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People, Politicians and Political Stability

Research has revealed a worrying level of political alienation of citizens from their governments in most western liberal democracies in the last few decades, particularly in English speaking nations.  In Australia however, there is still dispute in academic circles as to whether the same degree of alienation exists here.  There is a wide variation in opinion.  Social researcher, Hugh Mackay, who bases his assessment on qualitative research, says the level of cynicism in the electorate has reached such a pitch that "it might require some redefinition of our political institutions".  On the other hand, political scientist, Murray Goot, relying on quantitative data concludes that "the extent of discontent has been exaggerated" and claims that there has been "a serious erosion of public confidence in democratic and representative institutions... is a difficult to sustain".  This paper argues the sparseness of the data on political attitudes from all sources in Australia -- both quantitative and qualitative – and the potential for error inherent in their collection and interpretation means that a researcher would be unwise to ignore any source of credible evidence in trying to reach a conclusion. Therefore an 'omnibus' approach is adopted in researching the level of political alienation which takes into account not only quantitative and qualitative evidence but also anecdotal evidence from long serving politicians and declining support for the major political parties.  When this done, the balance of the evidence supports Mackay's claim that thought it needs to be given to reforming our political institutions to counter a corrosive level of political alienation.

