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THANKS, PRAISE AND MEMORIES 

 

I thank the Chancellor, the Council and the University of Tasmania for 

the great privilege of the Honorary Degree of Doctor of Laws.  I am 

proud to wear the doctoral gown of this University.  It symbolises the link 

established today with this seat of learning and with my fellow graduates 

and with alumni of great distinction.   

 

My first link with the University of Tasmania came in the 1960s, as I was 

approaching the end of my education at the University of Sydney.  I had 

become a very respectable student trouble-maker, as President of the 

Sydney Students’ Representative Council.  This took me to the annual 

meetings of the then National Union of Australian University Students 
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(NUAS), held mostly in Melbourne.  It was there that I met remarkable 

student leaders from this University.   

 

They included Pierre Slicer, later to be a Justice of the Supreme Court of 

Tasmania here today with his wife Antonia Kohl; Dennis Altman, later to 

become a Professor of La Trobe University in Melbourne and a world 

leader in the advancement of equal rights for LGBTIQ people; and Patti 

Warn, who served with senior ministers in the Hawke and Keating 

Governments and in health governance in New South Wales.  Today, I 

honour their leadership which was easily foreseen even in those far off, 

formative, student days.  I also acknowledge Dirk Meure, the noted legal 

philosopher, whose career took him to the UNSW Law School, to 

classical music broadcasting and then the development of fine and very 

expensive wines near Hobart.   

 

Years later I came to Hobart after I was appointed inaugural Chairman of 

the Australian Law Reform Commission in 1975. In those days I worked 

closely with judges, legal academics and got to know the distinguished 

professors of the Law School.  The gifted Tasmanian lawyer, Bruce 

Piggott CBE, his wife Mrs Audrey Piggott, Rodney Croome and Father 

Michael Tate, other friends who showed me great friendship. 

 

More recently, as a Justice of the High Court of Australia, after 1996, I 

would come here for the regular sittings of the Court.  I selected a 

graduate of this University, Brent Dawkins, to be my associate in 

Canberra.  He showed great ability, which he now continues in the legal 

profession here.   He too is here today reminding me of the time we 

worked together with his wife Sarah.   
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Since my judicial retirement in 2009, I have come regularly to the Law 

School; engaged in lectures with the students; been appointed an 

Honorary Professor; and worked closely with the marvellous Law Dean, 

Professor Margaret Otlowski.  I honour her outstanding service and that 

of past Deans Professor Don Chalmers and Professor Catherine 

Warnock, now Governor.  This is the last ceremony that Professor 

Otlowski will attend as Law Dean.  I also express my respects to the 

social science departments and their graduates here present.   

 

To all friends, old and new, from the University of Tasmania I offer 

honour and praise.   

 

One of this University’s most powerful and influential graduates ever 

was, Sir Roland Wilson.1  Alas I never met him.  He went on as 

Secretary to the Federal Treasury, to be the great helmsman of the post-

War Australian economy.  As a young man, he was elected as the first 

graduate of public schools to be Tasmania’s Rhodes Scholar.  Some 

misguided people suggested to him that he might not be able to cope at 

Oxford University and that he should aim lower.  He offered to resign his 

scholarship.  However, university leaders of the time told him that this 

was rubbish.  That he should seize his opportunity.  So he did and he 

never looked back.  Australia was the beneficiary.  The University has 

long been a proponent of equal opportunity in education.  That is the 

type of University I love.  And, now that I am a member, I will add my 

voice to support these values. 

 

                                                 
1 “Wilson, Sir Roland KBE, BCom, Hon LLD (Tas), D. Phil (Oxon) (1904-1996).  Commonwealth Statistician 

1936-51; Secretary to the Treasury (1951-66).  Educated Devonport High School. 
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I also praise the parents, spouses, partners and friends who join in this 

great civic occasion.  Each one of us knows that we would not be at this 

event without the love and support of our families.  As a citizen and now 

a graduate of this University, I use this occasion to express gratitude for 

the love and support that is indispensable to bring fresh minds to their 

potential, signalled by an occasion such as this. 

 

TEN COMMANDMENTS 

 

In his famous poem Sailing to Byzantium,2 the Irish Nobel Laureate W.B. 

Yeats reflected on the sadness of growing old: 

 

“There is no country for old men.  The young 

In one another’s arms, birds in the trees 

- Those dying generations – at their song, 

The salmon – falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,  

Fish, flesh, or fowl commend all summer long, 

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.   

Caught in that sensual music all neglect 

Monuments of unageing intellect. 

 

Although there is no sunlit country for old men, there are definite 

expectations that they will use occasions like this to share undesired 

advice with the young.  The only requirement is that they must be quick 

about it.  The young, and their families, want to get away and indulge in 

the majesty and joy and selfies of this occasion. 

 

                                                 
2 From ‘The Tower’ in W.B. Yeats, Collected Poems, Macmillan London Limited, 1933, 217.  
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This encourages me to proclaim Ten Commandments which the 

graduates should take away from this precious moment.  Like the tablets 

handed to Moses (and unlike the lengthy opinions of the High Court) 

there is no time for elaboration.  The commandments must just be 

pronounced, in the sure knowledge that they will probably not be 

remembered or respected.   

 

Drawing on my own long life of many blessings, what are the Ten 

Commandments that I suggest for the young who follow after me as 

graduates of this University? 

 

First we must be deeply engaged with new technology.  It shapes, 

changes and remoulds our world.  From computers, jumbo jets, mobile 

phones and biotechnology the world and every profession and 

occupation is changing dramatically.  Those who cannot keep up, will be 

left behind.  Now artificial intelligence will certainly partially replace or 

supplement lawyers and judges.  Social scientists will be shaped by its 

impact.   

 

Secondly, and growing out of the first, we must all be ready for further 

great social changes.  Social scientists know this but lawyers too must 

commit themselves more vigorously to drag the law into harmony with 

the world of change.  The law on Aboriginals.  The law on women’s 

rights.  The law on racial discrimination.  Even the law on gay rights and 

equal marriage.  Whoever would have thought of these changes when I 

was at university?  Well, possibly Dennis Altman did.  But most of us did 

not. 
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Thirdly, we must constantly confront disappointments.  Anyone who 

ventures will sometimes fail.  That’s for sure.  Safe and placid lives will 

not make the most of the talents gathered in a university education.  

Risk taking is essential to true fulfilment.  Dennis Altman by example 

tried to teach me in 1965 not to go on pretending that I was straight.  It 

was such a risky message at that time.  It took me a long time to catch 

up with his lesson.  Each of us must to our own self be true.   

 

Fourthly, a university education must teach us to be aware of the defects 

of our own discipline, whether it be law or the social sciences or anything 

else.  Sir Anthony Mason rose to be the Chief Justice of Australia.   This 

month, at age 92, he wrote in a legal journal with stinging criticism of the 

inadequacies of our legal system to serve most people with their legal 

problems.  He insisted on the imperative need to improve the delivery of 

legal services to disadvantaged people, including by adopting systems 

like the ombudsman or trained decision-makers to supplement the over 

expensive courts.3  To rise to the very top and still to be self-critical, 

inventive and open to new ideas is what I hope for on the part of my 

fellow graduates today. And also myself.   

 

Fifthly, we must all play our part to serve the disadvantaged.  And to be 

more generous in volunteering and offering pro bono assistance to those 

most in need.  When I was young I did this through the Council for Civil 

Liberties.  I became a joiner.  I urge a life of volunteering, joining and 

going the extra distance.  Generosity to the poor and the vulnerable is a 

clear duty of everyone who has enjoyed a university education. 

 

                                                 
3 A.F. Mason, “A Lifetime in the Law” (2017) 39 Law Society Journal, 30 at 31 (November 2017). 
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Sixthly, we must never forget those who share this day with us, even if 

not here with us.  Family, friends and fellow graduates.  Strangely 

enough, many of them will be our companions throughout life’s journey. 

That is a feature of friends made at school and university.  Look to left 

and look to right.  You may scatter far away.  But old friendships will 

endure.  And they are precious.  It is an unfunded dividend of university 

life.  Cherish it! 

 

Seventhly, we must love ourselves a bit more.  I do not mean in the 

sense of vanity and self-satisfaction.  But we must guard our mental and 

physical health from the stress and pressure that is greater today than 

ever it was in the past.  It is not a weakness to admit to stress.  It is the 

truth of courage and honesty.  To talk about it, and to seek help, is often 

the beginning of wisdom for one’s survival and coping with one’s frailties. 

 

Eighthly, we must remember our university and our teachers after today.  

Including the very first teacher at infants’ school who taught us the 

alphabet, reading, writing and sums.  And more recently the university 

teachers who encouraged us to think about the puzzles of this world: of 

our existence, of the miracle of consciousness and the mystery of love 

for humanity. 

 

Ninthly, we must be ever ready to dissent from received wisdom.  To 

challenge long held and respectable opinions.  And to stand up against 

received wisdom for what we truly believe.  This is the way of progress in 

our world and in our species.  It is the central lesson we have  learnt at 

university.   
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And tenthly, if we are lucky, we must try to find a companion or 

companions to help us through the journey in life.  This is how humans 

are usually programmed.  To seek and to give love.  Some find it.  Some 

never do.  Everyone should have support from their community in the 

search for love.  In this commandment I have had great fortune.  In my 

birth family.  And in my partner of 48 years, Johan van Vloten.  The 

majority of the Australian people last month, including the majority in 

Tasmania and in every federal electorate of Tasmania, supported that 

idea.4  It was a great national act of kindness.  It upheld the dignity and 

equality of us all.  Equal justice under law: a principle that lawyers share 

with social scientists and with all citizens.  

 

If I had more time, I could doubtless, like President Wilson with his 

Fourteen Points, think up some more commandments. But ten will do for 

today. 

 

FROM A PALTRY THING 

 

W.B. Yeats went on in his poem Byzantium to declare: 

 

“An aged man is but a paltry thing” 

 

Well, this paltry thing stands before you today full of years but also 

gratitude.  And restless enough to demand we all take our gift of 

education out into a questioning world.  That we all repay that gift by 

challenging the world and challenging ourselves, so long as the ultimate 

mystery of consciousness, life and love lasts.   

                                                 
4 This is a reference to the announcement of the outcome of the Australian postal survey on the enactment of a 

right to marry for LGBT people by the Australian Parliament.  See https://marriagesurvey.abs.gov.au/results/ 

 

https://marriagesurvey.abs.gov.au/results/
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To the University of Tasmania, honour and praise.  To our families and 

friends, love and thanks.  And to our fellow citizens and to the world, a 

message of our lifelong commitment to service for a better future. 

 

   

 

  


