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Hal Wootten Lecture 2021 
 

“Living Greatly in the Law”:  Law and Progressive Social Change 
 

Jennifer Robinson 
 

I would like to begin by acknowledging the Nyoongar Whadjuk people, the traditional owners 
of the land where I am in Western Australia and the traditional owners of the lands wherever 
you are. I pay my respects to elders, past, present and emerging – and to all First Nations 
people joining the lecture today. I also acknowledge that the law in this country has been 
used as a tool of colonisation and oppression.  
 
Professor Hal Wootten AC QC was a lawyer who not only understood this but spent his life 
building institutions to use the law to seek justice for First Nations communities and to 
educate the next generation of lawyers to do the same.   
 
I have long admired Hal for this work. It was therefore an immense honour to be invited to 
give the Hal Wootten lecture for the 50th anniversary of the law school that he founded.  
 
When the invitation arrived, I have to admit I was daunted when I read the list of eminent 
speakers coming before me. On that list are judges and barristers who have decades on me 
and who I can only hope to 
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But as I reflected on his life to honour him with this lecture, I realised that we will all continue 
to benefit from his legacy through the generations of lawyers he has educated and inspired. 
And now I feel incredibly optimistic 
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Both Hal and I came from humble beginnings at public schools – for him in Sydney, for me on 
the South Coast – where the law seemed beyond our reach. Hal spoke of his passion for 
languages, but out of his mother’s concern that he would end up “singing on street corners” 
after his arts degree, he went on to do law.5 I read Hal’s words and laughed with recognition, 
recalling my mum’s concern about me pursuing my passion for Indonesian studies and the 
pressure I’d felt to add on a law degree to ensure myself more economic security than my 
parents had ever enjoyed. Luckily for me, legal education had moved on since Hal’s days at 
university and I was able to do the degrees together: I went to the Australian National 
University (ANU) for a double degree in law and Asian studies. 
 
One of the things I most enjoyed about Hal’s lectures and interviews, was his honest 
recollection about the times when he felt unsure about a career in law. It turns out that we 
both had times at law school feeling bereft and unsure as to whether the law offered a path 
by which we could truly live our principles. To every law student listening who has felt the 
same, I can now say with confidence that you can. Back then, I knew I wanted to be a human 
rights lawyer, I just had no idea how I was going to get there. 
 
In order to become a lawyer, Hal worked as a public servant while he pursued his legal studies 
part-time.6 I had to work three jobs to put myself through my law degree and was only able 
to do a Master’s abroad thanks to a Rhodes scholarship – the first ever awarded to a student 
from my region. The irony for both of us is that, despite overcoming social and economic 
obstacles to become barristers, we both turned down much more lucrative opportunities to 
do more meaningful work. I am where I am today because I make decisions based on the 
impact I can have and for what I can learn, rather than what I can earn. And I have never 
regretted it. As Hal said, ‘[a] comfortable income was a by-product of my practice, not its 
purpose.’7  
 
It was my time in West Papua that first set me on this path. I was surprised to learn that Hal 
and I both spent formative time in our early 20s in New Guinea, just north of Australia. For 
Hal, it had been in the east, in Australian administered Papua New Guinea (PNG). For me, half 
a century later, it was in the west, in Indonesian occupied West Papua. Our respective 
experiences and connections with indigenous Papuans created a life-long connection with the 
people and the land and a commitment to their decolonisation and independence.  
 
At 24 years old, Hal went to PNG, which was then administered by Australia. He learned to 
speak Pidgin, which allowed him to sit, listen and learn from indigenous Papuans. Hal recalled 
how they told him of “the humiliating racism they had suffered at the hands of whites”. He 
wanted to stay to work in PNG to help them but soon 
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independent PNG to help build the judiciary, and create LawAsia to foster justice across the 
Asia-Pacific, including in PNG.9 
 
At 21 years old, I went to West Papua, which was then – and is today – unlawfully occupied 
by Indonesia. I speak Indonesian, so – like Hal – I was able to sit, listen and learn from West 
Papuans about the racism they had suffered under Indonesian occupation. I worked on cases 
involving torture, rape, and crimes against humanity – and saw 
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I always felt it was strange that here I was so bound up with͙EĞǁ�'ƵŝŶĞĂ͙�ŚĂǀŝŶŐ 
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took to the streets for Black Lives Matter protests after the death of George Floyd. The protest 
in Sydney was led by Leetona Dungay, a Dunghutti elder, protesting under a banner bearing 
the words, “I can’t breathe”. Like George Floyd, these were the words her son David had 
screamed 12 times at prison officers before he was killed in 2015. The CCTV footage is 
harrowing, yet no one has ever faced prosecution over his death.  
 
But Leetona has continued her tireless campaign for justice. 
 
For a number of years, I’d been speaking with the National Justice Project about how I could 
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Many of Hal’s reflections on his career so resonated with me, for example, that his career had 
‘ďĞŐƵŶ�ďǇ�ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚ͛, only to be ‘continued by a series of accidents’. 18 I laughed out loud when 
I read these words: ͞my career has been built on my inability to say no when invited to do 
something I was not qualified to do.͟ 19 
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I’m excited to see recent developments in Australian courts on climate34 – and I’ll be 
announcing my involvement in more exciting international climate justice work soon. 
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