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BOOK REVIEW 

Machine Rules: A Political Primer, by Stephen Loosley, Melbourne University Press, 
Carlton, 2015, xiii + 210 pp., $34.99 (paperback), ISBN: 978052286704.

In his 2009 book Battelines former Prime Minister Tony Abbott bemoaned the unmatched speed 
and regularity with which former federal Labor politicians published political books. In recent years 
Gillard, Swan, Bowen, Combet, Tanner and Garrett have all tried their hand as authors. Among the 
most recent contributions to this now vast field of Labor biographies and other political offerings is 
Stephen Loosely’s Machine Rules: A Political Primer. 

Political biographies as a genre are infamously self-serving, extolling perceived triumphs while 
minimising mistakes and missteps. In Machine Rules, however, Loosley has transcended the mere 
biographical to offer a normative playbook, an insider’s account of how to survive the realities of 
political life. The result is an authentic and witty guide for political practitioners, and a warning to 
those who may aspire to public life. 

In tone and style Machine Rules is the author’s 200 page answer to the question: ‘What was your 
experience of political life, and what advice would you offer to someone starting out?’ Loosley’s 
most surprising advice is his warning against pursuing a political career at all. The media is too 
invasive, the battle too gladiatorial and the psychological reward too little. In sum, Loosley 
concludes, ‘the price that is paid for political life has become far too high’ (p. 191). The bulk of 
Machine Rules, however, is practical tips for those who choose to ignore his warning, and pursue 
political life nonetheless. For these people, Loosley offers 29 brief vignettes spanning various 
aspects of political life. Amongst the topics covered are: parliamentary practice (ch. 5), effective 
leadership (chs. 6, 9), factional warfare (chs. 7, 19), public speaking (ch. 8), handling the media 
(chs. 10, 17), campaigning (chs. 11, 14, 23), dealing with criticism (chs. 13, 22), political rhetoric 
(chs. 15, 16, 21), staffers (ch. 18), chairing political meetings (ch. 20), and timing political exits 
(chs. 28, 29). 

The practical advice offered within these vignettes may be readily adopted and applied by those 
engaged in the cut-and-thrust of political battle. All future politicians would do well, for instance, to 
heed the advice of Chapter 10 (‘Some journalists are bastards’), Chapter 15 (never claim absolutes), 
and Chapter 16 (if you lie in politics, you will be caught out). In all of this, Loosley’s account of 
political life is fundamentally realistic, underscoring his ultimate conclusion that the party machine 
ought not be entered into with blind idealism. 

Throughout Loosley’s prose is witty and and his observations insightful. As a political biography, 
there is not much here that hasn’t been said elsewhere. Instead, Machine Rules’ central strength is as 
an accessible playbook for party politics, a ‘how-to-guide’ for political life. In this sense it will find 
a ready audience in student politicians and aspiring party hacks nation wide. While less active lay-
readers will also appreciate the gritty insights it affords into the real world of political playmaking. 
It’s not always pretty, but if anyone is going to take the plunge Machine Rules will help them to do 
so ‘with their eyes wide open’ (p. 187). 
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