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Executive	Summary	
	

The	growth	of	anti-globalist	sentiment	in	countries	around	the	world	can	be	attributed	

to	 increasing	 socio-economic	 inequalities	 fostered	 by	 neoliberalism.	 This	 populist	

movement	has	been	propelled	by	people	who	have	become	disillusioned	with	the	existing	

establishment's	 'political	 elites'.	 Increasingly,	 the	 establishment's	 ‘ruling	 parties’	 have	

centralised	their	power	at	the	expense	of	their	constituencies,	failing	to	represent	their	

primary	concerns.	

	

Various	populist	politicians	have	seized	on	this	disillusionment	 in	their	bid	 for	power.	

They	 consistently	 emphasise	 the	 separation	 that	 exists	 between	 ‘the	 people’	 and	 ‘the	

elites’.	Often,	they	propagate	strong	nationalist	and	xenophobic	agendas	that	undermine	

democratic	 public	 policy	 and	 institutions	 that	 are	 corrupted	 by	 divisive,	 emotionally-

charged	 rhetoric.	 The	 negative	 consequences	 of	 a	 successful	 populist	 movement	 are	

evident	in	Donald	Trump’s	presidential	victory	in	the	United	States	of	America,	which	has	

sparked	civil	tensions	and	intrastate	antagonism.	Structural	changes	that	support	diverse	

political	representation	are	necessary	to	ensure	that	populist	demagogues	are	not	able	to	

manipulate	 a	 disillusioned	 constituency,	 using	 their	 public	 platforms	 to	 undermine	

democratic	 institutions.	 Thus,	 Australia	 needs	 to	 proactively	 respond	 to	 constituent's	

disillusionments	by	fostering	greater	diversity	in	political	representation.	

	



Gender	inclusivity	within	political	parties	and	parliamentary	bodies	is	the	first	measure	

that	 ought	 to	 be	 taken	 in	 response	 to	 public	 disillusionment.	 It	 is	 vital	 that	 female	

representation	 within	 politics	 is	 increased	 as	 a	 means	 of	 ensuring	 a	 greater	 gender	

balance	in	policy	discussions.	Flexible	working	arrangements	as	practised	across	many	

corporate	 industries,	 alongside	 the	 deconstruction	 of	 the	 persistent	 cultural	 idea	 that	

females	 are	 the	 sole	 bearers	 of	 child-care	 responsibilities,	 are	 two	 strategies	 that	 can	

foster	a	greater	inclusion	of	women	in	politics.	

	

Another	measure	that	ought	to	be	fostered	is	a	broadened	ideological	scope	within	the	

political	establishment	to	avoid	the	consensus	of	the	‘political	elites’.	Through	structural	

reforms	 of	 grassroots	 levels	 of	 political	 parties,	 a	 greater	 diversity	 within	 political	

discussions	 can	 occur.	 This	 is	 achieved	 through	 the	 empowerment	 of	 previously	

marginalised	 minority	 groups,	 enabling	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 internal	 decision-

making	bodies	of	political	parties.		

	

	

Problem	

	

In	recent	years,	the	world	has	seen	a	rise	of	populist	figures	who	claim	to	represent	‘the	

people’	in	their	fight	against	‘the	elites’.	These	leaders	utilise	rhetoric	to	craft	policy	that	

seeks	to	deconstruct	what	they	perceive	as	a	centralisation	of	power	within	the	political	

establishment,	which	is	identified	as	a	failure	of	democracy	by	populists.	The	election	of	

Donald	Trump	in	the	2016	US	Presidential	election	is	an	example	of	the	modern	populist	

movement.	Civil	unrest	and	an	emergence	of	discontented	mass	social	movements	can	be	

seen	as	a	consequence	of	these	divisive	and	antagonistic	policies.	The	feminist	#MeToo	

movement,	Women’s	March	protests	and	the	‘Time’s	Up’	campaign	have	been	generated	

in	response	to	an	entrenched	marginalisation	of	women	within	society,	suffering	from	a	

lack	 of	 representation	 in	 social	 and	 political	 establishments	 across	 the	 globe.	 The	

oppressive	 cultural	 discourse	 that	 populist	 leaders	 propagate	 entrenches	 this	

marginalisation	through	the	normalisation	of	segregation.		

	



The	rise	of	xenophobic	populist	movements	across	Western	democracies	are	particularly	

concerning	to	Australia	due	to	the	nation’s	espoused	commitment	to	cultural	diversity.	In	

2016,	49%	of	Australians	had	either	been	born	overseas	or	had	at	least	one	parent	born	

overseas,	yet	only	8%	of	parliamentarians	elected	in	the	2016	Federal	Election	came	from	

a	non-English	speaking	background.	Furthermore,	51%	of	the	population	was	female	in	

2016,	yet	only	32%	of	members	elected	in	the	2016	Federal	election	were	women.	These	

disparities	 between	 the	 political	 'elite'	 and	 the	 wider	 Australian	 community	

demonstrates	that	our	elected	political	class	does	not	reflect	the	realities	of	Australia’s	

socio-cultural	composition.		

	

Populist	leaders	capitalise	on	the	negative	effects	of	the	neoliberal	policy	agenda	that	has	

generated	increased	inequality	amongst	citizens,	framing	this	as	the	result	of	the	'failed'	

project	of	globalisation	that	must	be	combatted	through	isolationism	and	protectionism.	

Populist	leaders	argue	that	globalisation	has	enabled	foreigners	and	minority	groups	to	

jeopardise	the	national	sovereignty	of	states,	attacking	the	nation's	identity	and	economic	

prosperity.	 Populist	 demagogues	 attempt	 to	 characterise	 these	 groups	 as	 outcasts	 to	

project	economic	fears	onto	a	tangible	population,	obscuring	the	true	roots	of	economic	

problems	that	have	emerged	from	the	paternalistic	nature	of	the	neoliberal	agenda.	It	is	

imperative	to	address	the	lack	of	diversity	within	Australian	political	representation	in	

order	to	prevent	the	marginalisation	of	minority	groups	within	socio-political	structures,	

and	the	propagation	of	civil	unrest.		

	

Policy	Recommendation	1		

• Political	parties	should	advocate	for	flexible	working	conditions	that	allow	

parliamentarians	to	work	remotely	during	sittings	weeks	if	doing	so	presents	a	

significant	disruption	to	their	parental	duties.	This	will	deconstruct	barriers	to	

female	political	participation.		

		

Reform	in	political	party	policies	must	occur	to	cater	for	the	family	responsibilities	of	all	

elected	officials,	particularly	women.	For	example,	action	should	be	taken	to	normalise	

the	ability	 for	parliamentarians	with	childcare	duties	to	participate	remotely	 in	sitting	



weeks,	estimates	and	other	meetings.	Introducing	gender	quotas	is	not	enough:	it	must	

be	asked	why	women	do	not	pursue	a	career	in	the	public	office.	In	a	recent	study	by	Plan	

International,	41%	of	female	respondents	aged	18	-	25	years	old	answered	that	they	felt	

that	wanting	to	start	a	family	was	a	barrier	to	a	career	in	politics,	compared	to	just	11%	

of	 male	 respondents.	 Australian	 political	 parties	 should	 therefore	 carry	 out	 a	

comprehensive	 review	 of	 their	 working	 processes	 and	 extend	 flexible	 working	

arrangements	to	all	parliamentarians.	

		

The	United	Nations	Sustainable	Development	Goals	strive	for	each	country	to	commit	to	

“ensure	women’s	full	and	effective	participation	and	equal	opportunities	for	leadership	

at	all	levels	of	decision-making	in	political,	economic	and	public	life”.	However,	current	

supply-side	 policies	 in	 Australian	 political	 parties	 fail	 to	 take	 into	 consideration	 the	

systemic	barriers	for	women	to	participate	in	politics.	This	propagates	the	falsehood	that	

women	do	not	fully	participate	as	they	lack	the	skill	or	motivation	to	do	so.	Therefore,	as	

political	 parties	 produce	 a	 higher	 diversity	 of	 gender	 representation,	 a	 significant	

reduction	in	public	discontent	with	elected	officials	will	ensue.	

	

We	recommend	that	political	parties	advocate	for	parliamentarians	to	have	the	right	to	

reasonably	request	to	work	remotely	during	sitting	weeks	if	they	have	childminding,	or	

other	family	commitments	that	travelling	to	Canberra	may	create	significant	disruption	

to.		This	can	be	implemented	easily	through	the	growth	of	technology	which	provides	the	

ability	 to	 conduct	 electronic	 voting	 for	 all	 motions	 put	 forward	 in	 the	 houses	 of	

parliament.	

	

This	 recommendation	 provides	 the	 best	 defence	 to	 the	 increasing	 perception	 that	

political	 parties	 are	 ignoring	public	 concerns.	These	proposals	work	 to	 solve	 the	new	

demands	 of	 the	 electorate	 by	 increasing	 the	 range	 of	 views	 generated,	 fostered	 by	 a	

greater	 gender	 diversity	 of	 elected	 officials	 that	 advocate	 for	 differing	 issues	 across	

society.				

	

	

	

	



Policy	Recommendation	2	
	

• Political	parties	should	ensure	that	25%	of	office-holder	positions	are	dedicated	to	

minority	groups,	coupled	with	commitments	to	financial	and	logistical	support	for	

local	branches,	and	dedicated	mentoring	programmes	to	ensure	underrepresented	

groups	are	included	within	the	decision-making	mechanisms	of	parties.	

	

Whilst	 formal	 party	 structures	 espouse	 the	 primacy	 of	 local	 branches	 and	 grassroots	

members,	informal	party	relations	foster	a	sense	of	internal	inequality	in	the	distribution	

of	power	between	individual	branches,	minority	groups	and	the	party	'elite'	who	benefit	

from	the	maintenance	of	the	status	quo.	Diversity	of	branch	delegates	and	office	holders	

must	 be	 considered	 in	 terms	 of;	 religious	 identification,	 ethnicity,	 gender,	 language,	

sexual	 orientation,	 functionality,	 age,	 class	 and	 geographical	 location.	 The	

intersectionality	 of	 individuals	 must	 also	 be	 considered	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 full	

representation.		

	

To	 ensure	 a	 diverse	 number	 of	 grassroots	members	 are	 represented	 within	 political	

parties,	party	elites	must	reform	the	election	processes	for	branch	office	positions	and	

delegates	to	internal	state	and	federal	decision-making	bodies.	We	recommend	that	25%	

of	positions	should	be	set	aside	for	minority	groups	within	parties,	and	affirmative	action	

measures	 should	 be	 incorporated	 within	 party	 constitutions.	 This	 will	 ensure	 that	

minority	 groups	 have	 a	 meaningful	 opportunity	 to	 participate	 in	 decision-making	

mechanisms	that	determine	party	policy.		

	

Political	 parties	 must	 also	 ensure	 that	 a	 range	 of	 socio-economic	 backgrounds	 are	

represented	 within	 internal	 policy-making	 bodies.	 This	 will	 ensure	 that	 a	 range	 of	

impacts	are	considered	when	evaluating	proposed	public	policy	through	the	viewpoint	of	

different	 classes	who	 have	 different	 social	 and	 economic	 priorities.	 It	 is	 important	 to	

foster	 this	 diversity	 in	 response	 to	 growing	 inequality	 that	 is	 experienced	within	 the	

internal	constituencies	of	states,	emanating	from	the	reified	neoliberal	agenda.	

	

We	recommend	that	financial	and	logistical	support	should	be	provided	to	local	branches	

and	minority	groups	to	facilitate	local	initiatives	such	as	community	dialogues	which	will	



create	 sustainable	 avenues	 for	 new	members	 to	 actively	 participate	within	 the	 party.	

Furthermore,	we	recommend	that	structurally	anchored	mentoring	programmes	for	all	

new	 members	 should	 be	 implemented	 to	 ensure	 that	 individuals	 who	 come	 from	

underrepresented	 groups	 are	 promptly	 and	 effectively	 included	 within	 the	 decision-

making	processes	of	party	policy.		

	

These	structural	reforms	of	grassroots	and	minority	representation	are	important	steps	

that	political	parties	must	take	if	they	are	to	go	beyond	symbolic,	discursive	attempts	to	

foster	diversity.	These	reforms	will	address	the	power	imbalances	that	are	systemically	

rooted	 in	 the	 base	 of	 party	movements	 that	 disadvantage	 new	members,	 particularly	

from	underrepresented	and	minority	backgrounds,	and	in	turn	prevent	the	emergence	of	

populist	figures	within	Australia.		

	

Conclusion	
	

Populism	is	a	pseudo-democratic	style	of	politics,	 inspiring	demagogues	to	manipulate	

the	'people'	and	undermine	the	idea	of	a	power-sharing	democracy	that	is	committed	to	

the	principle	of	equality.	Representative	democracy	 is	currently	 facing	a	serious	crisis	

due	to	the	burgeoning	sentiment	that	the	democratic	process	is	failing	to	give	a	voice	to	

the	'people'.		

Elected	 representatives	 have	 a	 responsibility	 to	 actively	 represent	 the	 wishes	 of	 the	

greater	population.	However,	not	all	 citizens	have	an	equal	opportunity	 to	participate	

within	 the	 political	 system	 due	 to	 systemic	 marginalisation.	 As	 a	 result,	 elected	

representatives	do	not	proportionately	reflect	the	diverse	demographics,	nor	spectrum	

of	 views	 that	 make	 up	 the	 wider	 Australian	 constituency.	 Consequently,	 populist	

movements	are	emerging,	 claiming	 to	 represent	all	 those	who	 feel	 ignored	within	 the	

existing	political	system.	

Political	theory	warns	that	citizens	may	at	times	seek	to	oppress	a	proportion	of	their	

own	numbers.	The	state	must	guard	against	this	oppression	as	with	any	other	abuse	of	

power.	Therefore,	it	is	imperative	that	political	parties	reform	in	a	manner	that	maintains	

their	legitimacy	by	adequately	representing	the	voices	of	their	constituents.	This	social	



and	 political	 diversity	 will	 prevent	 populist	 demagogues	 from	 manipulating	 the	

disillusionment	 that	 the	 'people'	 feel,	 in	 turn,	 undermining	 the	 Western	 liberal	

democratic	 order.	 This	 can	 be	 achieved	 through	 deconstructing	 barriers	 that	 prevent	

women	from	participating	in	politics,	and	through	internal	structural	reforms	of	political	

party	policy-making	that	marginalises	grassroots	members	and	minority	groups.		
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