
The text of this document has been electronically scanned from an original print copy. 
Freedom from errors or omissions cannot be guaranteed. 

 

 

 

[Continue page 8] 

TUESDAY, 3 MARCH, 1891. 

 

Motions by Concurrence-Days of Meeting-Minutes of Proceedings-Notices of Motion-Rules of 

Debate -Rules of Debate in Committee-Official Record of Debates-Divisions-Admission of the Press 

and Public. 

 

The PRESIDENT took the chair at halfpast 2 o'clock p.m. 

 

MOTIONS BY CONCURRENCE. 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: I have to move a series of resolutions, most of which are formal, and I intend 

to add one at the end with regard to the quorum, and then one in reference to the question, which will 

have to be determined by the delegates, of the Chairman of Committees. I understand there is some 

difference of opinion with regard to this latter point, but probably that motion and the one with regard 

to the quorum can be taken with concurrence, without the ordinary notice. 

 

DAYS OF MEETING. 

 

Motion (by Mr. MCMILLAN) proposed: 

 

That, unless otherwise ordered, the Convention shall meet daily (Sundays excepted) at 11 o'clock 

a.m. punctually. 

 

Mr. ABBOTT: I should like to know whether it is intended that the Convention shall sit on 

Saturdays, and if so, whether for the whole or half of the day? So far as I am personally concerned, I 

am quite willing to make my time suit the time of the delegates from the other colonies- 

 

Mr. DIBBS: And sit even on Sundays! 

 

Mr. ABBOTT: Yes, and sit even on Sundays, if it would suit those gentlemen. But perhaps they 

themselves would not care about assembling here on Saturdays. I should like to hear some expression 

of opinion from the delegates from the other colonies. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: In the event of the Convention not wishing to sit on Saturday on any occasion, 

they can easily carry out their intention by passing a resolution of which notice may be given the day 

before. I think it would be as well to carry the motion as it stands, because it will enable us to meet on 

Saturday if we think proper to do so, it being understood that we do meet on Saturday unless 

otherwise ordered. 

 

Sir JOHN DOWNER: I take the same view as the last speaker; but I think it should not be 

necessary to give notice of motion in the event of our considering it inexpedient to sit on Saturday. 

There would be nothing inconsistent with the [start page 9] motion as submitted if a member were 

allowed to move on Friday that we adjourn until Monday. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: As a member of the Convention who has a good deal of work to do 

besides that connected with the Convention, I venture to express a hope that we shall not sit on 

Saturdays, because I am certain that in my case one day in the week will be absolutely necessary to 



enable me to get through other work that must be done. I do not offer any objection to the resolution 

being passed in its present form; but I hope the Convention will not insist upon sitting on Saturdays. 

 

The PRESIDENT: I would suggest that perhaps it would be better to amend the motion by 

inserting the words "Saturdays and" before the word "Sundays." 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: I accept the suggestion of the President. 

 

Motion so amended, and agreed to. 

 

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS. 

 

Resolved (on motion by Mr. MCMILLAN): 

 

That the secretary to the Convention shall take minutes of each day's proceedings, which shall be 

printed and circulated amongst the delegates; that such official record of the proceedings be signed 

by the President and secretary; and that the secretary be authorised to make such record public, 

together with notices of motions to be submitted to the Convention. 

 

NOTICES OF MOTION. 

 

Motion (by Mr. MCMILLAN) proposed: 

 

That previous notice, in writing, shall be given at a sitting of the Convention of all motions to be 

submitted by the delegates, and that all notices of motions shall be printed and circulated daily 

amongst the delegates. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: Of course we are to understand that this will not prevent a delegate from 

moving a motion without notice with the consent of a majority of members? 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: No; a motion can be made with concurrence! 

 

Sir JOHN BRAY: I would suggest to the mover that it would be desirable to insert the words 

"unless otherwise ordered," because an occasion may arise when it may be desirable to move a 

motion without notice, and if this resolution were literally interpreted, that would be impossible. I beg 

to move as an amendment: 

 

That after the word "That " the words unless otherwise ordered be inserted. 

 

Mr. ADYE DOUGLAS: What is the object of the amendment? These are merely sessional orders 

subject to the rules of the House of Commons, and therefore it would be surplusage to put in the 

words "unless otherwise ordered," because the Convention can always order it, and the insertion of 

the words would be an absurdity. The motion, as it stands, is perfectly regular, and is in accordance 

with the rules of Parliament. The proposed amendment will not be in accordance with the rules of 

Parliament, and it is quite unnecessary. 

 

Amendment agreed to; motion, as amended, agreed to. 

 

RULES OF DEBATE. 

 

Motion (by Mr. MCMILLAN) proposed: 

 



That in the debates of the Convention, the ordinary rules of the House of Commons be observed; 

but that the President or Vice-President, as the case may be, have the same right as any other delegate 

to take part in the discussion of any question. 

 

Sir JOHN DOWNER: I think this motion will require a little amendment. We understand that the 

President is to move a motion in the Convention tomorrow, and if the resolution is carried in its 

present form it may raise some question as to whether such a proceeding will be strictly in order. I 

therefore beg to move, as an amendment: 

 

That the words, "to make any motion and" be inserted after the word "delegate," line 5. 

 

Amendment agreed to; motion, as amended, agreed to. 

 

[start page 10] 

RULES OF DEBATE IN COMMITTEE. 

 

Motion (by Mr. MCMILLAN) proposed: 

 

That in Committee the rules of debate observed in Committees of the Whole in Parliament be 

adopted by the Convention; but that the President or Vice-President, as the case may be, have the 

same right as any other delegate to take part in the discussion of any question. 

 

Sir JOHN DOWNER: I think it would be better to insert the same words in this motion also. 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: I accept the suggestion. 

 

Motion so amended and agreed to. 

 

OFFICIAL RECORD OF DEBATES. 

 

Resolved (on motion by Mr. MCMILLAN): 

 

That an official record of the debates in the Convention be made by the Parliamentary Reporting 

Staff of this colony. 

 

DIVISIONS. 

 

Motion (by Mr. MCMILLAN) proposed: 

 

That in any divisions taken in the Convention the President or Vice-President, as the case may be, 

have the right to vote, and in case of an equality of votes exercise a second or casting vote; and that 

the names of the delegates be printed in alphabetical order, without reference to the colonies which 

they represent. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: I think that in this case we are altogether departing from the usual 

parliamentary practice, which is certainly not to give the President or the Speaker a deliberative as 

well as a casting vote. My own idea is that if the votes are so equal as to call for the casting vote of 

the President the question should pass in the negative. I, therefore, ask the mover to strike out all 

reference to the President or Vice-President having a deliberative as well as a casting vote. In order to 

take the sense of the Convention on the subject I shall move as an amendment: 

 

That the following words be struck out:-"and in case of an equality of votes exercise a second or 

casting vote." 



 

Mr. MUNRO: I am afraid the proposed amendment would not carry out the object desired by the 

hon. member. If he were to propose that "in the case of an equality of votes the question shall pass in 

the negative" I could understand the position; but otherwise no provision will be made for what is to 

happen in the event of an equality of votes. If the words "exercise a second or casting vote" were 

struck out, and the words "the question shall pass in the negative" inserted, that I think would answer 

the purpose. 

 

Mr. MOORE: I scarcely think there is any necessity at all for the resolution. The rules of the 

House of Commons will provide for the case, and we might very well do without the resolution 

altogether. 

 

Mr. BARTON: The effect of the rules of the House of Commons will not be as the last speaker 

supposes, but it will be to give the President simply a casting vote, and take away from him altogether 

a deliberative vote; and that certainly is not the intention of the Convention. Because of the accident-

if I may so put it-of Sir Henry Parkes or Sir Samuel Griffith being in the chair on any occasion, it is 

not intended to take away their deliberative vote. And would it not be desirable to avoid what would 

happen in case the suggestion of the hon. member, Mr. Munro, were adopted-that is to say, that in 

case of an equality of votes the question should pass in the negative? There is no reason why it 

should pass in the negative any more than in the affirmative. What reason is there? 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: Because the question will not be carried by a majority! 

 

Mr. BARTON: But it will be carried by a majority if the casting vote is exercised. I would 

suggest that the casting vote should be exercised, and the better provision would be to say that it 

should be exercised on the same principle on which it is exercised by the Speaker of the Legislative 

Assembly-that is, not in [start page 11] a partisan way, but on certain principles, the chief one of 

which is the allowance of opportunity for further discussion, which in exactly what is wanted in this 

case. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: It seems to me that having conceded to the President the right to 

initiate a motion and to speak upon it, this necessarily involves the assumption that he will be able to 

give an original vote upon the motion. But I entirely concur with the hon. member, Mr. Playford, that 

the President ought not to have two votes. In fact, I think that a question carried in the Convention by 

a casting vote is practically not carried at all. If we have not a larger majority on any question in this 

Convention than the casting vote of the Chair, we may consider that it is practically negatived, 

whatever appears on our records. I do not think myself it makes much difference in what form this 

resolution is worded, because our conclusions must be arrived at with practical unanimity. Still there 

are minor matters in which no doubt every delegate would be willing that his own judgment should 

bow to the opinion of the majority. Whether his colony would follow him in that is another matter to 

be considered afterwards. But this resolution also raises the question whether the voting in this 

Convention shall be by individuals or by colonies? There is, again, a difference of opinion on that 

point, if not in the Convention, at any rate outside of it. I do not propose to discuss the matter at any 

length; but considering that we are to a certain extent a constitutional convention, met here to 

deliberate and to devise the best things to be done, and that we shall have to deal with a great number 

of details, I am disposed to think the better plan would be that evidently intended by the proposer of 

the resolution-that we should give our votes individually. I would ask the delegate from South 

Australia, Mr. Playford, to accept the suggestion of the hon. member, Mr. Munro, and so frame his 

amendment that, in case of an equality of votes, the question shall pass in the negative. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: I am quite willing to do so! 

 



Mr. GILLIES: We have already passed a resolution which sets out that we are to be guided by 

the practice of the House of Commons. A resolution such as that proposed would certainly alter that 

determination at which we have already arrived. It would be inconsistent. The practice of the House 

of Commons is well known. That body does not invest its speaker with a deliberative as well as a 

casting vote, and, as the hon. member, Sir Samuel Griffith, has pointed out, the question is bound to 

be raised as to whether we shall vote by colonies or as individual members. I do not think we have an 

opportunity this afternoon, short as the sitting must be, to determine that question. It is an important 

question in the minds I believe of a number of the delegates, and I feel confident it is also an 

important question in the minds of many of the colonies which the delegates represent. Therefore if 

the mover of the resolution could see his way to postpone it and bring it up later when we can really 

discuss that question it would be, to my mind, extremely desirable. I do not think we shall lose 

anything by postponing this matter for the present, because the rules of the House of Commons will 

determine our practice for some little time to come, and in a day or two we may be able to raise this 

question without any difficulty. 

 

Sir JOHN DOWNER: I would simply point out that if the practice of the House of Commons 

were followed the President would not have a deliberative vote, and I certainly understand that you, 

sir, accepted the position in which you are now placed on the distinct understanding that you were to 

have a deliberative vote, the question of a casting vote, of course, being left [start page 12] open to 

the Convention to decide. But an important question will arise as to whether we are to vote 

individually or by colonies, and as there will not perhaps be time to discuss that question this 

afternoon, I would join with the hon. member, Mr. Gillies, in the suggestion that it should be 

postponed until we have a better opportunity to consider it. 

 

Mr. GORDON: With regard to the question whether we shall vote by colonies or by individuals, 

I would ask whether we are not bound by the 4th resolution adopting the ordinary rules of the House 

of Commons? It is just a question whether we have not gone a little too far already in committing 

ourselves absolutely to the rules of the House of Commons, and whether we should not hark back a 

little. 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: I agree with the hon. member, Mr. Gillies, that if we want to open up a debate 

as to whether we are to vote individually or by colonies, it would be better to postpone this motion. 

We took it for granted that that question had been practically settled; but, if there is to be a debate 

upon it, I shall be very glad to postpone this motion until to-morrow. 

 

Debate adjourned. 

 

ADMISSION OF THE PRESS AND PUBLIC. 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN rose to move: 

 

(1.) That when the Convention is engaged in debating matters formally submitted by previous 

notice, or submitted by consent without notice, the press and public be admitted on the order of the 

President. 

 

(2.) That whenever the Convention is in Committee the press and public be not admitted, unless 

otherwise ordered. 

 

He said: I am sure, as far as I know the minds of the delegates, that we have no desire to exclude 

the press from any important discussion whatever; but it is simply to discuss the order of our business 

and to expedite business that we desire to hold any informal meetings. 

 

Question put. 



 

Mr. DIBBS: I desire to move the omission of all the words after the word "That," in the 1st clause 

of the resolution, with the view of inserting other words, which I hope will meet with the approval of 

members of the Convention, and which will certainly meet with the approval of the people from one 

end to the other of this colony. I beg to move: 

 

That all the words after the word "That," in the first line of the 1st clause, be omitted with a view 

to insert the following words:-"during the sittings of this Convention the press and the public be 

admitted on the order of the President." That clause 2 be omitted. 

 

I move this amendment for the purpose of pointing out that, if ever that sentiment which was so 

much lauded last night "one people and one destiny"-is to be given effect to, it will be by taking the 

people in all the colonies fully into our confidence. That can only be done by throwing open our 

doors wide to the press and the public, so that they may hear every debate and argument used in 

favour of a federated Australia. If my amendment is carried, it will be necessary to omit the 2nd 

clause of the motion altogether. By adopting the course I suggest, we shall enable the public to judge 

whether our decisions are in the interest of Australia as a whole, and of the respective colonies. If the 

public know that all our proceedings are subject to outside criticism, there will be no feeling that this 

is a secret conclave to take away the liberties of the public. We will take the people with us a long 

way in any course which members desire to carry out, if we admit the press and public to all our 

proceedings. We want to build up a nation, and in order to do so, we must take into our confidence 

the people, who are the principal factors, and the press also. 

 

Mr. DOUGLAS: We will all agree to strike out the words necessary to give effect to the hon. 

member's amendment; and that will best be done by omitting the [start page 13] words, "on the order 

of the President." It appears to me that our object is to have all matters dealt with before the public as 

much as possible. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: The best thing we can do is to follow parliamentary practice. The practice of 

our Parliament is to admit the press and public, with the right to exclude them at any time if we 

please. We shall accomplish all we desire by adopting the following amendment:- 

 

That all the words after the word "That" in the first line be omitted with a view to insert the 

following words:-"all the proceedings of the Convention shall be open to the press and the public 

unless otherwise ordered." 

 

The clause with regard to proceedings in Committee should, I think, be omitted altogether. In 

Committee the most important portion of our work will have to be done. The whole of the debates on 

the Constitution which we may adopt, and a great many matters of detail which are of exceedingly 

great interest, will all be dealt with in Committee; and the public will take the deepest interest in our 

proceedings at that time. They will take more interest in those proceedings than they will in the 

merely formal resolutions which will be submitted prior to the Constitution being framed. Whenever 

we find it is desirable that the press and public should be excluded we can do so under the 

amendment I propose. The more public we make our proceedings, as in the case of Parliament, the 

better it will be for us and for the cause we are here to promote. 

 

Mr. DIBBS: The object of Mr. Playford would be carried out by adding to my amendment the 

words "unless otherwise ordered." 

 

The PRESIDENT: I would venture to suggest that it would be the better course for the mover to 

withdraw his motion and give notice of a fresh one for to-morrow, embodying the views of Mr. 

Playford. 

 



Mr. MCMILLAN: I understand that Mr. Dibbs agrees to accept Mr. Playford's amendment. I 

would suggest that they should be amalgamated at once. 

 

Mr. DIBBS: If I accept the suggestion of Mr. Playford, and add to my amendment the words 

"unless otherwise ordered," the whole question can be dealt with now. I will add those words to my 

amendment. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: I do not approve of the insertion of those words "on the order of the 

President." It should be "on the order of the whole Convention." 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: It is only fair to those who drew this resolution to say that their only intention 

was that we should have the power within ourselves to sit without the public being present, and this 

was purely a formal motion, which would permit us to take any course we liked. I accept the 

amendment. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: Mr. President, for my part, I think the press and public-the press is 

only a part of the public, after all, and comes in as part of the public-should be admitted to all sittings 

of the Convention, sitting as a convention, whether you, sir, are in the chair as President, or whether 

we are in Committee. I take this opportunity of saying so, because I observe it has been stated in 

various parts of Australia that I entertain a contrary view. I have never entertained or expressed to any 

one a contrary view. I believe, as Mr. Playford has said, that the most important work of the 

Convention will take place in Committee. There the closest arguments will be applied, and there the 

most instructive lessons will be given, if any lessons are to be derived from what we say. I therefore 

entirely concur with the amendment of the hon. member, Mr. Dibbs. As to the words, "on the order of 

the President," I do not understand them to mean that the President would have power to exclude the 

public from the House. I understand them to mean merely that if 500 persons desired to be [start page 

14] admitted, and there was only room for fifty, those who were admitted should be admitted on his 

order. 

 

Mr. GILLIES: When I saw this resolution first drawn I took it for granted that it practically 

proposed to carry out what was done in Melbourne last year, when all the important debates were 

open to the press and the public. But it was manifest to the minds of nearly the whole of the 

representatives that times would come when it would be much more convenient for the members 

themselves, and more convenient for the transaction of business, if they met without the presence of 

the public and the press. Not that there was an intention to conceal anything; but it was with the view 

of enabling their business to be presented to the public and the press in a form in which they would 

be able to discuss the subjects properly and methodically. According to the historical information 

which we have gathered as to the course pursued by the British-American colonies when they 

considered the question of federation, they did so with absolutely closed doors. There was no 

information given to the public at all. The discussions took place in private, and it was only 

occasionally at public meetings, and afterwards in the legislative halls, that the members were in a 

position to tell the public what they had done. On this occasion we do not propose to do that. From all 

we have been able to learn the course then pursued was an unfortunate one, although unquestionably 

it was done for the best purposes and objects. The public did not thoroughly well understand the 

whole course of procedure, and their minds were partly made up, at any rate, in some of the 

provinces, against the course that was proposed. The result was that in one of the provinces some of 

the best and foremost men, occupying the highest public positions, were relegated for the time-being 

to private life, because the public did not understand their objects at the moment, and did not 

appreciate them. If at this moment we proposed the absolute exclusion of the public and the press, it 

would be a terrible mistake. We are all desirous that the press and the public should be thoroughly 

well informed of what we are doing from time to time. But what I would urge is that there will be 

times when we can deal much better with questions privately, for the time-being, than we can deal 

with them publicly. That they must be afterwards dealt with publicly is beyond question. In my 



judgment it is better that some important points should be thoroughly thrashed out in detail, and then 

submitted in a proper and satisfactory form to the delegates, so as to enable them to discuss the 

subject thoroughly, and with such comprehension of their importance as would weigh both with the 

public and the press. I feel convinced that if a resolution be carried, providing that in all Committee 

meetings of this Convention the press shall be present, before long we shall find out that we have 

made a mistake. The position into which we shall be forced will be this: that we shall not meet as a 

delegation at all; we shall meet privately, as we met this morning, and discuss subjects which, 

perhaps, would have been better discussed in a more formal manner. Our discussions must 

necessarily involve details, some of them very important, which could be more expeditiously settled 

if they were not first dealt with in the presence of the press and of the public. 

 

Sir JOHN DOWNER: I take it that in the case of all legislation, whatever disposition we may 

have to perform all our acts in the broad light of day, in the presence of the press and of the public, 

there must always be, in matters of detail, some degree of privacy. When an attorney-general is 

instructing the draftsman as to the contents of a ministerial bill, there [start page 15] is not usually a 

reporter present to hear what is being done, nor is the public generally admitted. I agree with what 

Mr. Gillies that said, that it would be an immense saving of time if we openly and straightforwardly 

said, that when we are discussing the details of important questions we shall do so without admitting 

the public, rather than resort to any expedient which may bring about identically the same result, such 

as private and unofficial conferences, respecting which the public would not be informed. It appears 

to me that no vital mischief can come from this proposal, seeing that the details we agree upon in 

Committee have to take the form of resolutions which have to be submitted to the Convention, which 

have to be justified, and the whole of the reasons for adopting them will have to be explained. If a 

resolution is come to by a majority, the minority will take very good care to have the other side of the 

question properly ventilated. It was not merely in the case of Canada, but also in the case of the 

United States, that the proceedings of the Convention were originally conducted with absolute 

secrecy. Whilst I would deprecate absolute secrecy as much as any member of the Convention would, 

I understand that there is much of our business that would be conducted more expeditiously, and 

many disagreements might very well be reconciled, if we had an opportunity of conferring in an 

informal way amongst ourselves, instead of always speaking ex cathedra, with every word we said 

being reported. Speaking from my own point of view, I concur with what the Conference did in 

Melbourne. They came to a wise resolution when they said that the discussion of principles should be 

public, but that the discussion of details in Committee should be private. In this instance the 

discussion has to be public ultimately; it cannot be suggested that this is a hole-and-corner business in 

any shape or form. Practically, everything will be done in the broad light of day. The only difference 

will be that, instead of so meeting, we shall be able to advance the cause better by the men sent from 

the different colonies consulting privately amongst themselves, afterwards submitting the resolutions 

they have arrived at publicly, and explaining the reasons. That will be much better than to allow the 

preliminary discussions to take place in public, when possibly the delegates might commit themselves 

to opinions from which they might have some difficulty afterwards in retiring. I know there is a 

strong public feeling on this question. Of course the press are particularly anxious that nothing should 

take place among us that they do not understand. I sympathise with them in that feeling, and I would 

be the last to wish to deprive them of any information as to our course of action, or as to the ultimate 

conclusions we come to. But I feel certain that the course adopted in Melbourne was a wise and 

prudent one, and might be well followed by this Convention. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: It appears to me that we are wasting time on what is really no practical question. I 

understood that the hon. member, Mr. Dibbs, wishes to add to his amendment the words "unless 

otherwise ordered." Surely that covers the whole ground! If any necessity should arise for holding a 

private meeting, the words "unless otherwise ordered" would meet the case. My own impression is 

that such an occasion will not arise at all. We are appointed delegates to draft a constitution for a 

federal parliament and federal executive, and everything that we do is of interest to the whole of the 

Australian colonies. While there may be some little differences of opinion on details, surely, whether 



we are sitting in Committee or in open House, we cannot debate the question in a proper manner 

unless [start page 16] the proceedings are open to the press and the public, and unless we deal with 

the question in a formal way! We are not supposed to meet privately or in an informal manner. I am 

quite sure that our business would be facilitated by transacting it in the presence of the press and the 

public. I am quite sure that the business would be better conducted. If occasion arises at any time the 

President and Convention can order that the press and public be excluded; but until that occasion 

arises I do not think there is any necessity for wasting time over this question. 

 

Mr. FITZGERALD: I apprehend there can be no difference of opinion among members as to the 

great importance which attaches to the creation of public opinion throughout the colonies on the 

question of federation. On the other hand, we have to consider that we come here in a spirit of 

compromise-to carry out that "give and take" policy which may be said to be the essence of British 

parliamentary government, without which it will be impossible to obtain a successful termination of 

our labours. What we have to consider is whether the opening of our proceedings at all stages to the 

press will not considerably affect that spirit which must be such an important factor in our 

deliberations. There is a great deal to be said on this subject. We all recognise the value and 

importance to us of having all our proceedings known to the public of Australia; but it is for us to 

consider whether it is wise to consent to the publication of these things-the publication of the 

surrender of important principles which delegates come here prepared to support, but which there 

will be a necessity for them to resign, if not wholly, certainly in part, if we are to come to any 

satisfactory conclusion. It is a most difficult question to decide. I am sure that the delegates do not 

desire to come to a hasty conclusion. I confess that when I first read this resolution I thought it 

covered the ground entirely; that unless there should be some good reason to the contrary this 

Convention would consider that its deliberations on the details of any scheme of federation should be 

conducted in camera; and, as has been well put, that the result of the labours of the Convention in 

Committee should form the subject of resolutions which would be discussed openly. The public 

would then have an opportunity of regarding the resolutions according to their merit, and would be 

able to form opinions as to their value, and as to how far they affected their interests or liberties. I 

think it is desirable that this question should not be decided this afternoon, but that there should be an 

adjournment in order to allow of further thought as to whether it would be to the advantage of the 

object we have all come here to further to have every detail, every concession, every argument made 

known to the world before we come to a conclusion. It is a matter of the utmost moment and weight, 

affecting in the most serious manner the result of the labours of this Convention, and I would 

respectfully suggest that the question should be postponed until to-morrow. 

 

Mr. THYNNE: In dealing with this matter, reference has been made by the hon. member, Mr. 

Gillies, to the conduct of the convention in Canada, and by the hon. member, Sir John Downer, to the 

convention in the United States, and it was shown that both conventions hold their sittings practically 

in secret; but I think that the circumstances under which we are now met are radically different from 

the circumstances under which both those conventions were held. I take it that the movement in 

favour of the federation of these colonies is one that has sprung wholly and solely from the people of 

the colonies themselves, for their own advantage, and, I think it is in that respect that the move- [start 

page 17] ments which took place in Canada, and in the United States, were materially different, 

because they had powerful forces external to the countries themselves which urged them strongly to 

enter into some form of federation. I think that in this matter, unless we are entirely with the people 

of these colonies, we are bound to meet with a great deal of difficulty hereafter, and it seems to me 

that we should be making a very great mistake if we adopted in this Convention any course of 

procedure differing from that adopted in the parliaments of all the colonies, and that is the complete 

opening of all the discussions, whether in Committee or out of it, to the public. If we adopt the 

resolution which has been moved by the hon. member, Mr. McMillan, I think there will be some 

ground for fearing that suspicion will attach to some of the proceedings of this Convention, and I 

think that that would be a most unfortunate thing. The amendment should be carried without the 

delay which one hon. gentleman has requested. 



 

Mr. SHIELS: I think the suggestion offered by Mr. Fitzgerald and other gentlemen is the correct 

one to adopt. We are taking a very serious step, and I think the question requires more consideration. 

What are the complaints which have been made against parliamentary government of recent years, 

not only in these colonies but also in the mother country? They are that there is an intolerable amount 

of talk, that when the people expect work they get-sometimes eloquence, but sometimes mere words, 

and words which had better have been left unspoken. The course being taken is, I think, a dangerous 

one, and will be dilatory in its action, the inevitable tendency of large bodies of representative men 

with the press before them, being to rhetorical displays, and also to the exhibition of a spirit the very 

opposite to that which is so necessary in our deliberations-the spirit of compromise. A spirit of 

stubbornness is induced. Men having committed themselves in the sight of the press and of the public 

to a certain view, it is human nature that they will contend for that view to the last, so that, instead of 

being ready, in a spirit of compromise, to give up for higher objects, they will be unyielding and 

resisting when they should yield, and when they ought to feel that the opinions in favour of a course 

opposite to that which they advocate are worthy of their consideration. We are taking a course 

essentially dangerous at the present time, and I think that we ought not to have a discussion on this 

motion until further opportunity be given for consideration. I move: 

 

That the debate be adjourned until tomorrow. 

 

Mr. MACDONALD-PATERSON seconded the motion. 

 

Mr. RUTLEDGE: I must express my regret that the amendment moved by the hon. member, Mr. 

Shiels, has been submitted to the Convention. We have had twenty-four hours to think over this 

matter. Notice of the intention to move this motion was given yesterday when we met; and I do not 

think that we shall derive any benefit, or that the proceedings of this Convention will be in any way 

facilitated by a further postponement. I think we have all made up our minds pretty well as to what is 

the proper course to adopt on the present occasion with regard to this matter. Hon. gentlemen who 

have advocated that part of our proceedings should be conducted privately have endeavoured to 

strengthen their arguments by references to the procedure adopted when the United States 

Convention assembled in the year 1787, and to the procedure of the later convention assembled for 

the purpose of founding a constitution for for what is now the Dominion of Canada; but, as has been 

observed by the hon. [start page 18] member, Mr. Thynne, it must not be forgotten that the 

circumstances which obtained in both those epochs were very different from those which prevail at 

the present time. It cannot be contended that when the convention assembled in 1787, there was a 

public press of the character which we now have, not only in the metropolis of New South Wales, but 

also in all the Australian capitals and in all the principal provincial towns of these colonies; and I 

think we assume too much when we take it for granted that we who are assembled here are the only 

persons who can exercise an educative effect upon each other. A great many of us are only feeling 

our way. By the interchange of ideas in this Chamber we shall do a great deal to imbue each other 

with a true idea of the functions pertaining to us, and the objects we hope to achieve; but while we 

hope to get a great deal of illumination from the interchange of opinions on the floor of this assembly, 

I think we must admit that we shall derive great benefit from the educative influence of the press 

outside. I think the more daylight we can let in upon our preceedings the more advantageous it will 

be, and the more it will facilitate the work of this Convention. We have to cultivate the sympathy of 

the people whom we are sent here to represent, and we should suffer a very great disadvantage indeed 

if we allowed the idea to go abroad that there was any part of our proceedings as a convention which 

it was desirable to shield from public observation. Even in connection with our own legislative 

assemblies there is a great deal of business done informally in private. It is not done by the legislative 

assemblies as such, but it is done in committees, and in other meetings where members of both 

parties come together to arrange their respective programmes. Why cannot we do this now? There is 

nothing in the amendment moved by the hon. member, Mr. Dibbs, which prevents any number of the 

members of this Convention from assembling together in order to interchange ideas, and I think, 



remembering this, there is no need to suggest the desirableness of having any part of the proceedings 

of this Convention as a convention held in private. Some hon. gentlemen have suggested that if we do 

not adopt the expedient that has been referred to by Mr. Fitzgerald, of having part of our proceedings 

on occasion in private, it will tend to produce a great flood of oratory, and members will make 

speeches for the sake of being reported; but I conceive that if we have part of our proceedings in 

private in this way we shall bring about the very evil sought to be avoided, because when there will 

only be formal motions submitted here to be spoken to by the delegates, every delegate will conceive 

it important to him to have all his say on these resolutions; whereas, if the proceedings of the 

committee were as open to the public as the proceedings of the Convention, when resolution of a 

formal character were being discussed, delegates would not have the same inducement to make long 

speeches for the sake of being reported. 

 

Mr. FITZGERALD: The hon. member must be mistaken when he connects me with this idea. I 

have not entertained it, nor have I expressed it. 

 

Mr. RUTLEDGE: I have not attributed the argument to the hon. delegate, but I know that the 

idea has existed in some minds, and I am aware that there is a fear that, unless some of the 

proceedings of the Convention are conducted without the press and the public being admitted, there 

will be a tendency to open the floodgates of talk, and to obstruct, rather than facilitate, the progress of 

business. 

 

Mr. BAKER: I confess that this is a most difficult question, and I have not made up my mind as 

to the side I shall take. But I rise to point out one fundamental difficulty which has not yet been [start 

page 19] pointed out by any delegate. Our proceedings have been compared to the proceedings in 

parliament, and we are told that, because the proceedings of parliament are open to the public, the 

proceedings of this Convention ought also to be always open to the public. Now, the fundamental 

difference between this Convention and parliament is this: Parliament has power to decide upon and 

finally make laws. After a bill has emerged from parliament and has received the royal assent it 

becomes an act, and binds the people; but we are met here only to advise. Everything we do has 

hereafter to be discussed and decided upon by the people. We are told-and, no doubt, correctly told-

that it is our duty to educate the people up to this idea of federation-to the adoption of a scheme 

which I hope we shall frame in this Convention. No doubt this is true; but the education will come 

after we have adopted the scheme. It does not at all follow that the public should be necessarily 

admitted to all the details of the framing of the scheme. It will be a very difficult thing for the 

delegates, after the scheme has been framed and adopted, to explain it, as they will have to do, to the 

people of the various colonies if the public are admitted to all our discussions. I confess I see great 

difficulties on both sides. If we do admit the public to every discussion it will be difficult for the 

delegates when they return to the different colonies from which they were sent to cry back upon the 

opinions which they have strongly advocated here, although they will have to cry back in respect to 

some of the details if that spirit of compromise, which is the only spirit which should be admitted 

here, is present. If we have to give way after having strongly expressed our opinions it will be most 

difficult for us when we get back to agree to views contrary to those which we favoured here. On the 

other hand, it the press and the public are not admitted to all our proceedings I know that a suspicion 

will arise-I believe an unworthy suspicion-that something has happened which, for some improper 

reason, we do not want made public. But I am quite sure that no such suspicion can possibly be 

founded on truth. In conclusion, I hope that the amendment will be agreed to, and that we shall have a 

longer time to think over this matter. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: There is such a difference of opinion upon this subject that it seems 

to me that it will be necessary to dispose of notice of motion No. 7 before we can deal with the 

motion before us. At the present time we do not know how to divide, so that we are bound to 

postpone this motion. 

 



Motion agreed to; debate adjourned. 

 

Convention adjourned at 3.47 p.m. 

 

 


