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It would be hard to think of a book on Australian history that would be more timely for the nation's reconsideration, in 2008, of its relationship with indigenous Australians.  In the context of a reflection on the proposal for a national apology to Aboriginal Australians, which the new federal Government has signalled as a matter on its agenda, this highly readable book is both timely and instructive.  The report by Sir Ronald Wilson on Bringing Them Home (1997) provided one of the clearest illustrations of the way in which earlier generations of Australians had mishandled their relationship with the original people of the continent and parted them even from their children.  It was a shocking report.  The response to it when it was delivered was very mixed and in the end bitterly disappointing to its author.  But it remains before the nation.  This biography serves a most useful function in reminding us of what it said and why what it said was important for Australia and all Australians.

Ronald Wilson is the subject of this unusual and moving biography by Antonio Buti.  The book is an important study of an aspect of Australia's history told though the life's journey of a very distinguished and somewhat conservative lawyer, judge and religious leader whose views were ultimately mobilised by a profound sense of wrongdoing to Aboriginal citizens that he felt demanded exposure, reflection and a proper expression of regret leading, as he hoped, to reconciliation.


The book is thus a personal story, but it is also a serious lesson in how awareness can bring us to a new understanding and acknowledgement of sorrow, regret and the need for a cleansing confession in respect of organised wrongdoing against vulnerable and dependent Australian people and their children.


What makes A Matter of Conscience stand out and attract my support for it as a most worthy subject for the Prime Minister's Prize are the following features:
· It is timely, given a likely change of governmental direction on the book's central theme.  The book starts, dramatically, with the delivery of Sir Ronald Wilson's report on the "stolen generation" and the response of the then Australian government which seemed at the time to many citizens (certainly most Aboriginals) to be technical, legalistic, uncaring and insufficiently sensitive to a great national wrong that called out for repair at the highest level.  This repair was not forthcoming.  Instead, the report was itself subjected to narrow and largely technical attacks and its author traduced with calumny and contempt.  This is high drama about a truly central issue in the Australian national story.  It is well told by Buti who opens with this item and then leaves it dangling through the story of Wilson's life that follows – until it resurfaces in the closing chapters where the travails over the report are described in meticulous and searing prose – the attacks, the anger, the disdain and the underlying disturbing truths revealed for all of us to judge.

· The book is insightful because the life of Sir Ronald Wilson, as an orphan who had few advantages in his early years, represents a type of Australian story that is an illustration of a good feature of our country – of how natural talents are identified and encouraged to flourish in a generally egalitarian environment so that, ultimately, they fulfil the aspirations of the subject and contribute to the general welfare of the nation.

· It is varied in the way in which it describes the life's journey of a man who rose to high public offices in the law – Crown Advocate, State Solicitor-General, Justice of the High Court – but then, after his retirement from law proper, ventured into the "eye of the storm" of highly controversial public policy concerning Aboriginals.  It was as President of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission that Wilson was called to respond to an inquiry that revealed systemic wrongdoing demanding a clear response which insisted that the reporter put aside the neutral discourse of a judge and assume a mantle of public advocate before the nation for those whom he believed the nation had wronged.

· It is balanced because the book contains some sharp and sometimes critical material in describing the long years during which Wilson served as a Crown prosecutor in criminal trials.  Wilson was a powerful "striver after convictions" – and sometimes the author is critical of the lengths to which Wilson would go in locking away people he saw as enemies of the community.  The evolution from Wilson the prosecutor to Wilson the advocate on Aboriginal injustice presents a puzzle that lies at the heart of much legal practice in this country.  The law in the courts is often transfixed by the minutiae of facts – the deep undercurrents of the causes of those facts are often ignored.  Advocates are often trapped within this narrowing activity by which society accomplishes justice under law.  Yet somehow Wilson eventually escaped the trap.  Buti sets out to explain how any why.

· It is analytical because the chapters on Wilson the Church leader (Presbyterian/Uniting Church) and Wilson the Crown Counsel and judge reveal his usually conservative attitude to society and the law.  Yet in his mature years, after he had retired from the bench, he seemed to find a different voice.  He discovered a side of his personality yearning to give itself expression.  In compliance with his rather traditional view of the judicial method, even on the High Court, he did not conceive his function as being creative or reparative.  Basically, his technique was still locked into the methodology espoused by the ancient English judges whose words remained with him long after he had buried his father's leather-bound English law reports in the family backyard at Geraldton after his father suffered the stroke that would lead to his death (ibid, p 9).  It is as if, in his last decade, Wilson felt a need to bury a lot of the old law once again – and strike out on a clearer path, speaking plainly and with passion about wrongs and not allowing impediments that he  saw as trivial to stand in the way of exposing those wrongs and calling for their correction.  In this, too, Wilson's life was a kind of metaphor for the process through which many Australians have travelled, discarding their earlier beliefs about their Aboriginal fellow citizens (often grounded in ideas of racial superiority, dispossession and the "civilizing mission").  Thus Wilson is the archetypal Australian of the late 20th and early 21st century struggling to readjust his thinking in a way that harmonized past and future; mind and heart.  The great interest of the biography is the way this evolution emerges, given all the indicia in the early chapters that seem to make the outcome profoundly unlikely.  In this, too, Buti's book is a kind of metaphor for all Australians called upon to respond to a demand for a new and more equal relationship with the indigenous people of the land.


A book on the life of a judge would not usually be deserving of such a prestigious history prize.  Such a life would usually be too narrow, too micro, too rules-oriented, too predictable, too boring.  The personality would normally be too orthodox, too tamed by circumstances, too unquestioning of society's mores to make a real and lasting difference to the nation's story.


However, the genius of Buti's biography of Ronald Wilson life is the rather unusual life story that it tells and the way his subject develops and grows until, in the end, he sees certain truths very clearly, perceives them as vitally important in the moral scale and then sets out to convince the nation to share his perception.  Which, gradually and sometimes reluctantly, the nation now seems at last willing to do.


It is because Antonio Buti's biography A Matter of Conscience is a shining story of a journey of mind and heart of an important Australian personality that reflects and stimulates the journey of the nation itself in the past half century, that I consider it to be deserving of the Prime Minister's Prize.  I recommend it to the judges.
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( 	Justice Michael Kirby is a Justice of the High Court of Australia.  He was a professional friend of Sir Ronald Wilson (ibid 227, 380-1) and was interviewed for the book by the author, whom he did not earlier know.






