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Bret Walker SC was interviewed by the Australian Financial Review in June 2015. At the end 

of the interview, the journalist writes, ‘We discuss political philosophy. He professes to be a 

social democrat, but argues the majority of Australians – whether Liberal or Labor voters – in 

fact belong to the same category. Polite to the end, I sense the busy Bret Walker needs to 

finish. He seems, once more, measured – even in haste. I remain behind…trying to work out 

why his presence makes me feel better to be an Australian.’ 

 

I don’t know about you but I feel the same way this evening. 

 

Thank you to Bret for sharing his considered perspective on governance, transparency, and 

the kind of information a democracy needs in order to thrive. I think each of us will take 

much away tonight to think about. 

 

Globally and in Australia, democracies are facing some of the biggest challenges since the 

end of the Second World War. The erosion of trust -- simultaneously -- in news media and in 

political institutions; the power of supra-national corporations; incursions on privacy and 

misuse of data; threats to institutions, civil society and independent journalism; the political 

and social ramifications of growing inequality; and attempts to balance national security 

against the rule of law and human rights protections are but some of the current policy 

dilemmas that make Bret’s Whitlam Oration tonight very timely.  

 

Successive Australian governments have faced criticism at home and from abroad about an 

emerging political culture that seeks to withhold information, reduce transparency, is 

increasingly defensive of inquiry and criticism and sometimes resistant to oversight. In those 

timeless words from ancient Rome, who is watching the watchmen? (Juvenal) 

 

Only in March this year, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights 

Defenders reported in Australia 'an attitude by the Government towards civil society that 

has oscillated from lukewarm to obstructive to hostile'. 
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At about that same time, in my fairly new capacity as the Director of the Whitlam Institute, I 

went to meet Race Mathews to seek his guidance on the contemporary relevance of the 

Whitlam legacy. He described what he considered to be ‘Whitlamism’ and it really struck a 

chord for me, for where the Whitlam Institute might focus its efforts, and also with the topic 

of tonight’s Oration. 

  

His definition of Whitlamism is, ‘The proper business of politics is to secure informed public 

consent for seeking change through the provision of objective information from trusted 

sources.’  

 

Surely something we might still aspire to. 

 

At the Whitlam Institute we strive to be a nationally significant institution delivering 

distinctive, bold and inspiring policy research and programs that promote common ground, 

inclusive national identity and civic engagement for all Australians. We aim to be recognised 

across the political spectrum as delivering a nation-building agenda that will, as Gough 

hoped, “…help the great and continuing work of building a more equal, open, tolerant and 

independent Australia”. 

 

Our work is based in the values of integrity, respect, courage, equality and inclusivity as well 

as passion and creativity. Our goals, across the many different activities we perform, are to 

honour and keep the Whitlam legacy alive; to empower Australians to be active participants 

in democratic life; to create more inclusive public policy engagement with a particular focus 

on social justice and social democracy; and finally, to create a space for intellectual and 

cultural engagement for the people of Western Sydney. 

 

We invite you to stay engaged with our policy research and events moving forward. Over 

the next few years we will focus on two policy themes – the Future of Australian Democracy 

and Australia in the World. Tonight Bret has spoken so eloquently to some of the important 

and timely issues we will be looking to address through this policy work. 

 

I have many to thank tonight.  

● Riverside Theatre, Robert Love and his wonderful team hosting us for another year. 

Our relationship has been long and fruitful and we look forward to many more years 

of collaboration. 

● Schwartz Media for being our Media Partner again this year and promoting this 

event 
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● Aunty Sandra for her warm welcome to Country 

● WSU colleagues – in particular Chancellor Peter Shergold, Vice Chancellor Barney 

Glover and our DVC Denise Kirkpatrick - for their ongoing support 

● WI Board –  particularly Chair John Faulkner and Rebecca Huntley for their 

contributions this evening 

● Amazing team of Staff at WI 

● To all our volunteers and supporters 

 

Finally, once again our heartfelt thanks to Bret, for giving us his time and sharing his insights 

at such a busy period in his own work. Thank you and good night. We hope to see you again 

next year. 


