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Chapter 6 

Photography, Aboriginal Rights and the 1967 Australian Referendum 

Melissa Miles 

 

 

The 1967 referendum for change to the Australian constitution has acquired 

extraordinary significance in Australian social history as a turning point towards 

greater recognition for Indigenous rights. For Indigenous activist Charles Perkins, the 

referendum was a ‘moment of truth’ that promised to tell ‘whether the white people 

really are interested in our welfare or rights’.1 The extraordinarily successful 

campaign for change provides a powerful case study of the potential of photographs 

to help define and challenge the meaning of the public sphere, and determine who 

counts as a member of the public. Central to the success of the campaign for 

constitutional change was a pervasive visual culture in which photographs of 

Aboriginal children were used on posters, handbills, pamphlets, newspapers, public 

meetings and protests as an emotive focal point for debate. This chapter examines 

those photographs, as well as the broader photography of race relations that 

contextualized them, to offer insight into the operation of photography in the 

formation and reformation of the public sphere in Australia. Here the public sphere is 

defined as a space for the generation and communication of public opinion, and a 

realm for ‘marshaling public opinion as a political force’, for holding officials 

accountable and for assuring that ‘the actions of the state express the will of the 

citizenry’.2 The chapter underscores the value of photography in this process by 

considering its special role as a medium of visibility in the public sphere, and its place 

in facilitating transnational conceptions of the public.  
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The 1967 Referendum for Constitutional Change 

It is perhaps not surprising that when it was finalized in 1901, the Constitution of the 

Commonwealth of Australia barely acknowledged Aboriginal people. The 

Constitution was drafted at two conventions in the 1890s, and neither convention 

included any women, Indigenous people or representatives of ethnic communities 

other than Anglo-Australians.3 In most cases, Indigenous people were not eligible to 

vote for the delegates to the Convention, and therefore had no official representative 

at the event. Politically marginalized, dispossessed of much of their lands and viewed 

as a ‘dying race’ at that time, Indigenous people were almost entirely absent from the 

final document.  

Yet there were two sections in the Constitution that did refer directly to 

Indigenous people. By framing them as an exception to the federal Parliament’s law-

making responsibilities, section 51 (xxvi) held that the state governments should be 

charged with making laws concerning Aboriginal people. Section 127 also noted that 

Aboriginal people should not be included in reckoning the official population of the 

states and the Commonwealth. These discriminatory sections caught the attention of 

Aboriginal rights campaigners in the late 1950s who successfully petitioned the 

federal government to hold a referendum to change them. These laws were seen as 

more than simply a remnant of colonial policies. During the early- to mid-twentieth 

century they had an indirect impact upon the lives of Indigenous people by making 

them subject to discriminatory state laws regarding matters like control over their own 

children, receipt of award wages and freedom of movement.  

When the referendum was held on 27 May 1967, Australians were asked in a 

compulsory vote whether section 51 (xxvi) should be changed to omit the words that 
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passed the responsibility of law-making concerning Aboriginal people to the states, 

and whether the whole of section 127 should be repealed so that Aboriginal people 

would be counted in the census. The result was overwhelming – producing the highest 

vote in favour of constitutional change ever recorded in a federal referendum – 90.77 

per cent voted ‘yes’ to these amendments. This victory is all the more striking 

considering that very few constitutional referenda have been approved in Australia; at 

that stage only four out of twenty-four proposed amendments had been passed.  

Part of the success of the ‘yes’ campaign can be attributed to the campaigners’ 

simplification of their message to one about Aboriginal rights, citizenship and the 

overthrow of discriminatory laws. Today the 1967 referendum is still popularly 

misunderstood and misrepresented as the time when Indigenous people gained legal 

citizenship and / or the vote.4 Indigenous people born in Australia were considered 

Australian citizens by virtue of the Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948–1955, and 

had been granted the vote in all state and federal elections by the time of the 

referendum.  Moreover, during the early-to-mid-1960s ‘the vast bulk of racially 

discriminatory legislation had been repealed and most Aboriginal people had been 

granted the set of legal rights associated with citizenship’.5 The changes made to the 

Constitution as a result of the 1967 referendum could not have any direct impact upon 

other discriminatory legislation, but campaigners hoped that a substantial yes vote 

would send a clear message to the Commonwealth government about the need to 

respond to other social and economic issues affecting Aboriginal people. A state 

secretary of the Aboriginal-Australian Fellowship, Jack Horner, told newspaper 

readers that the amendments of the Constitution meant the Commonwealth 

government would ‘take formal responsibility for Aborigines’. Similarly, high profile 

campaigner Faith Bandler stated publicly that: ‘by voting yes, you give this 
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responsibility to the national Parliament and make possible a real programme of equal 

rights and equal opportunity for Aboriginals’.6  

Historians disagree on whether the persistent framing of the referendum 

campaign in terms of citizenship and rights was the product of a lack of knowledge 

about the Constitution or a deliberate strategy designed to win the hearts and minds of 

voters. Bain Attwood and Andrew Markus argue that a misunderstanding about the 

Constitution can be traced back to Jessie Street, who helped to instigate the initial 

petition campaign that called for a referendum and played an important role in the 

subsequent ‘yes’ campaign.7 Although the Australian Constitution makes no 

reference to the rights of any Australian citizens, Street wrote a number of letters in 

1957 to leaders of groups like the Council of Civil Liberties arguing for constitutional 

change to grant citizenship and greater rights to Aboriginal people.8 Despite being 

corrected by at least one of her correspondents, Street continued to frame the debate 

around citizenship and rights, and other campaigners followed suit.  

 

[Figure 6.1 here.] Figure 6.1. Bill Onus, President of the Victorian Aborigines' 

Advancement League, was the only Aboriginal to take part in the march for 

Aboriginal Rights referendum, 29 May 1967. Fairfax Syndication. 

 

Much of the petition campaigning and the movement for the ‘yes’ vote was 

done by the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait 

Islanders (FCAATSI), with considerable support from the Labor Party, trade unions 

and churches. Historian Sue Taffe argues that FCAATSI’s framing of the referendum 

in terms of the defeat of racially discriminatory laws and the winning of rights or 

citizenship for Aborigines was not a misinterpretation of the Constitution. Rather, she 
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insists that members of FCAATSI consciously developed strategies that they believed 

would win them the greatest electoral support.9 Bill Onus, the Victorian campaign 

state director and president of the Melbourne-based Australian Aborigines’ League, 

urged Australians to ‘vote yes to give Aborigines full citizenship rights’ and argued 

that the issue was ‘a fundamental question of human rights’.10 Campaign leaflets and 

posters reiterated the message about rights, urging the public to ‘Vote Yes for 

Aboriginal Rights’  (fig. 6.1). Other campaign slogans encouraged people to right the 

wrongs of the past by voting yes: ‘Right Wrongs: Write Yes for Aborigines on May 

27’ (fig. 6.2). Historian Jennifer Clark proposes that the emphasis upon the word ‘yes’ 

not only simplified the issues but demanded that people draw a line: ‘“Yes” became 

the simple answer of affirmation to the big important questions without any 

reservations or qualifications.’11 

 

[Figure 6.2 here] 1967 FCAATSI advertisement. Reproduced courtesy of National 

Library of Australia and Dr Barry Christophers. 

 

The media repeated these calls about rights and improved conditions. 

Regarding the amendment of section 51 (xxvi), The Age newspaper predicted: ‘A Yes 

vote will pave the way for improving their health, education and housing; it will give 

them opportunities to live normal lives.’ The Sydney Morning Herald suggested: ‘In 

simple terms the object of these constitutional changes is to provide the 

Commonwealth with more definite power to give positive and practical aid to the 

Aboriginal people.’ The Sydney Morning Herald also described it as ‘the referendum 

on the status of the Aborigines’ and ‘the referendum on Aborigines’; while the 

Melbourne Herald framed it as a ‘referendum [on] whether discrimination against the 
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aboriginals should be ended’.12 By the referendum day, ‘the vast majority of voters 

came to regard the referendum as being about citizenship rights for Aborigines and 

the advancement of Aboriginal people’.13 Citing a Morgan Gallup poll of voters, 

Attwood and Markus note that: ‘The largest number of those polled were under the 

impression that the chief outcome of changing the Constitution would be “better 

opportunities” and “improved conditions” for Aborigines.’14 

 

Photography as a Medium of Visibility 

Photographs played a key role in this debate in which the character of the Australian 

public was being reconsidered. The prominence of photographs in ‘yes’ campaign 

posters, handbills, pamphlets and newspapers reveals the particular importance of 

photography in constituting the public sphere as a medium of visibility. Photographs 

are powerful modes of public address because they exceed the limits of written 

language, and mean that presence and immediacy are not necessary for perception. 

The ease of circulation is also key to photography’s function in the public sphere as a 

realm of visibility and a medium for promoting public identification with particular 

stories and individuals. Through photography, white voters who would not normally 

come into contact with Aboriginal people could be reminded that they are all 

members of a shared public sphere with comparable rights.  

Photographs of children and babies recurred throughout the campaign. 

Produced by FCAATSI, one heavily reproduced poster inviting voters to ‘right the 

wrongs’ of the past featured a large photograph of a wide-eyed Aboriginal baby (fig. 

6.2). The photograph is framed tightly around the baby’s face and wide brown eyes. 

This focus on the face invites viewers into the intimate space of the photograph, and 

promotes a sense of emotional co-presence between the viewer and photographed 



Melissa Miles and Edward Welch (eds.), Photography and Its Publics, London: Bloomsbury, 2020 7 

subject that overcomes the potential cultural or geographical distance between them. 

Another pamphlet produced by the Communist Party in support of the referendum 

campaign featured a photograph of three Aboriginal children standing on a fence in 

country New South Wales (fig. 6.3). The caption framed the children as a symbol of 

the future for Aboriginal people when it asks ‘what does the future hold for them?’ As 

in the FCAATSI poster, the photograph of children asks Australian voters to consider 

the legacy that they are leaving for the next generation. 

 

[Figure 6.3 here] Figure 6.3. 1967 FCAATSI advertisement. Reproduced courtesy of 

National Library of Australia and Dr Barry Christophers.  

 

In order to understand the significance of photographs of children in this 

debate, it is important to consider the place of representations of Aboriginal people in 

public culture at the time. During the 1950s and 1960s, images of Aboriginal people 

circulating in public tended to reinforce popular views that Aboriginal people 

belonged to an archaic past and were destined to die out as regrettable but 

unavoidable victims of white Australian progress. In a letter to the Secretary of 

External Affairs written in 1961, Harold Marshall, a Senior External Affairs 

representative at the High Commission of Australia in London, commented on the 

absence of images of Aboriginal people or culture at Australia House: ‘in two years 

here I have seen no reference to the native Australian in any poster, picture or what 

have you around the much be-posted Australia House. The impression left is that 

there is something to hide.’15 W.E.H. Stanner famously described the broader lack of 

Indigenous presence in Australian culture in his 1968 Boyer lectures as ‘the great 
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Australian silence’ – an active forgetting of the violence of Australia’s colonial past 

and its ongoing implications for Aboriginal people.16 

 

[Figure 6.4 here] Cover of Oswald Ziegler, Australia (Sydney: Oswald Ziegler 

Publications, 1964). Courtesy of Norman and Alfred Ziegler. Original concept: Gert 

Selheim. 

 

When Aboriginal people did appear in visual representations, they were often 

represented as part of a displaced ancient culture unsuited to modern Australia. This is 

exemplified in Oswald Ziegler’s photography book Australia (1964).17 The book is 

richly illustrated with photographs of Australian industry, modern architecture, and 

nightlife made by the celebrated Australian modernist photographers Mark Strizic, 

Wolfgang Sievers, Max Dupain and Athol Shmith, amongst others. Its Foreword by 

Harold Holt, then Treasurer of the Commonwealth who became Prime Minister at the 

time of the referendum, sits opposite a full-page formal colour portrait of the current 

Prime Minister Menzies in full ceremonial regalia, lending the weight of authority to 

the book’s representation of the nation. Gert Sellheim’s cover design is indicative of 

the book’s larger narrative. The design features a sketch of an Indigenous man 

represented according to classic colonialist conventions with one knee slightly raised, 

spear in hand and staring contemplatively into the distance (fig. 6.4). This sketch is 

juxtaposed with a photograph of Australia’s first skyscraper, the AMP building, 

which opened at Sydney’s Circular Quay in 1962. The Indigenous figure is dwarfed 

by the modern building. Reduced to an outline that dissolves at the point where it 

should be touching the earth, the Aboriginal figure has been rendered with a sense of 

transparency and impermanence that contrasts with the clearly defined contemporary 
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photograph.  

The most substantial discussion of Indigenous people to appear in this book is 

dedicated to the prehistory of Australia before the ‘discovery’ of the continent by 

James Cook. Anglo-European cities and industries are presented as a counterpoint to 

this ancient past. One photograph of a group of Indigenous people holding spears and 

dancing was reproduced in a section on entertainment in contemporary cities. The 

caption reads: ‘Far from the civilized cities, the aborigines have their own forms of 

primitive entertainment and celebration.’18 Indigenous people are accordingly 

displaced to the past or the social margins in this book, while the Australian public is 

conceived in terms of mono-cultural myths and delusions of equality: ‘Australia is the 

only continent in the world inhabited by a single people speaking the same 

language.’19 This mythology continues to deny the realities of Aboriginal poverty and 

discrimination: 

 

There are few unemployed and no ‘poor’ in the European or Asian 

meaning of the word. Nobody is a beggar. Australians enjoy one of the 

highest standards of living in the world and even the lowest-paid can own 

a car, a washing machine, a television receiver or a refrigerator. 

Universities and schools are open to all. There are no social chasms, no 

‘classes’ or inherited privileges. There are no violent political rancours 

and no legacies of ancient wrongs and civil wars. There is no colour 

hatred.20 
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The second half of the book, which celebrates modern Australia, is clearly 

distinguished from the first. The colonialist message is clear – that the modern future 

belongs to white Australia and Indigenous people belong to its ancient past.  

This message was reiterated in diverse forms of visual culture during this 

period. Concrete statues of Aborigines standing on one leg with spear in hand dotted 

the suburbs as popular garden ornaments, while inside the house representations of 

‘traditional’ Aboriginal people and images of the ‘untouched noble savage’ adorned 

vases, plates and ash trays.21 Aboriginal culture and imagery of Aboriginal people 

were commonly co-opted in the early- to mid-twentieth century to satisfy the post-war 

demand for symbols of national identity. One of Australia’s most celebrated 

modernist painters, Margaret Preston, argued that Australians could only develop a 

national art by paying attention to Aboriginal culture.22 At the same time, Aboriginal 

people were making important contributions to public life, had jobs in cities and 

towns, raised families in thriving communities, had organized systems of health care, 

advancement leagues, and educational units. Yet these modes of representation 

reinforce conceptions of Aboriginal people as a dying race with no place in modern 

public life. In this representational context, the use of somewhat banal looking images 

of Aboriginal children in the referendum campaign becomes a radical gesture that 

asserts the ongoing vitality of Aboriginal people in contemporary Australia. 

 

Their Darkest Hour 

The use of photographs of happy, healthy Aboriginal children in the referendum 

campaign must also be understood in the context of a controversy over some very 

confronting photographs of Aboriginal adults and children that provoked public 

outrage and action for constitutional change. The photographs and film footage were 
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taken by West Australian Independent Liberal Member of the Legislative Assembly 

William Grayden in the Warburton Ranges on the south-eastern edge of the Gibson 

Desert. Concerned about British government tests of atomic bombs at Maralinga and 

their impact on Aboriginal people on a nearby reserve, Grayden convinced the West 

Australian Parliament to appoint a select committee to inquire into their conditions. 

The Report of the Select Committee Appointed to Inquire into Native Welfare 

Conditions in the Laverton-Warburton Range was released in December 1956.23 It 

detailed the hardships faced by many Aboriginal people in the area including a lack of 

adequate food and water, unnecessary mortality as a result of preventable illnesses, 

high rates of diseases such as yaws and trachoma, frequent accidents and injuries such 

as burns from rolling into fires while sleeping, and a lack of education and 

employment opportunities.24  

Church pastor and football star Doug Nichols of the Australian Aborigines 

League accompanied Grayden on his visit to the Warburton Ranges. Nichols was 

horrified and dismayed by what he saw: ‘I wish I hadn’t seen the pitiable squalor, the 

sights of my people starving – the most shocking sights I have ever seen. Never, never 

can I forget.’25 Grayden took a number of very confronting photographs while on this 

parliamentary expedition, and shot a film that was released under the title Their 

Darkest Hour. The film was screened initially in public meetings and later on 

Australian television in 1957. One newspaper editor described it as ‘the most horrible 

film made in Australia’.26 Like the film, Grayden’s photographs presented Aboriginal 

people living in a ‘primitive’ state as malnourished, dirty, diseased, injured and 

flyblown, and contrasted them with images of happy, healthy Aboriginal people who 

were assisted and supervised by white teachers and missionaries. The resultant 

message was that desert communities were marginal and unviable unless they 
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assimilate into white culture. Many of Grayden’s photographs were published in his 

book Adam and Atoms, which I will argue later was to play a role in increasing 

international pressure on the Australian government in the campaign for Aboriginal 

rights.27 

Part of the controversy that soon encompassed Grayden’s report and imagery 

involved accusations that he selectively framed his subjects as debased victims. The 

Annual Report of the Commissioner of Native Welfare of WA for 1956–57 asserted 

that: 

 

Mr. W. Grayden was fully occupied with his camera, taking obviously 

carefully selected propaganda pictures, choosing any subject which might 

be used to support his published statements and avoiding anything which 

would not. He went to such extremes that the Hon. Minister was obliged to 

remonstrate with him, and Mr. Harman and I withdrew in anger and 

disgust to the jeep.28 

 

The public debate generated by the film and photographs resulted in the proliferation 

of the ‘use and abuse’ of similar photographs of Aboriginal people taken by others. 

‘Articles supportive of Grayden’s position were often illustrated with photographs 

(not always taken by Grayden) of rake thin children with distended abdomens, 

carrying headlines such as “The swollen stomach of malnutrition”.’29 Although their 

views were not represented in the film or in any of the newspapers that published 

comparable photographs, the Ngaanyatjarra people whose community was 

photographed by Grayden had a very different perspective. Elders talk about this time 

of severe localized drought as an unusual ‘dry year’ or a temporary ‘hungry time’ that 
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was part of living in the bush.30 Their people had few clothes and possessions because 

this was a necessity of nomadic life that allowed them to remain highly mobile and 

therefore survive as hunter-gatherers in an arid environment. McGrath and Brooks 

contend that, ‘It was a lifestyle that was both viable and desirable. The way the 

Aboriginal subjects of Their Darkest Hour looked largely went hand-in-hand with the 

fact that they were successfully choosing to continue to occupy their traditional lands 

in heart of the desert.’31  

More recently a senior spokesperson for the Warburton community, 

Livingston West, wrote an open letter to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

(ABC) that criticized the film’s representation of his people as helpless victims.32 In 

response, the ABC designated the archival footage of Grayden’s film as ‘culturally 

sensitive’ and restricted access to those with formal approval from the Ngaanyatjarra 

Council.33 It is out of respect for this desire to restrict this imagery that I have not 

reproduced Grayden’s photographs here. 

Despite (or as a result of) their very problematic politics, Grayden’s report, 

photographs and film played an important role in mobilizing public concern for 

Aboriginal people in the late 1950s. A ‘save the Aborigines committee’ was 

established in Melbourne in January 1957, which passed several resolutions. These 

included a call that ‘full human rights be guaranteed [for] the remaining Aboriginal 

tribes’ and a demand for a referendum on making Aboriginal people a 

Commonwealth responsibility.34 Amongst those to add their voice to the protest about 

Warburton Ranges were Charles Duguid, Shirley Andrews of the Council for 

Aboriginal Rights, Doug Nicholls and Bill Onus, Doris Blackburn and Anna Vroland 

of the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom, members of the 

Communist Party of Australia, and Brian Fitzpatrick of the Council for Civil 
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Liberties.35 While it may have helped to mobilize the referendum campaign, this 

imagery of Aboriginal people living in squalid conditions was ultimately deemed 

inappropriate for the campaign itself as it could have been interpreted as evidence of 

Aboriginal primitivism rather than discrimination. In contrast, images of healthy 

babies and children appealed to a society in which government policies of 

assimilation prevailed. 

 

The Referendum, Children and Assimilation 

The official government policy of assimilation was endorsed in 1937 and persisted 

through the period of the referendum until 1975. Assimilation promoted the ideal of a 

unitary nation in which everyone would be incorporated as citizens with equal rights 

and privileges. It was also underpinned by the assumption that those citizens would 

have no allegiance to any other imagined community or group. The combined 

governmental statement on assimilation from 1961 accordingly described its 

implications for Aboriginal people: ‘The policy of assimilation means that all 

Aborigines and part-Aborigines will […] live as members of a single Australian 

community, enjoying the same rights and privileges, accepting the same 

responsibilities, observing the same customs and influenced by the same beliefs, 

hopes and loyalties as other Australians.’36 A dominant view amongst anti-racist 

liberals at this time was that the rejection of racial discrimination necessarily also 

meant the rejection of racial difference. In supporting this view, exponents of 

assimilation were oblivious to the fact that the public into which they wanted to 

absorb Aboriginal people was conceived in profoundly racial terms, and constructed 

around a norm of middle-class white Australian values and social systems.37 Under 

assimilation Aboriginal people could only enjoy the rights and privileges of 



Melissa Miles and Edward Welch (eds.), Photography and Its Publics, London: Bloomsbury, 2020 15 

citizenship by abandoning their cultural ties and ‘becoming the same as other 

Australians’.38 

Unsurprisingly, some Aboriginal leaders declared that they did not want to be 

assimilated into white society and argued for the maintenance their own cultural and 

social practices.39 Amongst those Aboriginal activists who spoke out against 

assimilation was Bill Onus. A programme for that organization written in 1957 

proclaims, ‘We feel that one day our people may become a great race again, taking 

their place alongside their white brothers … We do not wish to loose [sic] our identity 

among the white race. We do not wish to become white, rather it is our ardent desire 

to remain black.’40 Some Anglo-Australia politicians also opposed the idea that 

concepts of racial difference should be rejected outright, including the Australian 

Labor Party’s Leader Arthur Calwell. In a speech to Parliament in August 1964 in 

which he introduced a private member’s bill to amend section 51 (xxvi) and repeal 

section 127 of the Constitution, Calwell declared, ‘The aborigines are not a dying 

race; they are not being absorbed, or assimilated, however you like to describe it, and 

there are many educated and sophisticated aborigines who want to see their race 

preserved intact, who do not want it absorbed by the majority of Australians.’41 The 

language of the referendum campaign can nonetheless be seen as an affirmation of the 

goals of assimilation, especially regarding its emphasis upon individual civil rights, 

equality, a unitary nation and ending all race-based discrimination.42 

 

[Figure 6.5 here] Yes for Aborigines: Write yes for Aborigines in the lower square 

May 27th, poster. National Library of Australia. 
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Images of plump, wide-eyed Aboriginal children (fig. 6.5) had a particular 

currency in the context of assimilationist Australia as an almost ‘inescapable feature 

of suburban Australian life in the 1950s and 1960s’.43 Representations of Aboriginal 

children on the plates and wall plaques of Brownie Downing (fig. 6.6), watercolours 

of Peg Maltby and Anne Drew, children’s books of Elizabeth Durack and Jane Ada 

Fletcher were part of the thriving visual culture that memorialized Aboriginal peoples 

as relics of an ancient but declining culture.44 As noted by Liz Conor, this ‘pervasive 

Piccaninny kitsch’ typically represented Aboriginal children as orphans alone in the 

bush, away from their mothers and community, and objects of rescue by paternalistic 

white people.45 The form and composition of Downing’s painted ceramics and 

Maltby’s watercolours, in which focus is on the child’s body and face, work 

symbolically to isolate the child in space and divorce it from its wider cultural 

context.  

 

[Figure 6.6 here.] Brownie Downing, pin plate. 

 

Aboriginal children became particular targets in policies of assimilation; they 

were taken away from their families and cultures by church missions and the state, to 

be put in children’s homes where ‘abuse, exploitation, racial discrimination, and 

neglect were rife’.46 These programs of removing children from Aboriginal parents 

ceased in the 1970s, but it took until the 1990s for state and federal governments to 

acknowledge the harm it caused to the Aboriginal people who became known as the 

‘stolen generations’. During the 1950s and 1960s, the very sentimental images of 

Aboriginal children circulating in white Australia worked to disavow the immense 

trauma caused by these programs. Amid the delusions of a racially homogenous white 
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Australia in the 1950s and 60s, images of happy lone Aboriginal children ‘worked to 

congeal white memory with innocence’.47 Whether or not it was a deliberate strategy 

adopted by the campaigners, by supplying white voters with a familiar and reassuring 

image of Aboriginal children on its posters, the ‘yes’ campaign made it easier for 

these voters to support the referendum. 

 

Photography and the Transnational Public Sphere 

The choice of these photographs of children should also be understood in connection 

to other, more confronting photographs that helped to constitute the visual culture of 

race relations in Australia during the 1950s and 1960s. The Australian press regularly 

featured photographs of violent clashes associated with the civil rights movement in 

the United States and anti-Apartheid protests in South Africa. When the Arkansas 

National Guard was called in to prevent nine African American students from 

entering Little Rock Central High School in 1957, the events received significant 

attention in the Australian press. Iconic photographs from this era were reproduced 

prominently in Australian newspapers, including Will Counts’s photograph of fifteen-

year-old Elizabeth Eckford walking with her head held high while a young white 

woman, Hazel Brown, shouted abuse behind her.48 Counts’s photograph of African 

American reporter Alex Wilson being kicked to the ground by a white man was also 

published in the Australian press.49 Photographs of these events were particularly 

important as television had yet to flourish in Australia. TV came to Australia in 1956, 

and only 1 per cent of households included a television in that year. By 1961 that 

percentage had increased to 55 per cent of households.50 

These photographs left an impression on the Australian public, and comparisons 

were made between these international events and the segregation faced by 



Melissa Miles and Edward Welch (eds.), Photography and Its Publics, London: Bloomsbury, 2020 18 

Aboriginal people in parts of the country.51 A reader of The Australian Women’s 

Weekly whose thoughts were published as the ‘week’s best letter’ wrote:  

 

Very few people in Australia have not been upset and indignant over the 

attitude of the Governor and people of Little Rock, Arkansas, towards the 

negroes of that American State. Yet, if we Australians were to stop and 

examine the situation of our aborigines, we’d find it is no better than that 

of the negroes. For one thing, an aboriginal is allowed to benefit by few of 

the social services paid to the white Australians, although he is liable to 

pay income tax. Surely it’s time we became fully aware of their plight and 

tried to help them in every way possible. Until this time, we can’t afford to 

throw stones at others.52 

 

Photographs of young African Americans being pummelled by water cannons and 

attacked by police dogs in Birmingham Alabama in 1963 also circulated in the 

Australian press and informed Australian perceptions of its own race relations.53 The 

commonality of these photographs is that they tended to represent African American 

people being victimized by aggressive, violent and ignorant white people. As the 

success of the referendum campaign depended on winning over the hearts and minds 

of the white Australian population, and creating the perception of Aboriginal people 

as citizens with equal rights, photographs that similarly focused blame on white 

Australians were rejected in favour of images of babies and children that promised to 

help assuage the guilt of the past and allow the public to look forward to a brighter 

future.  
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[Figure 6.7 here] George Lipman, photograph from the Sydney Morning Herald, 25 

May 1967, page 1. Reproduced courtesy of George Lipman / Fairfax Syndication. 

 

Photographs of children accordingly featured in aspects of the referendum 

campaign and related media as metaphors for a world innocent of racial 

discrimination. Notions of childhood innocence, future potential and racial equality 

had a longer history in assimilationist Australia. The author Mary Durack argued in 

1946 that the achievements of Aboriginal children would equal those of white 

children if it were ‘possible to rear black children beside white, free from all social 

and colour differences and with equal access to the sources of mankind’s accumulated 

experience’.54 Reflecting the longevity of this sentiment, children reappeared in 

referendum publications as signs of the potential of Aboriginal people if they were 

treated equally to whites. The front page of The Sydney Morning Herald two days 

before the referendum juxtaposed the headline ‘Racial Discrimination. What’s That?’ 

with a photograph by George Lipman of an Aboriginal child and a white child 

holding hands as they walked together down a Sydney lane (fig. 6.7). The caption 

reiterates the headline’s message of the meaninglessness of race and discrimination to 

children: ‘To these two Australians, Saturday’s referendum on Aborigines will not 

mean much – they probably have not heard of racial differences. Five-year-old Victor 

Hookey (left), and six-year-old Mark Anthony were photographed yesterday playing 

in a Chippendale lane.’55 The highly staged photograph was actually taken in a 

Redfern laneway in inner-city Sydney. The boys were playing hookey from school, 

and were asked to pose for the camera after they approached the photographer for 

money.  
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Lipman’s photograph bears a striking similarity to a FCAATSI pamphlet 

promoting the ‘yes’ campaign. The pamphlet prominently features a photograph of a 

little white boy and an Aboriginal boy laughing and playing as they walk together 

barefoot and carefree. The caption asks voters: ‘Will they have equal opportunities? 

Write “yes” on May 27.’ Coupled with the simple message of the ‘yes’ campaign, 

these images of children were broad enough to encompass the diverse hopes and 

desires of the public at large. The danger was, as John Moses on ATN 7’s ‘Seven 

Days’ program observed, that the referendum could act as: 

 

A kind of sop to the national conscience, that we and our governments 

will sit back and say smugly to ourselves and the world ‘The slate’s 

clean. There’s no difference now between Aborigines and us. The 

Constitution applies equally to black and white’. If this happens it will be 

as shameful a thing as we’ve ever done. For the way Aborigines are 

living now, here and now, in this affluent, selfish nation is a national 

disgrace.56 

 

Moses’s description of the conditions of many Aboriginal people as a ‘national 

disgrace’ underscores Australia’s sensitivity to public shaming over its treatment of 

Aboriginal people. As photography and television brought international events home, 

they highlighted that internal policies could also have global repercussions or spark 

international debate.  

The Australian government was deeply concerned about potential 

comparisons to nations that were in the international spotlight for their deplorable 

race relations.57 International movements for civil rights, decolonization in British 
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and French Africa in Ghana, Congo and Algeria, and the international condemnation 

of South Africa’s Apartheid struck a particular chord during the referendum 

campaign. Perkins was acutely conscious of the power of international shaming. He 

was quoted in Sydney’s Sunday Mirror in December 1961 saying that: ‘If the United 

Nations ever investigates conditions here, Australia would be in trouble immediately 

with the Afro-Asian bloc. We can’t criticize places like South Africa, the Congo, or 

Angola while these things go on.’58 Activist Doreen Trainor, Vice-President of the 

Association for the Advancement of Coloured People in Western Australia, likewise 

understood the power of international pressure on Australian politicians. In 1961, 

Trainor sent copies of Grayden’s book, Adam and Atoms, with its many photographs 

of emaciated and disease-ridden Aboriginal people, to heads of Commonwealth 

countries including President Nkrumah of Ghana and the prime minister of New 

Zealand K.J. Hollyoake along with a request that they raise the issue of Aboriginal 

rights at the next Commonwealth Prime Ministers conference.59 Trainor’s actions 

caused deep concern for the government in the lead-up to the conference. As well as 

attempting to discredit Grayden’s findings in a formal response to Trainor’s letters 

addressed to these foreign prime ministers, the government sought to highlight its 

efforts to world leaders in maintaining the ‘status and conditions of Aborigines’.60 

Fear of international embarrassment ultimately played a significant role in 

prompting the Commonwealth governments to appeal a range of discriminatory laws. 

In 1964, a report on racial discrimination authored jointly by four government 

departments including the Department of External Affairs and the Attorney-General’s 

Department explicitly mentioned the international sensitivity to questions of race 

relations as a reason to change Australian laws.61 This concern for international 

opinion also helped propel the movement for constitutional reform forward.62 While 
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stopping short of showing confronting images that would draw a correlation between 

Australia and South Africa or the United States, the ‘yes’ campaign drew attention to 

the possibility that a ‘no’ vote could considerably harm Australia’s international 

reputation. Media publicity authorized by the National Directorate of the Vote Yes 

Campaign stated:  

 

Aborigines all over the country are looking upon the forthcoming 

referendum as the acid test for white Australians. The eyes of the world – 

particularly African and Asian eyes – will be on Australia on May 27th. A 

‘no’ vote to the Aboriginal rights question will brand this country racist 

and put it in the same category as South Africa.63  

 

Bill Onus, Kath Walker and Faith Bandler also took the opportunity to remind voters 

and parliamentarians that the eyes of the world were on them, and that Australia 

risked international ridicule if the referendum was not passed.64 On the day of the 

referendum, an article in The Sydney Morning Herald gave a last-minute warning to 

voters: ‘There have been warnings of the damage a No vote would do to Australia’s 

image abroad, but it is as well to think first that the image would be a shamefully true 

reflection.’65  

The ways in which this national public debate was informed by an array of 

international events, photographs and discourses reveal why it is important to 

approach photography’s publics as transnational rather than national.66 Notions of the 

transnational public sphere have gained momentum during the last decade, but 

scholars disagree as to when the public sphere became transnational. Whereas some 

link it to late-twentieth-century globalization, others point to cross-national 
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movements like abolition, socialism, world religions and modern imperialism to argue 

that the transnational public sphere had its origins in the seventeenth century.67 The 

circulation of photographic prints by post and reproductions in internationally 

distributed newspapers like the Illustrated London News highlight that photography’s 

publics have long been transnational.68  

Photographs help to produce transnational public spheres in a number of ways. 

Firstly, the circulation of photographs across vast geographical distances through the 

mass media and by more personal means, such as Trainor’s inclusion of Grayden’s 

book in her letter to Commonwealth prime ministers, well exceeds the boundaries of 

the Westphalian-national territory. The reception of photographs from Little Rock 

Arkansas and Birmingham Alabama in Australia also reveals how photographs may 

address a dispersed collection of viewers from different parts of the world. 

Photographs may accordingly be read in diverse contexts that do not necessarily 

reflect the national identities, histories and values through which they were produced. 

Rather, they help to comprise what Nancy Fraser refers to as the ‘vast translinguistic 

nexus of disjoint and overlapping visual cultures’ that characterize (in part) 

transnational public spheres.69 In one sense, Australian compulsory voting laws 

ensured that the 1967 referendum was bound to a specific political community 

defined by a territorial state. Yet through photography, transnational media publics 

are interwoven through these national boundaries of publicity, which extend outwards 

to connect public spheres transnationally.70 

 

Conclusion 

The photographs of children that were used in the 1967 referendum campaign were 

successful in promoting a ‘yes’ vote because they challenged Australians to 
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reconceptualize the racial character of the public sphere, while also maintaining 

popular myths of equality and public unity. The public became more inclusive 

without risking the implicitly colonialist institutions and structures that supported it. 

Photographs of Aboriginal babies countered notions of an ancient dying race with a 

vision of the future for Aboriginal people as members of the public, but in recalling 

the iconography of assimilation the images remained reassuringly safe and familiar to 

white Australian voters. This story of public photography is therefore not an entirely 

celebratory one. Although these photographs of children helped to promote 

constitutional change and foster a powerful symbolic victory for Indigenous people, 

they also reinforced white Australian paternalism and ultimately failed to bring about 

a deeper or more lasting change in public attitudes or to the lives of most Indigenous 

Australians. Yet in visualizing Indigenous people as part of public culture – however 

problematic that public was – these photographs helped to provide impetus for 

increasing debate.  

The overwhelming referendum result gave many Indigenous people greater 

confidence to exercise their rights and assert their presence in the public sphere.71 In 

the years following the referendum, there was a shift in emphasis from assimilation to 

self-determination and from citizenship rights to Indigenous rights. In contrast to 

citizenship rights, which rest on the idea that people have inherent rights as human 

beings, Indigenous rights recognize Indigenous people as having special rights as the 

first people of the land. Claims for Indigenous rights in Australia centred initially on 

what was to become known as land rights, or the right to land and compensation for 

the land of which Indigenous people were dispossessed. Also important were what 

became known from the early 1970s as rights of self-determination, or the right for 
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Indigenous people to sustain their own cultures, identities and manage their own 

affairs.72  

The permanence and collective quality of Indigenous rights has meant that 

they have been difficult for governments to accommodate, both ideologically and 

practically. Indigenous rights have proved an ideological problem for some members 

of the Liberal Party especially, because Indigenous rights run counter to liberalism’s 

ideal that people ‘abandon their traditional, group-based identities and communities 

and become individuals who … enjoy the right to choose and determine their 

circumstances’.73 This has become a critical issue in the contemporary ‘Recognise’ 

campaign for constitutional reform to officially acknowledge Aboriginal presence in 

Australia prior to colonization. Liberals debate whether Australians should do away 

with references to race in the Constitution entirely in an effort to reassert the myth of 

one nation and one people.  

While being embedded in the particular political and colonial context of 

Australia, the referendum photographs also shared important relationships with other 

publics through the transnational circulation of photographs that informed local 

debates about race. This transnational consumption of photographs poses challenges 

for studies of photography’s public spheres. When the interlocutors of public opinion 

are not fellow members of a political community – as is the case of photographs from 

the US civil rights movement informing public debate on Aboriginal rights in 

Australia – it becomes difficult to define public spheres as ‘coextensive with political 

membership’.74 Understanding photography’s constitutive public role at the local and 

transnational levels, involves appreciating the flexibility and contingency of 

photographs as public interlocutors, where the same photograph may speak to 

different issues in different public contexts. It also involves acknowledging how 
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photographs may be harnessed for promoting debate, guiding public opinion, holding 

governments accountable and ensuring that its actions reflect the will of the citizenry 

in multiple national or political communities.75  

Rather than simply mapping the meaning and circulation of photographs 

within the public sphere, as though the photographs exist apart from the public, this 

chapter revealed how photographs can also work to redefine public spheres in their 

relationships to other modes of expression and political, cultural and social systems. 

Such an understanding of photography’s constitutive role in public may help to move 

photography studies beyond tired debates about the framing of marginalized subjects 

and victim photography, and to sharpen its critical edge so it may continue to 

contribute meaningfully to the production of civil society. 
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