
I am delighted to be asked to write in support of the Voice. 
Many people, far more articulate than I, will espouse the 
many reasons for supporting the Voice and the new Govern-
ment’s strategy – and I heartily support their views.

My comments are more pragmatically about the process, 
and perhaps somewhat lateral to the main arguments, but 
address two critical issues…the timing of the process and the 
implications of a “no” result in the referendum.

Timing

Australian society since the 1940s – during my lifetime – has 
come a long way, from one where racist and intolerant atti-
tudes were the norm and generally accepted. 

I grew up in an ordinary middle class family. As a child, we 
were inculcated in the belief that white Protestant people 
of European origin were the undisputed ‘master race’. The 
discredited quasi-science of phrenology had been used in 
the past to reinforce such a belief, particularly in respect of 
aboriginal people. Also in my childhood, Protestants were 
clearly superior to Catholics (and vice versa for others). Many 
Australian institutions embedded these types of beliefs and 
the intolerance to others that such beliefs engender.

I am now over 80. In the span of these years, I have watched 
a progressive acceptance of multiculturalism, the growth of 
tolerance towards other religions, an increasing rejection of 
racist attitudes, and acknowledgement that ‘gay’ is okay. 
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Basically, I have witnessed and welcomed an increasing 
acceptance that difference is not abnormal. To some extent, 
we are on a journey of understanding that other cultures and 
beliefs and ways of life are just as legitimate as ours – provid-
ing of course that some minimum conditions such as respect 
for others’ basic human rights are adhered to. 

But while there has been a significant attitudinal change, 
there remains and always will be a residual body of Austra-
lians who cling to their traditional and intolerant beliefs and 
who will resist such developments. 

On the matter of the Voice, I believe it is pointless to wait 
for them to catch up any longer. We have reached a point 
where further delay in the hope of gaining more support 
from hardcore opponents for an indigenous voice is futile 
and might even be counterproductive. I therefore believe the 
timing of the referendum is opportune and appropriate. Our 
task is to convince those who are still open to the discussion.

The impact of a negative vote.

Achieving an amendment to the constitution in Australia is 
an onerous task and, as we have seen in the past, a referen-
dum has the potential to result in defeat despite the majority 
of Australians overall voting in support. The legal require-
ment for constitutional change is not only that the majority  
of Australian voters support an amendment but that a 
majority of voters in a majority of the states do so as well (the 
Territories are only counted in the overall Australian vote). 
A defeat scenario would, I believe, lead to a level of divisive-
ness we have not seen in this country since perhaps the 
clashes over our involvement in the Vietnam war; further, it 
may lead to a polarization of our society akin to what we are 
seeing with dismay in the USA. Even worse, it will prevent 
Australia’s ability to move on from those aspects of our unac-
ceptable past – a disabling result for a nation and one which 
many will see as a failure. 



The outcome of the referendum may well hinge on the cohort 
of undecided voters where much attention should be devoted 
to influencing them not to err on the side of maintaining the 
status quo, and being influenced by arguments about not 
enough detail, no need for one group to have a special voice, 
and so on and so on. As others have argued eloquently in 
these pages, there will never be enough detail and concen-
trating on that element takes the focus away from the import-
ant principle at stake. So let’s concentrate on the principle 
involved and concentrate our attention on winning these 
potential colleagues over to the many benefits of an Aborig-
inal and Torres Straight Islander Voice. I’ll personally work 
hard at this task. 

The challenge for us – the supporters – is to convince this 
undecided group that the implications of a no vote are far 
more significant and detrimental in their impact on our 
society than any fears they may have about the touted 
negative effects of an indigenous voice. And the benefits are 
high. Australians are such a fair people – and the Voice is  
all about fairness. 


