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It’s time to update an important 
register of eminent people in 
Australia’s history, as Professor 
MELANIE NOLAN , PhD ’89, 
explains.

Life  

sentences

The Australian Dictionary of Biography (ADB) project was 
begun in the 1950s and now there is general agreement that 
its earliest volumes need to be revised. 

Not only has more information about many of the subjects 
become available, there is also a glaring gender imbalance in 
those volumes – women account for only 1.8 per cent of 
entries in volumes 1 and 2. If you take the whole colonial 
period, women fare slightly better, with four per cent of 
entries. 

To improve the gender balance we have decided to add 
1500 new entries to the dictionary of women who !ourished 
during the colonial period. As a "rst step, we are compiling a 
list of possible candidates for inclusion. 

Eora woman Barangaroo, a consort of Bennelong, is on 
the list. It is thought Barangaroo ( -1791), a "sherwoman and 
woman of great authority, was present at the meeting of 
Aboriginal women and white newcomers in February 1788, 
an event painted by William Bradley. The Sydney suburb 
Barangaroo, which is part of the territory of her people, is 
named after her. 

Lucy Hannah Applewhaite (1833-1909) is another 
candidate. She featured in a recent episode of the SBS 
program Who do you think you are? about the forebears of 
singer, former MP and political activist Peter Garrett. 

Lucy and her husband took up positions at the 
Immigration Of"ce and Depot in 1861. A year later she was 
appointed head matron of the Hyde Park Asylum, making 
her one of Sydney’s "rst professional ‘working mothers’. Her 
husband and their nine children lived on the second !oor of 
the asylum. 

Following her husband’s death she married William Hicks 
and had another "ve children—while continuing to work. 
With a salary at its peak of £250, she was one of the 
highest paid female public servants in NSW.

Mary Penfold’s (1820-1896) role in establishing the 
internationally-renowned Penfold winery has been largely 
unacknowledged. She not only helped manage the 
estate when her husband was alive but was a partner in 
M. Penfold & Co (and in a later partnership Penfold & Co) 
following his death. 

She exhibited wine "ve times for the colony of South 
Australia, winning numerous awards – locally, 
internationally and intercolonially, including at the 1878 
Paris Exposition Universelle and the 1880 Melbourne 
International Exhibition. 

*If you would like to nominate women who !ourished in 
the colonial period for possible entries in the ADB, please 
send their names to ncb@anu.edu.au and include a brief 
summary of the candidate’s achievements and their birth 
and death if known. 

Read more in the Australian Dictionary of Biography at 
adb.anu.edu.au

The absence of facts in some public 
discourse is creating new words, 
reports Australian National Dictionary 
editor AMANDA LAUGESEN, BA (Hons) 
’97, PhD ’01.

Word watch

In late 2016 Oxford Dictionaries named post-truth their ‘international 
word of the year’. 

It is one of several terms that has arisen in public debate over the last 
decade or so that engages with the idea that public debate is now 
more driven by emotion and opinion than rational facts. Truthiness and 
feelpinion are other words that allude to this tendency. 

We have also seen the rise of the fact check and factchecker, now 
mentioned far more frequently and explicitly in the media, in an attempt 
to hold (especially) politicians to account for things they say, and to 
counter the worst of the claims made in a post-truth age.

Truthiness, ‘the quality of seeming or being felt to be true, even if not 
necessarily true’, was coined by satirist Stephen Colbert in 2006 to 
criticise the George W. Bush administration. 

In the last few years, the similar term post-truth has emerged and was 
especially prominent in social and online media during the Clinton-Trump 
campaign. It is de"ned by Oxford Dictionaries as an adjective: ‘relating to 
or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less in!uential in 
shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief’. 

During the US presidential campaign, many assertions not backed up 
by facts or evidence circulated through (in particular) the ‘alt-right’ media 
and from there social media.

Truthiness and post-truth are more commonly used in American 
political contexts although in 2014 Australian journalist Gay Alcorn noted 
in the Age that the world is increasingly ‘in the era of post-truth politics, 
when facts don’t matter, where evidence doesn’t matter’. 

The term feelpinion (a blend of ‘feel’ and ‘opinion’, and meaning ‘an 
opinion informed by feeling rather than fact’) has gained some traction in 
the Australian media, taken up by a number of political commentators 
concerned over the way emotions and feelings drive political debate, 
rather than rational discussion based on evidence.

From the beginning of the 2010s we have also seen a rise in the terms 
fact check and fact checker being actively used in the media. Websites 
have been devoted to fact-checking claims, especially those made by 
politicians, and news media have taken up the ‘fact check’ to similarly 
test such claims. The ABC in Australia has been the most high-pro"le 
media source checking the veracity of claims.

The words we use to describe political trends reveals much about the 
nature of politics. Truthiness, post-truth, feelpinion and fact check 
suggest a great deal about our current political culture.

The Australian National Dictionary can be accessed online at  
bit.ly/rep_AND

Lu
cy

 A
pp

le
w

ha
ite

 H
ic

ks
 (1

83
3-

19
09

)

6161

A N U  R E P O R T E R V O L U M E  4 8  N U M B E R  1

60


