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The Whitlam Legacy
The Whitlam Legacy  is a series of occasional papers published by 

the Whitlam Institute offering contemporary insights on matters 

of public interest inspired by Gough Whitlam’s public life and the 

legacy of the Whitlam Government.

About the Whitlam Institute
The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney University at 

Parramatta commemorates the life and work of Gough Whitlam 

and pursues the causes he championed. The Institute bridges the 

historical legacy of Gough Whitlam’s years in public life and the 

contemporary relevance of the Whitlam Program to public discourse 

and policy. The Institute exists for all Australians who care about 

what matters in a fair Australia and aims to improve the quality  

of life for all Australians. 

The Institute is custodian of the Whitlam Prime Ministerial 

Collection housing selected books and papers donated by  

Mr Whitlam and providing on-line access to papers held  

both at the Institute and in the National Archives. 

The other key area of activity, 

the Whitlam Institute Program, 

includes a range of policy 

development and research 

projects, public education 

activities and special events. 

Through this work the Institute 

strives to be a leading national 

centre for public policy 

development and debate.

For more information about the 

Whitlam Institute, please visit 

our website: www.whitlam.org
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Foreword

At the Whitlam Institute we strive to deliver distinctive, bold and inspiring policy 

research and programs that promote common ground, inclusive national identity 

and civic engagement for all Australians. We aim to focus on issues of concern 

across the political spectrum and to deliver a nation-building agenda that will, 

as Gough charged us, “…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.

Our Whitlam Legacy Series of Occasional Papers offer contemporary insights on 

matters of public interest inspired by Gough Whitlam’s public life and the legacy 

of the Whitlam Government. This latest, Whitlam, The Arts and Democracy, 

by Kim Williams AM provides an accurate and reliable underpinning for a 

national conversation about the importance of a thriving arts and cultural policy, 

community and infrastructure to sustain a healthy and vibrant democracy.

As part of our policy research into the future of Australian democracy, the 

“Whitlam, the Arts and Democracy” project was launched through our 2019 art 

exhibition: Dedicated to the Dedicated: Whitlam, the Arts and Democracy which 

showcased a series of interviews with prominent artists whose careers have been 

impacted by Whitlam’s arts and culture policies. That exhibition is now being 

prepared for touring nationally.

Kim William’s paper now examines the impact of Whitlam era arts and culture 

policies on Australian culture, institutions and identity. There is no one better 

placed to offer this analysis than he and the Institute is indebted to him for the 

time and energy he has invested in this Paper.

Moving forward the Whitlam Institute aims to facilitate a national conversation 

on the importance of the arts and culture to a vibrant and healthy democracy. We 

believe the time is right for such a dialogue when, as Alison Croggon has argued, 

‘The notion that arts funding is about investing in artists so they can make art, 

sure in the knowledge that doing so is in itself a public good, feels like a quaint 

memory’1. We welcome you to join this important conversation. 

Leanne Smith

Director of the Whitlam Institute

1 https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2019/october/1569374077/alison-croggon/desertification-
australian-culture



T H E W H I T L A M L E GAC Y

W H I T L A M , T H E A RT S A N D DE MO C R AC Y

An Occasional Paper for the Whitlam Institute 
Kim Williams AM 

The legacy of Gough Whitlam is writ large across Australian society to this day, but nowhere was his 

impact as profound as in his devotion to the intellectual and creative life and aspiration of Australians. 

It is overdue to recall the actions of the Whitlam government and the policy resonances from its 

decisions and actions, which repose from it in Australia today.

Whitlam’s was a commitment which was unprecedented in Australian history. It has been matched 

only once since – by Paul Keating’s Creative Nation policy which was released 25 years ago in 

October 1994. 

A BOLD COMMITMENT TO NEW HORIZONS 

A centrepiece of the bold election manifesto delivered on 13 November 1972 saw the arts elevated. 

They were featured equally with undertakings as to a huge range of policy initiatives of a breadth and 

scope never seen before or since in Australian political life. Although the ALP, uniquely in Australian 

national political life, has sustained a commitment to the publication of a national policy platform 

with a substantial cultural policy commitment ever since. Unusually other parties have reflected 

superficial approaches to arts and culture policy or increasingly have had none at all – as seen, hard as 

it may be to believe, in the case of the Liberal Party in the last three federal elections which were 

without any published cultural policy. 

Whitlam announced in his policy speech of 1972 a program which had three central aims:

to promote equality; to involve the people of Australia in the decision-making 

processes of our land; and to liberate the talents and uplift the horizons of the 

Australian people.1

After a mounting cavalcade of far reaching policies to give new meaning to this young nation 

addressing “liberty, equality and fraternity” which encompassed: the rights of children; education for 

all; a universal health insurance system; a national compensation scheme; land and housing 

initiatives; the abolition of conscription; Aboriginal land rights; open government; recast economic 

planning horizons with regard to taxation, prices, the basic pension rate, social welfare and 

superannuation; industrial relations; cities, sewerage and transport; regional development, primary 

industries and northern development; Whitlam launched into our quality of life!

And there, for a political first in our nation, he spelt out initiatives designed: 

to promote a standard of excellence in the arts; to widen access to, and the 

understanding and application of, the arts in the community generally; to help 

establish and express an Australian identity through the arts; and to promote an 

awareness of Australian culture abroad.2

1 ALP Policy Speech Blacktown Town Hall 13 November, 1972 2 

Ibid

3



In that far reaching policy speech so rich with detail, he went to specifics, saying:

We believe that the existing Commonwealth agencies should be brought within a single council  

set up by statute. The Council will be based on a number of autonomous boards with authority to 

deal with their own budget allocation and staff.

The following boards would be established: Theatre arts (opera, ballet, drama); Music; Literary 

arts; Visual and plastic arts; Crafts; Film and Television; Aboriginal arts. These boards would 

have substantial independence and authority to make decisions. Indeed, in their own field of  

responsibility they would be the major sources of initiative in policy and in communication with 

those involved in the Arts concerned.

We will pass an act for a public lending right.

We will review quotas for Australian television, cinema and book production and encourage a 

greater participation of Australian creative talent in their production.

Radio and television will be transferred from the Postmaster-General’s Department to a  

Department for the Media.2

Those commitments were to resonate in every action taken by the government in relation to the 

arts and cultural institutions over the ensuing three years. However as importantly, it resonates in 

the hearts and minds of artists and cultural institutions to this day because the content was solid 

and the commitment of remarkable scope and genuine large vision. In the policy speech the section 

on Australian culture even preceded the all-important outline of the complete overhaul of 

Australia’s foreign policy (or International Affairs as it was then known). 

Never in Australian history had cultural policy enjoyed centre stage as a deep political 

commitment until that precious moment in Blacktown, NSW on a hot November night in 1972. 

Never had matters of art and culture been central to the national future and its agenda allied 

with such issues as the economy, health, welfare and human rights. Indeed, the arts were core to 

the concept of human rights. There can be no question that this was the stuff of big picture vision 

which has provided a source of inspiration and a magnet for attack ever since. Inspiration to artists 

and the cultural institutions central to creative endeavour in Australia. Attack from those who seek 

to belittle the notion of vision which expresses bold aspiration and goals as anathema. Those attacks 

see vision as a term of abuse in the same way that ‘liberal’ is now used derisively in America to 

diminish and denigrate opponents. 

Whitlam was an unapologetic big picture thinker. The policy foundation for the commitments to the 

arts in his November policy speech reflected years of research and thought. Above all Whitlam’s 

policy approach was grounded in a firm conviction that artists themselves must oversee the 

policy and priorities in resource allocation to programs and should determine the funding that 

was to be provided. It was a wholly renovated approach to public policy development and 

determination. It was a policy commitment which was firmly rooted in respect for the artist 

and celebration of creative life as a worthy vocation. 

Of all the myriad things Gough Whitlam did for Australian culture nothing mattered more than 

the respect he extended to the creative community in placing representatives from across the 

spectrum of Australian creative life in charge of decision making in all the fields of endeavour in 

which Australians were active. The confidence and respect he displayed towards the creative 

community meant that it was transformed in outlook, aspiration and responsibility - literally overnight. 

2 Ibid 
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To be an artist had value. To work as an artist was valued. The work of artists was central to the 

nation’s future. The time of the artist had finally arrived in the modern purpose of the Australian 

nation.

In the opening of the Arts, Letters and Media chapter of his landmark reference work, The Whitlam 

Government3 he wrote:

In any civilised community the arts and associated amenities must occupy a central place. Their  

enjoyment should not be seen as something remote from everyday life. Of all the objectives of my 

government none had a higher priority than the encouragement of the arts, the preservation and 

enrichment of our cultural and intellectual heritage. Indeed, of all the objectives of a Labor 

Government – social reform, justice, equity in the provision of welfare services and educational  

opportunities – have as their goal the creation of a society in which the arts and the 

appreciation of spiritual and intellectual values can flourish. Our other objectives are all a  

means to an end; the enjoyment of the arts is an end in itself. 

That ethos was not confected nor was it arrived at spontaneously. It was the outcome from years of 

reflection, discussion with creators and wide reading in policy approaches in diverse jurisdictions – 

especially the UK, Canada, France and Germany. No surprises there – those nations together with 

classical Italy and Greece, provided an intellectual mainspring to much of Whitlam’s philosophy and 

political thought domain. He was extravagantly well read in history, philosophy and politics from the 

ancient Greeks (being fluent in reading ancient Greek) and Romans (his Latin was that of a confident 

scholar and his Italian whilst idiosyncratic in pronunciation, was seamlessly fluent as reader and 

thinker). His study was thoroughly conversant with the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and on 

through the history of the establishment of modern nations in North America, the Commonwealth 

and throughout Asia. This was a leader who wrote policy for the ages, with history as guide and 

robust curiosity and intellect as bedrock. 

When Whitlam was reviewing the policy and program landscape of the Commonwealth’s support of 

culture, he noted that up until his government it had been marked by sporadic, disconnected and often 

flawed, incomplete or half-hearted commitment from various previous governments. He asserted that 

the policy and structural framework needed to be refashioned in a modern way consistent with a 

dedicated intention to invest and build coherently. He wanted to secure a policy pathway which saw 

beyond the simple injection of additional money, notwithstanding the evident need for a heavy uplift 

in that funding. 

So, what had happened in the relationship between the national government and cultural matters 

before Whitlam’s policy statement in 1972?  

COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT ASSISTANCE  FROM 

FEDERATION – SETTING THE SCENE

Assistance on the part of the Commonwealth to Australian creative life started in 1908 when the 

Commonwealth Literary Fund (CLF) was founded by Alfred Deakin. It initially aimed to care for 

destitute writers and supplement working writers’ modest incomes. Awards were determined initially 

by an expert independent panel and subsequently from 1939 by the leaders of the major political 

parties at that time (a system which continued into the 1960s). Over the years the CLF was expanded 

to include direct assistance to active writers and publishers. The politicians had recourse to advice 

from ‘experts’ (a panel of six) although this advice was all too readily discarded if it conflicted with 

3 The Whitlam Government E G Whitlam (Viking © 1985) pp 553 
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developed prejudices – especially of a political kind which polluted the fund and its management for 

many years. 

In The Whitlam Government, Whitlam writes vividly about such interference noting his membership 

of the Fund (representing Arthur Calwell, the ALP leader) with Billy Snedden (representing Prime 

Minister Harold Holt) and Philip Lucock (representing Deputy Prime Minister John McEwan, leader 

of the Country Party). Whitlam describes the political tainting of process where gradually from a 

position of equal funding to the various literary journals, Quadrant was favoured and journals like 

Overland (which was more to the left), decreased. Further the unanimous recommendation from the 

expert panel to award Frank Hardy a six-month fellowship in November 1968 for the novel The 

Outcasts of Foolgarah (subsequently published in 1971) was overturned. Snedden (by then 

representing Prime Minister John Gorton) opposed the recommendation on the basis of Hardy being a 

communist. Security clearances had been introduced in 1967 not only for applicants, but also for 

members of the expert advisory panel – no reds around the table! Additionally, the membership of the 

advisory panel included long serving political appointees who were past their use-by dates with 

appointment having become something of a sinecure. 

The Art Advisory Board was established in 1912 by Prime Minister Andrew Fisher and was intended 

to assist the Historic Memorials Committee which had been established the preceding year and went 

on to become the major initiator of art acquisitions and commissions before the Whitlam initiatives 

across the board which changed the whole dynamic of the involvement of the Commonwealth with 

building major collecting institutions and expansively supporting creative life. 

Clearly the major contribution from the Commonwealth government to Australian cultural endeavour 

and connection in the first half of the 20th century had been seen in the establishment of the Australian 

Broadcasting Commission on 1 July in 1932 under the government of Joseph Lyons. It was formed, as 

the ABC’s own sketchy history recital states: 

as a way to regulate broadcast services and to ensure that audiences had reasonable access to a  

range and high standard of radio services.4 

From that early establishment the ABC had independence conferred on it by the Curtin government 

with the carriage of the Australian Broadcasting Act in 1942: 

The Act provided for the ABC to be fully editorially independent, including its broadcast of  

political speech. As a result, any communications from government ministers concerning 

broadcasts and content had to be made in writing and recorded in the annual report. In 1946, 

the Act was amended to include a requirement for the live broadcast of select parliamentary 

sessions.6

At the same time the first studio orchestra was formed under the aegis of the ABC in Sydney which 

evolved as the Sydney Symphony enjoying significant growth from its first full concert season in 1946 

under the visionary English composer and conductor Eugene Goossens (and later with guests such as 

Otto Klemperer and Malcolm Sargeant in the 1950s). Over the ensuing years all the States had 

symphony orchestras (some had existed in a variety of guises before) and remained the responsibility 

of the ABC until the 1990s.5 

4 ABC website – ABC History 1930s 6 

ABC website – ABC 

History 1940s

5  The orchestras were progressively released to independent lives after the release of the 1994 Creative Nation policy of the Keating 
government which invested heavily, first in the Sydney Symphony, then in the Melbourne Symphony and progressively the 
Commonwealth and States by agreement enabled all the orchestras to secure their independent lives as standalone enterprises (after a 
transition period from 1996 as independent companies within the ABC). This action followed from a previous report from Ken Tribe 
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1940 saw the establishment of the Commonwealth Film Unit (Film Australia from 1973 under 

Whitlam’s new Department of the Media) by then United Australia Party Prime Minister, Robert 

Menzies as the national film production house for government commissioned work and also for 

documentary created in the ‘national interest’ separately.

The major Commonwealth action in support of mainstream performing arts culture was seen in the 

foundation of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust (AETT) in 1954. It was founded by Robert 

Menzies’ government (now Liberal Party leader in coalition with the then Country Party) in 

response to ardent advocacy from Dr H C Coombs, the then Governor of the Commonwealth Bank 

(later the Reserve Bank of Australia from 1960 when the central bank functions were separated with 

the Commonwealth Bank becoming a separate government owned bank). 

The AETT (named in honour of the inaugural Australian visit by Queen Elizabeth II in 1954) 

established the precursors of today’s Opera Australia, Australian Ballet and their respective orchestras; 

and diverse activity in drama including the Marionette Theatre of Australia which sadly was 

disbanded in 1988. The foundation of ‘The Trust’ was secured by way of public subscription with 

matching funds in a three for one ratio from the Commonwealth. It had continuing Commonwealth 

operational funding not only for the primary companies but also for bodies such as the National 

Institute of Dramatic Art (NIDA), and the precursors to today’s Sydney, Melbourne and South 

Australian theatre companies - intended “to provide a theatre of Australians by Australians for 

Australians”. The government’s support of the AETT represented a closed door to any other funding 

or policy initiatives from the Commonwealth government until an announcement at the end of 1967 by 

Harold Holt. 

The other major cultural initiative of the Commonwealth under Robert Menzies as Prime Minister saw 

the establishment of the National Library in 1960, separating a public function from the Parliamentary 

Library which had been established in 1901. The opening of the initial building on Lake Burley 

Griffin occurred in 1968. 

In response to persistent parliamentary questioning from Bill Hayden and Gough Whitlam, Harold 

Holt had announced in his last two weeks in the parliament in 1967 (before his tragic drowning) the 

formation of the Australian Council for the Arts as part of his Department of Prime Minister (DPM) 

as it then, was. This was subsequently brought into life by John Gorton when he became Prime 

Minister in 1968 and asked Dr H C Coombs to be its Chairman and establish it as a unit of DPM. To 

give Holt his due, it was he who added “Support for the Arts” as one of the responsibilities of the 

PM’s Department when he became Prime Minister.

Holt in 1967 had also taken the initiative (again as a unit in DPM) to establish the Advisory Board, 

Commonwealth Assistance to Australian Composers (known by the memorable acronym CAAC, 

pronounced ‘cack’) with the notable conductor and educator Sir Bernard Heinze as chairman with 

Frank Calloway (later Sir Frank) a music professor from the University of WA and John Hopkins (the 

then Director of Music at the ABC) rounding out the membership. 

Other actions by Gorton included his stated intention to establish an Australian Film and Television 

School (although it was Whitlam who gave life and support to it) and the establishment of the 

Australian Film Development Corporation (replaced in 1975 by Whitlam with the new statutory 

authority the Australian Film Commission). 

Gorton also announced an intention to construct a National Gallery (although again it was Whitlam 

who gave political priority and physical life to it). 

AC in 1985 which recommended the release of the orchestras from the ABC with special arrangements for the Tasmanian Symphony.
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THE ADVENT OF THE WHITLAM GOVERNMENT:  

ACTION TAKEN – A NEW BEGINNING (IN REALITY  A REAL 

BEGINNING) FOR THE AUSTRALIA COUNCIL

The evolution of Commonwealth support had been uncoordinated and provided what could only be 

described as a rather muddled landscape which, when seen from a parliamentary and public policy 

perspective, encouraged Whitlam to say in his book The Whitlam Government: 

apart from eliminating such inane practices [as political determination of grants] there was a 

need to overhaul and coordinate an incomplete and antiquated system of subsidising the arts in  

general.6

A little after seven weeks from winning office Whitlam announced on Australia Day 26 January 1973, 

the establishment of the Interim Australian Council of the Arts with a governing Council under the 

chairmanship of Dr H C (‘Nugget’) Coombs and the seven boards he had described in the November 

1972 policy speech.

Creators were appointed as the chairs of each of the artistic disciplines – Dick Roughsey (Aboriginal 

Arts); Marea Gazzard (Crafts); Geoffrey Blainey (Literature); Don Banks (Music); Peter Hall 

(Theatre, soon replaced by Colin Cave); John Baily (Visual Arts) and Phillip Adams (Film and 

Television). 

In addition, all members of the first Australia Council were named. General Members comprised 

Richard Downing and Peter Busey (who both shortly resigned as they were carryovers from the 

predecessor body), Harry Bluck, Betty Burstall, Kym Bonython, and John Menadue. They were joined 

by the seven board chairs and then there were the nominated ‘Artist Members’ of Council – Judith 

Wright McKinney, Don Burrows, David Williamson, Clifton Pugh, Tim Johnson and Caroline Jones 

(who resigned sometime afterwards). 

Nominated ‘Government Members’ brought up the complement: Sir John Bunting (Head Dept. of 

PM&C – it had been changed to Prime Minister and Cabinet under the McMahon Government in 

1971), who was replaced by Menadue in 1975; Talbot Duckmanton (the Head of the ABC); James 

Oswin (the putative Head of the new Department of the Media) and Sir Keith Waller (Head of the 

Department of Foreign Affairs who was replaced by Alan Renouf in 1974).

This represented a complete ground change with fully 16 of the complement of 24 representing artists 

or direct artist relationships in the form of Harry Bluck (the secretary of the Musicians Union in WA), 

gallery proprietor and jazz entrepreneur Kym Bonython in addition to the other active artists on the 

Council – theatre director, Betty Burstall and the nominated ‘Artist Members’ and of course the seven 

Board Chairs. Having the heads of the Departments of PM&C, Foreign Affairs and the head of the 

ABC also gave the body unusual authority and direct connection for a nascent enterprise. Treasury and 

other departments simply had to take notice of it. 

Four weeks later the membership of the seven boards was announced with between 11 and 15 people 

on each. All had a majority of practising artists or working professionals from the arts. In an 

absolute first in Australian policy delivery, every single member of the fifteen members of the 

6 The Whitlam Government Ibid pp 556
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Aboriginal Arts board was Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander7 many practising artists and 

others with advanced skills in diverse disciplines. 

This bold, confident process telegrammed to the arts community that the game had changed. 

There was a new spirit at play. Artists would determine what happened and how policy priorities 

and funding were to be allocated. Needless to say, this had not been the case previously where 

appointments and decision making was confined to ‘secret men’s business’ with the single and signal 

exception of the remarkable Dr Jean Battersby, chief executive officer of the Australian Council for 

the 

Arts from its earlier Prime Minister’s Department days. She remained as CEO through the Australia 

Council’s realisation as a statutory authority in 1975 and on until her departure in 1982 following 

Malcolm Fraser’s appointment of Dr Timothy Pascoe8 (former federal director of the Liberal Party 

1974/75) as executive chairman, in a move clearly designed to encourage her departure (given that she 

had tenure in the position). 

Battersby, a Baudelaire scholar and former television presenter on film and cultural matters for 

Channel 7, was fundamental to the policy firmament of the arts in modern Australia under her mentor 

and patron ‘Nugget’ Coombs (who had appointed her in 1968 under Gorton) and was the principal 

policy guide for the establishment of the Australia Council as an independent statutory authority in 

1975 under Whitlam. She was a formidable advocate; articulate, committed and decidedly determined. 

She was advantaged by the empowerment which was characteristic of Whitlam and his approach to 

policy. Not that she was not well experienced in navigating what she described as “all kinds of 

administrative tripwires”11. 

The membership of the boards was remarkably diverse in gender, age, geography and experience. 

For example, as a young twenty-year-old composer I was appointed to the Music Board. My 

colleagues were Don Banks (chair and distinguished composer); Ken Tribe (deputy chair and 

President of Music Viva Australia); Frank Callaway (Professor of Music, University of Western 

Australia); John 

Hopkins (former head of music of the ABC, conductor and inaugural Director of the School of Music, 

Victorian College of the Arts); Robert Hughes (composer and chair of Australasian Performing Rights 

Association); John Painter (cellist and deputy director NSW State Conservatorium of Music); 

Elizabeth Silsbury (educator and music critic); Jeannie Lewis (singer); Winsome Evans 

(harpsichordist, medieval and renaissance music specialist, academic University of Sydney) and 

Rodney Taylor (chair of the Innisfail Conservatorium in Far North Queensland). This board provided 

a complete sea change in membership and diversity, challenging all preconceptions about how arts 

policy would be determined, and funding would operate in future. 

Each of the specialist boards demonstrated a complete mind shift in settings for policy and funding 

determination over the ensuing three years. The Press Release #83 of 3 May 1973 provides an 

exemplar of Whitlam’s innovative thinking setting a new ground plane for empowered decision 

making by artists in a profoundly democratic action for the arts: 

7  Dick Roughsey (Chair Qld), Raphael Aputamimi(NT), Albert Barunga (WA), Harold Blair (Vic), Ken Colbung (WA), Kitty Dick 
(Qld), Chicka Dixon (NSW), Ruby Hammond (SA), Tim Leura Jabaldjari (NT), Eric Koo’oila(Qld), Albert Lennon (SA), Mick 
Miller (Qld), Wandjuk Marika (NT – subsequent Chair from 1975), Vi Stanton (NT) Terrence Widders (NSW) as announced in the 
Prime Minister’s Press release No #83 of 3 May 1973. 

8 Over the previous four years (1977 – 81) Pascoe had led A.R.T.S. (Arts, Research, Training and Support) which he had established to 
bring ‘private sector skills and resources’ to the arts in Australia, which had followed the production of a report on the national needs 
of the arts (across all major artforms), which was designed and edited by him and was sponsored by a range of business people and 
private foundations. Pascoe served as the Executive Chair at the Australia Council until 1984. 11 Sydney Morning Herald obituary by 
Valerie Lawson 4 March. 2009.
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Aboriginals have been given full responsibility for developing their own programs in the arts  

under a new Government policy to revitalise cultural activities through the Australian Council  

for the Arts. Artists and craftsmen from remote centres, towns and cities have been appointed to 

the Aboriginal Arts Board of the Council. The Board’s Chairman, as previously announced, is  

the Aboriginal author and artist, Mr Dick Roughsey, of Mornington Island.

The decision to place control for the arts in the hands of Aboriginals is intended to stimulate 

indigenous Australian arts and lead to the preservation of many art forms almost lost since the 

settlement of Australia by Europeans. 

The Board will investigate ways of involving Aboriginals in a wide range of cultural activities in 

the visual arts, performing arts, film making and literature. Projects aimed at the preservation 

of Aboriginal Art, crafts, dance and music will be sponsored in communities throughout central  

and northern Australia.

Assistance will be given also to establish community museums where cultural property can be 

housed safely and where the younger generation can be taught an appreciation of their own 

heritage in accordance with traditional custom.9

A specialist board structure remained in place for the next forty years until the removal of the 

specialist boards in 2013 following an independent review in 201210 initiated by Simon Crean as Arts 

Minister in Julia Gillard’s government. 

Other changes in the specialist board approaches after the Council’s establishment had already seen 

the following: the move of opera from the Theatre Board to the Music Board and then the creation of 

dedicated Dance, Opera and Youth Panels in 1973 (with cross board memberships within the Council 

structure); the removal of the Film and Television board in 1975 when it was absorbed by the new 

statutory body the Australian Film Commission (comprising its Creative Development Branch); and 

subsequently the creation of a Community Arts Board in early 1977 and the formation of a Major 

Performing Arts Board to separate the major companies from all other respondents to the Council in 

the late 1970s.  

Specialist advisory arrangements persist for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Arts and Major 

Performing Arts endeavour but those apart, the system of specialist boards ceased from 2013. Peer 

assessment persists in a variety of approaches depending on the category of application, but it is now 

principally confined to review of funding applications and not about determination of centrally 

important policy priorities, funding envelopes and fresh initiatives. The control of policy priority and 

funding outcomes from it which had been placed firmly in the hands of artists under Whitlam no 

longer operates. 

9 Prime Minister Press Release #83 of 1973

10 Undertaken by Angus James and Gabrielle Trainor
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However with the exception of a forlorn initiative by Senator George Brandis in 2015 to create a 

‘National Program for Excellence in the Arts’ (under the direction of the Minister discussed later in 

this paper), the adherence to peer review and ‘arm’s length’ (from government) determination of 

funding have been sustained as guiding principles from 1973. The Brandis vainglorious ‘Versailles 

model’ of Ministerial determination lived for less than a year in the arts and would be unlikely to 

return. 

The principle of peer review and arm’s length funding assessment of applications was reinstated 

for the arts after the folly of Brandis in 2015. It had clearly become a cornerstone of policy and 

funding practice from the earliest announcements by Whitlam on 13 November 1972, 26 January 

1973 and subsequently in the first introduction of the Australia Council Bill to the Federal Parliament 

on 21 March 1974 by Lionel Bowen and then after the double dissolution election on 23 July 1974 

when the final Act to create the Australia Council was presented by Whitlam himself. However, it 

must be recalled that peer review in that time applied to all policy, allocation priorities and general 

determination over funding applications.

LEGISLATIVE AND ADMINISTRATIVE ACTION 

The speed of delivery of the new statutory authority, the Australia Council, is still remarkable when 

seen from the distance of the forty-six years travelled since then. Whitlam had written to Coombs 

concurrent with the announcement of the Interim Council on 26 January 1973 requesting a report on 

the Council’s future operation and asked that in doing so, he was to take into account the objectives 

outlined in his policy speech of 13 November 1972. An interim report issued from the ‘Interim 

Council’ in May 1973 was introduced to the parliament by Whitlam inviting public commentary on 

the proposed approach for the purpose and structure of the new independent corporation. The interim 

report opined that the powers of the new Council should be used in ways which ‘respect, uphold and 

promote the rights of artists to untrammelled freedom in the practice of their arts’, whereby ‘artists  

and others active in the arts were prominent in the proposed membership while ensuring adequate 

interests of the public generally’.14

In introducing the interim report to the parliament Whitlam said:

The legislation which will follow the council’s final report will be designed not merely to  

improve the material conditions of those engaged in the arts and to widen the range of those 

who participate but to guarantee to the arts the independence without which they cannot  

flourish. Around the world there are great writers whose works never see the light of day in their 

own countries, painters obliged to bend their talents to political dictation, creative talent  

crippled by censorship and control. The legislation will, we hope, be seen as a charter to  

safeguard the integrity of our artists and their works.15 

The final report from the Interim Council was delivered later in 1973 and was tabled in the House of 

Representatives on 8 November by Whitlam. It provided the objectives, framework and core settings 

reflected in the eventual legislation which established the Australia Council. It was finally introduced 

to the House following the double dissolution of 1974 on 23 July by Whitlam himself (although the 

Act wasn’t passed by the Senate until the following February). His second reading speech16 in so many 

ways summarises his policy priorities with crystal clarity. It should therefore be quoted extensively, in 

his own words: 
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14  The Whitlam Government ibid. pp560 15 

Ibid 

16  Hansard 23 July 1974 Australia Council Bill 1974 Second Reading pp485

I believe that the formation of an independent Australia Council will inaugurate a new era of  

vitality and progress in the arts, that creative artists of all kinds will enjoy a new measure of  

security and status in the community and that the Australian people as a whole will have new 

and wider opportunities to participate in the arts and enjoy the emotional, spiritual and 

intellectual rewards which the arts alone can provide. The creation of an independent authority  

for the arts follows the approach adopted in other countries including Britain, Canada, the 

United States of America and New Zealand. It takes into account the need for specialised skills  

and knowledge in the promotion of the arts. At the same time, it recognises that a measure of  

freedom is needed to optimise opportunities for artistic achievement. I believe our proposals 

strike a realistic balance between these two requirements.

I can best describe the Government’s broad objectives for the arts by outlining the policies that 

we intend the new council to follow. These are defined and set out in the Bill. They are 

consistent with numerous statements on the Government’s policy towards the arts which I made 

last year. It will be the first task of the Council to promote excellence in the arts. Next, we want 

it to provide opportunities for people to practise the arts and for the public to appreciate and 

enjoy them. We want to promote the general application of the arts in the community and foster 

the expression of a national identity by means of the arts. We want to uphold the right of  

everyone to freedom of artistic expression. We want to promote a knowledge and appreciation of  

Australian arts in other countries. We want to promote incentives for, and recognition of,  

achievement in the arts. Finally, we want the new Council to encourage the support of the arts  

by the States, local governing bodies and other persons and organisations.

The Government believes there has long been a need to restructure and improve government  

machinery for assistance to the arts if they are to keep pace with the needs and aspirations 

of a growing population and rising levels of education. Government support for the arts has 

developed fitfully over the years17……….

and later in the speech he paid tribute to Dr Coombs with a characteristic flourish:  

It was only in 1968 that the Australian Council for the Arts was established to help, primarily,  

ballet drama and opera. The prime motivator in this development was Dr H. C. Coombs. Dr 

Coombs had been actively associated with the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust in the 1950s 

and was a man deeply committed to the encouragement of Australian cultural life and to the 

recognition of her cultural identity. He was thus very well fitted to undertake the chairmanship 

of the Council. Again in 1972 he advised my Government and took responsibility for setting up 

an extended, more rational and more democratic system for the funding and development of the 

arts than had ever been attempted previously. Australia is deeply indebted to him for his  

outstanding service. Among bankers Dr Coombs is the greatest promoter of the arts since the 

Medici18…… 

and commenting on the replacement of ‘Nugget’ Coombs (who had announced his retirement) by 

Professor Peter Karmel, (being alert to potential antagonists to the Bill) Whitlam said: 

We are particularly fortunate that, at the time of Dr Coombs’ retirement, Professor Peter  

Karmel was willing to assume the chairmanship of the Council. His wide experience as a 

distinguished economist and university and public administrator and his long association with 

programs and enquiries relating to government policy and expenditure will be most valuable in  

providing sound guidelines for government expenditure in the arts.19…… 
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17 Hansard 23 July 1974 pp 485-486

18 Ibid pp 48619  Ibid pp 486

and then to the core issue of independence, representation and rotation of decision makers: 

It is our intention that government support for the arts should not become the province of  

entrenched interests and that it should serve, in the widest possible way, the artistic needs  

and aspirations of the Australian community. Provision has been made, therefore, to rotate 

the membership of the Council and the boards. This procedure has already been followed 

with respect to the necessary appointments made to replace those members whose terms of  

appointment expired on 30 June 197420………

finally in closing, he said:  

Artists have an essential role to play in society. No one can imagine a mature civilisation 

without their contribution. Australia has a rich and distinctive artistic tradition. We have 

produced many renowned and gifted artists - both creators and performers. The Government  

believes they should be able to work in their own country secure in the knowledge that the 

community and the Government place a high value on their contribution to our way of life.  

Unfortunately, this has not always been possible. Too many of our finest talents have been lost  

to overseas. We want to ensure that our greatest artists remain in Australia and prosper in 

Australia, and that the whole Australian community is the richer for their presence. Already this 

is happening. A number of our internationally recognised artists and performers are returning 

to pursue their careers in Australia and others, who would once have gone overseas to find 

opportunities are now finding those opportunities here. I believe that, through the measures in 

this Bill, we will create greater artistic opportunities for all talented Australians. We shall be 

offering to all who by birth or choice have made this country their home the prospect of  

enriching their lives through participation in or appreciation of the arts. I commend the Bill to 

the House.21

The second reading speech stands strong 45 years later as a refreshing statement equally of aspiration 

and dedication to improve the lot of Australian creators in a forthright fashion, because their role was 

seen as core to the national interest and the national future. The principles of artist determination, 

turnover on boards, focus on retention of creators and liberation to their creative ambitions and access 

to their work all resonate as strongly now. 

The action in establishing the Australia Council as an independent statutory corporation would have 

been for nought if it had not been matched with funding commitments which gave real life to its role 

and purpose. As Whitlam said of the initial $14 million appropriation to the new interim Council22: 

In addition to the new administrative structures for the arts, I was determined to give the 

Council the resources it needed for its work. The problem, after all, was urgent. The arts were in  

decline, good people were going overseas, the film industry was moribund, and whole areas of  

the arts were in need of stimulation. I told Battersby that I was proposing an increase of 100 

percent for the council in our first budget representing an amount of $14 million. Battersby was 

later to say that she and Coombs had been in some doubt as to whether they could disburse 

these funds effectively in the time available. That they succeeded in doing so was a tribute to the 

energy and effectiveness of the Council and a reflection of the general impoverishment in which 

the arts had been languishing. 
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In making that statement about a 100% increase in one year, it is difficult to emphasise the fiercely 

severe financial constraints and other resource limitations under which creative life then operated. 

There had long been a remorseless drain of talent overseas for lack of opportunity and from the stifling 

censorship and narrow horizons seen across the previous decades. In fairness Holt and to an even 

greater degree Gorton had seen this as a problem requiring real attention from the Commonwealth. 

Gorton had acted to deliver Holt’s Australian Council for the Arts commitment, albeit modestly. 

Funding for the Council was around $6.7 million in the McMahon government’s budget of 1972/73 

preceding Whitlam’s election. 

Commonwealth Assistance to Australian Composers was absorbed by the new Australia Council - 

unprecedented funding (in our history to this day) flowed to composers. 

Gorton established the Australian Film Development Corporation (AFDC) which received 

parliamentary assent with the passage of its enabling legislation on 17 June 1970. It provided direct 

financial assistance to commercial film production and a small number of films were direct 

beneficiaries from it – initially most notably with the 100 percent financing of the ribald comedy, 

The Adventures of Barry McKenzie (1972 Prod. Phillip Adams, Dir. Bruce Beresford). It was a huge 

domestic success and was one of the first examples of the so called Australian ‘new wave’ in 

cinema. 

The AFDC was subsequently abolished and replaced by Whitlam in 1975 with a new statutory 

authority, the Australian Film Commission (AFC). The AFC incorporated the work of the AFDC and 

the Commonwealth Film Unit (which had been renamed Film Australia and moved to the Department 

of the Media in 1973 and then in 1975 for the first time, enjoyed statutory independence under the new 

AFC). Following a Tariff Board (a precursor to today’s Productivity Commission) review of 1972 the 

AFC was authorised to extend support not only to financing film production but also as set out in 

broad ranging terms in its Act (from 7 July 1975), inter alia11: 

to encourage, whether by the provision of financial assistance or otherwise, the making,  

promotion, distribution and broadcasting of Australian programs; and to promote and distribute 

any programs 

The other functions and heads of power defined in that Act went to the responsibilities for Film 

Australia and educational work. The AFC remit was very much larger and more empowering than 

the fairly constrained, even bland, purpose of the AFDC five years earlier where its remit was solely 

defined as12: 

to encourage the making of Australian films and to encourage the distribution of Australian films 

both within and outside Australia…. and… to exercise its functions with a view to the 

achievement of high technical and artistic standards in Australian films

From the time of the establishment of the AFC film production took flight and together with the action 

to establish and commence operation of the Film School, the film and television production settings for 

Australia had never been better in the post war era. Whitlam acknowledged the earlier pre-war positive 

settings for Australian screen production and was eager to see them restored with a firm underpinning 

of assistance from the Commonwealth government (there had been several inquiries in the post war 

period – the most important of which was the Senate’s ‘Vincent Report’ of 1963 which was pivotal in 

arguing a case for film and television support on the basis both were inextricably related)13. He drew on 

11 Australian Film Commission Act 1975

12 Australian Film Development Corporation Act 1970

13  Senate Select Committee on the ‘Encouragement of Australian Productions for Television.’ The committee was chaired by Senator 
Victor Seddon Vincent and the report was released on 29 October 1963
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that extensive material over the previous decade and more, in fashioning evidence based policy for 

government support. 

The key policy point is that Whitlam aimed to take a holistic approach to policy and execution, and not 

to do things in the previous ‘drip fashion’ which was only half way responsive to identified needs often 

with the bare minimum action required (which often amounted to a simple announcement with limited 

if any, follow up action as seen in previous governments commitments with no follow through on the 

Film and Television School and National Gallery).  

Whitlam acknowledged that creative life needed invigoration and real investment. He recognised that 

creators needed to feel respected and deserved regard as a welcome and important part of the 

nation’s fabric. The government accepted that substantial investment would address the settings and 

opportunities only if it was reliably sustained and integrated in a policy and operational sense. 

For example, the funding of The Australia Council, after the doubling to the $14 million granted in the 

1973/74 year, rose again by 50% (effectively the same $7M increase as the previous year) to $21 

million in the following 1974/75 year. Then, even in the environment of constraint with severe 

economic (let alone political) headwinds in the budget for 1975/76, it was set at an increase of around 

14 percent to $24 million which was immediately reduced under Fraser (and it was not until Hawke 

that funding restitution was made progressively from the 1983/84 budget to the previous 1975/76 

levels). Indeed, Pascoe on leaving the role of Executive Chair, acknowledged that funding under Fraser 

declined in real terms by over 20% and staffing by 35%. 

Whitlam was determined to reliably invest in Australian creators and said in an address to the 

Australian Society for Authors in late 1975 (in what was clearly a time of considerable political tension 

but where he was eager to affirm his commitment again):

“Our critics always assumed that our original commitment [i.e. to the Australia Council] was 

extravagant gesture; it was in fact an integral part of our policy. It is unfortunately all too easy 

to whip up mindless hostility to any public support for artists and writers. Sections of the media 

specialise in this practice. We have given them our answer: the Australian Government remains  

committed to strong continuing support for the arts at every level at every stage. And we’ve put 

our money where our mouth is.” 14

The content of this statement explains the enduring affection and loyalty of the creative community 

from that time, to Whitlam and his policy principles. He stood for the creative community and he stood 

with the community. This was a matter of conviction on his part and a matter of deeply felt public 

responsibility at the heart of the duty of care in government. 

ENDURING RESPECT FROM CREATORS 

The gratitude and affection from creators arising from Whitlam’s unstinting support manifested itself 

for the remainder of Gough and Margaret Whitlam’s lives. It was handsomely demonstrated in the 

recent exhibition at the Whitlam Institute at Western Sydney University, providing first public display 

of a unique collection of artworks gifted to them in 1979 (following Whitlam’s parliamentary 

retirement) from a variety of artists; in tribute, celebration and recognition of their unwavering support 

for the arts and Australian creative and intellectual life. The “Dedicated to the Dedicated” exhibition 

featured unique artworks created by Lloyd Rees (the project’s progenitor) with John Olsen, Brett 

14 ASA Address 26 September 1975 
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Whiteley, John Coburn, Arthur Boyd, and eleven others15 in a unique volume. The exhibition explored 

how Whitlam viewed access to the arts as a fundamental human right and a precondition to a healthy 

democracy. The exhibition comprised the set of unique works in a special bound folio given from the 

artists when they made the tribute to the Whitlams. The folio was gifted from the Whitlam family in 

honour of their parents to the Whitlam Institute after Gough Whitlam’s death in 2014, Margaret having 

predeceased him two years earlier. 

That affection which was offered from the creative community to Gough Whitlam (and Margaret also, 

as her contribution to Australian creative life should never be forgotten) has been transmitted 

justifiably in my view, over the years to Paul Keating. He has earned the respect and affection of the 

creative community for a similar statement of real commitment to creative endeavour seen in the 

substantial Creative Nation announcement made by him in October of 1994, and also for many of his 

other actions in favour of creative endeavour during the Hawke/Keating years of leadership from 1983 

through 1995 especially with creative fellowships to creators and practitioners (and subsequently in 

design delivery of the public realm in developments such as the headland at Barangaroo in Sydney).  

Gorton enjoyed acknowledgement and gratitude from many in the arts community – more for his 

intentions than his delivery, it must be said. However, Gorton aside, only one Coalition minister has 

secured enduring and just recognition (and genuine loyalty from the creative community) in the last 50 

years and that is Bob Ellicott. His high regard follows from his actions in securing the future of the 

film industry in his period as Minister for Home Affairs in the Fraser Ministry from 1977 to 1980 

when he carried the 1980 amendments to the Tax Act known as Division 10BA and for his support of 

the arts generally. But as we all know, the path to disappointing outcomes is often paved with good 

intentions; those tax shelter incentives were ruthlessly used and abused by tax promoters. I was, from 

the time of the 1985 Tax Summit when I was the CEO of the AFC, to toil over three years with Paul 

Keating and his office in a sequence of tough debates, to dismantle those 10BA provisions and in 

1988 establish the Australian Film Finance Corporation in their place. 

ACTIONS ABOUND ON MANY OTHER CULTURAL FRONTS

It would be a mistake to presume anything other than consistent action on a wide variety of fronts in 

addressing the cultural policy intentions of the Whitlam government. 

The Australia Council Act was but the first of many reforms aimed to secure completely renovated 

settings for Australian creative and intellectual endeavour. Action on other fronts saw the 

establishment of the Public Lending Right (PLR) in 1974 (only the second nation to do so, as so often 

in Australia – after New Zealand). Under the PLR authors and illustrators were compensated 

financially for the consumption of their work from public lending libraries, it has been a sustained 

source of income to creators ever since. 

In 1973, preceding the PLR action, the appointment of an interim council for the National Gallery with 

Richard Crebbin as chairman had taken place with James Mollison being confirmed as inaugural 

director. This followed from a desultory two-year term in which the artist Sir Daryl Lyndsay 

eventually resigned as chair of the committee, as his nominee for director, Laurie Thomas, had been 

emasculated. Now there was clear action. 

In February 1973 the Art Acquisitions Committee (formerly the Art Advisory Board) for the new 

Gallery was appointed and the contract for the construction of the new building (from a competition 

15  The others were Edward Binder, Clem Millward, Roderick Shaw, Peter Upward, Hermia Boyd, Bruce Petty, Weaver Hawkins, 
David Boyd, Graeme Inson, Louis James, and Ron Robertson Swann
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initiated and supervised by Lyndsay and his interim committee) designed by the Sydney firm Edwards, 

Madigan, Torzillo and Briggs was issued in April 1973. Construction commenced in November of that 

year and the building was subsequently opened by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in October 1982 

when Malcolm Fraser was Prime Minister. 

Whitlam took his fair share of stick for the independent actions of the Art Acquisitions Committee 

most particularly in its decision to acquire the masterpiece Blue Poles by the American abstract 

expressionist Jackson Pollock. The furore over the acquisition of Blue Poles was remarkable with 

much spirited commentary arising within diverse media outlets across the nation. The price paid for 

Blue Poles ($1,130,000) is now seen as one of the major art bargains of the twentieth century (it is 

currently conservatively valued at $100M plus) but the ferocity and rage against Whitlam and his 

government knew few bounds. In another endearing action for the creative community Whitlam 

resolutely stood by the acquisition and the decision makers responsible for it (at arm’s length from the 

government) – especially the gallery’s then director, Mollison. Speaking subsequently in the House of 

Representatives in 1976 Whitlam defiantly said16: 

Nothing so stirred the cynical resentment and uncomprehending fury of conservatives as the 

purchase of Pollock’s masterpiece, a key painting of the 20th century. It was purchased on the 

recommendation of the acquisitions committee of the National Gallery, four of the five members  

of the committee which recommended the purchase were appointed by the previous Liberal  

government they included the director of the National Gallery, Mr. James Mollison, who was 

appointed in October 1971 by a Liberal government. The value of the painting is difficult to  

assess but to anyone who still regards Blue Poles as a waste of money I merely say this: let him 

sell it.

Other actions on the museum front included the establishment of the first orderly review of Museums 

and National Collections (state and federal) under Peter Piggott with a view to better documentation, 

information sharing and prioritisation in the approach to managing collections in the national interest. 

Predictably this was not without controversy and was resented bitterly by many state politicians and 

institutions.  

Whitlam was keen to redress the failings in the care and management of records and collections not 

only of an artistic character but also critically in the archives of the nation where his government 

commissioned a review from Dr W. Kaye Lamb (the former Dominion Archivist of Canada) into 

Australia’s Commonwealth Archives Office (which had been separated from the National Library in 

1961 with the constitution of the Library as an entity separate from the Parliamentary Library). 

The report from Lamb was tabled in the House of Representatives in early 1974 by Lionel Bowen to 

coincide with the identified announcement of policy action to enhance the management of the national 

archives with an Archives Office which would become a statutory office to be known as the Australian 

Archives and which has subsequently been built up substantially as the National Archives of Australia. 

However, there is no sign of foundation affiliation or obligation to the only Prime Minister in 

Australian history truly devoted to the care and proper management of the national archives, in 

Whitlam.  

Only recently, the Archives has offered a vigorous rejection of a request for release under its Act 

(and established release protocols) of the correspondence between H.M. Queen Elizabeth II and the 

Governor General Sir John Kerr in relation to the dismissal of the Whitlam Government. The National 

Archives contends that this is private correspondence subject to rules set by Kerr and with possible 

dependency on the palace’s permission for release. A matter at time of writing, where the High Court 

has granted leave to appeal. 

16 Hansard 7 October 1976 Australia Council Amendment Bill pp 1683
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An inveterate reader and considerable scholar Whitlam also was devoted to enhancing the position of 

the National Library and ensured early legislative action for the library with the National Library Act  

of 1973 aimed at improving the delivery of comprehensive library and information services nationally 

including cooperative endeavour with the states – again not without controversy but always in the 

service of a noble principle as to the quality of library service delivery across the nation. A report from 

the noted librarian Warren Horton was commissioned in 1973 to inquire into the manifest inadequacies 

of the delivery of library services across Australia with which Whitlam was really, quite surprisingly, 

familiar. The ‘Horton Report’ was subsequently delivered to the Fraser government (coincidentally 

Warren Horton later became a Director General of the National Library). 

It was through the National Library that Whitlam forged his close relationship with Kenneth Baillieu 

Myer who was appointed as chair in 1973 by Whitlam, a position he occupied until 1982. Whitlam 

gave the first of the lectures named by the National Library in honour of Kenneth Myer (for his 

extended service to the Library) on the 5th April 1990. It is a fascinating speech dedicated to public 

policy and the duty of those in the public realm to care for its creation and the institutions which 

nourish public life. 

I first read the inaugural Kenneth Myer Address when I was preparing my own Kenneth Myer Address 

for the National Library in 2016. Whitlam’s was entitled ‘National Collecting Institutions’ and made 

some wonderful, at times unsurprisingly colourful, observations about national leadership and our 

national institutions and their history; highlighting the overwhelming obligation of politicians to 

observe their duty of care to knowledge and its protection as being central to the national future. These 

observations reflected a devotion in his developed cultural policy to the central importance of strong 

national institutions. 

Another oft forgotten initiative of the government was seen in the Indemnity Program for Touring 

Exhibitions coming from major international institutions such as that from the Museum of Modern Art 

in April 1975 (for $70M) and subsequently for the planned Chinese exhibition of major archaeological 

finds (insured for $200M to secure it in 1975). That exhibition only made it to Australia because of the 

predisposition of the Chinese authorities towards Whitlam following from early recognition of the 

People’s Republic. Whitlam also concluded cultural agreements with numerous countries 

internationally reflecting a thoughtful sense of the value of ‘soft diplomacy’ well before it become 

fashionable in modern political discourse. 

It was fitting that Whitlam should subsequently become chair of the National Art Gallery – a post 

he held from 1987 to 1990. His passion for the institution was very real and his knowledge of its 

Australian and international collection, prodigious. 

Whitlam was always an enthusiast about architecture and authorised another commission from the firm 

Edwards, Madigan, Torzillo and Briggs (again as a result from a design competition) to design the 

High Court of Australia adjacent to the Gallery, in September 1975. 

In addition to the Australian Film Commission Act of 1975 Whitlam had earlier acted on the matter of 

the Australian Film and Television School which had been in virtual limbo since the initial 1970 report 

to Gorton from Peter Coleman (the then chair of an interim council for the FTS), Barry Jones (a keen 

cineaste and then chair of the Australian Film Institute) and leading filmmaker and prominent media 

figure Phillip Adams.

Whitlam acted in February 1973 making the appointment of the Polish film maker Jerzy Toeplitz (who 

had previously visited Australia to advise on the establishment of a Film and Television School in late 

1970 and then remained as a guest of La Trobe University) to the position of Director of the new Film 
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and Television School (it was known initially as the ‘FTS’ and was renamed in 1976 as the Australian 

Film Television and Radio School – AFTRS).  

The Film and Television School Bill was subsequently introduced in the House of Representatives on 

31 May 1973 (a busy month for cultural matters in the parliament after the earlier tabling of the 

Interim Report on the Australia Council) with restatement of the first principles on which the school 

would operate under the leadership of Toeplitz.

It was enthusiastically supported by John Gorton immediately after Whitlam’s second reading speech 

in which Gorton clearly felt finally vindicated after the three-year delay attaching to any action at all 

from the report of the Coleman, Jones, Adams committee made to him back in 1970: 

I am more than glad that this bill has been introduced. It does bring to fruition and conclusion a 

very admirable initiative taken by the Government before last. For myself, I agree with the lines  

on which it is to be established and the tasks which it is to carry out. The 5- acre site which is to  

be bought from the Macquarie University will be adequate for the school.17

Victorian Labor polymath and valued colleague of Whitlam, Barry Jones AC was subsequently named 

as inaugural chair in June and Whitlam opened the FTS at its temporary North Ryde premises in 

August 1973. 

The School operates to this day although its focus has changed quite profoundly from the clear 

prioritisation to the cultivation of individual, exceptionally talented students to realise their full 

creative capacity; as witnessed in the initial inductees such as Phillip Noyce and Gillian Armstrong; 

and shortly after many other remarkable talents including Jane Campion and the two 

cinematographers: - the late brilliant Andrew Lesnie and equally talented Dion Beebe (all three being 

Academy Award winners).18

AUSTRALIAN CONTENT AND CLASSIFICATION:  REGULATION, 

MANAGEMENT AND INNOVATION

The ABC was a substantial beneficiary from the Whitlam government with significant appropriation 

increases of around fifty percent in the first two years of government and a trebling of capital 

provisioned to it for the costs of FM radio delivery and colour conversion for television – both of 

which were early decisions taken by Whitlam to enhance the quality and range of broadcast service 

delivery to Australians (married with the removal of television licence fees which was avowedly 

popular). Allocations to increase the level of Australian production by the ABC were central to the 

heart of the government’s media agenda and saw a blossoming in production values and volume 

equally, including increased news and current affairs output.  

Regulatory action was also key to the operation of television policy where the Australian Broadcasting 

Control Board (ABCB) introduced a new regime for minimum levels of Australian content generally 

and for children’s content specifically as license conditions for operators (with the ABC volunteering 

for the first and only time in its history, to match the levels required of commercial licensees). 

The ABCB regulatory change was introduced in the first year of the Whitlam government and the new 

rules took effect (much to the chagrin of licensees) from August 1973. A ‘points system’ for qualifying 

17 Hansard 31 May 1973 Film and Television School Bill pp 2943

18  American Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences – award for ‘The Piano’ Best Screenplay – Jane Campion 1994; award for 
‘The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring’ Best Cinematography Andrew Lesnie 2002; award for ‘Memoirs of a Geisha’ 
Best Cinematography Dion Beebe 2006
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content was introduced with minimum output ‘points’ levels as a firm floor to increased programming 

levels of original Australian work (with points allocated as to type and quality of programs produced 

with higher allocations for children’s, documentary and drama programming). Australian values and 

lifestyles, Australian stories and voices were now being set free across the airwaves in markedly 

boosted quantity where they met a voracious unfulfilled need from the people to hear their own stories 

countering a tidal wave of programming from the UK and USA where streets of London and New 

York were more familiar than Sydney and Melbourne.

Similar action was taken to introduce a minimum ‘needle time’ quota for Australian music on radio – 

10% of total broadcast time by September of 1973. Together with the introduction of FM radio and 

fresh licences for new entrants (and with an allied movement to introduce diverse ‘community access’ 

radio licences), the landscape of Australian radio was transformed dramatically by 1975. This was 

immensely popular and saw the first real new operators entering Australian media since the issue of 

various regional broadcasting licences from the time of Menzies. The days of ‘crony based’ licensing 

were going.

There were, at least on radio, new voices for the very first time. Apart from the licensed TEN network 

which had entered the television landscape in the mid-1960s Australia’s oligopolistic media had no 

substantial new entrants offering different approaches and importantly vigorous competition until the 

radio initiatives taken under Whitlam and his media ministers, Doug McClelland and Moss Cass. 

In all of Whitlam’s actions there is the continuing refrain of: policy securing equality; involving 

the people in national decision making processes; and the aspiration to create a better society 

through the liberation of the talents and uplifting of the horizons of the people. This lay at the 

heart of Whitlam’s obsession with democracy and its institutions. The public obligation to offer 

support to creators, to take action on film, television and radio, and to underpin the expansion 

of grand collecting and performing arts institutions was all taken with a view to buttressing a 

distinctly independent Australian democracy – one where prospects for its citizenry were 

uniquely enhanced from firm national foundations and stimulated creativity. 

Another key cultural arena for major reform by Whitlam was seen when the government changed the 

Australian approach to censorship, moving from an essentially tight, restrictive model which was 

highly intrusive and interventionist to a contemporary, transparent and accountable approach with 

classification (with content guidance categorisations like ‘R’, ‘M’, ‘PG’ and ‘G’)19 at its core. The 

changes followed from a policy considered and not acted on by the McMahon government. It espoused 

a core redirection in focus, whereby classification and clarity in identification of the nature of material 

became the new paradigm with direct banning of material having now become the exception. Whilst 

restrictions were still possible over certain material, this was intended for application only at the outer 

limits of that which would be considered acceptable by the general community. It was another aspect 

of comprehensive policy reform and was adopted very early in the Whitlam administration (with an 

action to release the film Portnoy’s Complaint with an R classification six days after electoral victory). 

Whitlam was also to appoint one of the youngest senior officials in Australian history when James 

Spigelman was made the Secretary of the Department of the Media on 30 June 1975 at the tender age 

of 29. Spigelman, until the Department of the Media appointment, had served as senior adviser and 

principal private secretary to Whitlam from 1972. He continued in a distinguished legal career with 

service as the Chief Justice of NSW from 1998 until 2011; Lieutenant Governor of NSW from 1998 

until 2012 and Chair of the ABC from 2012 to 2017.

19  R stood for restricted to person over 18 years of age; M stood for suggested viewing by citizens over 15 years of age; PG stood for 
parental guidance recommended; and G stood for suitable for general availability. 
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Spigelman’ s appointment was not unusual as Whitlam gave young men and women an opportunity 

to display their gifts and to make major contributions to the policy actions of the government or in 

other diverse positions of government. Peter Wilenski was for example appointed as the Secretary of 

the Department of Labor and Immigration at the age of 35, well beyond accepted Canberra protocol 

of the day and John Menadue became Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet at 

just 40 years of age. Elizabeth Reid was the world’s very first advisor on women’s affairs to a head of 

government when she was appointed by Whitlam at the age of 30 in April 1973. This was a 

government unafraid to pioneer its approach to key appointments and to pursue fresh policy 

approaches. It was all part of the chemistry of his government which provided an entirely different 

attitude to talent and policy formulation. 

WHAT HAPPENED SINCE WHITLAM? PROGRESS  FROM THE 

COMMONWEALTH TO THE STATES

The Whitlam government was in office at a time when for the first time in the modern era, the States 

seriously invested in new cultural infrastructure – The Perth Concert Hall (opened 26 January 1973), 

the Adelaide Festival Centre (opened 2 June 1973), the Sydney Opera House (opened October 20 

1973), and The Victorian Arts Centre (commenced earthworks in 1973) were all active projects in his 

period in office. The Queensland Performing Arts Centre followed with preliminary work commencing 

in 1976. Public demand for performances and cultural activity expanded accordingly and in response 

to both the significant injection of federal funds in 1973, 74 and 75 and the state increases which 

followed, saw a transformed arts outlook by the late 1970s which would have been unimaginable a 

decade earlier. 

State theatre companies were all reliably established (after some very rocky moves on the way) and the 

audiences for symphony orchestras, chamber music and a wide variety of dance and other performing 

arts increased significantly. Whitlam’s actions provided a necessary security for the funding of the 

major performing companies which were to occupy the state constructed venues and grow quite 

dramatically over the following decades. The States were in many instances humbled into providing 

better continuing operational funding than had been the case in sporadic provisioning before Whitlam. 

In many ways the Australia Council’s existence forged new activity and commitment from the States 

and municipalities. The Australia Council worked hard to achieve common objectives (often in the 

face of belligerent State responses). The policy actions of the Whitlam government stimulated 

remarkable growth and confidence equally in every aspect the nation’s creative life. 

In film and television, the growth in production was pronounced with the advent of new State agencies 

to sponsor film and television being created to capture production in their own domains. This was 

directly in response to the actions of the Commonwealth initiatives with the AFDC under Gorton and 

then the consolidation with the AFC under Whitlam and his opening of the FTS. The first State body 

was in South Australia under the visionary Premier Don Dunstan with the South Australian Film 

Corporation opening in 1972. The NSW Film Corporation commenced in 1977 (now known as Screen 

NSW). Queensland followed with the establishment of the Queensland Film Corporation in the same 

year (now known as Screen Queensland) about which there were some serious corruption scandals 

well known to Premier Bjelke-Petersen’s administration. Film Victoria followed in 1981 and WA with 

the Western Australian Film Corporation the following year (now known as Screen West after 

absorbing a variety of functions a few years ago). Tasmania even briefly had a Tasmanian Film 

Corporation from 1977 to 198320. All these initiatives (excepting SA) were direct corollaries from the 

20  The TFC was established by two remarkable figures in Australian film’s regeneration – both graduates from the rich experience of 
the then Commonwealth Film Unit and the South Australian Film Corporation – Gil Brealey (Chair) and Malcolm Smith (CEO) 
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action of the Commonwealth in injecting funds and developing a more sophisticated approach to 

encouraging and underpinning activity through development and production finance and allied bold 

regulatory and training action.

Museums and Galleries have expanded with the Commonwealth establishing the National Maritime 

Museum (an initiative of the Hawke Government for the Australian Bicentenary 1988 but opened in 

1991), the Museum of Australia (opened in 2001 but deriving from a core element of the Piggot 

Museums’ Report of 1975 which had been commissioned by Whitlam), the National Portrait Gallery 

(an initiative promoted privately by the Darling family, initiated by the Howard Government and 

opened in 2008 ) and the Museum of Australian Democracy (opened in 2008 after a long gestation 

following from the new Parliament House opening in 1988). There have been numerous diverse fresh 

initiatives in the States in this sector.

EVOLUTION AND ACTION ON FILM  AND 

TELEVISION SUPPORT

As mentioned earlier, the Commonwealth under the Fraser government had enacted a tax shelter based 

scheme in 1980 to support qualifying film and television productions under the Division 10BA of the 

Income Tax Assessment Act initially where eligible expenditure was written off at the rate of 150% 

and where there was a tax exemption for the 50% (against budgeted expenditure) of returns, which 

reduced the level of risk to 10% of capital deployed. Obviously it was unusually, even lavishly, 

generous. 

This went through two cycles of change under the Hawke/Keating government initially to 133/33 

balance in 1983 and then 120/20 in 1985. It was eventually abolished in 1988 being replaced with a 

100% write off deduction and the establishment of the Australian Film Finance Corporation in late 

1988 under a process and implementation which I had negotiated with Paul Keating, Bob Hawke and 

the Cabinet when I was CEO of the Australian Film Commission (from 1984 through 1988). Film 

Australia was set up as an independent enterprise separately from the AFC in late 1988. Twenty 

years later the new body Screen Australia was established, and the Australian Film Commission, 

Film Australia and Film Finance Corporation were all abolished and the NFSA set up as an 

independent statutory authority. 

Fraser established the Special Broadcasting Service in 1977. It was an initiative which had a ready 

resonance in one of the world’s most multicultural societies. Especially through radio it has provided 

an invaluable connection to immigrant communities above all through language, with connection to 

news and culture from original birthplaces. The television service also changed the landscape of 

media, expanding Australians’ perspective on societies around the world, as represented by the 

ethnographic fabric of their nation and with the addition of the National Indigenous Television Service 

from 2012 (established under Communications Minister Helen Coonan in the Howard Government in 

2007 as an independent body) has continued to lead in Indigenous issues and media, substantially. In a 

disappointing public policy reflection, its funding has been static since 2007. 

In 1992 the new Broadcasting Services Bill was introduced and established a fresh framework for the 

operation of broadcasting with the advent of new licences for Subscription Television under heavily 

regulated conditions. The Broadcasting Services Act has had a number of subsequent changes although 

most have been half formed and incredible as it may seem, the Act still ignores the reality of the 

internet which has no regulatory overview to speak of; and is treated preferentially in comparison with 

all licensed services and the obligations under which they must operate.  
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TRANSFORMATIVE ACTION FOR LITERATURE  FROM 

WHITLAM’S CHANGES 

In Literature there was a burgeoning of activity with a huge expansion in published and consumer 

purchased Australian work, transformative change in school curricula and action to sponsor the 

vocation of writing through the delivery of a significantly, indeed dramatically, expanded program of 

living fellowships for writers with over 196 writer fellowships awarded and a total of $1.6M spent in 

1975. 

In fact, the Literature Board is an exemplar of the changes made by Whitlam. In the 1974/75 year21 

there were 73 Novelist Fellowships (including such diverse authors as Glenys Tomasetti, Don’o Kim, 

Maslyn Williams, Ruth Park, Gerald Murnane, Roger McDonald, Morris Lurie, Tom Kenealley, 

Barbara Jefferis, Jessica Anderson, Murray Bail, and Vera Collins), 10 Short Story Writer Fellowships 

(including Frank Moorhouse, Carmel Kelly and Judith Rodriguez), 46 Poetry Fellowships (the most 

celebrated being to Les Murray), 26 Playwriting Fellowships (including Alma de Groen, Bob Ellis, 

Ron Blair and Dorothy Hewitt), 25 Non Fiction Fellowships (including Anne Summers, Eric Rolls, 

Mary Durack, Hal Porter, Humphrey McQueen and Sandra Hall) and 7 Children’s Writer 

Fellowships (including Ivan Southall and Elizabeth McIntyre). Clearly all were and are celebrated 

writers in the canon of Australian literature and for the first time they were being recognised and 

generously supported. There were also in the 1974/75 financial years a set of 18 Pensions awarded 

(where names were historically kept private) maintaining the same discrete payment system from the 

former CLF which went back to 1908 but which sadly, has subsequently ceased. 

BACKWARD STEPS –  THREATS TO INDEPENDENCE AND 

FUNDING

The intervention by Brandis in 2015 mentioned briefly earlier in this paper where the Minister (with 

‘assistance’ from his department) acted to be the sole arbiter as to certain funding outcomes, saw an 

appropriation taken from the allocation to the Australia Council of $104 million over a proposed four 

year period. This was hugely controversial and after a major Senate inquiry, was abandoned by his arts 

portfolio successor Senator Mitch Fifield. The unsound action seen with the Brandis ‘Versailles 

Model’ of direct ministerial funding decision intervention mirrored trends with direct ministerial 

intervention in the management of Australian Research Council Grant (ARCG) processes overriding 

peer review recommendations for the humanities. It is still a live national policy issue since early 

ARCG action by Brendon Nelson in 2005 and more recently from Simon Birmingham in 2017 and 

2018. This has strong overlays of the distant past in the 1950s and 1960s when political judgements on 

grantees and appointees ‘appropriateness’ were commonplace with the CLF, where ministerial 

authority overrode independent peer review and recommendation. It is an ominous shadow indeed and 

is as yet quite unresolved in terms of the Commonwealth’s respect for independent peer review in 

some sensitive areas of research or other specialist grant making and policy determination. 

The Crean commissioned review of the Australia Council (or Australia Council [for the Arts] as it had 

been renamed in a branding sense some years previously although still operating under the Australia 

Council Act 2013) promised funding increases of $75M over four years which did not eventuate with 

the change of government and has never been reinstated.  

There is always a fundamental danger in looking at the past to have some sentimental attachment to it: 

it can seem rosier and so much better through the fog of memory; ’the vibe’; and the unreliable nature 

21 Australia Council Annual Report 1974/75 
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of relevant data over the following decades. Sadly, the state of official records is to say the least, 

uneven. Frankly in most instances reliable records are a real mess – especially for long range tracking 

purposes (e.g. all grants were published individually in annual reports in 1973, 74, and 75 but are not 

any longer in the Annual Reports of the Australia Council). 

In a digital world the information becomes harder to track reliably because of uneven management 

of the records database and the difficulty of comparison across the decades as policies have made 

major shifts in responsibilities for programs and their management and reporting. Many decision and 

reporting materials have gone into a vast digital chasm with two simple instances as an example: in 

the move of the funding of the State symphony orchestras from the ABC to the Australia Council 

under Keating; and the move of the National Film and Sound Archive (NFSA) from the National 

Library to become a separate institution within the then Home Affairs Department in 1984 during 

the Hawke government (and subsequently a statutory authority in 2008 after a brief four year period 

as ScreenSound Australia within the Australian Film Commission between 2003 and 2007). There 

has been a difficulty in making ‘apple for apple’ comparisons ever since. Comparisons in film and 

television assistance between the early AFDC, AFC days through the 10BA tax concessions and on 

into the various direct and indirect measures now render effective analysis virtually impossible. 

The ‘devils in the data details’ have become enormously challenging with the effluxion of time and the 

difficulty of uninterrupted data tracking as compounded by the absence of any central reliable source 

of the relevant core detail across the cultural sphere, notwithstanding the valiant efforts of some 

academics such as Professor David Throsby at Macquarie University and some periodic partial work 

undertaken by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) since 2007/08.

From the information available, there is a general view that funding has declined in real terms steadily 

over the last two decades. In some instances, it is now hitting a nadir from which urgent corrective 

action is required. 

The Literature Board again provides a pertinent and fertile example. Funding had grown to $4.2 M by 

the time of the 1991/92 budget - which compares with $4.2M, $4.1M and $4.7M across the three 

years to 2017/18, demonstrating an arresting decline. It provides real evidence of an unusually harsh 

real term reduction across 45 years and to put it starkly a halving of the basis of literary funding from 

that provided in 1975. Simple constant dollars would have seen the funding at $8M by 2018 without 

allowing for the huge population growth (which has increased by 90% from 13.38M in 1973 to an 

estimated 25.42M in 2019), and dramatically increased education activity (and professional growth in 

the size of the literary community) in the ensuing 45-year period. In order to simply maintain parity 

with 1975 budget after taking the inflation, population growth and other factors into account then the 

current level of funding would be at least $12M and probably considerably higher. 

Without seeking to be divisive, the conservative side of politics (which in fairness has invariably been 

the progenitor of so called ‘culture wars’ and the consistent delivery agent of reduced funding since the 

mid-seventies) had already reduced Literature Board funding to $1.4 M by 1977/78 with 84 

Fellowships awarded across all literature compared with 196 only three financial years earlier. At the 

same time it had introduced a separate direct funding model for the Australian Ballet, The Australian 

Opera (as it was then known) and the two AETT orchestras which supported them, so that the large 

opera and ballet companies never suffered corresponding cuts as other art forms did. In particular, as 

seen in the cuts made to individual creators which, with the exception of the Hawke/Keating years, 

have continued an unabated and genuinely perilous decline. The position has been compounded with 

the separation of almost 30 major organisations which now enjoy preferential funding and treatment so 

that creator support to individual writers, composers, visual artists and craftspeople is now very much 
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lower in real terms than in 1973/74. A poor state of affairs, and a demonstration of pretty clear benign 

political neglect from 1996 onwards (to express it with maximum restraint). 

A refreshing source of objective appraisal was seen in the recent first report22 from A New Approach – 

an independent think tank championing effective investment and return in Australian arts and  culture23 

– released on 10 September 2019. The report examined funding over the decade from 2007/08 to 

2017/18 and pointed to a per capita decline in funding of 4.9% in that period across the three tiers of 

government with a marked 18.9% decline in federal funding, and some substitution funding increases 

from state and territory governments (up by 3.9%) and local government (up by 11%).  

The report indicated that in the 21st Century OECD member states have on average, reported 

expenditure on culture, recreation and religion at 1.11% of GDP exceeding the Australian figure of 

0.77%. For the most recent year for which comparative data is available (2017), Australia ranked 26 

out of 33 members nations for expenditure as a proportion of GDP.36  

Whilst the tonality of this first report of an intended Insight Research Series by A New Approach is 

measured; the underlying trends and evidence of funding decline are severe and a source of real 

concern. The substitution effect as between state and municipal funding as compared with federal 

declines doesn’t derogate from the overall trend downwards. In my view it provides a sober clarion 

call for corrective action responsively. The report is well worth reading and is available from  https://

www.humanities.org.au/new-approach/report1/  

From other data and commentary that is available one can observe the following:

• the activity in film and television survives and enjoys relatively healthy levels of support and 

production activity; although the new international streaming world, declines in domestic 

broadcasting economics and severe challenge to cinema as a medium, blockbusters aside, for the 

types of movies which Australia has generally produced, all represent very real challenges

• investment in video content through a variety of mechanisms has stabilised although the settings 

are considerably strained

• the ABC has suffered continued budget erosion and accordingly has been seriously subdued in 

capability, ambition and output levels of original Australian content and with seriously subdued 

commitment to documentary in particular 

• regulatory action on Australian content has diminished which is likely to continue to be contested 

in public policy processes severely, even though the content tsunami from other nations rises 

relentlessly confronting the security of Australian story telling   

• performing arts have had sustained audience growth although the current public funding limits 

are now such that they affect the scope of productions, season lengths and often challenge the 

economic viability of many companies due to the perilous dependence on box office 

performance due to static or declining funding 

• the symphony orchestras and opera in particular have challenges from essentially dependent 

economic models which exhibit in some instances, without additional government support, grave 

boundaries

22 The Big Picture: Public Expenditure on Artistic, Cultural and Creative Activity in Australia 10 September 2019. 

23 A New Approach was established in 2018 and was created through a $1.65 million commitment by The Myer Foundation, the Tim 

Fairfax Family Foundation and the Keir Foundation, under lead delivery partner, the Australian Academy of the Humanities. 36  Page 

15 of The Big Picture report
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• original primary creators in music, writing, the visual arts and crafts have undoubtedly suffered 

the most intensely severe declines in real funding matched with bumpy conditions for their 

creative work resulting in unprecedented economic pressure for those vocations across the board

• appointments of an avowedly political nature to numerous boards in the cultural arena have 

changed the character, determination, authority and independence in their advocacy and 

operation equally  

• self-censorship has become a pernicious factor in the creative milieu where unwelcome views 

and perspectives are now often met from government with punitive responses which stifle 

sustained dialogue or debate as to alternatives, let alone allowing for or perish the thought, 

encouraging any measure of dissent

• adequate funds for fresh initiatives, experimental work and effective international promotion of 

Australian work have declined consistently over the last 25 years with profound consequences 

for the perception of Australian work internationally 

• there has been strong encouragement of private philanthropy, however although welcome, it 

hasn’t begun to meet the decline in real terms of Commonwealth funding and yet there is clearly 

a disturbing trend to see private substitution for public funding as a preferred pathway; and 

finally

• the quality of education in the arts (with some exceptions in the private sector) has never been 

poorer in access, quality or more uneven in teaching standards and resourcing. 

The Australia Council itself has over the last three years comprised between ten and eleven members 

of whom only three have been active creative workers. It is a far cry from the artist dominance at 

inception and has worrisomely, an additional entitlement protocol for a permanent observer from the 

Minister’s department at its meetings (a resident spy for want of a better term); decidedly hard to 

characterise as independent. 

Independent public advocacy from the Australia Council, Screen Australia, any other mainstream 

Federal or State funding bodies (or from federal and state collecting institutions) has been substantially 

absent from the landscape over at least the last decade to a point where it is impossible to cite hard 

evidence of it having occurred. A sign of newfound harmony or rather an example of the stymying of 

argument in the cultural sphere generally? 

The absence of empowerment to creators over policy, priorities and initiatives is contrary to the most 

basic elements in Whitlam’s program emphases. In fact, the ‘peer assessment’ model is now confined 

(with the exception of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander work) to funding reviews over applications 

rather than to setting core policy priorities which as stated earlier was the essence of the Whitlam 

transformation in setting a new course. 

CONCLUSION – THE CHALLENGE AHEAD IS LARGE

The government of EG Whitlam was to live but three short years, however evidence clearly 

demonstrates that the deep resonances from that time in the arts, education and with many primary 

cultural institutions have ensured its impact is with us still. Long after the torments his government 

experienced have been placed in context and perspective (although shrill, invariably determinedly 

coloured, commentary is still more common than not), the legacy is secure. It was a government which 

delivered a national policy and resourcing reset of profound importance to our nation. 
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In the marked devotion to Australian creative and intellectual life and aspiration his is a government 

beyond compare with any other (excepting that of PJ Keating’s leadership from December 1991 to 

March 1996). They stand alone as governments genuinely dedicated to supportive, innovative and 

empowering policy for Australian cultural achievement. In the course travelled by the nation since 

Federation it is a legacy which remains unchallenged.  

The essence of the difference Whitlam offered, and which has embedded him in Australian 

consciousness and memory so indelibly, was proved in his having: - an extraordinarily well developed 

comprehensive policy program; a confidence in taking bold reformist action; and in empowering those 

in creative vocations to take charge of their own destiny. He regarded intellect, creativity and 

empowerment of cultural institutions as being equally important to the health of the national 

future as Medibank was. 

Since his time the erosion of too many of the primary values he represented has resulted in a sad 

descent into a miasma of mindless process and mediocrity, often on the altar of anxiety about negative 

reaction and populist fearmongering. It represents a resistible aspect of what I term the ‘unwavering 

march of the general ignorance’ which pervades so much of modern discourse. It has resulted in steady 

diminishment of investment to the detriment of cultural endeavour in Australia’s national ambition. 

Without reinvestment the outlook is one, even after allowing for improved philanthropy, which is 

increasingly challenged.

Whitlam would have none of that and nor should we. His record still stands as unique reflecting 

attributes of originality, unbridled conviction and a quest for confident reform in the service of the 

common good. 

Whitlam led a government driven from a recognition that the most basic need for Australia to prosper 

into the future is to harvest rewards which are only available to a society which understands its whole 

future is predicated on courageous investment in its people and the realisation of their creative and 

intellectual potential. 

Ironically as we move into the mainstream 21st century too often discussion about core policy issues 

degenerates into binary arguments where polarity in positions provides the bedrock of ‘debate’, rather 

than there being a quest for an agreed information base and a dialogue as to the range of possible 

solutions, with a disciplined assessment as to relative merits on potential outcomes and priorities. 

All said and done Australia has comparative advantage in few things beyond leadership in aspects of 

agriculture, mining, niche often hi-tech engineering (and manufacturing), some areas of advanced 

research and lifestyle. If we are to secure a better future for our nation, then the real repository of our 

wealth rests in our people and their innate capacities as guided by their intellectual development and 

creative capability.

Our people provide the lynchpin of our future and the arts in a broad sense are central to enabling their 

inherent potential to be liberated, encouraged, developed and resourced. Australia will fail the future if 

the shortcomings in our current direction are not addressed transparently and boldly with a view to 

releasing the creative potential of the nation.  

In a nation that embraces that confident view and celebrates excellence and its pursuit as the central 

tenets of a true commonwealth, then nothing can stand in its way. Australia’s destiny to achieve a 

better, fairer society which is positioned to confront its challenges confidently will only ever come 

from the mainspring of knowledge and creativity. 
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I remain at core, optimistic about the long-range potential of our country because of the remarkable 

talent of individual Australians seen in numerous arenas. However, without reliable and significantly 

enhanced policy and financial support from the Commonwealth, that optimism will remain qualified 

and more muted than would be normally the case. The policy issues affecting intellectual and creative 

endeavour (or rather, the absence of real policy and consequential underfunding) require urgent 

attention. They have not been addressed effectively for over two decades - a long time in the modern 

aspirational life of Australia. This strange inability to confront evident deficiency occurs when the 

need for serious increased investment in artistic, thought and knowledge-based endeavour has never 

been greater, at any point in our history.

There is much work to be done to restore the type of confident forward-looking standpoint enunciated 

by Gough Whitlam on 13 November 1972 and pursued resolutely by him ever after. The political 

policy challenge ahead for those who recognise the primacy of that approach remains remarkably 

substantial and at a time when the political settings are more polarised than ever before and markedly 

disinclined to support that type of bold vision.  
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