
The Voice to Parliament would be racially divisive and thus 
establish a dangerous precedent.

Why a voice for indigenous people and not for any other 
people?

To privilege a group on the basis of race could cause some 
Australians to have more rights than others.

At the time of writing, the loudest non-indigenous voices in 
the debate on the referendum proposal are opposed to it. They 
border on hysteria frankly. Without wishing to ascribe insin-
cerity to the shouters, it would be excusable to see in this 
a mischievous attempt to cause alarm, undermining what 
is clearly public acceptance of the Voice to Parliament as a 
belated gesture of fairness and an idea whose time has come. 

Race is a red herring. The extent of its role in the current 
debate is purely accidental.  If you look for race, that’s all 
you’ll see.  As Bill Stanner might have said, if you change 
your angle of view, you’ll see so much more. If you change 
perspective, you can see the proposed Voice to Parliament 
as the opportunity to redress a serious flaw built into our 
Constitution from the outset. 

The first Parliament of Australia in 1901 followed a decade 
of debate, and three Constitutional Conventions aiming to 
amalgamate the existing political entities.  Six young colonial 
Parliaments would continue without alteration. The contem-
porary global vogue for nationalism would not disturb their 
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only recently created status quo. This way of modernising 
would become habit – Australians don’t modify or adapt, 
they retain and add. Only later, do we ruefully lament being 
over-governed.

Unfortunately there had been a major omission in 1901. It’s 
obvious to us today that the colonial parliaments had not 
been the only political entities across the continent. Difficult 
to discern then, let alone fully comprehend, was a political 
entity which pre-dated the six colonial mini-Westminsters – 
from coast to coast, a web of tribes, moieties, bands, kinship 
structures and clans. It had evolved social practices, cere-
monial rituals, kinship structures, cosmology, customary 
law, mythology, horticulture, farming technology and trade, 
adapting to changing circumstance and in tune with the 
seasons, the climate and geography. 

Inevitably, lifetime denizens and rude intruders were at 
cross-purposes from their first encounter. The land itself 
had antithetical meanings to the opposing polities: for those 
who’d lived here longest it meant country that flourished on 
it, sustaining them, for the newcomers its promise was in 
what you might do on it after you’d cleared and fenced it or 
dug it up.

Under the circumstances reconciling two such profoundly 
different polities to form an inclusive federal nation would 
have been impossible. The gulf would thus persist for a 
further half century. A relationship distinguished by misap-
prehension, miscalculation and massacre is yet to be 
assuaged without rancour. Nevertheless, watershed moments 
accrete and even a modicum of respect for wisdom, belief, 
custom and environmental custody cannot be unlearned. 
Terra nullius is now a shameful historical aberration. 
Although half a century on from our official renunciation 
of the White Australia policy, its legacy haunts us, racism 
remaining an endemic blight. 



Small but significant milestones have been passed since the 
1960s.  Citizenship and recognition in the census and on the 
voting role all came late but finally. The Apology was at least 
an official response to the shaming Report from the Stolen 
Generation Inquiry.

How to address myriad remaining wrongs proves to be stub-
bornly insoluble. Three times since 1973 Parliament has 
proved incapable of legislating responsibly or reliably on 
behalf of our First Nation people. The NACC, NAC, ATSIC and 
the IAS all became smoking ruins at the whim of the Parlia-
ment which had spawned them. The Constitution must now 
require Parliament to stop treating indigenous governance as 
its plaything. This is a task for the people, via referendum.

Major social change in Australian has only ever been 
achieved through public pressure. Politicians need to be led. 
Legislation to end the shame of White Australia, the ending 
of capital punishment, abolishing censorship, legalisation 
of medically assisted dying and same sex marriage all only 
became inevitable through public insistence. We need to 
provide it again.

Following a further decade of consultation and debate, not 
dissimilar to the Constitutional Conventions of the 1890s, 
the Mob That Will Not Die, accepting as reality the Australian 
Constitution, in an extraordinary gesture of magnanimity, 
has offered Parliament its Voice for advice, knowledge and 
wisdom. This should be accepted with humility, an acknowl-
edgement that the historic omission in our Constitution still 
awaits correction.  It can only be guaranteed by a resounding 
Yes vote in the forthcoming referendum. 


