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Watson, Irene

Occupation Academic, Activist, Barrister, Lawyer, Solicitor

Summary

A proud Tanganekald and Meintangk woman from the Coorong region and the south east of South Australia, Irene Watson
was the first Aboriginal person to graduate from the University of Adelaide with a law degree, in 1985. She was also the first
Aboriginal PhD graduate (2000) at the university, winning the Bonython Law Prize for best thesis. Her research motivation
has been clear from the outset: to gain a better understanding of the Australian legal system that is underpinned by the
unlawful foundation of Terra Nullius.

Watson’s work has made a significant impression on everyday legal practice in respect of centring an Indigenous
perspective in the long processes of law reform. In 2015 she published Aboriginal Peoples, Colonialism and International
Law: Raw Law the first work to assess the legality and impact of colonisation from the viewpoint of Aboriginal law, rather
than from that of the dominant Western legal tradition.

Watson has been involved in the Aboriginal Legal Rights Movement in South Australia since its inception in 1973, working as
a member, solicitor and director. She has taught in all three South Australian universities and was a research fellow with the
University of Sydney Law School. She is currently a research Professor of Law at the University of South Australia and she
continues to work as an advocate for First Nations Peoples in international law.

Watson was involved with the drafting of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples between 1990
and 1994 and has more recently, in 2009 and 2012, made interventions before the UN Human Rights Council Expert
Advisory Committee of the current position of Indigenous peoples.

In 2016, Watson was appointed The University of South Australia’s inaugural Indigenous pro-Vice Chancellor.

Irene Watson was interviewed by Nikki Henningham for the Trailblazing Women and the Law Oral History Project. For details
of the interview see the National Library of AustraliaCATALOGUE RECORD.

Details

A longer essay detailing Irene Watson’s career is in development.
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