‘Having a Say’ on the Inquiry into Poverty

It is now half a century since we began to recognise that not all Australians shared in the ‘lucky country’, after a number of social surveys in the sixties documented the continuing existence of poverty.  At the time the national understanding was that these were just ‘pockets of poverty’ in an otherwise buoyant economic environment.  Furthermore, Australia was usually conceptualised as a ‘wage earner’s welfare state’, that is, much of the ‘welfare’ for most of the people for most of the time derived from fair wages drawn from steady paid employment (Bryson, 2001).  The ‘Welfare State’ provided a ‘safety net’ in the instance of market failure.

The nearest Australia ever got to tackling the social problem of poverty was in the optimistic era of the Whitlam Federal Labor Government.  The main report of the Henderson Poverty Inquiry (1975) neatly documented the problems of poor people and the social construction of poverty itself.  Henderson (1975) wrote:

Poverty is not just a personal attribute: it arises out of the organisation of society.

Henderson could not solve poverty, but his legacy is the ‘Poverty Line’ through which middle class commentators can monitor the continuance of this social problem.

In Western Australia we noted the 1996 UN ‘International Year for the Eradication of Poverty’.  At the time I wrote to the WA  State Taskforce on poverty pointing out that the poverty was not only connected to material resources, but to a poverty in our political culture.  Over the twentieth century our politics shifted from a shared consensus on the desirability of the Welfare State to a rampant, competitive, economic individualism, consistent with the values promoted through economic rationalism.  Interestingly, half a decade later key players from the Taskforce announced in the daily press that poverty was still with us, and that citizens in some suburbs were poorer than those living in other suburbs!

The burden of this present Submission is simple.  For two decades, under the twin impacts of economic rationalism and globalisation, there has been little in the way of sincere and strong effort to abolish poverty, though there has been plenty of research on the topic.  The major political parties are to blame.  In conservative theory, poverty is the spur that goads the poor towards greater initiative and industry in the cause of independent self-reliance.  However, the Labor Government of the Hawke/Keating era embraced the doctrine of economic rationalism, and though providing a measure of support for some client categories, presided over the increasing divide between the rich and the poor.  These trends intensified with the return to conservative government in 1996 under Mr Howard.  The ‘poverty lobby’ aside, no one now stands for the poor!

Increasing inequalities will be the inevitable outcome of present politics and policies based on the pressures of globalisation and the philosophies of economic rationalism (Jamrozik, 2001).  The market must be managed and regulated: This is the meaning of the ‘Welfare State’ (Jones, 1996).

While it is good to ‘have a say’, unless there is some change in consciousness and conscience the present hearings and submissions will be just a ‘talkfest’ chattering on while the great gulf between the rich and the poor in Australia grows ever larger.  We need a radical change in our political and community philosophy to facilitate a genuine approach to the longstanding social problem of poverty.
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