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Mr Hawke:

Thank you, John, Jenny. John, William, Paul and Billy, and my old mate and sparring partner, Doug Anthony, thanks for all that you’ve done, Doug.

Ladies and gentlemen. I want to take this opportunity of joining with others in recognising the traditional owners of this land, and paying tribute to them, and to their contribution over thousands of years to this country. And I also want to thank the organisers for the honour they’ve done me in asking me to open the museum, and I want to congratulate you, Jenny, Doug, all have been associated … all of you have been associated with the development, first of all, of the concept, and then all the work that’s gone into its implementation. My genuine and sincere congratulations to you.

As has been said, 82 years ago to this day, it’s a long time ago, it’s even two years before I was born, that’s how long ago it is. We had the then Duke of York subsequently King George VI opening what was known as the provisional or temporary Parliament House. I want to say that the term temporary was used, and it was like what is being said about the budget deficit, it’s only to be temporary. But I point out that temporary in this case turned out to be 61 years. Now, I don’t want you to draw any conclusions from that, but it was indeed, 61 years before, on the same date, 9 May 1988, her Majesty the Queen opened the new Parliament House. And as has just been said by John, I am in the unique position of being the only Prime Minister – and this is something that can never, by definition, be taken away from me – I’m the only Prime Minister who served in both this old Parliament House, and the new.

And the fact which is now embedded forever in the facade of the new Parliament House due to some very fortunate conservative bickering that took place before I became Prime Minister. Let me quickly tell you the story. When I became Prime Minister, I was visited soon by the Secretary of the Department of Prime Ministry, went over a number of things. And one thing he mentioned is, “Prime Minister, there is an issue about the foundation stone and the new parliament house”. He said, “There’s been a … there was a longstanding argument between Malcolm Fraser, the Prime Minister, and Billy Steddon, the speaker, as to who in fact should have the honour of laying the foundation stone and was not resolved before the election and it still has to be done”. I said, “Well that’s very interesting”. I rang up Harry Jenkins, our newly appointed speaker, and pointed out what had happened, I said, “There won’t be any argument between us, will there, Harry?” he said, “No, Prime Minister”. And so forever there, I have the honour of my name on the foundation stone of the new Parliament House.

So you can see that I have a unique position to be here today, and I’m very proud of that association. I think it should be remembered that when this building opened in 1927, this was then a situation where Australia was only in its third decade as a federated nation of Australia, with the emphasis very much on the word federated. It had taken three constitutional conventions in the 1890s, three separate constitutional conventions before the final draft constitution was drawn up for the Commonwealth of Australia. And it was a document, my friends, which represented a minimalist session of powers from the leaders of the six colonies. And in fact, it was not until the Second World War that Canberra and its parliament came to assume the more dominant role in Australian politics to which we have become accustomed. The significance of the Federal Parliament expanded exponentially with a liberal interpretation by the High Court of the defence power and by its allocation of primacy to the Commonwealth’s income tax system.

The war in which Australia’s very survival as an independent sovereign nation was at stake, cast a spotlight squarely on Canberra, on the Federal Parliament and the Federal Government. And this period witnessed some dramatic scenes in the parliament, no more than in the latter part of 1941. It was in August of 1941, that is colleagues throughout, Robert Gordon Menzies as Prime Minister, and we then had the short-lived Fadden Government which was brought to an end on September the 7th of 1941, when the two independents, Arthur Coles and Alexander Wilson crossed the floor, resulted in the dismissal of the Fadden Government, and the bringing into the power of the Labor Government out of the Prime Ministership of my illustrious predecessor, John Curtin.

Now, in the next eight years, from 1941, this Parliament House passed legislation and endorsed decisions which were absolutely radical and fundamental in the transformation in Australia’s … in the nature of this country. More radical, more transforming than anything that had happened in our relatively brief history up until that time, and which still, as a result of those decisions, determine the character of this country today. Just remember the things that happened in the period, the successful prosecution of the war, and the foundation, the beginning of the alliance between Australia and the United States, rapid growth of secondary industry, the beginnings of significant female participation in the workforce, a factor which is not sufficiently well remembered, I think. Up until the Second World War, female participation in the workforce was very, very limited to certain categories. But with the exodus of our men overseas, the workforce was opened up much more to female participation, and that was the beginning of what has become now characteristic of this country.

And of profound and enduring importance was the initiation of the massive post-war immigration program, which changed Australia from a country which, at the end of the Second World War, was 98% Anglo-Celtic origin, none of that massive post-war immigration, that was changed to become a country where citizens have come from some 170 or 180 different countries from around the world to make Australia their home. And that, of course, beyond measure, has culturally enriched and economically strengthened our country. Now, I hasten to add, and it’s important that this be said, that while these things happen under a Labor Government, they were done in many respects with the substantial support of the conservative opposition, and they should be given some of the credit for this massive transformation of our country which took place in that period.

Now, let me say, therefore, that you can see when I entered this Parliament in 1980, I ended it with a great sense of how important this place had been in shaping the Australia that I love so much, and which within a relatively short period, I was going to have the honour to lead as Prime Minister. I enjoyed my time immensely here, it was a warm, intimate place, abounding with historical memories and associations. To sit where so many giants of the past had sat was an honour and privilege which no word can do justice to. But I was not, like some, when the time came to leave, uncritically starry eyed about the place. While I was fortunate from the very first time I got here in 1980, to be comfortably accommodated, the conditions by then under which so many people had to work in this place would have been battling to pass the factories and shops legislation of the various states, the conditions under which so many people had to work were really close to appalling.

And it was quite clear to me, and I think to most people, that without question, the time had come to move to a new parliament house. Now, my friends, in the context of talking about the new role of the old Parliament House as a museum of Australian democracy, an institution which will help Australians and others to understand how a democracy has evolved and how it works, let me make some remarks which will probably surprise most of you. When people talk about Parliament House, there is a tendency to concentrate upon the House of Representatives as the heart of our parliamentary democracy and action. Now, while in some respects, this is as true, it is also in other respects, quite misleading. In many ways, the proceedings of the House of Representatives are essentially a charade, a necessary charade, but nevertheless, a charade.

And this is true whichever party is in power. The outcome of virtually every debate in the House of Representatives is not determined by that debate, but by the decision already made in the Government Party Room and Cabinet. The only part of the House of Representatives Procedure, which allows of a non-predetermined outcome or impact is half of the question without notice session. And that is, the half of the questions without notice which come from the opposition to the government Ministers, as you know. It’s true of both sides, I was part of it, I know. Questions from Government members to Ministers are merely pegs on which to hang the propagation of government positions or policies. In fact, the senate produces more genuine debate and fact finding, both as a result of the Senate Committee of Enquiry System and particularly where the government does not have a majority on the floor of the Senate.

Now, this artificiality of the House of Representatives Proceedings was the reason I am not particularly enamoured of them. I had been used to the cut and thrust of advocacy and debate before the arbitration commission, where outcomes depended on the quality of argument. Now, I believe, my friends, that this is an issue which we should all be considering, particularly on an occasion such as today when we are directly addressing, indeed celebrating the linkage between parliament and democracy. I believe profoundly that it is unhealthy in a democracy when so many people have attitudes ranging from cynicism to contempt, the way in which parliament operates.

I believe there is a direct, readily available, positive way to deal with this unhealthy feature in the Australian body policy, in a way that should be acceptable to all parties across the Australian political spectrum. Now, obviously, the party system remains an integral part of the democratic process and will remain so, and parties should and will go to elections with policies they believe are right for the country, and which they commit to legislate for. But I believe parties, at the same time, should recognise, there are issues on which there are genuine grounds for difference and debate in the parliament. On such issues, I would propose that the government introduce a draft bill on the basis that there would be no predetermining party room vote binding members, but there should be an unfettered debate in the Chamber. 

The government would undertake to abide by the decision of the parliament, and let me say, if you say, “Well Bob, what’s an example of that?” the obvious example of that is the question about Australia becoming a republic. Now, there are genuine, let me say there are absolutely genuine and properly held differences of view about how a President should be elected. There are valid arguments for a direct election. There are equally, I believe, valid arguments, for the indirect method of election. So what the government should do, I believe, is to introduce a draft bill saying that… setting out the mechanics of setting up the public, and let me say, just by way of for emphasis on that, that I believe that the question of Australia becoming a republic should be a unifying issue and not a divisive one in this country. And the way more than anything else to do that, is that the legislation proposing it, the referendum should say exactly, the question put to Australia people is, “Are you in favour of Australia becoming a republic, it coming into effect at the end of the reign of the President Monarch?’

Now, if that were done, I believe you would get about a 98% vote in favour; it would be a unifying thing in this country. But my point more generally, I’m making, is that I use that as an example of my proposition, that there are issues. And I use that as an example in which the government should say, “Well look, there’s no monopoly of wisdom on our part or on yours, but this is a real issue about which the parliament has to make a decision, we’ll bring it in, there’s no pre-empted binding vote, and the decision will be made on the outcome of the debate, the quality of the debate in the parliament. Now, there are obvious advantages to this proposal, and I don’t need to spell them out, the intrinsic advantages are clear. But there is one other by-product of that proposal which I think would be of great advantage, because the fact would be, my friends, that if the members of parliament knew that they had to cast their own vote according to their own conviction, they weren’t bound by that party, the early party room, then obviously the members of parliament would be in much closer contact with their electorate, because they would know that their vote was not a party vote, but that they were casting a vote for their electorate, and they would be reluctant, I think, to cast a vote without involving themselves much more in discussion and entertaining and trying to entertain and ascertain the views of their electorate.

May I say, I believe that this concept that I have would breathe real life into that immortal phrase and definition of democracy, and that is government of the people, by the people, for the people. My friends, I trust that this magnificent initiative, of which we’re part today, will see the emergence and development not just of the museum which properly honours the past, but that it will be an institution that will stimulate us all to think about how we can help make Australian democracy grow as a beacon in this troubled and fragile world. I have much pleasure in declaring open the Museum of Australian Democracy.
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