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Rise to 
the top
A NUMBER 
OF LAWYERS 
MOVE FROM 
WORKING 
WITH LAWS 
TO HELPING 
SHAPE THEM 
AS MPS. THE 
YLJ INTER
VIEWED TWO 
FORMER 
LAWYERS TO 
FIND OUT 
HOW THEIR 
LEGAL PAST 
HAS HELPED 
SHAPE THEIR 
POLITICAL 
PRESENT, 
STARTING 
WITH DEPUTY 
PRIME 
MINISTER 
JULIA 
GILLARD.

A
mong her many achievements, Deputy Prime 

Minister Julia Gillard can lay claim to being 
the highest-ranked former lawyer currently 

in federal Parliament.

A solicitor for eight years and a partner for five, she 
moved from practising law to state politics in 1995 
as chief of staff to then Victorian Opposition Leader 
John Brumby.

Ms Gillard then won the Lower House seat of Lalor 
at the 1998 federal election and became Kevin 
Rudd’s deputy nine years later.

Have you ever questioned the 
value of your law degree?
No, I’ve never questioned the value of my law degree. 
Not only was it the foundation stone of eight happy 
years practising the law, it was also a qualification 
that gives you general skills in researching, thinking 
logically and structuring arguments, skills which still 
come in handy to this day.

You graduated in 1986. What are your best 
memories of studying at Melbourne Uni?
When I studied we were in the old law building so 
the facilities were nowhere near the standard of the 
new law school at Melbourne University. However 
they had a quaint charm. I remember enjoying the 
study of labour law under Breen Crichton, though 
he was a very tough lecturer who required you to do 
the reading and would ask you questions at random. 
I also enjoyed studying media law and that comes in 
a little bit handy to this day.

Describe your involvement in 
politics at university.
I first became involved in student unions when I 
was studying at the University of Adelaide, where I 
started my studies in 1979 and I became so active 
that I was ultimately elected as full-time office 
bearer of the Australian Union of Students (AUS), 
which is what took me to Melbourne University. By 
the time I was studying at Melbourne University, I 
was no longer focused on campus politics because 
I’d done the two years full-time with the AUS and 
my political interest was starting to take me in 
other directions, including being directly active in 
the Labor Party itself.

Is there anything that you took away 
from your articles year that still 
resonates with you to this day?
I didn’t do an articles year. I did the alternate, 
which was Leo Cussen’s workshop in Melbourne - 
the equivalent of the legal practice course in New 
South Wales and there are various iterations of it 
around the country. I made a deliberate decision 
that I didn’t want to do articles, I wanted to do the 
Leo Cussen course. It was again a great way to make 
friends and legal contacts and to learn a lot about 
the practice of the law. And the work experience I 
did there was at Slater & Gordon, which was where I 
ultimately got my job in law.

Did you have a great mentor in 
practice? What did they say to you?
I worked side by side with Bernard Murphy who 
today is a partner at Maurice Blackburn. He 
taught me how to organise competing workloads, 
how to deal with clients, how to create the right 
expectations about what’s going to happen next to 
them in their legal case. I also learnt a great deal 
from Jonathan Rothfield who was the sole owner 
of Slater & Gordon. He’s a man who is very hard
working and a very ordered thinker.

How did it feel to be made a
partner at Slater & Gordon at the age of 29?
I was obviously very pleased to become a partner so 
quickly at Slater & Gordon. I worked hard and it was 
in recognition of my efforts so it was a special time 
for me.

What was the toughest challenge as a 
lawyer? How did you overcome it?
Unlike the movies where lawyers seem to work on 
one case at a time, the real world is one where you’ve 
got constant demands, many clients and many cases 
in various stages of preparation and hearing.
I think a key lesson is time management. It’s very 
easy to become focused on the day-to-day but you 
need to find time for career development, time to 
reflect about whatever it was in your legal practice 
or legal career that you could do better or to a higher 
quality standard.
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Did you ever think 
about going to the Bar?
I had it in my mind as an 
option if I hadn’t taken the 
road into federal Parliament.

Do you miss the law 
and would you ever 
consider going back?
When I first left Slater &
Gordon and went to work 
for John Brumby, I missed 
it dreadfully. Packing up a
practice and giving away my
files and clients was difficult
to do, and for many, many months afterwards I was 
anxiously awaiting to hear about what happened 
with clients’ claims. But the longer I’ve been away 
from the law, and while I very much enjoyed it, I 
couldn’t say that I’d miss it now. This opportunity 
as Deputy Prime Minister is a very special one so my 
focus is on doing this.

After practising law for so long, what 
made you take the plunge into politics?
One of the things I liked about being a lawyer was 
the ability to make a real contribution to fairness 
and to assisting individual clients. Ultimately, 
however, if you believe the law needs to be changed 
and our society needs to do things differently, then 
being in Parliament is the way to do that. As I was 
at Slater & Gordon, I increasingly formed the view I 
would like to be in federal Parliament.

What legal skills have you found 
particularly useful in your politics roles?
The ability to pick up a Bill and directly absorb its 
provisions, know and understand what an explanatory
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AT A GLANCE

NAME
Julia Gillard

QUALIFICATIONS
Bachelor of Arts and 
Bachelor of Laws, 
University of Melbourne

OCCUPATION

Labor MHR for Lalor 
(1998 to present)

Deputy Prime Minister 
(2007 to present)

Minister for Employment 
and Workplace Relations 
(2007 to present)

Minister for Education 
(2007 to present)

Minister for Social 
Inclusion (2007 to 
present)

FORMERLY
Solicitor, Slater & Gordon 
(1987-95)

Partner, Slater & Gordon 
(1990-95)

Chief of staff to Victorian 
Opposition Leader 

(1995-98)

OTHER

Single

Born in Barry, Wales

MATTER ADJOURNED: Julia Gillard says she missed her legal practice "dreadfully" when she left to start working in state politics.

memorandum is and the language in 
which they’re written, understand 
the significance of a minister’s second 
reading speech - these are all skills that 
come from the law.

On 3 December 2007, Kevin 
Rudd assumed the office of 
PM. Eight days later he went 
overseas for the first time.
Did you get a warm, fuzzy 
feeling when you were the 
first female acting Prime 
Minister of Australia?
I definitely got a sense of enthusiasm, 
from Australian women in particular. 
It was a moment many Australian 
women had been waiting for, 
to see women take that next step 
in politics, so that was a very nice, 
gratifying feeling.

Have you ever opened up 
the newspaper and cried?
No, definitely not. There have 

been many days I’ve opened up the 
newspaper and looked at the cartoon 
and laughed.

One last question. does the 
PM ever bug you when you're 
at home and you just want to 
chill out? Do you screen his 
calls and pretend you're in 
the shower or do you have a 
duty to be answerable 24/7?
Politics in the modern age tends to be 
24/7. But everyone needs down time 

and personal time and I do get a bit 
of the occasional pockets of that and 
Kevin respects that. •

MICHELLE BATSAS

YLS Editorial Committee & Solicitor, Corrs Chambers Westgarth
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