
The Australian media in all its various manifestations is 
about to face a significant test. Put simply, its reporting of 
the most vexed political issue since the Republic referendum 
in 1998 will go a long way towards deciding the outcome.

The Voice to Parliament referendum is, potentially, a water-
shed moment in the country’s history. This carries with it 
responsibilities for all those involved, especially the media as 
gatekeepers in the public debate. 

People might be tempted to say the media’s role in these  
days of a multitude of information sources is not what it was, 
but in the case of the Voice referendum media support will  
be critical.

This will be more so if one side of politics decides to oppose 
the Voice. Referendums are treacherous political endeavors 
in any case, but without a broad consensus they are at risk 
of failure, as history shows.

Amid indications that the Coalition will either oppose the 
proposed constitutional change, or allow a conscience vote 
among its members, the media’s role becomes even more 
important.

This is why it will be incumbent on the responsible main-
stream media to guard against being sucked into a ‘horse-
race-type-coverage’, typical of election campaigns.
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In other words, the Voice referendum will demand of people 
in my business a resistance to the temptation to treat the 
Voice campaign like another political event.

It is clearly not. Apart from anything else it is aimed at 
providing a turning point in the country’s history of race rela-
tions, for the better.

Reporting the Voice, dispassionately, responsibly and 
constructively will not be easy in the face of what is likely to 
be an overheated ‘No’ campaign from some quarters.

Culture warriors on the right are already showing signs  
of grabbing this opportunity to reassert themselves after 
recent setbacks, such as the electorate’s rejection of  
Scott Morrison’s version of the culture wars.

Whatever one’s views of a constitutionally sanctioned Voice 
to Parliament for indigenous Australians, no issue in my 
political memory since the Vietnam debates of the 1960’s has 
dominated public discourse to this extent.

Among progressives there is a certain anxiety about pros-
pects for the ‘Yes’ case. This derives in part from a sense that 
Anthony Albanese and Linda Burney could be doing a much 
better job in marketing the proposed constitutional change.

Indeed, these concerns were amplified by conservative 
academic Greg Craven in The Australian this week. He wrote 
that Albanese has no choice but to “develop a coherent public 
architecture’’ to explain why a constitutional shift is desirable 
and how in practice enabling legislation for a Voice to parlia-
ment would work.

Otherwise, the referendum risks going down, prey to disin-
formation and scare campaigns. Its proponents are even now 
stress-testing various lines of attack.



Craven is not a naysayer. He is a supporter of the Voice as 
a member of the Constitutional Expert Group advising the 
government. His views have credibility.

Albanese and Burney, and others promoting the ‘Yes’ case 
need to address the lack of detail issue in a way that denies 
those promoting the ‘No’ case the oxygen of disinformation.

We are already seeing a plethora of that. This ranges from 
warnings about an erosion of our constitutional system, to a 
clogging of the High Court with vexatious cases prompted by 
the Voice panel, to the creation of a ‘new class’ of privileged 
Australians at the expense of everyone else.

In the toolkit of the culture warriors, who honed their debat-
ing skills, in the era of John Howard’s campaigns against 
‘political correctness’, the above are tricky arguments  
to rebut.

Culture warrior arguments against the Voice are not without 
an unpleasant racial component in some cases.

Proponents of the Voice should prepare themselves for a 
lot of talk about Australian ‘values’, and a ‘fair go’ for all, 
notwithstanding First Nation’s people’s not having had a ‘far 
go’ themselves 235 years ago.

If the referendum fails prospects for reconciliation will be  
set back, possibly for a generation, or more. If it succeeds, 
those on the ‘no’ side will be waiting to pounce on glitches,  
as there will surely be in composition of the Voice panel, and 
its functioning.

While the argument that consequences for reconciliation and 
a possible radicalization of an indigenous minority does not 
justify in, and of, itself a ‘Yes’ vote, this factor cannot, and 
should not, be excluded from considerations.



Moderate indigenous voices like those of Marcia Langton, 
Megan Davis and Tony Calma, among many others, may well 
be swept aside in favor of more radical elements like Lidia 
Thorpe, for whom a Treaty, and not much less, will satisfy 
their political and emotional needs.

This brings us back to the role of the media at this critical 
moment in the country’s history.

It could be said, indeed it should be said, the media has a 
special responsibility in this debate to enable arguments 
for the ‘Yes’ case free of the sort of disinformation that will 
certainly be raining down on those advocating constitutional 
change.

This is not, repeat not, a plea for censorship of the ‘No’ case. 
Those advocating ‘No’ need to be heard respectfully, so that 
at the end of all of this both sides can be satisfied they have 
had their say.

Above all else, this is an argument for the need to avoid 
debate being hijacked by the extremes on left and right, and 
particularly the right since its more shrill anti-Voice advocates 
are already resorting to the sort of arguments that seek  
to divide.

In the Donald Trump era the mainstream media found itself 
trapped in a professional dilemma of seeking to accord equal 
time to Trump and his critics, when in fact the MSM should 
have called out his lies much earlier.

Memo to my friends in the media. In the Voice debate, the 
lies and misrepresentations of one side or the other should 
not go unanswered or unpunished.


