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Chief Justice French, Justice Kirby, Chief Justice Martin, ladies and gentlemen.  

It is my very great pleasure to introduce today’s guest speaker, Justice Michael Kirby.  
Justice Kirby has been a justice of the High Court of Australia since 1996, having previously served as President of the New South Wales Court of Appeal, the first Chairperson of the Australian Law Reform Commission and as a Federal Court judge. He has held numerous national and international positions including on the Board of CSIRO, as President of the Court of Appeal of the Solomon Islands, as UN Special Representative in Cambodia and as President of the International Commission of Jurists.  
Of course, that brief summary does not do His Honour justice. Nor does it adequately reflect the impact His Honour has had on the development of the law in Australia and internationally. So, allow me to elaborate and, if I might, make it a bit more personal. 
I first met His Honour in mid 1995.  I was a quite junior legal academic and had only recently arrived in Australia.  Justice Kirby was, at that time, President of the New South Wales Court of Appeal.  It was an interesting first meeting.  For me, life changing really.  

I hadn’t published much at that stage (four or five articles) but I really did think my work on comparative free speech and censorship issues was quite special.  Indeed, looking back, I dare say I thought I was quite special. 

Justice Kirby and I had an opportunity to talk privately before he spoke to the student body that had invited him to speak on international human rights issues.  We met and he said, “Oh Chris, I am so very pleased to meet you.  I have read your work you know.”  Chris, young and ego driven thinks, “well, of course you have and of course you loved it!”  The conversation continues: “Yes, Chris, now, you must know that you are saying in some of these articles is completely wrong -- legally and socially.  But nice try.  Now, should we have some tea?”  

Exit Chris’s ego stage left! 
And so began what for me has been a 13 year relationship with His Honour marked by fascinating, rewarding and intellectually stimulating exchanges.  His Honour still thinks I am wrong and me, well, I no longer think I am quite so special. I am, however, privileged to have had much of my legal career guided and influenced by a man who serves as a role model for anyone who takes seriously the idea that law is at its core is about justice and social equality.  His Honour’s willingness to disagree, his love of debate and his support for new ideas serve as an inspiration.  Add to this kindness, humility and a scathing sense of humour and what one gets is a truly unique individual who has taught me and others much about the people skills that make for a better lawyer.     
His Honour, of course, is “special” and all of us here today are indeed fortunate to have worked and learned in a legal environment so heavily influenced by a man now who, not afraid to question, is quick to ensure that the rights of those most silenced by prejudice and bigotry and for whom the law can be and often is an alienating forum are given expression and made visible.  And express that reality he does – with compassion, courage and an intellectual force that taps into the very core of a society that still struggles when asked to accommodate difference.  
Justice Kirby has done so much to influence the way we all think about life and law that it is indeed hard to know where to begin when asked to summarise the impact he has on what we as lawyers do.  For me, however, one word does stand out: change.  And in that context, allow me to quote His Honour directly, who when asked to discuss how best to tackle homophobic prejudice wrote: 
‘Changing attitudes may be difficult; but it can be done.  In my lifetime, I have seen changes of attitudes towards Aboriginals, women and Asian and other non-‘white’ races in Australia.  There is a big difference between ‘tolerance’ (a most condescending word) and ‘acceptance’.  It is acceptance that we should work towards.  I have a feeling that we in Australia are in an important crossroads in the evolution of acceptance of difference and diversity in our society.  I hope that this will come about and we must all do whatever we can to promote acceptance and to grow out of infantile attitudes that insist that people must all be exactly the same.’
Your Honour, you have broken through walls that many feared were impenetrable. You have done more than encourage acceptance.  You have given a voice to a generation of lawyers who will learn from all that you have said and who will, armed with your words and your passion for change, continue to break down those systemic barriers that have made exclusion the norm.  You have given us a platform from which to speak and speak we will.  

Justice Kirby, I am honoured indeed to know you and delighted that you have agreed to speak with us today as you prepare to retire from the Court.  You will be missed but not, I suspect, silenced all that easily.  Indeed, they say that the judicial role can bring with it a muzzle that can restrict judges in saying exactly what they think.  Well, if that is the case, the next few years should be quite an eye opener!  
Ladies and gentleman, can you I ask that you please join me in welcoming our guest, Justice Michael Kirby. 
