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In 2024 the Research Committee of the AHA began a project on Historians and the 
Book. We sought to develop a more rigorous understanding of the habits and patterns 
surrounding book publishing in the Australian historical profession, the scholarly and 
community impact of our books, the status of the book in our discipline, and its 
relationship with the wider professional culture.  

This report relates the findings from a survey of the AHA membership undertaken at the 
end of 2024. We sought to ascertain members’ experiences of book publishing, how 
they make decisions about the preference for local, international, trade, scholarly, 
independent and/or Open Access publishers, and attitudes towards the book as a form 
of knowledge production. Following the survey we undertook interviews with a range of 
publishers to establish their thoughts about the future of history books in Australia.  

 

Key findings 

1. Books remain the profession’s most valued and prestigious form of research 
publication but the conditions under which we publish are uneven. 

2. Books allow room for complexity and depth and are best suited to detailed 
historical research. 

3. Books are central to communicating history to a broader public and enable 
extended forms of public engagement.  

4. Early career and precariously employed scholars face greater barriers to 
publication than more established historians. 

5. Institutional metrics can pull against book publication but their decision making 
processes are frequently opaque, creating confusion and uncertainty. 

6. Australian history faces particular publishing constraints and opportunities. 
7. Publishers want to publish Australian history and there remains a market for it. 

But the publishing landscape is challenging. They look for well written, strong 
and engaging stories which will appeal to a broad audience, and authors willing 
to market and promote their work.  

8. University presses are the most common choice of publisher but respondents 
also value publishers able to promote their work to readers beyond the academy. 

9. Historians continue to buy and read books!      
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In summary… 

Historians remain committed to publishing, buying and consulting history books. They 
are considered essential to career progression, to communicating with a broader 
public, and the form best suited to conveying “deeply considered scholarship”. Career 
stage, field of expertise and publisher preferences all shape access to publication 
opportunities while publishers themselves remain committed to publishing well written 
history books. Universities’ imperatives and scholarly preferences do not always align 
when it comes to publishing history books.  
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Background 

The book has long been considered the gold standard for historical publication and a 
vital output for historians working both independently and in higher education settings. 
Historians have shown that Australia’s book market, including its academic and 
scholarly book market, has long been shaped by the imperial imperatives of 
international scholarly publishers, the commercial aspirations and anxieties of 
university presses, and shifting attitudes toward expectations about the productivity of 
the modern academic.1 More recent influences such as the internet and Open Access 
publishing are further changing the publishing landscape.  

In 2024 the AHA Executive decided that it was time we knew more about how today’s 
practicing historians value and perceive the book as a form of knowledge production, 
and how they make decisions about the preference for local, international, trade, 
scholarly, independent and/or Open Access publishers. We wanted better information 
about the place of publishing in the life of our discipline, generational diJerences in the 
experience of publishing, the diJerent publishing imperatives institutions place on 
historians, and the attitudes of publishers themselves to the future of history books in 
Australia. 

The Research Committee of the AHA devised a two-stage research project. The first 
stage would survey members to gather information about their experiences of book 
publishing, how they make decisions about publishers, and attitudes towards the book 
as a form of knowledge production. We were especially keen to understand how early 
and mid-career researchers navigate the “standards of excellence” and the “cultural 
cringe” latent in many institutions’ attitudes toward book publishers.2 The survey was 
designed to recognise many variables, including age, gender, career stage, institutional 
policy and personal/professional priorities. It included a range of multiple choice 
questions and long-form answers. It was distributed to all members in late 2024 - early 
2025. The second stage of the project involved semi-structured interviews with non-
fiction book publishers. 

Ethics approval for this research was obtained from the ANU Human Ethics Committee 
(H/2024/1024).  

 
1 Glen Lewis, ‘“It’s Academic”: Imperialism and the Australian Tertiary Book Industry’, Continuum 4, no.1 
(1990): 92–108, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304319009388183; Stuart Kells, MUP: A Centenary History 
(Miegunyah Press 2023); Hannah Forsyth, A History of the Modern Australian University (NewSouth, 
2014), esp. chapters 8 and 9. 
2 Frank Bongiorno, ‘La Trobe University Press: Celebrating Five Years’, BlackIncBooks, 8 November 2023, 
https://www.blackincbooks.com.au/la-trobe-university-press-celebrating-five-years 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304319009388183
https://www.blackincbooks.com.au/la-trobe-university-press-celebrating-five-years
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We had planned to incorporate some more detailed analysis of the quantitative and 
long-form responses to the survey, but the data analyst who had been contracted to do 
the work was unable to complete it. Instead, ChatGPT version 5.5 was used to correlate 
the quantitative and long-form responses, and some of the results discussed below 
come from this analysis. I asked ChatGPT: “What does this survey reveal about the 
status, value, and diJiculty of publishing history books in Australia, and how do these 
patterns vary by career stage, institution type, and field of expertise?” It provided a high 
level summary of the main findings, an analysis of the main responses, a breakdown of 
the key themes to emerge from the long-form answers about the place of the book in the 
historical profession, and oJered some key arguments for a report. These analyses were 
useful and have informed but not determined the report. In a follow up question I asked 
for a more detailed breakdown of any diJerences in career stage in attitudes to the book 
and have used the response where noted below.  

 

The survey 

We initially received 198 responses to the survey but these were skewed towards more 
senior or retired members. We re-opened the survey and targeted early career 
researchers. Our final response rate was 223, close to one quarter of the AHA 
membership.  

 

Responses: 

• 186 had published a book or had one under contract/in press 
• 37 respondents had not published a book 

Note: respondents were heavily weighted to those who had experience of 
book publishing and the results need to be read in this context.  

 

Career profile: 

• continuing academic historians: 66 
• retired historians: 25 
• professional/public historians: 23 
• fixed-term academic historians: 23 
• part-time/casual/sessionally employed academic historians: 22 
• honorary researchers: 17 
• research postgraduate students: 12 
• GLAM sector workers: 9 
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The majority of the respondents (157) were employed by a university: 
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The book as the disciplinary “gold standard” 

The survey strongly supported the book as central to the discipline. The final question in 
the survey, “how would you describe the place of the book in historical research and 
publication?” received 171 responses. The following are typical:  

• “The book is indispensable.” 
• “the key way in which historians communicate their research.” 
• “The research monograph is a key marker of contribution to historical 

scholarship/standing in the field.” 
• “Essential to our discipline. The book both provides the opportunity to discuss 

historical topics at the length they require, and enable historians to reach much 
wider audiences than academic journals.” 

• “The book is clearly understood in historical research as currency for jobs, 
promotion and general engagement in the field.” 

• “fundamental to sustaining deeply considered scholarship.” 
• “still the primary and most prestigious form of sharing new knowledge in the 

discipline.” 
• “the book retains its status as a key marker of academic achievement in 

history.” 
• “The book represents a minimum threshold of research, analysis and narration 

which offers a meaningful measure of scholarly achievement.” 
• “the book still retains its place at the heart of our discipline and, even in a 

changing digital world, it remains the most enduring and compelling form of 
storytelling.” 

• “the finest expression of the historians’ art.” 

 

Very few respondents digressed from this position. Books are valued for their sustained 
exploration of a topic, and equally as a way to engage the readers beyond the academy. 
(This is discussed further in Chapter 2.)  

The survey also reveals the concern that publication metrics within universities 
diminish the importance of the book. A number of respondents believe the book is 
under threat. (See the Chapter 3 for an extended discussion of this point.) Conversely, 
some saw the book as an important counter to metrics-driven accounting and related 
agendas: “I am increasingly disposed to see the book (monograph or edited collection) 
as a form of resistance to the neoliberal push to turn scholarship into content that feeds 
profit-driven algorithms.” 

Long-form responses, especially from Early Career Researchers (ECRs), raised other 
concerns about the book, namely cost, the lack of time to read them and the 
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unwillingness of students to engage with them: “most course reading lists prescribe 
multiple, shorter works from journals, edited collections, or alternative outlets.” One 
mid-career researcher questioned the value of putting so much eJort “into one output” 
whereas narrative non-fiction had more appeal. They concluded, “I don’t have time to 
read a whole book for my research - I need brief, concise and relevant articles - and also 
because books don’t seem to encourage good writing! So many are waJly and take ages 
to get to the point, especially in history where books can often (but of course not 
always) be dry and tedious due to the requirement to stick to academic norms and 
rigour.” 
 

 

 

 
 

The survey revealed a strong correlation between seniority and the number of book 
publications, underscoring the significance of book publication for career progression.  

DiJerences between career levels in attitudes to the importance of the book or its 
future was one question I put to ChatGPT. Its analysis of the long-form responses was 
revealing: 

Career group Pattern 
ECRs Strongly aJirm the book’s importance, but often stress 

career pressure, accessibility, cost, institutional 
misunderstanding, and the diJiculty of writing books in a 
“publish or perish” environment 

  
Mid-career, esp levels 
B/C 

Often strongly defend the book, but are especially alert to 
the practical diJiculty of sustaining book publication under 
current university and publishing conditions.  

  
Senior/retired/emeritus Usually defend the book very strongly as the core scholarly 

form, but often express concern that universities, metrics, 
publishers, libraries, and journal cultures are undermining 
it.  

 

So while support for the book remains very strong, all career levels expressed caution 
about the conditions required for its production, or institutional and publishing changes 
which register shifts away from disciplinary norms of recognition. ChatGPT summarised 
it this way: “The result is not a simple generational divide over the value of the book, but 
a shared commitment to the book accompanied by sharper anxiety among earlier and 

Books are valued for their sustained exploration of a 
topic, and equally as a way to engage the readers 

beyond the academy. 
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mid-career historians about whether current academic and publishing systems still 
make book publication viable.” 

 

Book publication 

• 83% of respondents had published, or had under contract/in press, a book. 
• Among academic levels: 

o ECRs: 72% had published or had a book under contract/in press. 
o Level B: 82% 
o Level C: 90% 
o Level D: 100% 
o Level E/Professional: 100% 
o Emeritus/Adjunct: 100% 

 
Number of books across academic levels:  

• ECRs were mostly first-book authors or not-yet-book authors. 
• Level B respondents were mostly in the 0–1 book range. 
• Level D, Level E, and Emeritus/Adjunct respondents were much more likely to 

have published three or more books. 

Co-authored books were common:  

• 32% recorded publishing one co-authored book 
• 46% recorded publishing two or more co-authored books 

Both the quantitative and qualitative responses reinforce book publication as 
essential for career progression. It is considered a marker of disciplinary standing 
and authority. 
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Ease of obtaining a book contract 

 

When responses are analysed by academic level, a clear career-stage pattern emerges: 
the more senior the respondent, the more likely they were to report that publishing their 
first book was easy or very easy. This finding needs to be interpreted historically. Many 
senior historians published their first books more than a decade ago, and in some cases 
several decades ago, in a markedly diJerent publishing environment. The results 
therefore suggest that publishing a first history book may have become more diJicult in 
the current publishing climate, particularly for early career researchers. One 
respondent described book publishing as “the holy grail but increasingly 
unobtainable.” 

 

Barriers to publishing 

Unsurprisingly, the survey confirms that publishing a first book is more diJicult for 
ECRs, postgraduate researchers, professional/public historians, and fixed term 
academics.  
 

 

 

 
 

Field of research also appears to aJect the experience of publishing a first book. 
Historians of Australia were more likely than respondents in other fields to report 
diJiculty, as were those working in public history, family history, First Nations histories, 
biography, oral history, social history, and women’s/feminist history. Respondents 

As workloads increase and increasing numbers of 
ECRs are precariously employed, the conditions 

needed for book writing become harder to obtain. 
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working in more internationally orientated fields tended to report greater ease, possibly 
because they had access to a wider range of overseas university presses and 
international academic publishers. We do need to read this cautiously, since Australian 
historians made up a much larger proportion of the survey sample, meaning that this 
category is likely to capture a broader and more diverse range of publishing 
experiences.  

Many respondents noted that university metrics place more value on journal articles 
than books, and preference international publishers over Australian ones. Such metrics 
can therefore work against publishing books, including books on Australian topics (see 
Chapter 3 for further discussion).  

As workloads increase and increasing numbers of ECRs are precariously employed, the 
conditions needed for book writing become harder to obtain. As one respondent noted, 
the book was “Still the most enduring form of scholarly communication for the 
discipline in terms of career expectations, potential longevity and perhaps wider 
impact - but increasingly hard to produce the desired version of the book (or the book 
at all) in the context of overwork, precarity and uni expectation for constant output.” 

A publisher’s request for a subvention was not as common as some might think with 
34% indicating that they had been asked for a subvention (payment) to facilitate 
publication. This is further discussed in Chapter 4 where the publishers we interviewed 
generally maintain that while a subvention can assist, especially if a number of 
illustrations are involved, a book should be able to stand on its own merits without a 
subvention.  

 

Edited collections 

Ninety-eight respondents (44%) reported having published an edited collection. Of 
these, 38% chose to publish with either an Australian or international university press 
and 37% with a multinational academic publisher. The remainder published with either 
commercial trade publishers or small independent publishers. The reputation of the 
publisher was critical for 81% of respondents.  

Long-form answers on the advantage and disadvantages of edited collections gave key 
insights into their importance for the discipline. While they are highly valued by 
historians for their contribution to historical debate and the collaboration involved in 
their production, many expressed concern about the work required, their lack of 
recognition by university metrics and the diJiculty in gaining access to their content 
(especially for older editions). The following responses were typical:  

• “Edited volumes have value in defining research questions and themes and 
bringing diverse forms of expertise toward a common concern. They are fun to 
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produce though harder to get high quality presses to publish. They are less read 
and cited than monographs and my own university does not classify them as a 
research output.” 

• “current research from diverse perspectives can constitute a landmark analysis 
of a topic or field. Work directed toward an event can be translated into a 
significant enduring outcome.” 

• “Advantage is advancement of field of research for specialised area; 
disadvantage is that book chapters not well picked up by bibliographic systems 
compared to journal articles; and generally editorial contributions under-valued 
by universities.” 

 

Open Access 

Open Access publishing was still a relatively unexplored area for respondents with only 
27% (out of 207) reporting having published with a press specialising in Open Access. 
Of the 70 respondents who rated their experience of Open Access, 53% rated it very 
good or excellent, 30% neutral. However more than 90% (out of 162) indicated that they 
would or may consider placing a future manuscript with an Open Access publisher. In 
the long-form responses, there was considerable support for publishing with Open 
Access because it made work more accessible, but many balked at the cost and 
indicated that it was only an option for those with either the institutional support or 
external funding to pay for it.  

 

 

Readership and publishers 
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A publisher’s reputation was the key criterion (84%) for respondents in choosing a 
publisher. Other major influences were advice from experienced colleagues (54%), 
book distribution (46%) and prospective price (36%). Of respondents who knew the 
priorities of their institution re publishers, 43% reported being “sometimes” influenced 
by them. Only 5% of respondents had a literary agent. (Chapter 3 explores some of 
these issues further.) 

For respondents who had published an edited collection, 81% were influenced by the 
publisher’s reputation, 52% by their book distribution.  

In the long-form responses, historians repeatedly expressed concern that their 
institutions valued international publishers over Australians publishers and that this 
“cultural cringe” put locally published books, and their publishers, at risk. (See Chapter 
3.)  

A number of respondents commented on the challenges of the book publishing market 
which makes scholarly publishing more diJicult. For these historians, market demand 
is seen as the main determinant of success, rather than academic rigour. The publishing 
market for Australian historians is seen as particularly restricted and increasingly 
limited to “trade” publications. Some saw this as a positive sign that historians are 
being encouraged to write accessible books, while others believed this forced those 
wanting to write more scholarly work to look to international publishers with less 
interest in marketing books to an Australian audience.  

For most respondents, however, readership was a critical criterion in the selection of a 
publisher. Long-form responses emphasised the importance of accessibility of books, 
arguing that readable and engaging books justified their publication and “overly 
academic” work should be reserved for journal articles. As one respondent noted, 
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“History is a shared experience with community members not just academics!” (See 
Chapter 2 for further discussion of this point.)  

Thus historians navigate two value systems when choosing a publisher: scholarly 
prestige and readership. They are not always aligned.  

 

Publishing in scholarly journals 

 

 

 

Respondents rated their institution’s regard for journal rankings very highly, with 80% 
describing this as extremely important or fairly important. In comparison to the similar 
question about book publishers, respondents were clearer about their institution’s 
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preferences regarding journals, and more influenced by it. (70% of those who knew their 
institution’s position on book publishers were influenced by it).  

 

Reading and book purchasing habits 

Happily, historians continue to purchase books, set them for their students, and consult 
them for their own research.  

 

When compiling reading lists for students, the majority of respondents set some 
reading from authored or co-authored books and many also used edited collections. 
When respondents consulted published research, 58% reported using roughly half-and-
half hard copy and digital form.  

 

The following chapters explore in more detail the place of the book as an avenue for 
public engagement, the role of institutional priorities in book publication, what 
publishers themselves have to say about the Australian publishing market for history, 
and alternatives to the book when communicating history.  

We thank you for your participation in the survey and hope that you find the results 
interesting.  
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Apart from the crucial role that books play in the careers of historians, and the 
contribution to scholarship that they embody, books also play a vital role in the “public 
life of history” in Australia. Australia is the national context in which most AHA members 
live and work, and almost three quarters of the respondents to our survey publish in 
Australian history.   

Chapter 3 of this report examines the diCerent status and prestige of certain kinds of 
publishers for Australian history books. In short, the survey responses confirmed what 
many have long suspected – that universities overwhelmingly favour international 
university presses, and that this preference is often codified into lists of “preferred 
publishers”. International publishers are regarded as more prestigious: a combination of 
their editorial processes, brand recognition and international standing.  

Yet as many respondents noted, this focus on international publishing was not always 
compatible with the desire of many Australian historians to reach a local readership, or 
to promote their university through local (and aCordable) publications. It may also 
complicate the introduction of research impact as a relatively new metric for university 
research.  

This chapter raises some points for consideration about the benefits that books – 
especially locally-published, well-marketed, aCordable books – can oCer us as we try to 
shape the “public life of history” in Australia.1 The “public life of history” refers here to 
the sorts of discussions about history that appear in the media, in writers’ festivals and 
literary events, and on social media. 

 

Who are our audiences? 

In Australia, the academic audience alone is not suCicient to sustain a book’s sales. 
Most Australian publishers, then, tend to pitch their books as university press/trade 
hybrids – as books that fulfill the scholarly requirements of books (footnotes, a 
foundation of rigorous original research) but are also packaged in such a way as to 
appeal to that curious creature, the “interested general reader”. This means that 
Australian history books tend to have arresting covers, engaged marketing teams, and 
aCordable cover prices: they are closer to trade books than the sorts of books produced 
by international university presses. Historians should see this as a positive. It 
encourages us to write more boldly and conversationally, and to engage the emotions 

 
1 Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘The public life of history: an argument out of India’, Postcolonial Studies 11, no.2 
(2008): 169-190. 
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and imagination in our writing. Historians are incredibly fortunate to have a public with 
an appetite and interest in history – many disciplines in the humanities are not so lucky. 
And there are many Australian historians who can craft work that is rigorous but also 
beautifully written, who straddle that space between the academic and general readers. 
Australia's most prestigious non-fiction prizes are regularly won by historians.2  
 

 

 

 
 

A thread in many of the survey responses was that, in the words of one respondent, “If 
our work is meant to have impact, generate public discussion and be relevant to the 
communities with whom we research, we should be publishing work that is 
accessible to the public.” 

This doesn’t preclude the publication of rigorous, challenging academic research that 
pushes the field in new directions – but perhaps highly ranked international journal 
articles might be the best place for that kind of work, while the book can be the place 
to present historical research for a broader audience. One respondent suggested: 
“This question about the place of the book in historical research and publication 
requires us to consider our relationship with different audiences for the research that 
we produce, which is a constructive discussion about ‘what history is.’” 

So the question of the place of the book in our profession first depends on our ability 
to think carefully about our audiences – and for universities to think carefully about 
who they want us to reach with our work. Aiming for international journals (for some 
of our research) and publishing local books, for example, is one possible way to keep 
university associate deans happy while still publishing affordable, accessible books.  

 

Books provide a public space for discussing history 

There’s another reason that publishing locally can be advantageous, which was 
aCirmed in the survey findings – and that is the book acts as a conduit to media and to 
broader discussions of the ideas the book raises. As one respondent noted, “The 
history book is crucial in generating discussion, dialogue and understanding within 
the local, regional, state and national cultural milieus.” 

 
2 For example, the NSW Douglas Stewart Prize for Non-Fiction, the Prime Minister's Prize for Non-Fiction, 
and the Victorian Premier's Prize for Non-Fiction.  

Historians are incredibly fortunate to have a public 
with an appetite and interest in history – many 
disciplines in the humanities are not so lucky. 
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The book offers a pathway to engage the broader public in a way that journal articles, 
for example, rarely do. 66% of our survey respondents reported that they had been 
involved in radio interviews after the publication of a book; nearly 40% had 
participated in a podcast; almost 15% appeared on television. 

Books allow historians to speak about their research in numerous public forums, 
including writers’ festivals, radio interviews, and book events. And through these 
interviews, you can become known as someone with expertise on your topic which 
can bring more opportunities to speak to the public. While books might not sell tens 
of thousands of copies, they give one the opportunity to speak widely about history 
and its importance to large groups of people. For that reason, books remain a crucial 
part of communicating historical research. The success of a book shouldn’t be 
measured by sales alone, but by the opportunities it provides to amplify and 
disseminate research. 
 

 

 

 
 

Historians are less likely to be invited to speak in the media about a newly published 
journal article (whereas a scientist might), but more likely to be invited if they have an 
aCordable, timely book that is readily available for purchase. It also depends on having 
responsive media and marketing teams pushing the book – something that is far less 
likely to be supplied by overseas university presses.  

The ability to get your work out into the public sphere depends on the historian’s ability, 
and willingness, to talk about it in public. This means accepting invitations to all kinds of 
events, large and small, talking to audiences one might not encounter in everyday life, 
and getting comfortable with doing radio interviews, or even television spots. 

A further aspect of the public life of books is the world of prizes: we are fortunate in 
Australia to have some high-profile prizes for Australian history books, such as the NSW 
Premier’s History and Literary Awards, the Prime Minister’s Literary Awards and the 
Ernest Scott Prize, as well as the AHA’s suite of prizes (for both books and articles). A 
glance at the shortlists of these prizes shows that both university and trade presses, 
local and international, have published most of these books. Prizes can extend the life 
of a book and oCer valuable recognition and even income for authors. 

 

 

The ability to get your work out into the public sphere 
depends on the historian’s ability, and willingness, to 

talk about it in public. 
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The public life of books and first-time authors 

Early-career researchers face immense pressures to publish their first book after their 
PhD. Most applicants for DECRAs (Discovery Early Career Researcher Award) are not 
seen as competitive until they publish their first book, and most are forced to work on 
books outside their paid working hours. ECRs also feel more keenly the pressure to 
publish with an overseas press to be eligible for jobs, especially those who are working 
within the Group of Eight. 

Some survey respondents oCered feedback that suggested it is (in the words of one 
historian) “getting harder and harder to get books published, unless you are already a 
well-established historian with a strong reputation (e.g. a professor with a number of 
books already to their credit), and especially if your topic is not something that 
publishers think will sell well.” 

The experience of some ECRs suggests that it can be more difficult to find a publisher 
when an author is not yet especially well-known, but that demonstrating a willingness 
to write beyond an academic audience (through blogs or pieces for The Conversation) 
can help. Being keen to do the publicity rounds can be important too, because 
authors are crucial to helping sell their own books. Similarly, seeking advice, 
connections and introductions from senior scholars is one way to surmount this 
challenge. Supervisors should be doing this regardless but contacting people who 
work in the same field, including examiners, can also help build those connections.  

Finally, being really clear about what the book seeks to say and why it matters is vital 
– from the book proposal to the first email sent to a prospective publisher, authors 
need to be able to explain why they want to publish and what impact they hope the 
book will make. ECRs who can do this are getting book contracts. These kinds of 
questions are worth considering when developing a PhD topic. Not all PhDs make 
great books and they don’t need to. A PhD that speaks closely to the field can still 
become a scholarly book.  

If we as a profession want to continue to publish books that can make an impact on 
public debate, we need to think carefully and creatively about the kinds of books we 
want to write and the kinds of books that are possible. And when we do publish 
books, to use the opportunities they provide to speak passionately and engagingly to 
as many public audiences as possible, to help shape the public face of history. 
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In 1950 the literary critic Arthur Phillips wrote an essay for Meanjin Quarterly with the 
title “The Cultural Cringe”. Phillips defined “the Cringe” as appearing “in an inability to 
escape needless comparisons. The Australian reader, more or less consciously, hedges 
and hesitates, asking himself ‘Yes, but what would a cultivated Englishman think of 
this?’”.1 Phillips did not particularly have writing being done within the academy in view 
– indeed, he was clearly concerned with Australian writing in the wider culture, and with 
fiction and poetry rather than other genres (such as history) – but it is likely that he 
would recognise the Cringe in modern Australian universities.  

This is true in a literal sense: in general, British publishers still carry greater prestige in 
Australian academic contexts than their Australian counterparts.  Oxford University 
Press and Cambridge University Press carry more esteem than any Australian-based 
publisher, but so, possibly, does Manchester University Press and even Bloomsbury 
Academic. Longevity cannot be the issue here. Manchester was founded in 1904 and 
Melbourne University Press in 1922; that is, they are of roughly similar age. Bloomsbury, 
now considered another desirable outlet even for Australian historical writing, was 
founded as recently as 1986 and is best known for publishing the Harry Potter series. 
Idiosyncratically, one Australian university has in recent years virtually directed its 
academics to Bloomsbury ahead of Australian publishers. 

The other “imperial” centre that carries great prestige is the United States, especially 
the presses of Ivy League institutions such as Harvard, Princeton and Yale. It has not 
been unknown for historians of Australia to develop comparative or transnational 
projects with publication with such presses in view. While comparative and 
transnational work is laudable, these historians find themselves cornered into having to 
make choices that scholars working on the history of the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Europe, China, India and Japan do not need to make. (See Elizabeth Weiss’s 
comment about this in Chapter 4.)  
 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Arthur Phillips, ‘The Cultural Cringe’, Meanjin, 9, no.4, Summer 1950, in Esther Anatolitis (ed.), Essays 
That Changed Australia: Meanjin 1940 to today, (Melbourne University Press, 2024), p. 239. 

In general, British publishers still carry greater 
prestige in Australian academic contexts than their 

Australian counterparts. 
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The foundations of the institutional pressures towards publication in prestigious 
international outlets are well known. Australian universities seek to improve their 
international rankings for a range of reasons, not least of which is the attractiveness of 
well-ranked universities to high fee-paying international students. Large numbers of 
publications placed with the most esteemed British, North American and (to a much 
lesser extent) European and Asian publishers assist universities improve their rankings. 
These shifts in publishing culture are therefore another aspect of the rise of “the 
enterprise university”,2 and they are generally understood in positive terms in university 
research offices as desirable manifestations of internationalisation. “International” 
here largely means British or American. 

Unfortunately, they also have serious negative consequences, especially for those 
working in Australian history, but also for the wider cultural relevance of history and the 
humanities. Firstly, the most prestigious of these presses, mainly in the United States 
and the United Kingdom, these days publish little original Australian history. In 1958 the 
Australian office of Oxford University Press (OUP), located in Melbourne, published 
Russel Ward’s ground-breaking The Australian Legend, a book derived from an 
Australian National University PhD thesis on Australian folk ballads. That kind of 
avenue, to take just one example, is open to very few historians of Australia today. OUP 
Australia commissions mainly school textbooks; just a few historians working on 
Australia have had books published through the global company. Cambridge University 
Press continues the Australian Army History series but it did not maintain its older 
general series on Australian history that was active in the 1980s and 1990s.  

Second, where such global presses with an academic list do publish Australian history, 
they often do so at prohibitively expensive prices and, as a consequence, with limited 
distribution beyond academic libraries. It is not uncommon for books of Australian 
history published in such outlets to have a price-tag of over $AUD200. They fulfill certain 
career imperatives of the historian, and the institutional priorities of universities chasing 
international rankings. But they are guaranteed to have limited numbers of sales, will 
appear in no Australian bookshops, and attract few readers and often no reviews 
outside the specialised academic journals. (Or a review in a place such as Australian 
Book Review, where the reviewer will end by bemoaning the book’s excessive price.) 
Their broader cultural impact is likely to be negligible. Academics – especially early 
career academics – have been forced into (what appear to the wider world to be) poor 
decisions by their institutions through regimes of punishment and incentive that would 
bear little public scrutiny and which quietly undermine universities’ social licence. 

 
2 Simon Marginson and Mark Considine, The Enterprise University: Power, Governance and Reinvention in 
Australia, (Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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In some instances, historians would clearly prefer to publish through Australian 
university presses or trade publishers, large and small. Some move towards trade and 
independent publishers once one has published a first book with an Australian or 
overseas university press (see chapter 1). But the choice to publish with an Australian 
university press or commercial publisher would once, regardless of career stage, have 
been considered unexceptional. Manning Clark’s six-volume A History of Australia was 
published by Melbourne University Press (1962-87). Geoffrey Blainey’s The Tyranny of 
Distance (1966) appeared with a new and small independent publisher, Sun Books. 
Humphrey McQueen’s A New Britannia (1970) was published by Penguin Australia, as 
was Miriam Dixson’s The Real Matilda (1975), Anne Summers’ Damned Whores and 
God’s Police (1975) and Henry Reynolds’s The Other Side of the Frontier (1982, after an 
initial appearance the year before in a departmental-based series at James Cook 
University). It is worth speculating about what kind of impact such books might have 
had on Australian culture if they had appeared in more expensive formats with an 
overseas publisher.  

There are now several independent Australian publishers with strong Australian history 
lists: Allen & Unwin, Black Inc. (and its La Trobe University Press imprint), Text 
Publishing, Scribe and Upswell are examples. Wakefield (South Australia) and Fullers 
and FortySouth (Tasmania) have a more regional orientation. UWA Publishing and 
University of Queensland Press also specialise to some extent in work related to each 
state. Australian university presses and commercial publishers have converged in terms 
of what and how they publish; there is no clear distinction to be made between, say, a 
book suitable for Melbourne University Publishing or NewSouth Books (UNSW Press), 
and one suitable for Scribe or Text. Some presses that are or were based in university 
libraries, such as Monash University Publishing and ANU Press, increasingly operate in 
ways familiar from the approach of independents. Some academics in mid- or late-
career stages publish Australian history and historiography with large commercial 
publishers with an Australian arm or presence, such as Penguin Books and Simon & 
Schuster (see the discussion about readership and publishers on p. 11). 

Of our respondents in the survey, just under two-thirds work predominantly in 
Australian history and the rest on non-Australian topics.   
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For members of the Australian historical profession who work on non-Australian topics, 
the question of publisher choice, while still complex, does not usually involve 
engagement with Australian-based publishers or the weighing up of a local against an 
international publisher. There are well-established outlets for work on particular 
countries, regions and themes. Many global publishers also have long-standing series 
that provide opportunities for publication.  

Scholars in these fields develop an understanding of the best places to publish their 
work through mentoring and experience. All the same, they must still sometimes work 
hard through appointment and promotion processes to explain their choices. 
Specialists in Pacific history will understand the leading role of University of Hawai'i 
Press in that field; members of a selection or promotion panel, and even assessors of 
grant applications, might not.  

For those working in Australian history, there is a tension between at least two sets of 
imperatives. The most “natural” outlet is usually an Australian publisher, able to carry 
out effective marketing and distribution in Australia where the primary reading audience 
– both academic and general – is likely to be found. A successful book might sell 5000-
10,000 copies and the odd title will appear as an audio-book. Maximum cultural impact 
for any book is likely to be achieved via an Australian route. University managements, 
however, will often favour overseas outlets which they treat as signifying higher quality 
research: the “names” of the publishers are treated as simple proxies in these kinds of 
assessment. Cultural impact is sacrificed for the sake of a measure, however 
questionable, of internationally assessed and verified “quality”. These books may only 
sell in the hundreds, often to university libraries in e-book form. They are often 
prohibitively expensive for ordinary readers, including academics. 

Some universities have, from time to time, developed lists of preferred publishers to 
“guide” academic staff towards outlets that will serve institutional imperatives. It is 
beyond the scope of this study to carry out a full survey of such documents. 
Understandably, where they are known to exist, they are not readily accessible on 
university websites, since public advertisement of such institutional assessments 
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would open the decision-makers to uncomfortable forms of accountability, including to 
the publishers themselves. They are also often difficult for staff and students 
themselves to locate on the web, likely for similar reasons. In the case of one university, 
for the purposes of this study a senior academic sought to locate the relevant list for 
their own university. Not only is the list not on a publicly accessible website, the 
software used by the university also prohibits downloads – one can only consult it on 
the relevant site. This is an institution working hard to ensure that no one outside of it 
can see the list, but its approach has also ensured that access within the university is 
extremely difficult. In the case of a large Group of Eight institution reputed to have such 
a list, another senior academic went looking in response to a request from the AHA 
research team but replied after a week that they “could not find the official list online”. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that in response to a question about whether the respondent 
knew if their institution had a policy on preferred publishers, more than half (169 
responses) did not know. Just under a third (31.4%) replied that their university did 
maintain such a policy, while 17.8% replied that it did not.  

 

There is a perception that institutional preferences are influencing workload 
allocations, and hiring and promotion practices, although some respondents believe 
that “a case can be made” for publishers normally frowned on (notably, but not 
exclusively, Australian). 

One reported:  

Maximum cultural impact for any book is likely to be 
achieved via an Australian route. University 

managements, however, will often favour overseas 
outlets which they treat as signifying higher quality 

research. 
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When I signed a contract with an Australian university press, my then Head of 
Department said “That's a shame. An Australian publishing a book about 
Australian history with an Australian press betrays a lack of ambition.” This 
comment infuriates me, yet in truth the only reason I felt able to publish my book 
with an Australian press was because I'd already secured a continuing position. 

Ambition in this context means mainly Ivy League and Oxbridge: it has been called 
“Crude ranking by vibe” and the “Snob factor”. It is odd – and perhaps hypocritical – that 
a profession which worries over settler colonialism and the need for Asian engagement 
is doing so little about the way its own publishing practices reinforce long-standing 
racial, cultural and imperial hierarchies. Needless to say, marginalised and 
disadvantaged communities, such as First Nations peoples, who figure in many history 
books, cannot afford expensive publications produced by global firms and scholars 
could not afford to distribute them in large volumes in the communities with whom they 
have worked as collaborators. Open Access options and inexpensive formats available 
from Australian publishers have often been found to be more suitable in such contexts. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Respondents are aware of the tensions that exist in our publishing model between 
institutional demands and the wider social impact of history and the social licence of 
the university.  

The university would rather an academic publish with Oxford, Cambridge or Ivy 
league publishers - which no doubt are wonderful books. But those books will 
primarily wind up in university libraries where nobody reads them except when a 
scholar is doing a research project and pulls the book out. If our work is meant to 
have impact, generate public discussion and be relevant to the communities 
with whom we research, we should be publishing work that is accessible to the 
public. One advantage of doing Australian history is that the Australian university 
presses now do a great job targeting both a public and academic audience. They 
do that out of necessity because of the smaller market (and the slow death of the 
industry). But still the universities do not “rank” Australian publishers high 
enough. 

A few Australian university presses, notably ANU Press, have been in the forefront of 
global Open Access. For some years, however, Open Access in books, as with scholarly 
articles, seemed to operate as a proxy for low-quality. To be fair, there were, in the early 

It is odd – and perhaps hypocritical – that a 
profession which worries over settler colonialism and 
the need for Asian engagement is doing so little about 
the way its own publishing practices reinforce long-
standing racial, cultural and imperial hierarchies. 
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years, some problems with editing and production standards in some Open Access 
contexts. As the most prestigious international publishers shifted to Open Access, 
however, often under the pressure of government mandates, the climate has changed. 
There was some interest among our respondents in Open Access publishing but also 
concerns about cost, quality and prestige. “Fine if getting read is the main goal” was one 
response: it would be hard to imagine a more succinct statement of the problems that 
afflict academic publishing in this country. Why would one publish anything if not to be 
read? 

 If it were only top-down institutional policies at play in this domain, the journey would 
be easier to navigate. The profession might lobby within their own universities to ensure 
that appointment and promotion policy and practice reflect a better sense of the 
diversity of publishing in history. But the “enemy” is to some extent within ourselves. 
There are certain norms that are upheld by those with power in academia that affect the 
distribution of opportunity and reward connected to publishing. Quiet sneering at the 
publisher choices of colleagues is not unknown. A young scholar with an award-winning 
book published with a top Australian academic press reported on social media that in 
an anonymous comment in his Australian Research Council (ARC) DECRA application, 
one assessor wrote that the applicant’s “claim to academic excellence is questionable 
considering his fair amount of public engagement and his choice of publisher … I urge 
him to consider more prominent international academic presses”. While probably 
extreme, the comment was allowed to pass through the ARC’s processes to the 
applicant so it cannot be treated as radically norm-breaking. It is a faithful reflection of 
the insular, navel-gazing impulse in Australian academia. We need to work hard 
together to shift these norms. Senior scholars have an important role to play, not least 
as well over half of the respondents reported they sought the advice of a more 
experienced colleague about where to publish. 

In a climate where universities are seen to lack social licence, historians might also do 
more to build alliances with their audiences, existing and prospective; the media and 
publishing industries; and politicians and policymakers. We might use the changing 
climate to our advantage: as one respondent commented, “There seems to be more 
interest in trade and Open Access publication since the recent pivot to ‘impact’ as a 
metric.” It is telling that grant and promotion applications, and nominations for the 
learned academies, almost never cite book sales as an esteem measure. It is almost as 
if to sell a book in the thousands or tens of thousands, rather than the tens or hundreds, 
is a measure of professional shoddiness or mindless populism. There is no better 
illustration of the resilient unworldliness of a university sector that otherwise now likes 
to think of itself as notably entrepreneurial and outward-facing.  



 26 

 

The research, writing and publication of Australian history monographs requires close 
collaboration with the publishing industry. Publishers, agents, and editors can and do 
play a crucial role in ensuring that Australian history books reach audiences beyond the 
academy. In this chapter, I draw on interviews with professionals from the Australian 
publishing industry to understand how the publication of Australian history books works 
from the other side of the desk.  

In January and February 2025, I conducted semi-structured interviews over Zoom with 
five representatives of the Australian publishing industry: 

• Jacinta di Mase: Agent, Jacinta di Mase Management 
• Chris Feik: Publisher, Black Inc. / La Trobe University Press 
• Elspeth Menzies: Publisher, NewSouth Publishing / UNSW Press 
• Elizabeth Weiss: Publisher, Allen & Unwin 
• Terri-ann White: Publisher, Upswell Publishing 

The AHA’s research committee scoured their own professional networks to produce a 
list of twelve potential interviewees, made up of publishing industry professionals 
located in Australia and overseas. I emailed each of the prospective interviewees to 
gauge their interest; some chose not to partake in the project, while others did not 
respond. The interview questions were designed by the AHA research committee and 
are included with this report in Appendix B.1  

 

Benefits and challenges 

Happily, each of the five interviewees was resolute on the benefits of publishing 
Australian history, and spoke in favourable terms about working with historians. What 
was particularly beneficial, all five agreed, was publishing and delivering Australian 
books to meet a high level of interest among the public. Weiss, for instance, noted that 
“there’s a public respect for history and a public interest in history.”2 While 
acknowledging that it is a book not written by an academic historian, Feik reflected that 
the success of David Hunt’s Girt demonstrated that “many, many people want to know 
more about Australian history … they just leapt at it. So it just shows that there is an 
appetite there for Australian history.”3 

 
 

1 Quotes from the interviews have been edited for ease of reading.  
2 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
3 David Hunt, Girt: The Unauthorised History of Australia (Black Inc., 2013); Chris Feik, interview with the 
author, 20 February 2025. 
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In addition to pointing out the high demand among Australian readers for Australian 
history books, all were cognisant that Australia is a nation with a contested and 
politicised history. The interviewees were, then, aware of the role that history 
monographs can and do play in providing a more nuanced understanding of the 
country’s past. There was a general emphasis among the five that publishing these 
kinds of books, as Feik said, “helps the country to have some understanding of its 
history.”4 Of particular importance to all interviewees was the opportunity to publish 
work that championed and prioritised voices that do not often have a place in dominant 
national narratives. Said White: 

So I’ve just always been interested in the voice, in the book itself, the validity of 
recovering history that hasn’t had very much coverage previously, and the very 
local. … these books are so important, and they are histories that we’ve never 
heard about. So that’s the value. That’s the value of Australian history books for 
me.5  

di Mase also spoke of the ability for the publication of these underrepresented voices to 
inspire new generations of readers. Drawing on Clare Wright’s You Daughters of 
Freedom,6 di Mase said that the benefit of well-written history can demonstrate to 
readers a sense of progress: 

Well, if it’s done properly, it can be a bit of a salve to a lot of young women as 
well, in that you feel like you’re not having to reinvent the wheel, and that, looking 
back at history, and what women and men had achieved over time against the 
odds, with fewer resources than we have now. … I think it has made people feel 
less alone, and that they can take inspiration from some of these incredible 
campaigns. If we look at women’s suffrage, particularly in Australia and also in 
the UK, … just to see how powerful those campaigns were actually life 
threatening for the women that advocated in many instances, and socially and 
economically damaging for a lot of them. But here we are now benefiting from 
their fight.7 

Weiss also noted that another benefit of highlighting historically underrepresented 
voices can be the impact on broader cultural, social, and political conversations: “if the 
elements come together, and with a bit of luck and magic, you know, sometimes what 
you’re publishing can help to influence the Zeitgeist.”8 Conversely, however, with the 
opportunity to influence the “Zeitgeist”, as Weiss puts it, comes the challenge of 
oversaturation, a crowded marketplace, and a “waning” public interest. This can, then, 

 
4 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025. 
5 Terri-ann White, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
6 Clare Wright, You Daughters of Freedom: The Australians Who Won the Vote and Inspired the World (Text 
Publishing, 2019). 
7 Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 February 2025. 
8 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
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lead to “some work and some topics not being commercially viable when they might 
have been previously.”9  
 

 

 

 
 

That leads to a broader point about one of the difficulties of publishing Australian 
history: historians working in fields or on topics in which the reading public are not 
altogether interested. The publishing landscape is a commercial one and, as Feik 
noted, there can be little interest for Australian history books outside of the domestic 
market. Picking the right books at the right moment to try and make a financial return is 
thus an important part of the publisher’s job: 

So you have to basically find enough readers to justify a print run to get you 
enough of a return. … And obviously every publisher has to make decisions 
about how they spend their resources in that sense that if we did a hundred 
history books, we couldn’t do any other books. So you basically have to pick the 
right books and restrict yourself to the number that you can realistically do as 
part of an overall list.10 

The task of meeting the public’s appetite for certain kinds of history requires input from 
both publisher and author. Menzies noted that academics and academic historians 
“might be incredibly knowledgeable about something we would see as quite niche in 
terms of book sales”, and so publishers are “always looking at how we can broaden the 
audience, perhaps bring works up to date or just increase the scope, hoping that we can 
bring more readers with us.”11 Menzies continued that while “a lot of military history 
finds its market”, the success of other topics might be dependent upon the broader 
context in which a book is being written: “environmental history is another area that has 
such a sense of urgency at the moment with climate change.”12 di Mase quipped that 
publishers use the language of “sexy”: “What’s sexy?”13 Weiss was, however, more 
forthright about the disjunction that can often exist between what academic historians 
are interested in and what the public wants to read: 

So there can be an interest among historians in certain topics that is not always 
matched by public interest. … I’m thinking particularly of the transnational—it’s 

 
9 Ibid. 
10 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025. 
11 Elspeth Menzies, interview with the author, 14 January 2025.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 February 2025.  

The interviewees were aware of the role that history 
monographs can and do play in providing a more 

nuanced understanding of the country’s past. 
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not a new trend at all, but the emphasis on transnational research which is 
entirely to do with pressure on staff in universities to do research in partnership 
with international colleagues. … Now, that doesn’t to me matter as such, what 
does matter is whether there’s public interest in reading those works. And what’s 
happened is it’s created certain contrived projects that are fairly artificial. … In 
general, the Australian public will not be all that interested in reading a 
comparative work. … The public is generally interested in some kind of 
storytelling and mostly not interested in comparative works.14 

This contemplation of the distance between academic interests and public interests 
also led Weiss to consider the implications of how Australian national history would be 
written, read, and understood in the future: 

surely society needs to have historians who are across the bread and butter of 
Australian history, actively researching and writing. … It may seem old fashioned 
and boring, but it’s hard to find someone who’s up to speed on 200 years of … 
Queensland history. … leaving aside commercial interests, that means that 
Queensland history is not being taught … I think it’s a loss of expertise.15  

 

Another “really serious challenge” that White in particular identified—the decline in 
readership levels overall—was intimately linked to the commercial reality of 
publishing.16 White put it bluntly by stating that “people are not reading.”17 When asked 
to clarify, she explained that there has been a “narrowing of the market” where fiction 
books in bookstores are “variations on the theme … They are all indistinguishable.”18 The 
dominance of these kinds of books— “all books with gold or silver foil … Or they’re 
celebrity books. They’re books about celebrity”—means that, for White, “it’s still 
incredibly hard to sell a book in Australia.”19 This is linked to a broader publishing 
landscape where there are fewer and fewer people employed as book editors for 
newspapers and magazines, while physical retailers like Woolworths and Kmart are 
offering higher discounts on books to compete with online retailers like Booktopia and 
Amazon.20 di Mase also identified the prospect of artificial intelligence alongside 
retailers such as Amazon demonstrating little care for copyright and the proper payment 
of authors as “probably the biggest danger.”21 The shifting economic landscape and the 

 
14 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Terri-ann White, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 February 2025. 
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finances of publishing were named as “the primary challenge”, and it is to the 
economics of publishing that we now turn.22 

 

Economics and marketing 

There are multiple factors to consider when engaging with the economic landscape that 
shapes the publication of Australian history. Weiss made particular note of the 
increasing costs of paper in what has been a “volatile market” for a number of years: 
she named not just the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, but also other pressures like 
the “roller coaster ride” of customer sales, “pressure on supply chains, pressure on 
forests, [and] climate change”.23 These increasing pressures, coupled with the fact that 
there exists now in Australia just one hardback bindery, one producer of book-grade 
paper, and only two major book printers, can and do shape the choices that publishers 
make regarding which histories are published, and how they are published: 

The more images, the more cost—in the last 20 to 30 years it has become 
actually cheaper. So colour photos in photo sections have become cheaper. So 
good. But certainly it’s a challenge to reproduce a lot of images. There are some 
older historians who are very, very keen—I’m talking academic historians—to 
have images reproduced on the page where you know whatever they’re referring 
to appears … if we need to do that, for whatever reason, then it pushes us to print 
on the very white paper stock, which is not available in Australia for offset 
printing … We are in a situation of very limited choices … So the level of 
willingness to do a high quality, high-end history in hardback is reduced. That’s 
just how it is.24 

 

Given the increasing financial pressures that accompany the production of physical 
books, it would be easy to assume that the prospect of subventions assumes an 
increasing importance in offering a contract to an author. Interestingly, however, there 
were various opinions on the importance of subventions. Menzies at NewSouth 
Publishing was open about the work that a subvention can do to achieve the publication 
of “really important” books that may sell fewer copies: 

if we can sell 3,000 copies of a book, we don’t tend to need a subsidy. If it’s just 
an image section and 80,000 words, we can cover our costs… if we think a book 
can sell 3,000 copies. But if we think a book is really important, but it can sell 
only a thousand copies, we then really need a subsidy to support its publication. 

 
22 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025. 
23 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025.  
24 Ibid. 
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… yes, on the whole, if there’s money to support a publication, that is a huge 
benefit. 25 

Weiss and Feik were less resolute that subventions were a necessary part of publishing 
Australian history. For Weiss, a subvention “might make a difference in terms of number 
of pages of photos, or the arrangement around permissions clearance.”26 Feik agreed: 
“We’re publishing a book soon with illustrations, and the author said that she had a 
subvention to contribute towards that, so that was very helpful, because it enables us 
to produce a more attractive book.”27 However, Feik also questioned the utility of 
subventions altogether: “In a way we want the book to stand on its own two feet, and if it 
feels like it needs a subvention to be viable, then it may not be viable in the marketplace 
either.”28 Along similar lines, White flatly refused the notion that subventions factor into 
her decision-making process. While acknowledging that “they’re nice when they come”, 
she emphasised the greater importance of the work standing on its own merit and the 
relationship between author and publisher: 

[On what steps she considers before subventions] Just the relevance of the topic 
and the quality of the work. And I guess the connection that I make with the 
author. If we are at loggerheads from the start, what’s the point? Number one. 
Number two, if they think that buying their way in, in that roundabout subvention 
way, if they think that I’m their servant, then I think it’s not particularly gonna 
work either, because the money is very useful, but it’s not why I’d make a 
decision about taking on. Absolutely never. I think I did once, and it hurt. It didn’t 
work out nicely.29 

While di Mase had not negotiated subventions, she did suggest that one option for 
authors working with agents and/or publishers could be to negotiate access to photo 
collections to minimise the costs of acquiring permissions.30 The varying opinions, 
however, on the necessity of subventions to publish history books suggest that there are 
pathways to publication for authors, whether or not they secure a subvention.  
 

 

 

 

 
25 Elspeth Menzies, interview with the author, 14 January 2025. 
26 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
27 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Terri-ann White, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
30 Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 February 2025. 

“What is the work? What are the stories behind the 
research that are interesting?” 
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One point on which all interviewees were agreed was the importance of authors actively 
participating in the marketing and publicising of their books. Said di Mase:  

you’ve just got to get on board now. … There is absolutely no way you can just 
rely on the work in and of itself to do anything for you, unfortunately. In many 
ways the work should be able to stand on its own two feet and reach an 
audience. But that’s not the world we live in now.31 

All spoke about working with the comfort levels of individual authors and not pushing 
authors into situations that may cause discomfort or anxiety, which White captured:  

Are you up for media interviews? Are there any areas you want to steer clear of? 
Who do you know in the world who can help the arrival of this book into the world 
and into the world of readers? What’s your local bookshop, or what’s your 
favourite bookshop? Those kind of very practical questions, that are all about 
trying to, you know—so if a person is completely unable to talk in public about 
their work because of anxiety, or because it’s just not where they want to be, they 
don’t feel comfortable, I know that up front, and I won’t push them.32 

But an engaged and enthusiastic author willing to help try and sell the book was 
identified across the board as a significant asset: as Weiss said, “we are looking for 
engagement”.33 There are steps that authors can take to assist in this process: Menzies 
noted that more and more authors are taking on some kind of media training, and 
suggested that people inexperienced in media interviews “line up someone and do 
some media training.”34 Feik and di Mase suggested authors look to sites like The 
Conversation and pitch to writers’ festivals to “attract audience interest”: “What is the 
work? What are the stories behind the research that are interesting?”35 Feik and Menzies 
also suggested mobilising personal and professional networks to secure endorsements 
from “high-profile supporters”.36 Especially important to Menzies, however, was the 
author “listening to our publicists and marketing team on what is worth doing and what 
isn’t worth doing”. She noted the importance of balancing “all this energy and 
enthusiasm, but also trusting the process and trusting the experienced team that work 
here to guide you.”37  

 

 
 

31 Ibid. 
32 Terri-ann White, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
33 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
34 Elspeth Menzies, interview with the author, 14 January 2025. 
35 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025; Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 
February 2025. 
36 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025; Elspeth Menzies, interview with the author, 14 
January 2025. 
37 Elspeth Menzies, interview with the author, 14 January 2025. 
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What do publishers want? 

Publishing Australian history books, the five interviewees agreed, remains a worthwhile 
pursuit. Notwithstanding the commercial difficulties that continue to shape the 
publishing industry, the interviewees were all clear about what it is that they are looking 
for when it comes to offering a contract to publish a book of Australian history, 
identifying three distinct points. The first: is it a “cogent topic” that has a “storytelling 
shape”, as Weiss asked?38 Second, does the author offer quality, interesting, engaging 
writing? Said Menzies: “I often think, you can write about anything if you’re writing it in 
an engaging way that’s going to inspire readers. You’ll take the reader with you.” Finally, 
can the publisher identify or envision “an obvious market of readers, people who would 
really want to read this kind of book?”39 These three points were usefully captured by di 
Mase: “why this book, why me, why now?”40 Historians who can answer these three 
questions continue to make the prospect of publishing Australian history books 
particularly appealing.  

 

  

 
38 Elizabeth Weiss, interview with the author, 13 January 2025. 
39 Chris Feik, interview with the author, 20 February 2025. 
40 Jacinta di Mase, interview with the author, 7 February 2025. 
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 The changing media landscape  

Over the last decade, the landscape of knowledge dissemination has rapidly evolved. 
Traditional publishing is experiencing headwinds. Although the Australian book market 
is robust, growing by 3.2% in 2025, the industry faces financial pressures that threaten 
the viability of small and local publishers.1 Increased printing and paper costs, 
disruptions to global supply chains, and stable book prices are together putting 
Australian publishers under strain.2    

At the same time, the public has embraced new media – decentralised forms of digital 
media that include podcasting, social media, blogs, wikis and other self-published 
online content. According to 2026 data, 87% of Australians use social media and 85% 
use YouTube. The internet is also central to Australians’ overall media consumption, 
with 61% obtaining at least 80% of their media online.3 Meanwhile, on a per capita 
basis, Australians are the biggest podcast listeners in the world. As of 2025, 52% of the 
adult population consumed podcasts each month, a growth of 15.9% in only two years. 
For adults aged 18-34, the rate was 72%.4 Podcasting scholar Louisa Lim predicts this 
audience will “continue to grow quite fast because young people listen to more 
podcasts” and “once you start listening, people tend to be super-listeners.”5  

Within this new media ecosystem, there is a proven appetite for historical content. As 
the cover of Good Weekend declared in July 2025, “History’s booming in podcasts.”6 In 
particular, the British podcasting network Goalhanger makes several blockbuster 
productions. These include The Rest Is History, with 12 million downloads per month 
and sold-out live events,7 and Empire podcast, co-hosted by William Dalrymple and 

 
1 ‘Australian book market up 3.2% in 2025,’ Books + Publishing, 13 January 2026,   
https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2026/01/13/321935/australian-book-market-up-3-2-
in-2025/  
2 Alice Grundy, ‘Who’s eating publishers’ lunch? The rising costs and shrinking margins of Australian 
books,’ The Conversation, 1 May 2025, https://theconversation.com/whos-eating-publishers-lunch-the-
rising-costs-and-shrinking-margins-of-australian-books-254290  
3 Amanda Lotz and Gabriela Monteiro Lunardi, Australian Media Uses Report: Social Media and YouTube, 
(QUT Digital Media Research Centre, 2026), 
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/264446/1/Australian_Media_Uses_Report_-_Social_media_and_YouTube.pdf   
4 Podcast Annual’ 25, Commercial Radio & Audio, 2025, 
https://cra.au/hubfs/Podcast%20Annual_CRA_2025.pdf  
5 Interview with Louisa Lim, 2025, private collection.  
6 Nick Bryant, ‘History’s booming in podcasts—but many of its academics are out of a job,’ 10 July 2025, 
Sydney Morning Herald, https://www.smh.com.au/national/history-s-booming-in-podcasts-but-many-of-
its-academics-are-out-of-a-job-20250522-p5m1go.html  
7 Ibid.  

https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2026/01/13/321935/australian-book-market-up-3-2-in-2025/
https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2026/01/13/321935/australian-book-market-up-3-2-in-2025/
https://theconversation.com/whos-eating-publishers-lunch-the-rising-costs-and-shrinking-margins-of-australian-books-254290
https://theconversation.com/whos-eating-publishers-lunch-the-rising-costs-and-shrinking-margins-of-australian-books-254290
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/264446/1/Australian_Media_Uses_Report_-_Social_media_and_YouTube.pdf
https://www.smh.com.au/national/history-s-booming-in-podcasts-but-many-of-its-academics-are-out-of-a-job-20250522-p5m1go.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/history-s-booming-in-podcasts-but-many-of-its-academics-are-out-of-a-job-20250522-p5m1go.html
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Anita Anand, which boasts over 50 million downloads as of early 2026.8 In the Australian 
context, History podcasts attracted 0.6 million listeners per month in 2025, putting the 
genre ahead of Science, Arts, Music, Technology and Kids & Family. Society & Culture 
podcasts, which could also include historical content, attracted 4.7 million listeners 
per month.9   
 

 

 
 

Social media is another space in which history can attract mass audiences. This 
phenomenon became notable during the 2020-21 Covid lockdowns, when social media 
platform TikTok exploded in popularity.10 Among the many creators drawn to the 
platform were so-called “TikTok historians” – individuals who make and share short-
form videos focused on history education. Several years on, social media is recognised 
as an influential arena of public discourse, home to a “new generation of public 
intellectuals” that include self-styled historians.11 

This is a global phenomenon that extends to the Australian context. As ABC RN noted in 
2025, “[a]n army of social media historians…is taking both the history world and the 
online world by storm”.12 Prominent local examples include Dr Esmé Louise James (3 
million followers), a recent University of Melbourne PhD graduate who creates content 
on the history of sexuality; Aslan Pahari (6.7 million followers), focused on south Asian 
histories; Rainbow History Class (0.6 million followers), a collaboration between Rudy 
Jean Rigg and Hannah McElhinney focused on queer and trans histories; and Mary 
McGillivary (0.6 million followers), a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne who 
specialises in art and cultural history.13 In each case, these social media historians first 
emerged on TikTok during 2020-21, but have since expanded to other platforms, 
including YouTube, Instagram, podcasts, books, web series, and live events. Some have 
been recruited by media institutions such as the ABC. In 2024, both Pahari and 

 
8 ‘The Empire Podcast: How Empires Fall,’ British Library, accessed 22 May 2026, 
https://events.bl.uk/events/empire-live  
9 Podcast Annual ‘25, Commercial Radio & Audio, 2025, 
https://cra.au/hubfs/Podcast%20Annual_CRA_2025.pdf 
10 Trevor Boffone, ed., TikTok Cultures in the United States (Routledge, 2022).  
11 Bri Lee, ‘Are Influencers the New Public Intellectuals?’ Elle Magazine, 14 March 2024; Elena Judson 
Bowman, ‘The New Public Intellectuals Are All On TikTok,’ Cosmopolitan, 18 March 2024; ‘Influencers are 
the New Public Intellectuals’, panel discussion, All About Women festival, Sydney Opera House, 10 March 
2024, https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/all-about-women/influencers-are-the-new-public-
intellectuals 
12 ‘How are creators using TikTok to bring history to a new generation?’ God Forbid, ABC RN, 14 March 
2025, https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/godforbid/tiktok-history-ethics/104972160  
13 Follower numbers as of May 2026, the combination of TikTok and Instagram followers.  

Within this new media ecosystem, there is a proven 
appetite for historical content. 

https://events.bl.uk/events/empire-live
https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/all-about-women/influencers-are-the-new-public-intellectuals
https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/all-about-women/influencers-are-the-new-public-intellectuals
https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/godforbid/tiktok-history-ethics/104972160
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McGillivray were hired by the national broadcaster under its newfound Creator Program, 
and today produce historical content published across ABC platforms.14  

 

Historians and new media 

In recognition of this evolving media landscape, academic historians have explored 
alternative methods of communicating their research. In one sense, this is nothing new; 
historians have long gone beyond the book to reach diverse audiences. Broadcast radio, 
television documentaries and newspaper op-eds have all been deployed by the 
profession for many decades.15 Yet the rise of new media does represent a paradigm 
shift, as historians are no longer reliant on a third party to disseminate their work. For 
the first time, individual researchers can self-publish writing, video and/or audio with 
relative ease to a potential mass audience.    

Given historians’ familiarity with text, blogs and newsletters are an accessible entree 
into new media. Hannah Forsyth is one historian who uses Substack to communicate 
her research, with her newsletter “F*cking Capitalism” regularly sent to a dedicated 
subscriber base of over a thousand followers. Since 2016, the Australian Women’s 
History Network has published VIDA, an “academic blog” founded with a “mission to 
make feminist, gender, and women’s history accessible, approachable, and inspiring.” 
To date, VIDA has published 240 historians, leading to at least 150 citations, alongside 
documented contributions to “public outreach, activism and advocacy, training and 
capacity building, academic history, and social impact.”16 The Conversation has been a 
popular outlet for historians since its establishment in 2011, Inside Story since 2008, 
while Guardian Australia, in collaboration with the AHA, has recently established a 
regular history column called Past/Present.   

Podcasting has also attracted Australian historians. At first, this took the form of 
broadcast radio documentaries that had a second life as podcasts, such as Michelle 
Arrow’s award-winning 2013 ABC Hindsight program “Public Intimacies: the Royal 
Commission on human relationships.” Straight podcasting began in earnest in the late 
2010s, after the success of investigative journalism podcast Serial (2014) signalled the 
potential of this medium to attract mass audiences to long-form narrative content. A 
notable early adopter in the History discipline was Tamson Pietsch, who created the 
long-running “investigative history podcast” History Lab after moving to UTS’s Australian 

 
14 ‘ABC announces Creator Program class of 2026,’ ABC, 23 January 2026, 
https://www.abc.net.au/about/media-centre/press-releases/abc-announces-creator-program-class-of-
2026/106261056  
15 Clare Wright, ‘Sex, Lies and History on TV’, in Anna Clark and Paul Ashton (eds) Australian History Now, 
(NewSouth, 2013), 215-31; Michelle Arrow, ‘Invisible Histories? History Features on Australian Radio,’ 
Australian Historical Studies 46, no. 3 (2025): 440-53.   
16 Ana Stevenson and Alana Piper, ‘VIDA: Blog of the Australian Women’s History Network at Ten,’ Lilith: A 
Feminist History Journal (forthcoming, 2026).   

https://www.abc.net.au/about/media-centre/press-releases/abc-announces-creator-program-class-of-2026/106261056
https://www.abc.net.au/about/media-centre/press-releases/abc-announces-creator-program-class-of-2026/106261056
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Centre for Public History in 2017. Following the success of History Lab, UTS established 
Impact Studios, which today produces a suite of historical podcasts (see below). By 
2019, a survey article in History Australia concluded that Australia was experiencing a 
“history podcast boom.”17  
 

 

 

 
 

In the years since, this phenomenon has only accelerated, fuelled by the podcasting 
explosion of the Covid-19 pandemic. Today, academic historians produce a wide variety 
of audio content, ranging from unscripted interviews to highly produced longform 
narratives. At one end of the spectrum are interview-based podcasts, an accessible 
format that requires little expertise and low overheads. An example of this genre is 
Archive Fever, a La Trobe University podcast running since 2019, in which co-hosts 
Clare Wright and Yves Rees interview guests about their research methodology. 
Recorded, edited and produced by a single in-house producer, Archive Fever costs 
$5000 per annum. 

At the other end of the spectrum are multi-part audio documentaries that combine 
effects such as narration, interviews, archival audio, sound effects and music to tell a 
historical story. Recent examples include Leigh Boucher’s three-part series 
Darlinghurst’s AIDS Crisis (Impact Studios, 2026), Jordy Silverstein’s five-part Being 
Stateless podcast (Melbourne Law School, 2024) and Katherine Biber’s three-part The 
Last Outlaws (Impact Studios, 2021), which won the Digital History Prize at the 2022 
NSW Premier’s History Awards.  

These intricately crafted audio texts require large budgets and extensive technical 
expertise. Given the resources required, historians typically make such podcasts in 
collaboration with established production studios, such as the ABC or UTS’s Impact 
Studios. Historian Geraldine Fela collaborated with ABC RN to create Conspiracy: War 
on the Waterfront, a seven-part series that shared new research about the 1998 
waterfront dispute. The series aired on RN’s regular Rewind program in early 2025, and 
is available to podcast via standard streaming services. Similarly, Hey History!, a 2024 
classroom history podcast designed for the primary curriculum, was developed by 
historians Anna Clark and Clare Wright but produced at UTS Impact Studios by a ten-
person team that included curriculum advisors, learning materials designer, a story 
editor, Indigenous cultural consultant, audio producers and a host. Also supported by 

 
17 Honae H. Cuffe, ‘Lend me your ears: the rise of the history podcast in Australia,’ History Australia 16, no. 
3 (2019): 553-69.  
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the National Museum of Australia, the total cost for five episodes was close to 
$100,000. Hey History! won Best Children’s Program at the 2025 New York Festivals 
Radio Awards.    

In contrast to this embrace of podcasting, academic historians have steered clear of 
social media content production. At present, social media is widely used to share new 
publications, promote events and network with colleagues. Yet Australian historians 
generally do not make original content for TikTok, Instagram or other platforms. In the 
United States and Britain, academic researchers have joined the ranks of “social media 
historians”, but this phenomenon has yet to reach Australia in any meaningful form.18  

 

Benefits and challenges  

For history scholars, there are numerous reasons to consider new media as a form of 
research communication that can complement the discipline’s traditional focus on the 
book. These potential benefits include: 

1. New media can be a means to engage mass audiences and retain relevance at 
a time of disciplinary decline. By using novel communication methods to tap into 
the public appetite for history, academic historians may be able to rebuild social 
license for our work—an urgent task amid a context of funding cuts and declining 
trust in experts.  
 

2. New media can be a useful means to democratise historical knowledge. By 
communicating our research through the online platforms that now dominate 
media consumption, we make history more accessible and relevant, and hence 
facilitate greater historical literacy in public discourse and contemporary politics.  
 

3. New media can be a source of pleasure and sociability for historians 
themselves. These alternative forms of research communication offer an 
opportunity to work collaboratively, learn new skills, experiment creatively, and 
engage new audiences. At a time of growing stress and isolation among 
academics, new media has the potential to provide much-needed professional 
fun and connection.19  
 

4. New media can support decolonial and feminist methodologies, as digital 
media such as podcasts lend themselves to polyvocal, iterative and 
collaborative knowledge production. They typically decentre a singular authority, 

 
18 On the US context, see Elena Judson Bowman, ‘The New Public Intellectuals Are All on TikTok,’ 
Cosmopolitan, 18 March 2024, https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a46818791/tiktok-history-
academics/ 
19 For a detailed discussion, see Ian M. Cook, Scholarly Podcasting: Why, What, How? (Routledge, 2023).  

https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a46818791/tiktok-history-academics/
https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a46818791/tiktok-history-academics/
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allow for the same topic to be revisited, and facilitate greater dialogue between 
creator and audience.20  
 

5. New media can disrupt the structural inequities of academia by giving a 
platform to marginalised and underrepresented voices. For disabled, queer, First 
Nations, POC, female and/or early career scholars, new media offers a means to 
bypass institutional gatekeeping and reach audiences directly.21 In some cases, 
building an online audience can be a route to other professional opportunities, 
including traditional publication. For example, social media historians Esmé 
Louise James and Hannah McElhinney published historical books as a result of 
their online profiles.22  

 

Yet alongside these benefits, new media presents numerous challenges and pitfalls for 
academic historians. These include:  

1. To succeed in the online attention economy, new media generally need to 
prioritise entertainment and even sensationalism. This medium is hence not 
necessarily conducive to the nuance and rigour that characterises scholarly 
history. This is especially true of social media, where the dominance of short-
form video encourages simplification. As historian Hannah Greenwald has 
observed, “the fundamentals of online content creation seem to run counter to 
the fundamentals of history scholarship.” 23 Podcasts generally allow greater 
scope to explore complexity, yet can present their own challenges, as working 
with a production team may lead to loss of editorial control and increase the risk 
of historical error.  
 

2. To share research via new media, historians generally need to invest time and/or 
financial resources to develop new skills and expertise. At a time when 
academics are already overworked and under-supported, there is a risk that 
these alternative forms of communication only further increase already 
unsustainable performance expectations.   
 

3. At present, academic historians are disincentivised from engaging with new 
media as these communication forms are comparatively unrecognised and 
unrewarded. In an institutional and disciplinary context in which books and 
scholarly articles remain the “gold standard”, new media products such as 
podcasts are not yet viewed as legitimate scholarly outputs. To dedicate time to 
new media is therefore to risk professional disadvantage.  

 
20 See for instance, Hannah McGregor, ‘Masters of Text,’ Secret Feminist Agenda, episode 3.26, 2019, 
https://secretfeministagenda.com/2019/04/19/episode-3-26-masters-of-text-with-ames-hawkins/  
21 For a discussion of this phenomenon, see Elena Judson Bowman, ‘The New Public Intellectuals Are All 
on TikTok,’ Cosmopolitan, 18 March 2024, https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a46818791/tiktok-
history-academics/  
22 Esmé Louise James, Kinky History (Pantera Press, 2023); Hannah McElhinney, Rainbow History Class 
(Hardie Grant, 2023).  
23 Hannah Greenwald, ‘The Historians of Tiktok,’ Gettysburg Historical Journal 23 (2024): 9-13.   
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4. Relatedly, new media struggles to accommodate referencing and peer 

review—key technologies of scholarly research and publication. Without these, 
these forms can disseminate unsubstantiated ideas and even spread 
misinformation and propaganda.24 In part, it is the absence of this scholarly 
apparatus that leads to the lack of legitimacy mentioned above. To ameliorate 
this challenge, some overseas scholars have experimented with peer reviewing 
podcasts. For example, Canadian academic Hannah McGregor had her podcast 
Secret Feminist Agenda peer reviewed.25  
 

5. Due to the absence of referencing, new media histories often draw upon 
secondary sources without acknowledgement or credit, raising concerns about 
the extraction and appropriation of other historians’ labour. For example, 
blockbuster podcasts such as The Rest Is History rely upon published texts to  
research each episode, yet their authors are rarely credited. As a result, only the 
hosts benefit from the podcast’s enormous popularity.  
 

6. The proliferation of new media histories may undermine the market for history 
books. Given that podcasts, blogs and social media content can generally be 
accessed for free (or at low cost), and are quicker to consume than a full-length 
book, publishers and booksellers may struggle to compete with these new forms 
of research communication. If academic historians contribute to the growth of 
new media, we could reinforce this disinclination to purchase books, threatening 
the long-term viability of history publishing. 

 
Looking ahead, new media will likely only grow in importance, as its youth-orientated 
user base ages into adulthood and technology further embeds itself in all aspects of our 
lives. In this context, there is considerable scope for both individual historians and the 
AHA to further engage with this arena – especially in the underexplored space of online 
content creation. Individual historians may wish to experiment with new means of 
sharing their research. At an institutional level, there is scope for professional 
development in relevant skills, further research into the possibilities and limits of new 
media for historians, and advocacy to have new media outputs better recognised by 
universities and the ARC. Books will doubtless remain core to the History discipline, and 
cannot be replaced by new media. Yet, in a rapidly changing world, in which our 
discipline is already imperilled, historians cannot afford to ignore the rise of new media 
and its implications for knowledge building and transfer.    

 

 
24 Arash Azizi, ‘The dangerous rise of the podcast historians,’ The Atlantic, 10 September 2024, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/holocaust-denial-podcast-
historians/679765/  
25 Lori Beckstead, Ian M. Cook and Hannah McGregor, Podcast or Perish: Peer Review and Knowledge 
Creation for the 21st Century (Bloomsbury, 2024).  

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/holocaust-denial-podcast-historians/679765/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/holocaust-denial-podcast-historians/679765/


 41 

 

When the AHA Research Committee decided to undertake a survey of its members 
about their attitudes to different forms of research publications, we were particularly 
interested in better understanding the place of publishing in the life of our discipline, 
generational differences in the experience of publishing, the different publishing 
imperatives institutions place on historians, and the attitudes of publishers themselves 
to the future of history books in Australia.  The survey responses confirm historians’ 
strong attachment to authored books as the key medium for communicating research, 
for engaging an audience beyond the academy, for career progression, and for 
professional reputation. It is hard to see this allegiance to the book shifting anytime 
soon (should a historian ever make that kind of prediction?) but respondents were also 
cautious about future conditions for book publication. Many recognised that the appeal 
of the book was not necessarily shared by some of our employing institutions whose 
metrics generally favour articles over books, and international publishers over 
Australian ones and give little recognition to edited collections. 

The view from the publishers themselves is a little more rosy. While there are significant 
constraints within the publishing industry, and a diminishing number of publishers to 
choose from, the publishers Chelsea Barnett spoke with were enthusiastic about 
publishing well-written histories with an engaging story to tell and confident about the 
public’s level of interest, with some caveats. They cautioned that an academic 
historian’s interest and the public’s do not always align and the economic constraints 
within which publishers operate mean they have to be selective about their publishing 
choices. Given the publishing headwinds, the greater the engagement of an author in 
helping to market their book, the more appealing their project will be to a publisher.  

Given this publishing landscape there is a growing cohort of historians who are 
exploring alternatives to book publishing as a way of communicating their research. As 
discussed by Yves Rees in the final section of this report, historical content has wide 
appeal within the “new media ecosystem” and podcasts, social media, YouTube, 
Substack and other platforms are all proving popular and effective ways to reach a 
broad audience. As Rees notes, the new media has both benefits and challenges for 
academic historians but if our rationale for researching and writing is ultimately to 
engage with an audience in a variety of forms, then we cannot afford to ignore the 
possibilities that new media opens for us. We do not all need to embrace all of the 
options available, and books will often be the initial step in broader new media 
engagement. But as technology radically reshapes our world, so the future of the book 
and our work in its production will depend on our capacity to defend its distinctive 
scholarly value while also reimagining how historical knowledge can circulate, engage 
and have impact beyond its covers.   
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• How would you describe your current position/career level? (Select one) 
o Postgraduate student (research) 
o Academic historian (continuing) 
o Academic historian (fixed-term) 
o Academic historian (part-time, casual and/or sessional) 
o Professional/public historian 
o Honorary researcher 
o GLAM sector worker 
o School teacher 
o Retired historian 
o Other 

• If you are an academic historian, at what level are you employed? (Select one) 
o Early Career Researcher (within 5 years of PhD submission) 
o Level B 
o Level C 
o Level D 
o Level E/Professional 
o Emeritus or Adjunct 

• I identify as (Select one) 
o Woman 
o Man 
o Non-Binary 
o Prefer not to say 

• Please accept your appropriate age bracket: 
o 18-25 
o 26-35 
o 36-45 
o 46-55 
o 55-65 
o 66 and above 

• If you work in a university, which category of institution do you belong to? (Select 
one) 

o Group of 8 university 
o A University of Technology 
o A regional university 
o A metropolitan non-Group of 8 university 

• Do you predominantly work in the field of Australian history, or another? 
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o Australian history 
o Another 

• In which field(s) of historical inquiry do you predominantly publish? (Select 
whichever are most appropriate, but no more than four) 

o Australian History 
o Social history 
o Cultural history 
o Histories of politics and policy 
o History of emotions 
o Biography 
o Literary history/publishing history/history of the book 
o Women’s history/feminist history 
o Histories of gender and sexuality 
o Environmental history 
o Legal history 
o Labour history 
o Family history/genealogy 
o Histories of empire, colonisation and settler societies 
o Indigenous and/or First Nations histories 
o Aotearoa/New Zealand history 
o American/US history 
o British and European history 
o Histories of Asia and East Asia (including China and Japan) 
o Russian, Soviet and Post-Soviet histories 
o Middle Eastern studies 
o South American history 
o Histories of religion 
o Intellectual history 
o Economic history/business history/history of capitalism 
o History of children, childhood and youth 
o Transnational, international and world histories 
o Pacific histories 
o Military history 
o Sickness, health and disease history 
o History of migration and mobility 
o Contemporary history 
o Oral history 
o Digital history 
o Public history 
o Big history 
o Ancient history, archaeology and classics 
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o History of the deep human past 
o Histories or housing, planning and urban life 
o History of material culture (including food and fashion histories) 
o Histories of violence 
o Other 

• Have you ever published a book (or have a book under contract/in press)? 
o Yes 
o No 

• In what year did you publish your first book? 
• As a first-time author or prospective first-time author, how easy or difficult have 

you found it to gain a publishing contract? (Select one) 
o Very easy 
o Somewhat easy 
o Neither easy nor difficult 
o Somewhat difficult 
o Very difficult 

• Has a publisher ever asked you for a subvention to facilitate the publication of 
your work? 

o Yes 
o No 

• If yes, roughly how much were you asked to contribute? 
• Does your institution have publication subsidy schemes available? 

o Yes 
o No 
o I don’t know 
o Other 

• How many authored or co-authored books (not edited collections) have you 
published? (Select one) 

o 0 
o 1 
o 2 
o 3 to 5 
o 6 to 10 
o More than 10 

• If you have published your first book, with which type of publishing house did you 
publish? (Select one) 

o University Press [Australia] 
o University Press [overseas] 
o Multinational academic publisher 
o Commercial trade publisher [Australian] 
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o Commercial trade publisher [overseas] 
o Small or independent publisher [Australia] 
o Small or independent publisher [overseas] 
o Self-published 

• If you have published more than one book (or multiple books), with which type of 
publishing house did you publish your most recent book? (Select one) 

o University Press [Australia] 
o University Press [overseas] 
o Multinational academic publisher 
o Commercial trade publisher [Australian] 
o Commercial trade publisher [overseas] 
o Small or independent publisher [Australia] 
o Small or independent publisher [overseas] 
o Self-published 

• If you work in a university, does your institution have a policy regarding preferred 
publishers of books? 

o Yes 
o No 
o I don’t know 

• If you answered yes to the above, has it influenced your consideration of 
publishers? 

o Always 
o Sometimes 
o Not usually 
o Never 

• If you work in the GLAM sector, does your institution look favourably on its 
history-trained staff publishing books? 

o Very 
o Sometimes 
o Not really 
o Definitely not 

• Do you have a literary agent? 
o Yes 
o No 

• What criteria do you use to decide with whom you would prefer to publish your 
work? (Select all that apply) 

o Reputation of publisher 
o Advice from institution or employer 
o Advice from experienced colleagues 
o Advice from a literary agent 
o Anticipated sales and royalties 
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o Editorial expertise 
o Book design and layout 
o Book distribution 
o Prospective price 
o Illustrations and pictographic design 
o Serialisation and other subsidiary rights 
o Access to international markets 
o Career promotion 
o Grant application 
o Loyalty to publishing house 
o Literary and Historical Prizes 
o Book Reviews 
o Marketing and publicity 
o Other 

• If you have published a book, what kinds of promotional activities were you 
involved in? (Select all that apply) 

o Radio 
o Television 
o Podcast 
o Book launches and conversations 
o Literary/writers’ festivals 
o Newspapers 
o Bookshop signing 
o Other 

• If you work in a university environment, what is your understanding of how the 
university evaluates different publishers? 

• If you have presented historical research in non-traditional forms of output, what 
forms did that take? (Select all that apply) 

o Podcast 
o Exhibition 
o Documentary or film 
o Blogs 
o Other 

• If you have published an edited collection (as editor or co-editor), with which 
type of publishing house did you publish your collection(s)? (Select one) 

o University Press [Australia] 
o University Press [overseas] 
o Multinational academic publisher 
o Commercial trade publisher [Australian] 
o Commercial trade publisher [overseas] 
o Small or independent publisher [Australia] 
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o Small or independent publisher [overseas] 
o Self-published 

• If you have published an edited collection (as editor or co-editor), what criteria 
do you use to decide with whom you would prefer to publish your work? (Select 
all that apply) 

o Reputation of publisher 
o Advice from institution or employer 
o Advice from experienced colleagues 
o Advice from a literary agent 
o Anticipated sales and royalties 
o Editorial expertise 
o Book design and layout 
o Book distribution 
o Prospective price 
o Illustrations and pictographic design 
o Serialisation and other subsidiary rights 
o Access to international markets 
o Career promotion 
o Grant application 
o Loyalty to publishing house 
o Literary and Historical Prizes 
o Book Reviews 
o Marketing and publicity 
o Other 

• If you have published an edited collection, what do you think were the main 
advantages and/or disadvantages of doing so? 

• Have you published with a publisher specialising in Open Access? 
o Yes 
o No 
o In progress 

• If yes, how would you rate your experience of Open Access publishing? 
Excellent 

o 1 
o 2 
o 3 
o 4 
o 5 

Very Poor 
• If you have not published with a publisher specialising in Open Access before, 

would you consider placing a future manuscript with a publisher who specialises 
in Open Access? 
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o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 

• How would you describe, in a sentence, your attitude to publishing research in a 
predominantly Open Access forum? 

• Have you ever published a commissioned history? 
o Yes 
o No 
o In progress 

• If yes, how have the publication and distribution arrangements normally been 
made for that work? 

• With which type of scholarly journals have you published historical research in 
the last five years? (Select all that apply) 

o Australian – general 
o Australian – specialised 
o International – general 
o International – specialised 
o Interdisciplinary 

• How important is the ranking or status of a journal in determining your choices? 
o Extremely important 
o Fairly important 
o Neutral 
o Not much importance 
o Not important at all 

• How would you describe the importance that your institution places on a 
journal’s status or ranking? 

o Extremely important 
o Fairly important 
o Neutral 
o Not much importance 
o Not important at all 

• Have you ever self-published your work? 
o Yes 
o No 
o In progress 

• If yes, what informed your decision to self-publish? 
• If you have not self-published a book, how likely are you to consider self-

publishing in the future? 
Excellent 

o 1 
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o 2 
o 3 
o 4 
o 5 

Very Poor 
• How many history books have you purchased in the last twelve months? 

o 1 to 5 
o 6 to 15 
o 16 to 30 
o More than 30 

• If you set reading lists for students, approximately what proportion of the reading 
would come from an authored or co-authored book (not including edited 
collections)? 

• Do you consult published historical research predominantly in hard copy, or 
predominately in digital form? 

o Mainly online 
o Mainly in hard copy 
o Roughly even proportion of both 

• In sum, how would you describe the place of the book in historical research and 
publication? 
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• We know you’re a leader in the publishing industry, but can you tell us a little 

about your experience publishing history books?  

• What do you think are the benefits of publishing the works of Australian 

historians?  

• What are the challenges of non-fiction (specifically history) publishing for your 

enterprise?  

• How have the economics of publishing history books changed in your time as a 

publisher/editor/agent? 

o Prompt: How has Open Access impacted on publishing in your field? 

• What priorities influence your decision to offer a contract to an Australian 

historian? 

o Prompt: How important are subventions in your decision-making? 

• How does the prospect of publishing a history book as a “trade” book shape your 

decision-making? 

• What subject matter is “easier” to publish and market? 

• What subject areas do you find harder to commission in? 

• What are your expectations for authors in marketing and promoting their books? 
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