pp. 4, 7) 

 

Poet and founder of the Jindyworobak movement Rex Ingamells (1913-1955) asserted that an 

Australian culture depends 'on the fulfilment and sublimation of certain definite conditions. 

namely: 

1. A clear recognition of environmental values; 

2. The debunking of much nonsense; 

3. An understanding of Australia's history and traditions, primaeval, colonial and 

modern.'  

(quoted in Gifford, 1944, p. 7). 

 

According to Gifford: 

 

We cannot forget all that great heritage of culture that our forefathers brought with them 

from England, but we must take equal care not to neglect our equally rich and peculiarly 

distinctive experiences of our Australian home. Here in Australia we have traditions 

worth having, traditions such as no other country possesses, and it is these traditions that 

are of supreme importance to us culturally. But to appreciate them we must banish many 

cherished but ill-conceived notions of those who were truly the Original Australians. … 

The aborigine was not always the unedifying wreck of humanity that the white man has 

made him. His was a race that proudly lived and proudly fought to retain its 

independence against the unheeding land-grabbing dominance of the white conquerors. 

His resistance was futile, fraught with bewilderment at the new material culture thrust 

before him; but it was a resistance worthy of his proud traditions. … The culture of this 

virile people was peculiarly an earth culture; they were as no other race has been so long 



153 
 

as history can tell a part of nature herself. Their whole culture was bound up with their 

environment; their whole life was lived in nature.112 

 

(Gifford, 1944, pp. 13-15) 

 

The Jindyworobaks were aware that their vision for Australia would lose its value unless it could 

be extended beyond the Jindyworobak movement, arguing that 'the choking weeds of 

Australienism must be uprooted from our schools, and in their place the seeds of the new culture 

must be sown. … Our whole educational system as well as much of our national life will need a 

re-orientation' (Gifford, 1944, p.18). 

 

Such a re-orientation did not occur for two major reasons. Firstly, the Jindyworobaks were 

fighting what later became known as 'the cultural cringe', a term coined in 1950 by the Australian 

writer, critic and teacher A.A. Phillips (1900-1985) to describe an Australian tendency to identify 

local literature and art as inferior to works produced overseas, particularly to those arising in 

Britain and America (Phillips, 2005). The comments in 1935 of George Cowling, Professor of 

English at the University of Melbourne, epitomised this view. 

 

Australia is not yet in the centre of the map and has no London. There are no ancient 

churches, castles, ruins – the memorials of generations departed. From the point of view of 

literature this means that we can never hope to have a Scott, a Balzac, a Dumas. 

(The Age, 16 February 1935) 

 

Secondly, most Australians either consciously rejected the worth of Aboriginal culture, including 

its connection with the natural environment, or remained ignorant of it. The belief that Aboriginal 

people comprised 'a dying race' was widespread and little genuine attempt to include study of 

Aboriginal society and culture in school curricula was made. According to C.D. Rowley (1906-

1985), then Professor of Political Studies at the University of Papua and New Guinea: 

 

 
112 Aboriginal people were not even counted in the Australian census until after the successful 1967 Constitutional 

Referendum which proposed: 

1. to include Aboriginal people in the census; and  

2. to allow the Commonwealth government to make laws for Aboriginal people. 
(https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/history/australian-1967-referendum#ixzz5NeuhmRK2) 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/history/australian-1967-referendum#ixzz5NeuhmRK2
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It is not surprising that the obliteration of the tribes from the most valuable land areas 

should be bowdlerised in the school history books. … In the absence of clear light shed 

upon the past, racial prejudice is free to make its own interpretations. And by far the 

great majority of us interpret history, to suit our own prejudices, from the stories we 

remember from the school history book. 

(Rowley, 1972, p. 6) 

 

Previously, W.E.H. Stanner (1905-1981), appointed Professor of Anthropology at the 

Australian National University in 1964, wrote about 'the peculiarity that lay at the heart of 

Australian national identity, the systematic obliteration in national memory of what the British 

settlers had done to the Aborigines' (Stanner, introduction by Robert Manne, 2010, p. 2). 

 

Some exceptions to this elimination did occur but they were few in number, despite the efforts 

of the Jindyworobaks. One other rare example of empathy with Aboriginal people was that of 

artist, naturalist and poet Tarlton Rayment (1882-1964) who wrote of Aboriginal loss of land 

in his 1937 poem The Lament of Bukkan-Munjie. 

 

In the Land of my Tribe there is silence – 

not songs, 

And the heart of poor Munjie how sadly 

it longs 

For the Emu, the Euro,  

its long flying leap  

Down the hill, where the brothers of  

Bukkan now sleep. 
 

For the sheep of the whitemen now swarm 

like bees 

O'er the land, and the graves of our brown 

Birrahlees. 

But now, black is the forest; the gullies are 

bare, 

And the scents of the wattles are gone, who 

knows where? 

(Morgan, 1986, p. 4) 
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Generally, Aboriginal people seldom featured in Australian discourse.113 Certainly their role in 

land management114 was very rarely discussed in the time period from Federation to the late 

1950s, a time of considerable utilisation of the natural environment. 

 

Despite the contributions made to increasing environmental awareness by Stones, Walling and 

Ford and the concern over environmental degradation expressed by, inter alia, Mawson, Froggatt, 

Dunphy, Pitt, Wright, Boyd, Morrison and Leach, the overwhelming majority of Australians 

supported the exploitation of the natural environment in the period from Federation until the end 

of the 1950s, a continuation of the predominant view from the time of the British invasion and 

occupation of Australia starting in 1788. The Victorian school curriculum of the time generally 

mirrored and fostered this perspective. 

  

 
113 A small number of exceptions occurred in art (e.g. Albert Namatjira, 1902-1959), music (e.g. Harold Blair, 1924-

1976), boxing (e.g. Dave Sands, 1926-1952) and Australian football (e.g. Doug Nicholls, later Sir Douglas Nicholls, 

1906-1988). 

114 For an excellent account of Aboriginal land management based on analyses of the journals of explorers and 

settlers see Pascoe, B. (2015). Dark emu: Black seeds: Agriculture or accident?. Broome, Australia: Magabala Books 

Aboriginal Corporation. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: An 

Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 8 

 

The Victorian School Curriculum from Federation to the end of the 1950s 

 

The relative homogeneity of the non-Aboriginal Australian population until the end of the 1950s 

allowed Victorian education to remain largely British-orientated, albeit with increasing 

Australian content from 1901. The names and physical appearance of the students in the following 

1951 photograph of a Victorian suburban primary school Grade 2 class clearly demonstrate the 

Anglo-Celtic uniformity of the students. To most Australians it seemed perfectly appropriate at 

the time for state school students to salute the Australian flag (boys only), to sing the National 

Anthem (God Save the King (Queen)) and, in Victoria, to recite the following oath of allegiance 

at assembly every Monday morning: 

 

I love God and my country. 

I honour the flag. 

I will serve the King (Queen), 

and cheerfully obey my parents, teachers and the law.115
 

 

 

 

115 Historian John Hirst (1942-2016) who attended school in South Australia claimed that he recited the following 

oath of allegiance at this time: 

I am an Australian. 

I love my country, the British Empire. 

I honour her King, King George the Sixth.  

I salute her flag, the Union Jack. 

I promise to cheerfully obey her laws. 

(Hirst, 2014, p. 190) 
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Back Row L to R: Garry Sparks, James Brearley, Peter Leeming, Phillip Warner, Daryl Orford, Barry 

Chapman, Ian Buckle, Bruce Hircoe, Daryl Bowker, Bill Smith. 

Third Row L to R: Lynette Cowell, Elaine Whiter, Mabel White, Gail Delaney, ?, Janice Pearce, Kaye 

Foxwell, Marion Mason, Lesley Shaw. 

Second Row L to R: Valerie Down, Helen Glassford, Doreen Black, Suzanne Sleeth, Joan Fisher, Shirley 

Lugg, Wendy ?, Joan Patterson, Helen Whiteside, ? 

Front Row L to R: Graeme Coward, Graham Wills, Bruce Sawyer, Jimmy ?, Garry Price, Ray Stevens, 

Ian Buncle, Ian Sleeth, Billy Lloyd. 

 

 

Some books used in Victorian primary schools in this time period emphasised Australia's British 

heritage, including glorification of the British Empire and passionate support of the mastery of 

nature to increase its wealth. For example, Well Done! True Stories of Brave Endeavour: A Book 

for British Boys (author's emphasis) was used in Grade 4 at Wiseleigh State School (eastern 

Victoria) in the years prior to World War I.116
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
116 The author's copy was used by his uncle David Price in 1914. 
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Further evidence of Australia's loyalty to the British Empire is provided by the enthusiastic 

commitment of volunteers to British wars in the colonial era 117 and, at least initially, to World 

War I.118 The booklet in the following photograph records the names of all Victorians who were 

the first to volunteer for service in World War I. The terms 'For Empire', 'Dear Old Flag' and 

'Victoria's First Expeditionary Force to the Motherland' are indicative of the depth of Australia's 

affection for Britain at the start of the war. 

 

 

 

 
117 Australian volunteers served in the Maori (New Zealand) Wars in the 1860s, in Sudan in 1885, in the Boer War 

in South Africa from 1899 to 1902 and against the Boxer Rebellion in Peking (Beijing) from 1900 to 1901 

(https://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/c.php?=245297&p=1633041).  

 
118 For Australia, World War I remains the costliest conflict in terms of deaths and casualties. From a population of 

less than five million, 416,809 men enlisted, of whom more than 60,000 were killed and 156,000 wounded, gassed, 

or taken prisoner (https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/atwar/first-world-war). 
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King George V praised the contributions made by Australian (and New Zealand) troops to the 

Gallipoli Campaign in World War I, as shown in the following illustration. 
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(The Men of Anzac, 1916, frontispiece) 

 

 

 

The importance of the British Empire to most Australians continued in the period from World 

War I to World War II illustrated, inter alia, by the considerable importance placed on Empire 

Day.  
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Fruiterer's truck decorated for Empire Day 1937 

 

 

In World War II there was still intense identification with Britain and the British Empire. For 

example, the loyalty to Britain is demonstrated in the following photograph that shows a State 

Funeral for eight people,119 including members of the Menzies war cabinet, killed in an air crash 

near Canberra, Australia's capital, on 13 August, 1940. Each casket was draped with the British 

flag, not the Australian flag, despite the fact that all those killed were Australians. 

 

 

 
119

 The eight people killed were Brigadier G.A. Street (Minister for the Army), General Sir Brudenell White (Chief 

of the General Staff), Lieutenant Colonel F. Thornwaite (Army Liaison Officer), Mr J.V. Fairbairn (Minister for 

Air), Sir Henry Gullett (Vice President Executive Council), Mr R.E. Elford (Secretary to Air Minister), Flight 

Lieutenant R.E. Hitchcock, RAAF (Aircraft Captain), Pilot Officer R.F. Wiesener, RAAF (Second Pilot). Corporal 

J.F. Palmer and Aircraftman C.J. Crosdale (http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/fact-sheets/fs142.aspx). 
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State Funeral in Melbourne for eight people killed in an air crash near Canberra 1940 

 

 

 

After World War II, despite the arrival of increasing numbers of non-British immigrants, much 

encouragement was given to Britons by the Commonwealth Government, State governments and 

private organisations to emigrate to Australia. Assisted passages were offered and considerable 

emphasis was placed on how 'British' Australian society was, as shown in the following 

illustrations (posters displayed in the Immigration Museum, Melbourne). 
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In spite of the emphasis on the British heritage and on the exploitation of the natural environment 

in the community and in Victorian schools, some embracing of the Australian environment in 

publications for both adults and children did occur in the time period from 1901 to the end of the 

1950s. For example, naturalist and author Charles Barrett (1879-1959) wrote many books and 

articles devoted to the Australian natural environment, including his popular Australian wildlife 
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(Barrett, 1943). Similarly, Francis Ratcliffe (1904-1970)120  produced many environmental 

publications. His Flying fox and drifting sand: The adventures of a biologist in Australia was very 

popular and acquainted many Australians with their natural environment (Ratcliffe, 1938). 

Journalist and ornithologist Alexander (Alec) Chisholm (1890-1977) was another prolific writer 

on the natural environment in Australia. His Birds and green places. A book of Australian nature 

gossip (Chisholm, 1929) and his Nature fantasy in Australia (Chisholm, 1932) were popular, as 

was his later work The romance of the Lyrebird (Chisholm, 1960). 

 

Perhaps the person who contributed most to greater environmental awareness in Australia from 

1901 to the late 1950s was ornithologist and artist Neville W. Cayley (1886-1950),121 best known 

for his very popular What bird is that? A guide to the birds of Australia (Cayley, 1931) in which 

every Australian bird was illustrated in colour (see typical plate 

below) and which ran to many editions.122 He justified his focus 

on birds with the inclusion of the message in the first edition: 

 

Birds express all that is beautiful, joyous and free in 

nature. They delight our eyes, charm our ears, quicken our 

imagination, and through association with the bushland 

inspire us with a profound love of country. 

 

(Cayley, 1931, p. v) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
120 Francis Ratcliffe was a zoologist and author. He was Officer-in-Charge, Wildlife Survey Section, CSIRO until 

1961, then Assistant Chief, Division of Entomology until his retirement in 1969. He was a co-founder of the 

Australian Conservation Foundation. His popular Flying fox and drifting sand: The adventures of a biologist in 

Australia was reprinted in 1947, 1963, 1970, 1976 (http://www.eoas.info/biogs/P000732b.htm). 

121 Neville William Cayley (1886-1950), ornithologist and artist, was born at Yamba, Clarence River, New South Wales, 

He was the son of Neville Henry Penniston Cayley (1854-1903), also a bird-artist who migrated to Australia from England 

in 1877 (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cayley-neville-william-5540). 

 
122 First published in 1931, the most recent edition of this very popular work was published in 2016. 

 

http://www.eoas.info/biogs/P000732b.htm)
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cayley-neville-william-5540)
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PLATE XIX 

1. Scarlet Robin Petroica multicolor 

1A. Female  Scarlet Robin 

2. Red-capped Robin  Petroica goodenovii 

2A. Female  Red-capped Robin 

3. Pink Robin Petroica rodinogaster 

3A. Female  Pink Robin 

4. Rose Robin  Petroica rosea 

4A. Female  Rose Robin 

5. Flame Robin  Petroica phoenicea 

5A. Female  Flame Robin 

6. Eastern Whiteface   Aphelocephala leucopsis 

7. Western Whiteface Aphelocephalacastaneiventris 

8. Chestnut-breasted Whiteface Aphelocephala pectoralis 

9. Banded Whiteface Aphelocephala nigricincta 

10. Samphire Thornbill Acanthiza iredalei 

11. Dark Thornbill  Acanthiza hedleyi 

12. Varied Thornbill Acanthiza squamata 

13. Yellow-tailed Thornbill  Acanthiza chrysorrhoa 

14. Buff-tailed Thornbill   Acanthiza reguloides 

15. Chestnut-tailed Thornbill Acanthiza uropygialis 

16. White-faced Chat  Epthianura albifrons 

16A. Female  White-faced Chat 

17. Crimson Chat Epthianuratricolor 

17A. Female  Crimson Chat 

18. Orange Chat  Epthianura aurifrons 

18A. Female  Orange Chat 

19. Yellow Chat Epthianura crocea 

19A. Female  Yellow Chat 

20. Desert Chat  Ashbyia lovensis 
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21. Speckled Warbler Chthonicola sagittata 

 

I 

  

 

(Cayley, 1931, pp. 143-145) 

 

 

Although Cayley's What bird is that? elevated his status considerably, he had earlier  produced 

other works devoted to inculcating a love of the Australian natural environment, largely through 

his focus on birds. For example, his first ornithological booklet Our birds (Cayley, 1918) 

described the behaviour of various birds and their habitats and contributed to enhancing 

environmental awareness. 
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The contribution of Neville W. Cayley (and that of his father Neville H. Cayley) to knowledge 

about the Australian natural environment was recognised in the poem To Neville Cayley written 

in 1937 by one of Australia's greatest poets, Mary Gilmore (1865-1962)123. The poem included: 

 

They loved the birds – the Cayley men  

Father to son, and son again; 

and in the bird they loved the land 

and served Australia in that love. 

(quoted in Olsen, 2013, p. iv) 

 

 

123 Mary Gilmore is featured on the Australian $10 note. 
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The works of Barrett, Ratcliffe, Chisholm and Cayley were often included in the collections of 

secondary school libraries.124
 

 

Cayley also wrote books to educate children about the Australian natural environment, some of 

which were used in schools. For example, his The tale of Bluey Wren (Cayley, 1926) told the 

story of Bluey's adventures as he courted Jenny Wren, nested, assisted with incubation of the eggs 

and fed and protected the chicks. The whimsical nature of the story made it attractive to some 

children and possibly enhanced their environmental awareness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

124 Personal observation of the author. 
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Some other children's books that focused on the Australian environment also became popular 

in the period from 1901 to the end of the 1950s and were used in schools. For example, the 

1918 publication Tales of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie: All about two little gum-nut babies and 

their adventures wonderful written by May Gibbs (1877-1969) and telling the story of the gum- 

nut babies and their adventures with the bad 'Banksia Men' was (and still is) widely read. It 

contained the environmental message 'Humans. Please be kind to all bush creatures and don't 

pull up flowers by the roots' (Gibbs, 1918, p. 1). 
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Other popular children's books to focus on the Australian environment in this period included 

Dorothy Wall's (1894-1942) Blinky Bill: The quaint little Australian, the story of a koala with 

human characteristics (Wall, 1933) and The story of Karrawingi the emu by Leslie Rees (1905-

2000) that tells the story of the action-packed life of an Australian emu and his family, including 

their eating habits, their family patterns and the dangers they face (Rees, 1946).125 

 

 

 

 

125 This book won the inaugural Australian Children's Book of the Year in 1946 

(http://www.literaryawards.com.au/cbca.html#pastwinners). 

 

http://www.literaryawards.com.au/cbca.html#pastwinners)
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Despite the popularity of some Australian books such as, inter alia, those of Barrett, Ratcliffe, 

Chisholm, Cayley, Gibbs, Wall and Rees and their possible creation of more awareness of the 

Australian environment in both adults and children, the close emotional ties with Britain from 

Federation to the end of the 1950s and the 'conquest of nature' attitude of the British Empire remained. 

Imperial honours were awarded to Australians and the Governors-General of Australia, with two 

exceptions, were British.126
 

 

Further evidence of the close ties with Britain during this time period also is provided by the great 

excitement elicited by the Royal Tour of 1954, Queen Elizabeth II being the first reigning 

monarch of Australia to actually set foot on Australian soil. The then Prime Minister Robert 

Menzies (1894-1978) wrote that: 

 

It is a basic truth that for our Queen we have within us, sometimes unrealised until the 

moment of expression, the most profound and passionate feelings of loyalty and 

devotion. It does not require much imagination to realise that when eight million people 

spontaneously pour out this feeling they are engaging in a great act of common 

allegiance and common joy which brings them closer together and is one of the most 

powerful elements converting them from a mass of individuals to a great cohesive nation. 

In brief, the common devotion to the Throne is a part of the very cement of the whole 

social structure. 

(The Sydney Morning Herald, 4 February 1954) 

 

In Victoria many primary school students (including the author), with their issued Union Jacks, 

lined the route from Essendon Aerodrome127 to Government House. Traditional British activities 

such as girls' maypole dancing and boys' marching were performed later in the tour for the Queen 

and the Duke of Edinburgh. 

 

 

126 British Governors-General of Australia from Federation to the end of the 1950s were the Earl of Hopetoun 

(January 1901-July 1902), Baron Tennyson (January 1903-January 1904), Baron Northcote (January 1904- 

September 1908), Earl of Dudley (September 1908-July 1911), Baron Denman (July 1911-May 1914), Sir Ronald 

Munro Ferguson (May 1914-October 1920), Baron Forster (October 1920-October 1925), Baron Stonehaven 

(October 1925-January 1931), Baron Gowrie (January 1936-January 1945), Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester 

(January 1945-March 1947), Sir William Slim (May 1953-February 1960). The two exceptions were Australian- 

born Sir Isaac Isaacs (January 1931-January 1936) and Sir William McKell (March 1947-May 1953) 

(https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Governors-General_of_Australia). 

127 Melbourne International Airport was not opened until 1970 (http://melbourneairport.com.au/about-melbourne- 

airport/media/photo-gallery.html). 

http://melbourneairport.com.au/about-melbourne-
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A commemorative medal was struck and distributed to school students by the Victorian 

government. 

 

 

 

Of significance during the Royal Tour of 1954 was the Queen's lighting of the Eternal Flame and 

dedication of the forecourt at the Shrine of Remembrance, to many people Melbourne's most 

numinous secular building. 
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During the period from Federation until the end of the 1950s Australians, as part of a Western, 

capitalistic, relatively homogeneous society of Anglo-Celtic background, overwhelmingly agreed 

that progress was assured through the mastery of nature. This perspective continued the 'conquest 

of nature' community environmental attitude from the Colonial Era. The Victorian school 

curriculum largely also continued to reflect and support this view, although some curriculum 

reforms did occur, mainly initiated by Frank Tate. 

 

In 1902 Frank Tate (1864-1939) was appointed the first Director of 

Education128 and instituted the first major curriculum reform in 

Victoria, 'introducing kindergarten methods into the Infant 

Departments and broadening the primary curriculum to include 

the manual arts, elementary science, music, literature, history and physical 

education' (http://www.emelbourne.net.au/bib/PEM000153.htm). Tate's 

legacy to education in Victoria was huge. In an obituary in 1939 

the then Director of Education J.A. Seitz stated that: 

 

 

128 Frank Tate served in this position from 1902 until 1928. He was the most outstanding innovator in education in 

twentieth century Victoria (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/tate-frank-8748/text15325). For further details see 

Selleck, R.J.W. (1976). Frank Tate: A Victorian Australian. History of Education: Journal of the History of 

Education Society, 5 (1), 59-74. 

http://www.emelbourne.net.au/bib/PEM000153.htm
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/tate-frank-8748/text15325)
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It is very difficult to state in a short article Victoria's full debt to the late Mr Frank Tate, 

the Grand Old Man of Victorian education. He has been responsible for so many reforms 

and developments that one can only give a survey of his major achievements. 

 

He aimed to make the school a happy place, an efficient instrument for the training of 

the young in citizenship and an integral part of the community in which it was situated. 

His plans of improvement were directed therefore towards the pupil, the teacher and the 

citizen. … 

 

In the early 20th century Mr Tate advocated education as opposed to instruction - in other 

words development of the mind instead of cramming it with more or less useless facts 

He believed that pupils should be taught to think and to reason, to read and to 

comprehend, to listen and to understand. The schoolroom and the school surroundings 

should be made as beautiful as possible. Every school should take an interest in 

beautifying its grounds and improving the wastelands of the community. This idea led 

to the Schools Endowment Plantation scheme by which pupils were encouraged to plant 

waste areas with trees and to teach the community that trees were worthwhile and 

necessary. 

 

By his share in the work of these plantations the school pupil learns a lesson of 

incalculable value to him as a citizen and to the State as a community. 

 

(The Argus, 1 July 1939) 

 

Of particular relevance to this study was Tate's introduction of Nature Study into the primary 

school curriculum, with Tate contending that: 

 

Nature Study answers satisfactorily to every test the educator may apply. … No subject 

can give more interesting and effective exercise in close and sustained observation, in 

comparison and generalisation, in collecting and systematising truths, and in working 

out the causes and results of observed facts. 

(Gillies & Hall, 1903, Introduction) 

 

According to Macquarie University academic Dorothy Kass, Nature Study was a new subject 

introduced to elementary school curricula throughout the English speaking world in the 1890s 

and the early 1900s and 'was defined by three basic components: scientific observation and 

reasoning; aesthetic appreciation; and the development of a close understanding of the natural 

world often referred to as "sympathy"' (Kass, 2014, http://dehanz.net.au). 
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Two works that assisted the successful introduction of Nature Study into the Victorian school 

curriculum were the textbook Nature Studies in Australia (1903) by author and teacher William 

Gillies (dates not known) and ornithologist Robert Hall (1867-1949) and the guide for teachers 

The Aim and Method in Nature Study (1905) by Charles Long.129 Both works contributed to Tate's 

vision of making education more situated through a logical study of nature. 

 

Gillies and Hall contended that the teaching of Nature Study should emphasise the unity of nature, 

a forerunner of an ecological focus, and should be taught in a rigorous manner. They asserted 

that: 

 

The interest in living things which is born with every child was often killed by the old 

methods of presenting knowledge. Technical language was used, which made things 

which were really familiar look strange and forbidding; anatomy and physiology were 

introduced at a stage when the child is interested solely in outside appearances; the single 

robe of Nature was torn into separate parts called Sciences, which seemed to have no 

connection; and a jumble of facts was presented, under the name of Natural History, 

culled from every part of the world except from the child's own surroundings. Delight in 

the beauty and wonder of life was not drawn out; and, indeed, the whole course of study 

was often subordinated to the needs of students who were preparing for a medical course. 

Little wonder that the child's interest was soon killed. 

The scrappy object lessons of the past will need to be given up. The teacher must feel 

the unity of Nature; and treat each object as part of an organic whole. The world is not 

divided into thought-tight compartments. It is natural for the child to look on the world 

as one; and it is mischievous to check this natural feeling by presenting one part of 

Nature as if it had no connection with another. The good teacher of Nature study will try 

to foreshadow for the child that unity of Nature which the mature man finally arrives at. 

Study of the separate sciences will come in due time, when the child becomes the student. 

It is essential, too, that a school course of Nature study should be systematic. Much harm 

has been done in the past by loose, desultory Nature teaching; and also by the idea that, 

when children are taken into garden or field, they can do good work without 

systematic guidance and strict discipline. The brightest Nature teaching will fail unless 

there goes with it a method as severe and a discipline as strict as in teaching arithmetic. 

 

(Gillies & Hall, 1903, pp. iii-iv) 

 

 
129 See p. 128. 
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Crucial to the successful implementation of Nature Study in the Victorian primary school 

curriculum was Tate's appointment of John Leach (1870-1929)130 as supervisor of Nature Study. 

Leach became a school inspector and later Assistant Chief Inspector of Schools in Victoria and 

was extremely influential in the development of the study of natural history through his co-

founding of the Gould League of Bird Lovers in 1909131 and through his widely-used An Australian 

bird book: A pocket book for field use, published by arrangement with the Education Department 

of Victoria, and his Australian nature studies: A book of reference for those interested in nature-

study. 

 

130 See pp. 140-141. 
131  See pp. 140-144. 
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Frank Tate's passion for the Australian natural environment and his excitement about Nature 

Study becoming entrenched in the Victorian school curriculum are evident in the above book's 
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Introduction, a seminal Victorian curriculum statement and consequently worthy of inclusion in 

its entirety in this thesis. 
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(Leach, 1918, pp.1-6) 

 

The efforts of Tate and Leach, inter alia, to expand the Victorian school curriculum to include 

Nature Study in the early twentieth century were not in vain. For example, in a report on the daily 

activities of a rural school in eastern Victoria, journalist E.S. Emerson, after describing various 

traditional subject lessons, stated that: 

 

Several other subjects are included in the general curriculum. … Twice in each week 

special lessons are given in Nature work. So much had the effect of Nature-study been 

shown during the day's work, that I welcomed further information concerning it. 

Conspicuous in the school is an aquarium, and in this, from time to time, the larvae of 

mosquitoes and of frogs and of dragon flies are traced through their many interesting 

stages of development. The water mantis and the water beetles have also been studied, 

and their life-histories written up from actual observation. In the case above the 

aquarium, the eggs of spiders and of many different moths have been hatched, the young 

fed, and their development traced day by day, until the children talk about their habits 

as every-day topics of conversation. In still another branch of the study, ferns, wild 

flowers, leaves and seeds are made identifiable, even to the very young scholars, and 
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with these the native birds and animals receive attention. Sometimes the classes are taken 

out to the neighbouring hills or into the shady gullies, and that the work there is 

appreciated is evidenced by the unique essays which have been written around it by the 

scholars. The very smallest children are attracted and interested by this study, and - but 

here is an impromptu composition on a frog, written beneath a pen and ink sketch of 

one of the 'bull' species, by a little chap not quite eight years of age: 

 

The frog 

The frog is rough on the back, and slippery. The frog can swim well, and it has 

big mussels and very strong bones. There are land frogs and water frogs. The 

frog in your throat is not a frog at all. Frogs are cold-blooded animals. and does 

not mined the cold. The frog on the front feet has four paws and on the back feet 

it has five feet. 

 

With all its quaint errors, surely this is a great achievement for a kiddy not eight years 

old; yet there are as many essays as good and better in the observation books of his 

class. 

(Emerson, n.d., quoted in Gibb, 1987, p. 290) 

 

However, despite initial enthusiasm for Nature Study to be included in the Victorian school 

curriculum, it had disappeared as a separate subject by the 1950s in some schools,132 probably as 

a result of the loss of the strong advocacy provided by Tate, Gillies, Hall, Long and Leach in the 

early twentieth century. 

 

Until at least the end of the 1950s teaching was essentially didactic, as shown in the following 

extract from a teachers' training manual (used at the Teachers' College, Carlton until the 1950s). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
132 In the compulsory years of school attendance Victorian schools were relatively free to develop their own courses, 

even after the implementation of the CSF in 1995. 
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(Boardman, n.d., pp. 171-172) 

 

 

Classrooms were organised to cater for large classes133 and for the teacher-centred approach with 

heavy desks in rows facing the blackboard at the front of the room.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

133  See student report for Grade 5 (below) which had 54 pupils in 1954 and the earlier discussion of the work of 

Henry Robert Bastow, p. 114. 
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Chewton State School no.1054 class, circa 1913 

 

 

Learning was largely mimetic, with students repeating information until it allegedly had been 

absorbed. The following student reports selected from various class levels confirm that traditional 

subjects including Arithmetic, Spelling, Handwriting and Phonics remained at the core of the 

Victorian primary school curriculum.134 They also verify that the Victorian secondary school 

curriculum for the compulsory years of schooling emphasised traditional subjects including 

English, Geography, General Science, Woodwork (for boys) and Cookery (for girls). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

134 Note that Nature Study was not included and that Care of Books was seen to be important! 
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As demonstrated by the student reports above, Nature Study was not taught as a separate subject 

in some Victorian schools by the 1950s, although facets of it were sometimes included in other 

subjects. For example, the drawing of birds using the Gould League's Sketch Book of Australian 

Birds was done in some art sessions.135  Some Victorian schools continued to teach Nature Study 

throughout the 1950s. Some others reinstated it as a separate subject at the end of the 1950s, as 

shown in the following 1959-1961 report card.136  

 

135 For example, in Mr Leonard James's Grade 5 class in 1954 at Aberfeldie State School No. 4220 where the author 

was a student. 

136 For example, Aberfeldie State School did not include Nature Study as a separate subject in its curriculum in the 

early 1950s but reinstated it in the late 1950s, as shown in the report card for Malcolm Price, the author's brother. 
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In line with Frank Tate's prescription, Nature Study was taught rigorously at Aberfeldie State 

School, albeit with a somewhat anthropocentric focus, as confirmed by the following items 

produced in Grade 5.137  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
137 Note the advocacy of using DDT for killing aphis. Silent Spring had not yet been published (see pp. 223-225). 
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In addition to Nature Study, aspects of the Australian environment also were included in The 

Victorian Readers,138 an eight volume set introduced from 1928139  and used in conjunction with 

The School Paper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
138 The series was originally entitled The Victorian Reading-Books. 

139 The Eighth Book was the first published in 1928, followed soon after by the First Book. The Third Book and 

the Sixth Book were published in 1929 and the rest were published in 1930. 
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The stated aim of The Victorian Readers was that '[t]he young readers were to begin at home, to 

be taken in imagination to various parts of the Empire, to Europe, and to the United States of 

America, and thus to gain knowledge of their rich heritage and acquire a well-founded pride of 

race' (The Victorian Readers: Eighth Book, 1928, preface). The conservative views on class, race, 

religion, work and morals, expressed from 1896 in The School Paper that gave 'the Department 

 

The 

Victorian Reading-Books 

 

EIGHTH BOOK 

 

If I were to pray for a taste that should 

stand me in stead under every variety 

of circumstances and be a source of 

happiness to me through life, it would 

be a taste for reading. 

 

                               JOHN HERSCHEL 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-------- 

FIRST EDITION 

Wholly set up and printed in Australia 

--------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

H. J. Green,  Government  Printer,  Melbourne 
1928 
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… a powerful means of producing educative effect in any desired direction' (Ministry of Public 

Instruction, 1908-09, p. 11) were continued in The Victorian Readers. 

 

From an environmental perspective the articles in The Victorian Readers provided an assortment 

of romantic views of the Australian natural environment and enthusiastic support for the conquest 

of nature. For example, despite her affinity with the natural beauty of the Mallee,140primary 

teacher Irene Lanfranchi (dates unknown) asserted in her Springtime in the Mallee that, when the 

'untouched' land is exploited, the Mallee will contribute greatly to Victoria's economic prosperity. 

 

Springtime in the Mallee 

Only those who have been closely associated with the north-western part of Victoria can 

really credit the springtime beauty of this Mallee country - country which, as time wears 

on and the thousands of acres as yet untouched by man are opened up, will prove to be 

one of the finest wealth-producing areas in the State. 

 

When Spring has spread her mantle over the broad expanse of undulating land, and plants 

belonging to the·vernal season have awakened to life, the Mallee is transformed into a 

beautiful garden. … 

 

Unless one had seen these beautiful patches of Nature's handiwork, one could scarcely 

believe that such beauty abounded in the Mallee, which is more often than not associated 

in the minds of people with a far-away country of scrub and timber - a back- o'-beyond 

place devoid of attraction; instead of which it is one of the finest parts of Victoria. 

 

(Lanfranchi, 1930, Springtime in the Mallee, The Victorian Readers: Fifth Book, 1930, pp.183-185) 

 

 

 

Poet and newspaper editor Roderic Quinn (1867-1949) glorified the exploitation of the natural 

environment and Australian nationalism in his poem The Australian. 

 

 

 

 

 
140 See the 'Little Desert' issue in Chapter 11. 
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(Quinn, 1930, The Australian, The Victorian Readers: Fifth Book, pp. 191-193) 
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The enthusiasm for the conquest of nature also was displayed in the Eighth Book by the inclusion 

of Frederick McCubbin's The Pioneer (incorrectly, although more appropriately, titled The 

Pioneers) with the inscription 'A picture that enshrines a complete record of our life and land' 

(The Victorian Readers: Eighth Book, 1928, frontispiece). 

 

 

 

 

Frederick McCubbin, The Pioneer, 1904 

 

Possibly the glorification of the mastery of nature attributed to McCubbin in the Eighth Book's 

inclusion of The Pioneer and its caption was not justified. Perhaps McCubbin portrayed the view 

that human progress and happiness are not necessarily manifestations of the conquest of nature. 

McCubbin showed a pioneering couple in their bush environment in the first panel of the triptych. 

He represented the conquest of nature through depicting the felling of trees on the pioneering 

family's property in the second panel and the development of urbanisation in the distant 

background in the third panel. McCubbin never explained the meaning of the third panel so its 
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contents are open to interpretation. The portrayal of a grave-side figure in a cleared area perhaps 

represents his view that the mastery of nature does not necessarily bring happiness, although there 

was no implication of this perspective in the Eighth Book. Even though there might have been no 

deliberate attempt by the editors of The Victorian Readers to misinterpret McCubbin's intentions, 

there can be no doubt that intentional alterations of the meaning of some inclusions were made. 

 

In her astute analysis of The Victorian Readers, Professor Clare Bradford of Deakin University 

illustrated the deliberate attempts made by the editors to eliminate Aboriginal people from 

Australia's history and to promote the exploitation of the natural environment. She stated: 

 

The Eighth Book contains excerpts from Thomas Mitchell's first-person account of his 

ascent of Pyramid Hill in 1836. It is instructive to compare the versions in the Reader 

with the work from which they are adapted, Mitchell's Three Expeditions into the Interior 

of Eastern Australia. Consider these three examples: 

 

I. 

As I stood, the first European intruder on the sublime solitude of these verdant 

plains, as yet untouched by flocks or herds; I felt conscious of being the harbinger 

of mighty changes … 

Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions (159) 

As I stood, the first intruder in the sublime solitude of those verdant plains as yet 

untouched by flocks or herds, I felt certain of being the harbinger of mighty 

changes there .... 

Victorian Readers: Eighth Book (4) 

 

In the Readers' version of Mitchell's text Indigenous habitation is wiped out entirely, 

since the explorer is said to be not merely the first European intruder but the first intruder; 

and in the change from 'I felt conscious' to 'I felt certain', Mitchell is attributed a higher 

level of agency and conviction. 

 

 

II. 

We had at length discovered a country ready for the immediate reception of 

civilized man; and destined perhaps to become eventually a portion of a great 

empire. 

Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions (1839: 171) 
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We had at length discovered a country for the immediate reception of civilized 

man, and fit to become the abode of one of the great nations of the earth.  

 

Victorian Readers: Eighth Book (4) 

 

It appears from the changes made to this sentence that the Readers's editors regarded 

Mitchell's vision of the future as too qualified and too limited to suit their agendas, with 

its cautionary 'perhaps' and 'eventually' and the limitation it places upon nationhood: 'a 

portion of a great empire'. The Readers's drive to patriotic nationalism is evident in the 

way it omits all Mitchell's qualifications and looks to an Australia which is 'one of the 

great nations of the earth'. 

 

III. 

Of this Eden I was the first European to explore its mountains and streams - to 

behold its scenery - to investigate its geological character - and, by my survey, to 

develope [sic] those natural advantages, certain to become, at no distant date, of 

vast importance to a new people. 

Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions (171) 

 

Of this Eden it seemed that I was the only Adam; and, indeed, it was a sort of 

paradise to me, permitted thus to be the first to explore its mountains and streams, 

to behold its scenery, to investigate its geological character, and, finally, by my 

survey to develop those natural advantages, all still unknown to the civilized 

world, but yet certain to become, at no distant date, of vast importance to a new 

people. 

Victorian Readers:Eighth Book (4–5) 

 

The Readers' version enlarges on Mitchell's writing to produce a more overtly patriotic 

message. The embellishment drives home the explorer-as-Adam image, in a conjunction 

of colonial and religious discourses that promotes Mitchell as the discoverer of a paradise 

previously unknown not merely to Europeans, but to humans. The interpolated phrase 

'all still unknown to the civilized world', linked to the 'Adam' reference, implies not 

merely that Aboriginal people do not count as observers because they are uncivilised, but 

that the land is entirely empty of inhabitants. 

 

(Bradford, 2008, pp. 4-6) 

 

These views on Aboriginal presence and exploitation of the natural environment continued into the 

1950s and 1960s, despite the fact that teachers were given more freedom to choose material after 

the demise of The Victorian Readers in the 1950s (Gibb, 1987; Edwards, 2007). 
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As has been shown above, largely through exegesis of primary material, in the period from 1901 

until the late 1950s salient community environmental beliefs and consequent attitudes were firmly 

aligned with the British heritage and with its conquest of nature paradigm. The overwhelming 

view was that progress required mastery of the natural environment. Despite some initiatives, such 

as the introduction of Nature Study, the Victorian school curriculum in the compulsory years of 

schooling reflected and promoted this position, remaining somewhat inert with teaching being 

essentially didactic and learning being largely mimetic. The qualitative research results of this 

study for the period from 1901 until the late 1950s, with interview questions and audio-recorded 

responses141 142 included in Appendix 1, confirmed these conclusions and helped to fill gaps in 

the literature of the time. 

 

Details of Former Students (with starting date prior to 1960) 

 

Participant 

Number 

Gender Primary School 

Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

Secondary 

School Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

S2 F 1953-1958 Urban 1959-1965 Urban 

S3 M 1956-1962 Urban 1963-1968 Urban 

S4 F 1943-1948 Regional/Rural 1949-1954 Regional/Rural 

S6 M 1952-1956 Urban 1957-1964 Urban 

S9 M 1952-1957 Both 1958-1963 Urban 

S10 F 1953-1958 Urban 1959-1964 Urban 

S11 F 1950-1955 Regional/Rural 1956-1959 Regional/Rural 

S12 M 1953-1959 Urban 1960-1966 Urban 

S13 F 1954-1960 Urban 1961-1966 Urban 

S15 F 1954-1959 Both 1960-1965 Urban 

 

 

 

 

 

 
141 Audio-recordings are available on request. 

142 The responses of former teachers who were teaching prior to the end of the 1950s did not meet the criteria for 

trustworthiness in qualitative research (see Wolf & Tynitz, 1977; Kirk & Miller, 1986), so the focus is on the 

responses of students from this era. 
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All participants described their primary school classrooms as being rather austere with rows of 

heavy wooden desks facing the blackboard. Some participants stated that their classrooms 

contained displays of artwork and posters whereas other participants claimed that their 

classrooms were devoid of displays. For example, Participant S3 claimed that 'there were 

drawings and things' and Participant S10 remembered classrooms 'highly decorated with students' 

work', whereas Participant S2 stated that 'they were pretty boring rooms. I don't remember any 

pictures or student work being displayed.' Classrooms in urban primary schools were large to 

accommodate classes of up to sixty students. Participant S12 remembered that there was little 

room for displays, maintaining that 'there were about 60 kids in the room. Kids were ranked from 

1 to 60 depending on academic performance and were seated accordingly by the teacher.' 

Classrooms in rural schools were smaller, often with only one room and one teacher in the school. 

In these schools the teacher conducted lessons across the entire class range. Participant S4 

described her one-teacher school143 as 'very simple with a platform out the front with the teacher's 

desk on it. … There were 20 to 30 students from Grade 1 to Grade 6 but only two of us in Grade 

6.' Participants universally reported that the alphabet was written in copperplate across the top of 

the blackboard and multiplication ('times') tables often were written on a side panel of the 

blackboard or on brown paper hanging from a rod. Students were required to recite tables in 

unison.  

 

The furniture in secondary school classrooms was similarly described by all participants, 

although specialist classrooms such as those for science, cookery (girls), woodwork (boys) and 

art contained different furniture from that in the general classrooms to cater for the specialisations. 

Few participants recalled displays of material in general classrooms. Participant S15 claimed that 

'the only thing I can remember on the wall was a picture of the Queen.' 

 

The teacher almost always stood or sat in front of the class when conducting lessons, usually near 

the open fire144 or briquette or coke heater, if any facilities for heating existed, in cold weather. 

All participants reported that there was very little interaction between teachers and students with 

Participant S9 recalling that students were expected to 'shut up and listen.' Participant S3 

 
143

 After the 1950s the number of one-teacher schools decreased as the use of buses to transport students to rural 

centres was expanded. 

 

144 In 1956, when in Year 7 at Essendon High School, the author was a 'wood monitor' in a group of students 

responsible for using axes to split wooden boxes for kindling. This was done with no adult supervision! 
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remembered that 'most students didn't talk with teachers because of the strict discipline in the 

classroom.' According to Participant S10 'courtesy was very important. … Manners were 

emphasised very much.' Corporal punishment was used, often for minor misdemeanours. 

Participant S6 stated that 'I remember one teacher who had a big leather strap and we would get 

six whacks if we misbehaved.'  

 

Generally teachers in both primary and secondary schools dispensed information to the students 

with little or no encouragement of students' challenging the material. Students usually were 

expected to sit quietly, to copy notes from the blackboard and to regurgitate the material in tests 

or by chanting responses such as naming the rivers of Victoria. According to Participant S4 'there 

were no discussions. … We learned things by heart.' Participant S2 felt that students 'were treated 

as empty vessels to be filled by the all-knowing teacher.' Participant S15 agreed, stating that 'you 

would not dream of challenging anything.' All participants recalled that reading articles aloud and 

recitation of poetry from The School Paper and The Victorian Readers were common practices. 

 

Few participants could recall reading material in primary school other than that from The School 

Paper and The Victorian Readers, although Participant S11 recollected reading Tuck the Snow 

Hare and 'science books that contained stories about otters', neither of which increased her 

knowledge of the Australian environment. Some participants remembered reading books such as 

W.E. Johns's Biggles, Enid Blyton's The Famous Five series and The Secret Seven series and 

Girls' Own Annuals outside school. For example, Participant S2 stated that she 'was a voracious 

reader at home' and recollected that she read 'lots of stories about horses and ballerinas … They 

were books for girls written by English writers.' However, she also remembered reading 'Blinky 

Bill, Snugglepot and Cuddlepie and the Billabong books by Mary Grant Bruce about the 

Australian outback, although these books were like about a foreign country because I lived in the 

suburbs. … From most of my reading I learned lots about meadows in England but nothing much 

about Australia.' Participant S13 concurred, asserting that 'I read lots of books about horses, such 

as Black Beauty, and girls, such as Anne of Green Gables.' Participant S10 recalled reading 'Blinky 

Bill, Snugglepot and Cuddlepie and stories by Henry Lawson which definitely increased my 

environmental awareness [but which] scared me because of their portrayal of the harshness of the 

Australian natural environment.' She also remembered 'reading The Water Babies which I much 

later realised was a savage indictment of the Industrial Revolution.' Participant S9 had 'no 

recollection of any aspects of the natural environment in The Readers which had much pro-British 

Empire and conquest of nature material.' According to Participant S15, who lived on a large farm, 
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her reading of the Billabong series 'provided me with comfort about the environment in which I 

lived. … It was a parallel universe [compared] with English meadows contained in books such 

as those by Enid Blyton.' 

 

Only one participant remembered any films145 being shown in primary school. Participant S11 

remembered being shown a film when she was in Grade 4, declaring that 'I can't remember the 

title, but it was about Indigenous Australians and that [film] helped to stimulate my lifelong 

interest in Aboriginal people and their relationship with the environment.' Films seen outside 

school generally did not relate to the Australian natural environment, although Participant S9 

stated that the film The Back of Beyond146 'gave me my first impression of the Australian desert 

environment' and consequently 'raised my awareness of the natural environment' and Participant 

S4 recalled seeing The Overlanders147 and Jedda148, neither of which stimulated any real interest 

in the natural environment despite their Australian settings. Participant S3 claimed that 'watching 

Sea Hunt149 helped me to appreciate the natural environment.' 

 

Most participants claimed that there was some exposure to Nature Study when in primary school, 

including a small number of activities such as keeping caterpillars, pressing flowers and growing 

wheat on a pad of cotton wool. Participant S12 remembered that 'at each level in primary school 

a "nature table" was displayed. … Students were encouraged to bring items such as a snake skin 

and to talk to the class about them.' Most participants were members of the Gould League of Bird 

Lovers and some expressed their appreciation of membership. For example, Participant S11 

enthusiastically affirmed that 'I was a member of the Gould League and I absolutely adored that.' 

No participant could remember going on excursions or camps that might have increased 

environmental awareness when in primary school.  

 

 
145 Television was not available in Victorian primary schools until after the end of the 1950s. 

146 A 1954 Australian documentary film that follows a mailman as he travels along the Birdsville Track 

(https://www.imdb.com/back of beyond). 

 
147 A 1946 British film about guiding a large herd of cattle across northern Australia during World War II 

(https://www.imdb.com/the overlanders). 

 
148 A 1955 Australian film which explores a complex story of Aboriginal cultural identity in outback Australia 

(https://www.imdb.com/jedda). 

 
149 Former US Navy frogman Mike Nelson (played by Lloyd Bridges) led a life of adventure in the 1958 to 1961 

action-adventure television show Sea Hunt. The show inspired generations to explore beneath the sea 

(https://boingboing.net/2016/03/23/sea-hunt-forever-divers-re.html). 
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Few participants could recall what they read when in secondary school. An exception was 

Participant S10 who remembered reading Ernest Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea and 

Shakespeare's plays including The Merchant of Venice. Books read outside school varied 

considerably. They included Biggles (Participant S3), R.M. Ballantyne's The Coral Island, 

Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels (Participant S10) and Douglas Bader's Reach for the Sky 

(Participant S6). Participant S9 remembered reading Coles Funny Picture Book 'which contained 

interesting views on Aboriginal people with an emphasis on the noble savage.' No books 

recounted were associated with the Australian natural environment. No participant could recall 

any films related to the natural environment being shown at secondary school and films seen 

outside school by participants bore no connection with the Australian environment. 

 

Somewhat paradoxically, almost all participants maintained that very little, if any, learning about 

or in the natural environment occurred in their primary school and secondary school education 

despite their exposure to some activities in Nature Study, if it were included in their primary 

school curriculum. Participant S11 remembered that 'in Nature Study we did a project on how 

cotton was grown but there was no mention of environmental impact.' Participant S3 asserted that 

'I learned next to nothing about the natural environment when I was in primary school and 

secondary school was pretty much the same.' Certainly no learning for the natural environment 

took place.150 According to Participant S2 her secondary education 'focused on the exact opposite 

with an emphasis in Geography, for example, on how wonderful the oil refinery [at Westernport] 

was and what a pity the Ruhr Valley wasn't in Australia.'151 Participant S6 recollected that 'I 

enjoyed Geography but I can't recall it relating to nature.' Participant S12 related a somewhat 

different perspective, stating that 'some teachers tried to expose students to the natural 

environment and included consideration of the impact of human activity on it in their lessons.' 

 

Despite maintaining that very little environmental learning occurred in primary school or in 

secondary school, some participants indicated that they became more aware of the natural 

environment during their years at school because of outside influences. External factors such as 

home location, activities with family and friends and membership of Boy Scouts and Girl Guides 

were cited as sources of environmental learning. For example, Participant S13 'lived opposite 

Wattle Park and we roamed around in the bush. … My parents often took us to Sherbrooke Forest.' 

Participant S9 stated that 'I was always out and about in the nearby natural environment, … 

 
150 See pp. 314-317 for discussion of learning about, in and for the environment.  

151 See pp. 278-288. 



222 
 

learning about the environment from first principles.' He further stated that he became aware of 

the impact of the created environment at Yallourn because of 'the smells and coal-dust that came 

… when there was an easterly wind.' Participant S2 whose home was in suburban Melbourne 

became more aware of the natural environment because of 'walks along the beach with Dad, 

particularly looking at rockpools on Phillip Island.' Parental influence was also deemed to be an 

important contributor to Participant S11's interest in the natural environment. She recalled sharing 

experiences with her father in the bush which backed on to their property. She remembered being 

'told a lot about birds by my father … who also took me outside at night to see constellations. … 

My father's love of the bush helped to develop my love of landscape which has been reflected in 

many of my paintings.' Participant S15 stated that she 'became environmentally aware because 

my father talked about what he did on the farm. He explained why he shot [feral] goats that 

damaged vegetation … and he talked about the fragility of the flood plains which we called "black 

dirt".' 

 

Very few participants were currently members of an environmental organisation. In fact, few had 

ever been members of an environmental organisation. Participant S2 was an exception, stating 

that she became interested in the Lake Pedder issue 152during her time at university and later 

'when I had increased opportunity and more information, I joined the Wilderness Society153 and 

more recently I became involved in Land for Wildlife,154 Landcare,155 Trust for Nature156 and 

Connecting Country.157 … My environmental awareness has grown considerably over time 

although school made virtually no contribution, a product of the times.' 

 

All participants maintained that they were interested in environmental matters, despite almost all 

never having been members of an environmental organisation except for being members of the 

Gould league of Bird Lovers when at school. For example, Participant S3 claimed that 'nothing 

at school stimulated any interest in the natural environment' but that his background as an 

 
152 See pp. 247-248. 

153 See p. 249. 

154 See p. 304. 

155
 Landcare represents thousands of people across Victoria, working together to increase biodiversity and promote 

the sustainable management of land (www.landcarevic.org.au). 

156 See p. 304. 

157 Connecting Country is a community-based, not-for-profit organisation that operates at a landscape scale to 

increase, enhance and restore biodiversity in Central Victoria (https://connectingcountry.org.au/about/). 

https://www.landcarevic.org.au/
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engineer made him 'want to see a nice balance between the natural and the built environment.' 

Participant S13 maintained that 'I'm very sorry that humans have moved away from the natural 

environment. … I need a green area around me.' Some participants expressed concern over 

perceived government inaction on environmental matters. For example, Participant S12 claimed 

that 'not enough effort is being made by governments [to protect the environment]. … They only 

give lip service to things like climate change.' Participant S10 asserted that she was 'very 

interested in the effects of climate change. I don't understand why people don't act to conserve 

this beautiful place.' 

 

 

 

Despite the alignment between the British heritage and the conquest of nature paradigm exhibited 

in community environmental attitudes and in the Victorian school curriculum until the end of the 

1950s, the 1960s saw a distinct increase in environmental awareness with consequent curriculum 

developments throughout much of the Western world, including Australia.  
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: 

An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

TIME PERIOD 3: Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian 

School Curriculum from 1960 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 9 

 

Community Environmental Attitudes from 1960 to 2000: The Rise of 

Environmentalism 

 

During the 1960s America emerged as the world's spearhead of environmentalism with other 

Western countries, including Australia, following its lead. What caused this situation to arise was 

a complex interplay of economic, political, social and cultural factors. The emergent  

environmentalism might have been historically related to the interest in the environment that    

emerged in previous times as discussed earlier, but environmental awareness and concern became 

much more prevalent across the various socio-economic strata of America, and of Australia, in 

the 1960s. 

 

It is often claimed that writer, scientist, and ecologist Rachel Carson's (1907-1964) Silent Spring 

(1962), which exposed the hazards of the pesticide DDT and 

other agricultural chemicals such as dieldrin, parathion and 

heptachlor and questioned the widespread confidence in 

technological progress, marked the beginning of the modern 

(post-1960) environmental movement.158 According to 

journalist Eliza Griswold: 

 

Carson's was one of several moral calls to arms published at the start of the '60s. Jane 

Jacobs's Death and Life of American Cities, Michael Harrington's Other America, Ralph 

Nader's Unsafe at Any Speed and Betty Friedan's Feminine Mystique all captured a 

growing disillusionment with the status quo and exposed a system they believed 

 
158 Renowned environmentalist David Suzuki (see pp. 237-238) claimed that Silent Spring provided the catalyst for 

his environmental activism (Wheeler Centre Lecture, Melbourne, 7 June 2016). 
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disenfranchised people. But Silent Spring …  was more hostile [than the others] about 

what arrogant technology and blind science could do. 

(Griswold, 2012) 

 

Why the book resonated with the general population in America and elsewhere at the time of its 

publication, and subsequently, warrants exploration. 

 

According to Carson, once synthetic pesticides enter the biosphere they make their way up the 

food chain, threatening all living things including humans. This idea was not new to the scientific 

community but Carson used case studies and data in ways that struck a responsive chord with the 

general public. For example, she wrote that: 

 

In Florida, two children found an empty bag and used it to repair a swing. Shortly 

thereafter both of them died and three of their playmates became ill. The bag had once 

contained an insecticide called parathion, one of the organic phosphates; tests established 

death by parathion poisoning. 

(Carson, 1962, pp. 41-42) 

and 

The amount of parathion used on California farms alone could, according to one medical 

authority, 'provide a lethal dose for five to ten times the whole world's population.' 

 

(Carson, 1962, p. 43) 

 

In Silent Spring, through her use of imagery and emotion (see especially 'A Fable for Tomorrow', 

pp. 21-22), Carson popularised modern ecology, concluding that: 

 

The 'control of nature' is a phrase conceived in arrogance, born of the Neanderthal age 

of biology and philosophy, when it was supposed that nature exists for the convenience 

of man. The concepts and practices of applied entomology for the most part date from 

that Stone Age of science. It is our alarming misfortune that so primitive a science has 

armed itself with the most modern and terrible weapons, and that in turning them against 

the insects it has also turned them against the earth. 

(Carson, 1962, p. 257) 

 

This message was new to the general public and the dangers that Carson discussed, including 

contamination of food chains, cancer, genetic damage and the extermination of entire species, 

were too frightening to ignore in America and in similar countries, including Australia. 
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Carson's popularising of modern ecology contributed significantly to a general increase in 

environmental awareness, but there were other major factors contributing to the raising of 

environmental consciousness throughout the 1960s and beyond. These multifarious influences 

should be seen in the context of the turbulence of American society at the time, exemplified by 

singer/song writer Bob Dylan's iconic The Times They Are A-Changin' which concludes with: 

 

As the present now 

Will later be past 

The order is rapidly fadin' 

And the first one now will later be last 

For the times they are a-changin' 

 

(http://www.bobdylan.com/us/songs/times-they-are-changin) 

 

 

The 1960s and 1970s marked, in some ways, the nadir of the Cold War,159 a period of extreme 

post-World War II rivalry between America and the Soviet Union that lasted for much of the 

second half of the twentieth century. The Cold War produced a number of international incidents 

and wars that brought the world to the brink of disaster, given the large nuclear arsenals of both 

America and the Soviet Union.160 The Cold War elements of most relevance to this study were 

the 1957 launch of the Soviet Union's satellite Sputnik, which prompted substantial science and 

technical education reforms in America in the 1960s, and subsequently in Australia, and the 

Vietnam War, a war that acted as a catalyst for ideological unrest, including environmentalism, 

in many parts of the Western world, including Australia, a participant in the war. 

 

The launch of Sputnik in 1957 demonstrated that the Soviet Union was ahead of the United States 

in space technology but, of more significance in the context of the Cold War, it demonstrated that 

the Soviet Union possessed rocket technology that had the potential to launch a nuclear attack on 

the United States. Congress responded in 1958 by passing the National Defense Education Act 

 
159 A term whose coining is usually attributed to American journalist Herbert Bayard Swope (1882-1958) (Aldous, 

2017, p. 116). 

 
160 These included the Berlin blockade by the Soviet Union (24 June 1948-12 May 1949) (see Laird (1996); Nash 

(2008), the Korean War (1950-1953) (see https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/korean-war-2), the 

shooting down of an American U-2 spy-plane over Russia (1 May, 1960) (see http://www.history.com/topics/U2- 

spy-incident), the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)-backed Bay of Pigs (Cuba) invasion (17 April 1961) 

by Cuban exiles (see http://www.nsarchive.gwu.edu/bayofpigs/chron) and the Cuban missile crisis (16-29 October 

1962) (see http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldwars/coldwar). 

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/korean-war-2
http://www.history.com/topics/U2-spy-incident
http://www.history.com/topics/U2-spy-incident
http://www.history.com/topics/U2-spy-incident
http://www.nsarchive.gwu.edu/bayofpigs/chron
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldwars/coldwar
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that increased funding for education at all levels with a focus on the development of curricula in science and 

technical education (http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2007/10/how-sputnik-changed-u-s-education/). 

 

Notwithstanding the impact of Sputnik on American education, it should be recognised that 

stimuli for curriculum changes, whatever the motivation, occur over time. The changes 

sometimes follow, knowingly or unwittingly, theories of learning and curriculum such as those 

of, inter alia, John Dewey (1859-1952), Franklin Bobbitt (1876-1956), Benjamin Bloom (1913-

1999), Jerome Bruner (1915-2016), Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), Jean Piaget (1896-1980), B.F. 

Skinner (1904-1990), Ernst von Glasersfeld (1917-2010), Elliot Eisner (1933-2014) and Michael 

Young discussed elsewhere in this thesis. It should also be noted that some important American 

science curriculum initiatives such as the Physical Science Study Committee (PSSC), formed in 

1956 to consider ways of reforming the teaching of introductory courses in physics 

(https://libraries.mit.edu/archives/exhibits/pssc/), preceded the launch of Sputnik. However, the 

launch of Sputnik accelerated curriculum development in the 1960s,  particularly in the sciences. 

According to F. James Rutherford of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 

Sputnik hastened 'how to frame curriculum design undertakings, assemble teams, create 

coordinated sets of course materials, conduct field testing all along the way, and more' 

(http://www.nas.edu/sputnik/ruther1.htm). 

 

American military involvement in Vietnam began in the late 1950s after the French had lost an 

anti-colonial war in 1954 and concluded with American (and Australian) defeat and withdrawal 

in January 1973 (http://www.historynet.com/vietnam-war).  

 

The Vietnam War and other factors 161contributed significantly to the 1960s and early 1970s being 

a period of great dissonance in America and elsewhere, including Australia, with ease of access 

to enhanced forms of communication contributing to the spread of dissention. The loss of the 

Vietnam War, at the time the longest war in American history resulting in nearly 60,000 American 

deaths and in an estimated 2 million Vietnamese deaths, the graphic images of the war sent into 

 

161 Such as, inter alia, the May 1968 revolt in Paris that started as a student protest over the closing of the Nanterre 

campus of the University of Paris and ended with calls for a complete change of France's economic and social 

structure (Brown, 1974, pp. 2-33), the rise of student activism in West Germany that led to violent confrontations 

with police in the late 1960s (Thomas, 2003), the invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Soviet Union and other Warsaw 

Pact members in August 1968 to halt attempted reforms led by Alexander Dubček (1921-1992) (Williams, 1997, pp. 

18-68), the 1968 student and worker protests in Italy against the predominant values of the time (Ginsborg, 1990) 

and the increased sectarian and political violence in Northern Ireland (Buckland, 1989). 

http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2007/10/how-sputnik-changed-u-s-education/)
http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2007/10/how-sputnik-changed-u-s-education/)
http://www.nas.edu/sputnik/ruther1.htm)
http://www.historynet.com/vietnam-war
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American (and other, including Australian162) homes (see photographs below) and other dramatic 

events of the 1960s such as the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy,163 his brother Senator 

Robert F. Kennedy164 and civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr,165 led to widespread turmoil 

throughout the United States. Some African Americans used sit-ins, freedom rides, and protest 

marches to fight segregation, other forms of bigotry and poverty;166 feminists demanded equal job 

opportunities and an end to sexual discrimination (https://tavaana.org/en/content/1960s-70s-american-

feminist-movement-breaking-down-barriers-women); some Hispanic Americans protested against 

unfairness in voting, education, and employment;167 some Native Americans demanded that the 

government recognise their land claims and the right of tribes to govern themselves 

(https://zinnedproject.org/materials/native-american-activism-1960s-to-present/). Of most 

relevance to this study, environmentalists demanded legislation and other actions to ameliorate 

observable environmental degradation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
162 Australian Vietnam War casualties comprised 500 killed and 3,129 wounded (https://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/vietnam/statistics/). 

 
163 See http://www.jfklibrary.org/JFK/JFK-in-History/November-22-1963-Death-of-the-President.aspx. 

164 See http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/bobby-kennedy-is-assassinated 

165  See http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/encyclopedia/enc_kings_assassination_4_april_1968/ 

166 For an excellent account of the civil rights movement see Branch, 1988). 

167 For example, in 1965 Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta founded the United Farm Workers association in Delano, 

California, which became the largest and most important farm worker union in the nation. Huerta became the first 

woman to lead such a union. Under their leadership, the UFW joined a strike started by Filipino grape pickers in 

Delano. The Grape Boycott became one of the most significant social justice movements for farm workers in the 

United States (http://www.tolerance.org/latino-civil-rights-timeline). 

http://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/vietnam/statistics/)
http://www.jfklibrary.org/JFK/JFK-in-History/November-22-1963-Death-of-the-President.aspx
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/bobby-kennedy-is-assassinated
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/encyclopedia/enc_kings_assassination_4_april_1968/
http://www.ufw.org/
http://l3d.cs.colorado.edu/systems/agentsheets/New-Vista/grape-boycott/
http://www.tolerance.org/latino-civil-rights-timeline)
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Self-immolation of Buddhist Monk, Saigon, 1963 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1963 Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc burned himself to death on a Saigon street to protest 

against alleged persecution of Buddhists by the American-backed South Vietnamese 

government (http://edition.cnn.com/2014/06/19/world/gallery/iconic-vietnam-war-photos/). 

http://edition.cnn.com/2014/06/19/world/gallery/iconic-vietnam-war-photos/
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Distraught mother and dying child after American airstrike, Vietnam, 1965 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This photograph graphically shows a Vietnamese woman clutching her blood-drenched child 

who was wounded in an American airstrike on a Vietnamese village, and subsequently died 

(http://time.com/3767354/vietnam-war-1965/). 

http://time.com/3767354/vietnam-war-1965/)
http://time.com/3767354/vietnam-war-1965/)
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Execution of Viet Cong Suspect, Saigon, 1968 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

South Vietnamese police chief General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executed a Viet Cong suspect in 

Saigon in 1968. Later it was claimed that the prisoner had just killed at least eight people, 

which is what led General Loan to carry out the execution 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html

/5.stm). 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html/5.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html/5.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html/5.stm


232 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bodies of US Marines, Hill 689, west of Khe Sanh, 1968 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The siege at Khe Sanh was one of the longest and bloodiest battles of the war. Nearly 60,000 

US soldiers died in Vietnam with over 300,000 wounded. 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html/5.stm). 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html
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Dead Protestor at Kent State University, Ohio, 1970 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1970 Ohio National Guardsmen fired into a crowd of student anti-war protestors at Kent 

State University. Four students were killed and nine were wounded. The photograph captures 

Mary Ann Vecchio screaming as she kneels over the slain Jeffrey Miller 

(http://edition.cnn.com/2014/06/19/world/gallery/iconic-vietnam-war-photos/). 

http://edition.cnn.com/2014/06/19/world/gallery/iconic-vietnam-war-photos/)
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Terrified children running after a napalm attack, Trang Bang, 1972 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 8 June 1972 a South Vietnamese aircraft accidentally dropped its napalm payload on the 

village of Trang Bang. With her clothes on fire, nine-year-old Kim Phuc (centre) ran out of the 

village, ripping off her clothes as she ran. She survived and now lives in Canada 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html)/5.stm). 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/05/in_pictures_the_vietnam_war_/html
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The social conditions in the 1960s and 1970s were substantially different from those of recent 

earlier times. Some commentators have suggested that, with the despair arising from the 

divisiveness of issues such as, inter alia, the Vietnam War, there was a need for some significant 

unifying issue of hope, especially among, but not limited to, the youth. According to psychologist 

Denis O'Hara 'both hope and despair are active ingredients in the change process and often exist 

in a dialectical relationship' (O'Hara, 2011, p. 324). Earlier, in considering attitudes towards the 

environment, then Assistant Professor of Politics and Public Affairs at Princeton University J. 

Clarence Davies argued that 'an issue like pollution, which at least verbally unites almost 

everyone, is of psychological value to the general public' (Davies, 1970, p. 82). 

 

Others attributed the increase in environmental interest from the 1960s predominantly to 

increased affluence and the concomitant expansion of leisure time of many people. 

Environmental economist Henry Jarrett, for example, in 1971 recognised that the readily 

observable decline in environmental quality, directly and through the media, contributed to the 

increase in environmental awareness, but he justifiably claimed that 'with something left over 

after buying the necessities, people can afford to take more interest in some of the higher things, 

whether through larger taxes or larger personal expenditure' (Jarrett, 1971, p. x). 

 

The increase in environmental content of education at all levels, including the development of 

studies in ecology at tertiary level, largely initiated by ecologist Eugene Odum (1913- 

2002)168(1959), 'the father of modern ecology', and by biologist and philosopher Garrett Hardin 

(1915-2003) (1960, 1966, 1968) also contributed to the increase in environmental awareness. 

Hardin's seminal work 'The Tragedy of the Commons' contributed to increased environmental 

 

168 Eugene Pleasants Odum, called 'the father of modern ecology', brought the word 'ecosystem' into common 

parlance by making it the organising concept in his 1959 Fundamentals of ecology. Through that textbook, which was 

translated into twelve languages, and through his many other books and articles, he led the way toward the study of 

nature in terms of ecosystems and, with his brother the ecologist Howard Thomas Odum, powerfully influenced the 

development of ecosystem ecology. In 1970, the year Americans celebrated the first Earth Day*, when 

environmentalism was capturing the public's imagination, Odum obtained national notice in the media – in Time, 

Newsweek, and other popular publications - as one of the world's leading ecologists. He had a profound influence on 

the environmental movement by showing the interconnectedness of nature and the effects of human intervention in 

ecosystems (http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/geography-environment/eugene-odum- 1913-2002). 

 

*Some opponents condemned the movement to organise a national Earth Day, a nationwide protest against 

environmental ignorance, as an unpatriotic deflection from the war in Vietnam. Others pointed out the fact that April 

22, 1970 was the 100th anniversary of the birth of Vladimir Lenin, and warned Americans that Earth Day could be 

a clever communist plot. Nevertheless, an estimated 20 million people participated in the largest demonstration ever 

in American history (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/timeline/earthdays/). 

http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/geography-environment/eugene-odum-
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/timeline/earthdays/)
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awareness by drawing attention to the damage that innocent actions by individuals can inflict on 

the environment (Lavietes, 2003). 

 

In addition to Nash (1970), Carson (1962) and Hardin (1968) discussed previously, contemporary 

writers such as Americans Edward Abbey (1927-1989) (Desert solitaire: A season in the 

wilderness (1968); The monkey wrench gang (1975)), Theodor Geisel (Dr Seuss) (1904-1991) 

(The Lorax (1971)) and Paul R. Erhlich (The population bomb (1968)) and Canadians Farley 

Mowat (1921-2014) (Never cry wolf (1963); A whale for the killing (1972)) and David Suzuki 

(Looking at senses (1991)) contributed to the rise of environmentalism in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The works of Geisel, Ehrlich and Suzuki appear to have been very popular in     Australia.169 

 

With The Lorax (1971) Geisel created a fable about environmental issues, largely the conflict 

between corporate greed and the natural environment. Some of the characters convey the 

exasperation felt by those who are at the mercy of big 

business and short-sighted economic goals. According to 

Geisel, 'The Lorax came out of me being angry. In The 

Lorax I was out to attack what I think are evil things and let 

the chips fall where they might' (Lebduska, 1994, p.171). 

Although the story is polemical, it addresses environmental 

issues in a simple but accurate fashion, the message to 

children (and adults) being that we all need to live in a 

sustainable way. 

 

 

 

The Lorax has received some criticism in recent times. For example, Emma Marris, an American 

writer whose works focus on modern environmentalism, in a recent critique considered The Lorax 

to be gloomy and probably not good for young children. However, she did praise Geisel (Dr 

Seuss) for his understanding of 'the limits of gloom and doom environmentalism' (Marris, 2011, 

pp. 147-149). 

 
169 The actual number of each of these works sold in Australia cannot be obtained. However, given that 200 million 

copies of The Lorax were sold worldwide (www.bbc.com/news/magazine-17224775),  more than 2 million copies 

of The population bomb were sold between 1969 and 1971 (www.environmentandsociety.org/mml/population-

bomb), and Looking at senses has been described as best-selling (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Suzuki), it is 

reasonable to assume that they were popular in Australia. 
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Despite such criticism, The Lorax has made an important contribution to changing environmental 

attitudes since its publication. According to Clare Lowell, an Assistant Professor of Education at 

Marymount Manhattan College in New York City, in discussing the greening of the American 

curriculum, '[f]or years, teachers have used The Lorax to help students understand the need for 

conservation as well as the effects of lifestyle changes that will result from the thoughtless 

devastation of the natural world' (Lowell, 2008, pp. 220-221). The Lorax ranked Number 14 in a 

poll conducted by the The National Education Association in 2007 to determine the top 100 books 

for children (http://www.nea.org/grants/teachers-top-100-books-for-children.html) and Number 

33 in a poll overseen by the School Library Journal in 2012 to ascertain the best 100 picture books 

(Bird, 6 July 2012). 

 

Paul R. Ehrlich, Bing Professor of Population Studies and Professor of Biological Sciences at 

Stanford University, became well known at the end of the 1960s with the publication of The 

population bomb (1968),170 a best seller that drew attention to the 

problems of alleged overpopulation of the planet. Using 

Malthusian concepts (see pp. 16-17), Ehrlich forecast that 

humankind stood on the verge of destruction because there were 

simply too many people who would multiply at a faster rate than 

the world's capacity to supply food. He predicted that hundreds of 

millions of people would starve to death in the 1970s, that 65 

million of them would be Americans, that densely-populated 

India was essentially doomed and that there was a reasonable 

probability that England would cease to exist by the year 2000. Ehrlich argued that population 

control was vital for human survival, preferably through voluntary methods but by coercion if 

necessary (Ehrlich, 1968). 

 

Obviously many of Ehrlich's predictions were demonstrably wrong. In the period from 1968, the 

year of publication of The population bomb, to 2016 the world's population grew from 

approximately 3.5 billion to approximately 7.4 billion (http://www.worldometers.info/world- 

 
170 Co-authored by Ehrlich's wife Anne H. Ehrlich, Associate Director and Policy Coordinator of the Center for 

Conservation Biology at Stanford University, who was not credited with the work. The Ehrlichs later claimed that, 

although it was a joint effort, the publisher insisted on a single author. They also claimed that the publisher exercised 

his right to select the title, their preference being Population, resources, and environment (Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 2009, 

p. 64). 

http://www.nea.org/grants/teachers-top-100-books-for-children.html
http://www.nea.org/grants/teachers-top-100-books-for-children.html
http://www.worldometers.info/world-
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population/). However, the death toll from famines steadily declined over the period since food 

production grew at an even faster rate than did the population. Increased yields due to the 

development of agricultural technology, expanded cropland area, decline in yield gaps (which 

occur when full utilisation of existing agricultural technology does not happen) and improved 

efficiency, including the reduction of food waste due to upgraded storage facilities in low-income 

countries and improved transportation of food from source to consumer all contributed to 

enhanced food production and distribution (http://www.agmrc.org/renewable- energy/renewable-

energy/can-we-meet-the-worlds-growing-demand-for-food/). 

 

Although there were massive errors in their predictions of catastrophic famines and consequent 

human deaths, the Ehrlichs claimed that the book increased environmental awareness by drawing 

attention to the important environmental issues of population growth and food production. In 2009 

they wrote: 

The analysis of the food situation in The population bomb was … wrong in that it 

underestimated the impact of the green revolution. At the same time it did recognize that 

serious ecological risks would accompany the spread of that revolution, although 

missing the overdrafts of groundwater, declines in the genetic variability of crops, and 

some other problems. It emphasized the importance of both curbing population growth 

and attempting to expand food production. … We think, with all its warts, The Bomb did 

exactly what we had hoped - alerted people to the importance of environmental issues 

and brought human numbers into the debate on the human future. It was thus a successful 

tract, and we're proud of it. 

(Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 2009, pp. 67-69) 

 

The countervailing argument to this claim is that, by being extremely wrong with their 

predictions, the Ehrlichs, albeit inadvertently, contributed to the view that technology will solve 

environmental problems, a view not in accord with 

that of many environmentalists. 

 

One such environmentalist is David Suzuki who has 

made a substantial contribution to the rise of 

modern environmentalism. Professor Suzuki was an 

academic with a PhD in zoology from the 

University of Chicago (1961) and a Professor in the 

genetics department at the University of British Columbia from 1963 until his retirement in 

http://www.agmrc.org/renewable-
http://www.agmrc.org/renewable-
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2001.171 He became particularly well-known as an author of 52 books, including the best-selling 

Looking at senses series of children's science books (Suzuki, 1991), and a broadcaster as the host 

of the popular television science program The Nature of Things, started in 1979 and seen in over 

forty countries. 

 

Suzuki is also an ardent environmental activist, critical of governments for their lack of action to 

protect the environment. In 1990 he co-founded the David Suzuki Foundation whose mission is 

to protect the diversity of nature and our quality of life, now and for the future, and whose vision 

is that within a generation Canadians will act on the understanding that we are all interconnected 

and interdependent with nature. The Foundation's priorities are oceans and sustainable fishing, 

climate change and clean energy and sustainability (http://www.davidsuzuki.org/about/). 

 

Professor Suzuki's contributions to the raising of environmental consciousness have been 

recognised by his being awarded numerous honorary degrees, including two doctorates from 

Australia (http://www.davidsuzuki.org/downloads/drsuzukiCV.pdf). According to American 

author and environmentalist Bill McKibben,172 '[e]cological science holds that everything is 

connected. If so, Suzuki has become one of the crucial hubs in the cultural ecology of our strained 

earth. Biologists talk about keystone species essential for the proper function of an ecosystem; 

Suzuki is a keystone guy' (McKibben, 2007). 

 

Also contributing to the rise of environmental consciousness since the 1960s was the increased 

popularity of the works of environmentalists such as Thoreau, Muir and Leopold (discussed 

previously) which became more influential than they had been when first published. American 

anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901-1978) likewise inspired some people to commit to 

environmental causes through her writing, including her famous dictum, '[n]ever doubt that a 

small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that 

ever has' (http://www.thefamouspeople.com/profiles/margaret-mead-2241.php). 

 

 

171 He is now Professor Emeritus at the University of British Columbia (http://www.davidsuzuki.org/david/). 

172 Bill McKibben is an author and environmentalist who in 2014 was awarded the Right Livelihood Prize, sometimes 

called the 'alternative Nobel'. His book The end of nature in which he discussed the end of nature as a force 

independent of man, is regarded as the first book for a general audience about climate change, and has appeared in 

24 languages. He has written a dozen more books and is a founder of 350.org, the first planet-wide, grassroots climate 

change movement (http://www.billmckibben.com/bio.html). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Suzuki_Foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oceans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_fishing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_energy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainability
http://www.davidsuzuki.org/about/
http://www.davidsuzuki.org/downloads/drsuzukiCV.pdf
http://www.thefamouspeople.com/profiles/margaret-mead-2241.php)
http://www.thefamouspeople.com/profiles/margaret-mead-2241.php)
http://www.davidsuzuki.org/david/
http://350.org/
http://www.billmckibben.com/bio.html)
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German-born, Britain-based economist E.F. Schumacher (1911-1977) also influenced many 

people with his collection of essays published in 1973 as Small is beautiful: Economics as if 

people mattered. Schumacher asserted that the problems caused by technological production 

would be exacerbated and future generations would be deprived of the benefits of finite natural 

capital if it were irresponsibly utilised. According to Schumacher: 

 

Scientific and technological 'solutions' which poison the environment or degrade the 

social structure and man himself are of no benefit, no matter how brilliantly conceived 

or how great their superficial attraction. Ever bigger machines, entailing ever bigger 

concentrations of economic power and exerting ever greater violence against the 

environment, do not represent progress: they are a denial of wisdom. 

(Schumacher, 1973, p. 31). 

This message resonated with those in the environmental movement, The Times Literary 

Supplement in 1995 judging Small is beautiful: Economics as if people mattered to be among the 

hundred most influential books published since World War II (The Times Literary Supplement, 6 

October 1995, p. 39). 

 

Although the unifying environmental issue for many members of the general public in the 1960s 

and 1970s was observable pollution, the major concern of the environmental movement was the 

capacity of the planet to cope with human population increase (Ehrlich, 1968; Meadows, et al, 

1972) and its attendant effects such as land degradation, air and water pollution, deforestation 

and loss of biodiversity (Darling, 1970; Falk, 1972). Initially this disquiet was based on the 

Malthusian thesis (discussed previously), but subsequently there were justifiable challenges to the 

Malthusian perspective. For example, political commentators and environmentalists Frances 

Moore Lappé and Joseph Collins (1980) argued that the relationship between food supply and 

population size is not solely determined by the gross area of productive land and that issues 

relating to land ownership, distribution and management must be part of any realistic analysis. 

However, despite the fact that some people understood the complexities of environmental 

degradation, the most obvious features to a majority of people were air and water pollution.173 

 
173 A good example of the 1960s change in American attitudes towards pollution is the case of Cleveland Ohio's 

Cuyahoga River which caught fire on 22 June 1969 when sparks from a passing train apparently ignited a floating oil 

slick causing significant fire damage to two key railway bridges. The Cuyahoga River fire exemplified America's 

pollution problems and was followed by environmental reforms including the 1972 Clean Water Act and the creation 

of federal and state environmental protection agencies. However, it should be noted that the 1969 fire was not the first 

or even the worst fire on the Cuyahoga, which had caught fire on at least a dozen times prior to 1969. According to 

journalist Jonathan Adler, '[t]he reality is that the 1969 Cuyahoga fire was not a symbol of how bad conditions on 

the nation's rivers could become, but how bad they had once been. The 1969 fire was not the first time an industrial 

river in the United States had caught on fire, but the last' (Adler, 2014). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Times_Literary_Supplement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Times_Literary_Supplement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/21/us/21river.html?_r=0
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National Geographic entitled its December 1970 issue 'Our Ecological Crisis'. It was the 

magazine's first extensive response to the growing 

concerns about the state of the environment, focusing on 

the fragility of the planet under the strain of the growing 

human population. The contents included 'Pollution threat 

to man's only home', 'The world and how we abuse it' and 

'The fragile beauty all about us' (National Geographic, 

December 1970). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aspects of the environment also were publicised to a greater extent on American television in the 

1960s and the 1970s than they had been previously. Incidents such as the Cuyahoga River fire 

received substantial attention in news services and live 'environmental' speeches from politicians 

and officials were telecast. For example, on 15 July 1979 President Jimmy Carter addressed the 

nation via live television to discuss, inter alia, the nation's energy crisis and accompanying 

recession. In his address Carter outlined his energy policy plans, which included the 

implementation of mandatory conservation efforts for individuals and businesses. He also 

pledged a 'massive commitment of funds and resources' to develop alternative fuel sources 

including coal, plant products and solar power. Carter also proclaimed his goal of getting 20 per 

cent of the nation's energy from renewable energy resources by the year 2000 

(http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/jimmy-carter-speaks-about-a-national-crisis-in- 

confidence). 

 

Environmental degradation also was publicised in both fictional and documentary films. For 

example, the 1973 horror film Soylent Green, loosely based on Harry Harrison's (1925-2012) 

science fiction novel titled Make room! Make room! in which too many people scrambled for too 

few resources (Harrison, 1966), is a tale of Earth in despair in 2022. 

 

http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/jimmy-carter-speaks-about-a-national-crisis-in-
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/jimmy-carter-speaks-about-a-national-crisis-in-
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The documentary film The Redwoods (1967) emphasised the need to protect the majestic old- 

growth coast redwoods (Sequoia sempervirens), some of which were over two thousand years 

old. This film won an Oscar for Best Documentary Short and contributed to the movement to 

establish the Redwood National Park in northwest California, established the year after the film 

was produced (http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0062184/). 

 

In 1970, to support the Save the Bay174 movement, and to express his concern for the escalating 

land-fills and pollution of San Francisco, film-maker and environmentalist Harvey Richards 

(1912-2001) made Warning! Warning! which documented threats to San Francisco Bay's 

ecological conditions caused by the dumping of municipal, farming and industrial pollution of its 

tributary rivers and into the Bay itself. The film was distributed by the Sierra Club and contributed 

to putting a halt to the systematic filling of the Bay by municipalities, and corporate and real estate 

interests (http://hrmediaarchive.estuarypress.com/environmentaldocumentaries/). 

 

Music also made a substantial contribution to the post-1960 rise of environmentalism in the USA, 

and beyond, through popular songs that centred on environmental degradation. For example, 

African American singer/songwriter Marvin Gaye's (1939-1984) 1971 hit Mercy, Mercy Me (The 

Ecology) concentrated on adverse human impacts on the natural environment 

(http://www.metrolyrics.com/mercy-mercy-me-the-ecology-lyrics-marvin-gaye.html). 

American folk singer/songwriter and social activist Pete Seeger (1919-2014)175 wrote My 

Rainbow Race in 1967 to emphasise the connections between humans and the Earth and the need 

to share resources, now and in the future (http://www.lyricsmania.com/my_rainbow_race_lyrics_pete_seeger.html). 

 

Of course, popular environmental folk songs were not restricted to American songwriters. 

Canadians who gained world-wide popularity in the 1960s and 1970s included Neil Young whose 

1970 After the Gold Rush contained 'Look at Mother Nature on the run in the nineteen seventies' 

(http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/neilyoung/afterthegoldrush.html), Gordon Lightfoot whose 1972 

Ode To Big Blue captured the anti-whaling sentiments of the day among environmentalists 

 

174 The San Francisco 'Save the Bay' organisation led efforts that resulted in the creation of the San Francisco Bay 

Conservation and Development Commission and state legislation to stop the destruction of the bay. It also helped to 

initiate similar efforts around the country (http://hrmediaarchive.estuarypress.com/warning-warning-sf-bay- 

pollution/). 

 
175  

In the 1970s Seeger worked with other activists to attempt to remove pollution from the Hudson River and to 

create the environmental organisation Hudson River Sloop Clearwater, which, among many projects, hosted music 

festivals to help fund the river's maintenance (http://www.goldminemag.com/article/revisit-pete-seeger). 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0062184/
http://estuarypress.com/estuarypress/warning_warning.html
http://hrmediaarchive.estuarypress.com/environmentaldocumentaries/)
http://hrmediaarchive.estuarypress.com/environmentaldocumentaries/)
http://www.metrolyrics.com/mercy-mercy-me-the-ecology-lyrics-marvin-gaye.html)
http://www.metrolyrics.com/mercy-mercy-me-the-ecology-lyrics-marvin-gaye.html)
http://www.lyricsmania.com/my_rainbow_race_lyrics_pete_seeger.html)
http://www.lyricsmania.com/my_rainbow_race_lyrics_pete_seeger.html)
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/neilyoung/afterthegoldrush.html)
http://www.bcdc.ca.gov/
http://www.bcdc.ca.gov/
http://hrmediaarchive.estuarypress.com/warning-warning-sf-bay-
http://www.goldminemag.com/article/revisit-pete-seeger)
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(http://www.metrolyrics.com/ode-to-big-blue-lyrics-gordon-lightfoot.html) and Joni Mitchell 

whose 1970 hit Big Yellow Taxi recognised the destruction caused by urbanisation and, taking up 

Rachel Carson's message, the damaging effects of agricultural chemicals 

(http://www.metrolyrics.com/joni-mitchell-lyrics.html). 

 

Art also played a role in increasing environmental awareness from the turbulent 1960s with the 

advent of new forms of environmental art176, an umbrella term under which resides, inter alia, 

land art, eco-art/ecological art, earth art, earthworks, green art and art in nature, usually sculptures 

which essentially used the Earth itself for conceptual art ideas. This development occurred when 

artists, particularly in America, increasingly questioned the restriction of traditional art and 

experimented with radical new ways of responding to the environment. These responses included 

sculpting the land itself, photographic sequences and creating sculptures from natural materials, 

generally taking art out of the gallery or museum and into the natural landscape. Environmental 

art, especially land art or earthwork, could not be bought or sold as works of art and consequently 

it shifted the perspective of how people all over the world viewed art 

(http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php). 

 

Generally it is argued that the various sub-sets of environmental art have contributed to increased 

environmental awareness by some combinations of: 

 

• informing and interpreting nature and its processes; 

• educating about environmental problems; 

• being concerned with environmental forces and materials through creating artworks 

affected or powered by wind, water, lightning, even earthquakes; 

• re-envisioning human relationships with nature; 

• reclaiming and remediating damaged environments in artistic and often aesthetic ways. 

 

(http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php) 

 

 
176 Obviously from prehistoric times humans have used art in the natural environment. For example, cave wall 

paintings and stone circles were created to represent connections with the natural world. However, the environmental 

art that started in the 1960s differed from previous art in that it was largely directed at drawing attention to 

environmental degradation, both philosophically and aesthetically. 

http://www.metrolyrics.com/ode-to-big-blue-lyrics-gordon-lightfoot.html)
http://www.metrolyrics.com/ode-to-big-blue-lyrics-gordon-lightfoot.html)
http://www.metrolyrics.com/joni-mitchell-lyrics.html)
http://www.metrolyrics.com/joni-mitchell-lyrics.html)
http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php)
http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php)
http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php)
http://greenmuseum.org/what_is_ea.php)
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Leading environmental artists include Robert Smithson (1938-1973), Michael Heizer, Nancy 

Holt (1938-2014) and Walter de Maria (1935-2013), examples of their art being shown in the 

following photographs. 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969 
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Nancy Holt, Sun Tunnels, 1976 

 

 

 

 

Walter de Maria, The Lightning Field, 1977 
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Also both contributing to and reflecting the rise of environmental consciousness in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s were organisations such as, inter alia, Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace,177 

both of which started as anti-nuclear groups with a focus on opposition to American nuclear 

testing in Alaska before becoming international organisations promoting environmental 

awareness and the need for action178 (Gibson, 2002, pp. 64-65; Weyler, 2004). 

 

As has been discussed in this chapter, during the 1960s and early 1970s a complex interplay of 

economic, political, social and cultural factors led to considerable unrest, largely in, but not 

restricted to, America. The turbulence spawned a plethora of social movements, including 

environmentalism. The spread of environmentalism was elicited by the readily observable decline 

in environmental quality, particularly that of air and water quality, by the increased popularity of 

books and magazines, television programs, films, music and art pertaining to the environment, 

by the formation and expansion of environmental organisations and by the increase in 

environmental content of education at all levels. Community environmental attitudes in Australia 

were influenced by the largely American experience. 

 

  

 
177 Greenpeace received considerable publicity when the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior, scheduled to protest 

against French atmospheric nuclear weapons tests in the Pacific Ocean, was attacked and sunk in Auckland Harbour, 

New Zealand on 10 July 1985 by French intelligence agents. One Rainbow Warrior crew member was killed in the 

attack (http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/about/history/the-bombing-of-the-rainbow- war/). 

 
178 Currently, Greenpeace is numerically the largest environmental organisation in the world, with an international 

membership of over 3 million and offices in over 40 countries (https://www.activistfacts.com/organizations/131- 

greenpeace/). Friends of the Earth has a global network representing more than two million members in 75 different 

countries (http://www.foe.org/about-us). 

 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/about/history/the-bombing-of-the-rainbow-
http://www.activistfacts.com/organizations/131-
http://www.foe.org/about-us)
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: 

An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 10 

 

Community Environmental Attitudes from 1960 to 2000: The 

Australian/Victorian Experience 

 

Australia became part of the internationalisation of environmentalism in the 1960s and 1970s, 

although, of course, there were uniquely Australian foci. The state of the environment became an 

issue of major importance to some Australians and stimulated pro-environment beliefs and 

attitudes,179 as indicated, inter alia, by the increase in both the number and membership of 

environmental organisations, mostly consisting of relatively affluent, middle-class people, the 

expansion of the National Parks network, the inclusion of aspects of the environment in curricula 

at all levels of education, the extensive media coverage of environmental degradation, both 

locally and globally, and the desire of most political parties, governments and businesses in 

Australia to appear to be 'green'.180 These responses were influenced by the number of Australians 

who challenged the traditional view of progress, a view that has at its core the idea that economic 

growth and the concomitant conquest of  nature are essential to human happiness (Bean et al, 

1990; Boyden et al, 1990; Mercer, 1991). 

 

Despite these observations of unprecedented levels of environmental concern in Australia in the 

1960s and 1970s, progress to most Australians remained dependent on the conquest of nature, 

economic affluence and the urbanised and industrialised infrastructure on which such affluence 

is founded. However, governments at all levels within the Australian federal system were 

subjected to pressure from environmentalists from the 1960s. Their demands included better land, 

air and water quality and the preservation of natural environments by the creation of more 

National Parks and other protected areas. Environmentalists increasingly focused on 

 
179 It should be recognised that pro-environment behaviour might not arise from such stimulation because of the 

intervention of economic and socio-cultural factors. 

180 There is considerable validity to the claim that reality did not necessarily mirror appearance. For example, see 

Allen, L. (2003). Be wary of sharp eco-practice, The Australian Financial Review, Thursday 27 February 2003, p. 

10, based on an interview with the author of this thesis. See also Lately, D. (2016). Beware the slippery language of 

'sustainable branding', New Internationalist, July/August 2016, pp. 30-31. 
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environmentally sustainable development based on the principles of conserving the world's 

natural environments and species through the conservation of biological diversity and obtaining 

'sustainable income' from constant natural capital. Corollaries to these fundamental principles 

include a cautious approach to technological and industrial developments, social equity, limits on 

natural resource use, improvements in the qualitative dimension of human welfare, community 

participation in environmental policy making and a global perspective of environmental problems 

(Paul, 1992; Murphy & Price, 2005). 

 

Various landmark environmental issues arose in Australia during the third major time period of 

this study (1960-2000). Perhaps the two of most significance to the change in community 

environmental attitudes were the battle to protect Kelly's Bush in Sydney in 1970, which gave 

rise to the tactic of 'green bans', and the struggle to prevent a dam from being constructed on the 

Gordon River which would have inundated the Franklin River in Tasmania in 1982. 

 

'Green bans',181 the withdrawal of labour from projects deemed by the Builders Labourers 

Federation to be environmentally or socially undesirable after consultation with relevant resident 

action groups and other environmentalists, had their genesis in 1970. Of particular importance in 

the establishment and tactical use of green bans was a resident action group formed in September 

1970 to save Kelly's Bush182on the shore of Sydney Harbour from development. The group 

comprised thirteen middle-class women, the Battlers for Kelly's Bush. The construction company 

AV Jennings wanted to build luxury houses on the site and the Battlers for Kelly's Bush sought 

help from the New South Wales Builders Labourers Federation (NSWBLF) led by Jack Mundey183 

to prevent the development from occurring. In May 1970, the executive of the NSWBLF had 

resolved to develop a 'new concept of unionism' encompassing the principle of the social 

responsibility of labour that workers had a right to insist their labour not be used in harmful ways 

(NSWBLF Minutes, Executive Meeting, 12 May 1970). The Battlers for Kelly's Bush became 

 
181 According to Jack Mundey, a leader of the New South Wales branch of the Builders Labourers Federation, it was 

considered that 'green' instead of 'black' was more truly descriptive of this form of environmental activity because 

the imposition of a 'green ban' had much more positive social and political implication than the more defensive 

connotation often associated in the public mind, with 'black bans' (Turner, 1975, p. 22). 

182 Kelly's Bush covers 4.8 hectares on the southern foreshore of the Woolwich Peninsula in Sydney Harbour It is the 

only substantial area of natural bushland on the western reaches of the lower Parramatta River. The original 

inhabitants were the Guringai-speaking Wallumedegal clan, and several rock waterholes, engravings and middens 

remain within the area (http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/kellys_bush). 

183 For a study of Jack Mundey, see Burgmann, V. & Burgmann, M. (1999). A rare shift in public thinking: Jack 

Mundey and the New South Wales Builders Labourers' Federation. Labour History 77, pp 44-63. 

http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/av_jennings_australia
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/builders_labourers_federation
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/builders_labourers_federation
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/natural_feature/woolwich_peninsula
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/natural_feature/parramatta_river
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/kellys_bush)
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aware of this resolution and organised a public meeting attended by more than 600 people. The 

meeting formally requested the NSWBLF to ban the destruction of Kelly's Bush.184 When the 

union agreed to do so, Jennings declared it would use non-union labour. However, building 

workers on a Jennings project in North Sydney sent this message to Jennings: 

 

If you attempt to build on Kelly's Bush, even if there is the loss of one tree, this half- 

completed building will remain so forever, as a monument to Kelly's Bush. 

(Burgmann & Lee, 1988, p. 177) 

 

Jennings abandoned its plans and Kelly's Bush remains an open public reserve, an achievement of 

an unlikely alliance between a middle-class resident action group and a communist-led union. 

 

The green bans had impacts beyond the preservation of specific sites. Environmental legislation, 

town and regional planning and community attitudes all were influenced by the success of the 

green bans, resulting in more socially responsive and environmentally responsible planning and 

development (see Victorian case studies in Chapter 11). 

 

Despite the initial success of the green ban movement in Australia, the first in the world, (Allaby, 

1983, p. 234) it collapsed in the mid-1970s. Developers became so frustrated by union power that 

they bribed other unionists to break the bans and work recommenced on sites that had been 

subject to green bans, prompting the Australian Conservation Foundation to express its 

disappointment at the lifting of the green bans which had been such 'a major, effective weapon' 

(Australian Conservation Foundation, News Release, 2 November 1974). 

 

Of more long-term importance to the rise of environmental consciousness than 'green bans' was 

the Franklin River campaign which engendered both national and international pro-environment 

responses. This battle arose from the failed struggle (1966-1972) to save Lake Pedder, a beautiful, 

isolated lake in south-west Tasmania that was submerged in 1972 when dams were constructed 

by the Hydro Electric Commission (HEC) of Tasmania for the purposes of hydroelectric power 

 
184 The first green ban was imposed by the Victorian BLF branch in October 1970, when it prevented a developer 

from destroying a park in Carlton in inner Melbourne. However, Kelly's Bush is significant as the first ban in Sydney 

where the movement was strongest. In New South Wales more than 40 green bans were imposed, predominantly in 

Sydney. About half of these prevented the destruction of individual buildings or green areas; the other half thwarted 

development projects affecting larger areas. By October 1973, these bans had halted projects worth 'easily $3,000 

million', according to the Master Builders Association (The Sun, 26 October 1973; 8 November 1973). 

http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/australian_conservation_foundation
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/australian_conservation_foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydro_Tasmania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydroelectricity
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/master_builders_association_of_new_south_wales
http://www.dictionaryofsydney.org/organisation/master_builders_association_of_new_south_wales
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generation.185Despite Lake Pedder having National Park status and in the face of protests and 

demonstrations, more than 240 square kilometres of Tasmania's wilderness were drowned 

(http://www.utas.edu.au/library/companion_to_tasmanian_history/L/Lake%20Pedder/htm). 

 

 
 

 

 

George Collingridge and WC Piguenit, Lake Pedder, 1888 

 

At this time the HEC possessed enormous political power and virtual autonomy. Tasmanian 

governments were very supportive of the HEC's proposals to construct dams, one of which was to 

dam the Gordon River below the confluence with the Franklin River. This scheme would have 

flooded the lower Franklin River, an area of great natural beauty and of environmental and 

cultural significance,186 prompting a vigorous anti-dam campaign (1976-1983) directed by the 

Tasmanian Wilderness Society (TWS).187 After considerable political turmoil in Tasmania the 

strongly pro-dam Liberal Party of Robin Gray won the 1982 election and started works to dam 

 
185 For a detailed account of the background to the Franklin River issue see Thompson, P. (1981). Power in Tasmania. 

Hawthorn, Victoria, Australia: Australian Conservation Foundation. 

 
186 Aboriginal caves containing the remains of campfires, stone tools and animal bones which dated back to 24,000-

8,000 years BP (before present) exist on the lower Franklin River. The area is also of ecological significance, 

containing rare and endangered species (https://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-1976- 83). 

 
187 Formed in 1976 after the failure of the Lake Pedder campaign (https://www.wilderness.org.au/). 

http://www.utas.edu.au/library/companion_to_tasmanian_history/L/Lake%20Pedder/htm)
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-1976-
http://www.wilderness.org.au/)
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the Franklin. The ensuing Tasmanian campaign to save the Franklin River led to national and 

international involvement. 

 

An important tactic of the campaign was to show photographs of the south-west wilderness in the 

hope that, if people could see the beauty of the wilderness they would act to protect it. One 

photograph, Peter Dombrovskis's most famous photograph, Rock Island Bend, became the iconic 

image of the campaign and certainly swayed public opinion. When it appeared as a full-page 

advertisement in the Sydney Morning Herald just before the 1983 federal election, the caption 

was 'Would you vote for a party that would destroy this?' (http://dl.nfsa.gov.au/module/1591/). 

 

 

 

Peter Dombrovskis, Morning mist, Rock Island Bend, Franklin River, Tasmania 

 

Very importantly, the campaign also included direct action with a blockade of the construction 

site starting in December 1982. During the period of the blockade, which finished in March 1983, 

1,400 people of diverse backgrounds were arrested and many were jailed. These included 

celebrities such as British botanist and broadcaster Professor David Bellamy, some members of 

federal and state parliaments, Claudio Alcorso, a millionaire entrepreneur from Hobart, and the 

TWS's leader (and later Australian Senator and leader of the Australian Greens) Dr Bob Brown 

who spent nearly three weeks in prison (https://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-

http://dl.nfsa.gov.au/module/1591/)
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-
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1976-83;http://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/tasmanian-wilderness-society-blocks-

damconstruction-franklin-river-campaign-1981-83). 

 

 

 

 

The Franklin River dispute entered federal politics at the end of 1982. The Save the Franklin 

campaigners argued that the Commonwealth Government, led by Liberal Prime Minister 

Malcolm Fraser (1930-2015), had the constitutional power to intervene to stop the dam from 

being built. This argument was based on two contentions, viz, that the south-west region of 

Tasmania had been nominated for World Heritage status by the federal government in 1981 and 

that the federal government had responsibility for foreign affairs. Fraser refused to intervene, 

arguing that the construction of the dam was a state matter 

(https://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-1976-83). 

 

In July/August 1982 the opposition federal Australian Labor Party (ALP) adopted a policy of not 

damming the Franklin River, a policy not strongly advocated by its then leader Bill Hayden. 

However, when Prime Minister Fraser called an election for 5 March 1983 the ALP replaced 

Hayden as leader with Bob Hawke who strongly backed the Save the Franklin campaign. The 

TWS supported the ALP vigorously in the election campaign and contributed to its winning the 

http://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/tasmanian-wilderness-society-blocks-
http://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/tasmanian-wilderness-society-blocks-
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-1976-83)
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election.188 The new ALP government brought in both regulations and legislation to stop the dam, 

declaring the Franklin River area a World Heritage site and prohibiting the dam under the World 

Heritage Properties Conservation Act 1983 (http://lawschool.unm.edu/nrj/volumes/29/1/10_kellow_dispute.pdf). 

 

Despite the stance taken by the Commonwealth Government, the Tasmanian Premier Robin Gray 

continued to allow work on the dam and challenged the intervention of the Commonwealth 

Government in the High Court. The case was decided on 1 July 1983 with the High Court finding, 

by the narrow margin of four votes to three, that the Commonwealth Government had the power 

to stop the dam. Premier Gray accepted the decision, halted the dam works and the Franklin River 

was saved (https://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-1976-83; Buckman, 

2008, pp. 288-301).  

 

Obviously, the halting of construction of the dam on the Gordon River that would have flooded the 

Franklin River was an important victory for the environmental movement in Australia and 

beyond, the success of the campaign prompting Bob Brown to proclaim that the victory was an 

acknowledgement 'that there is a limit to the technological destruction we can allow in the name 

of progress' (quoted in Thompson, 1984, p 3). Nevertheless, despite the victory and Brown's 

assertion, it should be noted that the political structures that allowed dam-building remained intact 

and that the Tasmanian Parliament approved the construction of seven more dams within weeks 

of the Franklin decision (Lines, 1991, p. 255). However, it should also be noted that as a 

consequence of the Kelly's Bush and Franklin River landmarks, governments throughout 

Australia recognised the political benefits of appearing to be 'green'189, albeit to limited and 

varying degrees in reality.190 

 

 

188 By 1983 the TWS had established about 70 branches throughout Australia, many in marginal electorates. 

Subsequent analyses of the election result showed that the TWS campaign had been crucial in determining the 

outcome in a number of these marginal electorates (https://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river- campaign-

1976-83). 

189 The first federal minister responsible for the environment was appointed in March 1971, the responsibility being 

added to Arts and Aborigines: Peter Howson, Liberal Minister for the Environment, Aborigines and the Arts. Even 

in January 1988, after both the Kelly's Bush and Franklin River landmarks, responsibility for the environment was 

combined with other responsibilities: Graham Richardson, ALP Minister for Arts, Sport, the Environment, Tourism and 

Territories. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minister_for_the_Environment_and_Energy#List_of_Environment_Ministers). 

190  For example, at the end of the time period of this study (2000), the Commonwealth and State governments 

permitted Australia to be the fifth highest land-clearing country in the world (see footnote 101). 

http://lawschool.unm.edu/nrj/volumes/29/1/10_kellow_dispute.pdf)
http://lawschool.unm.edu/nrj/volumes/29/1/10_kellow_dispute.pdf)
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-campaign-
http://www.wilderness.org.au/history-franklin-river-
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Despite the rise of environmentalism from the 1960s and environmentalists' successes such as 

stopping the inundation of the Franklin River, throughout the period 1960 to 2000 the Australian 

business community continued to adhere strongly to the traditional Western idea of progress, 

obviously including economic growth. According to one leading businessman of the period, Lang 

Hancock, 'Capitalism means life - Environmentalism means death' (quoted in Huckle, 1986, p. 

17). Most business leaders were not as strident in their assertions but the traditional idea of 

progress prevailed among them, most trade union leaders and members and other employees. 

Generally, community environmental attitudes reflected this view, although three major 

environmental issues in Victoria brought about significant increases in environmental awareness 

during the 1960s and 1970s. 

 

Until the late 1960s few Victorians appear to have been passionately involved in political activity. 

Membership of political parties and of interest groups was small.191 In the 1960s social issue 

groups, including some environmental groups that later became larger and more radical, generally 

were relatively conservative. For example, the first president of the Australian Conservation 

Foundation (ACF), a national conservation body established as a legal entity in August 1966, was 

Sir Garfield Barwick (1903-1997) (http://acfonline.org.au), a former conservative politician who 

was Attorney-General of Australia (1958-1964), Minister for External Affairs (1961-1964) and 

subsequently a very traditionalist Chief Justice of the High Court of Australia (1964-1981) 

(http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/obituary-sir-garfield-barwick 1251963.html).192 

 

Also until the late 1960s political leaders in Victoria generally were pragmatic politicians who 

responded to pressures by arranging the affairs of state to meet such pressures. Legislation usually 

emerged out of the administrative sphere as amendments to settled policies or arose from annual 

 

191 Australian political parties' membership details from this time is unknown. However, political party membership 

historically has been low. Currently, there are many more people on the Melbourne Cricket Club waiting list 

(approximately 233,000) than the combined membership of all Australian political parties (approximately 110,000) 

(https://gmggranger.wordpress.com/quikstats-australian-political-party-membership). 

192 The ACF became a more radical environmental organisation over time. Currently, the ACF's principles include: 

 

As articulated by the Earth Charter, we recognise that every form of life has value regardless of its worth 

to human beings, and the need to protect and restore the integrity of our ecological systems, with special 

concern for biological diversity and the natural processes that sustain life, while at the same time 

providing for social and economic justice. …We will stick with our goals in the face of adversity and 

setbacks. We are prepared to challenge ourselves, conventional wisdom and established power structures 

in our proposals and actions. 

 (http://acfonline.org.au) 

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/obituary-
https://gmggranger.wordpress.com/quikstats
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reviews, moving into a policy phase when pressures on the machine made reframing of the basic 

underlying policy desirable, picking up a small injection of political policy on the way and moving 

back into the administrative sector for translation into action. For most Victorian citizens 

government policy was what they experienced at the end point of this process. The characteristic 

citizen political activity (apart from compulsory voting at elections) was rather ineffectual and 

numerically small protests against administrative decisions. These protests occurred via 

opposition political parties, the ombudsman, organised pressure groups and by direct 

demonstrations on the streets (Holmes, 1976, pp. 32-33). This structure of the policy process 

changed considerably in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. 

 

In the latter part of the 1960s the sheer size of metropolitan Melbourne forced the Victorian state 

government to plan for Melbourne's two and a half million inhabitants. The two authorities that 

had responsibility for Melbourne's planning were at loggerheads concerning future policy 

alternatives. Each of the organisations, the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works 

(MMBW), and the Town and Country Planning Board (TCPB) expressed their opinions in 

separate reports to Rupert 'Dick' Hamer (1916-2004), the Minister for Local Government in 1967. 

The MMBW favoured regional autonomy under which it would be the appropriate planning 

authority for Melbourne and the TCPB pushed for long-range strategic planning under a 

reconstituted and strengthened State Planning Board. The government compromised by adding 

another administrative tier so that the 1968 Planning Act defined three levels of planning: 

 

• strategic planning by state government authorities expressed as statements of planning 

policy and providing guidelines; 

• regional planning for natural areas extending beyond municipal boundaries; 

• detailed local planning by individual municipalities. 

 

Strategic planning was the responsibility of the four member TCPB appointed by cabinet and 

responsible to the Minister for Local Government. Under the Board were several regional 

planning authorities under which were loca1 councils responsible for local planning. 

Coordination between the planning network and other state instrumentalities was provided for by 

setting up a State Planning Council comprising the heads of twelve major state authorities and 

chaired by the chairman of the TCPB. Statements of planning policy were drawn up in 
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consultation, submitted for cabinet approval, issued with the authority of cabinet, and became the 

guidelines within which the planning network operated (Holmes, 1976, p. 77). 

 

Citizens could participate formally in the planning process through objection to a particular 

scheme, although generally few availed themselves of the opportunity (Holmes, 1976, p. 34). 

Once a planning scheme was approved and became law everyone had to comply with its 

provisions.193
 

 

The Victorian government provided the much needed patronage and leadership for planning 

objectives, linked with an administrative system designed to filter these down to the lowest level 

of government (Bunker, 1970, p. 371). However, in Victoria there was an abundance of single-

purpose agencies responsible for functions such as water supply, soil conservation and land 

utilisation. The splitting up of roles was arbitrary, often irrational, and nearly always reflected the 

realities of political pressure and competitive bureaucratic empire-building (Ellyard, 1974, p. 

239). 

 

Sir Henry Bland (1909-1997), a former Commonwealth public servant (Permanent Head of the 

Department of Labour and National Service, 1952-1967 and Permanent Head of the Department 

of Defence, 1967-1970), (The Canberra Times, 13 November 1997), commented on the ad hoc 

response to particular environmental problems in his report on the Victorian Pub1ic Service. He 

found that: 

 

 

The consequences of this ad hoc response to particular problems were inevitable: 

staffing and organisational problems; overlapping of interests; duplication of facilities; 

competition for resources, financial, personnel and physical; parallel educational and 

advisory activities; unintegrated research activities; dispersed  apparatus for fire 

protection and so on. Some agencies had extensive powers in respect of policy matters 

and administration and were subject to little or no Ministerial control: others were 

subject to such control. The extent of public involvement in ultimate decision making 

varied from agency to agency, and the attitudes of agencies to the implementation of 

their charters varied from persuasive and educative to approaching the authoritarian. 

There was no comprehensive and integrated set of objectives and if such were in 

anyone's mind, there was no machinery to ensure that each agency would respect them in 

its own activities. And the responsible Ministers were required to cope with a multitude  

 
193 However, a scheme could be varied by the preparation of an amending scheme or be revoked altogether, or in 

part, on a successful application to the Minister by the Board, the responsible authority or any individual person 

(Town and Country Planning Board, n.d., p. 4). 
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of advisers and specialist oriented experts and expected to determine a cohesive policy. 

 

(Bland, 1974, p. 11) 

 

Given that Victorian political leaders were essentially pragmatic, and given the abundance of 

agencies and associated problems as noted by Bland and others, it is not surprising that political 

scientist Jean Holmes concluded that: 

 

In the final count, Victorian government probably still comes down to a network of state-

wide authorities and tiny agencies, each with its share of power and authority, operating 

within a territory carved out in the past and zealously defended ever since. Victorian 

government is in many ways a daunting vista, the complete stereotype in fact and folklore.  

 

(Holmes, 1976, p. 78) 

 

It is in this setting that the following Victorian environmental issues, Little Desert National Park, 

Newport and Westernport, of the late 1960s and early 1970s should be viewed. 
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 Little Desert National Park                              Newport                              Westernport           

 

 

The Little Desert National Park is a national park in the north-west of Victoria, Australia, 

approximately 375 kilometres from Melbourne and extending from the Wimmera River in the 

east to near Naracoorte over the South Australian border in the west. It is a popular 'remote area' 

destination for campers and bushwalkers (http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little- desert-

national-park). 

 

 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park


259 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 



260 
 

The range of soil types in the Little Desert National Park causes marked variation in vegetation. 

There are river red gums (Eucalyptus camaldulensis) (Costermans, 1991, p. 350) along the 

Wimmera River and an extensive cover of yellow gum forest (Eucalyptus leucoxylon) 

(Costermans, 1991, p. 370), mallee broombrush (Melaleuca uncinata) (Costermans, 1991, p. 

248) and open heaths, a mixed habitat for a range of wildlife. Over 220 bird species, including the 

critically endangered Black-eared Miner (Manorina melanotis), the endangered Malleefowl 

(Leipoa ocellate) and the vulnerable Regent Parrot (Polytelis anthropeplus) 

(http://www.delwp.vic.gov.au), Brush-tailed Possums (Trichosurus vulpecula), Eastern Grey 

Kangaroos (Macropus giganteus), various bats and many different kinds of reptiles, including 

Stumpy-tailed Lizards (Tiliqua rugose) and Bearded Dragons (Pogona barbata), inhabit the area 

(http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park). With many species of 

plants and animals succeeding on poor soils with little water, the Little Desert National Park 

makes a substantial contribution to Australia's biodiversity. However, that might not have been 

the case if some environmentalists had not exerted pressure on the Victorian government in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. 

 

Although wheat and sheep farming occurred in the area from the late nineteenth century, the Little 

Desert remained free of agricultural development until the 1950s because of the inhospitable 

nature of the land194. In the early 1950s, local authorities and farming associations began to 

pressure the Victorian Government to develop the Crown Land known as the Little Desert for 

agriculture and in 1957 the Victorian Department of Agriculture opened up 11 farms in the area 

(Lines, 1991, p. 224). 

 
194 Despite the inhospitable nature of the land, for thousands of years prior to the British invasion of Australia the 

Little Desert area sustained the people of the Wotjobaluk, Jaadwa, Jadawadjali, Wergaia and Jupagalk tribes who 

were the custodians of the land, practising what equates in many ways to the concept of sustainable land management. 

Despite dispossession and dispersal, many of the descendants of the original inhabitants of the area still maintain a 

connection with the area (Robin, 1994, p. 5). In 2005, this connection was formally recognised when the Barengi 

Gadjin Land Council Aboriginal Corporation entered into the first Indigenous Land Use Agreement (ILUA) in 

Victoria with the Victorian and Australian Governments. Among other things, the ILUA ensures that the Wotjobaluk, 

Jaadwa, Jadawadjali, Wergaia and Jupagalk peoples are able to 'Care for Country', the fabric of indigenous social, 

spiritual, economic and physical wellbeing, by being involved in the management of the areas where their native title 

rights have been recognised (http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert- national-park). 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park
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Premier Sir Henry Bolte (1908-1990)195 was very much in favour of 'the conquest of nature', a 

struggle that, he claimed, improved the people involved. He 

argued that '[f]ire, flood, tempest, drought, pestilence and other 

things mould one's character' (Blazey, 1972, p. 80). Bolte's pro-

development stance was supported by the Minister of Lands, Sir 

William 'Black Jack' McDonald (1909-1997), appointed to the 

portfolio in 1967, who saw land as there to be developed, not 

'wasted', arguing that '[i]n this day and age, the country could not 

afford not to develop land' (Powell, 1988, p. 238). Both Bolte and 

McDonald were farmers, McDonald owning properties on both 

sides of the Victorian/South Australian border, one of which abutted the Little Desert (Robin, 

1994, p. 11). 

 

The views of Bolte and of McDonald were like those of most Victorians. There had been a public 

clamour from the 1850s to 'unlock the land' held by large pastoralists under Crown lease and 

break it up into smaller blocks. The demand was based on the nostalgic, but not necessarily 

accurate, idea of the 'yeoman farmer', small landholders (thirty to three hundred acres) who 'were 

successful people of second rank [in England] … [who] became a social and military as well as 

an economic force and thus helped to shape England's history' (Dingle, 1984, p. 58). 

 

Despite the widespread support for 'unlocking the land' there had been some, albeit very limited, 

attempts to preserve some of the Little Desert's areas. For example, the Kiata Lowan Sanctuary 

was created in 1955, 217 hectares being reserved for the preservation of the endangered 

Malleefowl (Leipoa ocellata). This reserve was increased to 945 hectares in 1968 and named the 

Little Desert National Park (http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little- desert-national-park). 

 

In 1963 the Australian Mutual Provident Society (AMP) proposed subdividing the Little Desert 

for agricultural or pastoral development. However, in the face of government indecision and after 

lengthy negotiations with the local community and extensive economic and agricultural market 

 

195 Sir Henry Bolte, Premier of Victoria from 1955 to 1972, was one of a number of long-serving, pro-development and 

socially conservative premiers around this time, viz, Sir Thomas Playford, Premier of South Australia from 1938 to 

1965, Sir Robert Askin, Premier of New South Wales from 1965 to 1975 and Sir Johannes 'Joh' Bjelke-Petersen, 

Premier of Queensland from 1968 to 1987. Both Askin and Bjelke-Petersen were tainted by suspicions of corruption. 

 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-
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research, the company decided that the steadily declining wool and wheat prices made the scheme 

economically unviable. The scheme was abandoned in March 1967 (Robin, 1994, p. 10). 

 

The decision to abandon this scheme did not deter McDonald from thinking that land, including 

that designated as the Little Desert, was there to be utilised, not 'wasted'. Early in 1968 McDonald 

announced a government-backed subdivision proposal, the Little Desert Settlement Scheme 

(Robin, 1994, p. 11). 

 

McDonald was optimistic that new farming techniques, including the application of agricultural 

lime and superphosphate, would allow the scheme to succeed. Despite the high failure rate of the 

post-World War I and post-World War II soldier settler schemes, under which returned soldiers 

were given assistance to purchase small blocks of marginal land similar to that in the Little 

Desert,196 McDonald was prepared to gamble that the Little Desert Settlement Scheme would be 

a financial success in the medium to long term (Robin, 1994, p. 12). 

 

McDonald's announcement of the Little Desert Settlement Scheme precipitated a response not 

previously seen in Australian history. People from diverse backgrounds became involved, united 

by their determination to stop the scheme. Some people wanted the scheme stopped for economic 

reasons; others wanted it stopped on environmental grounds. 

 

According to some agricultural scientists and resource economists, including senior university 

academics and officials of the Victorian Department of Agriculture, McDonald's confidence that 

the scheme would be a financial success was sadly misplaced. At that time wool and wheat prices 

were low and there was considerable overproduction. The cost of improving such poor land as that 

in the Little Desert was prohibitive, and the rainfall was lower than that in the comparable country 

in South Australia (Robin, 1994, p. 12). The opposition on economic grounds was exemplified 

by Emeritus Professor Alan Lloyd (1926-1999), who 'had no sympathy for the exaggerated non-

scientific claims and lobby tactics of latter-day conservationists' (Watson, Sturgess & Malcolm, 

1999, p. 182).197 Lloyd's contribution was recognised in his obituary: 

 

 
196 For an excellent account of soldier settlement in Victoria see Lake, M. 1987. The limits of hope: Soldier settlement 

in Victoria 1915-1918, Melbourne, Australia: Oxford University Press. 

 
197 For an insightful discussion of this topic see Seddon, G. (1972). The rhetoric and ethics of the environmental 

protest movement. Meanjin, 4/1972, 427-438. 
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Alan Lloyd,198 who died in Melbourne on 29 July 1999, made an outstanding 

contribution to agriculture and resource economics in Australia over half a century. … 

As a citizen of Victoria, the high points of the Lloyd 'agenda' [included] his participation 

in the controversy over the Little Desert in the late 1960s. … Proposals for clearing the 

Little Desert were the last Victorian attempt to apply the closer settlement and 

development ethos that had dominated Australian agriculture. … Political opposition to 

the scheme came mainly from conservationists … [but] Alan provided convincing 

economic analysis that demonstrated the losses that would have been the consequences 

of the scheme. The upshot was that it was abandoned, with new arrangements put in place 

designed to evaluate trade-offs between economic and environmental objectives. The 

vigour of Alan's participation was sharpened once he realised that political pressure was 

being applied to public servants preventing them from revealing the economic and 

agronomic deficiencies of the scheme. 

(Watson, Sturgess & Malcolm, 1999, pp. 181-182) 

 

The pro-environment effort with respect to the Little Desert was conducted by some of the early 

Victorian advocates of the idea of nature having intrinsic worth, a reflection of the rise of 

environmental consciousness occurring in much of the developed world at the time, but with a 

very specific focus. The campaign appears to have been largely initiated by a letter to The Age 

newspaper by Gwynnyth Taylor, the President of the Victorian National Parks Association, in 

early 1969: 

At a time when we are told that primary producers are facing many problems in 

satisfactorily disposing of their present level of production, it seems incredible that Sir 

William McDonald is intent on opening up yet more Crown Land . . . [The Little Desert 

is] known to be only marginal country - requiring . . . large capital expenditure and . . . 

highly expert farm management. No complete fauna study of the Little Desert has ever 

been made and it is more than likely that much knowledge is yet to be gained from the 

area. 

(Taylor, 1969) 

 

One person with whom the letter struck a chord was Valerie Honey who had never before been 

involved in environmental politics. She contacted Taylor, offering her support in a campaign 

against the Little Desert Settlement Scheme. Honey, who had family connections with the north-

west Victoria area, publicised the campaign in Melbourne, obtaining 4000 signatures on a petition 

that she and Taylor presented to the Acting Premier in July 1969 (Robin, 1994, p. 1). 

 

 
198 Alan Lloyd was appointed as a Senior Lecturer in Agricultural Economics in the School of Agriculture of the 

University of Melbourne in 1959. He was promoted to Reader in 1967 and Professor in 1969, a position he held 

until his retirement at the end of 1991 (Watson, Sturgess & Malcolm, 1999, p. 179). 
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The campaign also was supported on scientific grounds by ecological scientists, including those in 

the Botany School of the University of Melbourne led by Professor John Turner (1908-1991) who 

had been active in Victorian environmental education and politics for many years 

(http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews).199
 

 

Despite the rising opposition to the Little Desert Settlement Scheme from both urban and rural 

Victorians, McDonald initially resisted the pro-environment campaign and took little notice of 

the purported economic and agronomic deficiencies of the scheme. He could not understand the 

views of conservationists who advocated a major national park to preserve habitat for the Little 

Desert's many species and simultaneously provide the region with a tourist attraction,200 agreeing 

with journalist Michael Hayes that '[t]he Little Desert is hardly a potential tourist attraction, 

despite the hopes of wild life protectionists and local businessmen. In six hours of scrub bashing 

we saw nothing in the desert apart from a few sparrows' (The Age, 8 September 1969). To 

McDonald, development was paramount. He argued later that '[i]f the people who founded 

Australia had adopted that point of [pro-environment] view, Australia would be a pretty miserable 

place today' (Robin, 1994, p. 9). 

 

Despite his initial intransigence, McDonald altered his position as opposition to the Little Desert 

Settlement Scheme grew. By mid-1969 he realised that pro-environment constituents represented 

a substantial part of the electorate so he modified his position in an attempt to mollify their 

concerns. Rather than 44 wheat farms, the plan was changed to 12 sheep farms. A purely political 

quid pro quo decision increased the size of the Little Desert National Park from 945 hectares to 

 

199 In 1940, Professor Turner organised a discussion for the Australian Association for Scientific Workers on biology 

in schools. Turner joined the Victorian Curriculum Board (Melbourne University Schools Board) and remained a 

member for more than two decades, chairing its General Science Standing Committee from 1943 to 1967 (Robin, 

1994, p. 50). In 1950 Professor Turner was co -founder of the Save the Dandenongs League which aimed to preserve 

the aesthetic appearance of Melbourne's nearest mountains by preventing developments that would detract from their 

natural beauty. Professor Turner joined with Dr Norman Wettenhall to establish a Landscape Preservation Council 

(LPC) under the aegis of the National Trust in 1960. The LPC, with its focus on the conservation of 'those things 

which nourish the spirit as well as the body of man', acted as a pressure group on government planning bodies whose 

actions affected rural and 'wild' landscapes (http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00394b.htm). 

200 Some locals, including Aboriginal people, argued that preservation of the Little Desert would provide an 

economic stimulus to the region through tourism (Robin, 1994, p. 67). 

http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews).156
http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews).156
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00394b.htm)
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35,300 hectares in December 1969,201 the extension largely comprising areas least suited to 

settlement (Robin, 1994, p. 13).202  

 

Despite the expansion of the Little Desert National Park, the largely urban-based pro-

environment lobby was not satisfied, arguing that the extended park was not biologically 

representative of the region and lacked ecological integrity.203 In Melbourne, a coalition of 

conservation groups including the Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria (FNCV), the Natural 

Resources Conservation League (NRCL) and the Victorian National Parks Association (VNPA) 

was formed, creating the Save Our Bushlands Action Committee (SOBAC) which provided a 

focus for those opposed to the Little Desert Settlement Scheme (Robin, 1994, p. 14). SOBAC 

organised two major public meetings in Melbourne in 1969, each attended by more than 1000 

people (Robin, 1994, p. 15). These meetings were supported by sympathetic media coverage and 

a spate of letters to the editors of The Age, The Sun and The Herald, then Melbourne's three big 

daily newspapers. Robin (1994) analysed the letters and reported that: 

 

Of 164 letters related to the Little Desert or Lower Glenelg204settlement schemes, 153 

were against and 11 in favour of development. Letters stopped abruptly on 10 October 

1969 because of litigation initiated by Sir William McDonald against The Age. Of the 

153 letters opposed to the development, 33 per cent gave as their prime concern some 

combination of conservation, tourism or science, 20 per cent gave economics as the 

reason and 47 per cent expressed concern about the 'public interest' in land management 

matters, including 8 per cent congratulating the media on their role in publicising the 

dispute. 

(Robin, 1994, p. 129) 

 

Bolte and McDonald were the butt of much media satire, the following cartoons by Geoff Hook 

of The Sun being indicative of the growing opposition to the Little Desert Development Scheme. 

The first was drawn after the Apollo 11 moon landing and reports that the lunar samples were like 

 
201 McDonald did not even consult the Director of the National Parks Authority (Robin, 1994, p. 13). 

202 The Little Desert National Park was further extended in 1986 to its present size of 132,647 hectares 

(http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park), an extension based on ecological principles 

rather than the 1969 political quid pro quo. 

203 For a discussion of 'worthless land' as national parks, see Runte, A. (1977). The national park idea: Origins and 

paradox of the American experience. Journal of Forest History, 21 (2), pp. 65-75. 

204 An attempt to replace remnant native vegetation in the Kentbruck Heath in the Lower Glenelg region of south- 

east Victoria with pine plantations (Clode, 2006, p. 79), but not of direct relevance to the Little Desert dispute. 

 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park)
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very poor earth soil and the second was drawn after NASA announced that the crew of Apollo 11 

would visit only Sydney in Australia. 

 

The Sun, 31 July 1969 

The Sun, 22 September 1969 
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Although SOBAC was largely urban-based its case was also supported on economic and 

scientific grounds by the Wimmera Regional Committee, a Victorian government statutory body 

representing the region around the Little Desert, when it considered the earlier AMP scheme to 

develop the Little Desert. The regional committee had identified places for nature reserves in key 

parts of the Little Desert, and its recommendations against widespread development were 

included in a major government report on the Little Desert in 1968. (Wimmera Regional 

Committee, 1968, quoted in Robin, 1994, p. 14). 

 

In 1969 the Australian Labor Party and the Country Party opposition forces, together held a 

majority in the Legislative Council, the Victorian Parliament's upper house. Consequently, they 

could produce the numbers to initiate parliamentary inquiries. Under the chairmanship of the 

Labor Leader, J.W. 'Jack' Galbally (1910-1990), a parliamentary inquiry into the Little Desert 

Settlement Scheme was established in October 1969.205 Some of the expert witnesses who 

appeared before the committee were the same agricultural resource managers, economists and 

scientists employed in the Agriculture, Forests, Wildlife and Soil Conservation agencies who had 

originally advised McDonald against the scheme. Victorian Department of Agriculture staff were 

particularly active in opposing the scheme, an opposition made public in the inquiry and widely 

reported in the metropolitan media (Robin, 1994, p.16). 

 

In December 1969 a by-election in the Melbourne suburban electorate of Dandenong returned a 

disastrous result for the government. The Legislative Council then voted to block funding for the 

Little Desert Settlement Scheme, thus preventing further works from being carried out. The issue 

was now one of state-wide significance. 

 

Bolte was a very astute politician, recognising that the Dandenong by-election result was a 

reflection of a more conservation-orientated electorate, partly because of the adverse publicity 

attached to the Little Desert Settlement Scheme. Consequently, with a Victorian general election 

due the following May, he promised that future land management decisions would involve more 

public consultation through a 'Land Resources Council', a consultative body but still with an 

emphasis on resource development. As a further attempt to pacify conservationists, he promised 

that at least five per cent of the State would be reserved for national parks, wildlife reserves and 

 
205 Galbally had successfully used a similar tactic to stop the building of a restaurant in Melbourne's Royal Botanic 

Gardens earlier in 1969 (Robin, 1994, pp. 15-16). 
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forest parks, a rather hollow promise since more than 30 per cent of the State was unalienated 

public land at the time (Robin, 1994, p. 17). 

 

At the May 1970 Victorian election the Bolte government was re-elected with a loss of only two 

seats. One seat lost was the seat of Dundas, an electorate held by McDonald for fifteen years 

(Robin, 1994, p. 17). The loss of Dundas was, at least in part, attributable to McDonald's obdurate 

attempt to institute the Little Desert Settlement Scheme in the face of economic, scientific and 

environmental opposition. With the defeat of the scheme's most passionate proponent, 

government support for the scheme declined substantially. The Little Desert Settlement Scheme 

was abandoned in 1970, although it took until 1986 for the Little Desert National Park to be 

extended to its present size of 132,647 hectares (http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-

desert-national-park). 

 

Bill Borthwick (1924-2001), who succeeded the defeated McDonald as Minister for Lands after 

the 1970 election, later described the attempt to implement the Little Desert Settlement Scheme 

as 'a bad error of judgement on the part of my government' (The Australian, 18 June 1971). As a 

consequence of the Little Desert dispute, Borthwick recognised that it was politically important 

to allow genuine public consultation if further similar issues were to be avoided. Part of his 

attempt to improve the consultative process was the establishment in 1971 of the Land 

Conservation Council (LCC),206 'an authoritative, independent (although government-approved) 

body charged with responsibility for inquiring into all matters of public land management' (Robin, 

1994, p. 19). 

 

The LCC replaced the previous 'horse-trading' in land between agency heads in a closed 

committee. It had an independent Chair and some members with conservation expertise from 

outside the public service, as well as the agency heads. From 1971 until 1997, two representatives 

of the Conservation Council of Victoria (CCV)207, an umbrella organisation for all conservation 

 
206 Established in 1971, the Land Conservation Council operated under the Land Conservation Council Act 1970. In 

July 1997, the Environment Conservation Council Act 1997 came into operation. This Act revoked the Land 

Conservation Council Act 1970 and abolished the Land Conservation Council. An Environment Conservation 

Council was established in its place (http://trove.nla.gov.au/people/613634?c=people), its role being to advise the 

Victorian Government on the use of public land, to make recommendations not decisions, to investigate issues at the 

request of the Minister, and, in doing so, to take into account resource use and social issues as well as environmental 

needs(http://www.eoas.info/biogs/A001706b.htm). 

207 In 1994, the organisation changed its name to Environment Victoria to reflect the broader range of issues with 

which it now deals (Hutton & Connors, 1999, p. 191). 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park)
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park)
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/explore/parks/little-desert-national-park)
http://trove.nla.gov.au/people/613634?c=people
http://www.eoas.info/biogs/A001706b.htm)
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groups (that had its origins in SOBAC), served on the LCC. The first two were Professor John 

Turner (see above) and John Landy.208
 

 

By including members from outside the public service and by encouraging public participation, 

the LCC operated in a way not previously seen in Victorian public land management. As noted 

by John Dargavel, a Visiting Fellow in the Research School of Social Sciences, The Australian 

National University: 

 

Public participation was positively encouraged by releasing detailed study reports for 

each region, soliciting submissions from the many different interests, first on what 

should be done and then on what was proposed. The LCC's final recommendations were 

almost always accepted by Victorian Governments. It provided the progressive model 

for many land-use and planning processes elsewhere. 

 

(http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews/robin.htm) 

 

According to Robin, 'the resolution of the [Little Desert] dispute could truly be said to reside not 

in the extension of the national park, but in the establishment of a mechanism for public 

consultation on land management' (Robin, 1994, p. 19). She further asserted that 'the Little Desert 

dispute was not simply a case of conservation or preservation versus development. It was, rather, 

a rare moment when economists and conservationists found themselves arguing the same case' 

(Robin, 1994, p. 19), culminating in a permanent mechanism for inquiry. 

 

Other analyses of the Little Desert dispute acknowledged its importance to the rise of 

environmentalism in Australia. For example, historian William Lines declared that 'the final 

resolution of the Little Desert conflict, in favour of conservation, marked the first time in 

Australia's history when, in a direct confrontation between developers and nature lovers, the latter 

prevailed' (Lines, 1991, p. 226). Geoff Mosley, a leading figure in the Australian conservation 

movement and Deputy Director of the Australian Conservation Foundation at the time of the 

 
208 John Landy was a member of the Australian Olympic team at both the 1952 Summer Olympics in Helsinki and 

1956 Summer Olympics in Melbourne. He was inducted into the Sport Australia Hall of Fame in 1985. He worked 

as senior manager at ICI Australia, and had a successful public speaking career. For eight years (1971-78) Landy 

served on the Land Conservation Council of Victoria, contributing to debates and recommendations about the 

balanced use of public land across Victoria. An avid naturalist, Landy has written two books on natural history. Over 

the years, Landy has been awarded numerous honorary degrees, viz, a Doctor of Laws from the University of Victoria 

in 1994, a Doctor of Rural Science from the University of New England in 1997, a Doctor of Laws from the 

University of Melbourne in 2003 and a Doctor of Laws from Deakin University in 2009. On 1 January 2001, Landy 

was sworn in as the 26th Governor of Victoria He retired as Governor on 7 April 2006 

(http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Landy#Athletics). 

 

http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews/robin.htm)
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/1952_Summer_Olympics
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/1956_Summer_Olympics
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sport_Australia_Hall_of_Fame
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_history
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_history
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_history
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctor_of_Laws
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Victoria
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Victoria
http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_New_England_(Australia)
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http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Governor_of_Victoria
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controversy, described the dispute as having 'ultimately spawned more conservation reforms than 

any other land-use conflict in Australia' (Mosley, 18 June 1971). Geographer Joseph Powell 

asserted that the Little Desert dispute was a key event marking a 'complex transformation in 

Australian society' (Powell, 1988, p. 246). 

 

The Little Desert dispute marked a turning point in Victorian politics. Conservationists, including 

ecologists, gained confidence from their success and realised that they possessed political power 

not previously available to them, manifested later in the 'green' movement. Bureaucrats with 

scientific and economic expertise became more influential in the policy process. In general, the 

Little Desert dispute contributed to a discernible change in community attitudes towards the 

environment, with some consequent movement towards the positive end of the spectrum of 

environmental attitudes. 

 

After the Little Desert dispute was resolved in 1970, two issues became the predominant 

environmental foci in Victoria, viz, the issues of 'Newport' and 'Westernport'. 

 

Newport is an inner suburb of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, 7 km south-west of Melbourne's 

Central Business District. British settlement209 began in Newport around 1862. Coal-fired power 

stations operated there from 1918 until 1981 when they were replaced by the Newport 'D' gas-

fired power station (https://www.onmydoorstep.com.au/at/3015/newport). 

 
209 The Yalukit-Willam people of the Boon-Wurrung Country are the traditional owners of land now known as 

Newport, with research showing a connection to the area beyond 30,000 years. First contact came with European 

sealers (1803-1834) and then followed a pattern of violence and displacement typical of that across Australia at the 

time (Presland, 1997; Boyce, 2012, p.151). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victoria_(Australia)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne_City_Centre
http://www.onmydoorstep.com.au/at/3015/newport)
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Newport 'D' Power Station 

 

 

The decision to build a new 1000 megawatt gas-fired power station at Newport was taken in the 

1960s as a result of SEC projections of future power consumption. The SEC's projection for the 

period 1973-2000 was almost a 600 per cent increase, with most of the growth due to increased 

per capita sales (Sloane & Scully, 1975, p. 18.5). According to R.G. Chapman, the Assistant 

General Manager (Marketing) of the SEC, a large, gas-fired power station was required by around 

1976 to cater for the projected power consumption increase and to accommodate peak demands 

since the main source of electricity in Victoria, the brown coal-fired stations of the Latrobe 

Valley, could not be used to satisfy peak load since brown coal is relatively low in heating value 

and takes a long time to heat up (Sloane & Scully, 1975, p. 18.3). 

 

The decision to locate the power station at Newport had its origins in 1966 when James Balfour 

(1914-1990), the Minister for Fuel and Power, considered planning for the future of Victoria's 

electricity system. He stated in the Parliament that 'the Commission … is investigating the 
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possibility of making further use of the Newport Power Station site as existing plant reaches the 

end of its economical life' (Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 6 April 1966, p. 3307). 

 

The Newport site was chosen because, according to the SEC, it was the cheapest site available, it 

had easy access to natural gas from the Bass Strait gas fields discovered by Esso/BHP in 1965 

and close proximity to water for cooling. The Victorian Parliament neither asked for, nor was 

given, any evidence of the environmental impact of the power station. The Bill legalising 

construction of the Newport Power Station was passed by both Houses of Parliament with the 

support of all political parties, receiving Royal Assent on 23 November 1971 (Borthwick, 1976, 

p. 31). 

 

Given the subsequent controversy, it should be noted that to this point there had been no 

independent environmental impact study. The SEC simply gave Parliament an assurance that it 

would 'at all times conform with the requirements of Acts or Regulations pertaining to the 

preservation of the environment [and that] the experts it had chosen to consult foresaw no 

environmental problems' (Anti-Newport Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 6). 

 

The Minister for Fuel and Power supported the SEC, stating that 'in designing this station the 

Commission will incorporate all the elements of protection that it believes will be needed now or 

in the future. Statutory requirements have been introduced in the public interest which require all 

industry to conform to rigid standards, not only when plants are being first built but throughout 

their 1ife, and the Commission supports these requirements' (Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 

7 September 1971, p. 208). At this time the Victorian Environment Protection Authority (EPA) 

was not yet operating and clean air was the responsibility of the Health Department. The SEC's 

report to Parliament stated that 'discussions are continuing with the Health Department ... to 

ensure that all requirements under the Clean Air Regulations [will be] complied with' (Anti-

Newport Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 6). 

 

The SEC would have had little trouble in meeting these requirements since the Clean Air section 

of the Health Department was sadly understaffed, had done no monitoring of Melbourne's 

existing smog problem, and had developed no ambient air quality standards against which to 

judge the seriousness of any additional source of air pollution (Anti-Newport Power Station 

Coalition, n.d., p. 6). 

 



273 
 

In early 1971 no 'environmental problem' arising from the construction of a large power station at 

Newport was perceived by most of the public and in the normal course of events the power station 

would have been constructed without any serious questioning. Such was not the case, for by late 

1971 an increasing number of people in Victoria were becoming more environmentally aware 

and some became concerned about the environmental impact of the Newport 'D' Power Station. 

The responses to this concern, from both the policy makers and the environmentalists, mark 

Newport as a watershed in Victorian environmental politics. 

 

In late 1971 local residents associated with the Williamstown Conservation and Planning Society 

began to question the air and water quality consequences of the power station. Lack of convincing 

answers from the policy makers led to increased public apprehension, and local protests 

culminated in two well-attended public meetings in July and August of 1972. Largely as a result 

of these meetings the Williamstown Council changed its policy of support to one of general 

opposition to the power station (http://www.railgeelong.com/location/newport-power- station). 

 

During 1971 and 1972, the SEC began site preparation works. However, in response to requests 

from the Williamstown Conservation and Planning Society and, because of its own political 

agenda, the radical Builders Labourers Federation (BLF) decided to ban work on the site pending 

independent inquiries into the station's environmental effects. At this time the Australian 

workforce was more unionised than it is today, with approximately 60 per cent of workers being 

union members (The Age 3 July 2005).210 Furthermore, because of relatively full employment 

then, some unions were much more powerful and militant than they are today, frequently 

resorting to public protests and strike action. Jack Mundey, elected Secretary of the NSW Branch 

of the BLF in 1968 and leader of the famous 'green bans' discussed elsewhere in this thesis, 

claimed that: 

 

With the removal of some of the teeth from the penal powers in May 1969, longer strikes 

are likely to become the order of the day. Real economic and political gains are achieved 

when industry is brought to a halt. Lightning strikes and guerrilla tactics at job level have 

their place, but when the crunch comes it is the ability of the Unions to 'stop everything' 

that can force a strike at higher levels. 

(Mundey, 1970) 

 

210 There has been a significant decline in union membership since that time, with approximately 23% of workers 

being union members in 2004 and only approximately 17% of workers being union members in 2013 

(http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6310). 

http://www.railgeelong.com/location/newport-power-
http://www.railgeelong.com/location/newport-power-
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/mf/6310)
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/mf/6310)
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Some governments were prepared to confront the militant unions. For example, Premier Henry 

Bolte declared in 1969 that a group of striking railway workers could 'march up and down until 

they're bloody well footsore' (The Age 3 July 2005). However, Bolte's approach, and later that of 

his successor Sir Rupert 'Dick' Hamer, initially did not work in the case of the Newport 'D' Power 

Station, notwithstanding Hamer's exhibiting a much more urbane style than that of his predecessor 

(Colebatch, 2014). Despite the public hearing of 1971 the BLF decided to continue its ban on the 

power station site and all preparation work at the site ceased in November 1972 (Anti-Newport 

Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 10). 

 

It was only after the public meetings and the 'green ban' had triggered much public discussion as 

a result of media attention, and the opposition Labor Party had changed its attitude to the 

construction of the power station, that the Victorian Government decided to hold a public hearing. 

This hearing was conducted early in 1971 by the newly-established EPA with the terms of  

reference for this inquiry being restricted to pollution questions. All other issues were excluded 

(Anti-Newport Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 9). 

 

Alan Gilpin, the Chairman of the EPA, asserted in a statement in the Report, that: 

 

[The EPA] had not taken into account, or explored, certain issues which, though relevant 

to the power station, fall outside the Authority's current terms of reference. These issues 

include land use (whether the area of land to be used for the new power station could be 

better devoted to some other purpose); resource use (whether, for example, natural gas 

should be utilised in a possibly inefficient manner for electricity generation); the 

economics of electricity generation; decentralisation of industry in Victoria, and 

aesthetics. Clearly, reasons could be advanced by others for rejecting the Newport site 

on grounds other than those considered by the authority. 

 

(quoted in Johnson, 1978, http://archive.hrnicholls.com.au) 

 

Furthermore, three major factors complicated the EPA's task during the inquiry. Firstly, the EPA 

was still struggling to establish its status, staffing requirements and budgetary goals. Secondly, it 

had not begun its oxidant monitoring program and so could not know whether the power station 

would add to an already serious problem or not. Thirdly, the EPA had not determined or issued 

ambient air quality standards. 
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The EPA's report on Newport indicated that there was some reluctance on the part of the EPA to 

grant the SEC a licence to proceed with the construction of the power station. However, a licence 

was granted in 1973, subject to several restrictions including: 

 

1. That the SEC should reduce the effects of the emission of oxides of nitrogen (NOx) 

so that there will be no significant impact on the environment with respect to both the 

photo-chemical smog phenomenon and NOx as a primary pollutant. 

 

2. To provide the necessary information to demonstrate that the redesigned station 

would have no significant impact on the environment, the SEC shall conduct a 

properly organised scientific survey-study for a continuous period of two years. 

 

3. On determination of the EPA that meteorological conditions are unsatisfactory, the 

station will be shut down or the load shall be varied according to EPA instructions. 

 

(Anti-Newport Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 19) 

 

These conditions, whilst severe, almost certainly could not have been enforced. The fledgling 

EPA in reality was in no position to close down the station if the results of the two year scientific 

survey-study did not satisfy EPA criteria. Furthermore, there were no standards to judge 

significant impact of NOx or unsatisfactory meteorological conditions. 

 

Neither the environmentalists involved with Newport nor the SEC were satisfied with the EPA's 

decision, and both appealed to the Appeals Board. The former sought to have the licence revoked 

and the latter sought to have its conditions weakened. The appeal was heard in mid-1974. 

Essentially the proceedings produced a re-run of the previous hearing with the focus again limited 

to the impact of waste emissions from the Newport Power Station. The Appeals Board decided in 

favour of the SEC, upholding the licence and relaxing some of the conditions (Anti-Newport 

Power Station Coalition, n.d., p. 20). 

 

During the appeal, new data on the quality of Melbourne's atmosphere were produced. The data 

showed that Melbourne had a significant smog problem and that in no American city with smog 

problems as bad as those of Melbourne would pollution control authorities permit a power station 

of the size of that at Newport to be situated within city limits (Anti-Newport Power Station 

Coalition, n.d., p. 22). 
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The Appeals Board responded to these new data by unilaterally determining its own air quality 

standards for oxidants. The three members of the Board decided that a proper standard for 

oxidants was not 6 or 8 parts per hundred million (pphm) as elsewhere, but 13 pphm. None of the 

members of the Board had expert qualifications on the issue of the health implications of air 

pollution. Evidence presented by two senior respiratory physicians and a number of other 

physicians and scientists indicating that 13 pphm was too large was ignored (Anti-Newport Power 

Station Coalition, n.d., p. 23). 

 

Despite the EPA's approval for the construction of the Newport power station to proceed, no 

immediate construction took place because the Trades Hall Council (THC) imposed a full union 

black ban on the project in November 1975. At the end of 1975 talks took place between the SEC, 

the Victorian Government and the THC but no resolution of the conflict ensued. 

 

In March 1976 the Liberal Government was re-elected and in April a compromise agreement 

between the Government and most unions was announced. This compromise was rejected by the 

THC in May 1976 and the imposition of full union bans on Newport continued. In November 

1976 the THC again considered the issue, but refused to lift the black ban, although by a majority 

of only four votes (179 for, 175 against) (The Age 10 November 1976; The Age 8 March 1977). 

 

In response to the announcement of the continuation of the union ban, Premier Hamer declared 

that 'the Government's patience and that of the public is exhausted. . . . And so we must take our 

stand. In the face of such a challenge we must use every counter-measure at our disposal' (The 

Age 13 November 1976). He went on to state that: 

 

Until this matter is resolved, the Government will start no new major projects. The 

Government will defer or suspend existing public projects wherever practicable, until we 

have firm guarantees against disruption, bans and boycotts for non-industrial purposes. 

The Government will immediately introduce legislation to safeguard the community 

against bans or boycotts of vital projects without a secret ballot of union members 

concerned. 

(The Age 13 November 1976) 
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The legislation, with its threat of deregulation of the union(s) involved, combined with a general 

downturn in the economy, successfully forced a limited retreat from union rank and file 

intransigence (http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm). 

 

Hamer's announcement prompted the THC to seek a way out of the impasse by agreeing to abide 

by the decisions of a further inquiry into Newport. The full THC voted 224 to 69 to accept the 

compromise, despite desperate lobbying by anti-Newport hardliners (The Age 8 March 1977). As 

a result, a Review Panel under the chairmanship of Sir Louis Matheson (1912- 2002)211 was 

formed to conduct an inquiry, with broader terms of reference than those of either of the two 

previous inquiries. 

 

The Review Panel's terms of reference were to investigate what detrimental environmental 

effects, if any, would result from the operation of the proposed Newport power station, the 

desirability of locating the station at an alternative site having regard to Victoria's current and 

future needs for power and whether any factors had arisen which made it desirable to vary any 

aspect of the project. The Review Panel submitted its Reports in April 1977, concluding that only 

one 500 megawatt power station should be built at Newport with relatively stringent limitations 

placed on its operation. The Government accepted the Review Panel's recommendations but, 

despite earlier agreeing to accept the outcomes of the review, the THC reaffirmed the bans. The 

Government responded by directly advertising for workers, thus by-passing the THC (Johnson, 

1978, http://archive.hrnicholls.com.au). 

 

When the government advertised for building workers, Norm Gallagher (1931-1999),212 

Secretary of the radical BLF (http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm), displayed 

confidence that the government efforts would fail, stating that '[t]hey'll probably clean the joint up, 

that's all' (http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm). John Halfpenny 

(1935-2003), Victorian State Secretary of the Amalgamated Metal Workers Union, Secretary of 

the Amalgamated Engineering Union and an organiser for the Amalgamated Engineering Union 

(http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm) at the time of the Newport Power Station 

controversy, was equally confident, asserting that '[m]aybe they can get some people to chip some 

grass, turn a few sods or build a path' (http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm). 

 
211 Ex-Vice-Chancellor of Monash University, considered by many to be unsympathetic to the campaign against the 

power station as he had been an unyielding opponent of student protest during his time as Vice-Chancellor. 

212 Gallagher was later jailed for corruption (http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm). 

http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm
http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm
http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm
http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm
http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/interventions/uranium.htm
http://www.atua.org.au/biogs/ALE1337b.htm
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However, the confidence of Gallagher, Halfpenny and some other unionists was misplaced. Some 

union officials joined demonstrations and brought a few shop stewards with them, but they did 

little to mobilise their rank and file. By late June 1978, 150 workers, including some unionists, 

were employed at the Newport power station site and by September 1978 the project was ahead 

of schedule. In March 1979, The Age asserted that: 

It seems certain that the $160 million project will be completed on schedule, and at an 

insignificant additional cost, thanks to Trades Hall Council bans ... Since work started ... 

there has been virtually no industrial disruption, productivity has been high and pay rates 

have been lower than those paid to workers on other comparable sites. 

 

(The Age 11 March 1979) 

 

In 1980 the THC lifted its, by then rather symbolic, bans and the Newport 'D' power station 

commenced operations in 1981 (Lincoln, 1993). 

 

As discussed previously, the environmental movement gained substantial impetus in much of the 

developed world in the 1960s and 1970s. The Newport 'D' Power Station  provided a single-issue 

focus for environmentalists in Victoria and contributed to changes in the development of public 

policy including the recognition by the Victorian government that it had to be more involved in 

planning, to the setting of pollution standards, albeit with very flawed procedures and spurious 

results, and to the establishment of the EPA. However, the government's strong pro-development 

approach to planning and consequent clashes with environmentalists persisted, as demonstrated 

in the proposal to develop the Westernport Region of Victoria. 

 

The Westernport Region covers an area of approximately 1660 km2 surrounding Westernport 

Bay, and includes a large part of the Mornington Peninsula, Phillip Island and French Island. The 

65 km of sandy beaches of the bay provide swimming and relaxation areas and the waters of the 

bay are used extensively for water sports, including fishing.213 The region also has other 

magnificent tourist attractions such as spectacular scenery and wildlife, including penguins, 

koalas, seals and 'muttonbirds' (short-tailed shearwaters). Although the Westernport Region 

 
213 Prior to the European invasion of the region the Bunurong (Boonerwrung) people had lived in the area for 

thousands of years, subsisting on seafood, especially shellfish, muttonbirds and edible plants 

(http//www.seagrass.com.au). 
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contains many prosperous grazing properties and stud farms, dairy farms, orchards, market 

gardens, nurseries, poultry farms and, in more recent times, vineyards, wineries and restaurants, 

the region has also been regarded by many people as a valuable area of open space and fresh air, 

providing a release from the pressure and crowds of the city (Spicer, 1974, pp 226-228).  

 

 

 

 

 

Historic Shed Hastings 
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Pelicans on Westernport Bay shore 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seals in Westernport Bay 
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Until the 1960s, the major residential developments were for holiday purposes and many towns 

had only small permanent populations. However, from the late 1960s, many older people seeking 

attractive locations for retirement settled permanently in these former holiday towns, prompting 

opportunities for their urban expansion. Consequently, the Westernport Region became very 

attractive to developers seeking new areas for residential estates (Barnard, 1996, p. 3). 

 

The Westernport Region also became a focus for large-scale industrial development in the late 

1960s. The Bolte Government's encouragement of industry to establish in the region, the existing 

rail and road links with Melbourne with its abundant supply of skilled and semi-skilled labour, the 

deep-water channel of Westernport Bay and the proximity of the region to the Melbourne-

Gippsland axis with its rich reserves of coa1, oi1 and natural gas made the region very attractive 

to some industrialists (Spicer, 1974, p. 228). 

 

As is the case with other Australian states, Victoria is characterised by the phenomenon of 

metropolitan dominance. Melbourne's expansion214 has created considerable pressure on land for 

residential, industrial and commercial purposes and has made the task of providing community 

services such as health, water supply, sewerage, education and recreation difficult. The inclusion 

of the Westernport Region in plans for the future growth of Melbourne, combined with the 

previous spread of urbanisation, provided fuel for the conflict that occurred in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. 

 

During its period in office the Bolte Government expanded infrastructure development in Victoria 

substantially. The Bass Strait oil and gas fields, West Gate Bridge and Freeway, City Loop, and 

the Latrobe Valley power scheme all were begun or completed during this time (The Sydney 

Morning Herald 8 Dec 2012). Bolte's vision included a desire to make Westernport 'the Ruhr of 

Australia' by inducements to heavy industry, nuclear power and refineries to locate there (Bate & 

Marles, 1978). 

 

In 1963 the Parliament of Victoria passed the Westernport (Oil Refinery) Act, 1963, allowing BP 

Australia to build an oil refinery at Crib Point, taking advantage of Westernport's suitability for the 

 

214 In 1954 Melbourne's population was 1.52 million out of 2.45 million Victorians, in 1971 it was 2.61 million out 

of 3.60 million (Spicer, 1974, p. 224). In May 2014 it was 4.25 million out of a State population of 5.87 million and is 

expected to reach 7.7 million by 2051 (ABC News, 19 May 2014). 
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berthing of large tankers bringing oil from Bass Strait. Two more Acts, passed in 1967 and 1970, 

supported the industrial development of the Hastings area. Esso established a refinery in 1967 

and BHP constructed Victoria's main centre for steel production in 1970. Australia's first regional 

planning authority, the Westernport Regional Planning Authority, was established in 1969 to 

direct the development of the port industrial area (Barnard, 1996, p. 3). 

 

 

 

 

Refinery and Hastings Harbour 

 

Bolte's desire to make Westernport 'the Ruhr of Australia' triggered substantial concern amongst 

some locals and in some sections of the wider Victorian community. In the late 1960s various pro-

environment activists united to form pressure groups to ensure that economic development did 

not mean the loss of 'environmental quality' in the Westernport Region. Their concerns were 

exacerbated by Bolte's apparent lack of environmental awareness, indicated in his 1970 assertion 

that '[w]e care about water pollution, but it isn't as important as a $100 million 

industry…Pollution of minds is a more important problem than air or water pollution' (quoted in 

Sandercock, 1975, p. 147). 
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In 1969 G.D. Stephenson of the BHP Company assumed that the co-operation between industry, 

town planning and government authorities necessary for the development of industry in the 

Westernport Region would be forthcoming (Stephenson, 1969). Sir Bernard Callinan (1913-

1995), a Commissioner of the SEC, agreed with Stephenson's assumption, arguing that the factors 

that had mitigated against the development of Westernport were now acting to its advantage. He 

claimed that 'the factors affecting adversely the development of Westernport - lack of surrounding 

development and. proximity to the major port of Melbourne, serving the rapidly growing 

metropolis - have changed to powerful forces for rapid development' (Callinan, 1969, p. 4). 

 

Callinan was correct in saying that the potential advantages of the Westernport Region as a deep 

water port and as a site for heavy industry had been recognised and were beginning to be utilised. 

However, given the concomitant rise of environmentalism, the Victorian Government realised 

that a conflict between industrial development, land use, conservation and recreational use was 

inevitable. Consequently, the Government devised a comprehensive policy for the planning and 

developing of the Westernport Region under the auspices of a Westernport Regional Planning 

Authority. In 1970 the Government released a Statement of Planning Policy stating that: 

 

The planning policy to be applied in this area is: 

The area shall be planned primarily as a major specialised port and heavy 

industrial complex; 

the port shall be regarded as a principal generator of future urban growth to be 

integrated with development in the metropolitan area; 

the regional planning of the area shall acknowledge the value of the resources of 

the adjoining areas, recreation, nature conservation and tourism. 

 

In implementing this policy the Regional Planning Authority is expected to pay special 

attention to the following: 

Protective measures to ensure satisfaction of land needs for wharfage and 

associated purposes; 

adequate designation of land for industry dependent on port facilities; 

land use and subdivision controls to retain land holdings in their present size 

pending designation of appropriate future use; 

integration into the industrial and port complex of the part of French Island to 

which the Statement applies - including proper provision for service installations; 
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designation of land capable of being reclaimed having due regard to the 

ecological effects; and 

visual integration of industrial and port development with the landscape. 

(Town and Country Planning Board, 1970) 

 

Although the Statement of Planning Po1icy contained a number of laudable principles, its 

prescriptions were limited when a specific issue was under consideration. Consequently, it is not 

surprising that environmentalists concentrated their attacks on specific issues. For example, the 

Save Westernport Coalition concentrated on land speculation and development, asserting that: 

 

Land speculation is still going on - it has made inroads even on Phillip Island. And when 

all its tangles are someday revealed, this may prove to be the largest, ugliest Australian 

land grab since the days of the pioneers....the speculators have redoubled their efforts; 

land is changing hands faster than ever. Some people have unloaded their holdings, afraid 

that the bubble could burst. Others, claiming inside knowledge, are moving in. … A 

decision to industrialise Westernport would turn Melbourne into an unending metropolis 

from Wonthaggi to Geelong. But according to principles more modern than those guiding 

the planners of Westernport, this sort of forced growth is the last thing large cities need: 

after a population of three million is reached, urban problems, and urban costs, rise 

swiftly. 

(Save Western Port Coalition, 1971) 

 

Also, some land owners215 in the Westernport Region bitterly attacked the Statement of Planning 

Po1icy's control provisions. They saw that their freedom to build houses where and when they 

liked and the opportunity to subdivide their land would be severely curtailed under the proposal's 

terms. 

 

A large measure of agreement over the future of Westernport occurred between environmentalists 

and some of the conservative and powerful landowners, despite disagreement over other issues 

such as the Vietnam War. This coalescence of views contributed to further divisions within the 

Westernport community with antagonism towards pro-environment activists and landholders 

 

215 Some land owners could be classified as environmentalists, but their major focus appears to have been economic 

concerns. 
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being displayed by both business and labour. For example, in an interview with Harry Kreisler in 

the United States, Dr Peter Hayes, Executive Director of The Nautilus Institute, claimed that: 

 

My first memories of being on the farm [in the Westernport Region] was [sic] in the 

midst of the Vietnam War. My parents were opposed to the war, and I remember quite 

distinctly that we were suddenly uninvited to the annual tennis tournament on the largest 

farm in the area -- the hosts always staged it there; they were the sort of rural aristocracy. 

After that, my parents, especially my mother, became very leading figures in what was 

called the Westernport Protection Council [part of the Save Westernport Coalition], 

which is like the San Francisco Bay Association. The premier [of Victoria] had declared 

that Westernport Bay, which at that point was a pristine, very beautiful estuarine system, 

was destined to become the Ruhr of the Southern Hemisphere. Premier Bolte did not 

realize that he was up against my mother! In fact, she brought the industrial development 

to a screeching halt over the subsequent decade. But along the way were wrecked fences, 

locals who felt they were not going to get jobs who cut fences and [issued] death threats 

on the phone, that kind of stuff. 

 

(http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people3/Hayes/hayes-con1.html) 

 

Although the Regional Planning Authority gave the community the chance to object to any aspect 

of the plan, some environmentalists and landholders decided that direct political pressure would be 

more effective. The Save Westernport Coalition and the Westernport Landholders' Association 

were formed to exert pressure on politicians and bureaucrats by means generally regarded as 

outside the established rules and processes of Australian politics until this time,216 including 

advertising campaigns and threats to withdraw political donations. Their campaigns, along with 

widespread publicity of a major oil spill in the Westernport Region in December 1970 

(http://www.wildaboutwesternport.org), were extremely effective and the State Government was 

forced to modify its position, although it remained firmly committed to extensive development 

of the Westernport Region. 

 

As a result of the political campaigns waged by the Westernport Landholders' Association, the 

Save Westernport Coalition and other pro-environment groups and individuals, there was some 

Victorian Government response in 1971 to the issues raised. For example, in November 1971 

 

216 Obviously there had been campaigns using direct action tactics, including strikes and demonstrations, long 

before the Westernport issue, but the previous conflicts were almost exclusively between business or government 

and labour. 

 

http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people3/Hayes/hayes-con1.html)
http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people3/Hayes/hayes-con1.html)
http://www.wildaboutwesternport.org/
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Alan Hunt (1927-2013), the Minister for Local Government, sought to ameliorate some of the 

criticisms by stating that: 

The entire area is clearly of inestimable value to Victoria as a whole, and the Government 

is therefore determined to ensure that any developments whatsoever within it shall be 

orderly and shall be properly planned in a manner which will maintain its unique 

character and value. 

(Hunt, 1971) 

 

Hunt's attempt to placate the Westernport Landholders' Association and the Save Westernport 

Coalition was supported by the Town and Country Planning Board which, in response to concerns 

about pollution, asserted that: 

Far from being disinterested in pollution control, the Government has drawn together 

and expanded its previous measures for pollution control in one comprehensive piece of 

legislation and has established a single authority with far reaching powers to administer 

it. The purpose of establishing one overall body, the Environment Protection Authority,217 

was to control all forms of pollution. In this way the Government has ensured that at 

Westernport the highest standards will be imposed on industries. 

(Warren, quoted in Spicer, 1974) 

 

In October 1972 a seminar entitled The Challenge of Westernport was held. At this seminar the 

emphasis was on individual opinion, although most individuals reflected various group interests. 

There was general agreement among pro-environment participants with the claim that 'if one looks 

at the Statements of Planning Policy, they at first seem admirable, until one attempts to reconcile 

the provisions within them. .... There is an immediate need for the Statements to be revised in the 

light of new thinking. The revision should be open for public comment before approval by the 

Executive Council' (Winter, 1972, p. 12). 

 

Also during 1972 the Westernport Bay Environmental Study under the direction of Professor 

Maurice Shapiro, Professor of Environmental Law, The George Washington University Law 

School, began. The aim of the Study was 'to lay down guidelines which, if followed, would 

guarantee the quality of the waters indefinitely' (Westernport Bay Environmental Study, n.d., p. 

4). The Study was seen as a 'first step towards ensuring that ... resource mismanagement [would] 

 
217 See discussion of the EPA pp. 272-275. 
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not occur at Westernport' (Swan, 1972, p. 8). The Shapiro Report recommended that Westernport 

be restricted to industries prepared to use the best possible anti-pollution technology available. 

 

At the end of 1976 the Hamer Government announced that it proposed to go ahead with the 

development of Westernport as a major general-purpose port and industrial complex, but with 

substantial changes from the original 1960s concept. The Shapiro Report's major 

recommendation of allowing only industries that used the best possible anti-pollution technology 

was not adopted, but Bolte's vision of making Westernport the 'Ruhr of Australia' was extensively 

modified (The Age 6 October 1976). 

 

The announced policy scrapped the idea of building a major population centre around Hastings 

and ruled out even general industry from the area. Instead it visualised 'selective development' of 

the Hastings area to vastly expand and diversify Westernport's present port area to its full 

potential as the deepest natural port in Victoria, to encourage the development of an industrial 

complex of industries that needed access to a deep-water port and to leave as much of the area as 

possible undeveloped so that its traditional uses for conservation and recreation remained 

unchanged (The Age 6 October 1976). The modifications to the original plans were the result of 

a decade of conflict between environmental groups and some landholders on the one hand and 

government planning bodies, including the Westernport Regional Planning Authority, business 

and labour on the other. 

 

The Government's announced policy on Westernport was supported by the opposition Australian 

Labor Party, albeit with some reservations. The Shadow Conservation Minister, Ian Cathie, in 

October 1976 said: 'In theory the Government's new Westernport planning policy is good. In 

practice, we will just have to wait and see what the Neanderthals in the Liberal Party do to 

undermine it' (The Age 6 October 1976). 

 

In reality, the campaign against the industrialisation and urbanisation of the Westernport Region 

was largely successful for the pro-environment lobbyists, including some landholders. Heavy 

industry was confined to 6880 hectares and the proposed population growth at Hastings did not 

eventuate, although substantial but less dense population growth occurred in the region (Barnard, 

1996, p.3).218
 

 
218 Today, the Westernport Region contains marine national parks, the Phillip Island Nature Park which '[makes] $125 

million of economic contribution to the State of Victoria annually' (www.penguins.org.au/assets), multiple areas of 

wildlife habitat restoration and conservation and recreation areas. The region also includes areas of such 

http://www.penguins.org.au/assets)
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The rise of environmentalism that occurred in the 1960s and early 1970s in much of the developed 

world manifested itself in the responses to the Victorian Government's proposal to urbanise and 

industrialise the Westernport Region. The unlikely 'alliance' between local environmentalists and 

landholders, the formation and tactics of pressure groups such as the Save Westernport Coalition 

and the Westernport Landholders' Association and increased media attention to environmental 

matters, leading to more widespread concern about Bolte's proposed 'Ruhr of Australia', 

contributed to change from the previously rather rare commitment to a cause in Victorian politics 

to one of more direct influence on policy-making. 

 

The Little Desert, the Newport 'D' Power Station and the Westernport Region environmental 

issues of the late 1960s and early 1970s reflected the rise of environmentalism and marked a 

turning point in community environmental attitudes in Victoria. These issues contributed to the 

formation of pro-environment pressure groups, to the involvement of a greater diversity of people 

than had occurred previously in environmental deliberations, to the increase of media publicity of 

environmental issues and to the decrease in competition between agencies and the consequent 

reduction in power of their heads. The Little Desert dispute specifically  resulted in greater public 

demand to be genuinely involved in the making of future land-use policy and the consequent 

formation of the Land Conservation Council, a permanent mechanism for environmental inquiry 

involving bureaucrats and others outside the public service with scientific and economic 

expertise. The Newport conflict contributed to a diminution of the ad hoc approach to planning, 

to the setting of pollution standards, albeit with very flawed procedures and spurious results, and 

to the establishment of the Environment Protection Authority. The Westernport controversy 

contributed substantially to the end, at least at the time, of the 'strong leader' approach to decision 

making,219 to environmental considerations beyond pollution in planning and to the formation of 

Australia's first regional planning authority, the Westernport Regional Planning Authority. All of 

the issues contributed to making some, and maybe many, Victorians more environmentally aware. 

  

 
environmental significance that they are protected under the International Ramsar Convention 

(http://www.wildaboutwesternport.org), 'an intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for national action 

and international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources' (www.ramsar.org). 

219 It could be argued that Jeff Kennett reverted to this style when he was Premier of Victoria from 1992 to 1999, 

one example of the reversion being his decision in 1997 to scrap the LCC, scientific consultation and community 

representation in public land-use considerations (http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews). 

 

http://www.wildaboutwesternport.org/
http://www.jcu.edu.au/aff/history/reviews)
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: 

An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 11 

 

Community Environmental Attitudes from 1960 to 2000: Other 

Influences on Victorians' Attitudes 

 

Obviously the Little Desert, Newport and Westernport environmental issues were influential in 

the advancement of environmentalism in Victoria. However, other factors were also important. 

Art, for example, played a significant role in changing community environmental attitudes in 

Victoria. Although the American environmental art movement was not emulated to any significant 

extent in Australia,220in the 1960s some artists including Albert Tucker (1914-1999), Brett 

Whiteley (1939-1992), Sidney Nolan (1917-1992), Robert Dickerson (1924-2015), John Perceval 

(1923-2000), William Dobell (1899-1970) and John Olsen revolutionised the way the Australian 

environment was viewed, offering a dramatic contrast with most previous Australian paintings, 

particularly with some of those of the Heidelberg School with their emphasis on the conquest of 

nature. Two prominent Victorian artists who contributed significantly to this rise in 

environmental consciousness from the 1960s in Australia were Clifton Pugh (1924-1990) and 

Fred Williams (1927-1982). 

 

Clifton Pugh was an ardent conservationist who recognised, albeit with some hyperbole, the 

extent to which 'all Australians were strangers to their land and just how far these foreigners had 

trespassed' (Allen, 1981, p. 46). According to art critic James Gleeson, Pugh was 'the outstanding 

Australian exponent of the post-Darwinian approach to landscape and animal painting. … Many 

of his best pictures are savage and cruel. … He has no illusions about a benevolent Nature' 

(Gleeson, 1976, part 3, p. 96). Although some of Pugh's paintings depicting indigenous flora and 

fauna were done in the 1950s his works became popular from the 1960s, his winning the 

prestigious Archibald Prize221 three times contributing to his renown. His harsh bush paintings 

 

220 Latvian born (1939) and Australian resident since 1950, artist Jan Senbergs became interested in the American 

environmental art movement and constructed 4.5 metre high sculptures on a property at Arthurs Creek in Victoria in 

1967. The works were entitled Outdoor objects: An experiment in an environment and only lasted for eighteen 

months before being destroyed in a storm (http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/jan-senbergs/). Little further 

attempt was made to produce land art in Australia during the time period of this study. 

 
221 The Archibald Prize is awarded annually to the best portrait, 'preferentially of some man or woman distinguished 

in art, letters, science or politics, painted by any artist resident in Australasia' 

(https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/). 

http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/jan-senbergs/)
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offered a dramatic contrast to most previous Australian paintings. For example, A Feral Cat, 

although similar to Pablo Picasso's (1881-1973) 1939 painting Chat saisissant un oiseau (Cat 

Catching a Bird), emphasised the destructive effects of introduced species on the environment 

and consequently contributed to enhanced environmental awareness, particularly in Victoria. 

Pugh's reputation was also enhanced by the popular books The death of a wombat (1972) and 

Dingo king (1977) for which he did the illustrations. Pugh was awarded the Order of Australia in 

1985 for his outstanding contribution to art and the environment 

(http://aso.gov.au/titles/documentaries/clifton-pugh/). 

 

 

 

 

 

Pablo Picasso, Chat saisissant un oiseau, 1939 

 

 

http://aso.gov.au/titles/documentaries/clifton-pugh/)
http://aso.gov.au/titles/documentaries/clifton-pugh/)
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Clifton Pugh, A Feral Cat, 1957 

 

Fred Williams dominated Australian painting from the 1960s and revolutionised the way the 

Australian landscape was perceived. Although he was inspired by the landscape of Victoria, the 

Australian state in which he lived, Williams wanted to express a wider sense of place and to 

condense the essence of the Australian environment with its random scatter of elements that 

contrasted with the tamed and ordered English version. According to art critic Patrick 

McCaughey, in Williams's 1963 You Yangs Landscapes222 series, for example, 'the space of the 

Australian landscape, its distance and emptiness, was set forth in a new and startling way' 

(McCaughey, 2014, p. 274). Art critic Daniel Thomas also espoused this view, stating that 'such 

simple, familiar landscapes, apparently so ordinary, have been invested with magic by Williams. 

Henceforth we will see them through his eyes' (Thomas, 1963, p. 14). 

 

Conquest of nature was not a subject of Williams' paintings and his vision of Australia's 

environment contributed to greater environmental awareness. Art critic James Gleeson, in 

discussing Fred Williams, stated that 'the rarest of artists are the ones who see familiar things as 

 

222 The You Yangs are dry, stony peaks rising from plains between Melbourne and Geelong, Victoria, Australia. 
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no one has previously seen them, and who, in setting down their vision, reshape our world' 

(Gleeson, 1966, p. 101). 

 

 

 

 

Fred Williams, You Yangs Landscape, 1963 

 

 

An artist of considerably less stature than that of Willams or of Pugh who nevertheless made a 

great contribution to enhancing environmental awareness and influencing community 

environmental attitudes in Victoria was Neil Douglas (1911-2003).223 In 2013 David Hurlston, 

Curator, Australian Art, National Gallery of Victoria asserted that: 

 
223 In the 1960s Neil Douglas lived in the Bend of Islands, a 634.5 ha Environmental Living Zone (ELZ) named after 

a small group of islands in the Yarra River near its junction with Watsons Creek. After bushfires burned out the area 

in 1962, some residents, including Douglas, formed the Bend of Islands Conservation Association (BICA) in the late 

1960s as a neighbourhood group concerned with bushfire prevention and wildlife management. Later, the Yarra Brae 

Action Committee (formed 1972) successfully resisted Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works' plans for the 

Yarra Brae Dam, and the ELZ, established through an Interim Development Order under the then Shire of Healesville 

Planning Scheme in 1976, was officially opened in October 1982. Special Use zoning under the Nillumbik Planning 

Scheme requires permits for clearing and fencing and the planting of non- indigenous flora apart from in kitchen 

gardens, the exclusion of dogs and cats, and conditions to building permits ensuring minimal impact. Forming an 

important zone of remnant bushland in the corridor between Warrandyte State Park and Kinglake National Park, the 
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During his lifetime, Douglas was highly regarded as both a potter and painter. He was 

also recognised as a passionate conservationist and a charismatic and eccentric 

individual. In 1975 he was awarded an MBE [Member of the British Empire] 224 in 

recognition of his services to conservation and the arts. 

 

(http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/) 

 

In an obituary in The Age written after Douglas's death in 2003 the MBE award ceremony was 

described as follows: 

 

On October 1, 1975, 63 distinguished citizens of the State of Victoria foregathered, each 

to receive an imperial honour … The male recipients, mostly sportsmen – including 

footballer Keith Grieg [sic] and cricketer Ian Redpath – donned neat blue suits … The 

odd man out was Neil Douglas. This much loved environmental artist wore a hessian 

suit he had woven, dyed, and tailored himself. To add insult to injury he was shoeless. 

His hair (which, he claimed, had not been cut for 20 years) and his beard almost obscured 

his quizzical, rosy, bony face … His contribution to our Australian civilisation was, 

arguably, greater than any other of the Queen's chosen few at Government house that 

day. 

(http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/) 

 

 

 

 

 
area is home to a diversity of birds, mammals, frogs and reptiles, including the endangered Tuan or Brush-Tailed 

Phascogale (Phascogale tapoatafa) and the Powerful Owl (Ninox strenua) (http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00181b.htm). 

224 See comment on British awards p. 176. 

 

http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/)
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/)
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/)
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/neil-douglas-ikangaroo-platter/)
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00181b.htm)
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Neil Douglas, The Inner Sanctum 

 

Well-known Australian literary figures such as, inter alia, A.J. 'Jock' Marshall, Eric Rolls and 

Judith Wright also contributed to the rise of Australian environmental awareness, particularly in 

the 1960s and 1970s. 

 

Foundation Professor of Zoology and Comparative Physiology and later Dean of the Faculty of 

Science at Monash University, Melbourne, 'Jock' Marshall 

(1911-1967) wrote books of a popular nature that 

emphasised aspects of the Australian environment, thus 

contributing to the rise of environmental consciousness.  

 

Journey among men, written in 1962 as a result of outback 

travels with artist Russell Drysdale (discussed previously) 

who provided the illustrations, combined good story-

telling with scientific accuracy. For example, in describing 

activities at an outback waterhole Marshall wrote: 
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The first birds in were a pair of pigeons, their bronze wings flashing in the sun. Then 

came budgerygahs [Marshall's spelling], brilliant green and yellow. Pink galahs, 

rainbow-coloured bee-eaters, honey-eaters, crested pigeons and zebra finches came 

flooding in. A spotted bower-bird hopped along a log and arrogantly surveyed the lesser 

men about him. Then they all flew off suddenly. … Striding slowly out of the opposite 

thicket, with forked tongue flickering, came a magnificent goanna. … 

Goannas, like snakes, have a highly functional organ of Jacobson which consists of twin 

sacs in the roof of the mouth. These are supplied by branches of the nerves of smell that 

lead up to the brain. That flickering double-barrelled tongue was carrying particles of 

scent from the surrounding air into the auxiliary smell-organ in the roof of its mouth. 

 

(Marshall & Drysdale, 1966, p.174) 

 

Marshall's popular The great extermination (1966), 225a record of the extinction of animal species 

in Australia from the time of the European invasion, formed part of a campaign to encourage the 

conservation of biological diversity and was influential in engendering more pro-environment 

attitudes in Australia. Marshall also contributed to enhanced environmental awareness, 

particularly in Victoria, by insisting on the planting of native vegetation at Monash University and 

by establishing a nature reserve in 1961, later named the Jock Marshall Reserve in his honour, to 

provide a teaching and research resource for environmental studies on campus 

(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/marshall-alan-john-jock-11060). 

 

Farmer and writer Eric Rolls (1923-2007) wrote, inter alia, two works that had a significant 

impact on environmental attitudes in Australia, viz., They all ran 

wild: The animals and plants that plague Australia, first 

published in 1969, and A million wild acres: 200 years of man 

and an Australian forest, first published in 1981. 

 

They all ran wild tells the story of the devastation wrought on 

the Australian environment by introduced species, through the 

escape of domestic species such as pigs, cats, horses, goats, 

lantana and prickly pear, the inadvertent introduction of species 

such as European mice and rats and the deliberate introduction 

 
225 It is interesting to note that Marshall refers negatively to 'a wilderness of introduced pests' (Illustration 53). (See 

discussion of wilderness in this thesis pp. 34-37). 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/marshall-alan-john-jock-11060)
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/marshall-alan-john-jock-11060)
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of species such as rabbits, hares, deer, trout, blackbirds and blackberries to replicate 'home'. 

According to Rolls '[t]he Englishman's dislike of change was translated into a clamour for a 

homogeneous world – the English nightingale was to sing in elms in Australian paddocks' (Rolls, 

1969, p. 270). By drawing attention to the damaging impact of introduced species They all ran 

wild contributed substantially to the rise of post-1960 Australian environmental awareness. 

 

A million wild acres, the story of a forest in northern New South Wales, derisively referred to as 

the Pilliga 'scrub', made an even greater contribution to the rise of Australian environmental 

consciousness. This account of the occupation and settlement of the region, of the consequent 

destruction and, on the surface paradoxically, the growth of the forest, brought new insights into 

the impact of those who worked an unfamiliar environment. Respected Australian historian 

Professor Tom Griffiths226noted that: 

 

When I read A Million Wild Acres soon after it was published in 1981, I realised I had 

encountered something momentous. … It is a regional history like no other, where birds, 

animals and plants share the stage with humans. His [Rolls's] voice has become part of 

this land and has forever changed the way we live here. 

 

(http://insidestory.org.au/golden-disobedience-the-history-of-eric-rolls) 

 

Assessing Rolls's works after his death in 2007, Griffiths further asserted that 'A Million Wild 

Acres, was his "masterpiece". … It was such an original voice and made such an impact. He was really a very 

significant Australian writer' (http://www.uqp.uq.edu.au/Author.aspx/1040/Rolls,%20EricERIC ROLLS). 

According to Australian historian Professor Weston Bate (1924-2017) the popularity of the work 

was because, at least in part, 'Eric Rolls gives the history of the Pilliga the laconic power of an 

extended campfire yarn, spiced with personal vision that comes from a lifetime of acute 

observation' (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Million_Wild_Acres). Eric Rolls was awarded an 

Honorary Doctorate by the University of Canberra and was made a Member of the Order of 

Australia for services to literature and environmental awareness in 1992 

(http://www.uqp.uq.edu.au/Author.aspx/1040/Rolls,%20EricERIC ROLLS). 

 

226 Griffiths has argued that '[c]learing was the dominant discourse in the history of landscape change and a 

legislative requirement for secure settlement. At the same time, criticism of clearing and its effects represented an 

early conservationist sensibility, but the heroic pioneering labour of clearing, the political imperatives associated 

with it and the escalating ecological legacy it generated, have sometimes made us forget how open was much of 

the Australian landscape when Europeans first arrived' (Griffiths, 2002, pp. 375-389). 

 

http://insidestory.org.au/golden-disobedience-the-history-of-eric-rolls)
http://insidestory.org.au/golden-disobedience-the-history-of-eric-rolls)
http://www.uqp.uq.edu.au/Author.aspx/1040/Rolls%2C%20EricERIC
http://www.uqp.uq.edu.au/Author.aspx/1040/Rolls%2C%20EricERIC
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Widely regarded as Australia's finest poet, Judith Wright (discussed previously) continued her 

environmental activism until her death in 2000. In the mid- 

1960s she was a founding member of the Wildlife Preservation 

Society of Queensland, a conservation group that exerted 

pressure to protect places such as Cooloolah, Fraser Island and 

the Great Barrier Reef (http://judithwrightcentre.com/who- was-

judith-wright). From the 1960s her writing became more 

strident, condemning the conquest of nature and the lack of 

understanding of ecological relationships. Her environmental 

concern is summarised in her 1971 poem Australia 1970 which 

finishes with the fulminatory assertion 'that we are ruined by the thing we kill' (Wright, 1971, p. 

292). 

 

Die, wild country, like the eaglehawk, 

dangerous till the last breath's gone, 

clawing and striking. Die 

cursing your captor through a raging eye. 

 

Die like a tigersnake 

that hisses such pure hatred from its pain 

as fills the killer's dreams 

with fear like suicide's invading stain. 

 

Suffer, wild country, like the ironwood 

that gaps the dozer-blade. 

I see your living soil ebb with the tree 

to naked poverty. 

 

Die like the soldier-ant 

mindless and faithless to your million years. 

Though we corrupt you with our torturing mind,  

stay obstinate, stay blind. 

 

For we are conquerors and self-poisoners 

more than scorpion or snake 

and dying of the venom that we make  

even while you die of us. 

 

I praise the scoring drought, the flying dust,  

the drying creek, the furious animal,  

http://www.wildlife.org.au/about/index.html
http://www.wildlife.org.au/about/index.html
http://judithwrightcentre.com/who-
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that they oppose us still; 

that we are ruined by the thing we kill. 

 

(Wright, 1971, p. 292) 

 

Some children's books also contributed to the growth of environmental awareness in the 1960s. 

For example, Storm Boy 227by educator and author Colin Thiele (1920-2006), a story about a boy 

and his pelican, contained environmental messages including: 

But sometimes Storm Boy saw things that made him sad. In spite of the warnings and 

notices, some people did hurt the birds. In the open season, shooters came chasing 

wounded ducks up the Coorong;228 some sneaked into the sanctuary during the night, 

shot the birds at day-break, and crept out again quickly and secretly. Visitors went 

trampling about, kicking the nests and breaking the eggs. And some men with rifles, who 

called themselves sportsmen, when unable to find anything else to shoot at, bet one 

another that they could hit an egret or a moor-hen or a heron standing innocently by the 

shore. And so they used the birds for target practice. When they hit one they laughed and 

said, 'Good shot!' and then they walked off leaving it lying dead with the wind ruffling 

its feathers. 

(Thiele, 1966, p. 77) 

 

Music with an environmental focus also contributed to the rise of Australian environmental 

awareness through singers/songwriters such as Paul Kelly (Maralinga), Archie Roach (Native 

Born) and Olivia Newton-John (Don't Cut Me Down) and groups such as Midnight Oil (Blue Sky 

Mine), Hunters and Collectors (When the River Runs Dry) and Goanna (Let the Franklin Flow).  

 

Singer/songwriter John Williamson's229 popular 1995 song Rip Rip Woodchip contributed to the 

rise of environmentalism with its emphasis on the destruction of forests, a significant 

environmental issue at the time.  

 
227 Storm Boy was made into an award-winning film in 1976 and a subsequent version was released in 2019. 

228 A lagoon ecosystem approximately 160 kilometres south-east of Adelaide. 

229 John Williamson was born in Kerang, Victoria, and raised in nearby Quambatook on the family farm in the 

Mallee. It was this farming experience and his time as a boarder at Melbourne's Scotch College in the 1960s that 

shaped him considerably. In Melbourne he became aware of folk singers such as Joan Baez and Pete Seeger and 'I 

was driven to create something purely Australian and so I took from what was happening in the city and also Banjo 

[A.B. Paterson] and Henry Lawson'. The logging industry threatened legal action against Williamson for his Rip Rip 

Woodchip (http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/music/john-williamson-sees-true-blue-people-all-over-the-

world-20140917-10hzcz.html). 

 

http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/music/john-williamson-sees-true-blue-people-all-
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What am I gonna do – what about the future? 

Gotta draw the line without delay 

Why shouldn’t I get emotional – the bush is sacred 

Ancient life will fade away 

Over the hill they go, killing another mountain 

Gotta fill the quota – can’t go slow 

Huge machinery wiping out the scenery 

One big swipe like a shearer’s blow 

Rip rip woodchip – turn it into paper 

Throw it in the bin, no news today 

Nightmare, dreaming – can’t you hear the screaming? 

Chainsaw, eyesore – more decay 

Remember the axemen knew their timber 

Cared about the way they brought it down 

Crosscut, blackbutt, tallowood and cedar 

Build another bungalow – pioneer town 

I am the bush and I am koala 

We are one – go hand in hand 

I am the bush like Banjo and Henry 

It's in my blood – gonna make a stand 

Rip rip woodchip – turn it into paper 

Throw it in the bin, no news today 

Nightmare, dreaming – can’t you hear the screaming? 

Chainsaw, eyesore – more decay 

Rip rip woodchip – turn it into paper 

Throw it in the bin – don’t understand 

 

Nightmare, dreaming – can't you hear the screaming? 

Stirs my blood – gonna make a stand 

(http://johnwilliamson.com.au/lyrics/rip-rip-woodchip/) 

 

Television programs such as, inter alia, In the Wild, The Crocodile Hunter and Life on Earth also 

contributed to the movement of community environmental attitudes towards the positive end of 

the spectrum of environmental attitudes. 
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Hosted by rugged bushman Harry Butler (1930-2015), the first series of In The Wild went to air 

in 1976 and four others followed. The program was 

extremely popular, demonstrated by approximately 20 

percent of television viewers tuning in to each episode 

and the publishing success of the books of the series 

(https://aso.gov.au/titles/series/in-the-wild-harry-butler/). 

 

 

Harry Butler's contribution to environmentalism was recognised by his being named Australian 

of the Year in 1979 and the Western Australian Citizen of the Year in 1980 

(http://www.smh.com.au/comment/obituaries/obituary-the- bushman-who-brought-his-love-of-

the-outback-into-living-rooms-20151213-glmboz.html). 

 

In the early 1980s Butler left television and resumed his environmental consultancy, prompting 

criticism from some members of the environmental movement. One job that was particularly 

controversial was a $600 a day position with the Tasmanian Government as front man for the 

Franklin River hydro scheme (discussed previously in this thesis). 

 

Despite the criticism, to which Butler responded by asserting that conservation meant working 

with the modern world to minimise damage, there is no doubt that the popularity of In The Wild 

led to increased environmental awareness and probably to engendering pro-environment 

community attitudes.230 

 

 

230  In March 2012, Butler was added to the National Trust of Australia's National Living Treasures list and in June 

2012, he was named an Officer of the Order of Australia (http://www.perthnow.com.au/news/western- australia/wa-

conservationist-harry-butler-dies-in-perth-hospital-after-battle-with-cancer/news- story/f01855c8d439f3e603d). 

 

http://www.smh.com.au/comment/obituaries/obituary-the-
http://www.perthnow.com.au/news/western-
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Steve Irwin's (1962-2006)231 The Crocodile Hunter appeared on Australian television in 1996 and 

on American and Canadian television the following year. 

The series was incredibly successful in introducing the 

natural world to over 500 million people in over 130 

countries (Platt, 5 September, 2006). According to 

naturalist and documentary film maker and presenter Sir 

David Attenborough232 '[Irwin] taught them how wonderful 

and exciting it [the natural environment] was, he was a born communicator' (The Daily Mail, 1 

November 2006). 

 

The praise of Irwin by Attenborough was high praise indeed for Attenborough has been the doyen 

of nature documentary presenters for many years and has been immensely popular in Australia, 

especially through Life on Earth. According to journalist Louise Schwartzkoff '[t]here is only one 

response when you tell people you are going to meet Sir David Attenborough. "Oh, my god," 

says everyone from colleagues to the barista who makes my morning coffee. "I love him."' (The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 20 January 2017). 

 

Notwithstanding Attenborough's praise, Irwin was criticised by others for having a superficial 

view of conservation in Australia. For example, when discussing overgrazing and erosion, Irwin 

asserted that '[c]ows have been on our land for so long that Australia has evolved to handle those 

big animals', a view rightly regarded as nonsense by journalist Frank Robson (The Age Good 

Weekend, 4 September 2006). Irwin was also criticised by Dan Mathews, vice- president of the 

animal rights group People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals for 'antagonising frightened 

animals ... a very dangerous message to send to children' (The Age, 13 September 2006) and by 

producer of wildlife documentaries Jean-Michel Cousteau who stressed that '[y]ou don't touch 

nature, you just look at it' (The Sydney Morning Herald. 20 September 2006). Despite such 

 
231 Steve Irwin was killed by a stingray on 4 September 2006 while snorkelling near Port Douglas, Queensland, 

Australia. 

 
232 David Attenborough was born in London, England, in 1926. After studying the natural sciences at the University 

of Cambridge, he began his career as a producer at the BBC, where he launched the successful Zoo Quest series. 

Attenborough was made controller of BBC Two in 1965 and later its director of programming. During his tenure the 

station crossed over to colour television, and Attenborough was instrumental in expanding its natural history content. 

Attenborough left the BBC to begin writing and producing various series, including the smash hit Life on Earth, 

which set the standards for the modern nature documentary. Since then Attenborough has written, produced, hosted 

and narrated countless award-winning nature-focused programs and has devoted his life to celebrating and preserving 

wildlife (www.biography.com/people/david-attenborough). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Crocodile_Hunter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dan_Mathews
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People_for_the_Ethical_Treatment_of_Animals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Michel_Cousteau
http://www.biography.com/people/david-attenborough)
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criticisms, The Crocodile Hunter contributed significantly to the growth of environmental 

awareness in Victoria and elsewhere. 

 

Environmental organisations such as The Wilderness Society (TWS) and the Australian 

Conservation Foundation (ACF) (discussed previously) became increasingly prominent in 

publicising environmental matters from the 1960s. However, other organisations, although not as 

well-known as TWS and ACF, also played leading roles in inculcating more positive 

environmental attitudes in the Victorian community. These organisations included, inter alia, the 

Society for Growing Australian Plants (SGAP), Trust for Nature (TFN) and Land for Wildlife 

(Victoria). 

 

SGAP (now Australian Plants Society Victoria)233 was founded in 1957 by teacher and botanist 

Arthur Swaby (dates not known) who wrote a column called 'Know your Natives' in the 1950s in 

the popular magazine Your Garden. The enthusiastic response to his articles inspired  him to form 

a society dedicated to growing Australian plants in home gardens and public places and to 

strengthening the laws for the preservation of Australian flora (http://anpsa.org.au/history.html). 

 

One other stalwart of SGAP was Alf Salkin234 (1923-2005), an art teacher and amateur botanist 

who completed a Master of Science degree at Monash University in Banksia taxonomy235 and 

who was awarded Honorary Life Membership of SGAP in 1983. Salkin was a fine exemplar of 

teachers who initiated aspects of environmental education outside the explicit Victorian 

curriculum, establishing with the aid of students a large Australian plant garden at Mount 

Waverley High School236 in the 1970s and linking his teaching of art with Australian flora. 

 

 

 

 
233 At the time of writing there were 29 branches in Victoria. 

234 A personal friend of the author of this thesis and a leader in establishing the renowned Australian Garden at the 

Royal Botanic Gardens Cranbourne. 

235 See Salkin, A. & Hallam, N. (1978). The topodemes of Banksia canei, Australian Journal of Botany. 26, 707-721. 

 
236 The garden was demolished when buildings were extended. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Crocodile_Hunter
http://anpsa.org.au/history.html)
http://anpsa.org.au/history.html)
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Alf Salkin 

 

Alf Salkin Plaque at the Royal Botanic Gardens Cranbourne, Victoria. 
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TFN is a not-for-profit organisation that works to protect native plants and wildlife in cooperation 

with private landowners. It was established under the Victorian Conservation Trust Act 1972 to 

enable people to contribute permanently to nature conservation by donating land or money. In 

1978, TFN developed conservation covenants as a way to protect native plants and wildlife on 

private land (http://www.trustfornature.org.au/), an initiative that increased environmental 

awareness in the Victorian community, especially among rural property owners.237
 

 

Land for Wildlife (Victoria) has been in operation since 1981. It is a State government program 

that has contributed to enhancing environmental awareness by supporting landholders or 

managers who provide habitat for native wildlife on their land, including a wide range of 

ecosystems such as forests, woodlands, heaths, grasslands and freshwater environments 

(http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land-for-

wildlife).238 

 

 

 

237 At the time of writing, TFN had protected 58,000 hectares under 1,300 perpetual conservation covenants. It had 

also purchased 44 properties that cover over 36,000 hectares of Victoria (http://www.trustfornature.org.au/). 

238 At the time of writing there were approximately 6000 properties covering 560,000 hectares in the Land for 

Wildlife (Victoria) scheme (http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land- for-

wildlife). 

 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/vcta1972359/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/vcta1972359/
http://www.trustfornature.org.au/)
http://www.trustfornature.org.au/)
http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land-for-
http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land-for-
http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land-for-
http://www.trustfornature.org.au/)
http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/environment-and-wildlife/community-programs/land-
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The author and partner's Trust for Nature Covenanted and Land for Wildlife property in Central 

Victoria 

 

Some landscapers, environmental consultants and plant nursery owners, following on from the 

work of Gordon Ford, Ellis Stones and Edna Walling in the 1940s and 1950s (discussed in 

Chapter 7), contributed significantly to the rise of environmental awareness from the early 1960s 

in Victoria by advocating the use of Australian plants in gardens for aesthetic appeal, for water 

conservation and for wildlife habitat. People such as, inter alia, Gwen and Rodger Elliot, Brian 

and Diana Snape, Neil Marriott and Bill Molyneux were at the forefront of this advocacy. 
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The author and partner's garden comprising only Australian plants in Central Victoria 

 

Also contributing to the increase in environmental understanding in Victoria from the 1960s was 

the advent of environmentally sensitive architecture. For example, Merchant Builders, founded 

in 1965 by Melbourne entrepreneurs David Yencken 239 and John Ridge and which offered 

various designs by architect Graeme Gunn and landscaping by Ellis Stones, set new benchmarks 

for residential architecture in Australia. Merchant Builders offered energy-efficient house design 

and the inclusion of landscape with retention of existing native trees, indigenous planting, site 

planning and interiors as a total package (https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/merchant-

builders-celebrating-a-fifty-year-legacy). 

 

 
239 David Yencken AO is now Professor Emeritus at The University of Melbourne. He was for six years Chairman of 

the Australian Heritage Commission and then Secretary for Planning and Environment, Government of Victoria. He 

has been a member of the Australian National Commission for UNESCO and has represented Australia twice at 

World Heritage Committee meetings. He was the former chair of the Design Committee of the Australia Council for 

the Arts. He has been Head of the School of Environmental Planning at the University of Melbourne, President and 

later Patron of the Australian Conservation Foundation and a member of the Commonwealth State of the 

Environment Advisory Council. He has served on many other government and university bodies. He was awarded 

an Honorary Doctorate of Architecture by The University of Melbourne in 2015 

(http://2015.festival.melbourne/events/haydn-open-house/david-yencken/). 

 

http://2015.festival.melbourne/events/haydn-open-house/david-yencken/)
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A Merchant Builders House 

 

 

 

 

 

Winter Park, an early 1970s Merchant Builders Estate in Doncaster, Victoria 
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One individual who made a very significant contribution to increasing environmental awareness 

through architecture was Alistair 

Knox (1912-1986).240 Although not 

qualified as an architect he had a 

profound influence on aspects of 

Australian domestic architecture in 

the twentieth century. He designed 

around 1,000 houses and built many 

of them in harmony with their 

surroundings, using mud bricks, stone 

and timber, often recycled. When 

asked about his philosophy of building he stated that 'in 1948 I began to comprehend that 

environmental planning consisted of bringing the building and the natural environment together 

into one indivisible whole. Each was the counterpart of the   other which sought to reconcile the 

whole scene rather than to act as a disjointed and competitive element within it' 

(http://alistairknox.org/). Knox's belief that people, their dwellings and the natural environment 

should exist as harmoniously as possible, demonstrated in many of his constructions from the 

1960s, contributed substantially to the rise of environmental consciousness in Victoria. 

 

 

 

240 Knox was a founding member (1967) and fellow (1983) of the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects, and 

a frequent lecturer on environmental design, architecture, building and landscape. He received an Honorary 

Doctorate of Architecture from the University of Melbourne in 1984 (http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/knox- alistair-

samuel-12750). 

 

http://alistairknox.org/)
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/knox-
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Interior of an Alastair Knox House 

 

 

 

The post-1960 increase in environmental awareness considered above and the consequent change 

in community environmental attitudes contributed to demands for an expansion of environmental 

education, at least in the Western world including Australia. However, the Victorian school 

curriculum initially was somewhat slow to respond to these demands. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: 

An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 12 

 

The Post-1960 Development of Environmental Education in Victoria 

 

 

The first major review of Victorian education in the 1960s, The Report of the Committee on State 

Education in Victoria (The Ramsay Report) (1960), given the time of its publication, 

understandably gave cursory attention to environmental matters. In fact, the inculcation of 

conservative values and the moral guidance discussed previously vis-à-vis The Irish National 

Readers, The Royal Readers, The School Paper and The Victorian Readers remained as core 

objectives of Victorian education. The Ramsay Report identified the general objectives of state 

education as follows: 

 

It must provide for all children within the ages of compulsory schooling, in suitable 

buildings, and with the direction of properly trained teachers – by a course of instruction 

and by such other means as are found suitable, an education which will: 

a) exercise and develop their memory and their mental ability with knowledge that is 

immediately useful and/or has a direct relevance for their post-school life; 

 

b) store the memory with knowledge, and develop skills by practice in using it, which 

will enable the child after leaving school, although not immediately, to be an 

effective worker (or a competent student at a higher level), to understand and use 

his obligations and rights as a citizen to undertake marriage and home-making with 

a knowledge of the importance and a due regard for the responsibilities entailed, 

and to employ happily and fruitfully those hours when he is by himself and not 

under the constraints of the many social groups and organizations of which he 

belongs; 

 

c) give experience in self expression by the many means that are available – e.g. art, 

music, drama, writing, craft, handwork, creative thinking etc., to help him develop 

and control his own capacities; 

 

d) expose children to appropriate emotional experiences – fine and beautiful things in 

music, painting, drama, poetry, prose, etc., which will supplement their own 

experiences and enlarge their range, enabling them thereby to learn to control their 
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own actions and to develop a sympathy or a tolerance for others' emotional 

experiences, and to widen their perception of emotional factors affecting their 

attitudes and general thinking; 

 

e) provide an understanding for those children whose parents do not consciously object, 

of the beliefs and teaching of Christianity; 

 

f) develop, support, and strengthen an understanding of our democratic system of life 

as this is exemplified in political, economic, social and cultural activities; 

 

g) develop the type of character, based for most of us on our religious heritage, but for 

others on high ethical standards derived from other bases, that must be observed to 

enable our community life to function now and to improve in the future – including 

such traits as physical and mental courage, honesty of thought and action, kindness, 

loyalty, respect for the integrity of others, unselfishness, truthfulness, and the 

capacity for self- sacrifice; 

 

h) develop an appreciation of the joy to be found in hard work. 

 

(The Ramsay Report, 1960, p. 39) 

 

Despite its conservative nature, The Ramsay Report did recognise that: 

 

Present day children are growing in a rapidly changing world …  [and] [t]he daily 

increasing fund of knowledge being added to the existing store makes it necessary to 

continually review and revise the aims of our schools and the curriculum, so that 

children, as future citizens, will be able to match the increasing responsibilities placed 

upon them by this accelerating rate of development of the material environment in which 

they are required to live. 

(The Ramsay Report, 1960, pp. 92-93) 

 

Notwithstanding the rather cursory attention given to environmental matters in The Ramsay 

Report, some other educational and political statements over the 1960 to 2000 time period 

demonstrated the perceived increased importance of environmental education. For example, in 

1989 John Dawkins, the Australian Minister for Education at the time, stated  that: 
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When one considers that the next few decades or so are going to be crucial to the future of 

the planet, the way in which our children are prepared to deal with environmental issues 

will be very important to our success in solving our environmental problems. 

 

(Dawkins, 1989, p. 1) 

 

This comment on the importance of environmental education was later reinforced by the 

declaration of the United Nations International Education Programme which asserted that 'the 

year 1990 marks the beginning of a decade of significant importance for environmentalists and 

environmental educators alike' (Unesco/UNEP, 1990). 

 

These assertions are representative of those contentions that stressed the importance of 

environmental education and that recognised the then current heightened environmental 

awareness of the scale, severity and complexity of many environmental problems. Public concern 

for the environment had risen to unprecedented levels over problems such as atmospheric 

warming and consequent climatic change, the damage to the ozone layer, the disposal of toxic 

wastes, urban decay, the destruction of rainforests, threats to biodiversity, the acceleration of land 

degradation, oil spills and other forms of water pollution, nuclear accidents and other threats to the 

quality of human life and the sustainability of ecosystems. The 1990s environmental educational 

paradigm in Australia demonstrated some recognition of these multifarious concerns and 

complemented the personal and social changes in beliefs and attitudes promoted by 

environmentalists, but such was not always the case. 

 

Prior to the 1970s there was little formal environmental education in the Victorian school 

curriculum.241 Even in the early 1970s, in the developmental stages of environmental education in 

Victoria, the primary focus was on the nature and quality of human - non-human environment 

relationships. There tended to be an emphasis on description rather than on explanation, and 

courses often ignored the role of social, economic and political processes. Consensus views of 

society were emphasised, and the role of conflict and the location and use of power of various 

sorts in the creation and resolution of environmental problems were largely ignored (see, for 

example, Victorian Universities and Schools Examination Board, 1973). 

 

 

241 See discussion of Nature Study pp. 180-190. 



313 
 

Such approaches were educating about or in the environment, not for the environment which was 

described by current Director of the Centre for Research and Innovation in Sustainability 

Education at James Cook University Bob Stevenson as the educational process of engaging 

students in: 

... the intellectual tasks of critical appraisal of environmental (and political) situations 

and the formulation of a moral code concerning such issues, as well as the development 

of a commitment to act on one's values by providing opportunities to participate actively 

in environmental improvement. 

(Stevenson, 1987, p. 75) 

 

In the late 1980s formal environmental education in Australia took account of such requirements 

to varying degrees, but had the difficult task of promoting views that were opposed, at least in 

part, to the dominant continuities. Progress was still seen largely in terms of Western ideology 

and exploitation of resources, and the Australian economy continued to be largely reliant on 

primary exports, a milieu which presented problems to some environmental educationists because 

of the dominance of the 'conquest of nature' theme. To counterbalance these continuities, 

environmental education attempted to be comprehensive in its approach. For example, the 

Victorian Certificate of Education subject Environmental Studies employed an integrated 

approach to develop an understanding of the environment in that it 'uses scientific principles to 

investigate aspects of the environment and applies them in their social, economic and political 

context' (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Board, 1992). However, the subject was not 

studied by many students and the proponents of environmental education tended to be 

disappointed because of the lack of student exposure to the field of study.242 

 

Despite the rather poor enrolment in Environmental Studies, the issues raised in its integrated 

approach challenged traditional views on the relationship between the created environment and 

the natural environment and stimulated thought on what it means to be human in an evolving 

environment. These challenges ultimately contributed to the vitality of environmental education. 

Combined with the works of academics such as Alomes (1991), Lines (1991), Young (1991) and 

Tacey (1995) that analysed how the post-1788 idea of progress and development has contributed 

to the generally accepted Australian salient beliefs and attitudes towards the environment, the 

challenges both influenced and complemented the direction taken by Victorian environmental 

education with its ultimately strong emphasis on educating for the environment. 

 
242 The author was a teacher of this subject. 
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According to Stevenson environmental education should involve 'co-operative processes of 

inquiry and action on real environmental issues' (Stevenson, 1987, p. 75). Then Professor of 

Comparative Education at the University of Hamburg Klaus Schleicher agreed, stating that 

genuine environmental education possesses an 'ecological ethic, … an ecologically oriented value 

system' that will result in 'fundamental change(s) in human attitudes and actions towards ourselves 

and the environment' (Schleicher, 1989, pp. 277-278). These assertions were in line with the 

earlier contention of the World Conservation Strategy (1980) that: 

A new ethic, embracing plants and animals as well as people is required for human 

societies to live in harmony with the natural world on which they depend for survival and 

wellbeing. The long term task of environmental education is to foster or reinforce attitudes 

and behaviours compatible with this new ethic. 

(IUCN, UNEP and WWF, 1980, Section 13) 

 

Education for Sustainable Development consultant John Huckle argued that there was a need to 

develop 'the knowledge, skills, and attitudes which will enable [people] to understand and 

participate in environmental politics' (Huckle, 1986, p. 16). Current Professor of Sustainability in 

the Innovation Leadership program of RMIT University John Fien took up this theme, asserting 

that 'environmental education is more than education about or in the environment; it involves 

teaching for the environment' (Fien, 1991, p. 15). He identified four major areas upon which 

education for the environment should focus, viz: 

 

1. People are an inseparable part of the environment. We are part of a system that links us 

as individuals, our culture and the bio-physical world of nature. … 

2. The bio-physical world contains a range of renewable and finite resources that people 

can develop to satisfy their needs and wants according to the lifestyle choices they make.  

3. The ecological balance of natural ecosystems is always affected by the degree of human 

impact in the development of resources. Sometimes, the environmental problems that 

result from the unplanned or unwise use of resources are so severe that changes in 

management practices and human lifestyles are necessary to allow ecosystems to rebuild 

their ecological balance.  

4. Attitudes of concern for the quality of the environment are important to motivate people 

to develop the skills necessary to find out about the environment and be willing to take 

the necessary decisions for environmental problem-solving. 

 

(Fien, 1991, pp. 15-16) 
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Extrapolating from these foci, Fien stated that education for the environment 

▪ builds on education in and about the environment; 

▪ develops an informed concern and sense of responsibility for the environment; 

▪ develops an environmental ethic; 

▪ develops the motivation and skills to participate in environmental improvement; 

▪ promotes a willingness and ability to adopt lifestyles compatible with the wise use of 

environmental resources. 

(Fien, 1993, p. 13) 

 

Despite the general acceptance of these assertions, there was still some debate over the concept 

of education for the environment. It had become a broad normative term and there had been 

criticism of programs that did not embrace the for the environment criteria (see, for example, 

Huckle, 1983, 1986; Robottom, 1984; Maher, 1986; Greenall, 1986). However, it was argued by 

some educationists, including Michael Walsh (1984) and Fien (1993), that programs in or about 

the environment still retained validity within the spectrum of environmental education given that 

knowledge about the environment is likely to be a precursor of education for the environment. 

 

Some educators, including Bob Jickling from Lakehead University, Canada, asserted that 

education for anything is inconsistent with the role of education as a process which encourages 

autonomous thinking and that environmental educators should not advocate any particular 

position on environmental matters (Jickling, 1992, p. 8). However, according to most educational 

theorists at the end of the time period of this study, education for the environment was the 

generally accepted ultimate goal of environmental education. 

 

Using major concerns for curriculum theory raised by British sociologist Anthony Giddens 

(1984) and social scientist Brian Fay (1987), and building on Fien's critical curriculum theory of 

education for sustainability, Associate Professor of Education at Monash University Phillip Payne 

extended the concept of education for the environment by developing a critical ecological 

ontology for environmental education that 'rests largely on radically establishing the corporeal 

body as a site of cultural disclosure and mode of individual and collective praxis for 

environmental problems and issues - revealing but limited, personal in the first instance but social 

over time and space' (Payne, 1995, p. 96). 
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Payne contended that: 

 

In a critical ecological ontology the meaning of sustainability is changed to the 

problematic of maintaining an ecologically sensitive way of 'being-in-the-world'. This 

'maintenance' is influenced by a myriad of environmental antecedents and consequences 

that, in curriculum praxis, can be made more understandable and, hence, more 

manageable. Thus, the usual locus of responsibility for ecological sustainability is 

reversed from 'out there' to 'in here'. 

(Payne, 1995, p. 97) 

 

Payne's theoretical approach, while recognising both the importance of epistemology and the 

connection between ontological explanation and epistemologies that enhance living ecologically, 

attempted to overcome the separation of 'I' and the world discussed elsewhere in this thesis. He 

argued that: 

 

If the critical discourse of environmental education dwells on the 'big' and educationally 

attractive environmental problem out there somewhere syndrome it perpetuates a group 

exuberance, or evangelism, for fixing up the problems of others. Personal responsibility 

and ethical responsibility might well be displaced. … Inevitably, an ontologically 

focussed version of environmental education challenges the socially disconnected 

individualism and unencumbered self-determinism of the disembodied rational and 

autonomous self which, arguably, is at the practical and philosophical root of 

environmental problems. 

(Payne, 1995, pp. 98-99) 

 

Now Emeritus Professor of Literature at La Trobe University David Tacey also embraced this 

ontological approach to environmental behaviour, asserting that: 

 

I have grave doubts about the effectiveness of 'progressive' governments and ecology 

groups simply telling people to care more about the environment. In the present 

environmental crisis, moral demands and appeals to collective guilt about what we have 

done to the landscape may serve short-term goals; we may have to be frightened into 

some kind of new bond or relationship with nature. But for the long term we will not 

only have to stir our conscience, but also transform our consciousness. The ecological 

crisis is at bottom a psychological and spiritual crisis. These deeper roots to the problem 

will have to be explored if there is to be any lasting change. 

(Tacey, 1995, p. 151) 
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Tacey specifically applied this viewpoint to Australia, arguing that: 

 

The entire heroic fantasy about subduing nature … is a European fantasy which can 

never work in Australia. This country demands a different archetypal style, a style that 

works with nature rather than against it. … Our spiritual mode will have to be ecological, 

a work with nature, an opus cum natura. …The new spirituality that arises from 

Australian experience will, I believe, be precisely the kind of spirituality that will set a 

timely example to the rest of the world. 

(Tacey, 1995, pp. 23-24) 

 

In the 1990s some educators contended that environmental learning should occur both inside 

different subject areas and outside formal education settings with the consequent possibility of the 

establishment of a broad community base for environmental awareness (see, for example, 

Mahony (1995); Negra & Manning (1997) and Simmons (1998)). It was subsequently argued by 

futurist Riccardo Cinquegrani that to ensure the greatest environmental learning impact, all 

stakeholders needed to be part of an epistemic community, a community in which members 'share 

inter-subjective understandings; have shared patterns of reasoning; have a policy project drawing 

on shared causal beliefs and the use of shared discursive practices and have a shared commitment 

to the application and production of knowledge' (Cinquegrani, 2002, p. 779). 

 

During the discourse on environmental education in the 1980s and 1990s some attention, albeit 

limited, was given to the traditional relationship between Aboriginal individuals, their 'tribe' or 

clan and their 'country'. Often the discussion was based on previous anthropological studies such 

as those of Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955), C.P. Mountford (1890-1976), A.P. Elkin (1891-

1979), W.E.H. Stanner (1905-1981) and Aldo Massola (1910-1975). Australian anthropologist 

Mervyn Meggit (1924-2004) asserted that: 

 

the traditional Aboriginal relationship regarded man, society and nature as interlocking 

and interacting elements in a larger, functionally integrated totality. According to 

Aboriginal belief, each variable of the system had an eternal, moral commitment to 

maintain itself unchanged for the benefit of the others, and to contribute to the proper 

functioning of the system as a whole. 

 

(Meggitt, 1962, pp. 7-8) 

 



318 
 

This rather romantic perspective of Aboriginal treatment of the natural environment was disputed 

in the 1980s as evidence was produced to substantiate the view that Aboriginal land management 

did have a significant bearing on the natural environment, albeit much less than that of the post-

1788 occupation with its massive environmental impact including the clearing of vast areas of 

land, the introduction of foreign plants and animals and changes to natural water systems. 

Journalist and documentary nature-film producer John Vandenbeld argued, for example, that 

there is considerable evidence to indicate that fire played an extremely important role in traditional 

Aboriginal life and consequently had a significant impact on the natural environment. He stated 

that: 

 

Fire continued to be the focus of all life: domestic, material and spiritual. It was the 

family hearth and the tribal temple, the source of warmth, protection and spiritual 

strength. Its heat reduced pain and stemmed the flow of blood from wounds. Fire was 

central to many rites of life and death. Before giving birth, a woman made fire to produce 

ash with which to clean and dry her child. In initiation ceremonies, fire marked the 

passage to manhood. … In death, fire kept away evil spirits, consumed the possessions 

of the dead and in some tribes the dead themselves. Cremation was practised on the 

shores of Lake Mungo [in New South Wales] 30,000 years ago. 

 

In daily life, fire was a practical and flexible tool, wielded with casual expertise by both 

sexes. Women were adept at using fire to fell dead trees for firewood, to flush small 

animals from burrows and hollow logs, and to clear small areas of litter to dig for yams 

and insect larvae. Men used fire to harden spearpoints, to clear paths in regions of dense 

plant growth, to signal to other groups and of course, to hunt. 

 

(Vandenbeld, 1988, p. 233) 
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Joseph Lycett (1775?-1828), Aborigines using fire to hunt kangaroos, circa 1817. 

 

 

According to botanist Leon Costermans, the widespread use of Aboriginal fires contributed to 

changes in the pattern and composition of vegetation formations (Costermans, 1981, p. 14). 

Largely as a result of Aboriginal fire-stick farming243 some existing Australian plants, such as 

particular eucalypts, have evolved to become fire resistant; others such as banksias, acacias and 

hakeas have evolved to become fire dependent, needing fire to enable the germination of seeds. 

There is also evidence to suggest that the decline and ultimate extinction of megafauna such as 

giant kangaroos, wombats and emus might have been hastened by Aboriginal fires used to trap 

animals which otherwise might have been difficult to kill (Vandenbeld, 1988, p. 237; Flannery, 

1994, pp. 217-240). 

 

Such observations do not imply that there was uniformity in Aboriginal land management 

practices. Successful management required different responses to various environmental 

 

243 The term 'fire-stick farming' was coined by anthropologist/archaeologist Professor Rhys Jones in 1969 to describe 

the impact of Aboriginal use of fire on the Australian biological environment. According to Jones, Aboriginal people 

used fire for amusement, for signalling, for clearing land to facilitate travel, to kill vermin, for hunting, for 

regeneration of plants for both human and animal, mainly kangaroo, consumption and limiting the spread of, to 

Aboriginal people, largely unusable, southern rainforest (Jones, 1969, pp. 224-228). 
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conditions such as altitude, aridity and cold. According Ronald Hampton244 and Maree 

Toombs,245 'Aboriginal patterns of land use had been developed over many generations reflecting 

longstanding behaviours designed to ensure ongoing resource availability. Varied social 

structures were adapted to the individual "country", and cultural patterns maintained group 

viability even in times of environmental change' (Hampton & Toombs, 2013, p. 3).246
 

 

In the 1980s and 1990s some environmental educators argued that the study of Aboriginal 

attitudes to nature and land management practices should be introduced into the Victorian school 

curriculum. For example, Deakin University academics Helen Watson and David Chambers 

asserted that there was a need to overcome the paucity of attention given to the ability of 

Aboriginal people to survive in Australia, including survival in some of the most inhospitable 

environments on earth. In 1989 they contended that: 

 

[T]here is a pressing need to recognise the stature of Aboriginal modes of thought, 

especially in their approaches to the understanding of nature. … [In our research] we 

deal not with nature on the one hand and culture on the other but rather with many and 

various cultural constructions of the natural world. This is really to suggest that nature, 

in the experience of humanity, is not singular but manifold. Understanding nature, in this 

larger and more intricate sense, involves close knowledge of relevant cultural traditions. 

This way of knowing nature, then, relies not only on the microscope and dissecting knife, 

applied to natural artefacts, but also on the conceptual tools of many academic 

disciplines, applied to the natural wisdom of many peoples. 

 

(Watson & Chambers, 1989, preface) 

 

 

 

244 Ronald Hampton is a Clinical Educator in Indigenous health (https://www.fishpond.com.au/Books/Indigenous- 

Australians-and-Health-Ronald-Frederick-Hampton) 

245  Maree Toombs is the University of Southern Queensland's first ever Aboriginal PhD recipient. Currently she is 

Chairperson of Carbal Aboriginal Medical Centre in Toowoomba (https://www.usq.edu.au/alumni/enewsletter/aya2015-

mareetoombs). 

246 Also see Gammage, B. (2011). The biggest estate on earth: How Aborigines made Australia. Crows Nest, NSW, 

Australia: Allen & Unwin. Also see Pascoe, B. (2015). Dark emu: Black seeds: Agriculture or accident?. Melbourne, 

Australia: Magabala Books Aboriginal Corporation. 

http://www.fishpond.com.au/Books/Indigenous-
http://www.usq.edu.au/alumni/enewsletter/aya2015-mareetoombs)
http://www.usq.edu.au/alumni/enewsletter/aya2015-mareetoombs)
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This view of recognising the worth of Aboriginal society and culture was also included in the 

recommendations of the Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

(1991)247, viz: 

That curricula of schools at all levels should reflect the fact that Australia has an 

Aboriginal history and Aboriginal viewpoints on social, cultural and historical matters. 

It is essential that Aboriginal viewpoints, interests, perceptions and expectations are 

reflected in curricula, teaching and administration of schools. 

 

(www.naa.gov.au/publications/fact_sheets/fs112.ml) 

These recommendations were not widely implemented in Victoria in the time period of this study. 

 

Despite the lack of Aboriginal environmental management content in the Victorian school 

curriculum, some curriculum initiatives reflected the rise of environmentalism in, and beyond, 

the 1960s. One of the first was the Junior Secondary Science Project (JSSP), established in 1966 

by the Science Standing Committee of the Victorian Universities and Schools Examinations 

Board (VUSEB)248 and the Australian Council of Educational Research (ACER) to produce 

learning materials for the first four years of a revised Victorian secondary school science course 

that included study of the natural environment249  (Lucas, 1971, p. 5). 

 

JSSP was based on the learning theories of, inter alia, John Dewey, Jean Piaget and Benjamin 

Bloom (see Chapter 3) and provided the opportunity for students to proceed at their individual 

rates through the course of study. Certain basic topics were to be completed by all students using 

cards and booklets, although this approach sometimes led to lack of understanding by students 

 
247 A comprehensive summary of Aboriginal law and justice issues. 

248 The VUSEB replaced the Schools Board (see footnote 77) in 1964, largely because of the establishment of 

Monash University which wanted to be involved in the selection of its students. Only half of the members of the 

Subject Standing Committees were serving teachers and the universities still retained substantial control over the 

Victorian secondary school curriculum (Horwood, 1991, p. 8). In 1976 VUSEB was replaced by the Victorian 

Institute of Secondary Education (VISE) which allowed secondary schools more autonomy with consequent 

curriculum reform and school-based assessment. VISE was succeeded by the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment 

Board (VCAB) in 1992, a body that took control of the last two years of secondary education through the Victorian 

Certificate of Education (VCE) (Hooper & Spaull, emelbourne.net.au). In 2001 the Victorian Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority (VCAA) was formed. It is a statutory authority of the Government of Victoria and is 

responsible for the provision of curriculum and assessment programs for all students in Victoria 

(www.vcaa.vic.edu.au). 

 
249 Science was an obligatory subject in Victorian secondary schools in the compulsory years of schooling. 

 

http://www.naa.gov.au/publications/fact_sheets/fs112.html)
http://www.naa.gov.au/publications/fact_sheets/fs112.html)
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with poor literacy skills.250 Approximately 25 per cent of the students were directed, via topic 

tests, to remedial units before they proceeded to the next basic learning experience in the 

sequence. Other students were directed to various enrichment activities or were required to 

conduct some independent open-ended research. This approach presented some logistical 

problems because of large class sizes and lack of equipment.251 

 

Partly as a result of new funding arrangements252 between the Victorian and Commonwealth 

governments, JSSP was superseded by the Australian Science Education Project (ASEP) in 1969. 

ASEP's broad aim was 'to design science experiences which contribute to the development of 

children.' More specifically, the science experiences were aimed at developing: 

 

1. some understanding of man, his physical and biological environment and his inter- 

personal relationships; 

2. skills and attitudes important for scientific investigation; 

3. some understanding of the nature, scope and limitations of science; 

4. some understanding of, and concern for, the consequences of science and technology. 

 

Furthermore it was claimed that 'ASEP is strongly committed to an environmental approach, 

using environment in a broad sense to include the internal (biological, psychological) as well as 

the external (physical, technological, biological, social, etc.)' (Howard, 1970, p. 8). This 

environmental approach related:  

 

to five ways in which man functions: as individuals; as members of interacting groups; 

with man-made procedures and devices extending his sensory perceptions; in a 

technological society, the products of which affect man and the natural environment; and 

in a naturally changing environment. … Only by understanding the natural changes can  

 

 
250 Personal experience of the author who was teaching JSSP and ASEP in the 1960s. 

251 The author started teaching in 1966 at Hamilton High School in western Victoria with 52 students in his Year 9 

science class. Equipment was inadequate for effective implementation of JSSP and ASEP. No laboratory assistance 

was available. 

252 The funding of ASEP was the first time the Commonwealth government contributed money towards the 

provision of curricular materials (Lucas, 1971, p. 3). 
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a child begin to understand man's impact upon the natural environment.  

 

(Australian Science Education Project, 1970, p. 6) 

 

The writing of ASEP was completed in 1974 but research has shown that, although the material 

produced was generally seen to be very good, a considerable number of science teachers felt 

inadequate to implement such a program because of difficulties with 'behaviour management, 

content knowledge, a lack of pedagogical skills to develop open inquiry lessons, and the lack of 

space and resources' (Kidman,253 2012, p. 36). The use of ASEP declined through the 1980s. 

 

The inclusion of both JSSP and ASEP in the Victorian science curriculum reflected the rise of 

environmental awareness in the Victorian community and the enhanced understanding of the 

connections between the created environment and the natural environment in the 1960s and 

1970s. In doing so, both projects contributed to education in and about the environment. The 

integration of the consequences of the connections between the created environment and the 

natural environment in lessons contributed to educating for the environment, although this aspect 

was still nascent and, as the qualitative research component of this study showed, not as 

successfully taught as some teachers might have desired.  

 

Despite the difficulties with effective implementation of JSSP and ASEP, both projects 

contributed to making teaching less didactic and learning less mimetic in Victorian education 

from the mid-1960s. The general movement towards constructivist pedagogy furthered the 

restructuring of classrooms to accommodate separate learning areas and the provision of movable 

furniture to assist collaborative learning. Spaces outside the normal classroom such as, inter alia, 

the local environment, resource centres or libraries, school gardens, drama rooms, art rooms, 

dance studios, music rooms, craft workshops and gymnasiums also were utilised more 

extensively.  

 

 

 

 

 

253 Dr Gillian Kidman, School of Mathematics, Science and Technology Education, Queensland University of 

Technology. 
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Classroom of the 1980s showing separate learning areas and light, movable furniture 

 

 

The following summary of Year 10 Geography group investigations into pollution in Bendigo is 

one example of the more constructivist and collaborative approach to learning.  
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Some teachers incorporated learning for the environment in non-science subjects. For example, 

a 1972 Year 10 History assignment was devoted to the alleged problem of human population 

growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



327 
 

 

 

 

 

 



328 
 

 

 

 

 

The incorporation of learning for the environment in non-science subjects is further demonstrated 

by the June 1973 Year 11 English examination at Bendigo High School that contained questions 

on environmental matters, viz: 
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The constructivist and collaborative approach to learning in science that started in JSSP also was 

developed in other science subjects. As discussed previously, the launch of Sputnik accelerated 

curriculum development in America, particularly in the sciences. The Biological Sciences 

Curriculum Study (BSCS) was one product of this acceleration, a result of the passage in 1958 of 

the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) which provided funding to develop appropriate 

contemporary science textbooks. Furthermore, the American Institute of Biological Sciences, 

partly as a result of the rise of environmental consciousness and environmentalism, expressed the 

view that there was a need for an extensive revision not only of the content of courses in biological 

sciences, but also the entire process of teaching and learning for students of all ages 

(https://bscs.org/history). BSCS was the result, of which Laura Engleman of the University of 

Colorado claimed: 

 

BSCS has been a leader in science education since 1958, emphasizing a comprehensive, 

inquiry-based approach to improved science teaching and learning. BSCS endeavors to 

improve all students' understanding of science and technology by developing exemplary 

curricular materials, supporting their widespread and effective use, providing 

professional development, and conducting research and evaluation studies. 

 

(Engleman, 2001, p. 1) 
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This approach was attractive to most biological science educators in Australia who sought 

adaptation of the BSCS for local conditions. The Australian Academy of Science subsequently 

funded the adaptation with the support of the Education Departments of Victoria and South 

Australia which provided some staff to work part-time on the project. The result was the two- 

volume Australian version of Biological Science: The Web of Life textbooks. 

 

 

 

 

 

The authors and editors of the Australian adaptation were led by biology educator David Morgan 

of the Secondary Teachers' College, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia. Morgan revealed his own 

views about the teaching of biology in stating: 

 

Our goals, as biology teachers, will be little different from those of the history, or 

English, or music teacher. But our emphases will be different. The biology teacher will 

be influenced by considerations which seem to apply especially to his particular field. 

 

(i) The nature of the scientific process is a key part of our present culture, and so 

warrants a place in the education of all students. The senior biology class is the 

only place in which more mature students can have a real opportunity to 

appreciate the nature of the scientific activity: what a scientist does, how he 

thinks, how to regard the 'findings' of science. 

 

(ii) Not all of the findings of science are of immediate or potential relevance to 

the student. Biology teachers must cull out material which, while interesting, is 

competing with more worthwhile content for the very limited time available. 
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(iii) The findings of science should be conveyed. in such a way that observation 

and inference are clearly distinguished, that the student appreciates the 

continually changing nature of scientific knowledge, and the degrees to which 

the various generalizations of the science are supported by evidence. 

 

(iv) Conceptualizing of broad understandings of biological processes is 

probably more important in the long term than masses of specific, unrelated 

information. However, the student must be able to obtain information for 

himself, and deal with such data in a scientific way. 

 

(v) In selecting which broad understandings of the living world should be 

developed within the limited time allotted to a biology course, it would seem 

important to attempt to develop some overall picture of the living world, as 

understood by mankind through the biological sciences. Man, and man's 

relationships with his surroundings, can then be seen in the context of our overall 

understanding of the world. To start, proceed, and finish with man in a course 

precludes the development of insights which come from a wider study. 

 

(Morgan, 1970, pp. 94-95) 

According to Kenneth Betjeman,
254

 BSCS: 

 

delivered a necessary and desirable change in the teaching and learning of senior 

secondary biology at an appropriate time. It was a successful stimulus for secondary 

school biology that focussed the attention of science teachers to new science learning 

outcomes achieved by new science teaching strategies in a new classroom environment. 

It demonstrated to biology teachers for the first time how to manage expanding 

unpredictable knowledge. It generated and rejuvenated professional excitement and 

commitment among biology teachers, enhanced the status of biology in secondary 

schools and offered students a very different classroom experience to all of their other 

studies. Not only did it teach the biology of its time, but also intended to help students 

to make sense of future unknown biology discoveries and to become scientifically 

literate. 

Betjeman, 2005, p. 3) 

 

 

254 From 1961 until 1997 Betjeman worked in a variety of positions including science teacher, science advisory 

teacher and Superintendent of Science in Western Australia from 1974 to 1986. He was one of the editors and 

authors of the Australian version of Biological Science: The Web of Life (Betjeman, 2005, p. 3). 
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In spite of his favourable comments about BSCS, Betjeman concluded that, largely because of 

insufficient teacher support, 'many of the perceived and potential benefits arising from the 

introduction of The Web of Life [were] lost. … Much the same can be said also for other school 

sciences' (Betjeman, 2005, p. 2). This view about school sciences was supported by Goodrum, 

Hackling and Rennie255 in their The Status and Quality of Teaching and Learning of Science in 

Australian Schools: A Research Report published in 2001. 

 

According to Goodrum, et al., the curriculum documents used at the time of the writing of their 

report showed 'an appropriate modern and progressive vision of the intended science curriculum' 

(Goodrum, et al., 2001, p. 152) with its goal of scientific literacy. In an additional paper they 

argued that: 

 

scientific literacy should be the focus of science education in the compulsory years of 

schooling. Scientific literacy is a high priority for all citizens, helping them to be 

interested in and understand the world around them, to engage in the discourses of and 

about science, to be sceptical and questioning of claims made by others about scientific 

matters, to be able to identify questions, investigate and draw evidence-based 

conclusions, and to make informed decisions about the environment and their own health 

and well-being. 

 

(Hackling, Goodrum & Rennie, 2001, pp. 6-7) 

 

However, they found that what was offered in the classroom in most secondary schools was 

'traditional, discipline-based and dominated by content' and that there was a significant mismatch 

between the actual curriculum implemented in most schools and the intended curriculum 

(Goodrum, et al., 2001, p. 152). They also found that, 'in some schools, the type of science being 

taught and the learning outcomes being achieved are not those that prepare students for the future 

world in which they will work and live', as shown by students' responses in the following table. 

 

 

 

 

255 Denis Goodrum and Mark Hackling then were Associate Professors of Science Education at Edith Cowan 

University and Leonie Rennie was Professor of Science and Technology Education at Curtin University of 

Technology. 

 



334 
 

PERCEIVED RELEVANCE OF SCIENCE IN THE SECONDARY SCHOOL (n = 2802) 

% RESPONSE 

 

 Almost 

never 
Sometimes Often Very often 

Almost 

always 

The science we 

learn at school: 

     

Is relevant to my 

future 
19 36 23 13 9 

Is useful in everyday life 18 40 24 12 6 

Deals with things I am 

concerned about 
31 36 19 10 4 

Helps me make 

decisions about my 

health 

35 35 17 9 4 

Helps me understand 

environmental issues 
12 31 28 19 10 

 

(Hackling, et al., 2001, p.8) 

 

It is interesting to note that in 2000, the end of the time period of this study, 57 per cent of students 

claimed that studying science helped them 'to understand environmental issues' often, very often 

or almost always, whereas only 33 per cent claimed that science 'deals with things I am concerned 

about' in the same categories. Further research would have revealed whether there was a 

relationship between things of concern and environmental understanding. Apart from the 

discrepancy noted and the problems with the implementation of JSSP, ASEP and BSCS, 

environmental appreciation seems to have been a relatively positive outcome of science teaching 

at this time, perhaps a response to the concomitant general rise of community environmental 

awareness. However, despite the increase of environmental consideration displayed in Science, 

proponents of environmental education tended to be disappointed because of the lack of student 

exposure to the theme in other areas of study. An attempt to rectify this situation was made in 

1995 with the introduction of the Curriculum and Standards Framework (CSF). 
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The CSF had its origins in the development of a proposed national curriculum framework of 

statements and profiles between 1986 and 1993 in eight learning areas, viz, English, Mathematics, 

Science, Studies of Society and the Environment, The Arts, Health and Physical Education, 

Technology, Languages other than English. However, Don Hayward, the Victorian Minister for 

Education, was not satisfied with some aspects of the proposed national curriculum framework. In 

July 1993 he requested the newly established Board of Studies (BOS), the first Victorian 

curriculum authority with jurisdiction over the curriculum for all years of schooling from 

Preparatory Level (Prep) to Year 12, to review the extent to which the national statements and 

profiles provided an appropriate framework for the Victorian curriculum. As a result of the review 

the CSF was developed by the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA) and 

introduced into Victorian schools in 1995 (and republished in 2000 as CSF II) (Watt, 1997). 

 

Susan Pascoe, Chair of the CSF Advisory Committee of the VCAA, asserted that: 

 

A curriculum embodies the aspirations a community holds for the next generation of 

learners. When these aspirations are specified as expected outcomes the education 

standards are transparent for learners, teachers and parents. Victoria's curriculum and 

standards framework makes it clear what students should know and be able to do. … 

 

The Curriculum and Standards Framework (CSF) describes what students should know 

and be able to do in eight key areas of learning at regular intervals from the Preparatory 

year to Year 10. It provides sufficient detail for schools and the community to be clear 

about the major elements of the curriculum and the standards expected of successful 

learners. At the same time each school works out the best way to organise its own 

teaching and learning program, taking into account government policies and the school 

community's priorities, resources and expertise. 

 

(http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/home.html) 

 

Some of the components of the CSF reflected community environmental attitudes with the 

authors and editors of the revised version, CSF II, indicating links between Learning Outcomes 

and  Environmental Education with the icon in the Key Learning Areas. Examples are shown 

in the following table. 

 

 

 

http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/home.html)
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/home.html)
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• Experiment with media elements to clearly represent 

ideas and experiences of environment.  

THE ARTS  

Media 

• Compare ways in which students and others can use and 

care for natural and built places, such as in the school 

ground.  

SOSE 

Family and neighbourhood 

• Compare the ways people use and affect different 

environments.  

SOSE 

Australia's people and places 

• Suggest why different groups, including Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities, have different views 

about the use and care of places.  

SOSE 

Geography  

• Explain some of the social and environmental 

implications of using particular materials in specific 

products  

TECHNOLOGY 

Materials 

 

 

The number of links in each Key Learning Area (KLA) is displayed in the following table. 

 

KLA 
Number of 

Learning 

Outcomes 

Number of 

Learning 

Outcomes linked 

to Environmental 

Education 

The Arts   80 2 

English 80 0 

Health and Physical Education (HPE) 40 2 

Languages Other Than English (LOTE) 24 0 

Mathematics 272 0 

Science 50 0 

Studies of Society and Environment 

(SOSE) 
44 10 

Technology 29 4 

TOTAL 619 18 
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The author of this thesis calculated that overall 2.9 per cent of Learning Outcomes were officially 

linked to Environmental Education. However, this result is skewed because of the large number 

of Learning Outcomes in Mathematics compared with those in the other KLAs. Results for 

individual KLAs are 2.5 percent for The Arts, 0 per cent for English, 5 per cent for HPE, 0 per 

cent for LOTE, 0 per cent for Mathematics, 0 per cent for Science,256 22.7 per cent for SOSE and 

13.7 per cent for Technology.  

 

Although specific references to environmental education were officially indicated by the use of 

the icon, other inclusions pertaining to environmental education in the text should be noted. 

For example,  

 

SCIENCE contains: 

• Explain how ecosystems are maintained in terms of energy and matter. 

 

This is evident when the student is able to: 

 

• describe the flow of energy through an ecosystem 

• explain why there is a limit to the number of links in food chains 

within an ecosystem 

• describe how matter is cycled in an ecosystem. 
 

SOSE contains: 

• Explain how people's use of natural and human      

environments changes over time. 

 

This is evident when the student is able to: 

•    classify people's uses of natural and human 

environments 

•    describe people's changing perception of natural and 

human environments 

• use maps and geographical techniques to provide 

evidence to describe change over time 

• make informed predictions about how the use of 

environments may change in the future. 

 

• Develop a plan to address impacts of change. 

 

This is evident when the student is able to: 

 

• describe how environmental change affects people 

 
256 The fact that Science contained no official links to Environmental Education, despite the claim that CSF II 

encompasses learning about, in and for the environment, demonstrates the flawed nature of some aspects of the CSF 

II document. 
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• describe how environmental change affects places 

• analyse the extent to which human activities affect 

change caused by natural processes 

• evaluate ways of responding to the impact of change. 

 

Other links between Learning Outcomes and Environmental Education were obvious despite their 

not being indicated by the icon. In fact, it was claimed that: 

 

Environmental education in the CSF encompasses three major components: 

 

• Education about the environment, which focuses on key knowledge and understanding 

of the ecological functioning of the environment. This is located primarily within the 

Science and SOSE key learning areas. 

 

• Education in the environment. This provides for students to experience the 

environment and develops positive attitudes and values towards stewardship of the 

environment. Opportunities for education in the environment are found especially in 

SOSE and Health and Physical Education. 

 

• Education for the environment, which focuses on students taking action for the 

protection or conservation of the environment. This includes the development of skills 

to enable students to be active and informed participants in environmental decision- 

making policy. This is located primarily in the SOSE, Science and HPE key learning 

areas. 

(http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/ov/ov-p.html) 

 

Unlike the subject-based approach to environmental education such as that of JSSP, ASEP and 

BSCS, this comprehensive approach to environmental education built on some similar previous 

attempts to include study of the environment in the Victorian school curriculum. For example, in 

1985 it was stated that: 

It is important that environmental education be understood as embodying an approach to 

all learning and living. It is not a subject separate from others – rather it draws on 

established disciplines (biology, architecture, geology, etc.) as its vehicle of 

communication. Its thrust is to develop a population that is concerned about the problems 

of the total environment and to motivate people to work collectively towards the solution 

of existing problems and the prevention of new ones. 

 

(Education Department of Victoria, 1985, p. 24) 

 

http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/ov/ov-p.html)
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/99103/20090505-1614/csf.vcaa.vic.edu.au/ov/ov-p.html)
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Clearly, CSF was a response to the theoretical discourse of the 1980s and 1990s that advocated 

utilising a range of disciplines and approaches to achieve more effective environmental 

education. CSF and CSF II also built on, possibly inadvertently, the ad hoc contributions of those 

teachers who had previously displayed initiative to incorporate environmental considerations in 

non-science subjects and/or to produce material and activities emphasising a non-subject 

approach to environmental education. For example, in the 1970s Barry Archibald, a teacher at 

Ringwood East Primary School and later Principal of Ringwood North Primary School, was 

instrumental in producing Nature Notes, a publication devoted to acquainting primary school 

students with the natural environment and distributed throughout Australia. 
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Some articles were consistent with 'Nature Study' (see pp. 180-190) while other stories in cartoon 

form provided examples of environmental issues and accompanying environmental messages. 
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(Archibald, 1977, p. 3) 
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(Archibald, 1978, pp. 14-15) 
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An example of whole-school environmental activities initiated by school staff was the celebration 

of World Environment Week at Cleeland Secondary College, Dandenong, Victoria in 1995.257
 

 

 

(Cleeland Secondary College, 1995, p. 10) 

 

 

 
257 The author was Curriculum Coordinator at Cleeland Secondary College at this time. 
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The qualitative research results of this study258 provide further insight into what actually occurred 

at the school level in the period from 1960 to 2000.  

 

Details of Former Students 1960-2000 

 

Participant 

Number 

Gender Primary School 

Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

Secondary 

School Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

S1 M 1978-1984 Urban 1985-1990 Urban 

S5 F 1980-1985 Urban 1986-1992 Urban 

S7 M 1980-1986 Urban 1987-1992 Urban 

S8 M 1982-1988 Urban 1989-1994 Urban 

S17 F 1962-1968 Regional/Rural 1969-1974 Regional/Rural 

S18 M Not in Australia  1971-1974 Regional/Rural 

S19 M 1978-1984 Urban 1985-1990 Urban 

S20 F 1979-1985 Urban 1986-1991 Urban 

 

 

 

 

The descriptions of classrooms varied considerably among the participants. For example, 

Participant S7 described her primary school classrooms as 'pretty austere, not like kids' 

classrooms these days. I don't recall any posters.' On the other hand, Participant S5 remembered 

her primary school classrooms as having 'a mixture of posters and childern's work on display, 

although not so much in secondary school classrooms.' Participant S8 described classrooms at 

both primary school and secondary school as 'bright and cheery.' Participant S18 remembered 

that 'my constant complaint [in secondary school] was being cold in winter because of inadequate 

heating in classrooms.' 

 

All participants indicated that both primary and secondary school classrooms generally contained 

movable furniture259 that should have facilitated more constructivist and collaborative learning. 

However, some participants recalled that the furniture was rarely moved. For example, 

 
258 Interview questions and audio-recordings of former students are contained in Appendix 1. Interview questions 

and audio-recordings of current and former teachers are contained in Appendix 2. Audio-recordings are available on 

request. 

 
259 Exceptions occurred in specialist classrooms such as science rooms where heavy wooden benches were used. 
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Participant S5 stated that 'we sat in rows with the teacher at the front of the class.' On the other 

hand, Participant S8 remembered that 'the furniture was moved around a lot, depending on the 

activity.' Participant S17 recalled that 'we had quite a lot of physical freedom in secondary school. 

We could move around in classrooms and we had group work in [senior] English in which we 

could go to the [nearby] park without supervision to discuss issues.' 

 

Most participants reported that there was little interaction between teachers and students in both 

primary and secondary schools with many lessons being conducted in ways similar to those prior 

to the end of the 1950s, discussed previously. For example, Participant S1 remembered that 'the 

lessons were teacher-centred. … Class participation was not welcome.' Participant S19 concurred 

claiming that 'a lot of rote learning occurred.' According to Participant S5 'we were expected to 

sit quietly, listen and respond to questions. … I don't remember any group work until late 

secondary school.' Participant S7 recalled that 'we had to sit and listen, but I do remember 

discussions in some classes [in secondary school], depending on the subject.' Participants reported 

that the use of corporal punishment decreased from the end of the 1950s but physical punishments 

were still being administered in some schools in the 1980s. Participant S19 recalled that 'one 

punishment consisted of being forced to hold a brick in each hand with arms outstretched.' 

 

A minority of participants indicated that there was a reasonable level of interaction in lessons. 

According to Participant S8 'there was generally good engagement between teachers and students. 

… Teachers set tasks and then walked around the classroom, engaging with students.' Participants 

S17 and S18, both of whom attended regional/rural schools, were adamant that there was a high 

level of teacher-student and student-student interaction in most of their secondary school classes 

in the 1970s, particularly those conducted by young teachers.260  

 

Few participants could remember what books they read in primary school. Participant S1 recalled 

'being read to by teachers but I have no recollection of the actual books.' Participant S5 concurred, 

stating 'I don't remember reading anything at primary school.' Participant S7 claimed that 'I don't 

remember [reading] any books in primary school, not even one.' Participant S8 remembered 

 
260 Young teachers were often sent to regional/rural schools as a result of their receiving studentships, a type of 

scholarship that paid for university fees and that provided a living allowance during the years of training. Those who 

took up a studentship had a legal obligation to serve for three years wherever they were assigned by the Education 

Department. 
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reading only 'a Roald Dahl book but I don't remember which one. … I didn't naturally go and 

read a book in [primary] school.' 

 

Despite the fact that few participants could recall any books that they read in primary school, 

almost all participants remembered books that they read outside school when they were of 

primary school age. For example, Participant S5 stated that she read 'Enid Blyton's Famous Five, 

Secret Seven and The Magic Faraway Tree, Judy Blume's Are You There God? It's Me, Margaret 

and Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing and Snugglepot and Cuddlepie. … Reading Snugglepot and 

Cuddlepie increased my awareness of Australian wildlife.' Participant S1 also recalled reading 

'Enid Blyton's Famous Five and Secret Seven and other books, but nothing about Australian 

nature.' Participants S7 and S20 also read Blyton's The Famous Five, The Secret Seven and The 

Magic Faraway Tree and Judy Blume's Are You There God? It's Me, Margaret, none of which 

were related to the Australian environment. 

 

Only two participants remembered viewing any films or television programs in primary school. 

Participants S1 and S7 both recalled seeing Storm Boy, a film of Colin Thiele's novel.261 

Participant S1 claimed that 'the only film that stands out [in primary school] was Storm Boy. I 

was deeply upset [by the death of the pelican]. … It was absolutely significant, but it had no 

impact on my environmental attitude.' According to Participant S7 'it had a definite impact [in 

that] it was very sad but it had no environmental impact on me. Participants S5, S7 and S8 recalled 

watching Behind the News262 in school, although they could not remember any consideration of 

specific environmental issues. Few participants remembered viewing any films or television 

programs outside school that focused on the environment when they were of primary school age.  

 

Almost all participants remembered engaging in some activities with an environmental focus 

when they were in primary school. For example, Participant S7 recalled 'pressing flowers and 

sprouting seeds … which increased my knowledge but certainly didn't influence my 

environmental attitudes.' Participant S5 remembered 'going on excursions but I can't remember 

how or if they were related to the natural environment.' Participant S19 maintained that there was 

no environmental learning but 'I had lots of fun climbing trees and playing in the nearby bush.' 

 
261 See p. 298.  

262 'Behind the News is a fun, accessible way for upper primary and secondary students to learn about what's 

happening in the world around them' (www.abc.net.au/btn). 
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Participant S8 reported that 'our school had a school camp at Yarra Junction and going there 

increased my awareness of the natural environment.'  

 

Most participants could remember at least some of the books that they studied in secondary 

school. Two books in particular that reportedly had a substantial impact were Sally Morgan's My 

Place263 and Colin Thiele's Storm Boy. Participant S7, for example, claimed that 'My Place had a 

big impact because I had lived such a sheltered, urban, white life that I had no concept of 

Aboriginal culture.' Participant S5 recalled that 'studying both My Place and Storm Boy 

contributed to my desire to care for wildlife.' Participant S1 asserted that 'I was not impressed by 

any of the books I studied in secondary school. … They related to the environment not at all.' 

Conversely, Participant S18 recalled that 'I studied Silent Spring in my Year 10 English class.' 

 

Few books read outside school when the participants were of secondary school age were linked 

to the natural environment. According to Participant S18, 'I kept a diary264 of all books that I read 

outside school during the last two years of my secondary education, a total of 230 books, but only 

one related to the natural environment.' Participant S1 also was a voracious reader 'with a focus 

almost exclusively on science fiction at this time.' Participant S17 stated that she 'read art books 

but very few focused on environmental aspects, except its conquest.' 

 

Gender and years of school attendance of participants had little impact on their perception of 

environmental learning with virtually identical responses occurring across the cohort. However, 

where participants attended school revealed some differing perceptions of their environmental 

learning. Almost all participants who attended urban secondary schools maintained that very little 

environmental learning occurred in school subjects, whereas the responses from some 

participants who attended regional/rural secondary schools indicated that learning for the 

environment certainly happened. For example, Participants S17 and S18 both recalled that there 

was considerable emphasis on the environment in their regional secondary school studies. 

Participant S17 remembered 'a lot of inspirational teachers, mainly young graduates from 

Monash265 who included an environmental component in their classes, especially in Art, English, 

 
263 My Place is an autobiography that looks at the political, societal and cultural experiences of three generations of 

Aboriginal Australians. 
 

264 Viewed by the author. 

265 At this time Monash University was seen by many people as the centre of student radicalism in Victoria with 

many mass demonstrations focusing on the Vietnam War (https://www.monash.edu/about/who/history).  
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Geography and History.' According to Participant S18 'the young radical teachers, slightly hippy 

in appearance, who had trained at Monash University certainly imparted environmental 

messages, not just in science subjects. … They were keen to educate rather than simply teach 

facts. We were encouraged to think … which was good for life. Compared with my experiences 

in the UK,266 the Australian experience was by far the better, … although I had to adjust to greater 

emphasis in Australia on the British Empire and Commonwealth than was the case in the UK.' 

Participant S17 remembered 'being shown paintings of Australian landscapes and the heroic 

struggle to conquer nature by artists such as Louis Buvelot267, Tom Roberts268 and Arthur 

Streeton269 in Art classes. They showed the harshness of the Australian environment … and made 

me realise that my forebears did this [clearing] to have a productive farm. Through my 

inspirational Art teacher I realised that there was an appalling gap in my learning because there 

had been no [previous] mention of Aboriginal people. I thought "Oh my god, what did my 

grandfathers do?".' All other participants claimed that art had not influenced their environmental 

attitudes when they were of secondary school age.  

 

Most participants could not recall any films or television programs that related to the Australian 

environment being shown in secondary school, although some participants remembered seeing 

such films and television programs outside school when they were of secondary school age. For 

example, Participant S8 declared that 'I remember watching Ask the Leyland Brothers270 which 

helped me learn about the environment.' Participant S20 also reported that 'I watched Ask the 

Leyland Brothers and also programs by Harry Butler and David Attenborough. … Attenborough 

in particular increased my environmental awareness, but it wasn't Australian.' Participant S7 

stated that 'I remember seeing Crocodile Dundee271 which was set in the Australian bush but gave 

 
266 Participant S18 migrated from Britain to enter Year 9 in Victoria. 

267 Abram-Louis Buvelot (1814-1888) was a landscape artist, born in Switzerland and migrating to Australia in 1865 

(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/buvelot-abram-louis-3132). 

 
268 Tom Roberts (1856-1931) was a highly regarded artist, born in England and migrating to Australia in 1869 

(https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/artist/497/). 

 
269 See pp. 92, 94. 

270 Ask the Leyland Brothers was an Australian television program that screened between in the 1970s and 1980s, 

The series followed the Leyland brothers, Mike and Mal, as they travelled throughout Australia and New Zealand in 

response to questions posed by viewers (https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1924638/).  
 
271 Crocodile Dundee is a 1986 Australian comedy film about an American reporter who goes to the Australian 

outback to meet an eccentric crocodile poacher (https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Crocodile_Dundee). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leyland_brothers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Zealand
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no environmental messages.' Participant S5 reiterated that 'Storm Boy stimulated my interest in 

looking after wildlife.' 

 

No participant recalled any music in primary or secondary school that related to the environment, 

although some participants remembered influential music outside school when they were of 

secondary school age. For example, Participants S17 and S18 remembered protest songs against 

the Vietnam War, but only one participant remembered music outside school having an impact 

on her attitude towards the Australian environment. Participant S7 declared that 'John 

Williamson's songs about Australia272… opened up my eyes to outback Australia [which was] 

very different from my urban environment.'  

 

Although most participants claimed that very little learning for the environment occurred in 

primary or secondary school, the claim that they became more environmentally aware during 

their school years because of outside influences was made by most participants. Participant S8, 

for example, stated that 'Cubs helped me to become more environmentally aware. Messages to 

look after the environment were given. … I was also interested in surfing programs that would 

have emphasised pollution. … Also I was very fortunate to have access to the internet outside 

school when I was in my last year, which was rare prior to 2000. However, most material came 

from North America and did not connect with the Australian environment.' Participant S1 asserted 

that 'Scouts certainly increased my environmental awareness … through messages such as not 

leaving rubbish and not trampling vegetation.' According to Participant S5 'my interest in the 

environment was generated from my family rather than from anything at school. … I remember 

camping at Wilsons Prom273 with my family and doing a Junior Ranger program that was good.' 

Participant S20 claimed that 'my family was much more environmentally influential than school. 

… I particularly remember a family holiday to the Great Barrier Reef making me more 

environmentally aware.' Participant S7 recalled that 'some activities at home such as building 

habitat for lizards played a part in increasing my environmental knowledge … but they didn't 

influence [my] environmental attitudes.' Participant S17 stated that 'I was concerned about local 

environmental issues such as increasing salinity on the farm because of the rising water table, but 

I had no concept of broader environmental issues.' 

 

 
272 See pp. 299-300. 

273 Wilsons Promontory National Park, commonly known as Wilsons Prom or The Prom, is a national park in the 

Gippsland region of Victoria. 
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No participant was currently a member of an environmental organisation, although some had 

been members of the Gould League when they were of school age. Participant S17 remembered 

that 'I took money to school to join the Gould League which made me feel special.' According to 

Participant S20, 'I joined Greenpeace, but I cancelled my membership many years ago.'274  

 

Despite the lack of membership of environmental organisations, all participants claimed that they 

were interested in environmental matters. For example, Participant S5 asserted that she was active 

in 'conservation in terms of trying not to consume too much, recycling, composting and helping 

to preserve wildlife.' Participant S8 claimed that he was 'most definitely interested in 

environmental matters such as climate change and sustainability. My interest didn't come from 

school but has been stimulated by my IT background and work environment. I'm concerned about 

the IT industry and sustainability.' Participant S7 maintained in a similar fashion that her 

environmental interest arose from studying 'Environmental Engineering at university, not from 

school.' Participant S17 expressed interest in climate change, asserting that 'I have never doubted 

the conclusions of scientists about climate change.' According to Participant S18,275 'I became 

interested in environmental matters for a variety reasons but mainly because of my curiosity about 

the medical consequences of things such as atmospheric pollution. … When I lived in Belfast 

there was terrible fog or smog caused by the burning of coal for home heating in winter. In fact, 

an aunt of mine was killed by a trolley bus because she could not be seen in the fog. … My focus 

has been on human health rather than the natural environment.' Participant S20 maintained that 'I 

gained very little environmental knowledge from school. … My interest in environmental matters 

… was stimulated by my career in journalism.'  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
274 Participant S20 was a journalist whose employment required her to be publicly politically neutral. 

275 Participant S18 became a medical specialist. 
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Details of Former and Current Teachers (teaching prior to 2000) 276  

 
276 The focus is on non-Science teachers given the research results discussed in pp. 321-323, 333-334. 

 

Participant 

Number 

Gender Primary 

School 

Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

Class 

Levels 

Taught 

Secondary 

School 

Dates 

Urban 

Regional/Rural 

Both 

Subjects 

Taught 

Class 

Levels 

Taught 

T1 F    1984-1998 Urban English, 

Health 

Education, 

International 

Studies, 

History, 

Media Studies, 

Human 

Relations 

7-12 & 

Assistant 

Principal 

T2 M    1966-1999 Urban English, 

English 

Literature, 

Religious 

Education, 

Social Science 

7-12 

T3 F 1966-

1968 

Urban Prep-6 1968-2000 Urban Art 7-10 

T4 M    1969-2019 Both Geography, 

Environmental 

Studies, 

International 

Studies, 

Politics, 

History, 

Mathematics 

7-12 

T5 F    1984-2019 Urban English, 

English 

Literature, 

Drama, 

Religious 

Education 

7-12 

T6 F    1982-2000 Urban Art, Craft 7-12 

T7 M 1973-

2013 

Urban 5-6 & 

Principal 

    

T8 F    1971-1974 Urban General 

Studies, 

English, 

History 

7-11 
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All participants, except one, who taught in the time period from 1960 to 2000 claimed that their 

teaching methods varied over time as they became more experienced, and according to class sizes 

and the level and nature of subjects taught. Participant T10 was the exception, stating that 'I was 

very young and immature when I started teaching. I was thrown in at the deep end with little 

support. Consequently the lessons were fairly teacher-centred with lots of chalk and talk. … I still 

maintain a didactic approach because group work annoys me, often with one kid doing all the 

work. I'm old-fashioned because students don't know much.' According to Participant T11 'I was 

young when I started teaching but my methods changed over time to include more student 

engagement. … In English and Literature classes I found that assigning tasks to individuals and 

groups was a very valuable way of stimulating interest in texts.' Participant T5, also a teacher of 

English and Literature, asserted that 'the text was always my focus. I was never concerned about 

feminist or Marxist approaches.' According to Participant T4277 'my teaching certainly changed 

over time. … When I started teaching in 1969 I was dealing with classes of around 44 students. 

It was difficult to be other than teacher-centred. Over time I became much more focused on 

students doing things rather than on filling them with facts. … The provision of new [movable] 

furniture in the 1970s allowed much more flexibility.' Participant T8 stated that 'I taught General 

Studies, which was an attempt to blur boundaries between subjects, in a challenging school 

devoid of any academic reputation in 1970. We used lots of assignments and certainly looked at 

 
277 Participant T4 completed a Doctor of Education study in experiential learning. 

T9 F 1994-

2008 

Both Prep-6 

& 

Principal 

1994-2003 Urban English, 

English 

Literature, 

Bicycle 

Education 

7-12 

T10 F    1973-2019 Urban English, 

Environmental 

Geography, 

English 

Literature, 

Geography 

7-12 

T11 F 1991-

1992 

Urban 4-6 1980-2011 Both LOTE 

(German), 

English, 

Human 

Relations 

8-12 
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environmental aspects such as water and bushfires in the Australian environment. When I later 

taught in a more traditional school my teaching was more teacher-centred.' According to 

Participant T1 'the methods I used depended on the subject and year level [in secondary school]. 

Some lessons were teacher-centred but I tried to have some that were student-centred and even 

student-led. Subjects such as Health Education and International Studies were good for student 

involvement … with issues such as water use.' Participant T2 described his teaching as somewhat 

teacher-centred in that 'I taught Literature through texts which meant that I was usually at the 

front [of the class] informing students, although I did enjoy asking questions. … In English 

classes students often presented reports and classes were as interactive as possible.' Participant 

T3 stated that she had 'much engagement with the students in Art classes. In primary school the 

children would … give ideas and we would discuss them. In secondary school I would use books 

and posters to help children without much imagination.' Participant T6, also an Art teacher, 

maintained that 'I wanted my teaching to be different from what I experienced as a student. I 

wanted much more student engagement … and Art was a great subject to teach [to achieve this 

aim].' According to Participant T7 'my first [primary school] lessons were somewhat teacher-

centred because of large classes and lack of equipment. However, I changed over time and 

attempted to follow the dictum:   

           Don't be the sage on the stage, 

           Be the guide on the side.' 

 

Participants generally professed ignorance of their colleagues' classroom performance. For 

example, Participant T4 stated that 'classrooms were generally a closed shop so observation was 

difficult.' Participant T2 declared that 'sadly, most of the time I had no knowledge … although as 

Head of English I sometimes had to be aware of colleagues with difficulties.' Participant T1 stated 

that 'there was not much opportunity to observe colleagues. … However, sometimes I had to 

intervene when discipline problems arose because some teachers' classes were less teacher-

centred than I was prepared to be.'278 Some other participants expressed concern about some 

colleagues causing logistical problems. For example, Participant T3 maintained that 'Art teachers 

not keeping a tidy [shared] room caused me some problems.' Participant T11 stated that 'I had 

arguments about the arrangement of furniture from a previous class [in which group work had 

occurred] at times. It's not desirable for students to face each other in LOTE classes.' Participant 

T7 claimed that 'I observed a lot of didactic teaching in the 1970s and 1980s … which was partly 

due to the constraints imposed by inspectors who checked work programs and assessed teachers. 

 
278 Participant T1 was a secondary school Assistant Principal. 
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… Inspectors, with some exceptions, really didn't encourage teachers to try other ways. This 

changed after 1984 when the inspectorial system was abandoned and some teachers became more 

engaged with students.'279 According to Participant T9 'some teachers were frustrated when I, as 

Principal,280 wanted students to be outside as much as possible. … My emphasis on educating the 

whole child through outdoor activities as well as in the classroom was difficult for some teachers 

to accept.' However, despite some contrary observations, there was a general view that colleagues 

probably conducted comparable classes in much the same manner as that of the participants. 

 

Some participants claimed that logistical difficulties sometimes created a mismatch between their 

predominant method of teaching and their ideal or desirable method. According to Participant T8 

'there were some constraints because of class sizes and lack of equipment.' Participant T4 

concurred, but also maintained that 'time limitations prevented some desirable Geography and 

Environmental Studies excursions. … Other teachers didn't want to lose time so I had to focus on 

local things and use slides and videos in the classroom.' Other participants stated that there was 

no real mismatch between their actual teaching and their ideal teaching. Participant T1, for 

example, maintained that 'there was no mismatch. I taught the way I wanted to teach.' Participant 

T7 was fairly sanguine about any possible mismatch, arguing that 'as teachers we had to find our 

way forward and make the most of opportunities.' 

 

Most participants stated that they attempted to incorporate aspects of environmental learning in 

their teaching. However, consideration of the environment was peripheral to the main focus 

except in subjects that had a designated environmental component such as Science and 

Geography. For example, Participant T11 asserted that 'in Literature you are never going to 

escape the broader world. For example, you can't read [some of] Blake's poetry without seeing 

his concern about the Industrial Revolution.' According to Participant T3 'I took kids out to collect 

leaves and flowers [for Art] but I was not consciously teaching anything to save the environment, 

although I always had a nature table in my [primary school] classroom.' Participant T2 claimed 

that 'although aspects of the environment might crop up [in English lessons] I made no attempt 

to impart environmental messages.' Participant T1 indicated that 'when I was a member of the 

VCE English Text Selection Committee281 no books about the environment were selected. … I 

 
279 Participant T7 completed a PhD on the Victorian inspectorial system. He was also Principal of an urban primary 

school. 

280 Participant T9 was Principal of a rural primary school. 

281 This committee selected texts for study in VCE English throughout Victoria. 
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did however include specific environmental issues such as nuclear power, the ozone layer and 

use of plastics in my English classes.' Participant T10 attempted to ameliorate the paucity of 

environmental learning by developing her own Year 11 Environmental Geography subject in the 

1970s because 'I became very passionate about the environment. …The world was telling me 

what to do in the classroom.' Participant T9 also endeavoured to facilitate greater learning for the 

environment 'by requiring students to write about environmental issues in argumentative essays.' 

 

Some participants used television programs to assist with their teaching of environmental issues. 

For example, Participant T7 'used Behind the News for students to prepare reports, especially on 

environmental issues.' Participant T9 'sometimes used David Attenborough's programs in classes.' 

In addition to using appropriate films and television programs, Participant T1 'used magazines 

such as New Internationalist to stimulate student interest in issues, including environmental ones.' 

 

All participants quite rightly asserted that it was difficult to judge whether their teaching increased 

students' environmental awareness. However, all participants maintained that there was evidence 

of a probable increase. Participant T11, for example, stated that 'there was "fire in the belly"in 

some students' responses in debates.' Participant T1 asserted that 'students needed to have some 

understanding of environmental matters … to be able handle discussion of current issues.' 

According to Participant T4 'some students made comments that they had a different perspective 

on the Dandenong environment after studying the area.' Participant T7 claimed that 'you could 

see in classes when students talked about issues how engaged they were [with the environment].  

 

All participants maintained that they were interested in environmental matters, despite most never 

having been adult members of an environmental organisation. Most teacher participants 

maintained that their interest in environmental matters did not arise from particular local issues, 

but was stimulated by family background, tertiary studies and media coverage of global issues 

such as, inter alia, climate change and sustainability. For example, Participant T2 asserted that 

'as a concerned citizen I want to see equilibrium in the world environment.' According to 

Participant T11 'my interest in the environment came from my family background and my tertiary 

studies.' Participants T1282, T4 and T10 were current or recent members of an environmental body 

and claimed that, in addition to those sources mentioned above, particular issues helped to 

stimulate their environmental interest. Both Participants T4 and T10 were members of the 

Geography Teachers' Association of Victoria. Participant T4 also was 'involved with the 

 
282 See responses from Participant S2, p. 221. 
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Westernport Catchment Coordinating Group, particularly [with] the social impact of the 

disappearance of industry from Westernport … and intrigued by the physical changes. … I'm 

concerned with [getting] the right balance between development and the natural environment.' 

Participant T10 was a member of Greenpeace and of the World Wildlife Fund … and 'my interest 

in the environment as a teacher was stimulated by a number of issues such as the Franklin River. 

… Westernport and the Little Desert were very important to me and I used them in my teaching.'  

 

Apart from expressing some dissatisfaction with the restrictions imposed by the prescribed VCE 

syllabi in Years 11 and 12, almost all participants maintained that they were satisfied with the 

Victorian school curriculum post-CSF, largely because they could ignore it.283 For example, 

Participant T2 stated that 'as Head of English I had lots of control over subject content.' Participant 

T11 claimed that she 'had no real concern about the Victorian curriculum because we had lots of 

freedom within the school.' Participant T5 agreed, stating that 'we were free to develop what we 

wanted despite the curriculum.' Participant T3 maintained that she was 'very happy with the 

school curriculum post-CSF because I was free to do what I wanted.' Participant T1 stated that 'I 

was satisfied with the school curriculum because we had lots of opportunity to discuss what would 

be offered within the school. … I was the first to teach Health Education for which I had to 

develop classroom activities. I appreciated the opportunity of external professional development. 

… Overall the freedom we had was good because it presented challenges to teachers to continue 

their own development.' Participant T6 stated that 'I had no problem with the curriculum. We 

found the CSF difficult to interpret so we ignored it and continued on as before.' Participant T4 

indicated that 'Post-CSF didn't worry me. However, I was concerned that VCE courses limited 

experiential learning because of their emphasis on content and examinations.' Participant T7 

expressed some dissatisfaction with CSF because 'in my role as a Principal we had to sit in groups 

at staff meetings to respond to naïve bureaucratic statements about teaching. What a waste of 

time! … The saving grace was that we could do our own thing at the local level because there 

was no real accountability.' 

 

 

As has been shown, during the period from 1960 to 2000 a complex interplay of economic, 

political, social and cultural factors caused a rise of environmental awareness and concern in 

Western societies, including Australia. This increased environmental consciousness was reflected 

 
283 The CSF document stated that:  

• It [CSF] does not prescribe the nature of individual school programs (p. 1).  

• It leaves course planning, curriculum organisation and classroom practice to schools (p. 1).  
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in various ways in school curricula. In Victoria, several initiatives in environmental education 

ensued, some in specific programs such as JSSP, ASEP and BSCS and some in the broader 

curriculum such as with the CSF, with varying degrees of success in the overall movement 

towards more constructivist and collaborative learning. Others arose in an ad hoc manner with 

individual teachers including study of the environment in their classes and/or in extra-curricular 

material and activities developed to acquaint students with environmental issues.  

 

It is reasonable to conclude that community environmental attitudes had a marked impact on the 

Victorian school curriculum in the period from 1960 to 2000. It is also reasonable to conclude 

that what some school students experienced vis-à-vis environmental learning in this time period 

had a perceptible effect, albeit small in most cases, on changing their attitudes towards the 

environment. How this change affected wider community environmental attitudes requires 

further research. 
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Community Environmental Attitudes and the Victorian School Curriculum: 

An Historical Narrative of their Connections from 1835 to 2000 

 

CHAPTER 13 

 

Thesis Synopsis 

 

This historical narrative has explored the connections between community environmental attitudes 

and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835, the year of the first official communication about 

education in the Port Phillip District (now Victoria), to 2000, the year of the implementation of 

Curriculum and Standards Framework II, the revised version of the first comprehensive curriculum 

for Victorian primary and secondary schools.  

 

Consideration of community environmental attitudes and of learning and curriculum outside the 

specific time period of the study has been included since the macro-historical chronicle sets the 

scene for the micro-historical narrative. From antiquity to the present much has been written 

about the relationship between the human environment and the non-human environment with 

historians, scientists, economists, politicians, philosophers, poets, environmental activists and 

others often taking different stances. Consequently, certain salient viewpoints and their major 

precipitating events and protagonists have been examined in order to appreciate the range of 

views on the relationship, to understand the evolution of environmental consciousness, to 

contextualise the time period of this study and to provide both clarity and consistency in the use 

of the vocabulary pertaining to attitudes towards the environment. 

 

Similarly, much has been written about learning and curriculum, the meanings of learning and of 

curriculum evolving over time. Accordingly, consideration of learning theories and curriculum 

development over time has been included in order  to make intelligible the investigation of the 

connections between community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum 

from 1835 to 2000. 

 

Historical narrative embracing aspects of both modernism and postmodernism was chosen as the 

most appropriate form of discourse because it is removed from the limitations of positivism, it 

allows epistemological pluralism, it breaks down divisions between disciplines, as far as possible 



360 
 

it objectively observes relevant historical events and protagonists and records and analyses 

pertinent changes in beliefs and attitudes. The narrative has been based on: 

 

• exegesis of primary sources such as, inter alia, newspaper and magazine articles, other 

relevant literature including original scholarly treatises, music, films, art, parliamentary 

debates, reports on the environment and on the school curriculum, Victorian school 

curriculum documents such as the Victorian Curriculum and Standards Framework, 

subject syllabi, school textbooks, various issues of The School Paper, The Victorian 

School Reader and student report cards; 

•  examination of appropriate secondary sources; 

• qualitative empirical research; 

• case studies of salient environmental issues in Victoria; 

• ad hoc contributions of teachers; 

• relevant personal experiences of the author.  

 

Qualitative research, with its epistemology grounded in relativism and phenomenological 

inference, was considered by the author to be appropriate for the empirical component of the 

study. Purposive sampling was used because it was judged by the author to be important to 

include a variety of specific, information-rich participants. Their responses based on their own 

experiences added vivacity to the discussion of some primary sources and contributed to 

judgements made by the author about the effectiveness of environmental education in Victorian 

school curricula in the last two time periods of the study. 

 

Given that this study is original, the first to investigate the relationships between community 

environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000, the resultant 

historical narrative has contributed new knowledge. The study is justified in that it:  

 

• has provided educational leaders, including curriculum designers, at the national or state 

level and curriculum coordinators, other administrators and teachers at the school level, 

with the opportunity to gain further insights into past choices that might assist future 

deliberations about connections between community environmental attitudes and the 

school curriculum;  

• has contributed to what became an increasingly neglected field of study during the 

twentieth century and subsequently, the history of education;  
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• has offered pertinent knowledge of the past that has the possibility of making a 

contribution to the journey towards the telic goal of sustainable development, both as a 

policy with vertical and horizontal temporal components and as a regulative principle to 

develop attitudes and guide behaviour for individuals to live fittingly in the world. 

 

The narrative is divided into three major time periods based on political developments in Victoria, 

viz, the Colonial Era from 1835 to 1900, from Federation in 1901 to the end of the 1950s and from 

1960 to 2000. 

 

During the Colonial Era the prevailing view was that of anthropocentrism with the natural 

environment being there for exploitation by the British occupiers. This view was both reflected and 

promoted in the Victorian school curriculum as shown, inter alia, by the contents of The Irish 

National Readers, The Royal Readers and the early copies of The School Paper. 

 

Although the British invasion of the Port Phillip District (now Victoria) began in 1803, the first 

attempts at occupation were aborted because of water shortages and conflict with the local 

Aboriginal people. It was not until 1835 that entrepreneurs from Tasmania settled in Victoria, 

initially illegally but subsequently with official approval. 

 

Exploration of the region soon occurred and the ensuing settlement had a marked impact on the 

natural environment with land clearing for timber, agriculture and grazing and the introduction 

of domesticated livestock. Marine resources such as seals were also exploited. 

 

The occupation of Victoria by British settlers, especially that of the most valuable land areas, 

meant that the local Aboriginal people were subjected to massacres, euphemistically referred to 

as 'dispersal', and also were exposed to new diseases that contributed to a rapid decline in their 

numbers. Some attempts were made to 'civilise' the local Aboriginal people through education 

and Christianity but the attempts, at least initially, were largely unacceptable to the indigenous 

inhabitants. Of relevance to this study, no discernible attempt was made to understand Aboriginal 

attitudes towards the environment or to appreciate Aboriginal management of natural resources. 

In fact, Aboriginal people were effectively removed from the discourse on Victoria's 

development. 
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Some of the early colonisers of Victoria attempted to emulate British, especially English, society 

based on race, gender and class by modification of the natural environment for the benefit of the 

British Empire and for the future prosperity of the Victorian colony and its British inhabitants. 

Even to those colonisers who did not strictly adhere to such a prescription, the natural 

environment was seen as alien and harsh, to be altered to assist people to feel 'at home'. 

 

Notwithstanding the dissenting views of the writers of the Romantic Movement in English 

literature and those of the American Transcendentalists, the overwhelming majority of 

Australians accepted the anthropocentric Enlightenment view of progress throughout the Colonial 

Era. The colonisation of Victoria (and the rest of Australia) was moulded to a great extent by the 

socio-political revolutionary activity of the late eighteenth century and by the Industrial 

Revolution.  

 

The view that the Australian environment was alien, harsh and to be exploited led to the creation 

of myths, in particular the apotheosis of those who 'mastered' the natural environment, almost 

exclusively seen to be men. This 'conquest of nature' belief and consequent attitudes provided 

much inspiration for some literary figures and artists who helped to promulgate the view that the 

Australian environment was there to be conquered to ensure progress. This view was supported 

in the Victorian school curricula of the time. 

 

Until the 1860s most Victorians appeared to accept an extensive range of educational practices 

that depended predominantly on the initiative of the local community or of community groups 

with some assistance from government. Schools were held in all kinds of buildings, including 

tents on the goldfields, and teachers employed an array of approaches to teaching, dependent 

on their own educational, social and occupational backgrounds. Often the teachers were not 

competent and curricular, pedagogical, organisational and disciplinary practices differed 

considerably between schools within the Dual System, a system comprising separate National 

and Denominational Boards established in New South Wales in 1848 and continued in Victoria after 

its separation from New South Wales in 1851. 

 

While there appears to have been general community acceptance of some educational diversity, 

including unsystematic curricula in the early stages of education in Victoria, over time the 

diversity of educational practices and the Dual System came to be seen as unsatisfactory by an 

increasing number of Victorians and were criticised by some politicians, newspaper editors and 
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leading educators. Consequently, The Common Schools Act 1862 was passed to abolish the 

National and Denominational Schools Boards and to establish the Board of Education. 

 

Despite the passage of The Common Schools Act 1862 and the establishment of the Board of 

Education, complaints about the state of school education in Victoria continued. A Royal 

Commission to inquire into the operation of the Common Schools Act 1862 was thus established 

in 1866, concluding in 1867 that the Common Schools Board was ineffective in the provision and 

control of education and that an Education Bill to overcome the problems should be introduced 

to Parliament. However, the proposed Education Bill failed to win sufficient support in 

Parliament to be passed and was withdrawn. 

 

By the late 1860s many Victorians were tired of the sectarian divisions that had plagued education 

since the colony separated from New South Wales. Despite the failure of the Education Bill of 

1867 to be enacted, the majority of Victorians wanted substantial reform of the colony's education 

system. After considerable debate that largely took place in the context of changing Church-State 

relations and that reflected the bitterness of sectarian differences, there was general agreement in 

Victoria that there was a need for a Department of Education under the control of a Minister. An 

Education Bill to this effect and based on free, secular and compulsory education was 

introduced to the Parliament on 12 September 1872 and passed as The Education Act 1872 on 17 

December 1872.  

 

The Education Act 1872 provided for the implementation of a common official or written 

curriculum for all children aged six to fifteen for the first time in Victorian government schools. It 

also precipitated a school building boom that reflected both the political requirements of the 

Victorian Government and the predominant pedagogy of the times. Schools in Melbourne and in 

major country centres were built on neo-classical lines with generous spaces to cater for large 

classes and for the didactic nature of teaching, although small, one-teacher rural schools also 

remained prevalent. 

 

It is difficult to ascertain the actual content of some of the subjects included in the Victorian 

curriculum prior to, and even after, The Education Act 1872, but study of the textbooks on which 

the colonial school curriculum heavily depended reveals what was to be read to establish 

appropriate standards and skills and to inculcate respect for British society's hierarchical order 

based on fixed lines of race, class and gender. Precedence was given to certain forms of 
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knowledge in the attempt to meet such aims. The Irish National Readers were at the core of the 

Victorian curriculum from 1851 to 1877. The books were supposedly graded, although there was 

some criticism of the degree of difficulty of particular content. They contained Bible stories such 

as Adam and Eve, descriptions of historical events and animal stories about, inter alia, cats, bears, 

deer, foxes and camels. They were also seen as non-denominational, but they contained many 

passing mentions of God. 

 

Over time, criticism of The Irish National Readers arose in Victoria especially in two main areas:  

• pedagogy and the gradation of material; 

• the inappropriateness of some of the material pertaining to the natural environment given 

its emphasis on that of Britain.  

New versions with relatively minor Australian adaptations went into use in Victorian schools 

with inspectorial approval in 1871. 

 

Despite the increase in Australian content, the revised version continued to elicit criticism from 

educational experts and some members of the Victorian public. Such criticism was partly based on 

the perspectives of those who saw a mismatch or disconnect between the contents of The Irish 

National Readers and the growing affinity with Australian literature, art and the natural 

environment. Although The Irish National Readers contributed to a growth in basic literacy at a 

time when schools were largely staffed by untrained teachers, in 1875 the Victorian Minister of 

Public Instruction announced that The Irish National Readers were no longer appropriate and 

prescribed a new reading series for all the elementary years in State schools. 

 

The Royal Readers were introduced in 1877 with alterations to meet the requirements of The 

Education Act 1872. The changes did not apply to the general content, such as possible inclusions 

relating to the Australian environment or Australian history, but were made to attempt to 

eliminate religious comment or content that might be deemed not to be secular. The Royal 

Readers contained stories, poetry, spelling and pronunciation lessons, reading comprehension 

questions and writing exercises. Extensive use was made of largely British natural history as a 

subject. Moral guidance was a common theme throughout much of the content and, despite 

attempts to eliminate religious content, many references to God persisted. It is reasonable to 

conclude that few, if any, positive Australian environmental attitudes would have been inculcated 

by the use of The Royal Readers, which largely focused on the British environment 
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During the 1890s The Royal Readers were criticised on the grounds that recent scientific 

advances caused them to date quickly and that there was insufficient local content. As a result 

of the criticism revised versions of Numbers I-V were introduced in Victoria during 1893 and 

1894. However, the discontent with The Royal Readers persisted. Consequently, a monthly 

newspaper, The School Paper, to be used as the principal source of reading material in Victorian 

classrooms, was introduced in February 1896.  

 

Publication of The School Paper was generally welcomed because it enabled the incorporation 

of more Australian content in the Victorian school curriculum, including some appreciation of 

Australian flora and fauna, than had the imported The Irish National Readers and The Royal 

Readers. However, the policy of the Department of Education to inculcate respect for the British 

Empire and for British society's hierarchical order based on race, class and gender and to glorify 

the 'conquest of nature' was predominant and continued into the next time period of this study. 

 

 

The period from Federation until the end of the 1950s was characterised by an expansion of 

exploitation of the natural environment and by a relatively inert Victorian school curriculum, 

albeit with increasing emphasis on Australian content especially in The School Paper and The 

Victorian Readers. Teaching was largely didactic and learning was usually mimetic. Advocacy 

of exploitation of the natural environment and admiration of the created environment occurred 

frequently in the Victorian school curriculum. 

 

The exploitation of natural resources that began in the Colonial Era was continued and expanded 

from the time of Federation. After 1901 there was an enormous increase in government 

involvement in development at both Commonwealth and State levels with little, if any, 

consideration of the environment. The largely State-supported expansion of mining, logging, 

urbanisation and land clearing occurred with little concern over environmental impacts. 

 

Government actions often were in response to the staunchly pro-exploitation of the natural 

environment exhortations of powerful businessmen. Not only did utilisation of the land 

environment occur, but the marine environment was exploited with little regard to conservation 

of the resources, at least until the numbers of individuals in the target species declined to 

uneconomic levels. 
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Despite the salient beliefs and attitudes revealing overwhelming support for development and the 

associated exploitation of the natural environment from 1901 until the end of the 1950s some 

dissent occurred. Some scientists such as Douglas Mawson were concerned about the 

unsustainable use of resources; others such as Walter Froggatt urged caution with manipulation 

of the created environment and of the natural environment, arguing that not all consequences 

could be foreseen. Some landscape designers, literary figures, artists, broadcasters, advocates of 

wilderness, and a small number of environmental organisations also expressed concern over 

environmental degradation and the prevailing 'conquest of nature' beliefs and attitudes. 

 

During the 1930s and 1940s a small group of white Australian writers known as the 

Jindyworobaks also opposed the prevailing predominant environmental beliefs and attitudes. The 

Jindyworobaks attempted to integrate Aboriginal subjects, language and mythology into the 

dominant white Australian culture and were noted for their early environmentalism, asserting 

that an Australian culture depends on, inter alia, a clear recognition of environmental values and 

an understanding of Australia's primaeval, colonial and modern history and traditions. According 

to the Jindyworobaks there had to be a re-orientation of the whole education system and much of 

Australia's national life if these aims were to be attained.  

 

Such a re-orientation did not occur for two major reasons. Firstly, the Jindyworobaks were 

fighting what later became known as 'the cultural cringe', a term coined to describe an Australian 

tendency to identify local literature and art as inferior to works produced overseas, particularly 

to those arising in Britain and America. Secondly, most Australians either consciously rejected 

the worth of Aboriginal culture, including its connection with the natural environment, or 

remained ignorant of it. The belief that Aboriginal people comprised 'a dying race' was 

widespread and little genuine attempt to include study of Aboriginal society and culture in school 

curricula was made. Certainly their role in land management was very rarely mentioned in the 

time period from Federation to the late 1950s, a time of considerable utilisation of the natural 

environment. 

 

Despite some concern over environmental degradation, the overwhelming majority of Australians 

supported the exploitation of the natural environment in the period from Federation until the end 

of the 1950s, a continuation of the predominant view from the time of the British invasion and 
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occupation of Australia starting in 1788. The Victorian school curriculum of the time generally 

mirrored and fostered this perspective. 

 

Given the Anglo-Celtic background of the vast majority of Australians, the relative homogeneity 

of the non-Aboriginal Australian population until the end of the 1950s allowed Victorian 

education to remain largely British-orientated, albeit with increasing Australian content from 

1901. Some books used in Victorian schools in this time period emphasised Australia's British 

heritage, including glorification of the British Empire, admiration of the commitment of Australia 

to British wars in the colonial era and to World Wars I and II and passionate support of the 

mastery of nature.  

 

Despite the emphasis on the British heritage and on the exploitation of the natural environment 

in the community and in Victorian schools, some embracing of the Australian environment in 

publications for both adults and children did occur in the time period from 1901 to the end of the 

1950s. However, the 'conquest of nature' community environmental attitude evident in the 

Colonial Era remained predominant. The Victorian school curriculum largely also continued to 

reflect and support this view, although some curriculum reforms did occur from 1902 with, inter 

alia, the expansion of the curriculum to include 'new' subjects such as Manual Arts, Science 

(elementary), Music, Literature, History, Physical Education and, of relevance to this study, 

Nature Study. 

Nature Study was seen to consist of three basic elements, viz, scientific observation and reasoning, 

aesthetic appreciation and the development of a close understanding of the natural environment. 

Through strong advocacy by some educationists led by Frank Tate and the provision of 

appropriate textbooks, Nature Study was successfully introduced to Victorian primary students. 

However, over time, the perceived importance of Nature Study decreased, probably due to the 

loss of the enthusiastic support of its original Victorian proponents. By the early 1950s Nature 

Study had disappeared as a separate subject from the curriculum in some Victorian schools, 

although it continued to be taught in others.  

Despite the demise of Nature Study as a separate subject in some schools, certain teachers 

continued to teach aspects of it in an ad hoc manner. Also, particular items in The Victorian 

Readers, an eight volume set introduced from 1928  and used in conjunction with The School 

Paper, considered the natural environment. The articles in The Victorian Readers provided an 

assortment of sometimes conflicting views of nature. However, enthusiastic support for the 
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conquest of the Australian natural environment, often portrayed as alien and harsh, was 

predominant. 

 

During the period from Federation to the end of the 1950s most Victorian classes in the 

compulsory years of schooling remained large. Pedagogy was largely didactic and mimetic. 

Classrooms were organised accordingly with heavy desks arranged in rows facing the blackboard 

at the front of the room. Aside from the introduction of 'new' subjects, traditional subjects 

including Arithmetic, Spelling, Handwriting and Phonics remained at the core of the Victorian 

primary school curriculum. The Victorian secondary school curriculum for the compulsory years 

of schooling also maintained traditional subjects including English, Geography, General Science, 

Woodwork (for boys) and Cookery (for girls). After the diminution of Nature Study rarely was 

there any consideration in Victorian schools of the natural environment, except for promotion of 

its exploitation. 

 

 

The period from 1960 to 2000 saw continued exploitation of the natural environment but it also 

saw significant dissonance in much of the Western world, contributing to a rise in environmental 

consciousness and consequent environmentalism. The changes in community environmental 

attitudes were recognised in the Victorian school curriculum with the introduction of 

'environmental' subjects to be taught in a constructivist manner, albeit less successfully than was 

initially expected because of, inter alia, the lack of resources and inadequate appropriate training 

of  teachers, and inclusion of 'environmental' foci across the school curriculum. 

 

 

During the 1960s America emerged as the world's spearhead of environmentalism with other 

Western countries, including Australia, following its lead. Despite the continued expansion of 

utilisation of the natural environment, a complex interplay of economic, political, social and 

cultural factors occurred with environmental awareness and concern becoming much more 

prevalent across the various socio-economic strata of America, and of Australia. 

 

It is often claimed that Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, which exposed the hazards of agricultural 

chemicals and questioned the widespread confidence in technological progress, marked the 

beginning of the modern (post-1960) environmental movement. Indeed Silent Spring did 

contribute significantly to a general increase in environmental awareness, but there were other 
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major factors contributing to the raising of environmental consciousness throughout the 1960s 

and beyond. These multifarious influences should be seen in the context of the turbulence of 

American society at the time. 

 

The 1960s and 1970s marked, in some ways, the nadir of the Cold War, a period of extreme post-

World War II rivalry between America and the Soviet Union that lasted for much of the second 

half of the twentieth century. The Cold War produced a number of international incidents and 

wars that brought the world to the brink of disaster, given the large nuclear arsenals of both 

America and the Soviet Union. The elements of the Cold War of most relevance to this study 

were the 1957 launch of the Soviet Union's satellite Sputnik, which prompted substantial science 

and technical education curriculum reforms in America in the 1960s, and subsequently in 

Australia, and the Vietnam War, a war that acted as a catalyst for ideological unrest in many parts 

of the Western world, including Australia, a participant in the war. 

 

The turbulence in America and in some other Western countries spawned a plethora of social 

movements, including environmentalism. The spread of environmentalism was elicited by the 

readily observable decline in environmental quality, particularly that of air and water quality, by 

the increased popularity of books and magazines, television programs, films, music and art 

pertaining to the environment, by the formation and expansion of environmental organisations 

and by the increase in environmental content of education at all levels. All of these factors 

influenced Australian community environmental attitudes. 

 

Although Australia became part of the internationalisation of environmentalism in the 1960s and 

1970s, there were, of course, uniquely Australian foci. The state of the environment became an 

issue of major importance to some Australians and stimulated pro-environment beliefs and 

attitudes, as indicated, inter alia, by the increase in both the number and membership of 

environmental organisations, mostly consisting of relatively affluent, middle-class people, the 

expansion of the National Parks network, the inclusion of aspects of the environment in curricula 

at all levels of education, the extensive media coverage of environmental degradation, both 

locally and globally, and the desire of most political parties, governments and businesses in 

Australia to appear to be 'green'. These responses were influenced by the number of Australians 

who challenged the traditional view of progress, a view that has at its core the idea that economic 

growth and the concomitant conquest of  nature are essential to human happiness.  
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Even though there were rising levels of environmental concern in Australia in the 1960s and 

1970s, progress to most Australians remained dependent on the conquest of nature, economic 

affluence and the urbanised and industrialised infrastructure on which such affluence is founded. 

Australian business leaders, most trade union leaders and members and other employees 

continued to adhere strongly to the traditional Western idea of progress, obviously including 

economic growth. Generally, community environmental attitudes reflected this view.  

 

However, starting in the 1960s, governments at all levels within the Australian federal system 

were subjected to pressure from environmentalists whose demands included better land, air and 

water quality, the preservation of natural environments by the creation of more National Parks 

and other protected areas, and, the major challenge to the traditional idea of progress, 

environmentally sustainable development. This last demand is based on the principles of 

conserving the world's natural environments and species through the conservation of biological 

diversity and obtaining 'sustainable income' from constant natural capital. Corollaries to these 

fundamental principles include a cautious approach to technological and industrial developments, 

social equity, limits on natural resource use, improvements in the qualitative dimension of human 

welfare, community participation in environmental policy making and a global perspective of 

environmental problems. 

 

Various landmark environmental issues arose in Australia during this time period of the study, 

perhaps the two of most significance to the change in community environmental attitudes being 

the battle to protect Kelly's Bush in Sydney in 1970 which gave rise to the tactic of 'green bans', 

and the struggle to prevent a dam from being constructed on the Gordon River which would have 

inundated the Franklin River in Tasmania in 1982. 

 

In Victoria three major environmental issues arose in the late 1960s and early 1970s, although 

they did not prompt the level of publicity that the Kelly's Bush and Franklin River issues elicited. 

The Little Desert, the Newport 'D' Power Station and the Westernport Region environmental 

issues contributed to the formation of pro-environment pressure groups, to the involvement of a 

greater diversity of people than had occurred previously in environmental deliberations, to the 

increase of media publicity of environmental issues and to the decrease in competition between 

government agencies and the consequent reduction in power of their heads. The Little Desert 

dispute specifically  resulted in greater public demand to be genuinely involved in the making of 

future land-use policy and the consequent formation of the Land Conservation Council, a 
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permanent mechanism for environmental inquiry involving bureaucrats and others outside the 

public service with scientific and economic expertise. The Newport conflict contributed to a 

diminution of the ad hoc approach to planning, to the setting of pollution standards, albeit with 

very flawed procedures and spurious results, and to the establishment of the Environment 

Protection Authority. The Westernport controversy contributed substantially to the end, at least 

at the time, of the 'strong leader' approach to decision making, to environmental considerations 

beyond pollution in planning and to the formation of Australia's first regional planning authority, 

the Westernport Regional Planning Authority. The three environmental issues reflected and aided 

the rise of environmentalism in Victoria and marked a turning point in Victorian community 

environmental attitudes.  

 

Other factors also made important contributions to the change in community environmental 

attitudes in Victoria. For example, although the American environmental art movement was not 

emulated to any significant extent in Australia, in the 1960s some Australian artists including 

Clifton Pugh, Fred Williams and Neil Douglas revolutionised the way the Australian environment 

was viewed, offering a dramatic contrast with most previous Australian paintings, particularly 

with some of those of the Heidelberg School with their emphasis on the conquest of nature.  

 

Works by well-known Australian literary figures including A.J. 'Jock' Marshall, Eric Rolls, Judith 

Wright and Colin Thiele, music by singer/songwriters including Paul Kelly, Archie Roach, Olivia 

Newton-John and John Williamson and by groups such as Midnight Oil, Hunters and Collectors 

and Goanna also contributed to the rise of Australian environmental awareness. 

 

Environmental organisations such as The Wilderness Society, the Australian Conservation 

Foundation, the Society for Growing Australian Plants, Trust for Nature and Land for Wildlife 

(Victoria) also became increasingly prominent in publicising environmental matters in this time 

period. Some landscape designers, environmental consultants and plant-nursery owners 

contributed significantly to the rise of environmental awareness from the early 1960s in Victoria 

by advocating the use of Australian plants in gardens for aesthetic appeal, for water conservation 

and for wildlife habitat.  

 

Also contributing to the increase in environmental understanding in Victoria from the 1960s was 

the advent of environmentally sensitive architecture including that offered by Merchant Builders 
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and that offered by Alastair Knox. Such architecture was based on the belief that people, their 

dwellings and the natural environment should exist as harmoniously as possible. 

 

The post-1960 increase in environmental awareness and the consequent change in community 

environmental attitudes contributed to demands for an expansion of environmental education, at 

least in the Western world including Australia. However, the Victorian school curriculum initially 

was somewhat slow to respond to these demands. 

 

The first major review of Victorian education in the 1960s, The Report of the Committee on State 

Education in Victoria (The Ramsay Report) (1960) gave cursory attention to environmental 

matters. In fact, the inculcation of conservative values and the moral guidance contained in The 

Irish National Readers, The Royal Readers, The School Paper and The Victorian Readers 

remained as core objectives of Victorian education, although The Ramsay Report did recognise 

that there was a need to continually review and revise the aims of Victorian schools and the 

curriculum. 

 

Despite the rather cursory attention given to environmental matters in The Ramsay Report, some 

other educational and political statements over the 1960 to 2000 time period demonstrated the 

perceived increased importance of environmental education. For example, John Dawkins, the 

Australian Minister for Education, claimed in 1989 that preparation of children to deal with 

environmental issues was crucial to solving environmental problems. In 1990 this contention was 

supported by the declaration of the United Nations International Education Program that 1990 

marked the start of a decade of significance for both environmentalists and environmental 

educators. 

 

These assertions are representative of those contentions that stressed the importance of 

environmental education in response to the heightened environmental awareness of the scale, 

severity and complexity of many environmental problems. The 1990s environmental educational 

paradigm in Victoria demonstrated some recognition of these multifarious concerns and reflected 

the personal and social changes in beliefs and attitudes promoted by environmentalists but such 

was not always the case. 

 

Prior to the 1970s there was little formal environmental education in the Victorian school 

curriculum. Even in the early 1970s, in the developmental stages of environmental education in 
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Victoria, the primary focus was on the nature and quality of human - non-human environment 

relationships. There tended to be an emphasis on description rather than on explanation, and 

courses often ignored the role of social, economic and political processes. Consensus views of 

society were emphasised, and the role of conflict and the location and use of power of various 

sorts in the creation and resolution of environmental problems were largely ignored. Such 

approaches were educating about or in the environment, not for the environment which was 

generally accepted by educational theorists such as Huckle, Robottom, Maher, Greenall, 

Stevenson and Fien to involve education to produce fundamental changes in beliefs, attitudes and 

actions towards ourselves and the environment. 

 

In spite of the general acceptance of these contentions, there was still some debate in the 1980s 

and 1990s over the concept of education for the environment. It had become a broad normative 

term and there had been criticism of programs that did not embrace the for the environment 

criteria. Also there was some concern that education for anything is inconsistent with the role of 

education as a process that encourages autonomous thinking and that environmental educators 

should not advocate any particular position on environmental matters. However, according to 

most educational theorists at the end of the time period of this study, education for the 

environment was the generally accepted ultimate goal of environmental education. 

 

In the late 1980s formal environmental education in Victoria took account of the requirements of 

education for the environment to varying degrees, but had the difficult task of promoting views 

that were opposed, at least in part, to the dominant continuities. Progress was still seen largely in 

terms of Western ideology and exploitation of resources, and the Australian economy continued 

to be largely reliant on primary exports, a milieu which presented problems to some 

environmental educationists because of the dominance of the 'conquest of nature' theme. To 

counterbalance these continuities, environmental education in Victoria attempted to employ an 

integrated approach to investigate aspects of the environment and apply them in their social, 

economic and political context.  

 

The issues raised in this integrated approach challenged traditional views on the relationship 

between the created environment and the natural environment and stimulated thought on what it 

means to be human in an evolving environment. These challenges contributed to the vitality of 

environmental education. Combined with the works of academics such as, inter alia, Alomes, 

Lines and Young that analysed how the post-1788 idea of progress and development contributed 
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to the generally accepted Australian salient beliefs and attitudes towards the environment, the 

challenges both influenced and complemented the direction taken by Victorian environmental 

education with its ultimately strong emphasis on educating for the environment. 

 

In the 1990s both Phillip Payne and David Tacey extended the concept of education for the 

environment. Payne developed a critical ecological ontology for environmental education in 

which he asserted that the meaning of sustainability should be changed to the problematic of 

maintaining an ecologically sensitive way of 'being'. David Tacey also embraced this ontological 

approach to environmental beliefs and attitudes, declaring that the ecological crisis should be 

seen as fundamentally a psychological and spiritual crisis.  

 

During the discourse on environmental education in the 1980s and 1990s some attention, albeit 

limited, was given to the traditional relationship between Aboriginal individuals, their 'tribe' or 

clan and their 'country'. Some views were romantic and unrealistic but others appropriately 

recognised that Aboriginal land management, mainly through the use of fire, did have a 

significant bearing on the natural environment, albeit much less than that of the post-1788 

occupation with its massive environmental impact including the clearing of vast areas of land, 

the introduction of foreign plants and animals and changes to natural water systems.  

 

Some environmental educators argued that the study of Aboriginal attitudes to nature and land 

management practices should be introduced into the Victorian school curriculum. For example, 

it was argued by Watson and Chambers that there was a need to overcome the paucity of attention 

given to the ability of Aboriginal people to survive in Australia, including survival in some of the 

most inhospitable environments on earth. Furthermore, the Report of the Royal Commission into 

Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991) contended that school curricula should reflect the fact that 

Australia has an Aboriginal history and Aboriginal viewpoints on social, cultural and historical 

matters. These recommendations were not widely implemented in Victoria in the time period of 

this study. 

 

Despite the lack of Aboriginal environmental management content in the Victorian school 

curriculum, some curriculum initiatives reflected the rise of environmentalism in, and beyond, 

the 1960s. One of the first was the Junior Secondary Science Project (JSSP), established in 1966 

to produce learning materials for the first four years of a revised Victorian secondary school 

science course. The program was based on the learning theories of, inter alia, John Dewey, Jean 
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Piaget and Benjamin Bloom and provided the opportunity for students to proceed at their 

individual rates through the course of study. Research has shown that JSSP's approach sometimes 

led to lack of understanding by students with poor literacy skills and presented some logistical 

problems because of large class sizes and lack of equipment and assistance. 

 

Partly as a result of new funding arrangements between the Victorian and Commonwealth 

governments, JSSP was superseded by the Australian Science Education Project (ASEP) in 1969. 

ASEP's broad aim was to design science experiences which contributed to the development of 

children through an environmental approach, using environment in a broad sense to include the 

internal (biological, psychological) as well as the external (physical, technological, biological, 

social). 

 

The writing of ASEP was completed in 1974 but research has shown that, although the material 

produced was generally seen to be very good, a considerable number of science teachers felt 

inadequate to implement such a program because of difficulties with behaviour management, 

content knowledge, a lack of pedagogical skills to develop open inquiry lessons, and the lack of 

space and resources. The use of ASEP declined through the 1980s. 

 

The inclusion of both JSSP and ASEP in the Victorian science curriculum reflected the rise of 

environmental awareness in the Victorian community and the enhanced understanding of the 

connections between the created environment and the natural environment in the 1960s and 

1970s. In doing so, both projects contributed to education in and about the environment. The 

integration of the consequences of the connections between the created environment and the 

natural environment in normal science lessons contributed to some educating for the 

environment, although this aspect was still nascent and was not as successfully taught as some 

science teachers, including this author, might have desired.  

 

Despite the difficulties with effective implementation of JSSP and ASEP, both programs 

contributed to making teaching less didactic and learning less mimetic since the 1960s in Victoria. 

Classrooms were restructured to accommodate separate learning areas and movable furniture 

essential for group work was provided. Spaces outside the normal classroom such as, inter alia, 

resource centres or libraries and school gardens were utilised more extensively. 
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One other program that reflected the rise of environmental awareness in the Victorian community 

and the enhanced understanding of the connections between the created environment and the 

natural environment was the adaptation of the American Biological Sciences Curriculum Study 

(BSCS) for Victorian schools. BSCS was developed partly because of the rise of environmental 

consciousness and environmentalism contributing to the view that there was a need for an 

extensive revision not only of the content of courses in biological sciences, but also the entire 

processes of teaching and learning for students of all ages. BSCS helped to stimulate an increase in 

the use of constructivist teaching methods to enable better learning outcomes in flexible classroom 

structures. 

 

However, research has found that, as with JSSP and ASEP, largely because of insufficient teacher 

support, many of the perceived and potential benefits arising from the introduction of BSCS were 

lost. In fact, the research revealed that in the period from 1960 to the 1990s the study of science, 

including that pertaining to the environment, was traditional, discipline-based and dominated by 

content. In many Victorian schools there was a considerable mismatch between the actual 

curriculum implemented and the intended curriculum. 

 

The subject Environmental Studies introduced in Victoria in the 1990s was an attempt to employ 

an integrated approach to understanding the environment. It used scientific principles to 

investigate aspects of the environment and to apply them in their social, economic and political 

contexts. However, the subject was not studied by many students and the proponents of 

environmental education tended to be disappointed because of the lack of student exposure to the 

field of study. 

 

An attempt to rectify this situation was made in 1995 with the introduction of the Curriculum and 

Standards Framework (CSF) which described what Victorian students should know and be able 

to do in eight key areas of learning at regular intervals from the Preparatory year to Year 10. It 

provided sufficient detail for schools and the community to comprehend the major elements of 

the curriculum and the standards expected of successful learners. At the same time each school 

was given the opportunity to work out the best way to organise its own teaching and learning 

program, taking into account government policies and the school community's priorities, 

resources and expertise. 

 



377 
 

The CSF had its origins in the development of a proposed national curriculum framework of 

statements and profiles between 1986 and 1993 in eight learning areas, viz, English, Mathematics, 

Science, Studies of Society and the Environment, The Arts, Health and Physical Education, 

Technology, Languages other than English. However, Don Hayward, the Victorian Minister for 

Education, was not satisfied with some aspects of the proposed national curriculum framework. In 

July 1993 he requested the newly established Board of Studies (BOS), the first Victorian 

curriculum authority with jurisdiction over the curriculum for all years of schooling from 

Preparatory Level to Year 12, to review the extent to which the national statements and profiles 

provided an appropriate framework for the Victorian curriculum. As a result of the review the CSF 

was developed by the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA) and introduced 

into Victorian schools in 1995 and republished in 2000 as CSF II. 

 

Some of the content of the CSF and the revised version CSF II reflected community 

environmental attitudes with the authors and editors of CSF II indicating links between Learning 

Outcomes and Environmental Education. It was claimed that CSF II encompassed the three major 

components of Environmental Education, viz: 

  

• Education about the environment, which focuses on key knowledge and understanding 

of the ecological functioning of the environment, located primarily within the Science 

and Studies of Society and the Environment key learning areas. 

 

• Education in the environment which allows students to experience the environment 

and develops positive attitudes and values towards stewardship of the environment, 

found especially in the Studies of Society and the Environment and Health and 

Physical Education key learning areas. 

 

• Education for the environment, which focuses on students taking action for the 

protection or conservation of the environment, located primarily in the Studies of 

Society and the Environment, Science and Health and Physical Education key learning 

areas. 

 

 

Unlike the subject-based approach to environmental education such as that contained in JSSP, 

ASEP and BSCS, the comprehensive methodology of CSF and CSF II was a response to the 
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theoretical discourse on environmental education of the 1980s and 1990s that advocated the need 

to utilise a range of disciplines and approaches as its means of communication. In doing so, CSF 

and CSF II also built on, possibly inadvertently, the ad hoc contributions of those teachers who 

had previously displayed initiative to incorporate environmental considerations in non-science 

subjects and/or to produce material and activities emphasising a non-subject approach to 

environmental education with varying degrees of success in the overall movement towards more 

constructivist and collaborative learning.  

 

The qualitative research conducted in this study revealed that, despite its laudable aims and 

objectives, CSF had little impact on school syllabi or classroom teaching. Further research is 

needed to determine the influence of CSF II, implemented at the end of the time period of this 

study. 

 

It is reasonable to conclude that community environmental attitudes had a marked impact on the 

Victorian school curriculum in the period from 1960 to 2000. It is also reasonable to conclude 

that what some school students experienced vis-à-vis environmental learning in this time period 

had a perceptible effect, albeit small in most cases, on changing their attitudes towards the 

environment. How this change affected wider community environmental attitudes requires 

further research. 

 

The salient environmental beliefs, attitudes, significant consequences and areas of dissent from 

the predominant beliefs and attitudes over the 1835 to 2000 time period of this study are 

summarised in the following table. 
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TIME PERIOD 1: 1835-1900 

Predominant Salient Beliefs Predominant Resultant Attitudes Significant Consequences 
Dissent from Predominant 

Beliefs and Attitudes 

Enlightenment view of progress  

 

 

Anthropocentrism 

 

Conquest of nature 

 

Alien environment to be exploited 

Exploration 

 

Settlement 

 

Land clearing for timber, agriculture 

and grazing 

 

Exploitation of land and marine 

resources 

 

Introduction of domesticated livestock 

 

Establishment of myths 

 

Apotheosis of predominantly male 

pioneers, shown in art and literature 

 

Some dissent expressed in literature  

 

Some dissent expressed in art 

 

Establishment of Field Naturalists' 

Club of Victoria in 1880 
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Terra nullius/Inferiority of Aboriginal 

people 

Land belongs to Britain 

 

British settlers and entrepreneurs 

Massacres of Aboriginal people 

 

'Dispersal' 

 

Discrimination 

 

Attempts to 'civilise' through education 

and Christianity 

 

No attempt to understand Aboriginal 

land management despite reports from 

some explorers containing 

observations of practices 

 

'Protection' of Aboriginal people on 

missions and other reserves 

All children have right to education 

 

 

Dual system acceptable until 1860s 

 

From 1860s secular, free and 

compulsory education desirable 

 

Inclusion of 'British values' in school 

curricula important 

Establishment of schools from 1836 in 

Victoria 

 

Tent schools on Victorian goldfields in 

1850s 

 

Diversity of curricula in Victoria  

 

Common Schools Act 1862 

 

Board of Education 1862 

 

Some opposition to state education 

based on sectarianism and 

conservatism 

 

Some opposition to establishment of 

Victorian Education Department based 

on sectarianism and conservatism 
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Royal Commission 1866 

 

Support locally and in England for 

provisions of Victorian Education Act 

1872 

 

Didactic pedagogy 

 

Mimetic learning 

 

Post-1872 architecture of Victorian 

schools to cater for didactic pedagogy 

 

Curriculum as Victorian government 

policy 

 

Use of British curriculum material in 

Victoria and other Australian colonies 

 

Inculcation of 'British values' in 

schools 

 

The Irish National Readers, The Royal 

Readers, early copies of The School 

Paper 

 



382 
 

No 'environmental' subjects in 

Victorian school curriculum 
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TIME PERIOD 2: 1901-end of 1950s 

Predominant Salient Beliefs Predominant Resultant Attitudes Significant Consequences 

 

Dissent from Predominant 

Beliefs and Attitudes 

 

Pre-eminence of British 

Empire/Commonwealth 

 

Superiority of British society 

Increase personal wealth of 

predominantly Anglo-Celtic Australians 

through exploitation of natural 

environment 

 

 

Encouragement of migrants from 

Britain 

 

Assisted passages 

 

Glorification of British 

Empire/Commonwealth in community 

and in Victorian school curriculum 

Oath of allegiance 

 

 

Some anti-British attitude expressed in 

union movement 

Enlightenment view of progress  

 

 

Anthropocentrism 

 

Conquest of nature 

 

Natural environment to be exploited and 

manipulated 

Expansion of primary industries 

 

Government involvement in large 

projects 

Some dissent expressed in  

• literature 

•  art 

• philosophy 

 

Some dissent based on science 

including consideration of 

sustainability 
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Establishment of 'environmental' 

organisations such as Gould League of 

Bird Lovers 

 

Inferiority of Aboriginal people Aboriginal people not important in 

society 

Marginalised 

 

Not counted as citizens 

 

No recognition of Aboriginal land 

management  

Jindyworobak movement 

 

Anthropological works 

 

Failed attempts to include study of 

Aboriginal culture in Australian school 

curricula 
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Importance of Education  Curriculum should include more 

Australian content but still focus on 

British heritage 

 

Curriculum outcomes should include 

skilled workers and good citizens 

Traditional curriculum  

Woodwork for boys and Cookery for 

girls in compulsory years of Victorian 

secondary education 

The Victorian Readers, 

The School Paper 

 

Usually didactic teaching 

Largely mimetic learning 

 

Neo-classical architecture with large, 

often austere classrooms 

 

Little consideration of natural 

environment in Victorian curriculum 

post-Nature Study except for 

admiration of mastery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some attempts made to broaden 

Victorian curriculum 

 

Inclusion of Nature Study in Victorian 

school curriculum from 1902 

 

Nature Study as a subject removed 

from some Victorian schools by 1950s 

 

Ad hoc contributions of some teachers 
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TIME PERIOD 3: 1960-2000 

 

Predominant Salient Beliefs Predominant Resultant Attitudes Significant Consequences 

 

Dissent from Predominant 

Beliefs and Attitudes 

 

Progress requires exploitation of the 

natural environment but with more 

conservation focus 

Anthropocentrism 

 

Conquest of nature 

 

Natural environment to be exploited and 

manipulated more carefully than in 

previous time periods 

Exhortations of business to expand, 

especially in resource development 

 

Establishment of LCC and EPA in 

Victoria 

 

Emphasis on conservation in some 

architecture and landscaping 

 

Increased media attention on 

environmental impacts 

 

Establishment of many environmental 

organisations to monitor and promote 

conservation viewpoint 

 

Development of environmental courses 

 

 

Rise of environmentalism 

 

Substantial increase in number of 

environmental organisations 

 

Issues such as Kelly's Bush, Franklin 

River 

 

In Victoria major issues of Little 

Desert, Newport, Westernport leading 

to establishment of LCC and EPA 

 

Some dissent expressed through 

• literary works 

• music  

• art 

• films and television 
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Some dissent based on science 

including consideration of 

sustainability 

 

Philosophical challenges to traditional 

perspectives including deep ecology 

and Gaia 

 

Advocacy of more conservation-

orientated architecture and landscaping 

 

Aboriginal culture/history should be 

recognised 

Less paternalism desirable 1967 Referendum 

 

Aboriginal people counted in census 

 

Land rights 

 

Some recognition of successful 

Aboriginal land management  

 

Little opposition to 1967 Referendum 

since most Australians supported 

changed beliefs and attitudes 

 

Land rights contentious 

Importance of Education  Traditional curriculum should be 

maintained (view at start of 1960s) 

 

Need for increase in Australian content 

in Victorian curriculum 

 

Conservative Victorian curriculum at 

start of 1960s 

 

Ramsay Report 1960 

 

Modification of traditional Victorian 

curriculum 

Concern over implementation of JSSP, 

ASEP and BSCS because of 

inadequate training of teachers and 

lack of logistical support 

 

Disquiet over narrow focus of original 

environmental subjects 
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Greater relevance of Victorian 

curriculum content required 

 

Need for educational response to Cold 

War 

 

Environmental studies required in 

Victorian curriculum 

 

 

 

 

 

Some movement away from didactic 

pedagogy 

 

Decrease in mimetic learning  

 

Post-1960s classroom structure of 

Victorian schools to cater for more 

constructivist pedagogy 

 

Theoretical discourse on education 

about the environment, in the 

environment, for the environment 

 

Inclusion of study of sustainable 

development in Victorian curriculum 

 

Increased focus on natural environment 

in science programs JSSP, ASEP, 

BSCS and Environmental Studies 

 

Education for the environment in some 

areas of study at primary and secondary 

levels in Victoria late in time period 

 

Inclusion of consideration of both the 

natural environment and the created 

environment in CSF and CSF II 

 

Some opposition to inclusion of 

Aboriginal culture/history/land 

management in Victorian school 

curriculum 

 

Small amount of concern over 

education for the environment 

 

Some ignoring of CSF in subject 

syllabi and classroom teaching 
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Ad hoc efforts by teachers to inculcate 

pro-environment beliefs and attitudes 

 

Attempts to include study of 

Aboriginal land management in 

Victorian curriculum 
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POSTSCRIPT 

 

This historical narrative has presented a coherent and plausible account of the of the connections 

between community environmental attitudes and the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 

2000. It has taken account of temporal and spatial experiences and the involvement of individuals 

and organisations, However, it is recognised by the author that the telling of this story, this 

analytical historical narrative, of the connections between community environmental attitudes and 

the Victorian school curriculum from 1835 to 2000 is but one interpretation, to be challenged or 

built upon. Despite this caveat, the narrative has made a contribution to knowledge through an 

analysis of the past that has the potential to be influential in the future, a view perhaps best 

summarised by American President Theodore Roosevelt's (1858-1919) assertion that 'I believe 

that the more you know about the past, the better you are prepared for the future' (www.age-of-

the sage.org/philosophy/history/understanding-the-past-present-future.html). 

 

It is hoped by the author that this historical narrative will be continued in the post-2000 time 

period, demonstrably a time of intensified learning about, in and for the environment in the 

Victorian school curriculum when compared with the environmental learning in the pre-2000 

time period.284  

 

 

 
284 For example, the 2018 end-of-year report for a student in Year 1 at a suburban primary school in Melbourne 

contained:  

 

During this semester students have been involved in investigating … Units of Inquiry [including]: 

Sharing The Planet: 

Central idea: Actions have consequences. An inquiry into: Why living things depend on their habitats for 

survival, the impact of actions on living things and our responsibility for the wellbeing of other living things. 

Concepts: Responsibility, Causation. Related Concepts: Impact. 

 

During our inquiry into "Actions have consequences", [Name] read a variety of fiction and non-fiction texts 

in digital and paper form. She developed inferencing skills when examining "Window" and "Belonging", 

two visual texts. She made comparisons between the structure of each, articulating that, "In one they were 

harming the environment and in the other they were helping it." She used Google Earth to examine habitats 

at school, in Bayside and in the world. She used the search bar to find the locations. She took screenshots, 

photos and recorded her findings about habitats in the schoolyard on a map. After further investigation, she 

created a graph of living things in the Wondergarden. [Name] wrote a persuasive letter about why she thinks 

people should plant a tree each year. She included reasons to support her idea and a conclusion statement. 

She created a poster to demonstrate causation and persuade people to not cut down trees, as it affects the 

animals. She used persuasive techniques and demonstrated a strong understanding of the purpose of the text 

type. She demonstrated an understanding of impact by reflecting upon the actions she can take to help the 

environment at the end of the inquiry. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR FORMER STUDENTS  

(ATTENDANCE PRIOR TO 2000) 

 

Participant Number: ____________________ 

 

Female                Male   

 

Dates of attendance at primary school (For example, 1950-1955): _____________________ 

 

Urban primary school             Rural/regional primary school             Both   

 

Dates of attendance at secondary school (For example, 1956-1961): ___________________ 

 

Urban secondary school             Rural/regional secondary school              Both 

 

 

1. Describe the physical appearance of your school classrooms. 

 

2. What role did the teacher play in lessons?  

 

3. What was expected of students in class lessons?  

 

4. What books do you remember reading in primary school? 

 What were they mainly about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

5. What books do you remember reading when you were of primary school age that were not 

provided by your school? For example, books at home, books borrowed from libraries, 

presents. 

 What were they about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 
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6. What films and/or television programs do you remember seeing in primary school? 

 

 What were they about? 

Were any about Australian nature? 

If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

7. What films and/or television programs do you remember seeing outside school during your 

primary school years? 

  

 What were they about?  

Were any about Australian nature? 

If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

8. Did you engage in any activities at primary school that were related to the natural 

environment? For example, plays, nature studies, art, music, science experiments about 

nature, pressing flowers, growing plants from seeds, excursions, camps. 

 

 If so, what did you learn from these activities? 

 

9. Do you remember engaging in any activities at primary school that increased your knowledge 

of the natural environment? For example, membership of the Gould League of Bird Lovers, 

camping, bush walking. 

 

 If so, what did you learn from these activities? 

 

10. What books do you remember reading in secondary school? 

 What were they mainly about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

11. What books do you remember reading when you were of secondary school age that were not 

provided by your school? For example, books at home, books borrowed from libraries, 

presents. 

 What were they about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

12. What films and/or television programs do you remember seeing in secondary school? 
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 What were they about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

  

13. What films and/or television programs do you remember seeing outside school during your 

secondary school years? 

 What were they about? 

 Were any about Australian nature? 

 If so, did they increase your awareness of the natural environment? 

 

14. Did you engage in any activities at secondary school that were related to the natural 

environment? For example, producing school magazine/newsletter articles, nature studies, 

science experiments about nature, art, craft, music. 

 

 If so, what did you learn from these activities? 

 

15. Do you remember engaging in any activities at secondary school such as membership of the 

Gould League of Bird Lovers, outdoor activities such as excursions, school camps or bush 

walking that increased your knowledge of the natural environment?  

 

 If so, what did you learn from these activities? 

 

16. Did you study any subjects at secondary school that had a specific focus on the natural 

environment such as horticulture and environmental studies? 

If so, what were they? 

 

What were the major ideas that you learned in these subjects about the natural 

environment? 

 

17. Did you study any other subjects at secondary school that helped you to understand 

environmental issues? 

 

If so, what were they? 

What did you learn about the environment? 

 

18. How would you describe your environmental learning at primary school? 
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19. How would you describe your environmental learning at secondary school? 

 

20. Are you interested in environmental matters? 

 

If so, what are your particular interests? 

If so, what stimulated your interest? 

 

21. If you are interested in environmental matters did anything you learned at school contribute 

to making you interested in the environment? 

 

22. Did any of your teachers inspire you to learn about the environment? 

If so, how? 

What was it about the teacher(s) that made you want to learn about the environment? 

 

23. Are you now, or have you been, a member of any environmental organisations?  

If so, which one(s)? 

Why did you become a member? 

 

24. Do you have any other comments about your school experiences of relevance to this research 

project? 
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AUDIO-RECORDINGS OF INTERVIEWS WITH PARTICIPANTS 

 

Participant S1 

180610_0009.WMA
 

Participant S2 

180612_0012.WMA
 

Participant S3 

180829_0015.WMA
 

Participant S4 

181102_0021.WMA
 

Participant S5 

181116_0029.WMA
 

Participant S6 

181112_0025.WMA
 

Participant S7 

181113_0027.WMA
 

181113_0028.WMA
 

Participant S8 

181116_0030.WMA
 

 

 

 



396 
 

Participant S9 

181126_0034.WMA
 

Participant S10 

181128_0037.WMA

 

Participant S11 

181204_0039.WMA
  

181204_0040.WMA
 

Participant S12 

190212_0053.WMA
 

Participant S13 

190212_0055.WMA
 

Participant S14 

Withdrawn 

 

Participant S15 

190121_0044.WMA

 

Participant S16 

Withdrawn 

 

Participant S17 

190128_0050.WMA
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Participant S18 

190128_0048.WMA

 

190128_0049.WMA

 

Participant S19 

190208_0052.WMA
 

Participant S20 

190227_0057.WMA
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APPENDIX 2 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CURRENT OR FORMER TEACHERS  

(QUESTIONS PERTAIN TO TEACHING EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO 2000) 

 

Participant Number: ____________________ 

 

Female                Male   

 

Dates of teaching in primary schools (For example, 1966-1995): _____________________ 

 

Urban primary school             Rural/regional primary school              Both 

 

Class levels taught: ____________________ 

 

Dates of teaching in secondary schools (For example, 1966-1998): ___________________ 

 

Urban secondary school             Rural/regional secondary school             Both 

 

Subjects taught: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

Class levels taught: ____________________ 

 

 

ANSWERS TO THE QUESTIONS PERTAIN TO TEACHING EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO 2000 

 

 

1. Describe your predominant method of teaching.  

 

2. Describe the predominant teaching method of your colleagues. 

 

3. Was there a mismatch between your predominant method of teaching and your ideal or 

desirable method? 
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If so, what particularly prevented your ideal or desirable method of teaching from being 

realised? For example, large class sizes, lack of material and equipment, lack of 

laboratory assistance. 

 

If so, how did you try to alleviate the problem(s)? 

 

If so, did your classes become more teacher-centred as a result of the problem(s)? 

 

4. Did you attempt to teach about the environment? In the environment? For the environment? 

 

If so, in what ways? 

 

If so, in which activities did your students participate?  

 

 

5. In your teaching about, in or for the environment, if any, did you use television programs, 

films or music? 

 

If so, which particular ones did you use? 

 

Do you think that they imparted pro-environment messages? 

 

6. Did your students appear to increase their environmental awareness as a result of your 

teaching? 

 

7. Were you satisfied with the Victorian school curriculum at the time of your teaching prior to 

2000? 

 

If so, what particularly made you satisfied? 

 

If not, what areas of dissatisfaction were evident? 

 

 

8. Are you interested in environmental matters? 

 

If so, what are your particular interests? 
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If so, what stimulated your interest? 

 

 

9. If you are interested in environmental matters did any environmental issues such as the 

attempts to dam the Franklin River, to develop the Little Desert or to expand industry in 

Westernport contribute to such interest? 

 

10. Are you now, or have you been, a member of any environmental organisations? 

 

If so, which one(s)? 

 

Why did you become a member? 

 

11. Do you have any other comments about your teaching experiences of relevance to this 

research project? 
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AUDIO-RECORDINGS OF INTERVIEWS WITH CURRENT OR FORMER 

TEACHERS (TEACHING PRIOR TO 2000) 

 

Participant T1 

180612_0013.WMA
 

Participant T2 

181102_0020.WMA
 

Participant T3 

181126_0033.WMA
 

Participant T4 

181126_0035.WMA
 

Participant T5 

181128_0038.WMA

 

Participant T6 

181204_0041.WMA
 

Participant T7 

190212_0054.WMA
 

Participant T8 

190212_0056.WMA
 

Participant T9 

190121_0044.WMA
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Participant T10 

190124_0046.WMA

 

Participant T11  

190128_0051.WMA
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