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Editorial 

 

 

It is probable that by now mentions of the COVID-19 pandemic have become passé. However, it 

would be impossible to discuss the publication of this edition of Eras without mentioning the 

overwhelming challenges and obstacles both board members and contributors were forced to face 

over the last few years. As a board made up of largely Melbourne residents, we publish Volume 23 

emerging from our sixth, and hopefully last, lockdown. After a cumulative 262 days living under 

stay-at-home orders, we have produced this edition largely from our homes. I will not bore you 

with a list of the things we have endured as it is likely that you, the reader, endured them along 

with us. In saying that, a quote from F. Scott Fitzgerald (A Nice Quiet Place, 1930) springs to mind: 

“Suddenly she realised that what she was regretting was not the lost past but the lost future, not 

what had not been but what would never be.” COVID-19 has not only resulted in a lost past, but 

as a result of what we have endured, has forever changed how we will live our lives in the future. 

Without the knowledge of what our futures may now hold, we should look back at what we have 

achieved since March 2020 with kindness and pride. Thus, I present to you Volume 23 of Eras. 

I would like to start by thanking all the contributing authors for their incredible articles, essays, 

and book reviews. I would also like to thank all the peer-reviewers, who generously contributed 

both their valuable time and their expertise. This edition is privileged to include two articles. Merav 

Fima’s ‘Ludig Wittgenstein on Jewish Creativity: From Self-Doubt to Self-Hatred’ is a thoughtful 

study of Wittgenstein’s Jewish identity through the lens of Sander Gilman’s theory of self-hatred. 

Kim Shaw’s ‘Will Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS) Keep Apace of Bigger Data Trends? 

Van Diemen’s Land Convicts Bring NVivo to Trial’ offers an in-depth analysis of whether QDAS 

programs, like NVivo, can withstand the growing trend in research towards increasingly larger 

volumes of data. In a first for this journal, and as part of Eras’ stated goals of encouraging current 

and future scholars, we have included three essays from undergraduate students who completed 

the Monash University unit ‘ATS3080: Remembering the Past’. As such, we are pleased to include 

‘Communicative Memory and Australian War Remembrance – A Family Case Study’ by Alison 

Fiddes, ‘The Brink of Humanity: Remembrance of the Past at Auschwitz-Birkenau’ by Amelia 

McGrath, and ‘The Problematics of Institutionalised War Memory: Australian War Art and How 

Ben Quilty Has Altered the Status Quo by Depicting Deep Memory’ by Claire Waddell-Wood. We 

are also delighted to include three informative book reviews in Volume 23 of Eras. First, from 

Joshua Black, we have a review of Jenny Hocking’s The Palace Letters: The Queen, the Governor-General, 

and the Plot to Dismiss Gough Whitlam. Second, from Darryl Mathieson, we have a review of Georgina 

Tuari Stewart’s Māori Philosophy: Indigenous Thinking from Aotearoa. And finally, from Ari Moore, we 

have a review of Martin Lin’s Being and Reason: An Essay on Spinoza’s Metaphysics. 

I would like to close out this Editorial letter by thanking the editorial board that made the publi-

cation of this edition possible. Joshua Hatherley (General Board Member) has been a dynamic, 

considerate, and welcoming figure for as long as I have had the pleasure to know him. Joshua 

stands a valuable representation of his discipline of philosophy, among what is an overwhelmingly 
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historically focused board. Joining me as new members of the Eras board were Laura Screen (Tech-

nical Editor) and Lucy Moloney (General Board Member). Both are incredibly talented, supportive, 

and insightful young academics, and I feel absolutely honoured to be on this journey with them. 

We would also like to thank Jennifer Lord (Book Reviews Editor) for her incredible service to Eras 

over the years, as she nears the completion of her degree. Jennifer’s attention to detail, proactive 

nature, and sheer hard work have made her an indispensable asset. She will be impossible to replace, 

but we wish her every luck in the future. Last, but by certainly no means least, I would like to thank 

the incomparable Bernard Keo (recently made Dr. Bernard Keo). Bernard has worked with Eras 

in different positions throughout the years and has been an invaluable source of wisdom and guid-

ance. His mentorship of me throughout my postgraduate career and most recently, guiding me 

into the role of Editor-in-Chief, has proven how thoughtful, kind, and supportive he is.  

I end this edition of Eras with great hope for what lays ahead, despite our lost futures. I hope you 

can oblige me as I sign off with perhaps one of Emily Dickinson’s more well-known works, though 

one I think we could all bear to read once more: 

“Hope” is the thing with feathers – 

That perches in the soul – 

And sings the tune without the words – 

And never stops – at all –  

And sweetest – in the Gale – is heard – 

And sore must be the storm – 

That could abash the little Bird  

That kept so many warm – 

I’ve heard it in the chillest land – 

And on the strangest Sea – 

Yet – never – in Extremity, 

It asked a crumb – of Me. 

“Hope” is the thing with feathers – Emily Dickinson (1891). 

I look forward to joining you all once more in the next edition of Eras.  

 

Rachel Lansell 

Editor-in-Chief 
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Ludwig Wittgenstein on Jewish Creativity: 

From Self-Doubt to Self-Hatred 

Merav Fima 

(Monash University) 

 

 

Abstract: In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Vienna was the site of great flourishing in the 

literary and visual arts, philosophy and music, giving rise to avant-garde modernist movements, such as the Vienna 

Secession. The artists and intellectuals involved with these movements contributed significant aesthetic innovations to 

their respective fields. At the same time, Austrians were preoccupied with defining themselves as a German nation. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), best-known for his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus published in 1922, was 

one of the pre-eminent philosophers to emerge from Vienna during that period. Despite his brilliance, he contended 

with his own identity as a Jew and its effect on his creative potential, a concern that accompanied him throughout his 

life. In Culture and Value, compiled posthumously, Wittgenstein disparaged the adequacy of Jewish artists and 

intellectuals, in remarks which may be interpreted as antisemitic. This article offers an alternate reading of these 

comments through the lens of Sander Gilman’s theory of self-hatred, classifying them into the three categories proposed 

by Gilman in his book ‘Jewish Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language of the Jews’; namely, inter-

nalisation of dominant paradigms about the Other; the belief in the Jews’ inability to fully integrate into Western 

society due to their “secret language”, which infiltrates all of their cultural pursuits; as well as hatred of another who 

embodies the qualities one dislikes in oneself. Thus, Wittgenstein’s views may be understood as a reflection of his 

own insecurities and internal conflict, rather than an absolute judgement on the value of his Jewish colleagues’ creative 

and intellectual work. 

Keywords: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Sander Gilman, Jewish self-hatred, creativity, aesthetics, morality, Otto Wein-

inger, Richard Wagner, German Romanticism, Modernism 

 

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), best-known for his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus published in 

1922, was admired by his colleagues in the philosophy department at Cambridge University as “a 

philosopher of genius”.1 Even though he was held in such high esteem by leading philosophers of 

the time, he went through extended periods of self-doubt, when he did not think that he deserved 

praise. Immediately after publishing that book, for instance, he believed that he had solved all the 

problems of philosophy, but later became dissatisfied with certain parts of the treatise. These in-

securities are reflected in his insights, compiled posthumously in Culture and Value, such as “the 

saint is the only Jewish ‘genius’. Even the greatest Jewish thinker is no more than talented. (Myself 

for instance)”.2 One is forced to wonder what led Wittgenstein to express such negative thoughts 

                                                           
1 Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), 207. 
2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value: A Selection from the Posthumous Remains, ed. G. H. von Wright (Oxford: Black-
well Publishers, 1998), 16. 
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about fellow Jews and why he disliked their cultural productions so much? At first glance these 

comments may be understood as a hateful theory perpetuating the belief that Jewish artists and 

intellectuals lacked creativity and were, consequently, unable to significantly contribute to Western 

culture. Upon closer examination, however, these remarks appear as an attempt to define his own 

place as a Jewish intellectual within the context of Western philosophy, since most of the com-

ments are directed at himself.  

In his comprehensive book, Wittgenstein on the Human Spirit (2012),3 Yuval Lurie examines these 

comments in the context of Wittgenstein’s philosophical attempt to “clarify” the concepts of the 

Jew and of the “Jewish spirit”. Lurie identifies the stereotypes prevalent in early-twentieth-century 

Viennese society, such as the Jews’ “alien, secretive, diseased and parasitic spiritual nature”,4 which 

seeped into Wittgenstein’s own thoughts on the subject, asserting that Wittgenstein: 

had been making use of the ways in which his culture regarded Jews and their spir-

itual nature, by making use of its stereotypical symbolic discourse. He was thus par-

taking of a shared critical attitude towards Jews and expressing the anti-Semitic met-

aphysical outlook emerging out of his culture. In doing so, he was also associating 

himself with a social attitude and ideology hostile toward Jews.5  

Once Lurie establishes Wittgenstein’s reliance on, reiteration, and even justification of antisemitic 

sentiments, he alludes to the fact that they may have found their source in Wittgenstein’s self-

hatred:  

With anti-Semitism as background, the fact that these remarks are also self-directed 

does not alter this perception. It only makes them expressions of what Theodor 

Lessing has described as ‘Jewish self-hatred’. In this case, it also takes the form of 

spiritual self-hate, manifesting a yearning for a different spiritual nature than the 

one the writer possesses, a yearning for a non-Jewish spiritual nature.6  

This article seeks to expand and elaborate on this last statement by Lurie, which appears to be of 

great significance to the understanding of Wittgenstein’s attitude toward contemporary Jewish art-

ists and intellectuals, as well as for his estimation of his own merits as an Austrian cultural figure. 

Wittgenstein’s comments about the inadequacy of Jewish artists and intellectuals may be classified 

into the three categories of self-hatred proposed by Sander Gilman in his seminal book on the 

subject: namely, internalisation of dominant paradigms about the Other; the belief in the Jews’ 

inability to fully integrate into Western society due to their “secret language”, which infiltrates all 

of their cultural pursuits; and, finally, hatred of another who embodies the qualities one dislikes in 

oneself.7 According to Paul Reitter’s On the Origins of Jewish Self-Hatred, the term was coined after 

World War I by Viennese Jewish journalist Anton Kuh in his book Jews and Germans (1921). Kuh 

conceived of Jewish self-hatred as a way of life that Jews could and should embrace in order to 

integrate into German society.8 It is, therefore, quite possible that Wittgenstein was influenced by 

                                                           
3 Yuval Lurie, Wittgenstein on the Human Spirit (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012).  
4 Lurie, Wittgenstein on the Human Spirit, 26. 
5 Lurie, Wittgenstein on the Human Spirit, 69. 
6 Lurie, Wittgenstein on the Human Spirit, 62. 
7 Sander L. Gilman, Jewish Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language of the Jews (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1986). 
8 Paul Reitter, On the Origins of Jewish Self-Hatred (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 29. 
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his compatriot and intentionally based his thinking about Jewish creativity on these controversial 

notions. 

Wittgenstein was born to one of the wealthiest families in the Habsburg Empire; the family had 

taken its name from the aristocratic German family which had employed his great-grandfather. 

This patriarch was so eager to conceal his Jewish background that he added “Christian” to his 

name and converted to Protestantism along with his wife. The family was completely assimilated 

into Austrian society and broke all its ties with the local Jewish community, to such an extent that 

one of his daughters was shocked as an adult to hear rumours about their Jewish origins.9 The 

family accomplished such complete assimilation by immersing itself in German culture and be-

friending the most important Austrian artists and musicians, many of whom, such as Johannes 

Brahms, performed at events hosted in their home. Thus, they came to be known as important 

patrons of the visual and musical arts in Vienna10 and lived in an “all-pervading atmosphere of 

humanity and culture”, in which they absorbed Western values.11 Therefore, from the start, Witt-

genstein identified himself primarily as a bourgeois product of Viennese German culture of the 

nineteenth century, rather than as a Jew, particularly since he had been baptised at birth. As Brian 

McGuinness states, “Theirs was not a life with any Jewish dimension, or consciousness of their 

remote Jewish ancestry.”12 However, the family was very sensitive to the rampant antisemitism in 

Vienna at that time and even considered itself as “Jewish in character”, despite the fact that it did 

not observe religious practice.13  

From the moment of his birth, Wittgenstein received mixed messages concerning his Jewish her-

itage and was often confused about his true religious identity. When the Nuremberg Laws were 

instituted, the family attempted to avoid being designated as Jewish by disseminating the myth that 

one of their grandparents was the illegitimate son of a German prince of the original Wittgenstein 

family.14 In contrast, Wittgenstein’s sister Margarete Stonborough insisted on remaining impris-

oned with other Viennese Jews after the Anschluss, even though the Nazis granted the Wittgen-

stein family special privileges and agreed to overlook their Jewish background,15 at the significant 

cost of returning to Austria a portion of their assets held abroad, in order to “purchase a racial 

status that permitted them to remain in Austria but in safety”.16 Already as a child growing up in 

Vienna under the leadership of antisemitic mayor Karl Lueger, Wittgenstein concealed his Jewish 

background in order to join a Viennese gymnastics club reserved for Aryans, while his brother 

Paul refused to lie about their heritage to achieve the same goal.17 As a professor at Cambridge, 

Wittgenstein never corrected those who erroneously thought that he belonged to the aristocratic 

German family, Sayn-Wittgenstein, and even asked his cousin in England not to reveal his Jewish 

origins.18 This attitude reflects his internalisation of the prevalent notion that Judaism and aristoc-

racy cannot be reconciled because they represent opposite ends of the German social hierarchy, 

                                                           
9 Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York: Penguin Books, 1990), 4–5. 
10 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 5–6. 
11 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 8. 
12 Brian McGuinness, “Wittgenstein and the Idea of Jewishness”, in Wittgenstein: Biography & Philosophy, edited by James 
C. Klagge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 221. 
13 Janik  and Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna, 172–173. 
14 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 4. 
15 Janik and Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna, 173. 
16 McGuinness, “Wittgenstein and the Idea of Jewishness”, 231.  
17 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 14. 
18 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 278–279. 
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with Jews on the lowest rung and aristocrats on the highest. His desire to be part of Christian 

society was so strong that he once wrote in his diary: “I am much pained by the fact of my not 

being a Christian.”19 

 

Internalisation of Dominant Paradigms about the Other 

According to Sander Gilman, self-hatred among Jews became a major phenomenon in Central 

Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, because Jews aspiring to acceptance into European 

society internalised the majority’s view of them and projected it back upon the minority group to 

which they originally belonged and from which they sought to disassociate themselves. In order 

to be regarded by the majority as one of their own, they had to embrace its antagonistic attitude 

toward the Jews and, consequently, also toward themselves. This process caused the “fragmenta-

tion of identity” that resulted in self-hatred. More precisely, “the image projected onto the world 

of the Other by outsiders is simply an extension of that projected onto them by the group that 

defined them as Other”.20 These Jews’ desire to be accepted into general society was so strong that 

they disowned their own People and acknowledged that the Jews embodied the stereotypical traits 

attributed to them by the majority. In other words, “the essential Jew in conflict with the values of 

the West produces the self-hater, that individual who typifies the Jew in the West”.21 Hence, many 

Jews, such as Wittgenstein, who strove to be recognised for their cultural achievements by Western 

standards, were compelled to express antagonistic thoughts against the Jews, in order to demon-

strate their complete allegiance to German society. 

At that time, Germany was attempting to define its national identity and perceived the Jews as 

strangers who did not belong to the nation, even though they lived and functioned among the 

Germans.22 Against the background of the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and its 

consolidation into nation states, the Wittgenstein family struggled with its Jewish identity, prefer-

ring to integrate into Austrian society, which forced them to internalise many of the dominant 

stereotypes about the Jews. As Wittgenstein wrote in his diary, “What others think of me always 

occupies me to an extraordinary extent. I am often concerned to make a good impression. I very 

frequently think about the impression I make on others.”23 This passage indicates Wittgenstein’s 

concern not to appear as a Jew in the eyes of the Austrians, a goal that may have seemed to him 

attainable only by expressing denigrating thoughts about other Jews. Wittgenstein’s internalisation 

of the Austrians’ negative stereotypes about the Jews is demonstrated by the decline of his close 

friendship with Paul Engelmann once Wittgenstein fell in love with Marguerite Respinger, due to 

her dislike of Jews (Wittgenstein himself was exempt from her disdain because of his family’s status 

in German culture).24  

Those negative notions about the Jews were so deeply ingrained in him that they even haunted his 

dreams.25 He reports that one night he saw a Jew murdering an innocent girl. The man was not 

                                                           
19 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 210. 
20 Gilman, Jewish Self-Hatred, 2–5. 
21 Gilman, Jewish Self-Hatred, 297. 
22 Yuval Lurie, “Jews as a Parable”, Iyyun: A Hebrew Philosophical Quarterly 37:2 (April 1988): 99.  
23 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 278. 
24 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 239. 
25 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 279–280. 
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recognisable as a Jew because he was brought up by a non-Jewish Scottish lord. Wittgenstein uses 

Nazi slogans such as “Must there be a Jew behind every indecency?” to express his disapproval of 

Vertsag’s (the hero of his dream) actions and even describes him through the eyes of the Nazis, 

who considered assimilated Jews to be more dangerous than visible ones, since they could infiltrate 

German society without anyone taking notice. He may, moreover, have been influenced in this 

matter by the work of another prominent Viennese Jew, Sigmund Freud. According to William 

Olmstead, “The Interpretation of Dreams is haunted by the spectre of antisemitism and shows Freud’s 

awareness of the often sensational antisemitic developments that were unfolding while he wrote.”26 

Wittgenstein’s report of the dream ends with the statement: “I am embarrassed and do not want 

to say that I myself am descended from Jews or that the case of Vertsag is my own case too.”27 

This sentence reveals that Wittgenstein’s self-perception as an assimilated Jew was shaped by the 

German conception of Jews as a foreign entity contaminating German society and culture by join-

ing it while retaining their negative traits. It also demonstrates “the victim’s collusion with the 

enemy”, a phenomenon associated with Freud’s “central concept of dream censorship [which] 

develops in response to contemporary antisemitic incidents and policies”.28 In this case, it reveals 

itself in the Jewish dreamer’s internalisation of the Nazi perspective as a manifestation of his own 

self-hatred. 

The most startling manifestation of Wittgenstein’s internalisation of negative views about the Jews 

appears in his comments about Jewish artists, such as: 

The Jewish mind is not in a position to produce even so much as a tiny blade of 

grass or flower but its way is to make a drawing of the blade of grass or the flower 

that has grown in the mind of another and then use it to sketch a comprehensive 

picture... Danger arises only when someone confuses the nature of a Jewish work 

with that of a non-Jewish work and especially when the author of the former does 

so himself, as he so easily may;29   

Mendelssohn’s music, when it is flawless, consists of musical arabesques. That is 

why we feel embarrassed at every lack of rigour in his work;30  

What is lacking in Mendelssohn’s music? A ‘courageous’ melody.31  

These remarks echo Richard Wagner’s article, “Judaism in Music”, which sought to discredit his 

Jewish competitors Felix Mendelssohn and Giacomo Meyerbeer.32 It is interesting that both Wag-

ner and Wittgenstein selected Mendelssohn as the prime example of an artist without feeling, par-

ticularly since Wittgenstein’s grandparents sent their nephew to study piano under Mendelssohn’s 

                                                           
26 William Olmsted, “Turning the Tables: Freud’s Response to Antisemitism in The Interpretation of Dreams”, Leo Baeck 
Institute Year Book 54 (1) (2009): 191. 
27 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 280. 
28 Olmstead, “Turning the Tables”, 192–193. 
29 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 16–17. 
30 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 23. 
31 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 40. 
32 Richard Wagner, Judaism in Music and Other Essays, trans. William Ashton Ellis (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1995), 75–122. 
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direction,33 demonstrating their respect for him as a great musician. In publishing this article, Wag-

ner was also concerned with refuting rumours that he had been fathered by Ludwig Geyer, a Jewish 

man.34 By attacking Jewish artists as rational and uncreative, Wagner asserted his pure German 

background, as he implicitly compared those Jewish artists to himself throughout the article, thus 

establishing himself as “the creative genius par excellence”, who could not have been so successful 

had he truly had Jewish blood.35 Though David Stern writes that, in passages like the one quoted 

above, “Mendelssohn is introduced as an exemplar of Wittgenstein’s idea of Jewishness, and used 

as a way of thinking about Wittgenstein’s own ideals, which he thinks of as akin to Mendels-

sohn’s”,36 Wittgenstein might, rather, have been positioning himself as a foil for the Jewish artists 

mentioned in his remarks in order to distinguish himself from them and gain recognition as an 

important contributor to Western culture. This may be deduced from his use of distinct pronouns, 

as in the clause “we feel embarrassed at every lack of rigour in his [Mendelssohn’s] work”.37 

 

Romanticism versus modernism, culture versus civilisation 

Wagner’s comments about Jewish artists were inspired by the current German Romantic ideology 

that believed all art should originate from passionate emotions. Since the Jew is completely intel-

lectual and “has no true passion, and least of all a passion that might thrust him on to art-creation”, 

he draws his inspiration from the “Folk” among whom he lives.38 However, since he is not deeply 

grounded in its culture, he cannot grasp and express the profound feelings that stimulate that 

culture; consequently, he cannot create great works of art that are supposed to convey those feel-

ings.39 Wittgenstein would have been aware of Wagner’s article, as well as of other popular aes-

thetic theories by Hegel, Eugen Duhring and Friedrich Ratzel, who articulated similar concepts.40 

Wittgenstein formulated his own insights about Jewish artists and their creative talent based on 

the notions he absorbed from these thinkers and particularly from Oswald Spengler’s The Decline 

of the West,41 a treatise instrumental in disseminating Romantic ideology. Wittgenstein acknowl-

edged Spengler’s inspiration, as he wrote: 

I think there is some truth in my idea that I am really only reproductive in my 

thinking. I think I have never invented a line of thinking but that it was always pro-

vided for me by someone else and I have done no more than passionately take it 

up for my work of clarification. That is how Boltzmann, Hertz, Schopenhauer, 

Frege, Russell, Kraus, Loos, Weininger, Spengler, Sraffa have influenced me.42  

Spengler distinguished between periods in world history which he labelled “culture” and “civilisa-

tion”. According to him, “culture” is the primal historical period, when original and authentic 

                                                           
33 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 5–6. 
34 Richard Wagner, Judaism in Music, 104. 
35 Gilman, Jewish Self-Hatred, 211. 
36 David Stern, “Was Wittgenstein a Jew?”, in Wittgenstein: Biography & Philosophy, edited by James C. Klagge (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 266. 
37 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 23. 
38 Richard Wagner, Judaism in Music, 93. 
39 Richard Wagner, Judaism in Music, 89–90. 
40 Gilman, Jewish Self-Hatred, 212–217. 
41 Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, trans. and ed. Charles Francis Atkinson (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1928). 
42 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 16. 
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cultural products are brought forth by artists who create with primitive instincts and genuine feel-

ing (e.g., Classical Greece). In contrast, “civilisation” follows and modifies the preceding era’s cul-

tural products by means of that society’s intellectual faculties (e.g., the Roman Empire).43 

According to Lurie, Wittgenstein’s distinction between culture and civilisation “clearly aligns his 

philosophical thinking with that of the Romantic Movement – placing it within the very heart of 

this important philosophical tradition”.44 Wittgenstein conflated the two historical periods sug-

gested by Spengler to represent the situation in contemporary Central Europe and distinguished 

between non-Jewish artists, who produce culture by creating with their spiritual and emotional 

impulses, and Jewish artists, who produce civilisation by intellectually upgrading the artworks pro-

duced by non-Jews.45 Alternatively, Wittgenstein perceived nineteenth-century art, music and lit-

erature produced by the German Romantic movement that valued passion and spirituality as the 

epitome of “culture”, while associating Modernism, which he disliked, with “civilisation” and hold-

ing Jewish artists and thinkers responsible for its inception. More precisely, Jews joined German 

Romantic culture and transformed it into a civilisation by refining it with their intellectual faculties. 

However, Wittgenstein did not appreciate their modification of those artworks, since “wisdom is 

passionless”46 and “wisdom is something cold and to that extent foolish... We might also say: wis-

dom merely conceals life from you.”47 Perhaps Wittgenstein felt that Modernism – with its universal 

ideals – was emotionally detached from the rich tradition of German culture he admired so much 

and he therefore associated it with intellectuality independent of the unique German experience. 

This type of cultural production could occur anywhere, since art produced by Jews is not an or-

ganic part of the culture in which it is created. Wittgenstein complained that: 

my originality (if that is the right word) is, I believe, an originality that belongs to 

the soil, not the seed. (Perhaps I have no seed of my own.) Sow a seed in my soil, 

and it will grow differently than it would in any other soil. Freud’s originality too 

was like this, I think... (Courage is always original.)48  

This statement indicates that, in his opinion, Jews would be able to pursue their cultural endeav-

ours within whichever cultural context they desire, since their artworks do not convey the deep 

feelings of a specific cultural experience.49 Therefore, in modern times, when Jews finally gained 

emancipation and were, as a result, enabled to significantly enrich their local cultures, Western 

civilisation blossomed and became more sophisticated, but less particular than ever before.50 These 

notions held by Wittgenstein about Jewish artists reflect his desire to gain recognition as a serious 

thinker in the tradition of Western philosophy, by demonstrating his distinctness from other Jew-

ish artists, as well as his internalisation of the Germans’ notions about the Jews.  

Wittgenstein was well aware that between 1860 and 1938 Vienna underwent a period of prolific 

creativity. Jews dominated Vienna’s cultural scene, both as patrons of the arts and as artists, and 

exerted significant influence on Viennese culture, despite their small number as a minority. Jews 
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excelled at turning avant-garde artistic movements into mainstream and, as a result, gained popular 

acclaim and celebrity status for their innovative artistic styles.51 In fact, their prominence was so 

strongly felt that the Modernist Secession style was known in Vienna as “the Jewish style”.52 It is 

arguable that the creative achievements of Jewish artists in Vienna may be attributed in part to 

their ability to enrich their artworks by drawing inspiration from both German culture and from 

their unique Jewish heritage, as well as to their intensive preoccupation with determining their 

identity and striking a balance between their Jewish and German affinities.  

Wittgenstein, on the other hand, was very conservative in his aesthetic taste and regarded Mod-

ernist art as the decay of culture.53 He once said that the six greatest composers were Haydn, Mo-

zart, Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms and Labor, and he particularly disliked Mahler and Schonberg, 

who revolutionised the principles of Western music by incorporating motifs from Jewish music 

into their compositions and inventing atonal music that is, by definition, dissonant to Western 

ears.54 His perception of Jewish artists as unoriginal and uncreative may show that he recognised 

their significant contribution to Modernism, which he disliked. As he himself admitted, “in order 

to enjoy a poet, you have to like the culture to which he belongs as well. If you are indifferent or 

repelled by it, your admiration cools off.”55 In other words, he may have arrived at these conclu-

sions due to his disapproval of Modernism, rather than a dislike of the individual Jewish artists 

active in Vienna during that period. This assessment is reinforced by his assertion during his lec-

tures on aesthetics at Cambridge that “The words we call expressions of aesthetic judgement play 

a very complicated role, but a very definite role, in what we call a culture of a period. To describe 

their use or to describe what you mean by a cultured taste, you have to describe a culture.”56 Hence, 

aesthetic judgement and taste are dependent upon the cultural context. 

Wittgenstein appears to have been a very conflicted individual unsure of his own preferences. 

Accordingly, a contradiction is apparent in Wittgenstein’s admiration of Adolf Loos’s plain and 

unornamented style of architecture, which he himself adopted when building his sister’s house.57 

This style is a product of the simplification of Modernism, with the retention of only the most 

basic and functional structural elements, unlike the elaborate classical music he enjoyed so much. 

Although he adored nineteenth-century German culture and regarded himself as its successor, 

Wittgenstein’s own philosophical treatises, such as the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, may be classi-

fied within the Modernist school of thought with “no precedent in the entire tradition of Western 

philosophy”.58 As a matter of fact, the Tractatus revolutionised the study of philosophy by fore-

grounding the representational properties of language, in itself a Modernist concern. Yet, by criti-

cising Jewish artists, he may have sought to align himself with the German Romantic philosophical 

tradition, which stood in opposition to Modernism. This attitude reveals his internal struggle and 

attempt to establish himself as a German philosopher despite his Jewish origins, by disassociating 

himself from the “Jewish” Modernist style. Indeed, toward the end of the Tractatus he classifies 
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metaphysical, ethical and aesthetic philosophical considerations as “inexpressible” and “transcen-

dental”, stating that “The feeling of the world as a limited whole is the mystical feeling.”59 This 

statement resonates with the German Romantic notion of the Sublime, and its view that philoso-

phy should resemble poetry.  

 

The Hidden Language of the Jews 

This contradictory impulse may be related to the second theory of Jewish self-hatred proposed by 

Sander Gilman, namely, the “hidden language of the Jews”. One of the main prerequisites for 

integration into general society and culture is mastering the majority’s language and the dominant 

discourse. Language is considered an essential component of civilisation, as it gives people access 

to the texts that have shaped society and allows them to interpret those texts on their own, as well 

as to contribute to that culture by publishing their own reactions and insights. Even though the 

Jews did master European languages, society always tried to pinpoint mistakes in pronunciation, 

accent, intonation or idiosyncratic idioms, in order to discredit their cultural endeavours as being 

inflected by Hebrew or Yiddish. In Wittgenstein’s own words, one might “really [be] speaking, 

maybe unconsciously, the old language, but speaking it in a manner that belongs to the newer 

world, though not on that account necessarily one that is to its taste.”60 This statement, too, echoes 

Richard Wagner’s assertion that “The Jew speaks the language of the nation in whose midst he 

dwells from generation to generation, but he speaks it always as an alien.”61  

Furthermore, German society designated certain forms of written expression favoured by Jews as 

“Jewish rhetoric”, such as revolutionary philosophical discourses, a category that may have in-

cluded Wittgenstein’s treatises. Indeed, the Vienna Circle, which met from 1924 to 1936 and was 

profoundly inspired by Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, was accused of propagating “degenerate” Jewish 

thought and of contaminating German philosophy with Jewish logic and formalism. Jewish artists, 

therefore, strove to express Jewish themes and concerns in a manner compatible with the German 

language, yielding avant-garde movements in which Jews occupied prominent positions.62 This 

theory of the hidden language of the Jews may elucidate Wittgenstein’s view of Jewish artists as 

unable to attain artistic excellence due to their limited exposure to German language and culture, 

as well as their personalisation of it to suit their worldview, rather than faithfulness to its genuine 

essence. The issue of an authentic German language that cannot be fully mastered by Jews was 

important in a period, so soon after the unification of the German provinces, when Germany 

sought to establish its national identity based on literary texts and other cultural works produced 

by people of German origin. Therefore, Germans were desperate for a minority they could exclude 

in order to define themselves as a majority distinct from the Jews.63 Consequently, a dispute arose 

among Jewish thinkers about whether they should write in German as Jews or as Germans, and 

whether it was necessary to express the Germans’ hateful views of the Jews in their texts in order 
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to be accepted as German writers.64 While Wittgenstein may have longed to be regarded as a great 

philosopher fully immersed in German Romantic culture, he embraced the Modernist style created 

by Jews and affected by their “secret language”. He was unsure how his texts could be relevant to 

Western culture and how he could significantly contribute to it while upholding ostensibly Jewish 

aesthetic ideals by adopting Modernism as his main form of expression. Indeed, the Tractatus’s 

form is compatible with the Modernist aesthetic of a discontinuous essay consisting of numbered 

fragments that follow a certain logic. Throughout his life, Wittgenstein contended with this incon-

sistency by contemplating the potential for creativity and eminence of Jewish artists and thinkers 

in a language and culture not their own. This preoccupation may have been at the root of Witt-

genstein’s conviction that all of philosophy is in essence a critique of language. 

Wittgenstein attempted to come to terms with his own identity as a German/Jewish thinker, as 

illustrated by the fact that most of his remarks about Jewish artists are primarily directed at himself, 

even when he uses other Jewish artists as comparisons, as in: 

All great art has primitive human drives as its ground bass... they are what gives 

the melody depth & power. In this sense one may call Mendelssohn a ‘reproductive’ 

artist. In the same sense my house for Gretl is the product of a decidedly sensitive 

ear, good manners, the expression of great understanding (for a culture, etc.). But pri-

mordial life, wild life striving to erupt into the open is lacking. And so you might say, 

health is lacking.65  

This passage indicates Wittgenstein’s acceptance of the theory of the “hidden language of the 

Jews”, as he asserts that no matter how well Jewish artists immerse themselves in the surrounding 

culture, master its language, conform to its standards, and follow all of its artistic rules, the best 

they can do is a mediocre job, since their “hidden language” inhibits them from expressing the 

genuine essence of the culture within which they are creating. 

Interestingly, Wittgenstein’s admiration of Jewish artists and intellectuals, despite what he wrote 

in the margins of his notebooks, is revealed by the two people to whom he ascribed the greatest 

impact on him: Karl Kraus and Otto Weininger, both of whom were born Jewish. Wittgenstein 

was an enthusiastic reader of Karl Kraus’s satirical journal Die Fackel (The Torch). In it, Kraus fre-

quently attacked Jewish writers and thinkers, as well as the Zionist movement, and claimed that 

Jews could only gain freedom through complete assimilation.66 Furthermore, he considered artistic 

honesty and truth as values of utmost importance.67 Wittgenstein seems to have taken these two 

objectives to heart and to have aspired to them throughout his life, by attempting to integrate into 

Austrian society and to function as an Austrian in both his personal and professional life, as well 

as by constantly perfecting his work. Like the Romantics, he, too, perceived beauty and truth as 

interrelated values. 
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Moreover, Wittgenstein admired Otto Weininger’s Sex and Character (1903)68 and often recom-

mended it to his students and friends as “the work of a remarkable genius”,69 even though its writer 

was Jewish. This book’s impact on Wittgenstein is repeatedly felt in the texts he composed 

throughout his life, which resonate with terms and concepts first formulated by Weininger. David 

Stern ascribes Wittgenstein’s admiration of Weininger to his self-hatred:  

Wittgenstein saw in Weininger, and Weininger’s anti-Semitism, a mirror of his own 

self-hatred, a way of figuring a relationship of identification and denial that he both 

had to and could not confront […] there is good reason to think that Wittgenstein’s 

fascination with Weininger at this time arose out of an uneasy identification with 

that famously Jewish, homosexual philosopher who was himself deeply troubled 

by his own identity.70  

One of the sentences from Sex and Character that had the greatest impact on Wittgenstein is: “the 

spirit of modernity is Jewish, wherever one looks at it”.71 As mentioned earlier, Wittgenstein was un-

impressed with the tenets of Modernism and blamed Jewish intellectuals for its inception. This 

dislike of Modernism led him to articulate other negative thoughts about Jewish artists, largely 

based on Weininger’s book. Weininger described the early twentieth century as “the most Jewish 

[…] of all ages […] an age that has declared genius to be a form of madness, but which no longer 

has one great artist or one great philosopher, an age that is most devoid of originality, but which 

chases most frantically after originality”.72 Wittgenstein reiterated this idea by writing that “the 

spectacle afforded by this age is not the coming into being of a great work of culture in which the 

best contribute to the same great end... I contemplate the current of European civilization without 

sympathy, without understanding its aims if any.”73 This view forms the basis of Wittgenstein’s 

thought that Jewish artists, who dominated the Viennese cultural scene at the time were, in his 

opinion, unoriginal and incapable of producing great art. Weininger believed that all human cul-

tural achievements should be attributed to the rational masculine principle found in Aryans, who 

are endowed with creative power.74 It is interesting that, while Wittgenstein accepted this concept 

and preferred the creative works produced by non-Jewish artists and thinkers, he reversed Wein-

inger’s notion and criticised the Jews for being excessively intellectual and lacking the emotional 

properties possessed by non-Jews, while Weininger referred to the Jews’ irrationality and emotion-

ality as the source of their inadequacy. Nonetheless, both of them reached the same conclusion 

about the Jews’ reproductive thinking and inability to produce true art because of their inorganic 

relationship with European culture. 

The Quest for Genius 
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The terms “genius”, “talent” and “character” are keywords that recur in Weininger’s work and that 

occupy a central place in Wittgenstein’s life and philosophical thought.75 Among many remarks on 

the subject, Wittgenstein wrote “genius is courage in one’s talent”76 and “genius is what makes us 

forget talent [...] Where genius wears thin skill may show through [...] Genius is what makes us 

unable to see the master’s talent [...] Only where genius wears thin can you see talent.”77 Lurie 

explains that Wittgenstein “takes genius to mean a creative force that contributes to the lofty spiritual 

progression achieved in a culture by being both original and profound”.78 According to Weininger, 

the only way to live life respectably is as a genius, by becoming the best person you are capable of 

being in terms of morality and skill.79 Accordingly, Wittgenstein structured his life around Wein-

inger’s formula for leading the life of a genius and did his best to fulfil his potential by living 

honestly, discovering his strengths, and developing them to the fullest, as well as satisfying himself 

solely with achievements of the highest calibre.80 In his notes, Wittgenstein appears preoccupied 

with defining the genius and assessing whether or not his achievements qualify him as a genius.  

The concept of the genius – an original and intuitive artist – finds its roots in Romantic ideology, 

particularly in the writings of Immanuel Kant, and poses the expectation that every individual 

should model themselves after the genius. Wittgenstein’s desire to live life as a genius aligns him 

with this Romantic ideal. It may, however, also be linked to his engagement with the principles of 

self-hatred. As German Jewish philosopher Theodor Lessing suggested in his book Jewish Self-

Hatred (1930), self-hatred may lead to the development of a “genius mentality”. 81 Indeed, as 

McGuinness asserts, Wittgenstein “subscribed both to the myth of genius, the absolutely original 

thinker, and to the idea that a national character was transmitted in the blood”.82 

Based on Weininger’s treatise, Wittgenstein understood that: 

the measure of genius is character, even if character on its own does not amount to 

genius. Genius is not ‘talent and character’, but character manifesting itself in the 

form of a special talent. Where one man will show courage by jumping into the 

water, another will show courage by writing a symphony.83  

Lurie explains that in Wittgenstein’s view, courage “is demonstrated by not yielding to convention, 

by standing up to cultural influences which induce human beings to conform to and to observe 

standard, tasteful norms of expression. Courage, presumably, is what ‘strong characters’ demon-

strate as they engage a culture.”84 He also explains that Wittgenstein uses the term “character” to 

refer to:  

a particular kind of nature, unique to an individual and prior to any thing acquired 

through culture. It is what a person is, rather than what that person has in terms of 
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skills and abilities. It is also what a person brings to a culture while being initiated 

into it, and what sustains him therein and determines the way in which he subse-

quently engages in it.85  

In terms of artistic pursuits, genius is a spiritual quality that enables the artist to create a cultural 

product that is both original and unique to that specific culture, but that also has a profound human 

relevance that can move anyone, no matter their cultural background, because it expresses some-

thing authentic and essential to every human being. In contrast, talent enables the Jewish artist to 

abstractly elaborate upon a cultural product devised by someone else without profoundly touching 

upon the heart of human nature and experience, by working from the surface of the previous 

product and, as a result, failing to evoke true feelings in its audience.86 Wittgenstein took Wein-

inger’s demand to be a genius so seriously that he suffered from suicidal depression for nine years 

until he convinced Bertrand Russell, one of greatest philosophers of the time, that he was actually 

endowed with philosophical genius.87  

 

Self-Hatred: Disliking in Others the Qualities One Dislikes in Oneself 

Wittgenstein often felt unconfident about the quality of his philosophical and artistic works and 

unsure how to determine whether he possessed genius or mere talent. He once wrote that “a writer 

far more talented than I would still have little talent”,88 demonstrating his low self-esteem and 

inability to accurately judge the value of his work. Accordingly, he may have invented the formula 

that distinguishes between artworks produced by Jews and non-Jews as a means of evaluating his 

own accomplishments.89 Again, he appropriated Weininger’s theory that whatever there is to dis-

like in oneself is due to one’s Jewish heritage90 and blamed his flaws on his nature as a Jewish 

intellectual. In this sense, Weininger also contributed to the third facet of Wittgenstein’s self-ha-

tred. As Weininger asserted, “people can be divided into those who love themselves and those 

who hate themselves... One must first love or hate oneself in order to love or to hate other peo-

ple.”91 This definition of self-hatred best matches Wittgenstein’s remarks that are simultaneously 

self-deprecating and insulting toward other Jewish artists. More precisely, hatred of another implies 

first of all disliking certain qualities in oneself and then seeing those disagreeable qualities in an-

other, while Jewish self-hatred may be understood as hating all those who embody the Jewishness 

from which one wishes they were exempt. Once more a quotation by Weininger serves to clarify 

the situation: 

whoever hates the Jewish character hates it first in himself. By persecuting it in the 

other, he is only trying to separate himself from it, and by trying to localize it en-
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tirely in his fellow-human, in order to dissociate himself from it, he can momen-

tarily feel free of it. Hatred, like love, is the result of projection: we only hate those 

who remind us unpleasantly of ourselves.92  

In other words, we usually hate those in whom we see the undesirable traits we would like to 

overlook in ourselves. Wittgenstein may have made all those disparaging remarks about Jewish 

artists due to his dissatisfaction with his own artistic production in the fields of music, architecture, 

sculpture and philosophy. His displeasure with himself may be discerned from statements such as 

“I am too soft, too weak, and so too lazy, to achieve anything important. The industry of the great 

is, amongst other things, a sign of their strength, quite apart from their inner wealth.”93 When he 

searched for a feature in himself on which to blame his imperfections, he chose his Jewish back-

ground and, consequently, projected what he perceived as his lack of creativity onto all Jewish 

artists. Though Wittgenstein may have conceived of Jewishness as a metaphor “to think about 

issues of creativity and originality […] about his particular way of approaching philosophical prob-

lems, which he connects with his temperament”,94 he may, as a result, have stopped appreciating 

contemporary Jewish artists because he saw magnified in them the Jewishness and adherence to 

Modernist tenets that he disliked in himself. 

In fact, Wittgenstein seems to have disliked the works of most Modern artists, whether or not they 

were of Jewish origin, since he was not in favour of the Modernist movement. However, he rec-

ognised the Modernists’ prominence in contemporary European culture and wished to establish 

contact with them in order to promote his professional interests. Hence, after his father’s death 

and his inheritance of a fortune in 1914, Wittgenstein donated the significant sum of 100,000 

crowns to “Austrian artists who are without means” and he entrusted Ludwig von Ficker to dis-

tribute the money to “our best talents... most in need of support”.95 Ficker selected Rainer Maria 

Rilke, Georg Trakl, Carl Dallago, Karl Hauer, Oskar Kokoschka, Else Lasker-Schüler and Adolf 

Loos, among others. According to Ray Monk, Wittgenstein was not familiar with the works of 

most recipients, and was unimpressed with those he did know, with very few exceptions, as may 

be discerned from his cold responses to the letters of gratitude he received from them.96 This lack 

of appreciation reveals his disapproval of Modernist trends in general, rather than of Jewish artists 

in particular. Furthermore, Wittgenstein did not object to the selection of Else Lasker-Schüler as 

a beneficiary, even though she explicitly identified herself as a Jewish poet and painter, drawing 

much of her inspiration from the classical Jewish sources. Had Wittgenstein truly been convinced 

of the futility and inadequacy of the creative pursuits of Jewish artists, he would have refused to 

honour her as a talented artist fulfilling the criteria of artistic excellence and financial need. More-

over, Wittgenstein did not stop at that one donation to her. On another occasion, when she was 

in financial straits due to her divorce from her second husband, Wittgenstein anonymously do-

nated a sum of money to Else Lasker-Schüler to help finance her son Paul’s artistic education, 

specifically the tuition fees for his training as a painter.97 If Wittgenstein truly disrespected Jewish 

artists, he would not have sponsored Else Lasker-Schüler, even though she was considered by 
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many as one of Germany’s greatest Expressionist poets. Furthermore, he would not have contrib-

uted that sum specifically to her son’s artistic education had he truly thought that, as a Jew, Paul 

would never produce an original work of art. Therefore, Wittgenstein must have appreciated her 

artistic brilliance and acknowledged it by offering financial assistance. However, the second time 

he donated the money anonymously, possibly to avoid accusations of hypocrisy or to protect him-

self from classification as a Jewish intellectual. 

 

Aesthetics 

Wittgenstein’s unappreciative attitude toward Jewish artists was not necessarily universal. Besides 

the fact that his two greatest sources of inspiration were contemporary Jewish thinkers, the ranking 

of Jewish and non-Jewish artists on the basis of intellectuality or emotionality does not fit with the 

aesthetic principles that he himself taught to his students at Cambridge.98 Wittgenstein was op-

posed to Aesthetics as a scientific field of study. In his opinion, there was no point in arguing 

about artistic taste, as each person is free to enjoy whichever creative product he or she desires. 

The only kind of appreciation that could be objectively measured is determining whether the rules 

of that particular art form have been followed correctly, such as the rules of harmony, perspective, 

grammar, etc. He states: “when aesthetic judgements are made, aesthetic adjectives such as ‘beau-

tiful’, ‘fine’, etc., play hardly any role at all. […] The words you use are more akin to ‘right’ and 

‘correct’ […] than to ‘beautiful’ and ‘lovely’.”99 Furthermore, the rules of art vary by culture, geo-

graphical location and historical period.100 This approach to aesthetics is incompatible with his 

criticism of Jewish artists as uncreative, intellectual and incapable of expressing emotion, since 

criticising them for these reasons is a matter of taste and not of true appreciation. By reproducing 

the works of local artists and intellectually enhancing them, Jewish artists are more likely to be 

following the rules of their respective art forms than an artist who creates intuitively and emotion-

ally. Therefore, Wittgenstein should have appreciated works by Jewish artists, since their intellec-

tual approach to art is more conducive to the meticulous application of the rules and, hence, to 

the creation of greater works of art. Nonetheless, as we have seen above, Wittgenstein criticises 

Mendelssohn’s music even “when it is flawless”, even when it follows the rules precisely.  

The inconsistency between Wittgenstein’s approach to aesthetics, as articulated in 1938, and his 

earlier remarks about Jewish artists – likely never intended for publication – may indicate that these 

comments do not necessarily comprise an absolute judgement of Jewish artists. Rather, they prob-

ably functioned primarily as a standard for self-assessment that Wittgenstein would use to remind 

himself of his imperfections. He was usually very proud of his achievements, as he once wrote to 

his friend Pattisson, though in jest, that he is “the greatest philosopher that ever lived”.101 How-

ever, he was well aware of the dangers of excessive arrogance and overweening pride, particularly 

their tendency to prevent further development and improvement, which Weininger identified as 

constant requirements for a true genius. Wittgenstein asserted that “anyone who is half-way decent 
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will think himself utterly imperfect”.102 Therefore, he hoped to become more modest by proving 

to himself that he was imperfect.103 He searched for a defect that would curb his arrogance, to 

fulfil his conviction that “the edifice of your pride has to be dismantled. And that means frightful 

work.”104 Wittgenstein searched for something in himself for which he could blame the flaws he 

perceived in his cultural endeavours, and the most likely candidate he discovered was his Jewish-

ness, an abstract concept that had no concrete ramification on his perceived perfection and ex-

traordinary accomplishments, but that he could cite against himself whenever he felt overwhelmed 

by vanity. As he wrote, “my conceit of being an extraordinary human being is of course much older 

than my experience of my particular talent”.105 Since Wittgenstein believed in achieving redemp-

tion through the elimination of one’s ego and pride, he always reminded himself of his limitations 

as a Jewish intellectual and his consequent inability to excel in his cultural endeavours.106 Thus, he 

felt that he could always do better and was inspired to do his utmost to attain the outstanding 

results for which he aimed.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout his life, Ludwig Wittgenstein struggled to define his identity as a Viennese Jewish 

philosopher and to gain recognition as an important cultural figure in Austria, without denying his 

Jewish background. Due to this internal conflict, he was unconfident of his achievements and of 

the significance of his contribution to Western culture, and consequently expressed uncomplimen-

tary views about Jewish artists and thinkers. These remarks reflect his desire to integrate into Ger-

man society and his internalisation of the contemporary discourse about Jews, as well as of the 

theory of the Jews’ “hidden language”. As Wittgenstein strove for perfection in his philosophical 

endeavours in order to be recognised as a genius, he kept reminding himself of his Jewishness to 

force himself to work even harder. 

Not only did Wittgenstein struggle against pride and doubt the quality of his philosophical achieve-

ments, but he was also concerned with his morality. He was motivated by Weininger’s statement 

that “typical Jewish arrogance emanates from the lack of true knowledge of oneself”.107 As a result, 

over Christmas 1936, Wittgenstein made a formal confession to his friends and acquaintances and 

admitted that he was in reality three-quarters Jewish and only one quarter Aryan, though he may 

have led them to believe the opposite.108 This confession may have stemmed from the Romantic 

ideal that “ethics and aesthetics are one”, as Wittgenstein stipulated in the Tractatus,109 and that they 

work together to foster a better political and social reality. He may, therefore, have believed that 

he could only merit the title of genius by cleansing himself of self-deception. As Weininger wrote, 

“genius is the higher morality as such. The exceptional individual is […] one who is most faithful to 

himself, who forgets nothing about himself, who detests nothing more and can tolerate nothing 

                                                           
102 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 51. 
103 Stern and Szabados, Wittgenstein Reads Weininger, 64–65. 
104 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 30. 
105 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 53–54. 
106 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 317, 410. 
107 Lurie, “Jews as a Parable”, 111. 
108 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 369. 
109 Wittgenstein, Tractatus 6.421, 105. 
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less than errors and lies”.110 Wittgenstein’s confession about his Jewishness may reveal his wish to 

remain true to himself. Through this confession, Wittgenstein demonstrated that it is possible to 

be a genius while remaining openly Jewish, by being true to himself, constantly striving to improve 

himself, and always doing his best at whatever endeavour he undertakes. Thus, he attempted to 

attain the unachievable by Weininger’s definition, namely, to become a Jewish genius.   

  

                                                           
110 Weininger, Sex and Character, 158. 
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Will Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS) Keep Apace of Bigger Data 

Trends? Van Diemen’s Land Convicts Bring NVivo to Trial 

Kim Shaw 

(University of Tasmania) 

 

 

Abstract: The introduction of Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS) programs promised features that 

would enable analysis of larger volumes of data within a platform that supports and enables portable and mobile 

research practices. Reporting on a tailored engagement with the QDAS program NVivo, to manage a large historical 

dataset describing the bodily marks and features of convict men and women transported to Van Diemen’s Land in 

the years 1803 to 1853, this article questions the capacity of NVivo to continue to offer these touted QDAS benefits 

in the face of a growing research trend engaging with increasingly larger volumes of data. 

Keywords: qualitative data analysis software, QDAS, NVivo, data, big data, digital tools, qualitative research, 

history, convicts, Van Diemen’s Land, Tasmania  

 

The inventive use of digital tools by qualitative researchers is on the rise. Examples include Da-

vidson’s Journal Project, where Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS) are used to order and 

analyse personal writings, informing an art-based research with fibre-art outputs,1 and Le Blanc’s 

deployment of QDAS to create a “postmodern pastiche” challenging traditional narrative and re-

search practices to demonstrate how such tools might “reintroduce” an element of “indetermi-

nacy” and “ambiguity” to academic pursuits.2 The following report focuses on a bespoke use of 

the QDAS program NVivo to address the conundrum of how to manage and become familiar 

with a dataset of approximately 40,000 archival records describing the bodily marks and features 

of convict men and women transported to Van Diemen’s Land from 1803 to 1853. 

This article follows others attempting to redress the lack of detail in both research papers and 

dissertations purporting the use of QDAS noted by Paulus, Woods, Atkins and Macklin,3 and 

Jackson.4 As Humble observes, researchers wanting to describe their use of QDAS programs in 

                                                           
1 Judith Davidson, "The Journal Project: Research at the Boundaries Between Social Sciences and the Arts," Qualitative 
Inquiry 18, no. 1 (2012). 
2  Amana Marie Le Blanc, "Disruptive Meaning-Making: Qualitative Data Analysis Software and Postmodern 
Pastiche," Qualitative Inquiry 23, no. 10 (2017): 796. 
3 Megan Woods et al., "Advancing Qualitative Research Using Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS)? Reviewing 
Potential Versus Practice in Published Studies using ATLAS.ti and NVivo, 1994–2013," Social Science Computer Review 
34, no. 5 (2016). 
4 Kristi Jackson, "Where Qualitative Researchers and Technologies Meet: Lessons From Interactive Digital Art," 
Qualitative Inquiry 23, no. 10 (2017). See also, Austin G Oswald, "Improving outcomes with Qualitative Data Analysis 
Software: A reflective journey," Qualitative Social Work  (2017); Cynthia S. Robins and Karla Eisen, "Strategies for the 
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any detail often find they need to publish in journals with a specific focus on qualitative methods 

as opposed to the key journals of their respective discipline, due to “page constraints” and a re-

quirement to keep methods sections short.5 Paulus et al. describe encountering a similar sentiment 

amongst authors.6 This situation, it must be imagined, does little to support or encourage the 

broader application of digital tools across disciplines. Paulus, Lester and Britt have observed how 

“graduate student demand for informed conversation around the use of technology is growing”.7 

Such conversations prove difficult to navigate, however, when discipline-specific approaches limit 

or encourage the specific use of particular tools that may actually have potential to be incorporated 

into a broad range of projects in increasingly unique ways. As Davidson, Paulus and Jackson write, 

“Creative combining of digital tools with different capacities may be an important option for get-

ting what we want and need as researchers”,8 and as Salmona and Kaczynski observe, “Doctoral 

candidates are very much a part of this technological journey of change in qualitative research 

practice”.9 The current study and its quest to enlist NVivo to chart new waters in the navigation 

of a large historical dataset is one such example in this technological journey of change.  

In ideal circumstances, digital tools are chosen with a clear understanding of their capabilities and 

suitability for the project in which they are to be deployed. The reality, however, is that software 

choices are often influenced by a range of factors: 

Often researchers simply use the program that is best known or most used in their geograph-

ical region, university, professional field, or academic discipline; that is available or supported 

at their institution; that is most successfully marketed by its originators; or for which training 

has been offered at an attended conference. These and other factors make it challenging to 

respond intentionally to ever-changing technological advancements.10 

While there is some degree of intentionality in the choice of NVivo for the current project it would 

also be fair to acknowledge the role of determining factors including institutional investment in 

the software and available training. It may also be worth noting that an awareness of NVivo, and 

its most common use as a tool for managing and assisting the analysis of survey data, came from 

experience as a Research Librarian and not through any prior exposure in the Humanities. This 

gleaned insight initiated the inkling NVivo might be able to assist in the task of organising and 

becoming familiar with the unique project data at hand. As initial explorations of NVivo’s suita-

bility occurred early in the research process, there was never any stated commitment or pressure 

                                                           
Effective Use of NVivo in a Large-Scale Study: Qualitative Analysis and the Repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell," Qualitative 
Inquiry 23, no. 10 (2017). 
5  Áine M. Humble, "Qualitative Data Analysis Software: A Call for Understanding, Detail, Intentionality, and 
Thoughtfulness," Journal of Family Theory & Review 4, no. 2 (2012): 128. 
6 Trena Paulus et al., "The discourse of QDAS: reporting practices of ATLAS.ti and NVivo users with implications 
for best practices," International Journal of Social Research Methodology 20, no. 1 (2017): 44. 
7 Trena M. Paulus, Jessica Nina Lester, and Virginia G. Britt, "Constructing Hopes and Fears Around Technology: A 
Discourse Analysis of Introductory Qualitative Research Texts," Qualitative Inquiry 19, no. 9 (2013): 649. 
8 Judith Davidson, Trena Paulus, and Kristi Jackson, "Speculating on the Future of Digital Tools for Qualitative 
Research," Qualitative Inquiry 22, no. 7 (2016): 608. 
9 Michelle Salmona and Dan Kaczynski, "Don't Blame the Software: Using Qualitative Data Analysis Software 
Successfully in Doctoral Research," Forum: Qualitative Social Research 17, no. 3 (2016): para. 20. 
10 Humble, "Qualitative Data Analysis Software," 130. 
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to persist with the program if it did not perform as anticipated or offer anything tangibly enhancing 

to the research project.11  

The following report details the way in which NVivo has been trialled and adopted as a tool, with 

some noted limitations, in the management and exploration of a unique dataset that well exceeds, 

by number of records (cases), the usual demands made on the software by more traditional forms 

of survey data. The implications for qualitative research, of a trend towards increasingly larger 

datasets, is considered in the light of the purported advantages of QDAS programs, developed to 

make “the analysis of large volumes of data more manageable and transparent”. 12  As the 

NUD*IST and later NVivo designers remark in 1987, their software and the system they devel-

oped may be used “as a super filing cabinet, adapting methods of clerical sorting and classification 

to the new freedom from constraints on volume, complexity and detail of classification”.13 While 

successive versions of QDAS have, undoubtedly, enabled engagement with larger quantities of 

data and an increasing complexity in the scope of its management, it is argued there is a pressing 

need for QDAS developers to find ways for software applications to adapt and accommodate a 

current wave of research engaging with even larger volumes of data than previously conceived. 

 

The Data 

The data for the current project originates from handwritten nineteenth-century convict records 

which have been transcribed and added to the Founders and Survivors database.14 Initially con-

ceived in 2007, the Founders and Survivors project engages a multidisciplinary team of researchers 

with the stated intention of “building a longitudinal study of a key founder population of modern 

Australia: Tasmanian convicts and their descendants”.15 Over 72,000 convicts were transported to 

Tasmania between the years 1803 and 1853 (at the time, known as the British colony of Van Die-

men’s Land).16 These men and women “were the subjects of intense documentation” and the rec-

ords pertaining to them “are the most detailed nineteenth century source anywhere in the world 

for family history”.17 In acknowledgment of their “outstanding universal value” and “world signif-

icance”, the Australian convict records were added to the UNESCO Memory of the World Reg-

ister in 2007.18 

Bearman has argued that in recent years there has been something of an “archival revolution”.19 

As a result of the availability of digital technologies, “historians have been quietly building massive 

                                                           
11 At the time of writing this report there were no QDAS options I could uncover that would be considered better 
for managing and processing large volumes of data.  
12 Rudolf R. Sinkovics and Eva A. Alfoldi, "Progressive Focusing and Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research," 
Management International Review 52, no. 6 (2012): 839. 
13 Lyn Richards and Tom Richards, "Qualitative Data Analysis: Can Computers Do It?," The Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Sociology 23, no. 1 (1987): 31. 
14 https://foundersandsurvivors.com/ 
15 James Bradley et al., "Research Note: The Founders and Survivors Project," The History of the Family 15, no. 4 (2010): 
467. 
16 Alison Alexander, Tasmania's Convicts: How Felons Built a Free Society (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2014). 
17 Bradley et al., "Research Note," 467-68. 
18 Bradley et al., "Research Note," 468; UNESCO, "Memory of the World: The Convict Records of Australia," (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017). 
19 Peter Bearman, "Big Data and Historical Social Science," Big Data & Society 2, no. 2 (2015): 1. 
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archival data structures from the extant records of crucially important institutions and contexts”.20 

A recent assessment of the Founders and Survivors database reports the project holding more 

than “1.3 million linked records pertaining to individuals who lived in Tasmania in the years to 

1924”, with plans apace to rapidly grow this number.21 Perhaps more important than debates as to 

whether this kind of “administrative data”22 might or might not be included under the still-to-be-

settled label of “Big Data”23 is the recognition that such projects form a component of a contem-

porary research revolution some have gone as far as to suggest may in fact be a Kuhnian “scientific 

revolution in the making”.24 The issue is important, primarily because debates and discussion 

around big data are the current site of reflections concerning contemporary approaches and atti-

tudes towards data in general.  

For qualitative researchers this has resulted in a call to reiterate the checks and added insights their 

respective disciplines might offer over a rising fear of domination by a quantitative turn. For ex-

ample, Barnes provocatively declares, “It might be big data, but it is little history”, while noting – 

“Correlation does not answer the big questions that social science most wants answering: why do 

things happen?”.25  Echoing Barns, Halford and Savage write, “Big data analytics needs sociology 

(as well as the other social sciences) to provide theoretical, methodological and empirical expertise 

to study the social world”,26 while Graham and Shelton argue for a “sustained inquiry into the 

question of whose interest big data practices and the big data meme ultimately serves”.27 

Most important perhaps, is the recognition that “no data, big or small, can be interpreted without 

an understanding of the process that generated them”.28 Interestingly, this observation links with 

early concerns around the use of QDAS programs creating a distance between researchers and 

their data,29 and a worry that “raw data would not be revisited once the technology was used”.30 In 

the current project, which draws on handwritten nineteenth-century convict records, the need to 

view images of these original documents to check and clarify transcriptions is ever present. As 

Maxwell-Stewart explains: 

If ‘Founders and Survivors’ represents a departure from past quantitative explorations of 

convict transportation, it is through attempts to ensure that electronic transcripts and cod-

ing systems are linked to digitised images of the content from which they were derived.31 

                                                           
20 Bearman, "Big Data," 1. 
21 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, "Big Data and Australian History," Australian Historical Studies 47, no. 3 (2016): 362. 
22  Rob Kitchin, "Big Data and Official Statistics: Opportunities, Challenges and Risks," Statistical Journal of the 
International Association of Official Statistics 31, no. 3 (2015). 
23 Rob Kitchin and Gavin McArdle, "What makes Big Data, Big Data? Exploring the Ontological Characteristics of 
26 Datasets," Big Data & Society 3, no. 1 (2016). 
24 Patricia Bazeley, Integrating analyses in mixed methods research (London: SAGE, 2018), 176. 
25 Trevor J Barnes, "Big Data, Little History," Dialogues in Human Geography 3, no. 3 (2013): 298, 300. 
26 Susan Halford and Mike Savage, "Speaking Sociologically with Big Data: Symphonic Social Science and the Future 
for Big Data Research," Sociology 51, no. 6 (2017): 1145. 
27 Mark Graham and Taylor Shelton, "Geography and the Future of Big Data, Big Data and the Future of Geography," 
Dialogues in Human Geography 3 (2013): 259. 
28 Ryan Shaw, "Big Data and Reality," Big Data & Society 2 (2015): 1. 
29 Erika Goble et al., "Habits of Mind and the Split-Mind Effect: When Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis 
Software is Used in Phenomenological Research," Forum: Qualitative Social Research 13, no. 2 (2012). 
30 Humble, "Qualitative Data Analysis Software," 132. 
31 Maxwell-Stewart, "Big Data and Australian History," 362. 
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Consider, for example, the qualitative difference, in Figure 1, between the original record when 

compared with the same words transcribed as digital text. Only the image makes it clear that “Id-

iot” and “Died June 1827” were written at different times. Not being able to see the words, “Died 

June 1827”, were added at a later time has the potential to significantly alter the meaning extracted 

from the text alone. 

Figure 1. TAHO: CON 23 

For an NVivo project, the size of the dataset engaged by the current study is decidedly large. To 

provide a comparison, Robins and Eisen report on their use of NVivo for a large-scale study - 

analysing data gathered prior to the repeal of the 1994 U.S. law prohibiting “openly gay individu-

als” serving in the army - and note how NVivo gave them “the firepower to code 4,000 open-

ended comments”, at the same time observing this is “a number practically unheard of in the world 

of qualitative research”.32 The open-ended comments detailing aspects of a convict’s appearance 

that form the focus of the present project total 39,340 of which 10,864 cases refer to female con-

victs and 28,476 refer to male convicts. These transcribed comments, along with other identifying 

data including gender and a unique convict ID, have been exported from the Founders and Survi-

vors database. An Excel spreadsheet has been prepared for importation to NVivo where each 

comment referencing a convict’s appearance has been assigned a row under a designated “Marks” 

column and two further columns for the identifying data, gender and convict ID, have also been 

added. 

 

How the Data Category (Node) System was Developed 

The Convict Descriptions dataset is imported to NVivo 11 via the Survey Import Wizard. The 

approximate processing time for this step is around 20 minutes. Through this process 39,340 cases 

are being created – that is, one case for each of the 39,340 convicts and their records - so the 

lengthy wait time is not entirely surprising. In NVivo a case is a “core structural element” that 

“unites all the different components of qualitative and quantitative data you have about that entity, 

                                                           
32 Robins and Eisen, "Strategies for the Effective," 777. 
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that unit of analysis in one place”.33 In this instance, a case would include all information related 

to a specific individual. 

Salmona and Kaczynski note preliminary engagement with QDAS often begins with the question: 

“What does this software do that I can’t do manually?”.34  In the case of the current study, it has 

been decided at the outset that classifying / coding 39,340 records, individually, by hand, is not a 

viable task or an efficient use of time. Experimenting with the Word Frequency Query function 

within NVivo suggested the possibility for a more automated approach that would still maintain 

the desired user integrity over decisions relating to classification and coding categories and rules. 

Running a Word Frequency Query on the descriptive text, searching all words with a minimum 

length of one character, yielded a total of 4891 unique words and characters. While this is a large 

number, it is still considerably less than 39,340. The results from the Word Frequency Query have 

been exported from NVivo as an Excel spreadsheet. The plan is for this spreadsheet – containing 

a complete list of all the words and characters occurring in the field detailing appearance, as well 

as the frequency with which they occur – to become the master reference point for ascertaining 

all the possible categories and variations of marks on the convict body that have been recorded. 

Figure 2 is a word cloud created from the Word Frequency Query results within NVivo. The most 

frequently occurring words are the most prominent – in this case, “left”, “arm”, and “scar”. 

 

Figure 2. Word cloud 

As handwritten documents are particularly prone to casting a range of variant spellings, misspelling 

and an array of individual shorthand styles for the expression of a single concept, a manual exam-

ination of the text under scrutiny is essential and unavoidable. This is where the master spread-

sheet, obtained via NVivo’s Word Frequency Query function, is especially useful. One example, 

                                                           
33 Patricia Bazeley and Kristi Jackson, Qualitative Data Analysis with NVivo, 2 ed. (London: SAGE, 2013), 52. 
34 Salmona and Kaczynski, "Don't Blame the Software," para. 44. 
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attempting to identify all convicts with marks referencing potential smallpox infection, uncovered 

no less than 49 variant ways of noting “pockmarks” (see Table 1 for a list of these). Comparable 

issues with automated searching that highlight the need to closely scrutinize and become familiar 

with the data under analysis may also be witnessed in more traditional applications using NVivo. 

For example, Zamawe writes: 

in my study I wanted to find out if distance is an important factor to ANC attendance, so 

I searched for the word ‘distance’. I got a few results which I coded to a node. But when I 

went through the transcripts in detail, I realised that other words like ‘the hospital is very 

far’, which also implies distance, were missed by the query search.35 

Recognising “that data coded by QDAS is in many ways similar to data coded by hand may help 

alleviate concerns that QDAS is automating analysis in ways that take control away from the re-

searcher”.36 

 

smallpox pocpitted pockpits pockmark pmarks 

pscar pocpd pockpit pockmakrs pmarked 

pptted pocks pockpiited pockm pmark 

ppockd pockptted pockpd pocked pmar 

ppitted pockpttd pockp pockd pm 

ppited pockpitts pockmrk pock pitted 

ppit pockpitted-

scaronrt 

pockmd pocikpitted pcokmark 

pox pockpitted pockmarks pocd p mark 

posckpitted pockpitte pockmarked poc p marks 

pocx pockpitt pockmarkd po  

Table 1. 49 variant ways of noting ‘pockmarks’. 

The prospect of conducting further research, that may extend to collaborations with other re-

searchers expressing an interest in the oral and dental health of convicts, led the decision to focus 

on all references relating to “teeth” in this phase of working with NVivo. The test run helped 

clarify the process for creating the data category (node system) this project will adhere to. The 

concept of nodes can be confusing and it may help to note that in NVivo “the term node is actually 

a synonym for what other QDAS packages call codes” and therefore not equivalent to the AT-

LAS.ti conception of nodes denoting “objects in a network”, representing “the centre points of 

relations coming together”.37 Assessing the results of the Word Frequency Count, it was deter-

mined there are five distinct words referring to teeth, including several misspellings. NVivo’s Text 

Search Query function is next engaged to search for each of the five terms of interest to the present 

study. Each term will provide the basis for a single node. These will work as holding areas in NVivo 

for references to coded text. Each node will thus function as a storage container for everything 

                                                           
35  F. C. Zamawe, "The Implication of Using NVivo Software in Qualitative Data Analysis: Evidence-Based 
Reflections," Malawi Medical Journal 27, no. 1 (2015): 15. 
36 Paulus et al., "The discourse of QDAS," 41. 
37  Jeanine C. Evers, "Current Issues in Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS): A User and Developer 
Perspective," The Qualitative Report 23, no. 13 (2018): 64. 
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recorded in relation to an identified category.38 The “Marks” node, created when the dataset was 

imported and containing all references belonging to the Marks field, is the source for each text 

search query.  Thus, this deductive “Marks” node heads the inductive node system that follows. 

The results from each query are added to the project and saved under “Queries”. The five text 

search results are also used to create five new nodes – “teeth”, “tetth”, “theeth”, “tooth” and 

“tteth” (Figure 3). One additional node, named “Merged teeth references”, is added and contains 

all references of interest with any duplication removed.  

The merged teeth references are then sorted into four nodes which cover the variety of the types 

of teeth reference contained in the descriptions (Figure 3). These include “Broken Teeth”, “Lost 

Teeth”, “Teeth Appearance” and “Teeth Decay”. These four nodes are developed using a combi-

nation of NVivo’s Text Search Query function and manual coding of references within NVivo. 

For example, a Text Search Query for a key term such as “lost” is performed on the “Merged teeth 

references”. Other references denoting lost teeth – e.g. missing teeth – not picked up in this search 

will be manually coded from the remaining references after all the Text Search Queries for all key 

terms has been performed. Additionally, all references assigned to a node via a Text Search Query 

are visually assessed and manually recoded if the allocation is deemed inappropriate. 

Figure 3. NVivo teeth nodes 

 

Coding Rules and Coding Checks 

While all coding rules for the current NVivo project, and the ensuing coding, have been written 

and performed by a single individual, the importance of creating rules and checks that have poten-

tial to open up team collaboration has not been overlooked. 39 As mentioned earlier, the list pro-

duced by the Word Frequency Query has become the key for keeping track of, and managing, all 

current and potential coding of material found in the “Marks” description field. This is due to the 

fact that when running a Text Search Query to create nodes, as described above, it is possible to 

                                                           
38 Bazeley and Jackson, Qualitative Data Analysis with NVivo, 17. 
39 M. E. Fonteyn et al., "Developing a Codebook to Guide Content Analysis of Expressive Writing Transcripts," 
Applied Nursing Research 21, no. 3 (2008). 
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then confirm that the number of results, and when necessary, the content, match those captured 

in the initial Word Frequency results. This check was applied for all five Text Query nodes created 

in this project. The approach has led to the creation of coding rules that are by nature very specific, 

with little or no margin for alternative understanding or misinterpretation. Essentially, the primary 

coding rule for each node follows the pattern of “all descriptions in the Marks field that contain 

the word teeth”.  Of course, this changes slightly for node categories, such as “Lost Teeth”, which 

are the offspring of a parent node containing all teeth references. For these nodes, the coding rules 

describe a concept or condition rather than a particular word. These child nodes represent a sec-

ondary level of classification that is contingent on an initial sorting of references based on the 

literal text they contain. Establishing an effective process for this first tier of classification or cod-

ing is crucial for the success of the project as a whole. Thus, the clear and easy to follow rules and 

structure for this coding process means that other potential researchers are able to integrate, with-

out difficulty, into the project if so desired. The fact this method will be transferable and applicable 

for any aspect of the “Marks” description field wanting investigation is a positive outcome for the 

project at large. 

In an earlier experiment, to identify a number of themes found in the descriptions of convicts, 

empty parent nodes describing broad categories were created, including “Tattoos”, “Speech related 

remarks”, “Scars, marks and injuries”, and “Physical characteristics”.  Any remarks that do not 

appear to fit within these categories might be added to the free node labelled “Of interest – TBC”. 

Free nodes are “used for storing deviant data” or “data that does not appear to fit within the 

categories being developed”.40 Using the same node creation and coding method described above, 

a cascading series of child nodes may be added under each category.  While the appeal of coding 

the entire dataset this way is evident, it is not possible due to software issues and limitations en-

countered and detailed below. 

 

NVivo Issues and Project Limitations 

The greatest limitation encountered by the current project is the inability to perform an NVivo 

Matrix Coding Query on the full dataset. Matrix coding queries enable cross-tabulation of coded 

content. This function would be particularly useful for identifying and linking case IDs with refer-

ences stored in nodes of interest. Uncovering the reason for the failure to successfully perform the 

query has been central in determining how best to define the project's engagement with NVivo 

software. The two main lines of inquiry were posed in the form of the following question - Was 

the reason for this failure due to limitations inherent in NVivo and the size of the dataset em-

ployed, or the processing power of the laptop being used to run NVivo?  

The following information, found on the QSR NVivo 11 help pages, suggests that it is possible to 

work with a dataset much larger than the one used in the current project: “The maximum amount 

of data that can be imported into a single dataset is 256 fields (columns) and 1,048,576 records 

(rows)”.41 With only three columns and 39,340 rows it might be assumed the dataset being tested 

                                                           
40 E Altmann, "Using NVivo Qualitative Research," ed. Maggie Walter, Social Research Methods (South Melbourne, 
Victoria: Oxford University Press, 2013). para. 13. 
41  QSR, "NVivo 11 for Windows Help," (2017). http://help-
nv11.qsrinternational.com/desktop/welcome/welcome.htm.  
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is well within range. However, all attempts to run a Matrix Query either timed out or returned an 

“out of range” error message. During this testing period the version of NVivo used was updated 

to the current 11.4.1.1064 (64 bit) Pro Edition for Windows and the laptop used to run NVivo 

was upgraded to a Dell XPS 15 (Powered by 7th Gen Intel® CoreTM i7 Processor, 16GB memory, 

512GB SSD). Nonetheless, the same issues occurred when attempting to run a Matrix Query. 

After several exchanges with QSR Support it was agreed to supply them with the project so their 

technical team might further investigate. The QSR technical team were able to confirm the project 

did not contain any corrupt data and that the issue was in fact related to a limitation on the number 

of rows or columns for a dataset. It is interesting to note they appeared not to be aware of this 

limitation until they attempted to run the same query with the dataset and project provided them: 

The error is caused by the number of cases involved in the matrix code query. There seems 

to be a limitation of max 32,767 number of rows or columns of a matrix. Your project has 

39,340 cases.42  

This new information made it necessary to reconsider the overall approach to the project. 

 

Overcoming NVivo Issues and Project Limitations 

The necessity of splitting the project into smaller components is clear from the QSR advice re-

ceived. Gender presents as the most obvious classification by which to divide the project. How-

ever, this is by no means an even split as the number of male cases far exceeds the number of 

female cases. Of the 39,340 cases in the current project, 28,476 are male and 10,864 are female. 

Given this disparity, a decision was made to focus on the male convict cases for the next phase of 

testing as it was deemed important to ensure NVivo could successfully run a Matrix Query with 

the larger of the two datasets. As with former attempts, the Excel dataset is imported into NVivo 

using the Survey Import Wizard. Importing the dataset proves much quicker this time round, 

taking only 7 minutes. This is likely due to a combination of fewer cases and the upgraded laptop 

processing power. The next part of the process involves an attempt to run the Matrix Coding 

Query that previously failed. While the query takes approximately 20 minutes to run, it is success-

ful. 

The results of the query, run to identify a list of cases coded to the various nodes containing teeth 

references, is then exported to Excel. The decision to move from NVivo to Excel for further 

processing and analysis of the data was determined by two factors. Firstly, while NVivo undoubt-

edly is a useful tool for identifying and coding references, the program struggles when running 

Matrix Queries - the usefulness of which has been mitigated by the need to divide the project. 

While there is certainly an attraction to having all themes and concepts in the entire dataset coded 

to nodes within a single NVivo project this is not currently possible. Instead, use of NVivo will be 

limited to identifying and coding cases for a particular theme or topic under investigation, for 

example, “burns”, “scars”, “injuries”, “teeth” etc. Each of these investigations will necessarily en-

tail two separate NVivo projects of their own - one for female convicts and one for male convicts. 

                                                           
42 QSR Support response, 2017. 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


30 
 

Eras Journal | Edition 23 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras  

While this does not affect the reading and comprehension of the data, it does limit the usefulness 

of NVivo for exploring the dataset as a whole. For an overview of the bigger picture, it has been 

necessary to store the results of these multiple NVivo projects in a single Excel workbook. Sec-

ondly, as indicated earlier, the coding of this project data is of potential interest to a large interdis-

ciplinary research team. Currently, familiarity and ease of access, as well as the capabilities of Excel, 

make it the most appropriate format for sharing results. An added benefit is the ease with which 

Excel spreadsheets can be imported to other software applications for further analysis. An example 

of how the NVivo results from the current project have been exported to Excel and then imported 

to a data visualisation program are presented in the illustration for qualitative inquiry below. 

 

An Illustration for Qualitative Inquiry 

The bar graphs in Figure 4 provide a visual overview of the results from coding for teeth refer-

ences within NVivo. 

 

Figure 4. Number of convict records and teeth references by gender 

A significant amount of concern has followed the introduction of QDAS as a tool to aid qualitative 
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analysis and much of this worry has focused on the actual or perceived reification and quantifica-

tion of narrative text.43 However, as Bazely points out, “qualitative analysis is necessarily interpre-

tive”, particularly when addressing open-ended narrative data.44  While there is certainly scope for 

the noted occurrences resulting from this project’s use of NVivo to be taken up in a study with a 

quantitative focus, the benefits for qualitative inquiry should not be underrated. For example, given 

the size of the dataset it would not have been possible to know that the larger number of teeth 

references belong to female convicts from a reading of the text alone. A fact that is even more 

striking given the number of female records is just over a third of the number of male records. 

While a focus on numbers might encourage the assumption female convicts lost more teeth than 

male convicts, refocusing on the category “teeth appearance” provides a qualitative check. Given 

the fact the appearance of convict women’s teeth are more frequently recorded than those of male 

convicts, could the noting of a significantly larger proportion of lost teeth simply be a result of a 

greater focus on the appearance of women’s teeth? The leading question here is – “Why were the 

teeth of convict women more of a focus than the teeth of convict men?”  

Initial speculation suggests a focus on the suitability of female convicts for domestic service may 

be a reason for a general spotlight on appearance, including teeth. This is just one potential line of 

enquiry, and as mentioned earlier, further interdisciplinary research on this topic is intended. What 

is important to note is the role of NVivo in facilitating the initial exploratory analysis of the dataset 

and the potentially varied and unexpected lines of enquiry such explorations can generate.  

Clearly, NVivo has been a useful tool and aid in the process of becoming familiar with the data 

for this research project investigating the recorded marks on the convict body. While many have 

raised the time spent “playing around”45 with such programs and “the hassles one has to go 

through”46 to become adept in the use of what is “recognized as a complicated software pro-

gram”)47 as possible reasons to avoid QDAS, others, such as Altmann, view NVivo as “a relatively 

simple program to use”.48 Relative, is perhaps the key here and each researcher will need to weigh 

the pros and cons of QDAS use in light of the nature and aims of their specific projects. Selecting 

from the digital toolbox can be personal. For example, much, although by no means all, of what 

is achieved in NVivo by the current study could have been replicated in Excel, for example, text 

search queries. While not the only reason for choosing NVivo, a personal preference for what 

might be considered a more attractive and workable interface and alternative to Excel (at least for 

part of the research process) is definitely a consideration. In sharing this experience of engaging 

with NVivo it is hoped that others considering ways to tackle unique and large datasets might find 

the processes and outcomes here described useful in shaping or inspiring their own creative use 

of available digital tools. 

 

                                                           
43 Kristi Jackson, Trena Paulus, and Nicholas H.  Woolf, "The Walking Dead Genealogy: Unsubstantiated Criticisms 
of Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QDAS) and the Failure to Put Them to Rest," The Qualitative Report 23, no. 13 
(2018); Winsome St John and Patricia Johnson, "The Pros and Cons of Data Analysis Software for Qualitative 
Research," Journal of Nursing Scholarship 32, no. 4 (2000). 
44 Patricia Bazeley, "Regulating Qualitative Coding Using QDAS?," Sociological Methodology 42, no. 1 (2012): 77. 
45 Humble, "Qualitative Data Analysis Software," 131. 
46 Zamawe, "The Implication of Using NVivo," 13. 
47 Salmona and Kaczynski, "Don't Blame the Software," 43. 
48 Altmann, "Using NVivo Qualitative Research," para. 5. 
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Looking Ahead 

Encouragingly, a recent paper reports a commitment amongst QDAS developers “to work to-

wards the goal of a common exchange format”: 

If development of a common exchange format succeeds, it will be a major step forward for 

the research community at large. Such a standard will enable researchers to migrate between 

software packages … This can enhance the methodology of qualitative analysis as well, as 

researchers will no longer be locked into the confines of one particular package, instead 

they will have freedom to further their analysis by using another set of tools.49 

While this is good news for increasing the range of potential digital tools available, the same paper’s 

report on QDAS developers’ views regarding data trends is more mixed:  

Developers clarified that the ease of collecting huge amounts of data via the internet is 

creating a demand for automated analysis tools in QDAS. However, they distinguish be-

tween ‘a lot of data’ and ‘big data,’ the latter being defined as too big for ‘qualitative data 

analysis done by humans with tools.’ To some developers, automated analysis really refers 

to data processing and management, not data analysis … Because it is based on frequencies 

and statistical procedures and cannot very well interpret text in context, as humans can, 

some developers feel automated analysis is antithetical to qualitative data analysis. Others 

feel the definition of qualitative data needs to be expanded to include big data.50 

With a growing trend for research that engages increasingly larger datasets - headed by the “big 

data” revolution - and an acknowledged rise in “complex” and “large-scale interdisciplinary teams” 

engaged in qualitative research, it is crucial that QDAS developers keep apace of this trend and 

ensure their software has the capacity to assist analysis of these larger datasets.51 This is perhaps 

even more important for weighing the balance given fears of a quantitative turn spawned by the 

growth of big data industries. 

In relation to the noted “demand for automated analysis tools in QDAS” cited above, attempts to 

manage the large amounts of data in the current project would greatly benefit from a capacity to 

make every word from a Word Frequency Query into corresponding nodes in one step. Im-

portantly, the nodes created should retain their associated references. While such a feature would 

ultimately benefit “data processing and management”, data processing and management are argu-

ably important and necessary steps to engaging in actual data analysis. On this point, a query was 

sent to QSR support to ascertain if there is a way to achieve this with current versions of NVivo. 

There is not. However, QSR do have an online tool called Canny where feature suggestions can 

be posted and shared. If the early intentions of NVivo developers still hold true, there is reason to 

remain positive. Likening researchers to composers at the invention of the piano, the 2002 decla-

                                                           
49 Evers, "Current Issues," 69-70. 
50 Evers, "Current Issues," 66. 
51 Judith Davidson, Shanna Thompson, and Andrew Harris, "Qualitative Data Analysis Software Practices in Complex 
Research Teams: Troubling the Assumptions About Transparency and Portability," Qualitative Inquiry 23, no. 10 (2017); 
Paulus, Lester, and Britt, "Constructing Hopes and Fears," 645. 
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ration of QSR founder and NVivo developer, Tom Richards, encapsulates the will and spirit de-

sired: 

there is the continuing onus on developers such as ourselves to study what researchers do 

(and what they might want to do if they knew it could be done) and invent new tools, 

unimagined before, that help researchers do new work, also unimagined before. Let’s keep 

inventing those new pianos!52 

In reference to data held in the Founders and Survivors database, it has been noted that despite 

the “increase in scale, the data analysis for this project can be conducted on laptops”.53 While this 

may be true, experience of the current project’s engagement with NVivo would like to add a qual-

ification of – “only just!” If software applications like NVivo develop to adapt to current research 

trends we may all (hopefully) continue to work effectively and comfortably from our laptops, bear-

ing in mind that enabling mobile research has been a long-standing touted feature of QDAS. 

  

                                                           
52 Tom Richards, "An intellectual history of NUD*IST and NVivo," International Journal of Social Research Methodology 5, 
no. 3 (2002): 214. 
53 Maxwell-Stewart, "Big Data and Australian History," 362. 
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Abstract: This paper is an inquiry into how communicative memory works within the intergenerational setting, 

focusing specifically on the ways that war memory and war stories are passed down within one family. Grand-

mother, Cheryl and Mother, Cath discuss these stories with author and third generation participant Alison using 

a study reminiscent of Alexander Freund’s three generational interview. This family case study delves into two war 

stories passed down through an Australian family that are then unpacked to reveal any discrepancies and analyse 

‘why’ or ‘how’ stories may have been edited.  

Keywords: Communicative Memory, Memory, War Remembrance, Three-Generational Interview, Family 

Memory, Family History 

 

Communicative Memory and Family 

In recent decades, the study of family history has become more mainstream. With websites such 

as ‘Ancestry.com’ making it simple for families to trace their lineage and locate archived documents, 

it is perhaps easier now more than ever to track generations. However, family legends, memories, 

and personal accounts cannot be found in these archived records. Through interviews, as well as 

cultural artefacts and archives, historians have begun looking into personal accounts of history, 

memory, and myths that otherwise would rarely leave the confines of a family.1 This paper will 

examine how communicative memory has worked through the confines of my own family, spe-

cifically how we remember our involvement in war. Further, this discussion will argue for the 

importance of communicative memory in the intergenerational and war remembrance contexts, 

whilst analysing discrepancies or ‘edits’ made to these stories by placing them in a comparison to 

National Archive records.  

To an extent this inquiry and discussion will be based on Alexander Freund’s three generational 

interview structure, as my grandmother Cheryl, mother Cath, and I discuss family stories, with 

myself acting as an interviewer from a third-generation standpoint.2 These interviews were con-

ducted one-on-one in an informal manner, to ensure that my family members were relaxed and 

comfortable talking about their personal understandings of our family’s involvement in war. In-

terviewees were not prompted in their responses, unless responding to my own input in the dis-

cussion, and consented to having their accounts recorded to be used in this paper. Further, as my 

                                                           
1 Alexander Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany: Three-Generational Interviews 
and Communicative Memory,” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009). 
2 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany.” 
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grandmother and mother were being interviewed by a family member, it can be surmised that they 

felt more relaxed and comfortable talking about family history and memories than if the inter-

viewer were an external participant. This means that these conversations may have more detail and 

honesty due to the pre-existing relationship between interviewer and interviewee. Unlike Freund’s 

method, in this inquiry participants were spoken to individually, yet still in a family interview con-

text as the interviewer acted as a generational participant. This paper will focus on two specific 

family stories as told and remembered in these family interviews, across three generations. Firstly, 

‘The Gangrene Foot’ about my great, great Uncle H.’s time as a prisoner of war (POW), and ‘Shot 

in the Bottom’, about my great grandfather, a possibly apocryphal tale. These are stories that have 

arguably been passed down due to the ‘intriguing’ or ‘exciting’ nature and are the “foundational 

family stories” that are told whenever war, or war experience is discussed at family gatherings.3  

Alexander Freund argues that communicative memory “explains how stories become myths in 

intergenerational communication” within families, as is the case within my own family.4 However, 

to understand how this occurs, one must first understand the function of communicative memory 

and the intricacies of this process. Most simply, communicative memory is the collective memory 

of a particular group that is learnt and negotiated through informal, everyday conversations.5 These 

conversations often occur in casual settings, within families, workplaces, and friendship groups, 

who tell and retell stories. Within a family, descendants who did not live through an event experi-

ence “repeated recall of the family's past - usually via oral stories which are told at family get-

togethers” and are able to share these stories as if they are their own.6 This kind of in-family story-

telling and inherited knowledge are the foundation of communicative memory.7 It is also important 

to note that communicative memory is not simply ‘learned stories’, but memory that is constantly 

negotiated, edited, and reconstructed within families.8  

Due to the informality of communicative memory, particularly the lack of official recording and 

primary method of transmission being oral, this kind of memory is characterised by its ‘short hori-

zon’. These stories or memories only exist within three to four generations, as far back as the 

oldest living individual in a group can remember.9 In the generational setting, as is the basis of this 

inquiry, Freund has outlined that individuals are not given a set role but rather “may alternate 

between the roles of storyteller and listener” in “unspecialised” conversation.10 As families are 

comfortable around one another, the roles that may be traditionally associated with seniority are 

far less evident. In this family context, opinions and understandings of all members are shared and 

acknowledged simultaneously, rather than simply having a senior family member tell stories whilst 

younger members listen. It is this ‘unspecialised’ conversation that is evident within my own family, 

as conversations among my family involve frequent switching from speaker to listener, regardless 

                                                           
3 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 11. 
4 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 25. 
5 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, "Collective Memory and Cultural Identity," New German Critique 65, no. 65 (1995): 
125-33. 
6 Astri Erll, “Locating Family in Cultural Memory Studies,” Journal of Comparative Family Studies 42, no. 3, Families and 
Memories: Continuity and Social Change (2011): 306. 
7 Jasmine Jones and Mark Ackerman, “Co-constructing Family Memory: Understanding the 
Intergenerational Practices of Passing on Family Stories,” Proceedings of the 2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems. (2018): 21-26. 
8 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 8. 
9 Assmann and Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity.” 
10 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 7.  
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of age. An example of the interplay between generations and the informality of such learning or 

discussion became apparent in a conversation about Uncle H. with my grandmother: 

CHERYL: He could not have anything rich like cheese or cream…  

ALISON: Oh, you wouldn’t for a long time  

CHERYL: No because the stomach couldn’t handle it 

ALISON: You would have to really slowly introduce that again 

CHERYL: Very, very plain foods, nothing that was rich or… 

ALISON: Decadent? 

CHERYL: Yeah11 

This small transcript shows how my family interact, finishing each other’s sentences and interrupt-

ing conversation somewhat to add one’s own assumptions. This discussion shows communicative 

memory in action, as my grandmother and I construct this story together based on our collective 

family memory. In this context, the ‘seniority’ of my grandmother’s age is somewhat irrelevant, as 

the comfort and relaxed nature of family interaction arises, with each individual alternating be-

tween storyteller and listener. The following two war stories were learnt via communicative prac-

tices within my family, however, though these are collective memories, there are some apparent 

differences between generations. 

 

The Gangrene Foot 

Declared missing on the 7th of March 1942, we assume Uncle H., my great-great uncle, was cap-

tured during the Battle of Java. Taking place on the island of Java, the battle occurred between the 

Imperial Japanese Army and the American-British-Dutch-Australian Command (ABDA).12 This 

resulted in Allied (ABDA) surrender, and Japanese victory.13 Captured sometime in this battle, 

Uncle H. was made a prisoner of war by the Japanese, not rescued until the end of the war.14 The 

most retold story is that of Uncle H. being put into a river and fish eating the gangrene out of his 

foot to save his life. Upon further research, we discovered that this was a technique used com-

monly by medical officers to remove tropical ulcers that often led to gangrene in prisoner of war 

camps.15 Rather than resorting to amputation, this technique allowed fish to eat the dead skin from 

the foot, a practice paralleled by other doctors who would either wrap the ulcer in banana skin to 

have maggots eat the diseased flesh or used sharpened cutlery to scrape away the skin.16   

                                                           
11 Alison Fiddes, “Interviews,” (2020).  
12 Gerard L. Weinberg, World War II: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 73.  
13 Weinberg, World War II: A Very Short Introduction, 73. 
14 National Archives of Australia. This reference is not being given in full to protect the privacy of participants. Please 
see the disclaimer at the end of the piece. 
15 Rosalind S. Hearder, “Careers in Captivity: Australian Prisoner-of-War Medical Officers in Japanese Captivity Dur-
ing World War II,” (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 2003), 141. 
16 Hearder, “Careers in Captivity,” 141. 
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I have no recollection of learning this story, it is something that I have simply always known 

through communicative elements in the family. It is likely, I learned about this by overhearing 

conversations with my mother and grandmother when young. My mother has no living memory 

of Uncle H. telling her these stories, also learning through communicative practices. She claims 

these conversations were instigated by studying family history and World War II whilst at school: 

CATH: I just remember being told that he was a prisoner of war, by the Japanese, I was told that he was 

in Changi the prisoner of war camp and that he was captured in Singapore…  There was a story where he 

got gangrene in his foot. And one of the Japanese guards tied him to a river with his foot in the water and 

the fish ate the gangrenous flesh which eventually saved his life.17   

My grandmother’s recollection of the story differs from my mother’s and my own brief under-

standing outlined above, as she has first-hand memory of knowing Uncle H. and learning about 

this experience: 

CHERYL: I was thirteen or so asking him questions, and that’s when he told us about his foot… and he 

showed us his foot… 

ALISON: Which foot was-? 

CHERYL: Where he had the gangrene, the gangrene in his foot. And the doctors they tied him to the 

riverbank for the fish to eat the gangrene out of his foot. Saved his life. Agony,  

ALISON: Oh, it would have been… 

CHERYL: But it saved his life. 

ALISON: So, he showed you his foot? 

CHERYL: *Pointing to side of left foot* Yea, it was all a big sort of gauge… 18 

                                                           
17 Fiddes, “Interviews.” 
18 Fiddes, “Interviews.” 

Figure 1: 'Uncle H.' Accessed via National Archives 
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This story brings to light two significances of communicative memory’s function within the inter-

generational setting. First, Uncle H.’s official war records show no information about his experi-

ence as a POW, other than that he simply was an assumed POW.19 Without family storytelling and 

communicative practices, the memory of his struggle and time in the camp would no longer exist. 

Secondly, while my mother and I tell vague recollections of this tale, my grandmother who knew 

and remembers Uncle H. places an emphasis on the suffering and “agony” he went through that 

I had never previously considered. From this, there is a clear loss of detail through the generations, 

with my grandmother being able to show me exactly how his foot was affected whereas my own, 

third generational, understanding was more abstract. This loss of detail in younger generations and 

change in emphasis among generations is something oral historians have found common in inter-

generational interviews.20 Personally, being so far removed from knowing Uncle H., when hearing 

or telling this story it is simply an interesting anecdote or link that I have to World War II history. 

Arguably, not knowing him and not having seen photos of him until conducting my own research 

caused this shift in emphasis as a third generational participant.   

 

‘Shot in the Bottom’ 

My great-grandfather, referred to in this paper as ‘Pop’, served in WWII as part of the Royal Aus-

tralia Air Force (RAAF).21 As a child, I remember being told he was discharged after being shot in 

the bottom and my mother recalls similar stories about Pop’s heroics.  

CATH: I can’t remember when, or why the conversation came up, but I was always told that Pop was a 

bombardier so he flew, obviously, with the air force in the planes with that romanticism of, what you imagine 

it to be, was that they would open the bomb doors and released the bombs, that sort of thing.  I also recall 

being told that he was discharged from service because of a bullet wound in his bottom… where that’s come 

up is up for debate.”22 

My mother’s recollection of this tale aligns with my own, though with more detail and depth than 

I had ever been exposed to. What is also pertinent to this discussion is that my mother is certain, 

this ‘shot in the bottom’ story was told to her by my grandmother. However, my grandmother 

found the subject of her father’s war history a bit more sensitive and was somewhat reserved when 

asked about her knowledge of his experiences.  

CHERYL: No idea why he was discharged he never talked about it, mum never talked about it, my Nana, 

his mum, never talked about it … maybe it was something he did that embarrassed the family, so you didn’t 

talk about it Ali23  

What is interesting here is how communicative memory has been evident through the generations, 

with this story needing to have been told, to have been learned across multiple generations. Yet, 

when asked, knowing that the discussion was being recorded ‘formally’, my grandmother omitted 

                                                           
19 National Archives of Australia. 
20 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 23; Ashley Barnwell, “Convict Shame to 
Convict Chic: Intergenerational Memory and Family Histories,” Memory Studies 12, no. 4 (2019): 398-411. 
21 National Archives of Australia. 
22 Fiddes, “Interviews.” 
23 Fiddes, “Interviews.” 
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this part of the story from her version of events that were “crystallised”.24 In this context, ‘crystal-

lisation’ refers to an individual selecting and rearranging anecdotes or stories when aware that these 

are being recorded for others to hear.25 So, whilst my grandmother’s retelling is authentic to her, 

it also must be noted that these are the anecdotes she has chosen to be preserved through my 

recording.  

Looking at Pop’s war records, it is clear that he did not work as a bombardier, but rather as a 

signalman.26 He was not discharged for this more ‘heroic’ reason, he simply was deemed medically 

unfit for service.27 So why was this family story created? My grandmother’s previous statement 

gives some clue. Arguably, Pop’s war history was underwhelming or deemed embarrassing, partic-

ularly due to the little time he actually spent in service; so, a more heroic, romanticised story was 

created to give him a more honourable reason for discharge. My mother and grandmother above 

somewhat confirm this assumption, both having known Pop and making unprompted remarks 

about embarrassment.   

CATH: Perhaps sometimes people made things up because they were embarrassed of their lack of war 

heroics...28  

These kinds of omissions or changes to a family narrative reflect some societal pressures and un-

derstandings. Greenhalgh asserts that untrue stories represent “a complex negotiation between 

individuals’ memories, senses of self, the expectations of audiences and wider societal perceptions 

of the past” and are useful in understanding how individuals wished to represent themselves.29  In 

post-war Australian society, with so many glorified war stories shared, perhaps Pop “composed” 

                                                           
24 Ruth Finnegan, “Family Myths, Memories and Interviewing,” in Studying Family and Community History: 19th and 20th 
Centuries Volume 1: From Family Tree to Family History, eds. Ruth Finnegan and Michael Drake (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 117-122. 
25 Freund, “A Canadian Family Talks About Oma’s Life in Nazi Germany,” 12. 
26 National Archives of Australia. 
27 National Archives of Australia. 
28 Fiddes, “Interviews.” 
29 James Greenhalgh, “The Long Shadow of ihe Air War: Composure, Memory and the Renegotiation of Self in the 
Oral Testimonies of Bomber Command Veterans Since 2015”, Contemporary British History (2021): 5. 

Figure 2: 'Pop' Accessed via National Archives 
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a story that he could live with to avoid embarrassment or guilt.30 Perhaps my grandmother or one 

of her siblings created that story as children because they wanted their dad to be a war hero, but 

no longer feel the need to alter the tale in modern day. Perhaps this story arose in some other 

manner that has not yet been considered. Unfortunately, there is no way to know now. Barnwell 

outlines how “stories and memories can [be] edited quietly and without immediate conflict” so 

that the truth is lost to history.31 This is arguably the case with Pop’s story, which I learnt through 

communicative practices no different to how I learned Uncle H’s story. However, unlike the story 

about Uncle H., this story was ‘quietly edited’ into a romanticised tale that leaves the truth of his 

experience, other than a few pages of records, lost. 

 

Final Thoughts 

This discussion provides a clear example of how stories are passed down through communicative 

memory practices within families, and how generations construct and make sense of stories in 

different ways. Family interviews, such as this one, allow oral historians to witness communicative 

memory in action and understand how collective family memory is constructed, edited, and nego-

tiated. In this case study, two stories were passed down through communicative practices and the 

way my family and I negotiate and tell these stories is a prime example of how communicative 

memory works; including the telling and learning of a story that was not true. 

Neither oral history nor archives sources can give the full truth of what happened in the war. Yet, 

without oral accounts of war memory, despite being limited by bias, emotion or human error when 

discussing specific details, personal accounts of war would be limited to the few surviving diaries 

and letters. In this paper oral history provides insight to the human side of war remembrance in a 

way that the more official documentation cannot. If these kinds of family stories were not passed 

down through generations, personal accounts of war remembering and war experience, never for-

mally recorded or archived, would not be known. Communicative memory, and the experience of 

sharing or listening to stories with family, is what allows these stories to stay alive in descendants’ 

memories. Without listening to my grandmother and mother talk about these stories all my life, so 

informally that I have no recollection of learning them, the two stories discussed in this paper 

would eventually have died with them. These communicative practices allow for a personal side 

of war experience to be remembered, beyond the simple dot points of official records. Though 

not necessarily always accurate, ‘false’ stories provide just as much insight into the politics of the 

war period as presumably true experiences.  

Ultimately, the function of communicative memory allows families to share and pass on the more 

human side of war remembrance that otherwise would be forgotten, making its importance incal-

culable. Personally, I am grateful to have ancestors who act as living memory and allow me to learn 

about and record these stories for my children to learn and keep alive for generations to come.  

Names in this paper have been altered to protect the participants and family’s privacy. Link to interview audio has 

been omitted for publication due to original names being used in the interview. Full audio interview was provided to 

                                                           
30 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, eds. The Oral History Reader (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 2015), 299. 
31 Barnwell, “Convict Shame to Convict Chic,” 402. 
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Eras upon submission. Full National Archives source details have been omitted for publication, but were provided 

to Eras upon submission.  
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Abstract: This article examines the complex and interdependent relationship between history and memory as 

embodied in the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum. The article will explore communist political influence 

in the camp’s construction, the challenges of conservational aims for historical representation, and the limitations of 

remembrance through material remains. These issues, along with insights from a visit to Auschwitz Birkenau (Jan-

uary 2020), demonstrate the conflict between history and memory for both survivors and visitors to Auschwitz-

Birkenau. This analysis highlights the growing disparity between the enormity of the Holocaust and the ability of 

trauma-site museums to articulate such histories. As 2020 marks the 75th Jubilee Anniversary of the liberation of 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, it is increasingly important to reconsider these challenges, as fewer Holocaust survivors remain 

to educate future generations on the dangers of discrimination and dehumanisation.  

Keywords: Auschwitz-Birkenau, collective memory, Holocaust, representation, museums, trauma  

 

As an arena of memory Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum (hereafter, Auschwitz-Birke-

nau) educates future generations by representing the past, challenging visitors with the ubiquitous 

message of ‘never again’ and evoking a vivid, omnipresent reminder of loss. Balancing its goals of 

education and remembrance, as well as the preservation of material remains and evidence, Ausch-

witz-Birkenau engages millions of visitors, shaping collective memory through affective and expe-

riential strategies.1 Throughout this article, the representation of history and collective memory 

will be explored through the context of Auschwitz-Birkenau. The article explores narratives of 

conflict engendered by the museum. Particularly, the post-conflict political instrumentalisation of 

the camp, survivor interactions with the site, and the fundamental disparity between elements of 

representation and the events being represented. These examples highlight the multifaceted history 

of Auschwitz-Birkenau. Whilst the museum is imperative to ongoing Holocaust education and 

remembrance, such functions often come at the cost of eschewing or silencing the memory of 

individual groups within a dominant collective memory. 

 

Constructing and Reconstructing Collective Memory 

In a state of post-conflict collective amnesia, Auschwitz-Birkenau was constructed, maintained, 

and adapted as a museum and memorial within a specific political and cultural framework. By 

design, this framework altered the past and shaped a particular collective narrative of victimhood. 

Auschwitz-Birkenau became a vehicle for collective memory, defined here as an agent for various 

                                                           
1 "Mission Statement,” Auschwitz-Birkenau: Former German Nazi Concentration and Extermination Camp, 2020.  
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societies to represent their past and form their identities.2 Upon the establishment of the museum 

in 1947, Polish politics of memory heavily centred around recurring Polish nationalist themes and 

a fixation upon innocence and victimhood.3 From its inception the Polish communist regime en-

gaged in an erasure of the Jewish experience of genocide, depicting Auschwitz-Birkenau as a "me-

morial to the martyrs of the Polish nation and other nations."4 The communist approach to 

memory politics excluded ethnic conflicts from Poland’s broader collective memory, reducing the 

Holocaust to a convergence of class struggle and fluctuating economic forces.5 Communist leaders 

idealised the dissolution of ethnic identities, therefore Jews were largely excluded from collective 

memory.6 State sanctioned endorsement of the martyrdom of “the Polish Nation and other na-

tions” defined victims in terms of their nationality. Yet for Jews, Roma and Sinti, this resulted in 

their dissolution as a distinct category of victims.7 Following post-war pogroms the flight of many 

Jews from Poland left these narratives largely unchallenged. As such, during this period the Poles 

were represented as the focal victims of Auschwitz-Birkenau.8 Exhibits and tours of Auschwitz 

during Poland’s communist period focused almost singularly upon Auschwitz I, which primarily 

held Polish prisoners.9 In contrast the Birkenau camp, home to a majority of Jewish victims, was 

largely obscured. In 1960 the museum allocated space for permanent exhibits in the form of na-

tional pavilions.10 Scattered amongst the barracks, the national pavilions afforded select countries 

the ability to represent their own experiences of occupation, resistance and remembrance of their 

fates through a direct involvement with content collection, design and installation.11 However, 

even after this expansion no mention was made of the Jews who comprised the vast majority of 

victims in the camp, with exhibits absorbing Jewish fatalities into broader national statistics.12 In 

1968, eight years after the opening of national pavilions, Jewish victims were finally commemo-

rated with a pavilion of their own. However, the pavilion gave minimal consideration to the scope 

of the persecution and crimes against Jews, who were represented in equal standing to other di-

verse victim groups despite embodying the overwhelming majority of victims to be represented.13 

For present day visitors the national pavilions are not included in general site tours, silencing these 

histories in favour of a more generalised educational product.14  

The changing representation of history at Auschwitz-Birkenau demonstrates how Holocaust re-

membrance has not been static but rather in flux, susceptible to manipulation by political actors 

                                                           
2 Jeffrey Olick, “Collective Memory: The Two Cultures,” Sociological Theory 17, no. 3 (1999): 335.  
3 Pam Jenoff, “Managing Memory: The Legal Status of Auschwitz-Birkenau and Resolution of Conflicts in the Post-
Communist Era,” The Polish Review 46, no. 2 (2001): 138. 
4 Jenoff, “Managing Memory,” 138. 
5 Slawomir Kapralski, “Jews and the Holocaust in Poland’s Memoryscapes: An Inquiry into Transcultural Amnesia,” 
in The Twentieth Century in European Memory (The Netherlands: Brill, 2017), 174.   
6 Kapralski, “Jews and the Holocaust in Poland’s Memoryscapes,” 177.   
7 Marek Kucia, “Auschwitz as a Symbol of Martyrdom of the Polish Nation: 1947 and 2017,” Holocaust Studies Special 
Issue (2019): 3.  
8 Genevieve Zubrzycki, “The Politics of Jewish Absence in Contemporary Poland,” Journal of Contemporary History 52, 
no. 2 (2016): 254.  
9 Jenoff, “Managing Memory,” 139.  
10 Katie Young, “Auschwitz Birkenau: The Challenges of Heritage Management Following the Cold War,” in: Places 
of Pain and Shame: Dealing with 'Difficult Heritage, ed. William Logan and Keir Reeves (New York: Routledge, 2008), 
54.  
11  "National Exhibitions,” Auschwitz-Birkenau: Former German Nazi Concentration and Extermination, 2020. 
12 Jenoff, “Managing Memory,” 139. 
13 Jenoff, “Managing Memory,” 140.  
14  Observed by the author on a tour of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, January 12, 2020.  
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and ideologies.15 Until 1989, Auschwitz-Birkenau was instrumentalised by the Polish state and its 

representatives as a site for political propaganda.16 The museum served as an arena of Cold War 

propaganda, utilised to revile capitalist and militarist ideologies, and celebrate the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union.17 In the political context of pre-1989 Poland, Auschwitz-Birkenau structured 

collective memory through narratives of victimhood and a hierarchy of suffering, focusing pre-

dominantly on Polish victimisation. Through the use of symbols, exhibitions and public demon-

strations, Polish collective memory at Auschwitz-Birkenau has both explained and misrepresented 

history. It honoured the dead yet engaged in selective remembrance of the victims being hon-

oured.18 Memorialising the plight of political prisoners, often represented as heroes or resistance 

fighters, was a secondary priority, whilst the Jewish experience sat at the peripheral. Until the dis-

solution of communism, Jews were often listed last in museum publications and displays.19 Fur-

thermore, heavy usage of the word “martyr” at Auschwitz-Birkenau sought to exclude the vast 

majority of victims who were targeted in mechanised mass murder programs of racial and ethnic 

persecution. Instead, such wording offered preferential treatment to the memories of those who 

made sacrifices for the greater good of a specifically constructed idea of the Polish nation.20   

Upon the disintegration of the communist regime in Poland in 1989, the historical discipline was 

reinvigorated, provoking contestations of the dominant narratives prevalent at Auschwitz-Birke-

nau.21 Subsequently, collective memory at Auschwitz-Birkenau transitioned to a representation of 

both Polish victimhood at the hands of Germany and a symbol of the Shoah for Jews. However, 

for many Poles, this collective narrative of victimisation has been extremely difficult to overcome, 

demonstrating the way in which early politics of memory at Auschwitz-Birkenau shaped ongoing 

contours of remembrance.22 Even in the present-day tour guides make a concerted effort to illu-

minate redemptive narratives, such as Polish Priest Maximillian Kolbe’s sacrifices at Auschwitz.23 

 

Collective Lieux de Mémoire and the Individually Incommunicable 

As an active agent of memory, Auschwitz-Birkenau both triggers and challenges memory through 

experiential interactions with its symbolic and multisensory landscape. Auschwitz-Birkenau has 

become a lieux de memoire, a material site of memory, that symbolises the Holocaust.24 The lieux de 

mémoire crystallises the legacy of the physical site, shaping collective memory which establishes the 

limits of humanity and threatens its obliteration.25 Through its very existence, Auschwitz-Birkenau 

                                                           
15 Johnathan Huener, Auschwitz, Poland and the Politics of Commemoration: 1945-1979 (Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2003): 
29 
16 Huener, Auschwitz, Poland and the Politics of Commemoration, 227.  
17 Huener, Auschwitz, Poland and the Politics of Commemoration, 25. 
18 Thomas Van De Putte, “Contemporary Auschwitz/Oświęcim: An Interactional Approach to Collective Memory,” 
(PhD thesis, King’s College London, 2020), EThOS (uk.bl.ethos.810826), 93. 
19 Kucia, “Auschwitz as a Symbol of Martyrdom of the Polish Nation,” 3. 
20 Kucia, “Auschwitz as a Symbol of Martyrdom of the Polish Nation,” 3. 
21 Aleksandra Kubica, “Post-Jedwabne Debate Controversies in Poland: History, Memory and their Advocates,” (Mas-
ters thesis, Central European University, 2014), 25.  
22 Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, “The Politics of Commemoration: The Holocaust, Memory and Trauma,” in: 
Handbook of Contemporary European Social Theory, ed. Gerard Delanty (New York: Routledge, 2005), 289. 
23 Observed by the author on a tour of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, January 12, 2020.  
24 Pierre Nora, “Between History and Memory: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 26, Spring (1989): 7. 
25 Deborah Dwork and Robert Jan Van Pelt, Auschwitz: 1270 to the Present (New York: WW Norton and Company, 
1996), 359. 
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authenticates survivor testimony, and in return the survivor testimony authenticates the horrors 

of Auschwitz-Birkenau. However, for survivors, returning to Auschwitz-Birkenau often engenders 

conflict between their own personal memory and the mediated representation they experience at 

the museum.26 Auschwitz-Birkenau’s ongoing educational aims demand conservation: restored 

barbed wire, reconstructed crematoria, wooden barracks. Even the lush grass growing at Birkenau 

serves to sanitise Auschwitz-Birkenau, creating a commodified educational product that represents 

what the site once was for its visitors.27 On a clear day, visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau can be shock-

ing: not because of the repulsion conveyed by the site, but because of the unexpected beauty (see 

Figure 1).28  

Erected amidst vibrant countryside, the ecology of Auschwitz-Birkenau assumes a life of its own, 

as resistant to official memory as it is emblematic of it.29 Yet, for a visiting survivor, the performa-

tive nature of Auschwitz-Birkenau can be disconcerting. Present day interactions with the current 

sterilised version of Auschwitz-Birkenau often conflict with survivors’ individual memories and 

                                                           
26 Tim Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks Gateway: Survivors’ Return Visits to the Memory Landscapes of Auschwitz,” 
History and Memory 25, no. 2 (2013): 124. 
27 Jonathan Webber, “Holocaust Memory, Representation and Education: The Challenges of Applied Research,” in 
Remembering for the Future (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 242.  
28 James Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1993): 120.  
29 Andrew Charlesworth and Michael Addis, “Memorialization and the Ecological Landscapes of Holocaust Sites: The 
Cases of Plazow and Auschwitz-Birkenau,” Landscape Research 27, no. 3 (2002): 232. 

Figure 3: Amelia McGrath, “A brisk winter morning at the entrance to Auschwitz I,” 
January 2020. 
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lived experiences.30 Returning to Birkenau, some survivors are unable to locate their barracks, the 

majority of which were dismantled in the immediate post-war period.31 The grass growth and ab-

sence of mud at the site is often referred to by survivors as particularly jarring.32 Whilst Auschwitz 

still registers upon the muscular consciousness of the survivors causing them to recall sights, smells 

and sounds, many survivors assert that only with their eyes closed is it possible to really hear, and 

therefore truly see and understand Auschwitz.33 

More so than other visitors, the survivors’ experiences inextricably intertwine them with the shad-

ows of their past. Navigating remains of gas chambers and crematoria, the site allows survivors to 

reconnect with their own histories, and their loved ones. As “graveyards without graves,” Ausch-

witz-Birkenau speaks to the terror of absence, forcing visitors to bear the burden of the stolen 

human lives scattered beneath the sites.34 For survivors, this burden is particularly heavy. They 

often see and feel the lives of family and friends that were torn so savagely from them.35 In his 

work on Holocaust survivors, Henry Greenspan discusses the idea of the incommunicable in re-

membrance.36 Whilst the sensory memories and psychological states experienced by Holocaust 

survivors embody the horrific totality of their imprisonment at Auschwitz, these traumas can never 

                                                           
30 Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway,” 110. 
31 Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway,” 112.  
32 Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway,” 115.  
33 Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway,” 116. 
34 William Miles, “Auschwitz: Museum Interpretation and Darker Tourism,” Annals of Tourism Research 29, no. 4 (2002), 
1176.  
35 Cole, “Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway,” 110. 
36 Henry Greenspan, “The Unsaid, The Incommunicable, the Unbearable, and the Irretrievable,” Oral History Review 
41, no. 2 (2014): 235.  

Figure 4: Amelia McGrath, “Grass regrowth and barrack remains at Birkenau,” January 2020. 
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truly be communicated.37 Visceral olfactory memories such as the smell of burning flesh, the om-

nipresent fear, the feel of mud and the terrifying auditory landscapes are mere whispers of a past 

that can never truly be articulated to another.38 Indeed, the vast emptiness of Birkenau and the 

radical restructuring of the site from its 1945 landscape is the ultimate paradox for visiting survi-

vors. They are still overcome by vivid sensory memories which include a cacophony of dog barks, 

whip cracks and the screams of “thousands of people.”39 Yet it is incommunicable for those who 

visit only in the present, something beyond representation or remembrance.40 

Drawing upon visitors’ direct participation in immersive environments and provoking unparalleled 

emotions through the lieux de mémoire and catastrophic material evidence, Auschwitz-Birkenau rep-

resents the Holocaust in concrete and visceral ways.41 Yet, the trauma of the Holocaust can neither 

be relived or vicariously experienced, only encountered through imagined and mediated forms.42 

In present-day tours, the Arbeit Macht Frei gate is represented as a focal point in the visitor’s col-

lective memory: the distinct threshold of humanity and the symbol of a barbaric “wound.”43  

Stepping through the archway visitors transcend their humanity and are thrust into a trauma frozen 

in time. However, this point in collective visitor memory is almost mythical. Conversely, few of 

                                                           
37 Henry Greenspan, “The Unsaid, The Incommunicable, the Unbearable, and the Irretrievable,” Oral History Review 
41, no. 2 (2014): 235.  
38 Pierre Nora, “Between History and Memory: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 26, Spring (1989): 7. 
39 Nora, “Between History and Memory,” 115. 
40 Greenspan, “The Unsaid, The Incommunicable, the Unbearable, and the Irretrievable,” 235. 
41 Joanne Pettitt, “Introduction: New Perspectives on Auschwitz” Holocaust Studies (2019): 3.  
42 Lutz Kaelber, “A Memorial as Virtual Traumascape: Darkest Tourism in 3D and Cyber-Space to the Gas Chambers 
of Auschwitz,” e-Review of Tourism Research (eRTR) 5, No. 2 (2007): 27.  
43 Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, “Representing Auschwitz,” History and Memory 7, No. 2 (1995): 126.  

Figure 5: Amelia McGrath, “Arbeit Macht Frei Gate at Auschwitz I,” January 2020. 
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the Jews deported to Auschwitz ever saw the gate.44 Ultimately, the authentic sense of place in-

voked by any trauma-site museum invites visitors to confound their present-day monumentalised 

experiences, mistaking Auschwitz’s memorialised landscape for the reality of the actual death 

camps.45 In a place and time so far removed from the present, where the boundary of humanity 

had been so violently distorted, the experience of Auschwitz-Birkenau is unimaginable for most. 

Greenspan argues that despite the lieux de memoire, visitors psychologically distance themselves 

from the site’s landscape of death, the “corpses lying around like garbage.” 46 Visitors can only see 

the landscape as it is, rather than consider what it was. 

 

Material Artefacts and the Veneer of Authenticity 

As a trauma-site museum, Auschwitz-Birkenau is burdened with a pedagogic impetus to display 

narratives which attract diverse audiences. Furthermore, the site must construct an understanding 

of genocide that focuses less on the minutiae of family, time and place, and more on the condem-

nation of mass violence as an aberration of humanity.47 “It is easy to speak about millions of vic-

tims, but difficult to imagine them. Overcoming the anonymity of victims in our memory… is one 

of the most important challenges posed by Auschwitz.”48 Whilst the sheer scope of Auschwitz-

Birkenau as a representation of the Holocaust offers tremendous value, the museum’s pursuit of 

digestible narrative within its own political and cultural systems subsequently manipulates and dis-

torts the complexities of its inhabitants.49 Just as the history of Auschwitz-Birkenau is multifaceted, 

its victims defy generalisation and convenient categorisation.50 As such, collective memories rep-

resented at Auschwitz-Birkenau are often contradictory to the diverse lived experiences of its vic-

tims, leveraging certain memories over those of another group.51 But how could a museum repre-

sent over a million different lives? Whilst limitations of space, regulated visiting times and stake-

holder influences characterise a typical pattern of museum representation, it is evident that these 

constraints are irreconcilable with the claims of so many different victims to their individual, au-

thentic narrative of Auschwitz-Birkenau.  

In order to communicate the horrors of the Holocaust, Auschwitz-Birkenau relies on the burden 

of material evidence left at the camps. However, in the context of representing history, such cura-

tion strategies de-emphasise the fact that Nazi perpetrators were largely responsible for the re-

maining objects and documents.52 As such, the victims are those most at risk of narrative disen-

franchisement. Ironically, in tours of the site, the history of Camp Commander Hoss is explored 

in far more detail than the Jews murdered by his hand.53 Challenging the visitor to consider the 

                                                           
44 Ezrahi, “Representing Auschwitz,” 126. 
45 James Young, “After the Holocaust: National Attitudes to Jews,” Holocaust and Genocide Studies 4, no. 1 (1989): 64.  
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47 Paul Williams, “Witnessing Genocide: Vigilance and Remembrance at Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek,” Holocaust and 
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48 Stanislaw Krajewski, “Auschwitz at the Threshold of the New Millennium,” in Remembering for the Future (London: 
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49 Jonathan Webber, “The Future of Auschwitz: Some Personal Reflections,” Religion, State and Society 20, no. 1 (1992): 
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50 Pettitt, “Introduction,” 1.  
51 Pettitt, “Introduction,” 1. 
52 Krajewski, “Auschwitz at the Threshold of the New Millennium,” 332.  
53 Observed by the author on a tour of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, January 12, 2020. 
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scale of the trauma at Auschwitz-Birkenau, abandoned artefacts act as cornerstones in a hierarchy 

of representation. The hierarchy demands that physical traces of events or people remain in order 

to be exhibited, discussed, and remembered.54 Yet, the callous annihilation of the Jews and their 

vibrant culture prohibits any alternative opportunity for display or discussion.55 Memories of life 

are lost; the vibrant community and traditions, the interconnectedness of culture that once enliv-

ened the inhabitants of Auschwitz-Birkenau are obscured, reduced to the most mundane of their 

belongings.56 Whilst the very existence of vast piles of headless hair and footless shoes articulates 

the dangers of prejudice, the visitor learns nothing of the lives that once animated these objects.  

As veneers of authenticity, artefacts allow the public to collectively identify and empathise with 

loss through the trope of remembrance. Visitors tour rooms full of prosthetic limbs, glasses and 

suitcases which effectively function as statistics – a physical representation of the sheer scale of 

the obliteration. 

The overwhelming material evidence present at Auschwitz-Birkenau ensures Holocaust history is 

articulated and shared, thus consolidating it into collective memory and fostering remembrance. 

However, by exhibiting these artefacts Auschwitz-Birkenau historically appropriates and egre-

giously generalises about the experiences of European Jewry.57 These motifs are highlighted by 

historian James Young, who challenges the notion that these artefacts further historical 

                                                           
54 Claire Griffiths, “Encountering Auschwitz: Touring the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum,” Holocaust Studies 25, 
no. 1 (2019): 189. 
55 Webber, “Holocaust Memory, Representation and Education,” 240. 
56 Pettitt, “Introduction,” 3.  
57 Griffiths, “Encountering Auschwitz,” 183. 

Figure 6: Amelia McGrath, “Prosthetic Limbs at Auschwitz Birkenau,” January, 2020. 
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knowledge.58 Rather, by displaying artefacts en masse the myriad of disparate personalities are de-

nied autonomy, ownership and individual memory.59 Displaying such items dehumanises the lives 

behind them, merely affirming that the owners of exhibited items are no longer. Remnants of 

obliteration “rise in a macabre dance of memorial ghosts,” reminding visitors not of the lives of 

the owners, but of their moment of destruction.60 Ultimately, it demonstrates that despite educa-

tional intentions, the sum of dismembered artefacts can never truly recreate the enormity of loss. 

61  

 

Conclusion 

Despite the influence of political ideologies and the challenges of object-based remembrance, 

Auschwitz-Birkenau plays a fundamental role in the representation of Holocaust history and 

memory. The site leaves an indelible mark upon visitors, acting as symbol of genocide that em-

bodies the cry of ‘never again.’ Through experiential and tangible experiences, Auschwitz-Birkenau 

is unique in its ability to foster public understanding and represent the magnitude of genocide and 

trauma. Yet, Auschwitz-Birkenau also embodies the ethical and emotional constraints of represen-

tation. An overwhelming disparity exists between the elements of representation and the events to 

be represented, the lives lost and the memories incommunicable. Nonetheless, in its existence, the 

discourse that Auschwitz-Birkenau articulates allows Holocaust history to be continually affective 

long after its actions have passed completely into memory. 

Except as permitted by the copyright law applicable to you, you may not reproduce or communicate any of the included 

photographs without the permission of the copyright owner. 
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The Problematics of Institutionalised War Memory: Australian War Art and 

How Ben Quilty Has Altered the Status Quo by Depicting Deep Memory 
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Abstract: This paper examines the representations of cultural memory and deep memory in Australian war art, 

arguing that engaging with deep memory is a more respectful, inclusive and emotionally truthful approach to war 

remembrance. Institutional Australian war art contributes to the formation of cultural memory through reflecting 

the mythologised ANZAC legend – a homogenised and romanticised representation of war that intertwines concepts 

of masculinity with the formation of a white national identity. The ANZAC legend as represented in war art 

corrupts the remembrance of war, with its heroic and singular narrative often silencing those soldiers whose deep 

memory is at odds with the dominant cultural memory. Deep memory involves the individual and sensory memory of 

those who experience a certain event, accessing narratives that cultural memory can overlook. The representation of 

deep memory in war art thus displays the psychological and emotional dimensions of the military experience, is 

inclusive of the diversity of war experiences, and challenges the heroic narrative of the ANZAC legend by reflecting 

the accomplishments of soldiers alongside their vulnerabilities. This paper will demonstrate this through a case study 

of Ben Quilty’s portrayal of soldiers’ deep memories in his 2014 exhibition After Afghanistan. 

Keywords: cultural memory, deep memory, ANZAC, Australian war art, Ben Quilty 

 

The institutionalisation of memorialising Australians at war is perhaps most commonly associated 

with ANZAC Day. While one may interpret these public events as sombre and humble remem-

brance, the ANZAC legend reveals a less well-meaning feature of Australia’s war memorialisation. 

During and after World War I, war remembrance assumed the role of acting as a foundation for 

the construction of a white Australian national identity and purpose. A homogeneous war narrative 

of the soldier was used to create a mythologised nation-building identity – with the figure of the 

white, male ANZAC soldier portrayed as the true ‘Australian’, with traits such as heroism, strength, 

bravery, enthusiasm and larrikinism, with no mention of vulnerability, trauma or fear. In effect, 

this uniform masculinity became inherently interlinked with white nationalism, creating the AN-

ZAC legend. 

The ANZAC legend has been institutionalised as war memory in Australia’s collective memory in 

an ongoing process of formal inclusion in the nation’s institutions, ceremonies, cultural practices 

and traditions. This means that the ANZAC legend has become a cultural memory in Australia – 

cultural memory referring to the collective memory of a community that exists on a timescale 
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beyond living memory and has a stabilised narrative achieved through institutionalisation.1 Insti-

tutional Australian war art is one of the means by which the ANZAC legend has become part of 

cultural memory in Australia. The war artists program, commencing in World War I, provided a 

visual portrayal of war which often emphasised ANZAC masculinity while silencing the deep 

memory of soldiers that did not fit into the nation-forming ANZAC myth. Deep memory refers 

to an individual’s sensory memory of their lived experience, and in this context, it is used to analyse 

the exclusion of soldiers’ personal war memories from the ANZAC cultural memory of war. 

The representation of a uniform ANZAC masculinity in the cultural memory of the ANZAC 

legend was often at odds with soldiers’ deep memory of war, which included significant psycho-

logical trauma, vulnerability and fragility. Australian war art thus acts to alienate soldiers from war 

remembrance when their experience of war differs from the dominant cultural memory. This ex-

clusionary effect of Australian war art has been challenged by commissioned war artist Ben Quilty. 

In his 2014 exhibition After Afghanistan, Quilty uses visual art to express the deep memory of sol-

diers, displaying themes of vulnerability and psychological trauma, which often contrast with the 

cultural memory of the ANZAC legend. On the surface, the cultural memory of ANZAC and its 

associated commemorations and events may seem like respectful remembrance, but a deeper anal-

ysis of its origins reveals that the ANZAC legend is founded on correlating a white Australian 

identity with a romanticised and mythologised war memory that ignores the deep memory of sol-

diers. This essay demonstrates that attempting to express deep memory in war art is a more re-

spectful, inclusive and truthful way of commemorating war than the traditional portrayal of the 

ANZAC legend in Australian war art. 

 

The Disparity Between Cultural Memory and Deep Memory in Australian War Remem-

brance 

The institutionalisation of ANZAC war memory has meant that the associated foundational ideals 

and traditions persist in Australia’s cultural memory today. This cultural memory is built upon 

mythologised ideas that interlink masculinity with white nation-formation, and ultimately fail to 

commemorate those who “own” the memories. The ANZAC legend was rapidly institutionalised 

during World War I,2 entering public and common discourses to become part of Australia’s cul-

tural memory. The narrative that shaped this cultural memory was informed by the writings of 

official Australian war correspondent Charles Bean. Bean ascribed military success to the capability 

of Australian soldiers. He stated that their fighting spirit lay in “the mettle of the men”,3 which he 

attributed to the tough frontier lifestyle and freedoms of the colonies which, he claimed, bred a 

stronger, bolder and more resourceful soldier.4 Bean’s writings emphasised that soldiers who did 

not fit into his ANZAC ideal, for example those who mutinied, were disloyal and un-Australian.5 
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5 Thomson, “Steadfast Until Death?”, 473. 
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This perpetuated the linking of the Australian soldier to bravery, strength, larrikinism and mateship, 

with anything outside of this ANZAC model of masculinity labelled un-Australian. The Australian 

bush tradition was predominantly a male venture,6 and it was portrayed as exclusively so by Bean 

and in Australia’s cultural memory of frontiersmen. A particular idea of masculinity thus became 

inherently interlinked with the racially-based concept of white nation-forming when the Gallipoli 

front was used as foundational material in the construction of white Australia’s national identity.7 

To be an ANZAC soldier and exhibit the mythologised ANZAC masculinity was to be a true 

patriot,8 and this white male-centred national identity constructed around warfare often silenced 

and excluded those who did not reflect these values.9 

It is this exclusion from the traditional ANZAC narrative that can cause those who “own” the 

memories of participation in war to become alienated and feel separate from war remembrance in 

Australia’s cultural memory.10 This exclusion points to a conflict between cultural memory and 

deep memory. When discussing cultural and deep memory in relation to the Holocaust, Langer 

explains that cultural memory seeks to mediate atrocities and provide closure to the traumatic 

realities of deep memory.11 This essay will apply Langer’s explanation of these terms and how they 

describe the memory of traumatic events to the context of Australian soldiers. While cultural 

memory seeks to establish coherence and redemption,12 deep memory does not provide closure 

and consists of “a permanently unfinished tale, full of incomplete intervals”.13 As part of cultural 

memory, the developing ANZAC legend was at odds with the deep memory of many soldiers, 

who felt that their war experience had included unheroic and ‘unmanly’ acts. The concept of mas-

culinity is not a uniform set of attributes with which every soldier can identify.14 In addition, lan-

guage that celebrates an endpoint of trauma in cultural memory, such as ‘survival’, is often at odds 

with the deep memory of soldiers who still suffer from the psychological effects of trauma.15 Thus, 

it grew increasingly difficult for individual soldiers to tell memories that did not fit into the ho-

mogenised popular memory of the ANZAC legend.16 

This can be seen in the war experience of Second Lieutenant Lyndall Urwick. During the battle of 

the Aisne, Urwick experienced anxiety-induced stomach ailments which relieved him from the 

front.17 Urwick’s 1915 account states that he was the one who made the decision to leave: 

Suddenly I found myself curled up with a stomach-ache that put the best efforts of my 

childhood to naught. After about five hours of this I came to the conclusion that duty and 

                                                           
6 Bryan Dwyer, “Place and Masculinity in the Anzac Legend,” ASAL, (1997): 226. 
7 Stephen Garton, “War and Masculinity in Twentieth Century Australia,” Journal of Australian Studies 22, no. 56 (1998): 
86.  
8 Dwyer, “Place and Masculinity,” p226. 
9 Alistair Thomson, “Anzac Memories Revisited: Trauma, Memory and Oral History,” Oral History Review 42, no.1 
(2015): 23. 
10 Thomson, “Anzac Memories Revisited,” 1. 
11 Lawrence Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 6-9. 
12 Saul Friedländer, “Trauma, Memory, and Transference,” in Holocaust 
Remembrance: The Shapes of Memory, ed. Geoffrey Hartman (Oxford, UK and Cambridge, US.: Blackwell, 1994) 254. 
13 Langer, Holocaust Testimonies, 21. 
14 Garton, “War and Masculinity,” 86. 
15 Langer, Holocaust Testimonies, 23. 
16 Michael Roper, “Re-remembering the Soldier Heroes: The Psychic and Social Construction of Memory in Personal 
Narratives of the Great War,” History Workshop Journal 50, (2000): 184. 
17 Roper, “Re-remembering the Soldier Heroes,” 194. 
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my condition were scarcely compatible. I got a stretcher-bearer to give me a hand and 

crawled down to the first field hospital to interview a doctor.18  

However, in an account which Urwick gave in the 1970s, he emphasises that he insisted on staying 

in battle until his superior ordered him to leave: 

[The Company Commander] said ‘I think you’re very sick boy. You are to go down to the 

regimental aid post and report to the Medical Officer’. I replied that I thought I could carry 

on. I wasn’t that bad. He looked at me quite sternly and said ‘That, Urwick, is an order.’19 

Urwick’s change in narrative demonstrates the pressure on veterans to reflect and reproduce the 

ANZAC myth. His experience actually differed markedly from the subsequently institutionalised 

ideal of the brave, strong and stoic ANZAC soldier; he may have felt guilty or embarrassed later 

in life about not being able to fight alongside his unit because he had ‘given in’ to an anxiety-

induced illness.20 Urwick’s retelling of his story is shaped by the influence of cultural memory, 

altered to fit into ANZAC ideals of masculinity, mateship and bravery, which silenced his deep 

memory of psychological trauma in the battle of the Aisne. Institutionalised war memory con-

structed a homogeneous narrative of the archetypal ANZAC soldier, but soldiers’ deep memories 

and individual experiences were often silenced when they did not reflect these mythologised ideals. 

 

The Cultural Memory of the ANZAC Legend in Institutional Australian War Art 

 Institutional Australian war art mythologises the ANZAC experience and the traits associated 

with it, beginning with the war artist program during WWI.21 Official war artist Arthur Streeton 

operated within an historical art tradition of recording significant military events through paint-

ings.22 One of Streeton’s best known pieces, Amiens, the Key of the West (Figure 1), depicts the French 

battleground with dark clouds to symbolise the unsuccessful advance of German forces. 23 

Streeton’s art retrospectively commemorates important military successes, and helps shape cultural 

memory by perpetuating a heroic narrative focussed on military prowess. War artist George Lam-

bert presents similar themes in his piece ANZAC, the Landing 1915 (Figure 2), another retrospec-

tive depiction of a war event. Lambert portrays the Gallipoli landing as ANZAC soldiers scale the 

cliffs with Turkish forces and the beach in the background.24 Lambert created this piece to engage 

the viewer in the battle scene, providing a visual narrative of what the ANZAC soldier experienced 

at the Gallipoli landing.25 By emphasising the masculine physicality, bravery and stoicism of the 

                                                           
18 Lyndall Urwick quoted in Roper, “Re-remembering the Soldier Heroes,” 181, 182. 
19 Lyndall Urwick quoted in Roper, “Re-remembering the Soldier Heroes,” 182. 
20 Roper, “Re-remembering the Soldier Heroes,” 194. 
21 Lola Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial: How Have Artworks Added to the Texture of War 
History in Australia?", Agora 45, no. 2 (2010): 19. 
22 Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial,” 20. 
23 Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial,” 20. 
24 Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial,” 20. 
25 Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial,” 20. 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


61 
 

Eras Journal | Edition 23 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras  

soldiers involved in this event, Lambert contributed to ANZAC idealisation and in communicating 

that to the audience, helped shape ANZAC cultural memory. 

 

Figure 8. Arthur Streeton, Amiens, the Key of the West, 1918. 

Figure 7. George Lambert, ANZAC, the Landing 1915, 1920-1922. 
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Furthermore, the image of the archetypal ANZAC man was often portrayed next to a less mascu-

line figure for contrast.26 An example of this is the way shirkers (those who avoided enlisting in 

the armed forces despite being eligible) were represented as  exhibiting qualities such as cowardice, 

greed and selfishness – the opposite of the ANZAC masculine stereotype.27 Similarly, women were 

excluded from the male-centred ANZAC legend, which often contrasted the masculinised front-

line and ‘manly’ freedoms of war with the feminised  domestic home-front.28 In this case, the way 

women are included in ANZAC memory serves to emphasise the masculinity of the ANZAC. 

Nora Heysen, appointed in 1943 as the first female official war artist, was criticised by the head of 

the war artist program for depicting “the lighter side of war”, because she chose subjects such as 

women’s roles in war, nurses and the New Guinean people.29 For example, her work Sponging a 

Malaria Patient (Figure 3) portrays a nurse caring for a soldier ill with malaria. Heysen’s art was 

criticised because her subjects did not support the telling of the ANZAC legend, and her subjects’ 

experience of war was dismissed as “lighter” or inferior in comparison to that of the mythologised 

ANZAC soldier. Institutional Australian war art portrayed an emerging cultural memory of Aus-

                                                           
26 Dwyer, “Place and Masculinity,” 227. 
27 Dwyer, “Place and Masculinity,” 227. 
28 Garton, “War and Masculinity,” 86. 
29 Wilkins, “Official War Art at the Australian War Memorial,” 22. 

Figure 9. Nora Heysen, Sponging a Malaria Patient, 1945. 
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tralians at war, emphasising significant military events and ANZAC masculinity, while those com-

missioning the art criticised works that did not represent ANZAC values. Deep, individual 

memory of war was rarely depicted. 

 

Ben Quilty and the Representation of Deep Memory in War Art 

Rather than revisiting the cultural memory of the ANZAC legend, official war artist Ben Quilty 

chose to explore the deep memory of soldiers in his paintings. Quilty was commissioned in 2011 

to record the experiences of soldiers in Afghanistan, culminating in his 2014 exhibition After Af-

ghanistan. 30 Through his representation of deep memory, Quilty has challenged the tradition in 

Australian war art of promoting cultural memory – demonstrating that this is a more respectful, 

inclusive and truthful way to commemorate the soldier experience. Quilty explains that, for him, 

witnessing the psychological trauma of the soldiers in Afghanistan was more confronting than 

being physically in the war zone itself, which is why he chose to focus on the psychological dimen-

sion of the soldiers’ experience rather than the physical.31 The works in After Afghanistan depict the 

physical strength and determination of soldiers alongside their vulnerability, human frailty and 

fragility – the emotional aspects of war.32 These emotional and psychological dimensions of war 

are inseparable from the heroic narrative usually present in war art. Quilty discusses engaging with 

“what [the soldiers] were feeling, how they were surviving emotionally and physically”,33 as well as 

with  “the smell, sound, heat, dust, cold and emotion”34 of being in the war zone. He then says his 

subjects felt that the portraits did represent how they felt and the emotional aspects of warfare, 

rather than focussing on their physical attributes as a conventional heroic depiction would.35 

The painting Captain S, After Afghanistan (Figure 4) is one example of Quilty’s use of visual art to 

expose deep memory. In discussion, Quilty and Captain S described how Captain S chose a pose 

that reflected his traumatic experience of hiding behind a wall from enemy fire.36 Captain S’ na-

kedness accentuates his vulnerability and defencelessness, and his contorted pose is mirrored in 

Quilty’s brush strokes to represent the psychological disturbance and trauma of Captain S’ expe-

rience.37 Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), as a component of deep memory, became an 

issue spoken about by Quilty38 with a number of his subjects diagnosed after their deployment in 

Afghanistan.39 Quilty’s deep engagement with the war experience40 and his emotional connection 

with his subjects, are evident throughout After Afghanistan.41 Through this commission, Quilty was 

                                                           
30 Laura Webster, “Ben Quilty: After Afghanistan,” Art Monthly Australia, no.258 (2013): 41. 
31 Ben Quilty, “Ben Quilty/An Unspoken Story: Sergeant P, After Afghanistan,” interview by Chris Saines, QAGOMA 
(June 19th, 2014. 
32 Webster, “Ben Quilty: After Afghanistan,” 42. 
33 Ben Quilty, interviewee, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan (2013), Australian War Memorial, Youtube, online video, 8:26. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPBL78IfLY0.  
34 Quilty, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan. 
35 Quilty, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan. 
36 Rex Butler, “Ben Quilty: The Fog of War,” Intellectual History Review 27, no.3 (2017): 439.  
37 Butler, “Ben Quilty,” 439. 
38 Quilty, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan.  
39 Quilty, interview by Saines. 
40 Quilty, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan. 
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able to express the deep memory of soldiers serving in Afghanistan by portraying the psychological 

and emotional dimensions of his subjects’ experiences. 

Quilty’s representation of deep memory in his work as commissioned war artist served to memo-

rialise the effect of war on human beings in a respectful, inclusive and psychologically truthful way. 

According to Langer, the institutionalised recognition or celebration of ‘the human spirit’ during 

trauma “[does] not honour the painful complexities of the victims’ narratives”.42 Cultural memory 

serves to bring closure and coherence to traumatic memories,43 which directly opposes the moral 

uncertainty, confusion and everlasting nature of deep memory.44 In the context of Australian war 

art, cultural memory seeks to silence traumatic deep memory by depicting triumphant ANZAC 

ideals – the bravery, strength and stoicism of male soldiers and a focus on military success. Quilty’s 

portrayal of deep memory in After Afghanistan is an overt, deliberate challenge to this tradition, 

establishing a new version of the soldier experience in war remembrance. By representing the 

psychological and emotional realities of war, Quilty has given a platform to the very complexities 

that cultural memory struggles to portray. For example, John Oddie, a subject of Quilty’s painting, 

remarked that his portrait “made me look exactly the way I feel”.45 By focussing on deep memory, 

                                                           
42 Langer, Holocaust Testimonies, 2. 
43 Friedländer, “Trauma, Memory, and Transference,” 254. 
44 Langer, Holocaust Testimonies, 37. 
45 Quilty, Ben Quilty, After Afghanistan. 

Figure 10. Ben Quilty, Captain S, After Afghanistan, 2012. 
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Quilty relays to the viewer the experience of war through the soldier’s eyes.46 This is inclusive of 

those who do not fall into the traditional ANZAC values and it portrays soldiers as humans rather 

than as the machinery of warfare.47 After Afghanistan conveys to the viewer that Australian soldiers 

do not necessarily fit into the homogeneous narrative and memory of ANZAC, while emphasising 

the ambivalent nature of soldiers’ lived experiences and the psychological impacts of war. Not only 

does the audience obtain an insight into the emotional realities of the soldiers’ experience, but 

those who have felt alienated from the traditional ANZAC narrative are able to view their experi-

ence as separate from the homogenised cultural memory. 

 

Conclusion 

Ben Quilty’s portrayal of the deep, individual memory of soldiers serving in Afghanistan creates a 

memory of war that is respectful, inclusive and which resonates emotionally. Quilty’s work can be 

contrasted to the traditions of institutional Australian war art that underpins the dominant cultural 

memory of the ANZAC legend. The interconnection between white nation-forming and mascu-

linity is emphasised in institutional Australian war art, which homogenises and mythologises the 

experience of the Australian soldier. This cultural memory of the ANZAC attempts to mediate 

and find closure to traumatic events but this opposes the diverse complexities and ambivalence of 

soldiers’ lived experience. After Afghanistan is inclusive of these complexities because Quilty en-

gages with the emotional and psychological dimensions of warfare, exhibiting the strength and 

determination of soldiers alongside their vulnerabilities. Overall, it is evident that Quilty’s depiction 

of deep memory as official war artist demonstrates the value, to both soldiers and audiences, of 

portraying the emotional and psychological realities of war, as opposed to the homogenised nar-

ratives of the ANZAC legend in institutional Australian war art. 
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The Palace Letters: The Queen, the Governor-General, and the Plot to Dismiss Gough 

Whitlam  

Jenny Hocking 

Scribe, 2021; Paperback; 265 pages; ISBN: 9781922310248. 

 

In the aftermath of her long quest to unlock the Palace letters, Jenny Hocking naturally had a 

remarkable story to tell. In fact, she had two remarkable stories to tell, both of which are given high 

expression in this wonderful publication. In part, The Palace Letters is an attempt to make sense of 

the lingering colonial strictures that continue to shape and govern the way in which Australian 

historians make sense of our political past. All of the twists and turns of the protracted legal battle 

over the palace letters (discussed below) ultimately boil down to that one core problem. In that 

sense, this book defies historiographical classification. It is at once a contribution to Australia’s 

political, institutional, legal and colonial historiography. 

Of course, The Palace Letters also constitutes an attempt to re-examine the history of the constitu-

tional crisis of November 1975 in light of these documents. In this regard, the final three chapters 

are effectively a different book, offering both a broad overview of the letters and a detailed exam-

ination of those select few that indelibly prove the involvement of the Palace in shaping and in-

forming Sir John Kerr’s actions in November 1975.  

Hocking’s account of her fight against the National Archives of Australia (NAA) is a great and 

exciting courtroom drama writ large upon the nation. She describes in vivid terms the key points 

of contention at stake in the case: the distinction between personal and official records; the su-

premacy of Australia’s own Archives Act 1983 over any convention of royal secrecy prevalent in the 

United Kingdom; the actual legal status of the relationship between monarch and governor-general; 

and ultimately the responsibility of the NAA to act as the custodian of Australian records in the 

interests of Australian citizens. The financial risk that Hocking assumed in this process is all the 

more staggering, considering that she faced the combined resources of the NAA, Government 

House, and the profound interventions of Attorneys-General George Brandis (a longstanding Kerr 

confidant) and Christian Porter. The outcome was, as we know, the release of the palace letters, 

not only in a burst of triumph for Hocking, but in what she very aptly describes as “pure theatre” 

on the part of the NAA (p. 169). 

In my view, Malcolm Turnbull’s Foreword to this book is somewhat jarring. Admittedly, Hocking 

has much in common with Turnbull, whose career involved multiple attempts at curtailing the 

reach of the British establishment in Australia, most famously in his defence of the publication of 

Peter Wright’s Spycatcher in Australia. Against that backdrop, it is all the more unsettling that Turn-

bull allowed Brandis to encourage the NAA’s expensive legal battle against Hocking, or at the very 

least, did not intervene. In the text, Hocking recalls that her legal team sought some kind of indi-

cation from Turnbull in 2017 as to whether or not he had advised the Queen to simply release the 

letters, only to receive the following reply: “Discussions/communications between the Prime Min-

ister and Her Majesty the Queen are confidential” (p. 100). In the Foreword, Turnbull simply says 
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that it was “better to await the resolution of the issue in the Federal Court” (p. xii). Notwithstand-

ing Turnbull’s praise for Hocking’s “tenacity” (p. xi), one is left pondering the nature of his con-

tribution to this book. 

Having told the story of the fight to get access to the Palace Letters, Hocking then revisits the 

nefarious history of the dismissal in light of these new documents. In doing so, she makes a com-

pelling case that “the Palace was aware from September 1975 of Kerr’s concern for his own posi-

tion” (p. 189), as well as Kerr’s preparedness to consider dismissing the Whitlam Government. 

Hocking shows that the appropriate notes of caution and care were not sounded by the Palace in 

response to the clear provocations that Kerr offered in his letters, and that Sir Martin Charteris 

indiscreetly pointed Kerr to Canadian legal theorist Eugene Forsey’s activist defence of the reserve 

powers. This is the supreme act of royal intervention in the domestic crisis of 1975.  

Profoundly, Hocking also outlines the extent to which the Palace initiated an expurgated version 

of the dismissal after the event, including careful and considered reassurances to Kerr through 

1976, efforts to quietly remove him from office in 1977, and most strikingly, a serious “royal 

whitewash of history” by way of intervention in Kerr’s memoirs (p. 147). She notes that the Pal-

ace’s tone in the vice-regal correspondence shifted dramatically as public discord over the dismissal 

wore on through 1976 and 1977. 

Given their voluminous nature, this book necessarily offers a fleeting examination of the Palace 

letters, in which the reader flits across several short extracts from multiple letters in a single sen-

tence. This approach was entirely necessary for this book, but far more can and should be said in 

another forum. I could think of nothing better than a revised edition of Gough Whitlam: His Time 

(2012) with these new documents studied alongside the dramatic events of 1975 in its totality. 

Finally, this book rightly skewers Kerr’s reputation as governor-general, and adds to the existing 

literature on his character deficiencies at a moment in time when fortitude of character was called 

for. However, Hocking repeatedly identifies, without greatly elaborating on, Kerr’s capacity as a 

performer. Long before the dismissal, it appears that Kerr had a keen eye fixed on posterity. If the 

Palace letters are partly a vice-regal performance for the monarch, they are also in great measure a 

deliberate performance to us, the historians and readers of the future. The involvement of official 

secretary David Smith in crafting these letters was partly predicated on that notion of performance; 

so too was Kerr’s decision to have Smith copy the letters for him. Hocking tells us that Kerr 

“wanted these letters to be released” in the hope that they would support his version of the dis-

missal (p. 25). Like his other letters, papers and brief journal, the Palace letters were carefully 

choreographed at the outset, and even more so in the act of replication and depositing. By way of 

these letters, Kerr is still performing his case in the court of historical opinion, though rightly to 

no avail. 

 

Joshua Black 

Australian National University 
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Māori Philosophy: Indigenous Thinking from Aotearoa 

Georgina Tuari Stewart 

Bloomsbury, 2020; Paperback; 157 pages; ISBN 9781350101654. 

 

Māori Philosophy is a brief but detailed introduction to some central philosophical questions from 

the perspective of the indigenous people of Aotearoa New Zealand. It covers Māori ideas about 

the self, knowledge, the world, and the challenges of trying to establish these philosophical views 

within the dominant Western paradigm. While Stewart is a professor of education and not an 

academic philosopher, she effectively criticizes some of the philosophical assumptions underpin-

ning Western knowledge. The book stakes a claim for the value and legitimacy of indigenous phi-

losophy, arguing that it is both harmful and absurd for Aotearoa New Zealand to consist of phil-

osophical communities that are mutually excommunicate. It is therefore one of the unique benefits 

of cross-cultural perspectives in general—and of this book in particular—that the reader is ex-

posed to unfamiliar and different ways of thinking which, for that very reason, help us to recognise 

and question our own philosophical premises. The book is divided into seven chapters that each 

address a distinct but interrelated aspect of Māori philosophy. 

The first and second chapters begin by introducing several main themes and theoretical concepts 

from various disciplines that inform Māori philosophy. Stewart thoughtfully identifies the dangers 

in romanticising Māori philosophy as a pure and symbolic system on the one hand, and the ten-

dency for Western minds to study Māori thought from an exclusively Western philosophical and 

scientific perspective on the other. She briefly challenges the universalism of the scientific method 

and introduces Māori philosophy as a distinct form of knowledge with its own epistemological 

framework, one which relies on Māori language, culture, and experience to fully comprehend. The 

unapologetic tone and breadth of research makes for some thought-provoking and important 

claims, although her concise approach comes somewhat at the cost of a more detailed analysis. 

Chapter Three explores the first of the three main topics of the book: Māori ideas about the self. 

According to Māori philosophy, persons are made up of two parts: waitahi or tinana (the physical 

body) and wairua (the psyche, soul, or spirit). Stewart introduces this by way of analogy with a flax 

plant—a symbolic representation of the way Māori think about the self as an inseparable expres-

sion of the land from which humans originate. This stands in stark contrast to the more individu-

alistic and separate sense of identity so characteristic of Western thought. This cultural difference 

is not lost on Stewart, who makes a compelling case that it manifests in misinformation and mis-

understanding between Māori and non-Māori in the social and political landscape of present-day 

Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Building upon these ideas about the self, Chapter Four explores Māori ideas about the world. 

Stewart argues that Māori find themselves living in two worlds: te ao Māori (the Māori world) and 

te ao Pākehā (the Pakeha, or Eurocentric world). Much of the way that te ao Māori is expressed is 

through narrative stories which describe a genealogical model of the universe that underpins Māori 

thought and conduct. This acts both as an explanatory tool for the world and as a guide for ethical 

behavior in it, which is based on principles such as ecology, community, and unity with the natural 
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world. As in the previous chapter, Stewart masterfully contrasts and explains the challenge of nav-

igating between te ao Māori and te ao Pākehā in social, political, and academic contexts. 

Chapter Five addresses the final of the three main themes: Māori knowledge, with Stewart arguing 

this must be evaluated according to its own epistemological framework. Māori ways of knowing 

resist being neatly pigeonholed into the more abstract, logical categories of Western science and 

philosophy, and Stewart makes a convincing case that any such attempt is apt to be a projection 

of characteristically Western categories of thought. Without appreciating basic differences in the 

very methods of thinking, Stewart argues that indigenous knowledge tends to lose its meaning by 

being assimilated into the Western canon through “epistemic colonization” on the one hand or to 

be excluded as myth and superstition on the other. The conundrum that Stewart faces is squaring 

this incommensurability with whether her book is intended to be an exposition of Māori 

knowledge for Western audiences or not. The solution, she persuasively argues, is to neither ex-

clude nor assimilate Māori knowledge—but to recognize culturally different forms of acquiring it. 

The final two chapters conclude by utilizing narratives and stories to highlight the impact of the 

clash between Māori and Pākehā cultural worldviews, with a special focus on the thorny issues of 

racism and cultural appropriation that strain intercultural relations. However, the final chapter be-

gins with the (in my view) overblown conclusion that Eurocentric knowledge is supported by 

unsound philosophical commitments. At best this overstates the more careful and pointed argu-

ments made in the previous chapters, and at worst commits the very vices of oversimplification 

and generalization which Stewart argues characterize Western accounts of indigenous thought. 

Nevertheless, a plausible case is made that an absence of clarity about basic cultural differences is 

partly responsible for the exclusionary attitude of Western knowledge. 

Because of its different approach to philosophy, readers who are looking for sustained reasons 

and arguments in support of the author’s conclusions about the nature of the self, knowledge, and 

the world are unlikely to be satisfied. For such a person will immediately ask what the evidence is 

for such things as wairua, or how ethical truths logically follow from the premise that human beings 

and the natural world are one unified process. Yet such demands are symptomatic of the very 

philosophical assumptions whose vice-like grip Stewart is attempting to loosen, and so to insist 

upon them is to miss the point entirely. These factors simultaneously make the book difficult to 

situate within the field, while also constituting its most significant contributions. For quite apart 

from being the first book with “Māori Philosophy” in its title, it offers an excellently accessible 

introduction to Māori thought and invites us to take a closer look at what ought to count as 

knowledge about ourselves, others, and the world around us. 

 

Darryl Mathieson 

Victoria University of Wellington 
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Being and Reason: An Essay on Spinoza’s Metaphysics  

Martin Lin 

Oxford University Press, 2019; eBook; 224 pages; ISBN-10: 0198834152. 

 

The metaphysics of Spinoza have recently re-emerged as a topic of interest and are now frequently 

investigated as concepts of historical significance. In Being and Reason: an essay on Spinoza’s metaphysics, 

Martin Lin engages with Spinoza and his Ethics as one would a contemporary philosopher, con-

troversially defending a realist interpretation of his metaphysics.  

Broadly, Being and Reason works systematically through the core tenets of Spinoza’s metaphysics: 

the doctrine of mind–body parallelism, that all things strive to persevere in their being, and that all 

objects or ‘particular things’ are modes of one infinite substance. Each of the seven chapters is 

devoted to a specific area of Spinoza’s metaphysics. And yet, what is interesting about Lin’s book 

is not the mere investigation of Spinoza – as noted, in recent years he has been a popular philo-

sophical figure with whom to engage – but rather his overarching goal. Previously, it was thought 

that Spinoza’s rationalism was all-encompassing, with all truths requiring an explanation. However, 

Lin argues that the demand extends only to truths about what exists and what does not exist; since 

many truths involve topics where existence is irrelevant, they consequently do not also require an 

explanation, and as such, Spinoza’s rationalism is far less demanding than assumed. For example, 

I might state that the woman I am pointing to is Jane, and it is true that Jane is not Kate; I do not 

need to explain why Jane is not Kate, as Kate’s existence is irrelevant to it being true that Jane is 

Jane. Lin contends that Spinoza allows that for some truths, there simply may be no explanation, 

and that it is acceptable that aspects of reality are fundamentally incomprehensible or ineffable.  

Proceeding in order through Spinoza’s presentation of Ethics, Lin leaves no stone unturned, dealing 

chapter-by-chapter with substance, God, attributes, modes, conatus doctrine and teleology, and 

metaphysical rationalism – specifically, Spinoza’s Principle of Sufficient Reason, which has tradi-

tionally been understood to assert that everything can be explained via reason.  

In his defence of a realist interpretation of Spinoza’s metaphysics, Lin begins with the cause of 

confusion when it comes to analysis of Spinoza’s metaphysics: his befuddling entanglement of 

metaphysical claims with those of logic, epistemology and cognition. However, according to Spi-

noza, metaphysical attributes must necessarily be perceived through the intellect, a cognitive pro-

cess, and therefore being must mirror reason. Lin then branches off from the accepted interpreta-

tion of Spinoza to argue that while functionally identical, being and reason are two separate orders, 

and as such we are not dependent on concepts to perceive the world; the world contains a funda-

mental nature, and we, as the perceivers, are capable of grasping it without encountering a dense 

conceptual veil blocking an immediate view. Instead, we may accept that that which is unexplained 

may simply be unexplainable; and that which is encountered must be encountered directly. Lin 

argues that Spinoza affirms that reason is sufficient to account for the existence and, critically, the 

non-existence of things.  
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Lin’s book is significant not only for his argument for realist metaphysics but for the way in which 

he does it: engaging with Spinoza not as an impenetrable historical figure, but as a contemporary 

colleague. The views of a living or modern peer are open for scrutiny in a different way in that it 

is appropriate to ask, not only ‘What is it that they have done here?’, but also, ‘Are they right?’ In 

response to the typical philosophical investigation of Spinoza’s work, Lin incorporates contempo-

rary science: quantum theory and modern physics. Such an approach may be considered conten-

tious for two reasons. First, one may claim this approach does not do justice to an historical work 

which should be reviewed with respect to the knowledge of its time. However, Lin is aiming be-

yond an attempt at mere interpretation and instead also prioritises investigating the philosophical 

truth of Spinoza’s metaphysical claims, a goal which demands they be evaluated against modern 

evidence. Secondly, establishing a collegial discourse with an historical philosopher opens their 

assertions to interpretation: it may be argued, as one would comfortably with a living philosopher, 

that they simply meant something else. In Lin’s case, the position is that Spinoza’s metaphysics are 

not as radical as once believed. The only potentially problematic element – dependent on one’s 

openness to Lin’s approach – is that Spinoza is not capable of response. A detractor might also 

argue that given Spinoza’s reputation for being an odd and secluded person – in his philosophy 

and life, he was and was known for being a lone wolf – his views may be correctly interpreted as 

being as radical as they initially appear, and Lin’s attempt to ‘ground’ them in a healthy rationalism 

is misguided. 

Regardless, Lin’s Being and Reason is an excellent book, well written and balanced. Lin has treated 

Spinoza’s metaphysics with the care and detail any contemporary philosopher would be honoured 

to receive. Given the complexity of Spinoza’s metaphysics, Being and Reason is best suited for those 

with an academic background in philosophy and offers both a stimulating interpretation of Spi-

noza’s metaphysics and a refreshing contemporary approach to engagement with historical philos-

ophy. Opening the final chapter with a quote from Queen Victoria – ‘To try to find out the reason 

for everything is very dangerous and leads to nothing but disappointment and dissatisfaction’ – 

Lin makes his stance on correcting idealist misinterpretations of Spinoza’s metaphysics clear: rea-

son has room to coherently permit unknowable unknowns.  

 

Ari Moore 

University of Tasmania  
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