5.

SIDE BY SIDE
JULY ISSUE, 2007
WITH INTELLECT & WILL COMBINED TO END HOMOPHOBIA IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Michael Kirby*

At a time where there are demands in some educational quarters for "vows of fidelity" to religious teaching about homosexuality, with submission of "intellect and will" to religious views on this and other topics, it is appropriate for us to celebrate anew our support for secularism in public education.


I honour public schools.  They exist for everyone - without exception.  I never miss a chance to pay tribute to my wonderful teachers.  I can name them all from Miss Pontifex (North Strathfield Infants' School, 1945), through to Mr Casimir (North Strathfield PS, 1948) to Mr Warren Tennant (Summer Hill Opportunity School, 1950) and all my teachers at Fort Street High (1951-55).  I also honour my fellow students.  Now in our antiquity, we have reunions and cherish our memories of schooldays.  Well, most of them.

I am the only one of the seven judges of the High Court of Australia whose entire education was in public schools.  This is surprising, perhaps, given that nearly 70% of Australians are educated in public schools.  I sometimes feel that a reason for differences that arise in decisions in the Court may stem, in part, from the values I learned in public schools.  Values of equality, mutual respect, secularism and defence of human rights - not just of the popular, or people like oneself, but of all people in all of their variety.  

I can still remember, in early 1949, being given copy of Mrs Roosevelt's Universal Declaration on Human Rights, adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1948 with the Australian, Dr H V Evatt, also a product of public education, in the presidential chair.


Public schools are the great examples of diversity in our nation.  Australia is made up of people of many races, backgrounds, attitudes and religions, as well as people having no religion.  In public schools, we all mix together.  This strengthens the unity of Australia and leaves us, life-long, with values of tolerance and acceptance of differences.

When I reached puberty, and began to realise my own homosexual orientation, I must admit that I sometimes felt very lonely.  I cannot really say that there was violence in my schools.  Amongst the children, I cannot recall animosity towards gays.  The word "poofter" was rarely, if ever, spoken.  Back in the 1940s and 1950s, homosexuality, and sexual matters generally, were off the agenda.


Yet at the same time, reports began to appear in the papers about the research of Dr Alfred Kinsey in the United States.  This revealed the consistent minority with a same sex attraction.  The existence of that minority is now virtually universally recognised in civilised countries.  Trying to force people to change is as primitive as the attempt that was briefly made to get my brother Donald, who was left-handed, to write with his right hand.  Science discloses the existence of gays and other sexual minorities.  If this creates problems for some religious people, they need to get over it.  In the end, science will always trump ignorance and dogma.  That too is something I learned in my schooldays.


The NSW Department of Education and Training efforts to promote awareness of homophobia are overdue.  Sadly, hostility towards gays is sometimes caused by distorted views of religion.  But public schools, as havens of secular values, must be safe places for students coming to terms with their sexuality.  No student in a public school should feel lonely or abandoned.  Least of all should they have to put up with bullying, name-calling and being put down.  It is no more tolerable on the basis of sexuality than on the basis of race, skin colour or gender.  Most people in Australia are now coming to this realisation.

Recently, I was invited to talk with some young gays about problems they had had with sexuality at school.  I was surprised to learn that things actually seemed much worse than in my day, fifty years earlier.  Perhaps now that sex is out and on the table, some students see this as an excuse to attack gay students or those with gay siblings or parents.  When I protested that this might happen in religious schools but not in public schools, I was quickly corrected.  Most of those present had been taught in public schools.  They told me that sex education, when given, usually excluded gays and had no messages for them.  The introduction of correctives to homophobia was, they said, heavily dependent on principal and teacher attitudes.


I promised to raise their complaint with the Department.  In May, I had a constructive discussion with senior officers.  I went, not as a judge, but as a proud graduate of public schools, a believer in the ideals of public education.  Those ideals teach me the principle of equal opportunities for all.  It is out of that principle that we can build a truly just Australian society.  


To the boy or girl sitting in a classroom of a public school today who feels alone on grounds of sexuality, I want to say - you are not alone.  Gay people are everywhere.  They are citizens and human beings.  They demand respect and equal rights.  The building blocks for these goals will be found in public schools and other educational institutions dedicated to true equality for all.  Certainly, in public schools teachers, staff and students, with intellect and will combined, should be dedicated to ending in one generation the primitive, ignorant attitudes of homophobia that have no place in the Australia of the twenty-first century - and least of all in public education.
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