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Summary 

Australians often remember Gough Whitlam for his government’s fiery Dismissal in 1975. However, his 

achievements prior to this event were wide-reaching, enduring and radical. This essay examines 

Whitlam’s legacy (including Medibank, free tertiary education, a ground-breaking Royal Commission 

and his Dismissal) and how it changed Australian democracy forever.  

Democracy matters: an exploration of Gough Whitlam’s legacy in Australian democratic history 

When discussing the legacy of Gough Whitlam, for many Australians The Dismissal of 1975 comes to 

mind. In reality, Whitlam’s impact was far more broad-reaching and enduring, undertaking “nothing 

short of a social revolution”,1 with lasting ramifications for Australian democracy. Although democracy 

is difficult to define, it is underpinned by four key values: legitimacy, freedom, justice and power.2 

Whitlam was a progressive reformer with a lengthy list of achievements as Prime Minister, in the areas 

of healthcare, education, voting rights, infrastructure, feminism, anti-racism and Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander land rights.3 He strove for justice and served as Australia’s Prime Minister from 1972 to 

1975, until he was ultimately removed from power by the Governor-General.4  

A greatly underappreciated aspect of Whitlam’s legacy on democracy is his initiation of the Royal 

Commission on Human Relationships (RCHR), which researched the “family, social, educational, legal 

and sexual aspects of male and female relationships”.5 The report was instigated as part of Whitlam’s 

attempt to appeal to voters from women’s liberation groups, for many of whom abortion rights were a 

key issue.6 However, Whitlam recognised his support with Catholic voters, who constituted a large 

portion of ALP voters, would wane if he introduced legislation regarding abortion.7 Thus he decided 

against passing a law or bill, and instead brought abortion “into the social arena, into the area of 

discussion within our society” with the Royal Commission,8 the terms of which he broadened to include 

not only abortion, but also sex, childcare, contraception, sex education, the discrimination of women in 

the workplace and society more generally, and the rights of LGBTQIA+ people.9 He appointed Justice 

Elizabeth Evatt as chair of the Royal Commission, and Dr Felix Arnott, Anglican Archbishop of Brisbane, 

and Anne Deveson, a popular journalist and broadcaster, as commissioners.10 The RCHR was 

revolutionary in that, unlike previous Royal Commissions, it relied on input on “the experiences of 

ordinary people”; an unprecedent use of the democratic process in Australia which forever changed 

 
1 Coulston, B 2016, ‘Women's rights and the Whitlam program: A source based study’, Teaching History, vol. 50, no. 1, 1 
March, viewed 25 August 2022, <https://search-informit-
org.proxy.slsa.sa.gov.au/doi/10.3316/informit.972309836145462>. 
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Australian society.11 The Commission received thousands of submissions12 and listed more than 500 

recommendations from their findings.13  

At the time Whitlam was elected, homosexuality was illegal, abortion was illegal and dangerous, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were removed from their land, women facing domestic 

violence were limited in their ability to leave, unmarried women were often forced to give up their 

children, discrimination against women was common and societally permitted, sexual ignorance was 

common, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were forcibly removed from their 

families.14 According to historian Michelle Arrow, “most of these problems were considered ‘private’; 

they were rarely discussed publicly, and they were certainly not on the political agenda”.15 Despite 

the public controversy branding the report “disgusting”, and its subsequent shelving, the RCHR was 

revolutionary.16 It was an embodiment of the slogan “The Personal Is Political”, bringing justice to the 

heart of Australian politics, which was radical for the time.17 It brought the aforementioned issues to the 

public consciousness and led the way for these issues to be later addressed through social movements 

and policy. Recent events such as the #MeToo movement, the passing of the Marriage Equality Act, the 

Bringing them Home report and the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse 

are all “legacies of the 1970s”,18 justice issues which would be unlikely to have been discussed, let 

alone legislated, without the taboo-breaking nature of the RCHR. The Commission reflected the now-

commonplace principles of co-design, in which marginalised individuals are involved in the decisions 

that impact them.19 This principle was demonstrated in Australia’s unique yet overwhelmingly successful 

response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s,20 and is currently being employed in the process of 

establishing an Indigenous Voice to Parliament referendum, in consultation with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people.21 Whitlam’s instigation of the Royal Commission set a precedent for these areas 

to be talked about and legislated, and impacted Australian governments’ democratic approach to 

public policy and community engagement.  

Whitlam’s most infamous policies, which provided free tertiary education and free healthcare, 

addressed the justice aspect of democracy, ensuring that individuals were rewarded based “on merit, 

rather than on privilege, rank or status”.22 His adoption of these policies also highlighted an ideological 

shift in the Labor Party, significantly impacting the trajectory of Australia’s two-party democracy. 

Whitlam’s predecessors focussed primarily on men’s employment and assumed other societal issues 
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would resolve themselves in turn.23 Contrastingly, Whitlam embraced “positive equality”, which he 

defined as a broader ranging perspective on standard of living, education, healthcare, employment, 

recreation, cultural continuation and democratic participation, the culmination of which improved the 

population’s overall wellbeing.24 In a more socialist outlook on the government’s role, he believed that 

it was the duty of the government to “provide [these matters] for all its members from the combined 

resources of the community”.25 As Prime Minister, Whitlam enacted laws addressing these issues and 

thus instigated a permanent shift in Australian governments towards a more wholistic approach to 

citizens’ quality of life that does not rely solely on employment. This contributed to Whitlam’s legacy of 

“social policies which endured long beyond his government”.26 

Whitlam’s approach to healthcare also reflected his commitment to justice and democratic principles, 

and has created a lasting legacy in modern Australian politics. Medibank, the precursor to Medicare, 

was introduced under the Health Insurance Act of 1973.27 Both major parties had existing stances 

regarding healthcare; Liberals opted for the subsidisation of private health insurance, whilst Labor 

preferred a national public hospital system modelled on the British NHS.28 However, both systems were 

flawed; the Liberal policy excluded one third of all Australians whilst Labor’s required constitutional 

amendments which were unlikely to pass.29 Whitlam instead advocated for Medibank, a “universal 

health scheme”, in which all citizens received 100% cover for public hospital visits and 85% for private 

hospitals.30 This was achieved by bypassing constitutional amendments and instead providing grants to 

offer free or low cost healthcare in existing state hospitals.31 This was evidently an area of passion for 

Whitlam, who “intervened at each crucial point when [Medibank] was under threat”.32  Medibank was 

terminated by Whitlam’s successor Fraser, who had a “deep ideological” aversion to the somewhat 

socialist policy, in a series of weakening amendments.33 However, Medibank was revived as Medicare 

under Hawke with relative ease, “in large part because Medibank had paved the way for reform”.34 

Medicare continued with astonishing popularity, to the extent that “there is considerable evidence that 

[Liberal’s] opposition to Whitlam's main legacy played a major part in their failure to win power until 

1996”.35 Unfortunately, the historically partisan nature of Medibank and the amendments made by 

Fraser to terminate it have minimised the possibility of amendments to Medicare, with proponents of 

Medicare fearing its cessation in a similar way to Medibank.36 However, Medicare’s history is 

overwhelmingly positive, with its key principles of “universality, equity and efficiency” being key 
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aspects of justice, which underpins democracy.37 Without Whitlam’s commitment to equality and 

democracy, this would not have been possible.  

The modern university HECS-HELP loan scheme and student income support services such as Youth 

Allowance and Austudy originated from Whitlam’s policy, the Tertiary Education Allowance Scheme 

(TEAS).38 TEAS was an equaliser, which “broke the higher education glass ceiling”, according to former 

UNSW vice-chancellor John Niland.39 It was established on the democratic idea that “a student’s merit” 

should determine their access to higher education, rather than their familial wealth.40 TEAS allowed 

students “from poorer postcodes” and women and young mothers who had not been afforded the 

opportunity to finish their high school education, the opportunity to undertake tertiary study.41 Some 

TEAS adversaries have asserted that “free education only helped reinforce the place of the rich”, as 

precursors to the more equitable modern-day schemes.42 TEAS set the precedent for university and 

higher education to be accessible to everyone, and placed expectation on all future democratic 

governments to enact more socialist policies that provide the required financial assistance.  

Despite Whitlam’s lengthy list of achievements, he is often most remembered for the way in which his 

Prime Ministership ended; The Dismissal of 1975. After several failed attempts by the ALP to gain 

control of the Senate, Parliament reached an impasse. With the Liberals blocking Supply in the Senate, 

ALP’s policies such as Medibank could not be funded, and Labor could not achieve their agenda.43 

Opposition Leader Malcom Fraser took this opportunity to catch Whitlam “with his pants well and truly 

down”,44 and vowed to block Supply until an election was called.45 Whitlam refused, believing that 

since his government possessed a “majority in the House of Representatives, [it had] a right to expect 

that it [would] be able to govern”.46 Despite standing convention, which dictated that the Governor-

General would rule in favour of the Prime Minister,47 Governor-General Sir John Kerr enacted reserve 

powers on November 11 1975 and dismissed Whitlam, replacing him with Fraser.48 Although Fraser’s 

Liberal Party was subsequently voted into power via a democratic election,49 The Dismissal brought to 

light several questions about the state of Australian democracy. 

 
37 ibid 
38 Student income support: a chronology 2017, Parliament of Australia, Canberra, viewed 26 August 2022, 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1718/Chronol
ogy/StudentIncomeSupport>. 
39 Dodd, T 2014, ‘Gough Whitlam broke universities’ glass ceiling’, Australian Financial Review, 22 October, viewed 26 August 
2022, <https://www.afr.com/policy/health-and-education/gough-whitlam-broke-universities-glass-ceiling-20141022-
11a77q>. 
40 Knott, M 2014, ‘Gough Whitlam's free university education reforms led to legacy of no upfront fees’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 21 October, viewed 26 August 2022, <https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/gough-whitlams-free-university-
education-reforms-led-to-legacy-of-no-upfront-fees-20141021-119bws.html>. 
41 Dodd, T 2014, ‘Gough Whitlam broke universities’ glass ceiling’, Australian Financial Review, 22 October, viewed 26 August 
2022, <https://www.afr.com/policy/health-and-education/gough-whitlam-broke-universities-glass-ceiling-20141022-
11a77q>. 
42 Forsyth, H 2014, ‘Maybe free university didn’t improve access for all, but neither will fee deregulation’, The Conversation, 4 
September, viewed 26 August 2022, <https://theconversation.com/maybe-free-university-didnt-improve-access-for-all-but-
neither-will-fee-deregulation-31165>. 
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<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/Powers_practice_and_procedure/practice5/chapte
r13>. 
47 Museum of Australian Democracy 2015, Dismissed! Whitlam, Fraser and the Story of 1975, Canberra, viewed 25 August 
2022, <https://dismissed.moadoph.gov.au/epilogue.html#effect-on-democracy>. 
48 ibid 
49 Museum of Australian Democracy n.d., Milestones in Australian Democracy - The Dismissal, Australian Government, Canberra, 
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For many, The Dismissal prompted doubts about legitimacy of a democracy in which an unelected 

figure can replace the leader of the country.50 Many also questioned why any Opposition, who 

evidently would be dissatisfied with the results of an election, should have the power to trigger a new 

one.51 However, some saw the unfolding events as proof of the necessity of the role of the Governor-

General, in a democracy, to replace the dysfunctional deadlock of the Whitlam government and 

restore a stable government.52 The Dismissal also complicated the Republican movement. It was 

strengthened by the increase in support following Whitlam’s Dismissal, particularly from Labor 

supporters, however it raised questions about the finer details of Australia’s transition from a 

constitutional monarchy53 to a republic. The most popular model for an Australian republic involved a 

head of state “elected by the people”.54 However, controversy regarding the potentially partisan 

nature of Whitlam’s Dismissal was still omnipresent and raised concerns about the ability of an elected, 

partisan head of state in the Republic to undermine or expel the sitting government, and have quashed 

any unanimity in consensus regarding Australia’s transition to a republic.55 Ironically, Whitlam’s words 

on the steps of Parliament House appear to have rung true: The Dismissal did “save the Queen”.56 In 

the wake of The Dismissal, modern parties tend to be more cautionary and resolve similar disputes 

through fixed-term elections.57 However, the constitutional articles used by the Liberal Party in the lead 

up to The Dismissal still remain and could be used to deadlock the Parliament once again, lowering 

confidence in the effectiveness of our current democratic system.  

Evidently, Whitlam’s term in government, while short-lived, was one of reform and justice. While his 

exit-line from the role of Prime Minister, proclaiming that nothing can save the Governor-General, may 

be well-known among older Australians, his less-acknowledged impact on achieving democratic 

structures in society regarding healthcare, childcare, education and equality is still enjoyed by 

Australians today. Whitlam’s dedication to Medibank, his abolition of tertiary education fees and his 

establishment of the Royal Commission on Human Relationships highlights his commitment to justice as a 

key principle of democracy, and his ongoing contribution to Australian democracy. Whitlam’s Dismissal 

raised concerns about the democratic process in Australia and cast doubt over the existence of 

Australian’s freedom to democratically select our leader. The persistence of the very same 

constitutional articles that allowed for the Dismissal of Whitlam raise a question for all Australians – 

are we satisfied with the state of our constitution and our democracy? 

 
50 Scholes, G 1975, pers. comm., 12 November. 
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53 Parliamentary Education Office 2022, Australian system of government, Commonwealth of Australia, viewed 24 August 
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The Museum of Australian Democracy’s Dismissed! website proved a vital source in my research. It 

provided a comprehensive overview of the events leading to Whitlam’s Dismissal, and the ongoing 

impacts of The Dismissal, and thus provided enough information for me to effectively address the 

theme “Causes and Consequences”. The simplification of the events for the context in which they were 

being retold proved a limitation of this source, however the primary sources supplied within the website 

were able to provide the depth required to examine the impact of this tumultuous period on Australian 

democracy. This website was one of the first sources I examined when commencing the essay, and it 

influenced the direction and depth of my research whilst also providing me with novel perspectives 

from historians which I was able to include in my essay.  

 

Evatt, E 1977, Royal Commission on Human Relationships, royal commission, Parliament of Australia, 

viewed 25 August 2022, <https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/1977-11/apo-

nid34438_19.pdf>. 

The original volumes of the Royal Commission on Human Relationships were a very useful source for my 

research. The primary benefit of the report was the quantity of primary sources contained within it, 

which allowed me to understand the struggles of the society at the time, the reasons for the Royal 

Commission’s establishment and the ground-breaking nature of the Commission. It is also not subject to 

the bias of historians writing on the same topic, and is also beneficial in that regard. However, as a 

primary source the report does not have the benefits of revisionism and therefore cannot accurately 

assess the breadth of the impact of the Commission, nor the feasibility of the suggestions within the 

report. As one of the primary focuses of my essay, the report from the Royal Commission was an 

invaluable source to analyse and reference.  


