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The Internal Organisation of the Australian Democrats: Lessons for Participatory Parties

This paper analyses the central organisational challenge faced by internally democratic political parties operating within competitive electoral systems: the need to establish an efficient, responsive and professional party with coherent policy positions and political objectives, without creating hierarchies of leadership and control. Constructed from data obtained through interviews with parliamentarians and party members throughout 2003, the Australian Democrats are presented as a case study. With reference to the broader theoretical debate concerning the desirability and efficacy of intra-party democracy, I examine not only the formal structure, but also the Democrats’ everyday operation and political culture. The Democrats’ policy development process is analysed with reference to the party’s role in the 1998-1999 GST debate, highlighting the tensions created when the process is exposed to the external pressures of competitive electoral politics. I argue that there is a significant gap between principle and practice: although the Democrats’ rules, regulations and formal structure espouse the principles of democracy, this is not reflected in the every-day working mode of the party, which is plagued by low membership participation, apathy, the possibility of minority control of the policy process, and the prominence accorded to ‘personalities’ and the parliamentary party. Based upon the Democrats study, I draw a number of important lessons for participatory parties seeking to reconcile a democratic organisation with the pragmatic necessities of electoral politics.

