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Imperial Hygiene: A Critical History of Colonialism, Nationalism and
Public Health. By Alison Bashford (Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke,
Hampshire, 2004, ISBN 1-403-90488-X) 242 pp.

DURING THE PAST DECADE OR SO, AUSTRALIAN HISTORIANS HAVE BACKED

away at the entwined histories of public health, racial hygiene, and
nationalism with a critical energy unmatched elsewhere. Some might
say that one cannot carve out a realistic history of medicine and pub-
lic health in this country without paying attention to the invading ten-
drils and suckers of race, hygiene and nation. Others will dismissively
point to the influence of fashion in the contemporary academic allot-
ment. But, whatever the cause, it is clear that Australians are leading
other historians of medicine in exploring the links between public health
policies and estimates of civic virtue. Imperial Hygiene, while it cov-
ers some familiar ground, adds notably to this enterprise.

In a series of thematic chapters—many of them revisions of previ-
ously published articles—Bashford focuses on the relationship between
public health and liberal governance in Australia from the late-nine-
teenth century until the 1940s. She is especially interested in quaran-
tine, vaccination, segregation, and stipulations of personal hygiene;
clinical medicine and mental health are absent from this story. The first
four chapters are organised around specific disease threats—smallpox
(twice), tuberculosis, and leprosy—while the subsequent three chap-
ters concentrate on quarantine, hygiene and the White Australia Policy,
as well as on sexual hygiene and population policy (including eugen-
ics). What unites the book, Bashford argues, is the idea of hygiene. ‘By
historicizing this medico-administrative knowledge and its effects, and
interrogating particular problematisations determined by the geopoli-
tics and race politics of Australian “settler” colonialism and national-
ism, I am writing a history of the colonial biopolitics of health’ (p. 9).
She explains how public health was allied with racism and population
management. In particular, she views her book as a contribution to the
emerging study of the ‘cultivation of the white self’ (p. 111) in Australia;

Health & History, 2004. 6/2: 111–26 111

of the Board of Health, and the wrong location. Undaunted, he then
proceeds to misspell the names of three of the seven men who attended.
The minutes of this meeting are held in the State archives, and can eas-
ily be checked. These egregious errors may be the result of careless
research, possibly by a clerical assistant, but they diminish the credi-
bility of the whole work because every statement needs to be verified
against original sources. But it gets worse. There are frequent typo-
graphic errors in names and dates that could have been detected dur-
ing proofreading. The editors of the electronic version have made some
minor changes including altered capitalisation, but have also managed
to transpose parts of the text into the footnotes, rendering both incom-
prehensible (e.g., p. 73).
Perhaps the most rewarding feature of the book in both formats is
Cummins’ account of the machinations of his colleagues. He admits
readily that his opinions were coloured by his belief that there was a
campaign by politicians and bureaucrats to remove him from office
by disbanding the department. 

Cummins’ analysis is an interesting historical document in its own
right, written from the perspective of an aggrieved former employee
twenty-five years ago. The Department of Health must be congratu-
lated on republishing it in user-friendly format, but it is pity that it
should be presented as a definitive account of the development of health
services in NSA when later research has disclosed its weaknesses. This
is particularly unfortunate given that in 1998 the department com-
missioned an experienced professional historian (Rosemary Broomham)
to write a comprehensive history, with more apposite illustrations, but
did not publish the resulting manuscript. We can hope that this work
will eventually appear on the website to give a more balanced view.

Peter J. Tyler
Sydney

Paracelsus, the Man who Defied Medicine: His Real Contribution to
Medicine and Science. By Hugh Crone (The Albarello Press,
Melbourne, 2004, $29.95, ISBN 0-646-43327-X)

CRONE’S BOOK IS THE LATEST ADDITION TO THE RATHER MODEST COLLEC-
tion of English works on Paracelsus. It is a broad look at the man and
his medical work, and not only places Paracelsus in historical context
but examines his contribution to the science of the time. Crone is not
a historian. He is a scientist, and this background is utilised in his review
of the impact and importance of Paracelsus’ theories.
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i.e., ‘how “whiteness” was technically implemented as well as cultur-
ally imagined through, and in concert with, public health’ (pp. 138–9).

Sensitive readers will detect more than a faint whiff of Michel
Foucault, as well as many of his epigones, including Nikolas Rose, Ann
L. Stoler, David Armstrong and Deborah Lupton. Bashford carefully
tracks the complex distributions of sovereign force, disciplinary power
and governmentality in Australian public health projects, avoiding the
temptation of staging biopolitics as an evolutionary drama culminat-
ing in the modern biomedical citizen, or white bourgeois male. But as
in the Foucauldian schema, there is little recognition of contestation
of these discourses on hygiene, nor of public indifference to, or sub-
versive appropriation of, the plans of the public health officer. (In other
words, there could be as much on the actual crossing, or disregard, of
boundaries as on their construction.) More, too, might have been made
of the insecurities and anxieties that disturbed the authoritative gaze
of the white male hygienist, sometimes making it no better than a ner-
vous glance in the tropical north. It would have been helpful to locate
more precisely the authors of these discourses, the agents of racial
hygiene, in their various social, institutional and geographical settings.
We do, however, learn more about ideas of race and hygiene in Sydney
than in earlier accounts (including mine), though Western Australia
and Tasmania are still omitted.

I found the chapters on the white tuberculosis sanatorium and the
Aboriginal leper colony the most revealing and interesting. Victims of
the ‘white plague’ received training in civic responsibility and decorum
in the early-twentieth century sanatorium. This ‘formation of the self-
governing hygienic subject’ (p. 59) was predicated on their whiteness,
which implied eligibility or capacity for biomedical citizenship. In con-
trast, Aboriginal lepers were simply segregated in isolated, dreary
colonies and left to die. Unlike leper treatment in the Philippines and
Nauru, the Australian colonies did not represent the ‘perfect grafting
of medical and colonial governance’ (p. 92). This contrast is especially
striking to anyone who has studied the Culion leper colony in the
Philippines. It seems as though the white tuberculosis sanatorium in
Australia reproduced the disciplines that structured the lives and iden-
tities of Filipino lepers during the same period. But the opportunity here
for a comparison of Australian internal colonialism with the race poli-
cies of the American colonial State is not taken. Nor does Bashford dif-
ferentiate the treatment of white and Aboriginal inmates of sanatoria
and leprosaria within Australia. Still, these chapters suggest the poten-
tial for further comparison of twentieth-century biopolitical projects.

The place of Aboriginal Australians in narratives of segregation and
hygiene is ambiguous. In general, Bashford emphasises their exclusion
from hygiene reform and re-training in the conventions of civic virtue—
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the Health Commission. Concurrently, he held the positions of Chief
Medical Officer of the Government, President of the Board of Health,
Inspector General of Hospitals and Charities, and Commissioner under
the Venereal Diseases Act. For two years he was also Director General
of State Psychiatric Services. These responsibilities gave him an unri-
valled knowledge of the workings of health administration in the State.

Cummins was offered a sinecure until he reached the official retir-
ing age of sixty, and, to justify this appointment, he was asked by the
Health Commission to write a history of government health services
since the arrival of the First Fleet. He had previously published sev-
eral articles dealing with the colonial medical service, so did not need
to start from scratch. The finished manuscript was published in a lim-
ited edition in typewritten, duplicated foolscap format with a cheap
cardboard cover. It was a thematic history divided into two parts, one
dealing with the period before 1880, and the second covering the period
after the Board of Health was formed.

In due course, the Health Commission itself disappeared, to be
replaced by a resurrected Department of Health, now described as
‘NSW Health’ on its stationery. To commemorate the death of Dr
Cummins in 2003, the department republished his book in electronic
format, thus ensuring its accessibility to a much wider readership. As
a result, it is now more attractive to look at, with photographs of
marginal relevance—an illustration of the hairdressing salon at
Broughton Hall does not tell us much about mental health care—and
copies of health promotion posters from the ’30s. It is conveniently
presented, too, because each of the major themes forms a discrete PDF
file, so that one does not have to download the whole document.
Although the new edition benefits from better design and typesetting,
the text is virtually identical to the 1979 version. 

Sadly, however, the work is seriously flawed and cannot be
accepted as a reliable source. Cyril Cummins wrote well, but some-
times let his enthusiasm for the narrative prevail over historical accu-
racy. Describing the outbreak of smallpox in 1881, he opened the
chapter on public health administration: ‘The morning of the 25th May
1881 was most unpleasant. A gusty southerly was blowing storm clouds
across the harbour and the scudding showers were merging into heavy
rain. It was a day of gloomy portent for On Chong in his humble
abode… he was an inoffensive Chinamen, one of the many moon-faced
coolies who had drifted into Sydney town.’ (p. 71) Ignoring for a
moment the gratuitous insult to On Chong, who was a prosperous
merchant with a brisk trade among visiting shipping, the meteorological
records show that it was a warm, still day without rain.

This may be forgiven in the name of poetic licence, but alarm bells
ring louder when he gives an incorrect date for the inaugural meeting
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Part Three focuses on social relationships that are intimately linked
to health. It includes chapters on the health professions (Michael
Wearing, Eileen Willis), the body (Erica McWilliam, Rob Irvine), and
the relationship between complementary and orthodox medicine (Gary
Easthope). Through these chapters, the authors reveal the ways in
which power and conflict are central to the relationships that form
the basis of health professions and practice.

Inevitably, as in any textbook, there are some issues that could have
been covered in more detail. For example, while theoretical debates
around risk and individualisation and their implications for health are
discussed, they could have been developed more fully through the book.
Similarly, the impact of globalisation on health structures and experi-
ences, for example in the context of HIV/AIDS, could have been
brought more centrally into the analysis. Further, while the authors
provide excellent introductions to contrasting theories within sociol-
ogy, the challenge for the teacher remains one of how to navigate these
different approaches in collaboration with their students.

The book was originally developed to meet the needs of teaching
the sociology of health and illness to undergraduate health profes-
sionals. With its integration of theory and up-to-date examples, it suc-
ceeds admirably at this level. It also works well as a text for students
with a stronger grounding in sociology, as I have found in using it as
a core text in an undergraduate health sociology subject. The provi-
sion of tutorial questions, further research resources, chapter sum-
maries, and an extensive glossary also make the book user-friendly,
both for students and their teachers. In an increasingly crowded field
of health texts, Health in Australia stands out in showing the vital con-
tributions that sociology can make to our understanding of medicine,
health and illness, while also acknowledging the challenges it faces.

Tim Marjoribanks
University of Melbourne

A History of Medical Administration in New South Wales, 1788–1973
(2nd edn). By C. J. Cummins. (Electronically published by NSW Health,
Sydney, 2003, at website address: www.health.nsw.gov.au/history; orig-
inally published by Health Commission of NSW, Sydney, 1979, ISBN
0-7240-3041-7) 224 pp.

DR CYRIL CUMMINS WAS THE LAST DIRECTOR GENERAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

in New South Wales, a position he held from 1959 until his unwilling
retirement in 1973 when the Department of Health was replaced by
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that is, their position beyond the pale of biomedical citizenship. Yet it
is hard, as she concedes, to square this with concomitant practices of
biological absorption and cultural assimilation. A comparison of the
leprosarium with the ‘half-caste’ children’s home or reformatory would
have been telling. Cecil Cook and Raphael Cilento both warned that
Aboriginal Australia represented a reservoir of disease—leprosy in par-
ticular—that was spilling over into white communities. They urged iso-
lation of Aboriginal carriers of infectious disease, yet Cook also presided
over a program of Aboriginal absorption into white Australia. The inti-
mate bonding of perceived health and purity of body with supposed
capacity for improvement and citizenship deserves further scrutiny.

Another impressive feature of this book is the deft use of recent
South-East Asian cultural history to frame Australian arguments.
Bashford draws on the work of Ann L. Stoler, Benedict Anderson and
Thongchai Winichakul, among others. (Indeed, she also uses some of
my studies of the Philippines to illuminate her Australian material in
unexpected ways.) When so much Australian historiography appears
parochial and inward-looking, it is refreshing to find someone inter-
preting local developments with the aid of cosmopolitan approaches
and insights, thus connecting the history of Australian public health
with postcolonial studies.

But this openness to regional historiography might be taken further.
Drawing on new approaches to understanding the formation of nearby
nation-states is admirable, but we have yet to explore properly the many
connections between Australian events and adjacent colonial develop-
ments. Practices of hygiene, and the careers of the advocates of hygiene,
travelled through South-East Asia, Australia and the Pacific, but his-
torians have rarely followed. Cilento, for example, moved between colo-
nial Malaya, tropical Australia and Papua and New Guinea. Victor G.
Heiser, the director of health in the Philippines, claimed to have influ-
enced health policy throughout the region, including Australia, when
he was later director for the East of the International Health Board of
the Rockefeller Foundation. Lenore Manderson, Donald Denoon and
I have begun to track some of these inter-colonial connections; and I
understand that Bashford will complete the task in her next research
project on ‘international hygiene’.

In the meantime, we are awaiting a comparative history of such curi-
ous biomedical figures as the ‘working white man in the tropics’,
invented circa 1910 in both Manila and Townsville. Perhaps there other
examples of this positive, and indeed sadly assertive, science of white
masculinity. Moreover, we still lack proper comparative histories of
the role that hygiene plays in the liberal colonial (and national) State’s
strategies of exclusion and deferral, and the ways in which it defines
population and civility. Imperial Hygiene joins other important local
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ious interested parties. Even so, he is sanguine, seeing public health
advocates as having a role to play in ‘civilising’ global capitalism in a
similar way to how the sanitary reformers of the 1800s tempered the
excesses of laissez-faire economics. It remains to be seen whether this
is too optimistic a vision; either way, the book is a valuable contribu-
tion to the debate as well as an important historical study.

John C. Waller
University of Melbourne

in Australia. Sociological Concepts and Issues (3rd edn). Edited
by Carol Grbich (Pearson, Frenchs Forest, 2004, $62.95, ISBN 0-724-
81106-0) 318 pp.

THE THIRD EDITION OF HEALTH IN AUSTRALIA, EDITED BY CAROL GRBICH,
provides an excellent introduction to the contribution that sociology
makes to a critical engagement with contemporary experiences and
structures of medicine, health and illness. Engaging with crucial the-
oretical debates and empirical approaches, the text is divided into three
main parts, and fourteen chapters in total. Part One, entitled ‘Social
Process: History and conceptual frameworks’, provides a strong crit-
ical overview of key theoretical perspectives in sociology (Carol
Grbich), sociological critiques of medicine (Kevin White), and an anal-
ysis of health technology as fundamentally social (Fran Collyer). The
chapters provide students with a clear engagement with dominant mod-
els of health, medicine, illness and technology, identify limitations in
those models, while introducing the contributions that sociology can
make in these contested areas of knowledge.

Part Two focuses on the crucial sociological terrain of the social pat-
terns and social experiences of health. In a period where genetic deter-
minism and individualisation are on the rise, these chapters provide
an important reminder of the urgent need for sociologists to continue
to argue strongly for social explanations of health and illness.
Chapters on Aboriginal health (Ian Anderson), migrant and refugee
health (Roberta Julian), gender and health (Maria Zadoroznyj), age-
ing and health (Eileen Clark and Terence McCann), class and health
(Neil Burdess), and mental health, citizenship and human rights (Mike
Hazelton) all provide vital examples of the centrality of social relations
to health patterns and experiences. The chapters also continue to engage
with debates around the social construction of knowledge, not only
critiquing biomedical models of health but also engaging reflexively
with the limitations of sociological approaches.
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studies of the development and differentiation of biomedical citizen-
ship in the early twentieth century—now we just need to connect some
of the dots.

Warwick Anderson
University of Wisconsin–Madison

While You’re Away: New Zealand Nurses at War 1899–1948. By Anna
Rogers (Auckland University Press, Auckland, 2003, $42.95, ISBN 1-
869-40301-0) 352 pp.

MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN ON THE EXPERIENCES OF NEW ZEALAND MEN

who fought in the major wars of the twentieth century, but little on
the women who served their country as nurses. Yet, as Anna Rogers
notes, their stories were ‘every bit as remarkable, memorable and mov-
ing as those of the soldiers’ (p. 2). In this book she sets out to correct
that imbalance and to tell the stories of the nurses—gauged through
letters, diaries, accounts published in the New Zealand Nursing
Journal, interviews, and memoirs such as those of the Matron-in-Chief
of the New Zealand Army Nursing Services 1913–23, Hester Maclean
(though her published memoirs are missing from the bibliography). In
the introduction, Rogers states that ‘[m]ale attitudes are central to this
story’ (p. 7), and yet the nature of the sources ensures that the story
is seen through the eyes of the nurses themselves. The narrative revolves
around the thirty or so nurses who served in the South African Boer
War 1899–1902, about 550 nurses in World War I, six in the Spanish
Civil War, and the more than 600 nurses and 250 voluntary aids in
World War II, and in the Pacific and Japan immediately after the war.

Much of the literature on soldiers’ experiences of war has explored
the rise of a national identity, as large groups of New Zealand men
were thrust together on foreign soil for the first time. This gave them
the opportunity to compare themselves with others, a comparison from
which they emerged rather well. In particular, they seemed to be big-
ger, stronger, more manly, more egalitarian and more practical than
their British counterparts. Rogers argues that the nurses also played
their part in forging a new sense of nationhood. Concrete evidence of
the nurses’ bravery and skill was found in the awards bestowed upon
them, although she notes: ‘Sometimes the reaction to an award would
be typically Kiwi in its abrupt modesty’ (p. 6). These nurses went over-
seas for the first time and, according to Rogers, discovered they were
often more competent and flexible than their British counterparts. In
World War I, ‘colonial superiority was soon assured’, with Maclean
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