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1 
The complex contexts of 
Australian inequality 

Ruth Fincher and Peter Saunders 

The eminent economist and commentator, John Kenneth Galbraith, recently identified persistent inequality in the distribution of income (and urban poverty in particular) as a major piece of ‘unfinished business’ at the end of the twentieth century (Galbraith 1999). These remarks coincided with the release of the 1999 Human Development Report which drew attention to the fact that poverty remains widespread in developing countries and that ‘human poverty and exclusion are hidden among statistics of success’ in industrial countries (United Nations Development Program 1999, p. 28). In Australia, a report prepared by the Society of St Vincent de Paul (1999) opened with the claim that poverty in our community ‘remains a largely hidden, misunderstood and misrepresented issue’. And a special series of articles on globalisation published in the Age bemoaned governments’ failure to include the poor in global economic expansion, seeing this as evidence of moral emptiness in their political decisions (Elliott 1999).

It is clear that, as the new millennium begins amidst a period of sustained economic growth, problems of poverty and inequality are proving uncomfortably resilient and a source of growing disquiet. The evidence of recent international comparisons is showing Australia to be particularly unequal (see Whiteford, Chapter 2). This is consistent with estimates of child poverty prepared by UNICEF showing over 17 per cent of Australian children were living below the standard international poverty line in 1994, a rate that placed Australian child poverty fifth highest among 25 industrialised countries (Bradbury and Jäntti 1999a, Table 3.3). 

Much has been written by social scientists about the concept of poverty and how to define and measure it, and research on inequality has grown rapidly over the last two decades. We understand much more about the dimensions of these problems, but seem incapable of solving them. Why is this and what does it imply for the future?

Considering these questions, the chapters in this book start from the view that the social scientific research analysing disadvantage, poverty and inequality should take a new direction if it is to contribute to the resolution of these persistent problems. The chapters take a fresh look at the issues, giving greater emphasis to the underlying processes producing and reproducing patterns of poverty and disadvantage in contemporary Australia. This leads to emphasis of the complexities and multi-dimensionality of the issues. We make no apology for this. Indeed, it is our view that until the underlying complexities are grappled with, there is little chance of addressing their visible effects. Furthermore, the processes that give rise to inequality and perpetuate poverty vary. While there are some universal factors at play, there are also other factors that are more specific in their impact. Some processes have been embedded over very long periods, and they combine with others of shorter duration. The chapters that follow identify some of these specificities, but do so against a background of more general causes and contexts.

The trend towards growing income inequality, documented statistically in considerable detail in research studies, is usually not accompanied by equally detailed explanations of its causes, nor by clear-cut directions about ways in which it might be altered. There has been excellent research done in Australia to monitor shifts in inequality and disadvantage, measuring them in sophisticated fashion along with their correlates, and comparing them with data for other countries. But in the face of the frequent association of inequality and poverty with contemporary globalisation, we seem to be at an impasse, registering general calls for action but no means to set it in train. Faced also by the seeming lack of interest of neoliberal national governments in the expanded public investment that might provide policy-led strategies for reducing inequality and disadvantage, few pathways seem obvious.

It is not surprising, if the causes of the trends are depicted so broadly and globally, that strategies to alleviate growing inequalities and disadvantage have been elusive. The operation of cause and process must be specified at a scale where intervention seems possible and sensible if strategies are to emerge. As well, measures of household or individual incomes across the nation hide, because they are national compilations, variations amongst population groups, between places, and between people in particular circumstances at specific times. The general figures are unable to do more than hint at the complex contexts in which disadvantage or advantage, inequality and poverty are being generated in contemporary Australia.

This book reveals some of the processes by which poverty and disadvantage are generated in particular contexts. It is our hope that this will signal some pathways out of the dilemmas that bind people to their distinctive poverty and disadvantage. If followed, those pathways will guide us to a future characterised by less inequality. If ignored, we may further entrench existing patterns of disadvantage and create a future marked by even more inequality. Of course, the book does not cover all the processes generating inequality, nor all the contexts in which poverty or disadvantage emerge as a result of those processes. It tackles some of them though, and in so doing raises many questions and numerous suggestions for other avenues to follow.

Though the contributors to the book come from different disciplines, and use different academic voices as they consider the causes and contexts of Australia’s inequality, poverty and disadvantage, their research and social scientific knowledge lead to a unified support for the following propositions:

• Public policy has been successful in the past in reducing disadvantage in Australia, by providing frameworks within which people can take up opportunities. So it can be successful again in doing this. We refute the neoliberal premise that public investment in the support of all citizens is either unnecessary or undesirable.

• Increasing inequality (meaning increased disadvantage for many) is unacceptable. It is not a necessary precondition for increasing economic growth and national competitiveness. Widening inequality is not likely to provide incentives for the rich to invest and increase national productivity which will produce ‘trickle down’ benefits for the rest of society.

• Globalisation—that set of contemporary international economic trends linking certain cities, regions and companies financially and technologically for the production of particular forms of economic reward—still allows our governments the capacity to implement policy structures that support people’s economic and social mobility, maintaining their incomes and dignity.

• Research has the potential to broaden our understanding of the issues and contribute towards developing effective strategies and policies for responding to them. But it has to go beyond static representations of income differentials and adopt a more dynamic perspective, explicitly addressing the processes that give rise to persistent disparities in living standards.

• There is value in adopting a comparative research perspective which, within one country, can help to identify different outcomes for specific groups or places and, between countries, provide a basis for systematic study of how different policy regimes relate to different outcomes.

• Effective action requires the diagnoses to be communicated broadly in a way that raises awareness of the need for change and mobilises support behind it. Discursive portrayals of trends in poverty, the causes and consequences of inequality and the roles of various forms of disadvantage are thus a critical aspect of anti-poverty strategies.

In what follows, we present arguments and data that support the relevance of these propositions to the circumstances of present-day Australia.

DIFFERENT ACADEMIC VOICES 

There are a variety of academic voices now contributing to the analysis of poverty, inequality, and disadvantage in Australia. They ask questions in particular ways, use some concepts rather than others, and conduct their analyses making emphases of different kinds. Some focus on the ever more precise measurement of the phenemona. Some examine the complexities of how processes combine in particular places and contexts, in ways that might give rise to the measures made by others. Terms used have specific meanings, derived from the history of their use in particular academic discourses. Through the book, there are examples of a range of entry points to the discussion of the changing material circumstances of Australians. They often align with specific disciplines, though not always.

The existence of different research practices sometimes makes the straightforward interpretation of research findings and the generalisation of results difficult, especially for outsiders to academia, like the media. Researchers may present contrasting opinions, equally supported by the evidence. They may not be studying exactly the same thing, or they may qualify their findings. For instance, the apparently clear-cut notion from some research that there are certain numbers of people in Australia living in poverty, as indicated by the percentage of the population below an agreed ‘poverty line’, is unsettled by evidence from research asking different questions showing that some people with incomes less than the poverty line are surviving economically. Perhaps the survivors have assets on which they can draw, or have family members nearby helping them with free child care and food parcels, or are young adults sharing accommodation and cheap vegetarian food. Perhaps their primary need is for health care or other support that is provided through the existing social wage infrastructure.

Often, the people studied do not see themselves as poor. When people considered ‘poor’ on the basis of their income are asked if they think they are poor or if they think there is poverty around them, many deny their poverty and reject the claim that they live in the midst of poverty (Dean 1992). In part, this response is associated with other meanings of the terms ‘poor’ and ‘poverty’— these are discursive constructions that carry judgmental overtones as well as being statistical measures. As Putnis notes in Chapter 3: ‘those who are welfare recipients, old-age pensioners apart, are quite likely to have seen themselves represented in the media as welfare cheats with the suggestion that those who are so identified are merely the ‘‘tip of the iceberg’’’. It is quite rational for those of low income to resist defining themselves in this way. In media presentations it is likely that those accounts of poverty that are the most personalising are the ones that portray welfare recipients most negatively. These are also the accounts that get the most publicity. Accounts that identify structural causes of the incidence of poverty are less likely to portray individuals as themselves being the ‘cause’ of their problems. No wonder people reject any view that they, personally, are poor. They are not those individuals.

Such a response by people also indicates that being poor or disadvantaged, experiencing inequality, is more than a matter of income. Travers and Richardson (1993) argue this effectively. We can experience disadvantage or advantage through dimensions of our lives such as the characteristics of the neighbourhoods we inhabit, access to the collective resources of the communities in which we live, and so on, as well as through our income.

So when requests are made for a simple answer to the question of whether there is poverty in Australia or not, or whether inequality is increasing, there is sometimes irritation when the response is qualified. Sometimes this situation leads questioners to think that poverty and inequality are merely dubious ‘statistical constructs’, an interpretation that is ‘highly damaging to the interests of the poor’ and that no researcher would want to generate (see Putnis, Chapter 3). There is a dilemma here for researchers, for public presentation requires the kind of limited answers to such questions that their research is often incapable of providing. The subtleties and complexity of the reality require researchers to avoid understating that complexity where it exists. On the other hand, they cannot let the complexities disguise the overall themes their work reveals.

Benefiting from the different starting points of its contributors, this book presents a set of views on poverty, inequality and disadvantage that make its focus interdisciplinary and its basic approach comparative. The different perspectives all reveal something useful. Each focuses on some of the key processes at work, guided by the notion that it is here that intervention has the potential to create better futures. Taking a structure from the three terms used in the subtitle to the book—poverty, inequality and disadvantage—we can summarise some characteristics of social scientific approaches to the study of Australians’ changing material circumstances.

The term ‘poverty’ in Australian social science tends to be associated with research in a tradition following Ronald Henderson that stresses the measurement of income amongst households and individuals against a poverty line (for discussion of which see Saunders 1998a; Saunders and Whiteford 1989; Fincher and Nieuwenhuysen 1998). This poverty-defining tradition has provided detailed descriptions of incomes and of the factors statistically associated with variations in income relative to need. The form of thinking about cause and effect is one in which a list of independent factors such as family type, age or labour force status is associated with the risk of poverty, with statistical precision. There is no capacity or intent to see how (in ways perhaps not clearly measurable) the causal factors themselves may be outcomes of a broader set of generative processes, and may interact with each other to produce certain poverty-forming outcomes in particular contexts.

Expert measurement and sophisticated description are the focus of this type of knowledge-production, not conceptualisation of causes. Typical of this strand of research is that produced by Harding (1996 and 1997) in which the factors contributing to overall inequality are identified, and an attempt is made to approximate their impact. This kind of Australian research mirrors the findings of a recent study of the American income distribution, which concludes that: ‘No single factor has governed the evolution of inequality, nor is it possible confidently to assign causality. Instead we seek to identify correlations between the movement of inequality and of other economic and social variables’ (Plotnick et al. 1998, p. 8). Similarly, as Peter Whiteford notes in Chapter 2, much Australian poverty research can be viewed as under-theorised, producing ‘sophisticated description’ of observable outcomes. ‘To the extent that a good deal of analysis has been undertaken on the concept of poverty’, says Whiteford, ‘the conceptualisations are also essentially descriptive, rather than seeking to explain the fundamental causes of poverty’.

Use of the term ‘inequality’ characterises research in the same general tradition as that of research using the term ‘poverty’. Trends in monetary income in different economic groups are measured and compared in studies of economic inequality. Changes in the share of the nation’s income (or wealth or consumption) among different segments (often quartiles) of the population are compared and evaluated against other trends (for example, in demographic structure, household formation and dissolution, or in economic performance). So, as the commentaries listed in the opening paragraph make clear, the rich can be observed to be becoming richer, and the poor poorer (or at least no less poor), a situation of increasing inequality. The term ‘inequality’ can also refer to other quality-of-life features that distinguish between rich and poor, such as the receipt of non-wage employment benefits or access to, or use of, services. These differences may add to (or offset) other dimensions of inequality. 

The significance of these factors is illustrated in Richardson’s (1998) imagined account of ‘two worlds’, in which the distribution of monetary income is the same, but the distribution of other features varies. Richardson illustrates how variations in the distribution of services and amenities complicate matters in her hypothesised worlds, making it hard to judge decisively who has a ‘rich’ life and a ‘poor’ life in the second ‘world’:

In the first [of two ‘worlds’ being compared], the richest households also live in suburbs which have the highest proportion of public recreational land, the quietest streets with the freshest air, nicely landscaped, cables underground and with convenient shopping and transport; they have the most congenial and safe work environments, with high quality accommodation and no more than standard hours of employment; their houses, which they own without debt, are well-equipped with fine furniture, ornaments, electrical goods and entertainment equipment; they have a holiday house on a beautiful area of coastline and regularly take weekends and holidays to enjoy it. Their children go to spacious, well-equipped schools which offer excellent teaching and a wide curriculum. The poorer households, in contrast, live in suburbs which are dreary, noisy, have no public space or recreational facilities, are festooned with overhead cables, offer only distant shopping malls and provide little transport to get there; their houses, for which they are deeply in debt, are small and run down and have but the bare essentials by way of furniture; they work in noisy, dirty and risky work places; the local school is rough, tough and poorly resourced; they work long hours and rarely have a chance to get away for a break.

In the second world, the households with the high incomes live in fine houses as before, but now they work long hours and rarely get a break, the suburbs they live in are indistinguishable from those of the low-income households, the work environment is stressful and spartan; they still own the holiday house but now the coast is crowded and the beach is polluted and they rarely have the time to go there anyway. The low-income households live in suburbs with plenty of open space, recreation facilities, transport, shopping and excellent schools and medical facilities; they work modest hours, their workplaces are safe and pleasant, their houses are well-provided with furniture, electrical goods and entertainment equipment; they have a boat or caravan or some such and time to use it. (Richardson 1998, pp. 225–6) 

The descriptions draw attention to the fact that income levels cannot capture all aspects of what is a poor or rich life. This is a point developed by Peter Travers in Chapter 4, where strong evidence is provided of how employment is important for well-being, as well as income. Within the scenarios identified by Richardson are income levels, but also workplaces, housing and urban environments, transport and medical services, and opportunities for children as provided by state-resourced educational systems. In the juxtaposition of the two ‘worlds’, Richardson indicates how, in certain contexts, low income can be compensated for by public investment in public amenities and community facilities, just as the benefits from high incomes can be reduced without access to such amenities and facilities. Such thinking about the different dimensions of inequality shows how inequality is situated, context-bound in its effects and meanings. It is thinking that has aspects in common with research that concentrates on the processes generating disadvantage.

Research using the term ‘disadvantage’ compares the circumstances of people, or communities or places, with others who are experiencing ‘advantage’, or who are living in ‘average’ conditions. Being disadvantaged is thus an explicitly relative state, but the term also has a strong normative connotation. To be disadvantaged is to be unfairly treated relative to others. The term can refer to people or places. One common use is to see towns or suburbs as ‘locationally disadvantaged’ when referring to their lack of opportunities or services for residents compared to what is on offer in other places. As Fincher and Wulff note (Chapter 6), geographic locations can be disadvantaging for their residents if they are the places of large-scale economic change such as the decline of manufacturing, or the reduction of government and private sector investment in service provision. Localities can be disadvantaging for some residents if they become the sites of rapid increases in housing prices due to gentrification. Fincher and Wulff emphasise the importance of the housing market as a contributor to the intensification of inequalities socially and spatially, resisting the tendency of much analysis to consider economic change only in terms of its employment outcomes. Disadvantage, then, as a general designator of people less well-off than others, is not readily measured with income figures alone. It cannot be judged with reference to a particular level of income received by individuals and households (like a poverty line), or by communities and regions (like government grants or infrastructure payments).

Most importantly, research using ‘disadvantage’ as a guiding concept often refers to disadvantaging processes—processes causing the production and reproduction of disadvantage for people and places. In this sense, the type of knowledge being produced here is knowledge particularly about inter-related causes—where the causes in question are complexes of processes, in which it is difficult to define and measure separate causal factors.

The processes judged as significant will be those theorised as relevant to the particular sites of disadvantage being studied. Those sites of disadvantage may include labour markets or segments of them, or particular communities or towns, or particular sub-groups in the population. The scale of the processes comprising the disadvantaging or advantaging ‘causes’ of phenomena like income shifts, or increased inequality, will vary considerably. Some analysts focus on the broadest scale—the economics of globalisation and Australian governments’ adoption of the neoliberal philosophies of governance associated with deregulation as an international economic project. Others, particularly as they seek to comprehend the disadvantaging of housing market consumers or communities, identify more localised processes. These include the ways in which industrial restructuring has disadvantaged particular suburbs or country towns that were previously dependent for jobs on industrial plants now closed, or on how particular workers are disadvantaged by work practices or by the design and implementation of enterprise bargaining procedures.

For example, Fincher and Wulff focus in Chapter 6 on population mobility within Australia as a process contributing to the creation of inequality and disadvantage in and between particular places. Reporting on case studies of Cairns in Queensland, and the small town of Kelsey (not its real name) in Victoria, they demonstrate the disadvantaging outcomes of long-term migration to and from such places, and frequent short-term movement (like people’s movement between private rental houses) within towns. Internal migration between Australian towns and regions, they argue, distributes low-income and high-income populations in quite distinctive ways.

And in an important example of the close scrutiny of processes significant to the production of inequality, here across particular workplaces rather than localities, Watson and Buchanan (Chapter 7) identify the process of casualisation of employment in today’s labour markets—the growth of non-standard jobs that are part-time, offering short-term contracts, poorly remunerated, and lacking the benefits of permanence like holiday pay and overtime rates. They show how employment in such jobs, and unemployment, are connected in the lives of working people as they switch in and out of precarious forms of employment. ‘Unemployed’ and ‘employed’ are no longer adjectives to describe different groups of people, as they may more likely have been in the past. ‘[D]isadvantage percolates across the labour market. It clings most tenaciously to the long-term unemployed, it dogs the footsteps of the precariously employed, and it furrows the brow of the mature-aged underemployed’ (see Watson and Buchanan, Chapter 7). Furthermore, they demonstrate how inequality increases across households in this context, with the earnings of households of two precariously employed adults falling further behind others: ‘Blue-collar/blue-collar households face bleak earnings prospects, unless both end up working much longer hours as has happened in the United States . . . At the other end of the scale, dual-earnings households drawn from professionals and managers will continue to prosper.’

Confronted with these diverse perspectives, methods and interests in the interdisciplinary community of social scientists who document and interpret poverty, inequality and disadvantage in Australia, the authors of this book call for a rethinking. The rethinking is required because of the prevalence and persistence of ‘gloom and doom’ presentations of Australian material life in the late 1990s. We sense that unequal futures are presently being created in Australia. We must act to prevent them. There is concern among many commentators at the likely deterioration in the quality of life of people in certain contexts and places. That concern is often rooted in an expectation that reductions in public expenditure will promote growing disparities in living standards that were previously ameliorated by governments’ redistributive commitments; underlying it is a belief in public investment. If the disadvantaging processes of contemporary Australia are documented alongside the statistics on poverty and inequality, more evidence will have been accumulated on how and why certain contexts seem associated with disadvantage. The specific routes to intervention may then become more evident. That is a task to which the authors in this book, despite their varied disciplinary predilections, wish to contribute.

NEW UNDERSTANDINGS OF POVERTY AND INEQUALITY 

Australian studies of poverty, as we noted, have been well served by the framework developed in the 1960s by Ronald Henderson and his colleagues at the University of Melbourne and refined by Henderson during his involvement with the Poverty Commission in the 1970s (Saunders 1998b). The enduring value of that pioneering work is evidenced in the contributions to the volume edited by Fincher and Nieuwenhuysen (1998), which applies the same framework to assess developments since the 1970s.

In the preceding section we separated research on poverty, inequality and disadvantage in Australia into distinct ‘types’. In this section, we point to signs of some coming together across these approaches in European research on poverty, of the sort we have been trying to set in train in the Australian research reported in this book. European poverty researchers are now including aspects of poverty not previously considered because they were difficult to measure adequately. These are the contextual features of people’s lives more commonly considered by research on disadvantage.

Statistical disaggregations of the poverty figures, like those on income poverty presented by King (1998), reveal the shape of the poverty profile and how it has changed. This involves comparing poverty rates by family type—older people, single parent families and large families—or according to specific household characteristics such as labour force status, educational attainment and country of birth. In the hands of economists, these variations between population groups are often linked to causal factors, including changes in Australian labour markets (like the rise in unemployment and the decline in full-time manufacturing jobs). 

Social policy analysts identify the implications of the poverty statistics for the adequacy of social security benefits, for access to education programs, for the impact of high housing costs, or for the effectiveness of settlement programs for new immigrants.

As we have noted, beyond this level of causal association, the figures are rarely embedded in analyses of the processes giving rise to the evidence on observed outcomes. Though a good deal more cumbersome to deal with and less easily summarised in a single measure, the same is true for the income distribution statistics. Here again, it is possible, by identifying the characteristics of those at different points in the distribution, to gain an initial insight into some of the factors associated with distributional success or failure (Harding 1996; Saunders 1997).

Two of the main limitations of the existing research on poverty and inequality are its almost exclusive focus on money income as a uni-dimensional measure and its restriction to comparing static descriptions at different times. Recent theoretical and empirical research has highlighted the need to break free of these strictures. In a number of European Union countries, and more recently in the United Kingdom, the notion of social exclusion has been seen as providing a way forward. Social exclusion and poverty are distinct concepts. Poverty, as generally understood, refers to a situation in which a lack of resources or material possessions prevents needs from being met. In contrast, the main characteristics of social exclusion (of which there is yet no single agreed definition) are its relativity, the role of agency and its emphasis on dynamics. As Atkinson (1998) posits, social exclusion can only be defined in a particular place at a particular time, is the result of actions—either by those excluded or by others—and relates not just to existing circumstances, but also to prospects for the future of those currently excluded and their children. (In Chapter 2, Peter Whiteford gives a useful genealogy of the terms ‘social exclusion’ and ‘poverty’, demonstrating how they have produced particular policy priorities in selected countries whose welfare states’ statistical ‘outcomes’ are often compared with Australia’s.)

Accounts of social exclusion, and how it is measured, must, by definition, be multi-dimensional. A recent study released by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation develops 46 indicators of exclusion. The list supplements conventional measures of income and how it is changing, with data on the number of children in offenders’ institutions, youth suicides, employment insecurity, anxiety among older people, vulnerability to crime, overcrowding and getting in arrears with mortgage repayments (Howarth et al. 1998). The separate indicators are not combined into a single measure because this conceals the fact that social exclusion is a multidimensional issue that requires a multi-dimensional response.

Nowhere in this volume is the case for a multi-dimensional perspective on poverty, disadvantage and social exclusion clearer than in the chapter on the poverty of indigenous Australians. In Chapter 5, Hunter tells us:

In asessing the extent of indigenous poverty, the diversity of indigenous circumstances and the dominance of alternative value systems, in many situations, must be recognised. This is not merely an epistemological issue. In the last twenty-five years, under the broad policy ambit of self-determination, many indigenous people have chosen to move from townships to small and remote outstation communities distant from mainstream labour markets and commercial opportunities. These choices limit options to alleviate poverty as measured by standard social indicators. Similarly, many mainstream measures of well-being, like home ownership and low household population densities, are either not options for indigenous Australians owing to residential location on communally owned Aboriginal land, or are low cultural priorities.

Hunter goes on to use a multi-dimensional approach to describing indigenous poverty that considers income measures but also issues of indigenous health and housing, the consequences of the disproportionate representation of indigenous Australians in the criminal justice system, and Aboriginal relationships to land. The precise areas of disadvantage of indigenous Australians are derived from the long-term history of their particular oppression, and will be different in many ways from the processes disadvantaging other groups.

So, within the poverty literature itself, a new switch of emphasis has begun to emerge that complements the development of the concept of social exclusion. The key notions here are multi-dimensional dynamics and spatial processes (Walker and Park 1998). These complicate the picture but also provide a richer canvas from which to develop a better understanding of causes and consequences, and hence to identify the kinds of responses that are needed. Britain has begun to benefit from the insights provided by longitudinal panel data that allow the ‘poverty snapshots’ produced from income surveys to be complemented by ‘moving pictures’ which track people’s economic fortunes over time. Only with the latter is it possible to identify the key underlying processes and thus form an impression of where, and what form, of intervention can best avoid undesirable outcomes. Australia has yet to invest the resources in collecting nationally representative longitudinal data that will provide similar insights into our situation, though there are signs that this may eventuate. Travers, at the end of his Chapter 4, makes a particular call for longitudinal data to monitor the material lives of Australia’s young people.

With the assistance of longitudinal data, it is possible to identify some of the common routes into different kinds of poverty. Walker and Park (1998) provide several examples, including one linking ill-health, poor employment performance and the risk of unemployment (which tends to cumulate once experienced) with joblessness, low income and financial poverty. Another trajectory links low skill levels and lack of educational qualifications within a slack labour market environment, to obsolete skills, job loss, loss of morale and poverty with the possible adoption of unacceptable coping strategies that lead to people becoming detached from social institutions and, eventually, socially excluded. These processes occur in space as well as time. Job loss and local economic decline can trigger the removal of shops, businesses and banks, leading to unsustainable pressures on public services that eventually result in a decline in social infrastructure at the same time as lack of income causes housing quality to fall. Pressures within families spill over to tensions between neighbours in the increasingly stretched community, crime increases and the community begins to fracture. In the account by Fincher and Wulff in Chapter 6 of the disadvantaging effects of certain kinds of population mobility on Australian towns, feelings of threat to the benefits of ‘community’ are described.

These kinds of characterisations represent a more subtle and nuanced understanding of what poverty means and how it develops. They reveal the limitations of the income poverty approach and illustrate vividly that government income transfers, while important, can only be a palliative. Other, more structural responses are also needed. As Walker and Park conclude: ‘there is no one policy, one big idea that will eradicate poverty. But there is new thinking that potentially offers real solutions. Think not of poverty but of poverties, processes rather than states, and prevention and intervention rather than poverty relief’ (Walker and Park 1998, p. 47).

This is the line of thinking that underlies the contributions to this collection. We do not reject the value of past research, but recognise that new approaches are required which identify a larger range of key processes, as the first step towards the design of appropriate interventions. New ways of conceptualising poverty and disadvantage are needed, as well as new data and techniques of analysis to support them. In the first instance, our approach calls for a more imaginative use of existing data and for different interpretations of current ‘knowledge’. There are many examples that take us down this road in the chapters that follow.

PROCESSES GENERATING POVERTY, INEQUALITY AND 
DISADVANTAGE IN CONTEMPORARY AUSTRALIA 

The processes identified in explanations of the changing distribution of well-being in Australia operate at different scales, and manifest themselves in varied fashions and contexts. These processes also have histories of varying lengths. Most writing in social science about inequality, poverty and disadvantage emphasises processes operating over the medium and short term, like uneven regional development of towns or conditions of labour market entry and withdrawal, rather than processes that have been enacted over the very long term, like discrimination against indigenous people in Australia. The chapters that follow exhibit this temporal bias, with the exception of Chapter 5. They identify the following processes as significant, although these processes are not independent of each other as they generate outcomes, being mutually constitutive in all cases.

CHANGES IN WORKPLACES AND JOBS 

Over and again, growing inequality and poverty in Australia have been correlated with the growth of unemployment (Saunders 1992; Gregory and Sheehan 1998; see also the discussion in Watson and Buchanan, Chapter 7). Australia is similar to other advanced industrial economies in exhibiting marked changes in its labour markets since the 1970s. These include, in addition to growing levels of unemployment, an increase in women’s employment and shifts in the types of jobs available from full-time to part-time and casualised (or so called non-standard) jobs (Watson and Buchanan, Chapter 7; Webber and Rigby 1996, p. 52). The relative decline in full-time employment has been particularly strong among men, leading to a reduction of men’s full-time employment participation from 80 per cent to less than 60 per cent, a trend which has redistributed some employment opportunities to women working part time (Gregory and Sheehan 1998, pp. 109–10). Significant changes have also taken place in the occupational and industrial structure of employment. These include a shift from goods-producing industries, like agriculture and manufacturing, to services industries like health care and education, a shift to employment in small private firms rather than in the public sector or in very large firms, and a rapid change in the relative growth of different occupational groupings (Gregory and Sheehan 1998).

In the 1990s, there has been growth in earnings inequality, as market incomes have become more differentiated between workers of different categories: ‘[E]xecutive salaries grew with little restraint, enterprise agreements delivered good outcomes for workers in strong bargaining positions . . . and award increases were left to serve as a safety net amongst the weaker sections of the workforce’ (Watson and Buchanan, Chapter 7).

Unemployment is evidently concentrating, both within households and within localities. The proportion of households in which no adult holds a job, or in which a single parent is without work, has grown, as has the average duration of unemployment (Norris and Wooden 1995). These concerns have been echoed in a recent paper by Gregory (1999) which highlights a polarisation of families with dependent children into ‘work rich’ and ‘work poor’, and argues that around half of all Australian children can now expect to spend as much as four or five years in a family without (paid) work, and an average of over eight years in a family without an employed adult male (Gregory 1999, p. 14).

In his important analysis in Chapter 4, Peter Travers considers the significance for young people of their parents’ unemployment or precarious employment, and their own unemployment when they are of working age, for the complex processes of marginalisation they experience. Against the position of most poverty researchers, who present the case for income maintenance to offset the maldistribution of wealth, Travers argues that it is the absence of work as well as the absence of income that is disadvantaging for young people. He describes:

a situation among young people that is of even greater concern than low income. In principle, low income can easily be remedied. The combination of low skills and low participation in either education or the labour market is far more difficult to alter. This is the basis for the concern that leads commentators to use terms like ‘marginalisation’ or ‘social exclusion’.

Nor is Travers sanguine about the likelihood that upward mobility for marginalised young people will occur through their labour force participation, as happened in the past. He considers the evidence that young people with unemployed or less skilled parents are more likely to have lower levels of numeracy and literacy than are demanded in present-day workplaces, and that the sorts of jobs young people are getting now are part-time jobs, if they are getting employment at all. Obtaining full-time work in a time of relatively low unemployment as a means to improve one’s material circumstances is not the option for young people now that it was three decades ago. Travers proposes a set of policy options, following ‘the Nordic countries [that] have long taken more seriously than Australia the need to intervene actively in order to prevent the emergence of marginalisation’.

Some analysts claim that many low-wage workers live in households or families with other earners who are on higher wages. They suggest that lowering wages would thus reduce household incomes less than might be thought (Richardson and Harding, 1999). In a close examination of the occupational profile of Australian households, Watson and Buchanan in Chapter 7 refute this claim, both its ‘factual basis’ and the policy proposals to which it gives rise. Removing part-time student earners from their figures, they show that for the top and bottom of the labour market, ‘birds of a feather flock together’ when you consider the approximately 52 per cent of the labour force in which two adults of a household are employed. That is, ‘households where the reference person is a professional are more likely to have another professional as the spouse. Similarly, households where the reference person is a labourer are also more likely to have another labourer as the spouse’ (Watson and Buchanan, Chapter 7). They conclude from this that any move to deregulate the labour market leading to a lowering of wages will disadvantage the second group very gravely, increasing inequality.

Why have workplaces changed to make unemployment and non-standard employment so widespread in the broad economic policy settings Australia inhabits? Within goods-producing industries like mining and farming, firms have long introduced technologies that reduce the need for labour. Production work in much manufacturing industry has moved offshore to countries where labour is cheaper; machines have also replaced humans in the performance of manufacturing production tasks. However, the replacement of workers with machines is not just an inevitable result of technological change. It is also about power relations within firms, and between firms and their shareholders. Manning (1998, p. 32) emphasises the need for a change in the values underpinning such power relations if unemployment is to be reduced in future, but sees the expectations of rapidly increasing income among bondholders, consumers, executives and professionals as obstacles to its achievement. Watson and Buchanan in Chapter 7 agree that this ‘shareholder value’ is responsible for intensifying inequality and spreading insecurity across the workforce.

 Private sector firms are not the only workplace sites in which unemployment-generating strategies have been deployed. In the public sector, workforces have also been ‘downsized’ as employment for public investment has been reduced in the effort to produce smaller government. The regional offices of government departments and instrumentalities have been reduced in number and size. The disruptive consequences for those living in places from which regional facilities have been removed are commented upon by Fincher and Wulff in Chapter 6 in their case study of Victoria’s small town of Kelsey.

It is clear that newly emerging features of Australian labour markets, though they have general characteristics, have also had more negative consequences for some groups and localities than for others. With these changes, the Australian map of winners and losers has been re-drawn. There are certain sites—workplaces, families, towns, communities of identity like the labour movement— in which the processes of economic change and the government policies supporting them are generating uneven outcomes. Mark Peel’s book about South Australia is an eloquent analysis of this process in one town, built not long ago on relative advantage and now deserted by it (Peel 1995).

The chapters of Creating Unequal Futures? Rethinking Poverty, Inequality and Disadvantage chart some of the processes generating inequalities in their situated complexity. We explain matters in this fashion, rather than by referring solely to more general explanatory claims about Australian participation in contemporary processes of globalisation. In our explanatory strategy we follow the assessment of Webber and Rigby (1996), who resist the tendency of contemporary social science to idealise the economic past (the 1950s and 1960s) as a relatively homogeneous period of affluence with a better distribution of resources, from which we have differed since the mid-1970s in a homogeneous way. This, they argue is a too rosy presentation of a past where, in many advanced industrial countries, unemployment was high in some locations, and where certain groups were without reasonable and stable wages. It follows that in our present ‘era’, similar qualifications must be made, for there are those people and places benefiting from the contemporary situation even as others do not. In both periods, despite our generalisations about them, processes generate uneven outcomes.

Furthermore, changes to labour markets are not just to be seen as the product of free market decisions, uninfluenced by government. Australia’s national economic policies since the 1970s are responsible in the eyes of many economists for the current situation. National governments have been co-designers of the generative processes of economic change in which labour markets are an important site. Their inadequate choices can be rectified, though with difficulty (Mathews 1996, p. 62). National political choice is being exercised in how we participate in international economic growth and its social and spatial outcomes. As claimed in a recent book analysing the causes of contemporary inequality in the United States: ‘Some . . . variability [in patterns of inequality] lies in technological, economic, and cultural changes. But much of it lies in specific policies concerning matters such as schooling, jobs, and taxes’ (Fischer et al. 1996, p. 17).

POPULATION MOBILITY AND IMMOBILITY 

People have always moved between regions, jobs and houses as a strategy to increase their well-being or to respond to the different circumstances they face. In Chapter 6, Fincher and Wulff describe recent population mobility within Australia, emphasising how the spatial redistribution of poorer households reflected in the ABS data is borne in part by this internal migration. Though they are not a feature of this book, international population movements also influence the population characteristics of regions and towns in places of destination and of exit. Population mobility, at its many scales, is related to other processes like labour market change, which rearrange economic opportunities; migrants react to their perceptions of new prospects elsewhere, as well as dispersing when circumstances make staying where they are undesirable. It is important also to view immobility, when people are incapable of moving out of a region, or from a job or housing, as spatial entrapment—the other side of the process of migration. 

Looked at with an eye to processes of internal migration in Australia, and to processes making it difficult for some population groups in some areas to move away, there are indications that lower income households in the 1990s are located more in outer suburbs, in small rural towns and in certain coastal settlements (Fincher and Wulff 1998). More broadly, a split seems to be emerging spatially between Australia’s two largest cities (Sydney and Melbourne) and the rest of the country, in which the best employment prospects are growing in the two large cities, attracting an in-migration of individuals and households with the skills to take up such positions. In contrast, fewer new opportunities are found in the rest of the country, where an in-migration of lower income households is evident in the statistics (Wulff and Bell 1997; O’Connor and Stimpson 1996). Some lower income households are moving to areas which those with skills demanded by metropolitan employers (or with the opportunities to gain those skills, for example, in tertiary education) are leaving.

Is the disadvantaged population in Australia becoming more concentrated spatially, with the help of processes of population mobility and immobility? Certain data describe a growing degree of spatial concentration of low-income households. ‘[I]n geographic terms mean household income is becoming increasingly polarised. In the bottom decile of Post Codes average household income has fallen 15 per cent. At the top decile household income has increased 13 per cent’ (Gregory and Hunter 1995, p. 6). Birrell et al. (1997) make the point that the growing incidence of spatially concentrated poverty associated with households of working age adults means that many children are growing up in both households and neighbourhoods of poverty, a point also made by Gregory and Sheehan (1998) and Gregory (1999), and which we have noted already.

Some authors (particularly those writing in the journal People and Place) emphasise the presence in these spatially concentrated groupings of recipients of social security benefits, and those of non-English-speaking background and recent immigrant status. Documenting the increase in the number of working age Australians receiving social security benefits, Birrell et al. (1997) demonstrate their uneven spatial distribution. Birrell describes how out-migration (of men) from Sydney’s southwest suburbs is dominated in the 1990s by those of working age who are of low income and Australian-born, at the same time as these suburbs have received a major influx of low-income immigrants of non-English-speaking background (Birrell 1999). Healy examines evidence for Melbourne and Sydney from the 1996 census, to show that ‘low-income males are concentrated in particular suburbs. Much of this concentration can be explained by patterns of settlement of recent migrants who lack the skills to compete in the contemporary labour market’ (Healy 1998, p. 26).

The significance of such spatial patterns for policy debate is unclear, though in another article Birrell criticises Australia’s immigration policy for giving rise to such concentrations of certain immigrants, stating that ‘the final overlap between residence, class and ethnicity is . . . a product, even if unintended, of Australia’s immigration program’ (Birrell and Seol 1998, p. 29). The interpretation presented by Birrell and his co-researchers is that these growing concentrations constitute an Australian ‘ethnic underclass’ and that this is a problem (Healy 1998; Birrell and Seol 1998). As Fincher and Wulff, show, however, in their discussion in Chapter 6 of different policy perspectives on urban renewal in inner city Cairns, dispersing low-income people of particular cultural, ethnic or minority characteristics is not a policy option with which all stakeholders agree.

The term ‘underclass’ has not been widely used in Australian discussions. Social scientists here have often been wary of the racialised and blame-the-victim overtones they have perceived in its use in some overseas contexts. Overseas research identifying an ‘underclass’ in American and British cities did, however, identify from the late 1980s a high degree of concentration of poverty in certain locations among population groups lacking the skills to be competitive in contemporary labour markets. Direct parallels between American and British cities were drawn, where forms of social control were said to be those of conscious social and spatial exclusion. People were denied access to the occupational and spatial mobility necessary to lead them out of these areas, it was claimed, in contrast to attempts in previous decades in the US and especially the UK to enhance people’s prospects by their participation in government schemes (Hoggett 1994, p. 46).

In other overseas accounts of socio–spatial population shifts, it has recently been suggested that ‘a new world order’ is emerging, with increasing spatial concentration of both affluence and poverty. Within the major cities of the developed countries there is growing separation between income groups, and a tendency for poverty, worldwide, to be increasingly urban (Massey 1996, p. 399). The causes of such trends and of the population movements giving rise to them, are identified as including computerisation of production, and the globalisation of capital and labour markets. Other analysts are less convinced by such explanations, arguing that one must insert policy choices and modes of governance into any claims about the causes of contemporary inequality, and the spatial and social concentration of disadvantage (Hout et al. 1996). Furthermore, the socio–spatial concentration of those of low income varies in extent and consequence in different places. In the United States, for example, African-American households are migrating to places where spatial segregation is less, and it is only in certain parts of the very largest US metropolises that sharp segregation of racially-distinctive groups of extreme poverty or riches occurs (Farley 1996).

In Australia, as elsewhere, a wide range of policies comes together in the context of international economic changes, to influence the redistribution of opportunities or disadvantages for certain people and locations. Winter and Bryson (1998) demonstrate in their case study of ‘Newtown’ (not its real name) how spatially concentrated disadvantage is now appearing, through a process of population immobility, in some outer suburbs built three to four decades ago. In the 1980s and 1990s, employment in industrial production for dwellers in suburbs created adjacent to manufacturing industries in earlier decades, has dried up. The particular spatial entrapment of the poorest local people in New-town is more than a problem of unemployment. It is also a problem of population immobility due to the living standards associated with the quality of their housing. Their public housing was built to very poor standards and not maintained adequately by the agencies responsible. Residents who could afford it were encouraged to purchase their homes in the area, and took on the maintenance of the housing themselves. Those renting public housing units ended up in poor quality, under-maintained housing, unable to pay the higher rents elsewhere under the ‘market rents’ policies introduced from 1978 for public housing tenants. Their resulting poverty was entrenched and spatially specific. It was also the product of a mix of policy choices accompanying economic shifts over the medium term.

THE RESHAPING OF PUBLIC INVESTMENT AND THE CHANGING INTERPRETATION OF GOVERNMENT SPENDING 

While government policies set many ground rules for the forms and distributions of disadvantage and advantage in our globalising nation, these policies are influenced by what is perceived as possible internationally. As noted earlier, a broad range of factors and policies, exercised over a long period, has contributed to increasing inequality. It is not just the characteristics of social security supports—whether they are expanding or more targeted as they ameliorate disadvantaging effects—that have mattered in the American case, as we have noted. Also important are those policies that help the rich and middle-income groups to get richer and the poor poorer, by subsidising middle-income groups.

Policies such as mortgage interest relief, provision of private health care and other fringe benefits offered by employers (which often attract favourable tax treatment) and the switch from family benefits to tax deductions for families with children, all favour those with incomes sufficient to earn tax deductions. Export subsidies to farmers and to industries, free regulatory services provided to industry, and government support for privately owned infrastructure construction mainly benefit shareholders of private corporations and exclude the poor. The ‘free market’ is clearly not ‘free’, and the outcomes it generates are not the results of ‘a natural market but from complex political choices, many of them hidden’ (Fischer et al. 1996, p. 156).

Australian policies of middle class and corporate welfare are not the same as these American ones. In fact, Peter Whiteford in Chapter 2 claims that Australia has less ‘middle class welfare’ than most other developed countries (see also Bradbury 1998). There are similarities between Australian and American policy in some cases, and differences in favour of the less well-off in many others, especially in areas like health care and Australia’s greater tolerance of collective representation for workers. The health and industrial relations policies of the current federal government in Australia will perhaps leave us more like the United States.

Will Australians tolerate this? Possibly not, depending on how it was presented to them. But it is not a comfort to note that in a recent survey Americans were the most supportive of inequality of a number of national groups, with only 28 per cent of respondents agreeing that governments should ameliorate income disparities. Australians, at 42 per cent, were the next most supportive of national inequality, whilst in other countries respondents agreeing that governments should reduce income differences were in the majority (Fischer et al. 1996, p. 125).

There is a range of specific policy areas that contribute to the formation of disadvantage in different Australian contexts. They include declining support in federal and State governments for the industrial relations systems that have allowed working people to achieve reasonable wages, reduced attention in those governments to the maintenance of excellence in publicly resourced health care and education (particularly secondary and tertiary education), and declining federal support for community-provided and government-regulated child care and for collectively provided labour market programs. Many contributors to Australian Poverty: Then and Now (Fincher and Nieuwenhuysen 1998) expressed despair at the loss of government services, like adequate legal aid provisions and dental care, that are cruelly affecting the lives of the disadvantaged.

On the other hand, government is proceeding in other ways most actively, and is spending much time defending its decisions about new forms of regulation (called deregulation) in the courts. This is evident in industrial relations matters, at the State and federal levels, and in policies like urban planning at the State level. Neoliberal governments are also pursuing public–private partnerships—for example in secondary and tertiary education, in infrastructure provision for cities—and altering taxation systems for individuals and firms to the greater benefit of business investors and the wealthy. (Even if it can be argued that the incomes of poorer groups are not actually reduced in such moves their relative position is worsened.) Of course, the underpinning by governments of commercial law continues to provide advantages like limited liability to corporations and businesses which have never been available to wage earners and other citizens.

What is being developed in Australia is a change in style and substance of governance. The adoption in government of neoliberal economic philosophies directs our national and sub-national involvement in globalisation to take particular forms. Gleeson and Low (2000), in their account of urban planning in Australia—an activity at the local level that is defined and regulated by State governments—describe this as replacing the social democratic aims of the manageralism of the 1980s and before, by what they term ‘corporate liberalism’ in the 1990s. Though their presentation is about State governments in Australia, the defining features they list of corporate liberalism in those governments characterise other governments as well. Those characteristics are: a view of government as a group of corporations (its departments and agencies), the practice of creating markets in service delivery, and the practice of expanded entrepreneurialism through partnerships with business. Of course the emergence of corporate liberalism is not everywhere the same, and its manifestations can vary across different parts of government even within the same State.

The notion of the ‘public interest’ to be served by government has also altered. It is now understood, in neoliberal/corporate liberal governments, as that interest which maximises the rate of economic growth. This interpretation of the public interest does not give priority to the distribution of the benefits of such growth to those who make up ‘society’. In the words of one British political theorist, we have contrived ‘the death of the social’, replacing it by an emerging form of governance centred on ‘community’, which signals (ironically) that the ‘subjects’ of regulation are now required to take a more active role in their own regulation (Rose 1996, pp. 330–1). Responsibility for the social outcomes that make up our material lives is in the hands of ‘individuals’ and their ‘communities’—not the primary responsibility of government as it goes about its ‘core business’ of facilitating national and regional economic growth. Implicit in this view are notions of justice that see inequality as the ‘natural’ outcome of competition between able and less able individuals (and the communities they are able to marshal around them). Fairness consists of individuals getting what they deserve, with little recognition of the disadvantaging processes to which certain people have been subject, nor of the need to establish frameworks of enhanced opportunity for them.

Can the reduction of inequality be left to individuals and communities, with governments taking on the occasional partnership with them but not the lead? It seems unlikely that decentralisation is to be our lot—the handing over to locals of control over their own circumstances, for which they are adequately resourced. Government surveillance or overall direction of the parameters within which communities or partnerships can work will remain or increase, even if considerably reduced government resources are used in these partnerships. Manning (1998) illustrates this, describing the ‘public works model’ recommended to the federal government by the National Commission of Audit (1996). Under this model, community services should be outsourced— delivered not by government agencies but by private providers— under strict central surveillance and control by government: 

[Through] detailed specifications of performance requirements by senior public servants under political supervision, the tendering process itself and the supervision of contractors . . . the public works model centralises control of service provision firmly in ministerial hands . . . The Commission of Audit did not like representative agencies because they do not compete, and double up as advocates for the interests of the people they represent. They also resist the imposition of user charges (which governments have been using to shift costs from taxpayers to service users), on the grounds that their clients cannot afford to pay. They are poor allies in programs of expenditure cuts. (Manning 1998, pp. 28–9) 

There are many examples in the alteration of public sector provision which suggest that governments are putting this advice into practice. Manning (1998 pp. 28–9) contrasts this model with that advocated by Ronald Henderson in the early 1970s. While Henderson agreed with the outsourcing of community service provision as a way to provide more benefits from limited public funds, he envisaged local community services provision taking advantage of local knowledge. Service provision would most suitably be done by local government which would sometimes use groups of volunteers. Funds and general guidance would be provided by federal and State governments, while services would be delivered by decentralised groups which were responsible to their clients. No strict surveillance from the centre was envisaged. Manning’s comparison sets up starkly the issues of power relations in partnerships in the different models of service delivery.

The authors of Creating Unequal Futures? Rethinking Poverty, Inequality and Disadvantage consider the sorts of ‘enabling structures’ that need to be established in the areas on which they are writing. They look at trends and the processes that are generating them, and propose means to enable the capacities of disadvantaged individuals, groups and places to be improved. They are unable to envision a future that is more equal without a leading role being played by Australian governments at all levels, drawing on, as Capling et al. (1998, pp. 65–6) have it, the reclaiming of ‘certain important aspects of Australia’s tradition as an innovative builder of public institutions’. Where the spaces are in the new corporate liberal forms of governance developing in Australia, within which we can draw upon and use that tradition, is an interesting question.

PUBLIC DISCOURSES ABOUT POVERTY, INEQUALITY AND DISADVANTAGE 

The language of public discourse is one means by which judgment is passed on any achievement or situation. As Putnis demonstrates in Chapter 3, ‘welfare’ is a notion filled with meaning and significance in the pages of a variety of Australian newspapers. And in Chapter 2, Whiteford shows how politically reiterated, conceptual debates about the nature and causes of poverty and exclusion have an important bearing on the forms of welfare systems in different societies. The significance of poverty, and the degree to which people with few resources deserve their disadvantaged state, have long been contested in the media, in political debate and in academic writing. In contemporary welfare state societies, ‘needs talk’ occurs in public discussions about who needs what forms of government support, who is ‘deserving’. Says Fraser (1989, pp. 161–2): ‘needs talk functions as a medium for the making and contesting of political claims; it is an idiom in which political conflict is played out and through which inequalities are symbolically elaborated and challenged’.

The everyday meanings of words such as poverty within the ‘needs talk’ in which they are used, evaluate people’s lives and capacities. This is an obvious power of language. Language also conveys the moral messages of policy. It is a potent weapon in invoking how things ought to be. It is moulded to deliver precise meanings in particular political contexts, and governments, businesses and community agencies try to use it to advantage, especially in the media.

Achieving political and policy change always requires the strategic use of language. Neoliberal governments use terms like ‘efficiency’, ‘the family’, and ‘a fair go’ in very different ways from their political opponents. The language of ‘community’ is also laden with different meanings. Sometimes, the language of policy is adopted from one context into another uncritically—and is contested successfully—causing rapid modification of the phraseology. Language, inappropriately used, has the capacity to generate opposition to the strategy so described, as illustrated by Walker (1998), who describes the unsuccessful use of American terminology about the welfare state by the Blair Labour government in Britain. 

We need to understand the ways that language is used in political and other public discourse, and how it is often presented in the media, to limit or to open up the possibilities we can envisage for the future. The mere repetition of particular meanings in political contexts, if made sufficiently often and adamantly, can be a powerful force and can limit resistance. Margaret Thatcher’s repeated insistence that ‘there is no alternative’ to neoliberal policies was difficult to counter. On the other hand, there is evidence that resistance and the use of counter-language, or oppositional discourses, can be successful, too.

Above all, analysis of poverty, inequality and disadvantage and the processes that cause them cannot ignore how political and contested is the interpretation of need (Fraser 1989, p. 164). The reduction of inequality requires attention to the discursive constructions that guide our understandings of the situation, as well as to providing materially for the needy. This focus on language and the politics of poverty-talk has not been a major focus of Australian research. We signal here the need for more of it. Putnis’ chapter begins this work by focusing on the media as one site of production of public discourse about poverty, finding that the ‘media can and do contribute to the marginalisation of the poor’ through the climate of public opinion they help create.

THE BOOK’S CHAPTERS 

The aim of this book is to use a diversity of social science perspectives to rethink the nature of contemporary poverty, disadvantage and inequality in Australia. The rethinking occurs by a focus not only on the sophisticated description of these features of Australian lives, but also by accounts of the complex contexts in which they occur and the processes that drive them. This form of explanation of our situation is intended to be the springboard for discussion of interventions that might improve things by decreasing the extent of poverty and inequality and reducing the disadvantage suffered by some people.

There is a wide range of processes generating the distribution of resources among Australians. Not all of them are global in their source, though few are not entwined with the implications of our participation in the changing global economy in some way. It is our intention to demonstrate that many processes generating Australian patterns of disadvantage are in large part domestic in their source, and thus can be amended by the actions of Australians. In each of the chapters, we will be asking if communities of support are being provided that might limit disadvantage and inequality, and trying to identify pathways that might enable people who are disadvantaged to improve their circumstances.

In Chapter 2, Peter Whiteford emphasises how interpretations of poverty and disadvantage in research and policy about them are influential. Distinctive interpretations are made of what causes poverty and disadvantage, of their consequences, and how and why these should be responded to. The discourses and interpretations under the spotlight are those of national governments, in their welfare policies. The chapter identifies alternative conceptualisations of poverty and disadvantage in a range of countries (including Australia) that are associated with different social policies. We see from the comparisons how effective Australia’s responses are to poverty and inequality, but also how they are justified and theorised, compared to those of other countries. By identifying alternative concepts of poverty and disadvantage that appear to be associated with different approaches to social policy, the chapter seeks to derive lessons that these national and international debates may offer for Australian policy designers, despite recognising the specific genealogies of policy debates within different nations.

Writing on representations of poverty and welfare in the Australian print media (Chapter 3), Peter Putnis demonstrates how interpretations of disadvantage made by the media matter, and vary. Inequality, poverty and disadvantage are not transparent truths or objective ‘facts’, whose causes and significance are agreed to and understood. Here, the news media’s interpretations of these phenomena are scrutinised, with particular attention paid to the presentation of who actually are ‘the poor’ in Australia, and how much attention the media pay to this as a matter worthy of our attention. The media are influential in limiting or expanding public knowledge about poverty, inequality and disadvantage in Australia. They help or hinder (along with public policy and political pronouncements) the possibilities of new enabling strategies being accepted or even imagined.

Chapters 4 and 5 focus attention on particular groups, with a view to unravelling some of the processes generating certain forms of disadvantage for them. These population ‘groups’ are not homogeneous, and they are not the only groupings that could have been included, though they are very significant ones. It is in this section of the book that the concern with measurement of income by poverty researchers is revealed most clearly. This is not the sole concern of these chapters, however, for their authors show the difference it makes to conceptualise properly what is being measured, both for the quality of the measures and for the interventions in the causal processes that are suggested. They show how in the hands of experts, the development of conceptually sophisticated knowledge can be enhanced with a focus on measurement.

Around the world and in Australia, the prospects of children are seen as conditioned by their family contexts, and the labour market circumstances of their parents. In Chapter 4, Peter Travers assesses the contributions of family employment background to children’s advantage and disadvantages, and to their prospects for social and economic mobility as they grow to adulthood. The chapter also assesses the significance, particularly for teenagers, of their experiences in schools, and how these experiences situate young people either to take up paid work in contemporary labour markets, or to be marginalised because of lack of access to them. Travers’ analysis reminds us that outcomes for children are key policy concerns in any discussion of unequal or more equal futures, for they will be the direct bearers of those futures.

Chapter 5 by Boyd Hunter demonstrates the multi-dimensional forms in which indigenous Australians experience poverty and disadvantage. It shows how the particular histories of disempowerment of indigenous Australians are associated with the forms of disadvantage they experience. Not only are their monetary incomes low, but they have high rates of arrest and of ill-health: indigenous life expectancy continues to be about twenty years lower than for non-indigenous Australians. Social exclusion is obviously the continuing experience of many indigenous people. Pathways out of disadvantage for groups with particular histories of oppression will be complex, and have distinct features. This chapter canvasses aspects of the pasts and possible futures of indigenous Australians, who face circumstances so different from those of other Australians that conventional income-based measures of their poverty misrepresent the severity of their circumstances and the depth of their disadvantage.

Chapters 6 and 7 each develop an analysis of a particular site, or context, in which disadvantage is formed for certain groups (and advantage for others) although it is the disadvantaging that is the focus here. Ruth Fincher and Maryann Wulff examine the production of disadvantage in the context of specific towns and communities, showing how disadvantage is produced by (among other things) continuing population mobility in Australia. Without suggesting that population mobility is a ‘bad thing’—for population mobility has long been a pathway to social and economic betterment for many people—the chapter demonstrates the disadvantaging effects of certain kinds of population mobility in two Australian towns: Cairns in Queensland and the smaller Kelsey in Victoria. Case studies of the two towns present the argument that disadvantage is the product of histories of housing and labour market opportunities in these places, and of the ways that contemporary patterns of population mobility propel people into specific local housing and employment situations. The form of economic transformation in Australia is basic to the redefinition of the prospects of places like these, and to population mobility between them.

In Chapter 7, Ian Watson and John Buchanan document the many ways contemporary Australian labour markets are sites of economic and social polarisation. They show with clarity who is winning and who is losing in contemporary changes in jobs, the circumstances of earners and households. This growing polarisation is exacerbated by the decline in policy arrangements that have in the past eased the pathway to paid work for people taking it up for the first time. The chapter makes a case for reinstating transitional labour markets with particular characteristics, and takes issue with the conventional wisdom developing in the ranks of some analysts that Australia will only solve its unemployment problem by creating more low-paid jobs. It also disputes the proposition that further inequality within labour markets is necessary to reduce unemployment. The chapter contributes to a major theme of the book that receiving an adequate income is not the only measure of advantage, but that how one makes an income is also important.

CREATING UNEQUAL FUTURES?

The writers of this book demonstrate situated complexity in the ways that disadvantage, inequality and poverty are generated in contemporary Australia. Their reason for emphasising complexity in the processes causing what they regard as growing imbalances has not been to elicit the response from readers that suitable interventions are just too difficult and can’t be imagined. Rather, the reason for arguing that the complexities of our circumstances be recognised and documented is to prompt recognition of the need for complex responses that operate on a wide range of fronts.

The complexities that shape and sustain existing patterns of inequality have to be recognised so they guide our responses. Until this happens, we run the risk of creating an unequal future, characterised by escalating poverty and growing disadvantage. There is a clear, overriding message that emerges from the analysis and insights of the chapters that follow. It can be summarised in the following propositions:

• that it is necessary to step outside the boundaries of contemporary policy philosophies, to recognise that wider thinking will be required if policy-makers and their non-government partners are to respond adequately to our situation. In particular, the thinking required acknowledges diversity in our population and localities, in what they want and the ways they want to live. It accepts that there is a range of models of ‘success’ that can be accepted and supported; 

• that ‘wrecked boats don’t float’ (Badcock 1994, p. 195). That is, that people, families, organisations, and communities, at whatever spatial scale, do not function well unless they are provided with the infrastructure necessary for them to adjust, even to shine and succeed. Public infrastructure is required to support the capacity building at both the individual and community level which is a necessary ingredient of sustainable independence over the longer term. What the relevant infrastructure is, and how it should be designed and provided for the diverse ways of ‘living successfully’, is an important and interesting question on which widespread consultation should occur; and 

• that we should be reflective and sophisticated in what we copy from other countries (see Chapters 2 and 7), recognising that measures appropriate and accepted in other national contexts may be inconsistent with our national traditions and the expectations of our population.

Consider each of these matters in turn. The ways forward they may suggest are not pathways back to previous ways of thinking and doing—this is not an exercise in nostalgia. Rather they are ways forward that take our knowledge of what has not worked, of what is inappropriate now, and use this body of knowledge as a prompt for thinking more widely about alternatives.

OUR PRESENT NARROW THINKING 

The chapters that follow provide many examples of particular ‘exclusions’—situations where certain groups of people or types of communities seem outside the accepted norms of success that reign (implicitly or explicitly) in contemporary Australia. The groups or communities are disadvantaged in ways that are not satisfactorily ameliorated by policy.

People receiving certain government pensions are marginalised, both in the prevailing ‘needs talk’ that is publicised in the media and in ever more stringent policy requirements that ‘welfare dependants’ should be deserving, grateful, seeking employment and above all, fewer (see Chapter 3). In the current climate, the young unemployed and sole parents seem to be in the line of fire here.

There are indigenous Australians living in circumstances that are disadvantaging. Policy and government frameworks seem unable to accept, support or even identify the different lives sought by many indigenous people. The result is excessively high incarceration of indigenous young people, and poor health across the indigenous population, quite apart from low incomes (see Chapter 5).

Small rural towns, and non-metropolitan places in general, are often not fostered by regional policies that encourage the development of different styles of living in different locations. This is not a suggestion that taxpayers should fund duplicate or even equivalent services in all rural towns, or create copies of the services in major cities. There is a discussion waiting to be had in Australia, however, about the formation of a national regional policy to ensure that people’s decisions to live in non-metropolitan settlements are not massively disadvantaging (see Chapter 6).

Young people are marginalised from paid work and the future success associated with it, if (among other things) they leave school early (see Chapter 4). When that happens, there remain few labour markets they can enter and use as a step to upward occupational mobility (see Chapter 7). The institutional supports providing opportunities for young people who are not following the steady pathways of agreed success from school to tertiary education to employment, appear to be declining.

The point is that the forms and styles of living that we, with our public sectors, support and resource, seem narrow and narrowing. The types of citizen our governments, media, even educational institutions celebrate as successes are: hard-working, in paid employment, entrepreneurial, efficient, so that they are self-funding and self-helping and not drawing from the public payroll for pensions or allowances. The types of locations that benefit (though only implicitly as Australian governments exhibit limited regional or spatial thinking and planning) are those that are the places of work and residence of these successful citizens. These locations are primarily metropolitan. The urbanisation of poverty may well be occurring in Australia, as it is worldwide (Massey 1996) but the urbanisation of material success is accompanying it.

Clearly, there is resistance to such norms or ‘models’ of success. Some people are moving to small towns; others are withdrawing from workplaces that are ridiculously taxing; some indigenous Australians have relocated to rural settings away from the circuits of ‘success’. To do this, one often has to exercise a choice—made easier if one has enough resources to avoid the penalties accompanying withdrawal from (paid) work and the locations of success. Most people will want to have success in their lives, where success is understood by what is celebrated in media, by governments and in metropolitan areas. But others will have different preferences, and these options can and should be depicted for their advantages and successes, too.

The adoption of a commitment by government to producing a regional policy could force us to come to terms with the different lives being led in contemporary Australia, and the ways to support these lives so as to make the most of their varied advantages. It seems certain that the urbanising trends of our ‘best’ (meaning materially most rewarded) forms of employment will continue; regional policies will not change the production of uneven development in incomes and high-paying jobs.

It is also time for more consideration of the meanings and centrality of paid work, in our national definitions of ‘success’ and ‘deservingness’. Paid employment is apparently to be ever more synonymous with citizenship in Australia (for those of the appropriate age), as is clear in current political discussion of the ‘need’ to wean people from government pensions and have them enter the labour force (see Probert 1995). This being the case, widespread opportunities for paid work must be found using whatever interventions can be devised. In such a context, the notion of ‘work’ itself must take on new definitions in our discourse, as must our understanding of the term ‘payment’. This requires further debate of the contrasting viewpoints raised in the different chapters of this book. In particular, the view implicitly expressed in Chapter 2 that our major social policy priority is to support incomes, must be reconciled with the view of Chapters 4 and 7 that work as the way of gaining income be emphasised.

There is need for greater recognition that the distribution of work is becoming skewed—with some people having too much and others too little. This raises questions surrounding the relationship between the distributions of work and income, and of the interaction between income support and work behaviour more generally. The conclusions of a recent study of child poverty in industrial countries has relevance in this context. The study’s authors argue that the key to understanding of child (income) poverty variation across countries lies not so much in differences in income support arrangements, but rather in the different labour market environments and outcomes in each country (Bradbury and Jäntti 1999a, p. 71). We need, in other words, to understand the interactions between state programs and market processes before we can understand how outcomes arise and the impact of each determining factor.

WRECKED BOATS DON’T FLOAT 

The authors in this book take the view that public investment in people is valuable; that if there are inappropriate outcomes of policies, the thing to do is to redesign the policies rather than to reduce the capacities and scope of the public sector. Publicly funded infrastructure, social and physical, can provide the opportunities for people to live better lives. We reject the claim that public sector investment in people drags them back, increases their ‘dependency’ (to use the claim of some who are in the business of stripping back government responsibility), or provides services that those people should be providing for themselves within their own families and communities. It is our view that government partnerships and programs are (among other things) signals of encouragement for people to take on new challenges and make better outcomes.

There are examples of this in fields like child care, where past government funding of excellent and affordable child care centres has been associated with expanded, casual community child care in the localities near the centres. Here, local small-scale providers are able to respond to needs for child care at times outside those of the centres, because they do not have to take on responsibility for all child care. There are examples where labour market programs in localities of manufacturing closures have been instrumental in bringing people together to set up small-scale businesses of their own. This would not have occurred without the opportunity provided by the government-funded program. Labour market programs for retrenched textiles and clothing workers, too, have given non-English-speaking women who are long-term Australian residents the opportunity to learn English for the first time, a fine outcome even if not one measured in program evaluations. In the arts, it is evident how government funding and support, acting as a framework of encouragement, can spur people on to more creativity than they would have otherwise been able to afford.

So, people, families, organisations, and communities function better if they are provided with some infrastructure to help them adjust to their changing circumstances, and to make opportunities out of those changes. The corollary is that if that support is withdrawn, if opportunities and expectations are narrowed by a highly targeted, derisive and punitive public sector, those creative responses to changing circumstances will occur less frequently.

How is this infrastructure to be provided, and how are the structures of accountability and responsibility that must be clear in public spending, to be defined? If diverse models of success and viability are to be supported, there must be a role for government (at a range of levels), but also a role for ‘locals’ (at whatever the relevant scale) in participating with government in its ‘investment’, and in having some responsibility for the carrying out of schemes and the evaluation of them.

Ian Manning (1998) has recently reminded us how Professor Ronald Henderson argued in the 1970s that local communities would contribute a great deal to arrangements to benefit their residents, given a real opportunity and some real responsibility. These views clearly need revisiting. (Ironically, the managerialism of today’s governments contains echoes of the partnerships Henderson envisaged between government and volunteers in communities, at least at the level of rhetoric.) Without being naive about local ‘communities’ being unified and supporting the interests of all in their localities appropriately, it is nevertheless important to reconsider the ways that creative control over futures and definitions of ‘success’, locally, can be brought about. If national, State and local governments are to work in partnership with each other and other organisations, even in situations where ‘contracting out’ of work previously done by governments occurs, then the forms and levels of surveillance noted by Manning in his ‘public service model’ cannot be patronising. Accountability has to be devolved. On the other hand, proper regulation of commercial provisioning needs to be maintained.

Wrecked boats don’t float. But well-maintained and refurbished boats, carrying people who are encouraged and supported, sail off and seek out new shores.

USING THE EXPERIENCE OF OTHER COUNTRIES 

Understanding our own long-standing national commitment to a supportive public sector means not only that we should resource all our citizens with effective public infrastructure, or opportunity structures, to help them design their diverse successes, but also that we should not copy blindly the policy directions of other countries. As highlighted in Chapter 2, policies are embedded in national priorities and come from national histories of decision-making. Grabbing policies from other national contexts— something that is very tempting if one uncritically adopts a rhetoric of global ‘best practice’ and benchmarking—ignores this important context.

At present in Australia, certain American policies are held up as models by some influential groups. As noted in Chapter 7, interest at the federal level in lowering wages as a way of creating increased ‘labour market flexibility’ draws on the United States experience as an example to follow. Increases in wage inequality and the creation of a group of ‘working poor’ are seen as ways to reduce unemployment. It is argued that income transfers from government, or tax credits directed to those on low incomes, will preclude the possibility of working families living in poverty. That is, we might insert into the Australian context American-inspired policies about wage deregulation, with the institutions of social support used to offset the worst effects of this move on those on low incomes.

This suggestion ignores the point made in Chapters 4 and 7 that dignified work is a dignifying experience and undignified work is not. As well, it perhaps fails to comprehend another point made in Chapter 7, that if real wages at the bottom of the labour market are cut, there will be pressure to reduce the level of social security payments so as to have them approximate these low-wage levels. The result would be a drop in the standards of living of many low-income families.

If we are to learn anything from the US experience in this domain, it is surely that its labour market outcomes are generated from a structure that differs from ours in several important ways. These outcomes will not emerge here as a result of importing a few selected aspects of the US labour market and public policy structure. Cutting wages will almost certainly disturb the balance that exists in the current Australian structure and lead to a series of countervailing changes and responses—some market induced and others required to maintain policy consistency. We must study the US experience and learn from it, just as we should study and learn from what other countries have and are doing. But when we try to implement those lessons here, we have to recognise the constraints imposed by our own institutional structure and historical experience. That is the lesson brought home so effectively by the analysis and results reported in Chapter 2.

Why, then, are we incapable of reducing the inequality, poverty and disadvantage that seem inexorably to accompany our growing national economy? We aren’t. But we have to work at it with a willing public sector that accepts diversity and acknowledges the importance of governments intervening with social and physical infrastructure to support that diversity. There are important traditions of public investment in Australia that we can well afford to continue even as we learn from overseas experiences and participate in global change. These traditions can form the basis of an approach that delivers growing material prosperity and social justice. Without them, we run the risk of creating unequal futures for all Australians.
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