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               Introduction.  

…. `problems’ do not exist out there, in the social world, waiting to be addressed and `solved’, but that `problems’ are created by the policy community.  … any policy proposal necessarily contains a diagnosis of the problem to be addressed.’   

(Bacchi, 1999: 199).

How `policy problems’ are determined has important implications for those likely to be 
the subject of any resultant solutions.  As Carol Bacchi (1999: 5) states, `approaches to 
policy studies are inherently political and need to be treated as such.

Problem representation is, according to Stone (1988:106-7, quoted in Bacchi, 1999: 36) 
`the strategic representation of situations … (original emphasis)’.  ` Representations of a 
problem are therefore constructed to win the most people to one’s side and the most 
leverage over one’s opponents …’ 

Consequently, those confronting a defined policy problem need to ask `how that 
definition also defines interested parties and stakes, how it allocates the roles of bully and 
underdog, and how a different definition would change power relations.’  (Stone (1988: 
183, quoted in Bacchi, 1999: 36)

Using the Disability Support Pension as a case study, this paper will show that the 
Howard government’s claim ` to govern for the mainstream’ is inherently political, and is 
creating a two-tiered society, consisting of the allegedly `deserving’ and the 
`undeserving’.  It’s manipulation of the concept of `mainstream Australia’ in its 
propaganda is designed to position `non-mainstream’ groups, which now include the 
disabled, as undeserving.  Once categorised as `undeserving’, the disabled can be 
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subjected to increased scrutiny, control, and demands in return for any income support 
they might receive. They become the underdog, subject to the controls of the bully.

The 1996 Federal Election and the Rise of Populism.

`Populism is not just a reaction against power structures but an appeal to a recognised authority.  Populists claim legitimacy on the grounds that they speak for the people:  that is to say, they claim to represent the democratic sovereign, not a sectional interest such as an economic class’ (Canovan 1999: 4, quoted in Bishop and Davis 2001: 193-4).

The federal election of March 1996 saw the defeat of the Labor government and the 
election of the conservative Coalition government.  The electorate reacted against 
Labor’s economic reform agenda which progressed despite their views, against the 
erosion of their lives, and against their feelings of powerlessness to challenge the situation. 
(Quiggin, 2005: 28:  Edwards, 2002: 6)   

The frustration and insecurity produced by Labor’s economic reform stirred resentments 
that encourage populism.  (Sawer, 2003)   Populism, manifested in the 1990’s in 
Australia by Pauline Hanson’s One Nation `interprets the world through an `us and them’ 
frame and seeks to mobilize the people (us) against untrustworthy cosmopolitan elites 
(them)’.  Pauline Hanson’s elites were banks, big business and international financial 
elites.  (Sawer, 2003)

Whilst aspects of populist discourse can be dismissed as illiberal or intolerant, its appeal 
to `ordinary people’ strikes a chord with the populace.  (Bishop and Davis 2001: 194). 
John Howard recognised this, and used it to his advantage.  In his 1995 speech, The Role 
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of Government: A Modern Liberal Approach, he stated:

`There is a frustrated mainstream in Australia today which sees government decisions increasingly driven by the noisy, self-interested clamour of powerful vested interests with scant regard for the national interest. The power of one mainstream has been diminished by this government's reactions to the force of a few interest groups. Many Australians in the mainstream feel utterly powerless to compete with such groups, who seem to have the ear completely of the government on major issues.  

According to Howard, the Labor government had been commandeered by special interest 
groups, through which government largesse was delivered.  In contrast, Howard promised 
that a Coalition government would govern in the interest of mainstream Australia, 
`making decisions in the interests of the whole community, decisions which have the 
effect of uniting, not dividing the nation ….” (Howard, 1995) (emphasis added).

Despite Howard’s rhetoric that he `understood’ the concerns of the electorate, the change 
of government exacerbated rather than eased the economic rationalist clout.  (Edwards, 
2002, 6)  The Coalition government has demonstrated an even stronger commitment to 
economic rationalism than that held by the previous Labor government.  (Edwards, 
2002:7, Jamrozik, 2005: 9).  Clearly, then, despite the rhetoric, the Howard 
Government’s policy approach would not ease the pain of the electorate.  It sought to 
shift responsibility  for the pain, by taking on One Nation’s populist stance, 
simultaneously criticizing its views on economic globalization, but adopting elements of 
its social policy. (Sawer, 2006, 13)  
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The Language of Populist Discourse.

In Australia, the language and ideas of populist discourse were developed by right wing 
think tanks, in journals such as Quadrant, and by talk back radio hosts such as John Laws 
and Alan Jones, in the years preceding the 1996 election.  The most vituperative and 
concerted attacks on those deemed to be `special interests’ helped to `provide a language 
with which the coalition attacked the left’, and `also carved out a favourable intellectual 
climate within which this can occur.’  Consequently it was not difficult for Howard to 
mobilize this discourse in his election campaign. (Cahill, 2004: 92-3).  

The power of this discourse lies in its ability to mobilize these `fears, anxieties, 
resentments and insecurities in ways that complement the agendas of actually existing 
elites in Australian society’.  (Cahill, 2004, 86)  Howard seized on this power, heavily 
promoting an `us and them’ dichotomy around which resentments of the `mainstream’ 
could flourish. (Sawyer, 2006, 14)  His use of this divisive rhetoric shifts responsibility 
for the community’s economic pain from the government to `equality seekers, a `new 
class elite’ consisting, among other things, of the Greens, gays, feminists, ethnics and the 
disabled, who are blamed for alienating the electorate.  (Sawer, 2006, 14: Johns, 1996, 
cited in Sawer, 2006, 16). The central value of the welfare state, equal opportunity, is 
denied any legitimacy within this discourse. Multimillionaire talkback radio hosts 
encourage resentment towards the `elite’ which insists that taxpayers pay for ramps for 
the disabled.  (Sawer, 2003).  The equality seeking `elite’ is, according to this view, 
contemptuous of ordinary Australians, and their values, and seeks privilege for itself and 
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welfare dependency for others.  The idea, that the elite are contemptuous of ordinary 
people, is important in mobilizing emotion around the new discursive divide.  (Sawer, 
2003)  

This discourse:

“delegitimises the knowledge claims of the left in general.  By reducing concerns for social justice to ideological fashion or to the self interest of new class elites, the right is able to tarnish such concerns and render them ineffectual.  Because it demonises the left and social justice claims, new class discourse allows the right to criticise the left without engaging seriously with left wing arguments.  

(Cahill, 2004; 86)

This use of rhetoric stifles real dissent through the use of an `all purpose pejorative such 
as `political correctness’, which amounts to little more than a blanket way of discrediting 
anything that looks remotely like a progressive idea, without having to resort to 
argument’. (Davis, 1997: 71, quoted in Cahill, 2004: 83)  

Where dissent is completely discredited, there is silence, which is in turn taken as 
consent.  (Boniface VIII, cited in Horne, 2003: 12)  Clearly language is power, and the 
government has seized the power of the new discourse to discredit any opposition to its 
policies, creating divisions between `the mainstream’ and those who would promote, or 
benefit from progressive policies.  As a result, the disabled, and those who would argue 
on their behalf, are at the very least discouraged from speaking up for their rights.
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The narrative of public policy.

As Carol Bacchi has stated (1999: 199), `problems’ are the creation of the policy 
community. A policy proposal `necessarily contains a diagnosis of the problem to be 
addressed’.

The definition of a policy problem usually has a narrative structure which, either openly 
or covertly, has heroes, villains and innocent victims, and pits the forces of evil against 
the forces of good.   (Stone, 2002, 138)

The narrative of much modern policy analysis is one of helplessness and control.  A 
situation is described as bad, and previously out of control, but is now one that the 
government can control.  (Stone, 2002: 142, 143).  This narrative raises the issue of the 
extent to which we control our life conditions and destinies. (Stone, 2002: 142)  Clearly, 
it fits closely with the individualistic basis of economic rationalism.

`Conspiracy’ is a common twist in the control narrative.    Control is in the hands of a 
few, who use it to their benefit, deliberately causing or knowingly tolerating the harm that 
it causes to the majority.  The conspiracy twist of control narratives is designed to evoke 
moral condemnation and end with a call `to wrest control from the few who benefit at the 
expense of the many’. (Stone, 2002, 143-44)  Tied in with the control narrative is the 
`blame the victim’ story, which locates control in the people who suffer the problem.  In 
the same way that the conspiracy story ends with the call to the majority to rise up against 
the few, the blame the victim narrative ends with a call to the few (the victims) to reform 
their behaviour to avoid the problem.  (Stone, 2002: 144)  A further characteristic of 
control narratives is the horror story.  An outlandish incident is deliberately chosen to 
represent the universe of cases, and to build support for changing the policy addressed to 
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that wider universe of cases.  Horror stories, often atypical and highly distorted, are 
considered to be a good organising tool, making a problem concrete, and allowing people to 
identify with someone else, and mobilizing anger.  (Stone, 2002, 146-8)

  The Narrative of Public Policy and the Disability Support Pension.

We live in an age where governments are becoming increasingly concerned with welfare 
dependency, likely to lead to long term poverty, with individuals acting imprudently and 
expecting the state to provide, and free-riding, that is, leaving others to pay for their 
benefits.  (Travers, 2005, 92)  

In Australia, federal budget allocations for income support accounts for the largest item 
in social expenditure, and in the budget as a whole, as well.  Spending in this category 
has grown between 1966 and 2001, in both absolute monetary value and as a proportion 
of total budget expenditure and of GDP. (Jamrozik, 2005: 135)

In the context of the Howard government’s market based rationalist policy approach, the 
increasing cost of income support becomes the situation which was out of control.  

The McClure Report.

In response to this `situation’ the government commissioned a review of the Australian 
welfare system in September 1999. The Final Report, “Participation support for a more 
equitable society” -- more commonly called the McClure report, was released in August 
2000. 
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The concept of `mutual obligation’, an aspect of both the terms of reference and the 
Report itself, provides a means by which governments can seize control over this 
previously `uncontrollable’ situation. This emphasis on mutual obligation has shifted 
attention to the attitude of income support recipients.  Poverty and unemployment result 
from a failure of personal morality rather than from structural barriers to employment and 
economic participation. They are, instead, the result of the failure of individual 
responsibility.  (Kinnear, 2002: 248)  This rhetorical construction facilitates the division 
between `us and them’, the `deserving and the undeserving’, the mainstream and the 
disabled who fail to take individual responsibility.  

Mutual obligation requirements also allow the government to `blame the victim’.  Where 
the disabled take no responsibility for themselves, the Government will make them do so, 
through mutual obligation.  This is the narrative where the disabled become the villains, 
the `mainstream taxpayers’ are the innocent victims, and the government is fighting `the 
good fight’ against non-mainstream people with disabilities. This narrative has a 
conspiratorial tone to it.  Those with `lesser disabilities’ conspire to benefit at the expense 
of the `severely disabled’ and the `mainstream’ population.  Senator Amanda Vanstone, 

in an interview with Alexander Kirk (2002) asked `Do (the Democrats and Labor) think 

Australia should pay someone who has to be in an institution or is severely disabled the 

same as they pay someone who's got a bad back and can work  25 hours a week?’

wages’.  Top of Form

Similarly, Peter Dutton, also in an interview with Alexandra Kirk, (2004) argues:

`The disability support pension shouldn’t be seen as a way of life, of a way to opt out of work requirements, and I think the Australian taxpayer would also ask that the Government look very closely at this’.  
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The effectiveness of government rhetoric is indicated by the fact that the concept of 
mutual obligation, as it applies to welfare policy, has attained `motherhood’ status,  and 
as such is accepted, generally uncritically, as a reasonable basis for social security policy.
(Kinnear, 2002: 249)  As a consequence, the concept of mutual obligation further 
constricts the boundaries within which those who would argue for a better policy can 
operate:  to criticise the concept of mutual obligation itself is deemed to be a step too far.  
However, it is clear that the notion of mutual obligation relies `on the belief that a 
selected group of social security recipients are not trying sufficiently hard to be self-
reliant and, when left to their own devices, will ‘free-ride’ on the backs of the rest of the 
community.’ (Kinnear, 2002: 249)  This use of `mutual obligation’ propaganda absolves 
the government of any need to consider the needs of the disabled when developing 
policy.
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Figure 1.  Mutual obligation.  Leak, 2005
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The Horror Story.

The government has invoked the `horror story’ to represent the universe of cases, and to 
build support for changing the policy based on that atypical and distorted story.  The 
highly distorted, atypical story used by the Federal government in this case is that of 
Mamdouh Habib.   National Party MP, De-Anne Kelly used reports that the then alleged 
al-Qaeda fighter, Mamdouh Habib was receiving the pension, to indicate the need for a 
change.  In 2002, She stated that 

"It's a very graphic example of how easy it is to get on it when quite plainly you, if reports can be believed, are able to fight a war with al-Qaeda," 
"I have to say that doesn't sound like someone who's profoundly disabled."
"I really think the question needs to be asked, who in Australia can't get on a disability support pension, if these reports are true".

The government has incorporated its fear campaign based around terrorism, into the 
narrative in its attempt to discredit disability support pensioners.  Having established a 
link between those receiving disability support pensions and terrorism, no matter how 
tenuous, the government has left opponents to its policy potentially open to accusations 
of supporting terrorism. It has also played on the community’s fear, and reinforced the 
idea that disability support pensioners are undeservedly using the hard earned money of 
`mainstream’ taxpayers, to their advantage at best at the expense of, or at worst to the 
harm of that same mainstream.  By introducing Mamdouh Habib into the narrative, the 
Government has sought to further alienate the disabled, hoping to smooth their path to 
stripping them of any entitlement to the pension.
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The resultant policy shift.

The government sought to restrict eligibility for the Disability Support Pension to those 
assessed as not being able to work or be retrained for work of atleast 15 hours per week 
within two years because of an illness, injury or disability.  (Centrelink, 2007)   Prior to 
this, people were eligible for the Pension if there were unable to work for atleast 30 hours 
per week.  The Government’s introduced a Disability Support Bill in 2002, which  
applied the revised work hours test to current, as well as new DSP applicants.  (ACOSS,

2005, para. 2) After that Bill was rejected in the Senate, the Government introduced 
legislation with a grandfather clause, so that the new requirements applied only to new 
applicants.  From July 2006, new applicants, assessed as being able to work for 15 hours 
per week will be placed on the Newstart allowance.  Jobless people with disabilities will 
receive $45 per week less under the new system, and will be subject to activity 
requirements, with an associated compliance and penalty regime.  It is estimated that the 
Government save around $800 million over the first three years by moving people to the 
lower payments.  (Perry, 2005).
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Giving voice to those who are the subject of government policy, the subject of government rhetoric and propaganda, and at the same time silenced by it.
The period leading up to the legislative changes has been one of high anxiety and worry 

for disability support pensioners and their families.  Anthony Leggett, a quadriplegic who 

worked for 22 hours, spoke of the devastating effect that government rhetoric, and its 

proposed policy, had on him.  

"I feel like I've had the rug pulled out from under me," he said. "The uncertainty is gut-wrenching. For me, this amount of work is what I can cope with. But I'm going to have to consider whether I should cut my hours. Just getting up, showering and dressing can take me three hours."
(quoted in Horin, 2004).

The comparative flexibility of the Pension, compared to the Newstart Allowance, helps 
its recipients manage their disability, and community and work involvement.  Beth 
Spencer (2005) states:

“This is a culture that likes things black and white, whereas increasing numbers of us now inhabit that grey area between collapse and full ability; often swinging back and forth between these on a daily, weekly, or annual basis.

As such, one of the truly life-saving benefits of the pension - which has a strict income test but a fairly loose cut-off in terms of hours - is that it supports long-term rehabilitation back to paid work via a job, through the development of a suitable home business, or at least into some kind of community involvement. Ironically, while the Government claims that its aim is to encourage greater workforce participation and mutual obligation, it is those who do work, or want to work (but who cannot work full-time) who will be most penalised by the changes.”
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CONCLUSION.

The government has, by adopting this populist rhetoric in relation to the disabled, cruelly 
set them up for derision and discrimination in the community. The framing of the 
disabled as a burden on society bears similarities with their portrayal as `useless eaters’, a 
representation seen most starkly in Nazi Germany.  (Goggin & Newell, 2005: 65-66). 
This portrayal of the disabled masks the contributions that they can and do make to 
society, and effectively prevents their full participation in the community.  (Goggin & 
Newell, 2005: 66). 

People living with disabilities incur greater expenses than those without disabilities.  The 
government, rather than ensuring the financial security of those with disabilities, has 
further stigmatised them, and failed to acknowledge the existence of already rigorous 
eligibility criteria.  (Goggin & Newell, 2005: 65-66).   Rather than acknowledging that 
the extra costs of disability impinge on their ability to reach their full potential, the 
government has shifted responsibility for its inhumane and miserly policy, by blaming 
the disabled for their own predicament.  

It is completely in keeping with economic rationalism, with its complete faith in the 
markets, and self reliance, that the issue of disability, for the purposes of social policy, be 
located in the individual rather than in the structures of power.  (Goggin & Newell, 2005: 
66).  

The Howard Government has used propaganda and rhetoric to discredit people with 
disabilities, to paint them as people seeking to avoid individual responsibility, to get a 
free ride at the expense of `mainstream’ Australia.    By doing so, the Government has 
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subjected people with disabilities to increased scrutiny, and compliance requirements 
which they find difficult, if not impossible to meet.   Its actions have, in fact, made it 
more difficult for people with disabilities to engage in the community and to the 
workforce, to their greatest potential.  The end result of this Government’s rhetoric, and 
the policy that it supported, is that it is more difficult, rather than easier, for people with 
disabilities to support themselves financially through engagement with the workforce.  
Clearly, the Government’s populist approach is at best counterproductive, and at worst 
highly damaging to those people with disabilities.
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