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What sort of Democracy do we have in Australia?

Democracy on its most basic level is the exact translation of its Greek roots, DemoKratia rule by the people. In ancient Greece cities such as Athens had direct Democracy where all the citizens voted on matters of government at an assembly. Decisions were made on a majority vote and all citizens had an equal vote. This is the essence of democracy. However, the application of it is not practical in the world today because of the large size and population of modern countries such as Australia. In Australia we have a system that is based on the British Westminster and the American Federal systems. In both Sate and Federal elections Australian citizens are divided into electorates and vote for politicians. The politician with the majority of votes represents the electorate in parliament. The political party with the most elected representatives becomes the government. I think that the sort of democracy we have in Australia is a practical functioning democracy. It is essential for our countries governing to work practically and the democracy we have does function.

The dismissal of New South Wales Premier Jack Lang in 1932 and the dismissal of Prime Minister Gough Whitlam in 1975 can be viewed as examples of democracy in Australia functioning. In both cases the events leading up to the dismissals had resulted in political deadlocks. The dismissal of the two leaders was implemented to break this deadlock for the function of democracy in Australia to continue. Australia, as a functioning democracy does need a mechanism that is able to resolve issues such as political and parliamentary deadlocks such as those experienced in 1932 and 1975. The mechanism that we have in our democracy is the reserve powers of the State Governors and the Governor-General, which include the ability to dismiss our leaders and dissolve parliament. In the examples of the Jack Lang dismissal and the Gough Whitlam dismissal Governor Sir Phillip Game and Governor General Sir John Kerr did constitutionally have the power to make the decisions that they did. Detailed in their respective parts of the constitution of Australia are their reserve powers and both Governor Game and Governor General Kerr acted within their constitutional powers given to them. This demonstrates Australian democracy in action, the Governor and the Governor General act as reserve mechanisms in the functioning machine of our democracy.

In the example of his dismissal, New South Wales State Premier Jack Lang essentially was calling the federal government’s bluff. In 1931 in the mists of the global great depression Jack Lang refused to follow the Niemeyer plan adopted by the Federal Government, instead using the state’s money to fund social services and unemployment relief. Lang stopped paying the Commonwealth Government and overseas creditors the interest due on loans that New South Wales had taken out. The Federal government with the support of the High Court of Australia ordered Lang to pay all interest on loans. When Jack Lang refused ,Governor Sir Phillip Game dismissed Lang. 

Governor General Sir John Kerr dismissed Prime Minister Gough Whitlam on the grounds that his government could not guarantee Supply. It is this case which is one of the most controversial episodes in the history of our democracy. Whitlam could not guarantee Supply simply because of the majority opposition in the Senate. The major cause of this was the replacement of two Labor senators with two Liberal supporting senators after one Labor senator died and the other retired. This broke with convention, and what followed continued to break many conventions. It was against convention for the Opposition to block Supply in the Senate, and it was against convention for the Governor General to dismiss the Prime Minister. A democracy without money cannot function and for our functioning democracy to continue to work the dismissal of Gough Whitlam was necessary.

State Governors and the Governor General are not just simply symbolic or ceremonial roles. While they do not have a direct day-to-day effect on the governing of our democracy they are an important mechanism in the function of the democracy we have in Australia. Australia does not have a direct democracy such as the model they have in Switzerland but a representative democracy where we elect politicians. We, the citizens of Australia do not make the decisions of direction on policy; rather we elect people to do it for us. This is where the crux of our democracy lies. We have the democratic choice to elect politicians and all citizens over eighteen have the right and responsibility to vote. Historians and lawyers can argue over the legitimacy and reasons for the dismissals of New South Wales Premier Jack Lang and Prime Minister Gough Whitlam for both sides for a long time. They can also argue over the legitimacy of Governors in a democracy but the fact of the matter is in both cases irresolvable deadlocks had been reached and both men were removed so our democracy could continue to function. In both the dismissals the citizens of Australia had the final say in the matter, as general elections where held less than a month after both incidents. Democracy in its very meaning was carried out in both cases.

The Commonwealth of Australia, the country we live in is as democratic as any country could expect to be. By definition Australia has a Representative Liberal Democracy but in essence the type of democracy we have in Australia is a functioning democracy. To have all the citizens of Australia to vote and decide on every political decision that has to be made to effectively govern a nation would be impractical and dysfunctional. Our system, whereby we elect representatives from our population to govern us, is the most practical way we can have a democracy. No system of democracy will ever be perfect and there will always be those with opposing views. In Australia we have as best we can a functioning, practical democracy.

PAGE  
1
Aloysius Robinson
Mr. Fielden


