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Introduction

Australia is widely recognized as one of the world’s oldest continuous democracies,
underpinned by a stable and unique political system. Balancing traditions inherited
from the British Westminster model with homegrown innovations suited to a diverse
and evolving society, the Australian political landscape is both complex and
fascinating. Understanding how power is distributed and exercised in Australia
requires not just a grasp of its formal institutions, but also an appreciation of the
nation’s history, culture, and ongoing debates.

At the heart of Australian governance lies the Constitution of 1901, which established
a federal system dividing authority between a national government and the states and
territories. The constitutional monarchy, with the British monarch as head of state
represented locally by the Governor-General, is largely ceremonial but remains a
defining feature of the system. Evolving roles, such as those of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet, demonstrate how convention and practice often guide political power, even in
areas where the Constitution is silent.

Australia’s Parliament is a bicameral body designed to represent both the people as a
whole and the states as individual entities. The House of Representatives and the
Senate together ensure that legislative processes are inclusive, cooperative, and
subject to thorough scrutiny. Political parties, elections, and the contributions of civil
society further animate the process, making Australian democracy lively and robust.

Beyond the formal institutions, Australian politics is also shaped by critical social
forces: the enduring influence of Indigenous Australians, the dynamic multicultural
nature of the population, and the impact of media and advocacy groups.
Understanding how these interact with formal power structures is essential for anyone
seeking insight into the workings of governance and the lived experience of
democracy in Australia.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system
of Australia. It explores the historical context, the legal and institutional frameworks,
key political actors and processes, and the pressing challenges facing Australian
democracy today. Whether you are a student, a new citizen, or simply curious about
how Australia governs itself, this book aims to be your accessible and authoritative
reference to the fascinating world of Australian politics.
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CHAPTER ONE: Australia’s Historical Path to
Democracy

Australia's journey to becoming a stable liberal democracy is a story of gradual
evolution, negotiation, and a touch of sheer pragmatism. It wasn't a sudden
revolution, but rather a series of steps taken by separate colonies that eventually
realised the benefits of working together as a single nation. This path was shaped by a
blend of inherited traditions, local conditions, and the persistent efforts of individuals
who championed the idea of a united Australia.

Before 1901, the continent was divided into six distinct British colonies: New South
Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, and Tasmania. Each
of these colonies had developed its own identity, its own economy, and, crucially, its
own system of government. While they were all subject to the ultimate authority of the
British Parliament, by the mid-19th century, most had gained a significant degree of
self-governance.

This move towards self-governance began to take shape from the 1820s and 1830s
onwards, as the colonies grew in population and economic complexity. Early steps
included the establishment of advisory councils to the governors, initially appointed,
but gradually incorporating elected members. The Australian Colonies Government Act
of 1850 was a significant milestone, granting the colonies (except Western Australia
initially) the power to establish legislative councils with a proportion of elected
members. This Act also facilitated the separation of Victoria and later Queensland
from New South Wales, creating new self-governing colonies.

The mid-1850s saw further progress with the granting of responsible government to
New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, and Tasmania. This meant that the
colonial governments were becoming accountable to their elected parliaments, rather
than solely to the British authorities. Western Australia followed suit much later,
gaining responsible government in 1890. This period also saw some of the colonies
introduce progressive democratic measures, such as the secret ballot in South
Australia and Victoria in 1856, and manhood suffrage. South Australia was particularly
forward-thinking, granting women the right to vote in 1894.

Despite their growing autonomy, the colonies operated almost like separate countries.
They had their own governments, laws, defence forces, and even collected taxes on
goods crossing their borders. Imagine the fun of navigating different railway gauges or
paying tariffs just to send goods to the next colony! This lack of uniformity and the
economic inefficiencies it created, coupled with a growing sense of shared identity
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among the colonists, began to fuel the idea of a unified nation.

The movement for federation gained momentum in the late 1880s. Prominent figures
like Sir Henry Parkes, the Premier of New South Wales, became vocal advocates for a
united Australia. Parkes' Tenterfield Oration in 1889 is often cited as a key moment
that spurred the movement forward. He envisioned a national government for the
continent, capable of handling issues that transcended colonial borders, such as
defence, immigration, and trade.

The path to federation involved a series of conferences and conventions where
delegates from the colonies debated and drafted a constitution for the proposed
Commonwealth of Australia. The first significant gathering was the Australasian
Federation Conference in Melbourne in 1890, where delegates agreed on the
desirability of a union. This was followed by the National Australasian Convention in
Sydney in 1891, which produced a draft constitution. This draft, largely the work of Sir
Samuel Griffith and Andrew Inglis Clark, drew inspiration from other federal systems,
particularly that of the United States.

However, the initial enthusiasm waned, and the draft constitution failed to gain
sufficient traction in the colonial parliaments. The movement was revived in the
mid-1890s, with a "people's conference" held in Corowa in 1893 suggesting a process
of popularly elected conventions and referendums. This idea gained support, and a
series of conventions were held between 1897 and 1898 in Adelaide, Sydney, and
Melbourne. These conventions, attended by elected representatives from the colonies
(except Queensland initially, and with Western Australia's delegates chosen by its
parliament), refined the draft constitution.

One of the key debates during these conventions was the structure and powers of the
proposed federal parliament. The delegates grappled with how to balance
representation based on population with equal representation for the states. This led
to the design of a bicameral parliament with a House of Representatives, where
representation is based on population, and a Senate, where each original state has an
equal number of senators.

Once the draft constitution was finalised, it was put to the people in a series of
referendums held in each colony between 1898 and 1900. Despite some initial
setbacks, particularly in New South Wales where a higher than simple majority was
required and not initially met, the revised constitution was eventually approved by the
voters in all six colonies.

With the people's endorsement secured, delegations from the colonies travelled to
London to present the proposed constitution to the British Parliament. The
Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act was passed by the British Parliament in
July 1900 and received Royal Assent from Queen Victoria. This Act provided the legal
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framework for the federation of the colonies.

Finally, on 1 January 1901, the Commonwealth of Australia was proclaimed at a
ceremony in Centennial Park, Sydney. The six colonies were united to form a single
nation, and the Australian Constitution came into effect. Lord Hopetoun was sworn in
as the first Governor-General, and Edmund Barton became Australia's first Prime
Minister, leading an interim government.

The establishment of the Commonwealth marked a profound shift in the political
landscape of Australia. The former colonies became states within the new federation,
transferring some of their powers to the newly created federal government. While the
process was one of negotiation and compromise, it laid the foundation for the stable
democratic system that exists in Australia today. The relatively peaceful and
deliberative path to federation, achieved through conventions and popular votes, is a
notable feature of Australia's historical journey.
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