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In the ninth week of the course, Chris Baker reviews Australia as a democratic
constitutional monarchy and the great Victorian age of democratic reform. The federal
system in which conservative and labour politics are vigorously pursued. The major
issues of the day.

Chris Baker is a lecturer at the National Centre for Australian Studies, Monash
University, Melbourne, Australia.
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9.1 Constitution and Parliament

Australia is a democratic constitutional monarchy with Queen Elizabeth 11 as its current
monarch. It is also a federation of the six states which joined together in1901 as a result
of a series of plebiscites. Each of the states has its own constitution and political structure
which are broadly similar to that of the national (federal) government.

To understand the current situation in Australia it is necessary to understand a little of the
history and the organization of its political institutions. How does the Australian
Constitution fit into the picture? Australians are famously indifferent about the
Constitution - it is tolerated, despised or mildly supported. The Constitution is not an
icon of the nation, nor is it part of popular culture. In comparison with the United States
the constitution is neither recited nor revered. It is not well known nor apparently well
understood. Despite this, Australian democracy has one of the world’s longest
continuous histories and has a robust quality which is striking to many visitors.

There are two important tasks fulfilled in the Constitution. First, it creates institutions
such as the Parliament which is the Queen or the Governor General, the Senate and the
House of Representatives and the High Court (which is now the highest court of appeal
and the interpreter of the meaning of the Constitution). The Constitution vests powers in
those institutions and describes their functions and structures. Importantly, however, the
institutions of the Prime Minister and the Cabinet are not mentioned in the Constitution,
but are assumed in the conventions and practices of government. So while much of the
organization of Australian government is written down some crucial institutions are not
described, but rather just assumed.
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The Constitution contains another important feature in that the Commonwealth
government is vested with certain defined powers with the remaining or residual powers
resting with the six states. Some powers are shared between the states and the federal
governments. Another significant feature of the Constitution is to do with the nature of
the Australian federation. Thus the Australian Parliament consists of two houses: the
House of Representatives, or people’s house, which is elected on nearly equal electorates
and the state’s house or Senate, which consists of twelve elected senators from each of
the six states plus two senators from each of the two federal territories. Each house plays
a significant role in national politics.

9.2 The Parties

There are two major parties - the Australian Labor Party (ALP) and the Liberal party of
Australia as well as a number of minor parties including the National party, the
Australian Democrats and the Greens. These parties function at local state and federal
levels. Currently the Liberal party, together with its coalition partner the Nationals, hold
power at the federal or national level. The fact that the ALP governs in each of the 6
states and 2 territories illustrates an interesting feature of Australian political life: that
Australians tend to elect different political groups into power at state and federal levels.
Minor parties and independents have played a growing role in Australian politics
although the Australian scene is still dominated by the two major parties.

The success of the Greens and the Pauline Hanson (One Nation) phenomenon indicates
that there has been considerable disenchantment with mainstream parties and politics
amongst the Australian electorate over recent years. Australian political leaders tend to
be viewed critically and sceptically by many Australians; a phenomenon known as the
“tall poppy syndrome”.

Whilst women have increased their presence in the political scene neither of the major
parties has been led by a woman at federal level, nor has there been a female governor-
general. Currently the deputy leader of the ALP is a woman.

9.3 Democratic landmarks

One of the most unusual features of Australian life is that of compulsory voting.
Australians have been compelled by law to vote since 1924. Because of the secret (or
Australian) ballot, compulsory voting actually means compulsory voter registration and
attendance at polling booths. The secret ballot was first introduced in the Australian
colonies in 1856. First introduced in the colony of Victoria, it was known as the
‘Australian ballot’. The mid to late 19" century witnessed many progressive reforms with
the key ones being in the widening of the franchise.

Australians enfranchised women in 1894 when women over 21 were given the right to
vote in South Australia, following the winning of the female franchise in New Zealand
during the previous year.

Australian participation in the political processes is underscored by the fact that they go
to the polls frequently due to the three levels of elected government (local, state and
federal) and the relatively short terms of government (3-4 years at State and Federal
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levels). The complex nature of the Australian political system is one of its features, with
continuous presence of political issues and obligations in the national media.

9.4 The Howard Government

The Federal Government, under the leadership of John Howard, is a coalition of the
Liberals and the Nationals and won power in 1996. Prior to that the ALP held power
continuously for 14 years under the leadership of Bob Hawke and Paul Keating. The
Howard Government is generally regarded as highly conservative and has been re-
elected three times, in 1998, 2001 and 2004. The Howard Government has a majority in
the lower house; the House of Representatives and the upper house, the Senate.

9.5 Recent national issues

Economic rationalism, or neo-liberalism is an ongoing issue of contest in Australian
politics and society which has dominated national policy thinking since the 1980s. The
Howard Government has a largely free-market approach to economic management. This
approach is typically reflected in the privatisation of government-owned utilities and
businesses, deregulation, ‘user pays’, surplus budgets and a restraint on public spending.
Other issues to have dominated the national political agenda in recent times include that
of reconciliation with Australia’s indigenous peoples and the associated issue of native
title, the desirability of an Australian Republic (rejected at a national referendum in
1999), the treatment of asylum seekers, counter-terrorism and Australia’s involvement in
conflict in the Middle East. The Goods and Services tax (GST), introduced by the
Howard government in 2000 has been an ongoing issue for almost twenty years.

Current politics - breaking news

9.6 Further reading

Resources for study of the political system

Australian Constitution
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/constitution

Prime Minister of Australia
http:/www.pm.gov.au/

Federal Government Gateway
http://australia.gov.au

Commonwealth Government Online Directory
http://www.gold.gov.au

Australian Parliament
http://www.aph.gov.au/

Governor-General of Australia
http:/www.gg.gov.au
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High Court of Australia
http://www.hcourt.gov.au/

Australian Electoral Commission
http://www.aec.gov.au/

The Commonwealth Online
http://www.thecommonwealth.org/

Historical resources

0Old Parliament House
http://www.oph.gov.au

Australia’s Prime Ministers
National Archives of Australia
http://primeministers.naa.gov.au

Australia’s Federation
http://www.museum.vic.gov.au/federation/

Search for the ‘Federation Album’
National Archives of Australia
http://www.naa.gov.au

Post War Politics and Australian Society
National Centre for Australian Studies, Monash University
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/ncas/teach/unit/his/his22course.html

Australian Government and Politics, a database of parties, elections, governments and
representation for state and federal parliament since 1890

University of Western Sydney

http://elections.uwa.edu.au/

Women’s Suffrage

Women in Politics in South Australia
http://www.slsa.sa.gov.au/women_and_politics/

A Matter of Public Importance, Votes for Women
Australian Parliament, Library Internet Guide
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/intguide/pol/women/women.htm

Trust the Women, Canberra, 2002
Women'’s Constitutional Convention
http://www.wcc2002.asn.au/suffrage.htm

Women'’s Electoral Lobby
http://www.wel.org.au
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Emily’s List Australia
http:// www.emilyslist.org.au/

Civics and civic education

Discovering Democracy
Australian Government initiative
http:// www.curriculum.edu.au/democracy/

Politics Resources
Australian Parliament, Library Internet Guide
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/integuide/pol/index.htm

Corridors of Power: Getting inside the Public Service
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), Radio National Lifelong Learning
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/learning/lifelong/features/corridors/default.htm

Australian Political Resources
Australian National University
http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/austpol/aust/aust.html

Political parties

List of Registered Political Parties
Australian Parliament, Library Internet Guide
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/intguide/pol/polparti.htm

Australian Labor Party
http://www.alp.org.au

National Party of Australia
http://www.npa.org.au

Liberal Party of Australia
http://www.liberal.org.au/

The Australian Democrats
http://www.democrats.org.au/

The Australian Greens
http://www.greens.org.au/

One Nation
http://www.onenation.com.au/

Essays and commentary

A Time for Reflection: political values in an age of distraction by Paul Keating

© National Centre for Australian Studies, Monash University, 2005. All rights reserved.

5


http://www.emilyslist.org.au/
http://www.curriculum.edu.au/democracy/
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/intguide/pol/index.htm
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/learning/lifelong/features/corridors/default.htm
http://www.anu.edu.au/polsci/austpol/aust/aust.html
http://www.aph.gov.au/library/intguide/pol/polparti.htm
http://www.alp.org.au/
http://www.npa.org.au/
http://www.liberal.org.au/
http://www.democrats.org.au/
http://www.greens.org.au/
http://www.onenation.com.au/

ABC Radio National, Big Ideas: Annual Manning Clark Lecture
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/bigidea/stories/s501762.htm

The Politics of Hope
ABC Radio National, Background Briefing
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/bbing/stories/s740699.htm

Similar Diversity, the Australian States and the Australian Nation by Greg Craven
ABC Radio National, Barton Lectures
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/sunspec/stories/s264500.htm

Back to top
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	Chris Baker is a lecturer at the National Centre for Australian Studies, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia. 
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