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When I asked the office of the Human Rights Commission what I should speak on in relation to peaceful protest and human rights, it was suggested that what I should really cover is peaceful protest as a way of 'Keeping the Bastards Honest'. I am not an expert in an academic sense on peaceful protest or human rights - no doubt you will be saturated with experts on both, but having spent 25 years in Federal Parliament I reckon you could say that I am an expert on bastardry - and ways to try to keep the perpetrators more or less honest.

Peaceful protest as a political weapon can be enormously effective - the moratoriums of the Anti-Vietnam movement dragged a slow reluctant Labour Party into the Anti-Vietnam camp.
Before that time, it was very much the people and a somewhat lonely Jim Cairns. Support from the ALP was in fact quite late, only 1970-71.
Having attended the more recent Palm Sunday rallies, I believe that they are no longer capable of being politically effective. That time has passed. They are part of the system they are trying to reform - they have been taken over and used by the very people they are trying to affect. Repressive tolerance in operation one might call it. By tolerating and accommodating Palm Sunday rallies, even to the point of having people at the head of the marches who have not only never voted for a single disarmament or anti-nuclear measure but in fact have voted against them they have rendered these rallies impotent.
What you might say, is that the Palm Sunday rallies have altered the political agenda; they have helped move concensus on peace into a more respectable position than it was previously. ALP politicians have to be there to maintain any credibility.
But the rallies cannot alter the policies of the government because the rallies have been tamed and integrated into the political system.
One question I am personally interested in is:

When does peaceful political protest become harassment? With some of the Right to Life tactics?
Or those employed by the Festival of Light?

What about the campaign by people opposed to fringe benefits tax against the Australian Democrats?
Peaceful protest becomes harassment when it infringes someone else's human rights or civil liberties.
Blocking the roads and holding up the traffic for 1 hour may, of course, inconvenience, but it does not paralyse or jeopardise the operation of democracy or the functioning of government.
Certainly shoving cameras in the faces of people going into an abortion clinic is in my view harassment. It is an
infringement of other people's rights and an overt attempt to intimidate. Blocking the air-ways on talkback radio may not be an example of democracy at its best but it does not, I feel, constitute ,a threat. On the other hand the jamming for 10 days of my telex, vocadex, and telephones, to the extent that every member of my staff was solely occupied by taking frequently abusive phone calls and no other parliamentary work was done at all could be seen as a threat - it virtually made it impossible for any normal parliamentary functions to be carried out. And ultimately it was not successful.

On a more philosophical note: Do we have a duty to obey laws which we find morally repugnant? Everybody has the right to break a law which is morally repugnant provided they are prepared to pay the consequences and if a government is evil  then we do have a natural right to use every non-violent method available to :us to overthrow it.
But most of our governments are not evil, just misguided. Do we have the rights to disobey the law - like for example, refusing to pay taxes, if they directly or indirectly affront our civil liberties or human rights?

The question is very difficult. The McTaggerts, Ansetts and various farming groups who have said that they will not pay fringe benefits taxes would argue that it is a moral issues. would argue that trying to hold onto an economic privilege especially when it is subsidised by other people - in a worse economic position - i.e. your average ordinary PAYE taxpayer - is not a moral principle. You could argue about timing etc. But the taking away of such a rort is not an infringement on human rights. To me the rectification of this economic inequality and injustice is a moral principle. The difficulty is what is a matter of principle or conscience differs from person to person.
Quakers refusing to pay that proportion of their income tax devoted to defence spending, or an anti-nuclear activist refusing to pay that % of their taxes which Australia devotes to maintaining the bases etc is a moral principle and these  people's most basic human rights are being infringed - their lives and perhaps all future life on this planet are
threatened. These people are also aware of the legal consequences of their actions in the same way as the draft dodgers of the 1960's and early 1970's knew exactly what they were doing.
Ultimately, civil peace is a function of justice being done and being seen to be done, civil conflict is in my opinion a function of injustice.
No one in a democratic society should be expected to obey all the laws at any given time simply because they have been told to, we would be horrified at the prospect of our society being
full of unreflectively obedient people, e.g. George Georges in Queensland. In a democratic society, if people perceive. injustice, it is expected that they will try to remedy the situation. And God help us if this ever changed.
002





003





004





005








