
POLS1101 Final Exam Study Notes  
 
CONTENT:  

1. Liberalism in Australia 
2. Frameworks for governing  
3. Australian parliament(s)  
4. Prime minister and cabinet  
5. Electoral systems 
6. The party system  
7. Political parties 
8. Federalism  
9. Australia transformed 
10. Policy analysis and policy delivery  
11. Pressure groups and social movements  
12. Political institutions  

 
PAST EXAM QUESTIONS: 

1. Should the High Court of Australia pursue legalism in its decision making? 
Justify your answer. 

2. Should the High Court return to pure Legalism in its decision-making? 
3. In the context of the Australian High Court what is meant by the doctrine of legalism? 
4. Is the High Court of Australia a ‘political’ institution? Justify your answer. 
5. Why is pairing a useful example of how parties contribute to the functioning of 

parliament? 
6. Why is Australia sometimes called a 'two and half' party system?  
7. Does Australia have a pure two-party system? 
8. Does Australia have a two-party system? Explain and justify your answer. 
9. Are Australia’s major parties ‘converging’? Explain and justify your answer. 
10. What is a party system? 
11. What is a bi-polar party system? 
12. Compare and contrast the ways in which the Australian Labor Party and Liberal Party of 

Australia choose their federal parliamentary leaders. 
13. How is the Federal Parliamentary Leader of the Liberal Party elected? 
14. How do political parties assist in the running of Parliament? 
15. Does either (or both) of the major political parties have an ideology anymore? 
16. What are the different types of parties 
17. How does the parliamentary office of Chief Whip illustrate the contribution that parties 

make to the functioning of parliament? 
18. Is COAG an effective mechanism for dealing with intergovernmental 

relations in Australian federalism? Explain and justify your answer. 



19. Does Australian federalism need to be fundamentally reformed? Explain and justify your 
answer.  

20. Explain the inherent antagonism in Australia’s form of federalism. 
21. What does ‘horizontal fiscal equalisation’ refer to? 
22. Why has the power of the federal government grown over time? Has this shift 

improved the federation or weakened it? 
23. Is the Separation of Powers satisfactory in the Australian system? 
24. Distinguish between the “separation of powers” and “division of powers”. 
25. Distinguish between the ‘separation of powers’ and ‘division of powers’. 
26. Why is Cabinet a site of political conflict? 
27. How and why is Cabinet a ‘site of conflict”? 
28. In POLS1101 we have seen that we ‘inhabit political institutions that we have inherited 

from the past’. How is this idea illustrated by the institution which is cabinet? 
29. Are sectional and promotional interest groups different? Does either (or both) 

have a positive impact on public policy? 
30. In what way is a “sectional” interest group different from a “promotional” interest group? 
31. What are ‘promotional’ interest groups? 
32. Is a ‘hung parliament’ good or bad for legislating and governing? 
33. What is a ‘hung’ parliament? 
34. Explain collective ministerial responsibility. 
35. Explain the theory of responsible party government. 
36. Responsible party government is a key organising theory introduced in POLS1101. What 

are its principal elements?  
37. How is the Senate elected? 
38. Explain how the Constitution and electoral method used to elect the 

Senate combine to give the upper house a particular political 
Significance. 

39. Is Australia’s new voting system in the Senate an improvement? Explain 
and justify your answer. 

40. Are the new rules for electing Senators an improvement on the old ones? 
41. How effective is Australia’s parliament in checking and scrutinising executive power? 
42. Explain how the Prime Minister is able to wield executive powers which the Constitution 

appears to give to the Governor-General. 
43. Outline two (or maximum three) changes over time in the operation of 

executive government, and explain their impact on democratic governance. 
44. Does the Westminster system work in theory as well as in practice? 
45. Why are the media defined as a political institution? 
46. Why did the Public Service expand in the twentieth century? 
47. What is the difference between a central agency and a line-agency? 
48. Is the Australian constitutional system of government outdated? Explain and 

justify your answer. 
49. How is new legislation enacted in the parliament? 



50. Has New Public Management improved policy delivery in Australia? Give 
one or two examples to justify your answer 

51. Of all the actors engaged in Australian politics, which are the most influential and why?  
52. Where does power over public policy reside in Australia? 
53. Has Prime Ministerial power grown in recent decades? If so, do Prime 

Ministers now have too much power? 
54. Should Australia have a bill of rights? Explain and justify your answer. 
55. Are human rights adequately protected in the current Australian system of 

governance? Explain and justify your answer. 
56. In what way is Australian liberalism a distinctive type of liberalism? 
57. Why do we speak about Australia as a ‘liberal democracy’? 

 
 
Key definitions: 
 

● Responsible government and chain of accountability: 

○ Westminster model of ‘responsible government,’ whereby the Cabinet must be drawn 
from parliament, establishes and promotes a chain of accountability. This chain of 
accountability begins with the Parliament being accountable to the people at election 
time, the Cabinet being accountable to the Parliament, the Public Service and its 
departments being overseen by and accountable to the Cabinet.  

● Westminster: called a Washminster system because it combines elements of the Washington 
(US) and Westminster (UK) systems of government. 

○ US: federal system with powers divided between central and State governments, courts 
○ UK: responsible government, the practice of ministers being members of parliament 

 
 
 

Make sure you include: 
1. Defining technical terms in the question 

2. Theory / ideas / concepts 

3. History and context - Why does australia have this law, what has changed etc.  

4. Formal and informal rules (ie formal institutions and norms) 

5. How the parts of the system fit together 

6. Real-world examples 

7. International comparisons 

 
 
 
 
 



Parties and party systems  
  

Political parties are organised groups of people who try to win the electoral support necessary to 

capture or influence government, with the aim of implementing policies which will advantage their 

members and supporters. 

Functions of political parties: 

1. Principle vehicle through which citizens gain representation in a modern parliament  

2. Translate the various and differing policy interests of groups within a community into a 

coherent set of policies 

3. Political socialisation which facilitates the ‘training’ and realisation of future leaders 

4. Candidate selection  

Types of party systems: Single party, Two party , Multi-party 

Australia: two and a half party system because of the coalition (bi-polar system), around 50 parties 

registered with AEC 

The ‘major’ parties 

● Labor and Liberals (and arguably the 

Nationals) dominate 

● They dominate numerically and in 

forming government 

 

The rest are ‘minor’ parties 

● Some have clear constituencies and genuinely 

seek seats and influence eg Greens, Katter  

● Others (eg Shooters, HEMP, Animal Justice, 

Sex Party) are really interest groups in disguise 

Classifications of parties  

● Cadre - A party formed in parliament with limited links into the community, elite group of MPs 

(Palmer United Party) 

● Mass - Large, active membership, local branches, ideologically oriented (Labor Party) 

● Electoral-professional - Professional staff, centrally controlled, about winning elections rather 

than ideology 

● Catch-all - Traditional parties taking a pragmatic approach to gathering votes from as wide a 

group as possible 

● Cartel - Major parties working together to design a system that keeps other parties out, look 

to state funding for support and use these resources to maintain dominance and lock out rival 

parties  

Duverger’s law: “The operation of a first-past-the-post voting system with single-member districts 

directly and strongly tends to cause two party politics” 

Deviation from proportionality: 

Two party systems doesn’t really represent what people want because they do not offer 

proportionality. So the parliament does not accurately represent in the lower house.  



PM and Cabinet  
 

The executive is the political entity that is responsible for the implementation of the law. The 
executive is made up of the prime minister, ministers and the public service. 

PM and Cabinet - the basics: 

● Form the top of the “executive” arm of government 

● All are drawn from parliament from the party/coalition which commands a majority in the 

House of Representatives 

● Exist as a result of informal rules (conventions) - there is no mention in the constitution of PM 

and as such they are informal institutions  

 

Executive authority: 

● The power of the executive is exercised by the GG as the Queen’s rep in s 61 of the 

Constitution 

● The GG is to act on the advice of the Federal Executive Council (s62) 

● However, in reality executive power is exercised by cabinet  

○ The FEC is made up of government ministers and the GG rarely makes decisions 

Cabinet as a site of conflict: 

● By party (The Coalition) or faction (ALP) 

● By portfolio (Department) 

● Policy principle 

● Personalities  

● Leadership / career ambitions 

● Geography – by state, rural vs urban, major city vs rest 

● Ideology / worldview / religious belief 

● Margin / place on Senate ticket / next election date (Senators) 

● And much more! 

Selection of ministers and cabinet by the major parties: 

Liberal-National Party Coalition: 

● Prime Minister chooses ministers 

Australian Labor Party: 
● Caucus chooses = FPLP  
● Factions are very influential in the process 

of determining positions 

Keeping the executive accountable: 

Individual ministerial responsibility  Collective ministerial responsibility  

a. Obligations as members of cabinet  



● Ministers are answerable to parliament 

for all actions taken by the departments 

under their control 

● Question time - the opposition can 

question ministers about their actions 

and scrutinise their performance  

○ REALITY - usually system of 

point-scoring rather than actual 

accountability  

● Committees - Parliamentary committees 

can be established to scrutinise actions 

of the government 

● These committees have power to call 

witnesses and invoke parliamentary 

privileges 

○ REALITY - Not properly divorced 

from the executive, which 

dominates Parliament. 

○ it has been shown in such cases 

as the “child overboard” 

incident, that the executive can 

undermine and erode the 

effectiveness of Parliamentary 

committees by withholding 

information and failing to 

properly cooperate with the 

investigation 

i. Cabinet solidarity requires 

that all Cabinet members 

publicly support Cabinet 

decisions 

ii. Cabinet secrecy requires 

non-disclosure of Cabinet 

records and deliberations 

 
 
Ministerial resignations: 

● When ministers are guilty of misconduct 

or negligence, it is a convention that they 

should resign  

● Ministers usually resign when: 

○ They cannot support government 

policy and stand by cabinet 

solidarity 

○ A minister is found to have acted 

in an unethical manner either 

personally or financially  

○ A minister is directly responsible 

for a major error and misleads 

parliament  

● REALITY: Resignations due to breach of 

ministerial responsibility are rare, 

ministers can claim ignorance, 

complexities of government make it hard 

for Ministers to know every detail of 

department. 

 

ARGUMENT: Parliamentary mechanisms for accountability are ineffective because -  

(1) Question time is actually a system of ‘point-scoring’  

(2)  Committees are not properly divorced from the executive and the 

executive can undermine investigations by failing to cooperate [child 

overboard incident], and  

(3) Resignations due to ministerial breach are rare and ministers can just 

claim innocence 

 

 



The Judiciary 
 

 

● As the High Court is the only function which can interpret the Constitution through the power 

vested in the High Court in Chapter III, s 71, it is the primary mechanism by which 

constitutional meaning has changed in Australia since 1901.  

● The High Court is currently made up of 7 judges which are appointed by the Governor General  

○ Appointed until 70 years of age  

● The top of Australia’s legal system 

○ It is the highest court of appeal 

○ It is Australia’s constitutional court 

 

In constitutional matters it decides: 

● The boundaries of the federal/state bargain 

● What is simply outside the constitution 

Features of a liberal democracy: 

1. Constitutionality, the rule of law, the separation of powers 

2. Elected representative assemblies with free and fair elections 

3. Political equality – universal franchise, secret ballot etc 

4. Pluralism – political parties, media, civil organisations 

5. Civil and human rights (Arguably, economic liberty) 

Legalism 

● The High Court has progressed through phases relating to the adopted approach to 

interpretation since its formal establishment through the Constitution in 1901 

● The three phases are originalism, legalism and judicial activism  

1. Originalism was the adopted approach until the 1920s. Originalism is an 

interpretation style which seeks to take into account the intentions of the 

Constitution’s authors when interpreting its provisions  

2. Legalism became the adopted approach until the 1980s. Legalism is the idea that the 

judiciary’s role is purely technical, and that the interpretation process should involve 

looking at the rules and simply applying it to the facts as the words of the constitution 

should only be read in the light of their literal meaning  

3. Judicial activism is reigned until the mid-2000s, and goes beyond a literal 

interpretation, taking into account: 

a. Evolving community standards 

b. International agreements 

c. Similar cases from other countries 

d. Policy implications 

e. Implied meanings 



Is the High Court a political institution? 

● Yes - it interprets constitutional law, which is the framework for governing 

● These interpretations have significant and concrete political outcomes 

● Judges are appointed by politicians, and the High Court can effectively make the law 

● It can frustrate the programme of elected governments 

● It shapes the system of government and even decides elections 

● The High Court has: 

○ seemingly altered the federal/state bargain 

○ rejected specific policies 

○ asserted rights for citizens 

○ made decisions in the absence of government action 

○ voided election outcomes 

The balance of the relationship between the federal government and the states in favour of the 

Commonwealth has also been influenced by decisions of the HIgh Court. There is a view that the High 

Court has become more activist in ‘making policy’ 

 

Over time High Court decisions have effectively handed power to the federal government through key 

decisions such as in: 

● Engineers Case (1920) - marks the first significant instance where the High Court contributed 

to the centralisation of power through allowing the Commonwealth to exercise powers which 

it had previously been denied  

● Commonwealth Victoria v Commonwealth (1957) - affirmed the Commonwealth 

government's ability to impose a scheme of uniform income tax,  

● Tasmanian Dam Case (1983) - ruled that the government had the power to stop a dam under 

s51(xxix) 

● Various corporations powers (over many decades) 

● The high court’s decisions are political because they determine the balance of power  
● Steady trend of the high court making decisions towards the commonwealth being able to 

intervene in.  
 
The High Court’s proper function under the Constitution necessarily involves it in deciding on the 

distribution of political power and the legal propriety of the exercise of that power. It is itself 

enmeshed in the political process 

IMPLICATIONS: 

The principles of liberal democracy necessitate a separation of powers, which means that the 

judiciary should be entirely independent of the political institutions of government 

If the High Court is regarded as a political institution, this has implications because: 

● The system of representative democracy - judges are neither elected, accountable not 

responsible to the people  



○ The PM advises the GG on who to appoint  

■ Is the ideological standing of the High Court swayed? 

○ A judge sits on the High Court until they are 70 

○ The HC constitutes a conservative elite of barristers which are mainly wealthy, white 

and male and don’t reflect the broader interests of the community  

● HOWEVER: Judicial review also serves as an accountability measure through scrutiny which 

upholds the principles behind the separation of powers  

ARGUMENT: The judiciary is a political institution because it rules on matters of 

constitutionality which means that it has a direct say over the distribution of 

political power. The implications of this are: 

(1) The High Court undermines the principles of liberal democracy because the 

principles necessitate a strict separation of power. Instead, the High Court is 

making law and enmeshed in the political process  

(2) The system of representative government is undermined: judges are 

unelected and unaccountable. Wealthy, white males can sit until they’re 70. 

Politicians are choosing judges.  

(3) The constitution is essentially being changed without the proper avenue 

(referendum). The original intentions of the constitution and federalism are 

undermined through the process of gradual centralisation of power [cases]  

 

Although, still accountability through judicial review. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


