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3 ‘Your petitioners humbly pray . . .’ What attempts 
were made to change the Constitution by petitions?

This activity helps students explore the material in the 
Earlier attempts to change the Constitution, Early petitions, 
National petition campaign 1962-63, and the FCAATSI 
Legislative Reform Committee sections of the website 
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/

You will see from the previous Activity that by 1967 not 
all Australians had equal citizenship rights in practice. 

In 1967 there was an attempt to change this situation 
by changing the Australian Constitution.

The rest of this unit shows how you can use the 
rich resources in the National Museum of Australia’s 
Collaborating for Indigenous Rights website to 
explore this reform.

Change required: Petition to be presented to: Key factors that are likely to make it effective:

An aspect of your school

Parking laws in a local street

Reduce plastic use in 
supermarkets

Increase (or decrease) 
refugee intake to Australia

Increase (or decrease) 
Australia’s adoption of 
international human rights 
laws

How did people use petitions to try to bring about 
this change? 
For a Commonwealth matter the petition had to be 
directed to the Commonwealth Parliament. Petitions are 
presented to Parliament by the members who represent 
a particular electorate (for the House of Representatives) 

One way that people tried to bring about a change in 
the reality of Aboriginal people’s lives and rights was 
by petitions.

What is a petition? How and where are petitions used 
in Australia today?
A petition is a collection of signatures of people who are 
asking for a change, often to a law.

1 Imagine that you were organising petitions to change 
the situations set out in the table below. Who would 
you present the petition to? What would determine 
whether the petition was effective or not? Complete 
this table.

or a State (for the Senate). The MP presents the petition, 
even if he or she does not personally agree with it. 
Nothing actually happens with petitions after being 
presented to Parliament. The point behind them is to 
try to influence the Government by showing what the 
people want.

Petitions are regularly presented to Parliaments today. You can find information about them at several sites, including:
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senatepubs/odgers/chap1809.htm
and http://www.edo.org.au/edovic and go to Kits, then EDO Petition Kit.

You could also explore petitions presented to Parliament. Do an internet search for 
State or Commonwealth Hansard and you will find a record of those that have been 
presented recently. See if any have been presented by your local Member of Parliament. 7
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Understanding the Constitution
Most of the petitions you are about to study called for 
a change to the Australian Constitution, created in 1901.

The Australian Constitution determines what power the 
Commonwealth and the States and territories have.

Soon you will see that the main aim of reformers was to have 
the Commonwealth Parliament able to make laws affecting 
Indigenous people. Before 1967 it could not do this in most 
areas of life. 

2 Look at this table, and: 
• summarise what sections 51(xxvi) and 127 as passed 

in 1901 meant for Aboriginal people;
• decide what effect you think the proposed changes to 

those two sections would make to Aboriginal people.

Before 1967 After 1967

1901 Australian Constitution Meaning and implications for 
Indigenous people

Proposed change to the 
1901 Constitution

Meaning and implications for 
Indigenous people

51. The Parliament shall, subject 
to this Constitution, have power 
to make laws for the peace, order, 
and good government of the 
Commonwealth with respect to:

(xxvi) The people of any race, 
other than the aboriginal people 
in any State, for whom it is 
necessary to make special laws.

51. The Parliament shall, subject 
to this Constitution, have power 
to make laws for the peace, order, 
and good government of the 
Commonwealth with respect to:

(xxvi) The people of any race, 
other than the aboriginal people 
in any State, for whom it is 
necessary to make special laws.

127. In reckoning the numbers of 
the people of the Commonwealth, 
or of a State or other part of 
the Commonwealth, aboriginal 
natives should not be counted.

127. In reckoning the numbers of 
the people of the Commonwealth, 
or of a State or other part of 
the Commonwealth, aboriginal 
natives should not be counted.

CASE STUDY   The 1962– 63 petition campaign
Several petitions were presented to Parliament (and 
other authorities) before 1967. These petitions did not 
achieve their aim of changing the Constitution. Why not? 
The Group Research Task on page 10 is a good way of 
exploring this question.

However, we can still learn a lot about the issue and 
the times by looking at a case study of one of these 
petitions, the 1962 national petition campaign.

3 Look at the petition on the next page, and answer 
the questions in boxes around it.

4 Imagine that you are a Member of the House of 
Representatives in 1962. 

You are aware that there is a national petition campaign 
about to start. You have to decide whether or not it will 
influence you.

Look at the following documents, and use them to 
answer these questions:

A What is the problem?

B What does the campaign want you to do?

C  Why is it targeting you?

D The target is for 250 000 signatures out of an 
Australian population of 10 700 000. (In fact it will 
achieve about 100 000.) Does this influence you?

E Identify the strategies that the campaign is using. 

F If the campaign is successful, what will follow?

G What are the main factors that will determine whether 
or not you are influenced by the campaign? 

H What is your response to the campaign?
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What effects was it 
designed to have?

Who is it being presented to?

What problem is it 
seeking to overcome?

What is it asking 
this body to do?

What new words does it want?

Who is involved in creating it?

Who would sign it?

Box 16, ‘Petition referendum’, Barry Christopher Papers, 1951-1981, MS7992/8, National Library of Australia
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/document55dd.html?ssID=25&sID=5&aID=&isID=764

Who would present it?

SOURCE 3.1



1846 Petition to Queen Victoria
Bain Attwood and Andrew Markus, 
The Struggle for Aboriginal Rights: 
A Documentary History, Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney, 1999, pp38-39 
http://www.indigenousrights.net.au/files/f85.pdf

Questions 1846 1933 1957 1958 1966

Who is organising it or 
involved in creating it?

When?

Who has signed it?

Who is it being presented 
to?

Why present it to that 
person/organisation?

What problem or situation 
is it seeking to overcome?

What change does it want 
to bring about?

What effects does it expect 
this change will have?

1933 Petition to King George V
Bain Attwood and Andrew Markus, 
Thinking Black: William Cooper and the 
Australian Aborigines’ League, Aboriginal Studies 
Press, Canberra 2004, pp 35–36 
http://www.indigenousrights.net.au/files/f74.pdf

Aboriginal-Australian Fellowship, 
Petition to amend the Constitution, 
1957
Fitzpatrick papers, MS 4965/1/5273, 
National Library of Australia
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/
subsectionb538.html?ssID=24

Petition for a Referendum, 1958
Barry Christophers papers, 
MS 7992, box 16, National Library 
of Australia, Canberra
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/
subsectionb538.html?ssID=24

Referendum Petition, 
FCAATSI 1966
Barrie Pittock personal papers
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/
subsectiond539.html?ssID=72

As a class, allocate these petitions and demands 
among groups. Complete this table of questions for 
each, and report back to the class — summarising 
the answers for those petitions you did not 
personally research.

GROUP RESEARCH TASK    Attempts to change the Constitution
Many petitions were presented concerning the status and rights of Aboriginal people between the 1840s and the 1960s. 
Several are included on the National Museum of Australia’s Collaborating on Indigenous Rights website:

SOURCE 3.2 SOURCE 3.3

SOURCE 3.4 SOURCE 3.5

SOURCE 3.6

© National Museum of Australia and Ryebuck Media 200710
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http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/subsectionc58a.html?ssID=25
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250,000 SIGNATURES TO BE SOUGHT ON NATIVE-RIGHTS PETITION
The Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement hopes to 
collect 250,000 signatures for a petition, to be submitted at 
the opening session of Federal parliament next year, calling 
for improved rights for Aborigines.

The petition calls for the amendment of two clauses of 
the Commonwealth Constitution.

The council claims the clauses give support to other 
laws and regulations depriving aborigines of equal wages 
and employment opportunities and denying them the right 
to own and develop their remaining tribal grounds.

It also claims that natives have inferior legal status to 
other Commonwealth citizens, and that the two clauses 
limit their right to ‘peace, order and good government’.

Aboriginal leaders from every State would speak at the 
Sydney meeting. Representatives form Brisbane, Perth, 
Darwin and Cairns will come to the Melbourne meeting. 
The main speaker in Melbourne would be Mrs Kath 
Walker, Queensland secretary of the Federal Council 
for Aboriginal Advancement. The Melbourne campaign 
committee of eight includes Mr Gordon Bryant, Federal 
member for Wills, and Pastor Doug Nicholls.

The main line of attack in the campaign would include 
the trade unions and church bodies.

Petition forms would be returned on February 23.

5  Language changes over time. 
Identify words used in this 
article that would not now be 
used. Discuss why such words 
would no longer be used.

Continued on next page >>

SOURCE 3.8   
Gordon Bryant, 
‘Arguments for a Referendum’, 
1962

SOURCE 3.7    Extracts from The Age 2 October 1962 



Alick Jackomos, Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders Oral History Project, 
12 December 1996, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, Canberra.

http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/subsectionc58a.html?ssID=25

The campaign did not achieve its aim of having Federal 
Parliament introduce a bill to authorise a referendum 
to change sections of the Constitution.

6  Why do you think it did not succeed? 
List the reasons.

We were given petitions and it was our job to get 
names on ’em. And Doug [Nicholls — a prominent 
Aboriginal ex-athlete, footballer and eventually Governor 
of South Australia] and I . . . used to go up to Smith Street, 
Collingwood with a little card table outside of old Foy and 
Gibson’s … And Doug’d be yelling out ‘give Aboriginals 
citizenship rights!’ And he’d be dragging people. And 
Doug was like chewing gum to anyone because if he put 
his hand on them they’d come right to the table, you know? 
He could mesmerise them, Doug and get them there. And 
it was Doug’s job to lead ’em to the table, and there’s me 
sitting at the table getting people to sign. 

We signed those petitions there but we also had a good 
spot outside the Collingwood football ground on home 
matches — outside the Collingwood members’ stand. Now 
Collingwood supporters are black and white one-eyed. 
Normally they’d just rush into the grandstand to get their 
seat. But this particular day Doug Nicholls, again as they 
were walking in — and everybody knew Doug. I mean 
Doug was a household name. He was better known than 
Henry Bolte who was the Premier at the time. Soon as they 
see Doug, they couldn’t resist Doug. So he leads ’em to 
the table and we’d get these petitions. And we got a lot of 
petitions signed and so did all the other workers in Victoria.

12

For the petition to succeed it needed to 
have a bill introduced into Parliament. Most 
bills are introduced into Parliament by the 
Government of the day. It is rare for Opposition 
or Private Members to introduce bills. For 
a Government bill to be introduced it needs the 
approval of Cabinet — a group of Senior Ministers.

So to understand what happened we need to focus 
on Cabinet and Parliament in the next Activity.© National Museum of Australia and Ryebuck Media 2007

Smoke Signals, October 1962
http://www.nma.gov.au/indigenousrights/
subsectionc58a.html?ssID=25

SOURCE 3.9    Alick Jackomos, FCAA state secretary for Victoria, recalls his street campaigning in the 1960s






















